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    "All men live in suffering, I know as few can know, Whether they take the upper road Or stay content on the low

  


  
    -- William Butler Yeats, THE WILD OLD WICKED MAN

  


  



  7 January 2024, 1:23 PM


  Crime's a funny business (not ha-ha funny, unless you count the ten year career of the Chuckler, cut down just as he mastered the exploding pun in 1998), but despite all the violence and concealment necessary to conduct it, it is more or less a profit-minded enterprise. Money, and the promise of more to come, are the lingua franca of the whole sordid spectacle. And in New York, it generates huge dividends, even with the efforts of a certain vigilante factored in.


  That's why, in an office suite in the World Building (the name was changed from Chrysler sometime in the second decade of the new millennium, when it was hoped the United World would make its home there), several of New York's greatest 'entrepreneurs' are waiting. Some patiently. Some not.


  "How longre allaus sattin' ere?" Mountain, the hulking (and badly mauled in the recent fracas in Times Square) warlord of the new Fifth Avenue Snakeaters, snarled from his plush chair, specially reinforced to support his vast bulk. Even here, hundreds of feet above the bedrock he drew his power from, he was seven and a half feet of solid muscle. He looked around the table at the assembled dignitaries of the Underworld assembled.


  Dr. Jacky, the top-hat wearing boccor who ran the Boys of Pain, smiled at his old rival, his teeth recently replaced with silver crowns each embossed with the name of a different Loa he owed service to. That made for thirty-two Loa.


  Cockatrice and Bathory, the femme' fatales who were the queens of the Snow Leopards, NYC's largest and most feared Paragang, lounged almost casually. As always, Cockatrice was wearing white fur and dark, arctic blue leather in skintight Parisian styles, whereas Bathory...wasn't wearing much of anything at all, really, just catlike fur and a few strategically placed patches of cloth. The rumor was the two women were lovers, but Mountain didn't even think they *liked* each other.


  Varru'Ke, second in command of the dreaded Onyx Eye tong, was cleaning her nails with a savagely serrated blade. It was rumored that her father was back in the motherland, recruiting recently freed Paranormal talent.


  Sister Christian, the heavily altered leader of the Cyber-Nostra, somehow looked least human of all assembled. Christian was a surreal vision in a flowing silk habit the color of polished onyx and tight blue leather wrappings on her calloused hands. Her eyes were obviously of Pranir make, with a targeting crosshair for a pupil in the right socket and a gleaming yellow pupil in the left. Her temples were covered by a metal band that ran across her forehead, covered with gleaming lights that blinked in seemingly random patterns.


  In short, it was one hell of a dangerous room to be in.


  "Not that long, my enormous friend." The voice came from the new arrival, the saturnine man in the impeccably tailored charcoal grey suit who was walking into the room. "I just wanted to be sure that no... eavesdroppers...were about."


  "Yah mean the Blind Ghost?" Dr. Jacky, who was never the most tactful person, spit at the corner. "If'n I and I can't sniff 'em wit me friends, what makes ye so certain?"


  "Well, other than the fact that I've got tens of millions of dollars worth of automated security on this building, nothing, really. It doesn't really matter if he *is* somehow spying on us, but I thought it bad form not to make the attempt. You have to at least follow the form to prove you're serious." The speaker sat his perfectly muscled body...while nowhere near as grossly muscled as Mountain, his own chiseled and ripped form seemed to epitomize power and precision in an aesthetic package...down at the head of the table. "And I am certainly that."


  "I hope you'll forgive a little skepticism," Cockatrice began making ice trails on the table with her finger. "But we've been here in New York for a while now, while you..."


  "Cockatrice, please. Let's not play that game. I know who you all are...and you all know me by reputation, at least. You know that with one well-placed word, I can replace every single *ounce* of Pranir drugs and technology lost in that recent warehouse fire...making both your group and Sister Christian very, very happy. You know that in ten minutes, I can have made available Khadamnite reality sims, new distribution networks, hundreds of secure laundering routes for the cleansing of ill-gotten gains...more or less everything a burgeoning criminal enterprise needs."


  He leaned back in his chair and regarded them. They were listening now, all of them; even the musclebound Mountain and nearly-psychotic Sister Christian.


  "You aren't fools...mostly. You know the potential this city has...in a very short time, it could become the greatest nexus for illicit trade and forbidden activities on the North American Continent; it is located right on the East Coast, with easy access to Khadam, South America, Britain...you name it. It has an overworked police department, a reputation as a haunted, desolate cesspool than the rest of the Combine would rather pave over and forget than spend a second thinking about...in short, it's paradise."


  "Except for Warden," Varru'Ke spoke up, her face in shadow. "The eyeless face is most determined, a powerful adversary. You would do well not to forget that."


  "I'm forgetting nothing; indeed, Warden is exactly why I came here. As good as things can be in New York, I'm not the kind of man who likes easy pickings. I enjoy a challenge. Warden is exactly that to me." He smiled, and his eyes seemed to grow black. "But, as much as I may emotionally relish the contest to come, let me point out to you the advantages we possess. Warden is *one man*. His powers and abilities are counterable. His allies are few, and none possess the power to aid him directly. It has been your own disunity that has allowed him to stifle you."


  "You talk." Mountain growled. "Do any'else?"


  "Is this the part of the discussion where you decide to get it into your head that I'm nothing but hot air, and we fight? Because, let me assure you, I'll win."


  "You talk. Prove it."


  Mountain stood up, his chest heaving in the glaring yellow light of the dome lamps. The newcomer arched one immaculate eyebrow and slid to his feet so quickly that the rest of those in the room, even those who *should* have seen it, weren't sure they did. He took off his jacket with deft hands and handed it to an attendant, then strode forward.


  "Please, everyone, if you'd move to the far end of the room...this will only take a moment." As they did so, Mountain approached the newcomer.


  He came to about Mountain's chest, giving away a foot in height and nearly two hundred pounds of muscle. And he was smiling.


  "Last chance. I'll let you live, Mountain."


  The giant slammed both hands down in an overhead clubbing strike. It smashed directly through the table, cracking the floor and filling the room with the sound.


  It did not, however connect with the newcomer. He had somehow stepped to the side, and as Mountain scanned the floor for his pulped opponent, a whiplash kick hit the giant squarely in the soft, pulpy tissue directly below his right ear, dislodging his windpipe and tearing muscle away from bone.


  Screeching, Mountain lumbered upright and swung a left arm wildly while clutching his neck with his left. He missed again.


  "Did it occur to you, Mountain, that I expected this? That I knew that I'd have to prove myself to these people, and that was why I scheduled this meeting in such surroundings as would prevent you from drawing your full strength?" Another handy sidestep, and the newcomer swept in under Mountain's guard and smashed a fist into his left kidney, handily avoiding the ribcage and abdominal muscles. Another blow, a left fist, destroyed Mountain's *right* kidney and portions of his liver.


  The fight continued on for another five minutes, in which time Mountain never laid a hand on his opponent, while the inverse was hardly true. It was brutal, deadly ballet, and Mountain was slowly, methodically and casually beaten to death in front of the heads of New York City's leading criminal groups.


  "Well," Rex Umbrae finally said, as Mountain fell upon the shattered table and hissed out his last breath from a crushed trachea. "That was diverting. Please, everyone, don't feel that I was playing with you all before...everything I said, I meant. There's profit enough for us all, and with me as your unifying principle, this city can become the greatest free market outside of Khadam itself. I hope you'll join me."


  The remaining crime lords of NYC considered his offer. Bathory looked down at Mountain's ruined body, then back up at Umbrae.


  "I think I'm speaking for Cockatrice when I say the Snow Leopards are in."


  Dr. Jacky walked up to Mountain's corpse, looked down at it.


  "Hell, I be in jus' for *that*."


  "As you know," Varru'Ke stood and walked to the door. "I am a representative only. But I will tell my father what I have seen. *All* that I have seen." She strode out the door.


  "We're motoring." Sister Christian, who was already philosophically inclined to join, spoke up from the corner.


  Umbrae smiled.


  And signaled his attendants to begin cleaning out the room.


  



  9 January 2024, 3:28 PM


  "Do you two have any idea who that was on the phone?" The Police Commissioner of New York, a small birdlike woman named Holly Millea, looked up from her seat at her desk at Captain Harris Wu and Detective John Kelly.


  "No, Ma'am." Wu, a man much better at playing the game than Kelly, spoke up.


  "That was, as per usual these days, the Mayor. Do you know what that pain in my lower regions is going on about?" She waited, but neither of them spoke. After a few seconds, she sighed and continued one with her rant. It was hard to work up a good head of steam with these two. "He was upset about Warden. Again."


  They still didn't say anything.


  "What is *with* you two? I've seen you breathing, so I know you're awake in there."


  "Commish, the fact is, as long as there are so many cops on the force who approve of Warden's actions, I've got zero chance of catching him," Kelly finally broke, the strain of holding it in too much for him.


  "Really." Commissioner Millea looked over at Wu. "And your feeling is?"


  "I'm a cop. If I get a chance to catch him, I'll catch him."


  "That doesn't answer my question."


  "Commish, I'm a human being. I owe the guy my life. The whole *city* might very well owe him, if not its life then something. I'd be lying if I said I don't sympathize with him, or approve of a lot of what he's doing." Wu looked over at Kelly. "I see John's POV, and the Mayor is technically correct when he says Warden is a vigilante and needs to be stopped. But there are *ways* of controlling him that aren't the same as setting up huge task forces and trying to trap him."


  "Oh, God Harry, not *this* again," Kelly groaned.


  "Detective, you can bitch about his idea *after* I've heard it. Go on, Captain."


  "Before the Turn, in the seventies and eighties, a lot of the city governments and PD's worked *with* the Paranormal vigilantes. Boston had Professor Shade, Salt Lake City with the Angleman, and New York had so many that we actually had the Paranormal Liaison Department, with a good ten cops working to keep some *thirty* Paranormals in line with the law. Smoke, Black Opal, The Darkling, Sproinger, Pain Miser...even with our situation being what it is, Paracrime in New York now equals what it was in 1989, when the population was eight times the size it is now. So I say, why not bring back the Liaison Department?"


  "This is the stupidest..."


  "Look, John, you've been chasing this guy for a whole year and gotten *nowhere*. I say, we make him a deal. Tell him that if he works with us, within our rules, we'll give him the backup he doesn't have now and cover his ass when things get dicey. That way, we've got our own Para to take on the 'gangers, one who's combat-savvy and proved himself over and over again. And we won't even have to *pay* him," Wu aimed that last bit directly across the desk.


  "I like that last part." Millea was sitting down, her feet up on some folders. "Of course, selling this to that overfed jackass downtown might not be so easy..."


  "Why bother?" Kelly spoke without thinking, his disdain overwhelming his common sense. "At least at first, you could always just *do* it and then if it works out, present it to the Mayor as a fait accompli."


  "That's a good idea!" Millea pounded her hand on the desk. "And since you've been dealing with him all along, *you're* the natural choice for this new department! Pick out some personnel and get to work on this...I want results in a few days, gentlemen. Hop to it!"


  As they walked out into the hall, Harris tried to avoid looking Kelly in the eye.


  "Uhm...if it helps out any, I really didn't think she'd go for it..."


  "Well, the damage is done. And since I need *personnel* for this insane idea of yours..."


  "You wouldn't."


  "I think you'd be surprised what I'd do, Harris." Kelly's smile wasn't even in the same region as his eyes. "So, now that we're the Liaison Department, exactly how do you suggest we go about Liaising?"


  



  11 January 2024, 4:02 PM


  Thomas climbed in the window of the apartment he shared with Jimmy Willot, exhausted by his day. It had taken him an hour to get out of the Malfeas apartment, and he'd had to promise *repeatedly* that he'd stop by and visit. It was an odd feeling to know, intellectually, that these people were his parents and yet not know them at all. And the desperate emotion practically *pouring* off of them made him feel itchy and afraid.


  He wasn't sure if he'd visit them again after the promised one.


  The apartment was empty, as he'd hoped it would be and sensed it was. Jimmy was off with Beth and Maddy, he could deduce from the smell of perfumes mingling in the air. The hum of the kitchen light was silent, and the hiss of the heat in the radiators also silent. He was alone.


