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5:00 A M

The trees were noving, though there was no w nd.

He did not know how | ong he had been wal ki ng, or how he had gotten to this

pl ace, but he was here, alone, and he was afraid. It was night, a night |onger
and darker than any he had ever known. Moonlight painted the | andscape in shades
of black and gray, but the nobon was obscenely swollen, the color of rotting
flesh. He | ooked up at it once, and for one awful noment it seemed to pul se. He
knew he must not | ook again. Watever he did, he nust not | ook again.

He wal ked. On and on he wal ked. The gray, thin grass seened to clutch at his
bare feet with every step, to slide greasy tendrils between his toes. And the
trees noved. Wndl ess, they noved. Long cruel branches, barren of any |eaves,
withed and twi sted as he passed, and whi spered secrets he did not want to know.
If he stopped for only a monent, he would hear themclearly, he would
understand. And then, surely, he would go nad. He wal ked.

Beneat h t hat sickly-sweet noonlight, things that did not bear thinking of woke
and stirred. Vast |leathery wi ngs beat against the air, filling the night with
the snell of corruption. Gaunt spider shapes, |eprous and rotten, slipped

bet ween the trees just out of sight, their legs rustling softly as they noved,
never seen but never far behind him Once a |l ong | ow noan shuddered across the

| andscape, growi ng | ouder and |ouder until even the trees grew still and silent
and afraid.

And then, when the feeling of dread was so thick he thought he m ght choke on
it, he saw the subway ki osk up ahead.

It stood in the mddle of the forest, bathed in that awful noonlight, but he
knew it bel onged, somehow. He began to run. He seenmed to be noving very slowy,
as if each stride took an eon. Slowy the nmouth of the kiosk grew. The steps
descending into the dark,. the worn railing, the famliar signs; they called him
hone.

Finally he reached the top of the stairs, just when he felt he could run no
farther. There were sounds behind him but he dared not | ook around. He started

down the steps, holding the handrail, faint with relief. It seemed as though he
descended a I ong way. Trains runbled through dark gulfs far, far bel ow him
Still he descended. Now he could taste the fear again. The steps twi sted around

on thensel ves, spiraling down and down.
Then, well beneath him he glinpsed another passenger, descendi ng. He noved
faster, bare feet slapping against the cold stone, down and around, and saw him
again, a big man in a heavy black coat. He tried to call out to him but here,
in this place, his voice was gone. He ran even faster. He ran until his feet
began to bl eed. The steps had grown very narrow.
They opened suddenly, and he stepped out onto a |ong, narrow platform suspended
over a vast bl ackness, a darkness that swallowed all light. The other nan stood
on the platform There was sonething odd about his proportions, sonething
di sturbi ng about the way he stood there, hunped and silent. Then he turned, and
Jay saw its face, a featureless white cone that tapered to a single wet red
tentacle. It lifted its head and began to how . Jay screaned...

and woke, shaking, in a dark roomthat snelled of piss.
"CGoddamm, " he nuttered. H's heart sounded |like a rock drumer on speed, his
under wear was soaked with sweat, and he'd wet the bed. This had been a bad one.
Jay funbled for the bedside |anp, and swung his legs off the side of the bed and
sat waiting for the nightnmare to recede
It seenmed so real. But it always did. He'd been having the sanme damed ni ght mare
since he was a kid. Wen he'd started waking up screaming twice a week, his
parents banned H E Lovecraft fromthe bookshelf and threw away his prized
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collection of EE C. Comics. It didn't help; the dreamstayed with him Sonetines
it went away for nonths. Then, just when he thought he was rid of it forever, it
would return with a fury, and haunt his sleep night after night. He woul d be
forty-five this year, and the dreamwas as vivid as the first time he'd dream
it.

It was always the sane: the |long wal k through that nightrmarish forest, the old
New York City subway kiosk, the endl ess descent into the earth, and finally the
cone-faced thing on the platform Sonetines, just after he woke, Jay thought
that there was nore to the dream that there were parts he was forgetting, but
if that was true, he didn't want to know.

Jay Ackroyd nmade his living as a private detective. He had a healthy respect for
fear that had saved his |life a tinme or two, but he didn't scare easily, at |east
not when he was awake. But he had one secret terror: that some night he would
find hinself standing on that platform and the conefaced thing would turn, and
lift its head, and how. . . and he wouldn't wake up

"No fucking thanks," Jay said al oud.

He | ooked at the clock. A few nminutes past five in the nmorning. No sense trying
to get back to sleep. He was due at the Crystal Palace in | ess than two hours.
Besi des, after one of his dreans, nothing short of cardiac arrest would cl ose
his eyes again.

Jay stripped the bed, bundling sheets, blankets, and underwear in his hanper to
take to the laundromat the next chance he got. He'd be sleeping on Crysta

Pal ace sheets for the next week or two, however long this gig with Chrysalis

| asted. He hoped like hell the nightnmare went away for a little while. He didn't
think Chrysalis would be too thrilled to | earn her new bodyguard had a recurring
nightmare that freaked himout so bad that he wet his bed. Especially if she was
in the bed when he wet it. Jay had been hitting on Chrysalis for years, but
she'd never succunbed to his charns. He was hoping this m ght be his chance. Her
body was so alive. Beneath that transparent skin, you could see the bl ood
rushing through her veins, the ghostly novenent of half-seen nuscles, the way
her | ungs worked under the bones of her rib cage. And she had great tits, even
if they were nostly invisible.

He opened the window to air out his bedroom although the odors wafting up the
dingy airshaft to his third-floor wal k-up were alnost as foul as those in the
room After a long soak in his clawfoot tub, he dried hinmself off in a beach
towel decorated with a rather threadbare picture of Opus the Penguin.

In the top drawer of his dresser, Jay found some cl ean boxer shorts. Black socks
in the drawer bel ow. Then he went to the closet and | ooked at his suits. He had
a cool white linen nunmber that was fashionably runpled, a charcoal gray Brooks
Brot hers three-piece, a pinstripe fromHong Kong that had been precisely
tailored to his measurenents. Hiram Wrchester had given himall three. Hiram
was al ways after Jay to dress better. He'd get nore respect, Hi ram prom sed.
He' d get noticed. He nmight even get girls. The part about the girls tenpted him

but ot herwi se Jay was having none of it. "Hram" he had explained, "I'ma PI. |
sit in parked cars and donut shops. | shoot Pol aroids through notel w ndows. |
bri be doornen and hide in bushes. | don't want to be noticed. If they nade a
suit out of Holiday Inn wallpaper, I'd buy six of them" But every Christnas

H ram gave hi m anot her goddammed suit.

It Iooked like it was going to be hot. Jay picked out a short-sleeved white
shirt with a button-down collar, a pair of dark brown slacks to natch his hair,
and a tan blazer. No tie. He hated ties.

7:00 A M

Brennan woke from a deep, dream ess sleep as the light fromthe rising sun shone
t hrough the w ndow and touched his face. Jennifer Ml oy turned over, murmuring,
as he slipped silently fromunder the sheet that covered their futon and padded
noi sel essly to the chair where his clothes were laid out. He put on shorts,
T-shirt, and running shoes, and went quietly through the back door that opened
to the outside

The sun was up, the | and was hal f-awake, wet with dew and alive with the snells
of a clean country norning. Brennan took a deep breath, filling his lungs with
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fresh air as he stretched, unlinbering his body for his daily run

He jogged to the front of the A-frame house, slipping into a slowtrot as he
reached the | ooping gravel driveway. He turned left at the nouth of the
driveway, scattering the rabbits playing on the front | awn, and passed the sign
that read ARCHER LANDSCAPI NG AND NURSERY. He felt alive and clean, at peace with
hi nsel f and the world at the begi nning of another beautiful day.

After his third knock went unanswered, Jay stepped inside the Crystal Pal ace.
The door wasn't |ocked. That surprised him Chrysalis had been expecting

hi myes, but she'd al so been expecting trouble. O herwi se why bother to hire a
bodyguard? When you' re expecting trouble, you' re supposed to |ock your doors.
Jay poked his head into the darkened taproom "Anyone home?" he called softly.
"Chrysalis? El np?"

There was no answer. "Real good," he nuttered under his breath. No wonder she
needed a bodyguard. He considered turning on the lights, thought better of it,
waited for his eyes to adjust. Slowy the outlines of the famliar roombegan to
energe fromthe gloom Straight-back chairs upended on snall round tables. The
bar al ong one wall, rows of bottles stacked behind it against a |ong silver
mrror. Booths across the way. And way in back, set off a little fromthe rest,
the antique table in the private al cove where Chrysalis herself held court and
si pped her amaretto.

For a nmonent, in the norning hal f-1ight, Jay thought he saw her sitting there,
cl oaked in shadow, slimivory cigarette holder held lightly between skel eta
fingers, smoke coiling lazily through the clear flesh of her throat as she
tossed back her head to smile. "Chrysalis?" he said, walking slowy across the
taproom But her chair was enpty when he reached it.

A strange chill went through him

That was the noment when Jay Ackroyd knew.

He stood quietly beside the table, listening, renmenbering what he knew of the
Crystal Palace. Chrysalis lived on the third floor, her chanbers crowded with
expensi ve Victoriana.

El no, her dwarf bouncer, lived on the second floor. So did Sascha, the eyel ess
tel epath who tended bar for her. Al the public roons were on the first floor
So was her office. Jay decided to start there

The office was in the back of the building under the stairs. It had a wooden
door, ornately carved, with a crystal doorknob. Jay took a runpled handkerchi ef
out of his pocket and turned the knob carefully with two fingers. The door swung
open.

The room was w ndow ess and bl ack, but Jay didn't need eyes to know what he'd
find inside. Death has a snell all its own. The hard coppery scent of blood, the
sweaty stench of fear, the stink of shit. He'd snelled it before. The fanmili ar
m asma was there, waiting for him and under it all was her perfune.

"Goddam you," Jay said quietly to no one in particular. He reached over
handkerchi ef still in hand, and found the |ight sw tch.

Once, this room had had charm Polished hardwood fl oors, a gorgeous Oiental
rug, floor-to-ceiling bookcases full of |eather-bound first editions, a solid
oak desk ol der than he was, big |eather arnthairs that |ooked as though they

m ght have come fromthe world's ol dest nmen's club

The chairs were shattered, wooden | egs cracked and splintered, soft |eather
uphol stery ripped and torn. Three of the high wooden bookcases had been toppl ed;
one had been snapped in two. Splinters as long and pal e as knives sprang from
where the two hal ves clung together. Books were scattered everywhere.

Chrysalis lay spraw ed on her back across the shattered renmains of an arnthair,
the | eather cushions and broken | egs a junbl e beneath her. The huge oak desk had
been tipped over across the upper part of her body, hiding her face. She'd been
wearing blue jeans and a plain white bl ouse. The front of the bl ouse was
spattered with tiny droplets of blood. Her left |eg bent the wong way at the
knee, and a jagged red piece of shinbone poked through the denim Jay squatted
by her left hand. He could see her finger bones through the ghostly outlines of
tendons and the snooth, clear skin. Al five fingers were shattered, the ring
finger in two places; her crystalline flesh was suffused with the rosy gl ow of
burst capillaries. Jay took her broken fingers in his owm. A faint warnth stil
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clung to her body, but she was cooling even as he held her

After a nmoment, he released her hand and tried to |lift the desk off her. It was
heavy. He grinaced, shoved harder, and righted it with a grunt. Only when the
desk was back against the wall did he | ook back down at Chrysalis.

Her face was gone.

Her skull hadn't been crushed as much it had been obliterated. The back cushion
of her chair was sticky with dried blood. Bits of mashed brain oozed out between
fragnments of bone. Everything was red and wet. A snall pool of bl ood had

gat hered under what was |left of the chair, soaking into the Oriental rug. Jay

| ooked up and saw nore blood, a faint spray of it across the front of the desk
and low on the walls, around the |ight socket. The patterned antique wal |l paper
was a gl oony purple color, very Victorian; it was hard to see the bl ood
spatters, but they were there when you | ooked.

Jay stood up and tried not to feel anything. He'd seen bodi es before, nore than
he cared to think about, and Chrysalis has been pl ayi ng dangerous ganes for a
long, long time. She knew too many secrets. Sooner or |ater, sonething like this
was bound to happen.

He studied the position of the body, conmitting it to nenory. It wasn't
Chrysalis now, just dead neat, just evidence. Wien he'd seen all there was to
see, Jay turned his attention to the rest of the room That was when he first
noticed the small rectangl e of cardboard, |ying beside her |eft thigh

He noved around her and squatted for a closer look. He didn't touch it. He
didn't have to. There wasn't a drop of blood on it, and it was |lying faceup. A
pl ayi ng card.

The ace of spades.

"Son of a bitch," he said.

He was closing the office door behind himwhen he heard footsteps on the stairs.
Jay pressed hinself against a wall and waited. A nonent |ater, a slender man
with a pencil-thin nustache stepped into the hall. He wore slippers and a silk
dressing gown, and there was an unbroken expanse of pale skin where his eyes
shoul d have been. Hs head turned slowy until he was | ooking into the shadows
at Jay. "l can see your mnd, Popinjay," he said.

Jay stepped out. "Call the police, Sascha," he said. "And don't call ne

Popi njay, dammt."

8:00 A M

Brennan | eaned into the hill, arnms punping, breath flowi ng easily, sprinting up
the steep grade near the end of the run that had taken himover forested hills
and through dew drenched neadows. The route he followed varied, but always ended
at the unpaved county road that led him sweaty and pleasantly wi nded, back to
the gravel driveway with ARCHER LANDSCAPI NG AND NURSERY posted at the entrance.
The driveway | ooped around a series of gardens that were |living adverti senments
of his horticultural skills. First was a Japanese miniature hill garden in the
tsuki yama form then an English shrubbery, and third a traditional flower bed
bl ooming with a dozen different species of a dozen different hues. The driveway
circled the flower bed and | ed past two greenhouses-one for tropical foliage,
the other for desert species-and the A-frane house.

Brennan finished his run with a gut-busting sprint that brought him around
behind the A-frame. He took a few m nutes to cool down and cal m his breathing,
then folded hinself confortably into a neditative posture and gazed out over the
kare sansui, the raked gravel bed rippling like frozen water in the norning
breeze. Nested in the gravel were three rock triads. Brennan spent a tineless
time sunk in the pool of zazen, not studying the rocks, their shadows, or the
patterns of the noss that grew on them then stood smoothly, relaxed, refreshed
and ready for the day.

He went back into the bedroomthat was sparsely furnished with a futon on the
pol i shed wood floor, a confortable chair with a reading |anp and side table
stacked with books, and a |l arge wi cker clothes hanmper. Jennifer had gotten out
of bed. He could hear water running in the shower of the connecting bathroom
Brennan took off his sweat-soaked T-shirt and dropped it in the hanmper as he
passed on through to the roomthat served as a conbination |iving roomoffice
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He flicked on the television to get the norning news, then sat at his deck and
fired up the PC to check his schedul e.

He watched the television as the conputer tracked down the proper file. Mst of
the news was devoted to the Denpcratic National Convention, convening today in
Atlanta. Nothing of substance had happened yet, but the analysis and predictions
al ready seened over bl own and overdone.

Gregg Hartmann was the favorite, but his nomi nation would be a struggle,
particularly with the man directly opposite himin political philosophy and
belief-the Reverend Leo Barnett.

Brennan distrusted all politicians, but if he could vote, he would cast his
ball ot for Hartmann. The nman seenmed honest and caring, especially when conpared
wi th the denagogue Barnett.

A lot of jokers were backing Hartmann. The news caneras panned the Atlanta
public parks where they had gathered by the thousands to noisily show the nation
their depth of support for the senator

Brennan watched a few interviews with the joker on the street, then turned down
the volune on the television set and turned his attention to the conputer
screen. He wi shed

Hart mann and his joker supporters well, but the day was already getting old and
he had his own worri es.

Hi s schedul e had cone up on the screen, and it prom sed to be a full day. Archer
Landscaping was in the mddle of two jobs. Brennan was building a hill garden
with a tsutai ochi, a mniature waterfall trickling over a bed of enplaced
rocks, for a Japanese-Anerican banker who had just noved into the area, and he
was al so constructing a nultiterraced shrubbery with a fish pond for a doctor
who |ived down the road. Joachim Otiz, Brennan's foreman, woul d boss the crew
at the doctor's while he took care of the other job. Japanese gardens were his
personal specialty.

Brennan | eaned back in the chair, still mldly surprised at the contentnent he
felt as he contenplated the upconi ng day. Abandoni ng death and destruction and
returning to the country to nurture life was the best thing he had ever done. He
felt cleansed, content, and at peace for the first time in years. Sonetines he
felt guilty for setting aside his vendetta against Kien and the Shadow Fi st

Soci ety, but over the last few nonths the guilt had been conming | ess frequently
and with less intensity.

He took his copy of Sakuteiki, Tachi bana Toshi suna's classic treatise on garden
design, fromhis reference shelf, but before he could | ook through it to get
sone ideas for the new job he stopped to stare at the inmage of a well-renenbered
worman that filled the television screen. He turned up the vol une.

" . . nysterious woman known only as Chrysalis was found dead this norning in
the office of her nightclub, the Crystal Pal ace. The police have so far refused
comment, but an ace of spades found on her body has linked the slaying to the
myst eri ous bow and-arrow vigil ante known as Yeoman, who was responsi ble for at

| east fifty deaths in 1986 and early 1987."

Brennan was still staring at the screen as Jennifer Ml oy wal ked through the
wal | , danp from her shower, carrying two cups of tea

"What's the matter?" she asked when she saw the expression on his face. "Wat
happened?"

Brennan turned to her, the coldness back in his eyes, the hardness back on his
face. "Chrysalis is dead."

"Dead?" she echoed, unbelievingly. "Mirdered."

"How? By who?" Jennifer asked as she sank down into the chair facing him She
handed hi m one of the cups. He took it nechanically and put it aside.

"Report didn't say. But her killer tried to frame ne by putting an ace of spades
on the body."

"Frame you? Wy?"

Brennan | ooked at her for the first time. "I don't know. But I'mgoing to find
out."

"The police-"

"The police think | didit."
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"That's insane," Jennifer said. "W haven't been to the city for over a year."
They' d been so busy that it hadn't seenmed that |ong since Brennan had called off
hi s vendetta against the Shadow Fist crine lord nanmed Kien and | eft New York
Cty with Jennifer. They'd spent sone tinme traveling, sone tinme resting and
healing and learning to | ove one another, then settled down outside of CGoshen, a
small town just north of New York City. Jennifer had begun witing what she
hoped woul d beconme the definitive biography of Robert Tomin. Brennan, weary of
dealing in death, wanting to build rather than destroy, had started a

| andscapi ng business. He found that he had a genuine talent for horticulture,
and Jenni fer was happy researching and witing her book. They'd been quite
content with their quiet, peaceful, isolated existence.

"Sonmeone set nme up," Brennan said in a | ow voice. "Wo?"

He | ooked at Jennifer. "Kien."

She | eaned back, considering it. "Wy?"

Brennan shrugged. "Mybe he found out that Chrysalis knew he was head of the
Shadow Fi sts. Maybe he t hought that he could get rid of her and ne at the sane
tine."

"The police would never find you if we stay here."

"Maybe, " Brennan conceded. "But naybe they'll never find Chrysalis's rea

killer, either."

"We're building sonething here," Jennifer said. "W can't just let it go."

Let it go. It should be easy, Brennan told hinself, to |let the past go, to live
for the present and the future. But he couldn't. Someone had nurdered his
ex-lover. He couldn't forget that. And then the nurderer had franed himfor it
He couldn't forgive that.

He stood up. "I'mnot letting anything go. | can't." Jennifer just |ooked at
him After a moment he turned and went out to the back and unl ocked the shed
where he kept his bows and guns. He | oaded the van and sat waiting in it for
several minutes, wondering if Jennifer was going to join him

After a while he started the engine and drove away, al one.

Noon

Maseryk played the good cop, Kant played the bad cop, and both of them deserved
rave revi ews. Jay Ackroyd had seen the act before, though. Maseryk was | ean and
dark, with intense violet eyes. Kant was a hairless scaled joker with
nictitati ng nmenbranes and pointed teeth. As Jay ran through his story for the
seventh tine, he found hinmself wondering whether they swapped rol es when the
suspect was a joker. He took one | ook at Kant and decided not to ask

By lunchtine, even the two detectives had gotten tired of going round the

mul berry bush. "If you're playing ganes with us, you're going to be real sorry,"
Kant said, show ng his incisors.

Jay gave hima who, ne? look. "I'msure M. Ackroyd's told us everything he
knows, Harv," Maseryk said. "If you do happen to renenber anything el se that

m ght be of use, you'll give us a call." Maseryk gave himhis card, Kant told
himnot to | eave town, and they wal ked himto the squad roomto sign a copy of
hi s statement.

The precinct house was full of familiar faces. The doorman fromthe Crysta

Pal ace was giving a statenment to a unifornmed cop while a waitress that Chrysalis
has fired | ast nonth sobbed loudly in the corner. O her Pal ace enpl oyees waited
on | ong wooden benches by the wi ndow. He recogni zed three waiters, a dishwasher,
and the guy who played ragtinme piano in the Green Room on Thursday ni ghts. But
the nost inportant faces were the ones he didn't see.

Lupo, the relief bartender, sat al one by an unoccupi ed desk. After he'd dealt
with the paperwork, Jay drifted over. "Can you believe it?" the joker asked.
"What's going to happen to us?" Lupo had deep-set red eyes and a wol fs face.
He' d been shedding; there were hairs all over the shoulders of his denimshirt.
Jay brushed themoff. Lupo hardly seened to notice. "I hear it was you found the
body," he said. "Was it really the ace-of-spades guy?"

"There was a card next to the body," Jay said. "Yeonan," Lupo nmuttered angrily.
"Son of a bitch. | thought he was gone for good. He used to drink Tullanore Dew.
| served himonce or twce."

"Ever see himwi thout the mask?"

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (6 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:42 PM]



file:/l/F)/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/M artin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt
Lupo shook his head. "No. | hope they catch the fucker."
lolled froma corner of his nouth.
Jay | ooked around the room again. "Were's El nmo?"
"No one's seen him | heard the cops got a whatchacallit, a APB, out on him"
Kant cane up behind them "Your turn, Lupo," he said, gesturing toward an
interrogation room He stared at Jay. "You still here."
"I"'mgoing, I'mgoing," Jay said. "As soon as | use the little cops' room"
Kant told himwhere to find it. By the tinme Jay energed, Kant and Maseryk and
Lupo were off doing their thing. Jay went back to the captain's cubicle and
wal ked i n unannounced.
Captain Angela Ellis was behind the desk, chain-snoking as she scanned a file,
flipping pages |like a speed reader. She was a tiny Asian wonman with green eyes,
| ong black hair, and the toughest job in the NYPD. Her inmredi ate predecessor had
been found dead in this office, supposedly of a heart attack, but there were
still people who didn't buy that. The captain before himhad been nurdered, too.
"So," he asked, "you have a | ead on El no yet?"
Ellis took a drag on her cigarette and | ooked at him It took her a nonent to

His long red tongue

renenber who he was. "Ackroyd," she finally said, with distaste. "I was just
readi ng your statenment."
"There are holes in your story | could drive a truck through." "I can't help

that, it's the only story I've got. What kind of story did you get from Sascha?"
"A short one." Ellis stood and began to pace. "He woke up, sensed a strange m nd
in the building, and cane downstairs to find you sneaking out of Chrysalis's
office."

"I didn't sneak," Jay said. "I sneak very well, | majored in sneaking in
detective school, but on this particular occasion | didn't happen to be
sneaking. And there's nothing strange about nmy mnd, thank you. So you don't
have a thing on El nb yet?"

"What do you know about El no?" Ellis asked. "Short guy," Jay said.

"Strong guy," Ellis nmused. "Strong enough to smash a worman's head into bl ood
puddi ng, maybe. "

"Real good," Jay said, "only wong. Elnbo was devoted to the lady. Uterly. No
way he'd hurt her."

Her |augh was hard and hunorl ess. "Ackroyd, you nmay be the world's chief
authority on philandering husbands, but you don't know rmuch about killers. They
don't waste the real atrocities on strangers, they save themfor famly and
friends." She started to pace again. Ash fell off the end of her cigarette.
"Maybe your friend Elnmb was a little too devoted. | heard Chrysalis fucked
around a | ot. Maybe he got tired of seeing the parade go in and out of her
bedroom or nmaybe he nade a pass of his own and she | aughed at him™"

"You setting up Elno to take the fall?" he asked.

Ellis paused over her desk just |ong enough to stub out her cigarette in an
ashtray overflowing with butts. "No one gets set up in this precinct."

"Si nce when?" Jay asked.

"Since | took over as captain," she told him She took a pack of Canels out of
her jacket, tapped one out, lit up, and resuned pacing. "You' re supposed to be a
detective. Look at the facts." She stopped at the wall |ong enough to straighten
a franed di pl oma, then spun back toward him "Her head | ooked |i ke a cantal oupe
run over by a senmi. Both |egs broken, every finger in her |left hand snapped, her
pelvis shattered in six places, massive internal henorrhaging." She jabbed the
cigarette at himfor enphasis. "I had a case once, back when I was on the
street, where sone Ganbi one capos went to work on a guy with tire irons. Broke
every bone in his body. Another tinme | saw what was | eft of a hooker who'd been
done in by a pinp fried on angel dust. He'd used a baseball bat. Those were
pretty ugly, but they |looked a | ot better than Chrysalis. Those weren't nornal

bl ows. Nobody's that strong. Nobody but an ace, or a joker with superhuman
strength. "

"A lot of people fit that description,” Jay pointed out. "Only one of themlived
in the Crystal Palace,” Ellis pointed out. She crossed behind the desk, sat
down, opened a file folder. "El no was strong enough-"

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (7 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:42 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

"Maybe, " Jay said. Elno was way stronger than a nat, that was true enough, but
there were others who made himl ook |ike a ninety-seven-pound weakling. The
Harl em Hamrmer, Troll, Carnifex, the Oddity, even that gol den asshol e Jack Braun
Whet her Elnmo actually had the raw power to do what had been done to Chrysalis
was a question Jay didn't have the expertise to answer.

Captain Ellis ignored his quibbling. "He al so had the opportunity, anytine he
want ed." She began rearranging a stack of files in her OUT basket, dropping ash
on themin the process.

"1 don't buy it," Jay said.

"I'f Elnp is so goddammed i nnocent, where is he?" Ellis asked, toying with her
stapler. "W searched his room The bed hadn't been slept in. He hasn't returned
to the Pal ace. Were'd he go?"

Jay shrugged. "Qut." She had himthere, but he was dammed if he was going to
admit it. "Seens to nme you got another candidate who's a lot riper than El no."
Captain Angela Ellis slamed down the stapler and blew a | ong plume of snoke
across the room 'Ah. Right. The ace-of-spades killer." She didn't sound

i mpressed. "We're going to find Elnp," she prom sed, crushing out her cigarette.
" And when we do, five'll get you ten it turns out your dwarf pal dropped that
card. You can buy a deck of playing cards at any five-and-ten. You're supposed
to be a bright boy, Ackroyd. Figure it out for yourself."

"Maybe | will," Jay said.
Angela Ellis didn't like that one bit. Her bright green eyes narrowed as she
stood up. "Lemme nake one thing real clear. | don't like Pls. And I don't |ike

aces. So you can probably guess how | feel about ace Pls. You start getting in
our way on this one, you can just kiss your |icense good-bye."

"You' re beautiful when you're angry," Jay said.

Ellis ignored him "I don't |ike bodies cluttering up nmy precinct either."

"You nust be unhappy a lot of the tinme," Jay said as he headed for the door. He
paused in the doorway to study her little glass-walled cubicle. "This really
where they killed Captain Black?" he asked innocently.

"Yes," she snapped, irritated. Jay figured he'd hit a sore point. Know ng the
NYPD, they probably hadn't even gotten her a new chair. "Wat the hell are you
doi ng?" she said.

"CGetting a good picture of the place in ny head," Jay said. He sniled crookedly
and nade his right hand into a gun, three fingers folded down, thunb cocked like
a hanmer, index finger pointed at Angela Ellis. "I'ma good boy, Captain. If |
bump into your killer, 1'lIl want to send himright here to you."

She | ooked puzzled for a nonent, then flushed when she renenbered what he coul d
do. "Aces," she nuttered. "Get the hell out of here."

He did. Kant and Maseryk were back in the squad room "Captain on the rag?" Jay
asked as he passed. They exchanged | ooks and watched himl eave. Jay went out the
front door, wal ked around the bl ock, went back in, and took the steps down to

t he basemnent.

The precinct records were kept in adimy lit, loweilinged roomnext to the
boiler, part of which had been the coal cellar once upon the tinme. Now it held a
coupl e of conputer consoles, a xerox nachine, a wall of overflow ng steel filing
cabi nets, and one very pale, very short, very nearsighted policeman.

"Hel l o, Joe," Jay said

Joe Mo turned around and sniffed at the stale air. He was just under five feet
tall, stooped and potbellied, with a conplexion the color of a nushroom Tiny
pi nk eyes peered out from behind the |argest, thickest pair of tinted spectacles
that Jay had ever seen. Wite, hairless hands rubbed together nervously. M had
been the first joker on the NYPD, and for nore than a decade he'd been the only
j oker on the NYPD. H s appointnment, forced through under the banner of
affirmative action during Mayor Hartmann's administration in the early
seventies, had drawn so nuch fire that the department had pronptly hidden him
down in Records to keep himout of public view Joe hadn't mnded. He liked
Records al nost as nuch as he |liked basements. They called him Sergeant Ml e.
"Popinjay," M said. He adjusted his glasses. The milk white of his skin was
shocki ng agai nst the dark blue of his uniform and he al ways wore his cap, night
and day, even indoors. "Is it true?"
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"Yeah, it's true," Jay told him M had been a pariah when he'd joined the
force, even in Fort Freak. No one had wanted to partner him and he'd been nmade
unwel cone in the usual cop bars. He'd been doing his off duty drinking in the
Crystal Palace since its doors first opened, paying for every drink in a rather
ostentatious show of rectitude, and collecting ten tines his tab under the table
for acting as Chrysalis's eyes and ears in the cophouse.

"l heard you were the one found the body," Joe M said. "Nasty business, wasn't
it? Makes you wonder what Jokertown is coming to. You'd think she'd be safe, if
anyone was." He blinked behind the dark, thick |lenses. "Wat can | do for you,
dear boy?"

"l need to see the file on the ace-of-spades killer."

"Yeoman," Joe M said.

"Yeoman, " Jay Ackroyd repeated thoughtfully. It came back to himthen. Yeonan, |
don't care for this, Chrysalis had said with ice in her voice, that night a year
and a half ago when they'd faced off in the darkened taproom of the Pal ace. She
was al ways a master of understatenent. "I renenber," he said.

"Why, there hasn't been a new bow and-arrow killing in nore than a year," M
said. "You really think he's the one?"

"l hope not," Jay said. Yeonman had entered the taproomsilent as snoke, and

bef ore anyone even noticed him he'd had a hunting arrow notched and ready. But
Hi ram Worchester had stepped in the way in righteous indignation, and Jay had
gotten the drop on the guy. Suddenly Yeoman was gone in a pop of in-rushing air.
Jay Ackroyd was a projecting teleport. Wien his right hand nade a gun, he could
pop his targets anyplace he knew well enough to visualize.

Only he'd sent that fucker Yeoman to the wrong damm place. "I had the

sonof abitch dead to rights, Joe," he said. "I could have popped himright into
the Tombs. Instead | sent himto the mddle of the Holland Tunnel, God knows
why. " Sonet hi ng about his tone when he'd replied to Chrysalis, maybe, or the

|l oathing in his eyes when he glanced toward Wrm or maybe the fact that he'd
had the decency to hesitate when Hiram stepped forward and bl ocked his shot. O
it could have been the girl he had with him the nasked blonde in the string

bi kini who seened so fresh and innocent.

It hadn't been what you call a deliberate, conscious decision; a lot of the tine
Jay just went on gut instinct. But if he'd been wong that night, then Chrysalis
had paid for it with her life. "I really need to see that file," he said.

Joe Mo made a sad little clucking sound. "Wy, that file's up on the captain's
desk; Jay. She sent down for it right away, soon as the squeal canme in. O
course, | nmade a xerox bhefore | sent it up. It always pays to nake a xerox
Sonetinmes things get msplaced, and you don't want to | ose any val uabl e
docunents."” He blinked slowy, |ooked around. "Now where did | put that? It's a
wonder | ever find anything, with ny eyes."

The copies were on top of the xerox machine. Jay riffled through the folder,
rolled up the papers and slid themunder his blazer, replaced themw th two
twenties. "I"'msure you'll sniff themout," he said.

"If not," Joe said, with a wide pink snle, "I can always wait till the captain
returns the originals, and xerox another set." He busied hinself with sone
filing, but when Jay opened the door to |eave, he called out quietly,

"Popi njay." Jay | ooked back. "What?"

"Find the bastard,"” Joe M said. He took off his tinted specs, and his pal e pink
eyes inplored. "All of us will help," he prom sed, and Jay knew he wasn't
tal ki ng about the police.

As he drove down Route 17, alone, Brennan was already m ssing Jennifer. He
couldn't blame her for not acconpanying himon a quest to find Chrysalis's
murderer. And it didn't help any that she'd been right. They had a quiet,

beautiful life. Wiy was he so ready to return to the death waiting himin the
city?
It wasn't, Brennan knew, because he enjoyed the killing and the violence. He'd

rather build a garden than dodge bullets in a stinking, garbage-choked alley. It
all canme down to what Jennifer had said about letting things go. He just
couldn't get Chrysalis out of his mnd. He didn't think of her often. He was too
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satisfied with his life with Jennifer to dwell morbidly on what night have been
wi t h anot her woman.

But sonetinmes at night he'd |ie awake with Jennifer asleep beside himand
renenber the crystal lady. He'd renmenber her invisible flesh flushed to a
delicate pink with the passion of their |ovenaking, he'd remenber her cries and
nmoves in the dark. He'd remenber and wonder what it would ve been like if she'd
accepted his offer of protection and |ove. He woul d | ook at Jennifer asleep at
his side and know that he was happy and content, but he would still wonder. The
menory of her was a throbbing ache that wouldn't | eave hi m al one:

He buried the van in the Tomin International parking |lot and caught a taxi to
Manhattan, where he took a roomin a cheap but dirty hotel on the fringe of
Jokertown. The first thing to do, he decided, was visit the Crystal Palace. He
slipped on his mask for the first tinme in over a year and | eft the hotel
carrying his bow case.

3:00 P.M

ACE- OF- SPADES Kl LLER SLAYS JOKERTOMN BARKEEP, the Post screaned

The Jokertown Cry was | ess generic. CHRYSALIS MJRDERED, it said beside a
two-colum picture. The Cry was the only paper in the city that regularly ran
phot ogr aphs of j okers.

JOKERS DESCEND ON ATLANTA AS DEMOCRATS CONVENE, said the front page of the

Ti mes. Thousands of them had headed south in support of Senator G egg Hartnmann,
the presidential frontrunner. But in this year's crowded Denocratic field,
nobody was even close to a majority, and a brokered conventi on was bei ng

predi cted. There were wi despread fears of violence should Hartnmann be denied the
nom nation. Already there were reports of ugly clashes between Hartnmann's jokers
and the fundanentalist supporters of Reverend Leo Barnett.

Jay usually ranked politicians right al ongside used-car sal esnen, pinps, and the
guy who invented pay toilets, but Hartmann did seemto be a breed apart. He'd
met the candidate a few times at the fundrai sers Hiram had hosted at Aces High.
Hiram was a big Hartmann supporter, and Jay never could resist the lure of free
food and drink. Senator Gregg seened intelligent, effective, and conpassi onate.

I f sonebody had to be president, it mght as well be him He probably didn't
stand a joker's chance of getting anywhere near the nom nation

The political bullshit took up the whole front page; he couldn't find any
mention of Chrysalis anywhere. Knowi ng the Times, Jay figured tonorrow s edition
woul d have a brief obit and that'd be it. Brutal joker nurders weren't the kind
of news that's fit to print. That rmade Jay angriest of all. "How do you know
when a joker's been dead about three days?" the news vendor asked him Hi s voice
was flat and lifeless, the voice of a man grimly going through a ritual that had
|l ost its nmeaning. Jay | ooked up fromthe headlines. Jube Benson had been a
fixture on the corners of Hester Street and the Bowery for as long as there had
been a Jokertown. Walrus, they called him He was a joker himself, three hundred
pounds of greasy blue-black flesh, big curved tusks at the corners of his nouth,
a broad doned skull covered with tufts of stiff red hair. Jube's wardrobe seened
to consist exclusively of Hawaiian shirts. This afternoon he was wearing a
magenta itemin a tasteful pineappl e-and-banana print. Jay wondered what Hiram
woul d say.

Jube knew nore joker jokes than anyone else in Jokertown, but this time Jay had
the punch line. "He snells a lot better," he said wearily. "That one's ol der
than your hat, Walrus." Jube took the battered porkpie hat off his head and
turned it over self-consciously in his thick, three-fingered hands. "I never
made her |augh,"” he said. "All those years, | came by the Pal ace every night,
always with a new joke. | never got a single | augh out of her."

"She didn't think being a joker was very funny," said Jay. "You got to |laugh,"
Jube said. "What else is there?" He put his hat back on. "I hear you were the
one that found her."

"Word gets around quick," Jay said.

"It gets around quick," Jube agreed.

"She phoned nme last night," Jay told him "She wanted to take me on as a
bodyguard. | asked her how |l ong and she couldn't tell ne. Maybe she woul dn't
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tell nme. | asked her what she was scared of. She laughed it off and said I'd
found her out, it was just a ruse, she was really hot for ny body. That was when
I realized how shaky she was. She was trying her damedest to sound wy and coo
and British, like nothing was wrong, but her accent kept slipping. Sonething had
frightened her badly. | want to know what, Jube."

"All I knowis what | read in the papers,"” Jube said. Jay just gave hima | ook
As | ong as Chrysalis had been brokering infornmation, the Walrus had been one of
her chief snitches. Al day |ong Jube stood in his kiosk, watching and
listening, joking and gossiping with everyone who stopped to buy a paper

"C non," Jay said inpatiently.

Jube gl anced nervously up and down the street. No one was near them "Not here,"
the fat joker said. "Let ne close up. W'll go to ny place."

Brennan watched with wy anusenent as the arm ess joker pickpocket worked the
gawkers who had gathered around the Crystal Pal ace. The di pper was dressed in
threadbare, but carefully patched clothes. H's pants were specially tailored to
fit his third, centrally located leg that ended in an oddly configured foot
whose toes were nore dexterous than nost peoples fingers. He was using this linb
to pick the pockets of his unsuspecting victins.

A bright yellow crinme-scene ribbon roped off the Palace's canopi ed entrance. The
crowd gathered before it was gossipingnostly wildly and inaccurately-about the
Crystal Palace and its nysterious proprietress. Newsies and street nerchants
were working the crowmd al ong with the pickpocket, who suddenly turned with the
si xth sense of the often-hunted and | ooked right at Brennan.

Br ennan nodded back and the three-legged joker cut through the cromd and headed
toward him lurching in a peculiar rocking gait, sonmetines placing his third
"foot" on the ground to bal ance hinsel f.

"Hello, M. Y," he nurnured.

Brennan nodded again. The joker's nane was Tripod. He was a hustler, a
small-time grifter who lived on the edge of the |aw. During Brennan's |ast stay
inthe city he'd been one of his best sources of information. He was dependabl e
for a snitch. He didn't have a drug habit and he was | oyal. Wen he was bought,
he stayed bought.

"Pretty awful, what happened, M. Y," he offered in his quiet, deferential
manner. |f he wondered about Brennan s sudden reappearance after a year's
absence, he said not hing.

Brennan nodded. "You hear the police think I killed her?"

Tri pod shrugged. It was a peculiar gesture for a man who had no arns.

"Maybe, M. Y, but it wasn't done in your style."

"How do you know how she was kil l ed?"

"Man over there," Tripod said, gesturing at a derelict who sat on the curb by a
hotdog cart, "said he saw her body when they brung her out to the coroners
wagon. "

Brennan gl anced at the cart. SAUERKRAUT SAM THE HOTDOG MAN was |ettered on its
side. It was manned by a joker who was continuously dispensing dogs, naking
change, and sl apping nustard, catsup, sauerkraut, and relish on waiting buns
with his extra sets of arns. The derelict sitting on the curb was bl oated and

al coholic, but seened to be a nat. He'd stationed hinself next to the cart to
cadge coins while endlessly repeating his story to all who would listen. Brennan
nodded at Tripod and they joined the gawkers who were nunching hot dogs and
listening to the old man.

"I was in the back when they brung her out. | was there all right. | got a nice
place to sleep right by the dunpster and t the anbul ance woke ne up. | was
scared. | didn't know what all the fuss was about, but pretty soon they brung
her out. | could see it was Chrysalis. | seen her a lot of times and it was her

She was dead, all right." He lowered his voice and | eaned forward to whi sper
conspiratorially to his two dozen or so listeners. "Her head was squashed. Just
squashed. If it weren't for her invisible skin, you couldn't tell who it was.
Squashed, just |like a waternel on dropped froma ten-story building." He nodded
with some satisfaction at his simle. "I was there all right. | saw her when
they brung her out...."

Brennan, inpotent anger knotting his stomach, turned away fromthe cart as a cop
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canme up and hassl ed the vendor about his |icense. Sauerkraut Sam conplained in a
| oud voice with angry gesticulations of all his arns, but it didn't seemto get
hi m anywher e.

Brennan and Tri pod stood silently for a nonent, watching the cop run off the

hot dog vendor, who was wheeling his cart with four arns and still angrily
gesturing with the others.

Chrysalis had been killed by someone-an ace strong enough to smash her utterly.
That was at |l east a place to start an investigation. But Brennan knew he coul d
use nore information. A lot nmore infornmation

"You seen Elnb or Sascha around?" Brennan asked Tripod, after the crowd that'd
been munchi ng hot dogs and listening to the derelict had di spersed.

The joker shook his head. "They're gone, M. Y Ain't seen 'em ain't heard of
"emall day."

Brennan sighed to hinself. He knew, right away, that this was not going to be
easy. He took two twenties out of his pocket and surreptitiously dropped them on
t he sidewal k.

Tripod's bare foot closed over them His ninble toes picked themup and stuffed
themin one of the pockets he'd sewn on the bottomof his pant |eg.

"Keep an eye out for them For anything about the killing. You can get in touch
with ne at the Victoria. |'mregistered as Archer."
"Yessir." Tripod watched Brennan for a nonent. "Good to see you again, M. Y"

"I wish | could say it was good to be back."

Tri pod nodded once, then started down the street with his peculiar |urching
gait. Brennan watched himgo, then turned back to the Pal ace. The crowd of
gawkers was still there. He wanted to get a good | ook at the crine scene, but
now obviously wasn't the tinme for that. He'd come back when it was qui et and

dar k.

Now he had ot her avenues to explore. He wasn't convinced that Kien was actually
behind Chrysalis's death, but it was as good a place as any to start his

i nvestigation. Kien, of course, wouldn't have done the killing hinself, but the
Shadow Fi sts had plenty of hired nuscle capable of doing the job. Wrm for
exanple, Kien's extraordinarily strong bodyguard, whom Brennan had w t nessed
threaten Chrysalis two WIld Card Days ago.

O course, he'd been out of touch a long tine. Things had probably changed, but
there were people he could talk to, people who would be willing to pass on the
| atest information. Brennan hefted his bow case and started down the street.
The hunter had returned to the city.

4:00 P.M

Jube lived in the basement of a rooning house on Eldridge, in an apartment with
bare brick walls and a lingering odor of rotting nmeat. H s living room featured
a lot of second-hand furniture and some kind of weird nodern scul pture, an

i mposing floor-to-ceiling construct with angles out of Escher and a bow ing bal
at its center. Every now and then the bowling ball seenmed to gl ow

"I call it joker Lust," Jube told him "You think that's strange | ooking, you
ought to neet the girl who nodeled for it. Don't look too long, it'll give you a
headache. Want a drink?"

St. Elmo's fire flickered disturbingly across the surface of the construct. Jay

sat down on the edge of the couch. "I'Il take a scotch and soda," he said. "Go
easy on the soda."
"All 1've got is rum" Jube said, waddling into his kitchen. "Yum" Jay said,

deadpan. "Sure."

Jube brought hima water tunbler half-full of dark rum wth a single ice cube
floating on the surface. "The papers say it was the ace-of-spades killer," he
said as he eased his bulk into a recliner, his own glass of rumin hand. Hi s was
decorated with a little paper parasol. "The Post and the Cry both."

"There was an ace of spades next to the body," Jay agreed, sipping his drink
"The cops don't buy it."

"How about you?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. " He'd spent the |ast couple of hours reading the
police file on the yahoo who signed hinself "Yeoman." Now he wasn't sure what to
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think. "The MO is all wong. Qur friend |likes to litter the |andscape with
corpses, but nost of them have arrows sticking out of sensitive parts of their
anat ony. "

"I renenber the papers used to call himthe bow andarrow killer, too," Jube

sai d.

Jay nodded. "Not that he isn't flexible. If he can't put a razor-tipped
broadhead t hrough your eye, he'll strangle you with a bowstring or use an arrow
with an explosive tip to blow you to hell. The cops have himdown for one job
with a knife and two with bare hands, but those have question marks next to
them Mstly he goes in for theme nurders. He's got a real grudge agai nst
Oientals, too, judging fromthe nunber he's offed. But he's not fussy, he'l
kill anyone in a pinch." Jay sighed. "The only problemis, Chrysalis was beaten
to death by sonmeone who was i nhunanly strong, and our friend with the

pl aying-card fetish is a nat."

"How can you be sure?" Jube asked.

"I took a crack at archery once," Jay said. "It's hard. You'd need to work at it
for years to get good, and this psycho is a |ot better than good. Wy bother, if
you're an ace?"

Jube plucked thoughtfully at one of his tusks. "Yeah," he said, "only. . ." The
fat little joker hesitated.

"What ?" Jay pronpted.

"Well," Jube said reluctantly, "I think maybe Chrysalis was frightened of the
guy. "

"Tell me," Jay said.

"The | ast ace-of-spades nurder was sonething |like a year ago," Jube said. "Then
they just stopped. It was about the sane tinme that Chrysalis changed. |'m sure
of it."

"Changed how?" Jay asked.
"It's hard to explain. She tried to act the same, but if you saw her every night

like I did, you could see she wasn't. She was too ... too interested, if you
know what | nean. Before, when you cane to her with sone information to sell
she always acted a little bored, |ike she didn't care one way or the other, but

this last year, it was like she didn't want to miss any little piece of
information, no matter how trivial. And she was especially desperate for any
kind of word on Yeorman. She offered to pay extra."

"Shit," Jay said. This put himback at square one.

"You couldn't exactly tell if she was frightened, not with Chrysalis," Jube
sai d. "You know how she was. She always had to be in control. But Digger was

j unpy enough for both of them"

"Di gger?" Jay asked.

"Thomas Downs," Jube said. "That reporter from Aces nmgazi ne. Everyone calls him
Di gger. He's been hanging around the Crystal Pal ace ever since he and Chrysalis
came back fromthat round-the-world tour |ast year. Two, three nights a week
He'd cone in, she'd see him and they'd go upstairs."

"Was he getting any?" Jay asked.

"He stayed past closing all the tinme," Jube said. "Maybe El nbo or Sascha coul d
tell you if he was still there in the norning." He scratched at one of the stiff
red bristles on the side of his head. "El npb, anyway."

That comrent struck Jay as odd. "Wy not Sascha? He's the telepath. He'd know
who she was fucking if anyone woul d."

"Sascha wasn't spending as nmuch tinme around the Pal ace as he used to. He's been
seeing this woman. A Haitian, | hear, lives down by the East River. Wrd is
she's sone kind of hooker. One of the rooners here, Reginald, works night
security at a warehouse near there. He says Sascha cones and goes a |ot.
Sonetimes he doesn't |eave until dawn."

Not good," Jay said. He was starting to get an inkling of why Chrysalis thought
she needed a bodyguard. Sascha had never been a mmjor-league telepath, only a
ski mer plucki ng random thoughts off the surface of a mnd, but for years his
abilities had sufficed to give Chrysalis early warning of any approachi ng
trouble. But if Sascha had been spending a lot of nights out..."
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"There's sonething else," Jube said. Thick blue-black fingers worried at a tusk
again. 'About ten, eleven nonths ago, Chrysalis had a whol e new security system
i nstall ed.

"Cost a fortune, all state-of-the-art stuff. | know a nman who works for the
conpany that did the work. According to what | heard, Chrysalis wanted themto
desi gn-now get this-sone kind of defense to kill anybody who tried to wal k

t hrough her walls!"

Jay picked up the glass. The ice cube had nelted. He didn't |like the taste of
rum anyway. He drained the glass in one long swallow, feeling nore and nore
angry with himself. Yeoman had come in through the front door, that night at the
Crystal Pal ace. None of them heard himenter, but when they | ooked up he was
there. But his girlfriend, the sexy little blond binbo in the black string
bikini... she came in through a wall, stepping out of the mirror behind the bar,
and ducking out the sane way after Jay sent Yeoman off to play in traffic.
"What' s wong?" Jube asked.

"Not hi ng but nmy goddamed instincts,"” Jay said bitterly. "Did they build her the
trap she want ed?"

"They told her there was no such thing," Jube replied. "Pity," Jay said. "Pity."
The Church of Qur Lady of Perpetual M sery was nearly enpty. A few scattered
penitents were kneeling on the scarred wooden pews, head-or heads-bowed in
silent prayer to the god who was nore real to themthan the cl ean-featured Jesus
of the old Bible. The hunchback cal |l ed Quasi man was puttering about the altar,
humring to hinself as he dusted the tabernacle. Dressed in a sharply pressed

| unberjack shirt and clean jeans, he noved in a stiff, jerky manner, dragging
his left Ieg behind him The wild card virus had tw sted his body, but had al so
gi ven hi mextraordinary physical strength and the ability to teleport. He put

t he tabernacl e down and wat ched Brennan as he approached the altar

"Hello," Brennan said. "I'"mhere to see Father Squid."

"Hell0." Quasinman's eyes were dark and soul ful, his voice soft and deep. "He's
in the chancellery”

"Thanks-" Brennan began to say, but stopped when he realized that Quasi man was
staring at himw th unfocused eyes. The joker's jaw was slack and a line of
spittle drooled down his chin. It was obvious that his nind was wanderi ng.
Brennan sinply nodded to himand went through the door at which he stil

poi nt ed.

Fat her Squid was sitting behind his battered wooden desk, reading a book. He

| ooked up and smi |l ed when Brennan knocked on the open door. O at |east he

| ooked as though he snil ed.

Fat her Squid was an inmense, squat man in a plain cassock that covered his
massive torso like a tent. His skin was gray, thick, and hairless. H s eyes were
| arge and bright, and gleamed wetly behind their nictitating menbranes. Hi s
mout h was masked by a fall of short tentacles that dangled Iike a constantly

twi tching nmustache. Hi s hands, closing the book and setting it on the desk
before him were large, with long, slim attenuated fingers. Rows of circular
pads-vestigial suckers-lined his palm He snelled faintly, not unpleasantly, of
t he sea.

"Come in, sit dowmn." He regarded Brennan with the benign affection with which he
usual ly faced the world. "Here | amreading the words of an old friend"-he
gestured at the book, A Year in One Man's Life: The Journal of Xavier

Desnwnd- "and anot her old friend appears. Though"-he wi ggled his long fingers in
reproach-"it woul d have been nice if you had dropped by to see ne before you

vani shed. | was somewhat worried about you."

Brennan smiled with little hunmor. "Sorry, Father. | told Tachyon ny plans,
trusting he'd pass the word to those who cared. | hadn't figured on ever
returning to the city, but recent events have made ne change ny nind."

Fat her Squid | ooked troubled. "I can guess. The death of Chrysalis. | knew that
you two were ... close... at one tine."

"The police say | killed her."

"Yes, I'd heard."

"And not believed?"

Fat her Squid shook his head. "No, ny son. You would never have killed Chrysalis.
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Wiile | can't say that | approve of sone of the things you' ve done, only he who
is without sin should cast the first stone, and |'mafraid that the antics of a
far fromunbl em shed youth have left ne unable to claimspiritual purity.”

Fat her Squid sighed. "Chrysalis, poor girl, was a sad soul searching for

sal vation. | hope that now she has at |east found peace."

"l hope so, too," Brennan said. "And I'I|l find her killer."

"The police--" Father Squid began

"Think | didit."

The priest shrugged massi ve shoul ders. "Perhaps. Perhaps for now they are
grasping at straws, but will eventually set their feet upon the proper path.

I"l'l not deny you ny help if you are deternm ned to proceed on your own. |f, that
is, I know anything of value." He rubbed the spot where his nasal tentacles
gathered. "Although | cannot conceive what | would know that would be useful in
tracking her killer."

"Maybe you can help me find soneone who does know sonet hing."

"Who?"

"Sascha. He does belong to your church, doesn't he?"

"Sascha Starfin is a faithful churchgoer,"” the priest said, "though, upon
thinking about it, it has been quite a while since he's partaken of Comunion."
"He's di sappeared,"” Brennan said, nore concerned with tracking dowmn Sascha's
body than with the state of his soul. "You know that he lived at the Pal ace. |
think he's gone into hiding because he wi tnessed the nurder."”

Fat her Squi d nodded. "That nmay be. Have you tried his nother's apartnent?"

"No," Brennan said. "Were is it?"

"The Russian section of Brighton Beach," Father Squid said, giving specifics.
"Thanks. You've been a big help." Brennan rose to | eave, then hesitated and
turned back to the priest. "One last thing. Do you know where Quasi nan was early
this norning?"

Fat her Squid | ooked solemmly at Brennan. "Surely you don't suspect hinf He has
the gentlest of souls."

"And very strong hands."

Fat her Squid nodded. "That is true. But you can take his nane off your |ist of
suspects. As you nay know, it has becone sonething of a nat fad to acquire joker
remai ns- bodi es, skel etons, what have you-as conversation pi eces. Quasi nan was
guardi ng our cenetery last night. At least | hope he was. He forgets things, you
know"

"I'"ve heard. Was he there all night?"

"A'l night."

"Al one?"

Father Squid hesitated a beat. "Well, yes." Brennan nodded. "Thanks again."

Fat her Squid raised his hand in benediction. "God go with you. | shall say a
prayer for you. And," he added quietly as Brennan left, "for Chrysalis's
murderer. Wth you on his trail, he shall certainly need soneone to pray for the
repose of his soul."

7:00 P.M

A small crowd had gathered on the sidewal ks outside the Crystal Pal ace, and four
police cruisers were parked out in front, a fifth by the alley in back

As Jay clinmbed out of the cab, he recogni zed Maseryk standi ng besi de one of the
cop cars, talking on the police radio. The building was sealed off. The steps up
to the main entrance had been bl ocked with sawhorses, and a yellow crime-scene
banner was draped across the door. There were lights in the third-floor w ndows.
He figured they were giving her private roons a real good hard | ook. A couple of
uni forms prow ed through the rubble-strewn [ ot next door, shining flashlights
into holes, |ooking for God knows what.

The gawkers watched everything with interest, muttering to each other all the
while. It was the usual Jokertown street crowd, nostly jokers, with a slumrng
nat or two standing nervously on the fringe. Hookers cruised the sidewal k across
the street, soliciting right under the noses of the cops. Of to one side, four
Werewol ves in gang colors and Mae West nasks were having a fine old tine
cracking wise to each other. A few Crystal Pal ace regul ars stood | ooking on
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Maser yk hung up the phone. Jay wal ked over. "So," he said, "the nmurderer return
to the scene of the crine yet?"

"You're here," Maseryk pointed out.

"Droll," Jay said. "Find any prints?"

"Plenty. So far we've got yours, hers, Elnmp's, Sascha's, Lupo's, you nane it.
What we're not finding are the files."

"Ah," said Jay noncommttally.

"There's such a thing as knowing too rmuch for your own good. Kant thinks our
motive is somewhere in those secret files."

"Real good," Jay said, watching a very nice rear end in a tight |eather
mniskirt sway past. "For a lizard." He was turning back to Maseryk when he
noti ced a hooded shape standing in the nouth of an alley half a bl ock away.
"I''"ll tell himyou said that," Maseryk said, with the barest hint of a snile.
"The thing of it is," Jay said, "if Kant finds that cache of information, he may
get nore than he bargained for. Mtives are like fingerprints, too nany are as
bad as none at all." He glanced back toward the alley. The hooded nman stood in
shadow, watching the Palace. His head turned, and Jay caught a brief flash of
metal as the light reflected off the steel-nmesh fencing mask beneath the hood.
"I"'msure he'll be grateful for that hint. Any other words of advice you want ne
to pass on to hinP"

"Yeah," Jay said. "Tell himit's not Elno." He | ooked back at Maseryk again.
"Sascha at honme?"

"He's rooming with his nother until we're done going over the building. Not that
it's any business of yours. Didn't Ellis tell you to stay the hell away from

t hi s?"

"I'"mstaying away," Jay said. He caught a hint of notion out of the corner of
his eye and glanced aside just in tine to see the hooded nan nelt back into the
shadows of the alley. "All the good clues are inside," he continued w thout

m ssing a beat. "You see ne going inside?" Jay held up his hands, palnms out.
"But hey, I'measy. In fact, |'mgoing. See? Bye, now. "

Maseryk frowned at himas he backed off, then shrugged, turned, and went back
inside the Crystal Pal ace. When he was gone, Jay spun and el bowed his way
through the crowd to the alley.

He was too late. The nan in the fencing mask and bl ack hood was gone. Except
"man" wasn't quite right. Under that dusky black cloth, the talk on the street
said, the nmassive body of the Gddity was male and fenal e both.

But whatever el se the joker was, one thing was certain. It was strong.

8:00 P.M

Alittle old womran, tiny as an anci ent sparrow, opened the door a crack when

Br ennan knocked.

"I's Sascha in?" Brennan asked. "No."

Brennan put his foot in the door, holding it open as she pushed to close it. He
had seen a flash of nmovenent in the room beyond the door, and he knew who it
was.

"Sascha, | don't want to hurt you," he called out. "I just want to talk."
The ol d woman struggled to cl ose the door, pushing valiantly but uselessly
agai nst Brennan's weight, then a weary voice called out, "It's all right, M

Let himin." There was a long sigh, then Sascha added, "I couldn't hide fromhim
for very long, anyway."

Sascha' s nother backed away fromthe door and |let himenter. She had a worried
expressi on on her winkled face as she gl anced from Sascha, who'd col | apsed on
the living-roomsofa, back to Brennan

"It's all right, Ma. Wiy don't you go brew sone tea?" She nodded and bustled off
to the kitchen as Brennan | ooked at Sascha with concern. The bartender had

al ways been thin, but now he was no nore than nuscle and bone. He | ooked deathly
tired and his face was |lined and pale. "Wat's going on?" Brennan asked.

"Not a damm thing." Sascha shook his head tiredly. There was pain and |oss in
his voice, and an unconceal ed bitterness that Brennan had never heard before.
"Why are you hiding out? Did you recognize Chrysalis's nmurderer telepathically?"
Sascha just sat there. For a while Brennan thought he wouldn't say. anything,
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but then he nodded. "I heard sonmeone,"” he finally said.

"Who?"

"That PI, that Popinjay character."

Jay Ackroyd, Brennan thought. He'd had a run-in with the ace before, but he
couldn't conceive of himas a nurderer. "Wat was he doing at the Pal ace?"
Sascha said nothing, just shrugged. "Wat about El npo?" Brennan asked.

The bartender shook his head. "She'd sent himout late the night before on sone
kind of secret errand. Didn't tell me anything about it." The bitterness cane
back, this time edged with fear. "He never got back to the Palace. | heard that
the cops are looking for him"

"Do they think he did it?"

Sascha | aughed. "Maybe. What a joke. Do you think the dwarf woul d ever hurt her?
He | oved her. It's alnost as funny as thinking you killed her."

"You don't know anything nore? Nothing specific about the nurder?"

Sascha fidgeted nervously and picked at an ugly scab on the side of his neck

"How about who did it?" he asked in a frantic burst of words. "I was getting a
drink at Freakers this afternoon, and everyone was tal king about it."
" About what ?"

"About Bludgeon! He did it! He killed Chrysalis. He's been braggi ng about it."
"Way woul d Bl udgeon kill Chrysalis?"

Sascha shrugged. "Who knows why he does anything? He's crazy nmean. But | heard
he's trying to get back with the Fists. | guess he's had hard tinmes since the
Mafia got busted up."

Brennan nodded grimy. It nade sense. Bludgeon was nothing but nuscle. He was
strong but stupid, and he'd proven to be even too brutal for the Shadow Fists,
who'd cut himloose a couple of years ago. He'd hooked on with the Mafia, but
the Mafia had been crushed in a vicious gang war with the Fists |last year. If
Kien and the Fists had put a contract on Chrysalis, Bludgeon was certainly
capabl e of beating her to death to ingratiate hinself with them

Sascha's nother returned fromthe kitchen with a tea tray. Brennan watched as
Sascha |ifted a steami ng cup with shaking hands.

"I have to go," he said. "Take care of yourself, Sascha." He nodded to the old
worman as he left her apartnent. If the runor was around town as Sascha said it
was, Tripod would pick up on it and find Bludgeon. At any rate, Bludgeon was
only the nuscle. He may have done the killing-and if he did, Brennan wanted
hi m but he wanted the one who had sicced himon Chrysalis even nore.

He had a truce with Kien. He had called off his vendetta against his old eneny,
but if Kien-or anyone in Kien's organization-had ordered Chrysalis's death, the
Fi sts were going to bl eed.

9:00 P.M

The apartnent was a | oft over a bankrupt print shop, in a century-old cast-iron
building a block off the river. Over the door a sign, faded alnost to
illegibility, said BLACKWELL PRI NTI NG COMPANY. Jay peered through a w ndowpane,
but the grinme covered it |ike a coat of gray paint, and he could get no hint of
the interior.

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his blazer and wal ked slowy up and down
the sidewal k. As far as he could see, there were two ways into the loft. An old
iron fire escape clung to the back side of the structure. He could probably pul
the | adder down and clinb in through a window O he could just ring the bell.
He could see lights in the loft windows. To hell with it, he thought. He went
around to the steel-reinforced door by the alley. There was no nanme on the bell.
Jay jabbed it with his thunb.

After a nonment there was a netallic rasping noise, and the | ock on the stee
door di sengaged. That was easy, Jay thought as he pushed his way inside. He
found hinself at the bottomof a narrow flight of stairs in a ghastly little
hal l way that snelled of nold and printer's ink. A light bulb dangled fromthe
ceiling, swaying slightly fromside to side as moths fluttered around it. The
bul b was hot and bright, probably way too high a voltage for the old wiring in
this firetrap, but it did light up the place. One of the noths brushed agai nst
it and fell, snmoking, at his feet. Its burned wings beat a frantic tattoo
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agai nst the bare wood fl oor. Jay stepped on it and felt it crunch as he ground
it intothe floor with his heel. He wondered what the hell Sascha saw in a place
I'ike this.

A door opened on the | anding above him "Aren't you com ng up?" a wonan's voice
cal |l ed down.

Jay had no i dea whom she was expecting, but he didn't figure it was him "I'm

| ooking for Sascha," he said as he started up the steps. They were so cranped
and steep it was hard going.

"Sascha is not here." The woman cane out of the |oft and stood on the top step,

smling domm at him "I amall alone."” Jay | ooked up. He stopped right where he
was. He stared.
The woman ran the tip of her tongue across full, pouty lips. She was dressed in

a short red teddy that barely reached her hips. No panties. Her pubic hair was
bl ack and thick, and when she stood with her legs apart like that, he could see
a lot nore than just hair. Her skin was a light brown color, the kind Hiram
woul d call cafe au lait. Atangle of wild black hair fell across her shoul ders
and back, |onger than her teddy. Under the wi sp of fabric was the nost

magni ficent pair of tits that Jay Ackroyd had ever seen. "Conme on," she said to
hi m

Her accent was as provocative as the rest of her. "Cone on," she repeated, with
nmore insistence.

Jay resisted the urge to | ook over his shoulder to see if sonebody el se was on
the steps behind him He couldn't take his eyes off her anyway. Wen Jube had
sai d that Sascha was seeing a Haitian prostitute, he'd expected sone gaunt,
pockmarked girl with hungry eyes and needl e tracks along her arns. He cleared
his throat and tried to sound like he ran into hal f-naked wonen all the tine.
"Ah," he nanaged, "Sascha, ah-"

"Sascha bores ne," the wonan said. "I amEzili. Conme." She sniled again and held
out her hand.

"I"'mJay Ackroyd," Jay said. "I'ma friend of Chrysalis," he added. "Sascha
too," he went on. "I need to talk to himagain," he explained. "About her," he
clarified. "Chrysalis, that is." Al the tine walking up the stairs. Ezili just

| istened, nodding, smling, nodding. Jay was two steps bel ow her when he saw
that her eyes matched her lingerie, two snmall black irises surrounded by a sea
of liquid red. "Your eyes," Jay blurted out, stopping suddenly.

Ezili reached down, took his hand, and put it between her |egs. Her heat was
like a living thing. Misture ran over his fingers and down the inside of her
cof fee-col ored thighs

She noved agai nst him and gasped as his fingers slipped up inside her, noving
al nrost of their own accord. She had her first climax right there on the stairs,
grinding her hips furiously against his hand. Afterward she licked his fingers
like a greedy child, sucking the fluids off themone by one, then drew him
wordl essly into the apartnent.

By then Jay had forgotten all about her eyes.

10: 00 P. M

There was never a Werewol f around when you needed one. Egrets were scarce, too.
Brennan pounded the streets for two hours before he spotted one of the gang
menbers, a Werewol f, staggering out of Freakers.

The Werewol f was big, hairy, and muscular. He wore faded and torn jeans and
enough chains and | eather straps and cords to fill M chael Jackson's closet. The
pl astic Mae West mask that covered his face added nore than a touch of
incongruity to his appearance. He stopped on the street in front of Freakers to
extort a few bucks from sone slumm ng nat tourists who were trying to decide
whet her or not to go into the bar, then lurched past theminto an alley half a
bl ock down the street. Brennan foll owed him

The alley was suitably dark and isolated. The joker was urinating against a

brick wall and singing "I'm So Lonesome | Could Die" to hinmself, lowy and
badly. He was zipping up his fly when Brennan | aid the edge of his knife against
his throat and said conversationally, "I think your voice would sound a | ot

better if | cut you right here. Wiat do you think?"
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The joker stood paral yzed until Brennan stepped back, then he turned around
slowy, carefully holding his hands out and away from his sides.

"You sonme kind of crazy nat?" the joker finally asked. "Just visiting the big
bad city to check on sone of ny old friends." Brennan reached into the pocket of
his denimjacket with his left hand. "My card,” he said, holding up an ace of

spades.

The huge joker seened to shrink back into hinself. "You the real thing, man?"
"Try nme," Brennan offered, but the joker just shook his head. "I don't want to
dance," Brennan said. "I just want to talk. I'mlooking for one of the bigger

fish. Warl ock. Lazy Dragon. Maybe Fadeout. Seen any of them tonight?"

"l seen Dragon earlier. He said he was going to be spending the night at

Chi ckadee's, but he wasn't too happy about it. He was bodygdardi ng sone Fi st
wheel, so he couldn't party."

Brennan nodded. Lazy Dragon was a free-lance ace who worked part-tinme for the
Fists, often directly for a Shadow Fist |ieutenant naned Philip Cunni ngham who
was fairly high in the organization. Cunni ngham who was al so cal |l ed Fadeout
because of his ability to turn invisible, would know if Kien had put out a
contract on Chrysalis. Brennan had once worked for Fadeout hinself when he'd
joined the Fists undercover in an attenpt to bring themdown fromwthin. In
fact he'd saved Fadeout's |ife when the Mafia had attacked his headquarters.

Per haps they could cone to sone kind of accomodati on.

"Ckay, "' Brennan said. He gestured with his knife. "That the nbdel the
Werewol ves are wearing this week?"

"Huh?"

"Your mask."

"Sure."

"Gve it to nme."

Brennan watched the Werewol f carefully. The combn nask the gang wore was their
synbol, their badge of belonging. Some fanatic Werewol ves would kill before
giving it up.

This one visibly tensed, then sighed and rel axed. He obvi ously knew Brennan's
reputation, and despite his size and feroci ous appearance had no wish to tangle
with the man who had deci mat ed Shadow Fi st ranks the year before.

He slipped the mask off and gave it to Brennan, turning his face down and away.
Brennan took the mask, glanced at the man's face, and said nothing. He'd seen
worse, a |l ot worse, though he could understand why the fierce-I|ooking Werewol f
was ashaned of his face. It looked as if it had stopped growi ng during the man's
first year. It was a baby's face, soft and beautiful, perched grotesquely in the
m ddl e of his oversized head. It contrasted weirdly with the joker's savage,

met al - and- | eat her appear ance.

Brennan stepped back and the Werewol f edged around hi mand backed away, face
still averted. He started off down the alley.

"Your fly's still undone," Brennan called out after him

"Sleep," Ezili whispered to him afterward.

He was very drowsy. He felt as though he could just surrender, settle slowy
into the deep soft pile of the carpet beneath him close his eyes, and drift
peacefully. Until this nonent, he hadn't realized how exhausted he was.

Ezili was smling down at him the soft weight of her breast against his arm
They' d never even bothered to turn on a light, but he could see her dimy by the
light fromthe street lanp outside, filtering through softly blow ng curtains.
Her nipples were large and dark, the color of bittersweet chocolate. He
remenbered the taste of them He reached out a hand, stroked the soft skin on
the underside of her breast, but this tine her fingers caught his wist and

gently took his hand away. "No," she whispered, "just sleep. C ose your eyes,
little boy. Dream" She kissed his brow. "Dreamof Ezili-je-rouge."

Sone part of Jay realized how crazy this was, but the rest of himdidn't care.
He wondered if Ezili was going to try and hit himup for noney. She was supposed
to be a hooker, after all. He didn't care. Watever she charged, she was worth
it. "How nmuch for all night?" he whispered drowsily.

Ezili seened to find that anusing. She | aughed a |ight, nusical |augh and began
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to stroke his forehead with | anguid, knowing fingers. It was incredibly
soot hi ng. The room was warm and dark. He closed his eyes and |l et the world begin
to drift away. Ezili's fingers touched and gentled. Far off he heard her talking
to herself, murnuring, "All night, all night," as if it were the funniest thing
anyone had ever said. There were other noises, too, nore distant, a door opening
somewhere, a rustling of clothing, as if there were sonmeone else there with
them but Jay was too tired to care. He was floating, sinking into a warm sea of
sl eep, and tonight he knew his nightmare woul d not cone.

Then the outer door slammed open with a | oud bang, and sonmeone screaned, "Were
is he?"

Bright light fromthe hallway fell across Jay's face, jolting himawake. He sat
up groggily and put a hand in front of his eyes. Through his fingers, he saw a
man outlined in the doorway, indistinct against the glare. "Shit," he
conpl ai ned, before he quite renenbered where he was.

Ezili was on her feet, screaming at the intruder in French. Jay didn't speak a
word of French, but he could tell fromher tone that you wouldn't find many of
those words in your basic French-English dictionaries. He heard a nuffl ed noise
behind himand turned just in tinme to glinpse a dark shape vani sh through a
bedroom door. A child, he thought, with some kind of hunpback or twi sted spine,
but inthe dimlight it was hard to be sure. Woever it was slamed the door

behi nd t hem

"I couldn't help it," the man in the doorway said. Hs voice was hoarse and
shaky. Ezili spat nore venomat himin French. "I didn't know, " he pleaded.
"Please, | can't wait. Ezili, | need the kiss, | need it bad. Listen to nme."

