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  ISSUE NUMBER ONE: HAUNTED MIND


  (Cover: A sunset over New York City, circa 2023, as seen from the harbor. On a piling, a man is crouching, wearing an open black duster and black jeans, tabi, and holding a sword-length bundi, in his left hand. He's wearing a red bandana over his eyes, and the sun highlights him in shadow. He isn't wearing a shirt, and has a Bruce Lee build.)


  



  
    But evil things, in robes of sorrow,


    Assailed the monarch's high estate; (Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow


    Shall dawn upon him, desolate!)

  


  (Edgar Allan Poe, THE HAUNTED PALACE)


  



  
    Everything leads one to believe that there exists a certain point in the mind from which life and death, the real and the imaginary, the past and the future, what is communicable and what is incommunicable, the high and the low, cease to be perceived as contradictory.

  


  (Andre Breton, from FREE UNION)


  



  Personal Journal of Dr. Douglas Mayhen, MD. PH.D. JULY 4th, 2005:


  
    The baby was born without a face above his nose. He was a pallid little squirming thing...I know that's cruel to say, but it's the truth. He looked around with those empty half-sockets of his, bone where the eyeball starts in others, and let out a scream that made me remember the Godmarket (I had stayed a nominal Christian, but my wife worshipped Odin or something like that, and when she was...torn apart...I'd better get back to the baby) and the wars. Then he slumped in my hands and lay there, barely breathing. We've checked him...he's on a combination air-and-food tube, but he hasn't responded.


    EEG indicates that this isn't coma. For one thing, his brainwaves are hyper-elevated. But he doesn't move at all, and for now I've dubbed his condition 'Black Sleep' because it seems just like the opposite of coma, or 'White Sleep.'


    God, I must be tired. I haven't even said his name yet. It's Thomas Malfeas, age seven months and four days, weight 10 pounds. Yes, that's very bad, but we can't seem to fatten him up. He's the son of a couple of Russian Immigrants, refugees from the collapse, who just wanted to love each other and him. He was almost DESTINED for tragedy.


    No, not very medical of me. Screw it. It's my private notes, I'll clean it up for journal articles. For now, he's on medical assist...today's the day that we're to decide if we take him off of it. God forgive me, but I hope we do.


    


  


  Personal Journal of Dr. Douglas Mayhen, MD. PH.D. August 15th, 2005:


  
    Never counted on this. Thomas's parents, Piotr and Synva Malfeas, decided to take Thomas off of the life support. We removed the tubes, and he began to breathe on his own. That first breath was a wet, shuddery sound that shook me right down to my feet. Everything this kid does reminds me of the wars...he then resumed normal breathing. His parents went nuts, thinking he'd wake up. He didn't. So, after five hours, we left him there to starve, which makes me ethically uncomfortable...aw, hell, I feel like shit about it! But we did it. Since 2003 that's been the law, so we did it. Anyway, the next morning, Angela McCoskey, my chief resident, came to me and told me about odd occurances in the deathwatch ward. Seems people had been experiencing... events. One man reported walking across the room, which is only twenty yards across, and having it take him an HOUR.


    Then the fun began. I decided maybe one of the older patients was Paranormal, and in dying was beginning to learn it. Even though that was impossible. I figured I was a medical Wunderkind, and I was going to be famous. So I went down there and began observing.


    Nothing happened to me. I stopped at every bed, looked around, basically made a big pain out of myself. Thinking someone had been spiking the water coolers, I turned to leave, and walked past Thomas's bed. And was struck blind.


    It lasted for about a minute...then shifted to hunger. I was very, very hungry. It was rather painful, and even though I was glad I could see again I could barely stand. Then I lost control of my right arm, and then my left. They waved around, and I thought maybe I was going insane. And then it shifted to my head, which swung around and stared. At Thomas.


    He's back on the feeding tube. Since he respirates for himself, that didn't seem neccesary. We've moved him to a special wing that we've set up for infants and other who display Paranormal gifts...unlike others, we can't test Thomas to determine what he can and can't DO, as he doesn't respond. But we know he's alive in there somewhere. I've told his parents, God help me, and now all we can do is wait.

  


  End journal.


  * * * * * * *


  July 4th, 2022.


  Piotr Malfeas, a little bristle bearded man who works as a sanitation vehicle operator (Or Garbage Truck Driver) sits in a chair next to his son's bed and stares down at him, at his little arms and legs. It has been seventeen years, and he's done this every month.


  "So your mother is not well...who knows about being unwell better than you, Thomas?...and could not come to see you, but she made you this." He drew a small cake out of the sack he carried, a leftover from the Vietnam war, and placed it on the tray next to Thomas's bed. "I'll have the nurses feed it to you."


  He looked at his thin son, bones in sharp relief all over his body. The doctors said that he was alive in there somewhere, that he might even know that Piotr was talking to him. They said that somehow he was keeping his muscles active, so that if he did wake up he'd be able to move. Piotr did not know what the words "Supernatural ability in Mental and Dimensional area" meant. He had never learned to read and was in fact functionally retarded due to having been raised in Kazakhstan. Kazakhstan was the largest waste dump the USSR had for atomic waste. This meant that Piotr would never be a smart man, but he knew his son was different. That he was special.


  Piotr blamed himself for the condition, that his beautiful black haired son, so much like his mother, was born without eyes. It could have been worse, but Piotr did not know that either.


  "Do you want me to read to you? Then I am sorry...I cannot do that, your mother does that...but I will tell you about when I was a boy, and my mother told me about the old Grandmother, Baba Yaga, and the day that she was tricked by a little boy..."


  Unnoticed and unnoticeable, Thomas's lips curled in a slight smile. His skullcap of short-cut black hair twitched, and as his father talked, his hand moved. Once. The first time it ever had.


  July 5th, 2022:


  David Maquis was an anchor. The hospital had hired him to sit in the ward and wait, and if any of the kids (There were about seven of them in there now) acted up, he walked in and grabbed them, and they'd be just normal brats again. He had a face like a Wolfhound, all teeth and nose, and he sat there and glared at the kids over his reading material, usually a touchpad paper or a Nelson Algren book. He liked Algren. Usually wrote about real, hard, dangerous stuff.


  David had seen people come and go in the ward. In fact, the only regular was Thomas Malfeas, and David liked him because the kid never acted up. So he often sat next to his bed. This turned out, in point of fact, to have been a mistake this particular day.


  One of the new kids, who'd broken his arm lifting the family car and was slated for Academy, was talking.


  "This place sucks. It's too dull. You can't even see downtown. Why are the walls grey!? I wanna go home!"


  "Shut up!" Now they were all yelling and pointing and swearing, and David swore as he stood up to break up the fight. He walked across the room and pulled Jenny Hader, another new one who'd turned her cat into salt, off of Bejamin Hadrees, the car- lifter. He never saw the bedpan coming until it bent around his skull. He collapsed.


  The kids turned. The ones who'd been there longer (Jenny Hader had been there for two months) gasped, as the naked body of Thomas Malfeas stood up gracefully. He moved like a snake, sliding to his feet.


  "*)&&%NB(**%%)(*"


  "What..."


  Before any of them could do more than gape, his thin arms had peeled the bars off of the window. The Hospital had counted on David to keep the kids in line, and so had never invested in a mechanized security system. Holding two of the bars like Escrima sticks, Thomas stepped out of the window and fell from view.


  August 17th, 2022


  The Oblivious were a Paragang, as Stone Phillips had taken to calling them on the NBC Nightly News. Why Tom Brokaw had died and Stone survived is something you'll have to take up with God. But with the Wageslave phenomenon in America, where the poorest people were forced to work like drones just to keep going, lots of Owens Effect babies were born. And they didn't LIKE being neglected.


  The Oblivious were also organleggers. The organlegging market had suffered a dip after the wars, but was up again. That's why Alison Shivret was running down Fifth Avenue from the group of four teenagers, because one of them had a gift that told him which people were Universal Donors. Universal Donors can give organs and blood to nearly everybody.


  She was wearing a green jogging outfit, her hair cut in a military buzz cut, and as she jumped over a fire hydrant and through a couple of parked cars she knew that she was dead. The sun was setting, and setting the sky ablaze as it sank behind the Twin Trade Towers, and suddenly the wall next to her moved, tripping her. They were on her.


  The largest of them, a brute known only as Wayne, lowered his reptilian bulk over her and smiled. "Didn't know I could do that, didja? Lamtic, wasn't ut?"


  Suddenly, he went blind. So he didn't see the thin man jump off of the top of the bakery and land on his back, driving his face hard into the sewer grate. The second he felt the impact, his normally prodigous muscles seemed to go dead, and the force of his face meeting the street drove him into shock.


  The rest of the gang did, however, see that. The man was wearing a black denim duster, and a black pair of jeans over tabi, or two-toed boots. He wore no shirt, and his thin chest was a display of bone and sinew. He wore a bandana tied over his face. In his left hand was a blade the size of his arm, an indian weapon called a bundi (not that they knew that), with a hilt that went crosswise instead of lengthwise. It was as if he has a blade for a hand. In his right hand he held a chinese hook sword.


  "What the..." Then they were all blind. The tallest of them pointed his fingers, his skin flushed from copper to ebon, and a blare of focused sunlight melted the wall where the attacker was. He was no longer there, however. Instead, he was using his bundi to cleave Jimmy, the sunlight focuser. Poor Jimmy never even felt the pain.


  "Where is he!? Where..." Paul, a boy of deeply tanned skin and beautiful blond hair, tried using his speed powers to defend himself, but the attacker matched his speed and at the same time had the double advantage of being armed and of knowing where his target was. The hook sword swept in, and swiftly took the fight out of Paul, as well as his Carotid.


  The remaining member of the Oblivious felt himself urinate down his leg as a hand lifted him and planted him against the wall, Suddenly he could see again, and was looking at that red bandana as it lifted...and he saw the blank, unbroken skin where eyes should be.


  "Don't ask me who I am. Don't ask me why I did this. As Cain asked God, I tell you: I am my brother's keeper. I am your Warden. Your friends may yet live...I'm keeping them from bleeding to death. Get a doctor, and they will live to tell. Otherwise, they die. Are you your brothers' keeper?"


  Barnes nodded, weakly, and the hand let him go and pulled the bandana down over his eyeless face. As he turned and walked away, he stepped around the blood and Alison and turned the corner...and was gone.


  December 31st, 2022


  All over New York, he's struck. He hits the gangs, with hand to hand weapons yet, rips them apart with near fatal wounds, and then takes off. No casualties yet, and nobody's lain a glove on him. Who the hell is he?


  Detective John Kelly Jr. was waiting, and he hated it. It was New Years Eve, and instead of popping the cork, in more ways then one, he was stuck here. Working. On a completely bizarre case. The geniuses from MetaPsych were supposed to send somebody to help with the case, but they were 'Busy' and whoever was coming hadn't come yet. Kelly had the distinct feeling that somebody upstairs, maybe WAY upstairs, LIKED what this 'Warden' was doing. He himself was torn on it. I mean, a kid born without eyes?


  "Detective Kelly?"


  "What!? I'm busy."


  "My name's Paul Mahler. I'm from MetaPsych." Kelly stood up when he heard that and looked down, from his tall red-headed vantage point, on two men. "And this is Doctor Douglas Mayhen. We think we know who this 'Warden' is."


  "You do? How?"


  "That's a long story." Mayhen pulled out his touchpad. "If you've got time to read it...."


  After reading Mayhen's journal entries and the deposition given by the hospital anchor, Kelly felt even worse.


  "So this kid hasn't moved, spoken, hasn't really done ANYTHING in seventeen years, and then suddenly he just...leaves? How can he know how to walk!? Or talk? Never mind fight like he does..."


  Mahler wiped at his forehead. "I've got a theory on that, actually two theories. You see, he was never really IN a coma...his brain was highly active. I think his birth defect caused him to be born with his floodgates wide open, if you will, to telepathic impressions. He was 'shut down' because he started off a Hearing-paradigm telepath with incredible range, and had to cope with it himself. He awakened when he learned to shut out others.


  "Of course, did he do this himself, or because someone had gotten in and showed him how...? This I don't know. He may have been actively scanning this whole time, or maybe someone has taught him, but either way we've got a problem here."


  "Sure, whatever." Kelly had no idea what Mahler was talking about.


  Mahler smiled. "I know that was a bit obscure...that's the way we're trained. Anyway, the problem is, from the reports we have here, and the ones you have, Thomas can apparently control both his own body and the bodies of others...probably by altering how they process incoming sensory information. That makes him very powerful, if limited."


  "Look, so far all you've DONE is confuse the hell out of me, here. I've got a paragang problem, and I've got a kid fresh from the land of make- believe taking care of it for me. How do we STOP him before he gets himself killed or kills someone else?"


  Mayhen, who hadn't spoken before now, piped up. "I think he comes back to the hospital, to the ward. I don't know how often, maybe twice in the past four months, and he doesn't go in. But one of the little girls said she's seen him...I think maybe he misses his mother and father, and since he'd never left the hospital..."


  "He doesn't know where they live." Kelly smiled.


  "They used to come see him once a month, which corresponds to the visits...on or about the fourth."


  "Five days from now." Mahler looked a little uneasy. "I'm not too happy on setting a trap for him, but what choice do we have?"


  "I don't see too many." Kelly hoped this would work. After all he'd learned, he didn't want to hurt the kid, but this had to stop. "Can you stick around, maybe try and reason with him?"


  Mahler looked even more uncomfortable. "I suppose I have to, don't I?"


  "I think there are a couple of Anchors on staff here at the precinct... they're rare, but the NYPD has reason to need them. Neither of them are range, though, and from what I understand, getting too close to this kid isn't healthy."


  January 4th, 2023


  The crossfire was set...they were using tasers, as no one really wanted to hurt this kid. Despite Kelly's best efforts to keep it under wraps, it had gotten around the department what they were dealing with...and the story was a sad one. Even in these times, people have souls, and hearing about this had depressed everyone involved.


  "So how do you want to handle this, Mahler?"


  "Let him get here. Once he's on the roof, I'll contact him, see what he's thinking. He may just be a confused kid who picked up too many background thoughts."


  "You don't sound like that's what you think he is."


  "No, I don't. I think he's been programmed, that speech he gives is the reason. It's too specific, and it never varies. It may well be the only English he knows. I dislike the idea, but I think somebody found a powerful telepathic tabula rasa, and decided to make a tool out of him. I don't know WHY, but..."


  "Shh!" Kelly sensed it...years of instinct. Out of nowhere, the kid dropped the thirty yards from the building next door and landed like a cat on the roof. He turned around, the bandanna on his face a blessing. Kelly was glad he didn't have to look at those white sockets.


  "I know you are there. You might as well start."


  -- SO MUCH FOR HIM NOT KNOWING ENGLISH, MAHLER.--


  ++I guess so. By the way, you don't have to think that hard.++ Mahler walked out from behind the brick utility stairs. "I'm not armed."


  "You are a mind-reader."


  "Yes, I am. My name is Paul Mahler, and I'm from MetaPsych. I've been asked to make sure you're all right. Your parents...."


  "Are not here. I do not sense them. Why?"


  "Thomas, I'd like to help you. There are others like you, you know. I myself am about your age...."


  "Where are they?"


  This isn't going well...he isn't listening to me at all. I guess he hasn't got a lot of experience with people. I'll try psi- contact, then. ++Thomas...++


  ++Do you know where they are? I wish to talk with them...It will be the first time we ever speak. The mentor would not be happy...++


  ++Mentor?++ He IS under someone's influence! ++After we've talked, Thomas, I'm sure I can allow you to see your parents. They've been worried about you.++


  ++Why? I am the Warden.++


  ++Did the mentor teach you that?++


  ++Yes. She taught me to be my brother's keeper. To sense around the 'spirits' of the objects, so the eyelessness would be a help. To master the weapons. And to screen out the thought-flood. She made me the Warden.++


  It was like talking to a six year old genius. He knew more than you, but he didn't know that, and he was so direct...guile has escaped him. ++Who is she?++


  ++She is the mentor.++ The tone of his thoughts...as if the question wasn't worth asking.


  Meanwhile, of the three policemen aiming tasers at the boy, none of them were paying attention to the people who came up behind them and removed them from this world. Sgt. Patrick McNee had his windpipe closed...forcibly. Lt. Neil Young felt his blood transform into bleach. Sgt. John Stamos simply passed out and never woke up again.


  Warden whipped his head up. "I am under attack. The Razors have followed me."


  "Razors?" Mahler barely had time to look up as all around them, people in various clothes from surplus stores surrounded himself and Thomas, the clothing being a sign that they wouldn't allow themselves to be cared for. There were ten of them, varying in body type and racial identity. Many of them carried chains and bats, and all of them looked angry.


  "We're tired of you messing in our tzlak, Warden. Tym o' you t sleeper scurbat."


  Kelly, who realized that his carefully laid plan had fallen apart, swore. "Well, at least the gangs all here."


  



  NEXT ISSUE: Mayhem.


  



  WRITER'S NOTES: The origins of Warden, or Does this Rossi guy ever sleep?


  Hello. I'm Matt Rossi, the perpetrator of the story that you have to get through to read this. As I've yet to recieve any email to print in a lettercol, I decided to discuss the reasons I have for writing yet another series, and why I'm doing so in the ASH universe.


  The reason I'm writing WARDEN is simple enough: I'm a major Frank Miller fan. I devoured RONIN. I consumed ELEKTRA:ASSASIN. I tore through DAREDEVIL- THE MAN WITHOUT FEAR, and was a steady reader of Frank's runs on the WOLVERINE LS, the DAREDEVIL series, and BATMAN: YEAR ONE. We won't mention TDKR(What could I possibly say that hasn't been said?), but I will say that you should read SIN CITY, because it is good for you. This series is kind of my tribute to the ninja clans, obsessed avengers, dark and gritty cops, and mean streets of Frank Miller's NYC. While WARDEN will never be confused for any of the series above, it takes a little bit o' influence from them all. Thanks, Frank.


  The reason I'm writing an ASH series is a little more complex, and it has to go back to my other Fanfic storylines. As I've written various titles in various places, the Warden idea kept coming back to me, like that annoying Raven rap-rap-rapping on my mental chamber door. (In fact, his influence can be felt on the character I'm currently writing in the LNH) but at the time there was no place to put him. So I got involved in the Patrol, but Warden didn't really fit in there either. So I got together and founded a writing collective called Omega, and was all set to write Warden...but Eric Anderson and the Colony got in my way. Warden was still homeless.


  About this time, Dave Van Domelen posted the ASH sourcebook, and I read it, thought it was interesting, and passed on. Then I read the ACADEMY series...and I was disturbed. Dave had turned the world sideways here. Half the population dead? Godmarkets? Aliens in third world countries? The North American Combine (FINALLY those damn Canadian's brought to heel! ;) and strict Govt. Supervision? It was a photo-negative of your usual superhero fare, and it disturbed me. I began thinking about the possibilities for Noir Heroism here...and then Dave announced that he was opening the place up for import titles. I sent him a half-assed letter about an ASH/Omega crossover. He posted to the net that he'd found a writer for LNH 2023, and that he's recieved 'Some Nibbles' or something equally vague.


  I proposed Warden, he accepted, I wrote issue one, he edited, and here we are. Just consider me your own personal Virgil on a tour of the dark spots of NYC, 2023. I hope to explore the genre within this flip-flopped world to its fullest, and I hope you enjoy it. If not, I blame Communism.


  And Frank, if you are reading this (Who am I kidding?) thanks for my teen years.


