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  ISSUE NUMBER 13: Changing Hands


  Part One of CHANGE IS GOOD
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  It's been two months since the truce.


  I don't much care for it, truth be told.


  Doctor Jacky's favorite killer, the immaculate death-dealer who calls himself Saturday, is fighting my meal ticket on a rooftop across the square while I sit behind this wall and let my cybernetic eye...all hail Khadam, importer of alien goods...record the whole thing in X-Ray frequencies. Up until a few months ago, I was a CyberNostra; then Supernaut got aced and I decided to get into the print trade.


  My name is Robert Coulter, and I'm the first writer of my generation. The paragang generation.


  "You really don't know when to quit, do you?" Saturday's immaculate voice...just deep enough to be menacing, without tone or intonation...comes over the wall. "I pity you, Warden."


  "Save it," spits Warden, dodging the assassin's bullets and leaping over the twitching bodies of the mambo priestess and her hounsis, towards their intended sacrifice. The comatose girl is tied to an altar next to the corpse of Sarah Kimball, ex-Fifth Avenue Snakeater. "The blood sacrifices end *now*." He severs the bonds with precise strikes of his bundi, the grating sound of metal against concrete piercing the air.


  Saturday involuntarily drops his gun to clutch at his ears. "ARGH!" My guess is, his scream only made things worse. Warden must have peaked his sense of hearing. If so, then Saturday must hear the roar of the motorcycles clawing the stairs up the tenement. The metallic crash of the rooftop door sends Saturday reeling, and he goes down for the count. But Warden's luck has run out: five Ihimaera Reapers scramble onto the roof.


  Round two, Warden versus the Fifth Avenue Zombie Snakeaters.


  After Burnout's killing spree, Dr. Jacky's New York Macoute raided the morgue. They liberated the bodies of their late rivals and put them on ice, reanimating them one by one through blood magic this past month. The Fifth Avenue Zombie Snakeaters rose from the dead, the fastest and deadliest corpses on wheels.


  My eye tells me it's Baron Crossroads leading four Zombie Snakeaters. I'd guess the headless rider's Tristan Mann, undead teleporter who got decapitated by Burnout. The charred half-lizard's none other than Paul Marko, ex-leader of the Snakeaters; I don't have a lock on the other two.


  "Nevah feah," laughs Baron Crossroads, "We heah." The Guede waves his sawed-off shotgun towards Warden and barks something foreign to the Zombies.


  The Zombie Snakeaters rev their engines and charge Warden.


  "Seems it's the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters who don't know when to quit. Not even when they're dead," says Warden. He heaves the woman over one shoulder, and leaps onto the ledge.


  Tristan Mann teleports his Ihimaera Reaper onto the ledge behind Warden, roaring fearlessly down the thin brick to smash Warden, who has mere seconds to react. Warden *back-flips* over the cycle and rider with the girl in his arms!


  Warden has little time to breathe as Paul Marko guns his cycle towards Warden, jumping the Reaper into the air to kamikaze the vigilante. The eyeless one falls backward off the building with his damsel in distress, as the Snakeater and the bike likewise tumble off the roof.


  Seconds later, an explosion rips out at ground zero. Just my luck: that alley is out of range for my X-ray vision, all I see is clutter. I curse and switch my cyber-eye back to visible spectrum. Has Warden died? If so, I'll have a first-hand account of his death: a journalist's equivalent of winning the lottery. But what are the odds of that? More likely, he has escaped by the skin of his teeth. Where would he go next? Take her to a hospital? No, these days the hospitals are under Umbrae's thumb. Warden's more likely to take the girl to the new Dumont Free Clinic in the East Village. That's my next stop, but first, I need to check that alley.


  Just in case it's my lucky day.


  * * * *


  Five days ago, I marched into Renny Moss's office with the latest issue of Para tightly in my hand. "I thought you were going to run my article?" I asked. "Where is it? Maybe I'm missing a page or two?"


  Moss twirled his pen in minor annoyance. "Calm down, Coulter. There simply wasn't room in the Pope commemorative ish. That last one for Pollux tripled our sale figures, and so should this."


  "Oh, bumped for the Pope," I grumbled. "And here I thought people would be interested in the true confessions of an ex-CyberNostra." I calmed down. "So, is it going to be in next month's ish?"


  "Actually, there is another reason I've put your story on the back burner," said Moss, a grin starting to replace his frown. "I like your idea. Really like it. An inside eye on the paragangs will grab the masses."


  "So what's the problem?" I asked. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up.


  "We can't very well publish your article before you finish your undercover assignment, now, can we?"


  "Excuse me?"


  Moss stood up, loosening his tie, his face flushing with excitement. "Imagine it! Not just your take on the CyberNostra, but *all* the paragangs. 'Manhattan After the Truce'! An entire issue featuring Robert Coulter, hot new ace reporter!"


  I blanched. "An *entire issue*? What do I have to do, kill someone?"


  "No, no, nothing so drastic. I just want you to go back into Manhattan and interview the paragangs."


  "Oh, is *that* all," I said. "Why didn't you just say it was a suicide mission?"


  "Hey, you've been there and lived: that sells. So will your escapades. People want to know how paragangers live. Find out how the paragangs are coping under the terms of the truce. Who Rex Umbrae really is. What the people of New York City think, and why they still live there. I want you to use your connections and net me those interviews."


  "If I survive," I said.


  Moss grinned. "You will. Paragangs are your scene. It'll make you... but you have to pull the legwork. You might need this." He opened his desk drawer and took out a pistol. He leaned in closer and pushed it across the table. "And, if you get me an exclusive interview with Warden...."


  "NOW you're asking the impossible," I blurted. "All right, I'll bite: what if I get Warden?"


  "Besides immortal fame?" He laughed and told me.


  And that's why I'm running down the stairs, a gun tucked in the back of my pants, sneaking around New York Macoute territory to stalk Warden.


  Funny what ambition makes us do.


  I play it safe, and sneak into a discreet position across from the alley to spy with my cyber-eye and cyber-ear. The fire claims the Ihi but Paul Marko rises from his date with the pavement, looking no worse than when he first died. The lurching corpse frightens away a poor old squatter in the wrong place at the wrong time. Baron Crossroads and the Zombie Snakeaters emerge from the building, though Saturday has usurped a Reaper from one of the living dead.


  There is no sign of Warden.


  "Ah tell you, he no powah ovah zombie," gloats Crossroads.


  Saturday nods. "He knew he could not win this one. And we will ensure that he lose the next as well." He glances towards the East River. "What did you find in Tudor City?" Tudor City is a group of twelve buildings situated on a bluff above First Avenue. It rests there, unoccupied by Umbrae's decree.


  "New neighbahs, brothah. 'Otakuza' come tonight."


  "Ah, Hooks was right. Umbrae's business associates have accepted his invitation at last."


  The Otakuza, here, in Manhattan? The word is a blend of 'otaku', a derogatory term for fans who obsess over their anime cartoons, and 'Yakuza', the Japanese crime syndicate. Otakuza clans in Japan prove to be as much a problem for Tokyo as paragangs here in New York City, but there the similarities end. Though the Otakuza are too recent a development in the East to have any foothold in Manhattan, apparently Umbrae is wooing Eastern investors, and bringing a new faction onto the island.


  Crossroads nods. "Doctah Jacky will be wantin' to know." He gestures, and Marko doubles up with Tristan Mann. As they ride away, Saturday glances my way briefly. A chill runs up my spine.


  Perhaps I'd overstayed my welcome in Gramercy; it's time to leave.


  * * * *


  I head south for the East Village, avoiding any Zombie Snakeaters or Macoute. The New York Macoute now controls the Lower East Side, Gramercy and Stuyvesant Town, boxing in the East Village. The East Village is left alone by the paragangs, as part of Rex Umbrae's truce.


