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  "I thought I'd find you guys in here." Jen Kleinvogel entered the lounge of the brand-new STRAFE headquarters, the only room so far to display any signs of human inhabitance. The rest of the facility was too new and unfamiliar, so it wasn't surprising that STRAFE's newest members -- and so far, its only members -- were taking shelter in the lounge while the rest of the place got 'broken in.'


  Most of them were looking at their new black jackets, and Jen held up her own for them all to see. "Get a load of this," she said, pointing to the emblem on its right shoulder -- a rising bird inside a circle. "Vogel, bird, whoever thought these up had *no* imagination."


  Tony Drake smiled, and said, "I kind of like mine." He held up his jacket for all to see -- a dragon rampant inside his circle. "Even if it's about as original."


  Jason William Teller shifted so everyone could see the emblem on his jacket, which he was already wearing like a second skin. His emblem was a set of concentric circles, with an arrow pointing from the left and stopping in the center of the circles, like an arrow hitting a bullseye. "At least they all fit."


  "That they do," said Dan Tracey, whose jacket had a few bars indicating he was the captain of this unit. His emblem was a millwheel or gear-stone inside a circle, and Dan wondered if STRAFE's designers had known his nickname back at the Academy was 'Grind.' It looked like the nickname was going to stick.


  The fifth person in the room couldn't help but feel a little left out. "Looks like I just got the generic brand," she said, holding up her own emblemless jacket. Carol Jackson Brown, "C.J." to her friends, had finished the Academy as a senior, and didn't stay for any graduate work like the other four; consequently, she was only in STRAFE on a trial basis. "I guess you grads get all the glory -- solving mysteries, collecting praise, *and* getting personalized jackets." It seemed she was only half joking.


  "Don't complain, kid." Teller ignored the fact that he and C.J. were actually very nearly the same age -- he was enjoying his new authority. "One of the other 'perks' of being a grad was going to class with a killer assassin."


  "And as I recall," added Jen, "a certain Captain Tracey didn't let any of us in on the secret until it was all over."


  Dan looked up from his portable computer and said, "That was because you were all prime suspects." There was an awkward pause, when nobody was sure if Dan was kidding or not. They decided that Dan Tracey didn't kid, and moved along.


  "So you guys haven't really worked together before, then?" C.J. took a little comfort in the fact that they might be as new to this as she was. "This is your first time as a team?"


  Jen shook her head. "Oh, I didn't say *that.* Dan didn't include us on the hunt for the killer, but there was this one other time..."


  Tony Drake leaned back on the couch. "Hey, why don't you tell it, Dan? You were the first one on the case."


  "As usual," Teller chirped. He put on a show of examining his new guns very carefully, but he was clearly as interested in the conversation as the rest of them.


  "Very well," Dan said, closing his laptop. "I'm not much of a storyteller, but I'll give it a try. It all started in our sophomore year..."


  * * * *


  "Hey, uh, Dan, you want to grab some dinner?" Tony Drake stuck his head into the new kid's dorm room. It was tiny, one of the rooms that had barely been converted from its original prison-cell function, but Dan Tracey had presumably chosen it for privacy.


  Dan was seated in lotus position on the bed, reading the three different books spread out around him. He took a moment to register Tony's presence, and Tony was about to repeat the question when Dan said, "No thanks. I have a little more studying to do."


  "Well, suit yourself. The cafeteria closes in a half-hour, though."


  "Twenty-seven minutes, actually. I plan on making it before then."


  "O--kay. See you around, I guess." Tony ambled down the hall, where Jay Teller was waiting for the elevator. "Another no-show," Tony said.


  "Ah, to each their own. I just hope he doesn't get himself too stressed out."


  "Hey, I recall a certain first-year student freaking out the night before the Ethics and Law midterm and spending the whole night on the archery range."


  "I passed, didn't I?" The elevator arrived and the two superheroes-in-training stepped inside. Teller tossed a coin at the control panel; it hit the button for the floor they wanted, and bounced right back into his hand. "And the archery practice didn't hurt either."


  Things were a little out of the ordinary in the cafeteria. Essay and Derek weren't arguing over approaches to supertech engineering, and rarer still, Jakzak Taylor wasn't drooling over Sarah Grant. Everybody was talking about the latest robbery.


  "This time Triton didn't even stick to the lake, he used the sewer systems," Derek Radner explained. "Carved right up into a bank vault and made off with millions."


  "I wonder if they're going to send us after this guy," said Sean 'Popper' St. James. "I mean, he's right down in Chicago. I, for one, would like to meet him."


  Tony mopped his face with a napkin and said, "They must figure we aren't ready yet. Otherwise, we'd have taken him out by now."


  "I'm not so sure," Derek said. "The guy's pretty clever. We might not be able to catch him."


  "He wants to be caught," a voice announced from behind the table. Everyone turned around, a little startled to see Dan Tracey standing there, dinner tray in hand, along with a newsfax whose headline screamed Triton's exploits. (Behind him, the cafeteria was just closing.) "He leaves those trident calling cards at each scene," Dan said, "and he gives those snide clues to the police. He's practically demanding attention, as if he wants everyone to know how clever he is. Sooner or later, Triton will go too far, and then they'll catch him."


  Teller smiled, and said, "Would you like to place any money on when?"


  "No, that would be conflict of interest. I have a much more interesting game in mind. I'd like to try and catch Triton before the authorities do."


  Everyone else at the table -- Popper, Teller, Tony, Derek, and Jen Kleinvogel -- just stared at him. Finally, Jen said, "are you serious?"


  "Absolutely. But I can't do it alone, and you all have one more year of training than I do. I'd appreciate your help, if you'll give it."


  "You know what?" said Derek. "I'd love to."


  It was a curious way for Dan to start socializing with the other students, but it worked. For the next week, he and the five sophomores planned out strategies for finding and capturing Triton, the aquatic bandit who was the first full-fledged supervillain in twenty years.


  Dan made himself, and the others, familiar with every one of Triton's heists. All involved approaches by water, although the approach by sewer in the latest robbery was a tenuous connection at best. Each time, Triton cut his or her way past all defenses, no matter how physically durable or electronically secure. Calling cards bearing a trident and the name 'Triton' were left behind; the cards could have been printed from any computer in the nation. There was never any sign of the getaway, although underwater was one of the hardest places for sensors to reach. All of the robberies took place between two a.m. and five a.m., with most happening earlier in the night. Triton had already looted four pleasure yachts, a waterfront mall, and now a bank, and showed no signs of stopping.


  Dan had asked Derek to jury-rig some aqualungs; the gadgeteer was trying, but made no promises. Teller had wanted a harpoon-gun, but had to settle for the nearly harmless dart-gun he was allowed to practice with; Derek was refitting it to take tranquilizers. Jen was spending a lot of time in the swimming pool, using her flight power underwater. But mostly, the students were just waiting for another robbery so they could leap into action.


  In a week, they got their wish. Triton had sent another clue, this time not to the police but to the media. Dan sat in the student lounge -- he didn't own a television himself -- and replayed the tape of the evening's newscast. The clue was displayed on the screen, while a local anchorwoman read it aloud for the benefit of the many illiterate (or, as they preferred to be called, *post*-literate) viewers: "Left bank symbolizes golden stormgod for a sealess city."


  While the commentators droned on about what this clue could possibly mean, Dan worked on the clue. He timed himself by the newscast, and before the anchors could move on to a man-on-the-street piece interviewing local "Triton fans," Dan had solved it. The clue was almost laughable, except Dan took such things far too seriously to laugh about them. A left bank, a golden symbol, a storm god, a sealess city....


  "Somehow, it all makes sense," Jen Kleinvogel said as she landed on the roof of a small office building opposite the Chicago Port Authority. "'Port' is a nautical left, 'Au' the chemical symbol for gold, 'Thor' a storm god -- how could anyone miss that, after the Godmarket? And the 'ity'?" Jen looked at Dan questioningly.


  "A c-less 'city,'" he whispered. He was more interested in scanning the waters around the Port Authority with his Derek-designed field glasses. They could even see underwater, according to Derek.


  "Wow, that's nice work, Dan. It's so obvious, I wouldn't have even seen it."


  "Too obvious, really." Dan continued to watch through the field glasses. "It almost seems too straightforward."


  Jen stepped right up to Dan, although he barely noticed her. "Don't knock yourself, Dan. You're on the right track. I mean, nobody else figured the clue out, did they?"


  "Guess again, little lady."


  Dan and Jen both whirled around in surprise, and Jen levitated a few feet into the air -- against the night sky, her dark sheath made her almost invisible. Dan admonished himself, because he'd been too distracted to notice the approaching man, who was now aiming a gun at them.


  "Why don't you kids settle down?" The man put away his weapon, and produced a badge. "We're on the same side," he said, "and I at least am *supposed* to be here."


  Dan stepped closer and looked at the badge. "Richard Hendrick," he read, "of SPIRIT."


  "That stands for the Super-Powered --"


  "Information Retrieval and Investigation Team," Dan finished. "I've read up on you, and I'm not surprised to see you here. After all, an agency that was created expressly to cover for the absence of superheroes must not be too happy to see a supervillain going public again. Pretty soon a hero or two will follow suit, and then you might be redundant."


  Hendrick snatched the badge back. "You're forgetting, Mr. Tracey -- you *must* be Mr. Tracey -- we're also in the business of enforcing the law. And arresting people like Triton. You, on the other hand, are supposed to be in the Academy. Not playing hooky and sneaking off the grounds after dark."


  "We're here to hone our skills!" Jen protested.


  "You're here to get underfoot. And maybe get killed. I mean, none of you are even twenty-one." Hendrick produced a communicator from his jacket. "Now, will you go home like sensible almost-adults, or do I call in your administrators?"


  Dan tried to think of a way out. This wasn't working right at all. "Maybe we can cooperate," he said.


  "No deal. SPIRIT doesn't need a bunch of untrained supernormals to worry about. We have the situation well in hand." Just then, Hendrick's communicator started squealing with traffic. "What the hell -?" he blurted, as another SPIRIT agent said something about the latest robbery.


  He looked to his communicator for an instant, then looked back at Dan and Jen. But they were gone.


  They flew over Chicago, Jen's sheath keeping them more or less invisible from Hendrick and any other SPIRIT agent. But Jen seemed to be having trouble lifting him, so they landed on another rooftop. Dan pulled out his own communications gear (lifted from the Academy workshop that afternoon) and began checking in with the others. "Has Triton arrived?" Dan asked. "Where is he?"


  Jay Teller answered first, a little out of breath. "Can't help you, boss-man. Tony and I are --" There was a long pause, then Teller's voice came back. "On the run from a couple of spooks who want to send us back to the Academy."


  "Damn!" It was the first time any of them had ever heard Dan curse. "Popper, can you pick them up and get them to safety?"


  "You got it," Popper said, from his vantage point inside the Port Authority. A moment later, his voice reappeared on Teller's channel. "We're home free," he said.


  But Derek hadn't answered yet. And he was in the most dangerous position of them all -- testing out a new diving suit in the lake, right next to the Port Authority. And right in the path of Triton. "Derek," Dan called, "Derek, are you there?" Dan didn't know if he could handle the thought of getting Derek sliced to ribbons because he felt the need to prove himself by solving this mystery.


  After a tense minute, Derek answered. "Sorry, couldn't figure out how to use the thing underwater without drowning." His voice seemed tinny and hollow. "I've got no sign of Triton. There is no action here."


  Perplexed, Dan scanned the other bands for news of the robbery. Descrambling the SPIRIT channel took almost four minutes, and Dan made a mental note to brush up on his cryptography.


  The SPIRIT agents were talking up a storm about how Triton had made his latest heist -- from another bank, a mile up the waterfront. Dan had been wrong about the clue. Completely, utterly wrong.


  Dan had suggested going to the bank to search for clues, but the place would be crawling with SPIRIT agents and nobody wanted to tangle with them again. Dan still insisted upon waiting around and monitoring the radio traffic, but SPIRIT wasn't divulging anything sensitive over the airwaves. Finally, they had to leave by five a.m. in order to return to the Academy before their absence would be noticed at the seven a.m. wake-up check.


  They drove back in an old internal-combustion car which Derek had scavenged from the abandoned streets of Madison, Wisconsin and then modified. They couldn't have used an Academy car, because its absence would have been noticed, and Dan said it would have been uncomfortably close to stealing.


  Teller leaned his head out a window and laughed. Of all the students, only he'd had a good time, because he enjoyed fleeing the SPIRIT agents. And perhaps also because Dan had made a fool of himself. "I mean, the clue even said left *bank,*" Teller howled, "and you just completely missed that?"


  "None of us got it, either," Tony mumbled.


  "Yeah, but the frosh was so *sure* he was right! He was going to catch the big, bad Triton. Hah! Left bank! Triton left the bank, alright, he left it empty!"


  "Give Dan a rest," Derek said angrily. He turned his head to shout at Teller, flinging the last few drops of water from his hair into the back seat. "It isn't like SPIRIT or the cops figured it out, either. Triton just outsmarted all of us."


  "He just second-guessed us," Dan said quietly. He was hefting Derek's heavy oxygen tank in his hands like it was Yorick's skull -- or a symbol of the criminal who'd eluded him. "I think maybe we outsmarted ourselves."


  They didn't see much of Dan in the days after the bank heist. While most of the sophomores had written off their attempt to capture Triton as a fun escapade that had never had a hope of succeeding, Dan seemed to be treating it even more seriously. And some of his classmates were worried about him. When Tony said that Dan had barely been in his room for days, Jen decided to look for him. The poor guy was so tightly wound, there was no telling how hard he was taking this.


  Jen finally found him in one of the computer labs, working late. "Hello, Jennifer," he said, without even looking up to see her.


  "Um, you can call me 'Jen.' How'd you know it was me, anyway?"


  "Your shampoo. That stuff they originally designed for use on horses, I believe. It's quite... " Dan lost his train of thought, and actually looked at her for a moment. "Distinctive," he finished, returning to his computer work.


  "Dan," Jen said, sitting down next to him, "a few of us are worried about you. You've taken this Triton thing awfully hard, and we just want you to know... it's okay if we didn't catch him. He did put one over on everybody."


  "No it's not okay," Dan said. "And no, he didn't put one over on everybody. He put one over on *us*, and me in particular." Dan tapped at his keyboard with something approaching fury. "And I can't let him continue to roam free because I made a mistake."


  Jen leaned forward. "Dan, don't be -- what are you doing?" Jen watched the rapidly-changing display on his monitor, waveforms constantly being projected and compared to one constant pattern on the top of the screen.


  "I'm 'borrowing' time on a National Science Foundation computer," Dan explained. "Trying to figure out what could produce a particular sound effect. But it doesn't look like it'll find a match any time soon." Dan spun around to face Jen; she found his attention strange, perhaps even a little threatening, considering how rarely he gave it to her or anybody else.


  "D'you remember what you said to me on the roof of that building last week?" Dan asked. "About Triton's clue?"


  "That it was so obvious, I wouldn't have figured it out?"


  "Exactly. Too obvious. And more to the point, it was *completely wrong.* That clue didn't point to a bank at all. It led to the Port Authority and Triton knew it."


  "So it was deliberate misdirection," Jen said. "Dan, please let it go --"


  "Deliberate misdirection, right after I mentioned that Triton's clues would get him caught? Jen, doesn't it strike you as odd that Triton should just *happen* to rob the major financial center closest to the Academy? Or that the timing of the robberies is *just right* for someone to leave the Academy at midnight and return by seven?"


  Jen rocked back. "You mean... he's one of us?"


  "And he changed his modus operandi right after I foolishly blurted how it was going to get him caught. Next time, remind me to choose my allies more carefully."


  The lab seemed to be spinning around Jen. One of her classmates, a villain? It didn't seem possible... not that there was anything ruling it out... "So who is it?" she asked.


  "Well, you and I were together. So were Drake and Teller, and they don't have the right powers to pull such a string of robberies anyway. That leaves --"


  "Popper!" Jen exclaimed. She realized she'd shouted, and she quickly lowered her voice to a whisper. "He could just teleport in and out of any vault!"


  "Very true," said Dan. "And he was alone last week--" Dan's terminal started beeping, and he returned to face it, as if Jen weren't even there. A match had been found for the wave pattern at the top of the screen. "That's interesting," Dan commented. "Brick." He started tapping at his keyboard again, switching to another remote system.


  Jen sighed. Now she knew how poor Watson must have felt. "What are you doing *now*, Dan?"


  "I'm accessing city plans for the Chicago lakefront before the Godmarket," [Editor's note - At the time of this story, none of the students knew of the term "Causality Wars."] he explained, "and after that, I should have the proof that will lead us straight to Triton."


  "So, we're taking this to the administrators, right? And SPIRIT?"


  Dan again shifted his attention to Jen, and smiled. "No," he said, "this one's ours."


