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  Pavement pounded under running feet. Crumbling nineteenth-century tenements and vacant twentieth-century art galleries flashed past the mob of sprinting paragangers. East Village residents, unaccustomed to this kind of paragang violence spreading into their neighborhood, were perilously slow to shut off lights and duck away from windows. The wilding paragangers squeezed off bursts of gunfire and blasts of energy, striking anyone foolish enough to catch their attention.



  One lone NYPD squad car shot down Second Avenue, sirens blaring. A magnetic-powered paraganger crushed the non-ceramic parts of the squad car's engine block, while laser bursts and lightning strikes shredded its tires. Officers Rani Chavez and Ben Whitman immediately returned fire with assault rifles. The rifles were standard issue for all the cops who'd remained in the precinct...their captain had "misplaced" a couple of crates they'd confiscated from a Cyber-Nostra warehouse. With the government refusing to clean up the paragangs, the situation in Manhattan was so bad that even the cops were forced to steal.


  The rifle fire bounced off a shimmering cobalt forcefield. The paragangers howled with laughter, raising their guns and hands to fire back. Officer Whitman silently cursed himself for not leaving Manhattan when his former partner had; Officer Chavez prayed that someone would watch over her family.


  In the brief lull before the execution, a small coughing noise barely sounded over the paragang's laughter. Three tiny perforations appeared in the forcefield and one of the paragangers, a huge black man wearing a bulky tech-harness, keeled over. The forcefield collapsed in a crackle of static electricity that left everyone's hair standing on end.


  Four figures assaulted the mob of paragangers. They wore black jumpsuits, with no markings save for the white circular emblems on their black leather jackets. The woman wearing the bird emblem dropped into the gangers from above, scattering them like tenpins and then curving up for another pass. The tall man with the dragon rampant ran right past Chavez and Whitman, rushing the paragang's front lines and drawing their fire; the volley of bullets and fireballs slowed him, but he didn't fall. A shorter man with an arrow-and-bullseye emblem stood on the roof of the Ukranian Catholic church, shooting the paragangers with the guns he twirled in each hand. And the man with the gearwheel leaped into the thick of the gangers, striking with blindingly fast martial arts maneuvers.


  A fifth figure, a small and terribly thin girl in a jumpsuit but with no jacket or emblem, rose from the center of the street. This terrified the startled paragangers most of all, and several of them fired on her. Their attacks passed through her and they shot each other. The girl did absolutely nothing, but dead bodies blossomed in a circle around her.


  Chavez and Whitman knew a good chance when they saw it. They ducked around their open car doors and fired on the paragangers, being careful not to hit their rescuers. The battle was already over, though; two dozen paragangers had been taken down in less than two minutes. The officers crept from behind the car, and saw the gearwheel man hunched over one of the few conscious paragangers.


  "...swear I don't know where she is," the paraganger moaned. "Try the junkies, I heard she took a Jaz club from them."


  "You'd better be right," the gearwheel growled. His voice was deep, hard-edged, somewhat stagey but effective. "You're Satan's Eyes, aren't you? Wilders from out of town?" The paraganger nodded. "Well tell your friends to stay out. Manhattan doesn't want you."


  "Says who?" barked Officer Chavez.


  The gearwheel dropped the paraganger, turned as he stood up, and stared at her. "Says STRAFE."


  The flying woman buzzed the street again, grabbing the gearwheel and the dragon and hauling them into the air. The girl sank back into the street, and the bullseye sniper waved a jaunty farewell before disappearing behind the church's dirty copper dome.


  Only then did Chavez and Whitman sink against their wrecked squad car and exhale. "Who the hell is Strafe?" Chavez said. Maybe she'd heard the name before, but it hadn't left any lasting memories. Like so many who stayed in Manhattan, she tended to focus on local problems...unfortunately, now Strafe *was* a local problem.


  "I don't know about Strafe, but that girl looked familiar. Like one of those people from TV." He tried to slow down his heaving chest. "You know...the super-villains."


  * * * *


  Two days earlier:


  Air traffic was thick over Ellis Island; the Eurasian Union helijet had to jockey past all the rising North American Combine ones as it landed. A few more aircraft sat on the clearing, still being loaded. The Ellis Island field station was almost evacuated before Jay Teller and Tony Drake even got there.


  The Eurasian pilot brought his helijet to within a few feet of the ground and Tony and Teller hopped out. The co-pilot tossed their duffel bags after them, snapped a brief salute, and then returned to her seat. They didn't want to stay in Manhattan any longer than was absolutely necessary. The helijet rose again, weaving through the larger and less aesthetically streamlined American aircraft, heading for a safe refueling in Newark.


  Teller shouldered his duffel bag and looked around the island. He spotted STRAFE ground crews loading helicopters with dismantled scientific equipment and crated weapons. Paramedics gingerly lifted Richard Hendrick's stretcher and life-support systems into a medical helijet, along with several human-shaped bundles wrapped in white shrouds. "Jesus," Teller said, for once at a loss for sarcastic comments. "So it's all true."


  "I hope it's not *all* true." Tony grabbed his bag and stalked toward the old immigration center which had been STRAFE's Manhattan command post.


  He found their teammates inside the old brick building. Dan "Grind" Tracey and Jen Kleinvogel stood at the center of a knot of officials in identical black business suits.


  C.J. Brown, of course, was nowhere to be seen.


  They caught Jen in the middle of an argument. "We have to engage the paragangs," she told the suits. "Bathory and Cockatrice are the only names left on Dumont's list. When she tries to kill them, we need to be there... Tony!" She perked up when she saw her returning friends. "And Jay!" she added as an afterthought. "Thank God you're back from Rome."


  "A little too late, it seems." Tony had been thinking about rejoining the team for weeks, about what he'd say to Jen. He had played out a dozen imaginary conversations, rehearsed a dozen opening lines. He forgot every one of them and barked, "What's this I hear about Burnout?"


  Dan Tracey, the only person in the room who would make eye contact with Tony, stepped forward. "C.J. is Burnout now," he said. "She's been possessed by an enemy psionic named Tyra Dumont."


  "You know that's not what I mean." The two men were about the same height, but somehow Tony had always regarded Dan as taller. Now he drew himself up to his full stature, and if anything he thought he was staring down at Dan.


  Dan felt Tony's harsh, unblinking gaze. "Dumont's lost control, Tony. The only way to save C.J. is to call in someone who knows Dumont, someone who can think like her."


  Tony raised his voice. "Have you lost your *mind*?"


  "Tony?" The soft soprano voice brought the entire room to silence. "M-mister Drake?"


  Everyone turned to see the speaker walk into the huge hall. Lana Smith had trained briefly at the Academy and served in the Conclave of Super- Villains, but something about her made everyone in the hall label her a young girl. Maybe it was her soft, high-pitched voice, her stringy blonde hair, her frighteningly thin body. Maybe it was her total recklessness, her dead boyfriend, her illegitimate child, her easy manipulation by Tyra Dumont.


  It sure as hell wasn't the way she'd shoved a bomb into Tony Drake's stomach.


  "Mister Drake? I just wanted to say I'm sorry." She stepped forward, meekly clutching her hands in front of her and staring up at Tony through her bangs. It was a look of sheer girlish innocence. Or, Tony thought, a look calculated to show innocence to the sort of man who believes whatever little girls have to say.


  "I know you got hurt pretty badly," Lana said, "and even though it was Mr. Strings...Dumont...who made me do those things, I still...I wish I had been able to fight her off sooner. I wish I had been stronger."


  "So do I, Smith. So does Hendrick, I bet. And those agents out there." Beyond the huge doors, the last shrouded bundle was loaded.


  Teller stepped up beside his friend. "And I made a little promise to myself back in Haven. I still owe you a meal. To make up for Tony's." He planted his hands on his hips, pulling back his leather jacket and revealing his twin shoulder holsters.


  "Those are Tyra Dumont's crimes," said one of the suited officials, "not Ms. Smith's. She's going to be a valued advisor. This way, Ms. Smith." He shot Tony and Teller an evil glare and led Lana away by her elbow.


  * * * *


  Chavez and Whitman sat in an Automat on East Sixth. It was about two blocks from the precinct house and had been relatively safe from the paragangers. At least until the past couple of days. Now the East Village was a no man's land; no paragang owned it but it kept about half of them from expanding into midtown. That half wanted to take it as a stepping stone, while the others were moving in just to block their rivals. Anyone walking through the East Village might as well have worn a sandwich board with targets painted on it, front and back. But there was safety in numbers, and the Automat was safe for now.


  Chavez took a long drag off her cigarette. It was a new habit. "I don't get it," she said. "Those Strafe people didn't act like criminals. They didn't even kill the paragangers...not directly, anyway. Why would they hang out with a super-villain?"


  "God, I feel so stupid just *saying* that." Whitman got fussy and waved her smoke away from his face and clothes. That was *his* annoying new habit. "'Super-villain.' We're sitting here talking about a super-villain, like it was a normal career choice. I took Job-O in ninth grade guidance counseling and a lot of weird crap came up, but 'super-villain' was not part of it."


  "You had to do Job-O too? What'd you get?"


  He took a sip of his decaf tea. "Lawyer and forest ranger. You?"


  "Doctor and musician."


  They dug into their slices of pie.


  "So," Whitman said. "A super-villain."


  * * * *


  Two days earlier:


  "A *super-villain*!" Tony screamed. "A member of the damn *Conclave* of Super-Villains!"


  The STRAFE team stood in a small room off the central hall. The bricks were badly charred and the room stank of burnt metal and flesh; C.J. must have torched it on the Dumont-driven raid that had devastated the command post. A petite blonde leaned against one wall, and a tiny black-and-white TV sat on a cart in the middle of the floor, but the room had otherwise been emptied. The TV showed Lana Smith's debriefing in the room next door.


  "I don't think she's a Conclaver any more," said the blonde. She detached herself from the wall and shook everyone's hand with a bouncy vigor they didn't share. She wore a laminated plastic badge with a familiar logo: concentric circles emanating from a silhouette of an androgynous human head. "Gene Clark," she said, "MetaPsych. I've been screening your agents for any traces of Dumont."


  "And...?" Teller asked. He wasn't sure whether to trust Clark; she had high credentials but looked all of eighteen. About the same age as Lana. And she seemed too damn happy to be on Ellis.


  "Everyone's clean," she said. "Of course, C.J. Brown had been screened and she showed up clean. Smith tells us that Dumont...whom she calls 'Mr. Strings'...likes to slowly play on a victim's hatred and fear. Convince them to voluntarily give up control. So early detection may be impossible."


  "She snared Agents Johnson and Rohe pretty quickly," Dan said.


  "A more blatant and easily-detected psychic attack. She's not in Rohe or Johnson anymore...although she left her mark." The two former puppets had been packed into a helijet, straitjacketed and babbling, bound for a nice long rest.


  "What about Smith?" Tony asked. "Any marks on her?"


  Clark gestured at the TV monitor. "See for yourself."


  Lana sat primly on a hard metal chair. One of the interrogators slumped backwards on his chair, with his arms folded over its back. The other interrogator paced manically around her.


  "I wanted to break free after STRAFE and EUROPA rescued my son," Lana told her interrogators. "Those poor men. We hurt them so badly, but they saved Carl..."


  "You wanted to break free," the tired interrogator said.


  "I wanted to before, especially when they tried to kill Howie and Jen...and C.J. I guess that was when Mr. Strings first approached C.J. But he let me save them from the Conclave's trap... he wanted Howie to cure Tyra."


  "I thought Tyra *was* Mr. Strings," Teller said. Tony shushed him.


  "After you rescued Carl, the Conclave had nothing to hold over me any more," Lana continued. "But Mr. Strings still held my mind. So I stepped up my escape plan."


  "Escape plan?" said the manic interrogator.


  "Mr. Strings needed food to maintain the psionic link. Calories to burn. So I'd been starving myself ever since he got me." She stared down guiltily at her waif-thin body. "I was purging Mr. Strings along with the food. But the weaker his hold got, the weaker my connection to the other puppets was."


  "Connection?" the tired interrogator droned.


  "We sometimes knew what the others were doing. I knew she had a puppet named Andrew who worked for some crimelord named Umbrae. Umbrae was going to help cure Tyra...but the paragangs found her. A fight broke out and Tyra died. That was when the hold really got weak...Mr. Strings needed a new host body, but I'd been purging myself. So he chose C.J."


  She shuddered and rubbed her arms. "But he didn't just tell C.J. to kill his enemies. He told her to find Carl...so he could get his hold back on me. And then I was in a hell of a bind...oh, pardon my language." The interrogators didn't care. They were riveted by her story. "Because I was purging Mr. Strings, I couldn't tell what C.J. was up to. So I freed myself in a hurry...by ghosting all the food out of my body."


  Clark received a brief, vivid, unwanted image: Lana, crouched in a dingy bathroom. Her hands pressed against the grimy tiles. Grunting. The food, digested and otherwise, spilling out of her body in a wet green splash between her legs.


  "I let Labyrinthe and Conflicto think I was still with them, and we went out to find STRAFE. I figured if I couldn't find C.J., I'd tail you, and you'd lead me to her or Carl. You did both. And I saved Carl." Then Lana displayed her first signs of animation. She leaned forward and said, "Can I see him now? Please? I've answered all your questions and I know he misses me...."


  Clark folded her arms across her chest. "She's clean."


  Dan frowned. "As clean as she gets."


  * * * *


  Chavez and Whitman cruised through the East Village. Getting a new squad car hadn't been a problem; even the police department was starting to depopulate now. All leave had been cancelled, but some cops were deserting. The highest traffic on the island was at the tunnels and bridges, and it was all headed out.


  "So what do you think of these checkpoints?" Whitman said. He took a final sip of his rapidly-chilling tea and added, "You think they're really only to keep paragangers from leaving the island?"


  Chavez tapped the steering wheel. "All I know is they pull a lot of cops out of the neighborhoods. If the Combine wants to seal off the island, they could damn well use their own goons."


  "But that would mean admitting there's a problem." He ruminated as he took his next sip. "I hear Captain Wu's refusing to send his people to the bridges. Kelly, too."


  "Yeah, well, Wu and Kelly can get away with shit that you and I never could. Anyway, I bet most uniforms are glad to be transferred out of the Bowery. You never know when some caring cyborg is gonna decide to 'convert' you to Sister Christian's church." She scanned the street for any signs of trouble, found none. "So you really think the checkpoints are for something else?"


  Whitman shrugged. "All I know is that I haven't heard from anyone who made it across."


  "Once someone makes it across, why the hell would they think about Manhattan again? Christ, I wish I could get the family to leave."


  "Why don't you take them? They'd leave if you did."


  "I'm beginning to understand why Harkins ran out on you."


  "Harkins was a scared little prick, okay? And I think he stopped making book once the Snakeaters folded. But you have a family. Why are you *here*?"


  The car's headlights picked up a dozen homeless men, women, and children packed between two storefronts. They slept atop suitcases; probably families chased up here from the Lower East Side. In a few nights, the cold would drive one of the parents to forget his or her principles and break into an abandoned apartment. Maybe Chavez would come back and tell them which ones were empty.


  The families tried to duck under her beams and she drove past, pretending not to see them. "Because someone has to stay."


  Whitman shrugged again, rolled down the window, and chucked his styrofoam cup out onto the street.


  "Hey," Chavez shouted, "you just littered!"


  Whitman raised an eyebrow. "Like anyone cares."


  Chavez thought about it, and drove on. The cup spun in the road behind them.


  * * * *


  One day earlier:


  "You can't take him away so soon!" The suits marched past Lana Smith, carrying Carl Smith into the helijet. Except for a tiny speedboat anchored to one of the mooring posts, the helijet was the last vehicle on Ellis Island.


  Lana spun around and appealed to the STRAFE agents. "They're taking Carl...I fought so hard to save him...can't you do something?"


  "I don't think you understand the situation, Smith," Dan Tracey said coldly. "Burnout has already tried to kidnap Carl once. New York just isn't safe for him. We're sending him back to STRAFE headquarters in D.C., where he'll be well cared for. With lots of walls and Anchors to protect him."


  "Then send me along with him!" She turned to Jen. "He's my *son*!"


  "We need you here in New York," Jen said, without her usual warmth.


  "Right where we can see you," Teller added.


  "But then, you're just...you're just holding Carl hostage, too!"


  Nobody answered her. They didn't have to, since Dr. Ellen Cortes, Agent Mulholland, and the last of the suits walked up to the team. "Well, we're off," Ellen said to Dan, ignoring the others.


  "Wait a minute," said Teller. "If everyone's gone, who's our support crew?"


  "I'm your support crew," said Mulholland. "So, are we getting this show on the road or what?"


  "One final bit of ordnance," Dr. Cortes said. She opened a small briefcase which held six bracelets. "This is our absolute latest in supertech...they detect psionic energy. If you are contacted by any psychic forces, or if you remove the bracelets, an alarm sounds."


  "So you know if Mr. Strings is trying to possess you?" Teller asked.


  "Not exactly. The alarm sounds on the other five bracelets."


  All the agents looked at each other nervously. Particularly at Lana.


  The agents strapped on the bracelets, although Dr. Cortes tried to help Dan fasten his. Teller and Tony rolled their eyes at each other.


  "So that's it," the suit observed. The helijet's engines fired up and the artificial wind blew debris across the clearing. "You know the Combine can't give you any sanction for what you're about to do. If you get caught, with an international felon no less, we will deny all knowledge of your actions."


  "That's what it says in the opening credits," Teller drawled.


  "And I remind you, your job is to rescue Brown and capture Dumont. You are to avoid the paragangs."


  "In so far as that's possible," Dan said calmly.


  "I mean that," the suit snapped. "Hell, I don't know why you're staying anyway. Dr. Cortes, let's go." He ran to the helijet. Dr. Cortes lunged forward, gave Dan a quick and awkward kiss, and ran after the suit. Dan peered at his feet while Teller, Tony, and Jen rolled their eyes.


  A few minutes later, the helijet lifted off. The stiff wind from its engines rippled through the STRAFE agents' hair and jackets. "Just like Saigon," Mulholland shouted, "only without the Broadway musical."


  The helijet rose and rotated above them. The pilot dipped its nose in salute to the six agents, then roared south. The agents watched the helijet's lights disappear over New Jersey and the burning clouds from the factories.


  Then they turned around, to face the city.


  * * * *


  Chavez and Whitman were heading back to the precinct house for the shift change when they saw the lamppost. A squirming, cursing man was duct-taped halfway up it.


  Chavez rolled up under the lamp and Whitman leaned out his window. "Well, if it isn't Giorgy 'the Orgy' Lakvasos. Working a new corner, Giorgy?"


  The Jaz dealer nearly spat on him. "Screw you, Whitman! I got jumped! Six guys in black looking for a Jaz club."


  "Which one?" Chavez blurted. Giorgy looked like he wasn't going to talk, but Chavez said, "We'll get you down. Which one?"