Jay knew that voice. He got to his knees, bunped into the edge of the couch,
funbl ed for a lanp, and turned on sone |ight.

"You don't understand what |'ve been through," Sascha said.

"Shut up, fool," Ezili said in English. "You have a visitor.", Sascha's head
turned slowy, until it faced Jay. "You." Jay suddenly renenbered that he was
naked. Hs clothes were scattered all over the room pants over the back of the
couch, boxer shorts dangling fromthe | anpshade, socks and shoes God knows
where. Ezili was just as naked.

O course, Sascha had no eyes. Sonehow Jay didn't think it mattered. "M, " Jay
admitted, a little sheepishly. He snatched his boxer shorts off the |anp,
clinmbed into them and tried to think what else to say. Pardon ne, Sascha, |
cane here to talk to you, but wound up fucking your girl on the living-room
carpet, and by the way, she is one terrific piece of ass.... No, he couldn't say
that. O course, he'd just thought that, and Sascha was a tel epath, which neant
that he already...

"Coward," Ezili snarled at Sascha. "Wakling. Wiy should you have the kiss? You
don't deserve it."

Jay | ooked at her, a little shocked. This was a whole different side to Ezili,
and she sure as hell didn't sound Iike a hooker talking to a well-heel ed
customer. She stood with her fists balled on her hips, naked and furious, and
Jay noticed for the first tinme that she had a big, crusty brown scab on the side
of her neck. He thought of various venereal diseases, then of AIDS, renenbered
that she was supposed to be Haitian, and felt like a total idiot. "Were the
fuck is ny shirt?" he said angrily, |louder than he'd intended.

Ezili and Sascha both |l ooked at him Ezili nmuttered sonething in French, spun on
a bare foot, and stal ked off toward the bedroom She slammed the door behind
her. Jay heard it | ock.

Sascha | ooked as though he was going to cry, although Jay wasn't at all sure you
could cry, without eyes. He sagged into an arnthair and lifted his head to favor
Jay with his eyeless stare. "Wl |?" Sascha said bitterly. "Wat do you want?"
Jay, struggling into his pants, felt at a certain di sadvantage, but he tried not
tolet on. "I'mlooking for Elmo," he said, zipping up his fly.

"Everyone's | ooking for Elnp," Sascha conpl ai ned. He | ooked |ike shit, Jay

t hought, except that he'd never seen shit |ook as pale and sweaty and trenbly as
Sascha | ooked right now "Well, | don't know where he is. He went off to run an
errand and he didn't conme back." Sascha giggled. It was a thin, high,
frightening sound, on the edge of hysteria. "The dwarf who never returned,
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that's Elnmb. Good for him They'll hang himfor it, you know. Wait and see. He's
only a joker."

Jay couldn't find one of his socks. He shoved the other one in a pocket and sat
on the edge of the couch to | ace up his shoes. The couch was new, expensive,
uphol stered in plush wi ne-colored velvet. Jay gave the apartnment a good
once-over, really seeing it for the first tinme. The floors were covered by
deep-pile wall-to-wall carpeting, as white as snow. On the far side of the
pass-through was a nodern kitchen where rows of copper-bottoned pots hung
between a towering bronze refrigerator-freezer and a mcrowave that coul d doubl e
as a hangar for small planes. The living roomwas full of weird but

expensi ve-1ooking primtive art that Jay figured nust be Haitian. El aborate

pai nted synbols covered the walls. Of to his left, the |oft had been subdi vi ded
into a naze of smaller roons; it |ooked like there could be five or six bedroons
back there.'

"What is this place?" Jay said, a little baled.

"It's a place you don't belong," Sascha said. "Wy don't you just |eave ne

al one?"

"I will. As soon as you've answered a few questions."” That nade Sascha furious

"No!" he shouted. "Now. | told you, | can't wait, damm it, you get out of here,
I need the kiss, | don't want you here, | don't want you bothering ne." Jay had
never seen Sascha this way. "Wiat the hell is wong with you?" he asked.

"Sascha, are you hooked on sonet hi ng?"
Sascha's rage suddenly changed to giggles again. "Ch, yes,
oh, kisses sweeter than w ne."

he said. "Kisses,

Jay stood up, frowning. "Kisses," he repeated sourly. Ezili was real good in
bed, but if this is what a long-termrelationship with her did to you, he'd
settle for a one-night stand. "Sascha, | don't give a damm about your love life,

I just need to find Elno. He knows ne well enough to know | wont turn himin.
just want to talk. He might know sonething that could help nme figure out who
killed Chrysalis."

Sascha stroked his little pencil-thin nustache in a notion that was al nost
furtive. "But we know who killed her, don't we? He left his calling card, didn't
he? Yes, | see you renenber, | can see the picture in your head right now'

It made Jay feel a little creepy to have Sascha fooling around in his mnd.
"Sonmeone dropped an ace of spades on the body," he said, "but |I'mnot convinced
it was Yeonman, he-"

"It was him" Sascha interrupted. He surged to his feet angrily. "Yeonman! That's
who it was! There's your nurderer, Popinjay, oh yes. He's back in town. | just
saw him"

Jay was unsure. "You saw hi n?"

Sascha nodded rapidly. "Qut at Brighton Beach. My nother's place. He cane

| ooking for ne. He's after Elnpb, too."

"Why?" Jay demanded. "Why would he kill Chrysalis?" Sascha | ooked around the
room as if to nake sure that no one else was |istening, then | eaned forward and
whi spered, "she knew his real nane." He giggled. "Wuld you like to hear it? If
I tell you, will you go away and | eave ne al one?"

"You know it, too?"

Sascha nodded eagerly. "She never said it aloud, but sonetines she thought it. |

picked it right out of her mind one day. If Yeoman knew, he'd kill ne, too. Do
you want it?"

"Tell me," Jay said.

"You prom se you'll go away? You won't bother ne anynore? You won't pry into ny
affairs?"

"I promse," Jay said inpatiently.

"Dani el Brennan," Sascha said. "Now get out."

Jay | ooked back once on the way out as he pulled the door of the apartnment shut
behind him Sascha was kneeling by the bedroom door, eyel ess face pressed up
agai nst the wood, pleading for a kiss.

11:00 P. M
Chi ckadee's was located in the heart of the Bowery. Its exterior was plain,
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al nost severe, greystone, with no sign, canopy, or doorman to announce its

exi stence. Chickadee's didn't have to advertise. Wrd of nmouth was enough
Brennan went up the steps enpty-handed, having stashed his bow case in a rental
| ocker, and was net in the bordello's anteroomby a joker with the approximte
size and nuscul ature of a male gorilla. The joker gave himthe once-over, and
sniffed, alittle put off by Brennan's jeans and T-shirt. Neverthel ess he open
the antechanber's inner door, |eading, as Chickadee's thousands of satisfied
custoners thought, to paradise.

Twel ve- Fi nger Jake was playing the piano in the corner of the greeting parlor,
poundi ng out the conplicated chords of the super-syncopated nusic he called |j
jazz joker jazz that took all twelve of his fingers to play properly. Johns,
dressed nostly in expensive-looking three-piece suits, were sitting on the
parlor's confortable chairs and sofas, drinking and chatting with the girls. The
worren of the house ran the gamut of races and colors. Al were beautiful, but
since this was Jokertown sone of them had deci dedly unusual attributes.

A nat hostess met Brennan at the door. At |east she |ooked like a nat, and the
garter belt, nylons, and high heels she wore coul d have done very little to
conceal joker deformties. It was true, though, that sone of the girls at

Chi ckadee's were different in very subtle ways.

"Hell o, Joe," she said. "I"'mLori. Want to party?" Brennan snmiled. "I'm |l ooking
for a man," he began. "Wong place, Joe. W got all kinds of girls-white ones,
bl ack ones, brown ones, ones |like you never seen before, but if you want a nman-"
"Afriend, | nmean," Brennan added hastily. "Lazy Dragon-"

"Ch." Lori nodded. She linked arms with Brennan and drew himtoward her. Her

sl eek hip pressed agai nst Brennan's, her long, |ean silk-covered thigh brushed

against his as they wal ked.' "I should have guessed with the nask and all
Marilyn Monroe, right? She's one of ny favorites. |I'll take you up nyself. | can
use another taste."

"Sure."

Brennan foll owed, sonmewhat nystified, but satisfied that his mninmal disguise
was doing its job. They went through the parlor area, raucous with the j -jazz

flowing from Twel ve Finger Jake's ninble digits and the chatter of thirty girls
and fifty prospective johns, up a flight of stairs, and down a corridor ending
in closed doubl e doors guarded by a couple of Wrewol ves weari ng Mae West masks
identical to Brennan's.

"What's up?" one of them asked as Brennan and the girl approached. Brennan
nodded. "Relief. Let me check in with Dragon."

"Just one of you? Wio gets off?"

Brennan shrugged. "Not ny decision."

The Werewol f grunted, stood aside, and Brennan and Lori went through the doors.
Inside was a | arge room decorated with the exuberantly | avish taste one m ght
expect in an establishnent |ike Chickadee's. Half the walls were wall papered in
a silver-and-gold paisley pattern, the other half were mrrored, nmaking the room
seem nuch bigger than it really was. The overstuffed couches and fat hassocks
scattered about the roomwere all occupied by house girls and nen wearing suits
that were as tasteful as the wall paper

A naked girl was |lying | anguorously on one of the couches with |ines of what

| ooked |i ke cocaine |aid out on her body between and over her anple breasts, up
her sleek |egs, and converging at the juncture of her thighs. Three nen were
taking turns snorting lines leading to their favorite body parts. Qher girls
wearing nostly makeup were circulating with trays with drinks and little silver
bows filled with powders or pills of various sorts.

Lori said, "See you later, hon," and noved off into the drift.

Lazy Dragon was sitting in a corner of the room sipping a drink froma

| ong-stemmed gl ass. As Brennan watched he virtuously turned down a bow of white
powder offered himby a sleek bl ack woman whose body was covered by fluffy

f eat hers.

"What do you want?" Dragon asked as Brennan approached. He was a young nan,
Asian, small and trim/l ooking. He was al so a potent ace who could animate then
possess aninmal figurines he carved or folded out of paper. Right now he didn't
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appear to be in a good hunor.

"No rest for the wicked, is there?"

Dragon stiffened at the sound of Brennan's voice, half rose, then sank down in
his chair. "What the hell are you doing here, Cowboy?" he said, using the nane
Brennan had taken when he'd gone undercover and joined the Fists.

Brennan shrugged. "Looks like a fun party. |1'd hate to see anything break it

up." He | ooked steadily at Dragon. "Wat's goi ng on, anyway?"

Dragon | ooked at himfor a long tine before answering. "The guy over there," he
said, indicating a tall, thin, wastedl ooking man in white |inen trousers,
jacket, and shirt, "is Quinn the Eskinp. You' ve heard of him"

Brennan nodded. Quinn the Eskino-his real nane was Thomas Qi ncey-was head of
the scientific armof the Shadow Fists. He specialized in the devel opnent of
synthetic drugs with extraordi nary special effects.

"Trying out a new product?" Brennan asked.

As Brennan watched, Lori approached Qui nn and spoke to him He smiled and handed
her a vial of blue powder, some of which she snorted, sone of which she rubbed
on her nipples and breasts, turning themthe same bright blue color of the
powder. Quinn and the men standing around himlaughed. At Quinn's urging one of
the men started to lick her breasts. She closed her eyes and | eaned up agai nst a
nearby wall, and, as the nman sucked her nipples, cane to an obvious, powerful
orgasm

"What the hell was that?" Brennan asked.

Dragon shrugged. "The new product. Denonstrating for the distributors. Wat do
you want, anyway?"

Brennan | ooked back down at Dragon. "A friend of mine was killed, Dragon. You
heard. "

"Chrysalis?"

Brennan nodded. "And | heard that soneone is bragging around town that he did it
to get in good with the Fists." Dragon shook his head. "I didn't know the Fists
want ed her dead."

"You don't make policy. | want to talk to someone who does. Fadeout."

"He's not happy with you, Cowboy. You really fucked us over."

Brennan shrugged. "That's life," he said. "Fadeout will talk to nme, or the Fists
will bleed. "

Dragon stood up slowy, carefully. "You don't want to start anything here,
Cowboy. |'m head of security for this party-"

Brennan nodded, smiled under his Mae West nask, and backed away. "And | woul dn't
want you to have a black mark on your record. Just tell Fadeout | want to talk."
They stared at each other until Brennan backed out of the room

"So?" one of the Werewolf guards in the corridor asked Brennan

"So what ?"

"Who' s going of f duty?"

"Ch." Brennan stripped off the Mae West nask and tossed it at the astonished
Werewol f, who caught it against his chest. " I am"

"What the hell?" the other one growl ed angrily. "That's not fair."

"Life's a bitch," Brennan told him "Then you die." The Wrewol ves recogni zed
the danger in his voice. They watched himas he went down the corridor

wonderi ng who he was, deciding that it would probably be better if they never
found out.

Tuesday July 19, 1988

2:00 A M

The stale air trapped inside the unused sewer line that Chrysalis had converted
to a secret Palace entrance stank of nold and rot. It was dark but for the beam
from Brennan's flashlight, quiet but for the infrequent noi ses he made as he
crept toward the Pal ace. Once he passed a side tunnel that Chrysalis hadn't told
hi m about. He thought he heard sonmething noving in it, but decided that now was
not the time to indulge idle curiosity.

The sewer line led to a tunnel of nore recent construction, that led in turn to
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a dark basenent storeroom The room was packed with stacks of |iquor cases,
pi |l es of al um num beer kegs, and cardboard boxes filled with potato chips,
pretzels, pork rinds, and other junk food.

Brennan noved through the storeroomsilently and went up the flight of stairs to
the first floor. He waited for a nonment, but neither saw, nor heard, nor snelled
anything to indicate that anyone else was in the Palace. He hadn't figured there
woul d be. He went down the corridor to Chrysalis's office and paused at the
door, strangely reluctant to enter the room

He realized that once he saw her blood splattered on the walls, he would know

wi t hout a doubt that Chrysalis was dead. She'd kept too much of herself to
herself for himto have | oved her, but he had shared her bed and sone of her
secrets. He'd known the |onely woman under the cool exterior. He hadn't |oved
her, but he could have. He couldn't forget that. It kept gnawing at himlike the
pai n from an open wound, unbound and bl eedi ng.

He renenbered Chrysalis's office as a dark, quiet, charming room It had a

fabul ous Oriental carpet on the floor, floor-to-ceiling bookcases full of

| eat her-bound vol umes that Chrysalis had actually read, solid oak-and-I eather
furniture, and dark, purple-patterned Victorian wallpaper. The room had even
snel l ed of Chrysalis, of the exotic frangi pani perfunme she wore and the anmaretto
she drank. It had been a peaceful room and he didn't want to see it transforned
into a scene of death and destruction. But he had to. He took a deep breath,
pul l ed away the tape that seal ed the door, and entered the office.

It was worse than he had suspected. The room had been utterly devastated. Her
huge oak desk was on its side hal fway across the roomfromits usual place. Her
bl ack | eather chair had been shattered. Her bookcases had been torn fromthe
wal | s and the volunmes scattered on the floor. The visitors' chairs had been
smashed to kindling. Her wooden file cabinets had been upended and their
contents strewn all over the floor and the broken furniture. Wrst of all was a
Iight spray of blood, barely visible on the patterned wall paper, splattered | ow
on the wall behind where her desk and chair nornally stood.

Brennan had seen a | ot of destruction, but this devastation filled himwth
anger. He took the anger and forced it down, pushing it deep inside hinself

until it was a glowing pinpoint in the pit of his stomach. This was no tine to
give in to enotion. Perhaps later he could afford to vent it, but now he needed
a cool, dispassionate intellect. Not knowi ng yet what night constitute an

i nportant clue, he nenorized the horrible scene in as nuch detail as he could so
that he'd be able to reconstruct it in his nmnd later.

Brennan left the office with the roomlocked in his nenory. He couldn't face the
stuffiness of the tunnels running under the streets. He wanted to breathe fresh,
clean air, as fresh and clean, anyway, as could be found in the city. He went to
the stairs that led to the exits of the upper floor, and he heard a voice, the

| ast voice he ever expected to hear again, whispering fromthe dark stairwell
ahead of him

"Yeoman," it said, sending shivers up his spine, "I'mwaiting for you. Cone to
my room |'Il be waiting, my archer."

It was her voice. Chrysalis, speaking in her alnostEnglish accent. He stood
still for a nonent, but heard no one or nothing nove in the darkness.

Brennan didn't believe in ghosts, but the wild card nade nearly anything
possi bl e. Maybe Chrysalis hadn't even been killed, maybe it was all an el aborate
hoax, perhaps perpetrated by Chrysalis herself for whatever unfathomable reason
What ever it was, he couldn't just walk away fromit. He drew his Browning

Hi - Power fromhis hip holster and crept up the stairs as quietly as a stal king
cat.

The door to Chrysalis's bedroomwas open, and as he peered around the janb he
coul d see that soneone had been here before him The intruder had been searching
for sonething and hadn't bothered to be neat about it. Chrysalis's canopi ed bed
had been pulled apart and its mattress shredded. Al her Victorian portraits and
el egantly framed antique nmirrors had been stripped fromthe walls and lay in
silver slivers scattered about the floor. The crystal decanter that usually
stood on the nightstand |lay shattered on the floor. A fencing mask sat inits

pl ace.
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Brennan entered the room and stared about in dismay. Just as he reached the
smashed bed, a bul ky figure appeared at the nouth of the wal k-in closet where
Chrysalis had kept her extensive wardrobe. Its face was fenmi nine and beautiful,
but etched with what | ooked |ike chronic pain. Her body was grotesque, huge and
bl ocky under her floor-Ilength black cloak. Something was novi ng under the cl oak
Sonet hing tw sted and withed across her chest and abdomen |ike a sack full of
snakes. The intruder stopped short and stared at Brennan, who stared back and
poi nted his gun.

"You're the Oddity," Brennan finally said. "Wwo are you?"

"No one you know. Call ne Yeoman."

There was another silence, then the (ddity said, "W see. Wat are you doing
her e?"

"That's my question.”

"We're | ooking for sonething.”

Brennan's lips quirked in a grimace. "Let's not draw this out."

"Or what? Shouldn't a threat be in there somewhere?" Brennan's voice was as cold

as glacial ice, the hand holding the gun as steady as a statue's. " | don't
threaten. | don't play ganes. |'ve found you in ny friend' s bedroomand |I'm
inclined to believe you had sonething to do with her death. If you don't want to
tell me anything, fine. I"'mnot going to turn you over to the police. |I'm going

to | eave you dead."

"W believe you would try," the Oddity said softly. Brennan said not hing.

"Al'l right." She sighed. "W had nothing to do. with Chrysalis's death. Wen we
heard about it, we cane | ooking for sonmething... sone information that Chrysalis
was bl ackmailing us with. W just wanted to recover it before the police found
it."

Brennan scow ed. "Bl ackmailing you? For noney?" The Oddity nodded, then her face
suddenly screwed up in an expression of intense pain. She gasped and fell to her
knees, her arns crossing over her stomach. She threw back her head, her face a
rictus of suffering.

"Christ," Brennan nurrmured. The Oddity wasn't acting. She was in intense,
uncontrol | abl e pain. Brennan didn't know what to do or how to help her. He
started to approach the hel pl ess joker, but she held out a hand to ward hi moff.
He stared as her features craw ed fromher face and slid down the side of her
throat. Another set of features, swarthy and mascul i ne, began to nove around
fromthe back of her head.

The new eyes stared at Brennan with suspicion. Even before they were properly in
pl ace, even before the Gddity finished . noaning, he-as Brennan now t hought of
the j oker stood, grabbed the |leg of the end table that stood near the bed, and
threwit at Brennan with a flick of his wist. Brennan ducked and squeezed 0% a
shot .

He never knew if the bullet hit hone, because the Oddity charged at himlike a
ful l back blasting for the goal line, and when they collided, it felt as if he'd
been smashed by a sack full of bricks.

He twi sted away and placed a powerful side kick into the squirm ng mass that was
the (ddity's torso. A fem nine hand gabbed him and it was nmuch, nuch stronger
than his. It pulled at himand he followed it without resistance as it whirled
hi m around and sl ammed hi m agai nst the wall hard enough to make his teeth
clatter and his back ache.

H's gun flew away. He hit the floor, rolled, and grabbed a kni ckknack stand of
solid oak. He swng it with all his strength and caught the Qddity in the side.
The stand shattered. His arns quivered with shock and he tried unsuccessfully to
shake the nunbness from his hands. The Qddity hadn't even budged.

He swung at Brennan and Brennan dodged, dodged, and dodged again, dangling his
hands at his side, trying to get feeling to return to them He retreated unti

he felt a wall against his back and the Qddity | oomed before him scowing with
feroci ous anger.

He swung again and Brennan ducked, sliding dowmn the wall as the Oddity's fist
smashed through it, his armpunching into the wall cavity to the shoul der
Brennan slipped around to the side and grabbed one of the posts that had
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supported the canopy of Chrysalis's denolished bed. He swung it |ike an

oversi zed baseball bat and connected solidly with the Gddity's back, right over
t he ki dneys.

The Gddity how ed nore in anger than pain. Brennan swung again, splintering the
post into kindling.

"Christ," Brennan nuttered as the Qddity cursed and wenched at his trapped arm
There was no sense, Brennan realized, in trying to fight the berserk joker. He
dove out of the roomas the Oddity pulled free, and ran down the hallway,
gritting his teeth at the pain in his back

"We'll get you, you bastardl" the Oddity cried. Hs voice was slurred, as if
perhaps two people were fighting for control of it. "W'Ill get youl"

Brennan took a deep breath as he ran. No bones were broken, but his whol e back
felt bruised. There was no tine to waste noaning. The police could arrive at any
monent to investigate the conmotion. He went up the stairs and out through the
roof, replaying the Oddity's story in his mnd. Chrysalis mght have extorted
favors or information as part of the gane she liked to play, but she would never
bl ackmai | anyone for noney. Brennan knew that wasn't in her.

So why was the Gddity |ying? And what was he-they, whatever-really |ooking for
in the closet of Chrysalis's bedroon?

9:00 A M

"You've got a reporter nanmed Thomas Downs," Jay said. The receptionist |ooked at
hi m dubi ously. She was a chic little nunber who | ooked |ike she'd been specially
bred to sit behind the high-tech chrome-and-gl ass recepti on desk. The offices of
Aces magazine were a |lot classier than Jay had anticipated. If he'd known they
had two entire floors at 666 Fifth Avenue, Jay night have stopped for that shine
in the subway. Obviously, there was noney to be made in stories about
Peregrine's love life.

"Digger didn't cone in today," the receptionist said. On the wall behind her,
the magazine's | ogo had been burned into a chrone steel plate by Junpin' Jack

Fl ash. El sewhere around the reception area, various distinguished ace visitors
had transnmuted a chrone ashtray into sone kind of weird purple glass, tw sted
steel bars into new and fanciful shapes, and constructed a perpetual -notion
machi ne that had been whirring happily away for four years now. Little brass

pl agues conmenor at ed each of these feats.

"VWere can | find hinP" Jay asked. "It's inportant."

"I"'msorry," the receptionist said. "W don't give out that kind of

i nformation."

"I's there sonmeone else | could talk to?" Jay asked. "Not w thout an

appoi ntment , " she sai d.
"I"'man ace," Jay told her.
She tried to suppress a smle, and failed. "I'msure you are.”

Jay | ooked around the reception area, made the gun shape with his fingers, and
poi nted at a | ong chrone-andl eat her sofa. It vanished with a pop. He'd needed a
new couch anyway. "Do | get a little brass plaque?" he asked the receptionist.
"Perhaps M. Lowboy could help you," she said, lifting up the phone.

The editorial floor had been partitioned off into a maze of tiny cubicles.
Larger private offices, with real walls and doors, lined the outside of the
buil ding, leaving the big central space w ndow ess. There were | ots of cheerfu
colors and potted plants, and peppy Mizak kept the well-dressed staff busy at
their conputer termnals. Everything was very clean and orderly. Jay hated it.
M. Lowboy's coner office had no computer termnal, no cheerful colors, and no
Muzak. Just a lot of wood and | eather, and two huge tinted w ndows | ooking out
over the Manhattan skyline. M. Lowboy wasn't there when they arrived, so Jay
wander ed around the room | ooking at the framed photographs on the walls. He was
studying a faded bl ack-and-white print of Jetboy shaking hands with a w zened
little man who | ooked |ike an anem c ghome when Lowboy finally rmade his
entrance.

"That's ny grandfather,” he said. "He and Jetboy were like that." Lowboy crossed
his mddle and index fingers. He was a couple of inches shorter than Jay and
wore a threepiece white suit with a pastel shirt and a black knit tie.
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"Way is he handi ng Jetboy a check?" Jay asked.

"Ch, well, truth is, he was lending the kid noney all the tinme. Jetboy never did
know how to manage his finances. Just like a lot of these nodern aces." He held
out his hand. "I'm Bob Lowboy. | understand you're |ooking for Digger." He
didn't wait for an answer. "I'mafraid we can't help you," he said as they

shook. "Digger's a crackerjack reporter, no doubt of it, but he's not the nost
reliable man we've got on staff. He took off yesterday during his coffee break,
and we haven't seen himsince."

"Aren't you a little concerned about that?"

"Not to worry" Lowboy assured him "He's done it before. The last tinme, he
showed up a week later with all the dope on the Howl er's secret |love child. Made
the cover."

"Il just bet it did," Jay said.

"If you'd like to leave a card with my assistant, we'll nake sure Di gger gets
it," Lowboy pronised.

Jay left a card with M. Lowboy's assistant and told her he'd find his own way
out. He was threading his way through the labyrinth when a wonan called out to
him "M. Ackroyd?"

She was young, early twenties maybe, dressed in a plain white shirt open at the
collar, jeans, and a pin-striped gray vest. Her hair was cropped short, and
round wire-rinms framed her face. "Mandy told everyone about the couch," she
said. "You're Popinjay." She offered her hand shyly. Her nails were tri med down
to the quick.

"I hate that name."

She | ooked guilty "Ch God, that's right, it was in your file. I'"msorry, |

forgot. |I hope | haven't offended you. |I'm Judy Scheffel. Sonetinmes they call ne
Crash."

"Crash?" Jay sai d dubiously.

"Don't ask. |I'm Digger's research assistant. Can we tal k?" She produced a key

fromthe pocket of her vest. "The key to Digger's office," she said. "C non."
Downs mi ght have been only a reporter, but clearly Aces valued his services. H's
office was a third the size of Lowboy's, but it was a real office, with walls, a
door that |ocked, and even a single narrow wi ndow. The bookshel ves al ong t he
west wall were jammed far beyond capacity and | ooked as though they could cone
cascadi ng down at any nonent. A conputer work station occupied the corner by the
wi ndow. Next to it was a bulletin board crowded with nug shots of people that
Jay didn't recognize. "Who are they?" he asked.

Crash carefully | ocked the door. "Aces who are still up the sleeve," she said.
"For future reference. You' d be surprised how many tines Digger's been the first
to break the story on a new ace. No one el se cones close."

"I'f they haven't gone public yet, how does he know they're aces?" Jay said,
studyi ng the pictures.

"I think he has a source down at the Jokertown Clinic who tips himoff whenever
a new ace i s diagnosed." Crash shoved sone papers aside and sat on the edge of
Digger's desk. "Digger's in trouble, isn't he?"

"You tell me," Jay said.

"He's in trouble," she said. "He's always been kind of junpy, but yesterday he
just freaked."

"Tell nme about it," Jay said. He noved a box of Peregrine pinup cal endars off
the swivel chair and sat down. "W were working on a story yesterday norning.
About the convention-a profile of the ace delegates. Digger had this tiny little
Sony Watchman on in the background, in case any news broke on the convention
floor. When they cane on with the newsflash about Chrysalis, he turned white as
a sheet."

"They were close," Jay said. "Mybe even |overs."

"I't wasn't just grief," Crash said. "It was fear. Digger was terrified. | gotta
go, he said. | asked himwhen he'd be back, but it was like he didn't hear ne.
He practically ran out of the office. And Mandy, up front at the desk, she told
me he didn't even wait for an elevator. He took the stairs down."

Jay had to admit that didn't sound Iike a man goi ng underground for a story; it
sounded like a man running for his life. "Downs ever do a story on the
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bow and-arrow kil ler?"

"No. Aces doesn't run a lot of crine stories.”

"He ever nention Chrysalis being afraid of soneone?" She shook her head.

"Sonme of his stories nmust have pissed people off. Was there anyone in particular
had it in for hinP"

"Peregrine," Crash said quickly. "She and Dr. Tachyon were both angry with

Di gger over a story he did during the tour. He just reported what Tachyon told
him™"

Dr. Tachyon was one of maybe six people that Jay was reasonably certain he could
beat in an armwestling contest. Peri he wasn't so sure about, but both of them
were down in Atlanta anyway. "You're sure he had no history with Yeoman?" he
asked. When she nodded, he said, "How about the COddity?"

She considered that for a mnute. "Digger did a story on the Oddity years ago,
when he first cane on staff. He showed it to ne once. It was very well witten.
Digger said it would have won a Pulitzer, but Lowboy spiked it and it never
ran.”

"Why?" Jay said.

Crash | ooked enbarrassed. "It was before ny tine, but | guess it was because the
Qddity's a joker. Lowboy is always saying that our readership doesn't want to
read about jokers."

"Was the Oddity upset that the story never ran?"

"Not as much as Digger was," she said.

Jay frowned. "You have any idea where Digger m ght have gone?"

Crash shook her head. "All | know is he's not at hone. |'ve phoned hima

hal f-dozen tines, but all | ever get is his nachine."

"That just neans he's not answering the phone. Could be hiding under his bed,
for all we know." He could be dead, too, he thought, Iying on the floor in a
pool of his own blood, his brains | eaking onto the rug. He didn't say it. "I
better check." Jay. |ooked at her thoughtfully. "Before, you said sonething
about ny file."

"Sure," she said. "W have files on all the aces."

Jay put his hand on top of the conputer. "Can you get at themthrough this

t hi ng?"

"You can tap into our data library fromany work station, if you' ve got the
password," she said. "But | could get fired for giving unauthorized access to
our files."

"No problem™" Jay said. "I'msure Digger will understand. If he's still alive."
Crash | ooked at himfor a nonent, then got up and pulled the dustcover off the
conputer. Jay | eaned over her shoulder. She turned on the machine and typed in
Di gger's password.

"Nose?" Jay asked.

Crash shrugged. "It's his password, not mne. Wuat file do you want to | ook at?"
"Chrysalis got killed by soneone who was i nhumanly strong. Five'll get you ten
that Digger's hiding fromthe sane guy. | want to know who that could be."

"1 can call up alist of all aces on file with that power, but it's going to be
awful Iy long. Enhanced physical strength is the third nost conmmon wild-card
power, after telepathy and tel ekinesis."

"Do it," Jay urged.

Her fingers noved expertly over the conputer keyboard. "You want just aces, or
j okers, too?"

"l thought Aces didn't report on jokers?"

"We don't, but the library draws fromall kinds of sources. SCARE reports,
scientific papers, clippings fromthe daily press. The research departnment is
very thorough."

"If it's strong enough to pulp a human skull, | don't care if it's an ace, a

j oker, or a rutabaga."

"W don't have the rutabaga data on line yet," she said, entering a series of
commands. It seened a god-awful long tinme before the conmputer conpleted its
sear ch.

"Three hundred ni neteen cases," Crash read cheerfully fromthe screen. "Not as
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many as | thought. That's everyone we know of who's ever displayed physica
strength beyond the normal human range. Want ne to print out the list?"

"Three hundred ni neteen suspects nmight be a little cunbersone," Jay said. "Is
there sone way to narrow it down?"

"Sure," she said. "Factor in sonme other paraneters. Sonme of these people are
dead. W could elimnate them™

"Dead peopl e nmake | ousy suspects," Jay agreed.

Crash typed in a command. "Three hundred and two," she said. "Not rmuch of an

i nprovenent. Wiat if | restrict it to city residents?"

Jay thought about that for a nonent. "No," he said reluctantly.

"Why not?" she asked. "It would cut the |list by seventy or eighty nanes, at

| east. The computers counting aces fromall over the country... Detroit Steel,
Bi g Manma in Chi cago, Haynmaker in Kansas City. You don't think it was one of

t hen?"

"No," Jay adnmitted. "I figure it's nore likely our killer is sonebody who
actually net Chrysalis. It usually works out like that in nurder cases. Problem
is, there are sone out-oftowners who qualify. Billy Ray and Jack Braun, for
two."

"I't couldn't be CGolden Boy," Crash pointed out. "He's down in Atlanta. Besides,
D gger was al ways sayi ng what a weeni e he was."

"Cobviously the mere mention of Braun's name reduced himto a state of abject
error," Jay said. He put his hand on her shoulder. She didn't seemto object.
"Listen, can this thing cross-index several factors at once?" he asked.

"No problem" she said.

"Real good," he said. "I want anyone with a criminal record or a history of
mental illness. Hell, give ne anyone who's been arrested for a crine, never mnd
whet her they were convicted. Al so anyone who's ever been linked to Chrysalis or
the Crystal Palace. Anyone who lives in Jokertown. O near Jokertown ... the
Lower East Side, Little Italy, Chinatown, the East Village, anywhere down around
there. Can you do that?"

"l think so," she said.

Jay gave her shoul der a squeeze and watched her work. Wen it was done, Crash

| eaned back in the chair, stretched, said, "Here goes nothing," and pressed the
enter Kkey.

The nmachi ne began to hum and search.

"I't's working through the three hundred two candi dates, nane by nane, taking
each suspect and searching the data banks to see if any of our criteria fit,"
she expl ai ned. "You gave nme four paraneters-arrests, nental illness, ties to
Chrysalis, geography. | programed it to flag each name with stars to indicate
the nunber of fits."

"Real good," said Jay, who hadn't thought of that.

Jay grabbed the paper as it slid out of the laser printer, still warmto the
touch. N neteen finalists had survived.

BRAUN, JACK GOLDEN BOY *
CRENSQN, CROYD THE SLEEPER il
DARLI NGFOOT, JOHN DEVIL JOHN il
DEMARCO, ERNEST ERNI E THE LI ZARD  **
DCE, JOHN DOUGHBOY il
JONES, MORDECAI THE HARLEM HAMVER **
LOCKWOOD, W LLI AM  SNOTMAN il
MAN, MCDULAR N A *
MORKLE, DOUG N A *x
MJELLER, HOWARD TROLL il
O REILLY, RADHA ELEPHANT G RL *
RAY, WLLI AM CARNI FEX *
SCHAEFFER, ELMO N A il
SElI VERS, ROBERT BLUDCEON il
NAME UNKNOWN BLACK SHADOW *x
NAMES UNKNOVWN THE ODDI TY *x
NAME UNKNOWN STARSHI NE *
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NAMVE UNKNOWN QUASI MAN Foxx
NAMVE UNKNOWN WYRM *oxk K

"How does it | ook?" Crash asked him

"Like a start," he said. He showed her the list. "Any of these people ever
threaten to rearrange Digger's features?" She | ooked over the names carefully.
"Well," she said, "Billy Ray was pretty upset with himonce. D gger wote a

pi ece on the strongest nen in the world, and he said that Billy Ray was m nor

| eague conpared to Col den Boy and the Harl em Hamrer. Ray took it the wong way."
She turned off the computer. "But he's in Atlanta, too, isn't he?"

"He better be," Jay said, "he's Senator Hartmann's bodyguard."” He fol ded up the
list and slid it into his breast pocket. "Two nore things. Digger's address." He
smled. And your phone nunber.

Wel |, he thought afterward, one out of two wasn't bad.

Brennan woke to the jangling of the phone that sat on the nightstand beside the
hotel room s |unpy, sagging bed. He sat up and wi nced as pain | anced through his
stiff shoul der and sore back where the Qddity had sl amed hi m agai nst the wal | .
"Hell o."

"Morning, M. Y" It was Tripod. "I've found soneone you may want to have a word
wi th. Nane's Bl udgeon."

"You're right," Brennan said grimy. "Were are you?"

"Uncl e Chowder's Clam Bar," Tripod said.

"Right." Brennan hung up. He sat for a noment on the edge of the bed. He was
still tired and he ached fromthe beating he'd taken the night before. Wrse, he
m ssed Jennifer nore than he had ever m ssed anyone or anything. Perhaps, he
thought, he had lost too many friends and | overs down through the years and he
was getting too old and weary to bear the | osses anynore.

He stood carefully and stretched his sore back and shoul der cautiously.

To hell with it, he told hinself. He had never given in before. He woul dn't
start now. He needed rest, but there was no tine. He needed food, but he could
take care of that easily enough. He needed Jennifer above everything, but there
was not hing he could do about that.

As he dressed he decided to | eave his bow behind. There was no way he could pul
it properly the way his shoulder felt. He'd | ost his other weapon, his Browning,
the night before, during his tussle with the Gddity.

Great, Brennan thought, just great. He had to face Bl udgeon enpty-handed. \What a
way to start the day.

Tri pod was | oungi ng agai nst a buil ding whose griny brick facade was in desperate
need of a sand blasting. A flashing neon sign proclainmed the ground-fl oor
restaurant UNCLE CHOADERS CLAM BAR while a mollusk with a top hat and cane and
pi nk neon snmile did a fluttering dance on stick-thin |legs. A picket fence of
rusty iron bars screened off a stairway that led to the basenment. The battered
sign bolted to the fence had a pointing six-fingered hand painted on it, a sure
sign that they were in Jokertown.

"Squi sher's Basenent," Brennan read. "Charming." He turned to Tripod. "You're
sure Bludgeon's still in there?"

"l been watching," the joker said, "and he ain't cone out."

Brennan nodded and pulled out a sheaf of bills fromhis jeans' pocket. He peeled
off two twenties and gave themto Tri pod.

"They don't much like nats in Squisher's," the joker said. Brennan sml ed
underneath his mask. "Thanks for the warning." He went down the stairs.

Squi sher's was already crowded with jokers who felt conpelled to drink their
breakfasts. It stank of infrequently washed bodies, spilled beer, and
indifferently sopped vonmt.

It was dimy lit, but Brennan could see the heads of the patrons swivel to stare
at himas he entered. Conversations stopped as he approached and pi cked up again
when he passed by. Tripod had been right. This was strictly a joker hangout and
it looked as if they liked it that way.

The bi ggest aquarium Brennan had ever seen was set behind the bar over the

shel ves of liquor bottles. Something floating in the dark and oily water
suddenly surged agai nst the gl ass and poked his head over the side, blow ng
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water froma hole in the top of his skull. He stared at Brennan with cold,
unbl i nki ng eyes.

"Don't get many of your kind in here," the joker finally said. Hi s ghastly face
was set in a hairless round head, his fish nmouth was filled with rows of pointy
teeth. "Nats, | nean. You are a nat, right?"

"l have business with one of your custoners."

Squi sher gave himthe fish eye. "Wat kind of business?"

"I't's none of yours."

Brennan coul d hear the jokers seated along the bar nmutter anong thensel ves.
"This is ny place," Squisher said. "Watever happens in it is my business." He
gl anced down into the water, reached out a | ong bonel ess arm and caught
somnet hi ng. Brennan saw orange scal es flash as Squi sher dropped a small fish into
hi s nouth, gul ped twice and swal | owed, then | ooked back at Brennan

Brennan renoved an ace of spades fromhis hip pocket and held it out toward the
j oker.

Squi sher squinted, then reached out a long sinuous armthat ended in a
collection of twitching tentacles and took the card from Brennan. He brought the
pasteboard close to his face, |ooked fromit to Brennan, then silently slid
under the water of his aquarium

Brennan turned to face the room where everyone was suddenly very interested in
their drinks, and spotted Bl udgeon sitting alone at a table in a far, dark
corner.

He recogni zed the joker instantly. He'd only seen himonce before during a
crazy, confused brawl in Tines Square al nbst two years ago, but Bl udgeon didn't
have the kind of face you could easily forget.

He was seven feet of ugly, with a puckered, scarred face and a right hand that
was a tw sted club of muscle and bone. He was thinner than the first tinme
Brennan had seen him so thin that his filthy clothes hung | oosely on his frane.
Hi s skin was blotchy, his hair |ong and greasy. He sat alone, staring at nothing
and nunbling to hinself as Brennan approached. The whites of his eyes were a

cl ouded yel |l ow shot through with scarlet veins. Brennan stared at him unsure
whet her to feel pity or disgust.

"Whadda fuck you want ?" Bl udgeon asked after a | ong nonent.

"Talk on the street is that you killed Chrysalis,"” Brennan said | owy.

A spark of animation kindled in Bludgeon's sick eyes. "Yeah," he runbled. "It
was me. | offed the cocksucking bitch. Buy me a drink and 1'Il tell you al

about it."

"First tell nme how you killed her."

Bl udgeon held up his clubbed right fist. "I beat the fucking whore's brains out
with nmy hand. It's all | ever needed. Never needed a fucking gun, never needed
no goddamm knife. Just ny hand."

The twitch of disgust in Brennan's face, the loathing in his eyes, went

unnoti ced by the drunken joker. "Were?" Brennan said softly.

"Wher e what ?"
"Where'd you kill her?"
"I'n that shithol e sal oon of hers, man," Bludgeon nmunbled. "I threw her on the

bar and stuck ny dick in her and fucked the living shit out of her." He |aughed
and a nmad light shone in his sick eyes. "Then just to nmake sure she was dead
beat her fucking head in. Just to make sure."

"You scum " Brennan said through clenched teeth. "You shit-eating scum 1'd kil
you where you sit if | didn't know that you're lying."

Bl udgeon blinked, his porcine eyes staring at Brennan wi thout conprehension. He
stood up when Brennan's words finally soaked into his clouded brain, and
screamed a stream of obscenities. He pushed the table at Brennan, but it only
scraped slowy across the floor and Brennan sidestepped it easily.

Bl udgeon howl ed and swung his clubbed arm Brennan avoi ded the sl ow nbtion punch
and grabbed Bl udgeon by his wist and shoul der and t hrew hi m agai nst the bar,
scattering jokers right and left.

Squi sher rose agitatedly fromthe depths of his aquarium as Brennan picked up a
chair.

"My tank!" the joker screaned. "Don't break the glass!" Bl udgeon, pinned agai nst
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the bar and breathing hard, |ooked at Brennan with fear and pain in his eyes.
Brennan swung the chair, snmashing himacross the gut, and Bl udgeon gasped |like a
fish out of water. Brennan swung again, catching Bludgeon on the side and

sl amm ng hi m down across three bar stools. Bludgeon nmade a feeble attenpt to
stand, but his slack nmuscles wouldn't work. He sighed, bubbling the bloody froth
on his lips, and nade weak swinmng notions with his arns.

Brennan checked his third bl ow when he saw that Bl udgeon had nothing left in
him He dropped the chair, the tubular netal of its back and |l egs twisted into
an ornate abstract scul pture.

"You didn't kill her," Brennan said in a | ow voice. "Wy say you did?"
"I need a fucking job," Bludgeon panted. "No one will touch ne. No one will give
me a fucking chance. | figured ... | just figured Fadeout or sonebody in the

Fists would give ne a chance, you know just give ne a fucking chance.
"You pathetic lying shit," Brennan said in a | ow voice. He had known it woul dn't
be this easy. Partly out of frustration, partly because he wanted Chrysalis's
killer to know that he was on his trail, he turned to face the roomand said, "I
was Chrysalis's friend and |'mgoing to find her killer. Bet on it."

He dropped an ace of spades on Bl udgeon and stal ked out of the bar. Before he
got out the door one of the bar's bol der patrons was stripping the |eather

j acket off Bludgeon's back, slapping himin the face when he protested in a sad,
tremnul ous whi ne.

11: 00 A M

Digger's apartnment was a fifth floor wal k-up on Horatio in the West Village. In
the playground across the street, sonme teenagers were shooting baskets, shirts
agai nst skins. Jay stopped to watch for a few ninutes. They had a couple girls
pl ayi ng, but they were both on the shirts side, nore's the pity.

A heavyset man with a shaved head sat on the stoop of Digger's building,
drinking a can of Rheingold. Wen Jay stepped off the sidewal k, he got up and
bl ocked the door. "You got business here?"

The nman had three inches and fifty pounds on him not' to nmention an eagle
tattooed on his right biceps and a gold hoop in one ear. "I'm |l ooking for Digger
Downs, " Jay told him

"He ain't home."

"I''"l'l check for nyself, thanks."

"The fuck you will. We had enough freaks conin' round for a free | ook."

Jay didn't like the sound of that. "You had trouble here?" The nan crushed the
beer can in his fist. "Nothin' |ike the trouble you' re gonna have."

He mull ed over the idea of popping this asshol e down inside an abandoned subway
station, but decided to try it the easy way first. "I want to know what happened
here," he said. He took a fold of bills out of his pocket. "So does M.

Jackson. "

"l don't know no M. Jackson,
can go inside and | ook."

Wt was a lost art, Jay decided; on the other hand, he'd just saved ten bucks,

the man said, "but you lay a tenspot on ne, you

so he shouldn't conplain. He unfolded a ten-dollar bill and put it in the man's
t hi ck, callused hand.
"Cron," the man said, "I ain't got all day." They went inside. The entryway was

smal | and dark, doorbells nounted beside the mail boxes. Wiile the big nman
funbl ed for a key, Jay found Downs and pressed his button. There was no answer.
"You really lookin'" for Digger?" his host said, grunting again, as he opened the
inner security door. "Like | told you, he ain't here." They stepped through the
door, and he pointed up the staircase. "You want to see the bloodstains, they're
up on four and five. | been hunping up and down all day, |I'msick of all them
fucking steps."

"Are you going to tell nme what happened here, or should we play twenty
questions?"

"Fuck, | thought the whole city knew, the way the cops were crawling all over
the place yesterday. You oughta read the Post, mster. Double nurder."

"Ch, shit," Jay said, a sinking feeling in the bottomof his stonach. This iced
the cake, he supposed, but the frosting was a real ugly flavor. "Downs?"
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"Nah. It was Ms. Rosenstein, she's got the apartnment across the hall from
Di gger, and Jonesy the super."

"Let ne guess," Jay said. "They were beaten to death.”

"Fuck no."

It had been a long tine since Jay Ackroyd had been that surprised. "No?" he
sai d.

"Nah. They was cut to pieces, both of 'em by sone nutcase with a buzz saw. |

was the one that found 'em God, you should ve seen it. | took off early
yesterday, had this sumbitch of a hangover, and when | cone hone, there's this
shit lying right in front of nmy door. I"mup on three. Fuck, | al npbst stepped in
it. It was all bloody, like sonething you'd find in the garbage behind a butcher

shop, sone piece of meat nobody wanted, y'know? So | nudge it with ny foot, and
| seen it had an eye in it. Know what it was?" He | eaned forward, and Jay could
snel |l the beer on his breath. "Jonesy's face! Not the whole thing, only half of

it. It nust of fallen down the stairwell. The rest of himwas on the
fourth-floor landing. | don't know how he nade it that far, his whole fucking
belly was cut open, and his guts was spilling out on that fag Cooper's wel cone

mat. His hands was all slinmy fromtrying to stuff 'emback in, but one of them
what chacal lits, intensines, it went all the way up the stairs to the fifth
floor. That was where | found Ms. Rosenstein. Betcha never knew them i ntensines
was so long, right?" He shrugged. "Well, the cops took the bodi es away, but
there's still blood all over the goddamm walls. Now that fuckin' landlord is
gonna have to hang sonme new wal | paper. Bet it takes himsix nonths, though."
"What about Downs?" Jay denmnded.

"Fuck if | know. He ain't been home. The cops checked his door, but it was stil
| ocked. He's just off doing sone wite-up for that fuckin' nagazine. He's gonna
be pissed when he finds out what he nmissed. Wat a | augh."

"Ariot," said Jay, who didn't think Digger would be pissed at all. "Hey, you
ever been in Newark city jail?"

"Fuck no," the man said, with a frown.

"Ch, good," Jay said. "I spent a night there once. It really sucks." He pointed.
Air rushed into suddenly enpty space with a pop that sounded al nost |ike a

hi ccup, and Jay was alone in the hallway. He started up the stairs, smling.
That was pointless and petty, and if he kept doing stuff |ike that he was going
to get hinself sued one of these days. But sonetines it just felt so good.

He spotted red-brown traces on the third-floor | anding, and droplets on the
wooden bani ster between three and four, but the serious bl oodstains began on the
fourth floor. The faded wal | paper showed | ong dark streaks in two places, where
the custodi an nust have staggered against the wall as he tried to flee, nmined
and bl eedi ng, holding hinself together with his hands.

That was pretty bad, but the fifth-floor |anding was a | ot worse. There were
dried brown snears where a body, or a piece of a body, had struck the wall. The
carpet runner had soaked up so nuch blood it | ooked black in places. The spray
had gone everywhere. The walls were spotted by it, as if the hallway had cone
down with neasles. Over his head was a trapdoor to the roof, and even that had
caught a few stray droplets.

Jay | ooked around and tried to reconcile what he was seeing with what he'd seen
yesterday norning in the Crystal Palace. It didn't add up. A buzz saw, the

asshol e downstairs had said; it sure as hell |looked like it. The Wst Village
Chai nsaw Massacre; no wonder the Post had had a field day. By conparison
Chrysalis had hardly bled at all. A few drops on her blouse, a little down |ow

on the walls, but nothing like this.

He tried on the theory that was all coincidence, that this little exercise in
atrocity had nothing to do with what had happened to Chrysalis, but every gut
instinct he had told himthat was bullshit. Wat the hell was going on here?

Di sgusted, Jay turned to Digger's door. It was |ocked, as advertised. He opened
the spring lock easily enough with a credit card, but there was a dead bolt as
wel | . For that he needed a | ock pick and a good ten mnutes of work. Jay had
deft, practiced hands and a real nice set of |ock picks, but this was a good

|l ock. Finally he heard the tunblers click, and the door pushed open. There was a
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chain, he saw as he stepped through, but it hadn't been used. Neither had the
police bar, which nmeant the apartnent had been | ocked fromthe outside. Jay took
one | ook around and said, "Ch shit."

The place had been trashed. Thoroughly and savagely trashed.

He nmoved through the cranmped little roons carefully. Things had been thrown,
smashed, stepped on. At every turn he expected to find a body, or what renai ned
of a body. The living-roomfloor was buried in a blizzard of paper. A gigantic
old Zenith consol e tel evision had been reduced to ground glass and ki ndling, and
what m ght have been an inpressive collection of old LPs crunched underfoot as
Jay stepped on the pieces. In the bedroom the bed was in pieces, sheets
razored, stuffing torn out of the mattress and scattered, books sliced in half
right down their spines. The kitchen was covered with decaying junk food, the
riper bits already crawing with roaches. Al the cupboards had been shattered,
their contents strewn wildly about. A huge old refrigerator |ay facedown on the
I'inol eum When Jay bent to examine it, he found a jagged gash in the thick netal
of the door. "Jesus Christ," he said. He stood up

Back in the living room he noticed the bars on the wi ndow. He went through the
apartnment once again to check. There were thick iron bars on every w ndow, even
in the white porcelain ruins of the bathroom The bars | ooked new. Installed
within the past year, Jay would be willing to bet. It |ooked as though Di gger
had been as security conscious as Chrysalis, not that it had done hi m nuch good.
The wi ndows were all | ocked. Whoever had done this had come in the sane way Jay
had, through the front door.

Unl ess maybe they'd conme in through a wall

Jay | ooked around for an ace of spades, not really expecting to find one. Yeoman
m ght be a psychopath, but his killings had al ways been acconplished with a
certain cool, professional efficiency. This, and the butchery out in the hall

| ooked li ke the work of some rabid animal. Jay could easily inmagine the killer
foanming at the nouth as he went fromroomto room destroying.

He was maki ng one final, methodical sweep through the apartnment when he spotted
t he not ebooks on the bedroom fl oor, junbled up with the latest celebrity bios, a
few reference books, and a w de sel ecti on of paperbacks by Anonynmous with
soft-focus covers of wonmen in Victorian undergarnents. Not nore than one book in
five was intact. The corner of one wi re-bound notebook was sticking out from
under a snowdrift of |oose pages, and the plain cardboard cover caught his eye.
He dug through the paper and found three nore of them and parts of a fourth.
Reporter's notebooks, filled with a hurried, senilegible scram. A |ong di agona
chunk was missing fromone book, but you could still read nost of it.

Each not ebook was dated. Jay sat gingerly on what renai ned of Digger's mattress
and opened the nobst recent. The last article Digger had worked up was called
"The Farmer of Park Avenue," about an eight-year-old girl whose niniature farm
filled an entire floor in her daddy's Park Avenue town hone. The farm had nodel
houses, painted rivers, felt grass, toy cars and trucks, and an electric train
that circled the property. Her farmaninmals were real. Cows four inches |ong,
tiny little sheepdogs, suckling pigs the size of cockroaches, all shrunken to
their present dimnutive size by the freckle-faced little farnmer, who just |oved
ani mal s.

Sonehow Jay didn't think eight-year-old Jessica von der Stadt was a likely
suspect. He flipped back to older material, |ooking for any nention of

Chrysalis, death threats, or homcidal maniacs with or without buzz saws. He
found the address of a photographer who had gotten sone spicy shots of Peregrine
breast-feeding, bios of the governnment aces assigned to protect the presidential
candi dates, Hiram s recipe for chocol ate mango pie, quotes for a cover profile
of Mster Magnet, and Mstral's fond rem ni scences of the day her daddy had
taught her to fly.

Jay flipped the notebook aside in disgust, and found hinself possessed of an
overpowering urge to get the hell out of this place.

Brennan sat in a booth in Hairy's Kitchen, sipping occasionally fromhis cup of
tea and ignoring the irritated stares fromthe passing waitress when he refused
to order anything else. He was surrounded by a litter of newspapers that he'd
read | ooking for news about the killing. Chrysalis's death was al ready rel egated
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to the back pages, pushed aside by the political craziness in Atlanta where a
huge platformfight on the jokers' rights plank was brewi ng. Barnett was

mar shal ing his holier-than-thou forces and the big clash between himand

Hart mann was | oom ng on the near horizon

Chrysalis's death was already old news. Only the Jokertown Cry was still running
the killing as a front-page item including a photo of the detective team
headi ng the investigation, jokertown's own Harvey Kant, and his partner, Thomas
Jan Maser yk.

Brennan put his teacup down, oblivious to another hard stare fromthe waitress,
and | ooked closely at the grainy newspaper photo of two nen standi ng outside the
Crystal Palace. Kant was the joker on the left. Atall, scaly reptiloid, he
rem nded Brennan of his old Shadow Fist foe, Wrm The other was Maseryk.
Brennan nodded to hinself. He slid out of the booth, went to the public phone
booth in the back of the restaurant, and dialed the Jokertown precinct. It took
a nonent for the connection to go through, and then he heard a deep, gruff,
tired voice on the other end. "Maseryk."

It was definitely him Brennan hadn't heard the voice in alnost fifteen years,
but he still recognized it. There was a shadow in it, a brooding, sepulchra
tone that hinted at the bl ackness that had foll owed Maseryk everywhere when
Brennan had known himin Nam

"Long time no see," Brennan said quietly.

There was a short silence. Brennan could al nost hear the gears whirring in
Maseryk's head. "Who is this?"

"Brennan. Daniel Brennan."

"Brennan?"

"It's ne."

"Christ. | guess it's been a long tine. So is this a social call to renew old
acquai nt ances?"

"Of a type," Brennan said. "lI'd like to talk to you."

"About what, after all these years?"

"About Chrysalis's nurder."

"What's your interest in that?"

"Personal. She was a friend of mne."

"Mm You al ways did take things personal. Ckay. Were shall we have this chat?"
Brennan t hought it over. He wanted to punp Maseryk for information, but Mseryk
was al ways a cl osempbuthed sort. It wouldn't hurt to neet in a place that m ght
snoot h Maseryk's often-touchy feelings, a place Maseryk woul d al so be
disinclined to bust up if their talk went sour. "How about over |unch at Aces

H gh?"

"That's a little rich for a cop's pay."

"My treat."

"How can | resist?"

1:00 P. M

"More coffee, Jay?" Flo asked him

"Pl ease," Jay said, pushing the cup across the Formi ca counter. It was his
fourth cup. Flo had renpoved the evidence of his patty nelt and fries twenty

m nut es ago.

"Working a puzzl e?" the waitress asked as she refilled his cup. Sonme of the
coffee sl opped over into the saucer. "Sonething |ike that," Jay adm tted. The
list was spread out on the counter. He'd been going over it nane by nane while
he ate. A translucent snudge on the paper marked the spot where a bit of onion
had slid out of his patty nelt. "Well, call ne if you need any help," Flo said.
"I work them TV Cui de crosswords every week." She went off with her coffeepot to
a booth in back, where a chicken hawk in a white linen suit was trying to
recruit a blond boy fresh off the bus from St. Paul. The Java joint was on
Forty-second Street between Tinmes Square and the Port Authority Bus Terninal,
sandwi ched i n between the Wt Pussycat Theater and an adult bookstore. The food
wasn't quite up to Aces High, but Jay liked the prices. Besides, it was a half
bl ock fromhis office

He chewed on the pencil he'd bumed from Flo and | ooked at the list again. The
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original nineteen finalists were down to eleven. Snotman was in jail at the
monent; he'd gone first. Mist of the one-star candi dates had followed in short
order. Chrysalis's office wasn't big enough to hold an el ephant, which
elimnated Radha O Reilly. Mdular Man and Starshine had both nade the |ist
strictly on the basis of geography; neither had any particular reason to want
Chrysalis dead. Carnifex had been in Atlanta, as had Jack Braun. Jay knew El np
hadn't done it, no matter how nmany stars the conputer had assigned him That
left the list looking like this:

X BRAUN, JACK& GCOLDEN BOY *
CRENSQN, CROYD THE SLEEPER *oxk K
DARLI NGFOOT, JOHN DEVIL JOHN e
DEMARCO, ERNEST ERNI E THE LI ZARD  **
DOE, JOHN DOUGHBOY e
JONES, MORDECAI THE HARLEM HAMVER **
LOCKWOCD, W LLI AM SNOTMVAN xR K

X MAN, MODULAR N A *
MORKLE, DOUG N A *x
MUELLER, HOWARD TROLL e

X O REILLY, RADHA ELEPHANT G RL *

X RAY, WLLIAM CARNI FEX *

X SCHAEFFER, ELMO N A *oxk
SElI VERS, ROBERT BLUDGECN Foxx
NAMVE UNKNOWN BLACK SHADOW *x
NAMES UNKNOWN THE ODDI TY **

X NAME UNKNOWN STARSHI NE *
NAMVE UNKNOWN QUASI MAN e
NAMVE UNKNOWN WYRM *oxk K

Jay considered the nanes that remained. Ernie the Lizard DeMarco owned a
Jokertown bar, but it was strictly a nei ghborhood place, no conpetition for the
Pal ace. He crossed himout. Devil John Darlingfoot was hired muscle with a
record as long as a joker's dork, but all his strength was in one defornmed | eg.
Maybe he kicked in Chrysalis's face? Sonehow it didn't feel right. Besides, Jay
had the vague inpression that Devil John drew the Iine at murder. He crossed out
that nanme, too. Doughboy had trenendous strength and the mind of a child. He'd
becone sonmewhat of a cause when the cops arrested himfor nmurder a few years
back. But he hadn't done that one and Jay didn't think it was very likely that
he'd done this one either. He went. Mrdecai Jones lived in Harlem half a city
away from Jokertown. Except for that world tour |ast year, he didn't nove in the
same circles as Chrysalis. He went, too.

He hesitated for a couple minutes over Howard Miell er, better known as Troll

the chief of security at Dr. Tachyon's Jokertown Clinic. Mieller was a Pal ace
regul ar, and the nine-foot-tall joker was up there with Gol den Boy and the
Harl em Harmer in the strength departnent, but as far as Jay knew, Troll was one
of the good guys. Maybe he wasn't as clean as he | ooked. Maybe Chrysalis had dug
up sonme dirt on him a secret out of his past, and tried to | everage himw th
it. It was possible, Jay supposed.

O course, it was also a conplete supposition. You could nake the same theory
fit Ernie the Lizard, the Harl em Hamrer, Starshine, hell, any of them What a
great theory, one size fits all. No, that road woul d take himback to three
hundred ni neteen names in no tine at all. He put pencil to paper and resolutely
scratched out Troll.

That left seven little Indians. Seven real strong Indians: Wrm Quasiman, the
(ddity, Bl ack Shadow, Bl udgeon, the Sleeper, and Doug Mrkle, whoever the fuck
he was.

Wrmwas an ugly bit of business, a major player in the Shadow Fi st Society. Jay
had run into himonce, had heard himthreaten Chrysalis, in fact. That had been
al most two years ago, but Wrmlooked |ike the kind of guy who held grudges. The
only problemwas the MO Strong as he was, Wrmkilled with his bite, punping
his victinms full of venom Jay didn't recall any bite marks on Chrysalis, but it
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was worth checking. The autopsy would certainly show the presence of poison in
her system

Quasi man was a caretaker at Qur Lady of Perpetual M sery. Mich stronger than
Wrm the hunchback was a teleport, too. He could have gotten in and out of the
Pal ace wi thout being seen. He was supposed to be on the side of the angels, but
every so often part of his brain drifted off to another dinension or sonething,
and then there was no telling what he night do. An unlikely suspect, but
still...

The Oddity was one Jay al ready had his suspicions about.

Bl ack Shadow was another lunatic vigilante. Hated crinme and |iked to kil
crimnals, or maybe just break all their arms and legs if he was in a good nood.
Maybe Shad had | earned that Chrysalis was involved in sonme kind of crimna
activity. Maybe she'd | earned his real identity and threatened to expose him
Maybe, maybe, maybe. Again, though, the MO was a problem Shad was only
slightly stronger than the human norm The whi spers said he was a creature of

t he darkness, a vampire who drank |ight and heat instead of blood, that he
killed by draining all the warmh fromhis victins. He didn't break heads. Jay
crossed him off.

Bl udgeon was a brutal seven-foot-tall joker whose right hand was twisted into a
permanent fist. He'd been a Shadow Fist until he proved too violent and stupid
even for them and they'd cut himloose, thanks in no small part to Jay and

Hi ram Worchester. That deforned fist of his could mash bone and brain real easy,
and Bl udgeon woul d probably enjoy every mnute of it. The only thing was, he was
dunmb as a stunp and twice as ugly. No way he'd penetrate the Pal ace security on
his own, and Jay couldn't inmagine why Chrysalis would ever agree to neet with
him But maybe there was sonething Jay didn't know yet. He |eft Bludgeon on the
list.

Croyd Crenson, the Sleeper, was a free-lance operating on the fringes of the
law. Hi s powers changed every tinme he slept, but usually included super
strength, and in the later stages of each waking period he was a speed freak
given to fits of paranoid rage. Jay didn't recall that Croyd had any beef with
Chrysalis, but if he was far enough gone in anphetam ne psychosis, that m ght
not matter. So if the Sleeper was awake, and if the strength had stayed with him
this time, and if he'd taken enough crank to fuck up his judgnent, and if
Chrysal is sonehow provoked himinto a psychotic rage ... Jay decided there were
too damm nmany ifs. The Sl eeper got penciled out.

Then there were five. Wrm Quasiman, the Oddity, Bludgeon, and Doug Mrkl e.
"Who the fuck is Doug Morkle?" he asked Fl o when she canme back with the

cof feepot. She didn't know either

He sighed and paid his bill, overtipping as usual. He was on his way out through
the revol ving door when he saw t he newspaper folded up next to the punk with the
green nohawk in the first booth. Jay just revolved all the way back around,

wal ked over to the booth, and picked up the paper. "Hey," the nohawk object ed.
"Shit," Jay said, scanning down the colum of newsprint,

"they got Elnb." Riding the Dtrain out to Brooklyn, the story said. A goddam
Guardi an Angel nade the arrest; he bet the cops really | oved that part.

Jay deci ded that Doug Morkle woul d keep

Brennan had never been inside Aces High before. It was a nice place. It seened
the kind of place where two old friends-old acquai ntances, at |east-could sit
down and have a nice, civilized chat about nurder and rel ated subjects. He hoped
that Maseryk woul d think so, too

He finished his drink and waved away the waiter when he tried to bring another
Qutwardly he was as patient as always, though inside he was as tense as a joker
at a Leo Barnett rally. Maseryk was hard and tough. There'd been whispers about
hi min Nam when, |ike Brennan, he'd commanded a | ong-range recondo team But
there were always a |l ot of strange runors in Nam

Brennan recogni zed Maseryk the nonment he spotted the waiter |eading himto the
table. He hadn't changed nmuch over the years. A conpact man, Brennan's size and
build, he noved with the sane easy grace and econony of novenent. He had

thi nning dark hair, pale skin, and intense violet eyes. He still had the air of
broodi ng nenace about himthat Brennan renenbered from Nam
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"Hell o, Captain," Brennan said as Maseryk slid into the chair across the table
fromhim

Maseryk stared at him "Do sonething to your face?" he asked.

When Brennan had infiltrated the Shadow Fists, he'd had Dr. Tachyon give his
eyes epicanthic folds so he'd fit in better with the Asian gang. Maseryk, of
course, had last seen himyears before the operation

"It's the eyes, Captain. Asian eyes are all the rage nowadays."

Maseryk grunted and sat down. "I'mjust a |ieutenant now'
Br ennan nodded, gestured at the waiter. "It's your party,’
"Two nore Tullanmore's, then. On ice."

"Very good, sir." The waiter bowed a precise mllineter, then left.

Br ennan wondered where to begin and in the wondering they sat in silence unti
the waiter returned with their drinks. "Do you care to order now?" he asked,
steppi ng a pace backward and hol di ng his pen poi sed expectantly over his pad.
Maseryk gl anced at the unopened nenu before himon the table. "I hear the

bl ackened redfish is pretty good, though on a cop's salary |I've never had the
opportunity to try it."

"It is very good, sir," the waiter said, faintly astonished that anyone coul d
possi bly think otherwise. He turned to Brennan with a rai sed eyebrow and poi sed
pen. "And you, sir?"

" Seaf ood sal ad. "

"Very good, sir." The waiter collected the nenus and was gone.

Maseryk took a sip fromhis drink, set it aside. "So what's this about? Neither
of us are exactly the type to get together to talk over the good old days we
spent chasing Charlie through the jungle."

"Chrysalis's nurder."

Maseryk grunted. "You said that. What was she to you?"

"W were |overs."

Maseryk's eyebrows rose. "Chrysalis had a ot of lovers. You the jeal ous kind?"
"Cone off it," Brennan said flatly. "Way would | be talking to you if | killed
her? You had no idea | was involved in this until | called you."

"Murderers sonetines do strange things," Maseryk said, "..to call attention to

t hensel ves. "

Brennan snorted. "I thought the bow and-arrow vigilante was your prinme suspect."”
Maseryk | ooked at himcarefully. "A playing card was found on her body," he
admtted, "but it wasp t the ordinary kind of card he used. This was a fancy one
from Chrysalis's own anti que deck."

Br ennan nodded. Sonething that had been bothering himsince his break-in at the
Pal ace suddenly clicked into place. "And the rest of the deck is nmissing."
"That's right," Maseryk said. "How did you know?" Brennan sniled tightly.
"Soneone told ne that Jay Ackroyd was at the Palace early that norning."

"That's right, too," Maseryk said. "He found the body."

"Wy was he there?"

"You're awfully full of questions," Maseryk said. "You're not thinking of
interfering with an ongoing police investigation, are you?"

"I want her killer brought to justice. If you find him fine. If | do..." Hs
voice trailed off and he shrugged. "Look, Brennan," Mseryk said in a sudden,
hard voice, pointing his forefinger at him "none of this vigilante shit--"

"If you did your job," Brennan replied, in a voice just as hard, "there wouldn't
be any need for this vigilante shit. | could be hone where | want to be, instead
of putting ny ass on the line."

Maseryk was about to reply when the waiter appeared at their table and slipped
their plates in front of them He glanced fromone man to the other. "WII that
be all?"

Brennan tore his gaze from Maseryk's and nodded at the waiter. "For now "

"Enj oy your neal, sirs," the waiter said, and hustled away.

"If you answer mny question," Brennan said in a soft, conciliatory voice, "I'l|
gi ve you anot her' one you shoul d ask sonebody. "

Maseryk | ooked at hima long tine, then finally sighed. "All right. |
The PI said Chrysalis had hired himto be her bodyguard. He did one he

Maser yk sai d.

bite.

|
Il of a
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job."

Br ennan nodded thoughtfully and picked at his seafood sal ad.

"Well," Maseryk pronpted, "what do you have for ne?"

"Ask the Oddity what he, she, whatever, was |ooking for in Chrysalis's bedroom
| ast night."

Maseryk scow ed at his dish as Brennan speared a bit of crab. "Do you want to
tell me what's going on?" he finally asked.

Brennan shook his head. "Not now. | have nothing you' d believe." He popped the
crab in his nouth and chewed, his gaze far away.

Maseryk frowned. "You better not be jerking ne around.”

"Enj oy your neal," Brennan said.

Maser yk nodded, cut another slice. "I will. It's a damm fine fish. Damm fine."
They ate their food, saying little. Neither was nuch for snmall talk and both
were absorbed in their own thoughts. Maseryk refused the waiter's offer of

cof fee and dessert when they had finished. Brennan ordered a cup of tea.

"I'"l'l be in touch," Brennan said as Maseryk rose fromthe table.

"Don't do anything foolish," Miseryk advised him Brennan nodded. The. waiter
set a teacup in front of himand left. Brennan lifted the cup to his lips. He
frowned. There was a note on the saucer. It was witten on a ragged scrap of
paper in a childish, inpossibly tiny hand.

"If you want to no what the Shadow Fists are hidding," it read, "go to Stoney
Br ook, 8800 d enholl ow Rode. Be carfull. " Brennan quickly | ooked around the
restaurant, and then imediately felt foolish for doing so. Soneone had to be
trailing himor reading his mnd. Sonmeone knew as nuch about what he was doing
as he did. It gave hima chilly, unconfortable feeling, as if he were the hunted
i nstead of the hunter

He | ooked again at the note. It was unsigned, of course. It appeared as if it
were sent by sonmeone who was friendly, and seenmed childishly innocuous with its
senm | egi bl e scrawl and mi sspel |l ed words. Brennan decided to check out the tip it
offered, but also to followits final hint and be very, very careful indeed.

2:00 P.M

Kant didn't |look pleased to see him "I thought we got rid of you yesterday," he
sai d.

"The reptile ranch was closed, so | canme here," Jay said. "Were's your
partner?"

"Qut to lunch,"” Kant snapped at him "Like you. Only with you it's a pernanent
condition." He showed his teeth. They were still pointed.

"I's that a joke?" Jay asked. It was, he was al nbst sure of it. He turned to a
passing uniform "Kant just nade a joke," he said. The cop ignored him "I don't
think he was real inpressed.”

"You keep playing ganmes with me, I'mgoing to make you real sorry" Kant

prom sed. His moment of levity had obviously passed. "Wat the fuck do you
want ?" he asked irritably, rubbing at a big green scab under his collar. The
starch must chafe his scal es.

"I want to talk to El nmo," Jay said.

Kant was so surprised he stopped scratching his scab. "Get the hell out of here
before | throw you out."

"You agai n?" Maseryk said as he sauntered up to the desk. He was chew ng on a
toot hpick. It must have been a good | unch.