  The Art Institute of Chicago hadn't fared well since the Causality Wars. Its extensive Classical art and sculpture collections made it a natural foothold for many of the gods and goddesses who tried to mine humanity for resources, particularly the Greek titans who wanted to make Chicago their own private domain. And after the Wars, fundamentalist mobs had sacked the museum, purging it of all "heathen influences." Of course, they had destroyed Seurats, Picassos, and Hoppers along with all the Classical art; "Nighthawks" now existed only as art-book photographs and parodies featuring James Dean serving Elvis, Marilyn Monroe, and Tymythy Twystyd. And while new curators were trying to rehabilitate the museum up above, the areas down below were a lost cause. So lost, that nobody noticed one of the old, boarded-up brick cellars was again filled with treasures -- treasures of a less artistic kind, awaiting transfer into anonymous accounts.


  The cellar also had a channel cut into it, leading out to Lake Michigan. A lone figure was walking up the channel, wearing a strange wetsuit and carrying a large waterproof sack over one shoulder. He was also emitting a force field that kept the water from touching him.


  Triton advanced up the channel, checking his homemade alarm system to ensure that everything was secure. He emerged into the dark cellar, and called out, "Lights." Nothing happened, and he again said, "Lights."


  "Allow me," said another voice. A hand activated the lights manually, showing five very angry Academy students standing around the channel entrance. Teller was aiming his dart-gun straight at Triton.


  "You really had us going for a while," Dan said, removing his hand from the light-switch. "But now the game's over, Derek."


  Derek Radner dropped his sack and looked at his classmates. "Guys, you've got it all wrong. This -- this was to trap Triton! I, uh, I found his lair, and --"


  "You aren't fooling us a second time," Teller spat. "And you aren't talking your way out of this one. Put your hands up."


  "Come on, guys, be reasonable. It was all just for fun...look, you want to split the take? Fine with me." Derek laughed nervously; when he saw that his former friends weren't laughing along with him, the nervousness turned to malice. "So, you idiots finally figured it out, huh?"


  "That's right," Dan said, "we beat you at your own game. I realized you were feeding us misinformation. I realized you were too dry in the car, and the oxygen tank you took along as cover was too full of air, for you to have been submerged for hours; you had to be using something else. And you made the final mistake, answering your communicator down here where the walls created a distinctive echo pattern. The only person you outsmarted was yourself."


  Derek shook his head with condescension. "Dan, Dan, you can't ever take your nose away from the grindstone, can you? Too bad, I liked you more than most of the Academy simpletons. But now I'm going to have to kill all of you." Derek pressed a few buttons on a wrist console, reactivating his force field. And causing a coruscating shaft of energy to grow out of his left arm. "Say hello to Triton's trident."


  Popper's eyes bulged. "I'm getting help," he said, "try to hang in there!" And with that, he was gone.


  "Looks like St. James left the rest of you to die," Derek gloated.


  "We'll see," Teller said calmly. The force field held out water and pressure, but with Teller's psychokinesis driving his darts, they just might penetrate. The wetsuit covered most of Derek's body, but he was just egotistical enough.... Teller fired, and three small darts pierced the field and lodged in Derek's face.


  And nothing happened. Derek laughed, and said, "You let *me* refit those darts, remember? They couldn't tranquilize a fly!" He lashed out with his field-projection; Teller danced back just in time to avoid decapitation, but he dropped his gun.


  "Too bad you were so busy robbing banks, Derek, or you might have brushed up on your hand combat skills." Dan stepped forward in a fighting stance, holding a wooden baton in each hand.


  "Who needs skill when you've got genius? Or enough energy to power your own gadgets?" Derek answered. One sweep of his trident sawed the batons in half. Dan jabbed at him, but the punches bounced off the force field. Derek pressed forward, lashing out at Dan, missing him but forcing him back into a corner. "You cracked my cover wide open," he hissed, "and now I'm going to do the same to your belly."


  Popper hadn't come back; Teller was scrambling for his gun; Jen's powers were nearly useless in these quarters. Tony had never used his powers outside of a controlled test, but he had to use them now or watch Dan die. He didn't scream a battle-cry, he didn't say any snappy lines, he just jumped in the path of Derek's trident.


  The field never pierced his skin, but the pain was excruciating. The trident just shook like a buzzsaw as it rattled against Tony's invulnerbale body, but Tony screamed and blacked out. "Crybaby," Derek muttered with contempt.


  Jen had taken advantage of the distraction to fly over Derek and get Dan out of the corner. "Any thoughts on how to stop him?" she asked. "The only weapon we have that can get through to him doesn't do him any harm."


  "Perhaps not. Teller, you see that red button on his wrist console?"


  Teller looked up from the damp floor, where he'd recovered his dart-gun. "Yeah... *yeah*," he said, with sudden realization.


  Derek had spun around and was swinging his trident in a wide arc, ready to kill his last three opponents. He noticed Teller leveling the dart-gun at him again, and he sneered. "Don't tell me you're going to shoot me again, Teller. Don't you ever learn?"


  "Nope." Teller shot, pushing the dart with all the force he could muster. It flew right through the force field, hitting the red button dead center. And Derek's force field shut itself off.


  Derek was too stunned to say or do anything before Dan's fist collided with his face.


  Popper returned a few minutes later, with a squad of Academy security personnel. "Just in time that we all could've been dead," Teller noted acerbically. Popper just smiled.


  Frank Napier, the Academy's personal combat instructor, was also there, and he gave the students a rather stern lecture about alerting the proper authorities next time they felt like investigating a mystery.


  "Are we in any trouble for this?" Tony asked.


  "Not as much trouble as Mr. Radner. And you *did* capture him, when nobody else could. I wouldn't be surprised if your probations got lost in the shuffle." He winked, then turned to the group that was stripping and securing Derek Radner.


  The woozy Derek was being led away by SPIRIT agents -- including a rather angry and embarrassed Richard Hendrick -- when he passed by Dan and the others. "I guess you won this one, Mister Nose- to-the-grindstone," he mumbled.


  Dan, victorious and surrounded by new friends, smiled. He said, "Call me 'Grind' for short."


  * * * *


  C.J. actually clapped. "That was great!"


  "Yeah," Tony added, "I guess we can add storytelling to your list of skills after all."


  "Great," Teller whined, "now there's *nothing* he can't do."


  Ignoring that last comment, Dan told the group, "Now at least you can see why I was a little more secretive the next time I was investigating a conspiracy. And it's a good thing I didn't include Popper in *that* group."


  Jen placed a hand on Dan's shoulder. "Hey, we really don't mind that you left us out of the investigation. We were a good team before, and we'll be a great team now."


  A few minutes later, the team was joined by two visitors to the lounge. The first man in through the door was Dr. Davis Stern, the founder and director of STRAFE. "I'm glad to see you're all here, and getting along so well," he said. "I'd like to introduce you to the man who's going to lead the mundane agents for us," he pointed to the second man through the door, "Richard Hendrick."


  For a moment, everybody sat in complete silence.


  "My my my," Teller said, "it looks like we're in for one hell of a ride."


  The beginning...


  Issue #1, "Test Run"



  copyright 1995 by Marc Singer; a Legacy House production


  



  [Cover shows the STRAFE team, Dan, Jen, Tony, Teller, and C.J.,writhing in flames. Cover copy reads, "Trial by Fire!"]


  



  "I still don't know about this," said Dan "Grind" Tracey, captain of the new STRAFE team of superhuman agents, as he donned his helmet. "It's too dangerous for everyone, even Tony. And especially C.J."



  Doctor Ellen Cortes stepped forward and fastened the helmet- strap under Dan's chin, to Dan's slight consternation. "You knew it would come down to this sooner or later. It's now or never. Now get out there, and don't worry."


  Dan checked all the fastenings on his suit, just to make sure they were secure. "That's easy for you to say, Doctor," he replied, "you don't have to go out there with us." But Dan wasn't one to complain, he was one to act, and he strolled through the hatch.


  Dan joined his teammates, who were all wearing the same black protective outfits. Most of them had identifying logos on their shoulders to distinguish them -- a dragon, a bird, an arrow and bullseye, and a gear- wheel for Dan -- but the fifth member, Carol Jackson "C.J." Brown, had no such logo. She hadn't been to graduate training at the Academy as the others had, and so was only a provisional member of STRAFE. The team's opponents were clad in white outfits with no distinguishing marks. And with the loud sound of a buzzer, the fight was on. Dan tersely told C.J. to hold back, while the rest of the team plunged into battle.


  Even though the men in white had no super powers, there were twice as many of them -- and they were much better armed. Jen Kleinvogel was the first STRAFEr to learn this; as she flew up to claim an aerial advantage, two of the White attackers produced gel-guns and caught her in a crossfire. One shell hit Jen, exploding and entangling her in a sticky gelatinous substance. Jen could no longer move gracefully; she tried dive-bombing the gunmen and body-slamming them, but they easily dodged and fired more shells, pinning Jen against a wall.


  Tony Drake charged across the room and came in for close combat before they could turn the guns on him as well. Dan and Jason William Teller charged in behind him, using the invulnerable Tony for cover. Tony plunged into combat quite fearlessly, but was soon overwhelmed by White attackers; his Academy combat training was almost nothing to them. They struck vicious blows which caused little damage -- they couldn't really hurt him anyway -- but tremendous pain, targeting his solar plexus and other nerve centers. It was an unfortunate quirk of Tony's invulnerability that he still felt pain, and the men were using that quirk against him. One fighter drove Tony to the ground with a nasty arm-twist, while another pinned him to the floor with gel.


  They're hurting us a little too gleefully, Dan thought, while he and Teller were the only ones who weren't afraid to hold back. It just happened that they were also the only ones left. As Dan flipped one White combatant into another, he turned to Teller and shouted, "Stop evening the odds, start winning the fight!"


  Teller, who had been shooting gel-guns out of White hands, severing straps that fastened high-tech toys, and otherwise showing off, grinned and complied. He started shooting at the Whites' faces -- they were all protected by visors -- using his telekinesis to steer the bullets and make sure they all found their marks. He didn't telekinetically push the bullets, though, leaving them with just enough force to break and cover the enemies' faces in paint.


  Meanwhile, Dan was mopping up the rest of the White squad. They fought well, but with standard SPIRIT style, and Dan had observed that before; he'd even picked up a little savate last week, precisely because it countered the SPIRIT style so well.


  Then an all-too familiar voice echoed through the gym. "Round two, men, up and at 'em!" The LEDs on White's suits began blinking, and the blinded troops started attacking once again. Dan's opponents also fought with greater precision, even striking at him when he was in their blind spots; Hendrick must have given them radar or some other sensory compensation.


  Now performing with greater efficiency -- reflex boosts in the suits as well, Dan speculated -- the Whites pinned Dan's foot with a lucky gel-shot. More troops raised their guns for the "kill," when something caused the shells to prematurely detonate in midair, spraying gel everywhere but on Dan. Teller dashed behind Dan, his paint-guns blazing -- he was shooting the shells before they could hit. "We need to do something fast, boss," he screamed, "'cause I'm running out of ammo and I don't think they'll let me reload!"


  There was only one choice. "C.J.," he reluctantly shouted, "it's time."


  C.J. emerged from her spot in the corner. There was a small tank on her back, no larger than a two-liter soda bottle; a thin hose attached it to the barrel she was now raising. The barrel itself was sleek and shiny, and might have been called "futuristic" back in an age when society expected to have a bright future. And when C.J. pulled the trigger, the barrel spat flame.


  The weapon was "supertech," engineered by people in Dr. Cortes's "Tesla Branch" who could make devices that violated the laws of physics. As a result, it didn't rely on napalm or thermite or other chemicals to produce flame, it just somehow created it. Cortes labeled it as "safe," although Dan wished he shared her confidence as the stream of flame rocketed past him.


  C.J. Brown had the ability to control and move flame, to such an extent that even "Scorch," their old classmate who was now in the Academy of Super-Heroes, wouldn't have scoffed at her. But C.J., like most of the superhuman Academy graduates who ended up in STRAFE and not ASH, had one unfortunate drawback: she couldn't *create* flame as Scorch could. Which was why she had to use this experimental device in a room full of people.


  At C.J.'s command, the flame curved and twisted in unnatural paths, first forming barriers between the STRAFE members and their opponents. Then she started looping the flame around, trying to push the Whites back into a corner. And it was working. All the combat suits were supposedly fireproof, White and Black alike, but nobody wanted to test it. "Teller, go help C.J., will you?" Dan said, with some degree of relief.


  But then a lucky White shot lobbed a gel-shell right at C.J. She avoided it, but it caught the tip of her barrel, gumming it up and shutting off the supply of flame. C.J. reached for the trigger and pulled back --


  Dan shouted, but it was too late. Fire exploded out of the back of the barrel, where it joined with the hose. Only C.J.'s instincts saved her, as she willed the flame away from herself, avoiding certain death. But in her panic, she lost control of the flames she'd already produced, and the previously-orderly lines of flame suddenly fell into chaos. The gym was on fire.


  There were no flammable surfaces, and the sprinklers activated instantly, but the gym still plunged into smoke and chaos. C.J. managed to shut off her flamethrower, then started calming the flames.


  Then a White fighter picked the worst possible moment to charge across the gym and take her out with three swift kicks. With C.J. down, the flames again raged and produced smoke.


  Dan was aghast. "Those sons of bitches! Teller, leave me and finish off the trainers. End this damn fight now."


  Teller stood with his back to Dan, looking warily at the smoke and the sprinkler mist and the steam. "I don't know, boss, I can't see a damn thing in this."


  "Then just leave me before --"


  Three more gel-shells ended the conversation, and the fight. Guided by their suits' radar, the Whites nailed the last two STRAFErs with gel. "Are you people *idiots*?" Dan screamed. "You're pinning us down in the middle of a fire!"


  "No need to panic, Tracey," said Hendrick's voice over the gym's loudspeakers. "Our sprinklers have it under control." Indeed, the fire was almost doused, although it would have been out already if C.J. were still conscious. "Now, do you really think we're idiots, or is that just the pain of your first loss talking?" Richard Hendrick chuckled, as did several of the White combat trainers, who were slowly applying solvents to the gel.


  Teller unleashed a stream of invective on the trainers, cursing them for taking so long with the solvent and blaming their slowness on a creative genealogy which involved numerous animals and West Virginia cousins. Dan just tried to hold his head high and ignore the sneering faces of the trainers. He'd have a few words with STRAFE's director later, and get the trainers and their boss, the aggravating Hendrick, in severe trouble before the day was out.


  * * * *


  "How could you and your people be so irresponsible?" he snarled, as soon as the man entered the room. "You endangered the lives of everybody down there -- to say nothing of your rather spectacular failure at today's test!" Satisfied, Richard Hendrick returned to his chair and waited for Dan to respond.


  To his credit, Dan didn't react with anger or outrage or offense. There was always a tiny part of him that wanted to, but the rest of him consistently outvoted that part. Instead, Dan Tracey took a seat beside Hendrick at the desk of Dr. Davis Stern, STRAFE's founder and director. "It seems that Agent Hendrick has taken the words right out of my mouth," he calmly told Dr. Stern. "I'm sure you've heard all about the training session today."


  "I've been sure to tell him *all* about it," Hendrick said, "and I'll remind you once again, it's *Colonel* Hendrick now."


  "Needless to say," Dan continued, "everybody on my team was endangered by Hendrick's people. They not only pinned us down in the middle of a fire, they deliberately attacked the one woman who could've ended it."


  "Now, Daniel," Dr. Stern said, "let's not --"


  Hendrick rocked forward, almost leaping out of his chair again. "The fire would never have started if your woman hadn't lost control in the first place! She shouldn't be in this agency, and after watching your dismal performance this afternoon, I'm not so sure the rest of you should be, either."


  "Colonel, *we* weren't the ones who were brutalizing our fellow agents. Your people were using far too much force for a test run. Tony was treated far too roughly, and the savage attack on Carol is inexcusable."


  "Oh, you got a few paper-cuts and so we were playing too rough? Here's a news flash for you, kid, when you go on a real assignment, you won't have any safety nets, and the people attacking you will be playing for keeps. We can't afford to train you for any less."


  Dan was trying not to let Hendrick bait him, but he definitely wouldn't the man lecture him. "You don't want to train me at all, do you, Colonel? I noticed that the trainers today were all ex-SPIRIT agents" -- Dan's methodical mind called up the words 'Super-Powered Information Retrieval and Investigative Teams,' the name of STRAFE's predecessor, every time he used the acronym -- "and I bet you convinced each and every one of them that we were responsible for that agency's dissolution. You've never liked having superhumans in your line of business, have you?"


  Hendrick snorted. "What is this, amateur psychological hour? Well, here's my opinion: you took a loss today and you can't handle it. You need to keep believing you're perfect, and the only way to reconcile that with your defeat is to convince yourself that my men and I were conspiring against you."


  "If I really wanted to accuse you of a *conspiracy*, Colonel, I could point to the way you treated Carol. But I prefer to label that prejudice and incompetence."


  Hendrick jumped to his feet. "You arrogant little son of a--"


  "Gentlemen, gentlemen, *GENTLEMEN*!" Dr. Stern, who had been trying to break into the growing argument the whole time, had finally had enough. His voice cut through the hostility and commanded both men's attention, and at his harsh glare Hendrick sank back into his chair. "This argument is highly unbecoming for both of you," he continued, in a softer tone. "Dan, you simply can't levy charges like that against a fellow agent."