  He walked into his room and undressed, leaving his jeans on. The cold in the room made his muscles tremble as he released his iron control of his body...it was the most exhausting part of being Warden, the constant maintenance of his accelerated reflexes and healing, the strain on his metabolic rate alone was enormous. Add in the bursts of superhuman strength necessary to make leaps like he was often called to, and there was a significant drain on him. Now, at least for a few moments, he could rest.


  He was asleep before he even came into contact with his bed.


  Several hours later, a loud ultrasonic tone woke him.


  It was in a range above that which even most *dogs* would respond to. Warden responded in Thomas before he even knew quite what it was he was doing, rolling to his feet with the hook sword in place, ready to strike. It was a few seconds before he realized he wasn't under attack.


  _I am more tired than I realized. Perhaps I should have rested more after Atlas._


  Another few seconds passed before he understood that the ultrasonic tone wasn't ebbing, but instead pulsating. The volume remained steady, but the pitch kept warbling up and down, not very much, just enough to increase the chances of reaching into a range specific only to a few creatures on Earth. Certain breeds of dogs and cats (and Warden could hear them as well, as they began barking and hissing) the Norwegian Rat (which, in the canyons of NYC, were skittering and chittering in an attempt to understand their current dilemma) and himself.


  Someone wanted Warden's attention.


  And they had it.


  He dressed hurriedly, throwing on a pair of workboots to protect his feet from the January night and a long-sleeved T-shirt from his workout outfit. His long black coat was in a pile on the far side of the room, and he didn't bother to get it for some reason, instead putting on the leather jacket Beth Willot had given him for Christmas. She was on his mind frequently as of late, and he was afraid to ask himself why, but he liked the idea of wearing something she'd given him. Because his main weapons wouldn't fit under it, Warden was forced to compromise, choosing instead a pair of tonfa that he'd also received for Christmas (from Jimmy) and strapping a tight black leather gauntlet with studs along the forearm and back of the fist he'd gotten from Madelyn Chin.


  For a second he smiled. How odd that for a day that supposedly celebrated the birth of a peacemaker, he'd gotten weapons from his best friends.


  Then he ran out of the room and jumped out the window, remembering to return and close it only afterwards.


  



  11 January 2024, 9:17 PM


  "I do *not* believe I'm standing on top of a precinct house with a siren *I can't hear* going full blast. I simply do not believe it." John Kelly looked daggers as Harris Wu kept fiddling with the old Air Raid siren he'd spent the day modifying. "You know, I could be at home with Andrea..."


  "I was always intending to ask you how that works. Doesn't it ever intimidate you that she's got that whole precognitive thing happening?"


  "She's not a precog...she just gets hunches."


  "Well, haven"t you ever been tempted to take a trip to Atlantic City with her and see what kind of hunches she gets?"


  "First off, she's way too ethical to *do* that, and second, it's a crime to use psychic powers to influence a game of chance in New Jersey." Kelly blew into his hands to warm them and looked out over the skyline of the city. "How much longer before he hears that, you think?"


  "That depends," the deep voice that came from behind them both made Kelly jerk in his overcoat, "on who you intend to hear it. I have been aware of it for an hour."


  Kelly and Wu turned and looked at the man standing on top of the staircase leading down into the Precinct House. No bandana, no tabi and no long coat, no giant sword or Indian punch dagger...but the face was obviously that of Thomas Malfeas, as was the voice.


  "A new look for you. Updating for the new year?"


  "I am not interested in being clever with you, Detective Kelly. Hello, Captain Wu. Could you please turn that off now? It is a very ugly sound, and you are stirring up the neighborhood rats."


  "Oh...uh, sure." Wu flipped it off.


  "Now. You wanted my attention, and I've surveyed the area, so I know this isn't a trap...or at least, if it is, it's a subtle one. Why?"


  "Well, it's simple." Kelly swallowed, not quite believing what he was about to say. "We want to offer you a deal."


  



  12 January 2024, 10:07 PM


  Umbrae sat at his desk and worked his papers, organizing his plans for the future. When all was done to his satisfaction, he sat up and looked them over.


  "Andrew? Could you come here a moment, please?"


  His chief lieutenant came into the room, a dark man of Sicilain descent. He was humming a tune lightly.


  "Yes, sir?"


  "Could you look these papers over?"


  "Of course, sir." Andrew did as he was bid, looking over each document in turn. As he did, Umbrae sat back in his chair with a self-satisfied smirk on his face. After ten minutes, Andrew looked at him with a stunned shock on his face.


  "You can do all of this?"


  "Oh, yes." Umbrae stood up. "By the way, the real Andrew couldn't possibly comprehend what's on those papers."


  "Really." Andrew straightened up. "How did you know?"


  "Well, you're obviously still Andrew physically...I ran a blood test yesterday. And you're quite good, whoever you are. It was the *humming* that first got me thinking. I'd heard rumors about that in Khadam."


  "So you did." 'Andrew' looked around. "I don't see any guards coming in here."


  "That's because there are none. I assume you must want something from me. Now, depending on what that something is, there may be room for discussion. If there isn't...I'm quite capable of killing Andrew, no matter *who* is in his body."


  "How do you know I won't do the same to you?"


  "It depends. I assume I'm strong-willed enough to resist you long enough to trigger the explosives I have secreted throughout this building. That being the case, you'll have lost a great deal without gaining anything*. Including Cockatrice." Umbrae smiled again, even more smug-looking.


  "You noticed my activities."


  "Not at first. I have to admit, you are *very* good. And I am not looking forward to dying when I've just barely started my ascent. So why don't we make that deal I mentioned? You tell me what you want, and from there, negotiations can begin. We can all be happy."


  "You don't know that."


  "True. But if you wanted the ice-witch dead...there have been opportunities. You want something else first. And I may be able to make that happen."


  



  13 January 2024, 10:29 PM


  "They offered you *what*, exactly?" Jimmy sat in the kitchen of Madelyn's apartment, where he, Beth and Maddie had stopped for coffee and where Warden had found them talking.


  "For now, very little. Mainly unofficial sanction. If I 'play by their rules' they will look the other way..."


  "*There's* an offer. They've mostly been doing that anyway!" Beth Willot spoke up from the corner of the room. "Besides, it's blatantly illegal..."


  "Beth, I don't think they *care*." Thomas dialed down the Warden aspect of his presentation, softening his voice and allowing his posture to slacken. "And they weren't lying to me, that much I'm sure of. Their pulses were rock steady, their minds unshielded."


  "Thomas, you can't be..."


  "Why not?" He shifted his posture so that his face was pointed at her. For a second that kept him from thinking entirely clearly, as a blast of scent from her scrambled what he was planning on saying, and the heat from her body landed on his skin and made him quiver. It took him a second to regain himself. "I might as well accept their aid to do what I'm going to do anyway."


  They all looked at him. After a few seconds, Maddie spoke up.


  "Could you two leave Thomas and me alone? I think I need a few words with him."


  After Beth and Jimmy left (during which the strangest feeling of lonliness crept over Thomas...he felt like he could actually feel her gaze sliding across his body, and felt like he liked the attention) Maddie sat there for a moment and looked out the window.


  "My family and I have a perspective on this kind of thing that Jimmy and Beth just aren't capable of, Thomas. By now, you've been doing without the Mentor for quite some time, haven't you?"


  "Yes." Thomas almost told Maddie what he read in Kelly's mind on that subject, the fact that Christine Simon was in MetaPsych custody. It had shaken him, and he wasn't sure they hadn't seen it. It had made his decision harder.


  "Why?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Why do it? You risk your life for little to no gain, no one thanks you, and every day you could end up dead. You don't have a group of specially-powered friends to aid you, no one to call if you get in over your head...even if you *take* the NYPD's deal, none of them can really come to your rescue. In fact, the reason they're making the offer is so that *you* can come to *their* rescue when things get dicey." He could trace the contours of her face from where he stood. "So why do it? Do you know?"


  "I..." He clicked his mouth shut with an audible effort.


  "I *do*. Have you ever heard of Black Opal?"


  "Yes." Tonight, in fact; he had been one of the last century's examples, someone Harris Wu had mentioned when making his pitch.


  "He was my grandfather. For two decades, from 1976 to 1998, he fought crime. He never had a support system either, except for my grandmother and my father. The NYPD offered him the same deal they're offering you...in fact, he was the first person they offered it to." She turned her face towards the wall. "He bitched about the unfairness of it, he railed that he deserved better, and then he took it. And he told me why, when I asked him about it...I was very young, six, when *that* happened and he died. Just before it all happened. Do you know what he told me?"


  "No."


  "You're being polite, then. Thank you. It makes for better storytelling when your audience doesn't read your mind." A thin smile cut across her face. "He looked down at me...he was in full costume...and said, 'If those of us who can do these things stand back and live as prudence and sensibility suggest...the only ones who ever acted would be the villains. And I can't allow that.' And then he kissed me on the head and walked out the door and died."


  "I..."


  "Please, Thomas, don't be sorry. I'm not telling you this to make you feel bad. In many ways, my grandfather was very lucky; he died before July. And he died doing what he thought was the right thing. When I was young, I was angry, but I'm not now. I don't know if you know why you do it yet, but until you decide to stop, I'll support you in it. I think the Black Opal would approve."


  He didn't say anything. But he almost smiled. And Madelyn took that as a sign.


  Afterwards, as Jimmy and Maddie cuddled near the fire, Beth found herself staring at Thomas, who was standing with his face out the window.


  You couldn't say he was staring at the stars...they were meaningless to him...but he was experiencing the city. In his way.


  Why was this so hard for her? Since she'd met Thomas her life had gone down paths she didn't understand. As it was, her loyalties had been stretched between her brother and his friend...and the Academy. What then?


  Was she going to permit this lunacy to continue any further?


  That was hard to say. It was made harder by Thomas's continued growth...as he became more and more of a man, rather than a newborn in a man's body, he became more of a problem. He had a sense of humor now, for instance; he tended to find comedy in the smallest aspects of life. Shaving in particular seemed to be one of the tasks that brought him to the verge of laughter, especially since he needed another person to come into the room and stare at him when he did it, so that he could look through their eyes. She still remembered the time he'd asked her to do it.


  It had taken two hours.


  She'd enjoyed them.


  That was the other problem. Lately, she and Thomas kept orbiting each other. She was taking off weekends and flying out to Manhattan to visit him. She'd bought him that jacket for Christmas hoping he'd wear it...and when he did, she felt a rush of triumph, as if it signified something. But what did she want it to signify?


  "Tom?"


  "Beth." He turned his head slightly, and she looked at his face. It had been a year since she'd met him...in that time, she'd long since gotten over the shock of seeing skin where one expected eyes. It was hardly a *gruesome* thing, just odd and disquieting. And the rest of him.... "I know you don't approve of what I'm doing. I'm sorry about that."


  "Really?" _Oh, that sounded smart, Beth._


  "Yes, of course. You and Jimmy have been there for me, and I appreciate it."


  "Oh."


  He cocked his head at that, listening to what she said, and how she said it.


  "I've offended you."


  "No, you haven't...not exactly that, anyway."


  "Well, I've said *something* wrong. I can hear that much."


  "I suppose you can. Which makes talking to you pretty hard sometimes, Tommy. Most people can't pull voice-stress analysis during a chat." She found herself looking past him at the sky, trying to get herself to make sense. "I'm sorry, Tom. I don't mean to be snappish. It isn't like I didn't expect you to keep up the good fight or anything. That's not even what's bothering me..."


  "You set my nerves on edge when I smell you."


  She stopped talking, caught off guard. He kept his face turned slightly on edge and continued, swallowing convulsively.


  "I can tell your heartbeat out of a hundred thousand. I know exactly what you smell like, and when I smell it I feel myself lose control of my heart-rate. You make me nervous. I have spent whole days afraid I would offend you and you would decide never to talk to me again. I have actually inhaled air where you have been so that I would know what you taste like." Another convulsive swallow. "In short, I have no idea what I am doing where you are concerned."


  "Wow."


  "I thought you should know. I am not sure why. But when you came over here, I finally noticed that *your* pulse rate shot up, and you began to sweat lightly...there is a smell coming from you that does not come from you when you talk to Jimmy...I let my hope convince me to..."


  She kissed him. It seemed to be the only way to get him to shut up and get on with it. At first he was awkward and stiff, not knowing what to do but wanting to do it, and then he began to learn how from her.


  Jimmy looked over from the fireplace.


  "I wondered how long it would take them to get to that."


  "How long did you figure?" Maddy smiled up at him.


  "The way they were dancing about it, a couple of years. But I'm glad I was wrong."