"He wants to see Elnp," Kant told his partner, in a tone that suggested it was
the funniest thing imagi nable. Maseryk didn't |augh. "Wy?"

Jay shrugged. "M ght as well, can't dance.”

"Elm isn't talking," Maseryk said. "We told himhe had the right to remain
silent, and dammed if he didn't take us up on it."

"He'll talk to me," Jay said.

Kant and Maseryk exchanged gl ances. "And you'll tell us what he sai d?" Maseryk

suggest ed.

"Wbul dn't be sporting," Jay said.

Kant gave hi mone of his sideways blinks. "Get out of here before | |ose ny
tenmper. | wouldn't want you to get hurt."
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"Uh-oh," Jay said. "You hear that, Maseryk? Your partner was threatening nme with

police brutality. Do all l|izards have such nasty dispositions, or is it just
hi n"
Kant cane around his desk. He towered over Jay, all teeth and scales. "That's

it. Cnon, asshole. Let's dance." Jay ignored him "Il've got a proposition for
you," he said to Maseryk. "Wy don't you tell your partner to go sun hinself on
a rock while we talk privately?"

Maseryk | ooked at Kant. "G ve us a nonent, Harv"

"You're going to buy into this bullshit?" Kant said. Maseryk shrugged. "He night
have sonething." They wal ked down to an enpty interrogation room Maseryk shut
the door, swung a chair around, and sat down with his arnms crossed on its back,
studying Jay with those piercing violet eyes. "This better be good," he said.
"I't's a nodest little deal, but | think you'll be amused by its presunption,"”
Jay said. "You give me ten minutes with Elno, 1'll give you the nane of the
ace- of -spades killer."

Stony Brook-or, as the note had said, Stoney Brookwas a snall suburban town in
Suffol k County, Long |sland. Brennan stopped at a gas station in his rented
Toyota to ask directions to @ enhol |l ow-thank heavens his unknown i nformant had
managed to spell that right Road. It ran nearly parallel to Long |Island Sound,
and in fact turned into a wandering county road through sparsely settl ed,
heavily forested country soon after Brennan turned onto it. A few houses were
directly on the road, nore stood back out of sight on nmeandering dirt |anes.
Brennan kept | ooking for nunber 8800, but missed it the first time by. He

st opped when he saw nunber 8880 on a nmail box next to a dirt |ane; checked for
nonexi stent traffic, then did a careful three-point turn and headed back down
the road, this tine driving even slower. This tine he passed nunmber 8700 wi t hout
finding the address he was | ooking for, but renmenbered goi ng by an unnunbered

| ane that could have been the m ssing 8800.

Brennan pulled over to the side on a relatively wi de section of the road. He
par ked, got out of the car, and went to the trunk where he had stashed his bow
case. He glanced up and down the road. There was still no traffic. He opened the
bow case and with practiced, assured ease, assenbled his conpound bow. He drew
the string snmoothly. Hi s shoul der burned, but he deci ded he could handle the
pai n. He slipped his hood over his head and then faded into the trees crowding
the roadside, the hunter returned to the forest.

The lockup in Fort Freak had special cells for special custoners. Elno rated a
wi ndowl ess cubicle with a reinforced steel door. There were unseemy bulges in
the nmetal where sonme previous tenant had tried to punch his way out.

When they entered, Elnb was seated on the narrow bed, feet dangling a foot off
the floor. H's arnms were | ocked in the nost massive pair of handcuffs Jay had
ever seen. "Custom design," Maseryk told him "For perps with nore nuscles than
nmot her nature intended." He was using his bad-cop voice, hard-edged and nasty.
Maybe he and Kant really did swap roles with jokers.

"Take themoff," Jay said.

"That wasn't part of our deal," Mseryk said. "You ve got ten mnutes." He

| ocked the cell behind him They |istened as his footsteps receded down the
corridor.

El no | ooked up for the first tine. "Popinjay," the dwarf said. He was about four
feet tall and alnpst as wide. Hs arms and | egs were short but nassive, thick
with cords of nuscle. "They tell nme you're not talking."

"Nothing to say. | still got nmy phone call comi ng. Know any | awyers?"

"Try Dr. Pretorius," Jay said. "He any good?"

"He's a pain in the ass, but yeah, he's good. And he's had lots of practice

def endi ng scapegoats."”

"You don't think I didit?"

Jay sat down on the toilet. "She was scared. No offense, Elnp, but | can't

i magi ne her being scared of you. She hired ne as extra security, told ne |I'd
start the next day. That nmake any sense if the guy you're scared of lives
downst ai rs?"

The dwarfs nornmally stolid features twisted in pain. "I was her bodyguard," he
said. "For years. | never let nothing happen to her. This is ny fault. | should
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have been there."

"Wy weren't you?"

El no studied his hands. H's fingers were blunt and stubby, ridged with call uses.
"She sent ne on an errand."

"Then it's not your fault. You did what she told you to do. Wat kind of
errand?"

El no shook his head. "Can't say. Her business."

"She's dead," Jay pointed out, "and you're going to take the fall for killing
her. You think Jokertown is bad? You ought to see how jokers get treated up in
Attica. Talk to ne, Elnmb. Gve ne sonething to work with."

El no | ooked around the cell. "I delivered a seal ed envel ope and an airline
ticket to a man in a warehouse,” he said after a while. "The neeti ng went off
wi thout a hitch, but when | got back to the Palace, there were cop cars out

front. | didn't like the |ooks of that, so | figured I'd lay lowuntil | found
out what was going on. Wien | heard over the radio, | decided it'd be healthier
to leave town. | didn't have nothing to go back for anyway."

"Who was the man?" Jay asked.

El no closed his hand into a fist. "Don't know'

"What did he | ook |ike?"

El no opened his fingers again. "It was dark, and he wore a mask. A bear nask.
Black, with big teeth."

Jay scow ed. "He | ook strong?"

El no | aughed. "W didn't do any armwestling. | delivered an envel ope, that's
all." Then he fell silent, staring at his fingers as he opened and cl osed his
hand.

"What el se?" Jay pronpted. He got no reply. "C non, Elnb, we've only got ten

m nutes. Help ne."

The dwarfs face was expressionless for a nonent, his eyes |ocked on Jay's. Then

he nodded sl owly and | ooked away. "Yeah," he said. "Ckay. It's hard. She. . ."

El no groped for words. "She didn't tell nme not to say nothing, but she never had
to. | knew when to keep ny nouth shut. If you didn't, you didn't stay around the
Pal ace for long. But nowit don't natter, does it? She's gone."

"Tell nme about the neeting.”

"The envel ope was full of noney. A lot of noney. She was buying a hit. | knew
it. She knew | knew. We both pretended otherw se. That was the way she liked to
do things." He | ooked up at Jay. "He nust have hit her first, that's all | can
figure."

Chrysalis had never been a nodel citizen, Jay knew. She made her own rul es.
Murder, though ... that didn't sound |ike the wonman he'd known. "Wo did she

want dead?"
"In the envel ope with the noney was a fol ded-up pi ece of paper with a nane on

it," Elnmb told him "I never sawit, but when the guy in the bear nmask read it,
he made a crack."
"He said, 'Shit. Never ask for anything small.' Then | knew. The noney in the

envel ope was way nore than the going price for a hit, and that was only part of
the paynent. And that airline ticket? Round-trip to Atlanta."”

"Atlanta?" Jay said. For a nonent he wondered who the hell Chrysalis could
possibly know in Atlanta. Then he got it, and a cold sick feeling spread over
him "Oh shit," he said.

"She was never interested in politics until last year," El no confided. "Then she
got real interested. | figured, | don't know, naybe sone of the stuff she'd seen
on the tour."

"She wasn't like old Des or sone of those other joker politicos, but she was a

j oker."

"Leo Barnett?" Jay said. Elnp nodded. "Gotta be."

"Great," Jay said. "Just fucking greatl"” For a noment he couldn't think. "Tel

me about the hit man," he said.

"Tall, skinny. Wre gloves. Cheap suit, didn't fit too well. On the ticket, the
nane was CGeorge Kerby, but that was just sonething Chrysalis made up."

"George Kerby," Jay repeated. The nane sounded vaguely famliar. "Wen was this
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flight?"

"Today," Elnmo said.

"Shit," Jay said. "Shit shit shit." He glanced at his watch. H s tinme was al nost
up. "Maseryk will be here in a ninute to chase nme out, we need to hurry. Tell ne
about Yeonan."

"Yeonan? He's history," Elno said bluntly. "He's been gone for, what, a year
now? Nobody knew where, not even Chrysalis. She tried like hell to find him |
think she was afraid the Fists had iced him There was bad bl ood between Yeonan
and the Fists. But it couldn't have been him He was only a nat."

"The Qddity?" Jay asked.

El no shrugged. "If they had dealings, it wasn't anything she told nme about."
"Who el se?" Jay asked. "Enem es, rejected |lovers, greedy heirs, anyone who had a
reason to want her dead?"

"She had a silent partner," Elnb told him "A joker nanmed Charles Dutton. He

hel ped her buy the Pal ace, way back when she started. | guess the joint is his
now'

"Il talk to him" Jay pronised. "Anything el se?" Elno hesitated.

"C ron," Jay urged. "Spill it."

"I don't know what it neans," Elnp said, "but last year, in the spring, | had to

get rid of a body."

"A body?" Jay said.

El no nodded. "A wonan. Young, dark-skinned, m ght have been pretty once, before,
but not when | saw her. She'd been butchered, cut all to hell. Her breasts cut
of f, her face sliced to ribbons, one armflayed, it nmade nme sick. |'d never seen
Chrysalis so scared as she was that night. It was nmy night Of, but she found
me, called nme back. When | got there, Digger Downs was dry-heaving in the nen's
room and Chrysalis was in her office, just sitting there snoking and staring at
that body. Her hand was trenbling, but she couldn't seemto | ook away until |
covered it up with a sheet. She told me to clean it all up. So | did. | didn't
ask no questions and she didn't tell me nothing. After, she never spoke about
it."

"What did you do with the body?" Jay asked.

"Put it in a garbage bag and left it in the basenent. The next norning it was
gone. The nei ghbors-"

They both heard the footsteps at the sane tinme. "The nei ghbors?" Jay pronpted.
"Next door," Elnp started to say as a key turned in the lock. "Any bodies we
left for them They were good at stuff like that." He shut up and | ooked
sullenly at the floor

The cell door swung open. Next to Maseryk was Captain Ellis herself, puffing on
a cigarette and bouncing fromheel to heel. "Get the hell out of there."

"I was just leaving," Jay said. He gave Elnb a reassuring pat on the armas he
wal ked past. The dwarf didn't even | ook up

"I want you to know that Maseryk nmade this little arrangenment without mny

perm ssion," Ellis snapped. "But now that it's done, you dam well|l better
deliver that name, and it damm well better pan out, or you and your friend El np
coul d be sharing a cell."

Jay couldn't even work up the energy to sass her. "Daniel Brennan," he said.
Maseryk shot hima | ook |ike soneone had just slipped an ice cube down his
pants. Ellis just snorted, and wote down the name. "Have a nice day," Jay told
them wal ki ng out.

There were no walls, fences, or other barriers to keep Brennan off the grounds
of 8800 G enholl ow Road. A few trees had posted signs on them prohibiting
hunting, fishing, or any other trespass under the full extent of the |aw, but
Brennan didn't let themstop him He noved cautiously through the trees, as
quietly and carefully as if he were back in Vietnamand the forest was craw ing
with the eneny.

He finally broke through the screen of trees and found hinself facing a rolling
| awn that was as snmooth as a putting green. Past the beautifully mani cured | awn
was an extensive flower garden. Past the flower garden was a hi gh hedge. Past
the hedge was a house, two stories. The first floor was hidden by the hedge, but
four wi ndows on the second floor |ooked directly upon the | awn.
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Brennan took a deep breath and sprinted across the open lawn, feeling conpletely
naked and vul nerabl e to anyone who m ght be watching fromthe house. He hurtled
the first row of flowers, landing lightly in a crouched position, and caught his
breath and |istened. Nothing. He | ooked around. Nothing but flowers.

He scuttled into the garden in a crouch, keeping out of sight of the
second-story w ndows, recognizing many of the flowers as he noved through the
garden. There were roses and chrysant henmuns, snapdragons and sunfl owers, but

pl anted side by side with them were poppies, |like those he had seen growing in
pl antations in Vietnam and Thail and, and datura, which he recognized fromhis
boyhood days in the Sout hwest, and, in cool, deep-shaded bowers, nushroons of a
dozen col ors and shapes, none of which | ooked suitable for sauteing and eating
with steak.

The innocent-1ooking flower garden, Brennan realized, was a drug chem st's dream
with enough raw material to concoct al nost any kind of stinulant, depressant, or
hal | uci nogen. But, Brennan noted with a professional |andscaper's eye, it was

al so a place of beautiful serenity, laid out with an eye toward the perfect

bl endi ng of col ors, shapes, and textures. Even the occasional ornanents

i nterspersed between the rows of plants were pleasing and harnonious, if at
times a little outre.

Li ke the four-foot-high concrete nmushroom and t he hookahsnoki ng caterpillar
curled up on it. Not your typical garden ornanent, certainly, but it fit the
theme of this one.

Brennan smiled, and then the caterpillar turned and | ooked at him Its cheeks
puf fed out and bl ew a hazy cloud of snoke, which engul fed Brennan before he
could shut his nmouth. He sucked in a deep lungful of sweet-tasting snoke,

turned, and nmanaged to stagger three steps. Hi s head was swi mm ng in unstoppable
circles and his eyes were rolling up in back of his head as he fell heavily on
the thick grass. It felt cool on his cheek as the caterpillar spoke in a
naggingly famliar voice through nechanical |ips.

"Wl cone to the magic kingdom" it said as Brennan's eyes cl osed.

8:00 P.M

The cops had the funeral hone staked out to hell and gone. Jay spotted the first
one selling franks froma pushcart on the corner, two nore sitting in a parked
car hal fway down the block, a fourth on a roof across the street. Either they
weren't conpletely convinced that Elno was their nan, or they were hoping for
Yeorman to show up and pay his | ast respects.

Cosgrove's Mdrtuary was a sprawling three-story Victorian nonstrosity that

| ooked |i ke a shipweck fromanother tine. It had a great round turret in one
corner, a tall Gothic tower in another; a wi de wooden porch that girdled the
entire house, jigsaw carpentry everywhere. Chrysalis would have | oved the place.
He was clinbing the steps when the door banged open and Lupo came stal king out.
"A bloody farce, that's what it is," he snarled when he saw Jay. Hi s ears were
flat against his skull in anger. "Wo the hell does he think he is?" He didn't
wait for an answer. Jay shrugged and went on in.

The foyer was darkly papered and full of antiques. The daily directory, in a

gl ass case mounted on the wall, announced three view ngs. Wdenman was in the
East Parl or,

Jory in the West Parlor, More upstairs in the Round Room Jay realized that he
didn't know Chrysalis's real nane.

"Ch," said a soft voice beside him "M. Ackroyd, it's so good of you to come."
Wal do Cosgrove was a round, soft man in his seventies, bald as an egg, with tiny
moi st hands. Wl do dressed inpeccably enough to please even Hram snelled |ike
he' d bathed in perfune, |ooked |like he'd been rolled in tal cum powder. Jay had
done some work for himthe year before, when a pair of particularly grotesque

j oker corpses had been stolen fromthe nortuary. The whol e thing had upset Wl do
dreadful ly, and Wal do wasn't used to being upset. Mstly WAl do was sorry. He was
better at being sorry than anyone Jay had ever net. "Hello, Waldo," Jay said.
"Which one is Chrysalis?"

"Mss Jory is laid out in the West Parlor. It's our nicest room you know, not
to nention the largest, and she had so many friends. | was so sorry to hear
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about this dreadful business."

The words were right, but Jay had heard Wal do sound a | ot sorrier. Sonething was
upsetting the senior Cosgrove. "Wat's going on?" he asked. "Why was Lupo so

pi ssed of f?"

Wal do Cosgrove tsked. "It's not our fault. M. Jory was quite insistent, and
after all, he was her father, but sone people are taking it the wong way. |
don't know what they expect us to do. | assure you, we've spared no expense."

"I"'msure M. Jory will realize that, too, once he gets your bill,
"Have | gotten any phone calls?"

"Phone cal |l s? For you? Here?"

"I'"ve been trying to reach H ram Wrchester down in Atlanta," Jay expl ai ned
"I've been | eaving nessages with his hotel. If he calls, let ne know'

"Ch, certainly,"” Wal do Cosgrove said. Another group of nourners was |eaving. Jay
recogni zed a hostess fromthe Crystal Palace. She didn't | ook too happy either
He deci ded to see what was goi ng on

The West Parlor was a | ong, sonber, high-ceilinged roomfull of flowers. So many
floral arrangenments had been sent that sonme of them had been crowded out into
the hall. A sign-in book had been placed by the door. Yin-Yang stood beside it,
expressing condol ences to a big, robust man in his sixties who could only be
Chrysalis's father. Jory wore a white shirt and a black suit, and there was
sonet hi ng about himthat nmade you think, yes, this was definitely a

bl ack- andwhi te ki nd of nan. Ri ght now he | ooked unconfortable. Maybe it was the
suit. Maybe it was the occasion. Maybe it was Yin-Yang, both of whose heads were
tal king at once, as usual

When the joker finally shuffled into the parlor, Jay stepped up and offered a
hand. "M. Jory, |'mdeeply sorry about your daughter," he said. "She was an
extraordi nary worman. "

"Yes," Jory replied. He had a firm handshake and a distinct twang in his voice
that was utterly at odds with his daughter's carefully cultivated British
accent. "Debra-Jo was a fine girl. Did you know her well, Mster... ?"

Jay ignored the question. Jory would undoubtedly recognize the nane, and they'd
get into the whole thing about how he found the body, a can of worns Jay didn't
especially care to open. "Not well enough to know her real nane, |'mafraid."”
"Debra-Jo," Jory said. "She was nanmed after ny great grandnother. Real pioneer
stock, she was, a genuine sooner."

"You from Gkl ahoma?"

Jory nodded. "Tulsa. New York's not nmuch to ny taste.”

"Chrysalis loved the city," Jay said quietly. "I knew her well enough to know
that nuch. It was her hone."

"Her home was Tulsa," Jory said stiffly, "and no offense, sir, but 1'd thank you
not to call her by that name." He turned at the sound of footsteps, and Jay saw
the revulsion in his eyes as they behel d Jube Benson waddling through the door,
a stack of newspapers under one arm Then his manners got the better of his

di staste, and Jory forced a smle and extended a hand.

Jay went inside the parlor.

There were enough folding chairs to accommbdate a hundred people. A third were
occupi ed, while another dozen nourners nmilled around, talking in soft whispers
in the corners of the room Eight out of every ten faces bel onged to jokers.

Yi n-Yang knelt besi de Mushface Mona at the casket. The Fl oater bobbed agai nst
the ceiling, talking quietly with Troll, whose huge green hands brushed lightly
agai nst the chandelier when he gestured, making the crystals ring |ike w nd
chimes. Hot Momma M Il er wept copiously, her hands snoking as she clutched a

| ace handkerchi ef, her small face winkled as a prune. Beside her, Father Squid
mur nur ed consol ati ons. Anot her plainclothes cop, out of place as a grape in a
box of raisins, sat by an ashtray, snoking a cigarette.

The Oddity was seated in the |ast row.

Jay thought that was real interesting. He stared, glinpsed notion beneath the
black cloth. It |ooked Iike sone ani mal under there squirmng to get out, but it
was only the joker's body reshaping itself, a netanorphosis that never ended.
The hooded face turned, until Jay |ooked straight into the steel-nesh fencing

Jay said.
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mask. He coul d feel eyes |ooking back from beneath the nesh.

Jay crossed the roomto where Chrysalis had been laid out. Yin-Yang was just
getting up. Jay stopped in shock. The casket was open

That cant be, he thought wildly.

Then he saw Cosnmp seated in a folding chair, back in the shadows of the al cove
where the casket had been placed, so still and quiet that he was al nost
invisible in the riot of funeral weaths, and suddenly Jay under st ood.

Three Cosgrove brothers had inherited the fanmly nortuary. Wal do, who was very
sorry, was the front man. Titus, who was never seen, was the enbal ner. Cosno,

t he youngest, was the family joker. He was a frail, thin man in his fifties,
bald as his brother, but patches of grayish fungus grew all over his skin and
clothing and anything he touched, and even a daily scraping couldn't quite keep
the growmh in check. But Cosnp had a power, too, a little deuce that nade
Cosgrove's the preeminent nortuary in Jokertown. He nade the dead | ook good. He
made them | ook better than they had in life. Jay stepped up to the casket and

| ooked down at her.

Sl eepi ng beauty, he thought, and knew why Lupo and the others had been so upset.
She wore a sinple dark dress, dermure but stylish, an antique canmeo fastened at
her throat. Her hands were fol ded just under her breasts, clasping a Bible. She
was | ovely. Long blond hair spread out across a satin pillow, eyes closed
peacefully in sleep, a hint of blush on her snooth pink cheeks. Chrysalis had
been on the downhill side of thirtyfive, Jay knew, she | ooked ten years younger
now. Her skin | ooked as soft as the Iining of the casket, so alive that you
wanted to touch it, to caress it with your fingertips, to feel the warmh you
knew was t here.

But you didn't want to do that. Cosnp could fool the eye, but not the hand.
Reach down into the casket, try to stroke that blushing cheek, and God knows
what your fingers would find. Not even the Cosgroves could make a head out of
chunks of bone and brain.

"A sad day," Father Squid said as he stepped up beside Jay. The pastor of CQur
Lady of Perpetual Msery nmade a |iquid squishing sound when he wal ked.
"Jokertown will be a different place without her. A darker place, | fear. Do you
realize it was a year ago that Xavi er Desnond passed away?"

"Alnmost to the day," Jay agreed. "But when Des was in here, the Iine of nourners
went clear around the block."

"Chrysalis was well respected in the community," Father Squid said. "Even
feared. Des was |oved. He wore his heart on his sleeve. She guarded hers
jealously." He put a hand on Jay's shoulder. "The talk is, you hunt her killer."
"Mght as well," Jay said, "can't dance. Tell me, Father, how nuch do you know
about our pal the Qddity over there?"

"Three tortured souls in search of salvation
do not think-"

"l don't know what to think," Jay said. Wal do Cosgrove was standing in the door
and gesturing at him "Excuse ne, Father, | have to take a phone call."

Wal do I et Jay use his office in the back of the nortuary. It was dark, quiet,
private. He waited until Wl do had cl osed the door before he picked up the
receiver. "Hello, HiranP"

The other end of the line was very noi sy, but Hi ram Wrchester was a big man
with a big voice. "Popinjay? The hotel said you' d called six times. Mght | ask
what coul d possibly be so urgent?"

"Hram we got big trouble. Wiere are you? It sounds |ike you' re having a
party."

"I''"'m phoni ng from Senator Hartnmann's canpaign trailer," Hramsaid. "This
platformfight is dragging on and on. The |east you could do is watch the
convention on television. It's only the future of the country that's at stake."

the priest replied. "Surely you

"Don't give nme a hard tinme," Jay said. "lI'mdressed real nice, how much nore do
you want? Listen, |'mpoking around trying to find out who killed Chrysalis-"
"I thought that was settled,” Hraminterrupted. "It was that ace-of-spades

fellow. The psychopath who tried to steal those stanps fromus that night in the
Crystal Pal ace."
"Yeah, well, | don't think it was him" Jay said.
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Hiram cl eared his throat noncommttally, then said, "You' re the sleuth, but I
think you're wasting your tine."

"It won't be the first tine," Jay admtted. "Hiram listen to nme, and be carefu
what you say. Little politicos have big ears. Before she died, Chrysalis hired
an assassin to kill Leo Barnett. He's probably in Atlanta al ready."

For a | ong nonent there was nothing on the phone but the sound of Hartnmann
staffers shouting strategy into wal ki etal kies. Then, in a hoarse voice, Hiram
finally managed, "Barnett? Are you sure?"

"It's the only thing that nmakes sense," Jay said. "Barnett's the candi date who
wants to put jokers in concentration canps. Chrysalis was a joker. Last time |

| ooked, two plus two still added up to four." O did it? Assassinate Barnett and
you m ght just guarantee the triunph of Barnett's ideas.

Hadn't Chrysalis been nore subtle than that? Maybe two plus two equaled ..
what ?

Hi ram was tal ki ng. Barnett's done everything he can to emascul ate the
jokers' rights plank. | deplore everything the man stands for, but assassination
can't be tolerated. Jay, you have to go to the authorities."

"Ch, that'd be real good," Jay said. "Just tell themthat two jokers conspired
to send an assassin, who's probably an ace, to knock off Leo Barnett because
they didn't like his politics. Once the press gets wind of that, you m ght as
wel | just inaugurate the fucker, save us fromall those canpaign comercials."”
"God," Hramswore. He was whispering now. "You're right, of course. Jay, what
are we going to do?"

"Somehow we have to keep Barnett alive without blowing the Iid off this story.
I"l'l |eave the details up to you."

"Thanks," Hiramsaid dryly. "Ever so nuch."

"Get help," Jay said. "Soneone you can trust. Tachyon, maybe. Be subtle, but be
careful, too. See if you can cone up with sone way to tighten security around
Barnett."

"Around all the candidates," Hi ram suggested. "Fine," Jay said. "I'll keep
digging on this end."

"Jay, listen to nme, you'd be nore val uable down here. Chrysalis is dead, this
qui xotic investigation of yours won't bring her back. Start your nmeter and catch
the next flight to Atlanta. I'mhiring you. I'll want you to be Senator

Hart mann's bodyguard. "

"The last body | was supposed to guard wound up short a head," Jay pointed out.
"Besides, | thought each candi date had a government ace assigned to baby-sit?"
"Carnifex is an inconpetent braggart," Hiramsaid. "Nothing nore than a street
braw er, really, and not terribly bright. I have nore faith in the Secret
Service, but they're only men. At |east Barnett has Lady Bl ack attached to him
but Gegg is terribly vulnerable. W need your help, Jay."

"Yeah, well, get inline," Jay said. "Hiram | got to go. I'll keep in touch. Be
careful. Do what you can."

"Popinjay, will you listen to reason for once?"Hi raminsisted.

"Nah," Jay said, "it mght becone a habit." He hung up before H ramcould reply,
and headed for the door.

No sooner did he step out of the office than the phone started ringing behind
him Jay | eaned back against the office door and counted the rings. Hramdidn't
give up easily, he had to give himthat. On the ninth ring, he sighed, went back
into the darkened office, and scooped up the phone. "Look, Hram" he said, "I'm
not going to Atlanta, goddam it. If Senator Gregg needs another baby-sitter, do
it yourself, you can't just-"

"My archer needs help," a woman's voice said quietly on the other end of the
I'ine.

A cold chill went up Jay's spine. He knew that voice. The tinbre of it, the
cadences, the crisp British accent. "Chrysalis?" he said, in a stunned whi sper
"Go to him" Chrysalis said. "Before it's too late."

"You're dead," he said hoarsely. Standing in the dark, the phone clutched in a
sweaty hand, Jay suddenly felt like the world had been pulled out fromunder his
feet.
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"The eski no. Chrysal i s began

"The eskinp?" Jay interrupted. This was getting weirder and weirder; he felt
like he'd slipped down a rabbit hole. Chrysalis was |ying dead in her coffin a
few roons away, and here she was on the phone tal king to himabout eskinos. Al
of a sudden he got real suspicious. "Wio the hell is this anyway?" he asked.
There was a long silence. "Chrysalis," the voice said at |ast.

It sure as hell sounded like her. "My God," Jay said with all the awe he coul d
muster. "You're alive. My darling ... ny lover... is it really you, sweet one?"
Anot her hesitation. "Yes," the voice whispered at last. "It's me, darling.

Li sten. You nust save ny archer, he-"

"Yeah, | know, he's been ki dnapped by eskinos," Jay said. "Maybe you think this
is funny, but | don't. You do a damm good inpression, but you're not Chrysalis.
So why don't you take your eskinpbs, put Prince Al bert back in the can, and go
fuck yoursel f, okay?" He slamed down the receiver so hard it rang.,

Then he sat there in the dark for a long tine, funming, staring at the phone,
daring it to ring again. It stayed silent.

9:00 P.M

Ann-Mari e was eight nonths pregnant with their child. They made | ove slowy and
gently, Brennan kneeling before her, Ann-Marie lying on her side with one | eg
straight out, the other drawn upward. She was a slight, slimwoman, now swollen
to ripeness with the child in her wonb. Her small breasts were heavy with mlk,
their nipples dark, pointed, and excruciatingly sensitive to the touch of his
fingertips, the caress of his lips. Her face favored her Vietnanese ancestry
more than her French, and she was beautiful, beautiful and hungry for Brennan's
t ouch.

They made | ove in |anguorous slow notion, every minute novement of their bodies
perfectly mated in rhythm and cadence, and as they nade | ove Ann-Marie changed.
Brennan wat ched her skin fade and fl esh di sappear, until he could see the
networ k of bl ood vessels that |aced throughout her body, and the bones and
organs underneath their son in her wonb. Then the baby nelted away and changed
and Ann-Marie did, too. She becane |arger, stronger, with wi der hips and |arger
breasts, invisible but for the veins coursing through themand their dark

ni ppl es. Sonehow they'd changed positions and Brennan was on his back and
Chrysalis was atop him dreany passion on her enigmatic face, her nipples
bobbi ng on their invisible pads of flesh as she rode Brennan, grinding her

pel vis against his in long, slow, hard strokes that made himgroan wi th each

t hrust.

He reached out to grasp her warm soft invisible breasts, and they faded |ike
snoke. Chrysalis slowy vani shed, but he could still feel her warmh and wetness
on his loins, and then like a ghost she slowy coal esced again, but her flesh
was opaque, her breasts were small and hard, her body |ong, |ean, and ruscul ar.
"Jennifer," Brennan whispered, and she smled sadly at himand pull ed away,
taking all her warmh and | eaving himal one and naked. He wept as the pain of
her | eaving stung himagain and again and she slowy faded fromhis sight in a
haze of angui sh and tears.

He squinted through the blur. There was a face swnming in the nist, peering
closely at him

"Jennifer," he croaked. His lips were dry, his throat tight and choked.

"About tine you woke up," the face said in a naggingly famliar voice. "Let's
see if we can bring you all the way out of it."

Brennan coul dn't nove his arnms or legs, but he still had feeling in them He
felt the man grab his upper arm and then pain shot through it as needles | anced
into his flesh in what felt like three or four separate places. Brennan opened
his mouth to protest, but couldn't get his tongue or lips to work together. He
munbl ed sonething unintelligible, not even understanding hinself what he was
trying to say. A monent or two passed and suddenly Brennan felt his heart
starting to beat faster and faster. H's vision cycled in and out, frommsty to
excruciatingly clear focus, pulsing like a strobe light. He wanted to stand, to
shout, to run, but realized suddenly that he was bound in a chair with | eather
straps. He wenched at the straps, but they were strong. He gritted his teeth
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and yanked back and forth, but the chair woul dn't budge and the | eat her straps
only cut into his flesh. He how ed, panting in savage, unreasonable rage. He had
to stand up and the goddammed chair wouldn't let him He'd get free, he had to!
He concentrated all his strength in his right armand yanked agai n and agai n,
trying to pull free. He felt blood run down his arm but he only redoubled his
efforts.

"Sorry," soneone said. "Sonetines it's difficult to judge the strength of the
dosage. "

He smiled reassuringly and all of a sudden Brennan felt cal mand peace flow from
the man's friendly grip into hinself. Brennan recognized him He'd seen himthe
day before in Chickadee's. It was Quincey, Kien's chem st. Quinn the Eskino. He
seenmed |ike a nice man. Wien Qui nn the Eskinmo conmes around, everybody's gonna
junp for joy. Brennan | ooked at his right armand wondered why it was bl eeding.
"That's better," Qincey said approvingly. He snmiled, and withdrew his hand from
Brennan's upper arm As he did, Brennan could see that three of his fingers had
sharp needles protruding fromtheir tips. As he watched they suddenly slipped
back out of sight into Quincey's fingertips. "Wl cone to Xanadu, M. Yeonan."
Brennan focused on him "Wat am | doi ng here?" Quincey shrugged. "You woul d
know the answer to that better than ne. One of mny mechanical sentries caught you
skul king in the garden."

"The caterpillar on the nushroom" Brennan said, suddenly renenbering.

"Yes," Quincey said. "One of ny favorites. Cost ne a fortune to hire the

ani matroni ¢ engi neers away from Di sneyl and, but if one can't have what one wants
in one's own pleasure done, what good is it?"

Brennan shook his head. He remenbered it all now. The strange note he'd gotten
at Aces High, the garden, the caterpillar, his capture, the dream The dream

He closed his eyes. It had all been so real. Ann-Marie. The last time they'd
made | ove before she and their unborn child had been killed by Kien's assassins.
Chrysalis alive again. Jennifer

"So what did you want?" Quincey asked. Brennan opened his eyes. "Chrysalis's
killer."

"Ch ny," Qincey said. "Well, you won't find such a person here. This is ny

pl easure done. Violence rarely intrudes."

Brennan | ooked around. They were the only people in the room which | ooked |ike
somet hing out of an Arabian Nights' fantasy. There were rich, colorful carpets
on the floor, and brocaded silk tapestries, half of themfeaturing maidens, half
featuring slimyoung nen in Grecian outfits-or nothing at all--cavorting in
pairs or in groups. There were numerous scul ptures in a simlar vein scattered
around the roomon delicate, expensive furniture, and the bed was canopied, with
silk and vel vet cushions, and throw pillows scattered around.

"I'"'mafraid, though," Quincey said thoughtfully, "this is going to have to be
one of those times. |I'mputting the finishing touches on an inportant project.
We can't have you nosing about. Excuse nme while | nake a call."

The needl es extruded snoothly fromhis fingertips again. They were white as
bone-whi ch they probably were-Brennan realized, and hollow. After a nmonment a
clear fluid oozed fromthe central one, and Quincey plunged theminto Brennan's
arm agai n.

"I't'Il only hurt for a nonent," he confided.

It seenmed very quiet in the house as Jay headed back to the wake. He was
surprised to find that Jory had abandoned his post by the door. Instead Wl do
Cosgrove stood there, winging his danp little hands and | ooki ng very sorry

i ndeed. Jay went past him stepping into a strained, icy silence. The nourners
had backed off discreetly fromthe two nen in the center of the room but
everyone was wat ching them

Jory stood in the aisle between rows of folding chairs, his face dark with
anger. "What did you say, sir?" he asked.

A newconer stood over the casket, |looking |ike death incarnate. Tall and

sl ender, he wore a hooded cl oak over a black wool suit. At first glance Jay
thought he was in a nmask; given the occasion, a singularly tastel ess mask, too.
Then he spoke, and Jay realized that the death's-head-yell owed and nosel ess,
teeth bared in an eternal grin-was his real face. "l said," the joker repeated
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in a deep, chilly voice, "that this is not Chrysalis,"
over the young wonan in the casket.
H s words made Jay's stomach do a sudden lurch. If it wasn't Chrysalis in the
coffin, if sonmehow he'd been m staken about the body he'd found, then nmaybe she
was still alive sonmewhere, and the voice on the phone ..
"l don't recall asking for your opinion," Jory said, his accent deepeni ng under
the stress of the nmonent. "Sir, you're causing a disruption, and |'d thank you
to | eave. "
"I think not," the man in the black cloak replied. "I cane here to see Chrysalis
one last tine, to make nmy farewells. And what do | find? Sone nat fantasy |ying
in a coffin, and a roonful of people forbidden to speak her nane."
"Her name was Debra-Jo Jory, and she was ny daughter!” A vein in Jory's neck had
begun to throb.
"Her name," the joker replied coldly, "was Chrysalis." Father Squid noved cl ose
to him "Charles, he's from Okl ahoma, he knows no better. W nust respect his
grief.”
"Then | et himrespect ours.”
"He does not nean to give offense,” the priest said. "That nakes this charade no
| ess offensive." The joker's eyes, deep-set in his skull face, had never |eft
Jory.
Wal do Cosgrove hurried forward nervously. "Gentl enmen, gentlenen, please don't
quarrel. This is not the tine or the place, is it? Qur dearly beloved Chrysalis,

He waved a gl oved hand

oh, ah, Debra-Jo, that is, well, surely she would not have wanted-"

"What | want," Jory said suddenly, "is for you to throw out this ugly
sonof abi tch, Cosgrove. You hear that? Either you call what passes for the | aw
hereabouts, or | will, but either way this asshole is going out onto the
street." Wal do | ooked hel pl essly around the room searching for sone way out of

this ness. Jay felt sorry for him Finally, nmeekly, the funeral director turned
to the joker and said, "Charles, please, it's customary in these matters to
honor the family's w shes."

"Yes," Charles said. He nade a gesture that took in all the jokers in the room
"And we are her famly, Waldo. Not him He doesn't even know what her nane was.
He turned his back on Jory and wal ked to where Cosnb sat on his chair. Cosnp

| ooked up and adjusted his round, wire-rimspectacles. There was fungus grow ng
on the back of his hand and a gray five o' clock shadow beneath his jaw. He said

nothing. "I want to see her, Cosno," Charles told him "Show her to nme. Show her
to nme the way she really was."
"No!" Jory shouted. "I forbid it!" He stornmed forward, jamred a finger at Cosno.

"You hear ne, boy?"

Cosno | ooked at him said nothing, |ooked back at Charles.

Soneone gasped. Al eyes went to the casket.

The col or had begun to bleach from Debra-Jo's soft skin. "Goddam you," Jory
swore at Cosnb. He spun around to face Wal do. "You there! Call the police! Now"
Wal do's chin trenbled as his nouth worked silently.

In the casket, the snmooth pink flesh and hints of rose had faded. Her skin was
bone white, as snooth and pale as m|k. Here and there, it began to turn waxy
and transl ucent.

"I''ll do it nmyself then," Jory said. He started for the phone.

There was a sound |like a stack of two-by-fours might make if you broke them al
at once. Everything stopped. Jory |ooked up, and up, and up. Into red eyes that
stared down from beneath a huge, swollen brow ridge. From his nine-foot vantage,
Trol |l gazed down at Jory, cracked his knuckles once nore, then closed his huge
green hand into a fist the size of a country ham "I don't think that would be
such a good idea," Troll said, in a voice that sounded like it came fromthe
bottom of the world' s deepest gravel pit.

Al'l around the room the nourners nmunbl ed agreenent. Her skin had gone all the
col or of wax paper, and you could see the tracery of veins now, and dark shadows
of bones and organs beneath the fading flesh

Jory whirled back to the casket and slamed the |id down hard. "Get out of
here!" he screaned, distraught beyond words. "All of you, out of here." He
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| ooked around at all the joker faces with |oathing. "You people," he said. "You
all stick together, don't you. Damm you. You did this to her, you rotten-"

Jay took his hand out of his pocket, pointed. Jory vani shed. Wen the nourners
realized what had happened, the tension drained fromthe roomw th a rush

Fat her Squid shook his head, facial tentacles bouncing fromside to side with
the notion. "Were did you send him ny son?" he asked. "Aces High," Jay said.
"A good neal, a few drinks, maybe he'll feel better. It was getting too dam
ugly."

The joker called Charles stepped up to the casket and opened the lid. Chrysalis
lay there now Skin as clear as the finest glass, perfectly transparent, ghostly
pal e wi sps of nuscle and tendon beneath, and under that bones and organs and the
bl ue and red spiderweb of blood vessels.

It was as nuch an illusion as the other had been, but it was the one they
wanted. It was Chrysalis as she'd |looked in life. Jay's last |lingering doubts
vani shed as he stared at the body, and with themany |ast |ingering hopes.
Chrysalis was dead; the voice on the phone had been an inposter's.

Charl es | ooked at her for a long nonent, then turned away, satisfied. He patted
Cbsnmo on the shoul der before he wal ked of f. Hot Mamma dropped to her knees,
snoki ng hands waving in the air, and began to weep again. Qhers pressed cl ose
around the casket, quiet and reverent. The Oddity stood in the corner, watching.
Jay caught up to the skull-faced joker as he stepped out of the parlor. "Charles

Dutton, | presune."

Death turned and | ooked himin the eye. "Yes."

"Jay Ackroyd," he said, offering a hand. "1'd like to ask you a few questions."
10: 00 P. M

"I"'mafraid there's not much I can tell you, M. Ackroyd," Charles Dutton said.
A hot July wind gusted down the Bowery, flapping the joker's |Iong black cloak
behind himas they wal ked. "Chrysalis and | were business associates, but | cant
claimto have known her well. She liked her little secrets.”

"You shoul d know, you were one of them" Jay said. "How cone no one knew
Chrysalis had a partner?" He had to walk quickly to keep up with Dutton's

| ong-1 egged stri des.

They passed the Chaos C ub, and Dutton waved politely to the doorman. "The
linmelight suited Chrysalis, and | prefer to avoid it," he said. "Tonight was
somet hi ng of an exception."

"I'd intended to quietly pay ny |ast respects, but when |I saw what that
posturing fool had done, | couldn't help but get emptional."

"Jory was her father," Jay said.

"Her bel oved father," Dutton agreed, "who made her a prisoner in her own home
for years, because he was so deeply enbarrassed by the way she | ooked. You see,
I do know a little of her history. It was not sonmething she liked to tal k about,
but when she first came to Jokertown, she needed ny help to open the Crysta

Pal ace, and | insist on know ng the background of my busi ness associ ates."

"You | ent her noney?"

Dutton nodded. "She arrived in the city with a considerable fortune in bearer
bonds. However, she wanted to buy al nost half a block, not only the building

that became the Crystal Pal ace but the adjoining properties as well, all that
debris. | don't inmagine | have to tell you that Manhattan real estate is
expensi ve, even in Jokertown. There were other costs as well. The restoration,

fixtures and furnishings, the liquor license..."

"Bribes," Jay suggested. A car passed them going the other way up the Bowery.
Jay watched its lights recede in the |ong pl ate-glass w ndow of the | aundromat
they were passing.

"The city inspectors work so hard," Dutton said, "as do our police and
firefighters. Periodic tokens of esteemare always a wise policy, particularly
for a joker. Costly, though."

"So you lent her a lot of bucks," Jay said. He was still keeping an eye on the
reflections in the |aundromat wi ndow. "How rmuch of the joint did you own?"
"Athird," Dutton said. "She held the controlling interest."

"Don't stop and don't | ook behind you," Jay said quietly. "W're being
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foll oned. "

"Real | y?" Dutton was good; his pace didn't even falter. "He's across the street,
maybe a hal f bl ock back, trying to slink fromdoorway to doorway," Jay said.
"Real amateur hour. He would have flunked slinking in detective school. He's
avoiding the street |anps, but the headlights pick himup every tine a car
passes. "

"Do you know who it is?" Dutton asked.

"The Qddity," Jay told him "Friend of yours?"

"I"'mafraid not. | know himonly by _reputation."

"You got any kick-ass powers you haven't nmentioned, or is it up to me?" Jay
asked.

Dutton | aughed. "Does wealth count as a power?"

"Maybe, " Jay said. "If the Oddity attacks us, try throwi ng sone hundred-doll ar
bills at him we'll see howit works."

"l have a better idea," Dutton said. He stopped suddenly. They were in front of
the Fanous Bowery WIld Card Dinme Museum Dutton went up to the doors. "Wat the
hell are you doi ng?" Jay asked. "The place is closed."

"I have a key," Dutton said. He opened one of the doors and notioned Jay i nside.
"The managenent won't mnd."

"You own the place?" Jay guessed at Dutton rel ocked the door

"I"'mafraid so," Dutton said. He punched sone nunbers into a key box on the
wall. A blinking red |ight went out, and a green one cane on. "W're clear,"
Dutton said. "Cone with ne. "

The interior of the museum was di mand cool. They went through a swi ngi ng door
and down a service corridor. "This place do good busi ness?" Jay asked.

"Fair," Dutton said. "You' ve been here, of course?"

"Along tinme ago," Jay said. "When | was very young. The only thing | remenber
is the jars. Dozen of big jars, with deformed joker babies floating inside. It
really freaked ne out." The nenory had been buried for a long tine, but the
monent he spoke, it canme back so vividly Jay could taste it: endl ess snall
bodies, twisted and terrible, floating in formal dehyde behind a wall of glass.
One of them bigger than the others and especially grotesque, had been nounted

on a rotating pedestal, and Jay could still renenber his fear as its face slowy
turned toward him It was going to open its eyes and | ook at him he had
screamed, and nothing his father had said had cal ned himdown. "It gave ne

ni ght mares, " Jay said, astonished by the sudden realization. He couldn't quite
repress a shudder. "Jesus," he said to Dutton. "Those are |ong gone, right?"
"Sadly, no," Dutton said. "The Mnstrous Joker Babies were one of the origina
exhibits. The tourists have cone to expect them But | have nmade consi derabl e
efforts to turn this into a legitimte nmuseum since acquiring it fromits
original owners, and our new attractions are quite different. Let ne show you."
He | ed Jay through an access door. "Here," Dutton said. "This is our Syrian

di orama. "

Jay peered through the glass at a dramatic waxwork tableau. In the foreground,
Carni fex was wenching an Uzi away froma terrorist, while a pregnant Peregrine
raked his face with netal talons. Tachyon, dressed like a color-blind Arab fop,
was out cold on the floor. Elsewhere, Jack Braun raced toward a gunman, bullets
whi ning of f his body. One of the richochets had struck Senator Hartmann; you
coul d see the bl ood seeping through his sport coat. WAy in back, Hiram
Worchester glared up at a giant econony-sized Arab Ranbo, while a wonan in a

bl ack chador held a bl oody knife over a fallen prophet.

"I"'msure you recall the incident," Dutton said. "Yeah," Jay said. "Fromthe
tour. Getting wounded did wonders for Hartmann's presidential canpaign.”

"I't never hurts to be a hero," Dutton agreed.

Jay indicated a panel of buttons in front of the diorama. "Wat are these?"
"Qur new exhibits are state-of-the-art," Dutton said. "Sound effects, dramatic
lighting, animatronics. One button lights up Braun's gol den force field, another
turns on the Nur's green glow That one at the end will actually nake Sayyid
fall. He's the giant. Wrchester nade himtoo heavy to support his own weight."
"I didn't know waxwor ks coul d nove," Jay said.

"W've been noving away fromwax on the animated exhibits," Dutton said. "Sayyid

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (51 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

is three-quarters plastic."

"Doesn't he crush those other figures?"

"He never hits the ground,"” Dutton said. "The children love it. They all squeeze
their little fists, pretending to be aces."

"Hramw |l be so thrilled," Jay said dryly. "Cone, let ne give you the tour,"
Dutton sai d.

"Only if we skip the Monstrous Joker Babies,"” Jay said. "I got enough problens
wi thout running into themagain." Dutton |aughed, and escorted himthrough a
maze of dimlit corridors where heroes and villains of years gone by watched
fromthe shadows. They passed Jetboy, the Four Aces, the Lizard King. Hardhat
and the Radical stood |ocked in eternal conbat, while a squad fromthe joker

Bri gade stood off Charlie in sone hellforsaken part of Nam In the Hall of

I nfamy, the Astrononer hung froma wall, enbedded in the brick with only his
face and hands visible. The nortar had turned red with his blood. Nearby Gary

G I nore stood surrounded by pillars of salt, and Gmi exhorted a maddened crowd
with upraised fist. The dwarfs gl ass eyes seened to follow them

"Great waxwork," Jay said. "Looks real."

"It is,"” Dutton said. "Gni's enpty skin was found in an alley not far from
here. There was no famly, so we, ah, acquired the renmins."

Jay gave hima | ook. "You stuffed him" He'd heard that story on the streets
sonmewher e, but sonehow he'd forgotten. Dutton cleared his throat. "Yes. Well. He
has been quite a popular attraction.”

"I think 1've seen enough,"” Jay told him

"Fine." Dutton took himacross a cavernous hall where the Turtle's old shells
hung suspended fromthe ceiling. The adjoining gallery was still under
construction. Dutton guided Jay through the tangle of |adders, tarps, and
sawhorses to a snack-roomsquare in the center of the building. He turned on the
lights and stood in front of a bank of vendi ng machi nes. "Wuld you prefer

cof fee or a soft drink?" he asked.

It was chilly in here, Jay realized suddenly. They nmust use the air-conditioning
even at night on account of the waxworks. "Coffee would be real good," he

adm tted.

Dutton fed quarters into the coffee nmachine and canme to the table with two
cardboard cups. He gave one to Jay. They sat. "So what do you think of ny little
museum now?"

"Museuns are |ike graveyards,
depress ne."

"The Fanmpbus Bowery WIld Card Dine Museum jokertown institution.”

Jay blew on his coffee. "The Palace is an institution, too."

"Yes," Dutton said. "OF a different sort."

"And now you own it, too."

"Under the terns of our partnership agreenment, the surviving partner assunes
full ownership of the Crystal Pal ace, yes."

"That why you had her killed?" Jay suggested casually.

Jay said. "Full of dead things. Dead things

Dreans cane again, but this tinme they were vague, form ess things that chased
Brennan through a cloying nmist as he tried to find his way back to a hone that
didn't exist. The | andscape was silent but for the unknowable twitterings of the
thi ngs chasing him then he heard sonmeone softly, but insistently, calling his
name. It was a worman's voice. It was Jennifer.

He felt her cool hands on his face, and she was kneeling before him She was
dressed in a bathing suit this tine, and she was softly saying his nane over and
over again. He tried to reach out to her, but he was still tied to his chair.
She reached out and touched his bonds, and they dissolved. He tunbled forward.
She broke his fall and they both | anded on the floor, Brennan on top

She was beautiful. He kissed her for a long, |ong nonment, but then she squirned

awnay.
"W have to get away, Daniel, we have to get out of here before they cone back."
Brennan nodded. "We will," he said, "we will," and tried to kiss her again.

She pushed himaway. He fell off her to the floor and | ooked at her with hurt in
his eyes. "Just like ny other dream" he said, and had an overwhel m ng urge to
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cry.
"This isn't a dream" Jennifer said firmy, but lowy. "This is real."

She grabbed Brennan's hand and held it. Her hands were warm and solid. Brennan
reached out and touched her face.

"You are real," Brennan said wonderingly.

"I am" She stood, and pulled on Brennan's arm

He tried to stand too, and i medi ately was struck by an intense attack of
vertigo. He |l eaned on Jennifer, who staggered, but started himshuffling toward
t he door.

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked. "Rescuing you. No tine to talk now "
Brennan's bow and qui ver was by the door, as were assorted knives and other
itenms Quincey had taken fromhim They stopped to pick up the bow and qui ver,

but there was no tinme for anything el se.

It was dark outside. Brennan wondered foggily how | ong he'd been unconsci ous.
They just nmanaged to stunble behind a tall, thick hedge when they saw Fadeout
enter the front door acconpani ed by a brace of Wrewol ves. Brennan took a deep
breath. The night air seened to help revive him or perhaps the drugs had sinply
wor ked through his system He followed Jennifer under his own power through the
garden. They were past the lawn and into the trees before they heard an alarm
rai sed back at the house.

"My car's this way," Brennan said. "I know. |'m parked next to it."

"How did you find ne?" Brennan asked.

Jennifer glanced at himas they nmade their way through the trees, their path |it
by the light of a nearly full noon. "It took sone doing. | spent a good part of
yesterday and nost of today |ooking through your old haunts, and finally tracked
you down to the hotel. But you were gone, of course, and |I'd never have found
you if it hadn't been for the phone call."

"Phone cal | ?"

"Yes. She said you were here, that you' d been captured." They broke out of the
trees to the roadside. Brennan's keys were gone, so they piled into Jennifer's
car and roared off down the road with Jennifer behind the wheel

Brennan ran through a breathing exercise, trying to clear his head. Jennifer
kept her eyes on the road, occasionally glancing at him

"The funny thing," she said, "about the phone call." She fell silent and gl anced
at Brennan again. "Yes?" he pronpted.

"I could swear that it was Chrysalis on the other end of the line."

Brennan sl unped back in the car seat. There were a thousand things he wanted to
say to Jennifer, but he couldn't speak. Hi s head whirled with her revel ations
and the aftereffects of the drugs Quincey had punped into his system Sonething
was wrong here, very wong, and there was perhaps only one person who could set
them strai ght, only one person who woul d know for certain if it was Chrysalis's
shattered body that'd been found in her office.

The man who had di scovered it.

Dutton sipped fromhis cardboard cup very calmy. "Wuld you prefer that | spil
my coffee in shock or just quietly turn pale with guilt?"

"Ei ther one, just so you confess," Jay said, "I'mnot fussy."

"Assuming that | was guilty, isn't it a bit naive to expect that 1'd own up the
monment |' m accused?"

"Hey, it always works for Perry Mson,
trying."

Dutton put down the coffee, took off his cloak, and draped it over the back of a
chair. Beneath the banks of fluorescent light, his skin was a ghastly shade of

Jay said. "You can't blane a guy for

yel low, here and there nottled with dry, dead patches of brown. "I happen to

| ook Iike the popular inmage of the grimreaper,"” the joker said. "Sonetines that
causes people to nake unfortunate assunptions about ne. | did not kil
Chrysalis."

"Not personally,
the notive."

"Did | ?" Dutton seened anused. "The | and on which the Pal ace stands is worth
quite a bit, agreed. The saloon itself is a good tax loss. | nmay keep it open

Jay said, "but you had the bucks to hire it done. And you had
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and | may not, but 1'd hardly kill for it."

"Her other business was real profitable," Jay pointed out. "Tax-free, too." He
took a sip of coffee. It was so hot it burned the back of his mouth goi ng down.
"You own part of that one, too?"

"No," Dutton said. "Oh, she willingly shared certain pieces of information
whenever she heard anything that might affect ny business interests, and there
was never any charge to ne. That was part of our arrangenment. But otherw se her
little hobby was her own."

"Only nowit's yours by default,'
those snitches out of work."
"Perhaps not," Dutton said. "Undoubtedly her files contain itens of considerable

Jay suggested. "You wouldn't want to put al

interest, and others of considerable value; | won't pretend otherw se. Still,
it's nothing I'd bl oody ny hands for. | could have bought and sold Chrysalis a
dozen tinmes over, | didn't need to nurder her."

"So who did?" Jay asked
"I'"'mnystified," Dutton said. "She was privy to a great deal of dangerous
i nformati on, of course, but that very thing kept her safe. Alive, she could be

dealt with. Kill her, and who knows what skel etons nmay conme out of the closet."
"There are a lot of closets in the Crystal Palace," said Jay. "You take ny
meani ng then," Dutton said. He shrugged. "I wish | could give you sonething nore

to work on. Truly | do."

"I't's okay," Jay said. He took a | ast swallow of coffee and stood up. "Well
time to shuffle home to bed. You got a back door on this place?"

"A side exit on the alley," Dutton said, rising. "Cone, |let nme show you."

The joker led himback through the Iabyrinth of silent wax, their footsteps
echoi ng down the long corridors. They were crossing a small rotunda when Jay
heard sonet hi ng behi nd t hem

He stopped, |ooked back. Nothing noving. "Are we al one here?"

"Quite," Dutton said. "lIs sonething wong?"

" | heard sonething," Jay said. "And |'ve got a funny feeling. Like we're being
wat ched. "

Dutton sniled. "That's very comon. It's the waxworks. People say their eyes
foll ow you around the room"

Jay gl anced around. They were passing through the Gallery of Beauty. In the
shadows he glinpsed Peregrine: Aurora, Circe. "Peregrine' s eyes can follow nme
anywhere," he qui pped, but sonmehow he didn't think that was it.

"This way," Dutton said.

They turned a corner. Jay took Dutton firmy but quietly by the armand pull ed
hi m back into a dark al cove beside a towering netal -and-wax |ikeness of Detroit
Steel. Jay held a finger to his lips. Dutton gave a small, quick nod.

In the stillness, Jay heard soft padding footfalls. Coming toward them

It couldn't be the Oddity Whatever it was was lightfooted as a cat. And barefoot
by the sound of it.

Jay shaped his hand into a gun.

A shadow darted past them faster than Jay thought possible. It was small, no
nmore than knee high, and it was out of sight before Jay could react. He junped
out of hiding, sawit-a hairless gray nonkey thing, with too many arns-and
pointed. Only it was faster than he was. It skittered up the front of a diorang,
sliding over the glass quick as a lizard, and Jay popped a waxwork joker right
out of his orgy and into the Aces Hi gh neat | ocker.

"Dam, " he swore. He pointed again, but the nonkey thing junped before he drew a
bead, swung on a fluorescent lightning fixture, and sonersaulted right over
Jay's head. He turned to give chase and bunped into Dutton. "Were did it go?"
he sai d.

"Into the rotunda," the joker said, "but. .."

Jay ran. It was gone when he hit the rotunda, but he caught a glinpse of notion
down one corridor. He sprinted after it, turning the corner just in tinme to see
it grab hold of an overhead pipe. It paused | ong enough to hiss like a fera
cat, then ran down the pipe into a pitch dark room Jay went after it. He was

| ooking up at the ceiling pipes, running flat out. He never saw the display
pedest al
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It was like running into a tel ephone pole. Jay clutched his stomach and sat down
hard, gasping with pain. The pedestal wobbled back and forth, and toppl ed over
on top of him dass shattered. Liquid drenched him and sonething soft and pale
and slinmy flopped onto his chest with a wet squish. There was an overwhel m ng
snel | of formal dehyde. He cl osed his eyes.

There were footsteps behind him "Are you all right?" Dutton's voice asked.

"No, " Jay said.

"I tried to warn you," Dutton said. He flicked on the lights.

"Am 1 where | think I anP" Jay asked, eyes still closed. He thought he sounded
surprisingly calm all things considered. "lI'mafraid so," Dutton replied.

"Wl cone to the Monstrous Joker Babies. Can | do anything for you?"

"Yes," Jay said. "You can get it off ne!"

By the tinme he did, the nonkey was | ong gone.

11:00 P. M

Brennan snel | ed Ackroyd even before he opened his apartnent door. Mwving with
sure, swift-grace, he caught himby the el bow, propelled himin a half circle,
and sl ammed hi m agai nst the wall. Jennifer materialized from nowhere and shut

t he door.

"Keep quiet and don't nove," Brennan ordered. He had Ackroyd in a painful wist
I ock, grinding the detective's forearminto the small of his back

"Jesus Christ," Ackroyd nuttered aggrievedly, his face mashed up agai nst the
wall. "I think you broke nmy goddamm nose."

Brennan's own nose twitched. "What the hell have you been drinking? You snell

i ke you've been dipped in a vat of bad booze."

"Cl ose," Ackroyd nuttered as Jennifer |ooped a rope on his free wist and
twisted it gently to his back where she tied his hands together

Brennan turned Ackroyd around and shoved himonto a plush chrone-and-| eat her
sofa that |ooked wildly out of place in Ackroyd' s shabby apartnent.

The PI fell onto the couch with a |oud ' Gooof' and wi ggl ed around unconfortably
on his hands. He sniffed and held his head back, trying to keep the blood that
was seeping out of his nose fromdripping onto his chest. He squinted at
Brennan.. "Yeoman, | presune. Since we're all such good friends, can | call you
Dan?"

"How do you know ny nane?" Brennan said quietly. Ackroyd shrugged. It was
difficult to do that and keep the blood fromrunning onto his shirt. "One of the
first things | learned in detective school was how to find out stuff. Like the
names of masked vigilantes."

"Why don't you just answer ny question?"

"Or what?" Ackroyd said angrily. He struggled to find a confortabl e position on
the sofa. "You think you can just conme in here and-"

Jenni fer stepped between them "W don't “think,' M. Ackroyd, we have," she
said practically. She found a bunch of Kl eenex in her handbag and stanched the
fl ow of blood comng fromhis nose. She felt it gingerly and Ackroyd w nced. "It
doesn't seemto be broken." She nade a face herself and stepped out of close
smel ling range.

"Thanks," Ackroyd nuttered grudgi ngly.

Jenni fer gave Brennan a significant |ook. He took a deep, calmng breath and
began agai n.

"Mentioning ny real nane to the wong parties would cause ne no end of trouble-"
"Trouble," Ackroyd interrupted. "Wat about the “trouble' you caused all those
peopl e you killed? How many was it? Do you even renmenber?"

"Every face," Brennan said in a slow, hard voice. He sank down on his haunches
so that he and Ackroyd were eye to eye, and stared at the detective. "You don't
like me or what | do, and | couldn't care less. | do what | have to."

" Anbushi ng i nnocent -"

"I can't point my finger at people and make them go away," Brennan said in the
sane hard voice. "And no one | killed was innocent. Maybe not everyone deserved
to die for what they'd done, but they were playing the gane, consciously and
willingly. I"'mnot to blame if they were too stupid to realize the consequences
of their involvenent."
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"Ganme?" Ackroyd asked. "What the hell are you tal king about?"

Brennan gestured angrily. "lI'mnot going to justify nyself to you. I'Il just say
this. It is"-he stopped, |ooked at Jennifer and corrected hinsel f-"was ne

agai nst the Shadow Fists. One nan agai nst hundreds. | did what | had to do. |
don't regret any of it. Nor have | forgotten any of it."

"What you had to-"

"That's that," Brennan said flatly. "W have nore inportant things to discuss.
W don't have to be friends. We don't have to |ike each other. W don't have to
work together. But we should talk."

Ackroyd nodded, but gestured stubbornly with his bound hands. "I'm not saying
anything tied up like this."

"Al'l right." Brennan drew a knife fromhis ankle sheath and sl ashed Ackroyd's
bonds. The two nen stared at each other for a | ong nonment as Ackroyd rubbed his
wists angrily and then tenderly felt his nose.

"My nane," Brennan pronpted.

Ackroyd shrugged. "All right. Sascha gave it to me. He said he'd plucked it from
Chrysalis's mnd. Said you were probably involved in the nurder, though |I figure
he was |lying. Sonmething had himreally scared. Wiy all this nystery about your
real identity, anyway? O her than the fact that you're wanted for nmultiple
hom ci des, of course."

Brennan | ooked at himcoolly. "I"'min the country illegally. Maybe I'l|l explain
it someday when we have a couple of spare hours. Only Waith"-he nodded at
Jennifer-"and ny eneny knew nmy name. Apparently also Chrysalis.”

"You're wanted by the feds?"

"I deserted fromthe arnmy. It's conplicated and it doesn't have anything to do
with Chrysalis's death. If she's really dead," Brennan said significantly.

"If?" Ackroyd said. "What do you nean "if? | found her body."

"Are you sure?"

"Sure? She was not nerely dead, she was nost sincerely dead."

Brennan si ghed, rubbed his face tiredly. "I don't know ..... " he said softly.
"Look, are you crazier than | think, or what? | saw her-"

"And | heard her voice. Yesterday."

"What ?" Ackroyd asked quietly.
"And | heard her voice today,'

Jenni fer added. Brennan | ooked at him cl osely.

"What is it?"
"I heard it, too," Ackroyd admtted quietly. Then he | ooked at Brennan and shook
his head. "But it couldn't have been her voice. Christ, | was just at the

funeral parlor where she was lying in her coffin."

"You're certain, one hundred percent certain, that it was Chrysalis in the

cof fin?"

"Do you know anyone else with invisible skin?" Ackroyd said. "It was her body |
found. Besides, the wi seguy who called ne had to be an inposter. She didn't know
the, uh, real story of the relationship between me and Chrysalis and she was
telling nme all kinds of screwy stuff. Cained you d been captured by eskinps."
Brennan si ghed and shook his head. "Wl |, she was right about that." He held up
his hand, forestalling any nore questions on Ackroyd's part. "All right. So
you' re convi nced she's dead. Do you have any suspects, any idea at all who
killed her?"

Ackroyd | ooked at himfor a |long noment before he spoke. "Suspects | got." He
fished a sheet of paper out of the inside breast pocket of his battered jacket
and handed it to Brennan. It was soggy and had the sane horrible snell that
Ackroyd had. It was a |ist of names, nobst of themcrossed off. "These are your
candi dat es?" Brennan asked as Jennifer peered at the list over his shoul der
Ackroyd nodded. "Those that are left. | crossed the others off because of ny
years of experience as a trained investigator and ny keen insights into the
human psyche. "

"Hmm " Brennan said. "Well, you can also cross off Bludgeon. | beat the hel
out of himthis norning in a place called Squisher's Basenent."
"You?"

"Don't | ook so surprised,"” Brennan said with something of a smle. "Actually,
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sonething's wwong with him He's obviously sick. He clained that he killed
Chrysalis, but he didn't know enough details to make his claimconvincing. It

was all just a pathetic attenpt to rebuild his reputation."

"Ckay." Ackroyd produced a pen and struck a line through Bludgeon's nanme. "I'I|
take your word for it. That still |leaves us with four prinme suspects."

Brennan nodded. "I know Wrm "

"What about hin?" Ackroyd asked.

Brennan and Jenni fer exchanged gl ances. "W've gone nano a mano a few ti nes.
He's strong, but | don't know if he's strong enough to do what Chrysalis's
killer did to her. A so, bludgeoning isn't his ordinary MO "

" |1 thought about that already," Ackroyd interjected. "He likes to use his
fangs, doesn't he?"

Brennan unconsci ously rubbed the side of his neck. "That's right."

"But all of us heard himthreaten Chrysalis," Jennifer said.

"Right. And he is one of Kien's chief lieutenants, high in the Shadow Fi st
Society. "

"Ki en?" Ackroyd asked.

"Whay don't you just |eave Wrmto ne?" Brennan suggested.

Ackroyd | ooked at him shrugged. "COkay. You want the lizard, he's yours."

"What nakes Quasi man a suspect?" Jennifer asked. "You nean besides the fact that
his brain has nore holes in it than a Swiss cheese? Wll|, Barnett saved his life
with a faith healing. Brought himback fromthe dead through the power of
prayer. O so sone of Barnett's people claim"

"And?" Brennan pronpted.

"And Chrysalis hired soneone to do in the Bible thunper.'
you sure?"

"Reasonably. Elnmo gave sone hired nuscle her order to nake a hit on one of the
politicos in Atlanta."

"Why?" Jenni fer asked.

Ackroyd shrugged. "I'm not sure. Because she was afraid of Barnett's politics?"
Brennan shook his head. "She wasn't stupid. She'd realize sonething |ike that
woul d push the country right into his hands. But," he said thoughtfully,
"perhaps you're not the only one who misinterpreted Elmo's nission. Perhaps one
of Barnett's people also found out about it and told Quasiman. At any rate, we
should ook into it." He glanced at Jennifer. "Perhaps we shoul d have Fat her
Squid lend us Quasiman for a while."

"For what reason?" Jennifer asked.

"OCstensibly in case we run into the Oddity again."

"The Oddity?" Ackroyd echoed.

"I found himtrashing Chrysalis's bedroom He said that he was | ooking for
sonmet hing that Chrysalis was using to blackmail him But | didn't buy it.
Chrysalis never extorted noney from anyone."

"You're right," Ackroyd said.

"That | eaves just one nane," Jennifer pronpted. Brennan | ooked down at the I|ist.
"Who the hell is Doug Morkle?"

Ackroyd shook his head. "Beats nme. Let nme know if you find out.
"Al'l right." Brennan | ooked at Jennifer, then back at Ackroyd. "That's al
you' ve got?"

"Yup. Except for a few questions."

Brennan frowned. "Are

"Li ke?"

"Li ke did you know that Chrysalis had taken up with Di gger Downs?"

"Who' s he?"

"He masquerades as a reporter for Aces nmgazine."

"I wouldn't know," Brennan said. "I haven't seen or spoken to Chrysalis since
Oct ober '86."

Ackroyd nodded. "El np said she was desperate for info on you." He watched
Brennan closely. "Well. We all know you're pretty good with a bow, but how about
a chain saw?" Brennan scow ed. "Is that supposed to be a joke?"

Ackroyd shrugged. "No. Not really. One last thing. What do you know about the
Pal ace' s nei ghbors?"
Brennan was tired of Ackroyd's bizarre questions. "The Pal ace has no nei ghbors,"

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (57 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

he said flatly. "It's alone on the block."
"That's right," Ackroyd said. "That's entirely right."'
the arm "W're even," he said as they turned to go.

Brennan took Jennifer by

"Just so you know," Ackroyd said as they stopped by the door. "I didn't pop you
into the Tonbs this tinme, but our next nmeeting will be an entirely new nmatter."
"Next time," Brennan said, nodding and smling. "I'll look forward to it."

"Good- bye," Jennifer said. She bl ew Ackroyd a kiss and went through the door
Brennan stopped to open it and turned to | ook at Ackroyd a final tine. "Take ny
advice," he told the PI, "and either cut down on your drinking or switch to a
better brand. You snell like you' ve been swinmng in formal dehyde. "

"Real good," Ackroyd said. "You could alnost be a detective."

Wednesday July 20, 1988

5:00 A M

The sign before the ranbling three-story Victorian house sai d COSGROVE MORTUARY
COSMO, TITUS, AND WALDO COSGROVE, PROPRI ETORS, in suitably sonber, Gothic-style
lettering. The building was as quiet as death, as dark as the tonb. Brennan
crept onto the wooded porch that encircled the house, noving slowy and
carefully |l est one of the ancient floorboards reveal his presence by creaking in
the silent night.

He jimm ed a wi ndow and stepped through it into the | obby. He paused for a
monent and shone his pocket flashlight around the small room It had dark
wal | paper and was cluttered with antique furniture and bric-a-brac. Chrysalis,
he thought, would have |loved it.

The directory, hanging in a glass case on the wall, listed several view ngs. The
one he wanted--Jory--was in the West Parlor. He clicked off the flashlight and
gave his eyes a few nonents to readjust to the darkness, then noved into the
bowel s of the nortuary.

There was a peculiar odor to the place, a curious mxture of chem cals and
death. The silence was oppressive, unbroken by any sounds of novenent or life.
Brennan had to force hinself to nove slowy and quietly. He badly wanted to get
an answer to his question and then get the hell out into the dirty, but Iiving,

city air.
The West Parlor was a |ong, high-ceilinged room still choked with scores of
fl ower arrangenents. The flowers, |ike everything in this place, were dead and

wilted. Their scent was stultifying in the enclosed dark. They had been pl aced
all over the room the nost were clustered around the closed coffin that was
still in place against one wall. Brennan | et out a deep sigh of relief when he
spotted the coffin. He was afraid that he might be too late, that it m ght have
al ready been noved to the church. That woul d have conplicated things.

Br ennan approached the coffin silently, stopped before it, stared at it. For a
monent he couldn't bring hinself to open the lid. But he had to knowif it was
Chrysalis in the coffin, he had to see with his own eyes.

He lifted the lid and held it high. The darkness nade it inpossible to see any
details, but Brennan thought that was a good thing. He kept his penci
flashlight off.

The corpse was wearing a denmure dress that covered it fromneck to ankles. Above
the neck was nothing. The head was totally m ssing, apparently obliterated
beyond any possi bl e hope of reconstruction. The hands, though, holding a Bible
on the sunken stonmach, were clear, invisible, dead flesh. They were her hands,
Chrysalis's hands, of that Brennan was sure, though blood no . |onger surged
through their pulsing arteries. Watever fluid that now filled themwas clear
and unnovi ng.

"It was a difficult job," a soft voice said behind Brennan. Brennan started,

al nrost dropping the coffin lid. He barely managed to maintain his hold on it
while he turned on his flashlight and swung it around.

There was the sound of something noving swiftly away fromthe light, and the
voi ce spoke again. "Please, the light is painful to ne."

The voice was so authentically gentle and sad that Brennan coul dn't hel p but
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comply with it. "All right," he said, and flicked off the flash.