  ISSUE NUMBER TWO: THRENODY IN BLUE


  (Cover: Very Reminiscent of the cover to WOLVERINE #3, Warden, with a gash in his ribs and his duster perforated by knife-cuts and other kinds of holes, is diving into a mass of paragangers, his bandana falling off to reveal his blank eyes, his bundi over his head trailing blood from one of the gangers.)


  



  
    While I plead the cause of truth and innocency against the bloody doctrine of persecution for cause of conscience, I judge it not unfit to give alarm to myself, and all men to prepare to be persecuted or hunted for cause of conscience.

  


  (Roger Willams, THE BLOODY TENET OF PERSECUTION)


  



  January 4th, 2023 3:32 AM


  Paul Mahler, MetaPsych specialist, never saw him move. One second he had been telepathicially conversing with Thomas Malfeas, who now went by the name of Warden and had made himself a scourge to the paragangs of NYC, and then they were surrounded by members of one of those gangs. They wore old Army Surplus jackets (their 'Colors' if you will) and called themselves Razors.


  Now Thomas was in the air, very high in the air, possibly twenty yards off of the rooftop they had been 'talking' on. From inside his long black duster came the wide blade from India that had become his trademark, a bundi, which transformed his fist into an edge extending his reach almost the length of his hand again. Knives flew, several of them perforating the black denim of the jacket, one tearing a rip in the skin stretched drumhead taut over his ribs, carnelian dripping down the raised bone. A jet of onyx and midnight blue crackled past, arcing in a static burst that filled the air with the tang of ozone.


  ++They can't aim, Kelly. He's doing something to their eye- hand coordination.++


  --Thanks for the play by play, Mr. Cosell.--


  Thomas came down, a whirling bomb of kicks and slashes, and three of the Razors were down before the rest could react. Snake Escutia with his nose crushed and a case of assisted vertigo. Dalia Boyle with a deep cut across his chest that hurt far more than even such a serious wound should, his shock shut down so he felt all the pain. Matthew Willams vomiting without so much as having been touched, nausea coming from a heightened squeamishness.


  "Get pinchin! He's skurbat trainny! Range him!" The largest of the Razors, a man with a huge wrestler's build and a small head that hid predator intellect, barked out orders. Paul realized that even with the element of surprise and a savage attack, Thomas couldn't win against these odds without help.


  ++LOOK OUT BEHIND YOU!++


  The huge man/boy whirled, helpless to defy such a strong telepathic yell. Kelly used his microwave taser, set to maximum charge, to set the muscles in his target to spasming.


  --Good idea, taking the leader out of the fight.--


  ++Looks like we both had that idea.++


  Thomas delivered a Muay Thai low kick to the legs of a green- haired woman with a baseball bat, also painted green, and in one smooth slippery motion caught the bat before it fell and threw it into the head of David Morris, a telekinetic. Unfortunately, Morris still managed to get off his mental blow.


  The impact of kinetic force drove Thomas down onto one knee. The two standing Razors, Paula Carbary and Random, swept in. Random had no other name but the thin man was expert knife fighter and his sound-manipulator lover Paula was even more dangerous. Random drove a knife into Thomas before he could react, buried it up to the hilt in his forearm. Thomas did not so much as twitch. Random felt the pain that Thomas should have as it swept up his own arm. He screamed and dropped his other knife.


  Kelly tasered him just to shut him up. That left Paula and Thomas, facing each other. Thomas grimaced as he pulled the knife out of the flesh between the bones of his forearms, the sucking sound loud in the air. Paula pointed, and a wave of sound liquefied the rooftop where Thomas would have been standing, except that he warped her perception so she aimed low and to the left.


  Meanwhile, the holes in Thomas began to close up. They scarred over. Kelly gaped. Mahler understood.


  ++He can manipulate his bodily processes. That's how he moves so fast...he just accelerates his refexes. Same with the healing. That HAS to be a strain on him.++


  --Look, that woman's about to liquefy him, and my Taser is out of charges...you have a plan here? He doesn't look like he's up to a fight.--


  ++Hold on. I have an idea.++ Mahler concentrated, slipped in past her defense (Someone put up a shield...Thomas has been sidestepping it by attacking their nerves, I have to get past it) and simply turned her off. While not an easy thing to do, which is why he hadn't been doing it when there were more of them, it was effective. She crumpled.


  "Get some of those doctors up here!" Kelly barked into his collar- mounted radio. Mahler looked at Thomas/Warden, who never looked at anyone.


  ++Thomas, we would like to help you, but we can't until you tell us what's going on.++


  ++I must see the mentor. She will know what to do.++ He stepped over to the edge of the roof and slid his weapon, silver with drying crimson, into a sheath hidden somewhere inside the duster he wore. Kelly saw him heading to the roof, and began to run after him.


  "Hold it! Mahler, stop him!"


  Before Mahler could say anything, Warden simply drifted off of the roof, a controlled, almost delicate leap.


  



  Letter from James Willot to his sister Beth Dated January 7th, 2023


  
    Bethie,


    How's my little brat? Things taking off for you in Chi-Town? I m'self am involved in some heavy things, and since I can't talk to mom and dad about it, I thought I'd try you. Since you're a paranormal and all, I figured you'd be able to help me figure it out. Are you still slated to go to the Academy? Are you sure about that? Well, if it's what you want...


    I had a point to this. Anyway, it's about my new roommate. Yeah, I know I told you he was weird, but he seems mostly a nice kid. But there are a lot of things about him you don't know. Things I didn't want to tell mom or dad about, so I left them out of the last letter. DON'T SHOW THIS ONE TO ANYBODY.


    Tommy is a paranormal. Maybe more. I'm not sure. I met him in August. He was in a dumpster behind the dojo, digging for scraps, and I felt bad for him. Especially when I found out he didn't have any eyes. So, after a few tense minutes, I managed to convince him to come in.


    The funny thing was, at first his English was lousy. Half the time he'd talk to me in a sing-song chant, the other half he sounded like the Captain in that golden oldie film you like, the Russian guy. But within ten minutes, he talked just like me. Then I asked him who he was, got his name. He told me he was in a hospital where he'd been awake but asleep, whatever that means, and that his 'mentor' had saved him. Now he had to go fight crime. Paragangs, stuff like that.


    Yeah, I thought he was nuts. I tried to show him how easy they'd stomp him by throwing a quick arm-bar on him, but he reacted instantly, faster than I could with a leg-sweep. It was like he knew what I was going to do, and exactly how to counter it.


    I was impressed, and I felt bad for him, so I offered him a job in the dojo. At first, he was just teaching Tai Ch'i-Ch'uan, and I'll tell you, he was every bit my equal in it, but after we went to that tournament in Boston, he's somehow learned all sorts of styles. I've seen him use Muay Thai, Bak Mon, Pakua, flowing from one to the other. Unreal technique. Plus, he's faster than he has the right to be. And he can sort of see, even without eyes. That's why I think he's a paranormal.


    I don't know what to do. He's determined to go on this anti-gang crusade, and as good as he is I can't see it ending well. I could use some advice.


    Love, Jimmy


    


  


  January 16th, 2023 8:29 PM


  The rooftops were silent as he leapt from building to building, his red bandana replaced by a black one that kept him from being spotted as easily as the red. His movements were swift and smooth, held at bay so that any anxiety or tension did not show. The Bronx gave way to the Battery as he ran.


  The neighborhoods of New York were cleaner now, better maintained. The people don't care. Not enough energy, not enough time. But the Paragangs keep rolling along, and on this night, he hunted for answers.


  Barnes was a minor figure in the Oblivious. He mainly dealt in the more obvious vandalism and the occasional smash and grab. Still, the lanky blond was a member, and members are sometimes standing around when plans are being made.


  Barnes leaned against the alley wall and swore lightly. Armstrong and Phipps were supposed to meet him for some Organlegging thirty minutes ago (Barnes had the paranormal ability to tell who is a Universal Donor, making him useful for these types of excursions) but they hadn't arrived yet.


  "Waiting for someone?"


  Barnes had heard that voice once before, the last time he'd had the courage to go Organlegging. That voice had belonged to the man who'd shut down his hangcrew, sent everybody but him to the hospital. He opened his eyes and looked up.


  Standing on the dumpster was the man in the black duster. He was wearing a black bandana, and his hair had grown out a lot. He'd gotten somewhat of a tan, too. But it was him, same black jeans, same no shirt, and in a striking motion the same frebbin' blade slid out of the duster. He stood there, a moon smile underneath the black cloth over his eyeless spot...Barnes had been the first ganger to see that space of white.


  "I need to talk to you. You can spare a few minutes for an old friend."


  "Yyyyy-you took care of Phipps and Armstrong? But they're...they can... they're BIG TIME."


  "You'd be amazed how easily Phipps superstrength can be offset if he can't stand up. But the legs should heal. And Armstrong accidentally threw one of those axes into a transformer. Even his fur burnt. Now, we talk." Barnes saw a patch of white shift, and then the black mass of the jacket was in the air, draped on its wearer. Warden landed next to Barnes and hoisted him easily into the air.


  "Where do the Oblivious hang out? And who's been putting the fuzz over your thoughts?"


  "Are you groppy? I can't peach on them!"


  "And if you don't..." Warden didn't complete the threat. Pain shot up Barnes' jaw, the kind of pain that comes from having all those nerves active at once. After a thirty second tour of hell, the pain stopped. "I can do this all night. I can turn different parts on and off, or all of them on at once. I can make you sick, weak, blind. And I leave no marks. Now, the mentor has told me I must know this...so you had best tell me."


  After another twenty minutes, Barnes broke.


  "They're in the Threnody...an old club on Fifth Ave. It's all blue, y'can't miss't. We scrim there, and that's where Bathory lays the chak down. Bathory did the rezz on our brainboxes. That's all I can peach t'ya." His breath escaped his mouth in ragged blasts.


  "Good. Now, run along and play. And, you might want to think about going back to school. You could be very useful in the medical profession." Warden simply tossed Barnes over his shoulder. As the ganger clanged into the metal lid of the black, rusting dumpster, Warden leapt up to a fire escape and was gone.


  



  January 16th, 2023 10:37 PM


  Warden had never read a book in his life. He couldn't. But imprinted in his mind were all sorts of images from life that he'd never seen. He didn't know where they came from. But one of them was a dictionary. In it, he looked up the word Threnody.


  Threnody/Thren-oh-dee: 1) Death Song. SHE SANG THE THRENODY AT HER OWN WAKE.


  He didn't need the rest of the definition. That one suited the burnt out place that he was watching. Painted blue thirty or more years ago, the once-prosperous club had been deserted as the elite moved on to better and brighter places. Wageslaves weren't going to go clubbing. And so the Threnody died.


  But the gangers had brought it back. Thomas pointed his head at the icepick of light that was the Empire State Building, feeling it. Wondering what light looked like. What is sight like? Is it different than the sense of place that he had? Dismissing those daydreams (They would not please the mentor) he sat and waited.


  Finally two women and a man approached the place. The fuzz was on their thoughts, but he could hear their names...Antoon, Milan, and Hardy. They were members. He knew that much, and as he felt them enter the building, he moved.


  Leaping the twenty foot space required a slight boost, but not much, and he cleared it easily. His landing was soft. He increased his sense of hearing as he tried to discern the patterns beneath him.


  "...he's got to be killed. The Razors tried it, but no dice, and I hear the Tongs are thinking about moving in on us if this keeps up."


  "Could he be a Tong boy?"


  "Mizzen. No gluugin way that was a Tong boy. He cut me in half before I could move! He BLINDED us!"


  "I agree." Smooth voice. Deep, feminine, easily in control. Must be Bathory. Warden filed that away in his head. "No Tong, something...did anyone hear that?"


  "Hear what?"


  She was on to him. Somehow. Must be a telepath. Warden drew his bundi and prepared himself, counting to three and raising all his physical abilities. Then he moved, whirling to the heating vent on the roof and popping it open. He slid down the metal just as he heard the door to the roof open.


  He kicked the grill off and dropped into what was the manager's office a lifetime ago. There was nobody there, but any minute the gangers on the roof would see that the grate was open. They probably couldn't follow, but they'd alert the others. Warden thought, wondered what the mentor would say. HIT THEM FIRST.


  The door opened softly as well. No noise escaped him as Warden walked around the lip, crouching low. Most of the gang was on the old dance floor, which had been converted to a gym and living quarters. There was some kind of seat raised up on a central platform. There was a woman on that seat.


  Warden sensed that she was almost locked in on him, and so he moved. Standing, he pulled the Chinese Throwing Coin off of his neck and leapt off of the upper rim. The gang, about twenty members, were not aware until he had almost landed. The woman that Warden had identified as Bathory screamed "He's HERE!" and then the coin flew. It missed her. He was impressed. "Raoul! Take him!"


  The bundi was out, and as he landed he swung in a left handed arc, drawing his hook sword with his right hand. The speed was the thing...had to disable them. Before they could disable him.


  A blur of growling meat leapt at him, nearly faster than he could track it. He managed to drop below it, sensed fangs and rage and blood as the shape hurtled by. The rest of the gang ran. Warden picked up surface thoughts.


  --..Raoul'll chop him inta grizzik.--


  --Get the bagget, Raoul!--


  --The mistress commands...blood feast, weakling!--


  Then the shape had landed, and Warden turned. Apparently, the Oblivious had orders not to interfere in this fight. He sensed the outlines of what was attacking him. A hugely muscled man, with hair all over his body, fangs and a smell of blood strong on him.


  The words rumbled from a barrel chest. "I'll crush you and drink your blood from your own skull."


  Warden simply gestured in an Bak Mon sword move, hook sword held out and askew in front of him.


  "Nothing to say?" Raoul crouched and jumped, so as to come down on his prey and tear it apart in front of his mistress. But his prey was not there when he landed. As he attempted to figure out what went wrong, a foot slammed into the side of his head, breaking his jaw and sending him reeling.


  Warden couldn't quite affect this one as well as he could others...the fuzz was strong in his head. So as Raoul staggered back he swept in with the hook sword leading. Raoul did as Warden expected he would and swept his clawed hand, tearing the weapon out of his grasp. Warden ignored the red welling up in his palm and swept the bundi in from the other side, sliding it into Raoul's furry ribcage all the way to the grip.


  "HURRRRRRRARGRR!" Warden yanked the blade, slick with a greenish liquid, out of Raoul. Raoul tore at Warden with his claws, managing to rip the bandana off his face and cut his cheek. Then as Raoul realized that he was fatally wounded, Warden smashed his now empty right hand into the beast-man's face. Raoul fell.


  Bathory gasped. For one thing, her chosen one was dead. For another, she was the first one there to see the eyeless face. This distraction probably saved Warden's life, as it gave him time to fling his last Throwing Coin into the breaker box, throwing the room into blackness.


  Chaos reigned. The gang, most of whom could not see in the dark, went berserk. Those that COULD sense in the dark felt something shutting off those senses. None of them saw Warden running out the front door and leaping back to the rooftops to make his way home.


  



  January 17th, 2023 3:37 AM


  Jimmy Willot sat in the kitchenette of his apartment and waited for his roommate to come in. Jimmy knew that he had a good life: He came from a wealthy family, and in New York a Martial Arts instructor can make good money, especially if he knows what he's doing. And Jimmy did.


  Nevertheless, he felt crummy. His new roommate was definitely a mixed blessing. On the one hand, he's a really nice guy, a talented teacher of the arts, an amazingly quick study. And he manages, between what Jimmy pays him and odd jobs he gets, to always pay his half of the rent. And he's insanely tidy.


  On the other hand, he goes out and fights paragangs at least four times a week, while dodging cops and the feds. Which is not a good thing. He's going to get nabbed sooner or later.


  When Thomas finally came in the window, Jimmy was already asleep. But Thomas realized that Jimmy wanted to lecture him, and so he woke him.


  "Huh? Wuzza...Tommy?"


  "Hello, James. You were waiting for me."


  "Yuh, guess I was...what happened to your face?"


  "A beast-man of some kind was attempting to rip it off. He did not know that he was too late. It is only a scratch."


  "Oh, lordie. Tommy, we gotta talk."


  



  NEXT ISSUE: WARDEN vs. THE ONYX EYE TONG! BATHORY GETS INTERESTED.


  



  WRITERS NOTES: Getting it out of my soul(s).


  Lately, a few people have pointed out to me that I'm a mite prolific. Which is a slight exaggeration...I mean, compared to guys like Dvandom and Drizzt, I really haven't written all that much. But I did want to touch upon some of the factors behind the comics I write, why I write it, and what it all really means. Because I'm Masochistic.


  1) WHY DO I DO IT? Well, there are a few reasons. One is that I'm fairly compulsive about writing. If I don't write SOMETHING, be it comic book style or my realistic fiction (Which is exceptionally grim, mordant writing), I get all cranky. So I tend to write a few poems, and then I work on some net.fiction, and then I write some of my post-naturalist stuff. I spend about three hours or so a day on it every day, even if I don't want to keep any of it. I've spent far LONGER, of course, but those are during bursts of creativity. I really just have to write.


  2) WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO DO IN THE COMICS? Here's where it gets a bit dicey. It really depends on the book. In SWORDMASTER, I go for massively zany, over the top humor, purging all the non- sequitors and nonsensical ramblings. In WARDEN, there is comedy (Naming all the gang members after LNH writers) but it stays low- key and in the shadows, so as not to distract from the story. TEMPEST is my attempt to play with the Myth of the Magus, the continuous repetition throughout history of this particular type of hero (Special Birth, Destiny, Death, Rebirth) and his place in the modern world. PULSE is my take on teenager-based superheroes. Or more accurately, on teenager-based nonheroes. CRUXADIER is about that old Acton saw, corruption of power. It is also about the wrong man being chosen for a tough job. Each of these books is different, and speak to something different in me. If you go through the influence list I published in TEMPEST 3, if you read that, you'll be able to tell where each of my influences fit here, and where I go off on my own.


  3) WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN? In the words of Joel Hodgson, "Bite me, it's FUN!" In other words, it don't really mean jack, Jake. I write because it is what I do. I'd like to work in comics some day, or maybe I'll publish a dark, brooding book of my post-naturalist stuff. Or maybe I'll become a poet. It doesn't really MEAN anything. That's the best part of it.


  See you around!


  ISSUE NUMBER THREE: CAVES OF ICE



  (Cover: Warden is on top of a Gothic rooftop, two Gargoyles on the left and one on the right. A man in a grey Ghi is attacking him with twin Jien, or Tai Ch'i swords. Warden has drawn his hook sword and bundi, and is defending. In the shadows of the left side, a pair of yellow eyes watches.)


  



  
    The shadow of the dome of pleasure


    Floated midway on the waves;


    Where was heard the mingled measure


    From the fountain and the caves. It was a miracle of rare device, A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!

  


  (Samuel Taylor Coleridge, KUBLA KHAN)


  



  January 20th, 2023 11:28 AM


  Thomas was sleeping, and the sunlight pouring in his open window rendered his skin incandescent. Dust motes swirled inside the shafts of light, tiny stars wandering in irregular orbits. Thomas always slept during the day.


  He dreamt...and spoke to the mentor.


  He dreamt of a dead family, of paragangs who killed unchecked, of a police department that couldn't, or wouldn't, do anything. And he heard a voice.


  ++ have you stopped them yet?++ As always, the mentor was a breeze barely blowing. Warden had to strain to hear it.


  ++Not yet. They are many. I am but one.++


  ++they will come for you. you must be ready.++


  ++I will be. I am my Brother's Keeper. I am the Warden. I will do what needs be done.++


  ++it will have to do...++


  Thomas woke then. He always woke once the mentor had left him. He pulled the sheet off of himself and stood. He felt the dust moving in the air, the air moving in the room. As the senses flooded him again, he smelled food, still defrosting, in the kitchen. The fans could not hide anything from him.