  Over at the window, they were coming up for air.


  "Wow." Thomas brushed her lips with his fingers. "I didn't know you were going to do that."


  "Me neither." She smiled. "I'm glad to see you can quick-learn more than just how to hit people, Tom."


  He didn't say anything to that. Instead, he just dropped his head and kissed her again. He wanted to keep practicing.


  



  29 January 2024 9:26 PM


  Jess Dumont never wanted to see Park Avenue again.


  She never wanted to talk with Hooks again, either.


  Now she was doing both, and was rather unhappy about it.


  "Look, I'm just looking for my sister. Help me out, Hooks."


  "And what's in it for me, Scry? You took off a long time ago now. Things are different in NYC. A whole new order, you might say, if you were so inclined. There are people who'd be very pissed with me for talking to you at all."


  "Who?" Jess was afraid of the answer.


  "Cockatrice, for one. She's risen high since you left...heard of the Snow Leopards? Her and Bathory control 'em. One of the toughest gangs in the city. She'd have my head for a snowcone if she thought I peached to you." Hooks snorted, his whole face looking remarkably like the head of a naked mole rat. "Not to mention that the Snakeaters ain't thrilled with you either."


  "Hooks, I don't remember you being so nasty. Maybe that was all the Jaz I was on, but you used to have a soul." J ess stared the beady-eyed Paragang informer down. "All I'm asking..."


  "Don't mean spit, Tezzik."


  The two of them turned in horror to see the crouched bodies of the Fifth Avenue Snakeaters surrounding them. The Paragang had seen better days, but there were still twelve angry looking members in a ring, led by Paul Marko, the shape-changer who'd assumed command after Mountain's death. The same Paul Marko who'd been left holding the bag when Scry'd decided to give up the Organlegger trade.


  "Hooks." Marko took an intermediary form combining elements of his human form with that of a Monitor Lizard. "Take off. Jess and I have words to share."


  The inforunner was ten steps down Park Ave before the word share was past Marko's scaly lips. The lizard-man turned his head to stare directly at Dumont.


  "Didn't see *this* coming, did you?"


  "Perhaps she did." The voice came from above, as it so often does. "And she decided she wanted to watch."


  The black coat unfurled as he dropped from the ledge thirty feet above them, landing directly in front of Dumont. An old 20th Century Police tonfa, made of black metal and longer than a forearm, was in his right hand. A steel-studded nunchaku was drawn back into the crook of his left arm.


  "Now, do you really want to dance with me, Marko?"


  "Yessssss." The tongue darted out as Marko began shifting more towards the lizard body, becoming a full-grown bull Komodo Dragon. The rest of the Snakeaters didn't bother to rush Warden...it was an old dance. The more you sent against him, the easier it was for him to make you hit your own boys.


  Warden smiled as Marko leapt forward. He whirled the nunchaku forward, smashing them down onto the reptile's snout. Bone shattered with the impact, and then the thin body of the man whirled up into the air, flipping over the monster lizard and allowing it to pile into the wall.


  Marko bellowed, lashed out with his tail. Warden blocked with the tonfa.


  Marko thrashed his snout to clear the fog from his eyes and snapped around at speeds most people would have a hard time reacting to. Warden wedged the tonfa into the lizard snout and twisted sharply to the right while amplifying the creature's sense of touch. The neck was forced to twist, the beast that was a man forced to roll over onto his back.


  Warden was on top of it, his foot pressing the head to the ground, and his now tonfa-less hand gripping the haft of a familiar sight to the Snakeaters...a hook sword. The razor-sharp handguard was pressed right up against Marko's neck.


  "Change back. And do it slow. Or bleed. Neck wounds can be quite messy."


  Marko did as he was told. As soon as he was human again, Warden dragged him to his feet.


  "I'm tired of doing this. The Snakeaters keep getting up, and I keep smashing you down. I think it's time to end it." Warden kept the hook sword pressed firmly to Marko's neck. "Where's Mountain? I'd think he'd have recovered from that stomping by now."


  "He dead." Kelli, one of the few women ever to run with the Snakeaters, spoke up from the dejected crowd.


  "Really." Warden would have blinked if he could have. "Marko here?"


  "What you think? Na. Mountain'd broken him in half. He just gimbled the zak when Mountain's meat showed up." Kelli stepped out from the gang, ignoring the stares she got from various Snakeaters. "New guy kakked him. Calls himself Rex."


  "Rex?" Warden 'looked' at Kelli. "Where is this Rex?"


  "Dunno. Only the tops knew. E'en Marko don' know."


  "Is that true, Lizard?" Warden shook him, at the same time opening himself to the surface thoughts of the shapeshifter. Marko stayed silent, but he thought the confirmation to Kelli's statement. "Well, that *is* interesting. Thank you, Marko. You all can go now. I'll find you later."


  With that, he kicked Marko in the ass and pulled the hook sword away from his throat, sending him sprawling onto the ground. The gang leader turned and snarled, but a smirk from Warden, accentuated with the hook sword turning lazy circles in the air, convinced Marko that the better part of valor was the correct response.


  As the Snakeaters departed, Warden waited to ensure they were far enough away that he could respond in time if they tried anything, and then turned to 'face' Jess Dumont, who was trying to inch away unnoticed.


  "Nice try. No dice, Dumont. Or should I call you 'Scry' again?"


  "Look...well, poor choice of words, but I'm not here for trouble."


  "Yes you are. But I did overhear your conversation with Hooks, so at least it's not the kind of trouble I routinely get in the way of." Warden bent down and picked up his tonfa, wiping the blood off of it onto a pile of rags near the alley wall. "Why don't you explain? I might be able to help you."


  She stood there for a moment, staring unbelievingly at him.


  "You? Help me?"


  "As long as you actually *are* just looking for your sister. Believe it or not. And besides, nobody *else* is offering you any assistance. You might as well take mine."


  



  29 January 2024 10:27 PM


  In a room in one of the more expensive hotels in New York, a woman in a wheelchair sat.


  Her legs were encased in a refridgeration unit. That's because they were made of solid ice. It was not easy smuggling herself out of the home her sister had placed her in, but it wasn't impossible, either. It was all a matter of knowing what strings to pull.


  She knew those strings better than anyone.


  For instance, at the moment she was pulling on several of them.


  Half-way across the world, one of her puppets was taking actions. Soon that puppet would appear, along with allies, and it would act.


  The actions were circumlocutory. She had nothing against the eyeless face per se. *But she would walk again*. It would happen. If it required the death of one man, or a dozen, or a hundred, or a thousand...it did not matter.


  All Rex knew was that the secret of Cockatrice's transformations was important to the mind controlling Andrew. Until she had what she wanted, that was all he *would* know. And, even though Umbrae knew that Andrew's mind was not his own, he had not removed the man. The usefulness of the newer, more intelligent Andrew hadn't been lost on him. So she maintained a puppet inside his organization, and she would make more.


  Until she had what she wanted.


  Then she would let hell itself loose upon the bitch that had turned her legs to ice.


  



  30 January 2024 4:43 PM


  It was a tiring day.


  Jess watched as Warden applied his own brand of 'persuasion' to the various members of various Paragangs he found. The Organlegger Barnes (once her main competition in the trade of sniffing out the Universal Donors) gave up that he'd heard some rumors about a high-tech freezing unit being stolen from Sister's of Mercy Hospital in Brooklyn, after Warden hung him from a rooftop by his neck for a few minutes while kicking his vertigo up several notches.


  From there, they moved on to Gimble, the freelance gadgeteer. If not for her hideous, insectoid appearance, she may have ended up as one of those famous gadget heroes, with her brilliant mind and intuitive knack for inventing. The best part about Gimble was that her Paranormal gift led to the development of advanced, but non-Supertech, devices, allowing them to be used by *anyone*. Warden didn't have it in him to threaten Gimble. Instead, in exchange for the information that an anonymous client had paid him a rather obscene sum to fit the freezing unit to a hover wheelchair, Warden deadened the agonizing pain the insect woman felt every day as her shell peeled.


  Then Warden tried the old-fashioned way, dropping in on Dr. Jacky's Boys of Pain at their Greenwich Village hideout.


  They weren't there.


  Warden began to feel uneasy.


  They ended up at a small chinese restaurant a block from the dojo.


  "So...what now?" Jess picked at her noodles.


  "Apparently, whoever your sister is involved with is powerful. Perhaps this Rex person. I need to go higher up."


  "How much higher up?"


  "Well, I can't *find* Dr. Jacky...which is odd, I've never had a hard time finding him before...so that leaves the Snow Leopards, the Onyx Eye Tong, the Cyber-Nostra, or perhaps Satan's Eyes, if they're still around." Warden sipped his tea and considered. "The Rust Brothers are too new and haven't gotten enough of a footing to be worth it. I think the Cyber-Nostra are the best bet. They're the ones hurting the most after the warehouse explosion."


  "I heard about that. Even saw some of Times Square on the vids." Jess looked about the restaurant. "Aren't you afraid you're getting too much attention?"


  "Attention?" He put his tea down. "No. I hadn't even considered it. What difference does that make?"


  "Well, now people know you're real and all...makes you more of a target." She fell silent, feeling somewhat awkward. "Uhm, I kinda feel odd talking about this with you considering who I used to be and all...you should ignore me."


  "No. I shouldn't." He looked disturbed...it was hard to tell, with him having no eyes and all, but the look was there in the set of his jaw. "I never thought about the situation of them hunting for me...." He stood up suddenly. "You should go back to your hotel."


  "Hey, what about..."


  "I will continue to look for your sister. But I can move faster without you than I can with you. Your time is best spent using your abilities to attempt gaining some kind of clue as to her whereabouts."


  She looked at him for a few seconds, wishing he had eyes so she could attempt to stare him down. That wasn't going to happen.


  "All right. You'll let me know if you find her?"


  "No, I'll keep it from you just to be cruel. Of course I'll tell you. It's *your* sister."


  



  30 January 2024 6:12 PM


  "Warden's been all over the city." Rex Umbrae put down the phone and turned to 'Andrew.' "He's been asking about some crippled woman."


  "Has he?" Andrew kept his voice deliberately neutral.


  "Yes. I don't know why, exactly, and it isn't really important. What *is* important is that we can move on him. Are your 'friends' in place?"


  "Yes."


  "Good. Have them waiting at this address." Umbrae slid a piece of paper across the desk. "Tell them that the Boys of Pain will be waiting for them, and will act as they direct."


  'Andrew' picked up the paper.


  "And then I get what I want?"


  "Absolutely."


  



  30 January 2024 8:29 PM


  Warden was outside the Cyber-Nostra hangout near the old Brookyln South Fire House...which had been transformed into a fountain of fire by Loge, the Norse Fire Spirit, and now was gone from this world...when he began to notice odd things.


  Smells, for one. Warden's memory for smells was amazing...it had to be. Being unable to see the details of a person's appearance, all he had to judge people was their smell and the sound of their voice. As a result, he'd gotten quite good at remembering such details. The smells that were bothering him now were painfully familiar...he'd smelled them not five hours before, when he'd dropped in on the Boys of Pain hideout.


  What would the Boys of Pain be doing in a Cyber-Nostra neighborhood?


  Then there was sound.


  Or, more honestly, the lack of it. Brooklyn was a sparsely-populated Italian ethnic neighborhood on its way up again...it should have been reasonably quiet, as most of the people who live there were not interested in crime or trouble, merely in living quiet lives.


  What it should not have been was hushed.


  Warden knew something was going on...but, being Warden, did not let that keep him from the Cyber-Nostra hangout.


  After a few minutes, spent mostly scanning the inside of the place with every sense he had, he slid inside via a roof access that was obviously intended as a last-ditch escape hatch. The inside of the place, an old Sports Network store that was quite empty now, was hollow and cavernous to his echolocation.


  He descended slowly. This didn't make any sense at all. First the Boys of Pain, then the Cyber-Nostra...where was everybody?


  Then there was an odd *twisting* sensation, as his senses distorted on him and a strange, nauseated feeling of vertigo fell in on him...space itself was falling in on him...what the hell was that?


  He was now *not* alone. Instead, the Boys of Pain, the Cyber-Nostra, and three new people were all in the warehouse with him. One of those people was standing with the metal of the catwalk dividing her body in half, and the sound was passing through that body a lot more than it should have been. One of the entirely new people, who was possessed of one of the most *irritating* voices Warden had ever heard, cackled down at him.


