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  "New York."



  The agents of STRAFE could see the city across the water, through the gaping bay doors of the Ellis Island immigration center. There was a photograph of the city anyway, nearly identical to the view, projected on the portable screen as Colonel Richard Hendrick began their briefing.


  "The paragang situation has always been bad on the island of Manhattan. Last year, it got worse. The city is being overrun by bands of teen and twentysomething criminals with paranormal powers. The gangs are forming alliances, the police department can't keep up, and a local vigilante may only be aggravating the problem."


  Hendrick ticked off the dilemmas on the fingers of his left hand. Behind him, Dr. Ellen Cortes and her Tesla Branch technicians were still setting up equipment, converting the abandoned immigration center into a field office. Dan "Grind" Tracey, Jen Kleinvogel, and C.J. Brown sat alertly in folding chairs, trying to shut out the extraneous noises of the headquarters under construction.


  "Normal citizens are evacuating Manhattan in droves, paragangers are threatening to expand across the rivers, and now some Conclave of Super- Villains members have been sighted in the city. The government feels sending in the Academy of Super-Heroes now would be a tacit admission that it has let the situation spiral out of control. That's where we come in."


  C.J., a New York native, leaned forward eagerly. "We quietly kick some paraganger butt?"


  Hendrick paused for a moment.


  "No," he said quietly. "The government has decided to contain and weaken the gangs through diplomacy. We are in New York to...negotiate treaties with the paragangs."


  C.J. dropped her mission file folder. "You have *got* to be kidding."


  "That does seem rather underhanded," said Jen. "I thought we were here to fix the problem."


  "And fix it we will," Hendrick said. "But this is how our leaders want us to start."


  "Screw *them*," C.J. spat, "they don't have to live in New York."


  Hendrick's voice turned weary. "May I remind you, Ms. Brown, that you are still here as a provisional member of STRAFE?" In fact, she needed no reminder; her leather jacket was still blank, lacking a circled emblem like Dan's gearwheel or Jen's rising bird. "You don't have to be here."


  "Yeah, well, I don't really have a choice. Circumstances keep sidelining me. And I'm *not* turning my back on my home town."


  Hendrick coughed. "Yes, well..."


  "Unlike our government."


  "*Thank you*, Ms. Brown, that will be enough. Any further objections will be tabled until later. This is our strategy...." The screen-image switched to a map of Manhattan, with multiple colors and icons representing the different paragangs' spheres of influence. Dan watched closely while Jen hunched forward, unable to look at anyone else. C.J. tapped her foot incessantly, and stormed out when the briefing was done.


  * * * *


  A bank of winter stratus clouds hung low in the sky. That and the pollution from across the river in Jersey turned the sky a dull red at sunset, as if a huge fire were burning slowly behind the clouds. Jen stood on a rooftop in Chinatown, surveying the skyline. The World Trade Center was still clean, and reflecting the red sunset, but the rest of the island had seen better days.


  She and Dan had been scouting out the paragangs. The dark distortion of her antigravity field let her fly through the steel canyons unnoticed; Dan somehow just never let himself be seen. They had quietly observed the gangs' territorial borders, memberships, relative positions of power...and along the way they'd seen countless protection rackets, burglaries, black market dealings and acts of vandalism. All of which they were bound to ignore for secrecy's sake. They hadn't seen anyone physically endangered by the gangs yet. But then, it wasn't quite nightfall.


  Dan hauled himself up the fire escape and joined Jen on the roof. Jen was shivering without her aura to warm her. Without looking at Dan, she said, "It's wrong. We should be doing something worthwhile, like hunting the Conclave. Or protecting Lana Smith's baby, in case she comes back for him." She had lobbied several times to have little Carl Smith transferred to their personal custody, but STRAFE's directors ruled that would be too dangerous.


  "I know you feel a strong sense of responsibility there," Dan said. Jen had saved Lana from a suicide attempt, long before she'd given birth to Carl or become the villainess Burnout. "I'd love another crack at the Conclave myself. They certainly took their toll on us...." His voice softened. "How is Tony doing, anyway?"


  Jen thought of the last time she saw him, with a twinge of guilt.


  * *


  ...She'd made a special trip to Rome to visit Tony Drake, a day before she had to be in the city for Pollux's memorial service. His hospital room looked decades out of date, with bright orange plastic furniture, but it had an amazing view of the Villa Borghese. The Eurasian Union's parabiology wards weren't as advanced as the North American Combine's, but when Tony first arrived the doctors deemed him too critical to be moved anywhere else.


  He was looking much better now. The burns around his face were fading and he greeted Jen with a jaunty if weak thumbs-up. An IV drip slowly pumped nutrients into his blood, circumventing his damaged digestive track. "A few more days and I'll get solid food," he said. "Not too shabby for a guy who swallowed Burnout's neutron bomb, eh?"


  "Not at all." She rubbed his bald head, and the stubble where his irradiated hair had been shorn. "I wish I'd been there."


  "Yeah? Me too." He stared up at her, with an affection and a *need* that went far beyond the bond of teammates. Jen withdrew her hand.


  She turned to Jason Teller, who slouched amid a pile of cafeteria trays and incomprehensible Italian celebrity magazines. "You're setting up camp here," she said. "How much longer are you staying?"


  "As long it takes this guy to get better. He saved my ass in Haven. He did real good." Tony made an exaggerated gagging noise and Teller pegged him with a rubber band. "Anyway, it gives me more chances to rub shoulders with Arc."


  Tony shook his head. "I still don't know what you see in her, Jay."


  Teller obviously wasn't going to give a straight answer with Jen standing there. "Besides those tiny Gallic lips? She's the only woman in this business who doesn't have the hots for Dan Tracey, Mister Perfect."


  Tony was too weak to blush, but still looked mortified. Teller bit off his next comment, and Jen shuffled her feet. She placed a hand on Tony's ankle and broke the awkward silence. "I thought we were here to talk about Tony," she said, "and you *did* do great."


  He smiled again...but it contained that same puppydog need for her to like him. And she was already wondering how quickly she could leave Rome....


  * *


  "Tony's doing just fine," she mumbled. "But then, he's not being asked to ignore the paragangs...or worse."


  "We aren't ignoring them," Dan said. "We just can't stop this problem by punching it."


  "And you don't have any ethical qualms about this?"


  "Of course I do, Jen. I simply won't let them get in the way of the mission."


  Jen snorted. "And they said you were perfect."


  She had never seen Dan taken aback before. He actually stammered and scratched his scalp in confusion. "I...I don't know what you're talking about..."


  "Sure you do. You're Dan Tracey, sound of mind and body. Back at the Academy, we all thought you were some kind of superman, especially after you caught Radner. But can you really be a superman if you don't have a heart? If you're blindly taking instructions from the Combine, then...you might as well be taking them from anyone. How can you be super without a super conscience?"


  She thought Dan might get embarrassed, even enraged; instead he turned very quiet and withdrawn, the way he had been back at the Academy. "Jen, I don't know where to start...I've never claimed to be perfect."


  "I know you haven't." She wanted to touch him, let him know it was okay, but the man still radiated some kind of intense anti-personal force field. "It's everybody else who thinks you are. I'm not getting on your case, Dan, we *like* you for it."


  "Doctor Cortes certainly does. The way she keeps coming along on missions, outfitting my gear...I'd guess she's harboring some sort of crush on me." Dan wasn't feeling it, merely deducing it. "Am I supposed to be everything *she* expects of me, too?"


  "Dan, that's a little different..."


  "It's *exactly* the same!" He slumped onto the ledge. "You want my moral support. She wants my affection. I wonder what Jason and Tony think about serving with a 'perfect' leader...."


  His voice trailed off as he noticed Jen pacing around the rooftop, rubbing her shoulders in silence. "Jen?" he said. "Is something wrong?"


  Somewhere down in the streets, a police siren wailed. They were bound not to answer it. "That's an understatement." A black aura crackled as she activated her powers. She kicked off the roof and flew home, alone.


  * * * *


  As she returned to Ellis, Jen spotted C.J. walking on a broken brick pathway that ran the perimeter of the island. Jen landed next to her, saying "What's on your mind?"


  "As if you can't tell." C.J. held a lighter in her hand and was compulsively flicking it open and lighting the flame with a snap of her fingers.


  "I'm completely behind you about this mission," Jen offered. "I think it's appalling. I may refuse to participate."


  "I don't have that luxury," C.J. said. She sparked the lighter with another snap. "This is the first official mission I can actually go on. I was held in reserve for most of Singapore, thanks to Hendrick's trainers." His agents, Jen recalled, had savagely assaulted her during a test combat, triggering an inferno which Hendrick blamed on her 'loss of control.' C.J. dispelled that memory with another snap. "The Devastator case and the crisis control afterwards got filed under 'emergency' so nobody counts it." Snap. "I couldn't get to Haven because we got ambushed by the CSV...never mind that I survived it." Snap. "I'm still treated like a mascot." She eyed Jen's shoulder-patch emblem, and snapped the lighter shut.


  Jen wrapped an arm around the younger woman. "C.J., I've seen you in action more than anybody and *I* know you're a great agent."


  "That doesn't really help me out," C.J. said. "I still have to go on this mission, and...." She tried to grab the air in front of her as she groped for the right words. "And I'm so angry, and I don't know what to do...."


  "Tell you what. I'll go on the mission with you, and back you up whenever we're asked to do something unacceptable." She steered them back towards the command center.


  "Thanks, Jen. I don't know what I'd do without you around to..." C.J. suddenly perked up as they re-entered the immigration building and saw two men setting up a satellite dish. "Hey, Milken!" She ran to greet the agent; Jen, a little miffed, trailed after her.


  Milken and his partner, Agent Keating, were two of STRAFE's mundane agents...Affiliated-Field Experts, to use company parlance...who got by on skill and experience rather than super powers. They were lifelong spooks and Hendrick's proteges, but they'd proven decent enough on the Singapore mission. The talkative Milken had formed a bond with C.J. while they were cooped up in a safe house. He waved to C.J. while Keating, still working on the satellite dish, nodded curtly.