  And he felt the two men, armed with swords, on the roof. They did not smell like paragangers, and the vibrations were wrong...they were skilled warriors. He reached under his bed and pulled the weapons out, feeling the heft of the hook sword and the weight of the bundi.


  Time to go to work.


  



  January 20th, 2023 11:33 AM


  Tak Jao'Ke and his war-brother Kuul were preparing to entering the round-eye's dojo when they heard it. Not a sound that many other people would have been able to hear, but there it was, a slight fluttering of denim. They pretended not to hear it in an attempt to lure the interloper in closer, when suddenly they couldn't hear anything at all, not even their own heartbeats, which they had spent years training to monitor.


  They leapt aside just in time to avoid the throwing coins that whirled for their heads. Turning, they saw an unusual sight...a pale man wearing only a pair of pants and tabi, gesturing to them with a hook sword.


  Tak Kuul gave the signal for right of challenge, and Tak Jao'Ke accepted that right. As the massively built Kuul approached the pale man, Jao'Ke noted the red cloth wrapped around his face...why does he hide his eyes?


  Kuul swung, his Jien glinting in the sunlight of mid-day. The hook sword blocked one, and another blade seemingly came out of the air near the stranger's side to block the other. Soon the sound of metal against metal was ringing out on the roof as the two feinted and struck, attempting to gain the advantage. Kuul's swing seemed to be on the verge of slicing the stranger in the face, but he ripped his head out of the way, and the red cloth was the only thing that was struck. It tore away, revealing to the two warriors exactly why their opponent hid his face...his eyeless face.


  At first, Kuul and the stranger had been using different styles, which was only natural. Only a select few are taught the Onyx Eye style of Kung Fu. But then, the stranger began to switch over from Pakua and Bok Mon to Onyx Eye! Kuul's greater strength proved to be not enough against the speed and grace and astonishing prescience of the waxy-skinned opponent, who suddenly swept both blades out of his hands and swept in, slashing his ribcage open. Kuul, true to his training, did not cry out.


  Jao'Ke accepted this. Kuul had given the right of challenge, and people die. The stranger turned and regarded him.


  "If you had attacked me then, you could have easily beaten me."


  "That is not our way."


  "Why are you here?"


  "The round eye below owes the Onyx Eye our tribute. We expect it. Why did you intervene?"


  "I assumed you were here for me. I have many enemies."


  "One as skilled as you must. May I take the body of my brother?"


  "Very well." Warden stepped back as the lithe, tawny man easily lifted the bulk of his comrade and stepped to the edge of his roof.


  "Tell the round eye that if he does not pay the tribute, we will come again in force."


  "I will." With that, Jao'Ke dropped off of the roof. Warden looked down at his blades, the blood drying in the sunlight a wine- red color that faded into the stain on an old fence. He, of course, was not looking at the blades with any sort of eyes, but he could tell what he needed to.


  He climbed back down and swung into his bedroom window, where he then reached under his bed and pulled out the kit that allowed him to clean his weapons. After spending ten minutes rubbing fragrant oils on them and wiping them down with soft cloth and paper, he put them back under the bed, keeping only his throwing coin. Then he went into the kitchenette and walked to the refridgerator, pulling the orange juice out of the fridge. Jimmy was making eggs on the stove.


  "Hey, Tommy! Thought you'd never get up!"


  "I have been up for an hour."


  "Really? What were you doing in there?"


  Warden poured himself a glass of orange juice, and then replaced it in the fridge. He took a long drink out of the glass, and then wiped his lip like a five year old. "I went up on the roof and fought assasins who had come to extort tribute from you for allowing you to teach in their neighborhood. They said they were from the Onyx Eye. Do we have any bagels left? After I killed one of them, they left. They threatened to return unless you pay the tribute." Warden opened the cupboard and began looking for bagels.


  "What?" Jimmy had heard of the Onyx Eye, but he had hoped they were just an urban legend.


  "Never mind...I found the bagels."


  



  January 20th, 2023 12:45 PM


  The Onyx Eye were more than just a tong. They had monies invested in all sorts of endeavors. They had destroyed and taken up the duties of a triad known as the Black Snake twenty years before, and were heavily involved in the drug trade. So they had no need for James Willot's money.


  The reason they were willing to send assasins was more about face than money. If he paid tribute, then he showed respect to the Onyx Eye. If he did not, then he did not. If that was the unfortunate case, he would die.


  Onyx Master Barrukh was so busy meditating in the garden that he barely heard Jao'Ke return. He noticed that he did not hear Kuul, and that Jao'Ke was heavier than usual.


  He stood and turned, and Jao'Ke bowed and presented Kuul's dead body.


  "The round eye did this?"


  "No. The pale one we had heard rumors of. He had assumed us to be after him, and he intervened. Kuul claimed right of challenge, and the pale one slew him."


  "Indeed." Barrukh was a very intense man. He sat down in his ornate, hand carved onyx throne and thought about what he had just been told. "You may stand, Jao'Ke. You witnessed the fight. Tell me of the pale one."


  "He is swift...very much so. Faster than any fighter I have ever seen, with the exception of Taograth and yourself. He seems to know many forms, and to learn new ones very easily. He began displaying the Onyx Eye skills after a few minutes of fighting Kuul."


  "Did he?" Barrukh was concerned. This kind of interruption was not what a powerful enterprise like the tong required. He mulled over Jao'Ke's report. The lines on his wide and powerful brow creased together as he thought. "We must deal with this pale one. Does he not have foes amid the round eyes?"


  "Yes."


  "We will aid them."


  



  January 20th, 2023 2:23 PM


  The Threnody was a mess. Raoul had bled all over the place before he'd died, and so Rawluk and Hardy had been spending most of the past few days cleaning the green ichor up. The stuff was horribly hard to clean...it stank, too. Bathory was reclining on the semi-throne she lived in, thinking, wondering what to do about the stranger who'd raided them.


  She was torn. On the one hand, he'd dared to invade her lair, and he'd killed her favored servant...the one she'd changed with her powers in order to make him a better servant. Ever since Bathory had been changed, she'd known that it was possible to infect others with the same change as herself...but only men. In many ways, she was a most unique new kind of Vampire. Sunlight didn't bother her, and she could change her form to that of a cat. The only thing she shared with classic vampires was a hunger for blood...especially paranormal blood.


  And this 'Warden' was most definitely a paranormal. His eyeless face stayed in her mind. With a warrior like that as my personal slave, I'd cut a swath through New York's other paragangs. And besides...he has a great body.


  "Bathory?" She lazily turned her head and regarded Kogutt, who now that Raoul was dead was her right hand. "A visitor from the tongs is here. He wishes an audience."


  "Does he? Did he say what about?"


  "He said that it concerned the eyeless face."


  "Send him in." She stretched, the light tawny fur on her body standing out as Kogutt left. As she stood on the raised dias before her throne, her muscular servant lead a slim asian man in.


  "Mistress Bathory, I am Jao'Ke, of the Onyx Eye. I bring greetings from my elders."


  "Yessss. What do you come here for?"


  "We understand that you have been contending with the pale one, he who has no eyes? We have an interest in ensuring that he does not interfere with our operations."


  "Do tell?" Bathory smiled at Jao'Ke, who was not in the slightest bit fooled. There was no happiness in this one. Best to finish the deal and leave.


  "We know where the Ghost lives. We will provide to you that information. In exchange, you agree to remain out of our affairs in the future."


  So, they know where he lives, do they? Well, now that's an advantage I could use. Either I'll kill him or...I'll find another use for him. She licked at her teeth, flashing the overdeveloped canines and purring slightly at the base of her throat. Finally, when Jao'Ke was on the edge of assuming that his offer had been rejected, she said one word.


  "Agreed."


  



  Letter from Beth Willot to her brother, James, Dated January 19th, 2023


  
    Jimmy,


    I recieved your letter and am unsure what to say. Yes, I'm still slated to go to the Academy. Have you spoke to your friend about that? They're going to want to take him anyway, and he can't avoid them forever.


    I talked to one of my counselors about the letter (Without mentioning any names or anything...I pretended it was a friend of mine.) and she said that Thomas is probably suffering from a martyr complex. I think maybe you ought to think about turning him in to MetaPsych, Jimmy. It's for his own good. If he goes on like you said, he'll either get shot by an overzealous cop or killed by one of the gangs...and they might come after you, too.


    That's all I can think of to tell you. Please, stay safe.


    Love, Beth

  


  



  January 20th, 2023 9:30 PM


  Warden was disturbed. Something, he was not aware of what, but something was troubling him. He could sense something bad, bitter, WRONG in the air over the Bronx. He leapt from roof to roof, trying to decide what it was. He knew that over the past few months, he'd begun to gain sophistication, to understand more of the world he was living in. His lithe, taut muscled body hurtled over a rooftop and landed in an alley where Warden's favorite stoolie was known to frequent.


  Barnes was slumped up against a dumpster. When the long-coat clad figured dropped to the ground in front of him, he straightened up and pulled his collar, attempting to obscure his face. It wasn't much, but anything was better than nothing at all.


  "Do you have anything for me, Barnes?"


  "Yeah, but you ain't gonna like it." Barnes was trembling slightly. Warden latched his senses onto the anemic man's heart, feeling the rapid pulse sending blood shooting through the veins and arteries.


  "Tell me."


  "Bathory was pissed when you hit her. So pissed, that she's decided to take you out. Tonight. Some tong guy knew your stomping grounds, and he traded them to her..." Warden was no longer listening. He'd left James alone at the apartment...and apparently, the Onyx Eye had wasted no time in determining a way to remove a potential threat. He was clearing the walls before Barnes could finish his sentence.


  "Yeah, happy trails to you, buddy." Barnes lit a synthetic cigarette. "I wouldn't want to be you."


  Warden leapt from roof to roof like a mad-man, and when the nearby buildings were too tall, he flung himself through boarded up windows, ignoring the pain of dozens of lacerations. He had to get back to the dojo before...


  Before Jimmy pays for my sins.


  ++ Mentor? Mentor?++ There was no response. As always, the mentor most often spoke to him, and did not respond to his urgent cries for explanation. Which were more and more frequent now. Why was his mission so critical? He leapt over a four lane intersection and barely caught the edge of an old warehouse, then hauled himself up and contined running, his coat fluttering behind him like wings.


  Finally, he reached the dojo. The lights were off, as they also were in the apartment upstairs. Warden concentrated, his blank face tense in the gloom of the shadows as the moonlight cast a blue aura around his exposed skin.


  He felt around with his mind. There were intruders. Seven of them. And Jimmy was nowhere inside. They either arrived before Jimmy, or removed him. There was no blood.


  Yet.


  Warden grimaced and prepared himself.


  



  January 20th, 2023 9:52 PM


  The members of the Oblivious inside the dojo waited. Sooner or later the freak would have to show himself, and when he did he was theirs. The near- total darkness inside was a habit derived from years of ambushes and sneak attacks, and even though light or its absence was a non-factor to their current prey, they kept it.


  Kogutt flexed his heavily muscled arms and waited. His paranormal ability was a simple one...he could pump himself up with a kind of magic steroid or something, growing thick with muscle and becoming a raging engine of hate, determined to kill everything in his path. And he was looking forward to doing so tonight. If he managed to kill this Warden (And he knew he would) then Bathory would make him her number one. Her special servant.


  They waited another three minutes. Then the black billowing jacket of Warden streaked through the window, glass spraying out on the room.


  "Kill him!"


  As one, the paragangers attacked the fluttering form. Glowing sparks tore into it, knives perforated it, a gun sprayed bullets, and Kogutt delivered the coup de grace, tearing it in half with a blow from his huge fist.


  The contents of the trash bag wrapped in Warden's coat spilled out onto the floor. The paragangers looked at each other...and then pandemonium erupted. Half the gang experienced mind-rending pain as various parts of their bodies seemed to riot. The other half, including the massive Kogutt, became consumed with a nauseating sense of vertigo. They attempted to move, but it was impossible to control their motion, and one after another they crashed into the floor. Then Warden leapt into the room. As he did, he dropped the attack, as the strain was too much in attempting to maintain it. But he had the twin advantages now of opportunity and speed, and he used both, spinning in a whorl of flashing blades and removing two of the gang members in seconds. Five were left to face him.


  Kogutt stood, a rasping growl rumbling from his chest like some sort of wounded animal, and he immediately leapt at the much smaller Warden. But the pale, thin man simply slid between his legs and attacked the four gang members behind him, his hook sword and bundi silver dancing in the faint glow of the light coming in the window. Soon five was three.


  Kogutt again charged, and again Warden dodged him. This time the massive paranorm couldn't stop himself from throwing a massive punch that crushed one of his less agile henchmen's skull instead of Thomas Malfeas's. And then there were two.


  The one remaining had earned the sobriquet "Sparker" from the Oblivious, but his real name was Rawluk. And he was terrified. He attempted to hit Warden with his flaming projectiles, but was only able to set the wall behind him on fire. And then the huge, bulging form of his senior, Kogutt, was in the way, hurtling towards his prey as he had done before.


  Thomas Malfeas, the Warden, simply grabbed one of Kogutt's arms and, using an Akido throw, tossed him into the flames that were spreading up the wall. The yellow-red blossom of heat was put out, smothered by the sudden impact of the huge, obscenely muscled gang member. Kogutt didn't even have time to howl in pain as Warden's bundi pinned him by his throat to the wall.


  Sparker looked on in absolute horror as he realized he was the last one left. Then a foot flashed out of the dim blackness of the room, and he sunk into unconsciousness.


  Warden looked at his handiwork dispassionately. He fell to searching the room, looking for some clue as to where Jimmy was, and soon enough he found it, slightly charred but still intact, in Kogutt's belt. It was a note written on vellum with some kind of dark, heavy ink...he smelled that it was blood...with a quill pen. Although he could not see the letters, he could sense how the depressions were formed on the page, and by searching through the memories he'd stolen from others, piece the meaning together.


  
    TO THE EYELESS ONE;


    We have to meet. It is inevitable. If you defeat my 'welcoming party' and read this, as I know you will, then you are worthy. I have your friend. Come to 154 Rockefeller Plaza, and maybe you'll even get to see him alive again.


    Bathory.

  


  He tucked the note in his pocket, pulled his bundi out of the giant's throat and walked upstairs to get a new coat before leaving. He didn't notice the ghostly shapes huddled on the rooftops across the street.


  "Do we attack?"


  "No. We wait until he has confronted the barbarians. Then, if he survives, THEN we attack."


  "For the eye of Onyx."


  



  NEXT ISSUE:Things have definitely taken a turn for the worse. Can Warden rescuse Jimmy from Bathory AND defeat the Onyx Eye? Probably not.


  Written by Matthew Rossi


  ISSUE NUMBER FOUR: THE DRUMS OF HATE


  (Warning - An expletive appears in this story)



  (Cover: Warden is surrounded on all sides. To his left, themembership of the Oblivious Paragang and Bathory, to his right theNYPD, and in front of him the Onyx Eye Tong. He is battered, butunbowed, holding his bundi and hook sword crossed in front of him.)



  
    



    Call me the dark intruder Call me your haunted sleep Call me your monster zero Call me anything you need

  


  
    *Rob Zombie, THE GREAT AMERICAN NIGHTMARE

  


  



  January 20th, 2023 10:32 PM


  154 Rockefeller Plaza.


  Outside the buildings, in the ruined ice rink that dominated the center of the Plaza, members of the Oblivious concealed themselves as best they could. They were down to half-strength now, because the squad that had gone to wait for Warden at his friend Jimmy's dojo hadn't come back. Kogutt and Sparker had lead that group. That meant that two more of the powerful Supernormal members of the gang were down, and probably dead. Warden had been trying to keep from killing anyone, but he'd done Raoul, and he probably was really pissed about what they'd done to his friend.


  Barnes huddled in the darkness generated by 'Shades' Brenton, a new recruit that Bathory'd accepted in from the Razors. Warden had started his attacks on the city's Paragangs with the Razors, and he'd weakened them so badly that Bathroy'd moved in on their turf. Unfortunately, this had left her own group open to Warden's attacks, so she'd accepted half of the Razors into her gang.


  What she'd done with the rest was too gory to think about, Barnes knew. After all, he'd been there, telling her which ones were Universal Donors. The rest she'd just drank. The sight of the slight girl burying her face in the ruined chest of Snake Escutia, who hadn't been a small man, had sickened him.


  Next to Barnes, Antoon and Milan were cleaning their guns. Antoon slammed the clip into his USAS-22 Full-Auto Combat Shotgun and smiled, his eyes shifting from color to color. Antoon's power was a strange one...he could make anything he could see glow. Sometimes useful for targeting... sometimes not. He could also, if he had the time, make the glow burn through metal, but that was the problem, getting the time. Maria Milan, standing next to him, had claw-like bone spurs growing from the back of her forearms, and she'd also inherited the lethal speed and strength of a Tasmanian Tiger, the fur patterns of which were growing out of her back. Milan was marked by Bathory. She scared the shit out of Barnes.


  "When do you think he'll get here?"


  "What makes you think he's still alive, Barnes?"


  "Don't plizz me, Milan. You'se up the scorch. Me and you'se seen him move, and if Kogutt and Sparker ain't back yet, I say he blinked them."


  "Barnes has a point." Brenton whispered from the inky cloud that surrounded him. "He took apart the Razors like a cheap feed. Paula and Random together had a hard time with him."


  "That was before you joined _us_, Sneak-Snack," Antoon bristled. "The Oblivious can deal with some eyeless gink, powers or no powers."


  They didn't notice a shape scuttling along behind the statue. When the ice had been there, which was a time none of them had ever seen, people used to ice skate down there. Ice Skating. Not something these kids did.


  A different kind of blade slid free from a back-sheath now.


  Warden stood there, "assensing" his surroundings. Paul Mahler of MetaPsych might have called it an active probe, but Thomas Malfeas didn't know what those words meant. He did know, however, how many of the Oblivious were concealed around the rink and where they were.


  Barnes, Antoon, Milan and Brenton were thirty yards away, behind that railing.


  Paula Carbary and Random, concealed beneath the storm-grating.


  "Mauler" Phipps, Hardy and David Morris next to the double doors leading to Bathory.


  Jaelle the Raptor, Gumprich and the ERGH were the closest, as they were mobile, slowly patrolling the grounds of the Plaza. The odds of taking them out were difficult to gauge. The ERGH could extend electrical charges down the chain he carried with him, making a crude but lethal taser out of it, and Jaelle was one of Bathory's chosen, gifted with attributes taken from a Gryfalcon. Gumprich, whose Paranormal abilities were all based on invention, was carrying a strange harness around with him that boosted his strength and reflexes. They were formidable.


  Warden smiled, and it had no humor in it.


  He chose to work on Jaelle first. Her already keen vision he boosted, flinging it up until the flickering blue-white light of the moon looked like an atomic detonation. She screeched, her voice ringing off of the walls, and everyone's blood froze.


  Everyone except Warden.


  Gumprich tried to activate his harness, but he couldn't feel anything anymore, and his fingers flopped around like stunned fish. As he felt panic gripping him, a silver and gold coin weighted around the edge slammed directly into his forehead, and the pain suddenly came back, maximized so that it felt like his head had popped open. He sank to his knees as his body thrashed around in shock, and the ERGH tried to tell where the attacks were coming from.


  Phipps led his squad away from the doors, running to where the sounds of fighting were. Therefore, he didn't see a black duster fluttering behind him, its owner pleased at the effect the distraction had.


  Warden's mind told him that the doors weren't trapped or alarmed, although there was a rather lethal series of traps behind them that had been left unengaged. Probably to let him get in.