  "Dude, you are *so* busted!"


  Then the floor somehow turned very slippery, and despite Warden's coordination being what it was, he slipped.


  That was the cue for the Boys of Pain to rush him.


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Things get worse. A lot, lot worse. Oh, they get so worse. It isn't really even worth thinking about just how worse things are gonna get. We're talking really, really bad. Ouch. Get some bactine on that vigilante. A lot, lot worse.


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


  WRITER'S NOTES: Or, how I learned to stop worrying and steal titles from old novels.


  Here we are. Issue number ten. The big time. El Grande Momento. Double-digits, even. Kinda hard to believe I started this thing back in 1994, isn't it? Ah, my carefree college days. When I was as lonely, alienated and depressed as I am now, just better at it. Anyway, this is the beginning of the second story arc in Warden...the big, bouncing, universe-involving Year Two, a blatant rip-off of every single noir street-level superhero comic I can think of, original only in the sheer width and breadth of my poaching. I'll be praying that the cross-pollenisation alone will be massive enough to create something original, because otherwise I'm screwed.


  Anyway, the next few issues (I refuse to say how many, because I don't *know* how many...Frank Miller would likely do it in six, but I ain't Frank) will be the story of Warden's assimilation into New York, and his own taking in of his new life. Expect lots of violence to come, but I couldn't resist giving the guy a break after last issue. Okay, so it was a *small* break. It was a break.


  Editor's Notes:


  Just a side note on something I tried to work into dialogue (but it sat there like a dead carp). While NYC had load of paranormal and even normal vigilantes, it had almost no supernormals on the level of ASH or EUROPA. This is, in part, why the city was so popular with the Norse gods during the Godmarket...no one powerful enough to really get in the way until the Aesir were entrenched.


  UPDATE: This version of the issue has been modified slightly from what was originally posted and placed on the web. A continuity problem came to my attention, and the simplest solution was to extend the events of this issue over several weeks.


  Also, in editing this issue, I originally "corrected" something that wasn't an error. The Yeats quote at the top includes the openquote but not the closequote, as Badger later pointed out to me.


  ISSUE NUMBER 11: TORN


  Part two of Warden: Year Two (Adult content, language and situations - Please be advised.)



  [COVER: Warden is lying on a pile of garbage overflowing from adumpster, obviously beaten within an inch of his life. Standingaround the rim are an obviously grinning, leering Conflicto, animpassive Labryinthe and a violently agitated Burnout. Alsosurrounding the scene are a horde of Paragangers, all celebratingthe defeat of Warden.]


  



  
    The destruction that brings an eagle from heaven is better


    than mercy. *Robinson Jeffers, FIRE ON THE HILLS

  


  



  30 January 2024 8:45 PM


  Warden had been in a lot of fights. But he'd never been mauled before. Unless you count Raoul, and that had been an actual mauling, with teeth and everything. This was more of a figurative one. It would have even been interesting, if they weren't killing him.


  Every time Warden tried to use his superior physical abilities, he found that he couldn't get to his feet. The floor would just....slide out from under him. And his hand slipped whenever he tried to get a grip on his weapons.


  A foot slammed into his gut.


  A club came down on his left leg.


  A chain lashed across his neck.


  Something, Warden had no idea what, drew blood from his lip.


  "Ooh! That *had* to hurt!" Above the fracas, watching on a catwalk, were three members of the Conclave of Super-Villains; Warden managed to filch that information from the mind of the loud, annoying one, who though of himself as Conflicto even though his name was Eugene Kwan. The other two, the annoying man thought of as Burnout and Labyrinthe...who was thinking about a woman...his sister? It was hard to focus....


  As another foot slammed into the side of Warden's head, he finally realized something important.


  The annoying man was doing this to him.


  One of the larger Paragangers crushed Warden's left hand. It would have been incredibly painful.


  Save that he was no longer capable of feeling anything.


  After another few minutes, the crowd of gangers and cyborged enforcers got tired of beating on an unmoving body.


  "Hey...uh...I think he's dead."


  "Really." Burnout landed on the floor. "Clear a path. Or we'll clear it *for* you."


  The gangers did as they were told. Not that the ghostly body of Lana Smith couldn't get past them...but the raging mind of Tyra Dumont inside that body wanted them to show her deference. They did so. Before these three had shown up, nobody had so much as laid a *hand* on Warden in over a year...now, he seemed quite dead. That made them bad-asses.


  Well, that and the fact that they'd killed a few of the more hesitant- to-cooperate members of the Cyber-Nostra hierarchy upon arrival. That helped.


  Burnout put her ear *into* Warden's chest and listened for two minutes, while Labryinthe and Conflicto descended via the French-Canadien's space- warping abilities. Time in the warehouse slowed to a crawl.


  After two minutes, Burnout raised her head.


  "He's dead. Conflicto, did you get that on tape?"


  "You know it, shady lady!" Laughing, the slight man held up a portable vid unit. "All dead and pretty for the camera."


  "Keep it rolling. You," Burnout pointed to one of the gangers. "Check him yourself. I want plenty of witnesses."


  



  30 January 2024 10:12 PM


  Rex Umbrae looked up from the small vid-screen on his desk, with an expression of slight disappointment on his face.


  "Well?" 'Andrew' looked over at him. "As we agreed...the death of Warden."


  "Yes." Umbrae turned the player over in his hands. "How...sad. I was hoping for more from him. More of a challenge. Still, a deal is a deal, and I've spoken to the seven witnesses you collected for me."


  "So, you'll do as I asked?"


  "Oh, yes. By now, the first steps have been taken." Umbrae stood and walked to look out the window; his private offices, located near the top of the World Building's Spire, had a great view of the city. "She'll be in position by tomorrow morning."


  "Excellent." 'Andrew' walked to the door. "Unless there was anything else?"


  "No, not at all." Umbrae watched as his lieutenant, now somehow the tool of a third party, walked out the door. "Save that I dearly hope that this 'Warden' is as capable at coming back from a confirmed demise as I am."


  



  30 January 2024 10:15 PM


  The Consolidated Iron Works, built early in the twenty-first century to take advantage of New York's position as a major port with tons of recyclable metal just lying around, had ten huge smoke-stacks that constantly vented black, dirty plumes into the air from the enormous forges below. It was a hideous mess that even Combine regulation seemed helpless to stop.


  The air over #7 shimmered at the exact moment that 'Andrew' walked out the door of Umbrae's office, and Warden's carcass fell in.


  Then, two seconds later, Warden's hook sword came arcing out of the smokestack and caught on the edge. It lurched, scraped cement, and then bit hard onto the very lip of the tube.


  Three seconds after that, pulling himself up the nylon cord he'd tied to the handle of his sword by his unbroken arm, Warden dragged himself out of the smokestack. His bandana had fallen off of his face during the warehouse beating and was even now probably being touted about by some minor ganger as a trophy. Tales of his death were no doubt circling the city.


  Warden bared his teeth. It was not a smile; there wasn't a trace of humor in it. He'd spent a year getting a reputation in this city. In less than five minutes, he'd lost almost all of that ground.


  It was not going to stay that way.


  Sitting on the lip of the smokestack, purposefully pointing his head away from the edge and breathing as much clean air as he could get, he twisted his mangled arm into shape, ignoring the crunching and popping of the bones. Then, once the arm was back into line, he concentrated on it.


  The hideous color faded. The bones knitted. After sixty seconds, the arm was whole again, responding as ordered while Warden flexed and contracted it, testing the muscles and bones. It hurt. It would probably hurt much, much more had he allowed it to. Luckily for Warden, one of the compensations of his strange condition was a nigh-absolute control over his bodily processes. Healing, breathing, reflexes, even heart-rate and involuntary systems.


  They thought he was dead.


  Warden got a good sonar echo of the ladder leading down the side of the smokestack, and began stumbling down the side of the enormous grey-black cylinder ten rungs at a time.


  Hours later, his whole world rimmed with pain, he managed to reach the side of Madalyne Chin's Grocery Store. He could smell his own blood, from a wound on his arm that had re-opened, all the way down the brick wall. He was so beaten up he'd actually had to hide from both the Rust Brothers *and* the Ginch.


  He staggered into the door, praying that she was home. He didn't think he could make it to his apartment, and if he passed out here he was dead. There was no way around that. His good arm beat feebly on the door.


  "Who the hell..." Madalyne opened the door warily, cradling a shotgun in her hands, and despite herself actually gasped when she saw the form huddled against the alley wall. "*Thomas*?"


  "Barely." He moaned, and then passed out.


  



  31 January 2024 9:17 AM


  The pandemonium was just getting *started* by nine in the AM.


  Dumpster fires, flipped cars, and demolished real estate all said one thing quite clearly if you were of a mind to hear it; Leave Wall Street. Hell, leave *Manhattan* if you could get out.


  The entire borough was having a Warden Free Zone party. The telling and re-telling of Warden's death was already passing into the realm of urban myth. The fact that it had happened in *Brooklyn* didn't change things much. Brooklyn was no-man's land; the Paragangs held Manhattan and Staten Island. So it was Manhattan that found itself convulsing at the news.


  In the streets, the Rust Brothers played at an impromptu block party, and the streets convulsed to their music, if that was the kind of thing you called it.


  Bathory stood in the window of an old bakery that the Snow Leopards had converted into a fortress and Jaz-house and looked down on the chaos.


  "Hmm."


  "Something wrong, kittykat?" Cockatrice entered the room, naked and sweating lightly from her work-out. "You look pensive."


  "Pensive?" Bathory arched herself, bathing her fur-clad body in sunlight, quite insulated against the winter chill. "You've been watching your old movies again?"


  "I don't have to watch them *again*. I can remember a word just fine from one viewing. Besides, I like them. Especially the '70's. _Midnight Cowboy_ or _Mean Streets_." Cockatrice was even more at home in the cold than Bathory. She sat down in a rather expensive divan and began tracing frost-circles in the air with her finger.


  "You never heard the word *pensive* in those films."


  "True enough." The ice-witch cocked her head and smiled, letting her glacier-white hair cascade down her neck. "Why are you standing all the way over there? I'm in a celebratory mood."


  "I'm not." Bathory got dressed. "I don't know why, but something's *bothering* me. I don't trust Umbrae, and I don't trust the reports of Warden's death. Something...I don't like it."


  "You're just mad because *we* didn't kill him." Cockatrice stood up as well. "Well, toss me my shirt and jacket, would you? I'm going to go make the rounds at the Stock Exchange party. If these idiots are going to party all day..."


  "We might as well make some money." Bathory held up the clothing in one wickedly-clawed hand. "When you come back, I'll try to be in a better mood."


  "You do that." Cockatrice dressed efficently, then smiled. "Relax a little, would you? With ol' No eyes dead, it's smooth sailing for us."


  She turned and headed out the door. Bathory watched her leave, the smile fading from her feline features as soon as her partner left. She turned and stared out the window, watching the party continue to spiral out of control.


  "I don't trust it. I just *don't*. Be careful, Trish."


  



  31 January 2024 11:02 AM


  Tom woke up.


  Waking up was always strange for him. He always had a strange sense he was *missing* something at first. Unlike sighted people, all of his senses were on while he slept, and unlike normal blind people, they provided him with a pretty good idea of who was in the room, where they were in relation to the room, and what the *room's* layout was. So, oftentimes, his dreams took on strange elements from the environments he slept in.


  The dreams he'd had this time were very, very odd. There was an enormous Joy Buzzer, easily the size of a baseball diamond. There was a Wooly Mammoth. And there was a long stretch Duesenberg Silver J.


  Now that he was awake, he could tell that the Joy Buzzer, the Wooly Mammoth, and the Duesenberg were really a flat disk hanging from the ceiling, an animal carcass of some kind stuffed in the corner...and a Deusenberg. It was on blocks under a tarp with the engine treated for long storage. There were lots and lots of display cases around the room...at least Tom *thought* they were display cases, they were about six and a half feet tall each, with glass fronts...and a bank of machinery to his right was beeping and pinging in time with his heart rate and breathing.


  And he could smell Maddie. She was looking at one of the devices to his left, and her lips were curled downward. There were many, many ripples on the flesh of her forehead.


  "Where am I?"


  "Tom!" She turned to face him. "You look better. How do you feel?"


  "Like a bullet in the head." He tried to stand, but couldn't, as acute trembling began spreading through his whole body. He gave up and fell back into bed. "How long have I been out?"