  "It's not Milken any more," the agent told her. "It's Holiday now. And this is Agent Garrett." His partner rolled his eyes and kept working.


  "Why do you keep changing codenames?" C.J. asked.


  "Style," said the grinning spy. "If we'd gone on the Haven run, I think we would have been Welles and Gernsback. Or maybe Ballard."


  "He picks them," grumbled Keating or Garrett or whoever.


  Richard Hendrick walked into the huge lobby; Jen noticed C.J. instantly tense up. "We've got a meeting with the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, people. Let's move. Milken, Keating, you're coming with us."


  "It's Holiday now, colonel."


  "Be cute on your own time. It's Milken and Keating until I say otherwise. Come on, let's *go*!"


  * * * *


  Manhattan didn't look any better at street level, or by night. Dan rendezvoused with Jen, C.J., Hendrick, Milken, and Keating...a mere token force...in the war zone between Chinatown and Greenwich Village. It might have been the worst part of the city, an area claimed by so many paragangs that soon no one would be able to live in it. The lawabiding citizens had retreated into their homes long before dark. Only the six STRAFE agents walked the streets, ducking and hiding from the occasional car full of howling paragangers.


  The meeting was in a broken shell of a courtyard, on a smashed asphalt square presided over by one rusty basketball hoop. The crumbling walls were covered in ornate graffiti tags, legible only to the paragangers. Dan recognized some of the tags as territorial markers belonging to the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, the Cyber-Nostra, the New York Macoute, and the Cyanide Blues, who had recently been absorbed into the Snow Leopards; this was hotly-contested turf.


  Dan and the other agents scanned the walls for any sign of ambush. This would be an ideal killing ground.


  Slowly, voices filled the alley. A low chuckling, then a high-pitched clicking sound, then a stoned giggle, then a bird call, then more and more noises until the courtyard was awash in a cacophony. Shadows appeared as people in surrounding courtyards lit barrels of burning trash for warmth. From every direction, gang members poured into the courtyard and surrounded the STRAFE agents. Their leader, a young man named Paul Marko who went bare-chested to show off his rippling pattern of scales, posed underneath a sinuous graffiti tag. "You," he said, "have entered the territory of the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters."


  Dan wasn't impressed. The courtyard obviously wasn't their territory, and many of the teenagers surrounding them looked like groupies or hangers- on, probably not even paranormals. And Marko couldn't quite stifle his shivering. This was all a show to conceal the Snakeaters' third-rate status.


  "We're your contacts," Hendrick said.


  "Then you've accepted my terms?" Marko stepped down off a pile of bricks. "Full amnesty for all of us?"


  "Once the gangs are pacified, yes. There's a lot of work to do before then. You'll need to cut down on crimes for us, barter truces, provide information..."


  "Not so fast, godtimer." Marko hissed and grew fangs. "That's assuming we choose to cooperate. But we won't sell out our own kind without a little...show of faith."


  One of the distant trash-barrels erupted into a tower of flame and C.J. shouted, "You sell out your own kind every day, you little...!"


  "Temper, temper." He sidled around the courtyard, his torso swaying disturbingly. "We're just asking you to preserve our way of life. We can't be your partners if the competition squeezes us out, right?"


  "What do you want?" Hendrick growled.


  "The Onyx Eye." He pointed to another tag, this one doubly incomprehensible because its twisting lines hid Chinese characters, not English ones. "One of their street gangs took over Washington Square Park after Mountain died, few weeks ago. We want it back. Then we'll talk."


  * * * *


  A speedboat carried them back to Ellis Island. A helicopter would have been faster and warmer, but also more conspicuous. Still, the chilling wind and roaring motor didn't silence the agents' conversation, which continued as the boat docked.


  "You're shutting down a vicious paragang," Hendrick said. He was only shouting to be heard over the motor, but it didn't make him sound any more pleasant. "That's what you wanted to do."


  "Not for another paragang!" C.J. yelled. "Christ, how far are we going to bend over for these creeps?"


  "The Onyx Eye are the worse of two evils right now, and we'll have some control over the Snakeaters. It's not a pretty situation and I don't like dealing with these para bastards any more than you do. But sometimes you have to take whatever compromise you can get. That's what life in the *real* world is like."


  C.J. frowned and hopped out of the boat. The other agents filed after her in the same awkward silence. Only Dan stayed behind, tying off the boat so he could speak to Hendrick privately. "I understand the practical considerations here," he said, "but that personal comment didn't help any. My people are unhappy enough as it is."


  "It isn't our job to be happy, Tracey."


  "But we do need to be a functioning team. I thought we'd reached some sort of rapprochement after Singapore."


  "If you mean I accepted you're fit to be the lead agents, then yes. That doesn't magically fix everything. Brown, for example, still has some serious self-discipline problems. If you won't address them then I will."


  "I will address them, colonel, but in a more productive way. My people are shorthanded and demoralized, and now the Combine is asking them to perform an odious task. They need a little encouragement."


  Hendrick sighed and brushed his silver mustache. All the energy and anger drained from his voice, though the words didn't soften. "Show me something, Tracey. Show me something worth encouraging."


  Milken and C.J. walked around the island. Out on the western end, the foundries and shipyards of Jersey stood distinct against the horizon. While the sun had set long ago, they still belched fire into the night sky.


  Milken was rambling on about their mission while C.J. walked beside him, her hands clasped behind her back. "...And did you check out the *font* on our handouts?" he said. "A semiotic nightmare."


  C.J. laughed. "Milken, you are like no one else. How did you end up in Hendrick's outfit?"


  "Ah, Hendrick isn't so bad. He cares a lot about his job."


  "But he doesn't care if it's a job worth doing."


  Milken responded instantly. "That isn't true. We care a lot. But sometimes the jobs we get aren't very nice." He shoved his hands deep into his jacket pockets, looking like an overgrown schoolboy. "The noble battles go to ASH. We're down in the gutter with our paraganger allies, and we always have been. Welcome to STRAFE."


  "But there's a *line*, Milken." She clawed her fingers, shaking her hands, grasping at nothing. "Hendrick's goons beat me up in a training session. Tell me STRAFE has to be *that* way. Tell me we're all that worthless."


  Milken lowered his head. The winter bluster swept his dark, slightly graying hair around his face. "C.J.," he said, "I want to be honest with you...and you must understand how much that means, coming from a guy who changes his name every three weeks..."


  She stopped walking. "Oh no."


  "Yeah. I was one of the trainers, Carol. The other guys, they're no different from me."


  "And you're no different from them."


  He didn't look away from her. "It comes with the job. I'm sorry, Carol. It wasn't right." She backed away from him. "They were never supposed to hurt anyone, C.J. Just to test your control..."


  "Skip the excuses." She couldn't look at him any more. "I'll see you when we're breaking faces for paragangs. Or in hell."


  C.J. ran back to the headquarters. Milken leaned on a rusty railing and stared out at the burning foundries.


  * * * *


  Two nights later, the Onyx Eye "Brotherhood Associations" gathered in Washington Square Park for a party. They were street gangs that received money and paranormals from the dread Onyx Eye Tong, so they had good cause to celebrate...the only question had been when they would do it in the disputed zone. The Asian-American paragangers converged on the square, not realizing they were being tailed from far above by a flying, nearly invisible Jen Kleinvogel.


  The party began around midnight. The Onyx Eye Brothers, their hangers- on, and a few Tong supervisors drank from kegs they'd "liberated" from Village bars that were under Snakeater protection. Others raced motorcycles around the square or danced to a mix laid down by two of the Rust Brothers.


  The dancing stopped when the speakers emitted ear-splitting squeals of feedback. On the DJ stand, the Rust Brothers shook their cyborged heads in confusion. And then Paul Marko's voice rang out across the square.


  "ATTENTION, ONYX EYE. YOU ARE ON SNAKEATERS GROUND. GET OUT...OR GET BEAT."


  Snakeaters poured out of the cross streets. STRAFE agents in unmarked black jumpsuits ran alongside them, carrying riot rifles. Others rappelled down nearby buildings or on the large arch in the center of the park. They fired CS gas cannisters into the stunned crowd.


  The gasping, choking paragangers didn't know what hit them. The STRAFE agents pelted them with rubber bullets and tasers...a concession the supers team had insisted upon. The Snakeaters showed no such restraints, and hit the Onyx Eye with an assortment of claws, lightning bolts, psi attacks, and combat-teleported grenades. Marko sliced through the Asians, aiming for their soft bellies.


  The motorcyclists, outside the circle of gas, spiralled in on the battle. One rider extended her arm, forming a long metal lance; another dragged a thin metal rod across the cobblestones beside him, kicking up sparks that slowly coalesced into a huge Oriental dragon.


  As they closed in on the Snakeaters, three manhole covers in front of them lifted and Hendrick, Milken, and Keating rose out of the ground. They threw barbed chains in front of the tires, then ducked back into the manholes as the cycles spun out of control over them. The riders tumbled to the ground. Hendrick stood again and smiled.


  Dan Tracey, also in a black jumpsuit, was trading kicks with a jumping, spinning Onyx Eye. He quickly analyzed the man's style and switched to a kempo attack that left his opponent crouching on the ground, clutching his kidneys. C.J. sprayed her flamethrower at the gangers, reshaping the flames into barriers and flying wedges that herded them out of the square.


  Most of the gangers were already fleeing, if the Snakeaters let them. The ranking Tong leader, a tattoo-covered woman, tried to rally her people. She gracefully leaped onto the DJ stand, where the Rust Brothers were frantically packing their precious turntables and vinyl, and bellowed at the crowd in Chinese. Then she pointed imperiously at Dan. Waves of pure force rolled out of her hand, rippled the sky, and slammed Dan across the park.