  Dan wondered if Hendrick really considered himself a fellow agent of STRAFE, or if his loyalties were still with the defunct SPIRIT, but he kept his thoughts to himself.


  "And Richard," Stern said to Hendrick, "your hot temper is just as out of place here as your trainers' tempers were in the gym." Hendrick started to protest, but Stern said, "We're trying to *teach* these young people, Richard, not hospitalize them. Now you both know you made some mistakes today, but I want you to put them, and this argument, behind you."


  Hendrick could tell which way the wind was blowing, and he instantly adjusted his sails accordingly. "That's right, Dr. Stern," he said. "After all, we'll have to be cooperating on real missions soon enough."


  "Sooner than you think," said Dr. Stern, dryly. "Tell everybody to report to the briefing room in a half-hour."


  For once, neither Dan nor Hendrick could think of a single thing to say.


  * * * *


  The superhuman STRAFE agents clustered on one side of the large briefing room -- C.J. would occasionally rub the nasty bruise on her head -- while Hendrick and a few other non-powered agents gathered by the opposite wall. The large gulf of seats in the middle was only occupied by Dr. Cortes and a technician from Tesla Branch.


  Dr. Stern stood at the podium, and an unfamiliar man sat behind him. Stern waited for several minutes, while unseen security technicians insulated the room from all manner of technological and psychic eavesdropping. Once the room was secured, Stern cleared his throat and addressed the group. "Ladies and gentlemen," he began, "today is an important date in the progress of our organization. STRAFE has received its first mission, a mission sanctioned by the United World as well as our own government. I'll let my colleague from the United World Security Council, Mr. Cook, fill you in."


  Stern stepped aside, and the man behind him took the podium. Tony, Jen, and C.J. all clapped briefly, then realized nobody else was doing it and quickly stopped.


  "Please, keep it up, it's nice to be appreciated," said the new man, in a thick Australian accent. Since the UW was headquartered in Australia, Australians tended to have an inordinate amount of staffers and influence in the organization. "My name is Bill Cook," he said, "and the UWSC has asked me to ask you to help us out on a bit of a situation." He pressed a button on the podium, and the room's lights dimmed.


  A picture sprang up on the clear white wall behind Cook -- a Chinese man in a business suit, crossing a busy street filled with taxicabs and bicycles. It seemed to be a candid, clandestine photograph. "This man is Kim Chao Lin," Cook said, "or Lin Kim Chao to his countrymen. He's a patent official for the People's Republic of China, moderately high in the bureaucracy. And he's expressed an interest in defecting, presumably taking his knowledge of Chinese technology along with him. Your mission is to get him, his wife, and his child out."


  "Of *China*?" Teller said. "I didn't think suicide was in our job description."


  Cook chuckled. "Not China, mate. Singapore. Mr. Lin and his family are going to be there for a conference this weekend, and as Singapore isn't completely under Beijing's influence, we figure it's the best chance we'll ever have at nabbing him. Correction: the best chance *you'll* ever have." Cook stepped around the podium and handed a bundle of envelopes to Teller. "Start passing those around. Inside you'll find maps of Singapore, an itinerary for Lin's stay, the works."


  Tony ripped his envelope open and was surprised to see its contents. "Paper, not disks?"


  Across the room, Hendrick snorted. "Paper has less risk of theft, especially from afar, and it's much easier to permanently destroy. Just be careful if you use your friend's flamethrower to do it, though."


  Stern glared at Hendrick, but Cook remained jovial. "Laugh all you like, Richie. The supers get sent in first. You and your spooks are strictly back-up." He turned to face the superhumans. "I'm sure I don't need to tell you that if you perform well enough on this job, a full UW sanction could be in the works. Very prestigious. Think about it."


  * * * *


  Jen stopped by C.J.'s room that night, after the long briefing ended. C.J. was meditating in front of a candle, twisting its flame into a variety of ornate patterns. "Hey, C.J., how are you doing?" Jen asked.


  C.J. broke her concentration, and the flame returned to its normal, flickering form. "I'm doing okay," she said, touching her purple bruise. "Hopefully this ugly Easter-egg will be gone in a few days."


  "Actually, I was referring to something else," Jen said, sitting on the floor beside her. "You looked pretty upset when we got the mission outline."


  "Hey, how would *you* like to spend a weekend sequestered with Hendrick and his boys?" she said. The candle-flame shot into the air simultaneously. The flame caused her to notice her own anger, and C.J. said, "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to snap at you. I just wonder how I'm ever going to prove I deserve to be on the team if I don't get sent on the missions. And the prospect of spending the weekend with the bastards who kept me off this mission isn't pleasing, either."


  "Hey, I think it's a bitch, too." Jen placed a hand on C.J.'s shoulder. "You were doing great before that creep attacked you. You had all the trainers on the ropes."


  "Maybe." C.J. stared into the candle-flame. "But if I hadn't panicked when that gel-shell hit..."


  "Relax, it happens to the best of us. And if Hendrick's goons give you a hard time this weekend, I'm sure it won't be anything an ass-high flame can't solve."


  Jen laughed, but C.J. just stared into the flame and imagined what would happen if she went ahead and fried the bastards, the way she so dearly wanted to. In her mind, the flames roared out of control, claiming Hendrick, Jen, the rest of the team, and most of all herself...


  "Hey, watch it!" Jen's cry snapped C.J. back to reality again; the candle was now shooting up a foot-long flame, which whirled around like a dervish while candle-wax melted like ice under it. C.J. brought the flame under control, while Jen flew over to the kitchen, grabbed a cup of water, and doused the candle. "Are you sure you're doing okay?" Jen asked.


  "Of course," C.J. said. But she knew that only the external flame had been extinguished.


  * * * *


  Two of the male members were also having a late-night meeting. Tony and Teller, good friends since their earliest days at the Academy, were watching TV in the lounge.


  "All the talk shows suck now," Teller said. He was using the remote-control to change the channel, but in the most complicated way possible, banking the signal off various reflective surfaces in the lounge. Somehow, he always hit the control box and changed the channel anyway, but nothing caught his eye. "It's too bad O'Brien disappeared in '98 with the rest of the superhumans, or he might be doing new shows. His tapes are funny as hell."


  "Teller, aren't you the least bit worried about the mission we're leaving for tomorrow?"


  "Nah." With his free hand, he flipped a piece of popcorn up into the air; naturally, it landed in his mouth. Chewing, he said, "I figure the UW deliberately gave us an easy mission. I mean, why would they want a *patent official* for cryin' out loud? When was the last time China produced anything remotely innovative? Maybe this guy has knowledge of how China's ripping off American or Eurasian supertech, but I figure the UW just wants to see how we'll perform."


  "You mean like a test run?" Tony asked, a little too innocuously.


  "Yeah," said Teller, starting to wonder where his friend's question was leading.


  "Well, we all know how test runs can go." Tony rose from his chair, and he walked back to his room.


  * * * *


  Several floors above the team quarters, Bill Cook was packing most of his things. Shredding and burning the rest of them.


  There was a knock at the office door, and Dr. Davis Stern's voice called, "Can I come in, Bill?"


  "Of course, Davis, of course." He let the man into his temporary office. "What's keeping you up so late?"


  "Guilt, I suppose." Davis Stern did indeed look like a man whose troubled conscience wouldn't let him rest. "Bill, are you *sure* I can't tell them about the Anchor Effect?"


  Cook flashed his best grin. "Gotta keep the testing conditions pristine, mate. Gotta see how your team will react under certain circumstances. Besides, nobody's even proven that this "Anchor Effect" exists, certainly not as far away as Singapore. Your kids'll be fine."


  "But it's a hell of a way to send them off to their first mission... and to PROC territory, no less!"


  Cook wrapped a big, muscular arm around Stern's shoulders. "Davis m'boy, you have nothing to worry about. The proccies don't guard their patent officials. The little wanker probably doesn't even know anything important, he just decided he likes the Aussie dental plan better, or maybe he wants permission to knock the missus up with another kid. Whatever the case, the proccies won't miss him. Your kids will get out, you have my solemn guarantee." Cook leaned close to Stern, and dropped his voice to a whisper. "And your kids will probably get out with a UW commission... unless you blab to 'em about things the UWSC has determined they are not supposed to know. Comprende?"


  Stern nodded his head, and thus mollified, he left the office. Cook was satisfied that the man wouldn't tell his apprentice spies; Stern had worked too hard at building STRAFE to jeopardize this opportunity. That was fortunate. Cook did indeed have to keep the testing conditions pristine. He had to be sure all the test-takers were given the same questions.


  * * * *


  The Australian freighter plodded across the South China Sea, slowly carrying a cargo of foodstuffs to its ultimate destination in the bellies of Singaporeans. Reliance on foreign food shipments was a sore point in the pride of China and all of its satellite nations, but it was a necessary sore point, particularly on the overdeveloped island of Singapore. And the Singaporeans, who were still not completely under China's yoke, didn't particularly mind trading with non-Maoist nations; officially the reason was that the food kept the people strong and ready to oppose counter- revolutionaries, but unofficially Singapore tolerated a booming food market because there was a quick buck to be made in it.


  And so many ships like this one poured in and out of Singapore's docks daily. This ship was slightly different from the others, though, because it carried some very special crewmen. The eight people all resembled Malays or Tamils, and their I.D. bracelets said they were Singaporean, but they had only joined the crew in Perth. They didn't do much work, but the captain didn't seem to mind after they'd shown him their special commission. Now they gathered deep in one of the cargo holds, while the rest of the crew was preparing for docking.


  The oldest one finished up a quick recap of the group's plan. Underneath his thick goatee and dark brown skin color, he still had the same face as Richard Hendrick, but even his friends would have been hard-pressed to recognize him -- assuming he had any friends. Tesla Branch's disguise was quite effective, fake hair that looked natural and skin color that sprayed on by aerosol. It made them much more inconspicuous than eight Americans stumbling around Singapore ever would be.


  Hendrick, C.J., and two more non-powered back-up agents -- affiliated-field experts, to use the term from the team's own acronym -- would be providing support, while Dan led Jen, Tony, and Teller in grabbing Mr. Lin and his family. Hendrick didn't look too happy about leaving the field operation to rookies, but he had no choice in the matter; the UW had requested that the superhumans do the actual work, no doubt to evaluate them. And since he was on the job, Hendrick actually seemed to put his prejudices aside. He treated the team with something approaching civility.


  "I know we're in dangerous territory," he concluded, speaking in a rash whisper amidst the tall bales of grain, "but this should be a fairly easy run. If anything goes wrong, you can rely on us for support. Are there any other questions?"


  Tony Drake wondered how well he really could count on Hendrick and his men for support. He suspected his peers felt the same way, and he even suspected that Hendrick's men felt the same way about *them*. But nobody wanted to come out and say it. Instead, Tony asked "What if somebody gets left behind?"


  "Nobody gets left behind," Hendrick and Dan said in unison -- and they each looked surprised that the other said it.


  "In a worst-case scenario," Hendrick added, "we leave Lin behind before we leave any of us. I'm not sacrificing anything for a damn paper- pusher's amusement."


  "Or for the United World's amusement," Dan said.


  "I was talking about the United World," Hendrick said, with something that almost approached a smile. "Though Lord knows how they roped old 'Captain' Cook into doing this kind of job." Changing subjects, he said, "How's the tech holding up?"


  Dan held up what appeared to be a standard PROC Foreign Laborer ID bracelet, then flipped it open to reveal the microcircuitry within. "Communicators and signal tracers working fine."


  Jen touched her ear. "Chips are giving full translation for Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese, and all major local dialects."


  C.J. stroked her cheek, now light brown. "The disguises are amazing." The spray-skin hadn't just darkened all of her teammates' complexions, it had also lightened hers. Even her bruise was invisible.


  Teller opened the hidden pockets in his duffel bag; the pockets and everything in them were invisible to x-rays, chem-sniffers, and other sensors. Teller swept a hand over the disassembled gun parts, tranquilizer darts, and gel-shells, giving a thumbs-up in lieu of a vocal reply.


  A loud whistle sounded, and Hendrick said, "That's our cue." The STRAFE agents repacked their gear and rechecked their equipment, leaving no visible clue as to their real identities. There would similarly be no clue if they got left behind in Singapore -- they would just become an anonymous corpse, a statistic, and maybe a sad gleam in their friends' eyes.


  The agents climbed up on deck. It was a clear day, and in the distance they could see the tall spires of Singapore. From this distance, the city's darker warrens were quite invisible. That wouldn't be the case for long.
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  The spires of Singapore slowly rose, towered, and then parted for the _Adelaide_ as she idly chugged towards the city. Though the _Adelaide_ was owned and registered by the decadent capitalist nation of Australia, she was permitted in the Chinese-dominated city since she was carrying meat and wheat and other foodstuffs too scarce on the overdeveloped island city-state. But the People's Affiliated Republic of Singapore government kept strict watch on all foreign traffic, and their port authority's docking computers were even now steering the ship toward its pier. That was fine with the crew of the _Adelaide_, since it meant they didn't have to work.



  That was particularly fine with the eight crew members who had never worked a freighter one day in their life. Western social theory in 2023 said that race was only skin-deep, a construction of a fearful culture, and that was doubly so for these eight people; while they all appeared to be Malay or Tamil or Maphilindonesian natives of Singapore, they were actually members of STRAFE, the new super-powered espionage agency of the North American Combine. And most of them were going on their first real mission ever.


  Singapore opened up to them and slid past them, either a dawning utopia or a ghost of its former self, depending on whose rhetoric one believed. Many of the skyscrapers built in the nineties commercial boom still stood, but some were being replaced by mass-produced Maoist office collectives. Jen Kleinvogel, one of the four agents who would actually be executing the mission of removing a defecting Chinese patent official from a convention center, grew curious and activated the language chip implanted in her ear. In addition to giving the chip a variety of languages, STRAFE's Tesla Branch scientists had included an automated tour guide.


  The _Adelaide_ passed by the mouth of the Singapore river, with a rather sterile park in the distance. Triggered by the visual sensors concealed in Jen's imitation ID bracelet, the Tour.Guide began speaking. Oddly, it spoke in the voice of Dr. Ellen Cortes, Tesla Branch's head; Jen wondered why she hadn't given the reading to someone else. "You are now passing Deng Xiaoping Park," said Dr. Cortes' voice, "formerly known as Merlion park. The merlions, half-lion half-fish creatures, were once the national animal of Singapore. Singapore's name, Singha Pura, meant 'City of Lions,' but there have never been lions on Singapore island, so local legend said they were sea monsters--"


  Jen didn't think she'd help the team any if she were bored to death. "Fast forward to recent history," she subvocalized.


  "...the park was renamed and the thirty-foot statue of the merlion was dismantled after the city fell under PROC influence, following the chaos of 1998." Sure enough, Jen could make out a large pedestal with nothing on it; they hadn't bothered to dismantle it completely. "The merlion was regarded as a superstitious and counter-revolutionary symbol by the new Chinese-run government, particularly since Hermes had attempted to summon one to woo the population of Singapore in the time of the Godmarket."


  That intrigued Jen; that, and the building see saw looming up ahead. "Pursue that link," she said. "Hermes in Singapore. All the gods."


  "...Singapore was a particularly-contested city in the time of the Godmarket," said Cortes' voice, "because it naturally fell under the providence of several gods of commerce, currency, or crossroads. Legba, Hermes, and many others vied for worshippers here. Hermes attempted to win Singapore's loyalty by summoning a merlion, although it was a creature from his own pantheon, the Chimera, whose lion head and serpent tail vaguely resembled the legendary merlion's. However, the grandest attempt to proselytize Singapore belonged to Mammon, a demon of the Christian Apocrypha..."


  A gigantic skyscraper filled the skyline now; in the afternoon sun, its long shadow extended into the harbor. The _Adelaide_ slowly chugged across its terminus, into the dark shadows. "Mammon, demon of greed, erected a large temple in Singapore, apparently composed entirely of gold. Learning from the mistake of Phaeton in Chicago, however, Mammon only gave it a goldlike appearance. He topped the structure with his own visage, the angelic face he supposedly enjoyed before the Fall. According to rumor, after the gods departed Earth, the face mystically reverted to its true demonic form." Jen could only see a silhouette of that face now, haloed in gold from the sunlight striking the sides of the building. The many lumps and horns and rolls of fat made Jen glad she couldn't see the real thing up close like this. "In actuality, its reversion was due to a series of Chinese-sponsored vandals and construction crews. Although the Chinese thorougly eradicated the other gods' temples, they chose to leave Mammon's temple standing, as a propagandistic reminder of the excesses and evils of capitalism --"


  "Tour.Guide off," Jen muttered. She couldn't take any more of this.


  "Beg your pardon?" said Dan "Grind" Tracey, standing next to her and leaning out over the railing. Actually, he said it in flawless Cantonese, and Jen's chip translated it -- not in the olive-oil tones of Dr. Cortes, thank goodness.