  "Not long enough. A few hours. Your body is absolutely *drained*, Tom. It took all you had to heal you enough that you could get here and pass out. And you've got a badly mangled arm...it looks like it was broken recently and isn't done healing yet...a concussion, sprung ribs, deep hematoma all over." She smiled wanly. "I had to take you down here to get you the attention you needed."


  "Which would be where? And is there an elephant carcass in here?"


  "Wooly Mammoth, actually. This is the Black Opal's mothballed Sanctuary." A hint of pride crept into Maddie's voice. "Located some three hundred meters below the Grocery Store."


  "You have a fully stocked hospital in your basement*?"


  "Not exactly. It *was* fully stocked in 1997, but by now almost all of the drugs are gone, and the machines are all out of date. Still, it was the best place for me to make sure you were okay. *Are* you?"


  "No. I nearly died. They beat me. Worse, everyone *saw* them beat me."


  "The news is all over the streets. People are scared, Tommy."


  "They should be." He was frustrated with himself, and with the situation. "Haven't you heard? The Warden is dead."


  



  31 January 2024 11:12 AM


  "He ain't dead." Barnes spoke up from his corner of the Retro Rogue, the newest Paragang-chic hangout in the city. It was within spitting distance of the Threnody, right in the heart of Soho. "I don't get that lucky."


  "Look, all I know is what I hear, and I'm hearing that he's dead." Hook sucked down another Vogue-Ghoul Susy and peered across the table at the third person in their little party. The place was practically deserted, what with most of the 'gangers out enjoying the 'wake.' "What about you, Gimble? Heard anything?"


  "If I did, I wouldn't tell you." The woman...if you could call her that at all, which was in doubt...reached out with a feeler and lifted another ball of fecal matter off of the plate in front of her. "Because I don't have to."


  "You tell him, Gimble!" Barnes hooted, and Hooks frowned. Of everyone in New York, the tinkerer of the black market *would* be the one who'd be immune to his strange ability to wheedle info out of people. The fact that she was a human-sized beetle probably helped her with that. "Besides, is it such a good thing if he did kakk it?"


  "Are you nuts?" Hooks looked around nervously. "If anyone heard you say that..."


  "He's right." Gimble munched on another ball. "I'd be out of work in a few minutes."


  "You could always make weapons..."


  "I don't do weapons for *anyone*, Hooks. *Ever*." She rotated one of her black, beady eyes and dropped her horn menacingly. "No matter what. There's enough pain without me adding to it."


  "I didn't know you were a sophist." Barnes took another swing of his drink, then looked up. "Hey, I *read*. Enough to know that Warden ain't dead, that's for sure."


  "You willing to bet on that?"


  "How much?" Barnes opened his wallet. "Gimble, you want in on this?"


  "Sure." She made a gesture that might have indicated amusement. "Put me down for two hundred that he's not. I like optimism."


  



  31 January 2024 11:31 AM


  The NYSE.


  A huge fire in the center of the floor.


  Screeching Paragangers riding motorcycles, stolen horses from *somewhere*, and even a 1968 Camaro all about the inside of the building.


  It made Times Square look like a carnival...the squeaky clean state fair type. *Everyone* was there. The Snakeaters. The Onyx Eye Brotherhood Association. The New York Macoute. There were Rust Brothers and Cyber-Nostra enforcers eyeing each other but making no hostile moves, the burning eyeball insignia of Satan's Eyes could be seen next to the Crossed Switchblades that meant the Razors. There were kegs and three makeshift bars, and several clumps of Jaz-heads or Sim-slotters getting off in their special ways.


  Cockatrice found it...charming. She'd made more money for the Snow Leopards in ten minutes then they had all *month*. She smiled, giving a few of the lower echelons a thrill of fear as she walked past them. After all, she was the woman who could turn you to ice.


  On her way out the doors, she smiled and waved to a few Rust Brothers who'd been goggling their eyes at her. Then she began walking down the large stairs, flanked by Juan Pushe and Niall Pi, her old lieutenants from her days as a solo operator in the Cyanide Blues. She had to admit...the partnership with Bathory had really worked out.


  In lots of ways.


  "Excuse me?" A male voice with a noticeable accent...she couldn't tell if it was French or not...spoke from the column to the left. "Are you leaving so soon?"


  "Hey, matey, grap the urge t'addie the lady..." Niall didn't get any further. Instead, he began choking as the spit in his mouth and the mucous in his throat suddenly attained the consistency of tar. Niall's 'jump' teleport ability depended upon total concentration.


  "Muer Negger!" Pushe yelled. "Supernorm, all about..."


  A ghostly woman came *out* of the stairs. Her face was contorted...she looked like a picture Cockatrice had seen once in one of her Twen-Cen vids, from a performance of _Medea_. She reached a hand out...there was something in the hand...and placed it into Pushe's head, then removed it.


  There was a broken slot-deck, about the size of a wallet, somehow solidified into the area between Pushe's eyes. He died gurgling, his brain cut in half.


  Cockatrice tried to freeze the ghost, but the power just passed right through her. She turned very, very slowly, her face now torn between rage and glee, lines shifting back and forth on the skin.


  "Not as much fun for you when *you're* the helpless one and *I'm* the one with all the power, is it?"


  "'Ain a clue what yer flipping bout, Tizzik," Cockatrice snarled, lapsing back into the street patois she'd spent the past year trying to unlearn. "Ain a care, nevvir."


  "You will." She kept coming, walking right through two more blasts that transformed part of a decorative column and the ground into solid ice. Niall fell at Cockatrice's side, slowly strangling on his own phlegm, which by now was only slightly less rigid than quick-pour concrete. Nitro would have been required to clear his throat.


  Cockatrice looked around for whoever was killing Niall.


  That was a mistake.


  Spatial relationships began to twist and shudder around her. Niall was a mile away. Juan's corpse was above her. The street was a step from her side, and the door was under her feet. She tried to get a bearing, and then the ghost was upon her.


  A foot slammed into her stomach, knocking the air out of her lungs. Despite looking frail, the ghost had a remarkably solid kick.


  Cockatrice lost consciousness after the second blow to the head.


  Burnout looked down at her. Labyrinthe, who'd folded space so that he and Conflicto had been directly above their targets the whole time, stepped out from behind one of the pillars.


  "We *have* her."


  "Conflicto," Labyrinthe spoke up. "Is it neccessary for you to asphyxiate this one?" He nudged a nearly blue Niall Pi with his foot.


  "Nah. But it's *fun*."


  "Merde. Well, madame, we have your target. What now?"


  "We take her to our office inside. And we *break* her."
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  Jess Dumont looked out the window of her motel.


  The cops were giving up on Manhattan. The gangs had been in full riot mode for a whole day now, and no sign of Warden. The rumor was he was dead.


  Jess hadn't gotten any sign of that. That didn't mean he *wasn't* dead, merely that she didn't know if he was or not. It seemed possible. Her motel room had a good view of the Brooklyn Bridge, and with her powers she could clairvoyantly watch the Holland Tunnel and Verazanno-Narrows.


  There were checkpoints on every single one of them.


  Armed ones. Each of New York's rare Anchors was stationed on one of them. This wasn't the same old same old anymore.


  No one wanted to take the next step, though. The city didn't want to *admit* it was about to give up. The people (there were a few hundred thousand people on Manhattan island) couldn't just up and leave, and the gangs didn't really want them to. If the people left, then who would they dominate? What would be the point of running New York if it was empty?


  And it wasn't like anyone had anyplace to *go*.


  Jess had spent the past day scanning the area, trying to pick up some clue as to her sister's whereabouts, but it wasn't happening. Something in the mood of the city was *ugly* and it was jamming her quite effectively on that score. Sometimes, she actually thought she could feel someone out there *laughing* at her.


  "Tyra. Why did you come back here?"


  Jess walked away from the window and tried to figure out what to do next. She didn't see the red eyes on the wall outside the window watching her.


  But they were there.


  Hidden by slowly fading shadows, but there.
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  Tom Malfeas was feeling slightly less like reheated dog food that morning. He was running through a series of martial arts kata he'd learned from various opponents, trying to get the cramps out of his still-healing muscles, when he heard the pneumatic elevator lift descend into the Opal's Lair.


  He could smell them, but he pretended not to.


  Warden leapt into the air, split his legs and kicked two dummies hung twenty feet above his head, then grabbed the line of cord above himself and spun twice on it, building momentum. When he released the cord, he arced to the wall and descended it in a series of controlled falls, kicking off and catching wall and kicking off again until he hit the floor and grunted in pain as his ribs squealed in protest.


  On the floor, he was Tom again.


  "Still not looking yourself, dude." Jimmy Willot's voice rang off of the walls and display cases, giving Tom a near-perfect sonar 'picture' of the setting; himself in the center of the room, near the elaborate 'gym' the Black Opal himself had once used to train for his endless crusade against crime. Jimmy and Beth Willot near the lift, their postures indicating concern and exasperation, with luggage on the lift itself, where Maddie Chin waited. Her posture gave nothing away.


  "Maggie told you where I was?"


  "I made her." Beth walked over to him. "After I heard the rumor that you were dead and cut class to fly out here. Did it maybe occur to you that that might upset me a little?" Her tone was inflection-free, almost as if she'd given up the effort as futile but was going through the motions. For form's sake. He thought he might understand that.


  "Yes."


  "But you didn't even try to contact us. Let us know you were okay."


  "I wasn't. In fact, I still am not."


  "*Don't* pull that 'impassive' shit with me, Tom." Beth stepped even closer, getting in his face. "Maddie says they nearly beat you to death."


  "She's right. I had to stop my heart or they would have."


  "Jesus. Jesus." Beth looked away. "I can't do this. I can't stay here and *watch* this anymore, Tom."


  "I know." He smiled sadly. "And I can't leave with you."


  "Why not?" Jimmy spoke up. "Tom, *nobody cares*. The cops are getting ready to just admit defeat. The Combine doesn't want to admit it screwed up. Those STRAFE people are making *deals* with the gangs! Why do *you* have to get yourself killed to fight something you can't *beat*?!"


  Tom smiled faintly.


  "Because I want to."


  They all looked at him, even Maddie, with something akin to disbelief.


  "You don't know what it's like, Jimmy. I'm the only free man left in this whole city." He held up a hand as they each tried to answer. "Don't bother. I know what you'll say, and you aren't wrong. But it doesn't matter."


  "What? Tommy, please..." Jimmy was on the verge of tears. "Just *give it up*. There's a whole world out there."


  "My world is here. Someone has to stay, Jimmy. For no other reason than to spit in the face of it." He walked to Jimmy, put his hand on the older man's shoulder. "Go on. Do the sane thing and get the hell out of here. And don't look back."


  They didn't say anything else. Jimmy wiped his face on his hand, turned away, and got back on the lift. Beth walked over to Tom.


  "I guess this is goodbye."


  "I guess." He frowned. "I'm sorry that I can't be what I should be for you. Take care of Jimmy for me."


  "I will. You take care of yourself, Tom." She wanted to say a lot more, but they both knew it wasn't going to work. She was leaving. He was staying. It was over. She got on the lift.


  "Thomas." Maddie spoke up from the lift. "I made you a whole rack of supplies. It's the one without glass on it. There's canned food and water down here...it should last five years under full Hazmat conditions, if my grandfather's journals are right."


  "Thank you, Maddie."


  "I could stay..."


  "That'd be insane, Maddie. Get out of town, already."


  The lift rose. Tom 'watched' it leave.


  When it was out of sight, he began to strip down, checking himself for serious injury or bleeding. It seemed more or less under control now. Then he walked to the rack Maddie'd pointed out to him.


  First the pants. Traditional blue jeans, nothing fancy.


  Black bandana tied over the head, hiding the face.


  Long-sleeved black t-shirt.


  Cestus on the left hand. The joints were snug, and it didn't impair his grip, which had been his biggest concern. The spikes reflected sound nicely, and tapered to wickedly sharp points. And on the knuckle, a special refinement of Maddie Chin's...a hundred yards of micro-line cable attached to a bio-mimetic winch that rested on the forearm.


  Long black coat. This one was a little different...instead of a trenchcoat, it was a black duster with a leather cape-hood over the shoulders. Inside, the coat was lined with lightweight armor of a type the Black Opal himself had invented. It was bullet- and fire-resistant. It wasn't thick enough to actually protect him, but that was okay. It was a nice coat, and at least he wouldn't have to *replace* it all the time. He'd gone through ten trenchcoats last year.