  C.J. howled. Her barriers collapsed into curtains of uncontrolled flame...Hendrick scowled...and she squeezed off a few shots at the Tong leader. The Onyx Eye crossed her arms into an X and the flames were stopped several feet in front of her. Other paragangers, no longer herded by the walls of flame, began to retaliate.


  Then a low whistling sound rose over the noises of battle. Only the STRAFE agents knew what to look for: Jen's aura still concealed her against the night sky. She was trying a new application of her aura, using it to increase gravity rather than nullify it, and she was dropping from the sky like a bomb.


  The Tong leader was taken completely by surprise. Jen punched through her force field and landed on her upper torso at several times her natural weight and velocity. The Tong leader was kicked through the DJ stand, which collapsed on top of her. The Rust Brothers jumped clear and bemoaned the loss of their mixer. Jen immediately reversed her gravity and shot back above the wreckage, no worse for the wear. The other Onyx Eye hadn't quite seen what destroyed the stand, and they ran for the nearest alleys.


  The Fifth Avenue Snakeaters stopped beating the fallen gangers and cheered their victory. The STRAFE agents remained silent.


  * * * *


  The STRAFE squad delivered the surviving Onyx Eye to a drop spot a few blocks away where the NYPD would pick them up. Marko had refused to vacate the square or to allow the police inside it. STRAFE could have retaken the square easily, of course; but that wasn't part of the mission.


  The agents trudged back to Washington Square Park. The cavorting Snakeaters invited them to join the party...the Rust Brothers, sensing which way the wind blew, were spinning discs again...but the agents marched straight up to Paul Marko.


  Marko, each arm wrapped around a woman, smiled at them. "Welcome, friends. Nice job you did there. Come to celebrate?"


  Hendrick cut through the nonsense. "We did our job. You have the park back. Now it's time to negotiate..."


  "Whoa, whoa, *whoa*," Marko said, laughing. "You took it back from the *Onyx Eye*. The Macoute think it's theirs, too." He pointed to a stylized stick-figure man scrawled across the arch. "You're going to have to help us hold it. I figure strikes on the Macoute and Onyx Eye palaces..."


  "Go to hell," C.J. spat.


  "Brown..." Hendrick cautioned.


  Marko laughed again, baring his fangs. The bimbos on either arm tittered as well. "You're the feisty one, aren't you?"


  "Go to hell," she repeated. "What more do you want? We've already given you a dream deal and we got you your damn park. You keep terrorizing the people of this town and just because the Combine is too sleazy to admit it you think that means you have us over a barrel. You're already getting more than you deserve."


  "Careful, honey. You have to be nice to me, remember?" He licked his lips with a forked tongue. "Maybe I'll ask for something else."


  "That does it!" C.J. raised her flamethrower and pulled the trigger. She also ripped the hose loose from the fuel canister, spraying the fuel into the air. Everybody dove for cover. The open flame caught the fuel spray, igniting it into a fireball. Hendrick's eyes met Dan's, each of them unhappy to see him proven right.


  The fireball collapsed in on itself; amazingly, nobody had been harmed. Then the flames stretched out in a network of horizontal bars suspended at chest level. The bars turned at sharp right angles, spreading and trapping the Snakeaters in a grid of flames. It was the furthest C.J. had ever pushed her fire-control powers.


  She stepped forward and got in Marko's face. "You listen to me, little boy. We put you in this park and we can take you out of it. There are a dozen gangs out there that will jump for the chance we've given you and they will jump over your grave to do it. So you do what we say, when we say it, and you don't ask for any more favors. Unless you'd like to see how things turn out with *me* running the Snakeaters. You got that?" Sweating, Marko nodded furiously. "Good."


  The flames consumed the fuel and died in a falling shower of sparks. C.J. turned from the paragangers in disgust, shaming them by exposing her unprotected back to them. None of them moved on her.


  "The treaty's all yours, Hendrick," she said. "I think they'll sign." She walked back to the congratulations of her teammates.


  * * * *


  They held their next briefing a few days later in the completed Ellis Island command center. Jen and C.J. were still grumpy and withdrawn as Hendrick listed the details of the treaty and the information that a fearful Paul Marko was already feeding them. Hendrick concluded with the rumors of Conclave activity and then said, "That only leaves two more matters of business. Captain Tracey?"


  "Thank you." Dan didn't bother taking the lectern, he simply turned to face his teammates. "Some more good has come out of the way you handled Marko. I convinced Colonel Hendrick to pull a few strings, and the DSHA now agrees that Carl Smith is safest in our custody." The door opened and a tall blond man entered the room, carrying baby Carl. Jen bounced up and ran to greet the baby she had saved, but never seen.


  "This is Stephen Stockard, Carl's personal guard." The blond man had a STRAFE badge with a small anchor symbol, marking him as a person who nullified paranormal powers. The anchor didn't look terribly happy about his permanent babysitting job, but he was good-natured about it.


  Dan reached for a bag by his chair. "There's one more thing. Given her long record of service, and her sterling performance at Washington Square Park...." He pulled out a leather jacket. The left arm and the back bore an emblem: a flame inside a circle. "Carol Jackson Brown is hereby promoted to the rank of full STRAFE agent."


  C.J. accepted it in tears. "Dan, I...I don't deserve this..."


  "Nonsense. You earned it long ago." Dan, Jen, and Milken came over to pat her on the back. Richard Hendrick watched silently.


  C.J. put on the jacket, and slipped her lighter in the pocket.


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


  NEXT ISSUE: More New York action as Hendrick goes it alone to investigate a string of murders in the story I had to call "Spirits." Check out this tribute to one of the founding fathers of comics noir.


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


  Notes:


  Paul Marko created by Matt Rossi.STRAFE #6 written by and Copyright 1999 Marc Singer. A Legacy House production.
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  Part II of THE SLOW BURN


  by Marc Singer


  Copyright 1999; a Legacy House production


  



  [Cover shows Richard Hendrick in a long trenchcoat and hat,walking through the streets of New York. The shapes of all thebuildings and urban debris...a curve of lit windows, a drainpipesticking out in a semicircle, a tall and narrow skyscraper, apiece of dirty laundry fluttering from a gutter, anotherskyscraper, a wide television antenna, and a curled mass ofnewspapers blowing down the street...spell out the word SPIRITS.]


  



  The elevated train rumbled noisily through Manhattan. The cars, swaying back and forth over the creaking tracks, were nearly empty at this late hour. At the back of the train, far from the nervous eyes of the engineer and the portly transit cop who guarded him, one man sat alone. He drew human predators into the car, like fresh meat drawing sharks.



  The emergency door grated open and four teenagers stepped into the shaking car. They were young, but they already had cybernetic replacements to augment their paranormal powers. Their target was one man in a blue hat and trenchcoat, fit and energetic but at least fifty years old, which made him literally a survivor from another world. Easy pickings.


  The leader stepped forward, sliding a microblade out from its sheath between his radius and ulna bones. "Bad news, godtimer. This pede just rolled into our turf, you cog? You pay, maybe you walk."


  The older man looked up at them, his eyes an icy blue underneath the brim of his fedora. "I don't think so."


  The teens laughed. "Who the hack are you?" said the leader.


  The older man stood up, drawing gloved fists out of trenchcoat pockets. "I'm Richard Hendrick," he said, "Agent of SPIRIT."


  The paragangers laughed and charged him, the leader first. While Hendrick was easily twice his age...almost as old as all of them put together...he casually stepped aside and grabbed the leader's outflung arm with his left hand. He slammed his right into the small of the leader's back and flipped him over while holding the knife-arm steady; there was a satisfying crunch as the shoulder dislocated. He grabbed the boy and shoved him into the second paraganger, sticking the microblade through the second para's armored metal thigh. Both boys fell into a screaming heap.


  Two down. The next one in line, the girl, was trying to form a crackling ball of energy between her hands. Hendrick grabbed the commuter straps...relics from the days when there were enough people in New York to pack trains at rush hour...and hauled himself up, kicking over the two fallen paragangers, into the girl. She fell into the fourth just as the train hit a sudden curve. Everyone except Hendrick tumbled to the floor. Hendrick swung from the straps and landed on the last two, clipping the girl in the temple and kicking the final boy in the groin. Hendrick stood over the paras and clapped the strap-dust off his gloves.


  "First of all," he told them, "this is not your 'turf.' This is not any punk's turf, this is a once-decent city, but if it belonged to any paragang it'd be the Cyber-Nostra and you, if I am not mistaken, are Rust Brothers." He surveyed their bargain-basement cyberware. "A poser gang that aspires to be Cyber-Nostra. You're not even from New York, you got your start in Jersey City. You're only here because of the vacancy caused by the sudden deaths of lots of top paragangers. And you're going to tell me who's killing them."


  The leader tried to stand. "We didn't crash 'em!"


  Hendrick punched him squarely in the face, breaking his nose. "Of course you didn't. You only prey on the weak and frightened. You'd never kill your betters." He towered over them, the ceiling lights and the hat throwing his face into a sinister shadow. They were completely cowed. "But someone is, and I want to know what you know about it."


  "Nothing," the girl pleaded, "honest! Straight scan!"


  "Then tell your friends that I'm out here. Looking for the killer. And I won't stop until I get him."


  He'd timed it perfectly. The train pulled into a station and its doors hissed open. The paragangers stayed on the floor, looking at him fearfully.


  "Well, get the hell out of here," Hendrick barked. He flexed his muscles as if he were about to pounce on them. Not willing to be humiliated again, the paragangers scampered out of the car.


  Hendrick let out the deep breath he'd been holding and he walked back to his seat. He was glad they'd left. He didn't want them to see the nasty limp in his right leg, the wheezing breaths and heaving chest, or the twitching in his hands. They might have realized he wasn't an avenging spirit after all...just a tired, aging man.