The speaker noved out from behind the straight-backed sofa. He was a vague pal e
blur in the darkness, very white, very tall, and very thin. He snelled of
strange, powerful chemicals, but his voice was as sweet as a young boy's.

"You work here?" Brennan asked.

"Ch yes. | do the enbalmng. Light is injurious to ne, so | do nost of ny work
at night. | was just stopping by to say good-bye to Chrysalis-it was a difficult
job, but | did the best | could."

"This may sound strange," Brennan said, "but you are sure that it's Chrysalis in
that coffin?"

"Certainly," the pale man said in his sweet voice. "Wy do you ask?"
Brennan shook his head. "Never nmind. | was just naking sure."”
The pal e nan nodded in turn. "I'll |eave you to your private good-byes. Even

though its past our regular visiting hours.
| ooked back at Brennan

Brennan coul d see his snmall pink eyes shine with light reflected fromhis flash.
"I tried to put her head back together, you know, but her killer had been

He turned to go, stopped, and

terribly thorough. There weren't enough pieces to work with. 1've repaired the
results of many violent killings, but this was one of the nobst savage. Her

mur der er deserves to be caught. To be caught and puni shed, M. Yeoman."

"I know," Brennan said, |ooking down at what was left of Chrysalis, "I know"
6:00 A M

In the still, sick moonlight, the fingers of the trees reached out for him

hungrily as he passed.
He did not | ook up at that grimstarless sky where the nmoon pul sed like a thing
alive, glistening palely with all the colors of corruption. He knew better than
to look, or to listen to the terrible secrets the trees whispered in the
rustling of branches as bare and thin as whi ps. He wal ked through a | and bl ack
and barren, where dead gray grasses grasped at his feet, and the fear grew in
his soul like a black worm
Huge wi ngs of dry cracked skin stirred the dead air. Eight-legged hunters, |ean
and cruel as any hound, slid fromtree to tree just out of the range of his
sight. The endl ess, deep ulul ati on sounded behind him prom sing an eon of
terror, an eternity of pain. He knew this place; that was the nost frightening
thing of all.
When he saw the subway ki osk up ahead, he began to run. So slowy he ran, each
stride consunming an hour, but at last he reached it and started down the stairs.
He held the railing tight as he descended. Trains roared through m ndless gulfs
far below him Still he descended, down and around on steps that spiral ed round
forever, until he saw the ot her passenger. He began to chase him down steps
that grew narrow and cruel, and so cold that his bare feet stuck fast, and each
step ripped away nore bl oody fl esh.
And he was there again, on that platform hanging out over the endl ess
subt erranean dark, and there was the man before him Don't turn, he pleaded
silently, while inside he gibbered in fear, oh please don't turn
He turned, and Jay saw that white, featureless face, tapering to one |long red
tentacle. It lifted its head and began to how . Jay screaned ..

and grunted in pain as he fell out of bed, cracking his el bow hard agai nst
the hardwood floor. He doubled over and clutched the el bow, making a whinmpering
sound deep in his throat. It hurt like a notherfucker, but he was al nost
grateful. There was nothing |ike a good sharp pain to chase away the ni ghtnare
He lay there for a good five mnutes, until the throbbing in his el bow had
finally subsided. Figuring out that his chil dhood trauma in the D ne Museum had
caused the nightmare didn't seemto have cured himof it. He'd wet the bed
anyway. At least this tine he'd had the sense to sleep in the nude.
He started the water running in the tub, then went to the kitchen, spooned sone
Taster's Choice into a cup, and waited for the kettle to boil. When the coffee
was ready, he took it back to the bathroom The tub was just about full. Jay set
the coffee on the rim turned off the faucets, and stepped in gingerly. The
bat hwater felt as hot as the coffee, but he forced hinself to stand there unti
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the heat started to feel good. He stretched out in the scal ding water and drank
his coffee. It made himfeel clean again.

O herwise he felt Iike shit. Both his el bows hurt, one fromfalling out of bed,
the other fromwhere that psychopath son of a bitch Yeonan had tw sted his arm
Hi s nose was still sore fromgetting nmashed against the wall. He had a big

brui se on his stomach where he'd gotten nmugged by the Mnstrous Joker Baby.

He drank his coffee and considered what to do with this good early start he'd
made. He had his list, down to four nanes now. Wrm Quasinman, the Oddity, and
Doug Morkle. It had to be one of them So why didn't he believe it?

The probl em was, none of his four finalists seened real tied in with all this
other crap that kept turning up, the assassins and eskinos and i nposters, and
the agile little honunculus that Jay had chased futilely through the D ne
Museum

He sat nursing his coffee until the bathwater was tepid, but all he cane up with
were nore questions. It sure as hell |ooked |like he was dealing with at | east
two different killers, the strongman who'd done Chrysalis and the chai nsaw
psycho who' d butchered Digger's neighbors just for the hell of it. Wre they
wor ki ng together? That suggested a conspiracy.

O maybe it was just one lunatic with lots of different powers, like the late,
great Astrononer. Someone ought to go dig up the old nais grave and see if he
was still init. But it wasn't going to be Jay; he'd been there the night the
Astrononer dropped by Aces High to have dessert and kill a few people, and he
was perfectly willing to |l et sonmeone el se swing that spade.

Besides, if he started considering dead suspects, he'd wind up checking where
Jet boy had been the night of the nurder.

Chrysalis had hired George Kerby to go assassinate Leo Barnett. |f Barnett had
found out, maybe the killers were working for him Except what ace in his right
m nd woul d work for Leo Barnett? Quasi man? Presum ng he coul d even renenber that
Barnett had saved his |ife? Ckay, so sonehow Quasi man stayed smart | ong enough
to do Chrysalis, so what about the chai nsaw man and the body in the trash bag
that Elno had | eft for the neighbors |ast year, who was that, Friend o

Quasi man? Jay tried to picture Father Squid whipping a chai nsaw out from under
hi s cassock, but the thought just gave hi ma headache.

D gger Downs was the key. But Digger Downs was nissing, maybe dead. It was a
real big city out there, and a bigger country beyond it. He coul d be anywhere.
On the other hand, there was sure as hell one place he wasn't, and that was here
in Jay's bathroom He took one last swig of ice-cold coffee, grinmaced, set the
cup aside, and clinbed out of the tub to towel hinmself dry.

9:00 A M

VWhen Brennan awoke, Jennifer was still asleep in the runpled bed beside him He
was so tired that he felt as if he hadn't slept at all, and his back and

shoul ders were still aching fromthe pounding he'd taken fromthe Gddity. He

wondered if age were creeping up on him or if it was just that he was already
bone weary of the city.

He sat up and swung his feet off the bed, planting themon the threadbare
carpeting of the cheap hotel room

It didn't matter. He couldn't leave until he'd found Chrysalis's killer. He was
clear of the nmurder, but now Elnmo was the patsy. He couldn't trust the police to
get it right. O course, Ackroyd was also on the case, but Brennan had never
relied on anyone to do what had to be done.

He felt cool hands run gently over his shoul ders and gl anced backward. Jennifer
was awake. She | ooked at him seriously as she caressed his bruised and achi ng
back. Her hair was damp with perspiration. Her small breasts and rib cage shone
with it. She had wanted to acconpany himto the funeral hone the night before,
but Brennan felt that that was a job he had to do al one. She'd been asl eep when
he'd returned to the hotel, and he'd been careful not to wake her.

"How s your back?" she asked him

He shrugged experinentally, then grinmaced. "Sore. But | can deal with it. How
about you?"

"Sore," she said, "but trying to deal with it."
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She noved away fromhim |ay back down on the bed. "I m ssed you."

"I mssed you, too," Jennifer said. "Enough at least to cone and find you. You
coul d have given nme nore time to think about things."

"You're right."

Jenni fer nodded, as if alnost satisfied. "So. Did you find out about Chrysalis?
Is she really dead?"

Brennan frowned. "She's in a coffin in Cosgrove's Mortuary, all right."

"Then the voices we both heard could be, what? M mnics? Her ghost?"

"Could be..." Brennan said softly, his voice trailing away.

"Then what's on for today?" Jennifer asked, reaching out and touching his
shoul der gently.

He | ooked down at her. "Her funeral is this afternoon. | thought we should
attend. "

Jenni fer nodded agai n. "Wat about now?"

n I\b\l\/?"

Jennifer pulled himdown to her. She was slick with perspiration and desire. Her
breasts tasted salty, her tongue noist and sweet.

11: 00 A M

It was beginning to dawn on Jay Ackroyd that he'd wasted the entire norning. He
hung up the receiver once again and contenplated his dreary little two-room

of fice. The air-conditioning was broken, the wi ndow was painted shut, and it was
hot as hell. Jay was hungry and tired and sweaty, and he knew nore about Di gger
Downs than any human being coul d conceivably want to know. "Except where he is,"
he told his secretary.

H s secretary stared at himwi th her nmouth puckered in a round little O of
surprise. Her name was Oral Amy and her nouth was al ways puckered in a round
little O of surprise.

The manager of Boytoys had given her to Jay after he'd figured out which of the
enpl oyees was putting the pin holes in the French ticklers, and he'd installed
her at the front desk by his answering nmachine. She didn't take dictation, but
at | east she was bl ond.

"I've got a real bitch of a headache,” he told Oral Any. She | ooked at himwth
her face all winkled up in synpathy. Well, either sympathy or a slow | eak

Al'l morning he'd been dialing the phone, asking for favors, and calling in old
mar kers. Al morning he'd been |ying and shucki ng and posi ng as peopl e he wasn't
to convince reluctant voices on the other end of the line that they ought to
tell himwhat he wanted to know.

The good news was, there was no one fitting Digger's description in the norgue
or any of the city hospitals. The rest was bad.

Di gger hadn't booked a flight on any airline Jay could find. He hadn't taken
Antrak or Greyhound either. He carried a MasterCard, two Visas, and a Di scover,
but the last charge on any of themwas a Friday-night dinner at an Italian
restaurant two bl ocks away fromhis digs on Horatio. The bill came to $63. 19,
and he'd stiffed the waiter. If Digger had hit the road, he'd been smart enough
not to pay his tolls with plastic.

O course, he mght have bought a plane ticket under an assunmed nane, and paid
cash. Or boarded the Metroliner to D.C. and bought a ticket fromthe conductor.
O escaped to the wilds of Jersey on a conmuter bus out of Port Authority, exact
change only. O wal ked across the goddamm Brookl yn Bridge. There were eight
mllion ways to | eave the naked city, and sone you just couldn't check

There were eight nmillion places to stay in the naked city, too. Jay called a
hal f-random hal f-cunning sel ection of notels and hotels that struck him as
Digger's kind of place. He even tried a fewthat definitely weren't Digger's

ki nd of place, just in case Downs had tried to be clever. Digger wasn't
regi st ered anywhere.

He did find Digger's aged nother in Gakland, who told himthat she hadn't heard
from Tormy since he sent the flowers on Mother's Day, but she was still real
proud of her boy the journalist. She kept scrapbooks with every word Tommy had
ever witten, even the little articles he used to do for his high-schoo
newspaper, and said Jay was welcone to | ook at themthe next time he was in the
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Bay area. Jay thanked her very nuch and left his nunber in case she heard from
Tomry. M's. Downs read it back to himvery carefully and suggested he m ght
phone Peregrine, seeing as how she was Tormy's girlfriend and all. Jay nentioned
that this was news to him Ms. Downs said it was a secret, on account of
Peregrine's i nage.

H's sister in Salt Lake Gty didn't know where he was. Neither did either of his
ex-wives. Wfe nunber one asked if he was in trouble, and said, "Ch, good," when
Jay adnitted that he was. Wfe nunber two offered to engage Jay's services on a
little matter of alinobny. He took it under advi senent.

Hi s college roommate didn't renmenber him

The journalismprofessor he'd |listed as a reference on his job application was
entirely fictitious.

The phone conpany had no record of any calls fromhis home nunber yesterday.

Jay tried Crash at Aces just in case, but no, there hadn't been word one from
Digger. M. Lowboy still wasn't worried. He was telling themto save space in
the August issue for a real Digger Downs bl ockbuster. "Real good," Jay said
glumy, wondering if the news of Digger's grisly death would fit Lowboy's
definition of blockbuster. This tine maybe Digger was really goi ng underground
for a story. Crash asked himif he was having any |uck

"Lots of it," Jay told her. "Al'l bad. | don't suppose he had any friends on the
staff there? One of the other reporters, maybe? A poker buddy, a drinking
conpani on, the best man at his weddi ngs, that kind of thing? Somebody who'd |et
hi m crash on his couch until all this blew over?"

"No," Crash said. "He was too good. The other reporters resented the way he

al ways got the big assignnents and the cover stories. You should have heard them
gri pe when Low boy sent himon that tour around the world. Digger can be
charni ng when he wants, but he'd very conpetitive when he's going after a story"
"Dam, " Jay said. "Did the guy have any friends at all?"

"Well," Crash said, thinking, "“he nust have.' "Fanmpus |ast words," Jay said.

"I know a | ot of people thought Digger was a pain in the neck. He could be very
abrasive, but he had a sweet side, too. You'd be surprised. Alot of the people
he wote up just loved him" She paused thoughtfully. "Well, at least until the
stories cane out," she anmended., "Terrific," Jay said with a m nimum of
enthusiasm "Listen," he started, "naybe you can-" His mind went off on a
tangent, and the words stopped conming.

"Jay?" Crash asked after a monent of silence. "You okay?', "Fine," he said. "But
I just had this real weird idea."
Noon

The sun was a shiny coin flung high in the sky, obscured by a haze of pollution
and a sheath of angry clouds that were notionless in the thick air. The heat and
humi dity made it hard to breathe as Brennan and Jennifer waited patiently in the
queue that was shuffling forward into Qur Lady O Perpetual M sery. Jokertown

al ways took care of its own and Chrysalis was going to have a fine send-off.
Peopl e wal ked, crawl ed, hopped, and slithered into the church past a coupl e of
bored cops who were stationed at the entrance. At |least the city had enough
sense to assign Kant, their tane joker cop, to this duty, but Brennan wondered
what the police were supposed to detect in a gathering where nasks were conmon.
They barely glanced at Brennan, who was wearing a full-face mask, reserving nost
of their attention for Jennifer, who |ooked a |ot better in black than Brennan
The church was packed. The pews already full, Brennan and Jennifer found
standing roomin the back next to the droning fans that were trying to nove the
stifling air. Chrysalis's casket sat near the altar, covered with a carpet of
flowers. There was a vast, hurried nunbling as the Living Rosary Society told
their beads as they said their prayers for the repose of Chrysalis's soul

The procession began after the final paternoster. A joker altar boy |led the way,
bearing a bronze helix hung with Joker Jesus. He was followed by two others-an
altar boy with no visible nouth and an altar girl with too many--sw nging
censers that sent clouds of sickly-sweet incense billowi ng into the already
redolent air. Qther servitors followed, including priests who would assi st at
the funerary Mass. Father Squid brought up the rear, wearing his finest
surplice. It was enbroidered with a scene depicting a nat Madonna turning her
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back on joker Jesus while a pair of jokers and a small, delicate, red-haired nman
wearing a white |ab coat took Hmfromthe helix and wapped Hmin funerary
cerenments.

They passed the front pew where the principal nourners sat. Tachyon, wearing a
brilliant scarlet and gold wai stcoat, sat next to a tanned,

unconfortabl e-1ooking man in a black suit. Next to themwas a nan with a

death' s-head face. This last, Brennan realized, was Charles Dutton, Chrysalis's
silent partner in the Palace. Various Pal ace enpl oyees sat in the pew behind
them but neither Elnb nor Sascha were present.

Fat her Squid reached the altar, set his missal in place, then turned to the
crowd and raised his arns wide and said in his sad, soft voice, "Let us pray."
The Mass began. It was simlar to the infrequent Catholic masses Brennan had
attended as a child, but with sone unfamliar tw sts of synbolismand ritual
Everyone took off their masks with the first prayer. Brennan | ooked around
apprehensively for the cops, but either they'd never entered the church or were
off in another part of the congregation. He and Jennifer renoved their masks and
no one gave them a second gl ance.

During the Mass there were only a few references, veiled in strange synbolism
to the Mdther, reflecting the anmbi guous role she played in the Church of Jesus
Christ, joker, theology. Praise for the Father was effusive and tainted with an
air of placation, as if He were the vengeful God of the A d Testanent, the God
who saved with one hand and dammed with the other

Duri ng Communion the altar boys and girls went out into the congregation bearing
smal | hanpers that had been bl essed by Father Squid. The hanpers contai ned

| oaves of bread that the servers passed out to the people sitting at the heads
of the pews, who broke off bits for thensel ves before sending them on

After Communi on Father Squid sumobned Tachyon to the altar to deliver the

eul ogy. As Tachyon approached the rail Brennan suddenly realized that the
church's father, the snmall, delicately featured man with red hair, | ooked
exactly like Tachyon. That, he thought, would nake any man feel strange, but the
alien's vast ego was probably capable of dealing with it.

The only sonber el enent about Tachyon's clothing was a bl ack ribbon tied around
his upper right arm His scarlet coat, hung with gold braid and piping |ike
tinsel on a Christmas tree, |ooked out of place at a funeral. But, Brennan

rem nded hinsel f, Tachyon was heir to an alien culture that had all kinds of odd
sensibilities.

Tachyon took his place behind the lectern and pull ed out a handkerchief to w pe
at his eyes. It was hot in the church and Tachyon's velvet coat |ooked stifling.
He was red-faced fromthe heat and his coppery curls were danp from
perspiration. His eyes, too, were red, and Brennan realized that he'd been
crying. Tachyon's enotional displays made sone think | ess of him but not
Brennan. More than once Brennan had seen the iron underneath Tachyon's foppish
exterior and in fact he envied Tachyon his ability to show enotion.

Tachyon | ooked out over the congregation. H s expression was solem; his husky
voi ce was so soft that it was difficult to hear himover the thrumof the fans.
"Exactly one year ago on the twentieth of July, 1987, we gathered in this church
to bury Xavier Desnond. | spoke his eulogy, as | shall speak Chrysalis's. And
am honored to do so, but the nelancholy truth is that | amweary of burying ny
friends. Jokertown is a poorer place because of their passing, and ny life--and
yours-is dimnished by their |oss." He paused for a nonent, gathering his

t hought s.

A eulogy is a speech in praise of a person, but | amfinding this one to be very
difficult. | called nyself Chrysalis's friend. | saw her frequently. | even
travel ed around the world with her. But | realize nowthat | didn't really know
her. | knew she called herself Chrysalis and that she lived in Jokertown, but |
didn't know her natal nane or where she'd been born. | knew she played at being
British, but | never knew why. | knew she liked to drink amaretto, but | never
knew what made her |augh. | knew she liked secrets, liked to be in control,
|iked to appear cool and untouched, but | never knew what nade her that way.

"l thought about all of this on the plane fromAtlanta and decided that if |
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couldn't speak in praise of her, at least | could speak in praise of her deeds.
A year ago, when war waged in our streets and our children were in danger,
Chrysalis offered her places--her Palace-as a refuge and fortress. It was
dangerous for her, but danger never disturbed Chrysalis."

"She was a joker who refused to act like a joker. The crystal |ady never wore a
mask. You took her as you found her, or you could just be dammed. In this way,
per haps, she taught sone nats tol erance and sone jokers courage." Tachyon
stopped again to wipe at the tears that suddenly ran down his cheeks, then
continued with a brighter, |ouder voice that gained strength as he spoke.
"Because we worship our ancestors, Takisian funerals are even nore inportant
than births. W believe our dead stay close by to guide their foolish
descendants, a belief that can be terrifying or conforting, depending on the
personality of the ancestors. Chrysalis's presence, | think, will be nore
terrifying than conforting because she will require rmuch of us."

"Someone nurdered her. This should not go unpunished."

"Hate rises like a smothering tide in this country. W nust resist it."

"Qur nei ghbors are poor and hungry, frightened and destitute. W nust feed and
shelter and confort and aid them "

"She will expect all this fromus."

He paused, his gaze sweeping over the congregation, his eyes shiny with tears,
but al so, Brennan thought, with strength and hope that he had sonehow i nparted
to those gathered to nourn Chrysalis's death. A bank of votive candl es burned
near the lectern. Tachyon went to it, then turned to face the congregation
agai n.

"I'n one year," he said, "Jokertown has lost two of its nost inportant |eaders.
We are frightened and saddened and confused by the loss. But | say they are
still here, still with us. Let us be worthy of them Wn honor in their

menori es. Never forget."

Tachyon held out his right hand and cut the pad of his forefinger with a knife
he pulled froma boot sheath. He held his finger over the flame of a candle,
extinguishing it with a drop of his bl ood.

"Farewel |, Chrysalis."
Tachyon stepped fromthe podiumand nmade his way back to his place in the pew
and Brennan suddenly realized that, |ike Tachyon, tears were running down his

cheeks, too.

1,00 P. M

When the doorbell played "Od McDonald Had a Farm" Jay knew he had the right

pl ace.

A housekeeper opened the door. "Yes?" she asked.

Jay smiled his nost ingratiating smle. "Bob Lowboy," he said, holding out a
hand, "from Aces magazi ne."

"Nobody's honme," she told him "Jessica's at school, and M. von der Stadt won't
be back fromwork till seven."

"No problem™" Jay told her. He held up the camera he'd borrowed from his
favorite pawnbroker. "I just need to get a few nore shots of the farmfor our
story on Mss Jessica and her little animals.”

The housekeeper | ooked suspicious. "That other reporter, M. Downs, he took all
ki nds of pictures."

"Ruined," Jay said. "Alittle accident in the darkroom These things happen." He
gl anced at his watch. "Look, won't take ne nore than ten minutes, but | have to
get a nove on."

She frowned. "Maybe | ought to phone M. von der Stadt at the brokerage," she
sai d.

"Be ny guest," Jay said, "but |I'mdue at the next shoot in thirty mnutes, and
you know what crosstown traffic is like this time of day. W'll just run the
story without art."

The housekeeper's frown deepened. "Well," she said, "nmaybe it would be all

right. Just for a mnute.”
"Real good," said Jay. He stepped into the house.
She led himupstairs. The farmwas on the top floor. Rather, the farmwas the
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top floor. "You be careful you stay on the path now," the housekeeper warned him
as she unl ocked the special fire door. "That M. Downs, he al nost stonped on one
of the horses."

"That's Digger for you," Jay said.

The door swung open, and Jay | ooked around in astoni shnment. Di gger hadn't
exaggerated. It was lowa in an attic. To his right, a herd of cows munched away
on a handful of real grass tossed down in the mddle of a fake-grass field. To
his left, alone behind a chicken-wire fence, a bull the size of an especially
husky mouse snorted threateningly. Beyond them were other fields, other aninals.
"That's an el ephant," Jay said.

"He was M ss Jessica's Christrmas present," the housekeeper said. "How cone
you're not taking any pictures?" Jay turned and | ooked at her. "Photography is
an art, you know. You don't expect ne to work with you right here | ooki ng over
my shoul der, do you?"

It actually worked. "Well, okay," the old wonan said. "No nore than ten m nutes,
m nd you." She closed the door behind her

Jay took the footpath across the fields toward the conpl ex of farm buil dings
under the wi ndows, past a flock of sheep and sonme very short sheepdogs, a nuddy
trough crawing with pigs, toy tractors, and plastic farmer figurines, and a
ranshackl e henhouse. Chickens the size of marbles squawked and fluttered at his
approach. The aninals weren't all to scale, but he supposed he shouldn't be

pi cky.

The house stood surrounded by haystacks, next to the traditional red barn and a
tall grain silo. It was a painstaking replica of an ol d-fashi oned woodfrane
farnmhouse, as lovingly detailed as any doll house. It had pai nted wooden
shutters, a bronze weat hervane that noved when he touched it, and real cloth
curtains in the windows. On the porch swing, a plastic hired hand sat with his
armaround a plastic farnmer's daughter. An iced pitcher of |enbnade stood on the
little table beside them

Jay got on his knees and pushed open the front door with his fingers. He peered
in just long enough to glinpse a living roomfull of antique niniatures before a
tiny collie rushed out and began to bark at himw ldly. "Sonofabitch," Jay said.
The dog snapped at his nose. "N ce dog," he said, pulling his head back quickly.
"Shut the fuck up, nice dog." The collie kept on barking. If only he'd brought a
bone.

"Di gger," he whispered urgently. "You there?"

He thought he heard a rustle of novenent from one of the upper stories, but it
was hard to be sure with the racket the collie was nmaki ng. Jay peeked in one of
the third-story windows. He saw a woman's bedroom all lace and frills, pale
blue walls covered with butterflies, a canopied four-poster bed. Nothing noved.
It was a little dusty. How do you cl ean the inside of a doll house anyway?

Jay thought about that for a nonent, while Lassie danced around himand yapped.
He consi dered seeing how far he could punt the collie with a nice hard finger
flick, but restrained hinself. Instead he bent over the farmhouse and lifted off
t he roof.

Di gger Downs, all three inches of him was huddled on the floor of a tiny,

wi ndowl ess closet, trying to hide under a pile of doll clothes. He screanmed when
he saw Jay staring down at him |eaped up, and nade a run for a staircase. Jay
got himon the third step, lifting himinto the air by his collar.' "Don't kil
me," Digger shrieked in a tiny shrill voice, arns flailing as he dangl ed between
Jay's fingers. "Ch God, please don't kill ne."

"I only pick on guys nmy own size," Jay said. "Nobody's going to kill you. W're
getting out of here. Be quiet."

He dropped Digger into his coat pocket barely an instant before the housekeeper
returned. "M . Lowboy," she said, in a disapproving tone, "I have M. von der
Stadt on the line, and he'd like a word with you."

"No can do," Jay said. "Gotta run." The collie was barking up a storm junping
around on his shoe, trying to clinb up his pant leg to the pocket where Digger
was hidden. "You think she's trying to tell us sonething?" Jay asked innocently.
Chrysalis's only pall bearer was a green, nine-foot-tall joker who easily lifted
her coffin and, cradling it in his arms as if it were a shoe box, led the
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procession into the churchyard. \

By the tinme Brennan and Jennifer had foll owed the crowd of nmourners into the
tiny graveyard, the joker and Quasi man were lowering the coffin into the open
grave.

Fat her Squid bl essed the grave with incense and holy water, said the fina
prayers for the dead, and stepped back as Jokertown buried another of its own. A
Il ong Iine snaked around the grave. Each person dropped a handful, pawful, or
clawful of dirt onto the coffin, then paid their condol ences to Father Squid,
Tachyon, and the unconfortabl e-1o00king man who' d been sitting with Tachyon in
the front pew. He was a big man with a weathered face that was florid under his
tan. He was sweating fromthe heat and twitching fromthe private storm of
enotions that was raging, barely checked, inside him

"Hel l o, Father," Brennan said, taking the hand of the priest.

"Good to see you again, Daniel," Father Squid said, returning his handshake with
his powerful, but friendly grip. Tachyon threw hinself at Brennan, huggi ng him
wi th naked enotion that Brennan tolerated with good grace. He drew back after a
| ong nonent and held Brennan at arns' |ength, examining himcritically. "W nust
tal k. Cone."

Tachyon | ed Brennan deeper into the graveyard until the only ones who could hear
them were the carven angels on the tonbstones surrounding them Tachyon gl anced
back at Jennifer, who was watching themcuriously from Chrysalis's graveside.
"The beautiful blonde nust be Jennifer," Tachyon said. "Yes."

"I'd say you're a lucky man, but that would seem | ess than apt when you're being
framed for nurder. Is that what brought you back?"

"Partly," Brennan said. "Mostly I'"'mhere to find who killed her."

"And how are you progressing?"

"Not too well," Brennan admitted. "Any theories?"

"1 thought Kien m ght have done it," Brennan said doubtfully.

Tachyon seened even less thrilled by the notion. "That makes no sense. W had a
deal that took you out of the city and ended the war. Wiy woul d he risk

restarting the whole killing cycle?"
"Who knows?" Brennan shrugged. "I'mjust going to keep poking until sonething
junps.”

"Just nmake sure it doesn't jump on you," Tachyon adnonished. "I wish I could aid
you, but | nust return to Atlanta. You will keep in touch?"

Brennan shook his head. "No. Once | finish this, Jennifer and | are | eaving New
York, and this tine it will be for good."

"If you won't keep in touch, at |east be careful."

"That | can agree to."

They cl asped hands, then wandered back over to the grave site. The man standi ng
in the receiving line next to Father Squid cleared his throat, and Father Squid
gl anced at "Ah yes," the priest said, "M. Jory, neet, ah-"

"Archer," Brennan said softly.

"Yes, Daniel Archer and Jennifer Maloy. Daniel was a, um close friend of your
daughter. Daniel and Jennifer, this is Joe Jory, Chrysalis's father."

Jory gl anced aggrievedly at Father Squid before turning to Brennan and putting
out a large, neaty hand. "Nice to neet you, M. Archer. It's good to know t hat
my little Debra-Jo had sone nornmal -1 ooking friends."

Brennan's synpat heti c expression went cold. Father Squid and Tachyon pretended
to | ook el sewhere

"Chrysalis was an extraordi nary worman with many friends,
in a hard, even voice

"Her name was Debra-Jo--" Jory began, but Father Squid stepped between them and
put a hand on Brennan's arm

"As executor of the estate," the priest said, "I'll be reading her will tonight
at the church. | think you should attend."

Brennan took his eyes fromJory and | ooked at Father Squid. "I'Il be there," he
said evenly. "Sorry we have to run." He |ooked at Jory again. "As | said,
Chrysalis was an extraordi nary wonan. No one, as Dr. Tachyon so el egantly
stated, knew nmuch about her, though |I knew nore about her and her loving famly

Brennan finally said
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than nost. | prom se you one thing, M. Jory. Her killer will be brought to
justice. Not to nake you feel better. But for her."

Brennan turned, and Jennifer followed himas they left the churchyard. A black
cat with jade green eyes was waiting for themon the street outside. It neowed
as Jennifer and Brennan approached, stood on its hind paws, and offered Brennan
an envel ope.

Jenni fer stared at Brennan as he hunkered down until he was al nost at eye |eve
with the cat. The two | ooked at each other silently for a |ong nonent, then
Brennan took the envelope. "Hello, Lazy Dragon," he said. "How ve you been?"
"Mmmwel | ," the cat said, licked its shoul der, and then turned and ran up the
street.

"Did you know that cat?" Jennifer asked.

"I worked with himonce before, when he was a nouse." Brennan unfol ded the sheet
of paper that was inside the envel ope, scanned the nmessage on it, then handed it
to Jennifer.

The nessage was short and to the point. "Hello, Cowboy," it read. "Let's talk."
It was signhed Fadeout, and there was a phone nunber next to the nane.

2:00 P. M

"It seemed like a good idea at the tine," Digger said. He was sitting on a
stapler, next to a Coke can that was taller than he was. The pizza carton took
up nost of the deskt op.

Jay hadn't been able to nanage nore than three slices, and Di gger was stil

wor ki ng on a pepperoni. In his hands it |ooked |like a greasy red manhol e cover.
"The story hadn't even run yet," Digger went on. "Nobody knew about Jessica but
me, and that big farnhouse | ooked so cozy, y'know? | knew the kid' d al ways
wanted a little farnmer, but Daddy wouldn't allowit, so | figured, what the hey,
nobody woul d know but me and Jessica, and she'd never tell. It seened |ike the
perfect hideout."

"Wy the hell didn't you just |eave town?" Jay asked him

Di gger shook his head gloonmily. "Man, | wanted to, but it wasn't safe. Wat if
they were staking out the airport, just waiting for ne to nake a break for it?"
He gri maced.

"There's three airports,” Jay pointed out. "Not to nention Penn Station, G and
Central, Port Authority. How many people were after you?"

"Who the hell knows?" Digger said darkly. "There's no telling who m ght be in on
this-cops, FBI, CA nmaybe all of them Besides, say there was only one, and
guessed wong." He shuddered. "I got to Jessica in her school playground, and
she loved the idea. Shrunk ne down right there and took ne hone in a Flintstones
I unchbox. By then | was having second thoughts, but it was too | ate, she was
determned to keep ne. The little snot-nosed brat wanted me to do chores. And
that farnhouse-maybe it | ooks confortable, but everything's nade of plastic.
There's no plunbing!"

"There's worse things." Jay told himabout the carnage at his apartnent buil ding
and Di gger got very quiet.

"Holy shit,"” he said softly when Jay had finished. "Jonesy and Ms. Rosenstein,
Jesus. But why? They didn't know a dammed thing."

"They were there," Jay said. "You weren't."

Di gger dropped the hal f-eaten pepperoni and wi ped his greasy palms off on his
pants. "You got to believe me, | had no idea. | knew he was crazy, nman, but |
never-"

"You knew who was crazy?" Jay asked pointedly. Digger |ooked around the office.
There was no one watching but Oal Amy, who | ooked even nore surprised than

usual . "Mack the Knife," he croaked in a | ow, scared whisper. "Mackie Messer.
You think the scene in the stairway was bad, man? You don't know nothing. | seen
himkill. He did the Syrian chick right in front of us, made us watch the whol e
show'

"The Syrian chick?" Jay was confused.

"M sha," Downs told him "The Kahina. You know, the Nur al-Allah's sister, the
one who sliced his throat open." His tiny hands were trenbling. He | ooked down
at them and | aughed. The laugh was thin and bitter, on the edge of hysterical
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"H s hands shake, too," he said. "Oh, nan, do they shake, like a blur, and then
they go right through you. He touched her, you know, |ike he was going to play
with her tit, but his fingers went right in, and the blood started. He just

sliced it off, right in front of us, he sliced off her tit, and then he giggled

and threw it at nme. | puked my guts up. Chrysalis, she just sat watching, you
know how she was. It was getting to her, too, but she never liked to | ook weak.
This is her fault, |I knowit. She did sonething stupid, right? She wasn't

tal king much these last few weeks, but |'mpretty good at readi ng people. Wat'd
she do?"

"She sent a hired assassin to Atlanta," Jay said. "Dam," Digger said. "Damm it.
Yeah, it figures. She knew the score, but | guess' she just couldn't stonach it
no nore. If we exposed him we were dead neat, he'd warned us about that. She
must of decided to kill himfirst."

"Maybe she just couldn't live with the idea of Leo Barnett as president,"'
suggest ed.

Di gger | ooked at himoddly. "Barnett?" he said. "Wat does Barnett have to do
with it?"

Jay just stared at him

"Not Barnett," Digger said quietly. "Gegg Hartmann
i ncredul ous.

Di gger nodded.

The office was hot, airless, but Jay felt cold fingers tracing a path up his
spi ne. "Maybe you better start at the beginning," he said.

Jay

"Hart mann?" Jay said,

"Fadeout," Brennan said into the phone.

There was a short silence, then a voice that Brennan renmenbered quite well said,
cautiously, "Speaking."

"How did you find nme?" Brennan asked.

There was anot her silence, then Fadeout said, "Good to hear fromyou so soon,
Cowboy. O should I call you Yeoman?"

"Call nme whatever you like. Just tell ne how you tracked me down."

"Alittle bird told me you were at the church."

"Lazy Dragon?"

"Exactly. | had himcovering the funeral just in case anything interesting
happened. Wen he told ne you were there, | thought I'd avail nyself of your
offer to discuss things, so | had himdeliver nmy message."

"I"'mglad you did," Brennan said. "I didn't think a Shadow Fi st captain would

want to talk to nme."

Brennan had infiltrated the Shadow Fi st Society to gather evidence to bring Kien
to justice. H s schenme probably woul d have worked, but he had been forced to

bl ow his cover to save Tachyon's |life when the Fists had taken over Tachyon's
clinic.

"I"'mnot one to dwell in the past," Fadeout said expansively. "You caused ne a
few problenms, but, as | said, | think we can hel p each other."

"Uh- huh. What would Kien say to all this?"

"Well..." Brennan could picture Fadeout's insincere smle. "He doesn't know

every little thing that | do. W should talk in nore detail. Not over the phone.
Actually, we m ssed an opportunity to discuss things yesterday. That was you at
Quinn's, wasn't it?"

"Yes. Sorry | didn't hang around, but | wasn't sure of the reception |I'd get."
"Ch, you don't have to worry about ne. | think it's very possible that we can be
a big help to one another."

"l see." Bvidently Fadeout was an anbitious man. He m ght nake a hel pful, if not
totally trustworthy ally. Brennan checked his watch. He desperately needed a few
hours' rest, then he had the will reading to attend in the evening. "I'll cal
you about mdnight with a place where we can neet." There was a | ong pause as
Fadeout thought it over. "All right," he finally said.

Brennan hung up, sighing tiredly. He | eaned back on the saggi ng hotel bed and
rubbed his eyes.

"Can we trust hinP" Jennifer asked.

"Not too far. It sounds as if he wants to nmove up in the organization and he
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thinks | can help him That gives us sonething of a basis for working together
He doesn't know everything the Fists do, but he's high enough in the

organi zation to know about sonmething as big as Chrysalis's nurder."

Jenni fer nodded. "He can give us a line on Wrm Bludgeon's been elininated as a

suspect, but there's still Quasimn and the Oddity.", "I have an i dea how we can
deal with Quasiman," Brennan said thoughtfully, "but the Qddity's still a
probl em "

"There's nothing to link himto Chrysalis, other than the fact | caught himin
the Pal ace after the nurder.”

"Rummagi ng t hrough her closet."

Brennan shook his head. "I can't see Chrysalis hiding anything inmportant in such
an obvious place." He shook his head in bafflenent. "And were forgetting
sonmeone. Doug Morkle. Woever he is."

Jenni fer massaged the knotted muscles in Brennan's shoul ders and neck. "It's not
getting any clearer, is it?"

"No. And | have the feeling that if we don't catch the killer soon, he'll be

| ong gone and out of the reach of any earthly justice."

"Hartmann's an ace," Digger began. "I knewit the mnute | met him at the press
conference before that WHO tour took off."

"How?" Jay demanded.

Downs touched the side of his nose with a thick finger. "The smell," he said. "I
got this thing, ny owmn little ace in the hole. | can snmell wld cards. Aces,
jokers, latents, it don't matter, they all snell the sane. Kind of spicy sweet.
Nats don't have the scent. |'mnever wong. The nose knows, and it's gotten ne
some big stories, too. Anyway, when | got a whiff of Senator G egg, man oh man,

I figured I'd just hooked the nother of all bylines. A secret ace in the US
Senate, with one eye on the Wite House!"

"So | started asking some questions. Chrysalis got wind of it, and before |ong
we were working together. We dug up a few interesting runors, but nothing hard,
nothing | could go to press with. Until Gmi dropped the whole story right into
our hands."

"GmMi?" Jay said skeptically. "Not a real reliable source where Hartnmann is
concerned." The joker terrorist's hatred of Hartmann had been conmon know edge.
"I know, | know. Just listen up, it all nakes sense. This was |last year, just a
few weeks after the tour came hone. Gmi meets secretly with Chrysalis. In
Syria, when the Nur's sister slit his throat, all kinds of bullets were flying.
One of themrichocheted off the Gol den Weenie and clipped Gegg in the shoul der
Went right through, a clean wound, but they had to strip off his jacket to see
how serious it was. The jacket got |eft behind when we pulled out. Wll, that
was what G nmi brought to Chrysalis, that jacket, with a bullet tear in the
shoul der just soaked with Hartnmann's bl ood."

"GmMi wasn't anywhere near Syria," Jay pointed out. "He was in Berlin,
conspiring to snatch Hartmann later in the trip. How the hell would he get hold
of Hartmann's jacket?"

"From M sha, " Downs expl ai ned. "After she gave her brother that second snile,
she coul dn't believe what she'd done. She got the jacket and had some bl ood
tests run. They told her what | already knew. Senator Gregg's an ace. She cane
to the States incognito, with her evidence. She was working with Gnmli."

Jay gave the three-inch-tall reporter a dubious |ook. "Wth Gmi?" he said. "W
tal ki ng about the sane G mi now? Real nane TomMIler? A joker dwarf with a
nasty disposition and a big nouth? | thought the Nur's people all hated jokers."
"Yeah, yeah, the aboninations of Allah, don't ask ne why they were working
together. They were. They wanted revenge but they knew nobody woul d believe
them So Gnli gave the jacket to Chrysalis. He wanted her to check it out and
then go public with it. She had the credibility they didn't, right?"

"I"'mwith you so far."

"Yeah, well, Gmi got croaked right after that. They found his skin in an alley
and he wound up stuffed and nounted in the Dine Museum Meanwhile, Chrysalis had
sone tests run on the, quiet, and they confirnmed everything the little asshole
had sai d. The blood type matched Gregg's, the jacket was his size, and the test
showed the presence of the wild card in the blood. W had hi mdead."
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"So why didn't you go public?" Jay asked

Downs | ooked unhappy. He got up off the stapler, stuck his hands in his pants
pockets, paced restlessly around the pizza, then glared up at Jay. "Okay, okay,
we got too fucking smart for our own good. The thing that Gmi didn't realize
was that Chrysalis had her own priorities. She didn't want to destroy Hartmann,
she just liked the idea of maybe having a little | everage over our next
president. And ne, | got to thinking, too. | nmean, | wite the story, it's a big
sensation, maybe | win a Pulitzer, but a year fromnow, who cares? Maybe there
was a better way. Presidents need press secretaries, right? | could do that, get
alittle respect. | wouldn't have Tachyon pouring drinks over nmy head or irate
boyfriends punching ne in the nouth. | mght even get a decent table at Aces

H gh." He sighed. "You got to renmenber, we knew Hartnmann was an ace, we even
guessed he had sone kind of hinky mind control, but that was it. So maybe he
made Kahina slice her brother's throat fromear to ear that day in Syria, so
what ? Better his neck than mne, right? And the Nur was going to off all of us."
"So you thought Hartmann was a good guy," Jay pronpted. Downs nodded. "W set up
a neeting, he said gloomly. He |ooked off into the distance, toward Gral Any,
renenbering. "W thought we had the situation under control. W were wong." His
voi ce had gotten very sonber. Ch, nman, were we wong," he said. "That was when
Gregg and Mackie Messer put on their little show Hartnann knew everything,
don't ask nme how. The hunchback delivered Kahina in a tarp, naked, covered with
bl ood. He told us how he'd already raped her in the ass, and he went to work on
her, humm ng “~Mack the Knife' the whole tinme. Wien he was done, he wal ked out
through a wall." Even tal king about it made Downs go shaky.

"If Hartmann's everything you say, why didn't he have his killer elimnate you
and Chrysalis right then?"

"Well, he didn't want two nore deaths to explain. Instead he put us in charge of
the cover-up. He told Chrysalis to get rid of the body and warned nme that if
anyt hing appeared in the press even hinting that he was an ace, Mackie would
cone for ne."

"And you went along with this shit?" Jay could maybe believe it of Digger, but
Chrysalis hated being told what to do. He couldn't inmagi ne her being easy to

i ntimdate.

"You weren't therel" Digger snapped. "Hartmann's little | eather boy wal ks
through walls, man] | checked up on himafterward. He's Gernman, part of the gang
who grabbed Hartmann in Berlin, but somehow Gregg turned himaround and nade a
house pet of him Five' |l getcha ten he's the one nmade sushi of the other

ki dnappers. Interpol's still hunting his twisted little ass."

"Then why not tell the cops?"

Di gger laughed bitterly. "Ch, yeah. Go tell themthat the former chairman of
SCARE is in |eague with the terrorist who hel ped kidnap him right. And pray
that word don't |leak to Gregg. Except it always does, sonehow. Either he's a

m nd reader or he's got one working for him | don't know. The point is, we
couldn't trust no one. Chrysalis had sone idea about getting Yeonman to help us
out, but she was never able to get in touch with him So we just played al ong
and stayed alive."

"Until Monday," Jay said. "The name George Kerby nean anything to you?"

Downs shook his head. "She wasn't tal king to anybody near the end. | don't even
think she trusted ne."

It made sense, Jay thought. The fewer people who knew, the fewer people who
could betray her. But if Digger was telling the truth, soneone had betrayed her
anyway. And fast-she'd barely set her plan in notion and she'd been |ying dead
on her office floor. Hartmann, if that was who it was, didn't waste any tine.
"What about the jacket?" Jay asked.

"The jacket," Digger said. He snapped his fingers. "She kept it. Hidden
sonewhere. It was her last |ine of defense, she said. It was |like a stal emate.
If we went public with all we had, we'd be killed. But Hartmann had to watch
out, too. If he left us with nothing to | ose, we could use the jacket and bring
hi m down. "

"Real good," said Jay. "So where is this jacket?"
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"In a safe place," Downs said, with a helpless shrug. "That's all she'd say.
told you, she didn't trust no one. Have you checked her cl osets?"

"No," said Jay, renenbering what Brennan had told him "but | know soneone who
has. How much do you know about the Gddity?"

7:00 P.M

Fat her Squid was standing in front of Qur Lady of Perpetual M sery when Brennan
and Jennifer arrived. "You're the last,"” the priest told them "If you'll follow
me, we can begin the reading while Quasi man guards agai nst unwant ed

i nterruptions.”

"Fine," Brennan said, "but before we go in, | have a favor to ask of Quasi nan
Where is he?"

Fat her Squi d pointed up.

The crippled joker was standing at the top of the steeple, casually |eaning
against the nmetal spiral that projected fromthe base of the spire. He was

| ooking far away at things neither Brennan nor Jennifer nor Father Squid could
see.

"Can you get hi mdown?" Brennan asked

Fat her Squi d shrugged massive shoulders. "I can try." He | ooked up, cupped his
hands around his nouth, and shouted, "Quasiman!"

The joker made no sign that he heard. Father Squid sighed and shouted again,

| ouder. This tinme Quasi man | ooked down. He let go of the spiral, waved, and
started to slip down the steeply inclined surface of the steeple.

Jenni fer gasped, but just as Quasiman slid off into enpty space, he disappeared.
There was a distinct popping sound, then he was standing next to Brennan and
Jennifer on the sidewal k in front of the church.

"Yes?" he said.

Brennan stared at him for a nmonent. "I wanted to ask you a favor," he finally
sai d.

"A favor?" Quasi man repeat ed.

"Yes. You know that I'mtrying to find out who killed Chrysalis. Well, I'm
having a problemw th an ace. An extraordinarily strong ace. | may need your

help in handling him™"

Quasi man gl anced at Father Squid, who nodded al nost inperceptibly. "Al right."
"Thanks." Brennan held up a small electronic unit, the size and thickness of a
folded wallet. "Wen-if-we need you, we'd be able to call you with this."

Quasi man took the receiver dubiously. "All right." He | ooked at the unit, his

| ook I engthening into a stare as his mnd drifted away to wherever it went when
he phased out.

"You know, " Father Squid said, "Quasiman is not the nost reliable of nen."
"He'll have to do. There's no one else to turn to." Brennan didn't mention the
ot her reason he wanted Quasiman to carry the receiver. It was also a sensitive
sending unit. He planned to nmonitor Quasiman to see if he had any contact with
someone who ni ght have wanted Chrysalis dead.

"Very well," Father Squid said as Quasi man suddenly returned to normal. "But
now, the will."

They went into the church, |eaving Quasi man outside on the sidewal k.

The first four rows of pews were filled with people who worked at the Crysta

Pal ace, from Jo-jo the m crocephalic joker who swept out the place, to Charles
Dutton, the skull-faced man who was Chrysalis's silent partner. Only El nb and
Sascha were m ssing, Elnpb because he was still being held by the police. Joe
Jory was al so present. As Brennan and Jennifer approached the pew where Jory sat
by hinsel f, he knocked back a drink froma silver pocket flask. Brennan coul dn't
tell if grief was making himdrink to excess or the thought of being so close to
so many jokers. Either way Brennan found it hard to be sorry for him

Fat her Squid settled his inmense bul k down behind the table set up before the
rail and | ooked around expectantly as all whispered conversations stopped.

"I"'mglad that you could all come to hear Chrysalis's last will and testanent.
This reading is not for outsiders. The lawers weren't told of it, neither were
the police. Those fornmalities will be taken care of later. Tonight is for

Chrysalis's famly."
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Fat her Squid picked up a manila envel ope, slipped out a sheaf of papers, and
tapped themtogether into a neat stack. "As was ny duty, | have already gone
over Chrysalis's will once in private. | will read it to you now' He cleared his
throat, then began.

"I, Chrysalis, being of sound m nd and as sound a body as |'ve had since the
wild card changed nme, give you ny last will and testanent. | have numerous
bequests to nake, Father, so please gather together everyone connected with the
Crystal Palace, and a few others whom | know you know, but will be nanel ess
here. "

"First, to Father Squid and the Church of Jesus Christ, Joker, | |eave the
contents of the luggage |ocker that fits the key which you'll find in this
envel ope. | know you will put it to good use." Father Squid | ooked up. "This has

al ready been taken care of."

"Second, to Elnpb Schaeffer, my right hand since | first cane alone to the city,
| give you what | could not give you in life: ny love. If ever there was a nman
who deserved it, it was you." The priest sighed, cleared his throat again, and
went on.

"Third, to Charles Dutton, | give outright ny share of the Crystal Pal ace."
There was an audi bl e intake of collective breath and half a dozen conversations
broke out that Father Squid's powerful voice hushed. "Wth the proviso that
everything stays exactly as it is and everyone keeps their jobs as long as they
shall live."

Dutton inclined his head and a wave of relief swept over the room

"Fourth, to Digger Downs | |eave the coat. Wear it in good health, or use it as
you will."

Per haps, Brennan thought, the Oddity was searching for this coat in Chrysalis's
cl oset. Though what role a coat could play in Chrysalis's nurder was utterly
beyond Brennan.

"Fifth, to ny loving father, if he has bothered to attend this reading..."

Fat her Squid stood and passed a |l arge manila envelope to Jory. He took it with
shaki ng hands, broke the seal, and slipped out a sheet of heavy paper, eight by
ten inches. Brennan could see fromwhere he was sitting that it was the fanous
Anni e Lei bowi tz phot ograph of Chrysalis. She was naked fromthe wai st up and you
coul d al nost see her blood race, her lungs punp, her heart throb to the pul se of

her life. " so that you'll renenber your darling little girl, day in and
day out," the priest continued in his renorsel ess voice, "as |long as you shal
live."

It was a gift with a sharp, but just, edge to it, Brennan thought. Once, in what
was probably the nost vul nerabl e nood he'd ever seen her in. Chrysalis had told
himthat the virus had nanifested itself in her at puberty. Her fanmily had then
| ocked her away in a wing of their nmansion. They'd kept her hidden in their
shanme and di sgust until she'd nanaged to escape six years |ater

Fat her Squid sat back down behind his table. The church was silent but for the
sobbi ng that Jory couldn't nule by covering his face with his shaking hands.
"Sixth, to ny archer, if he has heard of my death and cared enough to attend
this neeting, | leave two things. The first. . ." Brennan stood and reached out
a steady hand to take the snall envel ope that the priest held out. He opened it.
Inside was a small bit of plastic-lamnated paper, two and a quarter by three
and a half inches, a brand-new, crisp, clean ace of spades. " to place on
the body of nmy nmurderer. The second to toast to offers |I should have accepted,
promi ses | should have nade."

Fat her Squid picked up a box fromthe floor and placed it on the table.
"I"'msorry," he said in his gentle voice. "It seenms that a vandal broke into
Chrysalis's bedroom and snmashed nost everything, this included. |I can dispose of
it if youd like."

It was the decanter she'd kept by her bedside filled with the Irish whiskey that
Brennan f avor ed.

"Thank you, Father. |'Il take it."

There were nore bequests. Mst everyone was given a little sonething that they
needed, or perhaps just sonething that they wanted but could never have

af f orded. Everyone was touched by the depths of feeling there was to the woman
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who had known everything, it seened, and shown not hi ng. Brennan wonder ed again,
Jennifer's hand a conforting presence on his right forearm what woul d have
happened if Chrysalis had taken the offer of his protection, had given himthe
prom se of her love. He | ooked at Jennifer, wondering if she could read the
questions in his eyes.

The readi ng ended. There were tears of sadness and genuine grief as Father Squid
nmoved anong the Pal ace enpl oyees, conforting themwith his gentle, stolid
presence.

Jory had ceased sobbi ng and had passed out drunk. Father Squid detailed Lupo to
get himto his hotel room

As everyone stood about chatting, Brennan thought he felt eyes on him as if
sonmeone were waiting in anbush in the rear of the church. He gl anced back and
saw a huge, bulky figure dressed in a floor-length cloak slip out of the back of
the choir loft. He handed the box with the broken decanter in it to Jennifer
"Take this to the roomand wait for nme. There's soneone | have to see right now'
She nodded and took the package fromhim "Be careful," she said, but Brennan
was already out in the night, following the Oddity as that nysterious entity
went on its nysterious rounds.

9:00 P.M

The Oddity wasn't listed in the phone book or the city directory. At |east not
under "COddity."

The joker had other nanes: Evan, Patti, John. That nuch D gger had renenbered
fromthat story that M. Lowboy had refused to print. The Gddity wasn't one
person but three, two nmen and a woman. They'd been roommates and | overs, Digger
told him a nmenage a trois, until the wild card had fused theminto a single

ni ghtmare creature, three mnds sharing one nassive body, its flesh alive with
the agony of perpetual transformation. Evan, Patti, John; but no surnanes.

As for an address, the best that Downs could recall was that they lived down in
Jokertown somewhere. That nuch Jay coul d have guessed by hinsel f.

He took a cab to Jokertown and hit the streets, making the rounds until his feet
began to hurt. The snitches at Freakers gave himsone | eads, after head dropped
a few bills, but nothing had panned out. The Oddity didn't drink in any of the
usual gin joints, eat in any of the usual greasy spoons, or get his or her ashes
haul ed in any of the usual cathouses. Jay finally tried the cophouse, ducking in
through the side entrance to avoid his buddi es Maseryk and Kant. There had been
runors about the Oddity, Sergeant Mole told him but no conplaints, no arrests,
and no address on file.

After that, he wal ked the streets at random in the half-assed hope of bunping
into his quarry. Wen he hadn't been | ooking for the Oddity, the asshol e had
been showi ng up everywhere; now he couldn't find himfor a prayer

It must have been ol d habit that made Jay turn down Henry Street toward the
Crystal Palace. He was half a bl ock away when he renenbered the Pal ace was

cl osed.

Except, he saw when he got closer, that it wasn't.

Jay shoved in through the front door, following a pair of slunmng yuppies. The
taproom was as crowded as he'd ever seen it. Al the tables and booths were

full, and patrons were lined up two deep along the bar, clanoring for service.
Jay noved through the press with a couple of feints and a deft el bow, to belly
up to the rail. Lupo was the only bartender. H's fur was slick with sweat, and
he | ooked harassed. "I got his poisse cafe for himright here," he snapped at a

wai tress, grabbing his crotch. He drew a beer and set it on her tray.

"Here, give himthis, if he doesn't like it, tell him Squi sher makes the best

poi sse cafe in town over in the Basenent." The bartender caught sight of Jay
fromthe corner of his eye. He threw together a scotch and soda and brought it
down, wal king right past four nat barflies who were trying to get his attention
"Son of a fucking bitch," he conplained as he set down the drink on a soggy
coaster in front of Jay. "Busy tonight," Jay said.

"Tell nme about it," Lupo said. "Nothing |like a rmurder to goose up business. |
never seen three quarters of these geeks before. Lenme tell you, they don't know
jack about tipping neither."
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"Hey!" one of the nats screanmed fromthree stools down. "Hey, furface, | want
sone fuckin' service!"

Lupo turned his head and snarled, baring long yellow teeth. The nat cringed and
al nrost fell off his stool. For a second it got very quiet along the bar. Lupo
turned back to Jay. "You were saying?"

"Where's Sascha?" Jay asked

"Good question,"” Lupo said. "This is his goddamm shift, only nobody can find
him Mybe if | was a telepath I'd know when to get |ost, too."

"New boss on the prem ses?"

Lupo nodded, noving off as a waitress hailed himfromthe far end of the bar
"Try the red room" he said.

The red roomwas quieter than the main taproom but all the booths were

occupi ed, red velvet curtains drawn around each for privacy. Jay stopped a

wai tress and asked about Dutton. She pointed to the booth on the end.

He carried his scotch over and stuck his head through the curtain. "Peekaboo,"
he sai d.

Jube junped |ike soneone had given hima hotfoot and | ooked nervous until he saw
who it was. Charles Dutton seened unperturbed. "Have a seat, M. Ackroyd," he
said calmy.

Jay slid into the booth and let the curtain fall closed behind him shutting
theminto a soft red wonb. It felt good to sit down.

Dutton was nursing a cognac. The Walrus had a huge pifia colada with a pi neapple
ring floating on top, but he pushed it away and maneuvered his bul k out of the

booth. "I got to sell sone papers,” he said. "Catch you later."

Jay waited till he was gone. "Picking up the pieces?"

Deep-sunk cold eyes regarded himfrankly. "You m ght say that. 1've decided to
keep the business going."

"Great," Jay said. "I'll be your first custonmer."”

"What would you like to know? If the price is right, I'"'msure we can do

busi ness. "

"l get my usual generous discount, right?" Jay said. He went on quickly, before
Dutton could say no. "I'mlooking for the Gddity. Know where they |ive?"

"No," Dutton said.

Jay nmade a tsking sound. "Chrysalis would have," he said. "See, if you're going
to be an information broker, you got to know things like that."

Gve nme tine to consult her informants,"” Dutton said. "Sascha m ght know, " Jay
told him "You pick up all kinds of things when you can read m nds. Were is
Sascha anyway?

"I would like to know that nyself. He hasn't returned to his roomsince the
murder. H's nother hasn't seen himeither. She's quite worried."

"He's probably with his girlfriend," Jay said. "Trust ne, she's not the kind of
girl you bring hone to Mom" He finished his drink. "Guess you haven't found
those secret files yet."

"No, nore's the pity," Dutton told him "I can assure you, however, that they're
nowhere in this building." Dutton pulled his hood over his face and stood up
"Don't tell me you're tired of ny conpany al ready?" Jay said.

"I"'mafraid | have business to attend to."

"Me too." Jay got to his feet. He was thinking about Sascha. The last tine he'd

paid a call, he'd gotten laid and lied to. Maybe it was tinme they had another
chat .
10: 00 P. M

It was a cinch to follow the Oddity, no matter how crowded or how enpty the
streets. The joker didn't nove very fast, and he certainly had a conspi cuous

sil houette.

Things got a little trickier when the Gddity took to the deserted back alleys
where there were no other pedestrians to blend in with. But the alleys were al so
darker than the streets and all owed Brennan to nove from shadow to shadow with
the stealth of a stal king cat.

The Oddity finally stopped before a back service entrance of a dark brick
building and let hinself in with a key. Brennan foll owed himas closely as he
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dared. He stopped before the nmetal door, pausing to read the | egend stenciled on
it:

SERVI CE ENTRANCE

FAMOUS BOWERY W LD CARD DI ME MUSEUM

Brennan frowned, wondering what connection the Oddity could have with the wild
card nuseum He went to work on the door, knowi ng that he wouldn't find any
answers out there in the alley.

Inside, the museumwas dimy lit by security lights that threw the various
exhibits into shadowy relief. Brennan felt a touch of strangeness as he noved by
the silent, dimy lit replicas of aces and jokers and aliens. It was a relief
finally to hear the sound of clunping feet that put himback on the Oddity's
trail

He caught up to the Oddity as the joker was di sappearing down a flight of stairs
that led to the bowels of the museum Brennan followed himdown the stairs and
caught up with himagain as he entered what | ooked |i ke a basenment workroom The
joker had flicked on all the Iights, so Brennan cautiously hid behind a
tarp-covered sonmething that was being stored in the wide hallway. Fromhis

vant age point he could peer around the doorjanb and see into nobst of the room
which was largely filled with half-conpleted wax replicas.

The Oddity was paci ng before one of the wax scul ptures. Brennan | eaned further
into the light and saw that it was a nude study of Chrysalis. Her torso was just
starting to take formw th bones and organs gl eam ng under w spy nuscul at ure.

Her head was still a form ess blob

The Oddity suddenly took off his fencing mask and hurled it across the roomwth
an angui shed how . It nade a loud clatter as it smashed into a pile of pots and
pails that was sitting near the wall. The Qddity, now wearing the sensitive
features of a handsone bl ack man whose face was tw sted by intense enotion
continued to pace before the scul pture.

Brennan was so engrossed in watching the joker that he alnost didn't hear the
footsteps on the stairs. He managed to jerk back into the darkness just as
Charles Dutton cane down the hallway and went into the workroomwhere the CQddity
was paci ng.

"I thought it was you," Brennan heard Dutton say. There was a long silence, then
Dutton added, "There's no sense brooding over it, Evan."

Brennan heard the Oddity suck in a long, angry breath. "She's dead, Charles,
beaten to a pulp by sone lousy ace. I'll never finish it now' There was the
sound of nobre angry pacing, then the Oddity--Evan--said, "I'd |l ove to get ny
hands on the neck of the son of a bitch who did it to her. | would! | really
woul d! "

"Now, Evan," Dutton said placatingly, "That's not like you at all. Sounds nore
|i ke John. W have plenty of other things to worry about. The police are on the
case, and so is Ackroyd. Soneone will find the nmurderer. Let's concentrate on
the files."

"I know, Charles," Evan said as Brennan silently backed away down the hall. "I
know. But why Chrysalis? Wwo could have done such a thing?"

Brennan went back up the stairs, through the nuseum and out into the alley by

t he back door.

There' d been no mistaking the pain and anguish in the Oddity's voice, though
Brennan was unsure if he was nore upset about Chrysalis's death or his

unfini shed waxwork. In any case, unless the OGddity was even nore schi zoid than
Brennan figured, it was obvious that he hadn't killed Chrysalis. The Qddity was
i nnocent, Brennan thought. So was Bl udgeon. The Shadow Fi sts were | ooking better
and better. He checked his wistwatch as he noved off into the night.

Time to call a man, he thought, about a visit to a graveyard.

This time Jay decided not to ring the doorbell. Just thinking of Ezili gave him
a hard-on, but last visit things had gotten entirely too nessy for his taste.

He pushed an enpty dunpster down the alley and clinbed on top. Fromthere his
fingers could brush the | owest rung of the | adder that hung down fromthe old
cast-iron fire escape. He stretched, grabbed the nmetal with one hand, and tried
to yank it down. It didn't want to cone. Meanwhile the dunpster rolled out from
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under him |eaving himdangling fromthe | adder by one hand. Jay grunted, caught
the rung with his other hand, chinned hinself up, and began to clinb. It was at
times like this he wished he could teleport hinself as easily as he did his
targets. But no, he had to do it the hard way. He hunkered down on the fire
escape to catch his breath, sniffing dubiously at the air. Sonething snelled
bad.

Al the lights were out in Sascha's loft. Jay noved stealthily along the fire
escape toward the window. Cinmbing he could Iive wthout, but sneaking was his
m ddl e name. It was even easier when you didn't have to juggle a canera.

The wi ndow opened on a bedroom Jay took a quick peek, saw no one. He took out a
glass cutter, carefully renoved a section of the upper pane, and reached through
to open the | ock. When the glass canme out, the snmell got stronger. Jay eased
open the wi ndow and clinbed in, avoiding a wi ndow box where odd-| ooki ng herbs
and flowers fought for space with weeds. It snmelled foul inside the room

By then Jay was pretty sure that he wouldn't be finding either Sascha or Ezili
at honme. At least not alive. He noved quietly to the bedroom door, opened it a
crack, listened for any sounds, heard none, and noved out into the hallway.

The subdivided | oft was a | ot bigger than he'd supposed. There was the |iving
room the lavish kitchen, two baths, and six bedroons. The closer he got to the
back, the worse it snelled. When he opened the door to the back bathroom he
gagged and retreated.

The dressing table in the adjoining bedroomoffered a dozen different perfunes.
Jay found a | ace handkerchief in a drawer, doused it liberally, and held it over
his nouth and nose. Then he went back to the bathroomto see who'd died.
Streetlight poured wanly through a snall frosted-glass wi ndow onto the tiled
floor. Jay could see the tiny pale shapes of the nmaggots swarning over the
corpse. Even through the handkerchief, the snmell was overwhel mi ng. Jay forced
hinself to turn on the |ights

It was a child. A boy, he guessed, though there was barely enough left to tell

Bi gger than the weird little nonkey thing he'd chased through the D ne Museum

but way too small to be Sascha or Ezili. Jay renmenbered seeing sonmeone snall and
sonmehow mi sshapen run for the bedroom when Sascha had burst in on himand Ezili.
Maybe it was her kid.... But would a nother just go off and | eave her dead

child' s corpse to rot on the bathroom fl oor?

The body was too far gone in putrefaction for close inspection, and the nmaggots
rem nded hi munpl easantly of the white cone-faced thing in his dream But he
made hinself stare at the decaying flesh. Definitely a joker. He was naked, and
at first he seemed to have too many linbs, but Jay finally decided that the |ong
swol l en thing between his legs was a tail. The body lay facedown, and Jay
couldn't nake out his features, but there was a huge open sore on the side of
his neck, withing with maggots.

Jay had seen enough. He turned off the light, shut the door, and stood in the
dar kened hal I way, considering his options. He could call the cops. Only this
time he wasn't there by invitation. This tinme he'd done a little breaking and
entering. Jay decided he'd | et sonebody else claimthe prize for once. He jamed
t he handkerchi ef back into his pocket and began to search the apartnent.

No one was home. No one had been home for sone tinme. Except for the dead boy in
the john, the tenants had cleared out in a hurry. Jay found open drawers where
cl ot hing had been pulled out and packed in a big rush. The furniture had been

| eft behind, along with the strange Haitian shit that he'd noticed on his |ast
visit, but nost of the personal effects had been renoved.

But not all. Enough renmined to make Jay pretty damm certain that Ezili, Sascha,
and the dead kid hadn't lived here alone. In one bedroom he found a stack of
wei ght-1ifting nmagazi nes beside the bare mattress on the floor, along with a set
of barbells that showed signs of hard use. Sonehow he coul dn't inagi ne Sascha
punpi ng iron.

Anot her room had been seal ed, its wi ndows bricked shut, then fixed up like sone
ki nd of nedieval torture chanber. Iron manacl es hung from soundproofed walls,
and a long dissection table stood in the center of the room with deep grooves
for the runoff of blood. Behind the closet doors, Jay found a rolling instrunent
cart, carefully hung with knives, pliers, thunbscrews, and other toys, even an
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antique dentist's drill, its bit still crusted with dried bl ood.

There were used syringes and scattered pills on the floor of a third bedroom
anong bean-bag chairs and throw pillows that rem nded himof a hippie crash pad
in the sixties. The linen closet had been turned into a wine cellar. Even Jay
knew enough about wine to realize that Chateau Lafitte Rothschild cost a few
bucks, and some of the other |abels |ooked kind of pricey, too.

In the fridge Jay found bottles of Dom Perignon, a can of beluga caviar, and
other inported delicacies. Everything | ooked scunptious, but sonmehow he wasn't
very hungry.

The hall closet was full of winter clothing that the tenants had forgotten in
their haste. A linen jacket dangled froma hook inside the door, and the rack
was cramed. There were wonen's coats in mnk and Russi an sabl e and sonet hi ng
spotted that was probably an endangered species, plus a |eather aviator's jacket
and sone very expensivel ooking itens in cashnmere, suede, and canel's hair, m xed
right in with denimand polyester, nen's stuff and wonen's stuff together, in a
range of sizes that went all the way to the extrenes. No gray-checked sport
jackets with bullet tears in the shoul der, though; Jay | ooked. He was standing
there contenplating the coats when the phone rang.

A chill went through him He renenbered the funeral hone, the strange call from
the woman who spoke with Chrysalis's voice. No, he thought, not this tinme. No
one knows |'m here. Wappi ng the danp, perfuned handkerchi ef around his hand, he
pi cked up the receiver and held it to hisf ear

"I been calling all day, where the hell you been?" a man's voice said. "l got to
have the kiss, you hear me? | need it. You don't know the kind of pressure I'm
under here." It all cane out in one long breathless rush; only then did the
speaker seemto realize that he hadn't heard a hello yet. "Ezili, is it you?"

Jay spoke through the handkerchief and tried to disguise his voice. "She's not
here," he said. "Wo's this?"

There was a nonent of silence. "Who am| talking to?" the caller asked, in a
sharp voice that was eerily fanmliar. "Sascha," Jay said, trying to talk like
Sascha.

"You're not Sascha," the man said.

So nmuch for that plan. Jay decided his best policy was to shut up and listen
"Who is this?" the caller demanded. "You play ganes with ne, you're in big
trouble."

That did it. He knew the voice. And all of a sudden Jay was deeply grateful that
he hadn't phoned the police. He dropped the receiver back into its cradle and
got up fast.

Kant could have a cruiser here in nmnutes. Jay had to nove. He'd taken two steps
when he noticed the nessage pad besi de the phone. He went back. The top sheet
had been ripped off, but he could still see the inpressions on the sheet bel ow.
Two col ums of nunbers marched down the sheet in parallel. Tines.

Jay pocketed the pad and retreated back to the fire escape. You didn't need to
graduate with honors fromdetective school to figure this one out. Flight tines.
Sascha wasn't going to be coning to work anytine soon, and Jay had a funny hunch
he knew what city the bartender had fled to.

Thursday July 21, 1988

1:00 A M

"You're taller,"” Jay said to Digger. Only a little, but when you start at three
inches, an inch or two nakes a difference. "Yeah, yeah," Downs said, fromwhere
he was perched in Oal Any's lap. "The brat had to cone in every norning before
school and reshrink the ones needed it nost. O herw se you grow'

"Slowy," Jay said, |ocking the office door behind him "Slowy," Digger
admtted gloomly. "Were the hell you been? |I figured Hartmann had gotten to
you for sure.”

"Hartmann's in Atlanta," Jay pointed out. "I doubt he even knows |I'malive."
"Don't bet onit," the reporter said, his tone gloony. "So what's going on? You
bl ow t he whistle?"
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"No," Jay said. He went on into the back room turned on the lights and the fan,
sat down at his desk.

Di gger junmped down off Oral Amy and cane trotting after him his little feet
pitter-pattering on the hardwood floor. "Wat the hell you waiting for, an
engraved invitation fromthe Wite House?" he said in an aggrieved voi ce.
"They' ve started balloting down in Atlanta, Hartmann could win the nom nation
whil e you're shuffling around picking your nose. You going to let the guy who
had Chrysalis killed become president?"

Jay picked up the reporter by his collar. "Do nme a favor, Downs, and shut the
fuck up,"” he said, dropping the little man in his wastebasket.

Downs | anded anong the renai ns of the pizza and squawked in protest. "What the
hell's wong with you, Popinjay?"

"I found anot her body," Jay told him "Jesus," Digger said. "Wo?"

"Damed if | know

"Was it one of Mackie's?" Downs wanted to know.

"I don't think so," Jay said. "This one was pretty ripe, but all the pieces were
still attached."

Downs clinbed up the pizza box, teetered on the edge of the wastebasket for a
monent, and junped down to the floor. He |anded with a grunt. "W got to get
Hart mann before he gets us,"” he said. "I told you how he works. ..
"Yeah, you told nme," Jay admitted. "It's a great story. It better be, it's al
we' ve got. Your word against his. A presidential candidate versus the guy who
broke the story about the How er's secret |ove child. Wnder who they'l

believe? O course, you got substantiation-Chrysalis, Kahina, Gmi, hell yes.
Too bad they're all dead."

"The jacket!" Digger insisted. "That's your proof!"

"Maybe, " Jay admitted. "If we had the jacket. Wich we don't. You woul dn't
happen to know where Chrysalis hid her stash of secrets, would you?"

Downs shook hi s head.

"Too bad," Jay said. "Wat can you tell ne about Sascha?"