  These days, New York City is in the iron grip of the King of Shadows... as we in the press have taken to calling Rex Umbrae. New gang territories have been laid down by Umbrae's law, and surprisingly, his rule is obeyed. Most of the gangs are willing to treat Rex Umbrae as a first-among equals. After all, isn't Umbrae the guy with the government juice, and the guy who kicked Warden's ass in their first fight? Needless to say, they are in awe of the man. Some might even call it fear.


  Machiavelli would have been proud.


  One effect of Umbrae's benevolence is affluence among the paragangs. Deadlier weapons, harder drugs, and faster motorcycles. In fact, whole new cliques of 'road-ragers' within each paragang have formed. Sure, they're ripping off the Rogue Voguers on the Parabahn, but the Combine is always a few steps behind Eurasian trends. Umbrae gifted each paragang with a supply of state-of-the-art motorcycles from up-and-coming New Zealand manufacturer Ihimaera, a move that consolidated his position of power. I mean, what paraganger wouldn't bend over backwards to own a pristine Ihi?


  With the rise of road-ragers, the streets have become unsafe in quite a different way. The FDR Drive and the West Side Highway are the stalking grounds for the road-ragers, and pedestrians are warned off Fifth Avenue, which has become the favoured intra-city speedway for these rabid riders. With gang wars no longer allowed, the paragangers vent their anger in quite a different way: racing, chasing, and terrorizing. These cliques have become enforcers of Umbrae's laws.


  I breathe a sigh of relief as I cross Fourteenth Street, and head for the clinic. The Dumont Free Clinic occupies the old Odyssey House on Sixth, and is run by Jessa Dumont. Once known as Scry when she ran with the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, Jessa became infamous for being the sister of Tyra Dumont...Burnout herself. Opened soon after that reign of terror, the Free Clinic offers twenty-four hour care, to victims of paragang violence in particular.


  Some fast-talk to the receptionist and I discover that a comatose patient had been admitted in the last hour, surprisingly by Jessa Dumont herself. Does Ms. Dumont have a personal relationship with Warden? I intend to find out tomorrow.


  * * * *


  I decide to use my press connections to snare this interview. Ms. Dumont is cordial, and dresses elegantly. There is an opulence about her office, perhaps too rich in decor for a clinic that caters to the public for free.


  "Ms. Dumont..."


  "Please, call me Jessa or Jess. Most people do."


  "Jessa, then." I switch on my cyber-eye, recording everything I see. "We at Para know the official story behind the Free Clinic. What I think our readers are interested in are the personal motivations. Do you mind if I ask some tough questions, about your Clinic, your sister, and your past?"


  She nods slowly. "There are some questions I'd rather not answer, but some I feel I must. Go ahead, Mr. Coulter."


  "In light of your sister's actions, which have caused much mixed feelings in this city, why was the choice made to name it the Dumont Free Clinic?"


  Jessa leans back in her chair. "Some residents despise her for her mad rampage. Others hail her for ridding the city of many paragangers. I do not name this clinic to condemn or condone her actions. I name it in hopes that our family name may be one day remembered for the good we have done, not evil."


  "Are you not one of the last surviving Snakeaters, Scry?"


  Jessa casts her eyes down. "Yes, to my eternal regret. I was a Snakeater. They recruited me to track down Universal Donors. I was naive: I thought if I didn't take a direct hand in catching the UDs, my hands wouldn't be soaked in their blood. If I'd chosen a different path, perhaps my sister would still be alive. Perhaps this city would have been spared her wrath. This is my repentance. My family has caused enough pain. I will do all I can now to help the people of New York City."


  I steeple my fingers. "There are those who believe your sister should be treated as a vigilante like Warden." I watch her eyes carefully. "What do you think of the comparison?"


  "My sister committed her crimes out of revenge and hate," answers Jessa, staring straight back at me, and I can't help but feel she sees deep, deep into my soul. "Warden is an innocent fighting a lonely war for justice. And you, Mr. Coulter, are best advised to stay away from him. Your greed shines as strongly as mine did, and it will lead you into trouble, especially where Warden's concerned."


  I break eye contact and fake a laugh. "So is that how you are able to afford all this luxurious furniture?" I stare at her desk, trying to avoid looking into her eyes again. My cyber-eye catches sight of something interesting written in her appointment book while fiddling with different wavelengths. Jessa Dumont has a meeting two days from now in Atlantic City with Devlin Marx, one of the richest men in the world...or used to be. The casino tycoon disappeared in December, and his assets were liquidated. His resurfacing and his association with Jessa would explain where the money for the clinic is coming from. Another mysterious connection to be investigated.


  "Our income, as you know, is provided by a generous philanthropist who would rather remain anonymous," answers Ms. Dumont politely. "If you don't mind, I have a new doctor to interview." She stands to shake my hand. "You have a promising future, Mr. Coulter. I will keep a close eye on your career."


  I don't know whether to be flattered or frightened.


  * * * *


  Though Sunday night is a slow night at the Hog & Hamlet in the West Village, the newest bar on the paragang scene to open since the road-rage craze, it's the right night to find Hooks, the street snitch who can weasel out information from almost anyone and any 'chine.


  I pull up my untooled Ihimaera Scavenger, marking myself as CyberNostra- friendly but no longer a 'wiresguy'. The CyberNostra Charioteers tool up their Scavs to the gills, making each 'Chimaera' unique. Many excellent specimens can be seen parked out front. I wave to a few cybers I recognize, and snap a couple of pix with a blink. I see Ihi Ticks, the motorcycles of choice among Manson Haight's Pod Squad, alongside Ihi Badgers, trademark of the Basilisk Blacks, road-ragers among the Cyanide Blues.


  Strange to see the CyberNostra in the West Village, to begin with; they still control Little Italy but were given Soho and the West Village by the terms of the truce. Stranger still is seeing the Blues hanging with the CyberNostra: the Blues gave up their former turf but moved north to grab the Garment District, and one might expect them to be bitter. But under the terms of the truce, no inter-gang violence is permitted; the King of Shadows arbitrates all.


  Well, not *all*. There has to be some way for paras to vent their pent-up anger. Thus, the rage-races: settling old scores by speed and skill. By the looks of it, there may be one tonight between the Pods, the Blacks, and the Charioteers. That explains why the the Pod Squad clone-slaves are out of Yorkville.


  I head in.


  * * * *


  I corner Barnes, Hooks and Gimble in the billiards room with free beers. I tell them I am a reporter right off; with Hooks' powers, I figure he would find out anyway. They slowly open up.


  "Hooks is in luuuuuv," taunts Barnes, one of Scry's former rivals in the organlegging trade.


  "Spizzit, she was lava," admits Hooks. "Last night at the Cornerstone, she danced into my life. Raven hair, sapphire eyes, and grace on Jaz, scan? It was love at first sight, mekk, swear."


  "You fall in love all the time, Hooks," says Gimble. Gimble is the best street-fixer in town, much prized for her ability to make advanced non- Supertech gadgetry that everybody can use, including Anchors. That she looks like a humanoid rhinoceros beetle tends to put certain people off.


  "Naw, fess, she's different. She was *alive* on the dance floor, drinkin' in all the attention," says Hooks. "She was on the arms of some CyberNostra I ain't seen before either, tearin' up the dance floor. Then..."


  "She ditches her paizan, comes by and *asks* Hooks to dance!" hoots Barnes. "Can you believe it?! A lady like that..."


  "Oh, please," says Gimble, waving her antennae in disgust. "A single dance doesn't mean true love."


  "You weren't there, Gimble," retorts Hooks. "You don't know grazz. She kissed me!"


  "I bet you don't even know her name," mocks Gimble.


  Hooks blushes and mumbles. "Well, no...my power couldn't worm her, or him." He buries his head into his arms. "I might never see her again."


  I pat Hooks on the shoulder. "Hey, look...I'll help you find her. I'll hunt down that guy for you, then you can find her."


  "Really?" Hooks' eyes light up.


  "Ra, don't give him false hope," begs Gimble, looking at Hooks with her beady eyes. "I can't bear to see him cry again."


  "Just tell me something I might want to know," I press. "Tell me about the Otakuza."