  "Alphabet City. Avenue D." The run-down East Village neighborhood took its name from the lettered streets. Whitman slid back in the car and called for a narcotics detective to come collect the cursing Giorgy. He also called in a Code 998, Possible Paranormal Involvement.


  He switched off the radio and stared at his partner. "It could be your Strafe."


  She stared back. "Or your super-villains."


  They hit the siren.


  * * * *


  That night:


  Eventually, they all passed in front of the windows: seven probable paranormals, eight mundane gangers with heavy firepower, and a building full of Jaz junkies. The low-light lenses turned all of them a bright green. Dan lowered the binoculars and raised his wire-mike to his lips. His warm breath turned to fog in the cold February air. "Go."


  Jen buzzed the tenement, carrying Tony. She pulled up at the last instant but let go of Tony, flinging him through the a window on the upper floor. Like a lot of the East Village the tenement had been on the verge of gentrification once, but it became a loss the minute it turned into a Jaz club. Any physical damage at this point would be a mercy killing. Tony rolled into the loft, reminded himself *not* to shout "STRAFE, you're under arrest," and tackled the nearest Snow Leopard.


  Jen buzzed the loft again, this time flinging Dan through the broken window. He angled his fall so the momentum carried him into a Snow Leopard, catching him in the back in mid-shapeshift. The lycanthrope screamed and went down with a cracked spine; Dan kicked the next one. Nine dazed Jaz junkies and a mangy orange tomcat scattered out of the room.


  Lana ghosted through the ceiling. The four standing paragangers hissed and dropped into battle crouches, directing their attentions to her. They were smart enough not to harm each other when their claws swung through her, but the intangible Lana kept them occupied. The other windows shattered as Teller and Mulholland rappeled down from the roof and fired on the Snow Leopard gunmen. Jen's flight power was severely limited by confined spaces so she circled the brownstone, dropping down to body-slam any ganger who tried to escape it.


  Dan felled one shapeshifter with a savage rabbit-punch and surprised another by ducking behind Lana, then punching him *through* her ghostly body. Tony slammed a third Snow Leopard's head into the wall, repreatedly, until he collapsed. The final Snow Leopard, a steroidal Indian man, completed his transformation into a Bengal tiger and pounced on Tony.


  The tiger quivered and dropped as four darts from Teller's gun lanced into his back. Teller swung into the room and unhooked his harness. Then he helped roll the tiger off his friend. "Glad I could still find his veins, man. I'd hate for you to get killed by a cereal mascot."


  "Especially with my name being 'Tony' and all."


  "Yeah, I'd have to chalk that up to death by irony."


  Mulholland swung into the room as well, but skipped his usual repartee. He marched over to a conscious Snow Leopard, the one with the broken back, and pressed his gun into his face. "Talk," Mulholland said. "Where's Burnout?"


  The crying paraganger blinked at looked behind Mulholland at Lana. "She's right there, man! She's *right there*!"


  Mulholland slapped him. "Not the Conclave one. The black woman." He sighed. "The one who burns people. She's been looking for Bathory and Cockatrice? Collecting Snow Leopard pelts?"


  "N-no, man. She's been around, but she only chars payzans who tamp her...."


  Mulholland slapped him again. Tony, Teller, and Dan all looked to one another, unsure how to react. "Speak English, you brat!"


  "...she, she only burns people who mess with her. She really torched up the Nostra who had this place, though."


  "Where is she now?" Mulholland shouted. The crying paraganger swore he didn't know.


  "It's too bad we don't have a psi," Lana whispered. Dan, Teller, and Tony all covertly checked their bracelets. No alarms yet.


  "And she's not trying to kill your bosses?"


  "She doesn't care, man. Please, call an ambo...I swear, I've never tamped the Conclave...."


  Mulholland drew his hand back again, but Dan grabbed it. "You think we're the Conclave of Super-Villains?"


  The paraganger swung his head around. It moved in a frightening lack of synchronization with his flailing legs. "Burnout...." He glanced at Tony. "Peryton, I guess...Sultry flying around outside...." He stared at Dan. "And you're Rebus. I swear I would never cross you...."


  "This guy doesn't know anything," Dan said. A siren was bleating in the distance. Instinct told him they should run from it.


  * * * *


  Chavez and Whitman were the first officers on the scene. They watched over the Jaz club until the paramedics hauled away the bruised, broken bodies of the paragangers.


  Whitman leaned against the front stoop. "Busy night," he remarked. "Almost makes me nostalgic for the days when Warden was the only vigilante we had to deal with."


  Chavez lit another cigarette. "I don't know if they are vigilantes."


  A screaming Snow Leopard was carted past them. His legs were shifting back and forth, human and feline, independently of his body. "It was the Conclave," he shouted, "please, hide me, it was the Conclave!"


  Whitman turned his head, following the paraganger into the ambulance. "You don't really think...?"


  "I don't know what to think. They saved our asses."


  "But they have Burnout."


  "And they *act* like criminals." She took a long drag and watched the ambulance depart. "Let's put out an APB, Whitman. For a new team of super-villains going by the name of Strafe."


  * * * *


  That night:


  It wasn't a base, exactly. Not even a field office or a command post. It was an abandoned artist's loft they'd broken into and stashed their gear in. Dan sat on a crate of ammunition and began the strategy session. "So Burnout isn't going after the last of her list."


  "I'm so glad we brought in an advisor," Tony chirped.


  "*I* am," Dan replied. He assumed Lana was looking grateful, with saucer-wide eyes and an eager smile, but Dan didn't know because he didn't bother looking at her. "Burnout is consistently unpredictable and we're having trouble keeping up with her moves. She already broke off the murder list to grab Carl...we should've guessed she wouldn't go back to it. Smith," Dan barked, "what is Burnout doing now?"


  "She's...she's starting a gang war!"


  "Exactly. Perhaps she *is* returning to her murder list, but in a way that lets her kill *all* of them in one stroke. I'd say she wants every paraganger in New York dead."


  "Then why not let her do it?" said Teller, sprawled on his bedroll.


  Jen threw a very stiff inflatable pillow at him. She was about to say something, when Dan said, "If Burnout wants a gang war brewing in Manhattan, then we want to stop it. And maybe we can still find a way to close down the paragangs in the process."


  "That's not our job, is it?" Lana said meekly.


  Dan slumped back against his crate. "If it had been, we might not have gotten into this mess." Then he perked up again and paced around the room. "But it's our job now. And that Jaz club was our first message. The East Village is officially off limits to the paragangs."


  Jen smiled at him. Lana still looked scared and Tony didn't trust her. Mulholland kept his reactions to himself. Teller looked up at Dan and said, "It sounds good, Grind. But I can think of a couple of people who won't like it...."


  * * * *


  That night:


  The tomcat finished his report and shifted back to his true form, that of a grubby little boy. Bathory dismissed him with a wave. "You heard that?" she said to the bathroom door.


  Cockatrice, wrapped in a thick white towel, stepped out of the shower. The temperature dropped a few degrees when she entered the room. Behind her, the tile walls were coated in frozen droplets and an icy sheet had formed over the shower curtain. "It sounds like those people from the other night. The Combine killers."


  Bathory warmed herself by spreading and rubbing her furry skin against the satin bedsheets. "They couldn't have picked a worse time, given our current troubles with Umbrae."


  "Maybe that's not a coincidence. Umbrae has connections. Maybe he called them in."


  "It hardly matters. The Combine can dispense punishment. Let's see how well they can take it."


  



  TO BE CONTINUED...


  ============================================================================


  Next issue:


  Three gangs, one neighborhood, and a grocery store full of drugs. And a certain blind avenger makes an appearance....


  ============================================================================


  Notes:


  Lana Smith created by Dave Van Domelen/Tony Pi. Gene Clark created by Dave Van Domelen. Cockatrice created by Tony Pi. Bathory created by Matt Rossi. STRAFE #9 written by and Copyright 1999 Marc Singer. A Legacy House production.
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  [Cover shows the STRAFE agents crouched behind an upturned tablewhile drugs spill onto the floor and men in biohazard suits fireon them. The agents look as angry at each other as they do attheir enemies. Flames shoot from the edges of the cover, partiallyburning the picture.]


  



  Dr. Jacky made three mistakes when he sent the New York Macoute and the Boys of Pain to steal the Snow Leopards' new drug lab.


  The first mistake was sending both of his paragangs. On paper it looked like a solid move, a pincer maneuver from both ends of Manhattan to send the Snow Leopards reeling. But the Boys of Pain were a relatively new acquisition, and native-born Harlemites to boot; they were far out of their element in Lower Manhattan and they didn't trust their West Indian allies.


  The second mistake was sending them on the night of a major Jaz shipment. The Snow Leopards lab was busy weighing it, bagging it, and cutting it with meth to make nasty "crystal Jaz" speedballs. The Boys and the Macoute got antsy and raided the lab...an abandoned East Village grocery store...while the cutting was still in progress, not knowing or not caring that an accident could unleash a cloud of phosphene gas powerful enough to wipe out a whole city block.


  The third mistake was doing it in STRAFE's neighborhood.


  Crouched atop a tenement across the street, the STRAFE agents cursed as Dr. Jacky's enforcers stormed the grocery store. They'd hoped to let the paragangs fight it out and pick off the survivors, but a pitched battle during the drug processing threatened everyone. The agents sealed their black jumpsuits, fastened their gas masks...a stray lungful of crystal Jaz could mean lymphoma, if not outright death...and ran into the grocery store. The dark aisles were already lit with muzzle flashes and electrical bursts.


  Dan Tracey noticed the Snow Leopard pharmacologists had enough sense to seal their chemicals and let the lycanthrope bodyguards bear the brunt of Dr. Jacky's attack. STRAFE sided with them, for a moment; Dan, Jay Teller, and Agent Mulholland fired on the Boys of Pain and the Macoute. The two gangs, not knowing a third party was behind them, each assumed the other was double-crossing them. Then Jen Kleinvogel dive-bombed the gangs, grabbing a Macoute and dropping him on the Boys and vice versa; after that the Harlemites and West Indians were at each other's throats.


  But with STRAFE's hand tipped, the paragangs retaliated. The Snow Leopards, in particular, were eager to kill these enigmas who had declared the East Village a paragang-free zone. Dan ordered Tony Drake to get them a defensive position. Tony ran down the baked goods aisle and overturned two bagging tables, kicking up a cloud of bluish-white dust. The other agents hopped over the powder-covered tables, firing back at the paragangers from behind them. Jen still bombed any large clusters, but didn't have much mobility below aisle level. Only one STRAFE agent was completely free to maneuver.


  "Smith," Dan shouted, "do something!"


  Lana Smith floated among the paragangers. They'd already learned they couldn't touch her. She made a couple of feints at the Macoute "Guede," but the immaculately dressed hitmen ignored her intangible hands and continued to charge the tables.


  Two sleek Snow Leopard lycanthropes crawled across the tops of the shelves, above STRAFE's crossfire. One of them pounced on Tony, while the other lunged for Dan. Dan rolled out of the way and kicked his feet upwards, catching the panther in the jaw and stunning it. Mulholland whirled around and shot both of the creatures through their heads.


  Teller pincushioned the Guede with his tranq-darts. They collapsed at first, but then rose and kept charging, their shambling bodies controlled from afar by Dr. Jacky's technoloa. "Dammit, Smith," Dan screamed, "*do* something!" She stood in front of the Guede, waving her arms like a kid playing a ghost in the school play. They marched through her.


  "I think I've got something," Jen said over their headsets. "There's some kind of control unit on the back of the neck." She flew overhead and dropped a defunct Guede behind the barricade so they could see.


  Teller snapped into action. "Mulholland, new guns." The agent tossed him two regular automatic pistols. "Jen, get me something solid for a ricochet." Seconds later...seconds in which the Guede scrambled further forward...a metal shelf from the butcher's section dropped across the other end of the aisle.


  Teller fired, not at the hitmen, but the metal table. As rapid as his shots were, he fired each one carefully, ricocheting them off the metal and into the backs of the Guede's necks. The control units sparked and shattered. The Guede collapsed with muscle spasms; a split-second later, the badly-dented table fell to the floor.


  By then, the other paragangers were fleeing the grocery store. STRAFE wasn't in the mood to chase them. They slumped against the empty shelves, brushing off the Jaz-dust and catching their breath.


  "Nice save," Dan said, standing and brushing off his thighs. "Teller, Tony, Jen, Mulholland...find the conscious gangers and get some intel on Burnout before the police arrive." The four agents scattered while he glared at Lana. "*You* need to start pulling your weight on this team."


  She blinked repeatedly. "Dan, I try, but..."


  "In case you haven't figured it out, the honeymoon is over. The paragangs know you're not Burnout because you *never do anything*. They won't shoot themselves just to get away from you anymore. So make yourself useful in combat. You were useful enough on the other side."


  "Dan, that was Mr. Strings doing those things." Her blinking shifted gears, into an eplileptic fury of fluttering eyelashes. "I couldn't possibly...you don't want me to go back to that, do you?"


  Even Tony Drake, pretending not to overhear, had to perk up at that prospect.


  "No, I don't want you to start murdering people." He stepped closer to Lana, whispering so Tony couldn't overhear. "No more shoving bombs in *anyone's* stomachs. But you need to come up with some tactical applications of your powers. What if you'd phased the control units off the Guede? Or phased the weapons out of the Boys of Pain's hands?"


  "I couldn't think...I'm sorry..."


  "You always say you're sorry," Dan snapped, "and you never do anything about it."


  * * * *


  News of the massive battle the night before, and of the police arrests at the wrecked grocery store, spread throughout the neighborhood. By midmorning, people were coming out of their apartments for the first time in days.


  Jen could see the crowds from the window of the loft STRAFE had commandeered...one might say stolen. She threw on an overcoat and a thick grey scarf, eager to walk among normal people again. Tony noticed and asked if he could go along with her. Jen answered yes without thinking.


  As they skipped down the stairs, she wondered if she'd made a mistake. Back in Rome, Tony had obviously been carrying some kind of a torch for her, and she didn't want him to make any sort of play for her in the middle of all the chaos. But Tony seemed oddly withdrawn, and when they hit the street he didn't even look at her. He didn't look at the crowds of strolling, hopeful people either, he just shoved through them and stared straight ahead.


  "Hey Drake," Jen said, hustling after him, "what's eating you? I thought you wanted to go for a walk."


  "I had to get away for a minute," Tony said. He dropped back and spoke in a harsh whisper. "I don't trust Smith. That fight last night..." He shuddered.


  "Better to have her too frightened than too violent," Jen suggested.


  "Unless it's all an act. Unless she's reeling us in. What if Tyra Dumont still controls her? Or what if Tyra Dumont *never* controlled her, and this is all an elaborate set-up?"


  "MetaPsych said she was clean."


  "That girl from MetaPsych was younger than we are." Tony scowled and swung his head down, unable to look at Jen. "What if Smith is fooling us all? What if she's manipulating us into stopping the paragangs that she wants stopped?"


  Jen pulled her hand out of her deep coat pocket. "Then the bracelets should tell us, right?" The Tesla Branch bands were designed to detect psionic control and alert the other team members.


  "I don't mean mind control, Jen." Tony exhaled a long cloud of fog. "That girl has other ways of manipulating us."


  Jen's brow furrowed with concern. "This isn't just about her attacking you, is it?"


  They turned down East Sixth Street, past the Ukranian church where they'd stopped a mob of wilding paragangers a few nights before. "Teller's just about out of darts," Tony said. "He's been collecting guns from the paragangers. Won't be long before he starts using them on people, not tables. Mulholland...Mulholland's been off the deep end since Keating died. Even Grind was breaking backs the other night. *And telling Smith to fight like Burnout*." He shook his head. "I figure you and I are next...and then what?"


  Tony got ahead of her again, elbowed his way through the crowds of Ukranian families and rogue-punks looking for canned food. Jen, impressed by his unexpected show of concern, ran after him again. "Tony," she said, "I know it's rough, but look around you. We're finally doing some *good*. These people aren't afraid to come out in the daylight anymore."


  They found Astor Place, which their Tour.Guide chips informed them hosted a street market. The busy intersection spun around a visual madness; one traffic island held a curling cast-iron subway entrance from the nineteenth century while another had a black cubic sculpture from the twentieth. The crowds walked past them without blinking. Jen and Tony followed the crowds to the street market.


  The street vendors, finally able to work again, offered a surplus of wares: stolen food, scavenged appliances, black-market goods and vials of crack.


  Dan Tracey went on patrol that night, as he did every night. He changed his routes for security reasons, but he'd memorized all the buildings in the East Village and knew which ones could be scaled or leaped onto, which had to be scouted from the ground, which might attract Jaz-heads or returning paragangers. He could cut the East Village into little pieces and reassemble it in his mind, forming new patrol routes every night. This night's route took him over the roofs of the old Yiddish theatres on Second Avenue, then down a drainpipe and east along St. Mark's Place, through the addicts and homeless at Tompkins Square Park, and deep into the tenements of Alphabet City.


  Agent Mulholland accompanied him, at Dan's request. The agent pumped his legs as fast as they would go, scampered up a fire escape, made a tremendous racket as opposed to Dan's silent ascension, and finally caught up to Dan on the tenement roof. Panting and sweating, the agent waited silently until Dan spoke one word:


  "Mulholland."


  Dan had his back turned to him. He was looking out over the city, at the cluster of skyscrapers that sprang up from midtown and the taller, newer ones that rose to the south. Much closer by, a gigantic billboard blared Chrysler's new ad campaign: a grimy, shirtless adonis turned his back on a field full of back-breaking work and walked toward a gleaming luxury sedan. The loudspeakers and the holographic banner both screamed INDULGE YOURSELF.


  Mulholland walked up beside Dan. "What?"


  "Your name. Everyone else in our support crew was given the name of an architect: Mies van der Rohe, Philip Johnson..."


  "Olmstead." He'd decided that should have been Keating's name, had he been given a proper one. Or had he lived.


  "The man who designed Central Park," said Dan. "But you named yourself Mulholland. Why?"


  "Mulholland was the developer who..."


  "Brought water to Los Angeles," Dan snapped. He sounded uncharacteristically tired. "But why the change?"


  "It just came to mind," Mulholland said. "That night on Ellis. I suddenly saw that Keating was Olmstead, and I..." He waved his hands out over the ledge, trying to grab something intangible. "This is the modern city, Tracey. A dehumanizing grid that grinds people up and spits out dollars. A billboard selling luxury cars to a slum...and damned if someone here probably isn't saving up for one." He sighed. "Los Angeles is the postmodern city. No grid, no plan, a tangle of freeways and helicopters."


  "The entire infrastructure collapsed in the Big One."


  "A necessary sacrifice. The new city, the post-postmodern, the post- Godmarket, the Paranormal City...it can only arise from the ashes of the old. The big quake bumped off Los Angeles. C.J. Brown is simply clearing the ground for New York."


  "You mean Tyra Dumont. Burnout."


  Mulholland fell silent and slumped heavily against the ledge.