  He slid in through the doors and bent to the keypad next to them. Wires extended to the frame, the keypad contained certain oils on five of the keys. He could tell which of the oils was driest, and which was the most viscous, and from that he knew which had been pressed first. His fingers replicated the series, even though he couldn't read them. Unseen by his non-existent eyes, the code was 56123.


  The metal around the door began to hum with voltage. It wouldn't _stop_ them, but it would certainly occupy them for a while, and he wanted as much time as possible.


  Knowing that she was above him, and that she knew he'd entered the building, he headed up the stairs.


  



  January 20th, 2023 11:03 PM


  Bathory was lying with her eyes closed, purring like the feline she felt she was.


  Her flawless skin was getting the massage of a lifetime. Perhaps _several_ lifetimes. She smiled at her in-joke. After all, who knew how long she was going to live? In the stories, Vampires were practically immortal. Maybe she would be too.


  Damn, but he had good hands. She had to give him that. He was getting all of that nasty tension worked right out of her muscles. Soon, once this whole Warden business was settled, and she had the eyeless Paranormal as her private hatchetman, she'd reward him for the good job he was doing.


  She heard a faint sound outside of her office.


  _Damn, he got here quicker than I expected._ As she stood up, pulling her sheet up and wrapping it around her naked body, the dead body of Warren Savoie, the only member of the Oblivious she'd left inside, came hurtling through the door. Fragments of wood and glass from the impact scattered all along the floor, slick in his blood. She licked her lips at the sight.


  "So good of you to come, Thomas. You don't _mind_ if I call you Thomas, do you?"


  He walked into the room, weapons at the ready, and cocked his head in a way that would have been a stare directly at her, if he had eyes. The bandana covering the blank empty-socketed space didn't convey the threat that she knew was there.


  "Oh, you must be looking for James? We've been having _such_ a good time waiting for you. Haven't we, James?"


  Jimmy stepped out from behind Bathory, his mind absolutely blank, the fuzz over his thoughts so strong that Warden knew there was no reaching him. He didn't sense the corruption in Jimmy that he had in Raoul and Jaelle, however...his blood was his own, even if his mind wasn't. Warden felt his chest contract at what he knew was coming. Bathory smiled.


  "James...would you be so kind as to show Thomas the way out? The window will do." Jimmy moved, and Thomas stood there and let him.


  ++Jimmy...don't do this. I can help you.++


  Jimmy was kicking now, a high crescent kick from Tai Ch'i, and Thomas blocked it with his forearm. Bathory had done something to boost Jimmy's strength and speed to nearly-Paranormal levels, but Warden was more than equal to it, increasing himself to stay faster and stronger. He sheathed the bundi and spun, using the moves he'd learned from the two Onyx Eye thugs on the rooftop that morning. As Jimmy leapt over his leg, Thomas was already twisting his body, flipping forward onto his arms and cracking his legs up like a whip, pinning Jimmy's head between them. He then slammed his friend and roommate's face into the floor, hoping that would take the fight out of him.


  Instead he was caught by an elbow, which nearly cracked his ribs. His entire right side flared up in pain, but he immediately shut off the sense of it. Pain was a luxury he couldn't afford until Jimmy was safe.


  And he could sense the pain of "Mauler" Phipps, trying to get back inside the building and taking a handful of voltage doing it.


  Time was running out.


  



  January 20th, 2023 11:17 PM


  Across the Plaza, three men and a woman in grey Ghi were watching Bathory's gang make fools of themselves. First, they'd seen Thomas fake them out and sneak into the building, then they'd watched as the idiots patrolled the entire Plaza trying to find their attacker, and finally Varru'Ke had had to laugh when she saw Phipps nearly electrocute himself on the door. He was lying there unconscious, and the rest of the gang was attacking the metal guard-plates that had swung down over the entrance once Phipps had activated the security device. She turned to the other three members of the Tong and smiled bitterly.


  "And these fools are to eliminate the eyeless face for us?"


  Jao'Ke didn't think much of their chances either, but he never would have dared say so. _He_ was not the beloved daughter of Barrukh, after all, and his insolence would not be as quickly forgiven.


  "It seemed sufficient to remove the impediment that he merely be otherwise occupied."


  "And it occurred to no one that the barbarians would take _our_ target as well?"


  "It did not seem to matter who killed Willot, as long as an example was made."


  "But no one will know it was us, Jao'Ke." Her voice was now calm and reasoned, her bout of pique once again controlled. Varru'Ke was one of the more promising members of the Tong, but her very passion sometimes worked against her. "The people of Chinatown will not see the futility of opposing the Onyx Eye...they will, instead, be afraid of _these_ fools. I find this unsatisfying."


  "What do you suggest we do?"


  Varru'Ke watched as the Oblivious finally breached the door and headed inside.


  "I say we follow them in and kill all of them. The barbarians, the _Ch'ianh Shich_ who leads them, the round-eye who defies us...and the eyeless face." She smiled at the thought. "_That_ will teach the people of Chinatown to rely on no one but us."


  The three shadow-shapes nodded their approval. It seemed a good plan.


  Like the ghosts they made of men, they dropped to the ground and headed into the building.


  



  January 20th, 2023 11:21 PM


  Warden was winning, finally. Whatever it was that Bathory had done to Jimmy, it hadn't transcended the one human limitation that was the most important: stamina. She had expected the Oblivious to have reached her by now, and so hadn't planned on prolonged combat between her thrall and his roommate.


  But Thomas had engaged the security system. So the Oblivious were forced to fight their way past the automated defenses...and they were being slowed down rather heavily by them. Chain guns and robot drones can do that to you. And they also lacked Warden's enhanced senses to tell them where and when to move to avoid the danger.


  Jimmy's right hand slipped past Warden's guard, but grazed harmlessly past his chin, and Warden unleashed a Chi'ao Tsan nerve strike that snapped into Jimmy's left temple like a blade. Every muscle in his body locked in place, and he fell to the floor, unable to move.


  "Very impressive, Thomas." Bathory was crouched on top of the massage table, where she'd watched the fight with a mixture of lust and anger. "You've somehow managed to keep the Oblivious occupied, you killed my bodyguard, _and_ you beat James without killing him. That leaves you with only one opponent."


  Thomas turned his head away from her, sensing that the Oblivious were almost to the penthouse floor...and that someone was following them, people as hard to sense as the attackers on the roof had been, people who moved with serpentine grace. The Onyx Eye Tong. They would both be there soon.


  "Who?" Thomas pointed his face at Bathory.


  "Me." She leapt, spitting like a Lynx, huge claws sliding from the inside of her fingers, barely missing his torso. Bathory was faster than Raoul had been, a _lot_ faster. It took a great deal of his power and skill to avoid her flashing claws as she struck downward, trying to rip his face open, and when he stepped back away from that, she ripped his left shoulder open clean to the bone.


  He flipped up and away from her, leaving her standing and licking his blood from her hand. The rip closed up somewhat and scabbed over, but some toxin on her talons kept his powers from healing it all the way, and it throbbed a dull red. He drew his bundi, making his right arm into an extra two feet of edge, and tried to keep her attention away from Jimmy.


  It didn't work. She smiled and lowered herself, letting her claws trace lightly over Jimmy's pulsing Carotid.


  "What's to stop me from ripping out his blood, lover? What say you and I stop this dance and get better acquainted? I think you'll come to like working for me. Raoul did. And I can tell you've got the stuff for this line of work." Her lips, stained with Thomas' blood, formed a red heart around her fang-heavy grin. "I can just _taste_ it."


  Warden didn't know what to do. She was a telepath, and maybe too strong of one for him to do anything against. He couldn't let Jimmy die, however, and just as urgent in his head were the commands of the Mentor. He couldn't let Bathory win. It was simply impossible. Even trying to contemplate it made his head hurt worse than his poisoned shoulder. So he focused on the pain, really felt it, studied every throb and twitch of the flesh and bone.


  ++NO.++


  Bathory shuddered at the attack, the pure concentrated pain-message that rattled against her mind. It had been a while since she'd felt pain, and it took her just long enough to get past it that Warden could leap, kicking her in the chest, flinging her away from James' prone body. As she got back to her feet, the Oblivious came rushing in the doorway.


  In full combat with the Onyx Eye.


  Phipps was bleeding from thirteen stab wounds, six of them fatal, his monumental anger and superhuman endurance the only things keeping him on his feet. Random slashed with his knives, managing to cut into Jao'Ke's arm badly, trying to get revenge for the knife that had buried itself in Paula Carbray's forehead. Of the members who'd entered the building, only six were left, and three Onyx Eye, Marrat'Ke having died at Milan's bone spurs. Lin'Ta'ke and Jaelle the Raptor were evenly matched, but Barnes was just trying to save his own ass, and the ERGH had lost an arm when he'd tried to hit Varru'Ke with his chain. Bathory looked up in shock at the melee.


  "I _knew_ I couldn't trust you!"


  Warden ignored her. Instead, he sheathed his bundi and lifted Jimmy up over his shoulder. Thankfully he could still cut off the pain signal from the weight. What he couldn't shut off was the enraged wailing of the Mentor, which chose that moment to appear in his head.


  ++they're all here where are you going???++


  ++I have to get James away.++


  ++they're all here!++


  He chose to ignore it. The Chinese throwing coin shattered the window, and even as one of the Onyx Eye, a woman, tried to bury a knife in his back he leapt through it. The knife barely missed Jimmy and himself, and then Warden was falling.


  Boosting his strength, he kicked the wall with both feet, flinging himself into a flip that carried him out and away from the building. His arc was slightly off due to the added weight of Jimmy, but he compensated by stretching his body out, letting the air slow his fall. His long coat fluttered and snapped in the air, and he felt the shape of the statue beneath him. Above it were the cables that had once gone to powering the lights on a Christmas tree, something Thomas knew about from the minds of others, but had never experienced for himself. The cables were dead now.


  He grabbed one, and as he expected, it snapped. Clutching the cable, he swung, letting the speed of his fall arc him, yanking up his feet. The ground slid past only an inch from his knees. They'd be torn off if they hit it, but they didn't, and the cable began heading up again.


  Thomas let go, aiming himself for the statue and landing on the top of it. The shock spread up his legs, and sprained his right calf, but it was better than being dead. In his arms, Jimmy groaned, beginning to come back to awareness.


  "Tommy? What're we doing here?"


  "I think we're leaving." He sensed the fighting continuing up inside the building, as the Onyx Eye withdrew, and knew that he would have to end his enemies once and for all.


  Before they ended him.


  



  January 21st, 2023, 5:27 AM


  John Kelly Jr. groaned as the vid-phone next to his bed began trilling at him. He tried ignoring it, stuffing a pillow over his ears, and even threw his gun at it, but he missed and it kept ringing. Finally, he dragged himself out of bed and walked over to the damn thing.


  "Kelly. This had better be good, damn it."


  "How's a gang war in Rockefeller Plaza between the Oblivious and the Onyx Eye sound?"


  "Damn." Kelly rubbed his face with his hands, still faintly hoping that this was all a dream. Melissa Tao, the head of the Chinatown Precinct's Flying Squad, was peering out at him with too much reality. "Still, why'd you call me? Come to think of it, who called _you_ in on it?"


  "Downtown thought I should get involved, what with being the local expert on the Onyx Eye."


  "Yeah, but Gwendolyn Thompson is the expert on the Oblivious...again, why me?"


  "Your boy was there. Apparently, the whole gang war is over who gets to kill him."


  Kelly woke up rather quickly. "Where are you now?"


  "Still on site, 154 Rock. How quick can you get here?"


  "I'm already there."


  



  January 21st, 2023 6:44 AM


  Kelly stood behind the Plexiglas mirror and watched Thompson, a rather hard nosed woman who reminded him of an old late-eighties vid he'd watched once called _Prime Suspect_, except that her accent was pure Queens, NY, instead of the Queen's English. She was circling the poor bastard who was, except for Bathory and a couple of her drones, the last member of the Oblivious. The last _living_ member, and the unlucky slob that his boss had ditched in her escape.


  Barnes was sweating heavily and shaking. For one thing, he was a jazz-head, and he'd been kept well away from any for at least two days now. Also, he'd gotten himself a rather nasty cut across his right hand, and he'd watched his gang get turned into ground chuck by the Tong, after they'd gotten themselves truly humiliated by Warden. It generally wasn't being a good life.


  "So the Onyx Eye and Warden are working together?" Thompson's voice sounded like a droid's. The woman had less personality than a coffeepot, but she was effective. Kelly respected her instincts, even though he was already pretty sure that Warden would not mix well with the Onyx Eye. Melissa'd agreed with him when he'd picked up Barnes at 154 Rock.


  "Warden and the Onyx Eye? No way. They don't take anyone who isn't full-blood Chinese. And from your reports, he's a Russkie, right?" Tao had said.


  "Half Russian, half Khazak."


  "Nope. They wouldn't go near recruiting him. They'd _respect_ him, but there's no way they'd pollute themselves with a round eye, even an eyeless one."


  "Shit, word gets around fast."


  He dragged himself out of his memory and looked at Barnes' terrified face.


  "No way! They're the ones who told Bathory where to find him! I guess they wanted us to take him out, and then we'd get taken out by them once he'd softened us up. It was grazzly, all the grimgrue all over the place...they killed Antoon and Paula before we knew what was happening?"


  "You know where Warden lives?" Thompson's voice didn't betray any excitement, but Kelly felt it for both of them. It was dashed fairly soon.


  "No way. They told Bathory, Bathory told Kogutt and Sparker, and that's all I know. I don't even know what happened to them! Man, Warden warned me to get out of the gang. He said I should go into medicine or something...."


  Kelly turned off the screen and slumped against the wall. DAMN! He'd hoped that Barnes could have led him to Warden. The kid was making some serious enemies. It was time to get this over with.


  Lost in his thoughts, he didn't notice Melissa Tao enter the room, with a tall, heavyset woman behind her.


  "John?"


  "What?"


  "This is someone I think you should meet." Melissa gestured. "Andrea Rogulein, MetaPsych. She's here to co-ordinate with you on the Warden case."


  "Great. Just what I need, _more_ psychics."


  Andrea and Melissa exchanged puzzled glances.


  



  January 21, 2023 10:01 AM


  After a quick stop at the Dojo to pick up some clothes and other essentials (Like all of Warden's weapons and gear) Jimmy and Thomas had hopped a cab to Bronxville, north of Yonkers, and the Willot family home, which was currently deserted. The Willots owned the house through a labyrinthine series of holding companies, and his mother and father hadn't bothered to return to the place in _years_ so it seemed to be the place to go.


  Jimmy's skull hurt, and he had the beginnings of an impressive bruise on his forehead. Plus, as he sat on the couch, he wasn't sure if he was angry with Tommy or not. On the one hand, Jimmy'd gotten _himself_ into the trouble with the Tong, and had dragged Tommy into it. On the other hand, brawling with Paragangs had been entirely Tommy's idea...or rather, Tommy and this 'Mentor' who kept telling him what to do. Apparently ol' 'Mentor' was still pissed off that Tommy'd chosen to save him rather than staying and killing people.


  It was all really fucking crazy.


  Finally Jimmy decided to worry about it later. He needed rest, and he figured that he and Tommy were probably even when it came to danger that they'd gotten each other into. He could hear Tommy working out in the upstairs gym his mom had put in for him when he was ten and decided he was into the Martial Arts.


  Nodding off, Jimmy almost didn't hear the door open. But the panic that welled up jerked him back to awareness, and he leapt to his feet to see that Tommy was already poised on the bannister...and that it was his sister walking in the door, backpack over one shoulder. She regarded the eyeless man on the staircase, and then looked at Jimmy.


  "Bro...what have you two gotten into now?"


  



  NEXT ISSUE:Warden takes the war to the Onyx Eye. Kelly and Rogulein track the Oblivious. And the 'Mentor' is revealed!


  Written by Matthew "Badger" Rossi


  



  Writer's Notes:


  The Unbearable Lightness of Me


  I'm sitting here right now working on Warden #4-#6, and I need a break to think about the final fight, which I intend to read like a movie I'd seen once but which is in fact starting to read more like something written by Thom Jones (Pugilist at Rest, Cold Snap) or maybe Hubert Selby, if they wrote stories about blind telepaths who can alter their enemies' sensory perceptions and who learn how to do anything anyone around them can do. It makes me think about how long Warden, as a series, has taken me to complete. And whether or not I should have been trying to complete it.


  As a comparison, I started Warden in late 94. Between issue #1 and #2 there is more than a year separation. #3 came out roughly a week after #2, and #4 is over a year separated from that. That's a huge gap between issues. And it's odd, because I do _think_ about Warden quite a bit. I have other stories I'd like to tell using him. But I just can't seem to sit down and write him with the same intensity that I do my other series. I blame this on the 'Matt Rossi LS curse.' If I conceive of a story as having an end point, for some reason I don't seem to be able to get as excited as I can when it is open ended and I can let new ideas creep into my head, re-vitalizing the writing when the story I'm on begins to bore me. So how do I get over this horrible mental block? I'm glad you asked.


  As of #4, Warden is now no longer a Limited Series.


  [And I couldn't be happier. - Dave]


  Whew! That takes a LOT of pressure off. (Sure, it means I have to catch up with TWO YEARS of ASH continuity, but I can do that. [Especially since I wasn't much more active than Badger in those two years - Dave again]) Now I can set my character free to run about and muck up everyone's lives. Including my own. I compare this to a line from a Bruce Lee movie. (Hell, when I write Warden, I think of classic 70's Martial Arts films. I can't help it.) In this film, and I don't remember each one, Bruce is either teaching or being taught how to hit someone. The line is as follows: "Don't try to hit someone. Try to hit something about a foot *behind* them."


  From now on, I'm not trying to write whatever issue of Warden I'm working on...I'm trying to write the issue *behind* it.


  Matt "Badger" Rossi, signing off.


  [Editor's Notes:


  I've now read this story, in some incarnation or other, several dozen times over a couple years. Sometimes I've forgotten it hasn't been posted, and started to refer to it in ASH or various FAQs. }-> But now, by gum it's ready to post. I've mainly rewrapped this version of the story (Badger's FTP is old) and made a few typo-fixes and stuff like that.


  Dave]


  ISSUE NUMBER FIVE: DAYBREAK AND A CANDLE-END



  (Cover: Warden is standing over the unconscious bodies of severalOnyx Eye thugs in a Chinatown Grocery store. Standing crouched on thecounter of the store is a man/snake hybrid, cradling a shotgun in hishands. They stare at each other in a face-off, red bandana toreptilian slits. The caption reads "Standoff.")


  



  
    Bolt and bar the shutter, For the foul winds blow: Our minds are at their best this night, And I seem to know That everything outside us is Mad as the mist and snow.


    (William Butler Yeats, from *Mad as the mist and snow*)

  


  



  January 25, 2023 7:27 PM


  Beth Willot stood staring out the picture window of the house she'd grown up in, the mansion in Bronxville that was now considered too small by her parents. Icy masses of snow were piling up on the lawn and in the driveway, and even though it was wet now, the cold would freeze them to ice by morning. However, they'd stay warm inside. The Willots had profited handsomely from the upheval and chaos brought on by the Godmarket and the dark days afterwards. Where most of the poor had been annihilated, as well as many of the rich, the upper middle class stepped in and began to run the show. Of course, they'd had to wait until the riots were over, hadn't they?


  She felt a vague distaste for them, her own parents. Angela and James Willot Sr. If they ever cared for anyone besides themselves, it was news to her. Her own relationship with them had been cordial, but distant. The fact that she and her brother were almost living advertisments for the Owens Effect hadn't made things any easier to deal with. When Jimmy was born, paranormal babies were a social hindrance, even possibly viewed as freaks. Six years later, apparently the idea of a paranormal in the family had _cachet_ and so Beth was born.