  "I'm leaving," says Gimble. She flutters her wings. "Be careful, guys." She disappears into the back.


  Hooks frowns, then looks around to make certain no one is eavesdropping. He speaks in a quiet tone. "You ain't heard this from me, scan? They came last night, and moved into Tudor City. Word is, the King of Shadows is making them a deal. The 'Takuza claim they have something which will steal Warden's power. Make him blinder than grub. Ain't saying what is or isn't, mebbe some whacked Oriental magic or Nippontech. Their head man's Kizu; he holds It."


  I whistle. "What's Rex paying for that?"


  "Tudor City, f'starters; place's a fortress now. Maybe cut room to make new 'Takuza turf. Dunno which gang'll get frazzed. A share of the profits that comes when Warden's outta pic."


  "When's this going down?" I ask, my curiosity piqued.


  "Nad," curses Barnes. "Scatter. NOW!"


  I turn to see what startled Barnes. Marc Iachex, owner of the Hog & Hamlet, who also owns the Cornerstone. He is accompanied by the cold-blue Medusa herself, Cockatrice, and a Manson Haight. The original Haight, or one of his clones? Doesn't matter; they're all crazier than Ebon. Finally, Sister Christian herself, Blessed Mother of the Machine. Each was carrying a metallic silver briefcase.


  We sit, frozen in our spot.


  It is too late to run.


  "Hey, Coulter, long time no see!" says Marc, who knows just about everyone. He slaps me on the back, leaving a fluorescent green handprint on my jacket that will last hours. "I thought you quit the CyberNostra?"


  "No one 'quits' the CyberNostra," says Sister Christian indignantly.


  I smile weakly, nodding to Sister Christian and the others. "Blessed Mother is right. Old habits die hard. Missed the scene, so, here I am again. Wanted to see a few friends and maybe catch a rage-race or two. Right Barnes?"


  "Haha, that's right." Barnes kicks me under the table, hard. Did I just rejoin the CyberNostra?


  I can feel Cockatrice looking me over. I avoid her killing gaze. "He'll do nicely," she says to the others.


  "Ek-excuse me?" I stutter. Cockatrice, taking a personal interest in us? I turn quickly into a study of frozen terror, and pray to the Machine it won't become literal.


  "Throw in Barnes and Hooks, too," says the clone. "That will draw his attention."


  "You want to catch a rage-race, you say." Cockatrice slips on her black leather gloves, and smiles. "You get your wish. Tonight you'll be the stars of the race."


  The three of us are each handcuffed to a briefcase. Needless to say, we have little choice in the matter. We stare at each other in fear of what is to come.


  "The hunt is on," cackles the clone.


  Barnes stares daggers into me.


  "Next time, just shoot me between the eyes?"


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Coulter, Barnes and Hooks are bait in a deadly mousetrap. Will Warden save them, or will they doom Warden?


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


  Author's Notes:


  Matt Rossi asked me to take over for a stint on WARDEN, and I am deeply honoured. I will try to uphold the degree of excellence both he and Marc Singer have put into the development of New York City, while bringing some of my own ideas into play. Matt must be credited for writing the first few paragraphs of this story, introducing Robert Coulter.


  You may detect some of my influences, some of which correspond to Matt's: DAREDEVIL - THE MAN WITHOUT FEAR, and THE DARK KNIGHT RETURNS. But some of my other influences recently have been GRENDEL (comics), PULP FICTION, RONIN (the movie), BLACK MASK (the movie), WILD CARDS (the novels), and SHADOWRUN (the game).


  For my run in Warden, I intend to take Warden to places quite different from what he has known. I also intend to focus more on the paragangs, and a few surprises are lying in wait in upcoming issues. I hope you enjoy the ride....


  Credits:


  All characters created by either Matt Rossi, Tony Pi, Dave Van Domelen, Marc Singer or some collaboration of two or more of them at a time.


  



  ISSUE NUMBER 14: Change of Pace


  Part Two of Change Is Good


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



  [The cover shows Warden attacking Sister Christian aboard herflying cybercycle as it hurtles at breakneck speed through theair, with speedlines blurring the surrounding greenery. SisterChristian is fighting back with her cybernetically-enhanced arms.]


  



  [-00:23:01]


  Under different circumstances, having your arm around a beautiful woman on a Sunday night might be every man's fantasy. But when she's Cockatrice and you're hanging on for dear life on the back of her Ihi Badger as she speeds through Central Park, a man begins to understand the plight of male black widows and praying mantises. I am extremely careful where I put my hand.


  The femme fatale glides us into the circle of death-cycles already assembled at the edge of the lake in the park. A sleek white limosine with darkened windows and closed doors idles in the middle. Could it be Rex Umbrae? I activate my x-ray vision, trying to snap a pic of the King of Shadows inside. No luck; the limosine is shielded against such scrying.


  I dismount too quickly, unbalanced by the briefcase I am handcuffed to. The thing's heavier than it looks. Bathory, Cockatrice's lover and queen of the King Cheetahs, slinks over to her side and whispers in her ear.


  On my left is Barnes, arriving with Sister Christian on an Ihi Scavenger bulging with cyberlinked weapons and other modifications. The "Chimaera" hovers just above the ground. It would take a bazooka to unseat those two from that floating fortress.


  Glancing to my right, I see Hooks scramble off Manson Haight's Ihimaera Tick. Not just one of Manson Haight's clone-buds, like Heckyll, Jeckyll, or Hyde...*the* original Manson Haight. How can I tell? Easy: the raven-haired maniac has bared his chest and is force-growing a leering head. Hooks doubles over and throws up over his shoes. The simulacrum severs itself from Haight and continues to grow, unfazed by its nudity.


  "This is all your fault, Coulter," blames Hooks.


  I shrug. There's nothing to say to that. The three of us were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and we're about to pay for it. If I live, it'd make quite a story sale.


  They cuff me to Barnes on my left and Hooks to the right, as Cockatrice sums up our predicament:


  Umbrae's game is simple.


  Three rats are cuffed to three briefcases.


  Three rats cuffed to each other.


  You are a rat.


  One briefcase holds nothing.


  One holds enough nerve gas to annihilate a city block.


  One holds a cache of thirteen diamonds.


  Each will open in precisely twenty minutes from...mark.


  Each emits hypersonics, the better to hunt you with.


  The ice is yours...if you escape alive.


  You have a five minute head start.


  Run.


  * * * *


  [-00:19:05]


  "Grazz, didja see all them road-ragers? One rider from each gang! And the limo! We're *SO* dead!" whines Barnes as we run. Not surprisingly, the snitch still had breath to talk: it's an essential survival trait among his breed, a trait I'd do well to acquire.


  "We're not dead 'til Sister Christian voxes," I snap. "Our best chance is east. Cross Fifth and we live." Central Park is supposed to be neutral ground, according to the Truce: any gang can hang out as long as violence doesn't erupt, or the grounds get vandalized. Our best bet's to make use of the Truce itself. Head into the Upper East Side, which has been left alone by the gangs, on pain of Umbrae's wrath. Maybe there, we can find the tools to free ourselves.


  "We gotta splice," Hooks says. "Got nothing against you mekks, but I don't wanna be gassed, square?"


  "Hey, spread the sentiment. If you know what's going on, Hooks, now's a good time to talk?" I suggest.


  "News on me," confesses Hooks. "Umbrae must've just hacked this tonight. Welcome party for the 'Takuza? You think Rex was in that limo?"


  "Whatever it is, it's big. Cockatrice. Bathory. Sister Christian. And if I'm right about the hypersonic trackers, the guest of honor's Warden."


  "The one time I wish him here, he ain't," grumbles Barnes.


  We run close enough to Fifth Avenue for me to use the telescopic function on my cyber-eye.


  Roaring up and down the street are road-ragers. I can see Ghost Generals on deadly silent Ihi Specters, Satan's Eyes on their cheap and light Stirges, Wheels of Pain on Ihi Arsenals armed to the gills, and more.