  "I know Keating was your partner," Dan said, "and I know C.J. was your friend. But your temper's been getting out of control lately."


  Mulholland shrugged. "If that's what we need to take down the paragangs..."


  "Take down? We've been getting *confused* with the paragangs." Dan almost laughed. "I scouted around the grocery store last night, after the fight. Those officers were there, Chavez and Whitman...?"


  The other agent snorted with recognition. "Are they the only two cops in the East Village?"


  "Maybe the only two who care. They've made it their personal mission to investigate all of our battles. They think we're a paragang...a local one they're particularly eager to root out."


  "Ingrates. At least it's good cover."


  "It's got to stop."


  "That's not what you told Smith." He hopped up and into Dan's face. "Am I right? You need her to be our own Burnout. So which is it, Tracey? The super-villains or the men in white hats? We can't be both."


  Mulholland dropped down onto the fire escape and descended back into the city. Somewhere in the alley below, a cat hissed and scampered away. Dan sat on the roof and stared up at the Chrysler billboard.


  He sighed. "We can't be either."


  Teller and Lana sat in the loft. Lana curled up inside her bedroll, looking once again like a lost girl. Teller sat backwards on a vinyl- covered chair, staring at her. He wasn't holding any weapons, but no less than five loaded guns lay within arm's reach on the table, on the floor, tucked into the back of his pants. Most of them were taken from paragangers.


  "Jason?" Lana said.


  "Most people call me Teller."


  "Can I?"


  He paused.


  "Doesn't make any difference to me."


  "Teller...do you trust me?"


  He stared at her.


  "I'm armed," he said.


  She nodded, and closed her eyes.


  * * * *


  The tomcat finished his report and nuzzled against Bathory's furry chest. She cradled him there and scratched the back of his neck, eliciting a purr.


  Cockatrice, clad in white fur, strolled into the office. She regarded the tomcat with a weary stare as she tossed her white leather gloves and whip on the office desk. "Out," she hissed. The cat sprang from Bathory's grip, shifting into a small boy as he ran out the door. "Really, Bathory. I don't know why you keep that grubby little stray around."


  "He's quite adept at gathering information." Bathory rose from her chair and stepped around the desk, stretching her lithe arms and legs with a dancer's grace. "The Combine killers...they call themselves STRAFE, in all capital letters like a good little government agency...are starting to crack."


  "Then let's move in personally and kill them."


  "And expose ourselves to all the other paragangs watching the East Village?" Bathory clicked her tongue. "No, we need to borrow a page from this new Burnout. Let our enemies do our dirty work for us."


  Cockatrice twisted her ice-blue lips into a frown. "This is going to cost us *more* people, isn't it?"


  "Oh yes. But it'll be worth it. Guess what I've told our pets...."


  * * * *


  Embeth Alloun dangled over Washington Square Park. She had joined Cockatrice's Cyanide Blues back when they were a Soho thrillgang...she wasn't ready for the alliance with the Snow Leopards or a paragang war. She definitely wasn't ready to be hanging upside-down from the top of Washington Arch, with the park spinning over her head and nothing to stop her fall except one thin hand clenched around her ankle.


  "Okay," she screamed, "okay! I'll fez up! Bathory said we're supposed to choke at the Park, leave the East Village alone!"


  The man grunted. He didn't sound like he believed her.


  "True pipe, I swear! The East Village belongs to some new gang she's trucing with, somebody called Strafe!"


  The man grunted again. She knew he was going to drop her, knew he was going to let her die. The ground swung above her and she wished she'd never gotten her powers. Then the arch slammed into the side of her head.


  When she came to, she was lying on top of the arch and the Warden was long gone.


  * * * *


  The room was dark, save for the silver moonlight that spilled in through its one window. The window was a huge semicircle, taking up the lower part of one entire wall...an architectural quirk of the offices at the top of what had once been called the Chrysler Building. It was the World Building now, and the headquarters of Rex Umbrae, the man who would be king of New York.


  Soon, Umbrae reflected, the city wouldn't be worth ruling. He stabbed his cigar into an ashtray and took another look at the latest map. Most of the warring paragangs originated in Lower Manhattan, but they were pushing uptown. The East Village was a war zone right now, but as soon as anyone took it they could move straight into midtown and Umbrae's own neighborhood. The other angle of approach, the West Side, was Bathory's territory and while she was quiet for now, she'd just love an excuse...within days, paragangers could be at Umbrae's doorstep. Assuming the whole city didn't collapse first.


  The sound of a door opening caught Umbrae's attention. He put down the map and moved his muscular bulk out of his chair and around the mahogany desk. Across the room, a woman stepped into the long rays of moonlight: he saw her legs first, then her torso, then her cruel face. She hummed softly, then said, "Greetings, Mr. Umbrae. I'm..."


  "The new Burnout. Also, I suspect, the presence who possessed my aide Andrew...Tyra Dumont, I presume?"


  She smiled modestly. "Very nice."


  "I wish I could say the same for you. Andrew needed the most thorough psychiatric screenings afterwards. It cost time." Umbrae's cufflinks glinted silver as he flexed his arms, readying himself for combat.


  Burnout smiled savagely. "Surely you aren't looking for a fight? You'd never last."


  "I wouldn't need to. You'll recall I have the whole building wired to blow." He brandished a small detonator. "So tell me, Burnout, what exactly makes you think you're welcome here?"


  "Ultimately I want the same thing you do, Mr. Umbrae." Her voice turned soft and sweet. "Peace. An end to the fighting. A treaty among the paragangs."


  Umbrae didn't believe a word of it, but he hadn't gotten this far without learning to humor those who fancied themselves more dangerous than he. "And how would you propose to do that?" he asked.


  She walked past him, circling around his desk. She saw the map and thrust her finger onto it, pinning it to the table at the spot that marked the East Village.


  "By giving them a common enemy."


  * * * *


  Teller closed the door softly and stepped into the dusty backstage area of the Joseph Papp Public Theatre. The curtain had closed indefinitely when the paragang war heated up, making it an ideal spot for STRAFE. Teller slipped his black commando hood back on and stepped into the dressing room. "The coast is clear, guys."


  The other STRAFE agents, all masked, stood around a bruised, dreadlocked teenager tied to a chair. He was a Macoute runner; they were grilling him for intelligence. "You hear that, punk?" Mulholland asked, "nobody's around. Tell us what you know about Burnout."


  "Screw you, Babylon." The kid was still cocky behind his black eye. "The New York Macoute gon' tell you *nothing*, seen?"


  "These cinderblocks are *thick*." Mulholland slid a knife from its boot sheath. "We could go at this all night and nobody would hear a thing."


  Jen Kleinvogel shifted uncomfortably. Dan glided closer to Mulholland, within reach of his knife hand. But the kid wasn't impressed. In fact, he let out a throaty, booming laugh that echoed off the walls. "You t'ink that make me betray Doctor Jacky? The Guede is scarier than you, mahn. Saturday, he scarier than *them*. You can only kill me in *this* life...the wise an' wicked Doctor, he got connections in the *next*."


  "We're not asking you to betray Dr. Jacky," Dan said. "Just Burnout. The woman who's been torching paragangers, remember? What do you owe her?"


  "Nothin'. But she's one of us, seen, and you's John Law."


  "Want to bet?" The growl, comically unsuited to the tiny soprano voice, came from Lana Smith. She leaned, without having to lean much, down into the kid's face. "You heard of the Conclave of Super-Villains?" Her eyes flickered to Dan's. "Well, I'm Burnout."


  The kid laughed at her. "*You*? Burnout be the sister who rains Jah's fire. You a little Babylon girl."


  "You son of a...!" Lana grabbed Mulholland's knife and stuck it in him. *In* him, ghosted, so it didn't touch anything yet floated in his heart. "Can a little girl do this? Can she puree you?" Her voice grew deep and nasty. Tony Drake subtly checked the bracelet on his wrist. It wasn't beeping...assuming it worked.


  "Can she make you part of the wall?" Lana ghosted the kid out of his ropes and dragged him into the cinderblock along with her. They heard the kid's muffled screams through the wall. Lana came out holding a length of wire. "Can she hook you up to the electrical system and light you like a neon sign? Can she? Am I a little girl?"


  "No...no..."


  "Then who am I? Say it!"


  "You're Burnout..."


  She ran the wire through his brain. "*Say it*!"


  "*You're Burnout*!"


  Everyone checked their bracelets.


  "Then you tell me everything you know about this impostor," Lana snarled, with glee, "or I peel you from the inside out."


  The boy broke down into tears. He told them everything he knew...which wasn't much. He knew the C.J. Brown Burnout was circulating among the paragangs, handing out key information about other gangs. Unlike her eariler hands-on approach, she never struck at the gangs herself, but was happy to facilitate the war.


  The runner described more, how Burnout persuaded Dr. Jacky to send a strike force into the East Village. This would be a war party sent to crush the "Strafe" paragang. The other STRAFErs listened uneasily as Lana pried the details out of the terrified boy. By the time she finished, he was a sobbing mess.


  Lana Smith turned her back on him and strolled proudly and aggressively out of the dressing room. On the way, she paused next to Dan Tracey and raised her chin defiantly.


  "Happy?" she said angrily. He didn't answer.


  * * * *


  The next night, five STRAFE agents waited inside a deserted Italian restaurant on East Houston Street. In a few minutes, according to the terrified runner, the New York Macoute hit team would come tearing up the Sara Roosevelt Parkway and into the East Village. Dan ran through the attack plan one last time and asked the group if they had any questions.


  "Only the basic one," Jen said. "If we know the Macoute are looking for a fight, why do we have to bring it to them?"


  "Because if they don't find us," Dan said, "they might do some damage to the neighborhood to flush us out, and we can't have that." The other four stared at him, unconvinced. "We're doing it to protect innocents," Dan added.


  "Of course," said Mulholland, leaning back against a fading picture of Rome. "Not to protect our turf like any other paragang."


  Dan sighed and pressed his wire headphone into his ear. "What about you, Teller? Any questions?"


  Teller's voice crackled down from the rooftop. "No."


  Dan waited. "No snappy patter, either?"


  "Not today."


  Dan sank into a cheap plastic chair, waiting for some sign of conversation. Lana Smith lurked silently in a corner, while Mulholland kept staring at Dan. Every few minutes Jen and Tony would trade furtive whispers, but they didn't invite anyone else to join in. Dan would have welcomed Teller's usual banter, even his worst wiseass mood, but the marksman had hardly spoken at all for days.


  Dan had thought the team was behind him about chasing Burnout and rescuing C.J. And he'd thought they were finally doing the right thing by standing their ground and defending the East Village. But somehow they'd gotten pulled away from their mission, sucked into the world of the paragangs and no closer to C.J. for it. Dan considered that for all his supposed physical and mental perfection, he was turning out to be a rotten leader.


  The roaring of several engines interrupted his bitter reflections. Teller laconically said, "They're here," and the team forgot its lethargy, snapping into quick and efficient action.


  Two cars and a van...presumably all stolen...raced up Sara Roosevelt Parkway. A rifle cracked three times, and the left front tire of each vehicle exploded. The van and one of the cars smashed to a halt, but the lead car's driver was more skilled and kept gunning for the East Village. Teller squeezed off a fourth shot, destroying the other front tire and sending the car careening into a fire hydrant. Dazed paragangers spilled out of the vehicles; then Teller hit their gas tanks. The van and cars exploded into flames.


  The flames lit the paragangers, highlighting their bulky, metallic cyberware. "Those aren't Macoute!" Dan said. "Could be...Cyber-Nostra?"


  "We've been set up," Tony growled. Even after Burnout's killing spree and the paragang war, the Cyber-Nostra were still one of the best-equipped and most powerful gangs. That didn't really change anything; as soon as the cyborgs crossed Houston...Dan was quite explicit about waiting until they crossed...they got hit.


  Tony charged the paragangers, laughing as their bullets bounced off his skin. They still stung, but he didn't care anymore. He plunged into the cyborgs, cracking his taser baton onto their skulls. Jen Kleinvogel rocketed out of the restaurant, directing her anti-gravity field laterally and slamming into the cyborgs like a cannonball. Brutally accurate gunfire rained down from Teller's sniper's nest; he was using normal bullets now, placing them between armor plates and into servomotor joints. The cyborgs' limbs exploded with sprays of blood and sparks.


  Lana Smith ghosted up into the middle of the fray. The cyborgs ignored her until she ghosted the weapons out of their hands, or turned faceplates intangible so Tony could punch through them. Then Lana grabbed individual cyborgs and ghosted them through the pavement, dropping them into a wet sewer main where their heavy cybernetics would be a distinct liability. The cyborgs learned to cut her a wide berth again.


  Dan hung back, merely coordinating the ambush until the gunfire stopped. "Good move, Tony. Teller, there's one behind him...nice shot." The cyborgs were folding hard, so Dan actually paid attention when Lana's voice cut in on the team channel.


  "Grind," she said, "I think you'd...you'd better look at these Cyber- Nostra. The backs of their necks."


  The color drained from Dan's face and he dashed out into the melee, sidestepping stray bullets. He knew what Lana was going to say even before she explained it. Dan dove to the ground, grabbed a fallen cyborg, and flipped it over: a blinking Dr. Jacky technoloa control unit was wired into its brainstem.


  But it was worse than that. Dan saw the cyborg's young face, its oxidizing metal plates, its primitive and cheaply-soldered circuitry.... "These aren't Cyber-Nostra!" he shouted. "They're Rust Brothers!"


  Tony decked the last of them. "They're a posergang," he said, sounding highly offended. "Why would Jacky send *them* to take us out?"


  "They couldn't," Dan said. "We'd just be..." The realization hit him like a kick to the gut. "...beating up kids..."


  The floodlights hit them from all directions. Police cars that had crept up unnoticed during the turf battle rolled onto Houston with sirens blazing. A voice screamed, "Okay, Strafe, drop your weapons *now*!" Dan recognized two of the cops aiming assault rifles at them: Chavez and Whitman, who always showed up right after STRAFE left a fight.


  They were running a little early tonight.


  On the rooftop, Jason Teller considered his options. There was no way he'd shoot police, but the team couldn't get arrested. The government would deny ever knowing them. Biting his lip, Teller raised his rifle and trained the sight on a floodlight...


  Teller's vision blurred before he could squeeze the trigger. Something kicked the rifle out of his hands and knocked his body into the low brick ledge. Teller shook his head, and his vision cleared *after* the impact with the ledge...he could see someone else on the rooftop.


  Teller reached for his pistol, but the other man was faster. A sword flashed, and holster and gun were cut away from Teller's body. Teller was left with a deep gash across his right hand. He looked up at the trenchcoated, masked attacker.


  "Say goodnight," said the Warden.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED...


  ============================================================================


  Next issue:


  The cops and Warden are after STRAFE, the paragangs are uniting, and Cockatrice gets *really* angry in the penultimate issue of "The Bonfire."


  ============================================================================
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  [Cover shows Warden leaping into the enraged STRAFE agents,kicking Tony and Teller and swinging his swords at Dan. Flameshave consumed the outside of the cover and now threaten to burnthe center.]


  



  Dan Tracey had to admit, it did look bad. STRAFE was heavily armed, dressed in black commando costumes, and had just finished beating the living tar out of a bunch of hapless teenagers who had been trying to pass as real paragangers. Now the NYPD surrounded them, and if anyone looked like a paragang, it was STRAFE.



  Dan stared at the cordon of police. "...I don't suppose you'd believe this is all a big misunderstanding?"


  One uniformed cop shook her head. The olive-skinned woman was Rani Chavez, an East Village cop who'd been chasing after STRAFE for days. "Lower your weapons, put your hands in the air."


  Tony Drake, Jen Kleinvogel, and Lana Smith remained frozen in their battle positions on the street...or, in Jen's case, ten feet above the street. They were all waiting for Dan's lead. Dan was already unarmed, but didn't want to send the wrong signal by raising his arms. He subvocalized "Teller, backup" into the wire mike inside his ski mask, then told Chavez, "We've been protecting the East Village, same as you."


  "Not the same as us," said Ben Whitman, Chavez's waspish partner. "You just kicked the crap out of the Rust Brothers, for God's sake."


  "They weren't acting of their own volition..." Dan glanced down at the technoloa fetish blinking on the spinal column of one of the cyborgs. There was no way the cops would believe that Dr. Jacky was controlling them, or that the whole fight had been a set-up. "Anyway, we've arrested the Rust Brothers with police help before. Check with the fourth precinct..."


  "Already ran it through HQ," Chavez said from behind her gun barrel. "Those were government agents, and they say they've never heard of you."


  "And you weren't arresting those kids," Whitman added with disgust. Dented and shattered cyborgs littered the street.


  Dan muttered for backup again and rolled his eyes toward the rooftop where Teller was stationed. He caught a flash of steel in the moonlight, and realized Teller wouldn't be helping anybody.


  Jason Teller had been slammed against a ledge, disarmed, and wounded by the paranormal vigilante Warden. Teller could hear Dan calling for backup through his earphone, and Warden must have too; he raised one of his Japanese swords and slashed down at the unarmed agent.


  But Teller's telekinetic ability was good for more than just steering projectiles with unerring accuracy. He grabbed hold of Warden's sword...he couldn't stop it, but he did shove it aside. The sword cut into brick as Teller rolled out of the way and past the surprised Warden.


  Warden adjusted quickly, slashing with his other sword, but Teller steered that so it only cut the fabric of his outfit. Teller scooped his hand across the rooftop and found a small pebble. He snapped his forearm, drilling it with preternatural aim and power straight at Warden's eye.


  The vigilante lifted a bundi, parrying the stone. "Wouldn't have done you any good, anyway," he said with a smile. Teller realized Warden's black bandana covered his eyes...he didn't *need* to see. Teller bolted for the fire escape.


  Warden hurled a handful of Chinese throwing coins at him, which Teller easily seized and redirected. But Warden was only using them as a distraction; he leaped through the air, casually batting aside the coins with his left sword while slashing down with his right. Teller tried to divert the blade, but Warden was compensating and his aim stayed true. Teller fell back to avoid the cut...and felt his shins bang against the low ledge. Warden called out a warning, but before Teller could react he was tumbling over the ledge and off the building.


  "Omigod, *Teller*!" Jen launched across the street like a projectile. The sudden movement panicked the cops, who held guns loaded with actual projectiles...


  Several shots rang out from the small Italian restaurant on East Houston Street. STRAFE's other concealed agent, Mulholland, hit and disabled the police floodlights. Unfortunately, he wasn't quite the shot Teller was; some of his bullets went astray, breaking car windows or pinging off doors and convincing the police they were under attack. They returned fire on everyone they saw.


  The volley of bullets bowled Tony over, but didn't pierce his skin. It passed through the intangible Lana. Jen had already caught Teller and was cruising up First Avenue, and Mulholland had cover.


  Dan was in the middle of the crossfire.