  Beth Willot, psychology student. Beth Willot, Supernatural manipulator of electromagnetic energy, with a Tesla Index in the thirties on both the Bullock and Chung tests. Beth Willot, who wanted nothing more in life that to become a member of the Academy of Super-Heroes team when she graduated. Straight arrow, prospective hero, loyal citizen Beth Willot of the North American Combine had a wanted fugitive living in her house, and she didn't know what to do about it.


  It was killing her. Part of her wanted to grab the phone and call somebody, _anybody_ about this. MetaPsych. The Academy. The NYPD. But she'd seen the fact that her brother, who made friends once in a blue moon and who'd been more scarred by their parents indifference than she'd thought possible, considered the slight young man a member of his immediate family. He'd _expected_ Beth to like him and trust him, almost as soon as they'd met.


  Beth walked by the fireplace, scowling, and directed a static charge into it, just as she magnetically 'twisted' the nozzle for the gas jet. Blue-white flames hissed out of the fake log, and Beth shuddered at the waste that the Willots could afford. She shut it off. It hadn't made her feel any better, because the worst thing was, she _did_ like Tommy. Once she'd gotten past the shock of looking at him, that is. Even after having read Jimmy's E-Mail, she hadn't been prepared for the faceless boy-man sitting on the banister, somehow managing to look quizzically at her. But he'd been so open to her, trusting of anyone who Jimmy said was okay, that she'd found herself in the situation she was in now.


  "Bethany?"


  She turned around, knowing it was him. In the past four days, the kid had always seemed to just pop out of the woodwork whenever she'd been on the verge of turning him in.


  "Oh...Tom. Hi."


  "It is cold outside, and snowing."


  "Yeah, Tommy, it sure is." Beth sat down on the couch. "Did you come because I was thinking about you?"


  He looked puzzled.


  "Just now, I mean."


  "No...the walls the Mentor helped me make are still in place inside me. I did not know you were thinking about me. I do not listen if I can avoid it."


  "But you can't always avoid it, can you?" Beth sat up on the couch. This might be the tactic to get him to go to MetaPsych. How to say to him what was coming? Sooner or later MetaPsych or the Academy or SOMEONE was going to have to teach this kid about the world. She hoped it was the former. She had a hard time picturing him going through the indoctrination of Academy life...he'd already been thoroughly brainwashed. This was too big for her! "How did you learn how to fight? You learned it from Jimmy, huh? You took it from his mind...and then, when you went to Boston, you learned other forms from the other people there. And when you fought those people on Tommy's roof, you learned _their_ form. Do you do that with everyone?"


  "I...do. From you, I know what you consider 'Self-Defense Manuevers.' In fact, they are not very efficent, nor graceful. They seem to be stripped down from Kempo. I do not do it on purpose. I simply...feel the way someone fights coiled inside of them. The Mentor said it was not important."


  "Tom, can you tell me about the Mentor?"


  "The Mentor? Don't _you_ have one?"


  In a manner of speaking...the Academy was her mentor, or she hoped it to be. What about him? Who was telling him what to do?


  "No, I don't exactly, Tom. I'd just like to know how you and she...came to know each other."


  "Oh, I don't _know_ the Mentor." Tom looked down at the floor. "She just spoke to me, before I could move, when so many loud ones were yammering at me. Her voice was so loud that by listening to it, the others would just...fade."


  "I see." Actually, she didn't. That didn't surprise her, though.


  



  January 26, 2023 11:41 AM


  Andrea Roguelin was one of those people very good at melting into the background. She was a 'Touch' telepath by nature, and empathic understanding was very much her specialty. It was for her knowledge of counseling that she was selected to come out to New York (a city most people tried to avoid, with its burgeoning Paragang problem and its relative lack of Anchors. There were maybe fifteen of them in the entire city of 1.3 Million People) and assist Lt. Kelly with the Warden case. So she had just spent the last three hours going over everything Kelly had on the young man.


  Taking a sip from her tea (Andrea loved tea...she couldn't get through the day without it) she took a look at the pad in front of her, using her fingers to scroll the screen, building a profile of events. Kelly was a good detective, but he didn't understand the games the mind could play, especially on untrained telepaths. Maybe somewhere in there was a clue to what had happened to awaken Thomas Malfeas, sending him out into a world he was misunderstanding.


  Dr. Douglas Mayhen's journals were helpful in that regard, as were the incoming and outgoing patient files. On July 4th of last year, Piotr Malfeas visited Thomas. He didn't notice anything unusual. The next day, David Maquis, the hospital anchor, was knocked unconscious by Thomas, who threw a bedpan at him with sufficent force that it dented. The people who saw him do this, mostly the kids from the Paranormal Ward, said that Thomas spoke gibberish at that time. So he wasn't fully functioning upon his awakening. What could have happened between those days that got him up?


  As Andrea ran through the files, Kelly walked into the room, which was in fact his office. He waited a few seconds for her to notice him, and when that didn't happen he cleared his throat. Loudly.


  "RRHMHM."


  "Oh...was I spacing again? I'm sorry. When I get focused on an issue my 'sixth sense' kicks into high gear, telling me if my ideas feel wrong or not. It's kind of like having really accurate intuition. But it phases me out. What's up? You feel tense."


  "I _am_ tense." Kelly swallowed. "Look, I'm sorry if we got off on the wrong foot the other day. I'm just uncomfortable around all this...and I don't like hunting this kid. I've been feeling crummy about it all month."


  "That's understandable, Lt. Kelly. I don't think we're really _hunting_ him, though. Even with Paranormal abilities, Thomas strikes me as someone who needs help before he gets himself killed. We'll be doing him a favor if we catch him."


  "That's assuming he doesn't fillet _us_ the way he's been hitting the Oblivious."


  Andrea considered that, folding into herself, her blue suit seeming almost to shrink a little as the strange gifts of her mind batted the idea around like cats with yarn.


  "It feels wrong. I can't tell you why, but my whole _being_ tells me that he won't use force against us. Not even to escape."


  "And have you ever been wrong?"


  "Once or twice. It happens. But since MetaPsych trained me to focus, no."


  "I hope you'll forgive me if I keep worrying, then."


  Andrea smiled at him. After all, he wasn't a bad guy underneath that craggy face and short red hair. She could feel his concern from where she was sitting, and it was aimed more at Warden than himself. He was afraid the kid would get himself killed, a sentiment she shared.


  "Go right ahead, Lt. Kelly. In the meantime, though, that little voice in my head tells me I'm on the right track. Three weeks before Thomas got up, a MetaPsych trainee named Christine Simon was brought into Merriam and placed into the Paranormal Ward. She'd been beaten and assaulted, both mentally and physically, by the Paragang known as the Fifth Ave. Snakeaters."


  "Jesus, Fifth Ave...who'd go into a slum like that?"


  "Her family lived near there. And they were also assaulted. Her brother, Chad, was killed, as was her mother Paula. Her father suffered the loss of his right leg, and was driven into permanent catatonia by the telepathic assault. Even Christine, with the aid of 3 MetaPsych instructors, was only brought back into reality just after Christmas."


  "Hey, wait a minute...Fifth Avenue. That's one of the places Warden first hit. I think I remember something about that...." Kelly walked over to the computer at his desk and began typing. While Voice-Recognition Programming was available, he preferred using his hands. Sometimes he fantasized about being a PI back in the 70's, when people still kept files in filing cabinets. "Yeah, here it is. The New York Post, October 12, 2022. _WASTELAND ON FIFTH AVE_ They got torn into little bits. No fatalities, but only just. And one of them was put into a coma."


  Andrea sunk back into herself. This felt right. Nothing was trying to tell her not to follow this.


  "I think...." She finally rose, trying to form her thought. "We should go talk to Christine. She's currently staying at the MetaPsych annex in the World Trade Center until she feels well enough to head back to MetaPsych. So that's where we'll go."


  "I'll get my coat." Kelly got up and walked towards the door. "Hell, maybe I needed a psychic after all. Good job, Roguelin."


  "Thanks. Just remember...let me do the talking. She'll trust me more...I'm with MetaPsych, and I'm an empath. I'll know when to back off and when to press. Okay?"


  "Okay."
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  The Warden was back in New York.


  Thomas had been terrified, the past three days, that somehow the news that he wasn't there to stop them anymore would filter out. Who would tell them, he wasn't clear on, but it gnawed at him. After all, he was their keeper, wasn't he? The Mentor had made that clear to him. In talking to Beth Willot, he'd realized that the Mentor hadn't spoken to him since he saved Jimmy from Bathory. In defying her, had he made her so angry that she'd forsaken him? The fear _that_ brought on was intolerable. So he'd gotten dressed, putting on the duster and the tabi, tying one of James' black belts over his eyes, and gathering his weapons. The throwing coins, the Hook Sword, and the bundi were in their sheaths and pouches. Thomas had then borrowed one of the cars that the Willot family seemed to have in abundance. Somehow, he'd acquired the ability to drive it...probably from Beth. Jimmy didn't drive much.


  Now he was out in the sunlight, on a bright snappy cold day, standing on the roof of the dojo. There was no one inside, but the Onyx Eye had obviously returned once or twice since his departure. Casting his senses to the four winds, he sought for any scrap of their existence. The tastes, smells, sounds and feels of Chinatown slowly opened for him.


  "...now you know that no one can evade the Onyx Eye?"


  It was a male voice. Unfamiliar to him. It was coming from Madalyne Chin's home, above her store, a small neighborhood grocery specializing in the foods that they left behind when they came to America. Warden was in motion as soon as he heard the word _Onyx_ spoken out loud, leaping from roof to roof.


  When he landed on Madalyne's roof, he sensed the skylight near him and silently lifted it, at the same time deadening his opponents ability to hear. Luckily, other than Ms. Chin, there were only three bulky men with no grace and the smell of sweat and blood about them, and one serpentine man who obviously dominated them. So Warden didn't fear harming innocent people.


  The bundi slid free, well-oiled and ready, from the sheath on his back. He deadened most of their tactile senses, and turned all of that into their ability to sense pain. He also twisted their balance, inducing a kind of standing vertigo. Then he dropped like an owl into the room, landing on the one closest to Ms. Chin, a great brutal hulk of a Cantonese man. His bundi ripped the dark skin of his chest open in a superficial cut, which seemed to make the entire world explode in pain. The musclular thug screeched, clutching his chest and nearly blacking out, and instead of leaping away from Warden, he fell on his ass, unable to keep his balance.


  "*Where can I find the Onyx Eye?*" Warden asked, in perfect Cantonese.


  "*You have found them, and your death as well, eyeless one.*" The small serpent-like man, whose eyes were in fact those of a King Snake, hissed in Mandarin. He seemed almost unaffected by Warden, somehow holding his power around himself like a shield. "*Kill him.*"


  It was a short and needless fight. Warden was faster than them, stronger than them, and they were even more clumsy than usual. He swung onto his right arm and swung his left leg, kicking the balance out from the nearer of the two rushing him, a boy really, with the body of a wrestler and the skills of one. The pain in his leg made him believe that it was broken, and his head clunked off of the floor like a melon dropping from a basket held by one of Madelyne's careless patrons. The sudden explosions running up and down his nerves pinned him there, trapped by nausea and clumsiness. Meanwhile, the third of the trio almost managed to get his hands around Warden's throat when Warden somehow slipped his bundi up and into his chest. He impaled himself on it, driving the point up and into his heart, the pain so great that it instantly froze him where he stood, the blood dripping on the floor making a stain next to where a bottle of juice had spilled a month earlier.


  Warden pulled the blade from the dead man's chest and kicked him aside.


  "*I will not ask again.*' Now Warden spoke Mandarin, with the same sibilant accent as the King Snake crouched in the produce aisle. "*Where are your masters?*"


  "*Can you not take it from me, eyeless face?*"


  "*You have fuzz on your thoughts. But you _will_ tell me....*" As King Snake leapt upward, his hands coated with the venom his paranormal gifts allowed him to secrete, Warden dropped and rolled under him, coming up behind as the snake-man landed, his Hook Sword drawn to complement the bundi. Before the snake could move again Warden was in motion, X-slashing with the blades, drawing blood in a cockeyed cross from the slightly green and mottled skin on the snake's back. Even as the blades were slashing Warden's foot was coming in a crescent strike, cracking into the snake's ribs, which had the unnatural give of the reptile's. Warden's command to the snake's pain signals was the only thing that made the kick effective, but it was, rolling him into the barrel of roots on the counter and over behind it.


  Warden sensed that Ms. Chin was already running down the street as the King Snake leapt back up on the counter-top, holding a Remington Street- Sweeper Shotgun that had obviously been purchased by Chin Anho, Madelyne's father, before he died. It was usually used by storekeepers to protect themselves, as no license was required to own it under the Brady-Quayle Firearm Law. And King Snake smiled, the smile of someone who knows how to use a gun well.


  Then he aimed and pulled the trigger.
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  Kelly tried and knew he was probably failing, but he tried anyway. He hoped his discomfort at being inside a MetaPsych facility, even this small annex, wasn't getting on their nerves, and he tried _again_ to suppress it. It wasn't happening. Plus, they were in the WORLD TRADE CENTER, site of one of the messier consequences of the Godmarket: The Ride of the Einhenjinar.


  No one knew why Odin had taken such an interest in New York City in the first place, much less why he'd claimed the top ten floors of each tower as his own fiefs. His action in doing so attracted many of the rich and powerful, or those hoping to become so, to his cult. When things went all to hell, Odin claimed all of his followers as 'Einhenjinar' or his Host: he sucked them dry in a massacre that left New York bereft, and the WTC piled up with corpses. It had taken the new city government, with the help of the Combine, two months to bury all of the dead. If more than two/thirds of them hadn't bodily vanished, consumed just before the whole thing crashed to a stop...Kelly didn't like to remember. He thanked his Irish forbears for their stubborn Irish Catholicism, which kept him and his family insulated. But 4 Million deaths...and then the mass rioting, and the exodus of fleeing souls...New York had been left beaten near to death by the god who'd claimed the World Trade Center and all of his ilk. The place had bad vibes.


  Which was probably why MetaPsych had taken over these bottom offices, to try and study the psychic energies of the massacre. Or whatever. Kelly forced himself to stop thinking about it as Andrea led him past the reception area and into the interview suite. They walked into a room similar to the cubicle observation area back at the precinct. Through a sheet of glass, Kelly looked into a room straight out of a psychiatrist's office.


  "So what's the drill?"


  "This room is shielded, so you won't inadverdently affect Christine. This glass is a painting in the room: she won't know you are here, although she will know that someone probably is. The procedure is common here. I'll go in and interview her, try and figure things out, while you watch and think of things to ask her. Then I'll come out and consult with you...and then we'll go at it again, until we're satisfied."


  "Sounds like it could take a while."


  "True, but it is the only safe way we have to question her while ensuring that we don't re-inflict some of the wounds that put her in coma in the first place." Andrea looked down at her pad.


  Kelly remembered the pictures she'd shown him, and nodded.
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  King Snake pulled the trigger, and shot his own foot off. Warden had managed to increase his tendril of command just enough to make all of the muscles in the snake's arms convulse at the same time, in the same way, aiming the barrel down. The pain of the flesh burning off and spattering the floor, charred and smoking, caused King Snake to bite through his own lip.


  Warden kicked the gun out of the snake's weakening hands and concentrated his will. He formed a question and pictured his mind as an archer, holding it as an arrow, allowing it to slip free when it must without controlling it. And it did.


  ++Where can I find the Masters of the Onyx Eye?++


  Between pain and shock, the King Snake could not keep the answer from rising out of the back of his mind.


  - -Central Park West.- - An image of a grey brownstone with a black egg raised on a plaque opened to Warden. The egg was held by the talons of some great beast, and the egg seemed to have a pupil forming in its center. The actual Onyx Eye symbol, blatantly on their door for the world to see. Warden smiled, and then leapt into a side-kick, knocking the reptile-man back into the wall, bleeding and unconscious.


  He knew where they were now.


  Time to take the waging of terror to them.
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  Christine Simon sat impassively on the couch. Her face was scarred and torn, a mask of pain, evidence of what she'd been forced to endure. Underneath the wicked stitches of the largest scar, the one trailing down her face from her right eye to her lower lip and then across it, finally ending at her left collarbone, Kelly thought he could see the beauty that had once been hers. Not so much physical beauty...she was cute, in the photos he'd seen, but not beautiful...as the strength of spirit that would have animated and transformed those figures.


  Now she was colder than stone, and she was blatantly lying to Roguelin. His own instincts, honed by years as a cop, were screaming at him that she knew more than she was telling. He stood and listened to her non-committal answers to all the questions Andrea asked her, and he knew it.


  When Roguelin finally left the room and entered the cubicle, Kelly's anger surprised her.


  "What is it?"


  "She's playing you."


  "I beg your pardon?" Andrea didn't appreciate the inference. She _was_ a trained counselor. It was true that Christine was locked down, not giving a thing away, but actually _lying_ to her? That was something MetaPsych trained out of its people...lies were foolish in a telepath's vocabulary. "I do know what I'm doing...."


  "Look, you asked me to trust your 'intuition.' Now I'm telling you, as a fifteen year cop, she's sitting there and lying right in your face. I may not be able to read minds," Kelly walked over to the window and let out a ragged breath. "But I have a reason to think this. Which is more than you had."


  "What's your reason, then?"


  "Look at the way she's holding her hands. Not inward, to protect herself from invasion...flat on the couch at her sides. They haven't moved the whole time you've been talking to her. Not even a little. She's holding herself to no motion, which to me suggests she's aware of body language and is trying to keep from _having_ any. And her eyes."


  "What about them?"


  "They're just a little smug."


  "Smug?" Andrea wanted to scream at him. "She's been beaten, raped and assaulted...."


  "And that shows. The pain shows. So does the satisfaction. She reminds me of a man who found out his wife was having an affair on him, White Plains, I think. He killed the guy she was sleeping with and then hid the body, buried it in lime in their basement, and then faked that his wife did it out of jealousy. We almost didn't catch him. He sat there, besides his wife, supporting her, forgiving her for her infidelity, swearing up and down that she'd _never_ do such a thing. Finally, my partner at the time...this was ten years ago...he looked at the guy one day, while his wife was getting chewed alive on the stand...and he said to me, 'That motherfucker's gettin' his jollies from this.' I looked over. The guy was hurting, yeah, and nothing was making that go away...but he was _satisfied_. An eye for an eye." Kelly stepped away from the glass and looked at Roguelin, who had been shocked into silence.


  "I don't just think she knows about this Mentor...I think she _is_ the Mentor."


  Silence reigned in the cubicle for a few minutes, as Kelly turned and paced and Roguelin tried to compose herself. Seeking her own decision on all this, she sunk into the corners of her mind, hoping that something would contradict Kelly's deductions.


  Nothing did.


  "So what do you want to do?" Roguelin said, in a quiet voice.


  "Nothing. Except that we go in there and tell her that we know, and that we won't let her keep doing it. First, however, we should get an anchor in here and shut her down, so she can't call the kid and make him rescue her or commit suicide in some splashy raid on every ganger he can find."


  "Then what?"


  "Then we find the kid and get him some help."


  



  NEXT ISSUE:


  Warden, the Onyx Eye, and Bathory...the final conflict.


  The Mentor spills her guts.


  And a difficult decision ends one way of life, and opens a new one.


  Written by Matthew "Badger" Rossi


  



  Writer's Notes: To Kill or Not To Kill?


  This is an important issue to me. I've really been thinking about it a lot as I've been trying to re-start my interest (as well as your own, dear readers, people that I love) in this long-delayed Warden storyline. I've tried to establish that Thomas Malfeas as an innocent, unaware of the real world, trapped in other people's delusions even as he uses other people's perceptions against them. However, he has been killing people left and right, hasn't he?