  Jen subvocally called up her response, then said "Just talking to my Tour.Guide," as best she could in Cantonese. "Didn't mean to do it in English."


  Dan leaned closer to her. "And something about the Tour.Guide disturbed you?" His gaze was piercing -- it always was -- and Jen just didn't feel she could hide anything whenever she was around him.


  Somehow, that didn't scare her as much as it should have. "I was just choking on rhetoric," she said. "I can't believe that we're being expected to swallow this 'Evil Empire' stuff," Jen said. "Or endorse it."


  "Our job isn't to endorse it," Dan said. "It's to protect society enough so that *it* doesn't start swallowing it. But I had a different gripe with the Tour.Guide." Dan had that annoying habit of switching topics dramatically; perhaps he expected everybody else's mind to keep up with his supernormally-intelligent one. "Ask it about paranormals in Singapore."


  Jen did, and the only reply was a curt "No information on this topic is available" from Dr. Cortes.


  "It seems a little risky to send us here without *any* information on it," Dan said. "It seems quite impossible that they could have *none*." Dan looked like he wanted to pursue the topic more, but the ship was pulling up to its dock, and the STRAFE agents had to look authentic. They broke apart, Jen taking her position by the cargo lift. The lack of information disturbed her slightly, but not much. After all, Dan Tracey was on the case. And he wouldn't steer them wrong.


  * * * *


  After a hard afternoon and evening of docking, registering, and unloading the ship, the STRAFE agents were permitted to leave the ship and enter Singapore. Their ID bracelets marked them as citizens, after all. So by nine p.m. local time the eight agents, most of them aching from their labors, hit the town.


  Richard Hendrick and the other two Affiliated-Field Experts, men with no powers but lifetimes of skills and experience, steered them through the bustling city. Normally the STRAFErs would have been glad to have them along, but there was considerable tension between these two groups; they'd had a heated training session just a few days before. "Heated" being a pun even below the sardonic Jason Teller, because the session ended when one of Hendrick's men brutally attacked C.J. Brown, the team's pyrokinetic, plunging the training room into flames. Nobody had been hurt, physically. But the rift between the two wings of STRAFE was greater than ever.


  "This place looks good," Hendrick said as they approached a cheap hotel. The agents filed in and reserved a room. Nothing uncommon about that; space was at a premium here, and eight crewmen on shore leave might easily share one room, rather than getting eight coffin-beds -- much cheaper, and easier to fit companions in overnight.


  They swept the room for bugs, using concealed Tesla gear that had completely eluded the nosy customs inspectors. No bugs were to be found, but Dan assembled and activated a portable sonic screen just to be safe. The white noise might cause a mild headache, but it would make sure the team stayed incognito.


  They discussed their agenda in Cantonese, all the better to stay "in character" and avoid slipping into English when they were in public. Everybody used their chips, except Dan and Hendrick, who appeared to know the language by heart -- and Dan, after only studying it for two days, could talk circles around Hendrick. A point which didn't cheer up the AFE commander.


  "...So that is your part of the mission," Hendrick concluded. "You should find it most easy, since Mr. Lin is most likely not prized by the PROC. Agent Keating and Agent Milken," he gestured to the other two AFEs, "and myself and Ms. Brown will stay here in reserve, to accompany you once Mr. Lin has been freed. Are there any questions to be asked by you now?"


  "As a matter of fact, I have one," Dan said, not only in smoother syntax but with an authentic-sounding accent. "What do we need to know about paranormals here? What kind of opposition can we expect?"


  Hendrick was taken aback. He recovered his composure, and said, "I doubt you'll find any paranormals here. Or magic, for that matter. The PROC security shouldn't have any."


  "Yes," Dan replied all too calmly, "we all know that the Chinese government denies having paranormal assets. Our own government would probably deny having us, but we're still sitting here, and we need to know what we're getting into."


  "You cocky little brat." Hendrick slipped into English, then corrected himself and replied in Cantonese. "To the best of our knowledge, the Chinese have no paranormals. Official theory is that by the Owens Effect, Maoism stifles magene development."


  Dan guessed that there were no unofficial theories, or none that would be divulged to him.


  * * * *


  Lin Kim Chao, senior patent official for the People's Republic of China, looked out over the balcony railing, watching the drunken conventioneers slowly stumble back to their rooms with their dates or pick-ups or prostitutes in tow. He might have been doing the same as recently as a few months ago, but he had brought his family to this convention. For reasons which even they did not fully comprehend. Lin hoped they never would fully comprehend them, as he did.


  Lin tapped his fingers on the railing, nervously. The United World man he spoke to, Cook, said the rescue would be coming at this convention. Where were they? There was only one night left. And Lin didn't know if he could face going back to China. Not after...


  Lin bowed his head so passersby could not see him sobbing. Why did the rescue have to be in Singapore, of all places? Dear ancestors, he thought, dear ancestors. Why the merlions?


  * * * *


  Dan, Jen, Tony, and Teller were riding the monorail into the convention center's hotel. They actually only had to walk a few blocks from their own hotel, but this way attracted less suspicion and made tracing them back nearly impossible. Even after midnight, the train was crammed with passengers, for the city never truly slept.


  "And yet it's still clean," Teller said, obviously amazed. "No graffiti on the train, no nothing. Nobody even thinks about dirtying it."


  Tony wanted to say "ixnay on the ourist-tay," but his chip couldn't translate it. He settled for "Spare me, you're supposed to be a native, remember?" Fortunately, their wrist communicators were networked with their language chips, so they could speak subvocally at short ranges.


  Teller, enthralled with his Tour.Guide and its wealth of trivia, continued. "And it's not because of the proccies -- er, the glorious benefactors to the north, either. They've been keeping this city clean for decades. Do you know what they *do* to vandals here?"


  "Probably a lot less than what they do to foreign spies."


  "No, man, it's hilarious. They take a --"


  A loud tone sounded, and Tony said, "We're here." Not a moment too soon.


  The STRAFErs squeezed out of the monorail. Most of the passengers headed for the strip of bars and clubs, but Dan led his team up to the hotel rooms, pressing the button for the twenty-third floor.


  Teller chuckled. "Hey, Grind, isn't our friend on twenty-four?"


  Puzzled, Dan pressed twenty-four. Teller kept smiling, then saw the serious looks on his teammates' faces. His smile disappeared as well.


  Dan Tracey had just made a mistake.


  * * * *


  Four locals, sailors or dockworkers by the look of them, were approaching him. Lin panicked; they looked serious and ready for trouble, and Lin wondered if they'd been hired to finish him off. He started backing away from the balcony, towards the door to his suite.


  Somehow, the lead heavy got there before he did. "Nice night for a stroll, don't you think?" he said, words heavy with hidden meanings. Lin's whole body trembled violently. This was it. The merlions. The merlions sent them to kill me.


  The heavy calmly repeated, "Nice night for a stroll, don't you think?" Lin stared back at him, confounded.


  The female heavy snorted and said, in very poor Cantonese, "I hate all that cloak-and-dagger stuff. Mr. Lin, we're here to help you."


  Lin sighed and relaxed. Then another thought occurred to him... "How do I know that for sure?"


  "Because I said the signal phrase," said the lead heavy, "and you answer with the counter-phrase, and we leave... I have to agree with my colleague, it can all get rather silly. So what do you say you gather your family and we get out of here?"


  Lin snapped to his senses and realized this was his one ticket out of here. He hustled into the suite and started rousing his family. His bags, of course, were already packed.


  The STRAFE team waited outside in the hall while the Lin family got ready to move. Dan would have rather come at a time when they were all ready -- and the cover of night hardly mattered in this neon-lit, overcrowded city -- but Cook from the UW had been quite specific about when they were to contact Lin.


  Dan was still worried, mostly because of his elevator gaffe. His worries only increased when five suited, sunglassed Singaporeans came out of the elevator and started walking down the hall towards the team. "Let me handle this," he subvocalized, "they might pick up your accents."


  As Dan walked up to meet them, one of the men flashed a hotel security badge. "Sir," he said to Dan, "do you mind if I inquire why you and your companions are loitering here? I shall have to ask you to move along."


  "We were sent here to bring a message to a guest of the convention, and we are awaiting his reply."


  The same man answered Dan. "There are lobbies downstairs in which you may wait. The guests have asked that you move along."


  Something seemed very wrong about all this. Who else had seen them to complain about them? Why weren't the other men talking? Dan thought the answer should have been obvious, but it wasn't, and that drove him crazy.


  "Sir?" the spokesman said. "Sir, are you well? Can you understand me?"


  "Of course I can," Dan recovered. "I'm afraid I did not see your badge clearly before." A lie. "May I examine it again?"


  Some of the other men started to shift uncomfortably, and project dirty looks at Dan, but the spokesman was happy to comply. Dan looked at the badge very carefully.


  Just as he thought -- the serial numbers were all different.


  Or was he misremembering things again?


  No, he had to trust himself. Different numbers could only mean one thing. A sloppy illusionist. Subvocally, he said, "Attack."


  Teller was first, drawing his pistol and pumping tranquilizer darts into the fake security men. They reeled backwards, taken by surprise, but they didn't fall. Dan grabbed the spokesman by his outstretched arm and twisted him into a wall. Jen ran down that part of the hall that had a balcony overlooking the hotel interior; once she reached the sheltered elevator bank, she launched into the air and did a flying ram into two men. Tony stayed by the door, his job to defend and rescue Lin at all costs.


  Dan delivered two swift blows to the back of the spokesman's neck, driving him to unconsciousness. And then Dan discovered why there was a paranormal illusionist running around Singapore.


  He was white. They all were. As the spokesman, actually a pale, scrawny man, slid down the wall, the other four goons flickered and distorted, reverting to their true appearances. Four whites, all wearing body armor which had blocked Teller's darts.


  One of them, a tall Nordic man, rolled his arms outwards and a gust of cold wind blew past Dan. It continued down the hall, gathering size and moisture and shape, until by the time it reached Teller it was a man-sized snowball. Astonished, Teller failed to dodge it and was bowled over.


  "A cryogenic," Dan cursed, as he spun to avoid another gust of cold. "If only Hendrick had let C.J. come with us!" Speaking of Hendrick and C.J., Dan thought, this was an excellent time to call for back-up if they hadn't come running already. Dan pressed the panic button on his communicator.


  There was no response.


  * * * *


  "Still no contact, chief," said Agent Keating, fiddling around with the interior of his communications gear. "I'm just barely picking up the signal beacons, but I've lost any actual sound. All I can tell is that they're still in the hotel."


  "Shit!" Hendrick looked around for something to toss at a wall, but realized that everything was too valuable to toss, which just made him angrier. "Any idea what's causing the interference? A jammer?"


  Keating looked nervous. "Actually, chief, I'd have to revise my previous diagnosis and say that it's not interference at all. It's mechanical failure. This stuff just isn't working like it should."


  Across the room -- a distance of only twelve feet -- C.J. sank even further into despair. Her friends could be in serious trouble, and she wasn't there to help them. All because she lost control in that damn training session. "I think we should go after them, Hendrick," she said.


  "Absolutely not. The plan was to stay here unless called for, and in the absence of communication, it's essential to stick to the plan." Hendrick looked like he wanted to say something, but knew he shouldn't... then went ahead and said it anyway. "If you go charging in there now, flamethrower blazing, it'll only make things worse."


  This from the bastard whose trainers had caused her to lose control in the first place. The only thing blazing was C.J.'s mind, as she imagined Richard Hendrick burning, slowly and painfully.


  * * * *


  Dan timed the period between the cryogenic's bursts, and after the next one missed him, Dan rushed in to attack his unprotected face. The sudden move was unexpected, and Dan's blows were accurate and effective, but somehow Dan mistimed his moves. Just as he finished off the Nordic man, one last gust of cold slammed into him. It didn't have time to harden into ice, but it jolted Dan and drove him to his knees. He sank down next to the Nordic man, shivering.


  Dan could only watch as Jen tried to hold off the other three opponents. There was a woman with superhuman strength, but she wasn't fast enough for Jen and just left a lot of fist-sized holes in the elevators. She only seemed to be a decoy, though, for the other two agents -- men with dark Mediterranean complexions who appeared to be identical twins -- were working from a distance to pin Jen down, firing with silenced guns. Jen's dark antigravity sheath, which normally would have given her some invisibility, was useless in this light, and it was starting to flicker anyway.


  The twin gunmen fired to either side of Jen, obviously using real bullets. Jen decided the elevator bank was too cramped, it was time to fly out to the large shaft down the center of the hotel. Their cover was already shredded anyway, why not finish it off?


  But Jen might not have that option; gunfire pinned her on either side. Then she saw something out of the corner of her eye that gave her hope. Jen flew for one end of the bank, the side opposite the one that led to Lin's room, and made a hairpin turn just before she flew into a hail of bullets. She pushed for the other side, flying right into the sights of the other gunman... Jen hoped her timing was better than Dan's...


  Tony Drake, who had been charging down the hall, collided into the gunman. Jen flew past them, and out into the shaft. Even though she was twenty-four floors up, she could hear the gasps below -- it actually felt kind of good.


  Tony disarmed the twin beneath him, but the other one was firing. A bullet hit his shoulder, and hurt like hell, but of course bounced right off his invulnerable body. Before the gunman could fire any more, Jen came swooping around from the other side of the elevator bank. She hit the gunman from behind, steered him so she collected the strongwoman as well, and rammed them both into the far wall. At Jen's maximum speed, their body armor was little good against the impact; they both slumped to the ground. Tony downed his twin with a solid punch, then grabbed Dan and started pulling him back down the hall.


  "You sh-shouldn't have l-left the L-Lins," Dan chattered, "we're here for th-them."


  Tony smiled. "I wasn't going to leave any dead teammates behind. You said so yourself back on the boat, Dan. Anyway, it isn't like anything else could -- oh, no. No."


  The Lins' door was wide open, and there was no sign of any of them.


  * * * *


  C.J. Brown was still smoldering. This was her first big chance to prove herself, and she was spending the mission cramped in a dingy room with three people who hated her. Of course, her dislike for them was mutual, and just as obvious. She sat in one corner of the room, listening to her Tour.Guide since it was the only escape from her companions. Of course, the Guide wasn't working right either, and every link ended up with Ellen Cortes reciting, none too convincingly, the same spiel about how evil the Chinese were. Or maybe they had designed it that way. C.J. angrily switched it off and slumped against the wall.


  "Your Guide's doing it too, eh?" said Agent Milken, who was busy cleaning and recleaning his gun. C.J. wanted to snap back at him, but something in his manner made that impossible. Milken continued, "Me, I got pretty sick of that stuff myself."


  "I'd have thought that 'kill-a-Maoist-for-mommy' stuff was right up your alley."


  "Don't read my agency's beliefs onto me, young lady," Milken said. He also nodded toward Hendrick and Keating, who were too busy cursing over the radio to pay attention to the conversation, indicating that she shouldn't read their beliefs onto him either. "I never did like the way we slipped right back into the old Cold War rhetoric after '98. It was like we took one step forward and two steps back."


  C.J. smiled in spite of herself. "There's no way you were old enough to live in the Cold War, Milken."


  "I wasn't... and my name's not really Milken, either. No, I grew up when the Russians were good guys. Messed up, but good guys. But my older sister told me how much nuclear war scared her when she was little. And the history books were filled with that stuff, before FEMA used the big disappearance as an excuse to start rewriting history books. But everything was cool for a while when I was a kid... and now it's slipped back to the way it was before." He snapped his gun together. "Especially with the Chinese. The Eurasian Union is a commerical and political rival, but the PROC and its satellites, they really freak us out. Because they don't just deny our money and our alphabet and our system of exchange, they absorb our --"


  "*Milken*!" shouted Hendrick, obviously paying more attention than he'd seemed to, "Keep quiet, will you, we're trying to work here."


  C.J. switched her chip and communicator to subvocal range and asked Milken, "What is it that Hendrick doesn't want us to know?"


  "It isn't that he doesn't want you to know," Milken told her, subvocally, "the United World apparently said you *couldn't* know when they gave you this job."


  "And what is this secret that Hendrick is so graciously protecting?"


  "The secret," said Hendrick's voice, coming through their chips and scaring several years out of both of them, "is that the missions team is, in all likelihood, completely screwed."


  * * * *


  There was no time to lose. Tony had only been gone a few moments. And since the Lins hadn't come down to the elevator bank, they could only have gone -- or been taken -- the other way down the hall. "Jen, f-fly down there and s-secure the other end. Be r-ready for t- trouble," Dan said. "If they haven't g-gone that w-way, we know they're s-stashed in one of these rooms." That would be bad; they didn't have time for a room-to-room search, with real hotel and city security doubtlessly on the way, and the five Europeans able to revive at any minute.


  Dan took over Jen's task of pulling Teller out of the iceball, while Jen flew down the hall. Tony sheepishly walked over to Dan and said, "I'm really sorry, I thought you guys needed me --"


  "There's no t-time for excuses. Go help Jen."


  Crestfallen, Tony turned and did as he was told.


  Tony followed Jen into the emergency stairwell at the end of the hallway, only to find her clinging to a wall while gunfire streamed up from below. "They're only a little bit ahead of us," Jen shouted, "uh, as you can see."