  * * * *


  >From the casebook of Richard Hendrick:


  Crime is not a bitter weed, a man-made stream, or even a dirty business. Not if you live in New York City. It's just a way of life. The few hardy souls who still tough it out in Manhattan have to put up with a daily dose of theft, arson, black market rackets, paragang violence, and even murder. Nobody asks why anymore, it just happens, and at some point the "why" no longer mattered. Long before my time; maybe even before my father's. He was a cop back when the bodies started piling up too quickly to be explained by society; I'm a government agent in a time when society doesn't even try.


  I started out as an agent of SPIRIT...the Super-Powered Information Retrieval and Investigation Team. Misleading name aside, none of us had any powers at all. We were the few, the brave few, who stepped in to fill the gap when the old superhumans disappeared and the new ones were still being born. Each of us holding the line for society with nothing more than two fists, a gun, and a badge. And the unfailing sense that we were right.


  SPIRIT isn't around anymore; they gutted it, turned it into STRAFE when the new generation of superhumans grew old enough to fight. I supposedly got bumped up to second in command, but I share my authority with Captain Daniel Tracey, a fresh-faced young paranormal who has the annoying power of being perfect. He and his friends are crowding out us relics. I've only just turned fifty-one and I'm already being made irrelevant.


  Maybe that's why I took notice when, in the middle of a nasty little mission to negotiate a truce with the New York paragangs, I first heard about the murders. Paragangers ran New York, unopposed by anyone except a few diehard cops and a paranormal vigilante named Warden. But lately some top paras were turning up dead. The Cyber-Nostra Rangers were found hanged on their own wires; a shapeshifting Snow Leopard had been impaled on his own claws; a pyrokinetic from the Onyx Eye was shot in the head. Society, happy to be rid of them, is shrugging its shoulders and going on about its business.


  But something in me has to know *why* they died. Maybe because it's my job. Maybe because it's the senseless deaths that hurt society the most.


  Or maybe because it's something these cocky little superheroes should be solving and aren't. The three paranormals stationed in New York with me don't care any more than the rest of society. Jen Kleinvogel, the flying conscience, wants to take direct action against the paragangs. And she and C.J. Brown, who has never liked me since an unfortunate falling-out early in her career, would rather play babysitter to Carl Smith, the infant son of a former friend turned enemy. Only Tracey seemed interested when he heard I was looking into the murders...but I'm not giving this case to Tracey. This killer is mine.


  For old time's sake.


  * * * *


  Hendrick checked more of the South Manhattan paragangs, counting on his spreading reputation to forestall any further battles. Once they knew he wasn't looking for a fight...and wasn't worth starting one with...the paragangers were willing to talk. Several of the gangs were amused by his punishment of Rust Brothers and Onyx Eye and traded information for juicy, mostly invented details about the fights. Hendrick wasn't above exaggerating to get what he needed; he only wished he could wipe the cocky smirks off all the other paras' faces.


  One gangleader, the self-styled houngan Dr. Jacky, was quite forthcoming. He held court in an abandoned art gallery, seated on a high-backed wooden throne while lesser members of his neo-hoodoo mob writhed on platforms and sculptures. The houngan was clearly impressed by Hendrick's surprise entrance...he'd activated the large loading dock door and walked right into the gallery amidst a cloud of ankle-high fog, silhouetted from behind. Dr. Jacky grinned indulgently and intoned, "Welcome, old father."


  "You know why I'm here. Tell me about the hummers."


  The paragangs had an incomprehensible, ever-changing slang; new words mutated in and out of parlance every day. A 'hummer,' which had meant something else in Hendrick's day, was their term for the murders. Apparently many of the dead paras were humming strange, atonal tunes shortly before they died. The paras thought it was a strange malady spreading through their ranks.


  "You t'ink the good Doctor's loas are responsible, old father?" He clucked his tongue and wagged a reproachful finger. "I-and-I assures you, seen, these riders be the work of Babylon."


  Hendrick tried to cut through the strange mishmash of voodoo and Rastafarian patois. "You're saying someone is riding the paragangers? Controlling them?"


  "Of course. Trust the wise an' wicked Doctor Jacky to know a horse from a rider." He motioned to his own paras, supposedly 'horses' in the grip of dozens of different voodoo loas. "Why else you t'ink these fools be killin' themselves, seen?"


  "Then they really are suicides," Hendrick said. "Except for that one pyro who got shot..."


  The houngan misinterpreted the questioning note in Hendrick's voice. "Is you sayin' the New York Macoute killed that rude boy? You t'ink I-and-I's got to hide behind another man's loas?" His horses hissed and twisted menacingly. "Or is you lookin' for another fight, old father?" The horses started to rise.


  "No," Hendrick said. His voice was cold and hard enough to cut glass. "Are *you*?"


  The horses froze. As one, they looked to their Doctor.


  He stared at Hendrick, found his gaze matched by Hendrick's unblinking gray eyes.


  And then he laughed, a deep throaty laugh that echoed off the gallery walls. "You amuse us, old father, Babylon hunter. Tonight, you may go in peace."


  Without turning away, Hendrick slipped back out to the loading bay and the fog. A wry smile played across his face. Yes, the punks were laughing at him.


  But the laughter was forced.


  Hendrick's good mood lasted about twenty seconds. Just long enough to distract him when he should have been most cautious. As he rounded the corner to come around the side of the gallery, a heavy metal fist slammed into his gut.


  Hendrick dropped to the ground, more from pain than reflexes. His hat rolled into the gutter. He looked up and saw two huge men covered in low-grade and out-of-date cyberware. Loose wires sprang from tarnished brass headplates and shoulder pads while cut-rate cybereyes whirred and clicked into focus. Some of the parts even looked like analog machinery. None of this lessened the threat of the hulking cyborgs, for they matched the descriptions of Gifford and Gibson...the original Rust Brothers themselves.


  "We scanned you was downgrading our mods," Gifford said. His artificially-modulated voice sounded metallic and distant.


  So did Gibson's. "Nobody hacks our wetware, prod."


  "Not without us giving some offline mil support."


  "Nobody crashes the Rust Brothers!"


  Hendrick curled into a fighting crouch. Before any of them could move, a dark form dropped off the gallery roof and landed on Gifford's back with a loud clang. Gifford took most of the impact and was driven to his bulging metal knees. The assailant planted his hands on Gifford's shoulders, flipped, and drove his feet into Gibson's face.


  It was Dan Tracey.


  Hendrick lunged forward and tackled Gibson's midsection; the heavy cyborg didn't budge. "Tracey," Hendrick growled, "get clear!" Tracey flipped back onto Gifford and Hendrick drew a pocket taser.


  Gibson swatted it away with his giant gauntlet. Another punch caught Hendrick on the side of his face; it drove him back to the pavement and would leave a nasty shiner. Tracey was scrambling across Gifford's back and shoulders...the cyborg tried to grab him, but Tracey was too lithe and fast and kept slipping past Gifford's arms. In the darkness Hendrick could only make out the white gearwheel emblem on Tracey's jacket, ducking and weaving around the paraganger.


  Tracey was doing something to make the Gifford scream, but more Rust Brothers were pouring out of the surrounding alleys. Hendrick briefly hoped the Macoute might come out to defend their territory, until he saw them grouped around the high windows of the gallery, watching the fight with pleasure.


  Gibson was charging him. Hendrick grabbed his hat and shoved it in the cyborg's face, then threw a ferocious right hook at the giant's cybernetic eye. He felt glass break at the same time his knuckles did. Gibson howled as the punch drove the shards back into his eye socket.


  While Gibson stopped and screamed, Tracey leaped off his brother's back, trailing something. Tracey pounced on Gibson and began plugging Gifford's wires into his sockets. Then he flipped away as the two cyborgs rattled and groaned in a feedback loop. On the streets around them, other Rust Brothers were being routed by a flying blur: Jen Kleinvogel herded the paragangers into traps of flame set and controlled by C.J. Brown. Within seconds, the paranormal STRAFE agents had chased off or captured most of the gang. Police cars were already pulling into the street.


  Tracey, who hadn't even broken a sweat, walked up to Hendrick. "I hope you're all right, colonel. You could have been in some serious trouble if we hadn't been tailing the Rust Brothers."


  "And why were you tailing them, Captain Tracey? Don't tell me you're suddenly interested in the paragang deaths?"


  "God only knows why," C.J. said. She trapped two more fleeing cyborgs with another squirt of her flamethrower. "We've got better things to do than worry about them." There was an implied 'or you for that matter' directed at him.


  "You should return to the field office. We're much better suited to handling this sort of thing." Hendrick couldn't detect any malice or gloating in Tracey's voice, but then the kid never showed any emotions if he could help it. Inside, he might have been laughing at the old man he'd just saved.


  "You're better at handling fights with maniacs who think they're super-villains." He spared a glance at the Rust Brothers, whom C.J. was prodding roughly into a waiting police truck. "This is an investigation. And investigations are what I handle best."


  Tracey was still an officious schoolboy. "But colonel..."


  "Alone." Hendrick placed his battered hat back on his head, turned his back to the flickering firelight and police sirens, and walked out into the night.


  * * * *


  >From the casebook of Richard Hendrick:


  The Rust Brothers scrape ruined me for any more paragang work; now any punk knew he could get a piece of me. But I'd gotten what I needed from Dr. Jacky. I still had no idea why anyone wanted these kids dead. Or why they would go to such trouble to make murders, which were done through forced suicides, look like murders again.


  But I did have a suspect to track down the next day. He didn't like the paragangs. He had a knack for controlling other people's bodies. And he lived right here in New York.


  When an entire city is a prison, who watches the Warden?


  * * * *


  From the roof of One Police Plaza, Hendrick could see all the glittering skyscrapers and lights of New York at night. He could also see the helicopters flying to quell riots that had started as peaceful protests at City Hall before being made worse; the strobes flashing in the parks where the paragangers held their revels; the columns of smoke rising from burning arms warehouses that the embattled fire department couldn't quite manage to put out. Maybe the city looked better from this height once upon a time, in his father's time; now the skies were becoming a war zone, too.