  Actually, that's probably pretty unfair. In my admittedly cursory scan of the first three issues, he fights rather brutally, but I can't find an actual death until #3, when he kills a member of the Onyx Eye tong on the roof of Jimmy Willot's Studio: later he pins a gang member to the wall by lancing his bundi through his throat. (The backstory in this issue counts as before that, I guess.) Both deaths seem to come out of Warden's sense of responsibility to his friend, but they still lead me to wonder: Are they out of character? Which is not to say that people don't do things uncharacteristic of themselves, but what are the ramifications of such actions? If Warden, a virtual innocent, gets blood on his hands what effect will that have on his mind? For instance, reading this issue, Warden goes out of his way *not* to kill King Snake and his goons. I didn't notice it till later, but Warden is at once becoming more violent and less lethal...which leads me to other story ideas.


  Well, this musing has been good for me and probably painfully dull for you, but such is life. Does anyone have an opinion on the idea of the proper (that is, the best for the story at hand, whatever that story might be) use of violence and death in this and other series of mine? Feel free to send me an email (mr9767a@american.edu) if you do, and let me know in the letter if I can use it in an upcoming issue of BADGER'S WORLD.


  -Matthew "Badger" Rossi, Wandering Aimlessly...


  ISSUE NUMBER SIX: WHO WARDS THE WARDEN?



  (Cover: Warden is engaged in combat with Taograth of the Onyx Eye tong. His jacket lies on the floor near his feet, and he is standing in the center of a circle of light descending from overhead. Warden's ribcage has taken a sharp cut on his right side, and is red in several places. Taograth has a gash on his left arm, and Warden's bundi is wet with his blood, having made the cut a second before. Onyx Master Barrukh is observing dispassionately from a seat behind the two of them; his daughter Varru'Ke is on his right. In the shadows behind Barrukh's head, two clawed hands are extending to strike.)


  
    



    In a dark time, the eye begins to see

  


  (Theodore Roethke, from *In a Dark Time*)


  
    I don't want to kill you.


    (Matt Murdock to Slade, from DAREDEVIL - THE MAN WITHOUT FEAR #5)

  


  



  January 26, 2023 1:59 PM


  "Stop _bullshitting_ me, Christine!"


  Kelly's voice lashed out, and both Roguelin and Simon were taken aback by the intensity of it. For the past ten minutes, while Rosa Alvarez had been standing in the corner of the room, blocking all Paranormal abilities by virtue of her nature as an Anchor, Kelly had been standing in the corner, listening to the girl respond to Andrea Roguelin's questions.


  "Lieutenant!" Roguelin turned to him in shock. "I don't think...."


  "We don't have time to coddle her. She's lying, and I need the truth out of her." He turned the full intensity of his scowl onto the ravaged face of the young telepath, feeling barely one step above raw sewage. "What did you do to Malfeas? Why does he think of you as a 'Mentor'? Talk to me, Goddamn it. I'm not interested in punishing you, but I need to know what you've done."


  Past the scar, her eyes bored into his face, but Kelly'd been a cop long enough to learn how to twist his features into a granite mask. And without her telepathy, she was just one more member of the ravaged generation, without the ability to know what he felt and thought. They stood like that for a few seconds.


  "I _am_ interested in punishment."


  Roguelin, who'd been on the verge of pulling Kelly out of there, felt her pulse rate rocket. Without her Paranormal intuition, she'd had no idea what the girl had been about to say.


  "And you punished the gang that hurt you. They're all gone."


  "There are others. This place, this _city_ is cancerous with them. Rejects who hid from MetaPsych or the Academy, brainless assholes who...I just decided that we'd had enough of them." Her eyes were colder than Kelly would have thought possible. He knew that rage was driving her, but it was a rage that took up all her passion, leaving her frozen in manner, almost robotic. "And Thomas was perfect."


  "What did you do to him?" Kelly sat down across from her, making sure to keep contact with her eyes, afraid to break their grip for fear of losing her train of thought.


  "Not much. At first, I was floating inside of myself, ignoring everyone and everything, just safe and happy underneath my shields...and then I noticed a kind of black hole." She smiled, almost human, and continued on. "He was absorbing _everything_. Every thought, every emotion that took place near him he absorbed. He didn't have _any_ shields. I mean, most people have a kind of primitive resistance to telepathic intrusion...if nothing else, their ego rebels at the touch of an alien mind...but not Thomas. He was so open, he appeared mindless."


  "So that's how we missed him." Roguelin spoke from over Kelly's shoulder, but he didn't move to look at her. Christine nodded imperceptably. "It took me days of playing along the edges of his mind to discover that he _had_ one. Almost two weeks. Any of the MetaPsych counselors who went to check would be better than me, but none of them had the _time_ I did."


  "So you made him a killer?"


  "He was already dead." Christine's face seemed trapped between remorse and revenge. "I just asked him to take a few with him."
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  The Onyx Eye lived in splendor, inside a brick brownstone on Central Park West. From his vantage point inside the trees of the park, Warden felt the guards shift around the structure. Ten of them, all vicious, all highly trained...and no real threat to him at all. No, they weren't intended to stand against him. Soon, if they didn't already know, King Snake would get in contact with them from jail, and they would probably beef up their security....


  No.


  Warden settled back into the branches and thought. King Snake will *not* call them. It would be suicide to call them. If he revealed to them that he had allowed anyone to learn where the Onyx Eye sheltered...he would be killed in the most painful ways the Tong possessed. Warden catalogued the martial arts that he'd learned from them...there were many excrutiating ways they could kill him, all of which would take at least six hours of torturous agony to kill him.


  He would not call.


  And Warden could enter their sanctum without them knowing.


  He smiled and dropped to the ground.
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  Lao'Kse Ma, a huge hulking enforcer for the Onyx Eye who'd been involved in twenty-seven eliminations for Barrukh, dropped unconscious to the ground. Warden stood over her, dispassionately making sure that he hadn't killed her, sensing for her pulse and breathing. The ability to make such precise nerve strikes was very useful to someone who'd grown weary of death. Even as he thought it he cocked his head to the side and thought out at the shadows, sensing the locations of the other nine sentries, each equally unconscious. The Mentor might not have approved of it....


  Perhaps...perhaps that did not matter.


  Even as he slid into the window, half of him was revulsed at that thought. He stepped onto a delicate persian carpet while remembering that the Mentor would have let Jimmy die. Jimmy, who'd taken him in. Jimmy, who'd been, and still was, his friend. He slunk past a man in dark red robes who almost noticed him, and as that man tried to decide what he was hearing, he shut all of that man's senses off. After that, rendering him unconscious was simple, the matter of a simple heel-palm strike to the face.


  The decor on the first floor was rather conventional for the location, hardly like Warden might have expected it to be. But careful sensing of the room revealed a draft coming from behind a cupboard in the kitchen, and soon enough Warden found the trigger-plate and catch to the secret passage. Of course there would be a secret passage. He triggered it, sliding the refridgerator aside.


  Stepping into the passageway, he drew his Bundi. He may have been tired of all the killing, but that didn't make him suddenly stupid. He remembered entering Bathory's sanctum, the battle with the man-beast Raoul; this was worse, more sinister, and he would do what he needed to.


  Feeling along the walls with his mind, throwing his senses far ahead of him, he made his way deeper and deeper into the heart of the Onyx Eye.


  The passageway came out into an enormous round chamber. Warden held back, just out of reach of the flickering torchlight he saw in the minds of the people inside the Egg...what they Onyx Eye called this room. It was where they trained, ate, and listened as one to the voice of the Onyx Master Barrukh. Who was sitting in a simple yet grand chair conversing with his daughter Varru'Ke and someone Warden did not know...the name Taograth came into his head. Taograth, the savage killer, the lover of death, Barrukh's number one man.


  Taograth, Varru'Ke's promised husband, who was turning his head to look in the direction of the passageway. Warden realized he'd been spotted somehow, and did the only thing he could think to do: he walked out into the Egg and let them see him.


  "*Greetings to the Master of the Onyx Eye.*" Warden spoke in Mandarin, which he'd learned but an hour before from King Snake of the Onyx Eye. The reptile had been quite helpful. "*I am Warden. You call me the Eyeless Face. I am here to end the hostilities between us.*"


  Everyone in the room tensed to attack him, but a gesture from Barrukh held them.


  "*I am impressed, Warden. That is the name you prefer?*"


  "*It is.*"


  "How, if I might ask, did you find us?" Barrukh suddenly switched to English, and Warden suspected that it was to keep most of his people from knowing the answer.


  "I would rather not say." Warden tried out an expression that was new to him: he hoped it was a rather insufferable smile. It was not, yet it carried enough of that tone. Barrukh nodded slightly, somewhat abashed at the rudeness of having asked.


  "*Very well. Now, before I have you killed, what is you want from me?*"


  "*I said I have come to end the hostilities between us.*" Warden suddenly leapt straight up into the air, weapons drawn. "*Let us begin.*"
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  Kelly drove like the devil he felt was chasing him, and Roguelin had to hold on as the car took the corner onto Central Park West squealing from all four tires. The NYPD couldn't afford Supertech, or even just plain *advanced* tech: their computer system was the most advanced machine they had. He pushed the car until they were doing nearly a hundred and seventy KPH.


  "We don't even know which building he's in. Christine just said Central Park West. That's not enough to go on...."


  "I know that." He suddenly stopped the car, locking the brakes and nearly skidding. Waiting for him was another police car...this one containing Gwendolyn Thomas and Melissa Tao. As Kelly got out, Roguelin saw that the two of them were wearing Riot Gear and carrying projecting tasers as well as shotguns. "Melissa, Gwendolyn...our boys somewhere on this street. Any suggestions?"


  "Hell." Gwen snorted. "We can't very well check every damn building on CPW. We'd be looking all day."


  "That," said Roguelin. "Must be where I come in. One of my hunches?"


  "Exactly that." Kelly smiled.


  Roguelin closed her eyes.
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  Thirty-seven to one.


  Thirty-five to one.


  Thirty-one to one.


  Twenty-eight to one.


  The numbers kept dropping, as within five minutes Warden disabled nine highly-trained tong assasins with a whirl of knee strikes, the flat of his bundi, entangling them with his coat and smashing them with his hook sword, using brutal slashing kicks, all in a variety of martial arts styles.


  Barrukh, Varru'Ke and Taograth watched, at first expecting Warden to be easily buried by the sheer numbers of his opponents, then not able to understand what they were seeing, then just plain impressed. It was Taograth who said it out loud.


  "Gwailo."


  Barrukh nodded in approval. He _was_ like some sort of avenging phantom, managing to keep the weapons that sought to bury themselves in him away from his pale skin as if by sorcery, drifting between the hardened killers of the Onyx Eye like a dancer.


  An incredibly violent, seductively efficent dancer.


  Twenty-six to one.


  Three of the Onyx Eye, each wielding crescent axes, attempted to corner Warden, each swinging their blades in a timed pattern that allowed no space to dodge. Warden reached into their minds and caused their visual acuity to twist, and one of them buried his axe in another's throat. The third was dispatched by a swing of the bundi, smashing the flat of the blade into his face, knocking him back into two others who were trying to approach unseen, not quite able to understand that Warden, with no eyes, did not need to see them. The last axeman, still unable to get his weapon out of his ally's throat, received a punishing kick to the kidneys.


  And skulking in along the path Warden had cleared, glowing cat eyes watched the fight with admiration and envy, trying to decide how best to make it work for her.


  Twenty-one to one.


  The weapons slashed and glinted, arms and legs tensed and swung, impacts rang out. Several of the Onyx Eye found that glancing blows they should have been able to ignore were magnified into crippling pain, or that they would lose their sense of balance just as they were performing intricate manuevers, or that they simply could not aim well enough to hit the gliding wraith, the thin, tautly muscled young man who just _couldn't_ be doing what he was doing. It simply wasn't possible.


  Unfortunately for them, the impossible was possible now.


  Eighteen to one.


  



  January 26, 2023 2:39 PM


  It took Roguelin a few minutes to focus her ability. In that time the three cops waited anxiously, tapping their feet or looking at their watches, while Kelly put on his own riot armor and a vanload of SWAT officers arrived.


  "Any anchors?"


  "Nope."


  "Shit! Not only is the kid Para, some of these damn Onyx Eye might be, and Bathory's still mixed up in this somehow...."


  "Look, we'll do our jobs just fine. Hell, with the Paragangs scared to show their faces, we've actually got some manpower for this. Personally, I think we should let Warden keep doing what he's doing...."


  "We'll, luckily we don't live in a free country."


  "Hey, watch your mouth!"


  "Gentlemen." Roguelin's voice sounded alien to her, as the laws of probability were bending around her, infusing her with information she should not have. "I know where they are...or, at least I have a _really_ good hunch."


  "We're going on a hunch?" Capt. Harris "Blood and Steel" Han Wu, head of the SWAT team, looked over at Kelly, Thomas and Tao.


  "Trust us." Gwendolyn smiled and slapped a charge into her projecting taser. "She has really, really good hunches."


  



  January 26, 2023 2:45 PM


  It was down to five to one when Barrukh stopped it.


  "*Enough!*" The last five conscious members of the Onyx Eye backed away in gratitude, keeping their weapons up and between them and Thomas. "*You may be able to use your ghostly tricks against my agents, but those of us who have mastered the Onyx Way are much more difficult, resistant to your tricks. Will you face us honestly?*"


  "*I am not the one who assasinates people here.*"


  "*Taograth...kill him for me, would you?*"


  "*I would be honored, great master.*" The huge killer made a gesture, rolling his shoulders and tightening every muscle in his body, causing a series of creaks and pops. It was quite impressive. He must have outweighed Warden by a factor of two, at least. A strange brassy light began to play about his skin. "*Are you ready, White Ghost?*"


  Warden said nothing, merely waved his blade, gesturing for Taograth to come forward. Smiling, the glowing man drew two Kukri knives, the kind made famous by the British Empire's Gurkhas, and dropped to the floor like a Siberian Tiger, all sinew and menace.


  Bathory, clinging to a decorative alcove in the ceiling, watched with interest. If Warden could kill *this* one, she'd certainly have to make him one of her pets. And if not, the Onyx Eye were looking pretty ripe for a takeover right about now....


  Varru'Ke could not help herself: despite the danger to herself, her family and her beloved Onyx Eye, she hoped the Eyeless Face could kill Taograth. Never had she wanted the marriage with him that her father had convinced her to agree to, so disgusted was she by his gleeful antics when performing necessary tasks of elimination or discipline. One was either professional, as she was, or one was a callow fool, as Taograth.


  A callow fool with power. But a callow fool still.


  Taograth leapt and slashed, tearing Warden's coat nearly in half, managing to draw blood from his ribcage in a shallow cut. Warden whirled and kicked him as he went past, and felt the strange glow around the man push his foot on a strange angle. Crouching on his heels, he considered: the field diverts incoming objects.


  As Taograth landed, rolling to come to his feet, Warden tested his theory. He managed to remove his torn coat with one hand and toss it directly at the broad chest of Taograth...and it veered away, literally being brushed aside as if by invisible fingers. Taograth chuckled.


  "*How will you hit me, little man?*"


  Warden smiled, and suddenly Taograth was blind.


  "*I could ask you the same question. But soon, you won't be able to hear it, so why bother?*" Thomas then removed his hearing, his tactile sense, his sense of smell, even taste. He stripped Taograth of them all, sweat beading on his blank face as the strain of holding so many senses away at once began to gnaw at his mind.


  To Taograth, it was as if the world had dropped away and he'd fallen into void. He could not feel the floor beneath his feet, the slight air currents on his skin, the beating of his own heart. He could command his limbs to move, but he could not tell if they had. He could not hear himself breathe, smell the fear sweat beginning to cling to his body, or even know whether or not he was still armed. He was in a dark, dark place.


  It was a place that Thomas Malfeas, the boy who called himself Warden, knew very well. As the big man began to panic, Warden walked up to him and easily extracted both knives from his hands, then swept his legs out from under him. As an amazed Barrukh and Varru'Ke watched, Warden used his own torn coat and sashes from several downed Onyx Eye warriors to bind the unresponsive Taograth, who did not even know that he was face down on the floor. The feeling of pain in Warden's mind was beginning to make him black out, and he worked feverishly.


  When Thomas was satisfied that there was no leverage possible for the big man to apply his strength, he allowed him to sense the world again. Taograth was very startled to find himself on the ground and tied *very* securely, unable to free himself. Warden leaned over him, placing his Bundi against his throat, his wrist fighting the glowing field surrounding his enemy, twitching with the effort.


  "*I think that if I decide to lean down, this blade will cut your throat, as long as I go slow enough. Would you care to find out if I'm right?*"


  "*No.*"


  "*Good.*" Warden stood up and walked right up to Barrukh's chair. "*Now, in the future, you will stay away from any member of the Willot family, as well as the three block radius surrounding James Willot's studio. If you do not do this, I will come back, and I will finish this. If I were not weary of death and of serving other people's needs, I would kill you. I could do so now. But I choose not to. Are we in understanding, master of the Onyx Eye?*"


  "*There will be a reckoning for this.*"


  "*I do not care.*" Warden 'looked' at Barrukh and Varru'Ke. Then he tilted his head to the side. "*As long as it does not extend any further than _me_. If you involve any member of the Willot family, I will end this. Are we in understanding, or shall I end this now?*"


  "*We...are in understanding. You have my word that I shall not again attack the Willot family, and I will avoid the Willot school.*" Barrukh's eyes, his posture, his tone of voice said it all: _I may have to swallow this now, but when I rebuild my strength, you will die for this_. Warden didn't care. He knew that Bathory was watching them, trying to decide what to do. He knew that the police were in the house and about to find the secret door. He knew that Varru'Ke was looking at him in a way completely different than her father's glare of hate.


  He saw very well, without eyes.


  And then he moved, gliding on ghost feet, to another secret door and was gone from everyone's sight before they could react. Bathory, stunned by the swiftness of his retreat, was just about to attack the last two members of the tong when the police, lead by Kelly, came running down the passageway and placed them under arrest. Deciding that a fight with ten microwave-taser toting SWAT troopers wasn't productive, she crawled down the ceiling and out the very way they came in with no one the wiser.


  All the while making plans for a new, bigger future.


  



  January 26, 2023 6:22 PM


  Kelly stood at the windows of his office, shaking his head at the chaos in the station.


  They'd arrested pretty much the entire Onyx Eye Tong. Barrukh and Varru'Ke had probably very little chance of being prosecuted for anything... the house was in another person's name, they had covered their tracks admirably on any crimes committed and they had _powerful_ friends. But Taograth was fucked. He was a Paranormal who'd committed crimes, and the North American Combine didn't have many compunctions about denying him the rights it was slowly giving back to the rest of the populace. He wasn't going anywhere for a long, long time. The Onyx Eye wasn't dead, but it'd been hamstrung.


  "What are you thinking?" Andrea Roguelin was sitting on his desk. It was just now occurring to Kelly...who hadn't had a date since this whole Warden case started...that she was an attractive woman.


  "Well, the Razors, Oblivious, and various other Paragangs are either broken up or terrified that Warden'll come down on them, the Onyx Eye is more or less out of the running, which leaves a pretty big vacuum to fill. I'm wondering when 'Our Thing' will get into gear and start trying to make a move."


  "Bullshit. You're worried about him."


  "Yeah, I am." Kelly sat down in his chair, looking up at Roguelin. "He's just a kid. Technically, the person we call Thomas Malfeas wasn't born before July 5th, 2022. Even if what those mooks out there have to say is true...and I believe it...it's still too dangerous for some kid to wander around in a trenchcoat fighting crime. Life isn't some Pulp novel..."