  "Who is it?" Tony didn't want to stick his head over the railing and see. Those were assault rifles they were firing, and for some reason Tony's shoulder still felt strange.


  "They look Chinese," Jen said, not that that means anything. "Listen, I think I can get down there, but I'll need all the help I can get." She pointed to a fusebox on the next landing down. "Can you make it dark?" Jen pulled out a pair of nightvision goggles, signalling her plan to Tony.


  Loud, bright gunfire was spraying up all around them. "I hope so," Tony said, "I've been trying to cut down to one major screw-up a day." He bolted for the landing, getting winged by a few lucky shots. They didn't hurt him, but they shredded his clothes and his armor mesh underneath, and they stung like the devil. Bullets had never felt this bad; then again, it was the first time the person firing at him had actually wanted to kill him. Well, maybe some of Hendrick's trainers had...


  Tony pried the fusebox open and started throwing every switch, pulling every wire in sight. He got jolted a few times; his invulnerability notwithstanding, it most certainly didn't tickle. But the stairwell lights, even the emergency ones, went dark.


  The people below grew confused and stopped firing for a moment, and that was all the opening Jen needed. She hopped over the railing and dropped down the shaft even faster than gravity would dictate. The darkness and her sheath made her quite invisible; only the goggles let her see through both. The troops below never even knew what happened as Jen swooped by and grabbed Mrs. Lin and her daughter. She knew Mr. Lin was the priority, but she just couldn't bring herself to leave behind the two people who had been dragged into this unknowingly. She put them on a lower landing, then rocketed back up to grab Mr. Lin. This time, they knew she was coming, and they would be aiming right at her.


  But no shots came her way. They all went in crazy directions, mostly downwards, though not in the direction of the Lins. Jen, never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, snagged Lin and flew back up to Tony. "Take him and run," she said, "I'll go back and grab the family."


  "That way's no good," cried Dan, bursting in from the hall and dragging Teller along with him. "The real hotel security just arrived, and I think they got in a scuffle with our Eurasian friends. We have to go down."


  "What, through all that gun--" Tony choked his words back. He couldn't hear any gunfire anymore.


  Borrowing Jen's goggles, Tony went down to check it out. A half-dozen Chinese special-forces types, real ones apparently, lay sprawled on the stairs. The door nearest to them was swinging back and forth, as if someone had just dashed through it, but when he looked through the window he saw nobody. And a few landings down, Mrs. Lin was trying to hush her screaming child.


  Dan came up behind Tony, stumbling over a few of the bodies and nearly falling down the stairs before Tony caught him. Dan mumbled a thanks and knelt by a body, pulling a small dart from a wound and sniffiing it. "That's cyanide-D," he said, hastily adding, "I think. They sort of cut down on the almond.... Tony, this wasn't one of ours. And the Eurasians weren't using darts."


  "I g-guess we have a r-really psychotic g-guardian angel," Teller said, as Jen helped him down the stairs. "Who c-cares who k-killed these guys? Lets g-get out of here."


  "I'm not so quick to dismiss this other presence," Dan said, "but I agree that we need to leave. And our planned quiet getaway is now impossible. You know what that means."


  Dan led the team down the stairs, where they collected the other Lins. At the seventeenth floor, Dan cautiously slipped out the door to the hotel, then waved the rest of the team through. They picked the nearest hotel room, and Dan and Tony rammed its door open. Tony walked very gingerly after that, since the impact had aggravated his pains where the bullets had hit him.


  That worried Tony immensely. He only felt phantom pain at the actual moment of impact; he simply didn't *get* lingering pains, because no actual tissue was damaged. But he felt pain now.


  Teller tranquilized the people in the room, and Dan pulled back the curtains so he could open the balcony door. Seventeen stories below, a swarm of squad cars and urban security vehicles were converging on the hotel. "Damn, this is going to make our escape hard," Dan said. "But we can get the Lins out now." He slid the window open. "Are you up to it, Jen?"


  "I'll have to be." She got her goggles from Tony and donned them again. "It would help if you tied them to me, just to be safe."


  Jen stood by the balcony door -- not in front of it, though, for searchlights were already probing up and down the sides of the hotel -- while Dan tried to tell the Lins what they were going to do. His delivery was poor, and they didn't take the news well. Teller virtually had to drive them into Jen's arms at gunpoint, and Tony tied them on for more than just safety.


  "This is insane," Lin Kim Chao cried as he was strapped to Jen's back. "The drop is more than sixty meters... we must easily weigh two hundred kilograms!"


  "Nobody said freedom came easy, Mr. Lin," Jen said. She had to wait a few seconds for the chip to give her the equivalent Cantonese terms; "freedom" was one of the many words the Chinese had purged from all the official dictionaries. "And this flight looks even scarier in English units." They finished securing her passengers, and Jen said, "I guess this is it."


  Dan was scratching his head. "Jen, there's something wrong...."


  "Well, put that amazing brain of yours to work fast. We don't have much time."


  Dan shook his head. "I just don't know. Be careful, okay?"


  Tony stepped forward. "Yeah, Jen, be careful."


  "Hey, I'm the one who's flying to the safehouse. You guys get out of here in one piece, okay?" Jen activated her power, and the whole cluster of people was swatched in her antigravity sheath. It seemed much weaker, a sort of gray mist instead of a black field. Jen and the Lins rose, wobbled towards the door, and then shot out of the hotel in a straight line that carried them out across the convention center plaza.


  "Oh, God," Tony said, "that's nowhere near fast enough."


  "Or invisible enough, apparently," Dan observed. Searchlights were turned up in the air, sweeping very close to Jen. A few tracer rounds were fired upwards...


  "Guys," Teller said, "we can't do anything. We have to hustle before security, or those Europeans, or more Chinese commandos, or the mystery killers find us."


  But Dan and Tony weren't budging. They watched, and winced, as Jen made her slow, shaky flight. The Lins should have been well within her weight limit, but Jen was having trouble... Dan pounded his head against the wall. "How could I be so *stupid*?" he groaned.


  Even when Dan said he was stupid, Tony still felt dumber, because he didn't know what was wrong. "Dan, what are you talking about?"


  "The supertech has been breaking down, you're starting to feel real pain, I've been clumsy and... and stupid... I must have been, to miss it until now... something in Singapore is inhibiting our paranormal abilities. And here I just sent Jen out to push hers to the limit!"


  Tony glanced out the window again. Jen made it across the plaza and was heading for the hotel when a searchlight caught her -- her aura had faded to almost nothing. The urban-assault jeeps down in the plaza swiveled their guns around and started firing. Jen plunged out of the searchlight and zoomed towards the ground, a gray comet falling from the sky. She disappeared into the canyons of Singapore, nowhere near the hotel with Hendrick and C.J. She didn't rise up again.


  "Jen?" Tony shouted into his wrist communicator. "Jen?" But there was no answer.


  Dan leaned against the wall. "How could I be so *stupid*..."


  Teller had to shake both of them. "Guys, I hate to be tactless," he said, actually not being tactless for the first time, "but we have to run. There is nothing we can do for them here. Guys, we have to run!"


  "I agree with your friend's words, in theory," said another voice, in heavily Scandinavian-accented English. "But in practice, I am afraid I must beg to differ."


  Then the cold hit them.
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  A wave of cold washed over Tony Drake, Jason Teller, and Dan "Grind" Tracey, instantly chilling the STRAFErs to the bone. The tall Scandinavian who created it -- one of their opposite numbers from the Eurasian Union's super-team -- charged into the hotel room. He was immediately followed by the short Gallic woman who had demonstrated super-strength the last time the Eurasians clashed with STRAFE, a few minutes earlier and a few floors higher on the towering Singapore hotel. The other members of the Eurasian team, the scrawny illusionist and the Mediterranean twins, stayed behind their sturdier companions but looked no less menacing.



  However, this wave of cold didn't incapacitate its targets the way fthe last few had. The STRAFE agents were shivering, but still standing. Teller aimed his dart-gun and gel-gun at the Eurasians, and Dan and Tony assumed fighting stances. "You're not taking us quite so easily," Dan said.


  "Don't be ridiculous," the cryogenic said, in English but with an accent Dan placed as Swedish. Once, he probably would have been able to tell the exact region of Sweden, but Dan had a hard time remembering things now.... "That was a warning shot," proclaimed the Swede. "Surrender now, or I will have to harm you."


  "I don't think you could, even if you wanted to," Dan answered. "Your powers have all been waning, haven't they?" The Eurasians were taken aback, as if they couldn't believe the agents of the North American Combine knew. Of course, STRAFE only knew because *their* powers had been fading as well. But Dan shoved aside his doubts and grinned, hoping his poker face still worked. "Perhaps you're the ones who should surrender."


  "This is all a waste of *time*," hissed the illusionist, with a thick Russian accent. Teller would have actually chuckled at the anachronism of American and Russian spies facing off thirty years after the end of the Cold War, if only the situation weren't so serious. "Where is the patent official?" the illusionist said, asking the Mediterranean men.


  The twins both squinted their eyes and furrowed their brows, but apparently to no effect; they both opened their eyes and shrugged, using exactly the same mannerism to convey the lack of an answer. The illusionist cursed in Russian, then shouted to the STRAFE agents, "Where is the patent official, damn it?"


  "He went thataway," Teller said grimly, pointing to the window behind him. "Then he went straight down."


  * * * *


  Jen Kleinvogel, the STRAFE agent with the power of flight, had been carrying Lin Kim Chao of the People's Republic of China Patenting Office when he went out the window, so it wasn't as bad as Teller made it sound. At least, not for the first minute.


  Jen had also been carrying Lin's wife and young daughter. Normally they should have all been well within her weight limit, but Jen's power wasn't working as well as it should have been. The dark aura that usually surrounded her during flight, and made her near-invisible, was the first thing to go. It dimmed and failed, and Jen was visible to every one of the hotel security guards, Singapore policemen, and PROC Urban Control troops massed in the hotel plaza below. They had been summoned by the battle between STRAFE and the Eurasians, but now Jen and the Lins were the only target for their guns. Suddenly, a probing searchlight caught them in mid-air, as if it were pinning them to the sky. And then every gun barrel was pointed upwards.


  The Singapore police and hotel security guards only had handguns, or perhaps rifles, and Jen dodged them fairly easily. But the PROC's urban security vehicles had larger guns and computer-assisted technology. Those should have been a joke to Jen -- Chinese tech was a joke to everyone else -- but she started losing speed and altitude. Jen just barely slipped past the first volley of gas canisters, gel-shells, and tanglenets, then started diving towards the plaza. The Lins screamed for her to pull up.


  "I don't have much choice!" Jen screamed, once her implanted language chip had translated their cries and then told Jen the Cantonese equivalent of her response. The Lins were getting too heavy to carry. Jen knew she shouldn't have tried to carry the female Lins, since their mission was only to grab the patent officer. But Kim Chao's family didn't ask to be dragged into this, and Jen felt they shouldn't be abandoned.


  A gel-shell exploded right next to the flying fugitives, nearly engulfing them. If the gel weren't naturally inferior to the substance used in the West, they would have died right then and there, but the gel was little more than foam by the time it splattered on them. Still, a direct hit would be bad. Jen pushed her power as hard as she could, aiming for the edge of the plaza and the warren of streets and alleys beyond it. She couldn't fail to notice she was moving down more than across.


  But the end of the plaza was almost in sight. Jen thought they could actually clear the rooftop of the convention center, and fly straight on to the safe house in the neighborhood beyond it. Until a tanglenet was launched straight into her path. Its strands were made of a light but sturdy polymer that actually hung in the air for a moment, waiting to envelop her.


  Jen wildly changed directions, losing a lot of altitude in the process, and flying back out over the police-filled plaza. Ther shots were coming closer and closer, the Lins were shouting louder and louder. Jen could feel the last of her power slipping away, as even her own weight grew to be too much to carry. Jen poured everything she had into one last forward surge, then started plummeting to the ground, like a screaming gray comet.


  Jen's forward push -- or perhaps merely the momentum from it -- still carried her across the plaza. Then she dipped down, not of her own volition, and a large office park loomed in front of her.


  Jen just barely cleared the roof. She actually skidded across the top of the roof, skipping like a stone on a pond. Jen angled herself so that she took the impact, while the Lins rode on top of her. The little girl, either too young or too hysterical to react any other way, giggled with delight. Jen skipped over the roof, then plunged off the other side.


  The buildings on the other side were shorter, so Jen flew over a few before hitting the ground in a narrow alleyway. On the way down, she snatched at a variety of clotheslines and banners draped across the alley, but they only slowed her down. Jen and the Lins crashed through a small stall filled with cheap imitation-paper dragons, then finally came to rest.


  The Lins picked themselves up first. Jen had again twisted herself to take most of the impact, so they had all crashed down on top of her. Lin Kim Chao shook her tenderly, wondering if she had died to get them out of the hotel.


  Jen groaned, and picked herself up out of the stall. "I *never* want to do that again," she said in English, rubbing her scratched face. For all its abrasions, her face still looked Singaporean, thanks to STRAFE's Tesla Branch supertechnology. Jen noticed the Lins were staring at her in awe, and she addressed them in Cantonese. "I have a thin layer of armor under my clothing," she explained, "designed to absorb shock in case of crashes. Though it was supposed to have a damn airbag, too..." As if on cue, a large foam capsule shot out of Jen's chest, expanded, and then almost instantly deflated. The littlest Lin laughed, but her parents just stared.


  Jen ripped the useless airbag off her chest and said, "We have to get out of here. We're only a few blocks away from all those cops... and we're on the wrong side of the plaza." Loud sirens started sounding from the direction of the plaza, providing all the remaining incentive they needed. The four fugitives started running, through a city that was strange and unfamiliar to all of them.


  * * * *


  "Mr. Lin obviously isn't here," Dan said, "but a lot of police are. I suggest we all leave while we still can."


  The Eurasians pulled back into a small knot and started conversing amongst themselves. They spoke in French, the predominant language of the Eurasian Union -- and a language that wasn't programmed into STRAFE's chips. Teller and Tony were lost, and Dan, who should have been able to understand the language perfectly, could only get the gist of what they were saying. He translated for his teammates, using his language chip and wrist communicator to talk to them subvocally. "They're debating what to do with us," he said. "The twins know Lin isn't here... they must have some kind of telepathy, probably how they found us... the Russian thinks they should leave us for the PROC to find, or just kill us... no, the French woman says that would... violate orders?"


  "Come to think of it," Tony subvocalized, "we were told not to kill anybody unnecessarily, either."


  Dan continued listening to the Eurasians. They decided that killing STRAFE would be bad form, but they had to find Lin. Then the Swede pointed out that they might have an easier time breaking out of the hotel if they worked together, and the French woman noted that if Lin wasn't dead, he was with the fourth STRAFE agent and the other three could lead them right to her. The others agreed with this, and the Russian suggested that once they found Lin, they would... Dan couldn't remember that verb... they would do something with les Americains...


  "We have made a decision," the Russian illusionist announced, in English. "Cooperation seems to offer the best hope for escape. In the true spirit of pan-Eurasian unity, we extend the hand --"


  "I'm touched," Teller said, shoving past the Russian and through the door. "Let's get the hell out of here."


  * * * *


  Once they left the immediate area of the crash-landing, Jen found that she was actually in less danger than the Lins were. Jen actually looked like she belonged in a crowded Singapore neighborhood, but the Lins stood out from the people their government was quietly subjugating. So much for a classless society, Jen thought. There was also the problem of the police, who were sweeping the neighborhood and seemed to know what they were looking for.


  Jen left the Lins sitting in another alley, and bought some cheap work ponchos for them. The vendor she haggled with spoke in a strangely thick Maphilindonesian dialect that Jen's language chip had trouble translating; Jen got the feeling she was severely ripped off, but it would be worth it to disguise the Lins.


  On the way back to the alley, a local cop stopped her and asked her if she'd seen either of two fugitives. Jen tensed up inside, but remembered all her training and didn't let it show. The cop showed Jen two holographic stills, of Mr. Lin and his daughter.


  Jen was visibly surprised by the still of the daughter, but that was probably a good thing. She muttered that she hadn't seen either, and shuffled out of the cop's way. When she was sure she wasn't being followed, Jen returned to the alley.


  "I must thank you again for saving our lives, miss," Lin Kim Chao told her. "May I present my wife, T'ang-Yu, and my daughter, Tsiao-Li. I beg of you, if I cannot be removed from this city, at least get *them* to safety."


  "That might be more difficult than you think, Mr. Lin," Jen said. "The authorities want your daughter, as much as they want you." That seemed to perplex Lin Kim Chao as much as it did Jen; she stepped closer to him. "Mr. Lin, I was told the PROC wouldn't care if you defected, but obviously that's not true. Do you have any idea why they want to keep you and your family from leaving?"


  Lin Kim Chao lowered his eyes to the ground. "To my eternal shame, yes."


  * * * *


  "I guess now is the time to come clean." Richard Hendrick, leader of the non-powered wing of STRAFE and commander of the Singapore back-up agents, walked over to C.J. Brown. C.J. was feeling a particular enmity for him, since he'd kept her off the field team despite her super powers, but she put that aside and listened to the man.


