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  WARDEN ANNUAL NUMBER ONE: ALIENATION (PART 1)


  (Adult content, language and situations - Please be advised.)


  [COVER: An homage to Frank Miller's classic graphic novel RONIN.Warden is standing in the center of the picture, wearing a blackT-shirt with a green cartoon rodent on it and a long Russian NavalOfficer's coat, both slashed and torn to rags. He holds his rightarm in front of his chest horizontally, and in it he holds agleaming midnight blue katana. He is sweaty, disheveled, andmarked by dozens of slash-marks. In the shadows behind him, apolished silver Ankh can be seen.]


  



  "Does a brave man fall in unrequited love? I grieve, and yet this fool of a brave man has fallen into longing *Prince Toneri, #117 Poem


  Dark. Dark, and cold, and pain.


  As if muffled, he could hear breathing. It wasn't his; he'd instinctively held it when he woke, trying to understand why he couldn't feel the walls. Why he couldn't see into anyone's minds. Why he couldn't make his body ignore the pain. Why he was weak and hurt and feeble.


  Why he was merely Thomas, and not the Warden.


  He was laying on his side with his hands tied behind his back, and his knees were pressed into his chest. His feet had been bound with loose strips of cloth, but he could feel the play in them and knew it would be the act of a moment to slip his feet free, even weak as he was. His hands would take longer. The floor under his cheek was wood, cold and smooth.


  "I think the ugly white man is awake." The voice was speaking Japanese. Thomas spoke it, slightly; he'd learned it from an Otakuza member in Central Park, before...it was hard to think through the pain, and he couldn't think the pain away, either. "He's holding his breath."


  "Go make sure." Thomas could feel the floor shake, but it wasn't enough to pinpoint anyone. Panic began burrowing away at the base of his spine, but he forced himself to calm down. Wherever the Warden was, he still knew what he knew. He still had the knowledge in him to act.


  He remembered a sunny day he had never seen. A slim chinese girl in her teens putting on a blindfold for the first time and walking into the Chamber of Discipline, where the knowledge of the dark was beaten into her day after day.


  _Learn to strike without light, faster than light, with the darkness no impediment. Learn to be aware, Varru'Ke._


  Her knowledge was his.


  Eyeless and blind he was, but never helpless. He knew the arts of the Onyx Eye.


  The floor stopped shaking, and hot breath flowed over his face.


  "Ugly white man, are you..."


  Thomas moved, pulling his legs up as he rolled onto his back, and locked them around his questioners throat. He could feel the muscles cramping. Knowing that surprise would be more effective than strength, he didn't bother to free his feet but rocked backward, tossing his enemy (who would have him tied up but an enemy?) over and away with the motion and rolling to his feet as he did. The loose cloth around his ankle slipped free as he did so, and he stood on swaying legs in the impenatrable darkness, hearing only his own breathing and the woosh of air as the other flipped into the floor.


  A creak to his left.


  He slid his hands out of the sweat-soaked bonds.


  He barely got the block up in time, taking the blow on his bicep instead of his temple, biting his lip rather than showing the pain. He didn't manage to block whatever it was that hit him in the back, taking his right leg out from under him and dropping him to the floor, hard. A woosh of air alerted him to a foot aimed for his genitals in time to bridge his neck and get back up in one move, but he couldn't avoid the blow to the face that nearly knocked him unconscious again. He dropped to one knee, a distant howling in his skull making him nearly deaf as well as blind.


  The floor shook again, and he lashed out with a kick to his rear, catching one of them in mid-leap. Impact rode up into his spine, shoving him forward onto his arms and rolling again, and as he rolled he could feel the loud impact of someone dropping in pain to the floor.


  Then he felt four or five arms all tangling in his, and he was lifted bodily and held helpless off of the floor.


  "Well, there seems to be some fight left in you, Hoder. That is good. You'll need it." The voice was accented English; apparently they didn't know he spoke Japanese. Best to pretend ignorance.


  "My name is Thomas..."


  "That is not what the bearded man said. He called you Hoder and said that an Avatar must be master of his gifts, not their prisoner, so he has removed them from you." There was silence for a few moments. Thomas could smell sweat, and even a little blood on his own face, most likely his own. "Apparently, you still retain some of them."


  "Apparently so. Am I to be held like this forever?"


  "No. But before I can begin to teach you...you must learn respect, Hoder." There was a sneer in the man's voice, and Thomas clenched his muscles in preparation for the pain he knew was coming. "Break him."


  Then all was darkness punctuated by grunting and the small starbursts of impact.


  * * * *


  Shingen looked into the main training facility. On the black wood, the white man his master had delivered to him was defending himself from three of Shingen's best. A week's worth of beatings had heightened his remaining senses nicely...it didn't hurt that he'd obviously learned some sort of blindfighting technique somewhere along the way that was among the most vicious Shingen'd ever seen. And somehow...familiar.


  Kabun swept in on the white man's left side, only to be greeted by a low kick that crashed into the side of his knee and dropped him to the floor. The eyeless round-eye then backflipped up and over Harada and landed behind him. Shingen was almost unsure whether or not they were truly Anchoring the strange eyeless one or not. Logic dictated that they were; if not, according to the master, he would have most likely beaten them all half to death and left. But his eyes hadn't returned yet. Even with all of them working together, and even without the strength and speed the master had spoken of he was doing better every day.


  It was...encouraging.


  Shingen walked away from the sounds of men beating each other senseless and stepped into a small, heavily shielded room. A hand on a wall-plate caused the door...six inches of steel layered with a millimeter of collapsed aluminum...to slide shut. Lit by numerous screens, it looked entirely out of place in the seeming timelessness of Shingen's facility. He seated himself and tapped in a series of numbers on a console to his left.


  A carrier signal, a series of encryption flashes, and Sentai found himself staring at the image of his master.


  "How goes the work?" the man asked in unaccented English.


  "He recuperates quickly."


  "Even Anchored?"


  "Yes. Other than being thin, he is in excellent condition. He has already graduated to fighting three at once."


  "I'm surprised." The master adjusted his optics. "I had assumed that without his powers, he'd be malleable."


  "I think he may be at that. He's naive, and he is but a man at the moment...a strong man, but a man. And as you taught me, men can be broken." Shingen smiled. "Once we have him convinced he is this 'Hoder' you wish him to believe he is, I think you'll find him most useful."


  "You have a question for me, Shingen?"


  "A small one. Why do you need him at all? You yourself are most deadly and resourceful..."


  "Yes. But I have enemies, and I have plans. I desire a killer of my own, one I can point at whomever I choose. Once 'Hoder' has been broken and remade, he'll suit my needs admirably. Excellent work, Shingen."


  "I live to serve."


  "And will for as long as you do." The master's optical implant swept an iridescent light over the screen. "I believe it's time to cut the dead wood loose...."


  * * * *


  In his cell, Thomas controlled his breathing and ignored as best he could the liquid agony running up his side. In the last fight, they'd sprung his rib, and it still throbbed. They were feeding him gruel and working him as hard as they could without killing him, and he didn't even understand what they wanted. The past three weeks had become a haze of pain alternated with soft words, trying to lull him into a state of trust.


  It was maddening. He didn't even get any privacy...everywhere he went, he could smell or hear one of them. They smelled like fish oil and some kind of alcohol, and occasionally he could hear the high-pitched whine of electronics. Occasionally they would laugh at his ignorance in Japanese, mocking him, and that pretty much confirmed things for him.


  They were anchors. Six or seven anchors, always hovering about. It was like the hospital all over again, the special ward where he'd spent years motionless. And this Shingen, trying to be his friend even as he orchestrated everything...it was the Mentor all over again. A couple of years ago, Thomas would probably have fallen for it.


  Before he learned the truth about the Mentor.


  Before he'd decided no one would ever use him again.


  For now, of course, there was little he could do. As long as the anchors were awake, he would be Thomas and not Warden. And Thomas, skilled as he was, didn't have the ability to escape. Thomas didn't even know where he was.


  Sitting there, trying to understand, he almost missed the soft *whump* of a concussion carrying through the walls. The sound of his guard scraping his stool back as he stood up.


  The explosion of the door leading to the cell was harder to miss. Thomas barely had time to roll, and even so shards of shattered, burning wood buried themselves in his forearms as he managed to put his guard between himself and the explosion. A harsh voice grunted something in a language he didn't recognize...


  And then, as the death-rattle of the anchor filled the room, he *did* recognize it.


  It was Korean.


  He spoke it now.


  "...all of them! Kill..." shouted someone in that language.


  There were three of them in the room, armed with large rifles that stank of gunpowder. The walls were ten feet away on either side of them, and he could feel them. The man in front slid the bolt back on his weapon, and Warden could hear the casing slide into place as the sound echoed off of the back wall, giving him a perfect three-dimensional picture of the entire scene. He didn't even have to look through their eyes to see it. Up was too predictable, and down too vulnerable.


  So he moved forward, lashing out with his foot as he did so, driving the barrel of the gun into the forehead of the gunman while using his body as a human shield. The other two opened fire anyway, their bullets chewing through their ally's armored body, and Warden could smell the ozone as cyberimplants began shorting out.


  Arcing above them, twisting in the air, he landed behind the smallest one and reached out almost placidly, placing his right hand around the cyborg's throat and his left just behind the right ear.


  Then he *twisted.* Cartilage, bone and metal sheared and snapped, and then Warden was on the last one before he had time to shoot, striking the gun so that it discharged directly into the man's knee and amplifying the pain signal as he had so many times before.


  It was familiar, but different. Even as the Warden, it was hard to think clearly, easier to merely act...and had he just killed a man? He thought he had. It disturbed him to realize that he hadn't even *thought* about it until he'd already *done* it.


  He had little time to feel guilty, however. Six more of the attackers were coming up the stairs, their heavy feet sending vibrations through the wood even as they attempted to be quiet. He had maybe thirty-seven seconds before they were on him.


  He sniffed the air, forcing himself to ignore the manifold distractions, and found the smell.


  It was a familar smell...the only familar smell. His own.


  And of course, it led past the six on the stairs.


  _Not an option right now._ With that thought, he abandoned his bundi and hook sword. Turning, he fled away from the stairs towards a iron shutter that had dropped over the window, stopping only to lift one of the cyborg's dropped weapons.


  He knew how to use it now.


  He chambered a grenade and fired behind himself, striking the wood lintel of the staircase and blowing the entire structure of the doorway to ruins. He could hear the attackers below him flatten and scatter to avoid the blast, and more importantly, the groaning of the ceiling above him as it began to collapse.


  Then he fired again, this time at the iron shutter.


  * * * *


  On the streets below, over a million ordinary people were enjoying a rather ordinary Tokyo night when far above their heads, an explosion blew an iron shutter and a sheet of armored glass that had served to camoflage it out into the night.


  People were shocked, of course.


  A few words about Tokyo in the 21st Century.


  It is not New York.


  Not even close. As Warden leapt out of the hole he'd made, he could taste the difference. It was a combination of factors...the temperature, the diet of the inhabitants, the structures around him. He had no idea where he was, of course, other than the familiar sensation of plunging downwards at high speeds.


  *That* he recognized. The buildings and people? Utterly alien to him.


  He was amidst a square arrangement of buildings, each as tall as anything he could have found in Manhattan. He could hear the distant wailing of high pitched sirens, and the sound of helicopter blades as they scourged the air maybe three city blocks away, no doubt attracted by him...if not the transport for the cyborgs.


  Warden began slowing his descent. He drove the butt of the rifle against the nearest wall, using the friction as a brake. It wouldn't stop him, of course.


  He didn't need it to. He could hear the burbling and smell the slight mineral content of water below him. Using a nearby pigeon as his eyes, he saw a large fountain with perhaps five feet of water standing in it...of course, the pigeon's scale was harder to translate, but it was the only thing not running about in panic below him as the debris smashed into the square, so it would have to do.