  Hook sword in back sheath over the duster.


  Iron nunchaku in left inside pocket.


  Seven chinese throwing coins in right inside pocket.


  Steel tonfa police baton in sheath on right hip.


  He reached down and picked up the newest Katar. He couldn't see the shine, but the weight was superbly balanced, the edge keen. The handle was steel. This wasn't a decorative weapon. There was no beauty to it, just precision.


  He walked to the lift and called it back down.


  It was time to go to work.
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  "Harris, turn the thing off."


  "John...let him have till noon." Harris Wu stood underneath a slate grey darkening sky, as snow prepared to drop down on New York, and looked off of the roof of One Police Plaza at the city.


  "Noon? Hell, why not give him till Judgement Day?" John Kelly, the other officer dragged into the NYPD's newborn Liason Department, stared at the siren that made sounds so high-pitched he couldn't hear them. "I mean, while we've only got the bloody gangers going psycho telling everyone who'll listen that he's dead and you want us to stand on this rooftop for another forty-five minutes and wait for him?"


  "I don't believe he's dead." Harris turned around. "Look, I have to admit it...I like the guy. He didn't let that statue kill him, so I don't think some jumped up Paragangers could pull it off."


  "Then where's he been for the past two days?" John walked up to the siren and turned it off with his foot. "Harris, I'm not glad about this, but *he's dead*. Why don't you come with me out to Ellis Island? If the rumors I've been hearing are true, we can ask *them* for help."


  "John...look, if you want to go, go. I'm going to give him till noon."


  "All right. I'll see you later." Kelly's craggy face bent into a frown, and he turned and walked away, heading towards the roof access door. Wu reached out with his right foot and kicked the siren back on again.


  "Come on, kid...don't be dead. C'mon..."


  "Could you *please* turn that off?" Wu jumped at sound of the gravel scraping voice that came from the ledge beneath the rooftop. "It's really very annoying."


  As Wu complied, Warden leapt up from the side of the building. Wu could see that he was favoring the left side of his body, and the lower half of his face was bruised a deep blotchy purple.


  "What..."


  "There's no time for you to be outraged at me. I would have come sooner if I could have...they nearly *did* kill me. There's a new power in town, and he has allies. Dangerous ones." Warden said nothing else.


  "The three members of the CSV. We've been trying to find them ever since they jumped Cockatrice..."


  "They did *what*?" Warden's expression didn't change, but his voice went up an octave. "That's...that actually makes sense. First me, when I'm looking for Dumont, and then her...."


  "What are you talking about?"


  "Never mind. Wu, your people are spread out too thinly. I think I can find the CSV and maybe put an end to this before it gets any worse, but I have to do it my way. I need a favor from you."


  "What?"


  "I need you to pull your men away from Fifth Avenue."


  "Pull my men *away*? It's already almost total chaos there! If I pull my men out now...." Even as he objected, the logic suggested itself. "You know where they are?"


  "Yes, I think I do. If not, I know someone who can help me find them."


  "And it isn't Fifth Ave. So you want to divert the 'gangers?" Wu smiled. "All right, I guess I can do that. What are *you* going to do?"


  "Improvise." He stepped to the roof's edge. "And thank you. For the diversion, and...." He went quiet. "You know."


  Then he was gone. Wu looked over the rim of the rooftop, but Warden was nowhere to be seen.


  "Don't get all mushy on me, man."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  Warden vs. the CSV vs. Bathory vs. Umbrae vs. Warden! Jess Dumont finds her sister! Strange alliances are formed, and when the smoke clears, New York will never be the same again.
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  "Tell me where she is!"


  Jessa Dumont could feel the blood trailing down her face from the scratches the woman currently holding her by the throat had left. Strangely, all of her fear had faded away, now that she was certain that she was about to die.


  "I don't know." The growing cold outside the shattered window pushed into Dumont's motel room, and the dark grey sky grew darker by the second. Winter was far from over...and the smoke from fires all over the city only made things worse. "I don't even care. I didn't come to town for her."


  "Bullshit." Bathory snarled. The three half-feral forms she'd brought with her on her hunt prowled around the room. "You hated her. It had to be you..."


  "Let go of her." Everyone was caught off guard, then Bathory was somehow flying across the room and slamming hard into the wall.


  Jessa hated the damsel in distress bit, especially since she'd done it twice this week. However, it seemed to be something she was forced into in New York.


  Warden was between her shuddering, kneeling body and Bathory's creatures, while the cat-woman pulled herself back to her feet and shook her head. How he'd *gotten* in-between them without anyone seeing or hearing him...well, that was what he did, after all.


  "Warden. Not dead after all." Bathory's voice was somewhere between a snarl and a purr. "I should have guessed *you'd* be behind this. Where's Cockatrice?"


  "We don't have her." He stood his ground and waited for one of the hissing once-human things on the floor to rush him, spinning his Katar in a lazy circle with his right hand and holding his left hand out. "In fact, I had no idea she was missing till the police told me."


  "And I believe you because..."


  "Because I'd be perfectly willing to kill your pets if I didn't think we could help each other out." Warden reached behind him with his left hand and pulled Jessa to her feet. "Jessa's sister, one of Cockatrice's victims, is somewhere in New York, probably being held against her will. When I went looking for her, I was attacked and nearly killed." He stepped a bit closer to Bathory, being careful to keep out of the range of the claws and teeth of her 'pets.' "By the same people that kidnapped Cockatrice...the Conclave of Super Villains. Your erstwhile allies."


  Bathory looked hard at Warden, not sure if he knew about the Weregild or if he simply meant that they were all criminals. If he was telling the truth....


  "Why would the CSV take her sister *and* Cockatrice?"


  "I'm not entirely sure." Warden looked thoughtful. "It could be that they need a guinea pig for some cure they've developed and then they intend to make use of Cockatrice somehow. Whatever it is they want, they have both of them, I'm sure of that much. They wouldn't have attacked me if they didn't."


  "So what now?" Jessa spoke from behind Warden. "I've already had one run-in with the CSV...I'd appreciate not having another."


  "Well, I need *you* to help me with my own powers. Together, we may be able to find the CSV...or more specifically, one of them. The one who I think might be sympathetic to our cause, based on the brief contact I made with his thoughts. Bathory...well, we can waste our energies fighting each other, or...."


  The smile was rather disturbing.


  "I always *knew* you and I would end up close, Warden." Bathory snapped her fingers, and her people backed away. "Good hunting, then. For your sake, you better hope I don't find them first."


  Ten minutes later, Jessa walked through the front door of an abandoned Dojo.


  "Where are we?"


  "It was my home for a while." Warden didn't bother to turn on the light...Jess figured it probably didn't even occur to him. "Now, it's a safe place to operate out of for a while without letting you see my secrets."


  "Still don't trust me, huh?"


  "More than I trust *her*." Warden turned away from Jessa and walked towards a spiral staircase near the far wall away from the window. "Are you hungry?"


  "No. So what is it you expect to do?"


  "We need to find your sister and Cockatrice, but they could be *anywhere*. Even outside the city. We don't have time to waste hunting the CSV...every minute that passes is a minute that New York doesn't have." He stripped out of his jacket and sat down lotus style in the center of the room. "Come over here and put your hands on my temples."


  "What's this for?" She sat behind him and did as he said.


  "I'm going to turn my senses up as far as they'll go...basing my actions on the assumption that the CSV wouldn't leave town just yet. Now, when I do this, I'm going to lose the ability to think."


  "You are."


  "Yes. So I need you to link our minds. I'll be nothing more than a sensory machine, and you'll be using me to find our target. Then, when we've found him, you jolt me back into a state of awareness, and I'll take it from there."


  "You *are* crazy. And yes, I do want my sister back, so you don't have to ask." Jessa closed her eyes and tried not to think about how dangerous this was. If Warden lost himself totally, he could drag her down *with* him.... "Ready when you are."


  She made the link.


  Neither Jessa nor Warden were MetaPsych trained. A MetaPsych telepath knows the paradigms that make for easier contact between minds, knows the techniques that allow for a safety zone between the seperate identities of the people involved. Neither of them knew a single one of these.


  The linkage between their minds took its cue from the minds involved. It was like whitewater rafting without a raft. Jessa's life experiences slammed about inside the emptiness that was Warden's mind, because it was even scarier than she'd expected.


  He was losing himself in it. In the sounds of a flock of birds above the Twin Trade towers, the smells of a car fire on 42nd Street, the feel of wind rushing through the trees in the sheep meadow...the harbor, Park Avenue, Dag Hammarskjold Plaza...the more he could sense, the less there was of him to sense it. Even Jessa, with her inexperience, could tell that he was on the verge of lapsing back into the coma he'd spent most of his life in, and she was on the verge of screaming at the thought of going there with him.


  He could hear ants building hills in the park. He could smell the ozone on exposed wiring in tenements near the Columbia University shells. He actually could feel the mineral salts in his bones vibrating when radio waves passed through him.


  Satan's Eyes were being stomped on by the Rust Brothers, who'd decided to take over the action over in Tribeca...Soho was empty, the residents waiting in their homes for someone to restore order...Madison Square Garden was silent as a tomb...Wall Street was a non-stop street party, with sweaty young Paragangers standing on the steps of the NYSE like guard dogs....


  Why would they be doing that?


  Jessa forced Warden's senses to probe the building. It smelled like old fires not quite extinguished yet, used condoms and sex, stale beer, the acidic tang of Jaz...but it was empty now. Why was it...voices, upper floors...


  "...mad, bad, and *dangerous* to know! We are *gods*!"


  "Of course we are, Eugene. *Mais non*."


  There he was. Funny to remember the first time they'd met...their link was long dead, of course, or she'd have found him without Warden's help.


  Now the only problem was getting free of Warden's mind before the both of them stopped existing.


  Jessa fell back on the old classics.


  --WAKE UP!--


  They both fell down, he pitching forward and rolling to his feet while she flopped to the ground, sweating, panting, exhausted and glad to be disconnected from that endless flow of sensory information.


  He swiveled his head about the dojo for a few seconds, cocking his ears about and standing stock still. Then he shook himself, walked over and reached down his hand. She got up on her own.


  "No offense, but just once I'd like to get to my feet on my own around you."


  "Suit yourself." He looked like he was wincing. It was hard to tell. "So, did I find him?"


  "Wall Street. The Old New York Stock Exchange, from before it moved out to Long Island." She dusted off her backside. "He isn't alone; they've turned the place into a fortress. Paragangers from all over the city acting as security. I didn't get a chance to tell if my sister was there or not."


  "All right, then." Warden stepped towards the door. "Are you coming?"


  She considered it. It wasn't that she was a coward...but she knew her limitations, and one of them was that it took her a lot of concentration to use her powers. She wasn't much good once the shit hit the fan. But it was her sister....


  "I guess so. But I'm not going *in* there."


  "Good. I have enough to do without guarding you, too."
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  There are many ways to find someone in a city as big as New York.


  "Talk to me, Hooks."


  Bathory held the squirming inforunner up against the wall while her 'pets' prowled about the alley, some climbing up onto the wall while others kept an eye on the traffic.


  "Can't peach...Rex'd kill me..."


  "*Rex* has something to do with this?" Bathory's manner went from teasingly light to cold, savage rage. "How so, little flea?"


  Hooks went a lovely coral shade. He'd been using his power to ferret out information during one of the Cyber-Nostra's 'services' in St. Timothy's Church when Sister Christian had just mentioned in passing to one of her hatchet-men that she'd hacked Umbrae's computer system.


  "Dinno. I just heard Sister Christian say it. Maybe she was lying..."


  "What. Did. She. Say?" Each word was accompanied by a violent shaking. "I *will* kill you, Hooks. Come to think of it, you *do* resemble a shaved rat...are you boys hungry?" She looked over her shoulder at the rumbling bodies of her chosen servants.


  "She buzzited the World Building. Said up'nall was encrypted, Pranir glacial-like, but she had the 'price for life' and got some tidings. Said Rex traded Cockatrice to the boys'n'grrl who whacked Warden."


  "He's not dead." Bathory bit her tongue, but it was too late. Hooks's power worked on you whether or not you wanted to spill the beans, really: she imagined that Sister Christian probably wondered why she'd explained a simple datarun to a subordinate that morning. "So Rex arranged the whole thing?"


  "According to her. *Please* don't tell him I told you!"