  He back-flipped high into the air, above the field of fire and the squad-cars' headlights. He twisted and somersaulted in midair, coming down at an unexpected spot between bursts of rifle fire. He leaped again as the police readjusted their aim, and landed behind Tony. Tony dove over his commander, becoming a living shield.


  Tony bit his lip as the bullets lanced off his back. "Any ideas...on how we get out?" he grunted.


  Two hands sprouted up from the pavement beneath them.


  They grabbed Dan and ghosted him down through a maze of concrete and pipes, then yanked him into a large sewer main. It already held some Rust Brothers, beaten and bogged down in the waste.


  Lana Smith vanished back into the underground. She reappeared a minute later with Tony in tow. Tony tried to stand on his own, but was pale and unsteady -- Dan guessed he was about to go into shock from the pain of all the bullet impacts. Lana tried to hold him up, but once Tony turned substantial again the waifish girl couldn't support him. Dan slid under Tony's other shoulder and the three of them scrambled down the sewer.


  Above ground, the police were running out of targets. Whitman led a squad into the Italian restaurant, smashing through the side door. Moments later he poked out the front door, shaking his head -- empty. Chavez cursed and pounded the hood of her car.


  From the rooftop, Warden gazed down on the police. Some of them had noticed him. He turned and, with a final swirl of his black trenchcoat, he was gone.


  * * * *


  Andrew Trumbull watched Warden disappear, then lowered his binoculars. He stood on a high tenement rooftop several blocks away in the Lower East Side. His fine three-piece suit and expensive nightvision binoculars didn't blend with the gang-ravaged slum at all, and would have marked him as an easy victim if he weren't the personal lieutenant of Rex Umbrae. Andrew parted his thin lips and said, "Damn. If I only had a sniper's rifle..."


  "You wouldn't kill the Warden," said the man standing next to him. "He's most tenacious that way." The tall black man also wore a suit, a black pinstriped number with a white silk tie, gloves, and carnation in his lapel, yet he didn't look at all out of place. He was a member of the New York Macoute and the leader of their elite hitmen, the Guede, and the Lower East Side bowed to his stylistic whims. He was called Saturday, by the few people who spoke his name.


  Saturday was there as Dr. Jacky's representative, and the man controlling the Rust Brothers. "It is a pity Warden didn't kill STRAFE, or STRAFE him."


  "He wasn't part of the plan," said the third person on the roof. She was the only one dressed to fit the Lower East Side, wearing a dirty leather jacket with a flame symbol. She'd also bleached and dyed her curly hair to a fiery orange color. Every time Andrew caught sight of her, he shivered... not from her crimes against taste, but because she was another puppet of the woman who had briefly stolen his mind. "I'm a little surprised Warden even showed up," Burnout said. "I wonder if that was Bathory's doing...her people have been squealing all over town about some alliance with STRAFE."


  "You don't think that's true?" Andrew said.


  "Nah. It was all a set-up to convince Warden. Trust me." Her eyes twinkled and she flashed a deranged smile that hinted exactly how she'd gotten that information. "But it does bode well for our little treaty if Bathory and Cockatrice are unintentionally helping it along."


  "I'm sorry, my sister, but I cannot regard this truce as a success." Saturday dismantled his technoloa control unit, a mass of electronic components which resembled a tiny man or a voodoo doll. "We failed to dislodge STRAFE."


  "We set the cops and Warden after them, and we saw how effective just a little cooperation can be. Think of it as a dry run."


  "Then what next?" said Andrew, sniffing and calling for his helicopter.


  "We negotiate a treaty that'll end the gang war." Burnout stared northward, at the gleaming skyscrapers of midtown. She would get there any day now, she knew it.


  It was simply a matter of going through the East Village first.


  * * * *


  The STRAFE agents reconvened at the prearranged safehouse, a small produce store on Tompkins Square Park that had been looted days earlier. Jen and Teller arrived first, flying in low under a huge Chrysler billboard that screamed INDULGE YOURSELF through automated loudspeakers and holographic letters. The agents fidgeted among the trampled fruits, regretting that Dan had insisted on radio silence. Teller bandaged his wounds and kept talking about Warden's inhuman speed, even after Jen stopped listening.


  Dan, Tony, and Lana arrived next. Tony had calmed down from the shock, and didn't even realize he was leaning heavily on Lana until he caught Teller's sardonic look. Then he pulled himself off her and slumped down onto an orange crate. Dan glanced around the store and said, "Where's Mulholland?"


  "No sign of him," Jen said. She touched her headset. "Maybe we should call him...?"


  Teller shook his head sharply. "The cops might have him."


  Dan's eyes widened. Mulholland had been the only one coming back on street level. "No, not the cops..."


  Most of the storefront window was already smashed; Mulholland didn't take too many injuries as he hurtled through it. His collision with the empty fruit stands was another matter. A dark figure dropped off the top of the awning, bounced off the sidewalk, and hopped in through the empty windowframe. Teller groaned "Not again!" as Warden drew his swords and charged the team.


  Warden took the tall, almost-bald man first, the one who'd shrugged off an entire police squad's bullets; Warden could still hear air whistling through the bullet holes peppering his clothes. The tough guy had to go down first. He reached for a taser, but Warden easily rolled under his guard and slashed up with the bundi and hook sword. It was like hitting steel; the swords slid up and off the tough guy's ribs.


  The tough guy clubbed down, but Warden was already gone, rolling under his arms...the bullets from the marksman, Teller, pinged off the tough guy as Warden ducked behind him for cover. Warden tossed a throwing coin, lodging it neatly in the barrel of Teller's gun. The flying woman was buzzing him...some field made her harder to detect when she flew...but she was too cramped in the store. Warden grabbed a leg and used her momentum to whirl her above his head, finally tossing her into the tough guy. He fell but didn't seem harmed.


  Now the acrobat was on him. Warden tensed his legs to leap away...and the acrobat caught him, punching him in the back in mid-twist. Warden rolled with it, popped up behind a table that reeked of smashed bananas, and drilled three throwing stars at the acrobat. His enemy ducked under two and batted the third one aside.


  The other "Strafe" members were starting to rally; Warden had to shift tactics. He blinded the acrobat, stealing his sight to view the store interior. It was the best sensory input he'd ever had: like drinking pure spring water. Permitting himself a slight smile, Warden jumped over the table and kicked the acrobat across the sticky floor.


  Warden glanced at the others with his borrowed sight and finally saw the skinny girl, the one who barely registered to his other senses: it was Burnout, all right. One of the maniacs who'd nearly beaten him to death a month ago. Cursing, Warden slashed at her but the blades passed through. She reached for him, and he backflipped away.


  His flip took him past Teller, who was drawing another gun...an elbow to the wrist put an end to that. The tough guy charged him again, and Warden recalled hearing the man grunt back on Houston when the cops shot him. He could still feel pain. Warden whacked him in the solar plexus with the hilt of his sword, then boosted the tough guy's natural pain reflex until he sank to the floor, crying.


  Now it was getting easy. The flyer rose again and Warden scrambled her spatial perceptions; she slammed into the ceiling. He twirled his swords in two graceful fighting curves, going for Teller again.


  The acrobat, still blind, drove a foot into Warden's gut. The vigilante flew backwards and the acrobat followed through, throwing a punch by hearing alone. Warden barely blocked it. Then he steadied himself and raised his swords...


  Only to see one of them phased from his grip by Burnout, the other knocked loose by a watermelon shell hurled by Teller. The blinded acrobat closed in and grabbed Warden by the throat. "We're government agents," he shouted. "You've already cooperated with Hendrick!"


  Warden rolled backwards and hunched in a battle stance as the others closed in around him. "Hendrick?" he coughed. He remembered the old guy.


  They nodded. "He was our commanding officer," the acrobat explained.


  "Well then," the Warden rasped, "I'm sure he'd be real proud." With that, he vaulted out the windowframe and was gone.


  Jen leaned against a fruit stand and ran her fingers through her long, dirty hair. "What just happened?" she said.


  Teller strutted over to the empty window. "Who the *hell* does he think he is?" he screamed, veins bulging on his neck and forehead. Teller could just make out Warden scaling the face of the billboard. He picked up a gun and said, "I could still..."


  Dan clamped a hand on Teller's arm. "That's not necessary."


  "Grind, he *jumped* us! *Twice*!"


  "Because he thought we were a paragang," Dan said. He blinked awkwardly as his sight returned.


  "He saw Burnout with us," Tony growled, eyeing Lana.


  "He saw us shooting at cops," Dan said. "Mulholland, what happened to you?"


  Mulholland massaged his sore temples in silence for a moment. Then he said, without apology, "I caught him tailing me. So I attacked him." Dan looked to the rest of the team, not happy with this proof.


  "Someone set us up," Jen stressed. "Someone set us up."


  Dan nodded. Someone *had* set them up.


  But it hadn't been hard.


  * * * *


  Cockatrice stretched her arms and reclined further back in the bath. The water was so cold that a light fog rose from it; and whenever a knee or a fingertip touched the surface, frost crystals would spread in fine fractal patterns.


  When she was done, Cockatrice planted a hand on either side of the tub and pulled herself out of the water. She stepped out onto the floor, moving carefully because every surface in the bathroom was coated in a thin film of ice.


  She was still reaching for her white terrycloth towel when a small orange tomcat burst into the suite. He was one of Bathory's whelps, a grimy little urchin she retained for information-gathering. Cockatrice half- suspected Bathory kept the boy around just to annoy her. The tomcat shifted back to human form and blurted out the latest news, stopping only when he saw Cockatrice through the open bathroom door.


  She glared at him, letting him see her incredibly clear blue eyes. The boy stammered, "I...I'm sorry, madam, I thought mistress Bathory..."


  "Lady Bathory is out feeding right now." She dropped the towel and stepped into the bedroom. She left ice-caked footprints on the carpet. "You may address your report to me." The boy tried to look anywhere else in the room, but she grabbed his jaw and locked his face in place. "*To me*."


  "W-Warden attacked STRAFE but didn't kill them," he said. "Also, some others teamed up to kill them...Umbrae, Burnout, Dr. Jacky, the Rust Brothers. They're talking alliance."


  "Really?" That *was* important. An anti-STRAFE alliance could just as easily become an anti-Snow Leopards alliance, unless she and Bathory got in early.... "Well done. You may go."


  The urchin backed towards the door, bowing to her. "There's just one more thing," Cockatrice added.


  The boy froze.


  Cockatrice smiled. "Keep your eyes to yourself."


  Fear animated the boy and he ran for the door. His legs were already shifting to feline form for greater speed, but he couldn't turn his body completely before Cockatrice opened her clear blue eyes, and stared.


  A wave of cold poured out, hitting his paws first. She rolled her gaze up his dirty, underfed little body, and what she saw she turned to ice. The boy was frozen in mid-twist, part human and part cat for the rest of eternity.


  Cockatrice traced a finger under the chin of the crystalline sculpture. It was actually quite pretty. "You know," she said, "I finally understand what Bathory saw in you."


  * * * *


  Early morning light poured through the windows of the paranormal critical-care room in the Bethesda Naval Medical Center. Doctor Ellen Cortes, head of STRAFE's Tesla Branch, leaned over her patient and said, "You're making excellent progress, Colonel." Her face, round and unwrinkled, loomed large in his limited field of vision.


  Richard Hendrick mumbled his answer, and she had to lean even closer. "What was that, Colonel?" she said cheerfully.


  "I said, someone of your years shouldn't be babying me. I got burned; I didn't get stupid." As she recoiled, he added, "I can't believe they're letting girls run Tesla Branch now."


  Cortes straightened her back and brought her clipboard into view. "I'm the oldest supertech engineer you have, Colonel. I'm also the best." With a flick of her wrist she motioned to the machines that regulated Hendrick's diet, purified his air, stabilized his heart, and regrew the bright pink patches of fresh skin that were slowly replacing his burns. "If you don't like it, you can always wear bandages the rest of your life."


  Hendrick spoke again. He could only muster a low but clear whisper. "Sorry, doctor. I don't like being laid up here while there's a mission going on." He sighed, alerting several sensors to the pain it caused in his chest. "Especially since I could have saved Brown and ended it before it began."


  Cortes bit her lip. "You're just saying that to get sympathy."


  Hendrick nodded, as much as the bandages and braces would allow. "And yet it's true. Those kids are running around New York without my experience, without my instincts. Because of my blunder." He blinked. "They're without you, too."


  Cortes hastily scribbled the last few notes on her clipboard. "Thank you, Colonel, that will be all...." She spun on her heels and marched for the door out of the antiseptic white room.


  "Do you want to help on this mission?"


  She stopped. "What?"


  "The missions. You always want to go along. Help out. Maybe get one of them to notice you...?" He wheezed out a laugh, triggering several alarms. Hoses shot more purified air into his mouth and he had to speak over the hiss. "You're not *so* young. And I'm not so old, either. I notice these things."


  She hugged her clipboard to her chest. "You're just playing on my emotions now. Manipulating me."


  He nodded again. "But you'll have to trust the old bastard. And me... I'll have to trust a little girl. If we want to help the team out."


  She stepped closer to the bed. "And what would that entail? Hypothetically speaking."


  "You'd start by bringing me all the intelligence the agency currently has on the paragangs...hypothetically speaking."


  He winked at her. They both smiled.


  * * * *


  Tony Drake hadn't asked for any company on his morning walk, but Dan Tracey went along with him just the same. Tony waited until they were far away from their stolen apartment and asked, "Any particular reason you're tailing me, boss?"


  Dan forced a smile. "If I were tailing you, Tony, I wouldn't be walking right next to you. Actually, I wanted to talk."


  Tony ambled down the empty sidewalk. The crowds weren't coming out this morning, the way they had after STRAFE's first paragang busts. Last night's violence was too random, and had too much chance of continuing.


  "I hear you've been worried about the mounting violence..." Dan said.


  Tony pulled his collar up high around his neck. "Jen talked to you, huh?"


  Dan nodded. "I'm worried too, Tony. There's no point denying it anymore, we basically *are* a paragang. If we don't end this war soon..." His voice trailed off. "Anyway, I wanted to know what you thought about it. What we can do."


  "I'll tell you what we can do." Tony held up his hand, pointing to the metal band around his wrist. The Tesla Branch device could, theoretically, detect psionic intrusions on anyone else who wore the bracelets...their teammates. "We can watch Lana Smith like *hawks*."


  Dan shook his head. "Lana's not the problem, Tony..."


  "Like hell she isn't. Things got rough as soon as *she* joined up, didn't they?"


  Dan sighed and started over. "I know she injured you horribly in Haven..." neither one had to be reminded of the bomb she'd shoved into his stomach, "...but that was Burnout, Tyra Dumont, controlling her."


  "Maybe," Tony said. "Or maybe it was Lana all along. In which case these little safety bracelets are useless."


  "Tony, calm down..."


  "Forget it, Dan. I think I'll take my walk alone after all." Tony stalked down the block, leaving Dan standing on the empty street.


  * * * *


  The offices at the peak of the World Building were uncommonly busy that afternoon. Half of the executive assistants were on telephone or internet conferences with North American Combine government officials, selling Rex Umbrae as the man who could stop the paragangs. The other half were on secret land lines, talking to the paragangs.


  Umbrae stood over Andrew, listening as his aide negotiated the most crucial arrangement over a headset telephone. Andrew's voice was silken and Umbrae waved for him not to overplay it; Bathory was no boardroom fool.


  "...We understand you were also discrediting STRAFE," Andrew said into the thin microphone. "...I wouldn't put it that way; we didn't lose anything. But if we were to pool our resources..." Andrew winked at Umbrae and flashed him a thumbs-up. Then Andrew's false smile...worn even for telephone conversations...collapsed and he tried to break back into the discussion. Bathory obviously wasn't letting him. Umbrae thought about grabbing the phone and negotating himself; the headset would easily come off with a snap of Andrew's neck. Umbrae half-thought he deserved it, just for using something as crass as a thumbs-up sign...


  The smile reappeared and Andrew said, "You don't beat around the bush, do you? I can assure you, we're just as concerned about Burnout as you are." He looked to his employer for approval; Umbrae nodded. "Let's say that her final disposition will be a key part of the treaty." He smiled, teeth slightly parted, waiting for some final pleasantry that never came. After a moment he slipped off the headset and said, with pride, "The Snow Leopards and Cyanide Blues are in. They're coming tonight."


  Umbrae marched out to the main hallway, pulling Andrew in his wake, to inspect the caterers and security guards who were setting up for the reception. He'd talked the government into quietly averting their attention from his criminal operations, if he could deliver them a pacified city. He'd talked the paragangers into stopping the war, if he could remove STRAFE and the psychotic Burnout. He'd talked Burnout into leading a unified strikeforce against her enemies in STRAFE. The treaty would become official once the East Village fell.


  Umbrae paused at the bar and offered his lieutenant a glass of champagne. "To the new Manhattan."


  * * * *


  Red and blue lights flashed outside the brownstone condominium, adding some color to the gray winter dusk; low-hanging clouds blocked any colors of a natural sunset. A small crowd milled in the street as several cops pulled a well-dressed man out of the building. Blood and Jaz-dust were still splattered across his shoes. The man pulled his jacket over his face; no reporters were outside, none even came near the East Village, but old habits died hard.


  Whitman and Chavez worked crowd control. Normally this arrest would have been a two-officer job, but they were awfully near the Greenwich Village border.


  A young man in a dirty tan trenchcoat approached Chavez. He was handsome, but with beard stubble and bags under his eyes that said he'd been letting himself go lately. Chavez couldn't blame him. He pointed to the suspect, who was getting shoved into a squad car. "Excuse me, officer. Was this paragang-related?"


  Chavez noted the guy's weird, stilted diction. "You think we'd get this many cars for a paragang call? The narcotics boys only come out of their fortress downtown if it's an easy collar." The guy was confused, and she added, "He's a drug dealer. Had a six-figure advertising job and he got so deep into Jaz he had to deal to keep his head above water."


  "How'd you get him?" the man inquired.


  "Because he waited until the middle of a paragang war to shoot his connection, all so he could make a few extra bucks. And his connection's girlfriend, so there'd be no witnesses. We got him because he stuck around, scraping the Jaz into little sandwich bags." Chavez removed her hat and rubbed her eyes. "There's no fucking hope for this city, is there?"


  "A few people are trying to hold the line," the man said. His voice was deep and reassuring, like an actor's.


  "Yeah?" She cocked her hat back on top of her curly black hair. "Like who?"


  "You guys, for instance." He inhaled, held the breath, then quickly let it out. "And the people chasing out the paragangs."


  "You mean the *local* paragang. They aren't Robin Hoods, pal."


  "They haven't hurt anybody, that I've heard. They don't run Jaz or protection rackets. We could do a lot worse."


  She strolled back towards the squad cars, letting the man follow beside her. "We couldn't do *any* worse," she said. "What these guys don't get, what Warden understands that they don't, is that the paragangs will always hit back at the easiest target. Warden makes *himself* the target. These guys make *my neighborhood* the target."