  Warden kicked out from the building, managing to clear the hundred yards between it and the wires on which he'd snagged the gun barrel. They broke, arcing with electricity, but not before stealing more of his momentum. Warden used the half-second of resistance before the arm-thick cables broke to flip himself up and over the discharge, then spread his arms and free-fell the remaining eighty feet to the next set of cables.


  These ones, at least, did not break. And they stole momentum for him as well, as he arched his back and bounced, using the rifle again on the walls of the facing structure clear across the square from where he started. The barrel broke off, and a score-mark cut into the firing chamber, but Warden wasn't concerned with ever *using* the thing again.


  Two hundred feet from the ground, the gun came apart in his hands, and Warden free-fell again, all the way down to the fountain.


  * * * *


  In the years since the world changed, Tokyo has also.


  For starters, it has become Asia's refugee center. On the run from the repressive dictatorship in China? Starving to death in Siberia, cut off from the government that no longer exists? Exiled from Austrailia during the return of the Bunyip and afraid to go back? Disaffected Singaporean?


  Tokyo became a common place of refuge. At a time when the world's population was drastically lessened, Tokyo saw a much smaller drop as those who died were replaced by newcomers desperate for a new place to live. Services that had been interrupted were resumed.


  For an example, take the family of Suryen Kanatchen.


  His mother was Russian, driven out along with her family during the return of the great dragon-wizards and Koschei the Deathless. They fled south, down along the islands until they reached Tokyo, which is where Allibe met Suryen's father, Baiji. Baiji and *his* family left Taiwan when it became obvious that it was soon to fall into Chinese hands, and came to Tokyo to escape. They met, fell in love, and began a family.


  All of which ultimately led to Suryen watching in awe as a half-naked black-haired man with black and purple bruises spotted all over his visible, and pallid, skin dropped into the Fountain In Memory Of Those Who Should Not Have Died.


  "Suryen!" Next to him, shouting as if he was not standing two feet away, Suryen's intended wife Eliza spoke Pigdin Japanese to him. It was the language they shared, his first tongues being Russian and Chinese and hers being English. "Come on! We have to run!"


  "But he may be hurt..."


  "He's obviously Otakuza! You saw the tattoos! Let's go!" The accent Eliza had inherited from her parents, that twangy Australian broadness in the vowels, thickened in her fright. Suryen turned to look at her, still somewhat amazed at what was happening. It wasn't the Otakuza way to make such a public disturbance...she should know that. And as far as tattoos were concerned, that was ludicrous.


  "Those were bruises...."


  The man stood and stepped out of the fountain, shaking water off as he did. His hair was short and black, and plastered to the top of his skull. As Suryen had thought, his entire upper body was covered in hideous purple, black and yellow bruises, many of them long and curving around the length of him. His ribcage on the right side of his body was a livid, furious red. He was naked except for a ragged pair of denim pants that were shredded in literally dozens of places, but none of that was the most disturbing thing about him. Not even his seeming fall from the sky was that.


  No, it was the eyeless blank above his sharp nose that scared Suryen immobile. He could see two armored and armed members of the _Keisatsu_ rushing from the nearby Koban to intercept the sky-fallen stranger, but he couldn't move to say or do anything...and then he felt as if there was something inside his eyes, and the stranger leapt out of the water and on top of the statue of Ameratsu left behind by the goddess during her brief stay in Tokyo decades earlier. The queen of the Kami had loved the Hama Rikyu Tei-en and had reshaped the wholesale market so that she could spend her evenings there.


  "Suryen, *come on!*" Eliza was pulling on his arm. Why was he thinking about things that had happened before he was born? And what was that sound overhead?


  It turned out to be an assault helicopter.


  * * * *


  As the machine guns pounded the square, Warden leapt.


  Putting the statue between himself and the bullets...knowing that nothing short of an atomic weapon could penetrate diamond hardened by a god...he tackled the Keisatsu officers and rolled with them, carrying them behind the edge of the nearest shop, a small store dedicated to selling upscale fish products like _samma_. The bullets thudded into the stony surface of the shop and blasted through the windows, scattering pike guts and crystal fragments over the three of them.


  Then, sure that the policemen would stay down, he hopped over the edge of the windowsill and became an inhuman blur, weaving around the bullets and past the slowly disintegrating interior of the fishmarket. Tuna and shark became great clouds of red and white marbled flesh, glistening and hanging suspended as he rotated at full speed past them, watching all of his own actions from the eyes of the stupid, stupid man standing in harm's way out in the square. The smell of salty fish being singed by the heat of the bullets turned his stomach, unaccustomed to more than thin gruel over the past few weeks.


  He leapt out the other side of the store, zig-zagging as he reached out with his strange gift and twisted the gunner's perception, forcing the shots to go wild. Keeping alert despite his profound exhaustion took up too much of his energy for him to do more. Using the statue of Ameratsu, he ricocheted on-top of the shot-up fishmarket, bounced off of the wall of the skyscraper-tall building it was set into, and flung himself into the helicopter's open bay door, slamming his foot into the surprised man working the machine gun. Kicking the pain impulse over into severe vertigo, he left the man gasping and nauseated as he moved for the pilot.


  "What kind of demon *are* you?" The pilot spit out in Japanese. Warden easily prevented him from drawing the sidearm from his belt by removing his tactile sense and wrapped a hand around his throat, yanking him out of his seat with little regard for the task he was performing.


  "The kind who wants to know what's going on...and you're going to tell me." A foot smashed open the door near the pilot as the helicopter lurched, and then Warden was tumbling in the night air, a screaming man pinioned beneath a slender arm that pinned him as steel would. They came to a surprisingly soft landing as the aircraft smashed into the plaza, sending a red-gold burst of flame into the Tsukyi night.


  Backlit by the fire, Warden hefted his prize into the air above his head.


  "You're Japanese...but the attackers inside spoke Korean. Why?"


  "We were ordered to...!" A sudden convulsion caused the man to bite through his own tongue, spitting blood out onto his goatee and onto Warden's arm. Before he could do anything else, Warden was forced to watch his prisoner die, for no reason he could understand.


  "Otakuza implant." The stupid, stupid man was speaking to him in Japanese worse than Warden's own. Warden turned his head to 'look' at him. "Security device. It's in the latest manga...Silver Shadowsword #217, when he has to decide between his loyalty to the Oyabun and his love for Violet Whisper." Warden didn't respond to that...while he understood the words, the actual meaning was absolutely opaque to him.


  "Who *are* you?" The woman who'd been pulling on the stupid, stupid man's arm all during the firefight spoke now, a small pale girl who sounded as if she'd screamed her throat raw. Warden spent a few moments trying to understand what was happening to him, and failing miserably. He could hear the Keisatsu he'd rescued calling in for backup, and expected that he would be arrested soon.


  "Isn't it obvious?" The stupid man spoke before Warden could think about the question. "He's a gaikokujin superhero! He saved our lives, didn't he?"


  "Excuse me," Warden broke in. "I am in Japan?"


  "Yes...you are in Tokyo. The Tsukiji marketplace. I am Suryen, and this is Eliza. We owe you our lives!"


  "Hardly." Warden felt dizzy. He was in Tokyo. He had a hundred questions to ask and no one to answer them, and his whole body throbbed with pain and exhaustion. And the local Keisatsu were coming, and there was no way he was going to stick around and try to explain this.


  He turned to Suryen.


  "Please give me your coat. I have to be going now."


  The young couple looked at each other for a moment, Eliza's eyes pleasing, Suryen's set and narrow. Finally, she nodded wearily, and he grinned.


  "I have a better idea, foreign superhero."


  * * * *


  "So, Commandant, what happened to our deal?" an irritated man asked in Japanese.


  The spear-bald man in the immaculate suit listened with ill-humor to the person on the other end of the phone line. In the shadows around him stood six figures, four male and two female, each apparently at home in the darkness.


  "It was not the Keisatsu, then? Who was it?"


  The scowl on his face became a deep, livid frown. The veins in his forehead rose underneath the skin.


  "I see...well, then, I suppose I shall handle it on my end. Goodbye, Commandant." Hanging up the phone, he turned his attention to the five in his office. "The local constables from the Kobun said that the helicopter was attacked by a half-naked gaikokujin. Who do we know who can produce beings who can defeat armed helicopters, besides ourselves?"


  "The Eyes of Black." A deep male voice answered him from the darkness.


  "EUROPA." A high-pitched female voice from the other side of the room.


  "It could be either, yes, but were it EUROPA our men inside the rogue school would have been captured, not killed. I believe something else has occurred...I think our defectors were working with the Eyes of Black, perhaps hiding one of their assasins in preparation for a strike against us, when our own attack caught them off guard." The spear-bald man hesitated. "I wish I understood who called us with their location, though. It feels like we are being manipulated. I dislike that arrogance."


  "I know a way to discover the truth. Bring in the gaikokujin and rip the answers from him." The deep-voiced man stepped forward, out of the shadows; he wore a mask of elaborate black and navy blue, with intricate tattoos that vaguely resembled wiring running along his exposed upper body. His legs were clad in leather, down to the thick black boots he wore, and he had a katana in a navy-blue scabbard on his back. "A naked white man cannot hide for long from us."


  "You will serve me in this, Tetsukamen?"


  "As I always have, my master Otomo."


  The shapes in the shadows nodded their accord.


  "Then go and find this interloper for me, Sentai Bushikamen. I trust that you will not fail me."


  * * * *


  Warden woke up with a start.


  He'd been so tired that as soon as Suryen and Eliza led him into their tiny apartment, after a short walk from the Waseda subway station (and, as Warden had expected, he'd been forced to borrow Suryen's old-style Russian Army coat to conceal his half-nakedness) he'd practically collapsed onto their small leather couch.


  Now, he was awake, and rather uncomfortable. The room was so small that sound bounced about it haphazardly, and it smelled of salty fish stored in the small refrigerator. Eliza and Suryen were laying in their own cot-like bed some twelve feet from the couch; Warden could tell by listening that Eliza's breathing was erratic and her heartbeat more active than allowed during REM sleep...she was almost awake, unable to relax with him in the room.


  A much wiser attitude, Warden reflected, than that shown by her companion. Suryen was so convinced that Warden was some sort of 'superhero' that he was actually *glad* to have him there. Warden shook his head in disbelief. All he wanted to do was find out how long he'd been out before he'd woken up in the fishmarket district of *Tokyo*. It wasn't exactly a short walk home from there.


  The last thing he'd remembered were those Otakuza goons with shock- staves, and the man on horseback...


  "Excuse me." The voice was the tremulous woman; Warden swiveled his head to 'look' in her direction. "It isn't that I'm not grateful for your help last night, but..."


  "You'd like me to leave. I don't blame you." Warden stood up, most of his bruises faded to a dull violet color with brown about the edges. "If I could trouble you for some clothes, I'd be very grateful." Then he added, dropping out of the pidgin Japanese the couple spoke, "And I speak English."


  "Good. My Japanese is...." She shrugged. "Most of the Australian refugees went back when the United World took over, but a few stayed here, like my parents." She got out of bed, careful not to wake Suryen, and walked over to the small closet. With hurry created by fear, she quickly picked out a black T-Shirt with a small green rodent leaking flames from its eyes, a pair of old parachute pants, black sunglasses made from hard plastic and a pair of black boots that didn't look like they had too many wearings left to them. "I'm sorry for the shape these are in...we don't have a lot of money, which is why we live in Shita-machi."


  "Thank you." Warden dressed quickly, pulling the tattered rags off of his legs and switching to the borrowed outfit. "Tell him I'm sorry I'm stealing his clothes, but it won't be safe for you if I stay. I don't know how I got here, and I don't know who those people were shooting at me, and I'm no superhero."


  He pulled the long grey naval jacket on and stepped out the door before she could answer him, not that she seemed about to.


  He spent the rest of the day walking about, trying to get a feel for the city. It was practically impossible. Unlike New York, which has a certain geometry to it, especially on the island, Tokyo was more a fusion of villages glued together by time and economy. He walked south into Shinjuku more by accident than design, lost in the teeming crowds and smells of the city that almost wasn't.