  "You've noticed all of our malfunctioning gear," Hendrick said. "For some time now -- and this is highly classified information which you may not share with *anyone* -- we've suspected that the People's Republic of China has an unusually high proportion of what have been termed 'anchors.'"


  "People with negative Tesla indices, who naturally cancel out paranormal abilities," C.J. said.


  "That's right. For some reason, the proccies have a lot of anchors, and a lot of powerful ones. In fact, we've never been able to use supertech on missions to the PROC, since..." He pointed to the radio, which was utterly failing to make contact with the field agents. "Well, you can see for yourself. The anchor field in China kills supertech, too."


  "But we're not in China now," C.J. said, "and it's still screwy."


  "A fact which worries me to no end," said the affable Agent Milken.


  Hendrick scowled, as if he didn't like his agents to acknowledge even the slightest weakness, but he pushed on ahead. "It is unusual for the anchor field to extend into Singapore. Presumably, some powerful anchors are stationed at the hotel for security, which would explain why we lost contact once the team arrived there. Unfortunately, this means the team's powers may also be failing."


  "And you couldn't be bothered to *warn* us about this?" C.J. jumped to her feet and stared Hendrick in the face. Her power was to control flames, but right now she wished she could create them, to match the rage that was rising within her. "We should have known!"


  "Yes, you should have," Hendrick said calmly. "But the United World Security Council specifically ordered us not to tell you."


  * * * *


  Getting out of the hotel wasn't difficult for eight paranormals, even eight paranormals with weakened powers. The illusionist, whom the Eurasians called "Rasputin," was able to mask the group whenever they passed anyone in the hotel. Security forces were confining everyone to their rooms, closing off the building, and conducting room-by-room searches, but whenever they passed the team, they nodded as if they saw more security officers. Dan noted that the time periods Rasputin could mask them for were growing slightly longer, and he wondered if the others were getting their full powers back as well.


  The paranormals finally found an exit to the outside, and started to take it, when five PROC urban-security agents approached them. Rasputin disguised the group, but Dan actually did the talking for them. All the agents bought the guise, except one. Dan observed that this one had a special badge, with some kind of stylized character on it, which Dan didn't recognize.


  The agent peered at Dan and the others carefully, as if he suspected something were wrong. Rasputin started to sweat, and suddenly their image as security agents flickered. The PROC agents cried out in surprise, but didn't have time to do much else -- Teller whipped out his gun and shot them full of tranquilizer darts. In less than two seconds, four of the agents fell.


  But for some reason, Teller didn't hit the fifth agent, the one with the special badge, as solidly. The darts got stuck in clothing, or didn't find arteries; one missed entirely, which was unthinkable to Teller. He nervously pumped the agent full of more darts. The agent stumbled backwards, still conscious, until finally the French woman called "Arc" charged forward and punched the agent solidly in the jaw. He finally fell.


  The rest of the paranormals bolted through the exit, but Teller ran over to the fallen agents. He'd emptied his dart-gun, so he picked up some of their more conventional pistols. He also grabbed something from the special agent and tossed it to Dan. "Look familiar?" Teller asked.


  "I can't say I recognize the character," Dan said.


  "Oh, Lord, it's a sign of the apocalypse," Teller said, melodramatically addressing the heavens. "I figured something out before Dan Tracey. That's not a letter, Dan, it's an *anchor*."


  * * * *


  "...And China has many of them," Mr. Lin explained, as Jen led him and his family through the back alleys of Singapore, making a wide arc around the hotel plaza. Mr. Lin had to tell Jen everything at least twice, since her language chip was now starting to make lots of errors. "Of course," he continued, "officially there is no 'anchor effect,' China simply repudiates the taint of decadent Western paranormality." Mr. Lin saw Jen waiting a long time for a translation, and he said, "China says super powers are bad. But upon reaching a certain level in the government, however, one learns the truth... too much of the truth, I fear."


  Jen pondered this revelation. "So the PROC wants to keep you from defecting so you can't tell the West about the anchor effect?"


  "I cannot tell the West what it must already know, miss; your nation simply has not told *you*. No, I fear my government has much darker secrets it wishes concealed. You see, because of the anchoring effect around China, which I presume results from the large number of anchors, my nation cannot make --"


  "Quiet." They had been taking back alleys to avoid being spotted by the police; it had seemed like a good idea earlier, but Jen wasn't so sure when she saw three tough-looking men tailing them. Jen turned on her chip, and hoped it could get her through a few basic sentences. When the men drew nearer, Jen said "Good evening," in Cantonese, letting them know she'd spotted them.


  A short Malaysian man, wearing a top hat and monocle that looked like they had spent about 150 years of rough wear just getting to Singapore, seemed to be the leader of the group. He spoke to Jen, and her chip translated his words as "Good evening to you, sweet young thing. You look lost. You need a wise hunting dog --" Jen smacked herself in the ear, where the chip was implanted, and the chip repeated itself -- "you need a guide for this scary city?"


  Jen subvocalized, "I'm here with my family," listened for what she hoped was the proper translation, and repeated it.


  "We can guide them too," said Top Hat. "The little girl must especially need a big strong bear of the mountain country." Jen smacked her ear again, and the toughs looked at her like she was crazy. Top Hat decided this conversation wasn't worth the effort, and advanced on Jen.


  Powered or not, Jen was still a fully-trained STRAFE agent, and she'd be damned if she let anybody harm her charges. Jen used an aikido move to flip Top Hat past her and into a wall. His two followers reached inside their jackets for weapons, and Jen leapt into the air, getting a slight boost from her powers. It was the only boost she could manage, but it let her linger in the air just long enough to deliver two spinning flying kicks that knocked the would-be abductors senseless. Jen landed, gave Top Hat a kick to the side for good measure, and started running. As soon as the toughs got up, they'd surely report the presence of a flying woman. Apparently, the police were offering a large reward.


  "I must finish telling you about the anchors," Lin screamed, running alongside her, "the anchors, the merlions, the refrigerators --"


  "No time," Jen screamed, but she gave her chip another whack just for good measure.


  * * * *


  STRAFE and the Eurasians stopped once they got several blocks away from the hotel. They were also just a few blocks east of the STRAFE safe-house, but Dan didn't want to divulge that just yet. Jen might come back this way -- if she were alive -- and there was no need to give the Eurasians advance warning.


  The teams rented a motel room for an hour, so they could rest and compare notes. Everybody divulged their names and powers, since it seemed more likely they might escape alive if they knew what each other could do. STRAFE's rivals from across the Atlantic introduced themselves as EUROPA -- the Eurasian Union Ruling Order Paranormal Authority. "Rasputin" was the illusionist and "Ymir" the cryogenic, of course. "Arc" had limited super-speed, but could convert that kinetic energy into super-strength. The twins were Italian brothers called "the Dioscuri," who communicated telepathically with each other, and didn't really communicate with anyone else. The rare times they were referred to as individuals, they went by "Castor" and "Pollux." Dan guessed they might have greater psychic powers under more ideal conditions.


  After the STRAFErs introduced themselves, Dan waved the stolen badge and said, "It looks like none of our amazing powers will do us much good, because we're up against anchors."


  "I'd guessed as much," said Rasputin, nervously sipping at a styrofoam cup of oolong tea. "But why is the effect so powerful?"


  "There was that Chinese security team who temporarily nabbed Mr. Lin," Tony said, thoughtfully. "They probably had a few anchors, and they must have been waiting near him the whole time."


  "Which means this operation was a lot tougher than we were promised," Teller said. "Some test run." He was insolently stretched out across an entire bed, but then he sat up. "Wait a minute... who sent *you guys* here?"


  "That's strictly classified, I'm afraid," said Rasputin.


  Arc, who was frenetically pacing around the room, said, "Oh, can it, Yevgeny. The United World sent us in. And they told *us* it would be a test run, too. I guess they didn't count on the anchors."


  Rasputin threw up his arms in disgust at his teammate's lack of secrecy, but Dan was less secretive. "The UW sent us here as well," he told EUROPA, "and I suspect they wanted to see *exactly* how we'd perform without our powers. That way, they can compare us more evenly. Especially by sending us to the same place, at the same time, knowing we'd fight."


  "But that's mad," Tony said. "If we lost our powers, *and* fought each other, there would be almost no chance of getting Mr. Lin to defect safely."


  Ymir scratched his head. "We were told the UW didn't care about the patent official at all. They just wanted to evaluate us."


  "Cook told us the same thing," Tony said. "But obviously Lin *is* important, or that PROC security team wouldn't have been right up by his hotel room. And then somebody *else* killed the security team. A lot of people do seem to care about Mr. Lin."


  But most of Tony's deductions had blown right by Ymir. "Cook, you said? He was our UWSC contact as well!"


  "Well that's just perfect," said Rasputin, even more disgusted than before. "Just say his name and everything."


  "He probably doesn't deserve our loyalty," Dan said, "and we can't afford to keep secrets from each other now." To a point, anyway. "Any thoughts on how to find Jen and the Lins?"


  They briefly discussed a telepathic search by the Dioscuri, but that seemed highly unlikely given the anchor effect. Before they could consider any other options, the Dioscuri jumped to their feet, ran around the cramped room, and pointed frantically at the door. "Raid!" shouted Ymir. "Somebody must have figured out who we were!"


  The paranormals had just enough time to set up a rough defense, crouching behind two overturned beds. Then the door was blown open, sending plastic fragments shooting and rebounding across the room. On the other side of the door, a PROC troop at the far end of the hall crouched on one knee, activated a launch-tube mounted on his shoulder, and sent a gas canister whistling straight towards the motel room.


  Teller rolled out from behind his cover and aimed straight at the three-inch-wide gas canister with his gel gun. He only had time for one shot, and his aim hadn't been all that great the last time he fired.


  The canister shot down the hall. Teller pulled the trigger.


  * * * *


  Jen and the Lin family pushed through the streets of Singapore. Jen had hoped that once they got further away from the alley where she was spotted, the streets would get safer, but if anything, the opposite was true. The Singapore police were getting increasingly nervous, as PROC security increasingly breathed down their necks, urging them to find the Lins. Every passing minute only made the security forces more nervous; each minute also seemed to double the number of cops out on the streets. They were growing bolder and more desperate, and were now trying to cordon off and search entire neighborhoods.


  It was a colossal mess, of course. Singapore had masses of late- night merchants and guides and prostitutes, and the commotion of the police search only stirred up more people. Then the police tried to clear the streets so they could more easily conduct searches and spot travelers. It was a bad idea, Jen figured, presumably one proposed by the PROC troops who didn't know the town. Closing the streets would take away the night city's whole livelihood. The crowds wouldn't cooperate, so the police broke out billy sticks and tried to make them move. Jen tried to pull the Lins through the crowds, hoping to avoid the inevitable confrontation. The Tour.Guide in her language chip gave her lots of vivid statistics about the frequency of anti-PROC riots in Singapore.


  The crowd was too massive and too angry to be moved. A police officer shoved a prostitute. Her pimp, an Indonesian man covered in tattoos, pulled out an impressive parang and sliced the cop across the chest. The crowd, empowered by the pimp's defiance, surged forward. The police fell back, and the crowd cheered.


  The crowd seemed to think they had vanquished the police, but Jen wouldn't bet on it. She wished she could just fly the Lins out of this neighborhood immediately, but she couldn't even levitate herself anymore. Something was totally blocking her power.


  Jen considered getting a taxi or pedicab, but the streets were too congested. The night people were dancing in the streets now, lobbing bottles at groups of cops, beating lone cops to death. She had to travel on foot, using the Tour.Guide to navigate through the streets. Once the police pulled back, Jen found she and the Lins could make good time, and they actually ran for several blocks. The Tour.Guide told Jen she was only a few blocks west of the safe house.


  But the Tour.Guide couldn't necessarily be trusted. The third time it led her into a cul-de-sac, Jen knew the thing was malfunctioning. "Turn around," Jen told the Lins, "we'll try to find another way."


  They stepped back out into the street, where the night people were rejoicing and playing last year's Eurasian pop hits on small radios. The crowd was a little less hostile now, and Jen and the Lins made pretty good speed through the dancing, singing, and celebration.


  Then the low rumbling sound began. Most of the crowd didn't notice it at first, but when they did they stopped celebrating and stood in the street. Jen and the Lins just ran all the faster, until they couldn't run anymore. Because a much larger crowd was running from the other direction, straight towards them.


  The rumbling grew deafening, drowning out the music and partying. Three large PROC riot tanks rounded a corner and rolled slowly down the street, driving the mob before them. Jen tried to switch directions, but the crowd was too thick -- people were coming from behind as well, then seeing the riot tanks and stopping dead like lost sheep. Jen figured there were tanks in the other direction as well. The mob had its fifteen minutes of reveling; now the police had their cordon.


  "Maybe they just want to clear the streets," Jen whispered to Mr. Lin. "We all look like we belong here, maybe we can ride this out."


  Lin Kim Chao gulped and said, "I doubt it." Much to Jen's surprise, he then dragged his index finger down her cheek.


  The finger came away dripping with brown dye.


  * * * *


  Teller pulled the trigger, aiming with his skill and trying not to use his telekinetic power as a crutch. The gel-shell zoomed down the hall, and hit the gas canister head-on. The gel expanded and engulfed the canister before it could go off; the impact and additional mass also deflected the canister, so it didn't land in the motel room. It bounced off a wall and exploded out in the hallway. The gel bubble swelled even larger, and gas shot out like geysers from a few weak points. Seeing that the gas attack failed, the armored and masked PROC troops swarmed towards the motel room. They lifted their guns and started firing.


  Tony jumped in front of the door; his invulnerability was virtually the only cover the others had. Of course, if the strike force had a lot of anchors, those bullets could well kill him --


  They didn't kill him, they didn't even break his skin, but they hurt him worse than anything he'd ever felt before. Tony grabbed the sides of the door to hold himself up, and he blocked the gunfire. Teller fired around him, sending ridiculous banking shots through and under his arms and legs, sometimes even ricocheting them off Tony. Teller gelled the front line and forced the rest to pull back a little.


  Meanwhile, Arc was running back and forth in the tiny little room, building up as much speed as she could. When she thought she could wait no longer, Arc rammed into the far wall and, converting her speed to strength, she plunged right through it. Arc bolted through the room on the other side, surprising the businesswoman and her escort who were using it, and the rest of STRAFE and EUROPA followed.


  Arc had built up a running start now, and she smashed through three more rooms in rapid succession, finally breaking through the rear wall. This time, they had selected a room on the ground floor, so they could just dash off into Singapore -- were it not for the huge urban- security vehicle parked behind the motel, its mighty engine idling.


  Arc screamed "Merde!" and hit the dirt, but then she noticed that nobody was shooting at her. The other paranormals tumbled out the back, and noticed the same. Dan ran up to the vehicle: the driver, the gunners, and every one of the troops inside were dead. "Our guardian angels strike again," he said, fascinated.


  Then Tony came limping through the hole in the wall, PROC troops in hot pursuit. Teller fired a few shots at the hole itself, aiming them so the gel would fill it and buy them a few minutes' time. Dan shoved the corpse out of the driver's seat, then shoved the vehicle into the reverse. The other paranormals hopped onto the back, and Dan squealed out into the wild streets of Singapore.


  Tony was having a hard time climbing all the way into the troop compartment, so Teller grabbed his arm and pulled him in. "Are you okay?" Teller asked. "You took some pretty nasty hits back there."


  Tony rubbed his chest and legs. "I still ache a little," he said, "which I shouldn't normally do, but I feel a lot better than I did back at the high-rise. Looks like your aim is better too. Lucky for us."


  "I guess we ditched whatever anchors were inhibiting us back there," Teller said.


  "I'm pretty certain we did," Dan said, his voice crackling through a small intercom set in the troop compartment. "If for no other reason than because I now see something that I couldn't quite grasp before. Yes, we definitely ditched the anchor who was playing havoc with us back at the hotel."


  "Splendid," said Rasputin, mopping sweat from his forehead. "Let's do our best to keep it that way."


  "'Fraid we can't do that, Rasputin," said Dan, his voice oddly cheerful. "In fact, we're going to drive straight back to them."


  * * * *


  The riot tanks were shining little searchlights into the crowd, probing everybody's face. The PROC troops weren't clearing the streets at all, which meant Jen and the Lins were finished. The Lins couldn't retreat inside their ponchos for long, and Jen's disguise was starting to malfunction just like every other piece of supertech she had. Jen brought a hand up to shield her face, so the mob wouldn't notice and tear her to pieces. Jen whispered to Mr. Lin, "You have any bright ideas?" Assuming that was what her language chip was telling her to say. "If we don't get out before my disguise melts all the way, I'll have to leave you, and I don't want to do that. Without powers, I wouldn't even be much of a distraction."


  Whatever she said, Mr. Lin nodded sagely and answered, "No, no, that is a splendid plan! We must get you as far away from my Tsiao-Li as possible."