  "But the paragangs already want it! It would be a target anyway..."


  "I thought you might say that." She unholstered her pistol. "You're Strafe, right? The one with the gearwheel." She leaned her head down into the small radio unit clipped to her shoulder. "All units, this is 74 at the Jaz murder. We have a possible paragang leader here...."


  The other police on the scene whirled and stared at the young man. Chavez had led him into the middle of them. Most pulled their guns on him.


  "I just came here to talk," the young man said, raising his arms.


  Chavez smirked. "Guilty much?"


  "We can still work together," he pleaded. "It isn't too late..."


  The radio unit crackled with voices, but they weren't answering Chavez's call. A gruff male voice said, "We've got Snow Leopards and Cyanide Blues pushing in from Washington Square Park..." Another voice, almost lost in static, blurted, "Boys of Pain are spilling out of the subway at Astor Place!" Another voice: "Macoute goons on Avenue D..." Another: "Cyber- Nostra coming in from Nolita..." Another: "The Onyx Eye, repeat, the Onyx Eye..."


  They could already hear gunfire in the distance. The crowd scattered for cover. The police tightened around their new captive; the Jaz dealer, forgotten in the back of a squad car, wailed for someone to save him.


  An earsplitting squeal of feedback pulled everyone's attention skywards. The Chrysler billboard was no longer blaring its inane slogan; somebody had climbed onto the metal rig that held the floodlights, which now cast a woman's shadow across the well-muscled actor and the expensive car. The feedback coalesced back into speech and the billboard speakers broadcast a confident, amused female voice over the rooftops.


  "People of the East Village," she announced, "you are hereby accused of violence." The Strafer looked like he wanted to break away from the police. "Of greed." The Jaz dealer pounded on the car window. "Of incompetence." The police looked from the Strafer to the billboard to each other. "Of selfishness and fear." The crowd rioted, breaking down windows and doors to get off the streets. "And worst of all, of falling behind in the big race. I want those skyscrapers." The shadow pointed uptown. "And I won't let a miserable misfit ghetto stand in my way. You are all found guilty."


  The shadow raised its arms high. Bursts of fire poured across the holographic imaging generators, causing the huge orange letters of INDULGE YOURSELF to twist and flicker like giant flames.


  "That's Burnout!" the Strafer screamed. "She's behind the attack! Let me call my people!" The man pushed towards Chavez, causing the other police to raise their weapons and yell warnings. The man kept walking toward her, saying, "Trust me."


  Chavez, unblinking, cocked back the safety and aimed.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED...


  ===========================================================================


  Next issue:


  Warden returns and STRAFE battles the paragangers...*all* the paragangers. Absolutely every gangster guest-stars in the giant-sized conclusion to "The Bonfire."


  ===========================================================================
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  [Cover shows dozens of paragangers and police locked in combat.Jen flies at Sister Christian; Teller and Saturday fire at eachother; Dan faces off against Bathory; Tony attacks Lana Smith.In the center of the battle, a heavily-wounded Warden grappleswith the hulking Rex Umbrae. Far above them all, Burnout holdsher hands high and flames lick across the entire cover, threateningto consume the STRAFE logo completely.]


  



  Officer Rani Chavez pointed her pistol straight at Dan Tracey's head. Her partner, Ben Whitman, and the other police officers tightened their circle around Dan. They were too distracted by him, by the screaming Jaz dealer in the back of the squad car, by the mob rioting through the streets, by the reports of a paragang invasion. None of them paid attention to the billboard where Burnout was passing sentence on the entire East Village. And nobody but Dan saw the bolt of fire shoot down at them.



  Dan lunged for Chavez, and she fired. Anticipating her actions, he ducked under the bullet and tackled her into Whitman, shoving both of them roughly across the sidewalk. The fireball hit their squad car and the flames, acting with a malicious sentience, sought out the gas tank. The car exploded, taking the shrieking Jaz dealer along with it.


  "*Now* will you let me call in STRAFE?" Dan asked. "We can help you."


  Chavez coughed the smoke out of her lungs while her radio buzzed with reports of more paragang attacks. She nodded for him to call. Dan shed his dirty trenchcoat, revealing his black covert-ops outfit. Chavez gawked: something in the way he held himself, to say nothing of the white gearwheel symbol on his jacket, suggested he might actually be the superhero he claimed. While Dan slipped on his headset and called in a priority alert, Chavez said, "Are you really government agents?"


  He nodded curtly and called in his team. Whitman pointed up at the billboard and said, "And who the hell is *that*?"


  Dan frowned. "A former teammate."


  Jen Kleinvogel was the first STRAFE agent to arrive. She dropped Tony Drake and Jay Teller beside Dan and said, "I'm grabbing Burnout." Then she launched skyward.


  Burnout posed on the giant Chrysler billboard, lighting up the night sky. The floodlights cast her shadow and the loudspeakers carried her rants. The holographic letters of the slogan ("INDULGE YOURSELF") warped and twisted in the heat of her flames. Jen had a hard time thinking of her as the possessed C.J. Brown anymore...she'd even bleached and dyed her hair the color of fire. As Jen flew closer, she saw several other devices on the catwalk alongside Burnout: kerosene lamps, portable gas heaters, even a few torches and braziers. All of them had tiny, flickering flames.


  Before Jen could close in, the flames burst to life. Burnout was using C.J.'s power to control fire. The flames spiralled around her, forming a bubble of almost liquid consistency. Jen pulled away before incinerating herself. Burnout smiled underneath her oxygen mask, pointed a military-grade flamethrower at Jen, and sprayed a stream of ignited napalm at her.


  Jen dodged out of the way, but the flames curled and followed after her. Jen had to fly around the billboard and out of Burnout's sight to shake them. She landed beside Dan, coughing, and said, "It's no use." Next to them, Teller was trying to shoot Burnout but found it impossible to see her through the fire and smoke.


  "This is pointless," Dan said. "We can't touch her and there aren't any other paragangers here." In fact, the only threat this far inside the East Village was the rioting. Panicked residents were searching for any escape; a group of NYU film students had broken into a video store to screen film noir classics, heedless of the violence outside.


  "We need to keep the paragangers away from the Village," Dan explained, "and take them out on our terms."


  "And how do you propose to do that?" Chavez said.


  "By taking your advice," he said, "and making STRAFE their target." Lana Smith and Agent Mulholland had arrived, and Dan outlined the new plan to them. Within seconds the team parted, sprinting in six different directions.


  "Where are you going?" Burnout taunted. "The party's just getting started."


  * * * *


  The elevator doors slid open and Andrew Trumbull stepped out, joining the party. To his right and left two huge semicircular Art Deco windows... relics from the days when the World Building had been the Chrysler Building, relics which Rex was planning to remodel...showed two spectacular views of New York, the park and the lights of uptown, and lower Manhattan and the fires in the East Village. The cavernous hallway between the windows was filled with the city's paraganger elite. They had been proffered a rare invitation to midtown and the top of the city, and they had come out in style and in force.


  There was Varru'Ke chatting with her father in Cantonese, while one of Rex's junior aides nodded in polite confusion. There was Embeth Alloun of the Cyanide Blues, slouching against a pillar with other Soho thrillgangers and trading cutting whispers about everyone else's clothes. There were two Manson Haights, envoys from a minor paragang who didn't know how lucky they were merely to be included. The raven-haired clones discussed whether to indulge in appetizers or murder, while the waitress who stood between them tried not to tremble.


  Andrew tugged on his shirt cuffs so they poked through his tuxedo's sleeves and weaved through the crowd. He nodded deferently to Dr. Jacky; the dreadlocked paraganger stood listening to the string quartet, his head cocked appreciatively to one side while the assassin Saturday waited behind him, patient as a shadow. Not every paraganger blended so well with the finer surroundings. Sister Christian's cybernetics emitted a monotonous whine as she grabbed people on their way to the buffet tables and preached the graces of the Machine. Her followers flaunted their cyberweapons and shoulder holsters, lacking any trace of tact.


  Adjusting his handkerchief, Andrew stepped up to the main bar, as thirsty for advancement as he was for white wine. He found Rex speaking to Bathory and Cockatrice, the women who had been their only real rivals for Manhattan...until tonight. The paragangers wore matching silver dresses that nevertheless captured each woman's individual highlights: the color suited Cockatrice's frosty skin while the sparkle played off of Bathory's fur. They were directing Rex's attention to the large ice sculpture in the center of the table.


  The sculpture showed a little boy running, his body twisted in mid- flight. He resembled some mythological creature, with catlike legs but a very human terror in his face.


  "It is quite a curiosity," Rex Umbrae said. He watched as a drop of water rolled off the chin and fell to the tablecloth. By morning there would be nothing left. "Wherever did you find it?"


  "Just a little something Cockatrice whipped up," Bathory hissed.


  The other woman beamed with pride. "I call it 'Little Actaeon.'"


  Umbrae finally noticed his subordinate. Raising one bushy black eyebrow, he asked, "And what do you make of it, Andrew?"


  Andrew pursed his lips and thought about it.


  "I call it 'The Price of Service,'" he said.


  "If you will. I'd rather examine another work of art. One of less aesthetic worth, perhaps, but much greater value." He swept a huge arm past the ice sculpture and to the far wall, where an eight-foot-tall map of Manhattan had been placed, by no small accident, over a fat turkey waiting to be carved.


  * * * *


  The strategy had worked; by making themselves visible annoyances all over the neighborhood, STRAFE got the paragangs focused on them and not the East Village. Jen was particularly useful, flitting from battlezone to battlezone and leading the gangs to the central fight.


  Dan picked Astor Place as their standing ground; the irregular intersection offered plenty of obstacles and good defensive terrain. The Boys of Pain were already occupying it, until STRAFE and the police arrived. The paragang outnumbered them, but they made a coordinated assault that drove the undisciplined mob back inside the art-nouveau ironwork of the Astor Place subway. Dan watched the Boys retreat, then fired several tear gas cannisters into the station.


  "That'll give us a short breather," Dan said. He handed the tear gas launcher back to Chavez and told her, "Now's probably your only chance to leave."


  "This is *my* home, ace. I'm waiting for *you* bastards to leave." The other cops...the ten or so who'd decided to come...nodded their agreement.


  Dan looked up and spotted Jen flying hard up Broadway; he also saw the giant shadow on the Chrysler billboard turn and take notice of them. "Then set your cars up as barricades," Dan told the police, "and get away from them *now*...."


  The Cyber-Nostra and their groupies, the Rust Brothers, had been one of the closest paragangs; they'd also been the most eager, charging into Astor Place ahead of everyone else. They stumbled into a brutal crossfire, with Teller, Mulholland, and the police firing on them from concealed positions in the buildings around the intersection. Lana Smith ghosted up from the street and grappled with the huge cyborgs, phasing away their armor or cyberweapons so the others could get clean shots. Teller, perched atop the blocky abstract sculpture in the middle of the intersection, severed power couplings and blew up ammo compartments without killing. The cops didn't have that kind of skill, and Mulholland, if he did, wasn't using it. Their targets died in the street.


  When the gangs reached fifty percent casualties, they retreated back into Nolita. Dan let the cops cheer for ten seconds before he barked, "It's not over! The Snow Leopards and Cyanide Blues should have been here by now!"


  "They're holding back?" Whitman said, slamming another clip into his rifle.


  The police cars exploded as a full spectrum of paranormal attacks hit the intersection...everything from light beams to matter transmutation. "There's your answer," Dan grumbled as the Leopards, the Blues, the New York Macoute, the Onyx Eye Tong, the remains of the Cyber-Nostra and a host of lesser paragangs stormed Astor Place all at once.


  "Tracey."


  At first Dan didn't actually hear the voice in his earphones. He was too busy kicking an Onyx Eye footsoldier in the face, then locking arms with the Macoute Guede behind him, running his feet up the body of the unconscious-but-still-standing Onyx Eye, flipping over the Guede's head and ripping out his technoloa control unit along the way. He was punching three Manson Haights when he heard the voice again, more insistent: "Tracey!"


  The other STRAFE agents heard it, too. Tony, knee-deep in overdressed Cyanide Blues, said, "Colonel Hendrick?"


  "That's right, Drake. I'm calling from the hospital. Doctor Cortes rigged up an ingenious little radio." He sounded mildly amused by that.


  "Good to hear from you, sir..." Dan paused to flip a Manson Haight into the path of a Jolly Molecules lightning attack "...but we're a little busy right now."


  "I know. Cortes and I've been digging up information for you here in D.C. Burnout and a man with the unlikely name of 'Rex Umbrae' negotiated a treaty between the paragangs, and you're a part of it." The STRAFE agents detached their minds, listening to Hendrick as they continued to battle. "All the gangs will stop fighting and turn to Umbrae for supplies, financial services, and arbitration. They're cementing the deal by wasting the East Village and killing you."


  "Great," Teller grumbled from his sniper's nest. "We're a pinata."


  Tony staggered back from a shotgun blast, then lunged forward and turned the shotgun around on the Cyber-Nostra. "How do you know all this, Hendrick?"


  "Because Umbrae's also made a deal with D.C....they'll look the other way if he can end the gang war. In fact, you're going to be officially recalled as soon as the DSHA can locate you."


  Dan knocked out the Jolly Molecule sparker and ducked for cover in the abandoned offices of the Modern Language Association. "Hendrick," Dan shouted, "we are not leaving now..."


  "Easy, Captain. *I* haven't officially located you. I'm telling you the treaty is being signed in Rex Umbrae's offices at the top of the World Building. It may be your last chance to nab the leaders and win this war."


  Panting, Dan watched the battle for Astor Place. "We can't fall back, sir. Burnout is here, and...." He stopped cold. "Why is Burnout *here*?" He hopped back out into the battleground, running over to Lana. He tried to grab her, but his hands passed through her shoulders. "Burnout's treaty is up in midtown. Why is she here?"


  "I...I don't know," Lana said, in her petite and ingenuous voice.


  Tony snorted and rolled his eyes. He'd seen the act before.


  "She's here to kill us," Teller said, dropping a Tong leader. As if in answer, a streak of flame sizzled down at him from the billboard. Teller yelped and jumped off the sculpture, which exploded in a fireball. "She'll celebrate later."


  "She'd never celebrate the treaty," Lana said. She grabbed Dan and ghosted him just before a volley of bullets passed through them. "She hates the paragangers more than she hates us. If she's not there, it's because she's planning to kill them!"


  "So let her," Mulholland said, shooting a Macoute in the head.


  "And then what happens to Manhattan?" Jen asked. For a moment the Doppler effect distorted her voice as she swept down Stuyvesant Street, wielding a broken STOP sign and knocking over every paraganger in her path. "With their leaders dead, the gangs would go into a frenzy."


  Tony threw a Snow Leopard lycanthrope onto the burning sculpture. "You're not saying we should save the treaty?"


  The disgust in Tony's voice lingered over the headsets; Dan could tell everyone was waiting for him to speak.


  "Jen," he said, "take Teller and go to the World Building. Stop Burnout."


  "WHAT?" Teller exclaimed.


  "That's an order, Jay." Hendrick snorted across the fuzzy connection from D.C. Dan wondered if that was ridicule or approval, but he didn't really care. Dan broke away from Lana's protective grip and jumped back into the fray.


  * * * *


  The World Building jutted out from the surrounding skyscrapers, its curved and terraced top rising far above them into the night, like some quaintly modern ziggurat. The Babylonians or Egyptians who had erected it as the Chrysler Building were long gone; now even the name was lost, sold to an international economic development group. One run by the man who was uniting all the city's paragangs.


  Something about the flight into midtown cleared Teller's head. It wasn't because the neighborhoods were any better than the East Village; news of the paragang attack had triggered riots up and down Manhattan. If it went on much longer, the whole city would burn. But once he was far above the streets and the fighting, Teller could slow down his pulse and stop looking for targets to shoot. He remembered a time when he would have had no problem saving a building full of people, no matter who they were...but that was some time before he came to New York.


  As they approached the skyscraper, they saw tiny flashes of light twinkling around its peak. When they buzzed in closer they heard the crack of gunfire. Teller could just make out a human figure leapfrogging between the curved terraces, battling the building's defenders.


  "Warden," Teller snarled. The target-vision and the anger of the East Village clicked back on. "So much for doing this the subtle way."


  "Forget Warden," Jen said. "I'm looking for a way in." She bobbed over the battle and searched the upper levels for a door into the building. As she skated past the gleaming metal walls, she triggered an automated defense: floodlights activated and shone on them, even through the dark aura of Jen's antigravity field. The guards beneath them opened fire.


  Sounds of battle echoed all around the building; they could see gouts of flame shooting from the other side, where Warden was. Apparently more paranormals had gotten involved. "There's no way we're not going to do this guns blazing," Teller said. "I say we go for it." Jen nodded, and they moved.


  Jen rocketed down the World Building, toward a huge semicircular window beneath them. They could see a glittering party on the other side. Two guards spotted them and raised their rifles; Teller fired two shots. The guards screamed and tumbled off the building. Teller tried not to think about it.


  "Hurry!" Jen screamed. Other guards had seen them and their shots were coming closer. Teller raised his guns and fired at the window. Only a tiny crack; it was bulletproof. He fired again and again, looking for the weak spots in the glass...trying to connect the spiderwebs of cracks...the guards were drawing beads on them...the window rushed forward and he fired again....


  The party guests were shocked at the sound of gunfire. They turned, wine glasses in hand, just in time to see the window shatter. Two bodies careened through the breaking glass and rolled to a halt on the polished marble floor.


  Jen and Teller looked up, into the angry faces and the gun barrels of Manhattan's top paragangers.


  * * * *


  The offices of the Modern Language Association were a flaming ruin. The paragangers had fallen back, lurking in the cross streets, but Burnout was now hurling down bolts of fire. STRAFE and the police had to abandon their defensive positions and scamper for cover around Astor Place. They hid under the smoke from the burning wreckage. Ducking his head low, Dan ran up beside Chavez and asked, "How are we doing?"


  "Andreson's wounded, but no losses so far. We just lost our cover, though."


  Dan looked at the radio unit clipped to her shirt. "What about back-up?"


  Chavez shook her head, unable to speak the answer.


  "Damn!" Dan pounded his fist, pulling the blow just in time to avoid breaking it. "There'd be Combine troops all over the block if this were uptown. Maybe we should just let them march through and rattle the windows on the Upper East Side..."


  "Hey." Chavez squeezed Dan's wrist, hard. "I know you're kidding, but this is my home. None of that talk."


  Mulholland crawled up to them on elbows and knees. Behind him, another bolt of flame struck the subway entrance. "We need to take *her* out. Too bad you just sent away our flyer." He didn't hide his bitterness. "And our sniper."


  "Burnout's protected against us," Dan said, "and we won't be shooting C.J. I've sent someone who can get through her defenses."