  She threw Hooks aside like a sack of garbage and considered what he'd said. Right now was a *really* bad time to attack the World Building. She was down to just her pets...half of the Snow Leopards had defected when Cockatrice vanished, and those that didn't were entirely too screwed up from an entire day's worth of partying, fighting *other* Paragangs, or getting arrested.


  It looked like she was going to need Warden's help after all, and maybe a bit more long term than she'd thought. That was okay. She'd always thought he'd make a fine pet.


  She turned and stalked out of the alleyway, leaving Hooks in a suitable nest of filth.
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  "We can go all night."


  Cockatrice didn't respond, mainly because she *couldn't*. Air hissed out of her burning lungs, and her hair hung in sweaty ropes down into her face.


  "I really don't mind keeping this up all night." The voice was Lana Smith's, the woman currently known as Burnout. The words were not. The former Academy student, single mother, and possessed servant to another woman was railing against her actions. Ordinarily, she might have been able to throw off the reins that had held her in thrall so long. Her son was free, safe from harm, and Lana wanted nothing more than to be free as well. "I enjoy making you suffer."


  But when it came to Cockatrice, the mind driving Lana Smith had a will of iron and a hate like a neutron bomb. She reached out and traced the edges of the Paragang leader's face with a ghostly hand while her breath drifted visibly away.


  Cockatrice's hands and feet were encased in a very clever kind of restraint...solid ice cuffs nearly three feet thick. The room was at 20 degrees Fahrenheit, so the cuffs stayed very solid...and Cockatrice couldn't use her powers on them because they already *were* ice. It was simple but effective.


  "I mean, if you're enjoying this too, I can keep doing it." Lana Smith's hand reached inside Cockatrice's body as easily as it would have a pool of water. Once inside, the fingertips only solidified inside the woman's left lung and brushed the lining, causing her to thrash about wildly in pain. "For a very long time."


  "...kill...you...Bathory..." Cockatrice's eyes flickered to the woman in the elaborate hoverchair, but she was motionless.


  "Your associate?" Burnout removed her hand and smiled. "She won't find you. The Snow Leopards don't have many friends in New York...I suppose that's a natural consequence of being on top...and it hasn't been hard finding people to betray you. No one will tell her anything. So...shall we continue?"


  Lana Smith's hand reached over to a silver tray on a table near the suspended restraints. It chose a black device the size of her palm.


  "Have you ever wondered what direct application of a taser weapon to someone's brainstem would feel like?"


  Outside the room, Labyrinthe and Conflicto stood on the rail and looked down into what was arguably once the most powerful room in the world.


  "I gotta hand it to the frosty...she's got pain tolerances I can't believe." Conflicto listened attentively to another scream. "How long before she breaks, ya think?"


  "Too long." Labyrinthe scowled. He found the whole situation intolerable. He'd only allowed himself to be dragged along on this fools errand because he'd heard rumors that his sister had been sighted in New York briefly. He'd been unable to find anyone who could confirm that for him, however, and a great deal of his time was being spent playing taxicab for the other two on their various errands. "I need a change of scenery, I think."


  "Hey, me too! Maybe we could go check Ellis Island out. I've always wanted to see where the huddled masses first huddled..."


  "I meant alone, Eugene."


  "Well, fine then, your majesty." Conflicto smirked. "Cuz there's a whole city out there that prays to me when they sleep, pallio." Labyrinthe watched him stalk off in a mocking parody of Labyrinthe's own usual measured pace.


  "Amateurs and maniacs. Surrounding me." Labyrinthe shifted positions and appeared on the roof of the old Guggenheim Museum. "I'm here, as you requested."


  "You picked the location." Labyrinthe turned to see Warden sitting on top of the rooftop access door.


  "You wanted the meeting. Why shouldn't I just..."


  "Let's skip the threats. I couldn't read the woman's mind, but you and Kwan were quite accessible, at least on a surface level. You don't really want to be here, and I don't really want to have to go through you, assuming I even can."


  "Which doesn't tell me why I should care."


  "You're looking for your sister." Warden gestured, and a thin, ascetic woman in old Paragang leathers came out from behind the rooftop doorway. "So is she. Jess Dumont, this is the man who goes by the name Labyrinthe."


  "Hello, Yvan." Jess smiled faintly. "You look different."


  They looked at each other for a while. Finally, Labyrinthe sighed.


  "All right. Suppose I help you. What do I get out of it?"


  "I'll help you to find *your* sister if you help Jess and I find hers, and Jess will do likewise. They used to call her Scry, back in the day, and she's quite good at that sort of thing. As you know." Warden dropped down onto the roof. "Do we have a deal?"


  "Maybe." Labyrinthe looked around. "Are you sure we aren't being watched?"


  "Quite."


  "They can't know I helped you."


  "All the help I need is the answers to my questions and for *you* to be occupied when I act upon them."


  "Her sister is in the office with Burnout. I don't know why. They've got some weird kind of friendship or relationship that I don't understand."


  "That makes sense." Jessa replied. "They were neighbors in the clinic. I suppose I should have thought of that."


  "She doesn't say anything, just sits there like she's in a coma. Burnout does all the talking. It was Burnout who *insisted* we go after Cockatrice. She wants to make her fix Dumont's legs and then kill her. She's been quite obsessed about it." Labyrinthe folded his arms across his chest. "They're in the NYSE building, top floor, past the observation deck."


  Warden considered this.


  --Well, if they're going to fix my sister's *legs*, I don't want to screw that up...-- Jessa thought at him.


  ++This 'Burnout' woman is dangerously unstable. Who knows what she'll do? And that's assuming Cockatrice both *can* reverse the freezing process and *will* reverse it. A big risk to take with your sister's life. Besides, there's more at stake here than her...there's a whole city to think about. Not to mention Bathory...who won't hesitate to kill anyone who gets between her and Cockatrice.++ Warden frowned. ++Including your sister. I should have taken the bitch out when I saw her.++


  "Well?" Labyrinthe uncrossed his arms. "Good enough?"


  "Yes." Warden answered. "If I were you, I'd find someplace else to be for the next few hours."


  "Well, I hear that the Guggenheim's still very nice inside, and I'd think I'd be able to beat the security with ease," Labyrinthe smirked. "Remember, when I come to you, you *owe* me."


  He vanished. Warden 'looked' at the city and said nothing, and Jessa felt herself grow more and more anxious.


  "Well?"


  "Well what?"


  "What do we do now?"


  "Well, 'we' don't do anything. It's getting too messy to bring you along. 'You' should get someplace safe as quickly as possible. Call this phone number." He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled a card out. "Ask for Captain Wu."


  "Harry Wu?"


  "That's him. You know him?"


  "He busted me a few times." She grimaced. "Are you *sure* I should call him?"


  "Hell, I'm not even sure there's any writing on that card." Warden smiled softly. "But it's worth a shot. Tell him everything we know."


  "What are you going to do?"


  "Whittle down the opposition."
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  Conflicto wasn't the poster boy for self-control normally.


  And it wasn't a normal day.


  Everywhere he went on all of Wall Street, he was *the man*. Kids his own age would stop and cheer him or get out of his way, depending on what they thought his mood was. He'd even stopped at once point and kissed Paul Marko's girl full on the lips right in front of the reptile, and he'd done nothing but stand there are take it with a big phony smile on his scaly lips.


  People offered him drink after drink, sat there in real or pretend rapture as he told stories of the raid on Haven, laughed at his jokes, and in general treated him the way he'd always expected them to but which they never had before.


  He decided to go into one of the abandoned buildings that the gangs had already partied their way through and relieve himself.


  _It's a great day to be alive._ He unzipped his fly, and then he went blind.


  "I agree with you." The voice seemed to be coming from a speaker the size of God's big toe. "Although you may not think so very much longer."


  Conflicto lashed out with his power in the direction he thought he'd heard the voice coming from, but without being able to even visualize his target, it was hard to tell if anything would happen if he *had* been sure of the direction.


  Then his whole chest exploded in pain.


  His vision cleared up. He was still in the wreck of a once-prosperous trading company, but now he was on his knees.


  There was the crosswise handle to a rather odd-looking sword coming out of his ribcage, and he could feet the blade poking out of the back of his shirt.


  Frantically, he tried to pull the blade out, but even though he could use his powers to make it loose in the wound, the pain was beyond excrutiating. He didn't think he'd ever hurt so badly in his entire life.


  Then he heard the footsteps, and before he could react, a pale hand tore the blade out of his chest in one fluid move.


  He screamed.


  "Does that hurt?" Warden extended his foot and kicked him over onto his back. "You can try and do something to me...and bleed to death...or you can keep the blood from seeping out of your chest...and be completely at my mercy. Which will it be, Kwan?"


  "Son of a *bitch*!" Conflicto was already making his choice, the choice Warden knew he'd make: he increased the viscosity of his own blood. It wasn't easy, because Warden made *sure* that he felt every sweaty, miserable second of effort it took him.


  "That's what I thought. The next time you decide to get cute with me, remember that all I would have had to do is aim six inches in any direction and you'd be missing one of several possible major organs. Goodnight."


  The tonfa blow to the head knocked him out cold.
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  Bathory stood in the midst of chaos and scowled. No one went near her.


  She was counting who *wasn't* at the party.


  Gifford and Gibson Rust. Despite their recent arrival, the giant Rust Brothers had made a name for themselves as mix-masters and also handy thugs, if you liked your cyborgs on the cheap.


  Supernaut. If you liked your cyborgs on the upscale. Sister Christian was thirty-five yards to Bathory's left, conversing with the melted-out remains of a Financial Data Portal, but her enormous Pranir-designed killing machine was nowhere to be seen, and neither were The Rangers, his lieutenants.


  Mephis. The Onyx Eye were around in *force*, still smarting from their recent loss to the Snakeaters and trying to re-establish their credibility... but where was their firebug? He was about as likely to miss a party as he was to suddenly grow a conscience.


  Practically all the Snakeaters. For no reason would they miss a chance to make the scene...hell, Marko was a sybarite if ever there was one...but there was no sign of *any* of the big boys. She saw Barnes at one point, hiding in plain sight, as it were, but that was it.


  Bathory marched past Dr. Jacky, who gave her a lecherous grin she ignored, and headed right for her favorite chew toy. Barnes saw her coming and yelped, then ran as fast as he could, trying to put distance between them...and ran directly into Embeth Alloun, one of Cockatrice's oldest allies and a chief member of the Snow Leopards. Alloun saw Bathory coming and grabbed Barnes with one buzzing hand.


  "Warrant a blasted head, Barnesy? The Lady wants a word."


  Bathory smiled at Alloun.


  "What are you doing now?"


  "Jus' gabbin. Why, y'need me?"


  "Yes. Do me a favor...convince Barnes here to tell me where Cockatrice is being held." Alloun's eyebrows shot up. "Oh, you didn't know? It seems our new 'leader' traded Warden's death for Cockatrice's life."


  "Well." Alloun lifted Barnes off of the ground, the large muscles in her arms bulging, and began to vibrate him at teeth-rattling frequency. "Tym's sake, Barnesy, if you don't want me to buzz you into little pieces...I'd get to gabbing."


  He talked.


  As Bathory knew he would.
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  The Rust Brothers were as excited as they ever got.


  That wasn't all that excited. Once, they'd been normal Paragangers... well, not *normal*, but typical...until they'd got it into their heads that they should become cyborgs. No one was quite sure *why* they'd decided this. Or why anyone else had decided to follow their lead when joining their gang, for that matter. But, with the bullheaded never say die spirit that was their trademark...well, that and their rusting, slapdash cybermods...they went out and found themselves the best illegal doctors they could and got it done. In the words of Gimble, the New York Street-fixer who'd done most of the work, 'Christ, that ain't pretty.' And she would know, because *she* ain't either.


  In fact, she's a humanoid Rhinocerous Beetle, but that's another story.


  Now the Rust Brothers saw a chance for the big time. Granted, they *were* just guarding the outside doors to the Stock Exchange, but it was a start.


  Gifford wore his 'My name is Don' shirt with pride. Gibson wouldn't wear his shirt, though. Currently, they were arguing about it.


  "You need to process the update kit."


  "I'm fine without the upgrade. I don't scan the intention...and the kid was a jerk anyway. Conflicto. What a stupid nomenclature." If Gibson could have made a snort, he would have. Instead, he rotated his throat mike. "He threatened to increase the friction in my disk drive."