  At least it seemed more like New York than the parts of Tokyo Warden had already blundered into. It was dirty, somewhat dilapidated and the police moved about in groups of five, armed with taser batons and GPS beacons that allowed them to summon help in seconds. It seemed somewhat like overkill to Warden, who'd sensed greater potential for violence in the suburbs of New York than he was detecting here, but it all seemed part of the landscape. Shinjuku, he soon learned, was where a great portion of the Chinese refugees had come to live following the diaspora from Taiwan two decades earlier. As he walked, he could smell the difference in the air, as Japanese and Chinese restaurants waged an olfactory duel. He could hear the languages shift back and forth, one block pure Cantonese, the next a mixture, then more or less Japanese, and back again.


  There was a sense of unease in the neighborhood. When he heard Japanese spoken, it was sharp and strident in tone, seeking to overpower and dominate. Those who spoke Chinese were quiet, concilatory, seeking nothing more than to blend in. The policemen who marched about walked right past any obviously Japanese people and made sure to hassle those of Chinese extraction who caught their attention. Yet the fear such confrontations caused was not one-sided; Warden could feel the panic in the uniformed men, their fluttering heartbeats, the sweat on their skin acrid and strongly pungent with urea.


  It was all disconcerting, and he kept feeling the urge to act, but he didn't know who to act against or what action to take. Distracted, he walked by a store selling large televisions and heard them talking about him. It did little to reassure him. Even the warm sunlight only seemed to highlight how out of place he felt.


  "...the disturbance to the normal tranquility of our night, and the wanton destruction inflicted upon our once-bustling marketplace, cannot be forgiven. This kind of wanton lawlessness has no place in civilized Tokyo."


  He tuned the rest out (it concerned a rash of thefts at the Roppongo Industrial Complex, whatever that was) and kept walking, unsure what his next move was to be. He was penniless, friendless (unless you counted a demented russian expatriate who thought he was the Green Hornet) and in an alien land where he stuck out like...well, like the Green Hornet. He wasn't even cool enough to be the Pain Miser.


  Then he heard a strange noise up in the ultrasonic range.


  It was active sonar.


  And it was aimed at him.


  * * * *


  "Tetsukamen...I've found the gaikokujin. He's walking the streets of Shinjuku as bold as a native." The woman on top of the building wore a grey and white mask in the same design as Tetsukamen's, and her whole body was sheathed in a spandex and leather costume in the same colors. On her hip were two wheels with blades radiating out from them and a rope-braid grip on each.


  "Excellent work, Dolphin. Can you keep him in sight until we arrive?"


  "I'm sure I...." She turned her attention to the street, and saw that the white man was gone. Somehow he'd vanished without her noticing; in fact, even now her sonar said he was standing in the same spot, but she saw people actually walking *through* him. "...Tetsukamen, he's *vanished*. Repeat; he's..."


  "Who are you, and why are you following me?" asked a voice in harshly accented Japanese. She jumped to her feet and whirled around at the voice. The gaikokujin has somehow gotten up behind her without her noticing him, and was crouched on the edge of the building, his long grey coat trailing out behind him. She thumbed her palm control, throwing her neck-mike wide open so the others could hear him.


  "I ask the questions, outsider. Did the Eyes of Black really believe that we'd allow them to assasinate our lord Otomo?"


  "I have *no* idea what you are *talking* about." Warden looked deeply pessimistic. He could hear a strange bouncing sound leaping over the nearby rooftops, but he was unprepared for what landed next to the woman he was speaking with.


  It was a man in a uniform similar to her own, save that it was green and grey, and the mask was stylized so that it bulged around the eyes. Clinging to his back was another woman, this one in blue and grey...and then a man in brown and silver clambered over the south wall of the building, accompanied by another man in black and silver. They all had similarly stylized masks, each slightly different from the other, and they surrounded him in a quick, synchronized manner.


  He might have done something to prevent that, if he'd had any idea what they were. Just watching them through a nearby rat's eyes was odd enough.


  "Now, outside country person, you will tell us everything we want to know. And you will do it now, or we will cut you down like a wave man." The one in the brown and white...his mask stylized to look vaguely gorilla- like...strode forward. Warden realized that the man was very large. The rat scampered away at that point, forcing him to fall back on echolocation and feeling the vibrations of their heartbeats.


  "As I was telling her, I have no idea what you want..."


  They leapt at him. Warden rolled to the left to avoid the large male with the ape-mask, only to have the one in the frog-mask hop clean over the lot of them and kick him with surprisingly powerful legs.


  He stumbled back, and one of the males, the one who was neither a frog nor an ape, but some kind of finny thing, suddenly doubled in size, growing spikes all over his body. He attemped to skewer Warden with them, but a simple split followed by a roll caused him to miss. Warden bridged himself to a standing position and sensed in disbelief as the five of them came together on the other side of the roof in some kind of antic synchronization.


  "*Ape!*"


  "*Carp!*"


  "*Dolphin!*"


  "*Frog!*"


  "*Blowfish!*"


  The five of them were yelling out what Warden could only assume were the names of the animals they were supposed to be dressed as...and he could actually hear their heartrates alter as they did so. They were very sincere about this display of...he could only assume it was lunacy.


  Then the one who had yelled 'carp' at the top of her lungs hurled tiny spikes at him. He tried to evade them, but as strange as their display was, they were moving at inhuman speeds, and he was unused to fighting without weapons to parry with. Three of the darts buried themselves in the flesh of his forearm as he spun out of the path of the others...and into the reach of the first woman, the one who had some kind of tracking sonar. She slashed at his legs with her razor-edged wheels, catching a glancing blow on his left thigh as he reversed direction barely in time to avoid another of the frog- man's punishing kicks.


  Warden couldn't quite fathom it. Their seeming pretense was so baffling that it confused him, and underneath it they were a formidable, and well- trained, combat unit. Even as the spiky one tried to slash him again with his spines, the ape-masked one leapt on top of him, bearing them both over the edge of the nigiri zushi stand and into the street.


  The crowd took one look at this and scattered.


  Warden was surprised by this. In New York, the pedestrians moved away from the site of any violence, but once they felt somewhat secure they made sure to try and see everything. These people were fleeing...granted, it was a rather more orderly flight than he'd expected, but they were definitely uninterested in seeing what was happening. They were even looking away, as if mortified.


  The ape-masked man opened his mouth to say something, so Warden removed his ability to feel his vocal cords, making them go slack. Then he punched him in the jaw and rolled out from under him so that the ape-man landed first, with Warden on top of him. He pulled back his fist to strike him again, and the frog-masked man drove both feet into his back and kicked him across the now-deserted street.


  He skidded to a stop against a tempora stand, and prepared to get up and renew his attack, when he heard the sound of taser guns charging.


  "Freeze!"


  Warden latched onto the eyes of one of the people now surrounding him. They all wore the identical blue and black uniforms he'd seen the night before...on the men from the small police box in the marketplace. There were eight of them, and they were all pointing tasers at him.


  Of the lunatics in the spandex costumes, there was no sign. He could smell them moving rapidly away, to the south...and then the wind shifted and he couldn't smell them at all anymore. Warden considered his situation. In New York, he'd probably depend on his reputation to disconcert the policemen enough to escape without doing any real harm to them...but these men didn't know him, none of them secretly approved of him, and he'd have to actually cripple a couple of them to escape.


  He put his hands up over his head.


  "I surrender."


  



  TO BE CONTINUED IN PART TWO


  WARDEN ANNUAL NUMBER ONE: ALIENATION (PART 2)



  (Adult content, language and situations - Please be advised.)


  CONTINUED FROM PART ONE


  



  [Editor's Note: Unless specified otherwise, all dialogue in this part is in Japanese.]


  At Narita, the airport that serviced Tokyo, a black aircraft with forged credentials, a false flightplan and a masked transponder landed.


  Out of it stepped a man wearing a black eyepatch over his left eye. Underneath it, glowing faintly, a red dot indicated the cybernetic implant that had replaced it. He strode out onto the tarmac and warmly wrapped his servant and one-time mentor in a fierce hug.


  "Shingen-san."


  "Archangeli-san. Welcome home. How went New York?"


  "Not as I'd hoped...but the setback was only temporary. How are things here?"


  "The stage is set."


  "Excellent." The man with the eyepatch placed his arm around Shingen's shoulders as they walked to the car. "Then all I need to do is place my final clue."


  * * * *


  In the back of the police car, Warden considered his options.


  The wrist-restraints they'd put on him were thick, but simple. It wouldn't be hard to snap them if he boosted his strength as high as it would go, or even to slide his hands free by rotating his hands enough. The question was, should he?


  So far, in his time loose in Tokyo, he'd managed to get shot at by a helicopter and attacked by people dressed vaguely as animals...and, humiliatingly enough, he hadn't exactly been winning the encounter when the Keisatsu showed up to arrest him. Perhaps fortunately, perhaps not, they thought he was some kind of Mongolian troublemaker, mainly because they hadn't seen his assailiants and the natives of the Shinjuku wanted little to do with any kind of trouble. They had enough of their own. So Warden was left to his own devices...penniless, weaponless, and his only 'friends' were people who'd be much better off if they had never met him.


  Well, at least *that* part was true to the Thomas Malfeas form. What had he been doing when Jimmy Willot found him? Scrounging in dumpsters.


  Scowling, he decided to enjoy the ride for the moment.


  "Hey. Mongolian." The thinner of the two policemen, the one who chattered incessantly since they'd arrested him, gestured out the window. "We're passing Akasaka Palace. You should take a look...the Geihinkan's a lot nicer than where you'll be staying."


  "I'm blind. Why do you keep calling me Mongolian?"


  "That's what we call all the foreigners we arrest in Shinjuku. Don't want to call down the wrath of the 'People's Republic' by arresting too many Chinese, after all." The officer driving the car gave his partner a dirty look, which Warden was amused to notice required no cultural translation. The thinner of the two didn't seem to notice. "You really blind? You don't seem blind."


  "Look carefully at my face. I don't have eyes."


  That shut the thin one up for a whole minute, as he peered through the plexiglass at Warden, trying to see through his sunglasses. Finally he turned to his partner.


  "I think he may be telling the truth, Hiroshi. I can't see any eyes. Surely a blind man couldn't have been behind that disturbance..."


  "So what if he's not? He's a foreigner with no documentation we found in the middle of the area, lying on the ground. We'll book him for vagrancy and deport him. Case closed, people happy." He was about to say something else when the tattooed man landed on the hood of the car, katana drawn, and cut the roof off of it with one slash.


  Warden sighed.


  It was just that kind of day, he supposed wearily.


  As the car swerved wildly into the next lane of traffic, Warden backflipped out of it and into the air, landing on a nearby Fire Brand Beer truck he saw through the masked lunatic's eyes. At least this one didn't seem to have an animal theme. Warden could hear the police car slamming into the guard-rail, but knew from tapping his sight that the swordsman was already leaping onto a nearby car, and from that to the cab of the truck.


  He slid his wrists from the restraints, careful not to break the chain, and then as the swordsman reached him, began twirling them in a loose flail manner.


  "I don't suppose you people are ever going to stop coming?"


  "Nothing but death will release you from our grasp, white assasin for the Eyes of Black! Tokyo is ours, not a haven for aliens who would bring the wrath of China down upon us!" The swordsman slashed at him, cutting half of the right cuff away with a slash; clearly that was no ordinary katana, or at least not in *his* hands. The tattoo pattern on his body was actually vibrating*.


  Tokyo was sincerely beginning to suck, as Jimmy would put it.


  "*Ape!*"


  "Oh, for the love of..." Warden abandoned Japanese in that moment. He didn't care if they understood him or not; he was being jumped on a moving truck by Otakuza hit men who looked and acted like animals...in the vaguest and most stylized manner possible...and their leader, who acted like some sort of techno-samurai and was the same kind of bully that Warden was born to fight in the first place. "All right then. You people want to fight someone? *Fine*."