  Tony Drake's voice carried over the headset. "Oh, no." He jumped out of his foxhole and ran across the intersection, weaving to avoid the rain of fire that poured down on him. Tony skidded down in front of Dan, his face dark purple with rage, and he said, "What were you *thinking*?" Above him, barely visible through the smoke and haze, the rail-thin Lana Smith climbed up the billboard towards Burnout.


  "Whatever she did to you in the past, Tony, she's still part of the team."


  "Depends on who you ask, doesn't it?" He turned to Mulholland. "She killed your partner. You want to make sure Burnout doesn't get away this time?" Mulholland nodded and smiled. The two men sprang up and dashed across Astor Place. Dan started to run after them, but was stopped by a stream of gunfire. The paragangs were charging back into the intersection.


  * * * *


  Neither STRAFE agent bothered to reason with the paragangers; Jen launched up to the high ceiling and Teller rolled underneath a buffet table, both leaving bullet holes in their wake.


  "This is not an attack!" Jen screamed. She moved again, flying along the hall as the paragangers readjusted. "We are here to warn you about a double-cross!"


  Andrew Trumbull chose that moment to lower a cellular phone from his ear and shout, "Warden's here, too!" The startled paragangers redoubled their attacks.


  Reason obviously wasn't working, Jen decided. She flew up against the ceiling, weaving back and forth in an erratic zigzag pattern. Cyber-Nostra killers tried to track her with arm-cannons and ended up shooting out the lights.


  Teller reloaded his guns and bolted across the tops of the catering tables. He figured Umbrae might be able to end this madness. Teller jumped from table to table, casually planting bullets in the legs or gun hands of anyone who tried to intercept him.


  Jen reached the end of the hallway and doubled back. Her nightvision goggles gave her a clear, computer-green picture of the chaos. The fancy tuxedos and evening dresses, the classical music and champagne fountains, the inescapable presence of money...all of it ripped apart, a flimsy fabric that couldn't hide their true natures. The Boys of Pain jumped the Manson Haights, grappling with the intensity of men who knew that even the victors would only be minor players. The Cyber-Nostra, seeing a chance to retake Chinatown, tried to quietly spit Varru'Ke and Barrukh on monofilament stilettos; the Onyx Eye masters murdered their would-be killers in complete silence. Umbrae's staff panicked and ran for the elevators, except Andrew, who hid in an alcove.


  Teller hopped over a strange ice sculpture, shot a cocky Satan's Eye in his stomach, and ran to the center of the party. He spotted a large man with Caucasian features but dark skin, cut like a Greek statue. That had to be Umbrae. A clot of guards had materialized around him, but they hadn't noticed Teller yet. He lowered his guns and trotted quietly forward.


  Then he saw why nobody had noticed him. The window at the other end of the hall had been broken, too, with a smaller man-sized hole, and the guards were being knocked aside by a whirlwind of flying hands and feet. Teller tried to reach Umbrae, but the flurry of violence spun over to the crimelord first. Umbrae very deliberately swung out one heavy fist, catching the whirlwind in his head. Warden shook it off, giving Umbrae time to shed his evening jacket. Then the grimy vigilante and the immaculate crimelord lunged at each other.


  * * * *


  The curtain of fire shimmered and parted; to Lana Smith, the flames were as immaterial as the billboard's flickering holograms. Burnout looked mildly suprised when Lana appeared on the catwalk, dove for the flamethrower, and ghosted it out of her hands. Lana tossed the flamethrower and it clattered harmlessly to the street below.


  Burnout's mouth twisted and issued a deep, coarse laugh. "What are you going to do now, little girl? *Starve* me into surrender? You're barely substantial even without your powers."


  "Let her go, Strings." Lana's voice was still high-pitched but unusually determined.


  "It's going to take more than bold words from those pouty lips, girl. I'm going to destroy this town; the most you can do is hide." Down below, the tiny little defenders were fighting three times their number in tiny little paragangers.


  "Why are you doing this?" Lana waved her arms histrionically, and a note of whining crept back into her voice.


  Burnout stepped forward, shoved her face right in front of Lana's, and smiled. "Because if Tyra Dumont had to die," she exulted, "then *everybody* does!"


  She waved her arms and all the kerosene lamps and heaters spewed drops of flame down onto the city. "All the paragangers who attacked me! The businessmen who exploited me! The police who couldn't bother to protect me! The government that ignored me! The whole town of cannibals, so busy chasing after their vanities they couldn't save ONE. LITTLE. LIFE! ALL GUILTY!" She poured fire on the city, pushing her power further and further until sweat broke out on her forehead and the billboard's INDULGE YOURSELF motto burst into flames. "ALL FUEL FOR THE BONFIRE!"


  Dan, the only remaining STRAFE agent in Astor Place, formed the police into a roving commando unit. They moved from building to building, hitting the paragangers and then retreating before anyone could target them. Dan himself picked up an assault rifle and shot to kill; it was the only way to stay alive.


  Sprinting through the burning tents of an open-air market, they came across a group of Jolly Molecules. The Molecules were spoiled techies, kids who discovered their powers and ran away to New York to test them on human subjects. Dan opened fire and shot them through the skull and atom-symbol crossbones on their jackets, but not before two of the kids electrocuted Straker and turned Whitman's right leg into lead. Dan picked up Whitman and kept running.


  He didn't notice the persistent beeping on his wrist for several seconds. It was his Tesla Branch psionic detection bracelet; it meant one of his agents was being possessed by Burnout.


  * * * *


  Sister Christian stood in the middle of the hallway, one foot planted firmly on a smashed cello, surveying the carnage. The yellow pupil of one cybereye, the red crosshair in the other tracked across the party, absorbing data and beaming instructions. She saw Umbrae's executives dashing for the elevators and mowed them down; they'd worked so hard to purchase the paragangs, Sister Christian felt, they shouldn't leave without sampling their wares.


  Then something grabbed her long copper hair and yanked her bodily down the hall. Sister Christian was dropped at the feet of Varru'Ke and Barrukh. A blur flashed overhead and seconds later, they were joined by Bathory, who rolled to a more graceful landing. Then Dr. Jacky, who'd lost his top hat in the sudden flight.


  Jen Kleinvogel hovered over the five paragang bosses. "I figured you might listen to reason," Jen said. "Either that, or you can fight each other directly instead of taking Manhattan along with you. What's it going to be?"


  Another figure leaped from the shadows and grabbed her ankle, pulling her lower. Her darkfield and his black suit blended perfectly with the shadows; the only sign of struggle was the motion of his white tie and gloves, turning the whole battle into a strange pantomime. She tried to rise again but the man planted his other hand inside her armpit and spun her into the floor. He pounced on Jen and lightly placed the barrel of a gun to her forehead. "There's another way, Babylon sister," said the man called Saturday. "We kill *you*."


  Jen stared up at him calmly. "Then I can't save you from Burnout's double-cross."


  Sister Christian drew a monofil-blade and advanced on Jen, but Dr. Jacky held her back. Varru'Ke grabbed Dr. Jacky until Bathory traced a claw across her throat. Barrukh aimed a killing strike at Bathory's temple but pulled back when Cockatrice ran up, threatening to stare everyone into ice.


  "Okay," Jen said, focusing only on Saturday and the gun sitting above her eyes, "now that you're all here...."


  Teller wasn't sure who to root for. Warden had dished out some nasty lumps the other night, but he was taking them now; Umbrae picked up the smaller man and rammed him back into a bar and its collection of liquor bottles. Part of Teller considered that the price for Warden's constant interference, but then STRAFE was just a bunch of interlopers in Manhattan, too. So he should have pulled for Warden to win, to beat the crimelord and save the city, except Umbrae was the only chance they had to keep the paragangs from exploding.


  Warden slammed his fists into Umbrae's ears and the huge gangster stumbled backwards. Warden hopped off the bar; just the sound of broken glass tinkling in his back made Teller wince. Warden limped over to him and said, "What's the matter, cowboy? Won't you lend a hand?"


  Rex Umbrae strolled forward and said, "Help me dispatch this criminal, Mister Teller, and I can make it *very* worth your while."


  Teller looked from Umbrae to Warden, Warden to Umbrae. When he didn't make any move, they dove into each other again, Warden throwing a spinning kick into Umbrae's head while Umbrae drove his massive bulk into Warden's back. Teller shook his head. He just couldn't tell the good guys from the bad anymore.


  Bullets whistled past both men's heads...severing the knot in Warden's bandana and shearing a lock of Umbrae's hair. They stopped fighting and looked at Teller's smoking guns.


  "Now that I have your attention," Teller said, "*listen up*...."


  "THERE IS NO REASON TO FIGHT HERE!" Umbrae's bellow echoed up and down the hallway. "EVERYONE DROP YOUR WEAPONS!"


  "Do it," Dr. Jacky commanded to his paragangers. Varru'Ke conveyed the same instructions in Cantonese, Sister Christian in binary transmissions. Cockatrice did it with a stare. The lesser gangs fell in line behind the leaders, and the fight was over.


  Somebody clicked on the auxiliary lighting. The hallway was a wreck, with dead executives and paragangers everywhere. Most of the living ones still looked at Jen, Teller, and Warden with hatred.


  Jen climbed free from Saturday's relaxed grip. She unconsciously rubbed a spot on her forehead, and said in a loud, clear voice, "Burnout has set up all of us. She wants a gangwar to destroy every paraganger on this island."


  "Burnout was trying to unify us," Sister Christian said, folding her arms across her chest defiantly.


  "Only so she could get you all in one place," Jen explained. "You'll notice *she's* not here. I don't know if she wanted you to fight, or..."


  "No." Umbrae shouldered through the milling paragangers. "No, she knows exactly how to kill us all. From the time she possessed...." He broke into a run, surprisingly fast for such a large man. He ducked into an alcove and grabbed the man who was trying to slide towards the elevators, holding him aloft for all to see.


  "Andrew!" Umbrae hissed at his lieutenant. "Dumont's still in you, isn't she?"


  Andrew quivered at first, stuttering while his blue eyes rolled back in their sockets. Then he became incredibly focused again, and smiled at Umbrae. "Dumont, Mr. Strings, Burnout...call me what you like. The tie is *never* severed, Rex. You'll never get rid of me."


  Saturday stepped forward. "I disagree." He raised his gun and fired two bullets straight through Andrew Trumbull's eyes.


  Umbrae dropped the corpse and searched inside his pockets. "It doesn't matter if he's dead...I've wired the building with explosives..." He pulled out a small detonator and sighed. "As a security precaution."


  The timer showed less than two minutes to go.


  * * * *


  Burnout ignored Lana, turning her wrath on the city below. Lana had ghosted off her oxygen mask, but the maniac no longer cared. Lana solidified and tried to grab Burnout physically, but the healthier woman slapped Lana down and continued to direct the flames. Lana could only lie sprawled on the catwalk and watch.


  Suddenly the ring of flames parted and Tony Drake lunged through, swatting his clothes and hair where they'd caught fire. He sneered at Lana and said, "I might have known." Ignoring the flames, Tony slammed Burnout up against the billboard and growled, "Let C.J. go."


  Burnout smiled. "Why don't you make me, sport?"


  Tony snarled incoherently and punched her in the stomach. The screens of flame collapsed and then Mulholland was on the catwalk as well, holding Burnout from behind and screaming "Let her go!" while Tony slapped her.


  Lana jumped up and said, "No...no, you can't do that...."


  "Reverting to form, Smith?" Tony punched Burnout across her jaw. "Let both of them go, you little bitch!" He drew his fist back again.


  "Don't, don't say that." Lana solidified and tugged on Tony's fist. "C.J. was your friend."


  Tony hesitated. Burnout, pinned in Mulholland's arms, looked up at him and said, "I think I'll keep both of them." A thin line of blood trickled from her mouth. "Problem with that, Drake? Do I need to feed you *another* bomb?"


  Tony howled, pulled his fist free, and hit her again. She doubled over in pain, but Mulholland grabbed her head and held her up for more. "Let the girls go!" Mulholland screamed. Tony added, "Let 'em go, you bitch, you heartless *bitch*!" He swung again.


  His fist passed through C.J.'s body and hit Mulholland, knocking the agent flat against the billboard. Tony spun to see Lana, who had ghosted Burnout free from their grip. "That wasn't right," Lana said. "Mr. Strings is the killer here, not C.J. And you will *never* hit him out of her." It was both a prediction and a promise.


  Tony stared at her. Mulholland rose beside him. "So she has you now, too." Tony cracked his knuckles. "Looks like I get payback for Haven after all."


  He swung at her, a flurry of punches, and Mulholland fired at her. Lana lifted her chin up and didn't blink at any of the attacks. None of them could touch her. "Mr. Strings has *you* now, Tony. Mulholland too. Don't give into the anger; that's how he gets you. He tells you he can make it go away."


  "You're *lying*, you little *bitch*!" He swung again, impotently.


  "You know it's true. Listen: my bracelet is the only one beeping." She held it up for them to hear.


  Dan Tracey's voice cut in on the headsets. Gunfire carried through his microphone. "Tony, Lana's right. I'm reading a psionic attack on you and Mulholland. Get out of there *now*...."


  Lana stood as tall as she could manage. Burnout squirmed in her grip, unable to strike or run away because she couldn't touch anything. Lana calmly said, "And don't call us 'bitch.'"


  Tony gritted his teeth, trembled, and howled. He was ready to attack again, but Mulholland grabbed him. "Tony...Tony, she's right. We can't beat Burnout this way." Dan's voice reassured Tony, and Hendrick started trying to calm him as well. "Tony, we have to stop."


  Tony screamed, tears streaming down his face, and he sank to the catwalk. Mulholland slumped down behind him. That jolted Burnout, but she quickly masked the surprise in her face with her typical derision. "Touching as this is," Burnout said, "I can't settle for it."


  She reached out with her stolen power, kicking the heaters and lamps into overdrive. The entire billboard exploded into flames.


  * * * *


  The paragangers panicked. Many rushed for the elevators, not realizing the elevators couldn't possibly ferry them all away in time. Others raced down the stairs, gambling that their legs could outrun the blast.


  Their leaders chose speedier evacuations. Sister Christian's habit parted as a bulky jetpack emerged from her back. "The time has come. We're motoring." She sneered at Dr. Jacky. "What's *your* price for flight?" She and her surviving Rangers flew out the shattered window, laughing and blasting power-chords. Dr. Jacky flashed a smile, showing the voodoo fetishes engraved on his teeth, and he took several technoloa control units from out of his tailcoat. He and Saturday hurriedly attached them to two dead Cyber-Nostra.


  The doctor stiffened as he felt a gun pressed to the back of his neck. "Either we all get out," Teller said, "or *no one* does." Saturday sprang up to defend his master, but Warden was already waiting for him, holding him in place with his bundi sword. Dr. Jacky nodded and attached technoloa units to all the Cyber-Nostra he could find.


  The cyborgs shambled up to a semblance of life. Saturday controlled two with a handheld unit that resembled a doll, and Dr. Jacky ran the rest by clicking his tongue against his teeth. The cyborgs grabbed their new masters and lurched for the window; Teller hopped on the back of Dr. Jacky's, still training the gun on him. The cyborgs grabbed the other leaders and roared out the window, wobbling on their jetpacks.


  Jen wrapped an arm around Umbrae's waist, then looked for the vigilante. "Warden..."


  Disgust emanated from the young man's blind, unfocused eyes. "I can get myself out." He vaulted out the window; Jen and Umbrae flew after him.


  The first charge went off. The impact knocked the ice sculpture off the table and shattered it beside Andrew's body. Then the fire hit, incinerating both of them. Licks of flame shot out the two huge Deco windows, nearly burning the fleeing vigilantes and paragangers. The next round of explosions destroyed one curving terrace, then another, then another, until the top of the World Building was no more.


  * * * *


  Lana had less than a second to decide.


  She could hold onto her prisoner. Burnout would be brought into custody and C.J. might be freed. Tony might survive the explosion and the fall, or might not; Mulholland would certainly die.


  Or she could grab and ghost them, floating them to safety. But Burnout would get away, or C.J.'s body would die. All the ordeals of the past month flashed through Lana's mind. Including Burnout's jeremiad against a city that couldn't save even one little life.


  From the ground, it looked like the Chrysler billboard was suddenly consumed in a dramatic burst of flame. The billboard collapsed in on itself like crumpled paper, then the fiery mass tilted forward and toppled to the ground. The holographic letters lingered in front of the falling billboard for a while, then were pulled into it, imploding and fracturing into hundreds of tiny replicas, raining down their message of INDULGE YOURSELF before disintegrating into nothing.


  The terrified paragangs didn't know what to make of it. One Cyber- Nostra climbed up on the burning sculpture and pronounced the billboard a message of divine retribution. The paragangers fled the East Village before the retribution spread any further.


  Dan ran across Astor Place, trying and failing to raise anyone on his headset. He ran to the billboard, and jogged helplessly to a stop. It was a twisted, burning wreck.


  Dan stared at the debris, ignoring Hendrick's cries over the radio, wondering what he'd done to his team. Chavez ran up behind him, shouting "Tracey!" with a joy that sounded completely perverse. Then he saw she was pointing skyward.


  Lana Smith was floating down, with Tony Drake and Mulholland cradled intangibly in her arms.


  * * * *


  The bombing of the World Building had attracted police cars from all over town. There were National Guard vehicles, too, and Combine soldiers from helicopters that had landed at the abandoned U.N. Plaza. The eruption of violence in midtown had finally caused someone to take notice of Manhattan.


  Most of the paragangers scattered long before the police arrived, but STRAFE insisted the ringleaders stay together and hammer out the treaty. They gathered behind Grand Central Station, amid a pile of dead cyborgs. "We want the same treaty as before," Jen stressed, "and an end to the violence."


  "That would satisfy me," Umbrae said, looking at his burning building. "I've had quite enough of this war. Burnout, of course, will be _persona non grata_ to us all."


  "C.J. is just another hostage of Tyra Dumont," Jen said. "You can't kill her."


  "Very well. But you'll have to do something for us. STRAFE leaves Manhattan tonight."


  "But the East Village remains paragang-free," Teller countered.


  Umbrae looked to the others, and they all nodded. "But the government leaves us alone. Total amnesty."


  Jen and Teller thought about that in silence.


  Warden, perched on a cornice above everyone, threw his arms up in disgust. "You can't be serious! You're really going to let these bastards walk away?"


  "We can deliver peace," Umbrae said quietly, "for a small fee."


  Jen stared down at the street and muttered, "We can't make that kind of decision."


  Umbrae nodded. "But I'm sure the Combine will be in touch." He began shaking hands with Bathory and the rest. "And that, I believe, closes the treaty."


  The Warden stood up on his cornice. "Screw you, Umbrae. *I* haven't made any treaty, and I'll still be here...watching over you."


  "Then in that case," Saturday said, smiling faintly, "I'll be catching up with you later."


  Warden spat, a thin and dried little glob that landed in the middle of the negotiating party. He turned and vanished into the city's shadows.


  Umbrae cleared his throat and, ignoring the little message at his feet, finished his handshaking. Then he turned to the STRAFE agents. "And finally, the people who saved us. This city owes you its gratitude." He held out his hand.