  "Hey, I like Pulps!"


  "...or chop-sockey movie. Eventually, Thomas will miss something with his psychic senses, and he'll end up dead." He looked, really looked, at her eyes. "You like Pulps?"


  "Yeah. Got a whole shelf of them at home. The originals. Printed on paper."


  "_Really_?" Kelly couldn't keep the excitement out of his voice. They didn't call the books "pulps" because the paper was good, and originals which hadn't crumbled were hard to find. "God, I'd love to see that. Do you have Jeff McCoskey's _Vengeance Alley_?"


  "All ten volumes. You can consider yourself invited to see them, if you'd like."


  He stopped. This was rapidly turning into a date. Was that ethical?


  Screw it. She had all ten volumes of _Vengeance Alley_. On the original paper. This he _had_ to see.


  "I'll get my coat. Hey, maybe we can get some dinner on the way?"


  "You read my mind, Kelly."


  



  January 26, 2023 7:30 PM


  A young man, crouched in an alleyway, watches a man walk past and senses that man's organs are all perfect for donation. Worth their weight in platinum. He reaches for a knife....


  And sees the flitting shadow cross the rooftops. He rethinks his options and decides to see a movie instead.


  Three women in a car driving down Fifth Avenue see a lone man walking. He isn't a member of the Snakeaters, so they decide to have a little fun with him. One begins to step on the accelerator....


  A shape, a streak of black and pale skin, lands on the hood of their car. It is a man. He has a red bandana tied around his face. As they stare in horror, realizing the stories that little Jack told them before he fell into his coma are true, he shatters the windshield of their car and leaps, landing safely on a ledge twenty feet above him while they drive into a wall.


  A man selling powerful Pranir opiates is found unconscious, his drugs scattered to the four winds. He doesn't even remember what happened.


  A group of four teenagers, all Paranormals who like to practice home invasion as a hobby, are found beaten unconscious in their apartment.


  A young boy is rescued from the top floor of a burning tenement near Columbia University.


  Several people make it home who otherwise would have died, guarded every step of their unaware peril by a silent man who strides the rooftops, alert and sensing everything both glorious and dark, all dangers thwarted.


  Thomas Malfeas, standing on top of a roof and looking down on his city, smiles softly to himself. He cannot save them all, and he knows it. But he can save some. It's not much of a life.


  But it's more than anyone would have ever expected him to have, and it's all his.


  In love with the world and free, he jumps and spins in the air.


  



  



  Written by Matthew "Badger" Rossi


  



  Writer's Notes:


  I don't really have a lot to say. I'm glad I finally finished the first story arc in Warden, and I'm currently tinkering with some ideas for a new one. (I think this time I'm going to finish the entire arc before I post any of it :)) An idea I think I need to do is a Warden Annual dealing with what he's been up to between January of 2023 and 'now' in the current ASH books [Editor's Note: this will be coming soon in the form of Warden #7]. Basically, it deals with the idea that in a New York City with rogue gangs of Paranormals, evil Tongs, the high-tech Mafia and maybe some more exotic criminals (remind me to talk to Dave about an idea I had...) some cops are going to be more than happy to have Warden around, some cops (like Kelly, who will remain a supporting cast member, as will Roguelin) will want to stop him for his own good, and others will find the whole idea insulting. Meanwhile, there's always Beth Willot's moral dilemma, the fact that under North American Combine law Thomas isn't supposed to be out and about without training, and hopefully some crossovers in the future.


  Right now, I'm actually feeling pretty damn optimistic about the future of Warden. I mean, here he is, all set to head off into the future with friends, well-wishers, acquaintances and even enemies (And some people who count in more than one category). I intend on having Thomas confront Christine Simon at some point in the future, but there's more gritty street adventure to deal with first. That's the meat of this series.


  Well, enough of my rambling. Thomas is happy for now. Let's leave him now to cavort in the air over the buildings of New York.


  - Matthew Rossi, who comes from the Wilderness...


  ISSUE NUMBER SEVEN: A YEAR IN THE LIFE


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



  (Cover: Warden in the pose from http://www.physics.ohio-state.edu/~dvandom/raccgallery.html. Behind him are the faces of Bathory,Cockatrice, Jimmy, Barnes, Aaron 'Contact' Zander and Beth Willot,all looking at him.)


  



  
    One exists in a universe convincingly real, where the lines are sharply drawn in black and white. It is only later, if at all, that one realizes the lines were never there in the first place.

  


  **Loren Eisley, ALL THE STRANGE HOURS


  



  22 June 2023, 2:17 AM EST


  The Cyanide Blues were feeling cocky.


  And it wasn't like they were without reason, either.


  Juan Pushe scanned the crowd at the Cornerstone, a Rogue-Vogue establishment that had become the center of Paragang nightlife. It was owned and run by Marc Iachex, who knew _everybody_ of any note, Pushe sometimes thought. The lighting was low and casual, and there were happy people chatting it up all along the bar and at the tables. Except for one table.


  Cockatrice's table.


  Since the Oblivious went down over the winter, The Cyanide Blues were on their way up. New York City was their playground. Pushe smiled as he walked over and waited for Cockatrice to nod. When she did, he pulled up a chair and sat across from the stammering wreck of a man trying feebly to plizz his way out of his duty.


  "Look I know I owed Random money, and I know you assumed the Razor's spizz so's that means you get it I just need a little time is all. Things is groppy right now."


  "I know, I know." Cockatrice's voice was like ice clinking in a glass. "So you can make it easy on yourself and just do me a favor. My furry little friends are getting anxious. I'd like to offer them some special goods."


  The look that slid across Barnes's face made Pushe laugh out loud. He looked like a little worm on a big fucking hook.


  "I...I tossed that."


  "Untoss it. Now. For instance, who in this fine establishment would suit my friends' tastes?" Cockatrice, her white hair tied back in a severe braid, let her eyes flash like the noon sun off an ice floe. "You _can_ still see that, can't you?"


  Barnes swallowed. Pushe watched the lines of energy underneath Barnes skin, the lines that were his own Paranormal gift to see, flash as Barnes looked at the bar. But there were too many people there for Pushe to read Barnes's expression, and a quick look to his side told him that Cockatrice couldn't tell either. She raised her right hand an inch off the table, and Pushe drew his carbide steel knife with flickering ease, lazily waving it in the air.


  Not many people in the club noticed. Paragang posturing was nothing new to the Cornerstone. The knife glinted in the soft gold light and stopped waving against the small of Barnes's throat. He smiled as an old standard, the Crystal Method's "There is Hope," began to play.


  "Y-you don't scare me, malchik."


  "_She_ does, though. Doesn't she?" Barnes's eyes glazed with fear as Cockatrice smiled, and Pushe lazily drawled on. "She scares you a lot."


  "S-somebody else scares me more."


  "That must be one dangerous fucker, then. Who?"


  "I believe," a deep, raspy voice spoke from directly above Pushe's head, "he means me."


  And then two feet landed on the back of Pushe's head and slammed it into the tabletop.


  The ghostly figure stood, seemingly unconcerned by the chaos of his appearance, moving like smoke on the shattered marbled table. He dropped into a crouch, kicked off of Pushe's unconscious body and landed behind Barnes all in one motion. The hiss of metal sliding out of stiff leather told Barnes that the infamous bundi had been drawn. The ex-organlegger looked over the table as the icy woman hissed and the rest of the Cyanide Blues began making there way towards their leader.


  "I thought you were a myth."


  "Everyone does." That gravel-against-gravel voice was in motion, moving slowly to the side and taking a central position in the room. As soon as he felt he could without humiliating himself, Barnes dropped to his knees and slid underneath the cracked table. Brave men came and went, but cowards held onto life a lot longer. Barnes had survived three gangs by the judicious use of this motto.


  "So what brings you to the Cornerstone?" Cockatrice smiled, her teeth pressed tight against her lips, and subtly gestured with her left hand. As the bar watched, three of her men began to move in on the skinny pale man wearing a trenchcoat easily two sizes too big. It would have been funny if the chest exposed by it wasn't bristling with ropy muscle, if the hand didn't hold a two foot blade with the kind of grace and ease most people never even get to see, and if the man's face wasn't obscured by a red bandana that covered his eyes. He ignored Cockatrice's chatter and scanned the room.


  They'd all heard of him. Warden walked in a circle, keeping his senses keen, letting them lick out over her gang: Embeth Alloun, who could shake things apart; Dareth Randall, prankster teleporter; Niall Pi, an arrogant little half-Irish bastard with a hypnotic voice. And of course, the unconscious Juan Pushe, who could see if a person was Paranormal, Supernormal or Supernatural.


  They were dangerous.


  "Not much for conversation, are you?"


  "No."


  "Fine. He bores me, Cyanides. Kill him."


  "No problem at all, boss." Niall Pi opened his mouth to say something to Warden. And felt his vocal chords go dead slack. All that came out was a choking hiss, an exhalation that didn't have anything to do with real speech. His power was intact, of course, but it's almost impossible to hypnotise people when they can't understand you. Even as Alloun sent a shockwave blasting where Warden was, he wasn't any longer: instead, he hopped up on another table and flung himself sideways across the room, heading straight at nowhere in particular. For a second, it looked as if he'd gone mad.


  Then Dareth Randall appeared in that space, his two guns drawn and ready to fire. The bundi that slid into his ribs before he managed to port away surprised him so badly that he dropped one of his guns. He then reappeared a few feet away, his hand pressed up against his side, shock already beginning to knock him painlessly asleep. Warden stripped that shock away and increased Randall's pain to the maximum his nerves could carry. The teleporter screamed and wiggled on the ground. Even as that happened, Warden was in motion, dodging again as Alloun turned the table he'd been standing on into shrapnel.


  "Shit! Shit shit shit he stabbed me Jesus he _stabbed_ me make it stop make it stop make it...." As Randall screamed, Cockatrice snarled and grabbed him by the back of the hair.


  "Shut up, you idiot! It's not that bad! He's _doing_ something to you. Now get it together and get me out of here!"


  Warden flipped up in the air as Alloun tried again. Somehow, and she couldn't understand how, her shot went wide and blew the ceiling into fragments. As she wiped at her face with one nearly-palsied hand, the pins and needles feeling her powers caused her crossed the threshold between discomfort and pain. Her fingers clutched into claws, digging into her palms.


  "But he stabbed me..." Randall's whining was cut off as Cockatrice held one hand in front of his face.


  "If you'd like, I could pack it in ice. Permanently."


  Warden's foot slammed into Alloun's chest just as Randall shook his sweaty head, closed his eyes, and sent his leader away.


  He opened his eyes to see Warden crouching over him. With his bandana gone. And an expanse of blank skin where his eyes should be somehow peering quizzically down at him.


  "Where?"


  "The the Port Authority. By now she'll be moving everyone."


  "True." Warden stood. "Does it still hurt?"


  "Yes." Randall could barely see now as the pain from his ribs radiated out into his body. Red lines colored over his vision.


  "Good." Warden stood up and walked away. Then he stopped next to the table Pushe's face had cracked and spoke to the air. "You made a good decision tonight, Barnes."


  "Uh um uh...."


  "Continue to do so." Then he was gone.


  22 June 2023, 3:12 AM EST


  Cockatrice led the last battered truck out of the warehouse. All of the boats were already gone, and she was reasonably secure in the knowledge that their contents would get to the safehouses in time. Now all she had to do was wait.


  Warden would be coming.


  She intended to make sure he never left.


  "You know...suicide runs are passe."


  Cockatrice turned and let loose a blast of light in one easy motion. It changed the main pillar of the building into a tower of blue-white ice...and the strangely feline woman standing next to it smiled.


  "You missed."


  "I won't this time."


  "I don't think there needs to be a next time. We've got a common enemy...you know, pale guy, wears long coats, has a nasty habit of dropping in unannounced on people?"


  It took Cockatrice a few seconds to place her visitor, but she finally put all the pieces together. Then she smiled and straightened from the crouch she'd sunk into.


  "Bathory, right?"


  "I'm glad to see I haven't been forgotten. What say you and I talk?"


  "Sure." Cockatrice looked out the open warehouse doors. "But we should probably do it someplace else."


  



  22 June 2023, 3:23 AM EST


  Warden dropped through the skylight and into the now deserted warehouse. As he expected. There was _something_ wrong, though....


  A smell. And worse.


  The central pillar was already melting in the summer heat (80 degrees at night...Warden didn't know how people managed to move around during the day) and that was bothersome. Why would Cockatrice turn the pillar into ice? But it wasn't his main concern.


  That _smell_ was.


  It was horribly familiar, but he hadn't smelled it in months....


  Walking the warehouse, he let his senses extend into the few empty crates that had been left behind, feeling the traces of dust inside them...Jaz, Pranir gift to those who wanted to burn their brain cells out. Warden didn't know if the Pranir made it or just sold it, and he didn't care: Jaz made heroin look like sugar. Apparently the Cyanide Blues were branching out.


  Another few minutes, and then the groaning of the ice told him that he'd better leave before it gave way. Warden jumped through the skylight to the roof, and from the roof to a cargo crane, and from there he went rooftop to rooftop.


  What was that smell? Why couldn't he place it?


  Not for the first time, he wished he could ask the Mentor for help. But she was gone, had been since the beginning of the year. He'd angered her by placing the life of his friend Jimmy over that of vengeance, and now she was gone and he had no one to advise him.


  He leapt over and landed on top of a electric bus, letting it carry him back into the city.


  Jimmy had been after Thomas lately...sometimes Warden thought of Thomas as someone else, some one he _almost_ was...to give up the nights and to work in the dojo again. But Warden felt the most alive, the most free, when he walked the rooftops. Besides, the dojo was known by his enemies....


  It hit Warden suddenly, a realization that seemed too simple to have been missed.


  _Bathory._


  That was _her_ smell in the warehouse. He remembered it from last Christmas, when she'd kidnapped Jimmy and tried to make Warden her slave. The day he angered the Mentor.


  Bathory and Cockatrice together.


  Warden began to grow uneasy.


  



  7 July 2023 2:07 AM EST


  Somehow, the news had gotten out: perhaps a ganger with future flashes leaked it, perhaps a Combine drone spoke when he shouldn't have. But it was out: China had just been hit by a nuke.


  "We're all gonna die! It's Ragnarok all over again!"


  The rioting was so far contained to New York...hell, the Combine might very well have kept the _news_ contained...but poor battered Central Park was a war zone. The weir was strewn with trash, and huge bonfires were being lit. The NYPD was surrounding the park, but they weren't too optimistic about their chances: there were quite a few paragangers in there, and some of them were fluctuating wildly in power, as if God himself had opened a door and let havoc out inside their bodies.


  "Just shut up and get ready." Lt. John Kelly pulled his riot helmet on and prepared himself, his taser charging. Part of him wanted to say _The Hell With This,_ get on the phone and call Andrea, who'd been called in mysteriously to MetaPsych yesterday morning. If the end _was_ coming, he'd rather be with her.


  But most of him was a cop. And he did his duty.


  The seething mass of humanity in the park were apparently ready to make their move. The wall of police blue surrounding them prepared for the crash of flesh, the sting of teargas, and the shock of taser fire.


  The fires burned brighter. The mob pulsated outwards.


  And suddenly everyone, cop and scared kids and callow gangers and concerned families, everyone for a mile suddenly saw the light flare up, and heard a sound like a hundred hammers at once, and mystified, realized it was their own hearts.


  And then the voice, like glass rattling against the inside of a trash can.


  "People."


  On top of one of the buildings surrounding New York, there he was. One of the policemen managed to turn a spotlight and catch him in the harsh blue incandescence. A tall thin man, ropy and well muscled, wearing a black trenchcoat with no sleeves and a red bandana tied over his face. He gestured, and then, as senses in the crowd returned to normal, he spoke.


  "I am the Warden. I am my brother's keeper." He was quiet a moment longer, allowing his words to settle down past the reptile need to do _anything_ in the face of impending doom, and then he spoke again. "You are my brothers. Do you need to be kept? Go home."


  Then he dove.


  Everyone gasped as he fell, his coat fluttering in the air behind him, dropping down the side of the building, the light tracking him. And then he kicked back against the wall, and flew outward across Central Park East. He was almost gliding.


  "Son of a hairy bitch." Kelly whispered as the kid he'd spent the better part of a year chasing leapt from branch to branch like a squirrel, dropping down directly between the wall of police and the largest spur of people pinned in the park. "They'll kill him. How did he _do_ that?"


  Hook sword in the right hand, bundi in the left, he stood directly between them, his bandana lit by the orange light of the bonfires.


  "Please. Go home."


  "The bombs, man! What about..."


  "They do not matter." Warden turned his head, somehow finding that one speaker in the crowd of hundreds. "I know you are confused. Many of you are different now, changed by something. I feel it too. What good will destroying our home do? Will it stop the bombs?"


  "We gotta do something!"


  "Then pray. Why do this for them? If the bombs come, they can come without you burning this park down." Warden threw his bundi down point first, and dropped his hook sword. "If you think killing me will stop it, then kill me. If you think attacking these policemen will stop it, then attack them. You will be wrong." Warden's arm swept, indicating a city he could only know through his strange magnified senses and the eyes of others. "My friend James says that you are mostly good people. Prove him right. Go home."


  It was like wind, an arctic express, suddenly cutting through the agitated night. They could disbelieve their government...it wasn't hard... and they could de-humanize the police...they were all wearing the same blue, after all, and they were all wearing teargas masks, looked more like bugs than people...but this strange pale man, barely a man at that, he said what they were all thinking in the back of their heads anyway. Their fear could submerge that, but it couldn't kill it.


  The mob began to scatter. The police, for their part, let them.


  "Boss!" Sgt. Steve Eibel yelled as Warden gathered up his weapons and leapt into the trees. "He's getting away!"


  "Steve...were you sleeping just now?" Kelly lifted the visor off his mask. "That kid may have just saved your life."


  



  17 August 2023, 1:13 PM EST


  Thomas woke up groggily.


  Most of the strange enhanced power he'd gained on the anniversary of "Ragnarok" had long since faded, but it had taken Warden the better part of a month to beat the gangs down after the flareup of activity it had triggered. Several members of various gangs had developed new powers and had been eager to test them by killing Warden.


  First there was Dr. Jacky, who led a contingent of Jamaican posses. His voodoo had suddenly begun to work. Then the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters had gotten up out of the gutter where Warden had left them, led by a man calling himself Mountain, a hulking Chinese man who seemed to have a link to the power of the rock of the island itself. And of course Cockatrice and Bathory were still out there...he was more worried that they _hadn't_ tried to kill him yet.


  The sunlight poured through his open skylight. He felt it making him sweat, a feeling Thomas liked. Truth be told, Thomas enjoyed a variety of sensations that would seem downright aberrant to anyone else. He stood up, tossing the sheets off, and walked out of his room and into the kitchen.


  He'd been living in the apartment above the dojo alone for the past month. Since he'd smelled Bathory in the warehouse he'd been afraid for Jimmy...she did know all about the dojo, and unlike the Onyx Eye she _hadn't_ sworn to leave Jimmy or Beth out of it. So Jimmy was living down the street in an apartment rented to him by Madalyne Chin, who owed Warden her life.


  Besides, she was sweet on Jimmy. Thomas wasn't quite sure what that meant, exactly...he understood it intellectually, but his experience of it was sorely limited. He began to day dream about the idea, letting his mind wander aimlessly. He poured himself a glass of orange juice...it was his favorite drink, and turned around to sense Beth Willot letting herself into the apartment with the spare key Jimmy'd given her. She looked up at Thomas.


  Who was still naked.


  He blushed deeply.