  I stop running. "Forget the Upper East Side," I say. "It'd be safer to swim with piranhas. Let's Plan B."


  * * * *


  [-00:16:33]


  We find a secluded hiding spot among the bushes. Not that it matters; they'll track us down regardless. But still, it gives us a sense of security, false as that may be. In the distance, I hear the sound of thunder.


  "If we can figure out which is the nerve gas, maybe we can lose it," I explain, winking my cybereye. We lay the briefcases down, and I switch on my X-ray vision.


  Nothing! I curse under my breath. "I think the briefcases must be made of or lined with collapsinum." Collapsed aluminum is stronger than diamond, heavy as stone, and impenetrable as lead. This wasn't going to be as easy as I'd hoped.


  "Either of you pick locks?" I ask.


  "If I had lockpicks, yeah," says Hooks, holding out his empty hands. "How about you, cyboy? Any lasers in your eye or jigsaw in your pinky?"


  I shake my head. "Wish I did." We turn to Barnes. He holds up his empty hands as an answer.


  The thunder grows, and I realize it's not thunder at all: it's the roar of a motorcycle. To be precise, an Ihi Tick, its rockets boosting a Manson Haight over our bushes. He lands with a thud on the other side.


  "Not fair!" shouts Barnes. "We shoulda gotten five minutes!"


  The paraganger twists his bike to face us. He licks his lips. "I guess I couldn't wait to kill my birthday presents." He draws a pistol and waves it between the three of us. "Whozzit gonna be? Eeny meeny miney moe..."


  My hand tenses around the handle of my briefcase as the newborn clone chooses his target.


  "Ah! Of course. It'll be fun to watch the morons try dragging a dead body between them." His pistol aims directly at me. "Bye bye, cy-guy!"


  He fires as I bring up my briefcase up to block. The bullet ricochets off the collapsinum surface, leaving only a smudge of lead.


  When a second bullet doesn't come, I lower the briefcase. Barnes and Hooks are staring open-mouthed at the clone who now has a neat bullethole between his eyes. The body finally slumps over the motorcycle, a maniacal smile still on the face. The bike falls.


  Barnes trembles. "Now you're even deader, Coulter!" He's right: rumor has it that if you kill a clone, every Haight knows.


  "I can tell my popularity's about to skyrocket," I grumble. I drag them towards the body and the toppled motorcycle. "Help me with the body."


  Hooks grabs Haight's gun, holding it in his trembling hand. "Maybe we can shoot through the cuffs?"


  "Certainly worth a try," I say, pushing the body aside. Strange. The bullet is lodged too precisely for a ricochet, and it would have had to rebound almost one-eighty degrees. A suspicion creeps into my head. That bullet wasn't the one fired at me! Is there a sniper behind us? I turn my head, trying to glimpse through the trees. I think I see a figure on horseback riding away! But the sounds of the hoofbeats are drowned out by the noise of other motorcycles approaching. Who is that?


  Hooks hears the mechanical growls, panicks and takes aim at the chain linking us. Barnes grabs his hand. "Are you crazy?" he hisses. "They'll know where we are!"


  "It's not like they can't track us anyways!" Hooks snaps back.


  "Stop it, you two. I have an idea. It might not work...but at least we might move faster than being three sitting ducks." I nudge the Ihi and smile.


  "Oh, no!" says Hooks. "No scoggin' way am I donoring on that organlegging ride!"


  * * * *


  [-00:12:23]


  "*This* izzactly why I hate this," whines Hooks, an inch from my face. I am sandwiched between the two, Barnes driving, me faced backwards on the bike, getting real intimate-like with Hooks on account of the way we're chained. "Chanked like a three-headed Pranir. Next thing I'll be freezered."


  "'Lax, bud," says Barnes. "Organlegging crop you ain't." Small comfort there, to know that if we died, at least we weren't Universal Donors to get chopped up and sold to aliens. That's Barnes's power...to detect UDs. Not really useful right now.


  We swing southwest towards the carousel. Gimble, the fixer lady bug, lives several blocks south of Central Park in an old, abandoned shopping complex. If anyone could gizmo us out of this mousetrap, it'd be her.


  We're snailing it, and in the distance behind us I can see more cycles catching up. "Can you *go* a little faster, Barnesy?" I bitch. "'Cuz Bathory, Cockatrice and Sister Christian are about to ask us to tango."


  "This contraption ain't built for three. If I go any faster we'll flip over!"


  "Then pick which death you want," I spit. "Eaten, frozen, or baptized. And trust me, you don't want the last."


  "Here," shouts Hooks, handing me the gun. "Shoot them!"


  I refuse it. "Yeah, like pointing a gun at three leaders won't get us iced, like in a blink." I grab the handle of the briefcase locked to my right hand, and lift it behind Hooks, shielding him with it. "Feel safer?"


  Hooks looks at my face, and screams. "RED DOT!"


  Sister Christian's painted a target on my forehead.


  Then our motorcycle transmutes into ice beneath us, and we skid off the path. Luckily, Barnes *was* going slow, or else those scrapes may have taken off more than just skin. The flechette round that Sister Christian fired misses my skull. When our icicle bicycle shatters against a protruding rock, we try to scramble to our feet. We succeed only in getting more tangled with one another.


  "Warden! Help!" screams Barnes.


  Fate must have been listening to Barnes. There's the sound of a bike careening out of control. Bathory shouts. "Warden!" Someone or something growls. I lift my head to scan the scene.


  Cockatrice is picking herself up after crashing her Ihimaera. Warden drops out of a tree onto Sister Christian's flying robo-buttress, slicing her cyberwires with his bundi. Her direct link to the Chimaera gone, the Holy Techno-Nun frantically tries to control the machine she rides, which is now spinning like a well-thrown football. Warden deftly rolls onto the soft grass. Our Most Blessed Cyborg Virgin vanishes behind a hill.


  Bathory barrels down on him with her Ihi. Warden leaps aside, tossing a throwing coin towards her. Bathory dodges the projectile with a flick of her head.


  "These high frequency alarms are really getting out of hand," says Warden. "If you want my attention, you have it. What do you want, Bathory?"


  Bathory spins around for a second pass. Behind her, I can see more motorcycles coming. Bathory bares her fangs. "It's a party, Warden. One of those three carries a gift for you. The rest of us are here to help you celebrate."


  A wave of thrillriders is crashing towards Warden and Bathory.


  Central Park is about to become Grand Party Central, and I'm going to profit from it all. I say a brief prayer to the Machine for this boon.


  "Come on!" shouts Barnes, tugging at my arm. "We've gotta go, or be wheel fodder!"


  "And miss the fight of the decade?" I shake my head. "Don't you see the elegance of his moves? The ballet of blood? The precision of his blows?" I snap away with my camera eye. "A picture's worth a thousand creds."


  I don't expect the blow to my head. It leaves me dazed, and I can make out fleeting images of a briefcase and Hooks.


  "We don't have time for candids, cy-boy, sorry!" he apologizes as he and Barnes start dragging me towards the carousel. I'm too disoriented to care....


  * * * *


  [-00:08:12]


  When I can think straight again, I find that we are hiding among the ruins of the merry-go-round, long since vandalized by paragangers. "Where...?" I begin to say, but Barnes clamps his hand over my mouth. I see that Hooks has the gun in his free hand, shaking like electric jello. It's dark all around us, except for the beam of a flashlight hunting us in the rubble. As the light moves, whatever it shines on is transmuted to ice.


  Cockatrice is hunting our hides.


  "Where are you, boys?" Cockatrice asks. "I hear those diamonds calling out for a girlfriend." Her voice is barely audible above the motorized thunders and screams of pain close by. It must be some battle I'm missing out there.


  The light meanders closer to us, tracing its frozen river.


  It flows towards us.


  The light glints off the revolver's barrel, which swiftly turns from cold grey steel to cold white ice. Hooks whimpers from the cold and drops the useless weapon.