  Hendrick didn't even realize he was lost in thought until he heard five quiet, clear words:


  "You wanted to see me?"


  Hendrick spun around, drawing his pistol. He was looking at a young man, skinny and pale, wearing a T-shirt and sandals in the February cold. The wind whipped his black trenchcoat in time with Hendrick's midnight blue one. A black bandana, a mask with no eyeslits, completed the costume. And as quickly as Hendrick aimed his gun, the boy pointed a short Japanese bundi and a hook sword straight at his heart. Hendrick smiled. "The Warden."


  The vigilante nodded. "I've already shut off the ultrasonic beacon." The wire running from the modified air raid siren to the building had been sliced in half. "You know, that thing is *damned* annoying. So tell me who you are and why you're here. And where's Lieutenant Kelly?"


  "I'm Richard Hendrick, agent of SP...of STRAFE. And I'm here because I pulled rank on Kelly."


  That wasn't strictly true. Lieutenant John Kelly, one of the NYPD officers assigned to 'liaison' with Warden in a desperate attempt to control him, had been quite unwilling to cooperate; and Hendrick hadn't wanted to pull rank, at least not a STRAFE rank. He'd waited until Kelly flew out on riot patrol and then searched his office, finding the ultrasound generator. He'd correctly deduced its function, though somehow it didn't seem as dignified as the pulsing opal blacklight the NYPD had used when he was a young man.


  Hendrick lowered his gun. "I'm investigating the paraganger murders. Do you know of any gangs that would benefit from them? Or any local paras who have the power to control other people's minds?"


  Warden warily lowered his swords. "Not to the point of murder. But tell me more about these killings."


  He seemed genuinely unaware, wasn't getting spooked by Hendrick's knowledge. On the other hand, maybe he was acting, waiting to pump information from Hendrick or to kill him. Hendrick briefly regretted his decision to come up here alone, without any anchors or back-up. But he had to do this by himself.


  Time to force Warden's hand. "Someone is making the paras kill themselves," Hendrick said, "Mostly the Cyber-Nostra, the Snow Leopards, one of the Onyx Eye...someone is turning their own bodies against them. Sound like anyone you know?"


  "Are you implying I killed them?" The swords came up again.


  "If the sandal fits." His gun came up to match. He stared down at the boy.


  "If I had, then you'd be dead now, too. But murder isn't my style."


  "I know," Hendrick lied. "That's why I came here alone...as a show of faith. But it looks like someone out there is framing you..." sure, why not? "...and any information you have could help catch them."


  "I can't tell if you're bluffing or not. Your heartrate is remarkably even. Almost as steady as that other STRAFE guy. The one they call Grind."


  "You've *met* him?"


  "Not exactly. He's been investigating me, too. Asking the paragangers the same questions you've been asking the cops."


  Hendrick had in fact been up and down the NYPD hierarchy during the daylight hours. "You've been following us?"


  The boy smiled. "Turnabout is fair play. But to answer your questions...no, I'm not killing them, and I have no idea who is. I can tell you one thing, though. The Cyber-Nostra, the Snow Leopards, and Mephis of the Onyx Eye...hell, even the Snakeaters and the Rust Brothers...were all involved one way or another in this major cock-up a few days ago, fighting over a gangleader named Cockatrice and some crippled woman named Dumont. Tyra Dumont."


  Hendrick's eyebrows shot upwards.


  "Oh, you liked *that*. Well, I think you can rule her out; she died in the chaos." Warden didn't sound proud of that. "Her sister Jessa was trying to save her, though. A former paraganger. She seemed like a decent sort, but maybe Tyra's death snapped her..."


  "Leave the theories to me. You just give me the facts."


  Warden explained the entire debacle: Tyra Dumont, the Conclave villains, the kidnapping of Cockatrice, the hasty alliance between Warden and Bathory to free her, the accident that claimed Dumont's life. "And that's it," the vigilante concluded. "Did I answer all your questions?" He twirled a sword idly. "You going to haul me in?"


  Before Warden arrived, Hendrick had been thinking of the vigilantes of his youth. How Black Opal cooperated with the police in New York, or Morgan Adams's brief run-in with his father down in D.C. They would always be romantic figures to him, even after they'd disappeared and failed society so horribly. He had expected the Warden to be similarly dashing. And possibly just as great a threat to society, if he broke his promise to protect it.


  This was just a blind, underfed kid, promising nothing.


  "No," Hendrick said, "I'm just going to thank you for your help. There is one more thing you can tell me, though."


  "Shoot."


  "You were tailing both Tracey and me. Why'd you come to me?"


  "Well, I...ah..."


  He could read the answer in the kid's face. "Skip it." He walked back to the stairwell and slammed the door behind him.


  Warden hadn't actually chosen him. He'd been afraid to confront Dan Tracey. Hendrick shuffled down the stairs, faintly disappointed.


  * * * *


  >From the casebook of Richard Hendrick:


  So the late Tyra Dumont was involved. I walked the empty streets and did some thinking. A pattern was emerging, though not a pattern I liked.


  I pulled out my palm computer and called up Kleinvogel's report on Dumont, Lana Smith, and the Conclave of Super-Villains. According to her, Dumont had been a friend of Smith right before Smith joined the Conclave as 'Burnout.' Dumont's legs had been turned to ice by Cockatrice; the mage Peregryn offered to look for a cure. This was immediately before the Conclave attacked Peregryn, Kleinvogel, and Brown; at that ambush, Smith covertly helped them escape. It was a strange show of mercy, considering a few days later she shoved a live neutron bomb inside Tony Drake's stomach.


  Then, a week ago, Dumont and Smith both showed up in New York. Smith and two other Conclave villains kidnapped Cockatrice; Dumont was at the building where Cockatrice was held and died in the battle. Warden seemed to think she was innocent, but the obvious deduction was that Dumont wanted Cockatrice to cure her, maybe even arranged the kidnapping. And Smith helped her.


  That suggested two obvious suspects for the murders: Smith, the embittered cohort, and Jessa Dumont, the sister who saw Tyra die. There were two catches, though. Jessa Dumont had mental powers but didn't seem to be the killing type; a DSHA report even suggested the Conclave tried to capture *her* at their public debut. Smith was a ruthless killer but didn't have the right powers. She'd never tested positive for any psionic abilities.


  Except for one odd detail: down in Haven, a telepath tried to take over Jason Teller's mind, and process of elimination indicated it was Lana Smith. Warden also believed some of New York's mobsters had been taken over by a psionic, during roughly the time that Smith was in town.


  Or...


  Tyra Dumont was also in town then. It was Dumont, not Smith, who benefited from all those contradictory acts, saving Peregryn and kidnapping Cockatrice. It was Smith, not Dumont, who was changing sides faster than a weather vane in a whirlwind. And mental powers ran in Dumont's family. If I'd had to name one person as the puppet-master pulling everyone's strings, it would've been Tyra Dumont. The only problem was, that meant my prime suspect was dead.


  Or was she?


  A psionic wouldn't necessarily be hampered by the death of her original body; those two kids in ASH, Zander and Mahler, proved that well enough. Maybe Tyra Dumont's mind lived on, in Jessa Dumont or Lana Smith or some other puppet who was walking around New York, killing paragangers. Tyra Dumont was avenging her own death.


  That only left the question of whose body she was doing it in. And how to find it before she killed more of those kids.


  I balked at that thought: "kids." They'd just been paragangers before, or simply "paras," which implied they were scum for being paranormals, not parasites. Over the last two days I'd seen too much of their world...the pathetic struggles for position and respect, the meaningless parties and turf battles, even the dark vigilante who was just as young as they were...to ignore their humanity any longer. I didn't feel an ounce of sympathy towards them. I didn't excuse one single crime they'd committed. But I couldn't pretend they were anything other than kids. All of them, even Dr. Jacky and the Rust Brothers and that pyro who got shot...


  And suddenly, I knew who Tyra Dumont's latest puppet was.


  * * * *


  Hendrick raced through the streets. He was on his own. He'd called the city jail and there was no answer; he'd called STRAFE headquarters and no one had believed him. Davis Stern himself told Hendrick that he was carrying his distaste for the paranormals too far. He was being given a leave of absence and the kids would pick up the investigation.


  That left only one option. After he vaulted over a fence, Hendrick snapped out his palm computer and transmitted his casebook, including all the attached reports and the name of the killer, to Tracey's computer. Using the phone would have tipped the killer off immediately.


  He did have one last chance to catch her in the act, and save a couple of worthless lives. He ran into the Tombs, the NYPD's aging Manhattan holding facility. All the police officers inside were sound asleep. Hendrick drew his gun and stepped into the cell blocks.


  The Tombs were dark, empty, completely silent. He slid along one bank of holding cells, aiming his gun in front of him, advancing slowly towards one cell at the far end and the dark shapes in it.


  He stepped forward and got a good look at the prisoners. He was too late. Gifford and Gibson Rust were wrapped around each other, their metal fists clenched around each other's throats, their black tongues lolling out of their mouths. Their fading cybereyes were still blinking dimly; they must have only just been killed.


  Hendrick heard a faint, atonal humming behind him. He turned and pointed his gun...


  Straight at C.J. Brown.


  The young woman stepped into a small pool of light from a lone lamp hanging overhead. "So you figured it out," Brown...or Dumont...said appreciatively. "I was *sure* it would have been Tracey."


  "Guess again." He aimed the gun straight at her face.


  "And I was so careful to hide my trail," she pouted.


  "A little *too* careful," Hendrick said. "You had everyone else kill themselves with their own powers. But you shot the Onyx Eye's pyrokinetic... because you didn't want to use fire."


  "Nicely done," she said. "I think I'll add you to my collection."


  Suddenly he felt it in his mind...a web of filaments trying to burrow their way in, stoke his anger, sap his free will...it had a name for itself...Mr. Strings?