  As the Ape-mask leapt off his motorcycle to try and grab onto the truck, Warden gave him vertigo. Ape-mask missed. Warden almost smiled, till he saw the one who dressed vaguely like a fugu float over and save him from hitting the ground.


  So he whipped the manacles like a bola directly into Fugu's face while blinding him before it hit. That sent the two of them slamming into the ceramic highway barrier with a satisfying sound of smashed bone. Part of Warden realized it was petty to take pleasure from their pain.


  Most of him didn't care at all.


  The rest of them leapt off of their motorcycles at the same time, leaving him to face their battle-cry...possibly the most annoying thing about them. Warden wondered why the driver of the truck didn't do something, until he tried to see through the man's eyes...and found no one there. Looking through the swordsman, he saw elaborate machines that seemed to be reading impulses from a set of devices implanted in the roadway. The truck was pre-programmed.


  One less thing to worry about, anyway.


  "*Carp!*"


  "*Dolphin!*"


  "*Frog!*"


  "*Iron Mask!*"


  Not for the first time in his life, Warden sorely regretted the lack of eyes. Not for sight reasons...he just found himself longing to blink.


  Before he could find an alternative expression, they rushed him.


  He spun over Carp's throwing 'scales' and under Dolphin's wind and fire wheels. Now that he knew what they could do, and there were two less of them, it was easier to evade them. He threw off Frog's aim so that the bouncing kick slapped into Iron Mask's chest instead of Warden's, and then followed up that kick with a one-inch punch to Iron Mask's sternum that nearly flung him off the truck.


  Unfortunately, the man had a katana, and he used it to anchor himself to the side of the truck by driving it through the passenger door. Warden caused Carp to go numb just as she flung her 'scales' at him, and smiled grimly as they went into Dolphin's leg.


  He hated to admit it, but he really enjoyed hurting them.


  The truck took a turn off of the expressway and into a large factory of some kind as Iron Mask pulled himself back onto the top of it, slashing at Warden with his katana...just as Warden increased the pins and needles sensation in his hands from holding onto a speeding truck by a sword grip.


  The katana swung end over end.


  Warden plucked it out of the air and slashed it twice, getting the feel for it. It was balanced differently than a hook sword...but if Iron Mask could use it, Warden could too, now. Satisfied that he knew how to use it, Warden smiled at the battered Otakuza, who were beginning to understand, on an intuitive level, that they'd been playing with the wrong man.


  "Now, as I tried to tell you before," Warden sighed, switching back to Japanese, "I don't know *who* these Eyes of Black are. My name is Warden, and I'm from *New York*."


  He leapt up into the air, arcing over the length of the truck as it pulled inside a nearby warehouse, and came down in the middle of them even as he scrambled their senses into a dadaist nightmare of riotous sound and blaring, nausea-inducing color. He slapped Iron Mask with the flat of the katana while driving a foot into Frog's stomach, then used the rebound to slide his legs completely under Dolphin's and then snapped them to the left, sweeping hers out from under her.


  The three of them fell off the truck, leaving Warden and Carp alone atop it as it finally came to a stop at the end of its programmed path, directly underneath some kind of bottling apparatus.


  Carp flung more of those scales, and Warden cut each of them in half with Tetsukamen's sword. Leaping to the side, he used the blade to cut the roof off and kicked her sense of hearing up into the hypersensitive level, causing her to flinch at the sound of metal screaming and tearing.


  Which made it fairly simple to flip her off the truck by upending the roof. 'Looking' about the inside of the brewery, it was easy to feel cocky.


  Until the far wall exploded and the dozen or so men and women in black gi clambered through the hole.


  "The Eyes of Black!" Iron Mask managed to drag himself to his feet, drawing the wakiszashi on his hip. Warden knew them by the ridiculous ease they slid into the room, almost evading his hyper-sensitive hearing.


  "Onyx Eye," Warden translated into English.


  "Kill the Otakuza scum who serve Otomo!" shouted the Onyx Eye assailants in Chinese.


  That was when the sports car rammed through the service entrance.


  "*Ape!*"


  "*Fugu!*"


  Warden shook his head in disbelief. _Could this possibly get any worse?_


  Then the sports car spun out of control...helped along by the driver and passenger leaping out of it in order to strike dramatic poses along with the rest of the Otakuza assassins...and slammed full-tilt into the bottling apparatus, which spilled its load of bottled beer in a great wave of shattering bottles and scattering glass.


  This was the point where Warden lost his temper. Whirling the blade around himself in wide arcs, he parried or sliced the barrage of glass whenever it threatened to cut into him, and leapt up onto the framework above the floor, using it like a spider in a web to cover the distance to the far wall.


  Once out of harm's way, he dropped and 'watched' the fight between the Onyx Eye and the Otakuza for a full ten seconds, panting in anger as they flipped and weaved and looked very attractive and *barely hit each other*. It was as if even the Onyx Eye...who were quite brutal back home...had assimilated the strange desire for decorum and aesthetic that seemed endemic here.


  It really, really annoyed him.


  So he reached out and blinded the lot of them, while turning their hearing up.


  "I have had *enough* of this," he boomed, sounding to the combatants below like the voice of God.


  And then he leapt bodily into the center of the fight.


  It became vicious very quickly after that. Onyx Eye warriors slashed at Otakuza, who abandoned the showy antics for animalistic brawling. Everyone tried for Warden, but between his swiftness and his ability to twist, alter and shut down all the senses, it was practically impossible to do more than graze him, especially in the shifting melee that rippled across the broken glass on the floor and through the haze of alcohol fumes.


  Bones broke. Masks shattered. Skin tore. Blood leaked onto the floor and left oilslick patterns in the spilled beer. Grunts and moans of pain filled the air.


  And at the end of their bloody dance, there were but three.


  Warden stood facing off against two of them, bloody from a dozen shallow cuts. They looked equally hacked up. Iron Mask still stood, his wakizashi augmented with a chinese tien blade he'd liberated from one of the Onyx Eye and his mask cracked on his face. And on the other side one of the Onyx Eye, a large, powerful woman with two kama clenched in her fists. She stood defiantly, clinging to the wall with her feet. Warily, each prepared to attack.


  "This is insane," Warden spoke first. "Look *around* you at all this. What is it for? *Who gains from this?*"


  "Don't seek to lull me, slayer for the Eyes of Black..." Iron Mask spoke, but the woman on the wall casually interrupted.


  "He is not one of us...although he knows our arts, he does not bear the mark." She held up her forearm, where a chinese pictogram lay above a tattoo of a black eye with a gleaming pupil. Warden examined it through Iron Mask's eyes. "Or did you fail to notice him cutting down my best as well? I am Tarrun, Mother of the Shibuya Triad of the Eyes of Black. And I believe the _gwailo_ is right. We are both weakened by this, and for what?"


  Iron Mask considered this.


  "Did you know of a renegade Otakuza base in the Tsukiji marketplace?"


  "No. It wasn't until I heard from my sources in Shinjuku of your attacks on the stranger that I even thought to move on you."


  "I was bait. All along, I've been *bait*." Warden spat it out angrily. "There's no point to this fight. I suggest we stop it. If you really want to continue it, however, I'm willing to go through both of you."


  "I'd like to see you..."


  "Oh, shut up, Otakuza braggart. We three are the last three standing, so we know how good we are. What is your suggestion...I do not know your name?" The woman leapt down from the wall.


  "Call me _Warden_." He switched into English for a moment, preferring that they call him by the name he knew rather than any translation of it. Then in Mandarin he added, "I speak Chinese as well." Switching back to Japanese, "But I doubt our Otakuza friend would appreciate that."


  "You are right, Gaikokujin. I would not. And I like this situation even less, but my people are my first priority." Sheathing his wakizashi and dropping the chinese sword, he looked at Warden pointedly, but turned and walked away. Thenm in stilted and formal English, he snarled, "When next we meet, white outside country person, I will have my sword back."


  "You can have it back now, if you want..."


  "Not unless I take it from you. And now is not the time to fight, as you pointed out. D o not worry...I will find you when it is time." He tossed the katana's scabbard over to Warden. "Until I do, take care of it."


  He stalked off, stopping at the fallen Otakuza to make sure they still lived...Warden already knew that Ape and Frog had been fatally stabbed by the Onyx Eye who were dead around them, and the other three would live, but he didn't bother to tell Tetsukamen. Instead, the eyeless vigilante turned his attention to the Onyx Eye leader.


  "Do you know of anyone who would gain from weakening both the Onyx Eye and the Otakuza?" With Iron Mask gone, he didn't see any reason to keep speaking Japanese...and his Mandarin was better, from his longer association with people who spoke it back home.


  "The People's Republic of China, perhaps. After all, despite the idiotic fears of the Japanese Government and their drooling puppet Emperor, we refugees from the mainland have no love for the Premier, even after the death of the Master Anchor. We are exiles, and will remain so." She furrowed her brow in concern. "I would not like to think of Japan under their thumb as well."


  "No. China might be your enemy, but it is not mine...and what would a man claiming to be a god and a gathering of Otakuza outcasts have to do with them? Even *they* couldn't be working to bring the PROC to power in Japan...it makes no sense."


  "A man claiming to be a god?"


  "It's a long story...and if you'll come with me, I'll tell it to you." Warden saw the wariness in her posture, and heard the slight increase in her heart rate. She was interested in his story...and he found himself wanting to tell it to someone. Even the fact that they were calmly discussing such things over the wounded and dead bodies of her own elite assassins didn't bother him like it should...because at least the ways of the Onyx Eye were *familiar* to him, and in this alien land familiar was better than nothing.


  "Lead on, White Ghost. You intrigue me."


  * * * *


  Night fell, as night always does, and they made the trip across town.


  Using the shadows and Tarrun's knowledge of the city, they cut across Aoyama and the district around the Ote-Mon of the Imperial Palace, where the "puppet Emperor" resided. Tarrun briefly explained the history of that unhappy institution.


  Unlike so many of the gods who returned at the end of the century, the Kami of the Shinto faith did not try to marshall followers or gain power. It was as if they had already lost the battle that really mattered, and simply sought to wait for the end with as much dignity and beauty as they could manage, waiting in places of natural or fashioned beauty, surrounded by those few mortals they deemed worthy to meet the end with. The thunder god Susano No-Mikado chose Hokkaido, home of the Ainu, to meet his destruction, and gifted the tribesmen with his infamous war fan as a final gift.


  Ameratsu o Mikami, however, chose the precincts of the Imperial Palace, where her linear descendants lived. Before death claimed her, she beautified the city in small but important ways, erecting the great statue and fountain in the Tsukiji Market, cleaning the water and air of the Port of Tokyo.


  Her tragic mistake was an act of mercy and love. The Imperial Family was her family...mostly human descendants who had sat on the Chrysanthemum Throne for the generations since Ameratsu had last walked the Earth. She granted them a boon of power and wisdom, "recharging" the diminished power of the Imperial Family so that it might carry on for another thousand years or more after her demise. Even the otherwise normal men and women who had entered the family by marriage were thus empowered.


  Which meant that when every paranormal on Earth died to stop the rape of the planet by the other gods, the Emperor and all his kin, no matter how far-removed, died as well. This left Japan without even the pretense of a legitimate successor. Tsukihito, the man who now sat on the Chrysanthemum Throne, bore no trace of Ameratsu's blood, and all knew it.


  Warden shuddered in sympathy as they passed by.


  They cut into Nihombashi, passing the black pole on the bridge that marked the geographic center of Tokyo as defined by Ieyasu Tokugawa; in the years since, no one had felt the need to argue with him, and even in 2024 that pole was called "Zero Kilometer." Then they skirted the edge of the Ginza, avoiding the upscale shops that threw off too much light for them.


  It was a bizarre tour of the city. They avoided all the areas that had people in them and made their way to the fishmarket district, to the Chuo Oroshiuri Ichiba, where the one called Shingen had kept the Warden a prisoner.


  Where any clues there were to have were to be had.