"Sascha?" Digger |ooked thoughtful. "Well, he's a telepath. Does that hel p? He
just skins off surface thoughts, you know? But if he was to | eak what he picked
up ... Christ, you don't think Sascha was tied with Hartmann, do you?"

"The notion did cross ny nind," Jay adnitted. "Jesus," Digger repeated. "I never
pai d much attention to Sascha...| nean, he was just kind of there, you know? But
he was there a lot ... if he was reporting to Hartmann ... she trusted him
goddammit. H m and El no, she counted on them Sascha could pick up on trouble
before it happened, and Elnmo would handle it."

"Unl ess Sascha was part of the trouble," Jay pointed out.

"Chrysalis ever say anything about Sascha's girlfriend?" D gger seened

astoni shed. "What girlfriend?" Jay sighed. "Never mind," he said. He got up
"Where you goi ng?" Di gger asked. "Qut," Jay said.

"When are you coni ng back?"

"Later," Jay said as he unlocked the door. He needed a quiet drink. Sone food
woul d be nice, too. Not to nention sleep, but sonehow he didn't think sleep was
part of tonight's program

Brennan tossed and turned on the |unpy bed, hal fasl eep and hal f-awake, tornented
by dreans that he couldn't separate fromreality He kicked off the confining,
sweat soaked sheets and gl anced over at Jennifer. She was still soundly asleep
The cl ock on the bedstand beside her said that he had about two and a half hours
before his neeting with Fadeout. He needed nore sl eep, but he doubted that it
woul d cone.

The nmenory of Chrysalis was a dull ache in his mnd. Like Tachyon had said, her
ghost was a denandi ng one. He fantasized dropping the card she'd given himon
the body of the man or wonan, ace or joker, who'd killed her. The only problem
was that he could only conjure a big blank spot for the identity of the

nmur der er .

It wasn't Bludgeon, it wasn't the Gddity. He couldn't really picture Quasimn in
the role of cold-blooded killer. That |eft Wrm and Doug Morkle as the fina
possibilities fromAckroyd's list. Wrm naybe. Mrkle, who the hell knew?

He turned again restlessly toward the wi ndow, and froze. He wondered if he were
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still dreaming, or if he was just hallucinating.

The wi ndow seened to have grown to gigantic proportions, |ending credence to the
notion that he was only dream ng that he was awake. It was fram ng Chrysalis
fromthe neck up. He'd recognize her anywhere. It was her gl eanm ng skull, her

bl ue eyes, her red, pouting |ips.

He stared for a good five seconds, then closed and rubbed his eyes. Wen he
opened them she was gone. He lay there in bed staring at the now enpty w ndow,
telling hinmself to get up and go to it, but he was afraid.

He lay there and closed his eyes and told hinself that it was only a dream and
after a while he'd al nost convinced hinself that that was true.

3:00 A M

"Cof fee, Jay?" Vi asked him

He' d grabbed a booth by the wi ndow. The counter drew a | ot of strange people
during the graveyard shift, and Jay wasn't feeling real sociable. "Yeah,

pl ease," he said. "And give ne a patty nelt, too. Extra onions, side of fries."
"Gotcha." Vi poured his coffee and |l eft to place his order. Sonmeone had left a
runpled Daily News in the booth. Jay snoothed it out and read the |ead story.
The Denocrats had started voting down in Atlanta. Hartmann had broken well in
front, and he was gaining strength with each ballot. Leo Barnett was severa
hundred votes behind, followed by Jackson, Dukakis, and Gore. Mich as he hated
to admit it, Digger was right. He had to do sonething. But what?

He pushed asi de the newspaper, took his list fromhis pocket, and | ooked at the
nanes again. Wrm Quasi man, Bl udgeon, the Oddity, and Doug Mokl e. Yeoman swore
it wasn't Bludgeon. If the nystery player was really Hartnmann and not Barnett,
that deep-sized Quasiman's notive. Jay hadn't turned up a dam thing pointing at
t he Shadow Fists, and the MO was all wong for Wrm anyway. He still didn't
know who the fuck Doug Mrkle was, but by now he didn't care. It had to be the
Qddity. Didn't it?

Jay dug out the list of flight tinmes he'd swi ped off the scratch pad by Ezili's
phone. He took a sip of coffee. "Fuck it," he said aloud. It didn't have to be
the Cddity.

Atlanta was too dam close. It looked like the flight tinme averaged about two
hours, nonstop. The earliest departure left at 6:55 in the norning, and got into
Atlanta at 9:07. The killer could have caught the | ast plane out of Atlanta
Sunday ni ght, dropped by the Crystal Palace in the early hours of the nobrning to
murder Chrysalis, and still made it back to Georgia in time for the opening of
the convention. Which meant that sonme of the other nanes on the |ist deserved a
second | ook.

If Downs was telling the truth, Chrysalis had sent her assassin after G egg

Hart mann. She hadn't told anyone, yet sonehow Hartmann had found out. The |eak
had to be Sascha. El no had been hiring the assassin just about the sane tine
Chrysalis was getting killed, which nmeant sonmebody had known what she was going
to do before she did it. New York had too damm many tel epaths as far as Jay was
concerned, but Sascha was the only one who was close to Chrysalis.

Jay took a swallow of coffee, grinmaced, and cursed hinself for a fool. He should
have seen it nuch earlier. Sascha had been there when Jay found the body; even
wi t hout eyes, he'd sensed an intruder in the building. So why hadn't he sensed
the killer?

O had he?

kay, so Sascha picks the assassination plot out of Chrysalis's mnd and | eaks
it to Hartmann, who sends Macki e Messer to nake sushi out of Digger Downs, and
soneone el se, soneone with superhuman strength, to take Chrysalis out of the
gane. The CGddity? Maybe..

But Jack Braun was a Hartmann supporter, and Billy Ray was the senator's
bodyguard. The brutality of the nurder seemed out of character for Braun

Carni fex had a nasty reputation ... but maybe that didn't matter. According to
Downs, the Syrian girl claimed Hartmann nade her slit her brother's throat, so
maybe he conpelled Braun to do his dirty work the same way.

Vi canme bustling up with his patty nelt in one hand and a fresh pot of coffee in
the other. She set down the plate and refilled Jay's cup. He folded up his
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papers and put them away. "Wio you like for president, Vi?" he asked the

wai tress. She snorted. "They're all crooks," she said as she wal ked off. "I

woul dn't vote for none of them"

Jay stared at his patty nelt. The onions were grilled al nost black, just the way
he liked them He tried a french fry. It needed ketchup. "Hey, Vi," he called
out, but by then she was back behind the counter, waiting on a couple of hookers
who'd just strolled in off Forty-second Street.

The Oddity was still a better candidate than Gol den Boy or Carnifex, Jay

deci ded. Hartrmann woul d have had to have | earned of the assassination the night
before to get either Braun or Ray on a plane on tinme, but if he had known that
far in advance, why the hell did it take himso long to send Mackie after Digger
Downs? And why not have Mackie take care of Chrysalis, too? Wiy use two killers,
either of whomcould inplicate hin? And why di spatch sonmeone from Atl anta when
he had |l ocal talent on the scene? That is, assuni ng Macki e had been on the
scene. Maybe he'd been in Atlanta, too. That would explain why it had taken him
so long to make his try for Downs.

The hell of it was, if Hartmann was an ace, every nane on the goddammed |i st
woul d need a second | ook; Troll, Ernie the Lizard, Doughboy, hell, they were
probably all Hartmann fans. None of them seened to have any particular notive
for killing Chrysalis, but naybe they didn't need one, maybe they were
Hartmann's unwi |l I ing pawns, |ike Kahina. So where the fuck did that |eave hin®
Jay took a bite of his patty nelt and chewed thoughtfully.

Was Hartmann a secret ace? Digger said so, himand his goddammed nose. Sone

evi dence; a snell that no one else could snell. The cops would just |ove that.
The only way to prove Digger's story was to find that jacket. Jay tried to think
where he mght hide if he was a jacket, but the only thing that cane to m nd was
a closet, and all the obvious cl osets had been checked pretty thoroughly.

The patty nelt needed ketchup too. "Vi," Jay called |oudly.

She canme over with the coffeepot in hand and stopped when she saw his cup was

still full. "Whatcha need, honey?"

"Ket chup," Jay said.

Vi | ooked disgusted. "Honest to Christ," she said. "What do you think that is?"
She poi nt ed.

Jay blinked. The ketchup bottle was right there on the table, over against the
wi ndow between the napkin dispenser and the salt-and-pepper shakers. Vi gave a
put -upon sigh and wal ked off. Jay picked up the bottle, unscrewed the top and
poured a good-sized puddle on his plate. How stupid could he get, the damm thing
was right there in front of himall the tine.

Then it hit him

4:00 A M

The forgotten cenetery, left untended for several decades, had becone a pocket
wi lderness in the city. Many of its graves had col |l apsed during the years of
neglect. Its weathered tonbstones, nost bearing nanmes as forgotten as the
cenmetery itself, were canted crookedly throughout the rank undergrowth. The
graveyard had an air of nelancholy decay about it, but Brennan didn't mind. He
liked its silent darkness. It was al nbst as quiet and peaceful as the country.
He wore dark clothes and carried his conpound bow, assenbled and ready for use.
The bow was the proper weapon for this place, stained as dark as the night that
hid Brennan and as quiet as the corpses that kept himconpany as he waited.

The silence was finally broken by the approach of a car that Brennan heard but
couldn't see fromhis hiding place in the bushes. He could hear the driver park
outside the crumbling brick wall that surrounded the graveyard and kill the
engi ne. Doors opened and sl ammed shut, and there was sil ence again.

Then Brennan heard sonet hi ng heavy nove through the. undergrow h.

He froze. Fromthe sounds it nmade, Brennan could tell that it was big. He took a
deep breath, but could snell nothing beside the annoying city odors that
penetrated even here. He stood still, holding his breath in a night so quiet
that he could hear the blood rushing through the capillaries in his ears. He
heard it nove through the bushes and hi gh grass, searching for him

He ran through the undergrowh, nmoving away fromthe thing as silently as he
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could. It paused and took a great snuffling breath as it tasted the air for his
scent.

He kept noving, circling around the deteriorating nmausol eum where once he'd
anbushed a group of Immuacul ate Egrets who were using an alien teleportation
device to snuggle heroin into the city. He paused a nonent when he heard a vast,
satisfied hissing, as if a dozen steam pi pes had burst and were happy about it.
The thing hunting himhad found his trail

Faster now, careless of sound, Brennan bounded over the broken tonbstones and
through a tangle of lilac and wild rose, his way lit by a |ate-setting noon a
few days short of full. He pushed through the undergrowh, ignoring the thorns
that tore at him and reached the base of the crunbling brick wall that
surrounded the cenetery.

There was a loud crash at his back as sonething | ong and si nuous smashed t hrough
the stand of lilac and wild rose and stood shining in the night, noonlight
glistening off its silver and gold scal es.

It was a twenty-foot-long dragon, slender as a snake. Its four feet bore
razor-sharp talons; its face was an el aborate Oriental nmask with knifelike
teeth, bulging red eyes, and cl ouds of steampuffing fromits flaring nostrils.
It had to be Lazy Dragon. Fadeout had sent himto the neeting as sonething far
renoved froma nouse or a cute little kitty cat. Brennan automatically reached
for the quiver velcroed to his belt, though he doubted that even his nobst

power ful expl osive arrow could harm such a form dabl el ooki ng beast.

The | ocks were nothing special. Caution nade the job take three tines as |long as
it should have, but finally he managed to slide back the dead bolt. Jay opened
the door a crack and noved inside the cool, dark interior of the Fanous Bowery
WIld Card Dime Museum

Ared light blinked silently in the key box nmounted on the wall. Jay went to it
and punched in the sequence of nunbers he'd seen Dutton enter on Tuesday ni ght.
He had a good nenory for things like that; the flashing red Iight was repl aced
by a steady green.

The interior of the museum was even creepier now that he was alone than it had
been when Dutton had led himthrough it. The wax figures stared at himas he
crept down the halls, and he kept inagining Monstrous Joker Babies lurking in
every shadow. He got lost twice before he finally found the Syrian diorama.

Al the lights were out. Jay could barely nmake out the outlines of the wax
figures behind the glass, each frozen in a nonent of tine; Sayyid poised on the
brink of coll apse,

Hi ram squeezing his fist, poor |ost Kahina with the bl codstained knife in her
hands. Somewhere in the mddl e was Hart mann.

It was too dark to see the senator clearly. There had to be sone way inside. He
| ooked over the row of special-effects buttons, picked one, and pressed. Inside
the di orama, hidden lights bathed Jack Braun in a gol den glow. Long dusky
shadows grew fromthe wax figures. The dimlight stained Carnifex's white
costune yellow as a dandelion, glittered off Peregrine's netal talons. Of to
one side, barely visible against the painted backdrop, Jay saw the faint outline
of a door.

He rel eased the button and | ooked around until he found a door nmarked EMPLOYEES
ONLY. The accessway was pitch black, airless, and narrow. Jay |lit a match and
funmbl ed his way al ong with one hand on the wall. The door to Syria was unl ocked.
Jay dropped the burnt-out match and lit another. Its reflected twin burned
faintly in the dark glass, and the flanme nmade the wax figures seemto tw st and
nmove. Jay stepped carefully over Dr. Tachyon, unconscious on the ground in his
Arab finery, edged between Gol den Boy and the Qddity, and passed under Sayyid's
awesone | oom ng presence to where Gregg Hartmann stood

Hartmann's tie was deftly knotted, his dress shirt pressed and starched. He was
in his shirt sleeves. Jay blinked in confusion. Then he heard the soft footfal
behi nd him

He turned just in tinme to see the huge bl ack-cl oaked figure | oom ng over him
and glinpse the fist whistling out of darkness. The first blow nearly took his
head off. The second smashed him square in the chest, and he stopped breat hing.
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Somewhere in there he lost the match. A fist like a cinder block caught him

al ong the side of his head and knocked hi m si deways. Jay bunped into a wax
terrorist and went down hard.

It dawned on him as he lay dazed, that the Oddity hadn't gone on that WHO tour
He didn't have to think about it long. Jay felt hands grab him fingers Iike
steel cable digging into his flesh. He was jerked upward, and then he was
flying. dass shattered all around him and something hard and cold came up to
smash into him He thought maybe it was the floor

Brennan suddenly realized that he was about to shoot at the wrong target. He

swi vel ed, grabbed the top of the crunmbling brick wall that surrounded the
cenmetery, and pulled hinself up.

Fadeout was | eani ng agai nst the hood of the car parked in front of the cenetery
gate, snmoking a cigarette. Brennan scow ed, grabbed an arrow, and raised his bow
and fired. Fadeout did a double take as the arrow punched through the hood of
his car, penetrating deep into the engine. "Jesus Christ!" He stared at the
shaft for a nonent, turned, and | ooked into the night. "Yeoman?"

"Call off Dragon," Brennan answered, "or the next one goes into your right eye."
Fadeout hesitated.

"I mean itl" Brennan shouted, calculating his chances of releasing the shaft he
had nocked to his bowstring, finding an explosive arrow in his quiver, stringing
it, and hitting the dragon before the beast pul ped him

Hi s fingers twitched, ready to rel ease the arrow he had ai med at Fadeout; then
the Shadow Fi st captain called out, "Ckay, it's okay. | just wanted himto scout
the cenetery. Dragon, go back to your bodyl Now "

Brennan stared at the creature. It |ooked back inpassively and then started to
twi st and shrivel, collapsing upon itself until it was only a small bit of
intricately fol ded paper that blew away on the night wind. A nonent passed, then
Lazy Dragon got out of the back of the car and stood by Fadeout. Brennan rel axed
the tension on his bowstring. "Cone in through the gate," he called, "if you're
done pl ayi ng ganmes and want to tal k."

Fadeout and Dragon exchanged gl ances. Fadeout was ol der, taller, a fit-1ooking
man i n an expensive-looking suit. Dragon was a young Asian, smaller, frailer

| ooki ng, but he had the nore dangerous ace power of the two. Fadeout, though,
was the boss, and Dragon would take his cue from him

"You can't blane ne for being cautious," Fadeout said, |eading the way into the
cenmetery through the saggi ng woughtiron gate. "You killed a |ot of Fists at
Tachyon's clinic."

Brennan junped down lightly fromthe top of the wall. "Do you really care about
t hat ?" he asked

"No," Fadeout admitted. He | ooked around, suppressing a shiver. "But | was,
well, alittle concerned about neeting in this godforsaken place. It gives ne
the creeps."

"I like it. Dark. Quiet. Plenty of cover." Brennan was suddenly tired of all the
smal | talk. "Let's talk about Chrysalis." Fadeout glanced at Lazy Dragon, who
was wat chi ng inpassively. "I know that you're |ooking for Chrysalis's nurderer
You caused quite a scene at Squisher's Basement. |'mafraid that you totally

rui ned Bl udgeon's reputation.”

"I't wasn't hard. He wasn't the sanme ol d Bl udgeon." Fadeout nodded. "He's dying
of AIDS. That's not a fate I'd wish on anyone, but | can't say that |'mtoo
sorry. The man was a disgusting brute. Now he's disgusting and pathetic."

"I didn'"t call this nmeeting to discuss Bludgeon's health probl ens."

"Right. I want to help."

" Hel p?"

"Yes. Help find Chrysalis's killer."

"l see." Brennan snoothed his nustache thoughtfully. "And in return?"

Fadeout shrugged. "I want nothing nore than you want. | want Kien renoved."
Brennan smiled slowy.

"l don't know what you have agai nst him" Fadeout continued. "But | know that
you want himbad. As for nme, well, let's say that | could envision the Shadow
Fists doing quite nicely with a new | eader."

Brennan gl anced at Lazy Dragon. "And a new chi ef |ieutenant?"
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"I"mvery generous," Fadeout said, "to those who help nme. |I've been generous to
Lazy Dragon. | was generous to you in the past and can be again."

"The only thing | need," Brennan said, "is information."

"Ask away."

"Did Wrmkill Chrysalis?"

"Well, you cut right to the heart of the matter, don't you?" Fadeout said,
shaki ng hi s head.

"That's right."

"Wel | ," Fadeout said carefully, "we all know that Wrm has a violent tenper, and

he's totally devoted to Kien. Chrysalis, of course, knewthat Kien is head of
the Fists, but she'd kept quiet about it. If, however, she found out sonething
that threatened Kien, Wrm nm ght have had the initiative to do sonmething on his
own. "

"Li ke finding out about Kien's new designer drug?"

"Rapt ure?" Fadeout asked. "Yes, you've |earned about our new head candy, haven't
you?"

"Sonet hi ng about it."

"Perhaps Chrysalis | earned sonething about it, too.
"And Wirrmkilled her."

Fadeout shrugged again. "I nmake no accusations. It is a thought, however. | can
make a few discrete inquiries on the subject.”
Brennan nodded. "All right. I'Il be in touch."

"One thing," Fadeout said as Brennan turned away, "you m ght keep your eyes open
for. Chrysalis's secret files."

"Secret files?"

"Her information cache. The talk is that she kept meticul ous records concerning
everything she'd ever discovered on everybody in the city, and those records
didn't turn up when the police searched the Pal ace. And you can bet that the
police had orders to search very thoroughly."

"What do you want with these files?"

Fadeout smiled. "Sonmeone has to take Chrysalis's place." Brennan shook his head.
"You're an anbitious man. First you want to replace Kien. Now you want to

repl ace Chrysalis." Fadeout shrugged. "A nan has to stay busy."

"Al'l right," Brennan said. "I'll keep ny eyes open for them | may want to have
a | ook at them nysel f."

"Fine," Fadeout said with a smle. "Have fun catching Chrysalis's killer. Then
cone after Kien. 1'll be there to help you."

"We'll see." Brennan turned, stopped, turned back to Fadeout and Lazy Dragon
"One last thing. Ever hear of an ace named Doug Morkl e?"

Fadeout and Dragon exchanged gl ances. "No. Should |I have?"

"Beats nme," Brennan admitted. "He's on ny list of suspects, but no one has ever
heard of the bastard."

"Morkle. Strange nane. |'Il ask around."”

Brennan nodded, turned again, and faded into the night, |eaving Fadeout and
Dragon to deal with a car whose radiator fluid was now an oily green puddl e on
the street.

6:00 A M

Jay opened his eyes and cl osed them again quickly. The |ight nmade his headache
unbear abl e. The poundi ng behind his eyelids was |ike thunder, the left side of
his face was a single dull nass of pain, and he could taste blood in his nouth.
Sonebody had yanked his hands behind his back and tied them together

When he tried to get up, sonething ground together inside his chest, and the
pai n was excruciating. A feeble groan escaped his lips. He rolled back and tried

to lie very still. Maybe he should just go back to sleep
"I heard him" a deep voice nmuttered, sonewhere far away. "He npaned. He's
comng to."

"Bring himhere, John," soneone el se said. The second voice was vaguely
famliar.

Massive hands lifted himas easily as a growmn man night Iift a child, carried
hi m across the room and propped himup in a chair. The hands were not gentle.
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Jay had to stifle a scream

"Open your eyes, M. Ackroyd," the second voice said. Reluctantly, Jay tried.
Hs left eye was swol | en al nost shut.

The grimreaper sat staring at himacross an anti que desk

"Dutton," Jay managed, through cracked, bloody |ips. The reaper nodded.

A shadow fell across Jay. He forced hinself to turn his head. It wasn't unti

you got really close to the Oddity that' you realized how big the fucker was. He
coul d hear |abored breathing frombehind the fencing nmask and feel the wei ght of
eyes staring down inplacably through the steel nmesh. "You said you didn't know
the (ddity," Jay said to Dutton

"I lied," Dutton told him

Jay tried to think of a wisecrack, but his mind wasn't init. He closed his eyes
again, forced themopen. He felt Iike his head was going to explode. "I don't,"
he said, "don't suppose you got any aspirin you could | et ne have?"

"John," Dutton said, "there's a bottle of aspirinin ny toilet. If you wouldn't
m nd?"

"Let himhurt," the Oddity runbled. "He doesn't care how nuch we hurt, does he?
Let himbleed for a while."
"I understand the sentinent,’
after all. Please. "
Gunbling, the Oddity shuffled through the bathroom door in the back of the

of fice. Jay heard the nedicine cabinet open with a bang, then the sound of water
spl ashing into a sink.

"My apologies," Dutton said. "John's tenper often' gets the better of him and
I"mafraid he does not |ike you." The Oddity returned with a handful of aspirin
tablets in one hand and a glass of water in the other. Wth his hands still tied
behi nd his back, Jay could only open his nouth. The Oddity stuffed in a

hal f-dozen aspirin, then lifted the water to his lips. Jay swallowed until he
began choki ng.

The Oddity grunted, stood up, and watched Jay sputter for breath. The joker's
right hand, the one that held the water gl ass, was big and rough, coarse dark
hair covering the knuckles. The | eft was nuch snaller, nore delicate, a wonman's
hand, its fingernails |long and pointed. Under the thick, dark clothing, Jay
could see the swell of breasts. "Thanks," he managed.

"Fuck you," the Qddity snarl ed.

Jay turned back to Dutton. "You knew | was comng," he said. It wasn't a

questi on.

"You or soneone like you," Dutton replied. "How nuch is Barnett paying you to
betray your own peopl e?"

For a nmonent Jay didn't think he'd heard himright. "Barnett?" he said groggily.
"What the fuck are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Don't try ny patience, M. Ackroyd," Dutton said wearily. "Wiy do aces insist
on treating jokers as though we were retarded children? | didn't get where | am
by being stupid."”

"You may be the smartest guy in the world, for all | know,'
you're still wong."

"Am | ?" Dutton said. "Then why are you here?"

Jay hesitated. "You know the jacket is the real MCoy?"
"Yes." Dutton regarded himfromeyes deep sunk in that ghastly yellow face.
"Chrysalis hinted as much when she gave it to me to incorporate into our

di orama."

"The purloined letter," Jay said. "H de the goods in plain sight, where hundreds
of tourists will see it every day and assune it's just a replica of itself. Not
bad at all. Only she didn't tell you why she wanted it hidden, did she?"

"No," Dutton admtted. "It did pique nmy curiosity, but | had |learned not to
press her. After her death, | got the whole story"

"Fromus," the Oddity put in. "We told him after you left, that night you | ed
us here. You aces think jokers have shit for brains, but this tine the joke' s on
you. "

"Then you know about Hartnmann?" Jay asked Dutton. "That he's a wild card?"

Dutton replied. "But we do want his cooperation,

Jay said. "But
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Dutton said. "Wat of it? He remains the |ast best hope we jokers have. Yes, he
hi des his condition. In the present political climte a sane man has no ot her
choice. The public will never vote for a wild card, not even a latent |ike

Hart mann, not when there's a chance the virus will express and turn himinto one
of us. That's why Leo Barnett wants the jacket."

"I'"'mnot working for Leo Barnett-" Jay started.

"Liar," the Oddity snarled. "You're taking his goddammed nat noney to help him
destroy Gregg."

"You're wong," Jay said. "Hartmann's a killer ace, he-" The Oddity noved faster
than Jay woul d ever have guessed, grabbing himby the hair, slanming his head
back agai nst the chair, and slapping himhard enough to rattle teeth. "Shut up
Gegg's the only friend the jokers have!"

Jay had a mout hful of blood fromhis split lip. He spat it feebly at the fencing
mask and called out to Dutton. "You just going to sit there and watch the Holy
Trinity here beat nme into ground chuck, or you want to hear ne out?"

"Let him al one, John," Dutton said. "I want to hear what he has to say."
Reluctantly, the Oddity let go of Jay's hair and stepped back away fromthe
chair. The joker's nassive body shuddered. The fingers of its left hand seened
to be thickening and its breasts were shrinking visibly.

"l don't even know Leo Barnett," Jay began

"You're an ace who sells his services for noney. | doubt that Barnett hired you
personal ly. Nonethel ess, you're working in his interests. Wiy else would you
want the jacket?"

"That jacket got Chrysalis nurdered," Jay said. "And h hate to nention this,
especially when I'msitting here trussed up like a Christmas goose, but this
great joker hero of yours is |ooking nore and nore |ike the one who did the
trick."

"That's not true," the Oddity said. The voice was softer than before, gentler
unni st akably a woman's voice. And now the | eft hand was the one that was bl unt
and cal lused. The fingers of the right had grown | onger and lost their hair, and
the skin had turned a deep chocol ate brown. "Wy should we want to hurt
Chrysal i s?"

"Because Gregg Hartmann told you to, and you just |ove Senator G egg, don't
you?" Jay snhapped.

"Gregg is a good nan," the Oddity said. Jay thought the joker sounded a little
def ensi ve

"The Qddity coul dn't possibly have killed Chrysalis," Dutton said patiently. "If
you were a patron of the arts, Ackroyd, you'd know that Evan is a scul ptor. Once
he worked in clay, bronze, marble. These days, he sculpts in wax. But Patti and
John lack the talent, so Evan can only work during the brief times when his mnd
and at | east one of his hands energe fromthe Oddity. He seizes those nonents
when they conme, day or night." Dutton sounded al nost sad as he dropped the other
shoe. "Evan was right here during the nurder, working on a new Mstral for our
Gal l ery of Beauty. What does that do to your theory?"

Jay was suddenly aware of the blinding pain behind his eyes again, and all he
wanted to do was go home and be sick. "Shit," he nmanaged. "Then Hartmann nust
have sent sonme one el se. Carnifex nmaybe, or Braun. O maybe this guy Doug
Morkle, | don't know'

"You' re reaching, Ackroyd," Dutton said. He | ooked over at the Oddity. "Wy
don't you tell us what really happened, Patti?"

The Oddity turned toward Jay. Even the way the joker noved seened different now,
subtly fem nine. "No joker would have hurt Chrysalis. She was one of us. The
killer had to be working for Barnett, |ooking for the jacket. Maybe he was only
trying to beat the secret out of Chrysalis, but he went too far." The Oddity
sounded utterly sincere.

"That so?" Jay said. "Mnd telling ne the guy's nanme?"

"There's no way to be certain,” the Oddity said, the woman's voi ce sonehow eerie
and frightening conming fromthe huge, nisshapen body. "Perhaps Quasimn. He's a
poor sinple-m nded thing who does as he is told, and he owes his life to
Reverend Barnett." The Oddity's right hand gestured daintily in the air. It was
a man's hand, the nails bitten right dowmn to the quick. "O perhaps some ace who
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sells hinmself for noney, the way you do."

"You're telling me Chrysalis died to protect Hartmann, 'cause he's such a great
friend of the jokers, right?" Jay |looked first at Dutton, then over at the
Qddity. "Then answer ne this. If she was so fucking concerned about keeping
Hartmann's little secrets, why didn't she destroy the jacket a year ago?" The
perpetual grin on Dutton's yellowed face pulled into a nonmentary grinace. "That
question troubled ne as well," he said, "but ny partner's plans were often
subtl e, and her notives were sonetines obscure. No doubt she was pl ayi ng sone
ganme. "

"That jacket was her life insurance,
to cash in the policy."

"Do you have any idea what's going on down in Atlanta?" Dutton asked him
patiently. "Thousands of jokers have gone south to peacefully denonstrate in
support of Hartmann. They've been wel comed with arrests, street braw s, attacks
by the Klan. Yesterday there was a near riot when a hundred nmen in Confederate
uniforms fired on the crowd. Barnett has already nanaged to pull the teeth out
of our jokers' rights plank, and if he's elected, the good reverend will put us
all in canps. Many people believe that Gregg Hartmann is the only thing that

Jay said. "Now that she's dead, it's tine

stands between this country and joker genocide." A lot of people believed in
Hitler, too,' Jay said.
Dutton sighed. "This conversation is as pointless as your quest, |I'mafraid. You

see, it really doesn't matter who you're working for, M. Ackroyd. You're too
|late. Much as | hated to damage a genuine historic artifact, too nuch was at
stake to take any chances. Go back to your enployers and tell themit's over. W
burnt the jacket."

"Ashes to ashes,” the Oddity said. "You can't hurt G egg now'

"The tainted blood is gone," Dutton told Jay, "and if God is nerciful, G egg
Hartmann is going to be the next president of the United States."

5:00 A M

Squi sher's Basenent was still as crowded, still as dark, still as snelly as it
was when Brennan had di scovered it a few days before. The sane bartender was
behi nd the bar and nostly the sanme custonmers were scattered about the room
though this time around Bl udgeon was absent. A couple of the regulars greeted
Brennan jovially and one asked himif he was going to slap around anot her ace.
"Not today," Brennan said with a smile. "Just a drink and a few words with a
friend." Tripod was perched on the edge of a bar stool at the end of the bar,
his pelvic arrangenent making it inpossible to sit on the chair in a nornal
manner. "What'll it be?" the nouthl ess bartender asked, his voice rasping froma
smal | hole cut at the base of his throat. "lIrish whiskey. Tullanore."

The bartender continued to wi pe glasses with a rag that Brennan woul dn't have
used to wi pe his nose.

Brennan sighed. "All right. Scotch."

"Scotch we got," the bartender said, taking down the bottle of Inporter's from
the wall and pouring a shot. Squisher peered cautiously fromhis aquarium
"How s it going, big guy?"

"Al'l right," Brennan said, pulling a roll of bills fromhis pocket and peeling
off a five.

"Hey," Squisher said, "your nmoney's no good here. Friends of Squisher drink for
free."

Brennan nodded and put the noney back in his pocket. "Thanks. I'Il renenber
that."

Brennan took his drink and joined Tripod at the end of the bar, where he was

si pping a nug of beer through a straw. The joker asked, polite as al ways,
"What's up, M. Y?"

"Anyt hi ng new?" Brennan asked quietly.

Tripod pursed his lips. "Nothing, M. Y | been wearing ny feet 0$; but Sascha's
gone, man. He's lying | ow somewhere, and | can't find him"

Brennan nodded, took a sip fromhis drink. "Something new has cropped up. It may
be connected with the nurder, but I'mnot sure yet. You know anythi ng about a
drug called rapture?"
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"Ch yeah." Tripod nodded. "Very new. Very chic. They say that it nmkes
everything feel real good, you know, better than ever. Food. Sex. O her drugs.
Even pain."

" Pai n?"

"Yeah. Like sone R-heads m ght take a razor blade to thenselves 'cause it feels
so good. It doesn't feel too good when they come down, though."

Br ennan nodded. "Maybe Chrysalis discovered sonething about the drug that led to
her death. It had to be sonething big, sonething awful, not just know edge that
the drug existed."

"You know," Tripod said thoughtfully, "Sascha's girlfriend was a rap-head. At

| east | seen her around with blue |ips sonetines."

"Grlfriend?" Brennan said. "Sascha had a girlfriend?"

"Yah. You didn't know about her? She's a real hot babe by the nane of Ezili
Rouge. But it's not as if she's real close to the blind boy. She's got a |ot of
boyfriends. Grlfriends too. | hear she's even real fond of puppy dogs and |ike
that." Brennan frowned. "Is she a hooker?"

"Probably. She gets dough from sonmewhere and she's got a lot of it."

"Do you know where she lives?"

"Hey, she's not in ny |eague. |'ve seen her around. Face of an angel gone bad.
Weird red eyes and a body that'd tenpt a saint to sin. I'd give aleg to get a
pi ece. 'Course, | got nore legs than | know what to do with anyway."

"What about the police? Was she ever m xed up with then"

Tri pod shrugged. "Maybe. She's spent a bundle on drugs. You gotta figure the
police have been at |east interested."”

"What kind of drugs?"

"You name it, she's bought it. H crack, coke, speed, |udes, pot, PKD, dust,
designer stuff like rapture. Christ, if the runors are half-true she's bought
enough dope to send an arny up the highway to heaven."

Brennan frowned. Perhaps Sascha had gotten hooked on something that'd put him
under Ezilfs control. Perhaps he'd let slip sonething to Ezili, who told

Qui ncey, who told Wrm Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. "Were does she hang out?"
"Coupl e places."” Tripod gave himthe nanes of sone clubs, none of which had
savory reputations.

Brennan finished his drink, put the glass down on the bar, and surreptitiously
dropped two twenties on the floor

"Thanks." He turned to | eave, stopped, |ooked back at Tripod, who was slipping
the bills into his ankle pocket with the oddly articul ated toes of his mddle
foot. "One last thing. Ever hear of an ace naned Doug Morkl e?"

"Morkl e? What the hell kind of nane is that for an ace?" Brennan shook his head
"Dammed if | know. "

The back half of Dr. Finn |looked |ike a palom no pony; the front half | ooked too
young to be a doctor. "What happened?" Finn asked as he taped up Jay's ribs.

"I was | ooking for a sport jacket," Jay said norosely. "Rem nd ne never to use
your tailor,"” Finn replied. He finished the taping. "There. How s that feel?"
"Tight," Jay conplained. He tried to flex his armand wi nced at the pain. "Mkes
it hard to nove."

"Good," Finn said. "I wouldn't want you doing too nuch noving until that rib
knits. You're very lucky, M. Ackroyd. A few nore inches, and the bone ni ght
have punctured a lung."

"What about ny head?"

"The X-rays show only a very mld concussion,” Finn . told him Nothing to worry
about, as long as you take it easy.

"M ght as well,"” Jay said, "can't dance."

"Too bad," Finn said. He grinned and did a quick little four-Ilegged softshoe. "I
cut quite a rug nyself."

"I'"ll just bet. Do | get anything for the pain? This headache would be killing
me if | wasn't so distracted by ny rib."

Finn took a pad out of his pocket and scrawl ed a prescription. "Here," he said,
ripping off the top sheet and handing it to Jay. "This ought to help."

"Thanks." Jay hopped down off the examination table. It was a m stake, and the
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broken rib let himknow that right away. "Ch shit," he said, gritting his teeth.
"Don't want to go around jarring yourself that way," Finn said, altogether too
cheerfully for Jay's taste. "I wouldn't drive in your condition either. Do you
have a ride home?"

"I''"ll take a cab," Jay said. Charles Dutton had taken himto the clinic, after
he'd satisfied hinmself that Jay had nothing nore of value to tell him but he
didn't imagine that the joker had hung around in the waiting room Even if he
had, Jay figured he'd had nore than enough of Dutton and the Qddity for today.
"You did the autopsy on Chrysalis, didn't you?" he asked.

"Yes," Finn replied. "The police always call us in on joker autopsies. The
coroner doesn't feel qualified to deal with our unique joker physiology." The
little centaur | ooked away and shuffled his feet unconfortably. "Aterrible
thing. We see a lot of nurder victins here in the clinic and it's never pretty,
but the way her body was nutilated..." Finn shook his head.

"Yeah." Jay touched his bruised and swollen face, thinking that he knew just how
she nust have felt.

5:00 P.M

Brennan awoke still soaked with sweat and nunb froma half-remenbered dreamin
which all of his friends and | overs were killed slowy and excruciatingly by
some unseen agency he was powerless to stop. He was reassured sonewhat when he
spotted Jennifer sitting in the rooms only chair, listening distractedly to the
transmitter they'd planted on Quasi man. She heard Brennan stir, turned to watch
himsit up and run his hands through his hair.

"About tine you woke up," she said. "I'msuffering fromterninal boredom
listening to Quasi man stunble through his day."

"Nothing to link himto the murder?"

She shook her head. "Either he's incredibly clever, which frankly | doubt, or he
has no connection with Barnett's crowd.”

"What' d he do today?" Brennan asked.

"Got up early. It took hima while to figure out how to use the nop, then he
washed the church's floors. Went up on the roof for a coffee break and forgot to
come down. Father Squid called up to himto remind himto nowthe |awn in the
graveyard. That was a tough one. By the time he figured out the | awn nower, it
was lunch. He spent the afternoon nowing and trimmng. Once the transmtter
stopped sending for forty-five mnutes. | think it acconpani ed Quasi man into
what ever alien dimension it is that he slips into."

"You ask ne, he's just what he appears to be. A sweet, terribly afflicted church
handyman. "

"Figures." Brennan picked his jeans up off the floor and slid into them then
runmaged t hrough the bureau for a fresh T-shirt. "I got a possible line on
Sascha this norning from T Tripod. It seems he has a girlfriend-"

He stopped and stared at the plain white envel ope that was |lying on the worn
carpet just inside the door to the hotel room

"How | ong has that been there?" he asked Jennifer. She turned, |ooked at the
envel ope, and frowned. "I don't know | didn't notice it before."

Brennan crossed the room and picked up the envelope. It was unseal ed and
unaddressed. He opened it and took out the single piece of paper it held with a
message scrawled in a famliar childish hand.

"Sorry how things turned out befour,"” it read. "I only want to help you. If you
want to find a reel rap-head, go to Chickadee's."

"Dam, " Brennan nmuttered to hinself. "Just what the hell is going on here?"
6:00 P.M

"Jesus," Digger said. "What's wong with your face?" Jay closed the office door

behi nd hi mand | ooked down at the reporter. Digger was al nbost eight inches tal
now. In a couple nore days he mght be able to pass for a dwarf. "I'mdi squi sed
as a guy who got the shit beat out of him" he said. He noved slowy across the
of fice and sat down. The radi o was babbling sonethi ng about the convention. It
made his head hurt even nore. He turned it off.

"God, it hurts just to |look at you," Digger said. "You realize that half your
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face is purple?"

"Good thing I don't wear a tie. The colors night clash."

"Don't worry about it, in a day or two the swelling will go down and the
bruise' |l turn green." Downs sounded |like a man who had been there hinself;
sonetines the public didn't appreciate crusading journalists. "Were the hel
you been?" Sl eeping," Jay said. The painkillers made hi mgroggy. "Sl eeping?

Jesus, Ackroyd. Al hell is breaking | oose down in Atlanta, Hartmann's sonething
like three hundred votes fromthe nonination, and you decide to take a nap?"
"Downs, " Jay warned, "I just woke up, nmy head feels like it's stuffed with
cotton, |'ve got a concussion and a broken rib but | don't dare take any nore
pai nkill ers because | can't think straight when | do, and | |ost the goddamed
jacket, so if you don't shut the fuck up right now, I'mgoing to pop you to the

nm ddl e of the Holland Tunnel to play in traffic, okay?"

Di gger made a noi se |li ke a man whose aged grandnot her had just been run over by
a seni. "You lost the jacket!" he screeched.

Jay sighed. "Dutton destroyed the damed thing before | could get to it," he
said wearily.

"Jesus," Digger said, his irritating little voice in a panic. "Jesusjesusjesus,
what are we gonna do?"

"We're running out of options," Jay adnitted. "Not to nmention tine." He tried to
think. It wasn't easy, the way his head was poundi ng. "Look, maybe Kahi na had
sonet hing el se beside the jacket. Blood tests. Letters. Anything. | know, it's a
| ong shot, but what else is there? How nuch do you know about her?"

"I did alittle digging after... after she died," Digger said. "Very |ow key,
y'know? | didn't want to stir nothing up. The chick was in the country
illegally, | know that nuch. Wth her background, | didn't think it was likely
she smuggl ed herself in, so she nust have had hel p, but whoever did it was a
pro, covered up her trail real nice."

"What about after she got here?"

Di gger shrugged. "She was living in Jokertown under an assumed nane. You shoul da
seen where she was staying, a real dunp. The girl had guts, |I'Il give her that,
but it wasn't like she knew what she was doi ng. She couldn't of been nore
conspicuous if she tried. The day she arrived, she was even wearing one of them
bl ack Mbsl em things, you know, whatchacallit, a chador. She switched to American
clothes pretty quick but it didn't help nuch, she was still the only nat in the
hotel, and it was obvious she just |oathed jokers."

"Then what the hell was she doing working with Gnmli and Chrysalis?" Jay said
bluntly.

"She wasn't working with Chrysalis," Digger said. "That was G nli's idea, Kahina
was against it all the way. They had sone huge fight about it. They fought al
the time. Religion, politics, strategy, they didn't agree on anything." He
shrugged. "Hey, politics nmakes strange bedfellows, right?"

Jay frowned. "How do you know all this?"

"Chrysalis told ne," Digger adnitted. "Gnli had a leak in his little
conspiracy, and you know how it was, if anything | eaked anywhere in Jokertown,
you could bet your sweet ass that Chrysalis would hear it."

"Yeah," said Jay thoughtfully. He got slowy to his feet.

"Where you goi ng now?" Digger asked

"Jokertown," Jay said. "I got an urge to see Kahina's |ast known address for
nmysel f."

7:00 P.M

Brennan | ooked around Chi ckadee's hel pl essly, wondering what to do now t hat he
was here, alone. Jennifer was waiting for himoutside, this not being the type
of club where she could go and not attract attention. He went up to the bar and
ordered a Tullamore. He was nursing it silently, letting thoughts craw [lazily,
fruitlessly through his nmind, when a slurred, drunken voice said, "You're the
one was ny little girl's friend."

He gl anced down annoyedly, did a double take, and stared. The man who had spoken
| ooked |i ke Joe Jory, but he had been changed. H's chin was virtually gone. H's
nose had been turned into a pig snout, and two-inch-1ong incisors protruded from
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his hel plessly grinning nouth. His eyes were beady and red, as if he'd been
drinking, or weeping, for hours.
"What happened?" Brennan asked.

Jory gave a hel pl ess shrug, as if nothing nattered anynore. " | don't know. |
went to a bar last night. It was in an alley and the doorman was dressed all in
black. He smled a real strange snile and let ne in for nothing, he said,
nothing at all. | told sone of the people inside about my little girl, about how

beautiful she'd been and what the virus done to her, and they brought me drinks
and told ne how sorry they were that ny child was a joker and they told nme to
tell everyone about it. | got up on a stage and told everyone how awmful it was,
how we didn't have jokers in Okl ahoma and peopl e | aughed at ne. They | aughed and
| aughed and soneone yelled, "You do now' and this ugly bouncer threw me out of
the bar. | went to another place and people still |aughed at me and | realized
that sonething horrible had happened, |ike soneone put a mask on ny face but |
couldn't take it 0%: | drank till | passed out and in the norning | went back to
the bar to nake themturn ny face back so | could be a real person again, but
the bar was gone. It wasn't there. "

H s voice ran down into racking sobs, and despite hinself Brennan was touched
with pity for the bew |l dered man who was so far out of his depth. He'd run into
a place Brennan had only heard whispers of; jokers Wld in Rat's Alley, where
the dead nen | ose their bones, where no one who enters is safe, where nost
anyone who enters is changed, never for the better.

"Help ne...." jory sobbed.

"What do you want from nme?" Brennan asked quietly. "G ve nme ny face back," jory
asked, but Brennan shook his head.

"Cart do that," he said in the same soft voice.

"Then buy nme a bottle. They took all ny noney last night. Al my noney, and ny
face. "

Brennan stared at hima nonent |onger, then signaled the bartender and put a
twenty on the counter. Wien the bottle cane, jory took it and clutched it to his
chest and scurried away. Brennan watched hi m di sappear into the crowded room |t
was then that he saw the girl with the bl ue nouth.

She was with a nan down the bar, drinking with himand laughing a little too

| oudly whenever he spoke. She was standing so close to himthat her bare knees
were pressing against his thigh, and she was toying with his hair, making little
| oose ringlets of it with her mddle finger. Brennan thought she | ooked
famliar, then realized that she was Lori, the hostess who'd escorted himto
Quinn's suite the night the Eskinmo was having his comi ng-out party for rapture.
She was one of the denmpnstrators who had shown how safe and easy it was to take
t he drug.

Brennan took his Tullanore's and noved off down the bar. He stopped before the
man, crowding himso that he had to | ook up. He snmiled down at him

"I'"'d like to talk to the lady."

The nman | ooked as if he were going to dispute things, then thought better of it.
"Sure, buddy," he said. "Plenty of babes in this place."

He slid off the stool and Brennan took his place. Lori watched the john hurry
of f, then switched her attention to Brennan. She sniled. Her blue guns and
tongue nmade her smile | ook sinister against her white teeth and red |i ps.

"You |l ook like a nman who likes to party," she said hopefully. She obviously
didn't recognize Brennan, which was perfectly understandabl e since he had been
wearing a Mae West nask the last tine she saw him

"l do."

"Good." Her smile grew wi der, her eyes brighter. "Let's go upstairs, honey. |
can show you sonet hi ng you' ve never seen before."

"You can?"

"Sure. Trust ne." She urged Brennan off the stool. Her palns were sweaty, her
body had a vaguely sour odor about it, an odor of perspiration drowed in cheap
body scent.

Her roomwas a snmall cubicle with a nessily nade bed. She closed the door after
them and sniled with insincere coyness at Brennan

"Let's get the business out of the way, honey. Then we can be friends. Now, " she
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went on, after Brennan had nodded, "it's gonna cost a hundred. But for only a
hundred and fifty |I can give you sonething really special. Sonething really
different."

"What's that?" Brennan asked.

She was already pulling open the drawer of her cluttered, rickety vanity. "It's
called rapture, honey, and it's sheer heaven."

She held up a snall vial of blue powder, nmuch |ike the one Brennan had seen the
night of the party. But as soon as she drew it out, she became fixated on it
She stared at it with a growi ng bl ankness and her hands began to shake a little.
She unstoppered it and stared at it like it held the keys to the ki ngdom,
"What's it do?" Brennan asked, watching her closely. "Do?" As if unable to
resi st any longer, she dipped her forefinger into the vial and then put it in
her mouth, rubbing it swiftly across her already stained guns. She smled, and
sucked her nowblue fingertip daintily, as if it'd been dipped in sone sort of
delicious sauce. "It makes everything so fresh and tasty and good feeling. Let
me rub a little on your cock, honey, and it will be out of this world."

"I's it dangerous?"

Lori | aughed and shook her head. "No way. |'ve been taking it for weeks now' She
| eaned cl oser and smiled confidentially. "Me and the guy who made it are |ike
this," she said, entwining two fingers.

"I'"ll bet." Brennan noved closer and she smiled in unfocused ecstasy, her hand
dropping to the crotch of his jeans and funbling there. He smled at her. "No
thanks," he said, and snmoothly took the vial of rapture away from her. "Hey!"
"Way can't we do it without the rapture?" he asked. "Because it's so good with
it."

"I like it plain."

"But it's better, it really is,"” she said with increasing frenzy.

He renenbered what Quincey had said about it a couple of days before, a drug
that was so good that it nmakes a whore |ike sex.

"What's it like without the rapture?' he asked, holding the vial away as she
snatched for it

"Li ke al ways," she spat. "Boring. Dead. Unfeeling."

"How about food? What's that |ike without a dose?" She made a face. "Cardboard
and paste. Rotting conpost."”

"W ne? Chanpagne?"

"Tepid water with shit floating init. Gve ne that!" Brennan held it up and
away from her, shaking his head. "I need it. | have a friend who might want to
have a | ook at this."

"Il scream" she said.

Br ennan shook his head. "No, you won't. I'mgoing to give you a dose, then I'm
going to tie you up and you can tell everyone that | robbed you."

"Gve, me two doses. One for later," she panted. "Sure."

Lori nodded frantically and turned back to her vanity. She gave Brennan a snal |
tin box into which he tipped a shot of the powder. Then she handed hima snall
mrror. He laid out a line and she found a straw sonewhere and took it all in
through her nose with a long snort. She | eaned back and smil ed.

"What's it |like when you do it that way?" he asked curiously.

"Good thoughts,” Lori said dreamly. "Only good thoughts."” He nodded and | ed her
to the bed. She sat down obediently as he tore the sheet into strips, bound and
gagged her. He left her roomwondering what kind of thoughts she'd have after
the rapture wore off.

10: 00 P. M

Di gger Downs had been right about one thing: the hotel where Kahina had spent
her final weeks was a real pit.

A hal f-dozen el derly jokers sat in the | obby, watching an ancient

bl ack-and-white Philco while they waited to die. Wen Jay entered, they al

| ooked at himwith dimincurious eyes. No one spoke. The jokers, like the |obby,
snmel | ed of decay.

The night clerk was a stout wonan in her sixties with her hair worn in a bun.
Her breath snelled of gin and she didn't know nothing about no Ay-rab girl, but
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she was perfectly willing to let Jay have a |l ook at the files, once he'd slipped
her a ten.

The records were in just as shitty a shape as the rest of the building, but
after thirty mnutes with the registration cards and recei pt books from May and
June of 1987, Jay found what he was | ooking for. She'd paid two nonths in
advance, in cash, for a roomon the third floor. Less than three weeks | ater,
the sanme room had been rerented, to soneone listed only as Stig.

Jay showed the cards and the recei pt book to the night clerk. "Her," he said,

poi nting out the nane.

The corner of a ten-dollar bill was just visible under. the registration card,;

it did wonders for the old woman's nenory. "Oh, yeah, she was the pretty one. |
only saw her once or twi ce, thought she | ooked kind of Jew sh. You nean she was
an Ay-rab?"
"A Syrian,"
they go."
"Who's this Stig?" Jay asked

"Stigmata,"” the old wonan said. She nade a face. "Disgusting. Makes ne sick just
to look at him but Joe, he says even jokers need a place to stay. If it was up
to ne ... honestly, these people are like aninals. Anyway, Stig didn't pay his
rent and Joe evicted him good riddance to bad rubbish, and we rented his room
to the Ay-rab girl. But then a few weeks later Stig had the noney he owed us and
he says he wants his room back. We hadn't seen that girl for a week or so, so we
I et himback in."

"Did the woman | eave any personal effects?”

"Personal what ?"

"Any stuff,"” Jay said inpatiently. "Letters, papers, a passport. Luggage.
Clothing. She just up and vani shed one day, right? Wiat did you find when you

cl eared out her roon®?"

The night clerk licked her lower Iip. "Yeah, now that | think about it, she had
sonme stuff." She studied himgreedily. "You famly? | don't think | can give you
her stuff unless you're famly. Wuldn't be right."

"Of course not," Jay said. "But it so happens that M. Jackson is a very close
relative of hers."

"Huh?" she said, eyes blank with confusion

Jay sighed a deep, put-upon sigh. "How about | give you twenty bucks for her
stuff?" he said wearily.

That she understood at once. She took a key off the pegboard behind her and |ed
Jay down to a danp, chilly basenent. A dozen cardboard boxes were stacked
unevenly behind the water heater, each marked with a room nunber. The boxes on
the bottomwere green with fungus and hal fcol | apsed, their nunbers all but
illegible, but Kahina's |egacy was on top

He went through the carton in a deserted corner of the |obby. There wasn't nuch:
an English-1anguage edition of the Koran, a street nap of Manhattan, a paperback
copy of The Making of the President 1976 with the chapters on Gregg Hartnmann
dog-eared and underlined, some odd bits of clothing, a box of Tanpax. Jay sorted
through it twice, then carried the carton back to the desk. "Were's the rest of
it?"

"That's it. Ain't no nore."

Jay slamred the carton down on the desk, hard. The wonman junped and Jay w nced
as his broken rib nmade himpay the price for the gesture. "You've got forty
bucks of ny noney and all 1've got is a box of trash. You telling nme this worman
flewin fromSyria with nothing but a few tanpons in a U Haul box? G me a
fucki ng break! Where's her |uggage? Wiere's her clothing? D d she have any cash,
any jewelry, a wallet, a passport... anything?"

"Not hing," the old worman said. "Just what's in the box, that's all we found.
These jokers, they don't take care of their things |ike you and ne. The way they
live, it's disgusting.”

" Show ne her room™"

Her eyes narrowed. "What's in it for me?"

That did it. Jay shaped his fingers into a gun and pointed. "Ta-ta," he said,

Jay said. "What happened to her?" The wonman shrugged. "They cone,
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poppi ng her away to the runway at Freakers. Thursday night was all-nude ferale
joker mud wrestling. He hoped she was in better shape than she | ooked.

The soft pop of her disappearance nmade a few of the jokers across the | obby | ook
up. If they wondered what Jay was doi ng behind the desk, rummagi ng anong the
keys, they didn't wonder enough to do anythi ng about it.

O course, there was no elevator in the building. Jay trudged up three flights
of stairs, grateful that it wasn't five, and then up and down the poorly lit
hal l way until he found the right door. Hi s head was poundi ng and his side hurt
like a sonofabitch. There was |ight flooding through the transom he saw, and
the noise of a television fromwithin. Jay was in a rotten nood by then. He
didn't bother knocking.

When he pushed the door open, the roonis |one resident junped off the bed in
alarm "What do you want?" It was suffocatingly hot in the room wth no hint of
a breeze com ng through the open wi ndow. The gaunt, wasted-I|ooking joker was
dressed in a pair of gray jockey shorts that m ght once have been white. A black
rag was knotted around his tenple |like a crude bandage. The pal ns of his hands
were wapped in black, too. So were the soles of his feet. Wder strips of black
cloth wound round and round his abdonmen. The bandages were crusty with dried

bl ood. There were nore clots in his thinning hair, and a red-brown stain on the
front of his jockey shorts.

Jay felt his anger drain away fromhim "I peed to ask you a few questions,
Stig," he said.

Stigmata | ooked at himwarily. "Questions? That's all?" Wen Jay nodded, the

j oker seened to relax. He edged over toward his television. It was a big new
col or Sony. Stigmata turned down the sound, but kept the picture on. On the
screen a nman was falling, arnms and | egs wheeling as he plumreted down, past
floor after floor, in the vast interior atriumof sone building. A golden Iight
pl ayed around himas he fell.

Jay stared. "That's Jack Braun," he said. Uninvited, he sat down on the edge of
t he bed.

"There was an assassin," Stig volunteered, alnost eagerly. "Didn't you hear? It
was on all the channels. Sone ace. Pitched the weenie right off the bal cony."
Jay went cold. CGol den Boy was the nearest thing there was to an invincible ace,
but a fall fromthat height. . . "Is he dead?"

"Dan Rather said the fat guy saved him Made himlight."

"Hiram" Jay breathed a sigh of relief. Hiramand his gravity power. Jay had
been there the night the Astronomer had flung Water Lily fromthe top of the
Enmpire State Building. Hiramhad saved her |ife by naking her lighter than air.

Now it | ooked like he'd done it again. "The assassin. . ." Jay began.

"He was like a buzz saw. | bet he was after Hartnmann." The joker's voice was
bitter. "They won't let himwn. Just you wait and see. It'l|l be Barnett, or one
of them other fuckers. | wish they would all just eat shit and die. They don't
care about us." Just talking about it got himangry. "Wat do you want anyway?"
he denmanded. "You got no call just walking in here. You nats think you can just
wal k in anyplace. This is ny room"

"I know it is," Jay said, placatingly. "Look, | need to know a few things about
the woman who had the room before you- "

Stig didn't give himthe chance to finish. "It was ny roomfirst!" he

interrupted. "They kicked me out, just 'cause | got a few nonths behind. N ne
years | was here, and they just kick ne out and give ny roomaway. Welfare was
the ones screwed up, it wasn't ny fault | didn't have the noney. They ki cked ne
out of my own room and | ocked up ny stuff, where was | going to go?"

"The woman," Jay said, trying to get himoff the world' s injustice and back on
Kahi na. "Do you know who she was?" Stigmata sat down on the bed and exani ned one
of his hands, picking at the bl ack, bloodstained fabric. "She was one of us. She
didn't ook like a joker, but she was, she had fits. | saw one." He | ooked at
Jay. "What happened to her?" he asked.

"She was nurdered," Jay said.

Stig averted his eyes. "Another dead joker," he said. Scrawny fingers toyed with
t he bandage across his palm scratching away the dried bl ood. "Wo cares about
anot her dead j oker?"

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (93 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

"What happened to her things?" Jay asked.

The joker's eyes flicked up nervously, net Jay's, |ooked away again. "Ask
downstairs. They took it, | bet. They locked up ny stuff. N ne years and they

|l ock me out and take nmy stuff, it's not right." Al the while his fingers played
at his scabs.

"You' re kind of nervous, aren't you?" Jay asked. Stigmata junped up. "I amnot!"
he said. "I don't have to answer these questions. Who do you think you are? This
is Jokertown, you stinkin' nats don't have no business here." Jay was | ooking at
his hands. At the bandages. Plain cotton, dyed black, torn in ragged strips to
bind his wounds. "I'mnot a nat," he said, putting a little ice in his voice.
"I"'man ace, Stiggy." He nade a gun with his fingers.

Pi nk droplets of noisture ran down Stigmata's forehead, blood mingling with his
sweat. "I didn't do nothing," the joker said, but his voice cracked in

m dsent ence.

"That's a nice TV," Jay said. On the screen was a police conposite of the
suspect ed assassin, a scrawny teenage hunchback dressed in leather. "How d you
pay for that TV, Stig?"

"Looks kind of expensive. Wiere'd you get the noney to pay your back rent,
Stig?"

Stigmata opened and cl osed his nouth.

"The cheapskates who own this dunp never change the |ocks, do they?" Jay said
qui etly.

The ook in Stig's eyes was all the confirmation he needed. The joker backed
away from him Sone aces could shoot fire fromtheir hands, toss bolts of
l'ightning, spray acid.

Stigmata had no way of know ng what Jay's finger could do. "She was gone," he

pl eaded. "I never hurt her. Please, mister, it's the truth.”

"No," Jay said. "You didn't hurt her. You just robbed her. You still had your
key. So after she was dead, you just came in here and hel ped yoursel f. She nust
have had a nice chunk of cash. Enough to pay off your back rent and buy you a
new tel evision set, at least. Wat else did she have? Luggage, jewelry, what?"
Stigmata didn't answer.

Jay smled, ained, and pulled back his thunb |ike a hanmer.

"No jewels," Stignata said as beads of blood left pink trails down his forehead.
"Just her luggage, and a bunch of clothes, that's all. Honest, it's the truth.
Pl ease. "

"Where is it?" Jay asked.

"I soldit,"” Stignata said. "It was all girl's clothes, it wasn't no good to ne,
| sold it. The suitcases, too."

It was the answer Jay had expected. "Yeah," he said, disgusted. "Figures. You
sold it. Except for the chadors. Not nmuch market for used chadors in jokertown,
right? So you kept those." He pointed at the joker's hands. "She nust have had
quite a few, if you're still ripping themup for bandages a year later."
Stigmata gave a tiny, guilty nod

Jay sighed and put his hands in his pocket. "You're not going to hurt nme?" Stig
sai d.

"Nothing | could do would hurt you any nore than the wild card has done

al ready," Jay told him "You poor sad sorry son of a bitch." He turned to | eave.
He actually had his hand on the doorknob when the joker, out of some strange
sense of relief and gratitude, said, "There's one other thing. You can have it
if you want. They wouldn't give ne nothing for it at the Goodwi Il ."

Jay turned back. "What?" he said inpatiently.

"A sport jacket," Stig said, "but I don't think it's your size. Anyhowit's no
good. It's got a tear in the shoul der, and soneone got blood on it."

"Bl ood?" Jay said.

Stigmata nust have thought he was angry. "It wasn't nme!" he added quickly.

Jay coul d have kissed him

11: 00 P. M
Maseryk paused hal fway into his apartnment with his hand still on the |ight
switch, glancing around his dark living roomwith the tightly wired instincts of
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the hunter.

"Hope you don't mind nme just dropping in like this," Brennan said fromthe sofa,
"but it's time to trade info again." Maseryk flicked on the light and snorted.
"l don't see you for alnost fifteen years, now !l can't get rid of you."

"I've got something you want to hear. | guarantee it." Maseryk sighed, shook his
head. He cl osed the door behind himand stood with his back to it. "Al right,"
he said. "I'Il bite."

Brennan | ooked at himclosely. H's nood seened dark and sonber even for Maseryk
Hi s eyes were sunken and there were dark circles under them The investigation
into Chrysalis's nurder, Brennan guessed, probably wasn't going very well. "Ever
hear of a worman naned Ezili Rouge?"

"Ezili Rouge? What's she got to do with anything?"

"So you've heard of her. Got an address?"

"What am |, the tel ephone book?"

"Wel |, do you know anyt hi ng about her? |Is she cl ean?"

"Clean? Christ, | guess so. Oher than the fact that every nan who sees her
wants to hunp her-and nost do, fromwhat | hear-she's clean as the goddamm
driven snow'

"You sure?" Brennan asked.

"Yes, |I'msure," Maseryk grunbled. "We checked her out when she first nmde the
scene-the boys drew straws for the privil ege=-and she checked out clean."
"Soneone reliable do the checking?"

"Of course. My partner, Kant."

Pure as the driven snow? Brennan thought. That's not exactly what Tripod had
told him Sonething here didn't add up. Kant either wasn't as good a cop as
Maseryk thought, or wasn't as trustworthy.

"Al right," Maseryk grunbled. "What's this big thing |I'm supposed to be getting
all excited about?"

Brennan reached into the pocket of his denimjacket and tossed Maseryk the vial
of rapture he'd taken from Lori. "Know what that is?"

Maseryk grunted. "Fromits pretty blue color 1'd say it's that new desi gner drug
that hit the streets this week. Mst of the other sanples we've nmanaged to score
have been inpure. Cut with everything fromdry mlk to strychnine."

"You know that it enhances sensation. Food, drink, sex--it's supposed to turn
near anything into an ecstatic experience."

"Yeah, we know all that."

"What you don't know about is the side effect,"” Brennan said. "After you take
that stuff for a couple of weeks, you need it. You really need it. Anything

wi thout it-food, sex, whateveris tastel ess and sensationless, or worse, actually
revolting."

Maseryk sighed and sank back into his chair. "So it quickly becones addictive?"
"Horribly addictive. You can confirmthis with a girl at Chickadee's naned Lori
She's easy to spot. She's got a blue nouth fromtaking this shit. Apparently
she's been one of Quincey's hunan gui nea pigs, so she's been at it |onger than
nost . "

"How | ong before this addiction takes root?"

Brennan shrugged. " | don't know. A few weeks, maybe."

"Well, this is valuable news. Makes what | have to do nore difficult."

Maseryk | ocked eyes with Brennan, who returned the stare with a frown. "Wat's
that, Maseryk?"

The cop sighed and shook his head. "You couldn't |eave things well enough al one.
You couldn't stay retired, could you? You had to cone back and play vigilante

again."
Brennan had a sudden, sharp inspiration. "Ackroyd told you that |I'm Yeoman."
Maser yk nodded. "I shoul d have guessed after our first conversation. | suppose

hal fway did, but | didn't want to think it through. Then that damed Pl rubbed
our noses in it. Now we have to take you in."

"No, you don't," Brennan said quietly.

"It's ny job," Maseryk said. "I'msure you can appreciate that."

Brennan nodded. "I appreciate the fact that you have duties. | hope you realize
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that | do, too."

Maseryk stood up straight, away fromthe door. "Let's not get into that," he
sai d.

Jenni fer ghosted out of the wall next to Maseryk, quiet as snobke, and put the
barrel of a suddenly solid pistol against his head. Maseryk froze and stared at
her fromthe corner of his eye.

"The acconplice?" he asked, his hands held out fromhis sides.

Brennan got up fromthe sofa. "I |earned the value of backup in Nam" he told
Maseryk. "It's something | haven't forgotten." He wal ked by the cop and opened
t he door.

"We'll be looking for you now," Maseryk told him "Your tine would be better
spent finding Chrysalis's killer and stopping the rapture trade," Brennan said
as he went out the door.

As the door slammed behind him Mseryk whirled, grabbing the barrel of the gun
Waith surrendered it with a laugh. He tried to grab her, too, but she was

al ready snoke, drifting through the wall on an unseen, unfelt w nd.

Friday July 22, 1988

6:00 A M
Brennan was al ready awake and sitting in the chair by the bed when Jennifer
turned and, finding himgone, woke up. She yawned and nunbl ed sonet hi ng

sl eepily.

"Good norning," Brennan said, |eaning over and ki ssing her on her forehead as
she rubbed the sleep fromher eyes. "Is it norning?"

"Just about."

"Need a shower," Jennifer said, sitting up, still halfwapped in the tw sted
sheet. "Care to join nme?"

"Sure." Brennan still felt tired, too, and already sticky with sweat despite the
earliness of the hour. "Go ahead. | have to nmake a quick phone call."
"Al'l right." She stood and shed the sheet. "If you hurry, I'll soap your

favorite parts."

Brennan snil ed, reached for the phone, and dialed a nunber given himby a cat as
Jenni fer wal ked naked to the bathroom

The phone rang three tinmes before it was picked up and an annoyed voi ce said,
"Yes."

"This is Yeoman."

"Christ, do you know what tinme it is?"

"It's early," Brennan said, cutting through Fadeout's grunmbling. "You said you'd
hel p, and | need sone information."

"Al'l right, all right." Fadeout was obviously still annoyed, but asked grunpily,
"What is it?"

"Do you know anyt hi ng about a joker cop nanmed Kant."

"Ch, him Wrm's evil twin."

"What ?"

"Not hing. A joke. They both | ook Iike they escaped fromthe reptil e house. Wat
do you want to know about hi n®"

"I's he honest?"

"Well, | wouldn't exactly say honest. He used to be one of E X Black's boys. He
did alittle extracurricular armtw sting, but nothing really serious unti
|lately. He's taken up with sonme foreign whore and been seen sanpling the

| essthan-1egal delights at sonme of the kinkier nightclubs. Runor has it he's
been supplying her with drugs."

"I's this woman's name Ezili Rouge?"

"Sonmething like that," Fadeout said. "Wat do you know about her?"

"Not much. Bl ack, but Iight-skinned. Likes drugs. Likes nmen. Kant's not the only
one on her string."

"Do you have an address?"

"No. Look around. She's hard to miss."

"l have."
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"Well," Fadeout said, "lI'msorry | can't help. Tell you what, give nme her phone
nunber when you get it. |1'd |ike to check her out nyself."

"Sure. Do you have anything else for nme?"

"l turned up sonething on that Morkle guy through our union connections. He's a
| ongshorenman, a heavy-equi pnent operator. Wrks the early-norning shift at the
Fulton Street docks. But the big news has to do with Wrm™"

"What about hinP"

"Well, no one will say anything concrete, you understand, but there are whispers
that he did an inportant job for Kien a couple of days ago, a job that no one

el se would handle." And, after a few nonents of silence, Fadeout said, "Hello,

you still there? Hello?".
"Yes."
"Ch. Okay. If you want to discuss things with himpersonally, he'll be at Lin's

Curio Enporiumlater this norning, about eleven or so."

"The Chinese art shop on Ml berry?"

"That's right. You've heard of it?"

Brennan grunted a nonconmittal reply. Lin's was famous in the art world for its
antiquities, and in the drug world as a notorious pickup spot where high-class
clientele could get whatever they wanted in the way of illegal pharnaceuticals.
"Say, what's all this about that Ezili chick, anyway?" Fadeout asked.

"Il be in touch," Brennan said, then hung up. Wrm It had to be Wrm But
this Mrkle guy had been a thorn in his side since the start of the

i nvestigation. If Mrkle worked the night shift at the docks, now would be the
time to go after him Wrmwould keep for a while.

The snmal |l shower stall was crowded when Brennan entered. The water was coo

agai nst his body. Suddenly he wasn't so tired when Jennifer began to nassage him
wi th soapy hands.

Tension and frustration swirled down the drain with the sweat and grine that had
| ayered his body. First he'd run down the nysterious Doug Mrkle, then Wrm But
now it was just himand Jennifer. They kissed, their soapy bodies entangling as
they made | anguorous | ove under the cool, soothing spray of the shower.

"It's fine if you carry on your garment bag," the worman behind the Delta ticket
counter told Jay, "but I'mafraid that your aninmal will have to be checked."
"Yeah, sure," Jay said wearily. He lifted the cat carrier onto the |uggage
scale, too tired to argue. He'd been up half the night finding the dam thing.
The Delta agent stapled a claimcheck onto his ticket envel ope and handed it
across the counter. "Here you are," she said. "Nonsnoking wi ndow. The flight is
al ready boarding."

"Thanks," Jay said. He watched as she fixed a |luggage tag to the handl e of the
gray plastic box and shifted it to the noving belt behind her. Jay had carefully
lined the interior with old newspaper so nobody could see through the air holes.
There didn't seem any point in waving good-bye. Wen the cat carrier had

vani shed into the depths of La Guardia, Jay headed down the concourse toward his
gate. Even at this hour of the norning, the airport was crowded, and he had to
stand in line at security. A large sign by the X-ray nmachi ne warned that guns
and bonbs were no joking matter; Jay decided they wouldn't be anused if he
mentioned that he had dynamite in his garnent bag.

The flight, scheduled for 6:55, departed forty-five nminutes late. Jay slept al
the way to Atl anta.

9:00 A M

The Fulton Street docks and the fish-rendering plants and warehouses surroundi ng
themwere swarnming with activity in which a man coul d hide out through doonsday.
"D d Fadeout say what this Mrkle |ooks |ike?" Jennifer asked.

"Just that he's a heavy-equi pment operator." Brennan | ooked around with a
frustrated frown. "Must drive a forklift or something. W can eventually

pi npoi nt hi mthrough Fadeout's union connections, but I'd hoped we'd be able to
run himdown today. |'d hoped.”

"Let's give it atry."

They searched the docks for an hour before a man with a blue knit cap, a
droopi ng nustache, and tattooed biceps as big as softballs nodded when Brennan
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menti oned the nane.

"Morkl e? Yeah, | think I know him Strange fellow. He works down on Wharf 47."
"Woul d he be there now?"

The | ongshoreman shrugged. "Could be. | think he usually works the night shift."
"Thanks," Brennan said. "One last thing. How Il we spot hinP"

"Can't miss him He's the guy without the forklift."

"Wthout the forklift," Brennan repeated as the stevedore trundl ed his hand
truck down the street. He | ooked at Jennifer and shrugged.

The ship unloading at Wharf 47 was |arger than nost. A steady stream of |arge
wooden boxes was wending its way down the gangpl ank and heading to the
processing stations and nmarket stalls bordering the docks. The stevedore had
been right. Doug Morkle was easy to spot.