  "You need to on-line your sense of humor." Gifford's voice was equally as modulated and processed as Gibson's. Both of them were mish-mashes of recycled parts, harvested from dozens of sources...some of it looked more like old stereo components than cyberware. Some of it *was*. "You should be excited to be Rob."


  "Who *is* Rob, anyway?"


  Caught up in the argument, the two of them didn't see a man in a long duster walking up the stairs. They didn't see him reach up behind his back and pull a hook sword from its sheath. They didn't see him draw a katar from the inside of the coat.


  "Excuse me."


  They were startled. Each turned his head to look down at the person speaking.


  Warden flipped up and over them, landing behind them on the stairs, right next to the door. He slashed out with the hook sword and caught Gifford's foot, pulling it out from under him and sending the top-heavy cyborg crashing down the stairs.


  "Hello, Gibson." Warden blocked an enormous metal-plated fist with the katar and reached out with his senses. Most of Gibson was heavily sound reflective and smelled of ozone and petroleum, but there was a gap between the plates of his pectoral armor....


  "You're dead." Gibson brought down his left hand like a piledriver, but Warden wasn't standing there when it came down.


  "Not yet. Try again."


  Gifford had finally reached the bottom of the stairs and was getting to his feet...Warden was flipping backwards, catching a support pillar with his feet, and then bouncing back at Gibson's chest, foot extended...and as Gifford began running up the stairs, Warden slammed into the gap on Gibson's chest.


  The impact sent *Gibson* rolling down the stairs...directly into Gifford. The two of them tangled up and clattered down in a pile. Warden didn't expect it to keep them down forever...just long enough to get inside. Which he did.


  The door slid on squealing hinges, and Warden went inside, ignoring the crudely-spraypainted quote from Paradise Lost on the top, because he couldn't see it.


  The inside smelled of gasoline fires and vomit. Warden could also detect traces of drugs he'd never smelled before...new Pranir-made designer drugs or possibly homegrown, it was hard to tell...and something else.


  He could smell a lizard.


  At this point, someone teleported a live grenade two feet from Warden's side. He slashed out with the hook sword and batted it out the open doors, not even moving from his stance. He looked briefly through Gibson's eyes...getting a headache from the bad interface between his meat and that robot left eye...and saw the grenade land directly in Gifford's path as the two of them charged up the stairs again. Warden stopped looking as it went off.


  Snakeaters.


  The roar of motorcycles. The sound made him wince, and the vibrations along the walls threw off his sound-picture, but he locked in on their minds. They leapt over the smoldering firepit and charged him. There were four of them...Sarah Kimball, one of Mountain's old favorites, not as popular with Marko...Tristan Mann, the teleporter who'd sent the grenade, more than likely...and Hekyll and Jeckyll, the clone-slaves of Manson Haight, who could duplicate himself once a day.


  Warden jumped at the lead bike. Dodging would make him a target for Mann. He grabbed the handlebars and flipped over Kimball, slashing out with the katar as he went by, tearing a hole in the gas tank and dousing her and the machine. Then they were past him and Mann attempted to teleport Warden's hook sword away.


  It worked.


  Warden aimed the Cestus at Mann and pressed the second knuckle on the index finger with his thumb. The grapple fired and embedded the barbs in his shoulder, and then Warden simply *yanked*. Mann was torn through the air and slid to a stop at Warden's feet, which then snap-kicked into his head and knocked him unconscious.


  Warden reached out to pick up the hook sword, and then felt a small dot on his skin getting slightly warmer. Why...


  Clutching the sword, he rolled away as tracer ammo chewed up the stone where he'd been, and began walking the fire after him.


  Supernaut jumped down from the gallery, the micro-cannon in his left arm still spitting tracers at Warden. Mann took seventeen of them where he lay and died, but Supernaut didn't care. He wasn't interested in much of anything but doing Sister Christian's bidding, and she told him to kill anyone who intruded. She *didn't* tell him not to kill his supposed 'allies.' This might have been an oversight on her part.


  The three remaining Snakeaters on bikes weren't happy with Supernaut, of course. Marko and his people on the catwalk weren't happy with The Rangers, Supernaut's Cyber-Nostra friends.


  "Your chrome just slagged one of mine, sneak-snack." Marko hissed at one of the Rangers...since they all went for that androgynous android look, it was hard to tell which one he was yelling at.


  "Acceptable losses. Warden needs to die."


  "According to *you* he was already dead, Tizzik." Marko looked around at his men, then over towards Mephis, the Onyx Eye ganger who'd been sent to protect their interests. "Does that seem odd t'you?"


  "I can't hear you. My soul still mourns the loss of my beloved park." Mephis smiled, referring to a recent action by the Snakeaters. "Besides, I think I'll take a shot at Warden myself."


  Warden couldn't get out of the way in time as Supernaut switched from tracers to glazer rounds. Six bullets thudded into his ribs, and even though they didn't penetrate the coat, the impact slammed him against the wall and knocked the air out of his lungs explosively. He damped down the pain, but his head felt hollow and made of glass.


  Supernaut popped a chainsaw from his right arm and walked over to Warden. The blade bucked and kicked, spinning so fast that the entire metal body of the Cyber-Nostra killer began to vibrate.


  "Kiss it goodbye, geklover...." The vibrations increased. Supernaut felt his leg servos begin to lock up. The chainsaw began to dance around like a bucksaw, and Supernaut felt the first stirrings of panic. "What... you can't..."


  "Nope. He can't." Embeth Alloun shouted from the old board, where she and Bathory, and the 'pets,' had snuck in while Warden and the Snakeaters were making so much noise. "But *I* can. Buh-bye."


  With a whine like a swarm of bees trapped in a tin can blasted over an expensive PA system, Supernaut's chainsaw arm sheared away from his body. Bathory and her 'pets' leapt off of the board and landed in the middle of the Snakeaters/Cyber-Nostra standoff, slashing and tearing.


  Warden took the opportunity to move while everyone was occupied somewhere else. He couldn't win a fight like this, and that was beside the point, anyway. He was here for something else...his ribs ached with every move, but he couldn't afford to divert himself towards shutting down the pain.


  He slipped up the catwalk. On the floor below, the Snakeaters were attacking Supernaut, Heckyll and Jeckyll actually riding their bikes *into* him. On the catwalk, Marko and Bathory were slashing at each other like the beasts they really were, while Alloun and the 'pets' were fighting the Rangers. It would have been clear sailing, if not for one thing.


  Mephis was standing in the way of the door Warden needed to pass through, tiny animated snakes and worms made of fire dancing on his exposed skin like burning tattoos. He smiled, and flames danced out of his mouth.


  "Looks like it's just you and..."


  Warden was in motion. If Mephis wanted to waste time being clever, he'd pay for it. He slammed his katar blade-flat into Mephis's head, then snapped off a side-kick that he boosted as high as he could, turning the Onyx-Eye Paraganger into a battering ram that smashed through the door and into the room.


  Which was very, very cold. Mephis shuddered, his flames spreading to try and warm him...Warden didn't care. Instead, he drove a knee Muay-Thai style into Mephis's abdomen while scanning the room. It was large, almost sixty feet by sixty feet, with a spiderweb-crack lined window made from something that smelled like polymer...and in the center of the room were three women. One was sitting in a metal chair that covered her legs, one was standing there looking at them with sound waves passing mostly through her, and one was in an elaborate system of restraints that refracted sound in a particular way. Ice restraints.


  A hand edge-on into Mephis's throat, and then Warden grabbed his wrist and twisted in a Combat Akido move, sending the pyrotic hurtling into Cockatrice's restraints. He cracked his head on them and passed out, and the flames playing along his body melted the right side down into steam.


  "No." The ghostly woman didn't scream, didn't even raise her voice... the sheer rage in her words made them sound quiet and heavy. "No no no no no...I'll *kill* you for that."


  "You already tried that, remember?" Warden wasn't quite sure what to do now. He'd been hoping that Cockatrice would have already turned Tyra Dumont's legs back to flesh by the time he arrived. That wasn't the case. He cocked his head and listened to Dumont's ebbing pulse-rate. "What have you done to Dumont?"


  "You idiot." Burnout barked a laugh. "You haven't a clue. Why do you even *care*? What is it to you?"


  "Her sister asked me to find her." Warden circled away from the door on the off chance that Cockatrice somehow regained consciousness...her heart- rate was so erratic he thought it more likely that she'd die first...when he heard a loud roar followed up by a bellow.


  And a screaming, spitting Bathory came crashing into the room, wrapped in feral combat with a hideous fusion of a man and a monitor lizard. They were followed by Supernaut, Embeth Alloun, Bathory's pets and the Cyber-Nostra Rangers. Warden moved, rolling out of the way, as Marko slapped Bathory with his tail so hard that several of her ribs dislocated.


  Bathory went flying across the room, straight through Burnout, and smashed into the wheelchair containing Tyra Dumont. The two of them slid across the room and piled into the window, which exploded outward even as Warden leapt for them.


  The wheelchair, with its artificial environment system, went out the window just as Warden locked his hands around the arm. It was heavy, but not *too* heavy...he braced himself and tried to drag her back up...his ribcage began to buckle...Dumont's eyes finally opened, and Warden counted himself exceptionally lucky in that moment that he was blind and had no idea what kind of stare she was giving him...and Supernaut pounced on him, breaking the two fractured ribs the bullets had given him and sending all three of them out the window.


  They free-fell. Warden kicked free of the cyborg and dove, pointing his arms straight back and tried to close the gap between himself and Tyra. With his left hand, he fired the grapple from the cestus, using sonar to aim it. It caught the lip of the framework around the ruined window, and then he stopped paying attention and reached out to grab Tyra's chair with his right hand.


  He clutched the arm-rest with one hand just as he ran out of cable and the grapple went taut. Warden *howled* as the weight of the chair on one side and the pull of the line on the other yanked his broken ribs *and* his still-healing arm, but he held on. They dangled a hundred feet above the ground, swaying in the wind, as Warden tried to pull them both up.


  There was a noise like a gong as Supernaut landed in the street. Several of the 'gangers had to scramble to get out of his way, and the noise nearly 'blinded' Warden.


  "Stop...trying..." Dumont's voice came in a whisper. Warden swiveled his head down to look at her, and finally 'saw' why it was pointless.


  Her ice legs had shattered in the initial impact, and were now falling in chunks to the ground below them. Dumont was bleeding from the abdomen, where they'd separated from her torso. She'd be dead before she hit the ground if he let go.


  "No..." Warden felt sick. "I was going to *save* you."


  "It was a pretty good try, anyway." Dumont's face twisted up in a feral grin. "So I won't...." Then her heart stopped, and she died.


  Warden hung there for a moment and then, swearing at himself and at everyone else, let go of the chair.


  It tumbled end over end and hit the ground. He listened as it fell. Then he let the grapple fall out of the frame and dropped onto the side of the building, letting the air wash over him, feeling his broken ribs poking into his side when he breathed.


  _So much for good intentions._ He could still hear the fighting up above him, but it was meaningless to him now. He had to do something much harder than fight yet another in the endless parade of Paragangers...he had to go and tell Jess Dumont that he'd let her sister die.


  He smashed the window and climbed into the building.
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  The broad shoulders in the expensively-tailored suit rolled as Mary Carson walked into the office. He was looking out the window at the city as snow began to fall, the fires dying down, the gangs too exhausted by fighting among each other or against Warden to keep acting up.


  "Sir? Mister Umbrae?"


  "Yes, Mary." His voice seemed to vibrate the windows slightly. "What is it?"


  "I thought you should know...Andrew's missing."


  "I suspected he might be. And Warden?"


  "He was last seen leaving the fight at the NYSE. Apparently the police credit him with stopping the gangs...once they knew he was still alive, the party mood died down, and with the CSV out of town...." She trailed off. "The whole situation's a mess. No one trusts anyone, no one knows who is in charge."


  "They will." Umbrae smiled. "I *knew* he'd beat death somehow."


  "Sir?"


  "That will be all for now, Mary." As she left, Umbrae's slight smile became a grin, and he stared into his reflection. "Now, it's time to remove those who would have been too powerful before."


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


  NEXT ISSUE:


  The Gangs are at each other's throats, Umbrae is pulling the strings, and Warden has to decide if he wants to be a vigilante or a hero.


  Also, be on the lookout for STRAFE #6, which takes place during the past two issues of Warden, and STRAFE #7, which happens directly after this one.


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