  She began to laugh hysterically, which, while making him blush more deeply, did allow him to run into the bedroom and pull on a pair of jeans. Then he let loose a shuddering breath and walked back out into the kitchen.


  "I am sorry, Beth. I should have sensed you coming in...."


  "Hey, it happens, Tommy. To be honest, it's refreshing to see you make a mistake. Proves you're really human." He could feel the upturned lips curling into a smile, and he relaxed slightly.


  "I am very tired."


  "I'm not surprised. You're all over the newspapers...granted, mostly you're all over the _underground_ newspapers, but you get the occasional nod from the Post and other more reputable rags. Even made a vid the other day. The Central Park thing." Thomas took a seat near the couch, and Beth dropped her bags in front of it and curled into the corner facing him. "Where's my brother?"


  "Staying with Madelyn."


  "So, you figured while there was no one around to tell you to cool it, you'd better run around like a madman, flinging yourself at every sixteen year old with a switchblade?"


  "I have not...."


  "You didn't even sense me coming, Thomas. Me. And I wasn't being subtle."


  Thomas looked down. It was the truth, after all. He was exhausted, bone weary, so tired that even now the room felt fuzzy and he could barely feel the walls.


  "I...you are...I mean...."


  "Just say 'Yes, Beth,' and get dressed."


  "Why?"


  "Because you and I are going to go out and _see_ the city you've been killing yourself to protect."


  Thomas considered. He was more than a little afraid to spend time with Beth without Jimmy there...she confused him. Most women did; he didn't understand the feelings some of them inspired in him. But she _was_ right. The Mentor hadn't spoken to him in months...he was doing this on his own, now.


  "Yes, Beth."


  "You're learning."


  



  13 September, 2023 11:37 AM CMT


  Christine Simon wouldn't talk to anyone, and she'd been that way since January. She ate, without enthusiasm. She scribbled furiously in a journal that she wouldn't let anyone read. And she tried to get away from the Anchor they'd assigned to her, more or less constantly.


  "She's been like this for months."


  "Hmph." It was Aaron Zander's body speaking, but it was Paul Mahler's voice. Ever since the Arcanovore [See ASH #9 - Ed.] had nearly killed Paul, and _had_ killed his body, he and Aaron had been living in a union of minds at once familiar and novel to them, a union more private and yet more personal than even their previous/current relationship as lovers. But Christine Simon was a key to a case that came out of Paul Mahler's past, and he was the one who'd decided to attempt to talk to her, taking a break from his current search for answers about himself. "She doesn't really match the picture I'd built in my head."


  "What _had_ you expected?" Andrea Roguelin, the MetaPsych empath who'd taken over the case when Paul had been re-assigned, looked over at Aaron's body with a touch of awe.


  "I don't know...Gregory Peck?" Aaron/Paul turned and looked through the observation window. "I'd really like to talk to her."


  "Sure. When?"


  "How about now?" Aaron's features twisted into a smile unique to a person in his situation, a smile at once full of and devoid of mirth. "I've got the time and she isn't doing anything she can't put off."


  * * * *


  "Go away."


  "No." Aaron sat down across from Christine. The room they were in was shielded. He began to flip through a magazine he'd brought in with him. Christine pointedly ignored him for the next half hour.


  +-How long are we going to do this, Paul?-+


  -+As long as it takes. Besides, we have the advantage of each other. We can sit here all day.+-


  It took an hour before Christine shifted in her chair. Another ten minutes before she looked expectantly at Aaron's impassive features.


  "What?"


  "I didn't say anything."


  "I know you didn't. What do you _want?_"


  "What does anybody want? Love, security, a feeling of fulfillment..."


  "I mean, what do you want from _me?_"


  "Warden." Paul's voice slid out like a stiletto. "I want to know all about Warden. What you did. What you think he's doing now. Why he's still doing it without you. Everything, Christine."


  "And if I don't tell you?"


  "I can have them bring me some books. I've always wanted to read Thomas Mann, and now I have the time. You and I can be like roomies. Won't that be nice?" Aaron leaned back in his chair.


  Christine sighed.


  "You know how it started...."


  An hour later, Aaron left the room. Waiting for him outside was Andrea Roguelin.


  "That girl is _sick._ She honestly doesn't care one whit what she's done to him." -+She's broken/ill/diseased.+-


  "I know." --Calm,-- sent Andrea.


  "Sorry. He's just a bit upset." Aaron took over, as Paul kept mulling over what he'd just heard. "He wasn't expecting that. She's...I only wish she hadn't been placed in the same ward as Thomas."


  "If she wasn't, no one may have ever figured out he was reachable. We'd given up on him." Andrea walked next to Aaron as they got themselves away from Christine's room.


  -+It's easy for us to think he'd be better off still asleep,+- Paul's mind-voice was again even and measured. -+We're not him. Whatever we think about what he's doing, at least he's getting to do _something._ Do you two think he's re-educable?+-


  --Hard to speak/say.-- Andrea's 'voice' was much less practiced than either Paul's or Aaron's. --Need/want/desire to talk/listen/understand him first.--


  +-Everyone's re-educable if they want to learn.-+ Aaron 'spoke' up. +-He may not.-+


  



  13 September, 2023 1:42 PM CMT


  Peregryn finished his sweep of the hallway and prepared to enter the stairwell and ascend to the top floor of the World Trade Tower South. What awaited him there might answer a rather important question...or pose several more.


  When Contact stopped at the Chicago HQ on his way from MetaPsych to New York City to deal with some unfinished business of Paul's, Peregryn had decided to take advantage of the trip to investigate a minor mystery which had been nagging at the back of his head for several months. Namely, why had Manhattan experienced such drastic upsurges in paranormal activity in the wake of the Barrier being peirced?


  Simple observation had quickly eliminated the easy answer...while a few of those gaining new power were getting it from extradimensional beings, most of them were just "normal" superbeings, not priests of pagan gods. And while there seemed to be a disproportionate number of first-generation Chinese immigrants coming into greater power, the death of the Premier and the ending of his world-spanning Anchor effect could not explain the large number of occidentals who were being empowered.


  Unfortunately, with the whole world being thrown into a panic these past few months, such minor issues as increase paranormal activity in Manhattan didn't warrant the resources required to study them properly. Even Peregryn's visit now was barely a scratch, playing a hunch and checking up on a possible source of power. The fact that it was in the same building that Contact was visiting only made it easier.


  Making one last check to ensure that none of the Norse runes lining the stairwell was actively generating a magical effect, Peregryn opened the door to the penthouse level of the tower. Here, Odin had set up his High Throne, the all-seeing perch he used to observe the Nine Worlds under his supposed rule. When he and all the other gods were sealed off from the mortal plane, the throne had remained behind...in a manner of speaking.


  Cautiously, Peregryn walked towards the center of the room. Once, the wind had howled through solid walls at Odin's wish, but now the walls were solid once more, if somewhat weakened by the passage of time and lack of maintainance. The High Throne stood in the center, its simple construction belying the awesome power it held, power which even a normal could feel, and which washed over a sensitive like Peregryn like heat from a blast furnace. Runes carved into the floor and ceiling had ensured that the effect was blunted outside of this room, and a cursory examination told Peregryn they were still in place.


  And now for the final test. As Peregryn neared the throne, he could see the ring of clean floor around it, where the dust hadn't fallen. But, unlike last time he had been to this place, the clean floor wasn't totally clean. He carefully reached out his hand....


  ...and touched the carved wood of the High Throne. A thrill of power ran over his arm and down his back like an electrical charge, and he quickly stepped back.


  The last time he had visited this room, during his studies several years ago, the High Throne had been visible but untouchable. The Barrier wrapped around it, giving proof to the idea that it really didn't exist on Earth at all, but was merely a projection from Asgard. Now the projection touched the Earth again, and power was leaking out of it and into the city. Odin's blessing of the warrior was being given out indiscriminately to all warriors on the island, escalating conflicts and providing a beacon to Odin that access was once more possible. Had not the self-styled Warden of the city received what seems to have been an extra dose of the High Throne's leaking power, well....


  Even just what *was* happening, needless to say, was not good.


  Peregryn sat on the floor and contemplated the High Throne, seeing with a vision that was not sight, examining the threads which held the piece of Asgard in place. After several minutes of this, he found the thread which could be pulled to unravel the whole tapestry, and stood.


  As a projection, it needed an infusion of energy to be maintained if it were used too heavily. At its current rate of leakage, it might last for months, or maybe years, giving Odin time to bring his attention back to this era, possibly dooming mankind. So Peregryn had to use up all the stored energy at once and seal the path.


  Peregryn sat upon Odin's All-Seeing chair.


  Peregryn saw EVERYTHING.


  A maddening tumult of images bombarded his senses from all sides, smashing against his mind like a wave against an eroding cliff. Sights, sounds, smells, tastes, feelings, joypainennuisorrowangerecstacyshock....


  A normal man would have gone mad in an instant. Odin would have calmly checked for items of interest and moved on. Peregryn, being something more than normal and less than godly, found himself struggling to find his center, an island of calm in this sea of imagery. He needed something to lock onto.


  The cacophony receded and he saw, as if standing a few meters away, Essay with a group of children. She seemed to be in Mexico City, and was amusing the local youths with a variety of toys and gadgets of her design, helping improve the public image of the Academy of Super-Heroes.


  Peregryn paused a moment to wonder why he had focused on her, above all others, then mentally filed it for later. He could feel the High Throne's power being drained off...in doing its intended task it used energy much more rapidly than could be replentished passively through its link to Asgard, and in moments it would become inert.


  Before it faded totally, Peregryn decided to use it to look in on Contact, who had been spending the past several months trying to come to terms with his new status as a combined-soul being. The High Throne didn't merely give visions of what the eyes could see, it could also look into souls, and Peregryn looked deep into Contact's, to see if he could answer any of the questions the two men, now one, had.


  He raised an eyebrow at what he saw. He had his answer, but as insensitive as his teammates might think him at times, he knew it was an answer Contact was not ready to hear yet.


  As the last of the power faded and the High Throne became merely a backless wooden bench inlaid with gold wire, Peregryn wondered exactly how he would lie to Contact if asked about his shared soul.... [See ASH #10 for how that scene played out - Editor]


  



  3 October 2023 4:43 AM EST


  Warden leapt over the car, avoiding the spray of bullets from the chain-gun mounted on the side of...whatever that silver ball _was_. The car shuddered, and the engine block fell apart from multiple strikes.


  _It doesn't think._ Warden could feel the tight beam of heat the ball was using to track him, but there was no way for him to befuddle it. Instead, he could merely keep kicking his reflexes and speed up higher, trying to keep them too quick for the machine to anticipate his moves.


  So far, it was barely working.


  As the device popped another barrel out of itself, this time a large round chamber with six cylinders, Warden slid underneath its arc of fire.


  He hadn't expected this thing when he'd first heard that the newest Paragang in town...they were calling themselves the Snow Leopards...were going to be making a delivery to a small club in Manhattan. He'd only intended to observe.


  Instead, within seconds of his arrival, this damn thing had been all over him.


  It fired, and a streak of anti-tank rockets blew a Zabar's apart. Warden nearly goggled in horror, and could only thank whatever might be listening that the store had been closed. He couldn't let it shoot again.


  So he stopped moving.


  In an underground room several blocks away, Cockatrice hissed.


  "Just kill him already."


  "So impatient. He's up to something. I know him." Bathory smiled and leaned back in her chair. The Snow Leopards had worked hard over the past months, slowly taking over the territories of those gangs that blindly flung their membership at Warden. Despite her partner's anxiety, Bathory had learned a valuable lesson from her initial fights with Warden: he didn't think like normal people. That, as much as any powers, was his biggest asset. "I don't expect our allies' little toy to be _able_ to kill him. The Optimal-Killers are nice, but...."


  "Look, could you just give it a shot, to make me feel better?" Cockatrice looked around anxiously. She'd brought her ice powers, her mostly intact gang, and her connections to the organlegging and drug trafficking networks.


  Bathory had brought the ten feral forms sliding around in the darkness that dominated the room. That made the Snow Leopards _the_ most paranormally...hell, supernormally...powerful Paragang in the city. They stank of the wild, and made Cockatrice more than a little nervous. She didn't think she could get them all if they decided to turn on her.


  "Very well." Bathory slowly pushed a red button with a curved talon more at home on a wild lioness. "Let's see what you do now, Thomas."


  The silver ball tracked Warden's unmoving form for thirty of the longest seconds he'd ever experienced.


  Then both the chain gun and the missile launcher began to hum, the sound of a relay throwing. Warden smiled.


  And jumped directly on top of the thing. It attempted to rotate its guns, but they were built on circular mounts and didn't have the ability to move that far. The designer had never expected anyone to actually be _standing_ on it.


  Warden felt around the silvery hull for a small seam, and felt one under his right hand barely the size of a pencil-drawn line. His right hand went back and slid the bundi out of its sheath faster than even the silver ball could track...if it could have seen it, which the ball couldn't, because its sensors suffered from the same design blindness that its guns did.


  Boosting himself as much as he could, his head burning, Warden slammed the bundi home and let the thrust toss him off of the thing, landing in a Shen Dao crouch facing it. The guns re-acquired him, but whatever had been keeping the thing aloft failed in a rather spectactular shower of fire and sparks, and it fell into the pavement.


  Then it fired the missiles and blew itself to shreds. Warden 'watched' as the handle of his bundi went flying up in a spiral directly above him. His ribs hurt, and he was pretty sure he'd dislocated his shoulder.


  _I really liked that one. I wonder if Madalyne will make me a new one._


  "I told you."


  "You know, there has never been, and there will never _be,_ a person in all of the world who can say that without sounding like an asshole."


  "Sore loser." Bathory stood up, her whole body arching like a cat awakening from sleep, her deep green eyes blazing in the darkness. "I'm going to go get this lot fed before sunup. You want to come along?"


  "No thanks. Bloodsucking isn't my thing. Besides, we've got that meeting tomorrow with the Italians and their snakeowl friends, and I want to be sharp."


  "Good idea. Once we've got that connection hammered down, we can begin expanding again. And then we can deal with Mr. Malfeas at our leisure."


  



  12 November 2023, 11:29 PM EST


  Warden stood on top of the building, practicing with the new bundi. The crisp air clung to his ribs beneath his loose coat. He enjoyed the feeling.


  One of the larger surprises in his life to date (and in his two years of being awake, there were lots of them) was the fact that quiet, reserved Madalyne Chin was an expert weaponsmith. She'd only let that information slip _after_ the day Warden had dropped from her skylight and disabled three Onyx Eye soldiers, including the paranormal King Snake. Apparently it had something to do with her long-disappeared great grandfather and other things that she didn't want to talk about. And Warden was very good at not asking the questions people don't want to answer.


  Slash left.


  Spin right, block, block, slash left.


  Flip off roof, drop, kick off ledge, fold blade back against arm, land on dumpster, scare the crap out of Barnes.


  "Morrison's fleck-bald gob!" Barnes leapt into a pile of trash bags, then poked his head back out. "I didn't do it...whatever it is, it wasn't me."


  "I know. I have some questions. What do you know about the Snow Leopards?"


  "Nothing. And that's how I'd like to keep it, if you know what I mean."


  Warden frowned. Barnes didn't have fuzz over his thoughts anymore, but Warden has always been pretty bad at reading minds, and he wasn't sure if he could trust the little ex-Paraganger.


  "Look, I really don't know. I ain't heard skizz. On Ellis's rugburned knees."


  "If you are unlucky enough to hear anything, I need to know. And for your own sake, you should tell me." Warden leapt up, grabbed onto a fire escape and flipped to the other side of the alley, then back across, ascending with each jump. Then he was gone.


  "I so wish he'd stop _doing_ that." Barnes brushed some of the garbage off and turned out of the alleyway, heading north towards his current dingy squat.


  Half an hour later, Warden climbed in the window of the dojo apartment, where Jimmy Willot and Madalyne Chin were both sitting and waiting for him. They seemed as if they were about to fall asleep, but they perked up when he slid the window shut.


  "Hello."


  "Thomas! How is it? Did I get the weight balance right?"


  "Maddie, I still can't believe you made him that thing...."


  "Hush. This whole neighborhood owes Thomas for his keeping the Onyx Eye away, and if all he asks for is a new katar, I can certainly make him one. Well? Is it as good as the old one?"


  "It is much better, if I were being objective. You used better materials, and the balance is much more evenly distributed. This one," he drew it with his typical inhuman ease, "is _made_ to be sword-length. The other was obviously just a wide blade forced into a crosswise handle. However, I was attached to it."


  "Give it time. I'm glad you like it."


  "Angels and ministers of grace..." Jimmy shook his head and went to the refrigerator door. "Do you want an OJ, Thomas?"


  "Yes." He slung his jacket and weapons across a chair and stretched, popping his joints as he did so. "I haven't been able to find out anything about the Snow Leopards. Everyone either has fuzz over her thoughts or doesn't know anything. The fuzz makes me think Bathory is involved."


  "You think she's behind everything anyway." Jimmy handed Thomas his glass. "Why these guys? They seem a lot subtler than her last group."


  "Possibly Cockatrice's influence. Perhaps she just learned from her mistakes. I am not sure it is safe for you to come back...."


  "I'll take my chances. Drink your OJ."


  Thomas did, and fell quiet as Jimmy slid his arm around Madalyne. Lately watching couples was making him feel a quiet sense of...loss? Despair? Envy? He wasn't sure. He still remembered the way he'd followed that pair of young men up 12th Ave, protecting them from several assaults while at the same time wondering what being that close to another human being felt like. The memories he'd inadverdently stolen didn't answer that question for him.


  "So, are you in for the night, Thomas?"


  "I...hadn't thought about it, Madalyne. I could leave if you two need..."


  "Don't be an ass, Tommy. We weren't trying to run you off." Jimmy yawned. "In fact, I think I'm heading to bed. Are you coming, Maddie?" His head cocked down to look into her eyes. Thomas could actually feel the contours of their faces...he knew they barely remembered he was there.


  "I suppose so. Tommy, take care of yourself, okay?"


  "I will, Madalyne."


  "Night, bro."


  "Goodnight, Jimmy." As the two of them went to bed, Thomas deliberately made himself lower his hearing so that they could talk in peace without worrying about him overhearing. He then took another sip of his orange juice.


  He could still hear them.


  They were whispering not much of anything to each other.


  It made him want to cry.


  In a fluid motion he threw his sheath and jacket back on, re-tied his bandana, and headed out the window.


  There had to be a crime out there somewhere.


  



  NEXT ISSUE:


  Warden Annual 1! Warden vs. The Snow Leopards! Warden vs. the Conclave of Super-Villains! Warden vs. ASH! It's big time action as Warden re-enters ASH continuity with both feet and his bundi slashing...the meat grinder awaits.


  



  Writer's Notes:


  Wordy...I feel wordy....


  I had originally intended this to _be_ Warden Annual 1, actually. I was just going to write a brief prologue that dealt with the past year in our eyeless wonder's life, getting him all caught up on ASH continuity and all. Then let the hounds of hell loose on him, as it were. The problem was...there was so damn much to deal with! I wanted to show Warden developing a little bit as a character, to throw in some of those typical Warden fights, to begin laying the groundwork for the villains, and there just wasn't any way to do that without _writing_ it all. (You should see the stuff I cut _out_ of this.) [And, of course, once I added the Peregryn scene, the whole "keep it small" idea went out the window. - Dave]


  Anyway, just so you don't feel cheated, take heart: next issue is the Guest Star extravaganza, which leads into the inevitable, simply has to be done confrontation between Warden and the Mentor. After that, who knows? There are lots of things I'd like to try and get done, so we'll see.


  Matthew 'Badger' Rossi, feeling sorta guilty...
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