He was five feet tall and al nost as broad, with an i nmense chest and short,
thick linbs. H s face, Brennan thought, was oddly out of proportion to his body.
It was long and narrow, with delicate, alnost fenminine features. It took Brennan
several nonments before he realized that the | ongshorenman | ooked |ike, of al
peopl e, Tachyon

He was carrying one of the huge crates without strain, balancing it with one
hand atop his head. In that posture he resenbl ed phot ographs Brennan had seen of
African wonen carrying pots of water, but pots of water didn't weigh close to
half a ton. He wal ked steadily and easily, seemingly not at all encunbered by
hi s nassi ve burden.

"Doug Morkl e?" Brennan asked.

The man gl anced at him kept wal ki ng.

"No. My nanme is Doug Morkle," he grunted, the weight of his load making it
difficult to speak clearly.

"Ah, yes. Your nane's not Morkle?"

"No. It's Morkle. Mrkle."

Brennan gl anced at Jennifer helplessly, and she gave it a try. "Could you spel
that please, M., uh, Mrkle."

He flashed Jennifer an angry | ook, stopped, and quickly shifted the crate,
slamming it down to the dock

"What do you people want? My papers are in order. | have a green card." He
funmbled angrily in the pocket of his coveralls. He spoke perfect English, but
with a peculiar accent that Brennan had never heard before.

He shoved a piece of paper at Brennan. It had his photo and the name "Durg

at' Morakh bo Zabb Vayawandsa" printed under it. He was born, it said, on Takis.
The nane on his union ID card, which he al so handed to Brennan, had been

Aneri cani zed to Doug MorKkl e.

"Everything is in order," he said, his anger turned to snugness.

"Yes, | see," Brennan tenporized. This was utterly unexpected. Brennan
renenbered that Tachyon had once nentioned the Takisian who'd been nmarooned on
Earth back during the Swarmtroubl es. Expert martial artist and casual Kkiller,
he was certainly capable of nurdering Chrysalis. But what notive would he

possi bly have for killing her? "It, uh, says here on your union card that you're
a heavy-equi pnent operator."

Morkl e stared at himthrough slitted eyes. "Are you fromthe union office?"
"That's right," Brennan |i ed.

"My exemption has been filed," Mrkle said, triunph in his voice. "There is

not hing wong with ny papers. The proper box is checked."

"Uh-huh." Brennan | ooked again at the card, scanning it carefully. The specia
"ace exenption" box had i ndeed been checked, "G ving the bearer the right to
function as a heavyequi pnent operator with or wthout the actual physica
presence of such equipnent as long as he/she is renmunerated at commensurate
rates of conpensation.”

"Of course," Brennan said.

"I must return to work. My shift is alnost over." Mrkle held out a hand the
size of a shovel. "My papers please."

"Do you al ways work the m dni ght-to-eight shift?" The Taki si an nodded

i npatiently and hoisted his burden. "Last Monday, too?"

He nodded agai n, his anger obviously building. "Wll, thanks, Mster... Mrkle."
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"That's Morkle!" He pronounced it with aliquid lilt at the end of the word.
"lIdeal! WIIl you Earthers ever |learn how to speak correctly?"

"Do we believe hin?" Jennifer asked as they watched himstroll off with his

bur den.

"I't looks like an iron-clad alibi."

" Anot her dead end?"

Brennan sighed. "lI'mafraid so."

But that just nmade Wirm |l ook nore and nore like the prime candidate. It was tine
to interview himpersonally. First, though, Brennan decided, it would be
sensible to return tc the hotel roomand pick up nore firepower. He wasn't about
to waltz into the Curio Enporium bare-handed

10: 00 A M

"What the hell do you nean it never got put on the plane?"

"I"'msorry, sir." The Delta luggage clerk wasn't nearly as good at being sorry
as Wal do Cosgrove was. "Qur next flight fromLa Guardia is due in about twenty
m nutes, |'msure your luggage will be on that one." Behind her on the wall was
a- large poster covered with drawi ngs of suitcases. "If you could indicate the
type of luggage," she said, "it would help us to |ocate the m ssing bags."

"It wasn't a suitcase," Jay said. "It was a cat carrier. Gray plastic, brand
new, | just bought the damm thing. You have any idea how hard it is to find a
twenty-four-hour pet shop, even in Manhattan?" He sighed. "My, uh, cat's going
to be pissed.”

"Ch, the poor thing," the woman said. "I have five cats nyself, | understand how
you nmust feel. W'Il find it, don't worry. If you give ne your Atlanta address,
I"l'l have your cat delivered."

"Great," Jay said. He thought for a nmonent. "I don't know where I'l|l be. The
convention has booked all the big hotels solid, | hear. Tell you what, deliver

it to the Marriott Marquis. To H ram Wrchester." He spelled it for her

"Qur pleasure," she said as she conpleted the, |ost |luggage form and handed it
across the counter for signature. "What's the little fell ow s nane?"

"Digger," Jay said. At least he hadn't checked the garnent bag. He slung it over
a shoul der and went out to | ook for a cab

"There's an envel ope on your bow case," Jennifer said, looking at it as if it
were sone kind of poisonous reptile. "Wat?" Brennan called out fromthe

bat hroom " Anot her nessage?"

"Apparently."
Brennan cane out of the bathroom drying his hands on a towel. He joined
Jenni fer, who was staring at his bow case and the snmall, plain white envel ope

resting on it.

"This is getting weird," Brennan said. "Getting?"

Brennan grunted and picked up the envel ope. Inside was a single sheet of paper
with a nessage witten in the nowfamliar tiny hand, conplete with its usua
quota of spelling errors.

"“For yur own safety'" he read,
"Why?" Jenni fer asked.

Brennan shook his head. "Your guess is as good as nine. Qur secret informant
hasn't lied so fax: It's been spooky as hell and gotten nme into trouble a few
times, but it's always told the truth."

"Were you planning on going to the Pal ace?" Jennifer asked.

"No. Right now |I'm planning on heightening nmy appreciation of Chinese art." He
folded the note and put it in his pocket, then hefted his bow case. "Let's go."
They stopped himthe nonment he stepped out of the revolving doors into the | obby
of the Marriott Marquis. "May | see your roomkey, sir?" a black man in a
security blazer asked him none too politely.

Jay gave himhis npst apologetic smle. "Don't have one yet," he said. "I'mjust
checking in." He tried to walk briskly around him the garnent bag slung over
hi s shoul der.

The guard si destepped, planting hinmself squarely in Jay's path. "Hotel's full,"
he said. "W're not authorized to admt anyone but guests. Can | see sone

i dentification?"

stay away frumthe Cristal Pal ace.
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"I've got business with one of your guests,"
in the New York del egation.”
"I's he expecting you?"

Jay said. "Hi ram Wrchester. He's

"Well," Jay admitted, "not exactly."
"Then | suggest you phone him The desk will be glad to take a nessage. If he
wants to see you, we'll arrange a pass." Jay slapped his forehead and let his

nmout h hang open. "A pass? You know, Hiram gave ne a pass, how could | be so
stupid? God, isn't that funny? You thinking I'mtrying to get in wthout a pass,
and here 1've got one all the tinme?"

"Hlarious," the man in the security blazer said. "Were did | put it?" Jay
fumbl ed in his pocket for a nmonent, shaped his hand into a gun, drew it out.
"Here's ny pass," he said happily, looking up. Two tall nen in dark suits were
flanking the guy in the blazer, dark glasses hiding their eyes. Neither of them
was smling.

"l don't see a pass," the guard said. "I just see you pointing at ne, asshole."
Jay. looked at his finger. Then he | ooked at the men. There were three of them
The two on the ends had bul ges under their jackets. He put his hand back into
hi s pocket and took a step backward. The dark suits noved in, crowding him
toward the wall. "No, really, | was wearing nmy pass just a nonent ago," Jay
explained. "in all this crush, sonmebody nust have brushed agai nst ne, knocked it
off...."

"That so?" The man | ooked at his partner and smrked. "You know, " Jay said,
snapping his fingers, "conme to think of it, | just renenbered. My friend' s in
the Hyatt, not the Marriott. How could | be so stupid?" Scuttling backward |ike
a crab, grinning like a noron, he edged back through the revolving doors into
the July heat of Atlanta. The feds watched himcarefully every step of the way.

11:00 A M

Lin's Curio Enmporiumwas | ocated near the nebul ous boundary between Jokertown
and Chinatown. It was surrounded by other quality stores and expensive
restaurants. Qutside it didn't really look like nmuch. Inside it was understated
el egance. The carpeting was deep, rich red. The lighting was subdued and
intimate. The curio cases scattered on the floor were antiques thensel ves. The
screens and sil ks and statues displayed on the walls and in the cases were
superb exanples of Oriental art dating as far back as the Shang dynasty, nore
than a thousand years before Christ.

Brennan was inpressed by their wares. He was al so i npressed by the el egant fl oor
clerk, who was as beautiful as any of the artifacts on display. She kept a

wat chful , if discreet, eye on Brennan since he entered the shop

Lin"s collection of artifacts was really extraordinary. Brennan had al nost | ost
hinself in contenplation of a case full of intricately carved jade censers when
he | ooked up to see Jennifer hovering behind the sal escl erk and naki ng urgent
gestures toward the rear of the building. It was tinme to go to work.

He approached the clerk, who asked in a nusical, lilting voice, "Can | help
you?"

Brennan laid his case flat atop one of the waist-high curio cabinets and snil ed
at her. "I believe so." He opened it and reached inside. "I would |like to get

this silk painting appraised."”

"Ah, yes," she said, leaning forward. A frown creased her exquisite features as
Brennan pulled out a gun and pointed it at her.

"Sorry," Brennan said.

She | ooked at hirn quizzically as Jennifer materialized behind her and chopped
her across the back of her neck. Brennan reached out and caught her before she
hit the floor. "No flirting with the help," Jennifer said as Brennan | owered her
to the floor behind the counter

He ignored her statenment. "Wat's going on in back?"

"Wrms in the back office, in conference with a small, middle-aged Chinese
woman. "

"Sui Ma," Brennan said. ..Wo?.

"Kien's sister." He went past Jennifer and patted her cheek. "Lock the front
door," he said. "It would be enbarrassing if someone wal ked in on us."
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Brennan got his bow out and assenbled it as Jennifer |ocked the front door and
put out the CLosED sign. He went through the bead curtain that separated the
shop's floor fromthe rear of the building, and down the hallway beyond. The

el egant anbi ence di sappeared as he entered what was obviously a shipping and
receiving area. It was deserted now, though dozens of boxes were |lying around
wai ting to be packed or unpacked.

There was a small, gl assed-off office in one corner of the shipping area. Sui Ma
was sitting behind a desk in the office and Wrm was standi ng before her,
packing a snmall suitcase

Fadeout hadn't nentioned Sui Ma, Brennan thought. She was Kien's sister, and
head of the inmacul ate Egrets, the Chinatown street gang that ran the Fists
drug enterprises. She was plain and i nnocuous | ooking, but as wily as her

br ot her.

Brennan went silently through the shipping area, creeping closer to the office
until he could hear what Wrm was sayi ng.

" with her dead the sssecret isss sssafffe,” Wrmsaid. There was no doubt
in Brennan's mnd as to whom Wrmwas referring. Anger burned brightly in himas
he suddenly stood in the doorway, arrow drawn and ai ned at the back of Wrnis
head.

It was a startling entrance. Sui Ma gaped at himin astonishnent, then Wrm al so
turned to stare. Brennan realized that Wrmwas packing plastic bags of blue
powder into the false bottomof the suitcase. A snall pile of clothes sat on the
desk next to the suitcase. Wat |ooked like Wrnms passport was bal anced
precariously atop the pile.

"Yeoman!" Sui Ma said sharply. She didn't blubber or bluster, but cut right to
the heart of the matter. "I thought that you and ny brother had a truce!"

"We did," Brennan replied, "until Wrmkilled Chrysalis."

"What ?" burst fromboth Sui Ma and Wrmat the same tinme. Their feigned

i gnorance seened al nost believable. "Wio told you that Wirmkilled Chrysalis?"
Sui Ma denanded.

"I have ny sources," Brennan replied. "Besides, what were you tal ki ng about when
I just canme in? Whose death, and what secrets?”

Sui Ma burst out |aughing. "Live for Tonorrow. " Confused, Brennan |owered his
bow slightly. "What?" "Live for Tonorrow," Sui Ma repeated. "It's a soap opera,"”
she sai d.

Brennan felt a sense of i mense dislocation. "Soap opera?”

"Yes. You see, Janice was killed in a car crash in yesterday's epi sode, so
Jason's secret of actually being her love child is safe and he can marry
Ver oni ca. "

"A soap opera?"

"Yes. Wrmhad m ssed a few episodes. | was filling himin while he packed his,
uh, delivery."

"Sure," Brennan said nockingly. He turned to Wrm "So you watch soap operas?"
The hatred was still in Wrnm s eyes, but also sonething of a shaneful
expression, as if it'd just been reveal ed that he was sone kind of hideous
pervert. "Ssssonetinmesss," he said defensively.

Brennan increased the tension on the bowstring and ained right between Wrnis
angry eyes. "That's possibly the stupidest lie | ever heard. You' d better start
talking or you're one dead |lizard. R ght now'

"About what?" Wrm hissed angrily.

"About Chrysalis!" Brennan shouted. "Wy did you kill her?"

Wrm was about to make an angry reply when Jennifer suddenly stepped into the
office through the wall. "Wait," she said. "We'd better check this soap-opera
stuff." She turned to Wrmas Brennan lowered his bowa little. Wrmstared at
her with the hate and anger that he usually reserved for Brennan. "So you watch
Live for Tonorrow?" she asked.

"That'ssss right!"™ Wrmspat out. "Well then, who's Erica nmarried to?"

Wrm gave her a cold |ook. "She just married Col by | asssst nonth," he said, "but
what she doesn't know isss that Ral ph, her first husssband, isss not dead. He
hasss amesia, and isss being exploited by terroristsss, who have convinced hi m
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that he issss Prince Rupert, a Takisian lordling, who hasss cone to Earth to
cure the virusss, but isss really-"

"Al'l right," Brennan interrupted. He turned to Jennifer. "Is that crap right?"
Jenni fer nodded silently.

"Christi" Brennan | owered his bow H's feeling of frustration redoubled, he
fixed his attention on the bag Wrm was packing. "Were are you taking that?"
"Havana," Wrmsaid sullenly. "Step away fromthe desk."

As Wrm did, Brennan edged forward carefully. He rel eased the tension on the
bowstring so that he could hold the arrow on the string with one hand, and

pi cked up Wrm s passport fromthe desk. He | ooked at the |last stanped page.
Apparently this wouldn't be Wrms first trip snuggling rapture to Havana. He'd
been in Cuba the day Chrysalis had been kill ed.

"Dam, " Brennan said, throwi ng the passport back on the desk. Brennan's anger
flared to an uncontroll abl e peak. He drew back the arrow he had ready. Wrm

hi ssed as it flashed by him and then whirled to see that it had skewered a rat
that had been sitting by the wall and eagerly observing the confrontation. Wen
Wrm | ooked back at Brennan, the archer had another arrow nocked and ready.

"It appears," Brennan said angrily, "that | got sone bad information. The truce
is still on."

Wrm hi ssed angrily as Brennan backed up out of the office. Jennifer followed
him watching Lazy Dragon's rat as it shrank and turned into a hunk of soap
pinned to the office wall by Brennan's arrow.

Noon

"What' s goi ng on?" Jay said when the jokers fell in beside him No one answered.
No one even seened to hear him There were a dozen or nore, grimfaced, quiet,
sober. An old nman was sobbing, very softly, to hinself. Jay | ooked back over his
shoul der and saw nore jokers follow ng behind them Everyone seened to be headed
in the same direction

The garnment bag was awkward. Jay noved it to his other shoul der, dropped back
fell in alongside a hul king joker whose green translucent flesh shimied Iike
lime Jell-0 as he wal ked. "Where's everybody goi ng?" Jay asked him

"The Omi," the Jell-0O man said.

A woman bobbed in the air above him She had no legs, no arnms. She floated |ike
a helium balloon, her pretty face red fromcrying. "She |ost the baby," she told
Jay. Then she flew on up ahead.

Jay let hinmself be swept up in the hunman tide that flowed through the streets of
Atlanta, . thousands of feet all converging on the Omi Convention Center
Slowy, piece by piece, he got the story out of the jokers who wal ked briefly
beside him Early this norning, Ellen Hartmann, the senator's wife, had suffered
atragic fall down a flight of stairs. She had been pregnant, carrying

Hart mann's child. The baby had di ed.

"I's Hartmann going to withdraw?" Jay asked a man in a notorized wheel chair whose
ragged cl othing covered his defornities.

"He's going on," the joker said defiantly. "She asked himto. Even through this,
he's going on. He loves us that much!" Jay couldn't think of a thing to say.

The jokers had begun drifting over as soon as the word had reached their
encanpnents in Piednont Park. Atlanta police and convention security watched the
crowd swell with growi ng unease, but made no nove to disperse them Menories of
the convention riots in New York in '76 and Chicago in '68 were still fresh in
too many mnds. By the tinme Jay arrived, the jokers had closed all the streets
surroundi ng the convention. They sat on the sidewal ks, covered the fenders of
parked cars, filled every little patch of grass. They sat peacefully,

wor dl essly, under a blazing Georgia sun, with every eye fixed on the Omi. There
was no shouting, no chants, no placards, no cheers, no prayers. There was no
talk at all. The silence around the convention hall was profound.

El even thousand jokers squatted together on the hot pavenent, a sea of tortured
flesh pressed shoulder to shoulder in a silent vigil for Gegg Hartmann and his
| oss.

Jay Ackroyd noved through them gingerly. He felt fuzzy and exhausted. It was
over a hundred in the shade, as hunmid as an arnpit. Jay didn't even have a hat.
The sun beat relentlessly against his head, and his headache was back screamni ng
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vengeance. Hi s resolve had broken down and he'd swal |l owed a coupl e of

pai nkillers, but even that hadn't done nore than dull the throbbing in his side
and t he poundi ng behind his eyes.

There was not hing anyone could do for the sick feeling in his gut. Al around
him the jokers sat silently, watching, waiting. Sone wept openly, but tried
their best to stifle the sound of their sobs. Ohers hid their faces behind
cheap pl astic nmasks, but sonehow you could still feel their grief. Jay found
that he could scarcely bear to | ook at them None of them knew who he was or
what he was doi ng here. None of them knew what he carried in the garnent bag

sl ung awkwardly over his shoulder, or what it would do to their hopes and
dreans. But Jay knew, and the know edge was making himill.

He took up a position across fromthe main doors of the Omi, where he could see
the del egates and journalists cone and go under the watchful eyes of security.
Time seenmed to pass very slowy. It got hotter and hotter. TV crews panned their
m ni canms endl essly across the sea of faces. News choppers hovered above them
and once the Turtle glided past overhead, his passage as silent as the crowd,
the shadow of his shell giving the jokers a nonentary respite fromthe sun
Later, a small worman in black satin tails and top hat energed briefly from

i nside the convention hall and surveyed the crowd through a dom no nmask. Jay
recogni zed her fromthe news: Topper, a governnent ace, assigned to bodyguard
CGore, probably reassigned now that her man had dropped his candi dacy. He thought
about trying to get her attention, handing over the bl oodstained jacket, naking
it somebody else's dilenmma. Then he renenbered her-col |l eague Carnifex, and

t hought agai n.

When Topper went back inside, a gaggle of del egates enmerged through the open
doors. One was a huge nan with a spade-shaped beard who noved lightly in spite
of his size; his inpeccable white linen suit made him |l ook cool even in this
terrible heat.

Jay got to his feet. "Hram" he shouted over the heads of the jokers, waving
his armw |l dly despite the dull flare of pain in his side.

In the silence of the vigil, Jay's shout seened |like sone obscene violation. But
Hi ram Wor chest er | ooked up, saw him and made his way through the crowd, as
ponderous and stately as a great white ocean liner sliding through a sea of
rowboats. "Popinjay," he said when he got there, "ny God, it is you. Wat
happened to your face?"

"Never m nd about that," Jay said. "Hram we got to talk."

"What was all that about?" Jennifer asked.

Brennan was still seething. "A setup. A goddammed setup."

"What ?"

Brennan | ooked at Jennifer. "W weren't set up. Wrmand Sui Ma were."
"I see. | think."

"Let's find a phone."

There was one on the corner. Brennan dial ed and Fadeout picked it up on the
second ring. "Hello."

"I don't like to be lied to," Brennan said softly.

"Wel |, Cowboy. Nice to hear fromyou at a decent hour."

"Did you hear what | sai d?"

"Well, sure. What's it in reference to? | didn't get the dope on Mrkle wong,
did|?"

"That was fine," Brennan said. "The dope on Wrmwasn't quite as accurate."

" Cho"
"He had nothing to do with Chrysalis's death. He was in Havana when she was
killed."

"Ch. Well. Sorry."

Greasy weasel, Brennan thought. "I'mnot your private executioner,'
grimy.

"I't was an honest m stake-"

"Don't conpound the lie," Brennan said. "I'll be in touch-"

"Wait," Fadeout said before Brennan could hang up. "Anything on Chrysalis's
files yet?"

Br ennan sai d
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Brennan put the phone down w thout answering.

1:00 P. M
"It's sinmply not possible,” Hramsaid after Jay had finished telling his story.
"No. "

Jay unzi pped the garnment bag, brought out the jacket, and laid it on the table
between them "Yes," he said.

The cocktail |ounge was one of those places that was as dark at noon as it was
at mdnight. It was well away fromthe convention, deserted enough to give them
alittle privacy.

The air-conditioning was set way bel ow arctic blast, but beads of sweat trickled
down Hiramis broad forehead into his neatly trimed beard. The booth was a tight
fit for the aces inposing bulk, his anple stomach pushing up hard agai nst the
tabl e, but when Jay put down the jacket, Hi ram seened to squirm backward, as if
he were afraid to touch it.

"This is sonme kind of grotesque m sunderstanding. Gregg is a good man. |'ve
known him for years, Jay. For yearsl" Jay touched the jacket. "You were with
Hartmann in Syria. Is this the jacket or isn't it?"

H ram forced hinself to | ook at the jacket. "It appears to be," he said. "But
Jay, an off-the-rack sport coat, they manufacture them by the thousands. It has
to be a fraud, it has to be."

"I don't think so," Jay said. "Stigmta had no reason to lie. He didn't even
realize what he had. The other jacket was the fraud. Kahina never trusted Gmli.
She gave him a doubl e, probably used her own blood so a test would show the
presence of the virus. That was what Gmi gave to Chrysalis. The real one

Kahi na kept for herself. She nmust have had her own plans, but Hartmann and
Macki e Messer didn't give her the tine to carry themout."

"Then," Hiramsaid hesitantly, "Chrysalis..."

"Died for nothing. For a phony jacket."

"The assassin she hired wasn't phony!"

"No," Jay adnmitted. "Ceorge Kerby is real. The hell of it is, right now I'm not
sure if I'"mrooting for himor against him"

"You can't nean that!" Hramsaid in horror. "Wat Chrysalis did makes her no
better than the Nur.. . rnurder is murder, | don't care what she knew or thought
she knew. If she had charges to make, she should have cone forward and rmade
them Doesn't G egg deserve the opportunity to defend himsel f? Jay, | tell you,
this is all wong. If you knew Gegg Hartmann the way | do ... he, he's such a
fine man ... so nuch courage ... in Syria, if you d only seen the way he stood
up to the Nur al-Allah, you d have been so proud. To accuse himof such ... such
monstrous crimes ... and based on what, what? The testinony of Di gger Downs?"
Hiram was getting angry now. "The man's a professional liar, Jay! How many tines
have | had to throw himout of Aces H gh?"

"That's not the issue, Hram" Jay said.

Hi ram Wor chester frowned. One hand curled into an inpotent fist on the table in

front of him "Were is Downs?" Hiram demanded. "I want to | ook into his eyes
and hear this story for nyself. I'Il knowif he's lying, and | swear, if he
is..."

"The airline lost him" Jay said ruefully. The cat carrier hadn't been on the
flight after his, or the flight after that one either. Delta said on the next

pl ane for sure. "Never mnd."

Hi ram | ooked confused. He drained half his Pimms Cup in a series of |ong gul ps.
H s hand was shaki ng when he put it back on the table. "You didn't say who you
think... actually did the ... the business ... with Chrysalis, | nean.”

"Let's just say I'mgoing to be real interested to find out what Billy Ray was
doi ng on Sunday ni ght and Monday norning."

"Billy Ray," Hramsaid. "My God, that's absurd! He's a Justice Depart nent
operative! You can't think the whole federal governnment is involved in this,
surely!"

Jay shrugged. "Until sonmebody proves otherw se, |I'mnot trusting anyone | don't
have to."

Hiram finished his drink. He | ooked down at the enpty | glass, but his eyes had
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turned inward. "So nany people have worked so hard. W've all ... done so nuch.
You saw those pour souls in the street. Gregg's their only hope. Wiat will they
doif it's true?"

"Vot e Republican?" The quip was a halfhearted effort and the mnute it was out,
he regretted it. It was far too flip for the circunstances, for Hiram s genuine
grief.

But Hiram scarcely seened to hear it. He pulled out a black silk handkerchi ef
fromhis | apel and used it to nmop his brow. The huge man | ooked confused and

|l ost, too weak to carry all that flesh. "There's a reporter," he said slowy.
"Sara Morgenstern, she's been telling everyone that Gegg is a killer ace. No
one believed her. She's not a very stable person, you know But |ast night, an
attenpt was nade on her life. By an ace, |'msad to say. Jack Braun saved her,
and woul d have died hinself if | hadn't taken a hand."

"I saw the highlights on TV," Jay said. "The man Braun fought fits Digger's

description of Mackie Messer."j "It sounds |ike the same man," Hiram said. "That
doesn't prove he was actually working for Gregg, but | suppose ... " He gave a

| ong deep sigh of resignation, Iike a nman being forced to accept sonething he
coul d not stomach. "l suppose | nust take this all seriously. Very well, then."

For a nmonent he sounded like the old Hram decisive, full of resolve. "I"l|
take you to Dr. Tachyon. He can performthe necessary blood test, and if need
be, he can go into Hartmann's mind and find the truth. Watever that truth may
be." On the table, his fingers opened and cl osed, opened and cl osed.

Hiram stared down at them grinmaced, forced his hand to relax. "So nuch is at

stake," he said. "Jay, if we're wong, think of all the people we'll hurt."
"And if we're right?" Jay asked quietly.
Hiram seenmed to shrink in on hinself. "If we're right," Hramsaid softly, "God

help us all."

"Ever see anything like this before?" Brennan asked Tripod, putting the
nmysterious note down on the bar, careful to avoid the wetness seeping out from
around the joker's beer nug.

Tri pod bent down close to the bar to get a good |ook at it and shook his head.
"Nope, " he said.

"Geat."

Squi sher's Basenent was still packed with the |unch crowd. Squisher hinself was
floating contentedly in his aquarium He waved a | ong bonel ess arm at Brennan
and whistled in a shrill, piping voice. "Hey, big guy, long time no see. Wo's
t he babe?"

Brennan gl anced at Jennifer. "Friend of mne."

"Hey," Squisher said, "we should all be so lucky." He w nked his huge, staring
eye and sniled leeringly. "Free drinks for ny pals," he ordered the bartender
"Thanks," Brennan said. He renmenbered the quality of their whiskey. "I'Il have a
beer," he told the nouthl ess bartender who was staring at himand Jennifer
fixedly.

"White wine," Jennifer said, and the bartender continued to stare. "Un, |'l|

have a beer, too."

"Right," he rasped through the small hole cut at the base of his throat.

"Find a table," Brennan told Jennifer and Tripod, "where we can talk things
over."

They pushed off into the crowmd. He waited for their drinks, nodded thanks to the
bartender, then took themover to a small, isolated corner table. He put the
drinks down. Tripod took a |ong sip of beer through a straw.

"So where'd you get that note, M. Y?" he asked. Brennan told hi mbetween sips
of beer. Tripod shook his head after Brennan's story. "You got me baffled."

"Me too," Brennan adnitted. "It's obvious that we're being watched. But by who?"
"Besi des Lazy Dragon?" Tripod asked.

Brennan nodded. "He certainly hasn't been | eaving notes. He's been watching us
for Fadeout."

"Well," Tripod said. "I'lIl keep an eye out. Any other |eads to foll ow?"
"We've elimninated Bludgeon, Oddity, and Wrm" Brennan sai d. "Doug Mrkle and
Quasi man seemunlikely. But there's still two inconsistencies. Two things that

still don't add up."
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"Kant," Jennifer said. "He investigated Ezili Rouge and said that she was clean
That's not exactly what you told us."
"That's right," Brennan said. "And Sascha. He's still mssing. He nust know nore

about the nurder than he told ne at his nother's."

"And he's al so connected with Ezili," Jennifer added. "Right," Brennan said.
"Kant shoul d be easy enough to find," Jennifer said. "I'll check with Fort Freak
and see where he is." She cane back fromthe phone in less than a m nute and sat
down, shaking her head. "He didn't report in this nmorning. No one at the station
knows where he is."

"Bi ngo," Tripod said.

Brennan stood up, smling grimy. "I hope we can get to himbefore he

di sappears, too."

"Try Freakers," Tripod suggested. "That's his favorite hangout. 1'll circul ate
Sonmeone will know where he is."

"Right," Brennan said. He turned to Jennifer. "You wait at Freakers for him

Don't approach himif you spot him just keep hi munder surveillance. |I'm going
to try Sascha's nother's place. She m ght know where her son is. If she doesn't
open up, nmaybe 1'll ask Father Squid to talk to her. He's not exactly Russian

Ot hodox, but he is a priest.”

They all headed for the door. Squisher rose out of his aquarium and stopped them
with a shrill whistle. "Hey, pal," he said to Brennan, "you got sonething

could put on our celebrity wall?"

He gestured toward a section of wall near the aquariumthat Brennan hadn't

noti ced before. Tacked up on it was an amazing array of junk, from an

aut ogr aphed photo of a queasily smling Tachyon standing next to Squisher's
aquariumwi th one of the joker's bonel ess arns draped around his shoulders to a
| acy handkerchi ef stained with green ichor, and a pair of crotchless panties
with spaces for two crotches.

Brennan reached into his pocket for an ace of spades. "WII| this do?"

"Sure," Squisher said. "Say, can you nake it out to ~My good pal, Squisher'?"

3:00 P.M

Jay could hear the voices through the door, shouting. "Maybe we ought to cone
back later," Hramsaid weakly. "I don't think this is a good tine."

"There's no good tine for shit like this," Jay told him He knocked | oudly.
Silence fell inside. A nonent |ater the door to the suite was flung open. Dr.
Tachyon gave them both a ook |ike they were the |l ast two people in the world he
wanted to see right now The little alien was ragged and weary. |ie had scratch
mar ks on his face and a puffy split Iip. Wrdless, he |ooked at themfor a |ong
monent, then stepped back to let thementer

Hi ram noved heavily across the room brushed aside the drapes, stared blindly
out into the Atlanta heat. A teenage boy with painfully bright red hair was

| ooki ng at Jay curiously. Ackroyd sat on the couch, the garnent bag across his
| ap. No one seened to want to speak, so Jay had to do it. "Lose the kid," he
tol d Tachyon.

The boy protested. "Heyl"

"Bl ai se, go," said Tachyon, in a tone that brooked no argunents.

"I thought I'd forfeited the right."

"Go, damm youl"

"Shit, just when things were gettin' interesting." Blaise held up his hands,
pal ns out. "Hey, no problem |'m gone." Wen the door banged shut, the quiet
fell again. Tachyon made an exasperated gesture. "Hiram what the devil is

t hi s?"

Jay answered. "You gotta run a blood test, doc. Ri ght now'

Tachyon | ooked about. "What? Here?"

"Don't be dense, and don't be cute," Jay told him "I'mtoo fucking tired and
hurt too nmuch to deal with it." He unzipped the garnment bag, dragged out the rag
that so much bl ood had been shed on, for, and over. "This is Senator Hartnmann's
jacket from Syria."

Tachyon | ooked at the bl oodstain as if it might |eap off the jacket and devour
him "How did you cone to possess this?" he asked, in a voice thickened by fear
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Jay sighed. "That's a long story, and none of us have the tine. Let's just say |
got it fromChrysalis. It was, well... sort of a |legacy."

Nervously clearing his throat, Tach asked, "And just what do you think | am
going to find?"

"The presence of Xenovirus Talds-A " Jay said.

The alien stunbled across the room!like a zonbie and nade hinself a drink. Jay
coul d have used one, too, but none were being offered. "I see a jacket," Tachyon
sai d when he was well fortified. "Anyone could buy a jacket, doctor it with

Vi rus-positive bl ood-"

Hramfinally spoke up. "That's what | thought. But he's been through too nuch.
The Iink fromSyria to this hotel roomis clear. It's the sen-it's Hartmann's

j acket."

Tachyon turned to look at Hiram "Do you want ne to do this thing?"

"Do we have any choice?"

"No," said Tachyon, with vast weariness. "I don 7t suppose we have."

4:00 P.M

Ms. Starfin was polite in a cold, gracious way. She offered Brennan tea, but no
new i nformati on on her missing son. Just as Brennan was about to | eave the
apartnent, the phone rang. Ms. Starfin answered it and gestured at Brennan
"It's for you," she said.

He took it, nmore than a little surprised. It had to be either Jennifer or

Tri pod, because they were the only two who knew that he was here.

It was Tripod.

"Yeonan," he said, "l've got sonething for you."

"What is it?" Tripod s voice was rougher than usual

"I can't talk over the phone. Meet me at the marina off Beaunpont on the south
shore of Sheepshead Bay."

"Al'l right," Brennan said. "See you there."

Brennan hung up and bade good-bye to Ms. Starfin, who was not sorry to see him
go. He couldn't get Tripod' s tone of voice out of his mnd. It sounded as if
he'd di scovered sonet hi ng bad. Perhaps, Brennan thought, Sascha's body? That
woul d explain his reluctance to discuss his discovery in detail over the phone.
The Beaunont Marina was new and rather high-class. The ships tied in at the
various slips were all rich-man crafts, not the skiffs of the casual, weekend
sail or.

Brennan prow ed anmong the slips for several mnutes before he noticed Tripod
standing al one at the end of a dock, |ooking out over the bay. Brennan hustl ed
over to him "Wat's up?" he asked.

Tripod turned to him H's face was battered and bruised. "Sorry, M. Y," he
said, "they nmade ne nmake the call." He nodded down at the boat tied into the
dock's last slip. It was a sl eek twi n-engine yacht with the nanme Asian Princess
stenciled on the side. Wrmwas standing there with a grin on his reptilian
face, showing lots of teeth. He was acconpani ed by two I mmacul ate Egrets and a
huge joker. The joker had normal if thick |legs, but fromthe waist up had two
torsos, two pairs of shoulders and arns, and two heads.

He seenmed vaguely familiar; Brennan realized he'd seen himanong the crowd at
Squi sher's. He nust have squeal ed to Wrm about Tri pod.

"There he is," one of the heads said with satisfaction. "I told you he'd conme."
"You were right, Rick," Wrmsaid, still sniling.

"I"'mMck," the head said. He jerked a thunb at his other head. "That's Rick. He
didn't want to do this."

"I did, too," the other head answered. "No you didn't. You were scared."

"Was not.."

"Was too."

"\A&S- -

"All right," Wrmsaid loudly, interrupting the squabbling heads. "Here." He
proffered a roll of bills, which a hand belonging to M ck snatched before R ck
coul d.

"That's mine!" Rick protested.

"Mne tool" Mck said. "I hel ped beat up the arm ess geekl"
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"Enough!" Wrmsaid. H s good hunor quickly turned to exasperation. He said to
Brennan, "You enbarrassssed ne in front of Sssui Ma," he said. "Now it'ssss
payback tinme. join us on deck, won't you? You too," he said to Tripod.

The Egrets had their guns out, so Brennan wasn't about to argue with Wrm He
steadi ed Tripod as the joker stepped onto the gently rocking boat, then foll owed
hi monto the deck.

"What do you want?" Brennan asked his old foe. Wrms eyes gleaned with returned
good hunor. "Just a swinming contest. We're going to see if you can swim
Ssssheepssshead Bay wei ghed down by thossse." He pointed at a pair of chains
with | ead weights attached, then turned to the Egrets. "Tie themup."

The Egrets did so quickly and efficiently while Wrm covered them and R ck and
M ck chatted inanely. Wen they were trussed up to Wrnm s satisfaction, he
ordered the Egrets to take them down into the cabin for safekeeping while Wrm
went to the control console to pilot the ship into deep water. Rick and M ck
went to cast off the line.

"Sorry," Tripod said again as they shuffled into the cabin. Brennan's hands and
| egs, and Tripod's | egs, had been bound with rope, but the wei ghted chains
hadn't been added yet.

Brennan shrugged. "There wasn't anything you could do."

The cabin was plush and expensive | ooking, conplete with |uxurious sofa, deep
pile carpeting, and a wet bar. "How about a drink?" Brennan suggested after Wrm
started the engines and the Princess pulled away fromits slip. One of the
Egrets | aughed. "You don't want to drink before going into the water," he said.
"Stomach cranps. | ain't going to be swinmmng this afternoon, though." Brennan
turned to Tripod. "He's probably right," he said. "You can't be too careful when
it comes to boats." He swung his bound hands at the closest Egret and caught him
square in the throat, crushing his w ndpipe. As he went down choking, the other
Egret whirled, reaching for the gun he'd put down while he was pouring a shot of
scot ch.

Brennan shuffled forward, crashing into himshoulder first, and they both fel

to the floor. The Egret opened his nmouth to yell, and Tripod fell on his head,
muf fling his screans.

Brennan picked up the Egret's gun clunsily with both hands and ramred it agai nst
his chest. He pulled the trigger and the Egret jerked once and was still.

The other was craw i ng about the cabin, nmaking mew ing sounds as he gasped for
breath. Brennan caught up with himand cl ubbed himdow with the barrel of the
pistol, not wanting to risk alerting the others on deck with another shot.

Tri pod took a deep breath. "I knew you'd get us out of this," he said in a
relieved voice

"We're not out of it yet," Brennan said.

Tripod rolled over to where Brennan was sitting on the floor, |eaning against
the cabin's plush sofa. "W will be in a mnute." H's dexterous third foot was
free. He quickly untied Brennan, who returned the favor

"What do we do now?" Tripod asked. "How about trying our hands at piracy?"

They crept onto the deck. Wrmwas at the wheel. R ck and M ck were arguing.
Wrm sai d exasperatedly, "Well, if Rick thought he heard sonething bel ow, you
shoul d go check it out."

"No need," Brennan said.

Startled, they turned to see Brennan standing there pointing a gun at them Wrm
hi ssed in hate and frustration. Rick and M ck | ooked at each other

"1 told you we shouldn't get involved," Mck said. For once, Rick said nothing.
Brennan gl anced at the boat's position. They were nearing the mddl e of the bay,
and there were no other boats in the vicinity.

"Time for the swinmng contest," he said.

He gestured Wrm away fromthe wheel with his gun. For a nonent the joker
hesitated, but then he noved. "You're lucky," Brennan said in a hard voi ce,

"that | decided to dispense with the chains. Over you go."

Wrm | ooked |ike he wanted to say sonething, then thought better of it and
swal l owed his exit line. He went over the edge w thout a word.

Brennan turned to Rick and M ck
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"Hey," Mck said. "I didn't want to have anything to do with this."

"You're just a victimof the conpany you keep," Brennan suggest ed.

"That's right. Rick's a bad influence."

"Junp or die," Brennan said. "It makes no difference to nme."

Ri ck and M ck | ooked at each other, nodded, and | eaped over the side of the
ship. They made a big splash when they hit the water

Tripod | et out a deep sigh of relief. "You know, M. Y, | think | need sone tine
of f."

"A vacation woul d probably be in order,"” Brennan said as he took the wheel

"Know anybody who buys boats?" Tripod brightened. "There's this guy in Jersey.

6:00 P.M

It was a hundred times nore conplex than a snowf|l ake, delicate as the finest

|l ace, like a flower nade of ice. Jay stared at the inmage on the screen of the

el ectron mcroscope for a long tinme. "Jesus," he said, releasing the breath he
hadn't even realized he'd been holding, "it's beautiful."

Tachyon pushed back his long red hair. "Yes, | suppose it is. Trust us Takisians

to create a virus to match our aesthetic ideal

suddenly yell ed out, "Ackroyd!"

Jay turned just as Hramstarted to go down in a faint. He grabbed one arm Tach
the other. Hram s weight brought themall down with a thunp. On the floor, the

huge ace ran a hand across his face and said, "Sorry, must have bl acked out for

an instant."

Tach gave hima hit froma pocket flask, and Hi ram sucked it down greedily. Jay

suddenly realized how thirsty he was. "Hey, can | have a sip of that? It's been

a hell of a week." Tach handed it to himwordl essly, and Jay tried a swall ow.

He pivoted on the |ab stool and

Brandy. Well, it was better than not hing.
"There can be no doubt?" H ram was asking. "None."
"But just because he's an ace... well, that proves nothing. He'd have been mad

to admt to the virus. He mght be a latent."

Tachyon stared up at the ceiling. He | ooked |lost. Jay broke the silence. "So
what do we do now?"

"A very good question," Tachyon said. "You nean you don't know?"

"Contrary to popular belief, | do not have the solution to every problem?"

Hiram struggled to his feet ponderously. "W've got to have nore proof than
this," he said.

Jay jerked a thunb at the fancy nicroscope. "Wat nore proof do you want?"

"W don't know if he's done anything wong!"

"He had Chrysalis killed!" Jay said, rising to face him "I demand evi dence of
wr ongdoi ng. " Hi ram whacked a cl osed fist into an open palm

Jay pointed at the screen. "That's evidence."

"Stop it! Stop it!" Tachyon yell ed.

Hiram took the alien by the shoulders. "You go to him Talk to him There may be
some | ogi cal explanation. Think of all the good he's done-"

"Ch, yeah," Jay said with all the sarcasm he could nuster. He was sick and tired
of hearing about Saint Gregg. He took another hit of brandy.

"Thi nk of what we stand to lose,” Hramcried. Sometimes Hiram s innocence was

unbearable. "So he'll just lie to Tachyon," Jay said. "Were the hell does that
get us?"

"He cannot lie to nme," Tachyon announced portentously. H ramtook his hands
away, and Tach straightened like a man trying to be tall. It didn't work very
well. "If I go to him you know what | will do,"” he told Hiram "WII| you accept

the truth of what | read in his m nd?"

"Yes," Worchester said.

"BEven though it is inadm ssible in a court of |aw?"

"Yes."

Tachyon danced around to face Jay. "As for you, M. Ackroyd, take the jacket.
Destroy it."

Fl eeting visions of the world of shit he'd lived through to find the jacket
passed t hrough Jay Ackroyd's mind, and he protested. "Hey, that's our only
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proof!"

"Proof? Are you really suggesting that we publicize this? Think. Wat we hold
could spell the ruin of every wild card in Anmerica."

St ubbornly, Jay said, "But he killed Chrysalis, and if we don't nail him El np
takes the fall."

That was too much for the alien. Al of a sudden Tachyon started pulling at his
hair in sonething that |ooked perilously close to a hysterical frenzy. "Damm
you, damm you, damm you. "

"Look, it's not ny fault," Jay said, scared that Tach was about to burst into
tears. "But I'mdamed if I'mgoing to agree to sone sleazy. little deal that

|l ets Chrysalis's nurderer walk."

"l swear to you upon ny honor and blood that | will not let Elmo suffer."

"Yeah? What are you going to do?"

"I don't know yet!" Tachyon switched off the el ectron mcroscope, renoved the
slide, washed the incrimnating scraps of fabric down the sink. H ramnoved to
foll ow when the alien started to | eave, but Tach stopped him "No, Hram | nust
do this alone."

Jay pointed out the obvious objection. "And if he's got Buzz Saw Boy waiting for
you?" he asked.

"That's the risk | must take."

7:00 P.M

"It's all,"” Brennan told Jennifer grimy, ",just a matter of patience."

For what was perhaps the tenth time in the |last hour one of the Freakers patrons
cruised their table, eyeing Brennan and Jennifer specul atively. For the tenth
time in the past hour, Brennan gave a cold stare that nmade the cruiser nobve on
wi t hout | i ngeri ng.

"But," he added through gritted teeth, "I'm about all out."

He'd nade it back to Freakers about an hour ago and had told Jennifer about his
nauti cal adventures and Tripod' s wi se decision -to go on vacation in Florida
until things quieted down. He'd had quite a bankroll to finance it, because
Kien's Asian Princess had brought a nice sumfrom Tripod' s boat br oker

acquai ntance, which they'd split fifty-fifty.

A cocktail waitress with a Medusa head of twitching blind wornms cane up to their
tabl e.

"We're waiting for someone,"” Brennan said.

She smled. "Soneone in particular,” she asked, "or will anyone do?"

Brennan ground his teeth together. He started to answer her, stopped, and
gripped Jennifer's armwhile nodding toward the bar. "Here," he said, giving the
barmaid a twenty without |ooking at her. "Go away."

She took the bill, slipped it into her anple cleavage, and went off on her
rounds.

"I't's him" Jennifer whispered. Brennan nodded. "Wiit here."

Kant was at the bar. Even from across the room Brennan coul d see that he was

hi ghly agitated. He was questioning one of the bartenders as Brennan came up

qui etly behind him The bartender was shaki ng his head.

"She ain't been in for a couple of days."

Kant was di shevel ed and had a rank, reptil e-house snmell about him

"You don't understand,"” he told the bartender. "I need her. | need the kiss!"

A woman sitting at the bar swiveled toward him her face hidden by a cheap,
glittery mask. "You sound like you need it bad, doll."

Kant turned to her. His eyes were bl oodshot, his breath was a husky rattle.
"Il kiss you, honey," the wonan sai d. "Anywhere you want."

Kant growl ed wordl essly and struck her backhanded across the face, knocking her
fromthe bar stool. She gazed up at himin terror as he towered over her,
glowering like a nmadman

"I don't need a filthy whore!" he screamed. He pounded his fist on the bar, then
shuddered all over like a dog throwi ng off water. He brought hinmself under
control with great effort and hissed, "I need the kiss!"

He whirl ed and al nost tranpled Brennan as he |unged toward the door. No one
tried to stop him Brennan turned to signal Jennifer and saw that she was
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already at his side. He took his bow case fromher and said quietly, "Let's go."
It was the easiest tailing job Brennan had ever done. Kant left a trail of

di sgruntl ed pedestrians in his wake as he obliviously slamed through them The
bi ggest probl em Brennan had was keeping up with him Kant wasn't exactly

runni ng, but he was moving with the urgency of a man who had to find a bathroom
They followed himfor half a dozen bl ocks to a shabby five-story apart nent
building. It was solid and functional |ooking, with no pretense toward el egance
or security. Kant went in the |obby and after a nonment Brennan and Jennifer
followed him They heard hi mpound up the stairs and then followed at a nore
sedate pace all the way to the top, neeting no one el se on the way.

Brennan and Jennifer reached the top floor just in tinme to peer around the
stairwell and see Kant take a key ring from his pocket and unl ock the door. He
entered the apartnent and slamed the door so hard that it rattled in its frane.
"He's off the deep end," Brennan whi spered. Jennifer nodded. "Let's find out
why. "

Brennan unzi pped his bow case and took out the |longbarreled air pistol that had
been snugged down next to the bow. It was |oaded with tranquilizer darts. He
didn't want to hurt Kant, and he wanted the joker able to answer his questions.
They went down the corridor and stopped in front of the door. It had rebounded
out of its latch when Kant had slanmmed it, so that it was open a crack. Brennan
nodded at Jennifer, who blew hima kiss, and then he went in fast and | ow,
dropping the bow case and rolling to a crouch

The living roomwas decorated with obvious expense, but it was not to Brennan's
taste. It was brightly lit with numerous bul bs blazing in track lighting set in
the ceiling, and even though it was summer, the heat was on and cranked up to
the max. The furniture was all shiny | eather and polished chrome. The inage of a
I'izard sunning hinmself on a snmooth rock flashed through Brennan's m nd.

The room was enpty. Brennan cl osed the door as Jennifer ghosted through the wal
and joined him It was quiet but tense, as if an angry beast were waiting in
ambush somewhere in the apartment.

Brennan noti oned down the hallway that |led to the apartnent's interior, and
Jenni fer nodded. He crept forward, passing a kitchenette that was al so enpty,
then a hall closet whose sliding door was hal f-open. Brennan |ooked into it to
make sure it wasn't hiding a crazed joker cop. It wasn't, so he noved on toward
the doorway to the bedroom listened for a nmonent, then cautiously peered in.
The room was dom nated by a huge four-poster water bed with mirrors on the
canopy and headboard. A bigscreen tel evision stood against the wall opposite the
bed.

Next to the television was what |ooked like a child s wading pool filled with
sand. A pair of sunlanps were focused on the pool and Kant was in it, naked,
with his eyes closed. He was rooting in the sand, nunbling al oud as he dragged
hi nsel f through the grit as if he were frenziedly trying to w pe hinself clean
"Kant," Brennan said quietly.

The joker turned slowy. His face was a frozen mask of madness. There was an
ugly oozing sore on his |lower neck. He stared at Brennan, his nouth working
wordl essly, and then he screaned and sprang, his hands outstretched, his fingers
hooked into tal ons.

Brennan calmy shot him

The pistol whooshed and a feathered dart flew through the air, struck Kant's
naked chest, and bounced off the hard, scaly skin.

Shit, Brennan thought. Then the maniac was on him

"So close," Hiramsaid. He sighed hugely, got up fromthe couch, and went over
to the wet bar to mix hinself a drink. They were in Tachyon's suite at the
Marriott, waiting for his return and watching the convention on television

"Too damm close if you ask ne," Jay said. Down on the floor of the Omi, another
i nconcl usive ballot had just been tallied. A wave of synpathy voting had pushed
Gregg Hartmann to 1956 votes of the 2082 needed to nomi nate. Jackson and Dukaki s
had both | ost support, and the tiny Draft Cuonp novenent had nelted away
entirely. Only the Barnett forces were holding firm

Hundr eds of Hartmann supporters, with victory so close they could taste it, were
dancing in the aisles, waving their green and gold placards, chanting,
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"Hart-mann, Hart-nmann," over and over while the chair gaveled for order. The
convention floor was a sea of Hartmann green and gold, surrounding a few
stubborn islands of Jackson red, Dukakis blue, and Barnett white.

David Brinkley had just predicted that Hartmann would go over the top on the
next ball ot when one of Leo Barnett's people rose and noved to suspend the rules
"to allow the Reverend Leo Barnett to address the convention." All of a sudden
hal f of the hall was on its feet, screaning at the podium The couch whuffed in
protest as Hiram sat back down. "Damm him" Hiramsaid, "but it's a good nove
Barnett will never get to the floor, but we'll have to vote down the notion, and
that will take tinme. It might cost us sonme nonentum”

"Us?" Jay said, with a sidelong gl ance.

Hi ram scow ed, rubbing at the back of his neck under his collar. "Until | have
proof that Gregg is the nonster you claim |I'mstill a Hartmann del egate. By
rights | ought to be there right now' He |ooked at his watch. "Wat could be

t aki ng Tachyon so | ong?"

Macki e Messer could be cutting his liver out, Jay thought, but he didn't say it.
Hiram was in bad enough shape already. Jay was trying to figure out what their
next nove would be if Tachyon never cane back fromhis little showdown with

Hart mann. And what if he cane back and said Greggie was innocent? That woul d be
enough for Hiram but Jay was of a nobre suspicious nature. Could Hartnmann's ace
powers be potent enough to twi st even Tachyon to his will? Jay didn't think so,
but he'd been wong before. He was glad he'd ignored Tachyon's advi ce about the
jacket; it was safely back in its garnment bag, hanging in the closet.

On the tube, Hartmann's people asked for a voice vote on the notion to suspend
the rules. Barnett's supporters objected, demanding a roll-call vote. A Hartmann
del egate asked for a voice vote on the notion for a roll-call vote. The chair
stopped to consult the parlianmentarian

Jay got up and changed the channel. The other networks were show ng the sane
thing, as was CNN, but he found an old novie on Ted Turner's superstation

Col ori zed, unfortunately; Cary Gant was a strange shade of pink. Jay left it on
anyway. Hiram was annoyed. "Damm it, Popinjay," he said. "Put the convention
back on."

"G me a break, Hiram" Jay said. "They're arguing about whether they ought to
vote about how to vote on whether sonme guy can give a speech.”

"Yes," H ramsnapped, "and it nmight just be crucial. If you want to see Topper
so badly, just say so and |I'Il buy you a cassette. George Kerby was never that
color, dead or alive." Jay |ooked at himsharply. "Wat did you say?"

"l said that George Kerby was never-"

"Shit!" Jay swore. "Goddammt."

"What is it?" Hramsaid. He cane ponderously to his feet. "Jay, are you al
right?"

"No," Jay said. "I"'mdunb as a plank. George Kerby, George Fucking Kerby. The
assassin, Hram Chrysalis was being clever. The airline ticket was nmade out in
the nane George Kerby."

Hi ram Worchester was scarcely a slow man. "Tickets in the nanme of a ghost,"” he
sai d.

"Yeah," said Jay. "A ghost. A specter."

"Janmes Spector!" Hiram said.

"And both George Kerbys cane back fromthe dead," Jay said. "She hired that
sonof abi tch Dem se. "

Hi ram knew what Dem se was capable ou "W have to | et them know," he said. He
crossed the room picked up the phone, and punched for the operator. "Connect ne
to the Secret Service."

The door opened. Dr. Tachyon stepped quietly into the room head bowed. Hiram

| ooked at himwith dread, the tel ephone nmonentarily forgotten in his hand.

"It... it's not true, is it?" he said desperately. "Tell ne that it's all sone
hi deous mi stake, Gregg can't be...'

Tachyon | ooked up with pity in his lilac eyes. "Hram" the alien said softly.
"My poor, poor Hram | saw his mnd. | saw the Puppetnman.” The little man
shuddered. "It is a thousand tines worse than we coul d ever have inmagined."
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Tachyon sat on the carpet, buried his head in his hands, and began to weep.
Hiram stood there with his nmouth open. Jay had never seen himl ook so used up,
so beaten, so fat. He took the receiver away fromhis ear and stared at it as if
he had never seen a tel ephone before, his face gray as ash. "God forgive ne," he
said, in a barely audibl e whisper. Then he hung up the phone.

It was Brennan's day for fighting lizards. Kant was strong, but in his frenzy he
forgot whatever conbat techni ques he knew. Brennan bl ocked Kant's tal oned hand
as it raked at his eyes, caught the cop's other wist, and flung himhard

agai nst the bed's footboard. Kant crouched, panting, and when Brennan | eapt on
him he flicked open a switchblade he'd grabbed fromthe heap of clothes piled
next to his sand pool. Brennan changed direction in mdleap, but wasn't quite
fast enough. The knife slashed open his T-shirt and the skin underneath, draw ng
a line of blood frombelly button to nipple across Brennan's stonach and chest.
Waith wal ked out of the wall as Brennan flung hinself to the other side of the
bed. Kant saw her and his eyes bugged out of his head. He twisted frantically
fromside to side, trying to watch both Jennifer and Brennan at the sane tine.
"We're not going to hurt you," Jennifer said in her nost soothing voice. "W
want to help."

"Hel p nme?" Kant asked, his voice high-pitched, hysterical, and nean. "If you
want to help ne, get ne the goddammed ki ss!"

Brennan | unged across the bed, grabbed Kant's knife wist, and yanked hard,

pul l'ing Kant down. The knife plunged into the mattress. Brennan | eaped on him
and Kant tw sted savagely, gutting the water bed.

Water spewed fromit as if a dam had broken. Brennan and Kant tunbled apart and
the cop washed up next to Jennifer, wet as a wharf rat, sputtering and spitting.
He grabbed Jennifer, drew the knife back to slash. She ghosted. He swung through
her, teetered off bal ance, and Brennan grabbed hi mfrom behind and ramed him
through the screen of the television set. It exploded with a |oud crash. Kant
hung inside it, stunned, until Brennan pulled himout. The cop was- dazed and

bl eeding froma dozen cuts on his face and chest. Brennan sl apped the knife from
hi s hand and kicked it away, then pushed himdown and sat on his chest. "Wat's
thi s about a kiss?" Brennan asked.

Kant npaned, unconsciously licking the blood that ran fromhis nose and |i ps.
"I's it Ezili? Do you want her?"

Kant tossed his head fromside to side. H s eyes were stunned and gl azed, but
there was still a powerful need in them

"Noon!" he how ed. "That bitch."

"What then?" Brennan demanded, shaki ng Kant by the shoul ders.

"The Master. Ti Mlice. Hi s kiss, so sweet, so sweet." Brennan and Jennifer
exchanged baffl ed gl ances. "Wo's Mlice?"

"My master.”
Brennan suddenly renenbered where he'd seen a sore |like the one on Kant's neck.
"I's he Sascha's master, too?" Kant shook his head, still dazed and bewil dered,

and Brennan sl apped himto get his attention. "Sascha;- the bartender at the
Crystal Palace. |Is Malice his naster, too?"

"Yes."

"Where are they?"

"I don't fucking know They're gone. They left me behind!"

"Who did your naster take with hinP"

"Some nounts,” Kant nunbled. "I don't know themall."

"Did he take Sascha?"

Kant sobbed wordl essly, uncontrollably. "Christ," Brennan said.

He stood and dragged Kant to the bed. He took the pair of cuffs he found anong
Kant's clothes piled on the floor and chained the cop to a bedpost. Kant
crouched in a puddle on the floor, weeping and picking at the sore on his neck
Brennan t ook the phone on the nightstand by the bed and dial ed Fort Freak
"Maseryk," he said. "This is an enmergency. Life or death."

It took the detective only a nonent to answer.

"This better be good," he said, his voice harsh and flat. "It's your partner,"”
Brennan said. "He's strung out." There was a shocked sil ence. "Drugs?" Mseryk
asked after a nonent.
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"I don t think so. Look," Brennan said, cutting off any nore queries. "I think
you'd better get to Kant's apartnent, fast. He needs hel p. And Maseryk-"

"You owe ne." He hung up the phone and turned to Waith. "Let's get the hell out
of here."

"What are we going to do?" H ram asked when Tachyon's sobbing had finally begun
to subside

"Bl ow the whistle," Jay said.

Dr. Tachyon bounded to his feet. "No!" he said. "Are you nmad, Ackroyd? The
public nust never learn the truth."

"Hartmann's a nonster," Jay objected.

"No one knows that better than |I," said Tachyon. "I swamin the sewer of his
mnd. | felt the vileness that lives inside him the Puppetman. It touched ne.
You can't imagi ne what that was |ike."

"I"'mnot a telepath,"” Jay said. "So sue ne. I'mstill not going to help you

whi t ewash Hartmann."

"You do not understand,"” Tachyon said. "For close to two years Leo Barnett has
been filling the public ear with dire warni ngs about wild card viol ence,
inflamng their fears and their mstrust of aces. Now you propose we tell them
that he was right all along, that a nonstrous secret ace has indeed subverted
their governnent. How do you think they will react?"

Jay shrugged. He was too tired and beat up for intellectual discussions. "Ckay,
so Barnett gets elected, big deal. So we have a right-wing dork in the Wite
House for four years. W managed to survive Reagan for eight."

Dr. Tachyon was having none of it. "You cannot know the half of what | found in
Hartmann's m nd. The nurders, the rapes, the atrocities, and himalways at the
center of his web, the Puppetman pulling his strings. | warn you, if the ful
story ever beconmes known, the public revulsion will touch off a reign of terror
that will make the persecutions of the fifties |look |ike nothing." The alien
gesticulated wildly. "He killed his own unborn child and feasted on the pain and
terror of its death. And his puppets ... aces, jokers, politicians, religious

| eaders, police, anyone foolish enough to touch him If their nanes becone
known-"

"Tachyon," Hiram Wbrchester interrupted. H's voice was |low, but the anguish in
it was as plain as nails on a blackboard. Dr. Tachyon glanced guiltily at Hiram
It was hard to say which of them | ooked nobst frightened.

"Tell me," Hiramsaid. "These ... puppets. Was ... was |... one of..." He
couldn't finish, choking on the words. Tachyon nodded. A small quick nod, al nost
furtive. A single tear rolled down his cheek. Then he turned away. Hiram
considered that, his face | eaden. Then he said, "In a grotesque way, it's al nost
funny," but he did not laugh. "Jay, he's right. This nust be our secret."

Jay | ooked fromthe tiny man to the big one, feeling outnunbered. "Do what you
want," he said, "just don't expect me to vote for the fucker. Even if | was
regi stered.”

"W nust take a vow," Tachyon said. "A solemm oath, to do everything in our
power to stop Hartmann, and to take this secret to our graves."

"Ch, ginmre a break," Jay groaned. The last thing he needed right now was nore
Taki si an bul I shit.

"Hram that glass," the alien snapped. H ram handed hi mthe hal f-fini shed
drink, and Tachyon upended the contents onto the carpet. He bent, slid a |long
knife out of a sheath in his boot, and held it up in front of them "W nust

pl edge by bl ood and bone," he said. And before anyone could stop him the

Taki sian took the knife in his right hand and sl ashed strai ght across his |eft
wist. He held the wound over the glass until there was an inch of blood on the
bottom then bound his wist in a |ace hankie and passed the knife to Jay. Jay
just looked at it. "You got to be kidding."

"No," Tachyon said, face sol em.

"How about | just piss in it instead?" Jay suggested.
"The blood is the bond," Tachyon insi sted.
Hi ram stepped forward. "I'll do it," he said, taking the knife. He shrugged out

of his white linen coat, rolled up his sleeve, and nade the cut. The pain nade
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hi minhale sharply, but his hand did not hesitate.

"So deep," Tachyon nuttered as bright hot blood began to spurt fromHrams
wist. Hramw nced and held his hand above the glass. The red |ine crept
upwar d.

Then they were both | ooking at him

Jay sighed deeply. "So if you two are Huck and Tom | guess that makes ne N gger
Jim" he said. "Remind nme to have ny head exani ned when all of this is over." He
took the knife.

It hurt Iike a notherfucker.

When it was done, Dr. Tachyon swirled the glass to nmix the blood, then lifted it
above his head and chanted in a high singsong that Jay had to assume was

Taki sian. "By Bl ood and Bone, | so vow," he finished. He threw back his head and
drained a third of the glass in one |ong gul p.

Jay thought' he was going to be sick. Even Hramlooked a little queasy as
Tachyon passed himthe glass. "By Blood and Bone," H ramintoned, and took his
ritual swall ow.

"Am | allowed to add sone tabasco, naybe a little vodka?" Jay asked when Hiram
gave himwhat was left. "You are not," Tachyon said stiffly.

"Pity," Jay said. "Always |iked Bloody Marys." He lifted the glass, nuttered,
"Bl ood and Bone," and drank the |last of the blood, feeling Iike an idiot. "Yum"
he sai d afterward.

"I't is done," Tachyon said. "Now we nust mnake plans."

"I'"'mgoing back to the Omi," H ram announced. " | was anbng Gegg's earliest
supporters, and | daresay | amnot without influence in the New York del egation
I may be able to have sonme inpact. W nust deny himthe nomi nation, at all
costs."

"Agreed," said Tachyon

" 1 wish | knew nore about Dukakis.. . ." Hiram began. "Not Dukakis," the alien
sai d. "Jesse Jackson. He has been courting us all along. I'lIl speak to him" He
cl asped hands with Hiram bl oody hankies dangling down absurdly fromtheir
wists. "We can do it, ny friend."

"Real good," Jay said. "So Geggie doesn't get to be president. Big deal. Wat
about all his victins? Kahina, Chrysalis, the rest of them"

Dr. Tachyon gl anced over. "Not Chrysalis," he said. "Wat?" Jay said.

"He threatened Chrysalis, yes," the alien said. "He nade her and Di gger watch
while his creature tortured and killed Kahi na, but he never acted on that
threat. Wen he heard of her death on Monday norning, he was as surprised as
anyone. "

No fucking way," Jay said. "You got it wrong.

The little man pulled hinself up to his full height. "I ama Psi Lord of Takis,
trained by the finest nmentats of House Il kazam" he said. "H s m nd was nine. |
did not get it wong."

"He sent Mackie after Digger!" Jay argued.

"And he commanded the CGddity to retrieve the incrimnating jacket and destroy
it. Most assuredly. After he heard that Chrysalis was dead, he took steps to
protect himself. But he had no hand in ordering that death." Tachyon put a hand
on Jay's shoulder. "I'msorry, nmy friend."

"Then who the fuck did it?" Jay demanded.

"W have no tine to argue about this now," Hiramsaid inpatiently. "The wonman's
dead, nothing will-"

"Quiet," Jay said urgently.

A newsfl ash had bani shed Cary Grant fromthe television screen. ". . . latest
tragedy to strike the convention," a solemm announcer was sayi ng. "Senator
Hartmann i s unharned, repeat, unharmed, but reliable reports indicate that the
ace assassin took the lives of two other men in his attenpt to reach the
senator. W are still waiting for final confirmation, but unofficial sources
indicate that the killer's victinms were Al ex Janmes, a Secret Service agent
assigned to Senator Hartmann"-a photograph of the dead man appeared on the
screen, above the announcer's shoul der-"and the chairman of Hartmann's
California del egati on, ace Jack Braun. The controversial Braun, who starred in
feature filns and TV s Tarzan, was better known as Gol den Boy. He was consi dered
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by some to be the strongest nan in the world. Braun first canme to public
attention. "

Braun's picture appeared on screen as the announcer went on and on. He was in
his old fatigues, smling crookedly, surrounded by a golden gl ow. He | ooked
young, alive, invincible.

"Ch, Jack," Tachyon said. He | ooked |like he was going to cry again.

"He can't be dead," Hiramsaid furiously. "I just saved his dammable |ife | ast
night!" The television set floated off the carpet, bobbing up toward the ceiling
like a balloon. Jay glanced over and saw that Hram s hand was squeezed into a
fist. "He cannot be dead!" H raminsisted, and all of a sudden the TV was
falling. It hit the ground as if it had been dropped six stories instead of six
feet, and the picture tube expl oded.

"He will not have died in vain," Tachyon said inanely. He touched H ramon the
arm "Cone," he said.

After they had gone, Jay sat down on the couch. H's ribs hurt, his face hurt,
and now his wist hurt, too. His nouth tasted |i ke blood, he no | onger had the
renot est idea who the fuck could have killed Chrysalis, and he was too damm
tired to think straight.

He funbled the bottle of painkillers out his pocket, put four of theminto his
mout h, and washed them down with a good |ong swallow of Dr. Tachyon's best
brandy. It tasted pretty damm good. The second swal |l ow tasted even better; the
third was downright delicious. After that he lost count. By the time the
decanter was enpty, Jay's head was swinming. He |ay down on the couch. No way he
could sleep, with all this going on. But maybe if he just closed his eyes for a
few minutes ..

8:00 P.M

After the long, hard day, Jennifer slept, but Brennan could not.

He was on the edge of exhaustion, but his head felt curiously clear and Iight.
His brain wouldn't shut off and allow himthe rest he needed, so he slipped

qui etly out of bed, dressed, and went out into the night.

It was hot and sticky. The heat wave snothering the city was unrelenting even at
night. The streets were full of people, wandering, Brennan thought, in an

ai m ess search for answers to their own particul ar problens, answers as el usive
as those Brennan was seeki ng.

A new vari abl e had shown up to further conplicate the equation of Chrysalis's
murder: the nysterious naster, Ti Malice, and his apparent acconplice, Ezili
Rouge. Sascha was his servant, and so was Kant. The cop had used a strange term
to refer to those in thrall to Malice. He had called them "nmounts." Brennan
couldn't even begin to guess what that neant.

A crowd had gathered in front of an all-night drugstore a few blocks fromthe
hotel. Brennan joined them curious as to what caused their hushed expectancy,
and saw that the television set in the window was tuned to a news channel that
was recapitulating the day's chaotic events in Atlanta.

Jack Braun had been nurdered, the newscaster said. Brennan couldn't believe it.
Wien he was young, Brennan had been a big fan of Gol den Boy, idolizing him
because he was handsone, strong, and fearless. He was everything a hero should
be. He sheltered the weak and protected the hel pless as a living enbodi nent of
the heroic ideal. As Brennan had gotten older, he |earned that heroes could be
hol | ow when he realized that Gol den Boy had betrayed his friends in a nonment of
weakness and fear. But his continuing belief in the heroic ideal had been part
of what had drawn himto the mlitary.

There Brennan had | earned firsthand how difficult it was for ideals to flourish
in an inperfect world. He'd been sent to defend Vietnam |nstead, because of

i nefficiency and i nconpetence, avarice and stupidity, he'd hel ped devastate it.
Then those in charge of the nmess just wal ked away, |eaving the Vietnanese peopl e
in the hands of the nurderous thugs they'd sworn to defend them from

Stung by the pain of that |esson, Brennan had wal ked away himself, had tried to
i sol ate hinself by abandoning the rest of humanity. But he discovered that old
ties, always renenbered, are inpossible to forget, and new ties, once forged,
are inpossible to ignore.
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Let Barnett and Hartmann, Brennan thought, play their ganes in Atlanta. Let them
hoi st placards, wear funny hats, and nmake speeches full of enpty, inpossible
promi ses. In the end they could do little that would matter. Despite his fine

i ntentions and nobl e vows, Hartmann would still be constrained by a system
crippled by inconpetence, inertia, and injustice. Barnett, too, would face the
sanme roadbl ocks if he ever tried to put his despicable plans into operation

In the end, Brennan thought, it cane down to protecting your conrades, your
friends, and your famly. Brennan knew he woul d al ways be ready for that. And
if, as with Chrysalis, he was too late to protect, he would nmake sure that
anyone who harned his people once woul d never do so again.

Brennan snmiled wyly. Noble sentinments, he thought, but actually he wasn't
getting very far in exacting retribution. Brennan stared unseeingly at the

tel evision screen. He needed nore information, but his sources had all dried up
There was nothing on the street. Sascha had di sappeared, perhaps under orders
fromthe nmysterious Malice. Fadeout was obviously nore interested in using
Brennan to get rid of Kien and to help find Chrysalis's files...

Per haps that was the answer. Chrysalis knew everything that went on in
Jokertown. Perhaps her information cache had the answers Brennan needed. But the
files were well hidden. Know ng how fond she was of secrets, Brennan doubted
that she told anyone where she kept them

Except perhaps for one man. One nman who was sonething of her confident. One man
whose |ips woul d be seal ed by unbreakabl e vows of silence. One man who had
received a strange bequest from her

The tinme had come, Brennan decided, to call in all debts.

H s m nd nmade up, Brennan turned back to his hotel roomand a few hours' sl eep
He smiled as the cat following himalso turned, darting quickly through the
shadows. He considered stopping and offering hima lift, but decided that Lazy
Dragon coul d use the exerci se.