  * * * *


  The two of them approached the scene carefully...the Keisatsu were still there, after all, and while not exactly the most difficult thing either of them had ever evaded, it made Warden uneasy; he was in the company of a crimelord and avoiding the police, and it rankled. Plus, Tarrun reminded him of Varru'Ke, the female Onyx-Eye leader back in Manhattan...and she'd always made him nervous.


  They clambered up the side, her clinging with her strange, almost insect-like grip, and he increasing his strength and tactile sense until the tiny cracks in the masonry felt gigantic. When they reached the top and climbed in through the hole he'd escaped from in the first place, he knew what they'd find by the rotting smell.


  Dead men. Dead Otakuza renegades, dead cyborgs...who were also Otakuza, by the tattoos on their bodies...and as Warden half-expected, no sign of the man who had tried to break him, the bald man called Shingen.


  "Many dead men...no obvious rhyme or reason to it. What about this name they called you..._Hoder_? Does it mean anything to you?"


  "No...there must be *something* here!" Together and yet apart, Warden and Tarrun walked through the halls of the concealed chamber, stopping at the door to the hidden room. It was concealed, but he could feel the air moving around the concealed edges of the door, and searched for a few moments for what he knew must be there somewhere.


  A click, and the door opened.


  Inside the room, Shingen's dead body lay, his neck broken. One of his hands was sprawled out next to a go board. Warden could sense the letters burned into the far wall, symbols in the intricate katakana the Japanese used to translate words and concepts from foreign languages into theirs. He didn't read them; it was too intricate a system for him to master without normal sight to practice it. He turned to Tarrun, who was examining Shingen with interest.


  "The anchor of the infamous Underground Schools, trainer of Sentai Bushikamen for many Otakuza clans...dead. His neck snapped cleanly. I never thought I'd see the day. Who could do this to an Anchor?"


  "I'm not sure, but there's writing on this wall. Can you read _katakana_?"


  "Yes." She walked over to the wall. After staring a few moments at the scorchmarks, she frowned. "The first one is _iie_...it means no, or not. Then _mae_, which means in front of..._ke-sa_, the morning...I'm not sure what those ones are, but I think it says _wa doko desu ka_ which would mean Where is or Where was...and _dare desu ka_, Who? I don't understand."


  "I think I do." He looked down at the board and realized something. Exactly half of the pieces were made of sound-reflective stone, a kind of stone he'd sensed a few times before...they were made of Onyx. One of the non-onyx ones was unaligned, and it laid to the south and east of the board's center...corresponding to the market itself. And one of them....


  "I know who's behind this now. And I know where to find him."


  * * * *


  Ultimately, Warden left the market without her. He knew that if he associated with Tarrun any longer, he'd be forced to act against her. After all, she was Onyx Eye, and wherever they went protection rackets and gangland activities sprang up. But it wasn't his concern, he decided, because it wasn't his home...and even though he knew it was a cop-out, he didn't damn well care anymore. He had enough to deal with, finding the bastard who'd done this to him.


  He found himself clambering up the side of the Token Hakubutsukan, the Japanese Sword Museum, entering as close to the top as he could. He thumbed his stolen katana away from the scabbard slightly in order to make it easier to draw. The darkness inside it really wasn't a problem for him. Soon, he found the staircase to the top floor.


  The door was open. _I'm expected,_ he reminded himself, and stepped inside.


  "So this is how it ends." Warden used the sound of the speaker's voice to find him. "You know, I really expected that you'd be dead by now...or that you'd have killed Tarrun and the rest of her Onyx Eye, along with Otomo's Otakuza clan, leaving those I control to expand even further. I wasn't expecting your solution." The man spoke English smoothly, a native speaker.


  "It wasn't a game to me," Warden replied in the same tongue. It had a comforting familiarity. The room was lit via power from a junction box underneath the floor; Warden could taste the tang of electricity as he crossed it. Elaborate racks of archaic weapons lined the walls, most of them smelling of the oil and lacquer that proper maintenance required. The speaker was a shorter man, well muscled, with an obvious cyber-eye that swept the room in infra-red light; Warden could feel it warming his skin. "So I decided not to play."


  "Indeed. I must say, I've gotten used to those who consider themselves heroes. None of them would have left such an obvious knot of corruption intact." Warden didn't bother to answer; instead, he reached out and tried to remove his enemy's ability to see. He couldn't. Which confirmed his theory nicely; his enemy was an Anchor. Luckily, his sense of smell wasn't what he'd 'heard' someone call an "Active Violation Effect"; Warden had the man's scent now. He'd know it forever.


  The room was surrounded in glass, and no doubt behind it the Ginza spread out like a carpet of jewels, but Warden couldn't see it. All he could sense was the glass itself, vibrating slightly as they talked.


  "What's your name?"


  "Why should I tell you, Warden?"


  "Do you really want to be anonymous, after all this? After the Otakuza and the Onyx Eye and the Sentai Bushikamen, after all your games and traps, I can hardly believe you haven't already told me."


  "But I did." The man smiled...Warden could 'see' it in the patterns of the sound of his voice bouncing off of the walls around him. "The message burned into the Otakuza hideout in katakana...'Where is the one who hides behind the horizon?' It was more than a map I left...it was a clue. Granted, you aren't the mind my usual opponents are, but..."


  "I know enough to know you meant Horus. Are you claiming to be *another* god? Odin wasn't enough for you...was it, Lorenzo?" It was Rebus' turn to be silent. "I've read Eugene Kwan's mind...it wasn't hard. I know more about you than you'd expect, Rebus. I was just interested in getting close enough to you."


  "As was I." Rebus's smile exposed his teeth. "Oyasumi nasai, Thomas."


  The anchor effect rolled out over the room, stealing the ultrasound "picture" and with it, the enhanced speed, reflexes and perceptions that made Thomas Malfeas into Warden. The desk that had been between them creaked as the man once known as the Ankh Killer leapt across it, his feet slashing towards Thomas's face...


  Just as Thomas drove the borrowed Katana he'd taken from Tetsukamen into the junction box, plunging the room into darkness save for the blinding shower of sparks and arcing electricity blazing from the blade.


  "Aaahr!" Rebus was blinded in his human eye, while his cybernetic optics went fuzzy from the discharging electrical surge. Thomas drove an elbow into the man's throat, sending him sprawling onto the carpet.


  "You make people helpless, Horus of the Horizon." Thomas' spit the words while moving. "But even without my powers, I am as skilled at the best fighters I've ever faced...and I've faced the best the Otakuza and Onyx Eye had to offer just today. I can fight blind. Can you?"


  Rebus rolled to his feet, his cybereye still bombarding his optical cortex with static, and listened intently. The sound of breathing in the room was masked by the crackling of the speared junction box. He closed off his senses, using a trick old Shingen had taught him back when he'd been merely a student, and tried to find Warden by the disturbances he made in the air.


  Behind him!


  Rebus whirled, his fist a blunt instrument capable of breaking ribs like kindling, but Thomas merely stepped an inch back and let it tangle in the folds of his borrowed jacket, now draped along his arm like a matador's cape. Then he pulled Rebus forward and tossed him into the window behind his desk, smiling with satisfaction as the glass shuddered on impact.


  "Very...good...Thomas." Rebus pulled himself to his feet. "Tell me, have you ever heard the term 'Fenris Wolves?'"


  "No." Rebus tried listening for where the voice came from, but the room was too cavernous; sound seemed to echo from the darkness.


  "Well, you were one of them, Thomas. And for years, they kept you anchored to that bed in the hospital. The Conclave would have held you forever, if not for a quirk of fate. But I destroyed the Conclave, and in so doing, I kept you free, Thomas. You *owe* me." Rebus' boot ground the screen of his computer into fragments as he stepped around his desk. "Is this how you repay your debts?"


  "I have no idea what you are talking about. And I don't care." Rebus got a block up in time to deflect a nasty slash-punch inches from his face, and retaliated with a scythe-kick, but somehow his target turned that kick into a toss that sprawled him out onto the floor. He rolled to avoid the foot that brushed less than an inch from his cheekbone and slashed out with his arm, catching the edge of the heel and flipping Warden over...but he didn't hear him land.


  "I have the layout of this room memorized, Warden. There's no escape from me in here."


  "Then I guess..." the sound of metal scraping against metal, "I'll have to go through you instead."


  Rolling, Rebus heard the blade of the sword cut his desk in half. The edge of the metal made a small whistling sound as it slashed through the darkness, and despite Rebus' training it found his face, slicing across the edge of his cybereye and spinning him across the room.


  Rebus landed against the wall; he knew by the picture of the room in his memory that it contained a no-dachi that had belonged to the Minamoto family. Wheeling on his heels in the darkness, he reached out for where he knew it would be and felt the handle in his palm. It slid from the scabbard with a low whine.


  The whistle drove in; Rebus blocked it with the no-dachi, then lashed out with it. He heard the sound of fabric tearing and knew he'd just split his new couch in half.


  It was a ballet of sound. The clashing of blade against blade, as each man used sound and smell and the feel of moving air to try and find the other, to deliver the killing stroke. Rebus was as well-trained and athletic as any man could be, and Thomas Malfeas was skilled in arts as esoteric as any that existed, arts that compensated for the blackness that Rebus's presence forced upon him. They whirled and spun and struck and moved apart and rushed in again, dancing in the darkness.


  Rebus pulled his blade down in a savage overhand strike and felt fabric tear; he pulled it back with liquid dripping down onto his hands.


  "First blood is mine, Thomas."


  A foot caught him full in the kidney, sending him spawling back along the length of the room and into the window again. This time it shattered, the polymerized layer between the sandwiched glass the only thing that held it in any kind of place. The moonless night outside provided but dim light, but Rebus's teary human eye could dimly see the sweeping blade of the katana catching starlight as Warden approached.


  _Just a little closer._ Rebus could see faintly now, and in that dim blue light the slash across Warden's ribcage was jet black, a jagged line down the length of him. Not enough to kill him, but it would slow him down enough. Rebus grinned in anticipation of the kill. It was sad to lose someone who might have been so useful, but Warden had proven a little too dangerous to allow to live.


  Warden suddenly stopped fifteen feet away from Rebus.


  "Interesting fact about you Anchors...when you get tired or distracted, your range shrinks. Did you know that?"


  Rebus's good eye widened. He concentrated on extending the field...


  Warden flung the katana end over end like an enormous throwing knife. A normal person wouldn't have had a chance in hell of hitting anyone, but Warden wasn't a normal person outside of Rebus's Anchoring field.


  The blade speared Rebus, driving straight through the lower abdomen and coming out an inch to the left of his spine. The window he was leaning against shuddered with the impact, and then gave way, sending his body tumbling backwards out of it.


  Warden rushed forward, ignoring the sudden weakness as he stepped full into Rebus's sphere, which told him that the man wasn't dead. He shoved his head and shoulders out of the window, trying to get an idea of Rebus's location, and froze when he heard a vicious chuckle.


  "I learned a lot from studying your exploits, Warden...even from your enemies. For instance..."


  Thomas heard a click, then the sound of metal springing.


  And he leapt, blind to Rebus's location, dropping as a normal man. The world came rushing in at him as he dropped, and then heard the fuse sputter into silence, before the explosion effectively "blinded" him.


  Half-deaf, he felt rather than heard the slight vibration of high-load wires below him, and he smiled.


  This was the part that was second nature.


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


  Next Issue:


  This is an Annual, there isn't really a "next issue." However, the adventures of Warden in Japan continue in Time Capsules Annual #1, "The Darker Angels of Our Nature"!


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


  Author's Notes:


  Here's a translation of some of the foreign terms used in this issue.


  Japanese:


  Bushikamen - Masked warrior(s). Kamen is "mask" on its own.


  Chuo Oroshiuri Ichiba - The great fishmarket of Tsukuji.


  Fugu - Blowfish. Specifically, a highly toxic variety of blowfish that, when prepared correctly, is a top-line delicacy in Japan. Prepared incorrectly, it's fatal.


  Gaijin - Foreigner.


  Gaikokujin - "Outside country person," a slightly less rude way to say foreigner.


  Geihinikan - The Akasaka Detached Palace, which is deserted in 2024.