  Hendrick didn't even blink. His eyes, like his fedora, were still an icy blue. "Nice try," he growled.


  Then he swung his gun down to her thigh. Hoping the real C.J. would forgive him, he pulled the trigger.


  And nothing happened. "She controls fire, remember?" Tyra Dumont gloated. "Your powder will never ignite." She threw a spinning kick...she still had all of C.J.'s combat training...and caught Hendrick in his stomach.


  He decked her in the jaw, but Dumont no longer cared what happened to any of her captive bodies. She flashed a bloody smile and grabbed her STRAFE-issued flamethrower.


  Hendrick tackled her and tried to pry the weapon out of her hands, but she fought with a demonic strength. She slipped a finger around the trigger. Hendrick pinned her to the floor and pointed the arm and the flamethrower away from him. Flames licked harmlessly on the dirty tile floor.


  The killer laughed and grinned with C.J. Brown's mouth. "Never underestimate me again." The flames curled up into the air and lanced back into Hendrick's arm.


  She kicked her feet into his stomach and shoved him off her. Hendrick tried to swat out the flames, then to shed the burning trenchcoat, but the fire spread too quickly. She pointed the flamethrower at him again.


  He dropped to the floor and rolled. The first burst of flame sailed over his head, but she soon trapped him in a circle of fire. He couldn't move. The smell of burning hair and flesh was sickening. Hendrick heard a hideous screaming, and realized it was coming from him.


  The killer spirit watched him burn. When his screams were drowned out by the alarms, she shouldered her flamethrower and walked away, humming innocently.


  Richard Hendrick was still flailing, screaming, burning. A few feet away, his battered blue fedora spun a few times and then slowly settled to the floor.


  [Burning bits of paper and ash twist and curl into letters spelling


  THE END...?]
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  Lana Smith crouched in the bathroom.


  She pressed her hands against the moldy tiles and pushed. Nothing happened. She closed her eyes, trying to screen out the dirty floor and the broken sink and the brownish color that never quite faded from the toilet water. The smell kept pulling all those things back.


  She gritted her teeth and pushed. Nothing happened. She lifted her hands from the walls, tried to wipe them clean, and ghosted back into the hotel room.


  Labyrinthe perched on the end of one bed, trying not to touch anything. Conflicto was playing around with the television, trying to coax porn movies out of the defective cable. "Jeez, Burnout," he said. That was her new name. The name she took in the Conclave of Super-Villains. "Couldja take any longer in there? We'd just love to stay in this rathole. Why did we split from Umbrae's hotel?"


  "Quiet, little boy." The words were bold but her body movements told another story. She lowered her head and hid her face behind a falling wave of hair. "Did you find STRAFE? Especially Brown? Where's Brown?"


  "You said that was *your* job." Conflicto leaned back and appraised her. "And watch the 'little boy' cracks, Burnsie. You're not much bigger than me, especially with all this binging and purging." He rolled his gaze up and down her thin body, more attracted than he claimed to be. "Let's blow this urine-soaked popsicle stand and get back to sunny Khadam..."


  "Don't mention leaving again." She jabbed her left hand, intangible, into the center of his forehead. She picked up the television wires with her right. "Or next time I give you the world's most direct cable access."


  Conflicto bit back his next wisecrack. She turned her back on him. "We find STRAFE. And Brown. That's final."


  Her skinny form ghosted back through the bathroom door.


  Then the grunting and the retching started again.


  * * * *


  Ground agents rolled the camouflage netting off the clearing seconds before the STRAFE helicopter landed on Ellis Island. The instant the struts touched down, the side door flew open and agents Dan Tracey and Jen Kleinvogel unloaded the stretcher out to the ground crew. Dan and Jen hit the turf and ran alongside the stretcher. They were joined by Ellen Cortes, Milken, Keating...the entire STRAFE base was focused on the horribly burned body of Colonel Richard Hendrick.


  Dr. Cortes planted an oxygen mask on Hendrick's mouth and watched the LED numbers flashing on the small air tank. "He's alive," she pronounced.


  "Hang in there, chief," Keating shouted. Like most of the nonpowered field agents, Keating was a SPIRIT veteran and one of Hendrick's hand-picked men.


  "He can't hear you," Cortes snapped. "It's a miracle he's hanging on at all. Go clear me a path to the operating room." Keating dashed ahead, though he didn't need to...all the STRAFE personnel had already cleared out of the way.


  Milken dropped back beside Dan and Jen. "What about C.J.?" he said. "Is there any sign of her?"


  "That." Dan nodded to the blackened body. "That's her sign."


  The field agents gathered in the command center. One of the monitors showed the medical lab, where Cortes and her Tesla Branch people labored to save Hendrick. Other technicians were preparing painkillers, IV feeds, new skin, and a cryogenic storage tank for his brain...just in case.


  Jen leaned over and peered into the monitor. "Another one put in the hospital..." Tony Drake was still in Rome, recovering from the bloody New Year's Eve when Burnout shoved a bomb into his stomach. Jay Teller was still on leave, visiting him; they had both been recalled, but wouldn't arrive for many hours. That, and C.J.'s defection, meant she and Dan were the only paranormal agents left on duty.


  STRAFE still had a dozen non-powered field agents on Ellis Island, and they were listening to Dan intently. Dan leaned back against a console and said, "Here's the story. Colonel Hendrick was investigating the murders of several New York paragangers. He discovered the murderer was our colleague C.J. Brown..."


  "Knew we couldn't trust her," grumbled Sullivan, a ruddy-faced man whose muscles strained against his black commando outfit.


  "...who has been possessed by an enemy psi named Tyra Dumont," Dan finished. "The late Tyra Dumont. Fortunately, Colonel Hendrick transmitted his casebook to me before she attacked him." He held his pocket computer aloft for them all to see. "Lieutenant Kleinvogel and I found him..."


  ...The Tombs was on fire. The late-night skeleton crew was still oblivious, stunned by Tyra Dumont's mental domination, as the STRAFE agents ran through the burning halls. They found Hendrick down in the holding cells, across from two dead cyborgs, flailing, screaming...


  "...but Dumont had already gone. Hendrick deduced, accurately, that Dumont was taking revenge on anyone she held responsible for the death of her original body. Now that her new body is exposed, she's probably going to try to kill all the remaining paragangers on her list in one explosion of violence. And we're going to be there waiting for her."


  Keating paused from his task of strapping on new guns and looked at his fellow agents. "Let's do this one for the chief."


  "Hold on," Dan said. "I consider C.J. to be almost as much a victim in this as Hendrick. She's to be captured alive...and remember, there's a dangerous psionic in there. She can easily grab other puppets; signs of possession are a constant humming, and possibly increased appetite to maintain the psionic link. Dumont also has access to C.J.'s fire control powers. She still can't create flames, so don't give her any to work with. Non-combustive weapons only."


  "You think she'll come in if we ask her nicely?" Keating sneered.


  With Hendrick down, Dan was the ranking agent on Ellis, but he sensed the other men lining up behind Keating. They were taking Hendrick's burning as the most personal kind of attack. Dan decided to shift tactics; any further reminders of his authority would only play into Keating's maverick- cop-sassing-the-captain fantasy. "Do you think you're better than the Colonel?" Dan growled.


  "What?"


  "I said, do you think you're better than the Colonel? Because the Colonel went up against her alone and she put him on a stretcher. She'll put you in the morgue, Keating...unless you're better than the Colonel. So are you? Or are you following orders?"


  Keating clearly wanted to say something back, but that would only make him look worse to the other agents. Dan said, "I thought not. Okay, we're forming three squads. Rohe." The woman snapped to attention. "Take a couple agents and guard the island. Use Stockard." The company anchor could suppress paranormal abilities; he was on the island guarding Burnout's baby, and Hendrick had thought Burnout was another Dumont puppet. "Sullivan. Build a combat team and scout out Bathory and Cockatrice...they'll almost certainly be the last names on Dumont's list. Keating and Milken. You're with Jen and me." He only let his mask of stern confidence drop after he'd turned to look at the med-lab monitor. "We're a little shorthanded."


  * * * *


  The grunting ended with a sustained, painful cry. The thin bathroom door couldn't hide the stench of bowels and vomit.


  Conflicto had just about decided to leave the flophouse when Burnout ghosted through the wall. She looked even paler and more emaciated than before, if that was possible. "Bathory!" she said. "We need to find Bathory!"


  "Whoa...we're gonna pick a fight with Bathory?"


  "No," she said, "*they* are."


  * * * *


  It was only three o'clock in the morning, and they were already running out of names.


  The STRAFE helicopter was going to drop Dan's squad at the Bowery for a run on Supernaut, the last of the Cyber-Nostra Rangers, until they caught the police report. Supernaut had been found in Sister Christian's cathedral-cum- vice den, impaled partway through a stained glass window. Apparently, his cybernetics had melted and flowed over the picture of Mister Right, while his onboard speakers blared a final chord.


  Then the squad hit Greenwich Village, but nobody could tell them where to find Paul Marko and the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, their erstwhile partners in a treaty C.J. had hated. Washington Square Park was already being reclaimed by a jubilant Onyx Eye Brotherhood Association.


  They tried midtown next, and found a pack of Snow Leopards dead at the foot of the World Building. It looked like it had been a long drop.


  Their first real lead came with the reports of fires in Central Park. That wasn't new ...the park had been one of the first areas to fall to paragangers...but these fires were large and strangely well-behaved. Dan, Jen, Milken, and Keating hopped into their unmarked car and ran every red light on Madison.


  "We keep missing her," Dan said. His knuckles were white from his grip on the steering wheel. "If only Hendrick hadn't gone after her alone... I was investigating the murders, too."


  Keating leaned over from the back seat. "Angry because he beat you to her?" he asked.


  "Because he didn't trust us," Dan said.