Sat urday July 23, 1988

8:00 A M

wal ked faster, his feet bare and bl oody, rushing after the heavy man in the
bul ky bl ack coat. He shouted after him but nothing broke the dreadful silence
but the sound of his feet. The steps grew narrow, nmaking it harder to keep his
bal ance as he rushed down into the darkness. Wien he reached the platform
suspended over that stygian gulf, the man was there ahead of him Just the sight
of that back, hunched and om nous, filled himwth fear, and when the man began
to turn, the terror rose inside himuntil he thought he would choke. The
featureless white face lifted, the wet red tentacle tasted the air. Its how and
Jay's scream sounded together in a horrible cacophony.
"You pissed your pants,"” a voice sneered. "Sone ace." Jay sat up. His suit was
runpl ed, his side ached, and his head was poundi ng. Sone kid was standi ng across
the roomwith a smirk on his face |like Jay was the funniest thing he'd ever
seen. The kid had a refined, prissy little face, a French accent, and an
attitude. His hair was so red it hurt to look at it. Jay wanted to pop himto
the South Bronx, but he figured he'd better not. Groggy as he was, he seened to
recall that this was Tachyon's grandson
"Where's Granps?" Jay asked as he lurched to his feet, ignoring the boy's gibes
There was broken glass all over the carpet; it crunched when he stepped on it.
It was all over the couch, too, and a few shards fell off Jay when he stood. He
noticed the shattered windows for the first time. Wen the hell had that
happened?
The kid shrugged. "His bed wasn't slept in," he said. "Maybe he finally caught
one of his binbos."
"Figures," Jay said. "I pass out on the goddamm couch with a perfectly adequate
bed enpty in the next room" He went over to the bar, glass breaking under his
heel s, and stared at the booze for a nonent until he found an unopened bottle of
cognac. Alittle hair of the dog, he decided, real good
"You're Popinjay." The kid was as arrogant as Tachyon. Not to nention al nost as
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tall
"Jay Ackroyd," Jay corrected. "So who are you, Kid Tachyon?"
"Bl aise. |'mone quarter Takisian," he added proudly. "Don't let it bother you,

I"mone quarter Croat nyself." Jay tossed back the cognhac. It burned agai nst the
back of his throat on the way down. He splashed a little nore into his gl ass.
And kept splashing. The glass was one third full. One half. Three quarters. Jay
tried to put down the bottle. He kept pouring. Filled the glass to the brim
Poured it over his head.

The liquor stung when it hit his eyes, blinding him He tried to say

sonof abitch. Instead he heard hinself singing "I ma Little Teapot," in a high
falsetto voice. Wth all the little notions. Sonewhere al ong there the cognac
glass slipped fromhis fingers and rolled across the carpet.

When his vision cleared, Blaise was standing in front of him arnms crossed,
smling in satisfaction. "Takisians don't |et anybody nake fun of them" he told
Jay. "Watch what you say. | can nake you do anything | like." He |aughed. "Now
you're wet at both ends."

"Real good," Jay said. He snelled |like cognac and piss. "You' d make sone
detective."

"Real | y?" Bl ai se had managed to m ss the sarcasm Jay was grateful for that

nmuch.

"No shit. O course, you still got a fewthings to learn."
"Li ke what?" Bl ai se wanted to know.
"Well," said Jay, "like you really should nmake sure a guy is unarnmed before you

piss himoff." He made a gun of his hand, ained it at Bl aise, w nked broadly.
The boy was not inpressed. "You're unarmed,"” he said. Jay smiled sweetly.

Bl ai se made a nice crisp poppi ng sound when he vani shed. He didn't even have
time to | ook surprised.

Jay was standing there with his finger pointing at enpty air when the door to
the suite opened and a haggard-1ooking Dr. Tachyon wal ked in, saw him and
frowned. "Doc," Jay said, trying to sound innocent, "I swear, | didn't knowit
was | oaded. "

9:00 A M

Brennan entered the church and watched Quasinman for a few mnutes as he washed
the stained-glass wi ndow that depicted the passion of Jesus Christ, Joker.
"Hello." The joker greeted Brennan cordially as Brennan approached, setting the
butt of his |ong-handl ed squeegee on the floor and leaning on it as if it were a
spear.

"l have to see Father Squid," Brennan said.

Quasi man dropped the squeegee as the hand holding it suddenly vani shed. He
calmMmy | ooked down to where it had been, as if this were sonething he was used
to. After a nonment Brennan felt a blast of cold air and caught a whiff of an
unbear abl e stench and Quasi man's hand was back. He | eaned over and picked up the
squeegee.

"He's neditating in the chancellery,’
ordi nary had occurred.

Brennan nodded. "I know the way." He moved to go by, but the joker laid a hand
on his forearm It was still as cold as ice, but Quasimn either didn't notice
or didn't care

"Do you know who did it yet?" he asked. Brennan shook his head.

Quasi man said, as if nothing out of the

"Then you still may need ne?"

"Quite possibly.”

Quasiman let go of Brennan's arm "I'Il be ready," he said, then added, "
hope. "

I hope so, too, Brennan thought, but only nodded and went past.

In the chancellery Father Squid was in his favorite neditative posture.

"Hel l o, Sergeant."

The priest started. Hi s eyes snapped open and he | ooked up at Brennan. He snil ed
slightly, quivering the tendrils that hung down over his nouth.
"l could never have snuck up on you like that in the old days,"
sitting down across the desk fromthe priest.

Brennan sai d,
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Fat her Squi d nodded fromthe confortable chair where he'd been dozing. "I'm
older than | was in the old days. | also sleep a lot better."

Brennan snil ed, though there was little hunor in his expression. "I did, too,
for a while."

"Why don't you give it up and try to find the peace | have?"

"I tried," Brennan said. "|I even joined a nonastery for a while. A Zen

nmonastery" He smiled at the | ook of astonishment on the priest's face. "But |
was never one of the better students. Violence follows ne |ike an unwel cone
shadow. | rarely seek it out, Father, but it finds ne wherever | hide."

"So we're back to “Father,' are we?"

Brennan shrugged. "Watever you prefer. How nmany tinmes did you nake sergeant,
anyway ?"

Father Squid sniled. "Four tines."

"And you were busted back to private each tinme."

"Well, | wasn't one for follow ng the rules back then."
"Sometimes you had cause not to," Brennan said. "The Joker Brigade was just an
excuse to kill off as nmany of you as possible."

"Maybe. But there were sone good soldiers init." Father Squid smled at

Brennan. "And sonme of the units we served with weren't so bad. You never cared
if a man had feathers, fur, or hair, or whether he had tentacles on his face and
rows of suckers on his hands."

"W were brothers-in-arns," Brennan said softly. "That was all that mattered."
They | ooked at each other for a |ong nonent, reliving nmenories of fifteen years

gone hy.

"What did you do after the war?" Brennan finally asked. "Not nuch that |'m proud
of. |1 sold ny services for a while. But everywhere | went, as bad as it was in
the joker Brigade, as bad as Jokertown was back hone, | found that jokers were

generally treated worse outside Amrerica." He shrugged massive shoul ders. "I
tried to do something about it for a while, but | fear | actually did nore harm
than good."

"l heard once," Brennan said, "that a nan called Squi dface ran with the Bl ack
Dog. | wondered if it was you."

"It was," the priest said heavily. "And nuch do | regret those days. Never wll
| be able to do enough penance to cleanse ny soul of the horror of the things
did in the nane of ny people.”

"Everyone nmakes m stakes," Brennan said quietly. "The bad forget them The good
try to nmake up for them™

"Well," the priest said, his nictitating nmenbranes working quickly, "I'mthe one
who shoul d be offering spiritual confort, ny son."

Brennan smiled. "Unlike you, I'mafraid that | nay be beyond redenption. | could
use your help with sonething el se, though."

"The nurder."

Brennan nodded. "l've hit a dead end. |'ve run out of clues and have no one to
turn to. | realized last night that you were Chrysalis's confidant, naybe even
her confessor. | remenbered the bequest she'd |left you, and sonme whispers |'d

heard about her secret files."

Fat her Squid shook his head. "Her bequest was nerely a suitcase full of noney
that she'd stashed away if she ever had to flee the city on short notice. It
will do nmuch to aid the poor of ny parish, but little, | fear, to help track
down her killer."

Brennan grimaced. "Then she never told you anything that m ght have a bearing on
her deat h?"

"If she did, it was in the sanctity of Confession and is an unshakabl e
confidence that can never be broken."

"Even if her nurderer goes free?"

The priest sighed heavily. "Even if her nurderer goes free."

Brennan stood, |ooked steadily at the priest. "You have changed," he said.
"Sergeant Squi df ace knew when justice and honor took precedence over a rigid
systemof rules.”

"Sonetinmes, Captain, | despair of nmy soul. Sonetinmes | fear | amas poor a
priest as you claimto have been a student of Zen."
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Brennan suddenly smled. "Sonetinmes, Bob, | think we're both guilty of slinging
our share of bullshit."

The priest's tentacles shook with laughter. "You are correct," he said.

"Wel | -Chrysalis did tell nme things in the sanctity of the confessional that I
cannot reveal to you. But | can tell you that you are overl ooking a source of
information." He paused dramatically. "Her neighbors, Daniel," Father Squid
sai d. "Her downstairs nei ghbors."

Brennan's expression was puzzled as Father Squid rose ponderously to his feet.
"Now, if you'll excuse ne, | have to prepare for the ten o' clock Mass."

10: 00 A M

Breakfast arrived as Jay was clinbing out of the shower. He towel ed hinself dry,
wonderi ng what he was supposed to do about the danp bandages around his ribs,
and slipped into the clothes Tachyon had | oaned him The sleeves were too short
and the pants showed off two inches of pale white ankle, but otherw se the suit
fit well enough. The only problemwas, it was puce.

Tachyon was seated in front of the roomservice tray buttering a slice of toast
when Jay energed fromthe bedroom Blaise, stretched out across an arnthair,

| ooked up and sni ggered. Tachyon gave his grandson a stern |ook. "Blaise, did
you enjoy your ride on the |uggage carousel ?"

The boy | ooked sullen. "No. | felt stupid."”

"Then by the lIdeal, you will mnd your manners," Tachyon told him
have M. Ackroyd tel eport you back to the Atlanta airport."

"I can't help it if he's funny," Blaise conplained. "He |looks like a fruit."
"Those are ny clothes," Tachyon pointed out stiffly. He | ooked at Jay. "Mself,
I think it's a dramatic inprovenent."

"I'mwith the kid," Jay said. Blaise | ooked surprised. Then he grinned. Jay

whi pped up his finger in a quick-draw nmove, got the boy in his sights. Blaise
flinched. "Gotcha," Jay said. He smled. So did Blaise. Popping the kid hal fway
across Atlanta had done wonders for their rapport.

"He's enough of a rapscallion without your encouraging him" Tachyon conpl ai ned.
"Ah, he's okay," Jay said, pulling a chair over to the roomservice cart. "For a
Takisian." He lifted the silver done off his plate and attacked the eggs
benedi ct wol fishly. They weren't as good as the eggs benedict at Aces Hi gh, but
he was hungry enough not to give a damm. Hiram al ways sai d Jay had a Naugahyde
pal at e anyway.

Tachyon was fastidiously patting his lips with a napkin and Jay was noppi hg up
the last of the yolk with a piece of toast when the knock cane at the door
Tachyon stood. "Wo's there?"

"Carnifex. Open up, | don't have all day"

Tachyon gl anced back at Jay. "Let himin," Jay said. "Ray's tough, but there's
not hi ng he can do agai nst you, ne, and the Ci sco Kid over there." He gestured
toward Bl ai se

The alien nodded and opened the door. Carnifex glanced around and stepped into
the suite, wearing his skintight white uniformthat outlined every nuscle and
tendon in his body. The hood was thrown back to reveal a face that |ooked |ike
it had been patched together out of spare parts. "Regs say we're supposed to
stay out of the political bullshit,"” Ray told Tachyon with disdain. "Good for
you. Gtherwise |'d have to whip your ass. You been hangi ng around Braun too
much, | guess. Sone of it mnmust have rubbed off."

Tachyon's nouth tightened. "Say what you cane to say, Ray," he told the
governnent ace. "Your opinions on political and noral issues interest me not in
the slightest."

"Gregg wants to see you," Billy Ray said

"The sentinment is not reciprocated," Tachyon said. "You'll see him" Ray said,
with a crooked snmile. "Gregg said to tell you he has a proposition he wants to
di scuss. "

"l have nothing to discuss with the senator."

"Scared?" Ray wanted to know. "Don't worry, |'ll hold your hand if you want." He
shrugged. "Cone or don't cone, either way it's no skin off ny nose. But if you
don't, you're going to regret it." The ace in the white suit | ooked around the

or | wll
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suite: at the windows Turtle had shattered, the television H ram had dropped,
the urine stain on the sofa. "Miust have been a hell of a party," he said to
Tachyon. "Sonmebody ought to teach you to clean up after yourself, doc. This
place is a ness."

He was going out the door when Jay called out. "Hey, Carny."

Ray turned around with a dangerous glint in his green eyes. "That's Carnifex,
asshole."

"Carni fex Asshole," Jay repeated. "I'll try and renmenber. How many of those Good
Hunor suits you own?"

"Six or eight," Carnifex said suspiciously. "Wy?"

"Must be hell to get the bloodstains out,” Jay said. Ray just stared at him
"Stay out of ny way, shanus,” he said, "or you'll find out firsthand." He

sl amred the door behind him

"Shanus," Jay said. "He actually called ne shanmus. God, I'mso nortified." He
turned to Tachyon. "You gonna go?"

The little man strai ghtened. "I nust."

Jay sighed. "I was afraid you were going to say sonmething like that."

Brennan dropped Jennifer off half a block fromthe Crystal Palace and then
cruised on by. Gven the nysterious note warning them about the Pal ace, this
seened the safest way to check out the existence of the neighbors that Father
Squid had told himabout. Jennifer would scout in her insubstantial form then
conme and get Brennan if the coast was clear

Brennan drove past the Palace and into the alley upon which the service entrance
fronted. He killed the engine and flicked on the radio while waiting for
Jennifer to return

The news from Atl anta was nore cheering than it had been the ni ght before.
Apparently the initial reports of Jack Braun's dem se had been greatly
exaggerated. He was still alive. Golden Boy's ace had saved hi m agai n.

Brennan's train of thought was interrupted by a suddenly blaring bullhorn that
froze hi mbehind the wheel

"You in the car, this is the police. Cone out with your hands up! W' ve got you
covered. Cone out with your hands up!"

Brennan sat behind the wheel for an instant |onger, his mnd racing through then
di scarding half a dozen escape plans. He watched through the wi ndshield as three
pol i cemren approached. The two in uniformhad pistols pointed right at him The
third, follow ng a pace behind, was Mseryk

He put his hands up, and then with slow, exaggerated novenents opened the door
and got out of the car. He stood waiting for themwi th no expression at all on
his face. "Couldn't keep out of it, could you?" Maseryk asked. "How s Kant?"
Brennan repli ed.

A shadow of sonmething crossed Maseryk's face. "Still a little shaky, but
better."

One of the uniforns had opened the back door of the car while the other kept a
bead on Brennan.

"It's him" the first said excitedly. "The bow 'n' arrow killer." He brandi shed
Brennan's bow case.

"You had the Pal ace staked out, waiting for her killer to return?" Brennan said.
Maseryk shrugged. "It seened |ike an idea."

Brennan shook his head in disgust. That was what the note nmeant. Goddam.

"All right," the first patrolman said. "Put your hands on the fender. Feet back
and spread your legs."

Brennan put his hands down, turned to conply. He didn't nove fast enough, so the
cop kicked his feet further apart and padded hi m down, finding the knife Brennan
carried in an ankl e sheath.

"Al right, turn around.” The cop was snmiling as Brennan did. "W caught him by
Jesus, we caught the big, bad vigilante. Put your hands behind your back, big
guy. "

"Shut up, Chris," Maseryk said wearily as Brennan conplied. He continued to
speak in the same weary nonotone as the patrol man cuffed Brennan. "You have the
right to remain silent.. ."

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (121 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

Brennan said nothing, nor offered any resistance. Hi s face was hard as stone as
they led himaway to a patrol car parked out of sight past a turn in the alley.
Tachyon was practically shaki ng when he flung open the bedroom door, his bright
hair plastered to his forehead by a cold sweat. He | ooked |ike he was about to
recycle his breakfast. Even Bl aise, who'd been talking and joking with Jay, had
the sense to shut up when he saw the look in his grandfather's eyes. "M.
Ackroyd, cone in here, please," Tach said. "I need to talk to you."

Jay got to his feet with a shrug. Hi s pants rode up past his ankles. He tried to
yank them down as he trailed Tachyon into the sitting room "Wat did Hartnmann
want ?" He poked around the roomservice tray as he spoke, |ooking for sonething
edi bl e.

"M. Ackroyd, | require a favor of you."

"Sure," Jay said. "Nane it."

Tachyon put a hand up. "Do not be so quick to conmmt yourself. Having nme in your
debt may not be enough to outweigh what | will ask of you."

Jay found an orange slice. "Jesus Christ, get to the point, Tachyon. Al this
flowery Takisian bullshit." He bit into the orange and sucked at the juice.
"Hartmann is blackmailing nme. | have refused to neet his denmands, but | require
time. A day, two at the nost, and it will be over. Hartmann will have |ost the
nonmi nation." Tachyon paused for a | ong nonent, his face norose, as if the whole
noti on nade hi mweary beyond words. "You can give ne that tinme," he concl uded
finally.

"The point?" Jay prodded. "The point?"

"You must renove a man from Atl anta. The nore conventional means are closed to
us."

This all got weirder every day, Jay thought. "Why?" he asked. "Who is this guy?"
Tachyon turned away fromhim There was a snifter on the side table, half-ful

of brandy. He groped for it like a drowning man groping for a |lifesaver, and
drained it in a gulp.

"Long ago," he said slowy, his back still turned, "I was saved fromdeath by a
man who has alternately been a devil and an angel to ne."

Devils and angel s, just what he needed, as if assassins and aces weren't enough
"Shit," Jay said, throwing up his hands.

"This is difficult for nme," Tach whined. He stared down at the enpty snifter,

rolling it between his palns. Then it all cane out in a rush. "In 1957 | was
recruited by the KGB. It wasn't all that difficult. | would have done anything
for a drink. At any rate, years passed. | proved to be | ess useful than

originally hoped. They cut me |oose and | thought | was free. Then | ast year the
man who ran ne those many | ong years ago reentered ny life and called in the
debt. He's here. In Atlanta."

Jay gaped at him The notion of the prissy little alien prince working for the
Soviets was the craziest thing he'd ever heard. He woul d have been | ess
surprised if Tachyon had confessed that he was really an elf. "Wy?" was all he
coul d nmanage

"Hartmann," Tach replied. "He suspected the existence of the nonster. Now

Hart mann has found out about him and our connection."

"Connection?" Jay said. "He is Blaise's tutor."

"Ch hell." Jay sat down. He didn't know whether he should | augh or cry. Laugh,
probably; he could always count on Tach to take care of the weeping.

"This is the bludgeon with which Hartnmann seeks to cow nme," Tachyon decl ar ed.
"I'"'m probably going to jail, M. Ackroyd. But I'll see him stopped before I go."
"You want nme to pop this guy away."

"Yes. Already the FBI and the Secret Service have been alerted. They are conbing
Atlanta for George."

"Are you still a comm e?" Jay asked, straight-faced.

Dr. Tachyon clutched at the little doily he wore at his throat, and drew hinself
up to his full height. "1? Consider, M. Ackroyd."

"Yeah," Jay said, "I get your drift." He stood up. "Well, hey, it's all ancient
history to me. Let's go pop this conm e sonewhere."

Tachyon gave hima grave little nod and went to the bedroom "Blaise," he
cal | ed.
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"You' re taking hin?" Jay was surprised. "I nean, he knows?"

"OfF course. Cone, child,” he said to Blaise. The teenager shot hima venonous
gl ance, but Tachyon mssed it. " | want you to have a chance to say farewell to
Ceorge. "

11: 00 A M

Captain Angela Ellis stanped out a cigarette in the overflowi ng ashtray and
imediately |it another. She strode up and down before the chair in which
Brennan sat, her frustration evident in her staccato pacing.

"How | ong do you think you can remain silent?" she asked Brennan

Brennan | ooked directly at her for the first time in twenty m nutes. "Forever,"
he said softly.

"Christ! Why were you sitting in a car before the Crystal Palace at ten-oh-five
thi s norning? What had been your relationship with Chrysalis? Did you kill her?"
Brennan turned away, his face utterly blank, apparently totally devoid of
feeling and enoti on.

Maseryk, sitting in the rear of the room cleared his voice. "Begging your
pardon, Captain, but | don't think he'll say anything."

Ellis whirled on him "Sonebody's got to say sonething! Sonme idiot let it |eak
that we've collared Yeonman, the bowand-arrow killer, and there's gotta be a
hundred reporters yamering at the sergeant on the front desk, and about half a
dozen federal agencies are sending agents over to "look into the affair,' as
they put it."

"As far as | know," Brennan said softly, "there's nothing illegal in sitting in
a car. There's nothing illegal in carrying a bow and arrow. "

"Are you saying you're innocent? Are you saying you're not this Yeoman?"
Brennan said nothing as Ellis whirled on him "You have no identification and
your description matches that of a nman wanted for desertion fromthe United
States Arny."

"Superficially,"” Brennan said.

"Cl ose enough," Ellis ground out, "so that we can hold you until the feds arrive
with this deserter's dossier. Wich includes his fingerprints."”

"As you will," Brennan said, returning his gaze to infinity. Ellis ground out
her cigarette, then crunpled the enpty pack. "Al'l right," she said. She opened
the door to the interrogation roomand called in the patrol man who' d been
standing outside. "Put himin the | ockup. Maybe a few hours in a cell wll

| oosen his tongue."

The cop nodded. "All right, tough guy, nove it."

"I"'mnot so sure that's a good idea-" Maseryk began, but Ellis nailed himwith a
stare, and he fell silent.

The cop | ed Brennan through a warren of interrogation roons and offices, then
downstairs to the general |ockup. There were nore than a dozen hardcases in
there, waiting for bail to be arranged or other |egal papers to be processed.
They were a surly, tough-Iooking group

The jailer grinned as he opened the door and gestured for Brennan to enter. "Cot
sonmeone fampus for you guys to neet. His nane's been in all the papers," he
said. "You've heard of Yeonan, the bow and-arrow vigilante? Well, here he is."
He chuckl ed again, slammed the door, and sauntered back up the corridor

Brennan felt their hard stares and waited for the inevitable. It didn't take

very | ong.

"Shoot, " someone said fromthe back of the cell. "He don't ook too tough to
ne. "

"He | ooks like a pussy," soneone el se said.. "Take away his bow and arrow and

he's just a pussy."”

There was sone | ow, cautious |laughter. The nan who spoke first pushed his way to
the front of the cell where Brennan stood with his back agai nst the bars. He was
a big, tough-looking nat with tattoos crawling up and down his arns and a nose
that'd been broken nore than once. The second speaker was shorter than Brennan,
but powerfully built. His head was bald and his face was a network of scars.
They approached Brennan side by side as the others in the cell backed away.

"He is a pussy,"” the first said. "Here pussy, pussy, pussy. W got sonething for
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you."

Brennan wat ched wi t hout expression. Wen they cane within reach, he pivoted

si deways and | ashed out with his right foot, catching the short one in the
groin. The man went down with a gurgle and then threw up all over hinself.
Brennan grabbed the other by the armand whirled himface-first against the
cell's barred door.

The door shook when the thug rammed up against it. His left armwent through the
bars. Brennan reached out and grabbed his hand, then yanked his arm back into
the cell, wapping it between two bars. He howl ed as his arm snapped. Brennan
grabbed a handful of greasy hair and shoved his head forward as hard as he
could. It pushed through the bars, but not without leaving a |ot of skin and one
ear behi nd.

Hi's howing grew | ouder, and Brennan turned to face the rest of the cell
"Anyone el se?" he asked quietly.

There were nunbl ed denials, then a high, fenm nine voice said, "How about me?"
The nob of thugs parted like the Red Sea and there were awed, unbelieving

whi spers as Jennifer wal ked naked through the rear wall of the cell. She ran to
Brennan and threw her arns around him "Take a deep breath," she said, and they
sank through the floor of the cell.

It was |ike nothing Brennan had ever felt before, alnbst |ike what dying nm ght
be like. They went through the floor and | anded, |ight as feathers, on the fl oor
of the room bel ow the cell.

Brennan ducked out of Jennifer's arns and gl anced around quickly. It was dark
and quiet. They seened to be in sone kind of file-storage area.

"Let's see if we can find you sone cl othes sonewhere,” he said to Jennifer, but
she didn't answer. She | ooked dazed and drawn, and only turned to look at him
when he touched her arm He suddenly realized what a strain it nust have been
ghosting him H's mass was well over anything Jennifer had ever attenpted to
dematerialize before. "Are you all right?" he asked

Jenni fer nodded, but even that seened to be too nuch of an effort for her. She
collapsed linply on the dusty floor. He bent over her. She was breathing |ong,
shal | ow breaths. Her pul se was weak and thready.

She obvi ously needed nedi cal attention, but Tachyon, the only doctor Brennan
trusted, was in Atlanta. At any rate, he had no tine to agonize over it. They
had to nove. They needed a place to hide and recover. They needed a sanctuary.
They were being foll owed.

Jay | ooked away fromthe taxi's sideview mrror. "Sonebody's on us," he said.
"What ?" Tachyon turned all the way around and gaped out the back rear w ndow,
staring suspiciously at the Vol vo i medi ately behi nd.

Jay touched his arm "Easy. He's good. You'll never spot himthat way. Cabby."
The detective fished out his wallet. "There's an extra fifty init for you if
you can | ose the gray Dodge. Back about three cars."”

"Sure thing, mster," the cabbie said, grinning.

Jay rummaged through his billfold, found a ten and three ones, cursed under his
breath. A bribe here, a bribe there, pretty soon they add up to real noney. He
showed the bills to Tachyon. The alien grunbled and canme up with the cash,

| eaning forward to tuck the noney into the driver's shirt pocket. The cabbie hit
the gas, and the taxi turned |eft, squealing. Tachyon |landed in Jay's |ap.

In the front seat, Blaise grinned hugely. "Just like Paris, Kijdad."

"Huh?" Jay's mind was on the car behind them "Never mnd," said Tach. "You know
enough of ny secrets.”

Jay glanced behind. "Still on us. Damm, he's good." Tach was flitting about, as
nervous as a bird. "Wat are we going to do?"

"There's probably not going to be tine for any |ong good-byes."

The Motel 6 sign |oomed ahead. "Sara's there, too," said Tachyon

It took Jay a nonment to place the nane; Sara Morgenstern, the reporter who
accused Hartmann of being a nonster, the one Mackie Messer had tried
unsuccessfully to snuff. "Jesus Christ. You got the whole New York Phil harnonic
there? Maybe the Dodgers?"

"This is no laughing matter."
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"No shit. Punch it, buddy. Everything she's got."

The cab gunned down the street, veered into the notel |ot on two wheels. They
were out before it stopped. Jay threw his last ten at the driver and ran, his
broken rib screaming with every step as he dashed across the asphalt.

The door was opened by a dark, round-faced nan in his sixties. Behind himon the
bed, a pale blond wonman clutched a pillow as she watched the tube. The Russi an
backed up quickly as the three of themrushed inside. Jay slamed the door and

| ocked it. Tachyon went straight for the bl onde and yanked her to her feet.

Bl ai se hugged the Russi an.

"No tine to explain," Tachyon said breathl essly. "Hartmann knows. There is
soneone after us." He grabbed the front of the girl's dress and ripped it off
her with a single sharp yank

Sara gave a shriek and tried to cover herself with her hands, |ooking at the
alien |ike he'd gone nuts. "Into the shower," Tach said, pushing her toward the
john. She was wearing nothing but a little lacy bit of bra. Her pubic hair was
the sane pale blond, Jay noted with interest. "Don't cone out, and by the way,
you rent by the hour." Tach got the bra off on the run. Jay had to admire his
manual dexterity.- Footsteps cane poundi ng down the hall outside.

The Russian took it calmy. "There's no tine," he said, holding Blaise.

"Yes, there is," said Tach. "Jay will get you out of Atlanta. For the god's
sake, Bl aise, nove!"

The Russian disentangl ed hinmself fromthe boy. "Qpen up! Open the goddamm door!"
Jay knew the voice. Carnifex. "Now " Tachyon urged.

Jay shrugged, pointed at the Russian. There was a pop. Al of a sudden they were
short a Slav. Tach grabbed sonme vodka off a dresser, clutched it to his chest,
and dove onto the bed.

The door shattered with a crack. Billy Ray stepped through the splinters,
brushi ng aside a jagged shard of wood with the back of his head. He had a gun. A
big gun, one of those Dirty Harry jobs. The white gloves he wore as part of his
fighting togs made it | ook even bigger and bl acker. He pointed it at Tachyon,
which was fine with Jay. He hated guns, especially when they were pointed at
him "AIl right, where is he?" Ray wanted to know. "Were the fuck is he?"
"Huh?" asked Jay.

"Asshol el " Carnifex shoved at himcontenptuously with the flat of his hand. Jay
sat down hard. Carnifex | ooked around, spotted the closet, and acted |ike he'd
made a di scovery. He ripped the door off its hinges, grabbed handfuls of
clothes, flung themto the floor. There was no Russian in the closet. Ray
grimaced, dropped to his knees, peered under the bed. There was no Russian under
the bed. He got up, swung toward the bathroom "Get out of there. Now "

"Wal, sugah, how many you boys there gonna be?" Sara called out from under the
shower, in the worst Southern accent Jay Ackroyd had ever heard.

Frowni ng, Carnifex stepped into the bathroom They heard hi myank back the
shower curtain. They heard Sara scream They heard a slap. Ray cane out of the
bat hroomwith a red cheek and a wet costune, |ooking dour. "He was here. That
goddamm Russi an was' here."

"Russi an?" Jay | ooked at Tachyon, shrugged. "I don't see any Russian. Do you see
a Russian? And sweetcheeks in there sure don't sound Russian. Russian costs you
extra."

"Whay did you try to get away from ne?"

Tachyon took a | ong drink. "Because | was afraid you were the press, and

didn't want to be found visiting a prostitute.”

"You al ways take a ki d?" He gestured at Blaise with the .44.

"Coul d you put the gun away? It nakes ne nervous when you wave it around |ike
that. Most fatal shootings are accidental, you know'

"This wouldn't be an accident. Answer the fucking question."

Tachyon cleared his throat. "Well, that is the matter in a nutshell. It's tine
the boy |l earned." He gl anced about the notel room "This |acks the anbi ence that
I could wish, but she is very good. | tried her nyself last night. O course,

not hing can conpare with the wonman ny father gave nme on ny fourteenth birthday-"
Di sgusted, Carnifex bulled out through the broken door. Jay | ooked at Tachyon
with new respect. "Fourteen?" he said. "No kidding?"
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"Ch Ackroyd, please!"

1:00 P. M

Brennan carried Jennifer, wapped up in his denimjacket, down into the sewer
line. She seenmed to be getting worse. Her skin was feeling cool and feverish in
turn, and she was murnuring gi bberish that Brennan coul dn't make heads or tails
of .

He noved as quickly as he could through the sem darkness of the sewer. He had to
stop every now and then and put Jennifer down in order to clinb to the surface
to check his route, but Brennan had a good sense of direction below as well as
above ground. It led himwith only a few false turns to his destination. Qur
Lady of Perpetual Msery. He carried Jennifer back up to the surface and over to
the small rectory attached to the rear of the church. He kicked the door severa
times with his foot. Father Squid opened the door after a nonent, his | ook of
annoyance qui ckly turning to one of surprise and concern

"Merciful Lord," he said, "what happened?"

“I''l'l tell you in a nmonent, Father," Brennan said, pushing past the priest.

"Ri ght now we have to get a doctor. One you can trust to keep his nouth shut.
Know anybody that fits that description?"

"Well, there's M. Bones-"

"Get him"

"He's not a real doctor-"

"I's he good?"

Fat her Squi d nodded. "The people around here swear by him Sonetines | think he
knows nore about joker physiol ogy than Tachyon."

Brennan nodded. "All right. Get him'

Fat her Squid bustled off to his bedroomto nake the call, while Brennan set
Jenni fer down gently on the priest's beatup old sofa and then flexed his tired
arns. He knelt down by her and felt her forehead. It was cold again, although
sweat was beadi ng up and runni ng down her forehead and hi gh cheekbones.

As he held her hand it began to turn ghostly in his as she phased in and out of
her material state, uncontrollably and unconsciously.

"Jennifer!" He tried to wake her up, but she didn't seemto hear him He was
afraid to shake her, afraid to nove her at all

Her skin was white as death, her breath infrequent and shall ow

Fat her Squid came back into his neat little living room bringing a blanket that
he gently draped over Jennifer. "He was in. He'll be here soon. Now, tell ne, ny
son, what's going on here?"

" 1 guess | owe you that," Brennan said. He settled down tiredly on the floor
next to Jennifer, refused the priest's offer of coffee, and told hi mwhat had
happened that day.

Wi | e he spoke, half of his mind was condemi ng the obsession that had put him
and Jennifer in this desperate situation, and half was wondering about the

pal ace and Chrysalis's downstairs neighbors, and how he could get by the police
surroundi ng the pl ace.

When he finished the tale, there was a sl ow, neasured knocking on the rectory
door. Father Squid went to answer it and let in a tall black nan who | ooked |ike
a resurrectionist out of a Boris Karloff novie. M. Bones was old, thin, and
gaunt. He wore a white shirt and an old black suit that was clean and neatly
repaired, but much too short for his long, |anky |inbs.

This joker wasn't severe as things went. In fact, the two feathery antennae
growi ng out of his forehead were rather attractive. They twitched |like ferns
blowing in a gentle breeze as Father Squid introduced hi mto Brennan

"This the patient?" Bones asked as he knelt down before Jennifer. He stripped
the bl anket off her. As he took her pulse he bent very close to her and noved
hi s head up and down her body. His antennae twitched and rotated |ike sensitive
radar receptors.

"How i s she, doctor?" Brennan asked quietly.

"I"'mnot a doctor," Bones replied, still running his antennae over Jennifer
After a nmoment he rocked back on his heels and | ooked at Brennan and Fat her
Squid. "Her systenis had quite a shock. Right now all we can do for her is |et

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (126 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

her rest." He covered her with the bl anket and stood up. "And hope for the
best."

4:00 P. M

"So, Nephi," Jay said, |eaning against the hood of Jesse Jackson's |linp. Tachyon

was inside the Hyatt Regency, conferring with his new candi date, and Ackroyd was
getting tired of waiting. "The feds pay good, or what?"

Jesse Jackson's ace bodyguard | ooked at himlike he was sone kind of canker
sore. He was a tall thin Mornmon with a receding hairline, a gaunt chiseled face,
and the best damm posture Jay had ever seen. The press called him Straight
Arrow, the naneplate over his breast pocket said NEPH CALLENDAR. "Sone of us
are not interested in personal gain," he told Jay. "Some of us are just grateful
for a chance to serve God and our country"

Jay smiled. "Yeah, sure. And sone of you just like to beat people up, right?"
Strai ght Arrow frowned and | ooked away.

"Heard that Carnifex got in sone kind of braw Sunday night," Jay said casually.
"Or maybe it was Monday norning. Really pounded the shit out of sone guy."

"I's that a fact?" Callendar did not seemterribly interested. "I wouldn't know.
I"msure no nore force was applied than was appropriate to the situation. Ray is
an experienced agent with an outstanding record.”

"A hell of a dresser, too," Jay said. "Me, | don't think |I could wear all that
white. It's a bitch to keep clean. | |ike your outfit a lot better." The Mrnon
ace wore a tailored gray dress uniform It |ooked very crisp and proper and
mlitary, until you picked up on the justice Departnent insignia on the sleeves
and the dark red braid on cap and shoul der boards. His collar was fastened with
a jewel ed pin fashioned in the shape of a flam ng arrow. "Free | aundry service
come with the job, or you guys have to pay the dry cleaning yoursel f?" Jay
wanted to know.

Straight Arrow took a long pointed | ook at Jay's puce suit. "I'd recomend
burning, not cleaning," he said. "Funny man," Jay said. "These are Tachy's. |
thi nk he wants them back, don't ask me why."

"Way all the interest in laundry, Ackroyd?"

"When ny face got rearranged, | bled all over ny lucky shirt." The brui ses were
a delightful greenish yell ow shade today. "You know how it is when you got a
lucky shirt. | figured you feds might know a place where | could get it cleaned.
I hear that Carnifex had blood all over himafter his little fracas on Sunday

ni ght."

"You shoul dn't believe everything you hear, Ackroyd," Callendar told him "As
far as | know, Ray was with Senator Hartmann Sunday night, as per his
assignnent. If a situation arose requiring himto use force, regulations would
have required that he file a report. No such report is on file." Before Jay
could reply, Tachyon energed through the front door of the Hyatt, Jesse Jackson
at his side. The sidewal k was crowded with Jackson supporters waving bright red
JESSE! signs. Straight Arrow s eyes noved restlessly, scanning the faces, as the
two nmen cl asped hands and lifted themover their heads. The black nan was so
much taller that Tachyon had to stand on his toes.

A ragged cheer went up, then Jackson and Tachyon headed for the linp, sniling
and shaki ng hands as the spectators crowded in around them Jackson pressed the
flesh with practiced ease, but Tachyon | ooked distinctly unconfortable. "Wat
now?" Jay asked Tachyon when he reached the |inp.

"Jesse wants us to talk to the jokers outside the Omi," Tachyon expl ai ned. He
was wilting in the Atlanta heat. "He and | together. His positions on wld-card
i ssues are just as strong as Hartnmann's, if they will only listen. " He gave a
| ong deep sigh. "Jay, if you have other leads to follow up, there's really no
need for you to come al ong."

Jay thought about it for a nonent. As far as he knew, he didn't have a single

| ead that was worth a damm. He shrugged. "M ght as well," he said, "can't
dance. "

Inside the Iinp, the air-conditioning was cranked up and cooki ng, but Tachyon
wilted visibly once out of the public eye. Even Jay could see how nuch he
dreaded facing the jokers who had gathered in front of the convention center,
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many of whom considered hima traitor for deserting Hartmann in his hour of

need. "They hate ne now," he said with despair, glancing through the tinted

wi ndows at the crowds.

"Only sone," Jackson said as the linbp cane to a stop. "It's not as if you

swi tched your support to Barnett. |'mnot that unacceptable, aml?"

"Not to nme." Tachyon squeezed Jesse's arm Jay wasn't sure who was reassuring
whom "And you will convince them | knowit."

"Well, help me alittle.”

"I will do ny utternopst best," Tachyon decl ared

The |ino doors were thrown open, and they clinbed out one by one. Secret Service
men in dark suits and sungl asses were watching the crowd suspiciously, and a
squad of uniformed cops had cordoned off a narrow path fromthe |linb to the
flatbed truck, hung with red Jackson banners, where the m crophones were

wai ting. Jokers pressed closely around themon all sides. Sone stared in dead
silence. Gthers grinned and yelled out their support. Still others screaned
obscenities. Everyone was cooking in the heat.

"How can they hate them so?" Tachyon asked plaintively of no one in particular
"They are pitiful, and so brave. So very brave."

The cops struggled to hold back that sea of twi sted humanity as the jokers
surged forward. Slowy, the party began to nake its way down to the truck. Hands
were thrust at themfromall sides, between the |inked arns of the policenen,
over their shoul ders, around their backs. Jesse noved al ong one side of the
|ine, grabbing each hand in turn, giving it a quick squeeze, then noving on to
the next. Tachyon, |ess enthusiastic, worked the other side. An elderly man with
gills spat in his face. O hers tried to kiss his ring.

Jay kept his hands shoved deep in his pockets, several paces behind. Straight
Arrow wal ked beside him keeping a careful eye on Jackson. The ace's broad
forehead was dotted with sweat.

Overhead the. Turtle slid across the sky. Sometine during the night someone had
pai nted HARTMANN! across his shell in silver letters three feet high

A vast, pale wall of noon-faced flesh suddenly | ooned up behind two policenen,
broke through the cordon, and waddl ed toward Tachyon. Secret Service nen reached
for their pistols. "No, it's okay," Jay said, "that's Doughboy. He's

si mpl e-m nded, but he won't hurt him" Straight Arrow wei ghed Jay's words, gave
a curt nod. The Secret Service rel axed. Doughboy and Tachyon exchanged a few
qui et words. The alien | ooked |ike he was going to break down and cry.

"I hate this," Straight Arrow nuttered.

Sonewhere in the crowd, a chant of "traitorl" went up. Tachyon stopped and hid
his face in his hands. Jesse had to put an arm around his shoul ders and whi sper
encouragenent in his ear to get the Takisian going again. Even then, Tach's
smle |ooked like it had been pasted on. The alien grasped the flipper of a

| egl ess joker who had thrust it up between a policeman's legs. He said a few
words, smiled, noved on. Mre hands reached for him

A thin teenager in worn |eathers slid through the crowd, smling, just three
peopl e down the line. How the hell could anyone wear leather in this heat? Jay
wondered briefly.

He was gl anci ng away when sonet hi ng-the hunger in that |ean face, the bright
glitter in the boy's eyes--caught his attention and held it.

Tachyon touched-oh so lightly-the twisted fingers of a foul-snelling joker whose
huge boils oozed with pus. He looked a |little green, but he forced a snmile.

One of the boy's shoul ders was hi gher than the other

"NO " Jay screaned, noving forward, hands sliding out of his pockets.

The boy grasped Tachyon's hand. "I1'm Macki e Messer," Jay heard himsay as the
buzz saw ki cked in.

"I was in nedical school in 1946," M. Bones said between sips of tea, "when the
wild card cane down out of the sky. My deformity was slight, but enough to get
me bani shed from school. It was unusual enough to be a black man in nedica
school, but a joker black man couldn't be tolerated."

"You use your antennae in your work, don't you?" Brennan asked.

Bones nodded. "After a while | discovered that they' ve given nme a sixth sense,
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sonmewhere between taste and snell and touch that's probably about as hard to
describe as sight to a blind man. Through the years |'ve learned to use it to
hel p detect wongness in ny patients."

He put down his cup and turned to Jennifer as she npaned |oudly, the first sound
she'd nmade in hours. He ran his antennae over her body, |istened to her
heartbeat, and said to Brennan, "G ve ne ny bag."

Brennan brought it over and put it beside him He reached in for a hypodernic
and a bottle of clear fluid, and gave her an injection. Her breathing was
fluttery and rapid, her forehead was beaded with sweat. She sat straight up and
cried out, "Daniel, where are you, Daniel?" It seenmed she couldn't see himeven
t hough he was standing right next to her

Bones noved over and gestured for Brennan to take his place. He knelt down and
hel d Jennifer. She clung to himfiercely and her skin was cold even though she
was soaked with sweat.

"Dani el ," she murnured, and suddenly went |inp. Brennan | ooked at Bones
desperately, who reassuringly put a |arge-knuckled hand on his shoul der
"It's all right, son, let her down gently. | think she's passed the crisis
point."

Brennan held her at arns' |length and | ooked at her. She seened to be sl eeping
deeply. Her breath was firmand neasured. He | et her down against the pillow and
she sighed and turned over.

"She needs sleep," Bones said. "I"'mgoing to give her a sedative and | don't
want her to be disturbed for at |east twenty-four hours."
A vast sense of relief swept through Brennan. "She'll be all right?" he asked.

Bones nodded.

"Thanks, doctor-I nmean, M. Bones. Wat do | owe you?"

Bones shrugged | ean shoul ders. "I don't have set fees. My patients pay what they
can."

Brennan reached for his denimjacket, which was slung over a chair next to the
sofa. He took a flat roll of noney froma secret pocket sewn into the inside and
gave it all to Bones.

"This is all | have with ne," he said. "If there's anything el se you ever need,
call this nunber and I'Il do what | can." Brennan scribbled the nunber down on a
pi ece of paper he took from Father Squid's secretary and handed it to him Bones
riffled through the nbney Brennan had given him "You're very generous," he

sai d.

Brennan shook his head as he watched Jennifer sleep peacefully on the sofa.
"You' ve done nore for ne than | could ever repay. |'Il always be in your debt."
Under the high, thin shriek of Tach's screami ng was the hideous wet sound of a
power saw cutting neat. Fingers and pieces of flesh and bone were flying
everywhere. The boy stood there, fine drops of Tachyon's bl ood spattering his
face and armand | eathers with a sound |like sumrer rain, all the time sniling,
his mouth open just a little, tongue noving slightly across his |lower |ip.

It seenmed to Jay like he was noving in slow notion. H's hand came up, fingers
sliding into the shape of a gun.... Tachyon staggered back, blood jetting from
the ragged ruin of his right hand. The boy's hands were a blur. A cop grabbed
hi m by the jacket. The | eather boy sliced off his armclean at the shoul der Iike
it was the easiest thing in the world and turned back to Tachyon. The alien had
stunmbled to his knees. The boy reached down for him alnpbst gently, as if he
were going to caress his cheek, stroke that long red hair.

But Jay was pointing. No one heard the pop. Too nmany people were scream ng. But
suddenly Macki e Messer was gone.

Dazed, trenbling, Jay was hardly aware of the big blond man who came crashing
out of the crowd an instant later, glowi ng as yellow as a bug light and
staggering alnost in a circle as he punched at an assassin who was no | onger
there. "Who did that?" he shouted. Al around them people were shouting, running
into each other. The Secret Service had knocked down Jesse and covered himwith
their bodies. "An anbul ance," a distant voice was calling. "Sonmeone get an

ambul ance. Dammit, dammit, someone get an anbul ance." Everybody was wavi ng guns
and Straight Arrow was holding a flanming arrow up over his head. TV caneras were
circling like sharks. Jay heard soneone say "Ackroyd," but he wasn't sure who.

file:/lIF|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20Martin/Mar...20Wildcards%207%20-%20Dead%20Mans%20Hand.txt (129 of 171) [1/17/03 7:10:44 PM]



file:///F|/rah/George%20R.%20R.%20M artin/Martin,%20George%20R.%20R%20-%20Wil dcards%207%20-%20D ead%20M ans%20Hand. txt

The policeman was still making a hi deous noi se, but Tachyon had fallen silent.
When Jay reached him the little alien lay on the pavenent, still as death, his
eyes closed, his right armclutched to his chest. Blood still came in short,

ragged spurts fromhis wist, and the ruffles of his lace shirt were as red as
his hair. Jay snelled sonething burning sonmewhere behind him Then he was shoved
asi de, none too gently. Straight Arrow knelt over Tachyon. Dimy, fromhis own
haze of confusion and shock, Jay watched. The man held his hands over the raw
wet stunp. Pale yellow flanes | eapt fromhis fingertips, and the snell of
burning flesh filled the air. Tachyon's body thrashed feebly. The stunp was

bl ack and seared when Cal | endar stood up. A couple of paranedics |lifted Tachyon
onto a stretcher. Jay wasn't sure when they'd arrived

"Ackroyd," soneone said. Jay |ooked around. Straight Arrow was talking to him
"Where did you send hin?"

Jay couldn't think straight. "Yeah," he said. His hand was still clenched
tightly in its gun shape. He flexed his fingers, ran themthrough his hair. "COnh
Jesus," he said, patting hinself to nmake sure he was intact.

"You!" soneone bellowed at him It was the big blond guy. He | ooked al nbst as
young as the | eather boy. "Wo the hell are you?"

"Jay Ackroyd," Straight Arrowtold him "Private cop. They call him Popinjay."
"I had the bastardl" The blond guy nmade a fist, crushing a pack of cigarettes
that he didn't seemto realize he was holding. Little bits of tobacco drippled
down over his pants. "I could have turned himinto Jell-O Aw, fuck!" He threw
down the squashed cigarettes and kicked theminto the crowd. Suddenly Jay
recogni zed Gol den Boy. The reports of Braun's death were obvi ously exagger at ed.
Nobody ever told himanything.

"Where'd you send him Ackroyd?" Straight Arrow asked. "Popped him..
were very dry. Wien he licked them Jay tasted bl ood.

The Mornon ace grabbed his | apels and shook him "Were'd you send the
assassin?"

"Ch," Jay said. "New York. The Tonmbs." Straight Arrow |l et himgo. "Good."

But CGol den Boy was a lot |ess pleased. "He wal ks through walls!" he yelled. He
seened to feel a need to screameverything. Jay was starting to understand why
Braun had never made it as an actor. "He's out by now'

That nmade Straight Arrow very unhappy. The Mrnon gave a | ong sigh, then turned
and wal ked away. Jay followed him |eaving Braun alone with his histrionics.

Hs lips

"Tachyon," Jay asked, grabbing Callendar by the arm "Is he going to |ive?"
"Only God can answer that question, Ackroyd. Pray."

6:00 P.M

Brennan sat in Father 'Squid's rectory, waiting for the dark. The priest was out
on an errand for Brennan. Jennifer was still sleeping peacefully on the couch

Brennan had turned on the Father's small bl ack-and-white television, and with
the vol une turned way down was watching with disbelief the day's events in

At | ant a.

The highlight, shown repeatedly from every conceivabl e angl e-and i n excruciating
sl ow noti on-was Tachyon | osing his hand. It was shown again and again unti
Brennan t hought he was going to be sick. The | atest word acconpanyi ng the
footage was that Tachyon had |ost a | ot of blood and that he'd had such a severe
shock to his systemthat the wound ni ght prove fatal

Brennan prayed that the little alien would pull through. They were friends and
conr ades, having fought both the Swarm and t he Shadow Fi sts together, but also
Brennan felt that Tachyon was one of the few people in the world who understood
his notivations. Tachyon knew why he'd been conpelled to fight Kien and the
Shadow Fi sts. He had a sense of personal duty as deep as Brennan's.

As he watched the clip of Tachyon losing his hand for the nth time, Brennan
suddenly recogni zed soneone el se in the scene. Popinjay was at Tachyon's side.
What the hell was the Pl doing in Atlanta? Had he abandoned Chrysalis's case, or
had sonme clue taken himto the convention?

As Brennan was wondering about all this, Father Squid returned, carrying a gym
bag and a large, flat-sided | eather case. He put the bags down before Brennan
and said seriously, " | don't knowif | should be encouraging you in this,
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Dani el . "

"You' re not encouraging ne, Father. You know that |'m doing only what nust be
done." He unzipped the | eather case and took out his backup bow. The police had
his other bow, and nobst of his arrows, but Brennan had sone |eft. Enough, he
hoped.

He opened up his gym bag and took out a black junpsuit. He draped it over a
chair and continued to wait for the dark

8:00 P.M

"I wish George was here," Bl aise said.

For a nmonent Jay thought the boy was tal ki ng about George Bush. The hospita

wai ting roomhad two television sets, both tuned to the convention, and he'd
been hearing a | ot about George Bush fromthe comentators. He was about to tel
the kid that the last thing any of them needed right now was a Republican when
it dawned on himthat Blaise neant his jolly old KGB uncle. "George is in New
York," Jay told him Mackie Messer was in New York, too, but he wasn't in the
Tonbs. Jay had phoned. Mackie had freaked out, turned a couple of his cellnates
into Al po, and wal ked right through the bars.

The carnage in front of the Omi kept playing and replaying in his head, like a
bad splatter nmovie. Jack Braun was one of the chanpion weenies of all tine, but
maybe he was right, naybe Jay had fucked up, had inadvertently saved Mackie
Messer by poppi ng hi maway before Braun could get to him O maybe he'd saved
Tachyon's life. He just wasn't sure. And whether Gol den Boy could actually have
gotten to Mackie or not, teleporting himinto the Tonbs had been a ghastly

m st ake. There were other places Jay coul d have picked, enpty, deserted pl aces
where no one woul d have died. Mackie was psychotic, he knew that from Digger, he
shoul d have t hought about what his reaction would be when he found hinself in
that cell. But there hadn't been tinme to think. Everything had happened so
goddamed fast....

A horsefly was buzzing around Jay's head. He brushed it away and sighed. This
afternoon was over. There was nothing he could do about it now Except live with
it. For a long, long tine.

They were the last ones left in the waiting room A few reporters still haunted
the steps outside, but only famly, friends, and VIPs had been adnmitted to the
hospital itself. There had been quite a few during the first hour of their

vigil. jokers by the score had cone and gone, sone bearing flowers or books or
other tokens of their esteem Hiram Wrchester sat with Jay for al nbst an hour
during the dinner recess, pale and silent. "I have to get back to the floor," he

said when he finally stood to leave. "Tell himl was here." Jay had prom sed
that he would. Leo Barnett prayed for Tachyon and the TV caneras during his
visit. "Lord," the reverend had proclai med, "Hear ne now, and spare this sinner
Grant himhis life, that he nmay cone to wi sdomat |ast, and know Your power and
mercy, O Lord, and accept You into his heart as his personal savior." Carnifex
had swung by briefly, flashed his badge, and grilled one of the doctors. Jay was
too far away to overhear what was said, but Ray seened satisfied. Anman in a
cheap rubber frog mask had stuck it out |ongest, pacing restlessly as they
waited for word, finally leaving as quietly as he had conme. He was the last; now
there was only Jay and Bl ai se.

"You think Tisianne is going to die?" Blaise asked. He didn't sound very upset
about the possibility; his tone was nore one of idle curiosity than of fear.
"Nah," Jay said. "If he was going to die, he'd have done it already. W been
here, what, three hours? They got to have himstabilized by now " He wasn't sure
who he was trying to reassure, the boy or hinself.

"If he dies, Baby belongs to ne," Blaise nmused. "Baby?" Jay said, confused.

"What baby?"

"That's his spaceship," the boy said, with all of a child' s contenpt for an
adult who didn't know sonethi ng he assunmed everyone ought to know. "It's a
stupid nane. |'mgoing to think up a better nanme for her when she's mne."
"Tachyon's not dead yet," Jay said.

Bl ai se yawned. He was stretched out across his chair in a bonel ess sprawl that
said he could care less, his legs thrown up carelessly on the coffee table. "Ws
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it really as gross as they say?" he asked. His eyes noved restlessly, tracking
the fly as it circled around his head. "The Secret Service guy, the one who
drove ne, he said there was bl ood and fingers and everything just flying through
the air."

"I't was real ugly," Jay said. The conversation was naking himdistinctly
unconf ort abl e.

"I bet he cried," Blaise said contenptuously. "He should have |let ne cone, |
coul d have grabbed the guy with ny mind, just like that!" He shot his hand out
suddenly and caught the fly in his fist. Jay could hear it buzzing between the
boy's fingers. "I could have nmade himcut hinself up." Blaise closed his fist
hard around the fly. "That woul d have been sonething,"” he said casually, opening
his fingers and staring at the remains of the insect with a strange little smle
on his face.

Jay had a sudden inmage of the little hunchback killer |opping off his fingers
one by one and singing "I'"'ma Little Teapot" as bl ood fountained fromthe
stunps. "You know, Blaise," he said, "you are one weird fucking kid." Maybe he
was bei ng uncharitable. The boy nmight be in shock, terrified at the thought of
losing his only living relative, hiding fear beneath a pose of indifference and
adol escent bravado. Only sonehow Jay didn't think so.

The boy | ooked up at him Beneath his tousled mass of glittery red hair, his
eyes regarded Jay haughtily. They were purple, Jay saw, so dark that they were
al nost bl ack.

Under the bright fluorescent Iight of the hospital waiting room they | ooked
like pools of violet ink. "I"'mnot a kid," Blaise informed Jay. "On Takis |'d be
| eaving the wonen's quarters."”

"Figures," Jay said. "Just when you get old enough to want in, they throw you
out."

9:00 P.M

The tunnel s were dark, deserted, and very quiet. Brennan had figured they would
be. He knew that the police had staked out the Crystal Pal ace, but he'd hoped
they didn't know about the secret underground entrance Chrysalis had built.

And they didn't. At least so far it seenmed as if they didn't. Brennan had | eft
Father Squid's rectory with the priest still watching over a sleeping Jennifer
and had gone underground two bl ocks fromthe Palace. He left the main Iine at
Henry Street and went down the tunnel he'd used to gain access to the Pal ace the
night he'd surprised the Gddity in Chrysalis's bedroom

There was, he renenbered, a short spur off the tunnel that he'd never

i nvestigated before. He stopped before it, debating his course of action, the
only light a dimbeamfromthe flashlight he held in one hand. In the other was
his bow, already assenbl ed.

As he stood there debating with himself he heard a noise conming fromthe tunne

before him It was a small, skittering noise, as of many tiny feet trying to be
silent. He shone his light into the darkness with little effect.
He didn't want to keep the flashlight illuninating hinself as the perfect target

in the otherwise dark tunnel, but he couldn't stand the thought of turning it
of f and standing there in utter bl ackness.

He put it down at his feet and backed away, taking an arrow out of his quiver
and placing it on his bowstring.

As he stepped out of the feeble circle of |light cast by his flashlight, he heard
a voi ce. Her voice.

"Daniel, ny dear archer. You don't have to be afraid of ne.
It was Chrysalis's voice -or her ghost's. There was no denying it.

The doubl e doors to the waiting roomopened with a bang. "Are you the fanmly?" a
tired voi ce asked.

Jay got to his feet. "I'ma friend," he said. He jerked a thunb toward Bl ai se.
"He's the grandson.”

"Grandson?" The doctor sounded nomentarily nonpl ussed.

"Ch, that's right," he finally said. " | keep forgetting the patient is ol der
than he | ooks, isn't that right?"

"The question is not how old he is," Jay said. "The question is, is he going to
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get any ol der?"

"He's suffered nmassive blood | oss, not to nention major system c shock," the
doctor told them "And it appears he was in a terribly weakened condition to
begin with. Fortunately, first aid was applied at the scene; that nmade all the
difference. Any nore blood | oss and he might have been DOA. W started himon

pl asma as soon as he arrived. The hand ... I'mafraid we had to lose it. It
wasn't a clean cut, you have to realize, the paranedics brought us two of the
fingers, but with the way the flesh was ... well, chewed up ... ah, there just

wasn't a hand to reattach themto. Amputation seened the only viable op--"
"Ckay," Jay snapped inpatiently, "so fromnowon, if he |oses one mtten, it's
no big deal. Is he going to |ive?"

The doctor blinked at him then nodded. "Yes," he said. "Yes, | believe we've
pulled himthrough. We're listing his condition as serious but stable."

"1 want to see him" Blaise said, in his npst inperious tone.
"I"'mafraid we don't allow visitors in the intensive-care unit,'
sai d. "Perhaps tonorrow we can nove-"

"Take us to himnow, " Bl aise said. Those dark purpleblack eyes narrowed just a
little. He grinned boyishly.

The doctor spun on his heels, straight-armed the double doors, and | ed them back
to the I CU without another word. A bag of plasnma hung over one side of the bed,
an |V bottle over the other. Tachyon had tubes in his arns and nore tubes up his
nose, wires attached everywhere. H s eyes were closed, but Jay could see his
chest rise and fall beneath the thin cotton of his hospital gown.

"He's heavily sedated,"” the doctor said softly. Blaise nmust have |let himgo.
"For the pain."

Jay nodded and gl anced over at Blaise. The boy was staring down at his
grandfather with a | ook of ferocious intensity on his face. H's eyes gli stened,
and for a nonent Jay thought he saw a tear there. Then he realized it was only
the noving readout on the nonitor, reflected in the iris of his eyes. "C non,

Bl ai se," he said. "There's nothing we can do here."

They passed through the waiting roomagain on the way out of the hospital. Up on
the television screen, the convention was going crazy. Jesse Jackson was
standing at the podium People were scream ng, balloons were falling fromthe
ceiling, signs were waving nmadly, and the band had struck up a rousing chorus of
"Happy Days Are Here Again." Jay had a bad feeling. He stopped by the nurses
station. "Wat's happened?" he asked the nurse on call.

"Jesse just gave a speech. You should have heard him it brought tears to ny
eyes. He's throwing his delegates to Hartmann. It's all over but the voting."
Over? Jay wanted to tell her. Lady, it's just beginning. But he chewed his lip
and sai d not hi ng.

Bl ai se stood in front of the tel evision, |ooking al nost happy. Wen Jay cane
back over, he | ooked up eagerly. "They're going to nom nate Hartmann, just |ike
George said they would."

The network cut away fromthe convention floor to the streets of Atlanta.
Thousands of jokers were dancing in the streets. Qutside the Omi the
"Hart-mann" cry went up, |ouder and | ouder. An inpronptu parade was starting on
Peachtree, a conga line that grew as it noved. Piednont Park was one huge

expl osion of joy. The network cut frompark to convention floor to street,
letting the noment speak for itself. Jay put his hand on Bl aise's shoul der and
was just about to say that it was time they got back to the hotel when the boy
said, "Hey, |ook, Sascha."

Jay | ooked. They were showi ng Pi ednont Park, where a dozen jokers were dancing
giddily around a bonfire while fifty others watched. He was standi ng just behind
the dancers, the flanes of the fire shining off slicked dark hair, pencil-thin
nmust ache, and that pal e eyel ess face.

"Sonofabitch," Jay said. He'd al nost forgotten about Sascha. He shoul dn't have;
the skinny fuck had some answers he needed. He was about to tell Blaise to head
back to the Marriott on his own when he renenbered what the kid could do with
his mnd control. Al of a sudden Jay had a better idea. "Hey, kid," he said.
"Want to play detective?"

t he doct or
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Brennan didn't believe in ghosts, but whatever was approaching from down the
dark tunnel and speaking in Chrysalis's voice couldn't be Chrysalis. Chrysalis
was dead. He'd seen her in her coffin. The face in the wi ndow had only been a
dream

He backed away until he stood against the side of the tunnel and couldn't nove

anynor e.
"Daniel," the voice said, "I want to help you," and the speaker stepped into the
I'ight.

Brennan | owered his bow, dunbfounded. He couldn't believe his eyes. It was
Chrysalis. A mniature Chrysalis, perfect in every detail, but no nore than

ei ghteen inches tall

Now he knew why t he wi ndow had appeared so large in what he thought was his
dream

He squatted down to see her better as she approached fearlessly. The manikin

m m cked her perfectly, down to the red painted fingernails, down to the tiny
perfect heart beating in the cage of her ribs, down to the off-the-shoul der wap
that | eft one minute breast bare, invisible but for a tiny dark. nipple, smaller
than an eraser on the tip of a pencil. "W are you?" Brennan asked.

"Come with ne and | shall tell you everything." She smiled at him turned, and
wal ked back down the dark tunnel

He wat ched her for a moment, then, knowi ng he wasn't going to |learn anything by
remai ning in the darkness, followed her, stopping only to pick up his
flashlight.

The corridor was short, but it took several minutes to traverse because the
mniature Chrysalis took very tiny steps. Brennan shuffled slowy behind her. He
directed his light to the end of the tunnel, eventually discovering that it
ended in what seened to be a blank wall. Wen they reached it, the little
Chrysalis called out and a hidden panel slipped open. Suspicious red eyes peered
out.

"l have brought the archer," she said.

"He could hurt us," the watchman said in a deep, surly voice.

"She said to trust himwhen his word was given." The little Chrysalis turned and
| ooked at Brennan. "Do you prom se not to hurt us?"

Mystified and bewi | dered, Brennan said, "I promise." There was the sound of
creaky bolts being thrown and protesting nmetal squeaked on rusty runners. Dim
light spilled fromthe hidden door as it swng slowy open

"Then enter," the watchman said.

Brennan and the little Chrysalis stood at the threshold of a corridor. There
were twenty or so beings in it. None were over eighteen inches tall; sone were a
lot smaller. Sone were perfectly forned mani ki ns, other grotesque parodi es of
humanity, test nodels discarded by the Creator and never put into nass
production. Sorme | ooked nore like aninmals than people, but all stared at Brennan
with intelligence in their eyes.

"She said to trust you. She said you would help," the watchman said fromthe
smal | platformthat had been bolted next to the hidden door's peephole. He was
one of the human-1 ooki ng ones, though his |eathery skin hung in folds over his
nearly naked body |ike an overcoat that was six sizes too big.

"Who are you?" Brennan asked in a snall voice.

"W were Chrysalis's eyes and ears," the Chrysalis manikin said proudly. "W
nmoved about the city, unseen and undreaned of by the big world, and brought her
the news that she was so eager to hear. She gave us a place to live, warm and
dry and out of sight." She wiped at a tear that dripped down a crystalline
cheek. "But now she is dead."

"I't's you," Brennan said in a soft voice, "who's been |eaving ne notes and
calling me up."

"That's right," the tiny Chrysalis said. "W only tried to hel p. W stopped when
we realized that we were confusing and hurting you. W were only trying to help
you find out who nmurdered our lady. W tried to help the detective, too, but he
only called us nanes and chased us."

"Then you don't know who killed her?" Brennan asked. The mani ki n shook her head.
"W never spied on the Lady. It was a rule. She |iked her |oneness, even if at
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times she was sad init."

Br ennan nodded. "But you know where she kept her files."

"She woul d conme and knock and we would | et her in. Then we would tell stories of
what we'd seen, what we'd learned in our hiding places in the world outside. She
woul d bring food and drink and we woul d eat as she wote things down. Once she
never cane for nonths. W wote ourselves, but it was no fun without the | ady."
"Wher e?" Brennan asked. "Were did you wite?"

The tiny joker pointed a tiny finger to the chanber at the end of the corridor
More of the tribe were in the hallway, watching Brennan with eyes that were
frightened and distrustful, angry and sad. One of the jokers, who | ooked like a
tiny nonkey with too many | egs, turned on a shaded | anp as Brennan approached.
The nore skittish of Chrysalis's tiny spies peered at themsilently fromthe
dark edges of the room

The chanber was sinply furnished with a confortable chair, an antique desk, and
a Tiffany | anp. Notebooks and binders and stacks of paper cluttered the desk. As
Brennan gl anced t hrough them he saw sni ppets about the sex life of politicians
and the drug habits of bankers, notes on alliances between cops and gang
figures, and even a list of which Dodgers had trouble with high fastballs and
whi ch were suckers for curveballs in the dirt.

Brennan frowned. "Is this it?" he asked the honmunculus. "How in the world did
she keep track of everything? Didn't she have a conputer?"

"She didn't need a conmputer,” the Chrysalis manikin told Brennan. "She had

Mot her . "

" Mot her ?"

The mani kin nodded and poi nted. Brennan turned to follow her. gesture and saw
two honmunculi dragging at a pullcord attached to a dark tapestry that covered

the chanber's back wall. They pulled back the tapestry and Brennan stared at
what was reveal ed
There was a wall of flesh growing over a trestle against the back wall. It was

gray and pink and purple and pulsated with a rippling rhythm |ike a sw nm ng
manta ray. It was totally featureless. A dozen or so of the manikins hung from
or clung to the flesh. Sonme were clearly attached to the thing, growing from
cords attached to their heads, linbs, or stomachs. O hers were just nestling
against it as if for security or confort.

"What is it?" Brennan asked in a whisper

"Mother," the little Chrysalis said. "W are her children. She cannot see, nor
tal k aloud, but she speaks with her mnd. She knows, she renenbers everything we
whisper to it while we rest in her bosom Qur |ady gave her-and us-refuge. In
return she remenbered for the Lady."

"She can't tal k?" Brennan asked.

The homuncul a shook her head. "Only through her children."”

Brennan, who thought he'd seen just about every kind of joker inmaginable, shook
hi s head. He wondered where Chrysalis had found it-her, actually-and how they
had made their bargain. It was a story he would like to hear, but now there was
no time. Later he and the little people could sit down and puzzle it out. Now he
still had a nurderer to uncover. "How can | talk to Mdther?" Brennan asked.
"Through us. O," she said, "you mght find what you're |ooking for in the
Lady's journal."

"Her journal ?" Sonehow that sounded easier than dealing with Mdther. And she was
there for questioning if the journal didn't pan out. "Were is it?"

"Right there," the homuncula said, pointing at a | eatherbound volune sitting on
top of the cluttered desk

As Brennan reached for it he heard a soft scuttling step where there was no one
to nake it. He drew back barely in tine as sonething invisible and netallic
swung through the air, caught his cheek, and ripped it open, |eaving a bl oody
gash. Between himand the diary a pair of brown eyes floated five and a hal f
feet fromthe ground.

There was | oud chittering and nany of the homunculi ran for the dark corners of
the room as Fadeout materialized, pointing a pistol at Brennan

"Surprise, surprise!" he said, grinning. "Drop your damm bow. "
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10: 00 P. M
The park was as hot and humid as a hooker's mouth. Fires burned everywhere, and
shouts and snatches of song echoed through the trees as they wandered fromtent
to tent, fromcanpfire to canpfire, |ooking for Sascha

In this hour, this night of triunmph, even supposed nats |like he and Bl ai se were
wel come. Everywhere they went, jokers shook their hands and sl apped them on the
back. Drinks were being thrust at themevery tinme they turned around; Hartmann
buttons were pinned on their clothing at each stop. The night was heady with
aromm; sausages sizzling on a hibachi, hobos stew simering over a canpfire, a
pair of squirrels turning slowy on a spit. The sound of beer cans being popped
surrounded themli ke a thousand al um num crickets. People were drunk, stoned,
excited, turned on, fucked up, and generally crazed, but it was a happy kind of
insanity. Gregg Hartnmann was going to be president; he was going to kiss it and
make it better; for the jokers and all the other poor damed souls in the park,
Canel ot was just around the corner.

Jay wondered how they'd feel the norning they all woke up and realized that
sonehow Canel ot had turned into Mordor.

"I want to go back to the hotel," Blaise whined yet again. "This is bor-ring."
"Hey," Jay told him "this is history in the nmaking. Look around. Taste it.
Smell it."

Bl ai se sniffed the air suspiciously. "That's just beer,"'

he said. "Beer and

pi ss. "

Jay had to | augh; that sounded like one of his lines. "Maybe you'll make a P
yet, kid."

"I'mtired of all these stupid jokers," Blaise said. "You should let ne

m nd-control them | bet they're just lying to you, | bet they all know Sascha.

| could nake themtell us."

"No," Jay said. "Wien we find Sascha, you can take him nmake himtell nme the
truth. That's all."

They found Doughboy all alone in a field, playing with a manhol e cover. He was
throwing it like a Frisbee, flinging it twenty, thirty yards across the grass,
then scrambling after it to throwit again. It didn't fly as well as a Frisbee,
but Doughboy didn't seemto nmind. There was nothing but innocent, childlike joy
on his great round face. But when Jay called out, the joker stopped and | ooked
guilty.

"We're | ooking for Sascha," Jay asked him "He used to work at the Crysta

Pal ace. Have you seen hi m anywhere?" Doughboy slowly shook his head fromside to
side. "I wath juth playing," he said.

Bl ai se | aughed. "I know a good game he can play," he said. Doughboy's face went
waxen, and he began to take off his clothes with thick, clumsy fingers.

Jay swung around. "Let himgo," he snapped.

"Why should 1? You can't make ne." Jay sl apped him

Bl ai se stood there, his eyes hot with anger, his cheek as red as his hair, and
for a second Jay was afraid of what he might do. Then, suddenly, he | ooked away.

"Ckay," he nmunbled. "lI'msorry."
"All right," Jay said, after a long monent. "It's forgotten. C non. Sascha's
still out there sonewhere."

"How did you find me here?" Brennan asked Fadeout. "Wait, don't tell ne," he
added before the ace could say anything. "Lazy Dragon."

"Very astute," Fadeout said sarcastically. "He |lost you when you were grabbed by
the police, but. he picked you up again at the church by running down your usua
haunts. "

"And you followed me here."

"Quite right." Fadeout |ooked around. "You do know the nost interesting people.”
He reached over and picked up Chrysalis's journal. "But this is what |'ve cone
for. This will give me nore power than Chrysalis ever had-because | won't be
reluctant to use the information."

Brennan coul dn't believe that he'd come so close to finding what he needed, only
to have it snatched away at the last nonent. He made a nove to reach for

Fadeout, but the ace swung his gun up and pointed it at Brennan's m dsection
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"Uh-uh, wouldn't want ne to have to shoot you?" he asked as the niniature
Chrysal i s noved.

She' d been standing on the desk next to Fadeout, and as he pointed his pistol at
Brennan she | eaped and grabbed it by the barrel. Fadeout | ooked at her in shock
as her weight dragged the barrel toward the floor. He cursed and shook the gun,
but she wouldn't let go.