  Kama - Scythe-like short bladed weapons, usually used paired.


  Katakana - One of four writing systems used to express the Japanese language (the others are Hiragana, kanji and romaji). Katakana are the closest that native Japanese has to an alphabet (syllables rather than letters, though), and are used to represent foreign words and concepts. Katakana are also commonly found in writings intended for the less literate (children, gaijin, etc) to help them sound out more complex words that they may not have learned yet. However, since any one combination of katakana can map onto dozens of words/concepts, they're not useful for clear communication.


  Keisatsu - Police. Literally, "Watchers."


  Kobun - Police "box," more of a substation. Japanese police are less centralized than most U.S. police, but strike a balance between walking the beat and having a place you can be easily found by setting up numerous small Kobuns. Given the equipment of the Keisatsu in 2024, Kobuns are probably a bit bigger and more heavily armored/protected than they are in the real world.


  Niombihashi - The "Zero Kilometer' that marks the center-point of Tokyo.


  No-dachi - A two-handed sword with a slightly curved blade. An executioner's blade.


  Otakuza - Mixture of "Otaku" and "Yakuza." Otaku literally means "my house," but has since come to mean any rabid fanboy of something. The Yakuza is the "Japanese Mafia." Otakuza take the structure of the Yakuza but bring in paranormals and a fanboyish fixation on Sentai and other heroic late 20th Century ideas.


  Oyasumi nasai - Be at peace, Goodbye.


  Sentai - A genre of children's show featuring five-person teams of brightly costumed superhumans. Power Rangers is remixed Sentai. A later innovation was the addition to each team of an extra woman (3 men, 2 women instead of the earlier 4 men, 1 woman) and a sixth team member. The sixth man tends to come and go mysteriously, and is not necessarily thematically linked to the other five in his appearance or powers, but can be. Fortunately for Warden, one of the other standby elements of Sentai, the giant robot, was not introduced in this story.


  Tetsukamen - Iron Mask. Iron Mask is the "sixth Sentai" of the Otakuza Bushikamen.


  Wakizashi - Most readers should be familiar with the Katana, and this is the short blade that is traditionally paired with it. Generally a backup weapon or simply for style, as few katana-based fighting styles also employ a second blade these days.


  Chinese:


  Gwailo - "White ghost" literally. Westerner. Cruder variants, such as "gwiper," exist. Not that "gwailo" is exactly polite.


  Triad - A sort of cross between a criminal organization and a freelance government. Originally formed out of anti-imperialist revolutionary cels in the 1800s, Triads quickly found there was better money in crime. Exported to the U.S. as Tongs (which have a stronger pseudo-governmental role since they arose on the "wild frontier").


  TIME CAPSULES #4:"The Darker Angels of Our Nature"


  [cover shows Warden on a trapeze, letting go and reaching forthe next one. But the other trapeze has a lit fuse....]


  



  "Kaoru, I think it's time to give you a somewhat meatier project," Professor M'Cormack declared.


  Her graduate student suppressed a groan. On the one hand, working with M'Cormack was definitely helping his professional development. On the other hand, she felt it her duty to broaden his deliberately narrow focus. Which meant she often threw him projects that almost required him to pick up a new undergraduate degree to complete. "Yes?" he tried not to sigh.


  "While you were working on the matter of the radioactive statuette, a new capsule was unearthed. Here's one of the items inside," she handed him a small plastic packet filled with orange objects.


  "Circus peanuts?" Kaoru looked at the confections with some disbelief. "Why would anyone put a bag of circus peanuts into a time capsule? Wait, was this from...um...2050?"


  M'Cormack shook her head and grinned. "A good supposition. It *was* around that time that we finally found out who was buying all the circus peanuts. The Pranir discovered back in the 1970s that the humble marshmallow circus peanut matched the texture and taste of an extinct delicacy of their homeworld. Some sort of ambulatory fungus."


  Kaoru turned vaguely green. "Too much information."


  "But this capsule covers the events of the 2020s and 2030s. And I'll give you another clue...it wasn't a humorous attempt to see if the candy would remain edible a century later. Part of archaeology is the ability to extrapolate from the available information. Try to figure out why a bag of circus peanuts would be important enough to place in a time capsule, without knowing anything else about the capsule."


  Kaoru looked at the shriveled orange things and scowled. Circus. Carnival. Wait...he remembered something about a Carnival in the 2020s. Without another word, Kaoru headed for the research terminal and started digging.


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


  [May 28, 2024 - Tokyo, Japan]


  Warden found the katana in the Ueno Zoo, stuck through a cherry blossom tree. Despite having weathered a large explosion that brought the Keisatsu out in force, the blade and handle were in near-pristine condition, except of course for a veneer of blood. Warden could smell it; it was how he'd found the sword in the first place. The sword had been through much that day. Taken from its master, the Otakuza warrior Iron Mask...then used to skewer a madman with delusions of godhood who was *apparently* killed when his own building, the Token Hakubutsukan, exploded. Finally it ended up in a cherry tree.


  It did not seem to have been blasted into the tree, however.


  Rebus had most likely escaped. The brief memories of the man Warden had stolen from Kwan's hypergolic mind were almost useless, despite what he'd told the man, but he knew that Archangeli had been in custody around the time the CSV had made the first moves that had led to the gang war which had so destablized Manhattan.


  And he'd escaped.


  Groaning to himself, Warden sheathed the katana and thought about how he was going to get home. He didn't have a clue. Maybe he could stow away on a ship heading for the Combine and hope for the best...that would take weeks just to get him onto the North American Continent, of course, but he didn't exactly have any better ideas.


  Exhausted and battered but alive and, for now, victorious, he slipped away to find a place to spend the rest of the night.


  * * * *


  He was 'seeing' entirely too much of Shinjuku.


  He actually spent the night using Suryen's jacket to as a makeshift blanket, laying on top of the Tokyo City Hall. He assumed it would be safe; the building itself was less a government center now that the refugees dominated the area as it was an informal 'Japanese Consulate' in the heart of their own city. Certainly an unlikely place for a white fugitive from justice to spend the night...assuming the Keisatsu were still looking for him, which seemed entirely likely. A bit of Biblical verse he'd picked up somewhere came back to him...Cain in the land of Nod...wandering, with every man's hand against him and the mark of God on his brow. A rather sadistic God, at that.


  Still, even with the clash of cultures in the area...or perhaps because of them...Shinjuku was where he felt the most comfortable in Tokyo. The mini-skyline of the area put him in mind of home, with the striking outlines of the Shinjuku Park Tower just down the Juni-Go Gairo from his little nest, the larger NS Building and the imposing Monolith Building both within the range of his perception. He enjoyed the 'feel' of wind rubbling lightly across the nearby buildings of Nishi-Shinjuku.


  He got little sleep, instead trying to come to know the unknowable. Even if he learned Shinjuku the way he knew Manhattan, it wasn't home; he'd be even more of an outsider there than he was in New York. And it was clear to him from the way the police had reacted that they'd never come to terms with him the way the NYPD had...there was just something lacking in the Japanese heart that didn't allow for his brand of intervention. It was too...overt. The Otakuza and Onyx Eye had their dramatic moments, but they kept their battles out of the public eye, whereas what Warden did tended to attract attention.


  And massive property damage.


  The people of Tokyo would be glad when he was gone. Not to mention that while Rebus had played his little game, there was no telling how bad things had gotten back home. By now, Umbrae could be openly setting up Organlegger booths in Times Square, next to the Pranir Drug Dispensary.


  Thomas smiled faintly to himself just before dropping off to sleep, grateful that the late spring weather wasn't turning cold at night anymore... at least not in Tokyo.


  * * * *


  Hagashi-Shinjuku, also known as the East of Shinjuku, was the kind of place that had weathered decades of change to remain, more or less, a hotspot of vice, abuse and crime. It really was the kind of place Thomas was used to. Paradoxically, because of that, it was the worst place in the world for him to remain once the day got rolling...because the largest Keisatsu substation in Tokyo existed within the shadow of the Shinjuku Eki, and Warden had already had enough run-ins with the police.


  Before the day really began, he found himself rooting around in the alleyway surrounding Studio Alta, pulling out a somewhat ragged but serviceable t-shirt that didn't have a little fire-breathing rodent on the front. Then he wandered about, hoping that by judicious use of slouching and avoiding the appearance of eye contact he could keep out of trouble. It seemed to work, for the most part. But the pain in his stomach told him that he'd need to eat fairly soon, and he didn't know what he was going to do about that, either. It was a problem. He supposed he could track down some low-level criminals...but the idea of stealing, even from thieves, bothered him a lot. And he didn't think he'd be much in demand as a martial arts teacher in *Tokyo*, where there were already quite a few, he assumed.


  Still, Hagashi-Shinjuku was bustling, to say the least, and it was fairly easy for him to slip into the crowd and not be noticed. He wandered around for a few hours, until he walked into the midst of a crowd outside the Koma Gekijo theatre...a place that scattered sound like shattering stone, making his head hurt. A racous crowd had already built up in the afternoon, which Thomas gathered wasn't especially unusual. The street snakes were already at work telling people of the delights to be had, but Thomas avoided them.


  What interested him was the calliope music.


  Once, when he'd still been living with Jimmy Willot, he'd spent an afternoon hanging around Staten Island with him. They'd originally gone out there just to pick up some new mats for the dojo, but then Jimmy insisted that they go to the Zoo.


  Thomas only found out why when they got there. The rival circus troupes Circus Amok and the Big Apple Circus were working together for a children's charity of some kind...he hadn't bothered to try and figure out which kind, however, because he'd been entranced by the smells and sounds and the stolen sights he'd pilfered from Jimmy's eyes. The two troups had set up in opposing fields; the Big Apple was a more traditional show, with the tents and clowns and high-wire acts, whereas Circus Amok lived up to its name with street-level acrobats, teleporting clowns and the like. Thomas, who at that point had never even *heard* of a circus, spent most of his day fast-learning the gymnastic and acrobatic skills of the performers.


  Well, that and gorging himself on cotton candy.


  And the big marshmallow peanuts. He really liked those.


  His stomach snarled at him again, and he frowned slightly. Following the music, he headed down the the Kabuki-cho until he reached the source.


  It was a midget on stilts riding some sort of unicycle. Around his neck hung a MIDI player reading a disk and putting out the antic music, and he clapped in time with it while three women in costumes involving feathers and not much else bounced around with exquisite grace and litheness. Thomas stopped dead to 'watch' this.


  "My friends," the midget spoke, with japanese better than Thomas's...and then Thomas became equally proficient, reaching out to learn the words from the crowd even as the performer spoke. "We bring the dionysian power of the inner life out for you to experience. Tonight, here at the _Cirque du Marche-Dieu!_ All are welcome!"


  Then he began juggling burning spheres that he'd seemingly produced from nowhere. The crowd didn't respond exactly as Thomas had expected; they merely watched politely, murmured appreciatively and then moved on to allow others to do the same. If this discomfited the midget, he gave no sign of it.


  Thomas was ten steps away, still trying to figure out a way home, when it occurred to him that he had talents to exploit after all.


  Smiling slightly, he turned on his heel and walked over to the man on stilts riding a scaled-up unicycle.


  * * * *


  "So, my strange and grubby friend, I am told you wish to become part of our little show. You feel the draw of the lights, yes?" Thomas opened his mouth to say something, but the man sitting on the side of the cannon continued speaking around a rather thick cigar that smelled hideous. "But many feel this way. What makes *you* suitable to become a member of our family?"


  Khadamite genetic surgery had grafted a set of thick rams horns to his forehead, and his body was covered in shaggy fur that smelled of chemicals. Thomas risked looking at him through one of the roughie's eyes and saw that he had various patterns painted into his pelt, like a maori tribal marking over his face or a celtic spiral on his left arm. He considered the question.


  "It's hard to describe. I could demonstrate it, if you'd like, sir."