  Lin T'ang-Yu was horrified. "How dare you send away our only daughter's one celestial protector?" she said, or something to that effect.


  "Because if the government wants to find Tsiao-Li as well as me, then she must be one-who-holds-down." Jen smacked her chip again, and she heard Mr. Lin say, "Then she must be an anchor." A searchlight swept dangerously close to the group, and Mr. Lin fell silent for a moment. Then he said to Jen, "Give me the location of your house of safety. I will lead my wife and anchoring daughter there, granting you aerial mobility and great diversionary powers!"


  Jen protested this plan, and said she wouldn't leave her charges alone and unprotected. But either she said something totally different in Cantonese, or Mr. Lin chose not to hear her. He insisted on the address once again. The tanks were slowly rolling closer, compressing the crowd and approaching the Lins. Hating herself for it, Jen gave them the address. She also gave Lin her wrist communicator, even though it probably wouldn't work near Tsiao-Li. "Thank you," said Lin Kim Chao. "Now, in case I do not make it, I must tell you of the merlion refrigerators, celestial expressway anchor technology..."


  "Just *go*, damn it!" Jen shoved Mr. Lin away, and his wife and daughter pulled him through the crowd. Jen didn't have time for a wonky language chip or an insane patent official, whichever had caused that. The Lins pushed one way through the panicked crowed, while Jen pushed the other. Everybody else was trying to escape the tanks, and failing, so the Lins weren't that conspicuous.


  Jen made it to the edges of the crowd, which was unfortunately right where the tanks were. She cupped her face in both hands, noting that brown dye was now running over them and down her arms. She had no idea where the Lins where, or how close they were to reaching the edge of the crowd. Jen tried levitating slightly, and got her head about a foot above the mob. She could just barely see two people in ponchos, presumably carrying a smaller third one, hitting the far edge of the crowd.


  Since she was now a head above the crowd, Jen attracted more attention. A searchlight from a nearby tank stabbed into her, and a voice cried, "Remove your hands from your face!" That attracted still more attention, catching her in a triangulation of lights. "Remove your hands from your face!" the voice cried again. It suddenly occurred to Jen that if there just happened to be another anchor in this crowd, then she was screwed. "This is your last warning," cried the voice, "uncover your face!"


  Jen slowly removed her hands, showing the long streaks of brown dye and the pale white face underneath. Hordes of troops dropped off the tanks and started shoving through the crowd towards her. "Do not move," cried the voice, "or we will be forced to shoot..."


  The Lins were right next to another tank, but troops walked right past them to get to Jen. Mr. Lin managed to lock eyes with Jen for an instant; they shared an expression of total understanding, of complete acceptance of what was about to happen next.


  An armored cop was right next to her now, trying to lift his gun through the crowd. Numerous troops on and off the tanks were aiming their rifles. A dozen searchlights were pointed straight at her.


  Jen pushed her power for all it was worth, and launched into the air.


  TO BE CONTINUED...
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  Jen Kleinvogel pushed her power for all it was worth, and launched into the air. The PROC security troops were even more surprised than Jen was; they had assumed Jen was still in the company of Tsiao-Li Lin, an immensely powerful anchor who inhibited paranormal powers, and thus she wouldn't be able to fly. Jen was now vividly proving them wrong, as she looped over the crowd.



  Jen knew that a saner person would have fled immediately. But the whole purpose of the flight was to distract the PROC troops long enough that the Lin family could slip past their riot tanks and out of their cordon. So Jen circled over the area, astonishing the mob and infuriating the troops with her aerial acrobatics. She was doing two-thirds of her top speed and rising, and her anti-gravity aura was steadily darkening. The Lins must have been getting farther and farther away, and Jen's power was becoming less and less anchored.


  But none of Jen's powers would help her if she got shot. The PROC troops aimed their guns skywards and fired everything they had at her.


  It would have been the hotel plaza scene all over again, but this time Jen wasn't burdened with the Lins, and she was performing at near- peak efficiency. Her dark aura made her virtually invisible against the night sky, even with the neon glow of Singapore's street signs lighting the night. Jen's reactions were also far faster than any normal human's when she was in flight. And Chinese security tech, like all Chinese tech, wasn't exactly the world's best. Jen easily dodged the hail of gel-shells, tanglenets, and live ammo; much of it fell on the mob below her instead.


  Jen wondered if the rain of ammo, the security crackdown, and her own show of defiance might not inspire the mob of Singaporeans to revolt against Chinese authority. She knew that the internal politics of the PROC and its satellite nations weren't her business, but she just couldn't resist urging these people to fight for their freedom. Besides, she told herself, it makes a great cover for getting the Lins to safety. Jen flew low over the crowd, imploring them to take arms.


  They did, and they directed them at Jen. The crowd started lobbing beer bottles and trash cans at the woman who was causing them all this trouble. None of them hit Jen, of course, but they did chastise her. That was what she got for thinking life was Les Mis. On the other hand, the crowd's riot would make a terrific cover, if only she could survive it.


  Jen rose back up, an imperfect symbol of Liberty but still a fine human being. That was when the Chinese stopped using their internationally- derided, cheap cast-off technology, and launched three state-of-the-art heat-seeking missiles at her instead.


  * * * *


  STRAFE and EUROPA, the paranormal espionage teams of the North American Combine and the Eurasian Union respectively, had been driving a stolen troop carrier towards STRAFE's safe house, in hopes of meeting with STRAFE's back-up team and locating Jen Kleinvogel and the Lins. But when the carrier's radio crackled with reports of a foreign woman on Bencoolen Street, only a few blocks to the west, Dan Tracey instinctively changed course and headed for her. When the reports quickly turned to panicked tales of a flying woman and a riot, Dan knew he'd made the right choice.


  But he might not be able to trust his instincts much longer. "I should warn you," he told the rest of STRAFE and EUROPA over the carrier intercom, "one of the Lin family is probably an anchor. As soon as we find them, we'll be performing at reduced efficiency again, so be ready for trouble. Even this carrier may not be reliable." The blinking, easy-interface consoles were decades ahead of anything else China had visibly produced, and if it was supertech then the anchor would cause it to fail as well.


  They hit the outer edges of the riot, pulling up behind three full- fledged riot tanks and scattering the steady trickle of civilians who had been lucky enough to slip past them. In the sky above them, Jen was dramatically evading all manner of attacks. In the troop compartment in the back, Tony Drake watched and permitted himself a smile. Then each riot tank launched a very sleek, very deadly missile.


  * * * *


  The Lins dashed into the Lazy Lotus Hotel, the safe house Jen Kleinvogel had told them about. Heaving and gasping for breath, Lin Kim Chao led his wife and daughter through the banks of coffin-beds, inhabited by migrant workers and hapless drifters, and took them up to the level of real hotel rooms.


  When they found the appropriate door, Kim Chao stopped and pounded on it. Nobody answered. Kim wondered if he had to give those spy signs that Cook from the United World had told him about before, and he tried to remember them. Some nonsense about it being a nice night for a stroll, which, given the rioting and the tanks, it obviously was not. Kim tried using the communicator Jen had given him, but it wasn't working, presumably because Tsiao-Li was standing next to him. Kim gave up and pounded on the door again. And again.


  Now people from other rooms were yelling for him to stop. Lin Kim Chao turned to his family, trying not to cry. Nobody was home.


  * * * *


  Jen was flying madly through the steel canyons of Singapore's streets, trying to shake the missiles on her tail. They were too complex to be lost so easily; even when Jen made sharp ninety-degree turns around corners, or hugged the sides of skyscrapers and then rapidly pulled away, the missiles stayed with her. For now, Jen was fast enough to keep them from catching up, but she knew that eventually she would tire and they would not.


  Jen saw a skyscraper that was still under construction -- one of the drab Maoist collectives that were replacing the glass-and-steel titans of Singapore's 1990s capitalist kick -- and gambled that nobody would be in it at this late hour. She flew into one of the middle floors, wound an arcane path through the maze of girders, looked for the narrowest exit, and flew through it to the other side of the block.


  The lead missile zoomed into the building, following her heat trail perfectly. But part of it must have collided with something on the way through Jen's maze, and the entire floor exploded into a fireball. The upper floors started collapsing as well.


  Jen would have cheered, but the other two missiles had veered away at the last minute and circled the building from either side. They were smart missiles, *truly* smart, capable of learning from their dead companion's mistake. And they were still coming after her.


  "The Chinese can't possibly have that kind of supertech," Dan said, watching the chase through a video monitor. "Especially not with all these anchors around."


  "Dan," Tony cried through the intercom, "we have to do something!" Not only was Jen in dire trouble, but PROC troops were looking at the carrier like they expected allies to come out. In a few minutes, their cover would be blown.


  "I'm on it," Dan said. He could still think and act clearly, and if Jen wasn't around anchors, either... he tried their communicators again.


  No response from Jen, just static. Looking at the monitor, Dan wasn't even sure she was wearing her communicator. But somebody else cropped up on the waveband. "Yeah, this is Tracey," Dan said, elated. "Yes, we can see she's in trouble too... actually, we have someone with us who can take care of Jen, but the missiles... you don't say."


  Dan hooked his communicator into the carrier intercom; with his mind, it was only seconds before he'd linked both systems. "Listen up, everybody," he said, "a plan is in effect...."


  ((Do not panic,)) said twin voices in Jen's head. Of course, that was exactly what she did, in the microsecond before she realized some person -- or was it two people? -- was addressing her telepathically. In that panic, she faltered for just a second, and the missiles gained another couple of feet. "Wh-who is this?" Jen asked.


  ((We are the Dioscuri. We are cooperating with your teammates.)) Jen was still confused, and one of the voices said, (You hit me in the back earlier tonight.)


  "Of course, the twins from the Eurasian team!"


  ((Correct. We have a plan that will save you. We need you to return to the riot, and fly towards the tanks...))


  Jen changed course and aimed for the riot. But a certain amount of paranoia, which this mission had more than justified, made her ask, "How do I know I can trust you?"


  The Dioscuri opted for the honest approach. ((You don't. But if you hope to live, you'll do it anyway.))


  Dan watched the whole thing from the carrier driver's cabin. "You warned her about the chill?" he asked, into the intercom.


  "Yes," said both of the Dioscuri.


  "Good." His cameras were picking up Jen, coming in fast from the direction in which she'd left. The two missiles were right behind her. A smaller terminal gave their flightspeeds, in kilometers per hour. The measurment was a strange mishmash of systems, but then that seemed to be Singapore in a nutshell. Despite this nuisance, Dan converted the speed to meters per second, calculated the distance and time involved, then said, "Hit the fireworks... now!"


  The EUROPA superhuman called Ymir stood up out of a hatch on top of the carrier. His obviously Nordic features attracted no attention, since the illusionist Rasputin was making him appear Chinese to all onlookers. Ymir opened his arms, and a wave of cold rolled out of them; Jen flew right into its path, just as Dan had calculated.


  The cold wave didn't encase her in ice, but it did drastically lower her surface temperature. Then a jet of flame shot out of a nearby building -- a jet that clearly came from C.J. Brown's Tesla Branch flamethrower. Again, nobody saw it thanks to Rasputin.


  C.J., ensconced in that nearby building along with Richard Hendrick and the other two STRAFE back-up agents, reached out with her power and seized control of the flame. The flame-jet curved in midair, and started flying along Jen's previous flight-path; Jen herself had dropped out of the air and landed on the roof of the stolen carrier. The flame-jet traveled on for a while, then split in two. Each jet hit one of the outer riot tanks.


  The flames themselves weren't nearly strong enough to damage the tanks. But the two missiles, which suddenly registered Jen as being too cold to be their target, locked on the only other available target -- the flames flying in Jen's place. The missiles followed those trails, too quickly to be disarmed or aborted, and they slammed into the tanks.


  The twin explosions could be heard throughout Singapore. The mob cheered and, with the balance of power suddenly and drastically altered, they transferred their aggression from Jen to the PROC troops. Before it could take any further actions, the third tank was overwhelmed by a swarm of angry Singaporeans.


  Dan slammed the troop carrier in reverse before the mob could swarm over it as well. Ymir and Rasputin pulled Jen inside the troop compartment, while Dan radioed C.J.'s team and told them to get out of the area. Their old escape plan -- sneaking out on the Australian freighter that had carried them in -- was probably useless by now, so Hendrick suggested following the UW's back-up plan of rendezvousing with a UW sub in the South China Sea.


  "I'm not entirely certain we can trust the UW," Dan said. "They seem to have sent both us and the Eurasians here, in a rather deceptive and mean-spirited test. But I guess they'll have to take us out, as long as we have the Lins. Jen, where did they go?"


  "Ummm...." Jen sounded very sheepish over the intercom. "Back to the safe house?"


  Hendrick moaned and cursed over the communications link. Dan slammed on the brakes, sending the carrier fishtailing across Bencoolen Street. Its rear bumper spun around and smashed through a small telephone booth which apparently contained a VR whorehouse -- its patron grabbed his pants and fled for dear life.


  "As long as we have the Lins." Dan only rested his head on the steering wheel for a minute. Then he hit the gas pedal, hard.


  * * * *


  There was nothing particularly unusual about a PROC troop carrier pulling up to a disreputable establishment, in this case the Lazy Lotus, and disgorging police officers, in this case two elite troops. Only these troops were actually foreign spies in disguise; Rasputin masked himself and Dan as PROC officers, and they charged into the hotel.


  A third man dashed up the street and joined the group; as soon as he did, he looked like a PROC troop as well, but underneath the illusion he was still Richard Hendrick. "I knew we shouldn't have left the safe house," Hendrick grumbled, "but when we heard the riot... damn, we screwed up."


  A lesser person might have fallen into gloating. If there was anything Dan Tracey was not, it was a lesser person. "I'm sure Jen appreciates your decision," he said. "C.J. was instrumental in getting her out of there."


  But that just soured Hendrick's disposition even more, since he'd been the one who called C.J. off the field team. Then Hendrick saw something on which he could vent his frustrations: two real PROC police, lying dead on the stairwell. "Shit!" he cried, drawing his gun and charging up the stairs. Dan saw the darts sticking out of the cops' necks, and realized Hendrick was in major trouble.


  Hendrick emerged from the stairwell, waving his gun around and looking for PROC troops to shoot. But every policeman in the hall was lying on the floor, with darts sticking out of them. Four men in black combat suits and ski masks were standing at the opposite end of the hall, between Hendrick and the Lins. They saw him, and fired.


  Dan sprang out of the stairwell, colliding with Hendrick and knocking him over. Several darts thudded into the wall behind them, their lethal cargoes of cyanide-D expelling harmlessly into the plaster. "We're not PROC!" he screamed. "Rasputin, drop the illusion!"


  Rasputin had little choice; the illusion was already faltering, thanks to little Tsiao-Li down at the end of the hall. The men in black pointed their guns away, surprised to see two members of STRAFE in the place of the PROC troops. "Well I'll be," said one of them, in a thick Australian accent. "If it isn't Dan Carter and ol' Richie Hendrick."


  "And I'll be as well," Dan said, "if it isn't Bill Cook."


  * * * *


  They all rode in the troop carrier, since it was the safest means of transportation -- unless the riot spread to the rest of Singapore, of course, in which case it would be a rolling target for every street revolutionary. But for now, the PROC was containing the riot to Bencoolen Street. It was straining the security forces enough that STRAFE, EUROPA and their guests just might make it to the waterfront after all.


  "I'm assuming the plan of stealing a boat and getting to the UW sub is still in effect, since the UW people are here," Hendrick said. "Unless, of course, the UW wants to betray *itself* the way they betrayed us."


  Bill 'Captain' Cook, crammed into the driver's cabin along with Hendrick, Rasputin, and Dan, gave them an easygoing smile. Calm and cheerful, he looked like he belonged on a pleasure yacht and not in a band of fugitives. "Fellas, we never betrayed you at all. This was a simple test of your abilities, we didn't really want you hurt. That was why we had the safety team in place at all times."


  "Plus you wanted to be sure you didn't lose your precious patent official," Rasputin added, sullenly.


  "Nah, who cares about him?" Cook poked Rasputin in the side, trying and failing to spread his bonhomie. "The anchor, she's useful. But the patent man? He was just a great means for a test. I mean, what could a proccie patent official have to offer us, fer chrissakes?"


  "Maybe you should ask him," Dan said. "Ask him about this." He tapped the dashboard. "Ask him why the Chinese would have a state-of-the-art vehicle that seems to be supertech, and ask him why it's still working even though that anchor -- or a little girl, as I like to call her -- is sitting in the back."


  Cook's smile faded; he hadn't thought of that. "Well, uh, how about it, Mr. Lin?" he said over the intercom. "You said you had some information you wanted to share with us?"


  Mr. Lin chattered in a rapid stream of Cantonese. All of the language chips in the car immediately gave faulty and ludicrous translations, since Tsiao-Li was unconsciously interfering with the supertech. Dan, Cook, and Hendrick were the only ones who could grasp what Lin Kim Chao was saying, and Dan was only getting parts of it. With Tsiao-Li in the carrier, he could feel his intelligence slipping away again... Dan tried to fight it, and he continued driving through the streets of Singapore.