  "I don't care for guns. A stare is deadlier," Cockatrice says. "Time to die, boys."


  "Wait! Peach 'me first, Cockatrice..." says Hooks. Some survival instinct must have kicked in. When Hooks talks, you listen...and you can't help babbling out careless things. Talking is his best defense, after all. This *is* the guy who once talked Supernaut into giving up the passcodes for the CyberNostra slush fund and lived to tell the tale...but that's a story for another time. Now he's using his power to buy us what little time he can. "What's really this game? Why go to all this trouble iffen you're just after Warden? Why diamonds and nerve gas and all that?"


  Smirking, Cockatrice cannot help but reply. "Who am I to question the quirks of the Otakuza? If they want to spend their money on strange games with diamonds, then by all means. It's not nerve gas, anyways, just sleeping gas. They want Warden alive. The charade is just to make you sweat more."


  So, the Otakuza *are* involved. "Ask her why the collapsinum," I whisper.


  Before Cockatrice has a chance to resist, Hooks asks my question.


  "I only know what Bathory has overheard tonight," confesses Cockatrice. "She heard that one case protects some delicate circuitries. The Otakuza are going to take Warden's power away tonight and sell it to the highest bidder in Tokyo. Then we'll be free of the blind bastard at last. Enough talk! Just scream loud enough for Warden to hear you, hmmmm?"


  I am seriously considering doing just so, when a man on a horse rides out from behind the carousel to interpose himself between Cockatrice and us. From what I can see, the man on the white stallion is old, white-haired and bearded, carrying a heavy staff. He holds himself with utmost confidence and disdain for this scene.


  "Who the hell do you think you are?" shouts Cockatrice. "Freeze, bastard!"


  Nothing happens. The rider laughs.


  "Hel I am not, but close. I have laughed in the face of Ra, played chess with Baba Yaga, crossed swords with Shiva. I have besieged Gehenna, beheaded the demon prince of Erebus, and revelled in the halls of Valhalla," boasts the man in his deep voice. "What fear have I of a mortal Medusa?" He goads his horse forward, pointing his staff at Cockatrice. "You know who I am, and what I have come for."


  Cockatrice takes a step back. "You can't be," says Cockatrice in fear. "The Barrier...."


  I begin to comprehend. Her powers are meager in comparison to the power that this man claims to have.


  "He thinks he's an avatar!" babbles Barnes. "He's mad!"


  An avatar. A man-god, whose likes we haven't seen since Ragnarok, since the Godmarket.


  Hearing Barnes, the rider turns his head to us, and searches us with his one good eye. "You doubt my power?" He raises his staff towards us. "Tell the world that Odin has returned. Tell them of my mercy."


  A bolt of electricity leaps forth from his staff. My body reels. Barnes and Hooks thrash about, likewise jolted. My cybernetics are overloaded.


  We fall.


  * * * *


  [-??:??:??]


  I hurt all over. I don't know how much time has passed, nor how long we have left. The chronogram's gone from my field of view. I'm half-blind and half-deaf. I look through my one good eye at Barnes and Hooks. Both alive.


  He wants us alive, to spread the word of his return.


  A figure stands above me. All-Father? No.


  Warden.


  "They've scattered," says Warden, bruised and bloody. He leans down.


  I have to warn Warden, about the trap, and the Otakuza. I open my mouth to speak but my tongue's asleep. "Waadhen," I manage. "Twap. Pwoorz...." Useless. I think *real hard* instead. He's supposed to be able to read minds.


  "I know about the nerve gas; Sister Christian thought of it earlier." says Warden.


  YES! BUT THEY'RE TRYING TO STEAL YOUR POWERS! I think. READ MY MIND!


  Warden does not hear that thought. "I must free you first." He strikes at the handcuffs with his bundi, freeing us.


  But it's too late: I hear three deadly clicks. The briefcases open automatically. There is the sound of a hissing as smoke pours out of my case.


  I hold my breath. If Cockatrice was lying and this *is* nerve gas, it won't help, though....


  I see five gasmasked figures, immaculately dressed, approaching on foot. The Otakuza. They wield spears tipped with tasers, surrounding us.


  Warden tries to drag us all out of the smoke, but he can't manage all three. Maybe the device has drained his power already. He coughs. He seems disoriented. He must hear the 'Takuzas coming, however, and holds up his own weapons.


  The Japanese paragangers converge on us with their weapons.


  I watch helplessly as Warden lashes out against the aggressors. Gone are his lightning reflexes, his ghostlike dance, his agile strikes. The Otakuza predict his moves, blocking his attacks while forcing their own through his defenses.


  Warden screams in pain.


  I can no longer hold my breath. I gulp in oxygen and gas.


  "But Warden never screams," says Barnes in disbelief, before losing consciousness.


  The last things I hear, before I lapse into oblivion for the third time tonight, are the sound of hoofbeats, rapid Japanese, the sound of breaking bones and the hollow majesty of Odin's voice:


  "Flee while you can, mortals. This blind one is under my protection."


  * * * *


  I wake up in the Dumont Free Clinic, with Barnes and Hooks in adjacent beds. Hooks is awake, but Barnes is asleep. My cybernetics are still off-line.


  "We're alive?" I say. "How did we get here? How long have I been under?"


  Hooks shrugs. "They've had problems with you, Coulter. Costs to reboot your systems, see? Incompatibilities and all that jarg. It's been a week. No one's seen Warden since that night. Not a one. They found two dead 'Takuzas in the Park. They say the 'Takuza took Warden. Others gab he's dead. Rex Umbrae ain't saying this way or that. Either way, New York City is no longer Warden's."


  "Then the King of Shadows has finally won."


  "Natch." He leans over, speaking in a hushed tone, not wanting anyone to hear. "'Less you scribe to the whispers that Odin wants his turf back."


  I reach for the phone. It's time to call in my story, and get Renny to foot the bill to get my cybers rewired, get the damn photos and audios out, if they're not lost.


  I know what Renny'd pay for a story on Warden.


  What would he pay for a god?


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  With Warden's mysterious disappearance, what will become of Manhattan? What effects will the rumours of a god's return have? And where *is* Warden? Things keep changing....


  ============================================================================
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  Jessa Dumont, Cockatrice, Renny Moss, and the Otakuza are mine. All others are Matt Rossi's. Odin is his own.
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  Part Three of Change Is Good
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  [Cover: A Warden-shaped hole is cut out of a postcard of New YorkCity, and a cybernetic eye is peeking through the hole.]


  



  Have you ever played pick-up sticks? It's a game where long, colored toothpicks fall across each other in a chaotic mix. You then try to remove the sticks without disturbing any other sticks, one by one. Some sticks are buried so deep that if you try to remove them, the whole mess of sticks crashes into a new configuration.


  Someone has yanked the Warden stick out and Manhattan is crashing down.


  It has been three weeks since Warden disappeared with a man who calls himself Odin. No one knows where the vigilante is, nor what this self-styled avatar of the Allfather wants with ol' no-eyes.


  I had called my editor, Renny Moss, after I woke up from my coma. I filed the story, but Renny was hesitant to go ahead with it. "Coulter, you son-of-a-bitch! It's not that I don't like your story, but come on, you're talkin' Godmarket redux. Do you know what hysteria you'll stir up if I print this without any collaboration? It'd be..." Renny gropes for a word. "Ragnaroknophobia. Yeah."


  "Hey, I just know as well as you that Warden's gone, and Umbrae's gonna push ahead with his game plan, right? That's a story worth selling."


  "But I can't print this part about Odin's avatar. Not until you've got conclusive proof, or more evidence."


  "You think it might be a hoax?"


  "I just want to avoid all the repercussions if my ace reporter botches this story."


  "Then fix up my cybers, 'cuz I'll need'em."


  "Done. Just get me my story fast, before we're scooped by Newsweek."