  Jen turned away. Teller said, "Don't push your luck, 'Rex.'"


  They slouched out of the alleyway. They were in no mood to fly.


  * * * *


  Astor Place was a burned-out ruin, but the rest of the East Village was virtually untouched by the paragangers. It did suffer from rioting and looting, mostly by citizens who already lived in the East Village anyway.


  The STRAFE agents sat in Astor Place, staying out of the way of all the firefighters and paramedics. Tony and Mulholland shivered underneath blankets, trying to shake Burnout's touch from their minds. "It had to be Dumont doing those things," Tony said. "We would never hit C.J."


  Mulholland coughed out a weak and hollow chuckle. "I guess you forgot about our training session," he said.


  Lana placed comforting hands on their shoulders. "Mr. Strings was feeding your anger," she said. "Using it against you."


  Tony looked up at her. "But that anger...those things...they came from Dumont, right?"


  Lana raised her eyebrows and sighed. "No. They didn't." He tried to speak and she continued, "I would know, wouldn't I?" Tony looked like he wanted desperately to disagree, but couldn't find any words to do so. Mulholland accepted her speech in silent guilt. Lana Smith stood and said, "I've accepted my responsibility for Burnout and Haven. Now it's your turn."


  And she walked away, no longer a little girl.


  Dan found Rani Chavez by the ambulances, with her partner. Ben Whitman clutched her hand fiercely while paramedics tried to treat him. "Rani... Rani..." Whitman's voice was weak and confused. "I stayed behind...never left the Village..."


  "I know you did, Ben." She stroked his hand. "I'm so proud."


  "I stayed behind...because I was taking cash...from the Snow Leopards...." His laughter was fluting and deranged. The paramedics tried to calm him, but he fought them and kept staring down at his transmuted lead leg. "Those fucking paragangs...fucking paragangs...."


  The paramedics shoved Dan and Chavez away while they injected Whitman with drugs. "Officer Chavez," Dan said, "don't let him get too bitter about the leg. Even if they never fix it. Promise me that."


  "O-kay...." She lit a cigarette and sucked half of it down in one drag. "Mind if I ask why you're so concerned?"


  "Because that's how Tyra Dumont started out, and it's depressing enough to see this come full circle. I can't bear the thought of it starting all over again."


  Jen and Teller landed a few minutes later, dropping down slowly from the sky. Some of the emergency crews paused briefly to watch, still filled with enough hope to feel wonder at the sight of a woman who could fly. But there were still fires to be fought.


  The team reunited in the center of the intersection and surveyed the damage around them. "We did manage to hold off the paragangs," Dan said. "And we...put a huge dent in them." Rescue workers were still loading body bags. "But as for C.J., there's been no sign of a body."


  "And we all know what *that* means," Teller griped.


  "Look, I...." Dan rubbed his head in his hands and gave a short little scream. Everyone was taken aback. "I know we didn't save C.J., and we didn't even beat the paragangs. But we made the city a little safer. We did the right thing when we didn't have to. That counts for something."


  Chavez pushed through the crowd. "And now you're just going to walk away? Ditch Manhattan and leave us holding the mess?"


  Dan nodded his head. There was something admirable about Chavez, something in the way she wouldn't tolerate cruelty or indifference no matter how overwhelming the struggle...he regretted that wedding ring on her finger. "Yes," Dan said, "we'll leave and we won't like it. We won't get to make sure that the peace works or that Umbrae doesn't bleed this city dry. And good people like you and Warden will curse us, while the Combine sends us to some other job in some other city where they'll curse us too. And we'll keep doing it, because it's better than the alternative." The other veteran agents bowed their heads and nodded, and Dan and Rani silently forgave each other's outbursts.


  Only one person was still confused. Dan placed a hand on Lana's shoulder and led her through the burning square. "That's the deal, Lana," he said. "Welcome to STRAFE."


  



  THE END


  ============================================================================


  Next issue: A little change of pace, with "Carnivalesque."


  ============================================================================
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  [Cover shows Teller and Arc attempting to embrace in a crowd ofcostumed partiers. They gaze at each other tragically and tryto touch hands as they are separated by the crowd. Arc's otherhand is being caressed by a very dapper Labyrinthe; Teller isbeing beaten mercilessly by a midget clown.]


  



  [Friday, May 3, 2024 - Porto Genetico, South American Redevelopment Zone]



  ...Joaquim Porteira elbowed through the crowd nervously. He had thought the Santo Genetico Festival would provide safety in anonymity, but in his expensive white suit he only stood out from the drunken revelers in their bead necklaces, spray-on glitter bikinis, and feathered masks. And he couldn't see his contact anywhere. Porteira pressed on, trying to keep sight of the cathedral spire, trying to reach it before they caught up with him...


  "Guess who?"


  Claire Auger, the European superagent known to the world as "Arc," yelped and knocked the hands off her eyes. She spun and dropped into a fighting stance, ready to smear her attacker with the kinetic energy stored in her fists. Fortunately, she recognized him first.


  "*Jay*? What are you doing here?"


  Jay Teller stepped forward and hugged her. "I pulled a few strings and got my dream job, to come down here and look for you. And I couldn't have picked a better time for it." He left his hands on her hips but hopped back a step so he could take a look at her. She was much more modestly dressed than most of the partiers...particularly the women with bulging codpieces and men with pendulous breasts...but Claire still looked fantastic in her swimsuit and light sarong. "This should be a nice vacation, huh?"


  But Claire was already suspicious. "STRAFE sent you down here to grab Porteira too, didn't they?"


  Teller pulled his eyes away from her and tried to scan the crowd. "Where the hell is the little guy, anyway?"


  ...The police whistles burned like fiery drills into Joaquim Porteira's skull. Half the crowd had them, but every time he heard one he was convinced the _policia_ were coming for him. Or worse yet, the _corporales_....


  But the cathedral was up ahead, and he could even see two _gringos_ on the steps waiting for him. Suddenly hopeful, Porteira shoved through a throng of bird-masked children and ran towards the steps.


  He never noticed as one of the masked children silently moved after him....


  "This is the weirdest damn holiday I've ever seen," Teller said, shading his eyes with one hand so he could watch a float pass by on the street below. Flower petals were arranged on a wire mesh grid into the shape of a blond- haired and blue-eyed saint, bestowing upon the peasant masses his twin holy gifts: cheap pharmaceuticals and a genetically-engineered pig.


  "That's how much CostaGenCo runs this country, Jay," Claire explained. "They took one of the local saints' days and retooled it into propaganda." She watched sadly as the raucous mob celebrated the float's passage with the blowing of police whistles and the waving of huge styrofoam sticks twisted into DNA helices. "That's why it's so important to get Porteira's report out of here. To give the people a chance."


  "And to give the Eurasian Union a chance at bullying CostaGenCo, right?" Teller smiled bitterly. "Or flat out buying them...if Porteira's internal review was as damning as they say it is, the owner would have enough dirt to run CostaGenCo *and* this country any way they liked."


  "Naturally," Claire said, a little irked. "That's why the North American Combine sent *you* here, right?"


  "The Combine, and the United World. Officially I'm using STRAFE's UW sanction to assist you, but Bill Cook's spooks want to get their grubby hands on that report."


  "And you call this a pleasant vacation."


  Teller dropped his smile and pulled his face close to hers. "It's time with you, Claire. I'm sick of only talking to you through e-mail. After not seeing you for months...after New York...I took whatever I could get. I know they sent me because they thought I could...neutralize you, but Claire, it's all we've got." It was the most serious Claire had ever seen him. "Look, we'll work something out. We've got to."


  "There he is!" Claire pointed down the steps and started jogging towards a paunchy, intensely sweaty man in a white Panama suit. Teller... briefly hating the man for stealing Claire's attention so quickly and completely...trotted down after her. Claire approached the man and said, "Senor Porteira, I presume?"


  The man nodded. He nodded so heavily and with such grave authority that his nod continued all the way down, turning into into a full-body tumble that ended with him flat on his face at the foot of the cathedral steps, a small feathered dart sticking from the back of his neck.


  "Poison, no doubt," Teller said. "Hey, if I'm ever on the run from deadly killers, remind me *not* to take cover in a vibrant Latin American street parade. It's like having sex in a horror film."


  "Jay, *please*!" Claire said, kneeling over the body. "This man is *dead*."


  "And this is now police business. Step away from the body, please." A stocky, dark-complexioned man in the white-and-gold uniform of the local _policia_ marched through the crowd, which was quite eager to get out of his way. "I am Captain Calderroa, and this," he said, gesturing to a tall blonde man in an unseasonably dark suit, "is Mister Jorgenson of CostaGenCo Internal Security." A few onlookers muttered _corporale_ and moved even further away.


  Teller flashed his credentials. "Jason Teller, STRAFE and UW." He glanced down at Claire; she was rifling through Porteira's clothes, silently begging him for more time. "So," he asked the cops, "which of you is in charge?"


  "As this is an entirely domestic problem," Calderroa said, glaring at him, "I am."


  "Although as a matter of CostaGenCo corporate security," Jorgenson reminded his confederate, "my jurisdiction takes precedence."


  "Jorgenson..." Teller said. "Wasn't that the name of the first guy who got a sex change operation?"


  The _corporale_ fixed him in the murderous stare of someone who'd heard that many times before. "I don't see what that has to do with..."


  "Yeah, George Jorgenson! Say, your name isn't George, is it?"


  "Maybe," he said sullenly. "Hey, what's she doing?" Jorgenson pointed angrily at Claire, caught slipping a small optical disk into her handbag. "That's CostaGenCo property!"


  Calderroa drew his service pistol. "You are both under arrest."


  Jorgenson drew an identical gun, screaming, "*My* arrest!"


  Then both officers blinked; they were suddenly further away from their quarry. The one slab of sidewalk separating them had turned into two. They blinked again, and two turned to four. Eight. Sixteen. Thirty-two. The sidewalk shot forward like a freight train, carrying the confused cops down the block.


  "Oh, shit," Teller said, "*Labyrinthe*."


  "Does Khadam want this data too?" Claire shouted, to nowhere in particular. "Or is it the Conclave of Super-Villains?"


  "Both, actually." The Quebecois master of spatial magicks stepped out from behind the cathedral doors. He had eschewed his mage's cloak for a lightweight tropical suit, albeit one in this season's trendy supervillain- inspired primary colors. "We'll sort it all out later," Labyrinthe said, sauntering down the steps, "but for now I'll have to ask you to give me the disk. And by the way, Arc..." he walked straight up to her, brushing past Teller without so much as a glance. "It is wonderful to see you again. You're looking as lovely as ever."


  "Okay, I am *not* putting up with this on my vacation!" Teller pushed in front of Claire and got in Labyrinthe's face. "It's time to drop the Maurice Chevalier crap!"


  "I don't see your ownership tag on her," Labyrinthe said, his voice infuriatingly smooth. Their tiff was starting to attract a new crowd, mostly jugglers and dancers. "She's an independent woman. Why can't you let her decide?"


  Claire grabbed both of them and hefted them off the ground. "Boys, boys, *boys*..."


  They were interrupted by a calm, quiet voice. "We apologize for interrupting your private emotional pain," it said. All three looked around for the speaker. "We wish to disturb you as little as possible." The voice was coming from below them, seemingly from a small child in a powder-blue clown suit and wooden bird mask. Yet his build was all wrong for a child... he was a midget. And his eyes stared out from behind the mask with cold malice.


  "You will give us the disk now, please." The street performers lined up behind him menacingly.


  Then it dawned on Teller: these people had killed the whistle-blower. The sequined dancers, the fire-eaters, the clowns on unicycles, they were all in on it. Even the midget...hell, he'd probably shot the poor guy with a blowgun. It seemed the standard form. He was facing a Carnival of Crime.


  "You see, my friends," the midget explained, "we long ago realized that our itinerant company was the perfect guise for a traveling criminal enterprise. Now we steal valuable secrets, auctioning them off to the highest bidder, because we feel that..."


  Teller tuned him out. There was probably some good reason, some compelling historical force or deep psychological motivation, why an entire carnival troupe would turn to international industrial espionage. Teller didn't care what it was. All he cared about was, *he was facing a Carnival of Crime*.


  "There *is* a God," Teller said, drawing his guns.


  The jugglers came for him first, trying to bean him with their heavy pins, most of which appeared to contain some sort of bomb or blade. Laughing like a schoolboy, Teller shot their pins in mid-air, detonating them harmlessly above the crowd. Then he got fancy, telekinetically directing his bullets into the grips of the pins, knocking them sideways so they'd spin into the fire-eaters who were preparing to roast him. The fire-eaters dropped their torches and ran; the crowd clapped appreciatively, believing they were watching some sort of show.


  Labyrinthe was laughing and clapping, too. Then he noticed Claire grappling with the midget, who was trying to slip the optical disk out of her bag and replace it with an identical one. With a wave of Labyrinthe's hand, he and Claire were surrounded by a bubble of disconnected space. The midget was knocked backwards, and flying pins and gouts of flame warped harmlessly around them. Labyrinthe watched carefully as both disks fell back into Claire's bag.


  Teller was busy playing to the audience. Next he blew the tires out of the unicycles, sending clowns flying. But when he paused to reload, he found himself under attack by the dancers...the three women cartwheeled across the plaza, then broke ranks and somersaulted at him from different directions. Before he could react, two of them kicked him in the gut while the third locked her legs around his neck and squeezed.


  Claire turned to Labyrinthe. "I have to help him," she said.


  "You're wasting yourself, Arc. But I will let you go...for the disk." She handed it to him, and he sighed. "You could have least hesitated a *little*." He shook his head, and the bubble dropped.


  Claire charged the dancers, grabbing the first two by the long feathers sprouting from their skullcaps and slamming them together like cymbals. Then she pounced on the one who'd trapped Teller in a body-knot. "I'm warning you, Jay," Claire grunted, "you'd better not be enjoying this."


  "Don't worry," Teller choked, trying to breathe around a thigh, "it's horrible...wait!" He realized the dancer was merely distracting them while the final member moved in for the kill. It seemed the standard form.


  Teller's gaze raced across the plaza until he found the midget, lifting a reed pipe to the beak of his bird mask. Teller fired his last bullet. Right into the mouth of the blowgun. He kind of hoped it would peel back like a cartoon banana, maybe blow up in the midget's face; instead the midget coughed, lifted his bird mask, and spat out the poison dart. He paused just long enough to flip Teller his middle finger, and then disappeared into the crowd.


  The dancer disentangled herself and ran after him, and soon all the carnival members were picking themselves up and melting into the mob, which was applauding wildly. Teller reloaded his guns and started after them, until Arc grabbed his arm. "There's no point," she said. "We need to get out." Labyrinthe was waving goodbye and disappearing, as the cops ran back up the street.


  "But...the disk..."


  "*I* have the disk," she hissed. "I gave Labyrinthe the midget's decoy."


  Teller stared at her. All the noise of the crowd muted into the background as he marveled at her deviousness. He was seeing something new about her, but something he'd always admired, as much as the soft slope of her cheeks or her tiny but perfectly formed lips. "Claire," he said, only just realizing it himself, "I...I..."


  "*No time*!" She grabbed his wrist and yanked him into the throng. "Listen, everybody saw me grab this." She reached into her bag and pulled it out: a blank optical disk in a clear plastic case. "I want you to take it. It's safer."


  The disks, the criminals, his sudden feelings for her, her sudden show of trust...it was all making his head spin. "Claire..."


  "Meet me back at your hotel." She kissed him, lightly, on the cheek. "Now go. Go!"


  She darted into the crowd. Teller saw the cops closing in and he ran, through the parade, to the sound of police whistles.


  * * * *


  Labyrinthe watched the "touching" exchange from the comforts of his private penthouse suite. He couldn't understand why Arc even gave that uncultured cowboy idiot the time of day. His "power" was little more than a party trick.


  The mage sighed and went back to work. He held both arms up, with the disk Arc had given him in his left hand. He wrinkled space and the disk disappeared..to be replaced, in his right hand, with the disk from Teller's jacket pocket. He knew Arc would be impressed by that stunt, but he couldn't exactly tell her. No, there had to be another way to remove his competition...


  Labyrinthe picked up the telephone and made an anonymous call to the police.


  * * * *


  Teller was sweating profusely by the time he reached his hotel, but that was the least of his concerns. He didn't know what to do with the disk. He could transmit its contents back home...and completely violate Claire's trust. Or he could give it back to her and blow the mission. Not that he cared much if he failed the Combine's trade interests, but a failure wouldn't make it any easier for him to find time with Claire; in fact, it might guarantee he'd never get assigned to work with her again. He telekinetically spun the disk on one finger, trying to unravel the problem, as he opened his room door.


  The problem didn't seem so pressing once he stepped inside. The room was filled with white-uniformed _policia_ and black-suited _corporales_, all pointing guns at him. Teller froze, and the disk spun off his finger.


  "Well, well," Jorgenson said, grinning like a cat about to devour a very troublesome mouse, "it seems our tip was right on the money. Don't try to resist us with your fancy powers, Teller." He nodded to one of his fellow suits, who was frisking Teller and removing his guns. "Mr. Soames here is an anchor."


  "I am getting, like, *so* sick of you guys."


  The anchor ignored him, so Teller focused back on Jorgenson and Calderroa. The towering Aryan and the squat mestizo looked like brothers, raised over many years to have the exact same manner of swiveling their elbows sharply upwards, leveling their smooth identical gun barrels at him, and scowling determinedly.


  Teller appealed to Calderroa. "You too, man? Now would be a great time to remember your native loyalties, throw off the shackles of corporate oppression, turn on your partner and let me go..." Calderroa's face was as impassive as Jorgenson's, and Teller's voice slowly trailed off. "At least throw away that bottle of Vichy water..."


  Calderroa blinked with boredom. "I am sorry," he said, "I do not understand your forced and inappropriate _Casablanca_ reference."


  Teller raised a finger, confused. "But if you don't get it, then how could you...?"


  "Come on," Jorgenson snarled. He grabbed the disk and marched out of the room. The local cop and his flunkies followed behind, shoving Teller roughly out the door. They led him outside to a car and a jeep which were being squeegied by mobs of children who, inexplicably, used grimy old "Fantasy Island" beach towels.


  The children scattered as the cops arrived. Both squads pulled Teller towards their vehicles, but with a nod from Jorgenson the _policia_ backed off and he was dragged to the CostaGenCo car. Teller coughed loudly and said, "Technically you can't do that, Jorge. As the only other national representative here, only the Captain can take me in."


  "The spy *is* my prisoner," Calderroa insisted.


  "Fine," Jorgenson snapped at his dumpy Latin twin, "*you* take him. Mister Soames, ride along with them."