  Cook just turned paler and paler as he heard Lin, but Hendrick translated into English for the others. "He's defecting because of the terrible secrets he's learned...." Cook asked a question in Cantonese, Lin gave an indignant reply, and Hendrick said, "Not the anchor effect, a worse secret... the proccies are dealing with the... merlion celestial expressway?"


  Back in the troop compartment -- which was hot and muggy, since it was filled with sixteen people and Ymir could no longer use his powers to cool it -- Jen sat bolt upright. "Mr. Lin said that before," she said. "I thought my chip was just screwy."


  "No, he really said that," Hendrick said, from the intercom. "The 'merlion celestial expressway,' and the 'merlion refrigerators.'"


  "Maybe it has something to do with Singapore?" Tony asked. The merlion had been the symbol of Singapore for many years before the PROC takeover, especially when Hermes had summoned a Chimera and called it a merlion in the days of the Godmarket.


  "Wait," said Jen, "this must be one of those things the PROC has purged from its languages. He's trying to use circumlocution to say something he doesn't have words for. 'Celestial expressway'... could he mean space travel?"


  "Aliens!" cried Rasputin. "The merlions are aliens!"


  "Merlions," Dan said. "What known races does that fit? Mammal and fish...mammal and reptile..."


  "Furry reptile," Teller said. Everybody in the carrier fell silent.


  Arc was the only other person in the carrier blunt enough to come out and say it. "The Pranir."


  "Then the merlion refrigerators..." Tony sunk his head into his hands. He remembered that training mission back at the Academy, the one where they found the Pranir ship filled with frozen people, their own organs precious interstellar commodities -- or delicacies. "The Chinese have been selling *people* to the Pranir?"


  Hendrick asked this question in Cantonese, and Lin Kim Chao nodded his head vigorously. He explained more, and Hendrick said, "It's in exchange for technology. Because of the anchor effect, illicit trade with the Pranir is the only way the PROC can keep up with Western supertech. Kim learned this because he had to fabricate patents for the Pranir tech...and he discovered the proccies were selling humans in exchange... wait, there's more."


  Lin Kim Chao pulled Tsiao-Li close to him, and spoke. Everybody noticed the change in his tone, from the frantic man who desperately had to be understood, to the dignified man with something to say. Even Hendrick made his translation a little more austere. "He says...he says he loves China. He loves Maoism. He says he's always viewed us the way we probably viewed him...a faceless white peril that could destroy him at any moment. He loves China...but he loves his family more. He could not stay there, knowing they were at risk, knowing other families were being torn apart...especially now that he knows...his daughter is the kind of person the Pranir wanted most."


  "Holy shit," said Teller, "now the Pranir have anchors." The next team of paranormals who tried to stop a Pranir ship might be in for a nasty surprise.


  Lin Kim Chao hugged his family silently. The assembled spies fell into silence as well.


  * * * *


  Once he finally reached the docks, Dan stepped on the brakes and pulled over to the side of the street. The carrier hopped up onto the curb and knocked into a small kiosk, another sign that Dan was losing his coordination with Tsiao-Li around. But he refused to let it cripple him.


  Cook's three Australian UW commandos crept onto the docks to steal a boat. They were all normal humans, and they used no supertech, so they wouldn't be at any disadvantages -- they, at least, had been warned about the dangers of Singapore. The rest of the spies climbed out of the steamy troop compartment. They felt the cool night air for a moment, then they turned on Cook.


  "Where the hell do you get off sending us here like this?" Teller demanded. "You didn't tell us about the anchors, you didn't tell us the Eurasians would be getting in our way..."


  "Getting in *your* way?" Ymir said. "Your lackluster powers have been holding *us* back!"


  "Frosty the Snowman is calling *me* lackluster? You couldn't freeze your own bank account."


  Arc stepped between Teller and her teammate. "And you can barely shoot off your own mouth." She flashed him an impertinent smile.


  The rest of STRAFE waited for Teller's cutting reply, but it never came. He did open his mouth a few times, but no words came out. "Well," Arc said, correcting herself, "I guess you can't shoot *that*, either."


  Tony inadvertently chuckled, and Teller spun on him, saying "Cut it out, will you? Maybe the kid is anchoring my sense of humor, too."


  Arc raised an eyebrow. "No, that would imply your humor was *greater* than human." Teller just stammered some more.


  "Can we please remember who the real villain is here?" C.J. said. "This creep Cook set us all up."


  "He even *ordered* us not to divulge the secret of the anchors," Hendrick added. "I'm sure he did the same to EUROPA's superiors. And I must say, it's the first order I'm glad I disobeyed."


  Jen, Tony, Dan, and Teller looked at Hendrick in a new light. But Cook was still the target of everyone's aggression. "I'm sure you'll all understand that it was just to see who would get the United World Security Council's elite sanction," he said, still trying to affect cheeriness. "Speaking of which, I'm afraid your cooperation makes evaluating you a little difficult. I don't suppose you want to have a tussle now, last team standing wins, winner takes all?" Sixteen angry faces -- that included the Lins -- scowled at him. "I, uh, I guess not, eh?"


  Cook was saved by the return of his underlings. "We got two launches," one of them said, "and the proccies are doing something out on the water. Let's go." The assembled fugitives piled into the two boats, guided into one or the other by Cook. Dan and Cook each started up their motors, and pulled away from the dock.


  Behind and below them, the water started to bubble and churn. And great shadows moved under it.


  * * * *


  Cook may have been scum, but Dan had to admit, he knew his business. One launch carried the Lins and all the normal humans, who wouldn't be affected by Tsiao-Li. It also carried Arc, since Rasputin paranoiacally insisted that one Eurasian be present to balance out Hendrick, Milken, and Keating -- not that they could take the Lins anywhere. The other launch carried all the paranormals; they were sufficiently far from Tsiao-Li that their powers were almost fully returned. Dan thought some rich, complex thoughts, the way an almost- drowned man might take deep breaths after finding air again.


  Jen noticed his pensive mood, and stood next to him. "It's funny, isn't it?" She pointed at the Singapore skyline, which was slipping past them as they headed down river. The riot was raging on, and its flames were drowning out Singapore's red neon glow with a more sinister, flickering orange. Jen pointed specifically at the Temple of Mammon, a towering skyscraper capped by the face of a fat, horned, laughing demon. The demon looked more Oriental than Miltonic, but he was meant to represent the dangers of Western greed. Now his gold-colored face glowed orange, lit from below by the burning city. "All this time, he was supposed to warn them about capitalism. And the fire *was* sparked by capitalist spies... but the firewood was there because the PROC was willing to sell its own people for technology."


  Dan chuckled bitterly. "Then I suppose capitalism is the root of the problem, after all. A shame the PROC would resort to such measures just to keep up with the Joneses." Dan paused, then said, "But I was thinking about those strange drones hovering over the river."


  The PROC wasn't patrolling the Singapore River itself -- they were too busy handling the riot. But they had released several small, unmanned rotorcraft over the river. Dan suspected they were some kind of patrol drones, judging by their odd antennae. Rasputin couldn't mask both of the boats, thanks to Tsiao-Li, so Dan had asked Teller, Ymir, and C.J. to shoot them down from a distance instead.


  Teller caught a drone's rotors with the last of his gel-shells. The rotors got gummed up in the gel, and the drone fell into the river. Ymir froze the water under it, to keep it from sinking, and Dan pulled the launch up next to the small ice floe. He appraised the drone, and said, "Probably Pranir tech... but it isn't set up for security. It couldn't detect us if we floated right under it." Dan rubbed the side of his head. "Is anybody else hearing a funny buzzing noise?"


  Teller snorted. He was still bitter about not being able to take on Arc. "Maybe it's your super-hearing acting up."


  Dan's eyes lit up. "Maybe it is. I've been meditating lately, to expand the ranges of all my senses." He knelt down and examined the antennae on the drone more closely. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated, listening for something nobody else could hear. "This thing isn't patrolling," he finally said, "it's *broadcasting*. Ultrasonics, just outside the human range. But why?"


  The water next to the drone started bubbling. STRAFE and EUROPA were about to learn the answer to Dan's question.


  Cook let his launch idle, then drift to a halt. "What's holding up those bloody kids?" he asked.


  Hendrick stared at the other launch through nightvision binoculars. They were an old souvenir of his, from the days when spies had little to no supertech, so they still worked. "They seem to be examining one of the drones," he said. "Wait, now they're starting the launch again..."


  Tony Drake's voice spat out of their walkie-talkies. "Guys, get out of the river now! Go!"


  Before anyone could ask why, the ice floe in the middle of the Singapore River exploded. Something had pushed up from underneath, and shattered it. Whatever it was, it grabbed the drone, crushed it with a hideous sound of grinding metal, and spat it all the way over to the shore. Then, making a sound like a demented humpback whale, the creature sank back into the river. The onlookers only caught a glimpse of a lion's mane, and a long fishlike tail.


  Then they saw more manes and tails, rising and circling around them.


  "What the hell *are* those things?" Teller said, screaming over the noise of the launch. The launches were fast enough to break out of the creatures' circle, but now the things were swimming after them. The creatures would leap out of the water for just an instant, flashing the spies a glimpse of their gaping, leonine maws, and then they would disappear under the river again.


  Jen was the only one not nervously looking back at the creatures. She watched Singapore flash past them faster and faster, and she saw a park coming up. This park had a pedestal with no statue on it, and Jen remembered her Tour.Guide's lecture on the way into the city. "They're merlions," she said, "real merlions. I wonder if they come from the Chimera... it could have mated with local sea animals!" It certainly explained why each misshapen creature looked somewhat different from the rest.


  "Jeez," said Teller, "isn't that just like a Greek myth? The old goat must've bred like crazy. Too bad for us." He fired a stolen gun at one of the merlions, but the bullets only angered it. The monster lunged for the boat, barely missing it. "What do we do now, Dan?" Teller shouted.


  Somehow, Dan had gotten stuck with making the decisions. "Try Ymir first," he shouted, "and make it quick!" Two merlions were already flanking their launch.


  Ymir stepped to the stern of the launch and stretched his arms outwards. A full-force cold wave fanned out from him, freezing the water as soon as it hit. A rippled cone of ice spread out in the launch's wake. Everybody hoped it was strong enough and deep enough.


  Apparently, it was not. The merlions closest to the stern became encased in ice, but the rest easily smashed through the sheet or swam under it. There were still eight or nine creatures, now all racing alongside the boat. One or two were breaking off and menacing the other launch as well, causing Tsiao-Li to scream.


  One merlion swatted the paranormals' launch with a clawlike fin, knocking a large piece out of the side and nearly grabbing Castor of the Dioscuri. Another surfaced directly in front of the launch; his soggy, muck-encrusted mane rose out of the water, and his huge jaws parted. C.J. frantically lifted her flamethrower, and shot a jet of flame. The jet actually dodged around the other passengers in the launch, thanks to C.J.'s ability to control flame; then it shot inside the merlion's mouth. The merlion bellowed and sank underwater.


  Now all the paranormals were attacking the merlions, doing whatever they could to kill them before they tore the launch to pieces. But two merlions were still menacing the other, almost defenseless launch. Arc couldn't build up enough kinetic energy or strength to stop the creatures for long, especially with Tsiao-Li in the boat.


  "The ultrasound!" Dan cried. "We need it to lure them away from the Lins! Jen..."


  Jen didn't need to hear any more. She flew up from the boat, just over the snapping jaws of an angry merlion. Jen soared over the river, towards the nearest drone. The small rotorcraft tried to evade her, but she easily outmaneuvered it, grabbed it, and pushed it back towards the launches. Fighting against its rotors, Jen forced the drone over the Lins' launch, then pushed it away once it attracted the merlions' attention. The irritated creatures chased after Jen, trying to leap up and grab the drone. She did the same with the merlions around the other launch, luring them away as well.


  "Jen," C.J. shouted, "try and get them somewhere I can burn them!"


  "In the middle of a river?" Rasputin complained.


  Dan said, "Why not? C.J., cover Teller. Teller, shoot our fuel lines."


  Rasputin screamed for him not to, but Teller calmly reached down and aimed his gun at the fuel line. "Please," pleaded Rasputin, "that's a normal pistol, not a dart-gun!" Teller was silent, sizing up the angle of the shot. Rasputin begged, "Don't do it! Your aim isn't the best here! The slightest error could blow us all to pieces!"


  Teller ignored him, and shot the fuel line. The bullet neatly clipped the line, and gasoline started spilling out onto the river, floating on its surface. The launch didn't blow up.


  Teller said to Rasputin, "Good thing I'm perfect." He didn't bother to mention that C.J. had controlled every single spark, and made sure nothing ignited the fuel.


  Dan gunned the launch, getting as far from the large pool of gas as possible. Jen, immediately grasping the plan, hovered above the pool, keeping the drone just out of reach of the merlions.


  All the merlions clustered in the pool, trying to grab the offending drone and end its noise. C.J. calmly hefted her flamethrower, pointed it at the pool, and pulled the trigger. The jet hit the pool, which exploded into flames. At C.J.'s command, the flames didn't rush up the gas trail to the launch, but stayed with the merlions instead. The merlions twisted, burned, and died. For an instant, the small fire on the river was perfectly centered against the larger fires behind the Singapore skyline. Then the launch moved on, shifting its point of view, and what was briefly a thing of beauty was once again just violence.


  * * * *


  The launches pushed on, leaving Singapore and entering the South China Sea. The paranormals' launch was still losing gas, so Jen transferred everyone aboard over to the other launch, one at a time. The other launch was crammed far beyond its normal capacity with twenty people, but it still stayed above water and chugged across the sea.


  If any human authorities noticed that the fugitives had escaped the merlions, they noticed far too late to do anything about it -- or they were too busy trying to salvage their grip on Singapore to care. The launch slipped away without meeting any further challenges. Once they'd gone twelve miles out to sea, which took about twenty minutes, Cook signaled for rescue.


  Then he took one last look at Singapore. Mammon's head was still visible against the orange glow, as if telling the fugitives not to look back lest they turn into pillars of salt. "Amazing, innit?" Cook said. "Not only did we nab an anchor, but the patent man knew something important after all, *and* the proccies have a little revolt on their hands. Not a bad day's work."


  "And what about those people who are rebelling, Cook?" Jen asked. "What happens to them when more PROC tanks come?"


  Cook feigned reproachfulness, but he was clearly amused by the question -- or at least by Jen. "Now, now, m'dear," he said, "that would be more than a day's work. Tonight, they're just diversions."


  Jen nearly punched him, but Tony held her back. "He isn't worth it, Jen," Tony said. "His damn UWSC sanction isn't worth it, either."


  Rasputin suddenly perked up. "Yes, what about the UW sanction? How will you determine which side gets it?"


  "Kissing booth?" Cook wiggled his eyebrows, but Jen and Arc both turned away in disgust. "No, seriously mate, I've already made my decision. Both groups performed remarkably. But one group overcame worse odds, with lesser powers, and managed to lead the way almost the whole night. They behaved less like a random bunch of superhumans, and more like a *team*. Besides, they tanned your hides back at the convention center hotel. Sorry, EUROPA, but the nod goes to STRAFE." He turned to face the Americans. "You'll be sanctioned to do missions on UW authority, virtually anywhere in the world."


  Dan was unimpressed. He looked at his teammates and, seeing that they felt the same way, he said, "I don't think we want to do your dirty work, Cook."


  "Don't be ridiculous, Tracey," said Richard Hendrick. "Of *course* we want the sanction. So long as we have the right to turn down any mission that stinks of Bill Cook."


  "Why, Richie, I knew *you'd* see the light."


  "I just see that taking the sanction is the best way we can keep your slimy ass in line."


  "What a colorful image, Richie!" Cook called. But Hendrick had already turned away and gone back to wait with his team.


  Teller was chatting with Arc, trying and often failing to outdo her wordplay. Agent Keating was comparing guns with one of the Australians. Dan was reciting his multiplication tables, to avoid losing his intelligence in proximity to Tsiao-Li. Jen was playing with Tsiao-Li, and Tony was watching Jen. As Hendrick rejoined the others, the loquacious Agent Milken threw an arm around him. He tossed his other arm around C.J. "So," he said, "our feuding sides are at last reunited. Nothing like a common foe to do the trick."


  "What are you talking about?" said C.J. "Both sides of STRAFE against EUROPA? STRAFE and EUROPA against the Chinese? Or STRAFE and EUROPA against Cook?"


  "That's the funny thing about humanity," Milken said, gazing at Singapore, "there's always another common foe."


  Then the United World submarine surfaced, only a few dozen feet away from them. It disrupted their little floating world, but it also promised to carry them home.


  All except the Lins.


  



  THE END


  



  Next issue: Who knows? Whatever it's about, it'll ultimately lead into the next arc, where STRAFE goes to Haven and meets an old friend...


  STRAFE #4 written by and c. 1995 Marc Singer. And this is as good a place as any to acknowledge (and praise) Bruce Sterling's _Islands in the Net_ for a colorful portrait of Singapore, and to thank Dave Van Domelen for letting me bounce lots of ideas for this arc off him.
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