  * * * *


  Renny did as he promised, and sprung the creds for my cybernetic repairs. And who better to fix it, than Gimble? After all, she's a friend of Hooks and Barnes, and the best street fixer in all of New York (even if she's one ugly bug). Her ability to make supertech usable by anyone, even Anchors, has made her a most valuable asset to everyone in the Poisoned Apple. She just has one rule: no weapons. That's why no one bugs the bug: her skills are too valuable to lose.


  She meets me at my room in the Dumont Free Clinic, where I've been bed- ridden for weeks. "Good morning, Mr. Coulter," says Gimble with her uniquely high-pitched, vibrant voice. Waving her antennae, she diagnoses my status quietly. "We'll have you fixed up in no time."


  Hooks watches bemusedly. Although Hooks and Barnes have both been discharged already, Hooks has glued himself to my bedside.


  "You're an angel," I say. I eye the strange tools she pulls out of her kit with some amusement. "Your toys remind me of some weird stuff in old Cronenberg films. I keep wondering if I'll turn into a bug too." I giggle.


  She sticks me in the cyber-eye with a sharp instrument, whirring and probing. "Not funny."


  I look into her multitude of eyes, and blurt out the question on my mind since first I saw her. "Have you always looked like this, Gimble?"


  She hesitates for a moment before answering. "No."


  "When did you, uh, change?" I ask, my reporter's curiosity coming to the fore.


  Gimble takes a long, thin, corkscrewed implement and inserts it into my ear. "Really, Mr. Coulter. Never ask a lady her age, her weight, or when she metamorphosed. This will hurt, but don't struggle. It'll just make it worse."


  She isn't kidding. My cyberear reactivates and a spectrum of noises assaults my head. "Ow."


  Hooks chuckles. "I've tried to get her to talk, but Gimble doesn't peach her secrets, cyboy, not even for me."


  "All done," says Gimble.


  I try my arm. "Great! You certainly work fast." I try to access the pictures and audios stored in my system, but can't. "Hey! My memory caches are gone."


  "Sorry, had to wipe them. They were too corrupted. We *could* have spent a month or so recovering the data before getting your systems back online...."


  "That's okay." I sigh. "That footage was going to make me famous. Thanks anyways, Gimble."


  "Anytime. I've got other business, so I've gotta scuttle. You boys behave now." She packs up her tools and leaves Hooks and me alone in the room.


  "So! Now that you're mobile, cyboy, howsabout helping me find that girl? You promised," says Hooks.


  I'd almost forgotten about that. I had promised to help Hooks find the girl of his dreams, the one he danced with the night before we were chased through Central Park. "Aren't there more important things for us to investigate, Like the whereabouts of Warden and Odin?"


  "Us?" says Hooks with surprise. "You and me? Partners?"


  I shrug. "Sure could use your talent. You'd give me access to a lot of info I can't get."


  "I'm flattered...but I really need to find my princess. Please."


  "Why is it so important that you find her now?" I ask.


  "I'll even pay you for it."


  "What with? You couldn't possibly..." With a flick of his hand he produces a diamond in front of my face. "Let me rephrase that. When do we start, and where are the rest?"


  "I pocketed them from my briefcase just before we all sucked vapor. I've hid the rest for princess and me. Go somewhere, make a new start. I'd be gone already iffen she was here, scan?"


  "I scan, I scan." I would have done it without the bribe, but it simply sweetens the deal. "Hand it over."


  "Not 'til she and I are nupt, mekk."


  My cyberear picks up footsteps approaching. "Someone's coming."


  Hooks pockets the diamond. "You scratch my back, I scratch yours."


  "A moment of your time, gentlemen?" says Jessa 'Scry' Dumont. She is not alone. "Mr. Henderson would like a word with you."


  There, standing with Ms. Dumont, is a young man with his face shrouded by the shadows, dressed in red, white and brown robes that scream his identity.


  Peregryn, elemental mage of the Academy of Super-Heroes.


  * * * *


  "There have been rumours that you two witnessed the return of Odin," begins Peregryn. There is a sombre quality to his voice that hints at wisdom beyond his age, or perhaps hubris. His eyes fix upon Hooks. "Perhaps these rumours were spread by you?"


  "Hey, Barnesy was there, and Cockatrice. I ain't the only mouth in town. Say, why are you so interested?" asks Hooks with painted innocence. I wonder if Peregryn knows about Hooks's power?


  Peregryn raises an eyebrow. "The ramifications of Avatars returning to Earth are nothing trivial. Witness the breach of the Barrier last July. There was great fear that the gods might again take interest in our world. If one avatar returns, then it may mean more are to come. In which case, it falls to me to set up Earth's first line of defense."


  "Why come to us now, not earlier?" presses Hooks.


  Peregryn shifts uneasily. Perhaps he senses that he's letting slip more than he cares to. "Rumours often remain just that. However, I had placed mystical guards on Odin's Throne as a precaution. Those wards were disrupted somehow yesterday, which makes the threat more real. I need to know everything about Odin that you remember."


  "He was a grizzly old man with one eye, on a white horse." I go on to recount the events of that night for Peregryn's benefit. "If my cybereye's cache were still intact, I'd even get you a picture of the Allfather."


  "There is another way," suggests Scry. "With your permission, of course, I could scan the image in your mind and route it to Peregryn?"


  I am hesitant, as are the others. Who's to say she couldn't take other thoughts from us? Control our minds like her sister did? Maybe she's already read our minds? "My thoughts are my own, and I'd like to keep it that way. Hardware and software I'll sell, but not wetware."


  Peregryn also seems displeased at the prospect of linking minds with Scry. "Your reputation precedes you, Miss Dumont. You are a mercenary telepath at heart. While your offer is generous, I cannot help but feel that you will take advantage of the mindlink. I've already had one unpleasant experience with an uninvited mindscan."


  "Oh? Tell us about that," Hooks pries.


  Peregryn bites his lower lip, but it doesn't help. He is bound by Hooks's power to answer, but seems accustomed to parceling out information carefully. "I aroused the suspicions of an acquaintance who used his telepathic gift...unwisely...to attempt to find out more."


  Hooks pushes his luck one last time. "And what would he have found out that you didn't want him to know?"


  No doubt Peregryn is aware of Hooks's effect on him now. "Let's just say that I have access to powers and secrets long buried. No more questions, Mr. Hooks." How very interesting, Peregryn. Maybe after this assignment, Para ought to do a special issue devoted to ferreting out those secrets, hm?


  Scry stares Peregryn in the face. "You should practice your interpersonal skills, Mr. Peregryn. I will not be insulted in my own place. At least I am atoning for my past sins. How about you? You shine like a beacon of pride. Proud that you have secrets, secrets that give you power. Beware those secrets, mister. They don't give you the powers of a god. I believe your interview with my patient is at an end."


  "So be it. Good day, gentlemen, Miss Dumont." Peregryn turns and strides out the door.


  "If he continues on his head-trip, he'll be headed for a mighty fall," Scry says, shaking her head. "Come on, Mr. Coulter. It's time you're discharged."


  * * * *


  Just as Scry is helping me fill out the paperwork down in the reception area, who should burst into the clinic but Barnes, bruised but in a frighteningly cheerful mood. "You guys wouldn't believe what happened!" he shouts.


  "You got lucky?" ventures Hooks.


  "No! Better! I ran into two CyberNostras who tried to skin me for pedestrian tax over in Little Italy!"


  "Maybe he's got a concussion and can't think straight," Hooks whispers.


  "I woulda gotten more beat up iffen that sleek demon red didn't show up when she did!"


  "'Sleek demon red'? You're not making *any* sense, Barnes," I say.


  "They didn't even know what hit them!" Barnes gesticulates wildly. "*I* didn't know what hit them. One moment they're beatin' on me, the next, they're 'zontal on the asphalt. Then I saw the streak o' red! There she was, gliding to a halt on silent engines, painted in crimson flames, so fast she was like a dream on speed, like a hound outta hell!"


  "You sure she's a she?" I ask.