  "I believe I would. And please, call me Chimere." They walked into the theatre. It was a modest 2000 seat arena, but by closing down many of the antiquated old bars, the owners had made extra seating and an extended backstage area for the Circus, as well as a bit pit style theatre with room for a complicated high-wire and three trapeeze towers. There was a cage to the left for the exotic animal show, complete with mutated lions from the Khadamite wastes, a recombined Komodo dragon with three heads and a thirty-five foot wingspan, and a flock of mindbirds, parrots with shared reasoning.


  Thomas could feel Iblis, the woman who handled the animal acts, watch in interest as he and Chimere strode onto the floor. He wasn't sure if she was looking at him or the goat-man. Since no one was looking at her but the Komodo recombination, he used its sense of sight to see what she looked like...three images of a somewhat cruel woman, wearing a costume made out of a strange leather he didn't recognize. He shook his head at the triple image.


  "So, what exactly are you to show me, my friend?"


  Thomas removed his sunglasses for the first time, allowing Chimere, Iblis and the roughies to see his face. To their credit, no one gasped or reacted with shock, although Iblis smiled as if finally understanding something that had been puzzling her. Thomas handed Chimere his glasses, brushed his hands, and then bounded into the air.


  Sixty-five feet above him, the high-wire was made of steel cable wrapped in insulating rubber that stuck slightly to his hands. It was quite easy to grasp it, and he swung himself up and over it in a triple somersault, landing neatly on one foot so that he could roll into a cartwheel. He tumbled the length of the wire, and then flung himself out into space, grasping one of the trapeze bars and using his momentum to swing as far as he could while switching to gripping the bar with his knees, dangling over the floor.


  The net wasn't up yet, of course...no one was supposed to be up there. Not that it mattered...if he fell, which he wouldn't, he'd figure something out. You don't jump off of as many buildings as he did without developing a certain affection for heights. He waited for the bar to swing as far as it could in the other direction, and then he straightened his legs and slid off into a backwards somerault.


  From that, he bounced once off of the high-wire again, and caught the other trapeze one-handed. Satisfied that his showing off would at least prove he was minimally qualified to be there, he let go and flipped over to the edge of the trapeze tower, clambering down the ladder to where Chimere waited for him.


  "No eyes. That's a new angle for an acrobat."


  "I can throw knives, too, if you'd want."


  "That's not neccessary, my friend." The goat-man handed Thomas back his glasses. "You don't have to wear those here, you know."


  "I tend to disturb people..."


  "You are talking to a man with a full set of horns and a lovely coat of fur. Lysenko will find you a space to sleep, and we'll work on your act later." Chimere gestured to the man who'd been walking on stilts in the street, and departed. The dwarf walked over.


  "Come on, stranger. You can stay with me."


  The dwarf, who insisted that his name really *was* Lysenko, although he claimed no relation to Stalin's "dark midget" scientist of that name, let Thomas to a small trailer outside the Koma. Inside, the left side was all scaled to Lysenko's dimensions, from the sink to the cot he slept in. The right side was empty except for a small mat, which Thomas took to be where he'd be sleeping.


  "We have three shows a day starting tomorrow...I'm sure the ladies won't mind missing out on high-wire work, it was never their favorite thing...and if you do well enough and fit in well, there are other ways to make money." Lysenko looked him up and down. "You look like you could use some."


  "I'm hoping to make enough to get home." Thomas sat down on the mat. It would be comfortable enough. He rubbed his face, feeling the stubble that was becoming a beard in surprise. How long had it been since he'd shaved? "Is it alright if I get some sleep?"


  "A few hours. Then you'll be expected to help set up the displays." Lysenko was almost out the door when he turned back. "I was about to tell you how deceptive appearances here could be. But I suppose it would be wasted on you."


  * * * *


  Two weeks passed, and the carnival prepared to move on.


  Thomas was working out, as he often did, on the high wire. Chimere, who doubled as a kind of ringmaster, had taught him a great deal about showmanship, at least as the carnival practiced it. For starters, he was now aware than almost none of the others, from the jugglers to the street performers to Helene, the unfortunate woman with the glandular condition who was saddled with the stage name "Le Monde" had any abilities like his. Even Chimere, the human goat himself, was a surgical freak only. No one was sure about Iblis, who seemed capable of a kind of inhuman influence over things that buzzed, growled and crawled.


  So Thomas had toned down his act considerably; for starters, he now climbed up the trapeze poles like any other high-wire artist, wearing a simple white shirt that reminded him of the one Jimmy wore when he'd gone out as a pirate last Halloween, and black pants that were a bit tighter than he enjoyed. Then he donned a blindfold and made a production out of everything, pretending to be hampered and slightly hesitant, throwing in the occasional near-miss. It was enough for the crowd and it amused the other performers no end; Lysenko called it a "reverse-Barnum" and regaled Thomas with stories about visiting the egress and stone colossi found in the earth.


  He backflipped off of the wire and slid down the platform pole to the sound of applause beneath him. Helene and Iblis were down there, and as always Helene had stayed to watch him. Iblis's reasons were her own, and Thomas didn't concern himself with them. He let go of the platform and dropped the last twenty feet to the ground, landing in a crouch in front of them.


  "Thomas, you amaze me." Helene clucked her tongue at him the way she always did, her voice thin, squally and throaty. "You really can't see at all?"


  "Not conventionally." He half-smiled as he cocked his head in the correct angle for non-existent eye contact. "But I do all right without it. So we're heading out this weekend?"


  "Yes." Iblis spoke, her words clipped and rapid, her voice deep. "Next stop Rome, where the pickings will be slimmer..." she trailed off at a sharp look from Helene, and then changed her tack. "You're coming along? You told Lysenko you just wanted to go home."


  "I still do." He meant that. Really. He wasn't the least bit conflicted because he'd found himself enjoying circus life, where nobody tried to kill him and everyone accepted him without question or pity. Honestly. It was still his goal to get back home. However, in the weeks since he'd left, he'd heard nothing from New York; no major paranormal news, everything supposedly still golden since the end of the Gang War. Thomas had managed to convince himself that there was no hurry; he'd cut himself off from all his loved ones months earlier, so they wouldn't be waiting for him either.


  So it was still true that he wanted to go home.


  This is what he told himself.


  "Interesting possibilities there, Thomas...." Again Helene shot Iblis a look; this time, she more or less ignored it, stepping a bit closer to him and continuing. "We should talk about them sometime. After the breakdown tonight. In my trailer...unless Lysenko's consented to you moving furniture into his?"


  "I haven't asked." Her smell was very interesting; it was changing as she spoke to him, becoming multi-layered and thick and...he shut his sense of smell off, rendering his world-view stagnant and boring, but it had to be done. Iblis's scent had been overwhelming, primitive, and he'd almost lost control of himself to it.


  "So mine, then. See you." She walked away, her heartrate noticably higher than it had been seconds earlier; she was also warmer. Helene patted Thomas on the shoulder briefly, her immense hand hinting at real physical strength, and then stalked off after Iblis. Each step made the floor under his feet shake slightly.


  He extended his hearing.


  "...Girl, what are you playing at?"


  "I'm not playing at all. Don't tell me you haven't thought of it yourself. He'd be useful. In all sorts of ways. We have to go to Roppongi at least one more time, anyway."


  "Chimere would never approve..."


  "Come *on*, Helene. Whose idea do you think it is? Who do you think told me to wear the pherotamer today? Chimere thinks it's time to break him in, and he hasn't been responding to Lysenko's approach...so now it's up to me."


  "He's just a boy!"


  Iblis's response was a rather cynical laugh. They didn't speak any further after that, just walked together towards Chimere's trailer. This left Thomas with his mouth rather dry, standing there, unsure as what he should do.


  He wondered if everyone he met felt the need to try and manipulate him. It seemed to be the standard, and it was beginning to truly anger him.


  In fact, it angered him so much that he didn't notice the slight vibration among the iron cables of the trapeze platforms.


  * * * *


  A few blocks away, in an expensive suite at the Shinjuku Palace Hotel, a young Japanese woman opened her eyes and stood up. Another woman, this one obviously of Western European extraction, was sitting in a chair outlooking the balcony, watching the sun bathe the city in amber light as it began to slide behind the horizon.


  "Well?" the woman on the balcony spoke in lilting French.


  "No sign of Rebus," the Japanese woman replied in equally fluent French, "although I think you were right about the clue in that warehouse office. However, it's definitely them in the Koma Gekijo. They've either expanded or there were just more of them than you and Teller actually ran into." She shook all over once, a gesture between a shudder and a shiver. "I can never get used to stepping back into this after being that," she looked at the solid flesh of her body.


  "More of them would explain how they avoided the Porto Genetico Policia." She stood up and stretched, "We know it must have been they who stole Sony's new Optical Encryption Program, and probably the prototype too, deny it though Sony might. We need to stop them before they can move. Tonight?"


  "I suppose. I haven't ever been to a circus before, Claire."


  "You have missed very little. Get some rest, Saori. I'll call Yevgeny and let him know our situation. Erik will be here in a few hours to pick us up."


  * * * *


  From the high-wire, it was possible to ignore the rot at the heart of the circus. That's what Thomas told himself, anyway.


  It was a lie. After all, wasn't he the Warden?


  The little voice in Thomas' head that told him the difference between right and wrong had already made too many compromises to his situation, and would not make another. He really liked several of the people in _Le Cirque du Marche-Dieu,_ and would not enjoy doing anything to hurt them. Helene was one of those people.


  He bounced twice on the wire and flipped, in his indecision forgetting to sham hesitation so that it was a perfect backflip, and landed on one hand. _Iblis tried to control me._ Thomas had never been one to repress his anger, merely to channel it in ways he viewed appropriate. He was just unsure of which way to channel it this time, that was all. He fell forward, bringing his feet back into contact with the wire, and crouched for a second, letting the crowd wonder what he was doing next.


  Then he hurled himself to the side, into the abyss.


  * * * *


  In the seats of the Gekijo, the crowd gasped. Even Claire Auger and Erik Qvenhild, who were there for other reasons than to watch this suicidally beautiful acrobat. They were there as Arc and Ymir, and they had a job to do.


  As he cleared the thirty feet to the trapeze, Eric turned to Claire.


  "That's not normal, is it?"


  "Not even close. He just made a thirty foot lateral jump from a crouch, blindfolded. No human can do that, not without help." Claire frowned, the expression looking almost forced. "I don't remember anyone like him from before."


  "Maybe they went recruiting." Erik looked down at his watch. "So, how long before Saori moves?"


  "Another few minutes." Claire looked over at the seat next to her, where the young woman seemed to be sleeping.


  * * * *


  The magnetic ghost stalked the Koma Gekijo, making a beeline for the trailer where she'd seen the ringmaster...a self-made freak, a goat-man obviously built out of illegal surgeries that made little sense to her... making encrypted transmissions to someone. It *did* make sense to her that he'd hide the stolen goods there.


  The trailer had elaborate security, but it wasn't designed for her. She walked through the wall and "stepped" into the room.


  Apparently the goat-ringmaster didn't care much for tidyness. She bent to her task, passing through the locked drawers of the desk as she searched for the disk and the prototype. Once she knew where they were, she'd head back to her body and tell the others, and then get to cover and rejoin them as they retrieved it.


  She didn't see the shadow at the doorway.


  * * * *


  Thomas was distracted as he did his final move, a sextuple-somersault that he didn't quite pay attention to. If he had, he'd know he was shouting his abilities to the world; normal human beings simply couldn't do one of those yet. There was something wrong, something familiar that was bothering him.


  He extended his sense of smell as he landed on the wire. The thick, animal smell of Iblis's cages...the sweat of the roughies preparing for the breakdown and load-out...Helene's peppers and jasmine saschet over her unfortunate rougher odors, which were outside her control...the thick, goatish scent of Chimere...why were they all gathered in one place out in the audience...and another scent he recognized, over in the trailer section. Why did it bother him so much? It was a fairly normal smell, a masculine one....


  Then he remembered where he'd smelled that last scent before.


  It had been in the Token Hakubutsukan.


  "Oh, shit."