  Teller climbed into the back of Calderroa's "decomissioned U.S. army green" jeep and clasped his hands demurely in his lap. The anchor started to climb in after him, until Teller said, "Wouldn't do that, Jorge. You've caught me, but Labyrinthe is still out there. He could reach right into your pocket and snatch the disk. Replace it with a bomb...or an overly friendly hand massage...unless of course you'd like to keep the disk safely anchored by giving it back to me."


  "Or I could hold it," Calderroa said, trying to sound horribly disinterested in the very prospect of acquiring all of CostaGenCo's financial secrets.


  "*Fine*!" Jorgenson shouted. He snapped his fingers, and the anchor followed him and the disk into the "low-budget government conspiracy TV show black" sedan. Calderroa shrugged his shoulders, piled into the jeep with the other _policia_, and tried to keep up with the corporate car's squealing tires.


  Teller took stock of his situation: unarmed, handcuffed, sitting behind Calderroa and the driver and between two hulking cops...all heavily armed and looking like they didn't need *any* stinking badges. "I have just one thing to say," Teller announced.


  "And what is that," Calderroa groaned.


  "Bang."


  The pin popped out of his handcuffs and drilled forward into the dashboard. It ricocheted and banked down into the driver's holster, where it bounced around a few times before it was lined up to push back the trigger. The gun went off, shooting the driver in the foot even though it wasn't pointed that way. The driver involuntarily slammed his foot into the accelerator and the jeep surged forward, rear-ending the company car.


  Teller let the surge roll him right off the back of the jeep, but not before he grabbed onto a _policia_ gun and the beefy _policia_ attached to it. He twisted in midair and let the cop break his fall; then he grabbed the gun and ran down the street, cheered on by children waving their dirty Spelling Productions towels.


  The CostaGenCo car was turning around, while the _policia_ were hopping out of the jeep and running him down on foot. Teller flung his gun arm backwards and fired; the bullets found the cops' hands just as they were drawing their own guns. Calderroa ducked behind his jeep.


  The CostaGenCo car careened down the street towards Teller. First he fired at the engine, but it was armored. Then he shot the tires, but they were solids, and then the gun clicked empty. Teller pumped his legs furiously and looked for some alley, side street, any escape that wasn't filled with laughing kids. The car roared and closed in behind him...


  Suddenly Claire was sprinting from the hotel lobby. She shouldered Teller out of the way (sending him tumbling across the street) and dove into the front of the car. Her burst of speed converted into super-strength and she was heaving the left front corner off of the ground, trying to lift the whole thing above her head.


  But while she'd converted all of her momentum, the car still had its own. The front bumper knocked her aside while the entire left side heaved into the air. The car briefly balanced on its two right wheels, then slammed down again...and CostaGenCo decided to cut its losses and run like hell.


  Teller picked himself up and grabbed Claire. "We've got to get after them!" he shouted. "They have the disk!"


  "No," Claire told him, "they have encrypted copies of all your damn e-mails." She smiled at him. "I gave you a decoy, too, to throw everyone off."


  He panted heavily, staring at her. "Oh my God," he said, "I love you."


  He pulled her up into him and they kissed. The police fled and the children ran joyously out onto the street, each one waving the shit-stained image of Ricardo Montalban in triumph.


  * * * *


  They were both pacing frantically in Claire's hotel room. Claire had said the police hadn't gotten the disk, but that didn't solve all their problems. Teller had said he loved her, and that hadn't solved everything either.


  "So if you have the real report," Teller said, "what do we do with it? Who do we give it to?"


  "You think you can just tell me you love me and that's that? Time to go back to work?"


  "I thought *you* were the one who said we didn't have time for this."


  "That was before you told me you loved me!"


  "You mean you didn't know before?" He stepped foward, lowering his voice and cradling her tiny, perfect elbows in the palms of his hands. "In Siberia, in Rome...even in Haven."


  "I knew, Jay...I didn't want to believe it at first. I didn't have time to acknowledge it. But..." She sighed and pulled him closer into a hug. "Why does it always have to be so hard?"


  "I don't know. God, why couldn't I love the easy women?"


  "Jay!"


  "I mean the ones who are easy to love...the ones who cater to you and have time for you and hinge on every word you say..." He caressed the back of her neck and stared past her, at nothing. "I guess they aren't so easy to love. It has to be the hard ones with me."


  "Me too," she said. "A drawling jackass who's in the wrong agency on the wrong continent."


  He smiled. "A snooty hardass who never lets up on me."


  "Who wouldn't have it any other way..." Claire sighed. "You're right. It's so easy to fall in love, when I know it's going to be hard."


  Teller brushed his nose against her forehead, his voice dropping to the softest whisper. "You're perfect for me."


  "And you're perfect for me," she said. "And our lives are perfectly wrong."


  "This is *so* touching," another French-accented voice said, jolting them. They flew apart, Claire dropping into a fighting stance and Teller drawing two guns.


  "Sorry to interrupt," Labyrinthe said, stepping out of the tacky floral print poster on the wall, "but the concentrated drama in this room was getting so high, it threatened to engulf all of South America in a nauseating lovers' vortex."


  "Okay, Maurice Chevalier," Teller said, clicking his safeties, "that's the last time you bother us."


  Space rippled and suddenly Teller was pointing the guns at an exact duplicate of himself, who was pointing them back at him, while Labyrinthe and Claire stood on a ceiling which had multiplied to contain dozens of hotel chairs, light fixtures, and beds. "Please, Teller, don't waste my time. You can't possibly touch me, and I would never harm this angel." He bowed to Claire, offering her a two-dimensional flower pulled from the surface of the poster. "I just want to know why that disk you gave me is filled with sappy e-mail messages."


  "*What*?" Claire and Teller said in unison.


  "Oh, very well." He cleared his throat. "Dear claire-de-lune: seeing you in rome was great but things have gotten hairy here in the big apple. my friend c.j. is missing and tony is not doing so hot. the worst part is, i'm not even thinking about the mission, i'm thinking about your voice and hair and..."


  "Okay, okay, okay, *STOP*!" Teller waved his arms. "I believe you!"


  Labyrinthe shook his head at Claire. "...And you like this guy?"


  "Wait," Claire said, "I didn't give you my e-mail disk. I mean, it *was* a decoy disk..."


  "But of course," Labyrinthe said.


  "...but it wasn't the letters. It was the one I grabbed from the carnival midget."


  "Well I anticipated that. So I waited and swapped the midget disk for the one you gave your lover-boy."


  Claire smiled nervously. "But that was a decoy, too..."


  Labyrinthe's eyebrows danced upwards, delighted. "My my. Claire, you continue to impress me. And cowboy," he sneered at Teller, "that means you got the midget disk, which CostaGenCo is now reading, and Arc can kindly hand over the real one."


  Teller sat down on the bed and moaned. So did his mirror twin. "Except," he said, "I decided to play it safe by swapping Claire's disks on her..."


  "*WHAT*?" Claire shouted. "When...?"


  "...and she's actually holding the midget one. Which means the police just drove away with the real thing."


  Labyrinthe stared at him dumbfoundedly, then started filling the room with loud, derisive laughter. Claire tapped her foot and glared in silent fury.


  Teller looked at his twin. Both of them said, "We're idiots."


  * * * *


  The operation took some planning. There was no way CostaGenCo would move the disk away from their anchors with Labyrinthe in the country. The only way to get the disk back was to convince them they'd made a mistake. So they sat around the hotel room, which Labyrinthe had returned to normal, and they plotted. Teller figured with all the fumbles that had been going around, it wouldn't be too hard to fabricate another one.


  "We have at most a couple of hours before they crack the encryption," he told Claire and Labyrinthe. "We have exactly that much time to convince them that what they've got is garbage, and fool them into wanting a trade with us."


  "One moment," Labyrinthe said. "If we have the real disk, why would we be willing to trade?"


  "Good point," Teller said. Much as he hated to admit it, Labyrinthe had been filled with useful suggestions. Claire, on the other hand, hadn't said a word to him over his "lack of trust." "Well, then, we go back to the Carnival. Demand the disk, make the cops think they have the real thing. Hell, if *I* go looking, the cops will be sure they've got garbage, since I'm the one who handed it to them. So CostaGenCo comes looking to swap, and we bag the real one."


  "What if CostaGenCo doesn't bring out the real disk?" Labyrinthe said.


  "Then at the very least we've snowed them and they'll probably trash it. Toss it somewhere less protected. And then it goes to the first one of us who finds it...deal?"


  Labyrinthe, clearly not too impressed with Teller's abilities so far, nodded smugly. "It sounds fine. But I'm sure we're much more likely to find it working as a team...don't you think, Claire?" He stood and extended one slender hand to her. "I assure you, I make a much more competent partner... and more pleasant company." With a wave of his other hand, an ice bucket containing the hotel's finest Dom Perignon appeared between them. There were only two glasses.


  "That's the best idea I've heard all day," Claire said, rising to take his hand. She looked down at Teller and contemptuously threw her handbag onto the bed beside him. "You're welcome to let yourself out of the room," she said. "I may need it later." Labyrinthe let out a surprised chuckle, and the two of them disappeared.


  Teller waited on the edge of the bed for ten minutes, just to be safe. Then he started looking through her bag.


  * * * *


  Most of the boardwalk was still crowded at twilight, but the families and the revelers instinctively avoided the old funhouse at the end of the pier. It was closed down, but not abandoned; the junkies and the homeless, the living detritus of CostaGenCo's exploitation, slept against its walls on mattresses of old newspaper and confetti. But even they seemed reluctant to go inside.


  Teller paused under the gaping entrance. Damp air blew out under a hand-painted sign which read, "Le Cirque du Marche-Dieu: Exposition de L'Etrange." According to his, Claire's, and Labyrinthe's many bar-beating inquiries, this was where the Carnival shacked up. He just couldn't figure out why their sign was in French.


  That was about when the gunshots sounded inside the funhouse; and, as if in response, a small battalion of police and corporate cars came racing to the edge of the pier. The squatters scattered, but Teller plunged inside the funhouse door.


  He found the firefight at the end of a long, dark hallway filled with fluorescent monsters and tape-recorded howls. It was in a large two-story room that appeared to serve as the Carnival's living quarters, though the walls were piled high with waxwork statues of sideshow freaks. The jugglers and dancers were all wielding sub-machineguns and trying to shoot Labyrinthe, who kept appearing and disappearing in different corners. Claire was there too, trying to knock out the criminals before Labyrinthe could kill them with his magics. Unfortunately, this was right when the _policia_ and _corporales_ came charging in behind Teller.


  Teller dove for cover behind a plaster World's Fattest Woman as the cops and carnies opened fire, each demanding the disk. The midget...now wearing a black cloak, an opera mask, and a tricornered hat...stood high atop a twisting slide, and flung his arms out so dramatically that the entire gunfight briefly came to a halt. All sides watched as the midget proclaimed, "Scions of the state, prepare to feel the full heteroglossic force of the carnivalesque!" And then he rained down on the cops with a Thompson heavy machine gun that was larger than he was.


  Watching the midget mow down row after row of police, Teller wasn't laughing any more. It reminded him too much of New York. Then the midget spotted him and turned the gun. Teller dodged, leaving a trail of obliterated wax and plaster statues behind him. Finally he dove over the Siamese Twins, rolled to a crouch, and fired back.


  The bullet lodged in the ammo belt just before it fed into the gun. The gun jammed, but the trigger-happy midget kept firing until the whole thing blew up in his face. The midget tumbled backwards, rolling end over end down the slide. Teller ran across the firefight and reached the bottom just in time to deck the midget as he slid down. He sprawled in a pile of Bearded Ladies and Frog Boys, unconscious.


  The cops and carnies were occupying each other. Teller glanced desperately around the firefight and found Claire, just as Labyrinthe grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her into the Hall of Mirrors. The snooty bastard had to favor Teller with a smug wave and a blown kiss, just to rub it in. Teller ducked under the gunfire and scuttled after them. It could have been pointless; Labyrinthe could have gone halfway around the world. He just had to hope that Claire would have trusted him long enough to stay behind.


  Teller plunged into the Hall of Mirrors. Across the room, Jorgenson smiled, drew his gun, and ran after him.


  Finding Claire and Labyrinthe wasn't a problem; finding the real ones was, however. Dozens of images of both...sometimes apart, often together... cascaded around Teller, keeping him from following the true path through the maze. He figured this was karmic payback for all the optical disk games. "Claire?" he shouted tentatively.


  "She doesn't want to talk to you, cowboy. I should have thought that would be obvious by now."


  "Like you said, Maurice, she's an independent woman. She'll decide for herself." He reached out for Claire, but she was only a reflection; in the mirror, his hand overlapped with hers.


  "Why would she choose you after your betrayal of her, cowboy?" A mirror-image Labyrinthe reached out and tapped Teller on his shoulder. "After your lack of trust?" Another reflection pulled on his cheek. "After your total failure?" Another one tripped him. Teller tried to banish the reflections by shooting out their mirrors, but for every image that shattered, another appeared to take its place. "You're not good enough for her, cowboy. I'll always be your better." The mob of Labyrinthes swarmed around him, moving in for the kill.


  In one mirror, the image of Claire leaned forward and slapped Labyrinthe's face. Every mirror-image reeled backwards from the blow. "What...what did you do that for?" they all whined.


  A dozen Claires smiled. "Because I love him."


  Teller couldn't stifle a fist-pumping "Yes!" Which was a mistake, because all the Labyrinthes glared at him.


  "Maybe that is your good fortune, Mister Teller," the Labyrinthes said, "and maybe it's not." This time the images remained immobile, but the mirrors themselves started closing in on him. Teller ran but the pathways were sealed off, and the walls kept pressing in. He could hear Claire smashing glass somewhere in the distance, but it hardly made a difference; Labyrinthe could have crushed him with only one wall, reflected into infinity.


  "Damn it, Yvan," Claire screamed, "don't do this! What am I going to think of you if you kill him?"


  Teller could feel the mirrors pressing against his chest and back. "And when are you going to get the real disk?"


  "What?"


  "Jorgenson's here, man. Now's the time."


  The Hall of Mirrors snapped back to normal. Most of the mirrors had been smashed, and he and Claire were mere feet from each other. They embraced, just as Jorgenson came running in. Labyrinthe froze the _corporale_ in a space bubble and said, "Where's your disk?"


  "How the hell should I know?" he shouted. "The disk Teller gave me was junk!"


  "I *mean* that disk," Labyrinthe said.


  Jorgenson still didn't understand him. "We trashed it."


  "Wonderful," Labyrinthe said. "Then I have to go and do some dirty work. Teller, I'll leave you to wonder whether I've spared you out of self-interest or..." he smiled at Claire, "something higher." He bowed deeply and disappeared, but he left a parting gift: the Hall of Mirrors tautened into one straight tunnel, pointing from Jorgenson straight to Teller and Claire. Jorgenson howled and raised his gun.


  "Good night, George." Teller didn't break the embrace. He simply raised his gun and shot Jorgenson between the eyes. "It's over, honey," he said, dropping the pistol. "Maybe now we can get some time to ourselves."


  "I do not think so." Calderroa entered the Hall and trained his gun on them. "And now I can add murder to your crimes. Perhaps you had better hand me the disk."


  "Actually," Claire said, "Labyrinthe just went to look for it..."


  "No more games, please. I know that you originally gave him a decoy disk; I also know that Mr. Teller gave Mr. Jorgenson a decoy. That means you have the real one, and presumably have had it ever since you took it from Porteira's body. I assume all this nonsense was simply a charade to convince Labyrinthe otherwise." Calderroa used his free hand to fidget with his many medals and insignia, perhaps unconsciously. "So you can give me the disk."


  "Honestly, she can't," Teller said. "She left it with me and I left it at the hotel..."


  "Then you will accompany me..."


  "...where I uploaded it onto every net engine I could find," Teller finished. "The Combine, the Eurasian Union, the UW, Khadam...they all have it now. CostaGenCo is probably already folding as we speak." Teller raised his eyebrows. "And you could have your country back."


  More _policia_ poured into the hallway behind Calderroa, brandishing guns. A few _corporales_ milled behind them, awaiting instructions. "Do we take them in for murder?" somebody asked.


  Calderroa looked at Claire and Teller. Jorgenson's body. The defeated carnival members.


  "No," he said, holstering his gun and pointing to the Carnival. "Round up all the usual suspects."


  * * * *


  Teller and Claire strolled along the boardwalk, arm in arm. The police had long since left the pier, to stem the tide of celebrations and riots all over the city. The corporate cops had fled even more urgently; a steady stream of helicopters poured out of CostaGenCo headquarters, probably carrying the last of the country's financial assets along with them. In the distance, someone set off either fireworks or explosions.


  "I'm just amazed that you picked up on my plan," Teller said. "We had to improvise the whole thing right in front of Labyrinthe."


  "Well, I knew Porteira's disk never left my bag," Claire answered. "My only worry was that you wouldn't know I was playing along. That you'd think I really was mad at you."


  "Think it? I was worried sick." He smiled and rubbed his hand up and down the small of her back. "But I knew we were thinking the same thing. God, I love you."


  They paused to watch a bonfire...someone had dragged the Santo Genetico float onto the beach and set it aflame, and now children danced around it. Teller sighed. It felt good to topple the bad guy for a change.


  "I suppose we can stick around for a few days to keep the peace," Claire said, "and to extend our vacation. Will STRAFE be mad at you for posting the data?"


  "Not if I say it was the only way to keep it out of Labyrinthe's hands," Teller said.


  "Oh yes, Labyrinthe..." Claire stared thoughtfully at the rolling waves. "I suppose he ran off with the midget disk. I wonder what was on it?"


  * * * *


  Labyrinthe, comfortable and secure in his lodgings in Khadam, returned to his computer. After spending an hour evading CostaGenCo's security and rooting around in their garbage dumps, he had activated the decryption program and gone straight into the shower. This was the first time he could even think about the optical disk again.


  Labyrinthe reclined in his chair and thought about that idiot Teller. With a flourish of his fingers, he opened the disk's file.


  His speakers regaled him with demented calliope music, on permanent repeat.


  * * * *


  Jay and Claire lay on the beach, looking at the stars. They had survived yet another mission, and had all the time in the world.


  Until the next job.


  



  THE END


  ===========================================================================


  Author's note:


  I've been wanting to write this story for about five months now. Why did I finally get around to it? Well, a lot of reasons, but partly because a reader sent me a very nice e-mail and asked when the next issue would be coming out. So readers, whatever RACC series you follow, drop the author a line letting them know how much you like it; you just might get a new story out of it.


  Labyrinthe created by Tony Pi. The Carnival of Crime is dedicated to Federico Fellini, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Matt Rossi, for reasons neither he nor I understand. STRAFE #13 written by and Copyright 1999 Marc Singer. A Legacy House production.


  Editor's Note:


  The exact location of Porto Genetico isn't important to the story... and save for the name, it could be swapped out with any one of a dozen company towns throughout South America. Some are nicer than Porto Genetico, some are worse, and all represent something of an economical/political puzzle to the Combine, much as Manhattan does...a puzzle that may have just gotten tougher to solve....
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