  Barnes gives me a look of incredulity. "With those curves? Hell yeah. So she grabs them by the collar, and shouts in a low, sexy tone, 'Where's Warden? WHERE'S WARDEN?' They gabber nilch, but they were scared. You think she's Warden's better-looking sister? Heck, I'd let her shake me down anytime."


  Hooks blanches. "What if it's Burnout again? She's got a fetish for fire!"


  Scry invites herself into the discussion. "If this...Hellhound...was Burnout, I think you'd be dead now." Barnes glares at her. The two of them used to be rivals in the organlegging business, and old rivalries tend to carry over. "I think if she let the paragangers live, she must be a new vigilante, replacing Warden." She hands me a final form. "Sign here, Mr. Coulter."


  "Nice monniker for this new player, 'Hellhound'. Mind if I use that?" I ask.


  Scry shrugs. "No problem at all. Good-bye, Mr. Coulter. I hope the next time we meet it will be under more pleasant circumstances."


  "I'm sure you'll keep an eye on me." I wink.


  Another piece has been placed on the board, it seems. But by whom?


  * * * *


  "So where are we going?" asks Barnes as the three of us leave the Clinic.


  "Finding Hooks his lady love," I reply.


  "Good luck," says Barnes. "I mean, you've never seen her before, and you're never gonna see her again, Hooks. Give it up."


  "Have you asked anyone about her?" I say.


  "I tried to find anyone who knew anything about her. I've been asking around recently, but that seems to be the only night that those two made an appearance. Not even Iachex knew them, and he knows everyone. It's like she just came out of nowhere."


  "Just like the Hellhound?" suggests Barnes. "I mean, maybe they're the same person!"


  Hooks shrugs. "Could be. Anything's possible."


  "That'd just be too weird," I conclude. "Hey. Tell me more about the CyberNostra your princess was dancing with, Hooks. Since I'm an ex- CyberNostra myself....How wired was he?"


  "He had one cybereye, like yours, on the left. Not too tall, older than you. Hells, I couldn't worm the mekk either, imagine that," answers Hooks. "Funny, ain't it? When you most need your power, it morgues on ya."


  "Just the one cybereye? No other mods?" Hooks nodded. "Strange. Most CyberNostra are wired up more, even Initiates. Maybe he's not a slave to the Machine after all?"


  "Great. We're back to zil," moans Hooks.


  "Not necessarily. After all, if he's not CyberNostra and can afford a cybereye, he's rich. Maybe he's got something to do with Umbrae and the Otakuza."


  "Better and better," Hooks complains. "Now we've gotta tango with the 'Takuza?"


  "Well, we saw them with Warden last. What do we really know about them?"


  "Two died in the park," says Barnes. "But they weren't the bigshots. They weren't the sentai." Sentai: the Otakuza, I recall, are organized in groups of five or six, patterned after Japanese manga and anime conventions. Silly, yet deadly. It was a bad idea to underestimate them.


  "What are we supposed to do? March in there and ask'em where my beautiful girl is?" complains Hooks.


  "No. We're going to go see Rex Umbrae," I smile.


  "Uh uh, *you* are," say the two simultaneously.


  * * * *


  "This is the last time I let you talk me into anything," says Hooks, fingering his brand new press badge on his new suit. "And I don't know how you gotta holda my real name."


  "We all have our sources, Ross Hoekstra." Hooks cringes when I say his name. "How're you doing with the camcorder, Colin?"


  Barnes scratches his head. "I don't like this haircut."


  "No one will recognize either of you, now that you look half-decent." I lead them into the recently renovated United Nations Building, now renamed the Scott Building. An obscure play on words..."Scott" came from an old word meaning "shadow," just like "Umbrae" did. "We're here on official assignment from Para. Be on your best behavior, and act like gnats."


  As if they'd behave any other way in the presence of Rex Umbrae. When we are escorted into his office, I am immediately struck by the man's impressive girth and height. The Khadamite...no human naturally looks that big...greets us almost dismissively. "A ten minute interview, gentlemen. I have a metropolis to create." He walks in front of a huge panoramic window, surveying his city.


  "I understand. Thank you for whatever time you could spare, Mr. Umbrae. We at Para would like to congratulate you on the impressive job you've already done with the city. New businesses and old corporations expressing interest in New York City for the first time in twenty years. The renewal of the Upper East Side, now gang-free. The waterfront projects..."


  "Enough praise, Mr. Coulter. The press package clearly outlines my plans for a better Manhattan. Please get to the point of the interview."


  I gulp and cast a sideway glance at Hooks. I hope he has enough nerve to ask the questions. Hooks returns the glance, then I watch him slip masterfully into his interrogation mode. "Thank you, Mr. Umbrae, nice tie by the way." We worked hard the last three days getting him to ask these questions without sounding like a street punk, but he could still screw up. "How might you compare Manhattan to, say, Tokyo, in terms of what you envision?"


  "Tokyo has been and always will be a metropolis, teeming with people," replies Umbrae. "This city is a ghost town, a shadow of its former glory. I intend to repopulate it." Strike one. He isn't going to talk about the Otakuza. We had a heated debate over what questions to ask. Hooks's questions are best when blatant, but we don't want to just come out and ask. We do need to be more direct with the other questions, though, at the risk of losing our hides.


  "What do you think of the recent disappearance of Warden? And the emergence of Odin?" Safe questions that Para might ask.


  Umbrae knots his brow. "On the subject of Warden, I for one am content that his days of terrorizing of New York citizens with his bloodthirsty vigilante attitude are finally over. As for this Odin character, he is an unknown element to me. If anything, I believe he poses more of a threat than did Warden to New York. New York was the seat of his power, after all. People will not hasten to live in a city where gods again tread the earth." So, the reappearance of Odin surprises Umbrae. It was not his doing, then.


  "What do you know about this Hellhound?" asks Hooks. In the last couple of days, she'd been shaking down the paragangs, demanding to know one thing: where is Warden? On the off-chance that she *is* Hooks's mysterious object of affection, we had decided to ask that question.


  Rex Umbrae shrugs. "Another vigilante. Some think she's Burnout. Some say she's not. In either case, she threatens the peace I have established." Another dead end.


  "Thank you, Mr. Umbrae," says Hooks dejectedly. "All we need now is your Swiss Ba..."


  I quickly muffle Hooks. "Ha, ha, always the joker. Thank you for your time, Mr. Umbrae," I say. "If Colin may just take a few pictures of you and your facilities for our column...?"


  * * * *


  We are back in the East Village, trying to figure out the next step. "THAT was a waste of time," bitches Hooks. "He didn't peach a thing!"


  "Not entirely," I say, sipping my cappuchino. "We know he's not behind the Hellhound, using her as his own vigilante enforcer. He probably doesn't know where Warden is, and doesn't care, as long as he's gone. Odin's a totally new factor to him."


  "That's what I don't get," says Barnes. "Why would Odin take Warden? Why wouldn't he just, you know, kill all of us and be done with it and take back his throne?"


  "I suppose he could be still weak, and wanted Warden to be his agent?" That doesn't ring true to me. "No. This is a hoax. Whoever is pretending to be Odin isn't really a god. He needed us alive, because he knew who I was, and wanted me to report to Para that Odin was back."


  "What would he gain?" asks Hooks. "Souvenirs racket? 'I saw Odin and all I got was this frokkin' t-shirt?'"


  I shake my head. "No. Someone wanted to stir up trouble. 'Odin', if I may call him that, set us, Warden, Rex Umbrae, and the Otakuza up. Someone gets the 'Takuza to offer Rex a deal to get rid of Warden, but then kills a couple of them and kidnaps Warden himself."


  Barnes whistles. "Somebody's playing with fire."


  Hooks's eyes widen. "You think it's Burnout again?"


  "Whoever it is certainly is pulling a lot of strings," I say.


  "What's this got to do with my girl?" asks Hooks.


  "Does everything have to do with your phantom girl?" complains Barnes.


  "Yeah, not everything has to do with...." I am about to agree with Barnes when I realize what had been bugging me ever since this whole affair started. It seemed like I had been missing a piece of the puzzle, but it had been right in front of me all this time. Hooks's girl.