  * * * *


  Saori bolted awake. Her eyes were wide.


  "Claire, there's an Anchor back at the trailer! I couldn't..."


  "*Rebus*," Ymir growled. "Claire, *stop him*. Oni and I..."


  "Won't be doing anything." A feminine voice from behind them, and then a growl. "Bring me the blond one's scalp, baby."


  They turned. The audience seemed dazed, almost as if drugged or hypnotized, and in a section of seating stood more or less the entire contingent of the circus; the midget clown on stilts holding a Tommy Gun, the three dancing acrobat girls, the enormously fat woman whose unitard bore a picture of the Earth, the woman in the sharkskin leathers, the sword swallower (who was holding the sword, not swallowing it) and the ringmaster himself, the goat-man, smiling a wicked smile and holding a very elaborate- looking device, a silver tube with studs up and down the side.


  The goat man grinned at them.


  "This what you're looking for?" He nodded to Iblis. "Show them our friends."


  And a mutated lion-beast from the Khadamite wastes leapt directly for Ymir.


  * * * *


  Thomas was preparing to leap over the backdrop and follow his nose when he heard the screaming from the audience. It grabbed hold of his divided attention, helping him to focus his attention down onto the crowd, which he'd grown accustomed to in the past weeks.


  Weird things were happening.


  A woman with inhuman speed was fighting with Iblis's lion, while a man who seemed to be radiating cold...Thomas could feel it from the high-wire... was throwing up barriers of ice to block bullets from a machine gun that Lysenko was firing indiscriminately, nearly hitting the crowd as much as the three people he seemed to be *trying* to kill. If not for the ice walls...and the odd way that chairs and lengths of pipe kept flying into the path of bullets, and the obvious strain on Lysenko's face as he held grimly onto the gun...people would already have died.


  Helene was charging the woman fighting the lion, and the girls were right behind her, while the sword-swallower (a bastard named Falchion who never gave Thomas so much as a hello) had managed to evade the cold man's notice and was about to stab him.


  In the back.


  Thomas made his choice.


  * * * *


  Ymir was so busy, between trying to stop the enraged flock of mindbirds from slicing up Oni's body (she'd had to project herself in order to use her powers, forcing him to stand and defend her) and keeping the little Kabuki- Harlequin madman with the machine gun from killing everyone in the crowd, that he didn't notice the sword-swallower till he screamed and drove the sword in towards his back.


  And then the acrobat landed (from the high-wire, no less) and dropped him with one kick, sending him spinning end over end and tearing the sword from his nerveless hands as he fell. The blade was a narrow, sabre-like blade, and the acrobat spun it once in his hand to get the feel for it, nodding to Ymir in passing.


  Then he somersaulted over the wall of ice and landed next to the dwarf, who was suddenly unable to aim very well.


  Ymir sidestepped another knife thrown by one of the three identical, practically naked women...their aim had also degraded nicely...and trapped the entire flock of mindbirds in a cube of ice.


  The tommy gun was wrenched out of the little madman's hands by nothing at all. It hovered in place as the drum was wrenched off and the barrel bent backwards, rendering it useless. Ymir watched in satisfaction as Arc lifted the lion bodily over her head, having managed to convert the kinetic energy of his initial charge into superstrength, and hurled it directly at the enormous woman in the unfortunate world costume.


  They went down in a tumble of fur and images of primary hues representing Madagascar and the Gulf of Oman.


  That was when the flying three-headed Komodo dragon dropped down from the rafters it had been nesting in.


  * * * *


  Warden regarded the scene for an instant as he turned his speed all the way up.


  Iblis was standing there, watching it all with a detached grin on her face. Lysenko and Chimere were both retreating, while Helene was badly hurt (he wished he had time to do something for her...she'd always been kind for him), the triplets were being wrapped up in loose wire from the lighting rig, and Falchion was out cold. And the dragon was attacking.


  He leapt up into the air, driving Falchion's sword in front of him like a spear. He wished he'd thought to bring the katana from his trailer, but he hadn't expected a big battle to break out in the audience. The blade sliced a shallow path in the creature's armored gullet before snapping against its massive breastbone, but Warden managed to increase the pain-signal to distracting heights while twisting out of reach of its massive, hideously septic mouths, landing on its back as it descended.


  "Don't let it bite you! You'll get sepsis!" he shouted to no one in particular as he rolled off of its back, keeping its attention; it wriggled in the air, trying to clout him with its tail or bite him with one of its three heads.


  Ymir gathered himself for a few seconds, and then lashed out with as much cold as he could summon, sealing most of its body in ice and causing it to crash hard into the seats. As it thrashed weakly, he poured on the cold, causing it to grow sluggish and weak and torpid, unable to lift its bulk from the mound of ice he was encasing it in. He was so engaged in this, he lost track of the woman in leather until she leapt onto his back, screeching and clawing at his face with long green nails.


  Then she quivered and went flying off of him, slamming into the body of her stunned lion as it prepared to try and stand up.


  Ymir blasted both of them, freezing them to the ground where they were. Then he looked down at Oni.


  "Nice trick. How'd you do that? Iron in blood?"


  "Hemoglobin's non-magnetic, but water can be repelled by a strong enough magnetic field." She blinked her eyes as she stood up. "Wouldn't want to have to do that again, though. Where's Arc?"


  * * * *


  Chimere had run out the front door of the Gekijo and was congratulating himself on his escape when he saw the woman waiting for him.


  "I had a nice run. I don't suppose you'd just surrender now?"


  He turned and ran the other way.


  She leapt, converting the stored energy of the chase into strength, and kicked him in the middle of his shoulder blades, knocking the wind from him. As he crashed forwards, driving his horns into the pavement, she took the stolen device out of his hand.


  "That was nice."


  Looking up, she saw the high-wire walker...the one who'd helped Ymir... standing on top of the sign holding the unconscious body of the machine- gunner dwarf by his Kabuki costume. For the first time, she noticed that he was still wearing his blindfold.


  "Here. This one's yours too. I have to get after Rebus before he gets away."


  He dropped the midget, forcing her to use up some of her stored energy to catch him before he hit the ground, and flipped back inside the front doors using the marquee as a parallel bar.


  Arc lifted the goat man and converted the rest of her kinetic energy to speed, hoping to overtake the aerialist, but she didn't even see him in the theatre itself; he'd probably taken a short cut through to the alleyway. She dropped the two bodies at Ymir's feet.


  "Ice them down, and let's get going."


  He did, and they did.


  As they charged across the stage and through the drop curtain, Ymir looked at Arc.


  "What happened to the high-wire man?"


  "He said something about stopping Rebus before he escaped and vanished. Who do you think he is?"


  "No idea. Oni went ahead in astral form, so...." Arc had stored up enough kinetic energy at that point; she converted it to super-speed and bolted ahead of Ymir, trying to get to the trailer before Rebus got away.


  She slid to a stop in front of the burning wreckage that was all that remained of it. Several of the other trailers in the courtyard were also burning, the flames spreading and filling the air with acrid smoke. She waved a hand in front of her face and cursed.


  "He got away," the acrobat said from disturbingly close to Arc. "He laced the explosives with some sort of allergen...I took one sniff for his scent and almost sneezed my damn head off. Then I tried a circuit of the place, to sort his heartbeat from the crowd, but I think he can control it. So I made a few stops and came back here to wait for you."


  The aerialist dropped off of one of the light-poles and "looked" impassively at the flames. He turned to her with infinite weariness cut into the lines of his face...at least the parts of it that weren't covered by the blindfold. She regarded him warily.


  "Who are you, and what's your part in all this?"


  "It's a long story," he shook his head gently. "But I suppose I have nothing but time now, anyway."


  He began to tell her.


  * * * *


  Several hours later, Arc finished writing the report she was preparing to send to Rasputin and looked over to Ymir and Oni.


  "Well, Erik, you're the leader. Did we do the right thing?"


  "Acting leader. And who's to say?" Looking tired, he sat down on the edge of the desk next to her. "He didn't ask to be involved in all this. Sure, we could have brought him in, but it seemed somewhat ungrateful to me. I think letting him go was the right thing to do, this time. He just wants to go home."


  "So you believed his story?" Arc frowned. In his letters, Teller hadn't told her much about New York...he wasn't especially happy talking about it. She wished she'd had time to get in touch with him and ask him about this "Warden."


  "That *was* Tetsukamen's sword," Oni spoke up from the pad she was scratching on. "And a lot of what he told us made some sick kind of sense... the games Rebus put him through, the gauntlet of Onyx Eye and Otakuza..."


  "It matches Rebus, yes. But it could have all been a lie." Arc sighed. "Still, as Erik says, he did intervene on our side, helped us save lives and recover the prototype. It still galls me that Rebus gained the disk."


  "What good will it even do him?" Erik looked uncomfortable. "It's a program for encrypting optical computer data. Seems like a long way to go to make his files safer."


  Arc hit the send button, transmitting the file back to EUROPA headquarters.


  "I suppose we'll find out soon enough. What do you suppose this 'Warden' person will do now?"


  * * * *


  A man in a long grey Russian Naval Officer's coat stood on the docks outside Shimbashi, facing the Port of Tokyo. His face was covered by dark aviator's sunglasses, and a recent beard he hadn't been able to shave off yet. He hadn't decided if he would. It made him look older, he hoped, or at least different.


  He had the katana concealed in the lining of his coat, safe from casual inspection, and a few changes of clothes bought in the Ginza in a bag slung over his shoulder. He was glad he'd cooperated with the three of them, whatever alphabet soup organization they worked for; it was nice to not have every single paranormal he met hating his guts, and after all, Tokyo wasn't his city.


  It wasn't even a nice place to visit, as far as he was concerned.


  He hefted the bag, feeling the weight of the money he'd found in the trailer when he'd gone back for the sword. Even after buying some clothes for himself, leaving half of it outside Suryen and Eliza's apartment and a tidy sum at a local Shinto shrine that worked to maintain the Tsukji Marketplace Square, he still had enough left over to book passage to America on a bulk freighter. It was slower, but at least they wouldn't ask him too many questions.


  He slung the bag over his shoulder, took one last look at the skyline of the city from the eyes of the harbormaster (it was a beautiful day...the sky was just beginning to open up as the sun rose, and red-gold sunshine was burnishing the water of the bay and gilding the angles of the International Trade Center, standing like a pillar just across the port from him) and walked towards the waiting ship.


  He reached into his pocket and tossed a bag of circus peanuts, now empty, into a trash can.


  He was done with them.


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


  "So, the so-called 'Carnival of Crime' was involved in the theft of the prototype for the optical encryption system that was the ancestor to today's 'Net systems," Kaoru explained. "That seems to be the most significant event in the 2020s that could be linked to circus peanuts. Of course, since you didn't give me any other context, I can't really say whether this is the reason for the bag's inclusion in the capsule," he added, tossing the plastic bag on the desk.


  "Very good," Professor M'Cormack clapped. "You seem to be developing a good feel for this sort of thing. In fact, that does seem to be at least part of the reason for their inclusion."


  "What's the rest?"


  "This capsule," she pointed to a medium-sized aluminum tube of the kind sold commercially by a number of companies in the 2020s and 2030s, "is devoted to the paranormal known as Warden." She shook it, and a few other items fell out. Some odd coins, a black bandana and a strange studded glove with some sort of winch and grapnel attached to it. "Whoever put this together either knew of his involvement with the Carnival of Crime, or..."


  "Or what?"


  "Or they just thought Warden liked circus peanuts."


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


  Author's Notes:


  Hello, I'm Matt. I wrote some of what you just wrote (well, I don't think Dave will mind if I say that I wrote most of it [well, only about 90% of it - Dave]) and I just wanted to say a few things about it.


  1) I really, *really* enjoy the Carnival of Crime.


  2) No dwarves were harmed in the making of this story.


  3) Any performers harmed in the writing of this story were bad, bad people and undoubtedly deserved it.


  So, here it is. The story that pits natural enemies against one another; grim, urban vigilantes and carnival geeks. Enjoy.
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