  Keating shrugged. "Obviously, he couldn't trust *one* of you."


  They screeched to a halt near the art museum. Paragangers ran out of the park as they ran in it...neither side stopped for the other. The STRAFE agents pushed through a stand of trees, dropped down a granite outcropping, and arrived at the party.


  "That's Sarah Kimball, the muscle," Dan said, pointing to a woman fused into a tree, "and this would be Tristan Mann, the teleporter," he added, stepping over a headless body.


  The party had been centered around a loose circle of rocks which contained a large pit fire. It must have been a barbecue; the grass around the circle was littered with thawing carcasses of cows and pigs. More Snakeater bodies lay scattered among them. Paul Marko was stuck half- shifted into lizard form, burning with a hideous stench in the middle of the circle.


  He had been stuck on a spit.


  "So much for the treaty," Milken quipped.


  He pulled out his cell-phone and hit the speed-dial. "Only one target left, really. I'll tell Sullivan to expect us uptown." He waited with the receiver to his ear; the firelight showed his face growing more and more anxious.


  Milken lowered the phone and said, "He's not answering."


  * * * *


  "Tell me where your base is, god damn it!" Burnout heaved Sullivan over the railing. It looked strange, the little woman tossing the huge man around; she did it by partially ghosting him, nullifying most of his mass. His full weight returned when he hung off the brownstone's fire escape, with only Burnout's two pipe-cleaner arms to keep him from falling.


  The alley beneath him was filled with dead bodies. Sullivan's squad had been fighting some Snow Leopards, and winning, when the three Conclavers showed up. He'd called for back-up but Labyrinthe beamed the radio waves into space, watching indifferently as Conflicto finished off his men. Sullivan still wasn't frightened. "You can go to hell, lady. The fall doesn't scare me."


  "It isn't the fall that'll kill you. It's the waiting." She ghosted half of her fingers, leaving Sullivan hanging by only two from each hand. Burnout jerked under the strain and almost dropped him.


  "Now this is the Burnout we know and fear," Conflicto joked. "You're getting off easy, pal. She could be phasing nasty things into your digestive tract. Like these White Castle burgers." He frowned and tossed the bag off the fire escape, bouncing it onto Sullivan's head.


  Burnout ghosted him, but only barely, so the bag fell through him with a dangerous slowness. "*Talk*," she hissed.


  Sullivan smiled, suddenly freed from all fear. "Never."


  "Even 'never' can end," she said, "after you hit the pavement and stick halfway in." She ghosted herself, so the fire escape no longer supported her, and they both fell. Conflicto issued a burst of high-pitched laughter.


  He stopped when a dark blur shot into the alley, flying right past the falling figures. It snatched Sullivan out of Burnout's grip and rose above roof level, where the moonlight illuminated it: Jen Kleinvogel.


  Dan Tracey, Milken, and Keating appeared on the roof of the opposite brownstone, firing down at the Conclavers. The bullets passed harmlessly through Burnout. Labyrinthe constructed a warp field that kept him and Conflicto from getting gunned down, but they were still effectively pinned by the hail of bullets richocheting off the metal railings and ladders around them. "Merde!" the mage hissed.


  "C'mon, Labby," Conflicto whined, "the two of us alone can whup these guys into next Monday!"


  "It's not that," Labyrinthe said. "We have company."


  A dozen shadows detached themselves from the walls and corners of the brownstones around them. Tall and graceful, with humanoid bodies and feline heads, the shadows quickly scaled the walls. Conflicto did a double-take, more for Labyrinthe's benefit than any real need. "Snow Leopards!"


  "Not just the Snow Leopards, little boy." Even at a low purr, the deep, feminine voice somehow cut through the STRAFE gunfire. "Their royalty."


  The second woman was less careful about hiding her location. She strolled across the entrance to the alleyway, proudly showing off her tight winter suit: white leather with ermine trim and a sled-driver's whip coiled tautly around one arm. She looked like Jack London's wet dream.


  "What a lovely surprise, Bathory," she said, her breath forming a cloud of frost. "We come out to meet the Combine's killers, and find the bastards who kidnapped me." Cockatrice fluttered her eyelashes, and the fire escape turned to ice.


  Labryinthe and Conflicto weren't on it. They'd jumped off a second before, landing hard on a pile of garbage in the dumpster beneath them. The STRAFE agents leaned over the ledge of the building. Milken and Keating still tried to plug the Conclavers while Dan laid down suppressive fire to hold back the rising ranks of Snow Leopard shapeshifters.


  Jen dropped Sullivan on the STRAFE rooftop and plunged back into the alley, trying to dive-bomb Burnout. Conflicto could still see her from inside the dumpster; the air's coefficient of friction skyrocketed, slowing Jen's dive to a crawl. Conflicto chuckled, until he saw the dumpster turn to ice around him.


  Labyrinthe grabbed him by his costume's garish collar. "Let's go." The dumpster realigned itself around them, so that its open lid was on the side and led out to the rooftop behind the STRAFE agents. They dove through just as Snow Leopard claws shattered the brittle dumpster.


  Dan picked up a slight breaking noise behind him and turned just as Conflicto and Labyrinthe teleported onto the roof. He spun and fired, sending them ducking behind a ventilator tower for cover. "I don't like this," Dan shouted into his wire-microphone. "Where's C.J.?"


  "She's got Smith doing her dirty work for her," Keating said. He leaned over the ledge and fired another shot, nailing a wereleopard in the throat.


  "But Tracey's right," Milken argued, "if everyone else is here, where's she..." He screamed and recoiled from the ledge. He dropped his suddenly- cold gun to the tarmac, where it shattered into a thousand shards of ice.


  "This is a trap," Dan said. "For all of us. Jen, get us out of here!"


  Jen reversed the direction of her anti-gravity field, squeezing her up and out of Conflicto's high-friction blockade like a seed from a grape. She buzzed the roof, lowering her arms. Milken and Sullivan grabbed on and she pulled them across the street.


  Dan and Keating stood back to back, firing. Sooner or later, the Conclavers would teleport around them, or one of them would have to reload.... Dan dropped his gun, spun around, and grabbed Keating. Keating kept firing behind him at Snow Leopards until Dan barked, "Knock it off or you'll hit one of us!"


  Dan ran for the edge of the roof, pushing Keating ahead of him. Both the Snow Leopards and Conclavers were chasing them now. Ahead were a thin television antenna, a ledge, and a five-story drop. Dan leaned into his wire-mike and whispered, "Ready for pickup in three, Jen."


  Wereleopards snarled behind them. Dan shifted Keating under his left arm, grabbed the antenna with his right, and jumped off the building. The antenna bent under their weight, about to the level of the ledge. At precisely the moment when it couldn't budge any further, Dan shifted his weight and his grip, using the tension in the antenna and the sudden change of balance to slingshot them back upwards. The antenna snapped him and Keating up into the air.


  Where an unburdened Jen Kleinvogel swept them up and carried them across the street. In less than a second she dove below roof level and the STRAFE agents were gone.


  The Conclavers and Snow Leopards stood on the roof watching them. "Wow," Conflicto said.


  Then they remembered they were still standing next to each other.


  * * * *


  They dropped Sullivan off at a medical clinic. It was legit, not an underworld hospital or a cybernetic chop-shop. Sullivan would be perfectly safe as long as he didn't flash his badge: the doctors, who routinely bought black-market drugs and supplies that the Combine would no longer ship into Manhattan, might panic and bolt while he bled on the operating table.


  The other STRAFE agents took the opportunity to catch their breath, sitting on a bench outside the emergency room. "So Brown wasn't there," Keating said. "I don't get it. She kept moving uptown. Everything pointed to Bathory and Cockatrice being last on her list."


  "Exactly," Dan said. "She wanted us out of the way. The question is, why?"


  "So she could leave the island?" Jen suggested.


  "Then she could just hook up with Labyrinthe and be in Madagascar. The Conclave was as surprised by that fight as we were." He tapped his chin lightly. "So what could she want that has nothing to do with the Conclave?"


  Jen straightened her spine, practically shot off the bench. "The baby. Burnout's baby. C.J. was giving him a lot of attention. Hendrick even mentioned it in his casebook..."


  Milken completed Jen's reaction for her, standing straight up with the sick realization forming a knot in his stomach. "She knows all our security." He stared at the hospital gurneys as if seeing ghosts...not of those already dead, but those who soon would be. "We've got to get to Ellis."


  They jumped into the first ambulance they saw and hit the sirens.


  * * * *


  "Okay," Labyrinthe pouted, "this is getting ridiculous."


  Another Snow Leopard slid past him, skidding across the rooftop and over the ledge. Its howls reverberated for a second, then ended abruptly. "I can't find Burnout anywhere," the mage said.


  "Then screw her!" Conflicto tried to pretend nothing was wrong, but his snappy patter had taken a turn for the coarse and sweat was pouring down his forehead. He had fought most of the battle on the smashed, devastated rooftop while Labyrinthe searched for their ally.


  The deciding factor came when the entire building under them started turning into ice. "I have decided you are correct," Labyrinthe announced. Conflicto increased their friction so they wouldn't slip as the icy tenement crumbled underneath them, while Labyrinthe opened a portal. "Next stop, sunny Khadam." They jumped through. "And when _la folle_ wants to leave, she can damn well telephone us."


  The commandeered ambulance pulled up to the docks near Battery Park. The STRAFE agents jumped out and searched for a suitable boat.


  None of them saw the skinny female form that dropped down from the underside of the ambulance.


  * * * *


  "She must have gone after the communications first," Keating said as he worked the outboard motor. "Even the national office couldn't raise Ellis. No way to get a copter."


  "I wonder if they know she's there," Milken said. "Or if she's..."


  "Assume we have no help," Dan said coldly. "She's had quite a head start. Run straight for the nursery. And Keating," Dan cautioned, "we're taking her *alive*."


  "If possible," he grumbled. He didn't sound like a believer.