  "I think I know where to find your girl, Hooks. But first let me make a few calls to confirm my theory."


  * * * *


  "Gimble? You home?" says Barnes into the speakerphone. "Can we come in?"


  The heavy doors to Gimble's sanctuary slide open. I walk in with Barnes and Hooks. It's an impressive sight: Gimble had appropriated an old, abandoned shopping center and converted it into a suite of private workshops, filled with strange devices and amazing toys. A plague of microroaches skitters across the ceiling. The doors stay open.


  Gimble runs across the floor. "Strange. The doors should have closed." She waves her antennae. "Excuse me a moment, gentlemen."


  "What are we doing here?" asks Hooks. "You think Gimble can help track down my girl?"


  "Hooks," I say. "Gimble *is* your dream girl."


  Gimble and Hooks both freeze.


  "You can't be serious!" Barnes cracks up.


  "I am dead serious. Tell him, Gimble."


  "I don't know what you're talking about."


  "Here's how I think it must have happened. He came to you, and offered you the one thing you couldn't resist. For that you betrayed your principles. You betrayed your friends. You betrayed your city!" I accuse.


  "What are you talking about?" asks Hooks.


  "Odin. The man behind the god. A man behind the charade. It all fits, finally. Odin is a hoax, a scam, a riddle. Machine, he practically shouted it in our faces back in the park! 'Beheaded the demon prince of Erebus,' he said. What do you get when you chop off the first letter of Erebus?"


  "Rebus?" answers Hooks, still puzzled.


  "Yes!" I shout out triumphantly. "Odin is Rebus, a known Anchor. Which explains quite a few things.


  "An Anchor cannot be affected by Cockatrice's gaze.


  "An Anchor can remove Peregryn's mystical wards.


  "An Anchor, a powerful Anchor, can lock down a permanent metamorphosis like that of Gimble's or Peryton's, and return to Gimble her human body."


  Gimble remains silent, listening to what else I have to say.


  "That's not all. Rebus had his left eye damaged by Castor during his escape. Suppose he replaced it with a cybereye. He came to you, Gimble, because only you can make him the tools he needed to pull off his charade. He needed you to make the briefcases, to make his lightning staff, so that he can convince us that he's the real Odin.


  "Cover up the cybereye with an eyepatch, put on a wig and costume, mount a Sleipnir and voila! You have a false god.


  "That bullet that killed the Manson Haight didn't ricochet off my briefcase. Rebus as Odin was there, firing the killing shot. A ricochet couldn't be that precise. Rebus needed me alive so that Para could be used to push his lie on the masses.


  "And finally, Warden would have been an obstacle to Rebus. So he convinced all of us that the Otakuza could steal his powers, when his powers had been actually damped by Rebus.


  "Now, New York has lost its protector, because you betrayed everyone in this city for a night in flesh." I pause for dramatic effect.


  "You?!" exclaims Hooks. "Gimble is my dream girl?"


  "I don't believe it," says Barnes.


  Gimble flutters her wings. "You have a vivid imagination, Mr. Coulter."


  "Admit your guilt."


  "If it is as you say, and this...Rebus...engineered everything, then surely he would have me killed if I said anything, wouldn't he? He would have you killed too, Mr. Coulter. Your imagination's too dangerous for all of us."


  "Where's Warden?" I press. "He can still protect us. Just let us know where he is."


  "I don't know."


  "You must!"


  Hooks interrupts. "Gimble. If you are the girl I danced with that night, then please, let me know. Couldn't you build something that will make you look like her again?"


  "Don't you think that if I could build something to make me human again, I would?" responds Gimble angrily. "Do you know what it's like to have antennae? To have no toes? To molt painfully again and again? Do you crave the taste of offal? I do. I can't help it. I can't even feel the softness of skin, much less look in a mirror.


  "Yes, it was me that night, Hooks. I wanted to dance with you. You and Barnes are the only ones who wanted to hang around with me, listen to me. I wanted to put real arms around you, and kiss you with real lips. He came to me, and offered me the chance to become what I truly am. Flesh.


  "For flesh, I succumbed to his advances for a night of passion under satin sheets over my skin. For flesh, I sold out Warden. For flesh, I made him a god. And I would sell my soul again if I could forever shed this exoskeleton and be clad in true, true flesh."


  "I *thought* he looked kinda stumpy for a Norse god, even on horseback," blabbers Barnes. "And no wonder Hooks couldn't get anything outta the 'Cybernostra' or his dream girl...Anchored!"


  "What else did you do for him?" I ask.


  "I built him a stasis chamber, so that he could transport Warden. I don't know where Warden is. I also built him a holographic projector."


  "What's it for?"


  "Odin's going to make some appearances..." Before Gimble can complete her answer, she falls to the ground, ichor oozing out of a bullethole in her back.


  "Gimble!" shouts Hooks, grabbing her and moving her to the side, away from the open doors.


  "Congratulations, Mr. Coulter, for solving my puzzle," says an image of Odin that materializes between the open doors. He is holding a rifle pointed at the floor, it seems. He flips up his eyepatch, revealing a cybernetic eye. "Too bad for you, though, that I must now kill you all." He places the rifle down, and it disappears. Instead, he picks up a remote control device from nothingness. "You see, Odin will make important appearances all over the city tonight, only no one will know it's a hologram. Unfortunately, you will have died in a kamikaze paragang attack on Gimble's, and miss my practice at playing god."


  "What do you hope to achieve? Where's Warden?"


  "Where there are false miracles, there are Anchors. And I *so* love Anchors, especially all in one place," he says sarcastically. "As for Warden, you'll never find where I've hidden him, in the land of Nod. Goodbye, everyone. It was fun gaming with you, but I can't have you running around ruining my fun." The hologram fades, and I hear motorcycles heading straight for us.


  Three of them, with sidecars, loaded to the gills with explosives. No riders.


  "Okay, NOW we die," mutters Barnes.


  A streak of red on two wheels appears out of nowhere, and weaves among the remote- controlled vehicles.


  "HELLHOUND!" shouts Barnes in triumph. "YOU GO, GIRL!"


  She swerves to the right, and the last of the bikes is inexplicably drawn towards the Hellhound, smashing into an abandoned storefront and exploding in flames. Hellhound reappears amid the smoke and heads for the other two. She weaves right between them at breakneck speed, and pulls ahead like a bullet. The two bikes mysteriously collide with each other, exploding prematurely and knocking us to the ground, setting the night ablaze.


  We are still alive.


  I turn to Hooks, who is trying to revive Gimble. "Is she going to live?"


  Hooks, with tears in his eyes, says, "I don't know."


  Barnes and I fall silent.


  * * * *


  Later, at the Dumont Free Clinic, I call in my story to Renny. "Go with the whole story, Renny, now. We can't let Rebus stir up chaos by convincing everyone that Odin's back. It's all a hoax."


  "Hey great! I'm impressed, Coulter. You did all that and survived."


  "Yeah, and picked up quite a few enemies along the way."


  "You can come back to New Jersey now," suggests Renny. "I think your cover's blown by now."


  "Nah. I'll stay on. There's still a lot more to learned from the people of New York." I hang up the phone and walk back to Hooks and Barnes. Barnes is comforting Hooks, who looks so very despondent. No word yet on Gimble.


  I guess I'll ask for the diamond another day.


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


  Next:


  Read Warden Annual #1 and Time Capsules Annual #1 for Warden's side of the story! Then come back here for #16 and the start of "Dead-Killing Eye!"


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


  Author's Note:


  This concludes the 'Change is Good' storyline, which has been interesting to write. Originally, I did not intend to adopt a first person POV throughout, following Robert Coulter, but Matt Rossi had already written the first paragraph, so I extrapolated from that. What's next? Likely a chilling tale I like to call 'Dead-Killing Eye', focussing on Cockatrice and Hellhound. By the way, Matt Rossi has offered to write a few issues of Conclave of Super-Villains, so look out for those.
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