  The boat pulled up to the Ellis Island mooring dock. They didn't bother circling around to the camouflaged boat pen, they just used the abandoned ferry dock and hopped up on the pier.


  They ran faster once they heard the screaming.


  * * * *


  Another pillar of flame rolled into the nursery. The cohesion and control of the flames disappeared once they entered the room, thanks to Stephen Stockard, the STRAFE agent with the little anchor stencilled on his badge; but the flames themselves didn't. "That flamethrower is going to kill the kid, too!" Stockard shouted.


  "Christ, shut up," whispered Rohe. She was the only other STRAFE agent in the nursery...possibly the only other living one on the island. "Maybe she *wants* to kill the kid."


  Stockard wrinkled his handsome features in displeasure. "Maybe she will either way, if we don't do something." The flames were designed to die instantly without their fuel, but they were starting to catch on bits of wood and cloth in the nursery. The infant Carl Smith could sense the heat and smoke and was crying furiously. "Look, Brown is possessed by a psionic, right? If I can catch her in my anchor effect, I'll nullify the psi and free her. I can save her *and* the kid."


  Rohe tapped her earphone and shrugged. "I'm still not raising any back-up. How do you want to do this?"


  "Cover me." He rolled out from behind the playpen and dragged himself furiously on his elbows and knees to the door. Rohe popped above the cradle and fired several shots through the nursery door, sending baby Carl into an even louder crying fit.


  The flames stopped and Stockard ran through the door, aiming his gun at their attacker. He shouted, "Free...!" He didn't bother finishing. The flamethrower was in the hands of Agent Johnson, who hummed some happy tune. "The Andy Griffith Show," perhaps. He blinked and stumbled as Stockard's anchor effect enveloped him.


  Stockard looked for C.J. Brown, but it was too late. Standing far down the hall, wrapped in a red leather trenchcoat, C.J. smiled and shot him five times with a perfectly ordinary gun.


  Stockard spun in midair before he slammed into the wall, and then the floor. Above him, Johnson was priming the flamethrower once again.


  The last thing Stephen Stockard heard was "The Andy Griffith Show," hummed merrily in two different keys.


  * * * *


  Dan's squad found the support staff blockaded inside the medical lab. Some of the technicians were still operating on Hendrick. Dr. Cortes was trying to assemble a radio out of spare parts. "I think she went to the nursery," Cortes shouted from behind the upturned gurneys.


  They didn't really need to check the nursery, once they saw the charrred body lying outside the door. "Stockard," Jen said, with sympathy.


  "He got one hell of a babysitting gig." Keating ducked his head inside the nursery. "Empty. The kid's gone."


  "She'll try to leave the island," Dan said. "Jen, Milken, take the helicopter. Keating, you and I will check the boat pen."


  Keating angrily worked the slide on his automatic pistol. "But she'll take the copter...!"


  "That's an order. Stay in radio contact, people! *Move*!"


  * * * *


  When Jen and Milken reached the clearing, the camouflage netting was burning and the helicopter had just taken off. The side door slid open and a woman leaned out.


  "C.J.," Milken shouted, "you've got to fight her!"


  Jen tackled Milken and they both rolled out of the way as a wild burst of flame lanced into the spot where he'd been standing. "I don't think she's listening," Jen said. She left Milken huffing on the ground and she rocketed into the sky.


  C.J. fired twice more, but Jen easily slipped around the ragged jets of burning fuel. She pulled up under the helicopter, gambling that C.J. couldn't spot her down there and wouldn't risk hitting the fuel tanks.


  "Dumont," Jen muttered. "It's *Dumont*."


  "What was that?" Milken said over her headset.


  "Just reminding myself. You better take cover." She and the helicopter had both cleared Ellis Island and were racing toward Manhattan, but with C.J.'s powers involved Jen really didn't know how this was going to go down. She flew up the right side of the helicopter, opposite the side Dumont was firing from. Jen cut a wide berth around the spinning rotors, sliding across the top of the copter. Then she spun down and back through the open side door, increasing her gravity field and directing it laterally to slam C.J. with all of her might.


  Only it wasn't C.J. It was Agent Rohe, carrying C.J.'s flamethrower. Rohe was slammed against the far wall of the helicopter, with a broken nose and blood pouring down her face, but she was laughing. So was the copter's pilot, Agent Johnson.


  Jen glanced and saw the bright red numbers blinking on the timing device sitting in the cockpit.


  * * * *


  When they'd gotten Jen's and Milken's message, Agent Keating wanted to turn around and dash for the airfield. Now he was glad Dan hadn't let him. They were heading for the only remaining escape route.


  To conceal its presence in New York, STRAFE kept its boats hidden in an underground pen. The pen had once been a sewer main, until the Tesla Branch converted it and renovated the underground passageways that led to it. Dan and Keating crept through those passageways, guns drawn, lights out. The only noise was a steady dripping off the mossy rock walls...and, as they drew closer to the boat pen, the steady lapping of waves echoing off cave walls.


  And a woman, humming a lullaby.


  Dan paused at the door to peer through the tiny porthole. He spotted C.J. untying the fastest microfoil speedboat. Carl Smith, tucked into a carrying chair, watched peacefully. Dan touched the circular door handle with one finger and spun it gently. Slowly. But hopefully not so slowly that it would emit a rusty creak...


  The handle stopped turning and the door popped open. "Okay," Dan whispered. "We're taking her on three. One..."


  Keating kicked the door open and burst into the boat pen. He swung his gun up at C.J.'s chest and screamed, "This is for the chief, you murderous bitch!"


  Dan tackled Keating. He was too late. Keating pulled the trigger.


  If he had been using a tranq-dart pistol like Dan's, one that worked on compressed air, he might have gotten her. But Keating's gun needed to spark the powder in order to fire. And Carol Jackson Brown's body controlled fire.


  The gun misfired and blew back in Keating's face. A piece of shrapnel shot through his eye; he was dead before he knew what happened.


  Dan fell to the metal grille walkway as Keating's body tumbled into the water. C.J. raised her own handguns and laughed. She was framed against the open archway that led to the Upper Bay and freedom. At that moment, an explosion lit the sky and water behind her a vivid orange.


  "That would be your friends dying," C.J. informed him. She had him dead to rights, with her guns trained on him while he sprawled face-down on the damp grille, but Dan figured he could flip into the water faster than she could adjust...


  Then Burnout ghosted down through the curved ceiling of the sewer main. Dan estimated he had less than thirty seconds to live.


  Until C.J. screamed, "You!" and kicked the microfoil into full throttle. The boat reared up and charged out the archway. Burnout tumbled into the boat as it passed under her. C.J. fired at Burnout, but the shot passed through her and knocked a hole in the windshield. Dan watched in astonishment for a half-second, then hopped into the nearest boat and chased after them.


  Burnout grabbed the chair that held her child and jumped overboard. The waify girl didn't look like a strong swimmer, and she struggled to keep the chair and the screaming baby above water. C.J. spun her microfoil sideways and looked like she was thinking about circling around to catch Burnout. Then she saw Dan gunning his boat towards her. C.J. laughed and throttled her boat, cruising up the Hudson River.


  Dan steered with one hand and raised his gun with the other. Aiming over the bouncing waves would be difficult...


  Then Jen's voice cut in over his headset. "Dan, she planted bombs! Evac at seven o'clock!" He looked back over his left shoulder and saw Jen's dark blur racing towards him.


  He held up a hand and she plucked him out of the boat; seconds later, it exploded. The ball of flame was smaller than its partner on the other side of Ellis Island, but an impressive gout of flame and debris also shot out of the sewer main.


  "I got Rohe and Johnson out," Jen said, "but the copter's trashed. I'm the only one who can chase Dumont." She looked to Dan, expecting the order.


  Dan looked down at the multiple explosions, the burning buildings, and the dead agents. "We cut our losses," he sighed. "We let C.J. go. And we catch the puppet we *can* catch."


  * * * *


  The STRAFE agents...what few remained...gathered on the thin, oil- splattered strip of beach near the boat pen. A few of them monitored Agents Johnson and Rohe, making sure they stayed heavily tranquilized. Dr. Cortes manned the jury-rigged radio, trying frantically to reach anyone. Dawn broke from the other side of the island.


  Milken walked up the beach to the sewer main. A fire still raged inside the boat pen, burning on a layer of gasoline and oil and sending vile smoke pouring out of the archway. This was the closest they could approach. "I'm sorry about Keating," Dan said.


  "Kane," Milken answered. "Roger Kane was his name. And on this mission...he should have been Olmstead."


  "Olmstead? The landscape architect?"


  "And I'm Mulholland." He took off his hat and, with a toss of the forearm, snapped it into the burning oil. "What a shitty fucking epitaph."


  Then all the agents snapped to attention and focused on the water. A thin, bedraggled figure was dog-paddling her way up the surf. Jen Kleinvogel hovered above her, shepherding her; she'd already plucked Carl away from her grasp.


  The girl crawled ashore and coughed for breath. When she looked up, she found herself staring into the barrels of a dozen guns.


  "Burnout of the Conclave of Super-Villains," Agent Mulholland hissed, "you are under arrest."


  "Lana Smith," she gasped. "My name is Lana Smith."


  * * * *


  The body of Carol Jackson Brown walked the streets of New York, stoking the barrels of burning trash that lit the night. The mind of Tyra Dumont watched the chaos, admiring the flames that chased off the wretched and the weak.


  "Burnout," she purred. "My name is Burnout."


  



  THE END


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


  Next Issue: Tony and Teller return, and Tony doesn't like his new partner. The Slow Burn is over...the Bonfire has just begun.


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


  Notes:


  Bathory and Paul Marko created by Matt Rossi. Lana Smith, Conflicto, Labyrinthe, Cockatrice, and Tyra Dumont/Mr. Strings created by Tony Pi. STRAFE #8 written by and Copyright 1999 Marc Singer. A Legacy House production.
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