As Brennan shouted, "No!" he pulled the trigger

The shot echoed loudly in the confined chanber. The bullet ripped the miniature
Chrysalis off the barrel and sent her flying through the air. She spattered

agai nst Mdther |ike a broken rag doll. Mther nade no sound, but extruded | ong,
humanl i ke arms that cuddl ed the broken body agai nst her mattress of flesh
Brennan ki cked the gun from Fadeout's hand, and with the same snmooth notion
backhanded hi m across the face and snatched the diary.

Fadeout went down, blood fromhis crushed Iip dribbling on his chin. He put a
hand to his mouth to wipe it away and rmunbl ed, "You' re dead now, you bastard,"
and threw sonmething at Brennan. It hit his chest and bounced onto the desktop.
It | ooked |ike a carved bit of potato.

Brennan backed away as the potato expanded, taking on black bands of fur, a

| arge, chubby body, and a round, funny face with big black circles on its eyes.
The giant panda grinned at him It was cute as hell with its fat, furry body and
com cal face. It was also twice Brennan's wei ght and had forni dabl e tal ons and
bright, sharp, shining teeth.

"Kill him Dragon," Fadeout directed.

The panda nade a whining, bleating noise and carefully clinbed off the desk and
advanced on Brennan as the honmunculi ran scream ng and skittering fromthe
chamber.

There was no way Brennan coul d hope to defeat the thing, and it was between him
and the door. The only factor he had on his side was superior speed. The dam,
roly-poly panda couldn't be as fast as him He hoped.

He backed up further into the chanber, and the panda padded after him a stupid
grin on its amiable, clownish features. Wen Brennan could go no further, it
reared up on its hind legs and growed as if a buzz saw were runbling deep in
its throat.

Brennan noved. He tried to dodge around the creature, but the bastard was fast,
damm fast. Brennan felt a surge of agony rip through his left armas the panda
swung a huge paw and caught him squarely on the forearm

Brennan felt bones break and flesh tear, but he was by the panda and runni ng.
Fadeout had faded, but his eyes were still visible, so he could see. He tried to
stop Brennan, but Brennan stiff-armed hi mand knocked himon his ass as he

ski dded by and went out into the tunnel. He |ooked to the left, where the sewer
line lay, and then to the right, which led to a stepladder to the basenent of
the Crystal Pal ace.

Brennan didn't want to be trapped in the underground tunnel. He had to go up

He caught his breath at the pain that |anced through his arm Both bones in his
forearm were broken. The radius had ripped through his flesh, and bl ood spurted
intime with the pul ses of agony surging up his arm

Brennan breathed deeply and rhythmically to get the pain under control as he ran
down the corridor and grabbed the | adder |eading up to the basenent. He gl anced
over his shoulder and saw the panda coning down the corridor a lot faster than
he thought possible. He transferred the journal to the crook of his injured arm
groaning as the torn flesh and broken bones took its weight, and funbled in his
hi p pocket.

He took the transmitter fromhis pocket, activated it. "Crystal Palace," he
croaked. He dropped it as he pulled hinself up the | adder with his good hand.
The trapdoor at the top of the |adder resisted his efforts at first, but opened
when he banged his good shoul der against it, sending waves of agony pounding
down his injured arm

Brennan pulled himself into the storeroomand sl amred the trapdoor back down. A
flight of rickety wooden stairs went up to the first floor, and Brennan took
themat a run, bursting into a corridor that led to the Pal ace's rest roons.

A woman goi ng down the corridor toward the bat hroons took one | ook at Brennan,
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bl oody-faced and with the radius of his right armsticking out of his flesh Iike
a jagged spear stub, and screaned. Brennan bolted past her and burst into the
taproom of the Crystal Pal ace.

Everyone stared at him No one tried to stop himas he plowed into the taproom
but the press of custoners forned a bl ockade that Brennan coul dn't push through
There canme anot her piercing screamfromthe hallway, and Brennan knew that Lazy
Dragon was still on his trail. And he didn't have the probl emthat Brennan did.
Lazy Dragon sinply crashed through the crowd, scattering it |ike scream ng

tenpi ns. Brennan, knowi ng he wasn't going to outrun the panda, turned with his
back agai nst the bar, his right arm an agoni zi ng hunk of dead neat hangi ng from
hi s shoul der.

The smart custonmers were | eaving. The slow, the curious, the drunk, and the
stupefied stayed to watch as the panda cl osed on Brennan, its cute little face
grinning a grin that exposed razor-sharp teeth capable of biting off an armwth
a single chonp.

"G ve ne the book!" Fadeout commanded from behind the bear, but Brennan shook
his head. "Take it," Fadeout ordered, and the panda advanced |ike sl ow,

i nescapabl e doom Brennan gathered hinself for a final attenpt to escape as the
panda shuffled forward on his hind feet. He feinted to his left, quickly shifted
low and to the right, and al nost scooted away.

Al nost .

The ace sl ammed a paw down across Brennan's back and it felt |ike the ceiling
had fallen on him Brennan dropped to his knees with the breath squeezed from
his lungs, rolled, and cane to his feet right in front of the panda. The ace

sl apped the journal away fromhim as easily as taking candy froma child, and
Fadeout retrieved it.

"Finish the job," he told Dragon

The remai ni ng spectators crowded as best they could to the edges of the room
"Leave him al one."

The unexpected voice sounded calmin the hushed silence, and oddly gentle. The
panda turned slowy, one gigantic paw still raised and ready to snash Brennan to
jelly.

A squat, hunchbacked figure had naterialized in the open area between the

onl ookers and Brennan and the panda. Dragon, his eyes on Quasi man, swatted at
Brennan, who took the blow on his shoul der and nanaged to roll with it alittle.
He smashed agai nst the bar with a jolt that brought tears to his eyes. Sonehow
he managed to pull hinself to his knees and say, "W need the journal," before
col l apsi ng in agony.

Quasi man advanced slowy, dragging his stiff left leg behind him "Gve ne the
book," he told Fadeout, and as he switched his attention to Fadeout, the panda
char ged

It struck Quasiman like a runaway train smashing into a cliff face. The two
hurtl ed backward into the scream ng spectators. It was a mracle that no one was
crushed as Dragon's nonentum crashed them both through the wall. Wod shattered
and pipes burst and a spray of water showered the room Brennan pulled hinself
to his feet as they came crashing back through the hole they'd nade in the wall,
the panda first, Quasiman after him

Quasiman |lifted a heavy wooden table and battered his foe. Hs first blow
crushed the panda flat on the floor, shattering the table to kindling. The panda
got to its feet and charged at Quasi man, smashing himthrough the bar and into
the large mirror and racks of bottles behind. Lupo deserted his post with a
despairing yow as mrror and bottles burst into a mllion scintillating shards.
Brennan swayed on his feet, undecided. He wanted to hel p Quasi man, but realized
there was nothing he could do agai nst Dragon. He wanted to foll ow Fadeout, but
the ace had al ready nmanaged to disappear in the dark roomfilled with running,
scream ng people. Dragon and Quasi man snmashed t hrough the bar again and rolled
about the floor like angry behenot hs, punching and ki cking and cl awi ng one

anot her.

The panda had bl ood on its fur, Brennan wasn't sure whose, and Quasinman's shirt
had been ripped off his back, exposing the mass of bone and flesh that was his
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hunp.

Brennan's nose twitched at a sudden foul snell in the air. It was gas, natura
gas. The battling aces had broken a gas line as well as a water |ine when they'd
smashed through the wall. Brennan had a nonent of calm coherent thought,

realizing that everyone had to get out before a spark ignited the gas that had
seeped into the room He turned to shout to everyone to |eave, but it was too

| at e.

There was a nuted whooshi ng roar and flanes bl ossoned near the shattered wall
Soneone yelled "Fire!" and the pandenoni um was conpl et e.

There was a pani cked flight toward the door. Sone were tranpled, but cooler
heads sonehow danpened the frenzy. Brennan realized that it would be inpossible
to force his way through the crowd, so he headed to the stairway that led to the
exits on the upper floors. He paused at the foot of the stairs and wat ched
Quasi man and Dragon waltz around the floor in a clunsy dance. The panda's paws
were on Quasi man's shoul ders and Quasi man had his hands | ocked around the
animal's throat. Its snarling, spitting face was only inches from Quasi man's.
"Quasi man!" Brennan's voice cut through the panic |like a bullhorn through fog.
"Break it off! Quasimn!"

He never knew if the joker heard, whether he'd decided he'd had enough, or

whet her his brain slipped off, wandering God al one knew where. Quasi man suddenly
vani shed, teleporting away just as the panda snapped its jaws shut in a bite
that woul d have taken Quasinman s face off. It groped around in bew | dernent for
its vani shed foe and staggered into a pillar of flane that suddenly shot from
the hole it had hel ped pound in the wall

The air was suddenly speared by the scent of burned fur, and the panda tottered
about, spreading the fire as it bunped into the shattered bar and the broken
furniture that littered the floor. It finally stopped and pl opped down on its
rear. It let out a few whining bleats, then seenmed to shrivel into itself,
shrinking to its original negligible size.

Brennan started to go upstairs, then renenbered Mther and the honunculi in the
basenent. He hesitated, cursing hinself, then headed back for the corridor that
led to the basenent storage room and the chanber bel ow.

The corridor was thick with snmoke. Brennan ran, bending below the acrid funes,
found the open trapdoor, and went down the | adder. The air suddenly becane
searing hot, and Brennan knew that the fire had spread to the storeroom above.
Mani ki ns were scurrying from Chrysalis's secret chanber, wailing and crying like
| ost cats.

Brennan | ooked inside. Mther had pulled away fromthe wall and was fl opping and
squirmng on the floor like a living mattress. Mst of the honunculi had pulled
away from her, but those attached with unbilical cords were as trapped as she
was. Brennan hesitated, alnopst turning and | eaving; then a vast tel epathic wave
of fear and desperati on washed over him so powerful that even his nonreceptive
m nd coul d sense it. Whatever she | ooked |ike, Brennan realized, however hideous
and i nhuman her shape, Mdther was still a person

He didn't know if he'd be able to drag her away with only one arm but he knew
that he had to try. He took a deep breath of the snoke-fouled air, gritted his
teeth, and stepped into the secret chanber.

"I'"'mcom ng," he call ed.

He ran into the chanmber and managed to tip up a corner of Mdtther's rectangul ar
body. Her flesh was warm and rubbery and pul sating, and it had a pl easant,
sonmehow soot hing snell even in the snmoky chanber. He got down on his knees and
sonmehow managed to hoi st her onto his back

Sparks sprinkled fromthe ceiling and snoke rolled into the chanber |ike thick
f og.

"It's all right," Brennan shouted. He caught his breath at the horrible pain in
his broken arm "W're going to nake it." Then the ceiling fell in.

11:00 P. M

The sound of singing floated through the night, a ragged drunken harnmony in a
couple different keys. The lyrics were sonethi ng about hanging Leo Barnett from
a sour-apple tree.
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The path curved off to the left, but Jay cut across the grass and through a
stand of trees. Blaise followed desultorily, Kkicking at the occasional rock

The fire was out; the only light cane froma few enbers gl owing feebly anidst
the ashes. It wasn't until they were quite close that Jay realized the group of
jokers squatting by the tent wasn't a group at all. O naybe it was, if you
count Sianese quints as a group

By then the singing had stopped.

Al'l the eyes were looking at him The five bodies were tw sted and nal f or ned,
flesh flowing into flesh in places and ways that nade Jay want to turn his head.
He wasn't even sure you could really call themquints; there seened to be five
bodi es, but they shared four heads and maybe seven | egs between them On the

ot her hand, they'd cone out way ahead on the arm and-tentacl e count.

"Ch, gross," Blaise said with astonishing tact.

Jay ignored him and hoped the jokers would, too. "Maybe you could help ne," he
said. "I'mlooking for a friend of mine, name of Sascha. Skinny, slicked-down
hair, kind of a fussy dresser. Has one of those little pencil nustaches like you
see on desk clerks in old novies." No response. "No eyes. Did | nention that?
Just skin."

Four m smatched faces regarded himdully. Jay couldn't decide if they were
stupid or hostile or what. He waited a | ong awkward nonment and tried again.
"Maybe you don't know him He used to work at the Crystal Palace. You guys from
New Yor k?"

"I can make it answer,'
and do a little dance."

"They don't talk," a woman's voice said from behind them

Jay turned around. He could barely nmake her out, just a shadow formsitting
under a tree. "l heard them singing," he said.

"They sing," the calmvoice replied. It was a young wonman. Through t he branches,
he coul d see the noonlight reflected on pale white skin. Her dress was
unbut t oned down the front, and she was cradling sonething in her arns. "They
sing, but they don't talk."

"Ch," Jay said. He stopped a few feet away fromher. He could see one breast,
pal e and cone-shaped. A baby was nursing at the other. She stroked it gently as
it sucked. She | ooked very young, no nore than eighteen, sad and pretty. Her
baby in her arms was a round red thing, like a bowing ball nmade of flesh. "I'm
sorry," Jay said. "I didn't nmean to intrude...."

"I know where Sascha is," the worman sai d.

In the darkness behi nd her, sonmeone noved. Jay |ooked up, saw eyes peering out
of the bushes. They were pale green, and burned with a dimferal glow He was
staring at them when he heard a soft footstep behind him The hairs on the back
of his neck stirred. There was a sudden overwhel mi ng sense of being watched, and
all at once Jay was terrified.

He backed away fromthe worman and the sad twi sted creature in her arns, trying
not to show any of the fear that was tearing at his guts inside. "Blaise, we're
getting the fuck out of here;" he said. He turned.

Sascha stood behind the boy, his eyeless stare fixed on Jay. Ezili was there,
too. He could see her body, full and |ush. She was naked, and in the darkness,
her eyes gl owed red, brighter than the enbers in the fire. She smiled at himand
sai d not hi ng.

Jay nmust have nmade sone kind of noise, because Bl aise turned around. He saw
Sascha, but then his eyes went to Ezili and got big. He grinned, then gave a | ow
hoot of approval that Jay knew he hadn't |earned from Tachyon. The boy had no

i dea of the shit they were in. "Sascha. . ." Jay began

"No," Sascha replied. "Nowit's too late for talking."

A man with a club canme sliding out of the darkness, his feet bare, silent as a
shadow. He swung, missed, Jay danced aside, and nade his gun with his fingers
and popped hi m away. Sonmeone | eaped onto his back. He went down hard and roll ed.
Long fingernails raked across his face, clawing for his eyes. Jay caught the
hands, pried them|oose, tried to untangle hinself. He got his right hand free
just intine to pop off a small girl who was coning at himfromthe right, but
by then the worman had sunk her teeth in the fleshy part of his left hand just

Bl ai se said eagerly. "Just watch. 1'll nake it get up
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beneath the thunb.

He cried out. Blaise finally took his eyes off Ezili's tits |ong enough to see
what was going on. "Hey!" the boy called out.

The woman worried at his thunb with her teeth and tried to kick himin the balls
at the sane tine. Jay sl apped her hard al ongsi de the head, got his hand | oose,
and popped her right out fromunder him Sascha shouted out, "Stop itl Leave

t hem al one! "

It was enough to freeze everyone for a second. Blaise was staring at Sascha with
fierce concentration, holding himin the palmof his nmnd. Behind him Jay saw
the vast shadow of the Sianese quint lurch unsteadily to its feet and stunble
forward. Onh Jesus, he thought. "Run!" he screaned at Bl aise. He saw notion out
of the corner of his eye, and whirled. The thing with the pale green eyes had
energed fromthe bushes and was gliding silently across the grass, five feet off
the ground, |ike sone obscene manta ray with a sem hunan face. It was naked, its
skin pale and pinpled. Male genitalia drooped fromthe center of its face
beneat h those hideous eyes. Jay fought to keep down his lunch as he sent it

away, but behind it cane others. The loom ng joker with flesh soft and dark as
bl ood puddi ng, the boy with the ice pick, the human centipede skittering forward
with knives in half his hands. They were all around him

He got rid of the ice pick when he saw the sad-voi ced young woman com ng at him
her baby lifted over her head |like a weapon. It nade himhesitate, only for a
second, but it was enough.

A dozen strong hands seized him from behind, the ground dropped away under his
feet, and pain erupted everywhere.

Sunday July 24, 1988

3:00 A M

Hs arms were on fire.

He didn't renmenber waking up. He wasn't sure he had. For a nonent he thought he
was dream ng, his nightmare come to haunt himonce again, only this was a new
part, after the cone-faced thing began to how. He tried to open his eyes, and
saw only darkness. The world had a danp, fetid snell. He couldn't nove his
fingers. He could feel burning in his shoulders and his wists, but otherw se
his arnms were nunb. He kicked feebly, and his body began to tw st. He was
suspended sonmewhere, adrift above sone vast bl ack abyss.

Far off in the darkness he heard coarse |aughter and di m whispering voices. The
cone-faced things were tal king about him Jay thought. He renmenbered his nane
then; sonehow that helped. He tried not to listen to the voices. They reni nded
himof the trees in his dream whispering secrets, terrible secrets he did not
want to hear.

Then there were footsteps comng up behind him and the fear rose in his throat.
They were conming after him and when he tried to run, his | egs punped usel essly
agai nst not hi ng.

The blindfold was ripped off his face. Sudden |ight stung his eyes. Jay cl osed
them whinpering feebly. "Cut himdown," a faniliar voice said, close at hand.
Soneone grunted. Against his best instincts, Jay opened his eyes a crack. His
vision was blurred and pai nful. The roomtook shape around him A basenent, he
t hought groggily. He was hanging froma pipe, swaying in the air, dangling by
his arnms. A human centi pede advanced toward him hands full of shiny netal,
while a man with an eyel ess face watched from bel ow. Sascha, he thought, but
when he tried to say the nane, nothing cane out. -

Then he was falling. His |l egs tangl ed under him unable to support his weight,
and he collapsed, his head hitting the danp stone beneath a solid crack as he
fell. Jay groaned.

"G ve himanother shot,"” a distant voice said. " | don't want to take any
chances with himuntil we reach Ti Malice." No, Jay tried to say. Al he
produced was a noan. Soneone kicked at his broken rib, rolling himover with a
foot. Then there was a bright Iight shining in his eyes, a sharp pain inside his
el bow. After that he slept.
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11: 00 A M

Chrysalis smiled at him Brennan thought it was strange to see her again,
because he was pretty sure that she was dead. O naybe she'd just been out of

t own.

He smiled back tentatively. Now that she was back, how would he explain her to
Jenni fer? And vice versa? He decided to worry about it later and reached for
her. They embraced and he pulled back to arnms' length to |ook at her. Hs smle
froze.

Chrysalis was deteriorating before his eyes. Her crystal flesh clouded with
corruption and fell away from her face and body in rotten chunks. Blood ran in
sluggi sh tears from her eyes, her breath whispered in a ghastly rattle from her
| aboring lungs. He held a corpse in his arms. He felt guilt tear angrily at him
and with her |ast gasp she said, "Brennan," and he awoke soaked wi th sweat and
shaki ng from horror and anesthesi a reaction

"How do you feel ?" someone asked from his bedside. "Fine," Brennan lied. "Were
am | ?"

Brennan turned and | ooked at the speaker for the first tine. He was a young man
in a white lab coat with a stethoscope around his neck. He | ooked like a cross

between a surfer boy and a palonmino pony. Dr. . . . Finn. That was his nane.
"The Jokertown Clinic," Dr. Finn told him Brennan nodded wearily.
"You know," Finn went on, "it's nost astonishing that you're with us at all."

Brennan nodded again. He was groggy and di soriented, but he was starting to
remenber things. The fire. Mther. The ceiling coll apsing.

"It seems,"” Dr. Finn said, watching himclosely, "that a fireman found you in a
secret subterranean room when | ooking through the weckage of the Crysta

Pal ace. Apparently you were saved fromthe flames by... something... that was
only a charred, fleshy mass covering your back when the fireman di scovered you."
"Mt her," Brennan whi spered. His mouth felt as if it were full of wet cotton
batting and his right armwas a hunk of unfeeling meat encased in a plastic
cast. He sat up and swung his legs onto the floor, fighting sudden vertigo that
made his head swirl as if he were in the mddle of a three-day drunk. His arm
was totally nunmb, but he knew that the nunbness would wear off unfortunately

qui ckly. "Wiere are ny cl ot hes?"

"You're in no condition to | eave the hospital,"” Finn said gravely. "Your arm was
broken pretty badly, and you've lost a |ot of blood. You ve al so got some burns
on your hands and face. You should rest for at |east a day."

Brennan shook his head. "lI've no tinme to rest."
"I can't be responsible if you |l eave the clinic,"
in distress.

"You're not responsible for anything. I am" Brennan stood, and al nost

i medi ately col | apsed agai n when he was struck by a severe attack of vertigo
"Now, where are ny cl othes?"

Fi nn shook his head. "If you're really determned to | eave, | won't stop you
Wait here a minute and I'Il find your clothes. It nay take a while because
everything's a mess this norning."

"The fire?" Brennan asked.

"No. The Crystal Pal ace was destroyed, but there were actually very few injuries
fromthe fire. It seens that half the staff was up all night partying with the
rest of Jokertown, and the other half is being run ragged trying to treat the
results of that partying.”

"Partying?" Brennan asked. "Wy?"

Finn said, his tail tw tching

"Ch, | guess you couldn't have heard. Senator Hartmann was nomi nated for the
presi dency last night. Al of Jokertown's gone Hartnmann crazy."
Sonewhere in the darkness, the voices were arguing. "lIt's not fair," the first

voi ce said. "W need the kiss, too. He spends so nmuch time with him How long is
he going to keep us waiting?"

"As long as he desires,"” the second voice said. "It is not our right to question
the master's comngs and goings. Ti Malice does things in his own tine, for his

own reasons."

"W ought to kill themboth,"” the first voice said. "They're dangerous."”
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"No," said a third voice, a wonan's voice, "not these sweet ones. The naster

will want to taste them to ride them to feel them beneath him The naster will

want to hear them scream"

That was enough to open Jay's eyes.

"What about us?" He saw the centipede nan pacing, his voice high and nervous.

"What if he likes thembetter than us? W'll never get the kiss. | can't stand

it when he goes off."

Jay lay facedown on a decaying, foul-snelling couch, his head turned to one

side, arms tied behind his back. At |east he hoped they were tied behind his

back; he couldn't feel them anynore, and when he tried to nove his fingers,

there was only nunbness. The uphol stery snelled of piss. Hi s head was poundi ng,

and his ribs screaned at the slightest notion. He was still in the sane dank

cellar. He could see an old hot-water heater a few feet away, its pipes eaten by

rust. Beyond it was a second room |arger than the one he was in, where shadowy

figures waited in the faint light that poured through grime-encrusted w ndows.

Jay tried to count them but there were too many, sone of them noving around.

Wien he tried to concentrate, his skull felt like it was about to split open

He must have groaned, or whi npered, or sonehow given away the gane. The argunent

st opped suddenly, and he heard footsteps. Rough hands turned hi mover toward the

ceiling. Sascha stood above him The telepath looked a little worse for wear.

Hi s hands were trenbling, and strands of dark hair were plastered to his pale

forehead with sweat.

"What ," Jay said. It was all he could nanage. His lips and throat were dry and

raw. "What," he repeated.

"Cet himsome water," Sascha said.

A monment later, Ezili knelt beside him holding a glass to his lips. Her hands

were hot, but the water was cool and Jay gulped it down greedily and let it run

over his lips and chin. "Suck," Ezili whispered in his ear, |aughing, and Jay

could snmell her, and feel the heat that cane off her skin in waves.

"You shoul d never have followed us to Atlanta," Sascha said.

Jay sputtered through the last of the water. "My arns," he nmanaged. "The ropes
cutting off ny circulation. Let nme |oose."

"I'"'mblind, not stupid," Sascha said. "You can't use your power w th your hands

tied. You need to point your finger, to nake believe your hand is a gun."

"He's trying to trick us." The human centi pede stepped up behind Sascha. He was

tall and stooped, hunched over like a question mark, his face a pinched

afterthought on a narrow hairless head. All his arns were grotesquely |ong and

thin, skin pulled taut over bone and nuscle. But there were so many of them "I

told you he was dangerous," the joker said. "Kill him" He had a |long serrated

knife in one of his nyriad hands.

"No," Sascha said. "He's too valuable."

"A treasure," Ezili whispered.

"You know how the naster feels about aces," Sascha said. "Ask the others!" the

centi pede man insisted.

"Do | get a vote?" Jay wanted to know.

Ezili | aughed, and Sascha turned his eyel ess face toward Jay. "You'd vote for

life," he said solemly. "Stupid." His fingers rubbed idly at a |l arge scab on

the side of his neck

"You' ve been a bad boy," Ezili said teasingly. "What did you do to them eh? Al

our lovely friends..."

"I told you," Sascha said. "He teleported them away. To New York City."

"The master will be angry," Ezili said. She ran a finger lightly down Jay's
cheek, delicately circled his ear. "So many nmounts, gone. You'll have to be

puni shed. "

"The nmaster," Jay repeated. "Who's that? Hartmann?" Ezili | ooked at hi m bl ankly.
"The Puppetman," Jay said, renenbering the nane Tachyon had used. The centi pede
gl anced at Sascha in confusion. "lIs that what this is all about?" Sascha said.

"You poor sad fool. You have no idea what you've blundered into." He gave a
short, sharp laugh that had no hunmor in it. "But then again, few of us did," he
added bitterly.

"I want to play with him" Ezili said. Her hand worked at his belt and slid into
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hi s pants.

"Not tonight, honey," Jay said weakly. "I've got a headache." Ezili smled and

took her hand off his cock. "Wen he kisses you," she whispered, "then you wll

be mine again. He likes to have the new mounts fuck me. He will ride you and you

will ride nme."

"Sone fun," Jay said.

Ezili ran her tongue across her lower lip. There was a scab on her neck, too.

Jay had seen it before, the night they'd balled on her carpet, but he'd

forgotten about it. Nowit was right there in front of him an old sore, crusted

over with a scab, just |like Sascha's.

He | ooked up at the centipede. The hole in his neck was open and raw, the skin

around it red and inflamed.

Al of them Jay thought wildly Not joker terrorists or mlitant Hartmann

fanatics but... sonething else. Sonething terrible.

Hi s stomach clenched inside him and again he had a sick feeling of vertigo and

a sense of unspeakabl e dread, as if he had just dropped into his nightnare.

"You won't get away with this," Jay said with all the bravado he had left.

"Blaise will tell them what happened. They'll cone after you ... Tachyon,

Hram.." He tried to think of who else might cone |ooking for him and couldn't

come up with any nanes. "I'ma popul ar guy, Sascha," he finished weakly.

"They're not going to let you fuck around with ne."

Ezili thought that was hilarious. Her |laughter was al nost hysterical. The

centi pede joined in.

"The boy won't be telling anybody anything," Sascha said al nbst sorrowfully. He

reached down and grabbed the front of Jay's shirt and jerked himupright to a

sitting position. "There."

Behi nd the sofa, a nonstrous shape filled the gray shadows along the wall. In

the di mess, Jay saw arns, tendrils, claws, flesh twisting into flesh. And eyes
It wasn't until the creature noved that Jay recogni zed the Sianese quint.

Bl ai se was sl unped unconscious on a mattress at its feet, wist and ankle

shackl ed to nearby pipes. H's face was battered and brui sed, and dried bl ood had

caked over one eye, sealing it shut.

Al Jay could think was that Dr. Tachyon was going to be really pissed.

Noon

Brennan headed i mredi ately to Qur Lady of Perpetual Msery. As he crossed

Jokertown he could observe the tail end of the nmass party that Finn had told him

about. Drunks were still staggering about the street wearing HartnmannJackson

canpai gn buttons. Hartnmann banners festooned practically every building, having

appeared nagically overnight |ike rmushroons sprouting after a rain. Hartnmann

posters were stapled to every flat surface. You couldn't go anywhere without

seeing his smling face. Hi s ommi presence was al nost eerie, and for the first

time Brennan felt sone m sgivings about such an uncritical, overwhel m ng

passi on.

Fat her Squid was still conducting Mass, so Brennan slipped in the back of the

church and waited, trying to make hinself as inconspi cuous as possi ble. The

joker sitting in the pew next to himglanced over once, saw the state of

Brennan's clothing, then decided that it was far nore inportant to pay attention

to what was happening with the Mass than stare at the bl oodstai ned nat who'd sat

down beside him

Mass | asted only a few nore mnutes, but the church took a long tine to enpty.

Brennan caught the priest's eye as he was surrounded by nenbers of the

congregation who wished to talk to himnmainly, it seened, about the com ng of

Hart mann and t he expected gol den age-and Father Squid cal |l ed Quasi nan over and

whi spered a few words to him

Quasi man shuffled of f and Fat her Squid gestured significantly to Brennan.

Brennan slipped out of the church and went around to the back, where Quasi man

was unl ocking the rectory.

"I hope you're all right," Brennan told the joker. He could see a series of deep

scrat ches runni ng down Quasi man's face.

"Sure," Quasiman said. "Do you think you'll be needing ne soon?"
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Brennan | ooked at him Quasi man | ooked back with deep, intelligent eyes that

held no nenories at all of the events of last night. "lI-no, I'Il think I'Il be
able to handle things now. But if | do need you, I'Il let you know. "

"Ckay," Quasiman said. "I'lIl be ready."

He opened the door to the rectory and Brennan went quietly inside. The shades
were drawn and Jennifer was still asleep on the couch. Her face | ooked snooth

and serene as that of a child. Her skin color was good, her chest rose and fel
with easy regularity. She | ooked well on the road to recovery, but Brennan
didn't want to jeopardize her health by waki ng her

He quietly tiptoed to the hallway that led to Father Squid's little bedroom His
bag was sitting by the bedroom door. He took off his battered, bloody clothes
and di scovered how hard a sinple thing Iike changing pants can be with an armin
a cast. Once he acconplished this, he closed the door behind him and sat down
on Father Squid's water bed and rested for a nonent.

He took a deep breath. Dr. Finn had been right. He was worn out already. He
hoped the rest of the day would be easy on him R ght now he didn't have the
strength to fight half his weight in puppies.

He picked up the phone by the bedstand and dial ed a nunber that had been given
himby a cat. It rang once, then a recorded nessage cane on that said, "W're
sorry, the nunber you're trying to reach is no longer in service."

He hung up the phone. Fadeout worked fast. He even had the tel ephone conpany
junping. Brennan sat on the bed, thinking for a nonent. Kien might know where
Fadeout's headquarters were, but the thought of going to his eneny for hel p nmade
Brennan gag. He would do it if he had to, but there were others he could see
first. There was one other he was particularly eager to see.

He put the | ast weapon he had, a snub-nosed .38, securely in the waistband of
his fresh set of jeans, and went out into the living room

He wat ched Jennifer sleep for a nonent and resisted a powerful urge to kiss her
He wal ked through the living roomw thout nmaeking a sound and cl osed the door
silently behind him

Quasiman was sitting in the grass, listening to whatever thoughts they were that
drifted like clouds across his nmind. "Tell Father Squid |I'lIl be back," Brennan
sai d, but Quasi man gave no sign that he'd heard. Brennan snmiled to hinself, well
aware how | ucky he'd been that Quasi man had responded when he'd needed himthe
ni ght before.

As he went through the churchyard to the street beyond he wi shed that he could
al ways be that |ucky. He stepped to the sidewal k just as an enpty cab went by.
Brennan whistled shrilly and the cab stopped a little ways up the bl ock. Maybe,
he thought, mnmy luck has shifted.

"Twi sted Dragon," he said to the cabbie, who nodded, flipped the flag with his
flipper, and pulled off down the street.

The tal kative cabbie was festooned with Hartmann buttons, and Brennan let him

j abber on about the crucial events in Atlanta while putting in only an
occasional grunt to sustain his end of the conversation

"The fur," the cabbie said, "is really gonna fly now. Hartmann versus Bush. Oh,
boy. And if Hartmann don t win, Jokertown is gonna go crazy. | don't think
Tachyon will be too wel come around here. Wiy do you think he done it?"

The cab pulled up in front of the Twi sted Dragon. "Wy do you think Tachyon
turned his back on us?" the cabbie asked Brennan again.

Brennan woul d have shrugged, but the cast nmade that difficult. "I'msure he had
his reasons," he said, only vaguely aware of what the cabbi e had said, and not
at all sure of what Tachyon had done or hadn't done. The answer didn't please
the cabbie, who burned away fromthe curb despite the twenty that Brennan handed
hi m

Brennan went inside the Dragon, dismissing the political maneuverings fromhis
m nd. He had nore inmrediate problens to worry about, and so did Lazy Dragon,
whom Brennan spotted drinking at the bar

The Twi sted Dragon was as crowded and noisy as it usually is, which is saying a
| ot on both accounts. Brennan sinply wal ked up behi nd Dragon, who jerked with
surprise when Brennan stuck a knuckle in his back, sinulating the barrel of a
gun.
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"Nice to see you again, pal," Brennan said. "Shall we have a little chat?"
Dragon nodded once, and his hand started to go slowy to his jacket pocket,

until Brennan jamed the knuckle a little harder into his back

"Rel ax. Keep your hands in sight. | don't want you turning into a teddy bear and
scaring all these people.™

"A'l right," Dragon said quietly, his hands resting flat on the bar. "Wat do

you want ?"

"l could want your ass, chum but you saved ny life once, so we'll call it
quits. If you tell nme howto get in touch with Fadeout."

"Al'l | have is a phone nunber," Dragon said. "The one | gave you a few days
ago. "

Brennan shook his head. "It's no good anynore."

"Then I can't help you."

Brennan stared at Dragon, who returned his gaze steadily. "Al right. But if
you're lying, if you know how to get in touch with Fadeout and warn himthat |I'm
comng, then it's open season on dragons. And |'ve got ny hunting permt right
here." He increased the pressure with his knuckle. Dragon shrugged, feigning
nonchal ance. "Wy should | care what you white dudes do to each other?" he
asked. "Good attitude," Brennan said, and faded into the crowd. Cross Dragon off
the list, Brennan thought when he hit the street. It was tinme to visit the Magic
Ki ngdom agai n.

"Bl aise," Jay said in an urgent stage whisper

The boy's eyes were closed, but Jay could see the tension in his nuscles. He was
consci ous, Jay was convinced of it; groggy naybe, terrified al nost certainly,

but consci ous.

In the next room Charmwas singing. That was what the others called the Sianese
qui nt; Jay had a sick feeling he knew what that was short for. Sascha had | eft
twenty minutes ago, after saying sonmething about needing to get a new boy. From
the conversation, Jay gathered that he had popped away the old boy last night in
the park. He wasn't quite clear what they needed a boy for, but it seened to
have sonething to do with the master's travel plans.

Sascha's tel epathy woul d have nade any attenpt at escape futile. If they were
going to nake a nove, they had to do it now. As near as Jay could determ ne,
there were only five people left in the other roomsix if you counted the
grotesque infant nursing at its nother's breast. He figured he could di scount
the nother and child. Ezili and the joker who | ooked |ike a sack of bl ood
puddi ng shoul dn't be too dangerous either. That left only Charmand the

centi pede man. The centi pede sat beneath a wi ndow in the other room a whetstone
in one of his left hands, a half-dozen knives in his rights, the arns on the
right side of his body noving with a strange rhythm c grace as he sharpened the
bl ades. The sound of steel against stone lent an eerie counterpoint to Charms
si ngi ng.

"Bl ai se," he whispered again. "C non, dammt. Wake up."

The boy opened his eyes. Al the arrogance was gone fromthemnow. Even in the
darkness, Jay could see how scared they were. The contenptuous junior nmentat had
turned back into alittle boy on him

"W got to get out of here," Jay said, trying to keep his voice low. "This is
the best chance we're going to get."

"They hurt ne!" Blaise said. His voice cracked with pain. He spoke nuch too

| oud. For a nonent Jay stiffened, but the singing went on in the next room

"I know," Jay whispered. "Bl aise, you have to keep your voice down. |f they hear
us, we're fucked."

"I"'mscared," Blaise said. H's voice was softer, but not soft enough. "I want to
go hone."

"Pull yourself together," Jay said. "I need you. You have to m nd-control one of
them "

"I tried," Blaise said. "Last night ... | had Sascha, but they didn't listen to

him and then that thing... that joker . . . too many mnds, | wasn't even sure

how many, and some of them... it was like an animal nmind, only snmarter, and it

kept sliding away fromne, | couldn't get a grip ... they hurt ne." He was
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crying now. A line of red ran down one cheek, where his tears nmingled with the
dried blood that had closed his eye.

"They're going to hurt you a lot worse if we don't get out of here," Jay said.
"You don't need to ness with the big ugly one. Just grab the guy who | ooks |ike
a centipede. Make him stand up and say, |'mgoing to go check on the prisoners.
You got that?"

"I'"'mgoing to go check on the prisoners,
swol | en, cracked lips.

Bl ai se repeated nunbly through

"Casual ," Jay stressed. "Make it real casual. Then get the fucker back here with
one of his knives and have himcut ne |oose. Once ny hands are | oose, we're hone
free. 1'll pop you back to the Marriott and you can bring the cavalry. Ckay?"

" 1 don't know, " Bl aise said.

" 1 thought you were part Takisian," Jay whispered with all the scorn he had in
him "You guys good for anything but crying?"

Bl ai se blinked back tears, then nodded slowy. "I'Il try." The boy's battered
face twisted in concentration. Jay held his breath. The singing went on for what
seened |ike an eternity. Then a chair pushed back and he heard a thin voice
announce, much too fornmally, "I'mgoing to go check on the prisoners."

The singing stopped. Jay heard footsteps. Too many foot steps.

The centipede crossed the cellar like a sleepwal ker, knelt down in front of Jay,
groped behind him and started sawing at his bonds with a knife. Fromthe sound
it made, Jay had the sick realization that his hands were bound with wire, not
rope.

Charm came in just behind him lurching forward with a ponderous stunmbling gait.
One head gl anced over at Jay and the centipede, and ignored them Al the other
eyes stayed fixed on Blaise. "No," the boy whinpered as the joker's vast dark
shadow fell across him He tried to scuttle back on the mattress, but there was
no place to hide

One of Charm s hands reached up into the pipes that ran along the ceiling and
energed with a baseball bat. The first swi ng caught the boy's head with a crack
that made Jay nauseated

2:00 P.M

This time Brennan's approach was strai ghtforward. He knew where he was goi ng, he
knew what he wanted to do. Quinn's garden was gorgeous in the afternoon
sunl i ght.

He either had tremendous horticultural skills or had hired a superb | andscapi ng
service. Brennan wouldn't mind tal king gardening with the Eskino, and if things
went right, he'd have his chance.

He cut through the poppy bed and approached the caterpillar sentinel fromthe
rear. As it had done the first tine he stunbled upon it, the machine turned its
head slowy, grinned, welcomed him then dispersed a billow ng cloud of gas in
his direction.

Brennan fell, artistically he hoped. He winced when his right armhit the turf
and twi sted so that his |left hand was under his body. He held his breath as the
gas dissipated, and took shallow, cautious breaths when he had to. He got a
little dizzy fromthe residue gas, but then he was still feeling woozy fromhis
medi cal treatment, anyway.

He lay there for ten nminutes before he heard approaching footsteps and a
grunbling voice. "Sunday afternoon,” it was saying, "Sunday afternoon. Can't a
man be left in peace to enjoy hinself even on the weekends? What's this world
com ng to?"

The grumbling stopped and through slitted eyes Brennan saw Qui nn staring down at
hi m

"Now who's this?" Quinn continued his nonol ogue. "Who's caught in the web spun
by nmy caterpillar? Wait a mnute. Caterpillars don't spin webs, do they?"
"That's right," Brennan said, sitting up and pointing his gun at Quinn. "You're
t hi nki ng of spiders."”

"You' re unconscious," Qinn said. "You can't talk." Brennan could see that the
Eski mo was badly ripped, but that wasn't unusual. He peered doubtfully at
Brennan, seem ngly not even cogni zant of the gun Brennan was pointing at him
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"Runni ng downs through your systemthis afternoon, Quinn?"

He nodded tranquilly. "Quaal udes."

"Lucky me. Now here's what we're going to do. W' re going back to your place,
then we're going to call up someone else and have a little party. That all right
with you?"

Qui nn nodded agreeably. "Sure. Sundays are boring anyway. There's usually
not hi ng on television worth watching at all."

"You first," Brennan said, waving his gun at Quinn. He didn't want to get within
reach of the doctor in case Quinn realized what was happening and tried to sink
his finger needles into himagain.

Brennan got a better view of the inside of the mansion than the last time he was
there. Whatever taste Quinn had in | andscaping didn't extend to interior design
The inside of his Mgic Kingdomwas decorated in what could best be called
exotically eclectic taste. The entrance hall was lined with portraits of famous
drug addicts of the past, including Edgar Allan Poe, Sherlock Hol nes, Elvis
Presl ey, and Tom Mari on Dougl as.

The room Quinn led himto had a group of display cases that housed, anbng other
things, a collection of Chinese opiumbottles and antique Turki sh water pipes.
Agai nst one wall were terrariuns with rare and delicate species of fungus and
cactus, against another were aquariuns with various species of puffer fish.
"Quite a place you've got here," Brennan said, gazing about in wonder.

"Thanks." Quinn beaned. "It's thematic, you know. "

"Yeah," Brennan said. "Now | want you to nmake that phone call."

"Who are we calling?"

"Fadeout. | want you to get himhere fast. Tell himyou've discovered sonething
new. Sonething inportant that he has to see right away. Can you handl e that?"
"Hey!" Quinn stood straight up. "Sharp as a tack!" But he stopped and peered at
Brennan. "But why should |?" Brennan decided that subtlety was out of the
question. "Because | got a gun," he said, pointing it at Quinn. "And | want you
to."

"Hey," Quinn said, backing away. "I was only asking." He went to the tel ephone,
and Brennan kept pace behind him out of arms' reach. He peered at the nunber
that Quinn was trying to dial. It was different than the nunber that Fadeout had
given him as Brennan had suspected it might be. He didn't -think Fadeout woul d
hand out his secure nunber to just anyone.

Qui nn, neanwhile, was having difficulty dialing, but finally made it through on
the third try. Brennan positioned hinself before Qinn, where the Eskinmo could
see his gun.

"Hey, hey!" Quinn said into the receiver. "Guess who? ... That's right.

Coo- coo-ka-choo. . . No, wait a minute. That's the walrus.... Anyway, it's ne,
Qui nn. Yeah, listen, Phil old boy, | was fooling around in the |ab today and
came up with sonmething you' ve just got to see.... Sure |'msure.... Everybody's
gonna junmp for joy. . . . Hey, has the Eskinp ever |let you down?... Well
recently, | nean ... kay... okay... Wen you can neke it ... Sure ... Adios."
He hung up the phone. "Wl I?" Brennan asked.

"He's got sone stuff to do, but he'll be by in a hour or so. Say, want to see ny

greenhouse? |'ve got a great collection of nmarijuana plants."

"Sure," Brennan said. "Wy not?"

3.00 P.M

The sound of footsteps on the stairs nmade Jay open his eyes.

It was very quiet. He had been sleeping... or drifting in and out of

consci ousness, it was hard to be sure. He gl anced over toward the mattress and
saw Bl ai se staring at him The boy's eyes were w de open, fixed in terror. A
froth of bl ood bubbled out of his mouth where Charm had knocked out some teeth.
He didn't seemaware of it. He didn't seem aware of anyt hing.

The footsteps got |ouder. Jay squirned al ong the couch, his useless hands stil
bound behind his back, and tried to get a good | ook into the next room

Hi ram Wor chester stepped into the basenent.

Jay blinked. For a nonent he thought he was hallucinating. Then he gathered all
the strength he had in himand screanmed. "Here! Hiram |'m back here!"
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H ram s head snapped around. Charmlurched to his feet and noved slowy out of
the shadows. "Watch out!" Jay yell ed.

He heard Ezili | aughing.

H ram was carrying a suitcase, huge and bl ack, closed with three bright brass
hinges. It was so large it was alnmost a trunk, but he carried it as easily as a
normal nman might carry a briefcase, and Jay realized he had nmade it light. Charm
took it fromhimand set it on its end, reverently. Six hands began worKking

si mul taneously on the | atches.

Jay Ackroyd went cold all over

Hi ram | ooked at him across the | ength of the basenent. The ace | ooked runpl ed
and tired, his inpeccably tailored suit stained with sweat. Jay net his eyes;
they were full of pain, and shane, and sonething that night have been terror. He
| ooked as though he was going to cry. Wen he raised a hand in a gesture that
had grown all too famliar to Jay and rubbed at something on the side of his
neck, Ackroyd wanted to cry hinsel f.

Sascha stepped into view beside Hram his head noving slowy fromside to side
intiny birdlike notions as his telepathy tested the waters. It was safe; Sascha
nodded. "Open it."

Char m opened the suitcase.

Inside was a young girl, no nore than four or five. She was tiny, fair-skinned,
bl ond, naked. And sniling.

Cinging to her in an obscene enbrace was a thing that |ooked |ike a cross

bet ween an aborted fetus and the bi ggest naggot Jay had ever seen. Its nouth was
pressed to the side of her neck, and in the sudden quiet Jay could hear faint
sucki ng sounds.

But its eyes were alive and alert. They found Jay in the darkness and consi dered
hi m hungrily.

My nightmare, Jay thought wildly. He al nbst expected it to how. Warnth spread
across his thighs as his bladder |et go.

"He is very afraid, master," Sascha said.

"Later | will taste his fear," the little girl replied. She clinbed awkwardly
fromthe suitcase and put a dainty hand on Charmto steady herself. She had a
voi ce out of a Shirley Tenple novie, but the words belonged to the thing on her
back.

"Hram" Jay pleaded. "Do sonething."

"There's nothing to be done, Jay," H ram Wrchester said softly. "I'msorry"

Jay twisted hel pl essly against his bonds, trying to wench his hands free. It
was useless. He couldn't even feel his hands; for all he knew, they had fallen
of f an hour ago.

"They are strong, nmaster," Ezili said. "Both aces," Sascha confirned.
Hi ram | ooked as though he was going to say sonething. Instead he turned to stare
at a wall. Jay called out to him "Make a fucking fist, Hram These guys are

not hing conpared to you. Pile on the weight until the goddam |eech is a thin
filmon the floor!"

"You don't understand,” Hramsaid. "Ti Malice is ny master. | couldn't live
without his kiss. How could | hurt hinP" H s huge body shook. "I could ..
never... hurt him"

"I will try the boy first," the little girl announced.

If Blaise heard or understood, he gave no sign. They canme into the room one by
one; the girl first, with the creature Hramhad called Ti Malice glistening
agai nst her flesh, then Sascha, Ezili, the centipede, even Charm and the others.
Only Hiramrenai ned back in the other room Bl aise stared up at them bl ankly,
then seened to wake, as if froma deep sleep. "No!" he shouted, scranbling back
across the filthy mattress, as far fromTi Malice as he could go. It wasn't far
enough. "No, please."

"Interesting,” the girl said. "I can feel it touching the nount's mnd, trying
to push her away." Stunted vestigial linbs stirred feebly as Ti Mlice prepared
to nove to a new host

"Not the girl," Jay screaned, "the thing on her back." Bl aise gave hi mone

qui ck, desperate glance, and in that nonent, Jay truly knew the neani ng of fear
"Hold himfor ne," Ti Malice told Charmwi th the mouth of its child. The huge
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j oker shanbl ed forward.

The boy's violet eyes went back to Ti Malice and narrowed in a | ast desperate
act of courage as his mnd reached out for the parasite's.

Then Bl ai se began to scream

4:00 P.M

Brennan peered through the peephol e when the doorbell rang. It was Fadeout,

| ooki ng bothered and inpatient. Brennan sniled and opened the door

"A'l right, Quinn," Fadeout said as he stonped into the entranceway to the Magic
Ki ngdom "what's all this ... about ... ?"

Hi s voi ce faded as he spotted Brennan standing before him and so did he. But

Br ennan was ready.

He sl ammed the door behind the ace, and as Fadeout di sappeared, Brennan threw
the contents of the metal canister he'd been holding right at him A fine white
powder fluffed out fromthe container, coating Fadeout fromhead to toe and
sprinkling the floor all around him

Fadeout blinked astoni shed eyes, and sneezed. Hi s tongue cane out and |icked the
corner of his nouth. "Jesus Christ!" he exploded. "That's cocaine!"

Br ennan nodded.

"Do you know how nuch noney you just threw at nme? Jesus Christ! W' re tal king
mllions!"

Brennan dropped the canister and drew and ained his .38 right between Fadeout's
eyes. "We're talking dead," he said flatly.

Fadeout backed away with enough white powder clinging to himto make him |l ook a
six-foot-tall sugar donut. "You're angry," he said to Brennan

"You're right," Brennan said. "Calmnme down."

"What do you want ?"

"Chrysalis's diary." Brennan gestured with his gun. "Or your head, either one. |
figure you've read it already. | figure that | can find Deadhead sonmewhere. |
figure he's hungry"

Fadeout barely suppressed a shudder at the nention of Deadhead, the psychotic
ace who coul d access people's nenories by eating their brains.

"Wel |, okay, | guess we can cone to sone kind of accommpbdation. It's at ny
apartnment. We can go and pick it up-"

"You can call and have it delivered."

"That's fine, too."

"This way." Brennan gestured with his gun, and Fadeout wal ked ahead of him
slowy and carefully. "In here," Brennan said.

He led the way to Quinn's conbination boudoir and runpus room where Qi nn
hinsel f was already installed in the chair that Brennan had once been held
captive in.

"Bumer," Quinn said when they entered the room He apparently was off his 'lude
| ow and his brain was functioning somewhat normally.

Fadeout fixed himwith a steady glare. "We'll talk later," Fadeout said.

"Sit there," Brennan ordered.

Fadeout sat on a chair next to Quinn, and Brennan tossed hima straitjacket he'd
found anong Quinn's collection of bondage devices. Fadeout slipped it on

wor dl essly, then Brennan awkwardly tied himinto it. To nake doubly sure, he
further tied Fadeout into the chair using sonme |eather restraints that were al so
part of the Eskino's unusual collection

"Now, about that call," Brennan sai d.

Fadeout, who by now had given up all pretense at invisibility, grunbled, but did
as he was told.

Brennan sat and watched the two as they waited for the delivery to be nade. Once
or twice Fadeout tried to start a conversation by offering apol ogi es and
excuses, but Brennan was having none of it. A look at his face was enough to
shut Fadeout up.

Finally the doorbell rang, and Brennan went to answer it. A Wrewdlf in a Mae
West nmask was at the door. He handed Brennan the |eather-bound journal and

| ooked at him expectantly.

"That's it," Brennan told him "You're not a delivery boy. You don't get a tip."
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The di sappoi nted Werewol f went down the driveway as Brennan went back into

Qui nn' s bedroom

"Well, it's been delivered," Fadeout said. "How about letting us go?"

Brennan turned to Quinn. "You have servants?"

"Yeah, man. Sunday's their day off."

"So they' |l be back tonorrow?" Quinn nodded.

"They' || let you | oose then," he said, and turned to go.

"Ckay by ne," Quinn said. "Guess |I'll cook sone acid and neditate on the | essons
I learned today."

Fadeout, though, was not so phlegmatic. "Hey, Cowboy!" he called. "Let ne

| oose!"

Brennan shook his head. "Don't push it. You're lucky |I'mnot |eaving you dead."
"Cone on!" Fadeout inplored, but Brennan just kept wal king. "You bastard!"
Fadeout yelled, and then he broke into shrill, nocking |aughter. "You think
you're so damm snmart! You'll see what good that stupid book does youl "

Brennan kept wal king and |l eft the house, |leaving its door open, hoping agai nst
all odds that sonme burglars would come by and enpty it. He stopped before
Fadeout's brand-new BMNV and decided to take it back to the city. He thought
about Fadeout's nocking words as he hot-wired the car, and his curiosity
conpel l ed himto open the journal

As he scanned the pages, he realized that in a sense Fadeout was right. There
was not a single fact, a single piece of concrete data in the whole book. It was
a personal journal where Chrysalis had kept her thoughts, where she wote in
clear, plain, feeling words about her doubts, fears, and anxieties.

Brennan turned to the entry for the day, well over a year and a half ago, when
he had offered her his protection and | ove and she'd turned hi m down. That was
the |l ast day he had seen her alive.

"What," she had witten, "am| so afraid of? ['"'mnot afraid to show ny hi deous
deformty to the world every day-in fact | revel in the disconfort ny appearance
causes, in the revulsion it evokes. | have to live with it every day; so should
everyone el se."

"I make men nmake love to ny ugliness as the price for the information they seek
Wiy can't | give nyself to one who mght love ne for nyself? Is it fear? Fear
that he doesn't really care, that he's using ne, that he'll drop ne the nonent
he achi eves all he wants?"

"I'''m such a coward."

"Good-bye, ny archer, | shall mss you. | shall mss what m ght have been

bet ween us."

The journal hung loosely in Brennan's hands. He didn't want to read any nore. He
hadn't the right. No one had. He only skimmed the | ast few entries to nake sure
they contained nothing that could possibly relate to her death. Then he took the
cigarette lighter out of Fadeout's brand-new BMV and burned the journal to ashes
there on Quinn's thick, green | awn.

"So fresh," Blaise said. "Intense. Exquisite."

He was naked on the mattress, Ezili spread out beneath him cocoa-col ored thighs
spread, her legs |ocked around his waist as he thrust into her heat. She was
covered with a fine dew of perspiration, and she screanmed every tine the boy
pushed into her.

"Slowy, ny precious one," Blaise commanded, but of course it wasn't himat all,
it was the creature that clung to himlike a pale white |eech, its nouth pressed
to his neck, its tiny eyes closed so it mght better enjoy the sensations
floodi ng through the boy's body. "This nmount has never known a fermale," it said.
"It grows very excited. Slowy, Ezili-je-rouge, slowy."

oediently, Ezili slowed beneath them She showed her teeth when she | aughed. "I
will make it last," she promi sed. Her fingers reached up and played with the
boy' s ni ppl es.

Jay turned his face away fromthe tableau and found H ram Wrchester standing
above him The huge ace | ooked as angui shed and hel pl ess as Jay had ever seen
him "Untie nme," Jay whispered. "Now, while they're occupied."

Ezili was scream ng again, her voice husky with pleasure. For a long time, Hiram
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Worchester said nothing. There was only the wet, angry sound of flesh on flesh,
and Charms guttural singing fromthe next room Finally Hiramturned away and
wal ked of f wi thout saying a word.

"Now " Ti Malice said in Blaise's voice. The boy's body jerked in orgasm
Ezili's legs tightened around him and she | aughed.

5:00 P.M

Jenni fer was awake when Brennan returned to Father Squid's. She and the priest
were playing chess. Wen she saw him she stood and threw her arms around him
and kissed him then held himat arns' length. "Way did you let ne sleep through
all the excitenent? You al nost got yourself killed w thout me!"

"Al nmost," Brennan agreed. He threw hinmself down on the sofa and sighed deeply.
"What's the matter?" Jennifer asked.

Brennan shook his head. "It's all gone. |'ve used up all the possible clues.
There's nothing left to investigate. Bludgeon, Oddity, Wrm Mrkle, Quasinan
None of themdid it. Her journal was no help. Her... files ... have been burned.
Everyt hi ng and everyone el se has vanished into thin air. Sascha, Ezili, her

mast er. "

Jenni fer sat down beside himand [aid her hand on his cheek

"I's there no one else to question?" Father Squid asked. Brennan shook his head
wearily. "I don't think so, Father."

"There's ne," a small voice peeped.

Everyone turned to see one of the honunculi come out shyly from behind the
couch.

"How | ong have you been there?" Father Squid asked. "Awhile. | was watching.
There is nothing else | can do."

"Can you hel p?" Brennan asked, desperate for any information. "Have you heard of
any of those names?"

"Ezili," the homunculus said. "l've heard that nane."

"Yeah," Brennan said. "A lot of people have. Only no one knows where she is."
"Perhaps she's at the loft."

"Loft?" Brennan said, suddenly sitting upright on the sofa.

"Yes. When Sascha started acting strange, the Lady wanted to know about this
worman he was seen with. W followed her to a loft near the East River. Two of ny
brothers went there, but they never cane back."

"Do you remenber this address?" Brennan asked in a | ow voi ce.

"I think so," the honmuncul us sai d.

Jenni fer | ooked at Brennan. "You're not going alone this time," she said.
Brennan nodded. It was only a few hours until dark.

"I'"l'l make it get up and do a little dance," Bl aise had said when he'd first
seen Charmin Piednont Park. The nmenory had still been there, in the back of the
boy's mind, and his nmaster had found it and been amnused.

Charm had been dancing for alnmost forty mnutes now. One of the pairs of |egs,
attached to the fermale body in the m ddle, had stopped noving twenty m nutes
ago, but the rest of the joker continued its grotesque shuffle.

When Charm finally collapsed in exhaustion, the huge body sl umped agai nst the
couch, jolting it sideways alnost a foot. The silence that foll owed was profound
and fri ghteni ng.

Sascha and the centipede man entered the room "Does it please you?" Sascha
asked.

"Very nmuch,” Ti Mlice replied through Blaise. "It feels intensely, and when its
m nd takes hold of another's, it feels the other's enmotions as well as the

physi cal sensations ... so much to savor, all at once ... flavors, colors ..

the textures of two or three bodies ... exquisite. "

"A treasure," Ezili said. She sat on the mattress, one armcoiled around the
boy's skinny leg. Both of themwere still naked.

"H's powers will be useful, master," Sascha pointed out. "Any mount you night
desire is yours now, even the nost powerful of aces. The boy can bring themto
you, and hold themstill, helpless, while you take them"

"Yes," the creature had Bl ai se say. "You' ve done well. You shall have the kiss

soon, ny dear one."
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Sascha | ooked like a dog who'd just been thrown a Slimlim

"This nount has known death in a way | have never tasted," Blaise said for his
master. "It has joined with the mnds of the dying ... tasted the sweet with the
bitter, the killing with the dying ... sipped at the darkness itself... yes.

" Blaise turned slowy, studying the others in the basenent. The thing that rode
hi m opened its own pale, weak eyes.

"Hm" the centipede man said eagerly. He pointed at Jay with half a dozen
knives. "Kill him He sent all your other nmounts away, master. He's dangerous."
Eyes fixed on Jay; Blaise's violet and strangely wide, his master's vague and
frightening. Jay stared right back at him Until H ramstepped in the way. "No,"
he said. "Not Jay. He's an ace."

"Ackroyd is powerful," Sascha agreed. "A projecting teleport. Wen he is yours,
you can never be threatened again. He can point a finger and nove you to safety
whenever an eneny threatens."

"That is good." The eyes began to nove again.

They stopped on the centipede nan.

It took the joker a long nmonent to realize what was happening. "No, master," he
said. "Not ne. I'm... |I'museful, too...."

"Only a joker," Ezili said. "He wanted to kill them both. Your new treasures."
"I was afraid," the centipede said. "They were aces, dangerous, | didn't want
you hurt. No, please ... | just didn't want you hurt, master."

"He wanted to keep your kiss for himself,"” Ezili said. "In a nonment he's going
to attack you with his knives," Sascha reported matter-of-factly.

Bl ai se's eyes narrowed slightly; the knives clattered against the stone floor as
they fell fromlinp fingers

"H ram do sonething," Jay said. Hiramturned away.

The human centi pede stood i mmobile, his body frozen by the power of Blaise's

m nd. But the boy nust have left himhis nouth, because he was still beggi ng.
"No, please, take one of the others,"” he cried in that high, sharp voice. "Take
the wonman ... or the girl. Yes, take her. O Charm take Charm he can't even
tal k, he's stupid, take him Please don't hurt nme, master. | |ove you."

"Bl ai se!" Jay screaned. "Let himgo!" The boy didn't even turn his head.

The centipede nman reached over with a half dozen of his right hands and seized
the uppernost of his left arms. " | love you, nmaster," he whinpered. " | |ove
you, | love you." Then the words turned into a high, thin shriek of pain as he
ripped the armright off his body. Blood spurted.

"He | oves you," Ezili said, smiling, as the man's bl oodsoaked hands dropped the
severed armto the floor and seized the one belowit. The second armdidn't cone
off quite so cleanly. The man began to use his fingernails, tearing at his own
flesh with all the strength left in him

Hiram wal ked to a corner of the cellar and threw up. Jay couldn't watch. He

| ooked at Bl aise. There was a | ook in those dark eyes that Jay had never seen on
a human face before. The boy's penis stirred slightly and began to rise, until a
nmonstrous erection was growing fromthe tangle of coppery red pubic hair. Ezili
noticed it, too, and covered it with her nouth.

But when the joker's second arm cane off, she took her |ips away from himjust

| ong enough to say, "He |loves you not."

9:00 P.M

Sonmeone had broken in here before.

Brennan gl anced at Jennifer, who was waiting below himon the rickety fire
escape whil e he considered the bedroom w ndow. One of its panes had been
partially renoved by a glass cutter. He took a deep breath and rested for a
monent. His right arm covered fromwist to elbowin a hard plastic cast,
throbbed Iike hell. He'd been careful while clinbing the fire escape, but he
couldn't keep frombanging it around a little.

Brennan tried the wi ndow that opened into the secondstory | oft above a

cl osed-down printing company. It was unl ocked. He took a deep breath, lifted the
wi ndow, and entered the bedroom

It was dark and quiet. He notioned Jennifer to stay behind. She nodded and
Brennan went through the bedroominto a part of the |oft that had been
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subdi vided into a nunber of small roonms. He noved through the darkness, peering
into them They were nostly bedroons, but one had been soundproofed and turned
into a torture chanber. They were all enpty.

A lavish kitchen was opposite the warren of roons. A huge living area with white
carpeting formed the other half of the loft. Brennan crept down the hallway and
peered into the living area. It, too, seenmed enpty. He flicked on the |ight
switch. The walls were covered with weird, painted designs. Brennan approached
one to look at it nore closely, and a hideous, flat flap of flesh rose into the
air fromwhere it had been resting out of sight on the sofa, and swooped at him
with the speed of a diving falcon. The joker's face, located on its underside,
was al most human, except for the nale genitalia that hung below its pale green
eyes.

Brennan ducked, instinctively throwing his armup to protect his face, and the
joker rammed it, sending a wave of agony |ancing through his system He fell and
| ost his gun.

The thing nade a tight turn and cane back at Brennan again, its skin pale and

pi npl ed, an erect spine fromits underside pointing at Brennan |like a | ance.
There was a | oud expl osion, reverberating endlessly in the living room and the
thing jerked away, keening a |oud cry of anger and pain. Brennan glanced up the
corridor at Jennifer, who was standi ng braced, her pistol out and smoking. The
mant a-ray j oker swooped at her like a spinning, rolling airplane, and she
ghosted. It cut right through her and darted into the bedroom from which they'd
entered. There was a crash of shattering glass as it broke through a wi ndow and

escaped.

"What was that?" Jennifer demanded in a shaking voice. "I don't know," Brennan
said. "A guard?"

"Well, it didn't do a very good job," she said, com ng dowmn the corridor and

hel pi ng Brennan to his feet. Brennan recovered his gun and focused shakily on
the designs painted on the walls of the living room "Wat is that stuff?" he
asked.

"Veve," Jennifer said. "Haitian religious designs. Synbols of the |oas, the
voodoo gods."

"l see," Brennan said, though he didn't. He especially couldn't understand what
any of this had to do with Chrysalis's death. He noved al nbost aim essly through
the living room tired and nunb with pain and failure.

"What should we | ook for?" Jennifer asked.

"Anyt hing," Brennan said in a voice with little hope. "Anything that night
sonehow shed |ight on these insane happeni ngs. Anything that mght |lead us to
Sascha. "

He opened a door and found hinself staring in a hall closet that was jamred with
clothing, nostly coats of all kinds for both sexes and all sizes. The OQddity, he
renenbered, had been | ooking through Chrysalis's bedroom cl oset, perhaps
searching for the nysterious coat that had been nentioned in Chrysalis's will.
"G ve ne a hand," he said over his shoulder to Jennifer. "Muybe there's
sonething..."

He was reaching for a nmink coat when he noticed a |ightweight |inen jacket
dangling fromthe hook on the inside of the closet door. He took the jacket down
instead, frowning as he looked at it. It was pure white linen, clean and
spot | ess, except for an al nost unnoticeabl e spray of bl oodstains near the bottom
edge. He stared at it for a | ong nonent and then reached into its pockets. The

| eft one was enpty. The right one contained a pack of antique playing cards. He
shuffled through it. The ace of spades was mni ssing.

He | ooked at Jennifer. The pain, weariness, and frustration was gone fromhis
face. His eyes were hard, his voice soft and dangerous.

"Chrysalis's killer," he said quietly, "is in Atlanta."

10: 00 P. M

"Bring me my cloak," Blaise said.

The boy's mouth still glistened fromEzili's juices. Ti Mlice, his eyes alive
and avid, clung to his neck, talking with his tongue. Wen it grew quiet, you
could hear a faint sucking sound, like an infant nursing at its nother's tit.
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Hiram cane forward with the cloak. It was heavy purple felt, the inside |lined
with black satin. He helped Blaise into it, fussing with the drape the way he
sonetines fussed with Jay's suits. The cloak was too |long for Blaise; the end of
it trailed in the dirt. Hiram mde adjustnents. Then he lifted the vol un nous
hood, pulling it forward over the boy's head, concealing the bright red hair and
the thing riding on his back. Wth the ties knotted around his throat, his face
shadowed, Bl ai se | ooked |ike a hunchback

"I will ride this nmount into the world," Ti Malice announced through Bl ai se.

"Ezili, you will acconmpany ne. Dress."
Ezili rose fromthe mattress, sleek and lazy as a cat. Her snpoth,
coffee-colored skin was still spattered with blood. She saw Jay wat chi ng her

smled, and ran a tongue across her lips as she bent to pick up her dress.
"Hiram" Jay said, begging, "please." The thought of Bl aise wandering through
the streets of Atlanta, with his awesome m nd-control powers at the disposal of
Ti Malice, frightened himw tless. "You don't realize how powerful Blaiseis.
You don't know what you're turning |oose."

Ezili |aughed as she slipped into her dress, pulled it down around her breasts.
"Are you sure of that, little one?" Hramdidn't hear a word. "Wen will you
return?"

"When | grow bored with the new nount," Ti Malice replied in the boy's famliar
voi ce. Bl ai se reached up, touched Hiram s beard, gently stroked his cheek. "You
shall not want for ny kiss," he pronised. Hiramsniled

"What about Ackroyd, master?" Sascha asked.

Bl ai se turned his body. The boy's violet eyes stared at Jay, and he coul d al npbst
feel the other eyes on him the ones hidden in the bl ackness beneath the hood.
"I wWill try the other nount when | return,"” Blaise said. "Keep it safe for ne.
Jay tried once nore. "Hram" he yelled

H ram opened the cellar door. Blaise swirled his cloak around himas he turned,
and clinbed up into the Atlanta night.

Monday July 25, 1988

4:00 A M

The ni ghtnmare canme again. The woods, the steps, the cone-faced thing turning,
turning...

Jay woke in darkness, screanm ng.

"Jay?" a deep voice asked. "Are you all right?"

Dimy, through the dark of the cellar, he could see H ram/l ooning above him a
vast shadow. Jay struggl ed agai nst his bonds, gave it up, slunped back with a
groan.

"No," he said in a hoarse whisper. Ti Mlice had been gone for hours. "I'm not
all right. I'mtied up in this stinking cellar, | had to watch sone poor bastard
rip himself apart with his bare hands, Blaise is out doing God knows what, and
inalittle while a giant maggot is going to fasten itself to nmy neck and suck
my blood, so I'mnot all right."

Sonewhere in the mddle of that Jay's whisper had turned into a scream He heard
Charm stir, woken from sl eep. Then the joker began to sing "The House of the

Rising Sun." It was just what Jay needed.
Hiram sat on a corner of the old sofa, shoulders slunped. "I'msorry," he said
weakly. "If there's anything | can do..."

"You can untie me," Jay said quickly.

"Sascha woul d know the nmoment | began," Hi ram said hel pl essly.

"So?" Jay said. "Wat's Sascha going to do? Charmis strong, but you're an ace,
dammit. You can handle him This is the best chance we're going to get. Once ny
hands are free-"

"I can't, Jay," Hiramsaid, cutting himoff in a voice thick with despair. " |
would if | could, but ... Jay, I'msorry. | never neant for any of this to
happen, you have to believe that."

"I believe it," Jay said gently. Hi ram sounded weary, and heartsick, and full of
pain. There was a long silence. "How | ong?" Jay finally asked.
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"A year and a half," Hiramreplied. "It happened on the tour. In Haiti. Ezili
was his lure. | deluded nyself into thinking |I was seduci ng her, but of course
it was the other way around. Afterward, when |'d dozed o0$; she opened the door,
and the master took me in ny sleep. Once | was his, he used me to snuggle him
into the United States. | had noney, influence. It wasn't difficult at all."
"This is your chance to break free," Jay urged. "Use it." ""It's been the ruin
of many a poor boy,' Charm sang softly. "And ne, by God, |I'mone."’

Hiram coul d not | ook at him He shook his head. "Untie ne," Jay whi spered.

"That's all you need to do. Sinple. I'll handle the rest, just get my hands
free. You don't even have to watch. |I'Il pop you to the Jokertown Cinic, you
can get treatment for... for whatever he's done to you. Do it now, Hiram W
don't know how much tine we have left."

"You'd hurt him" Hramsaid. H's voice broke. "You don't understand ... his
kiss, it's like ... words can't describe it, Jay. Wen you're part of him it's

as though you're alive, for the first tine in your life. You feel such intense
pl easure. Food, drink, sex, even the sinple act of breathing, it all becones
intoxi cating... but when he | eaves you, when he noves to another nount

that's like dying, Jay. The world turns gray, and after a week or so, the

physi cal w thdrawal sets in. You can't imagine the pain. You crave him It's a
hunger, and if it's not fed..." He |ooked up, his eyes inploring understanding.
"Besides, he's not evil, not the way you and | understand it. Wthout his
mounts, he'd die. He needs us, just as we need him It's just that his norality
is ... different than ours."

"I'n New York," Jay said, "after Sascha had run to Atlanta with your little pal,
I found a torture chanber in his apartment. Not to mention a body in his
bat hr oom "

"Yes," Hiramsaid. He | ooked away again. "A nount. One of the jokers." His voice
was so low that Jay could barely hear it over Charm s singing. "Sonetines ...
pain is different from pleasure, he says, but just as ... as interesting. The
sensations of death are ... especially ... especially. "

"I got it. He tortures his nore expendable nounts to death to get a fewjollies,
right? But he's not bad, just msunderstood." He snorted. "H ram that thing
defines evil."

For a long tine, H ram Wrchester said nothing. There was only Charm s guttura
singing fromthe next room But finally Hrams |ips noved, so weakly that Jay
did not catch the words.

"What ?" he whi sper ed.

H ramturned his head. "Foul ... oh God, Jay, you don't know what it's been |ike
so many tinmes, | just wished for it to be over... that he'd kill nme the next

time ... but I"'mtoo powerful, you see. |'man ace. He wants aces ... wants the

powers ... 1'll never be free. And you... it'll be the same...."

"No way," Jay said. "Hiram don't let himtake nme."

"I can't hurt him | told you."

"Then hurt me," Jay said. "Kill me, if it comes to that. But don't let himtake
me." He never thought he'd hear hinmself beg for death, but his flesh was
crawing at the very thought of Ti Malice. It would be like his nightnmare, but
this tinme he would never wake, this time it would go on and on forever

Hi ram Worchester stared at himw th sudden wonder on his broad face. "Kill you,"
he murnured. His fingers flexed, closing slowy into a fist, then opening again.
"He woul d be angry, Jay. . . so very angry, you can't inmgine. Perhaps ..
perhaps then he might ... free ne."

Jay knew what he neant by "free."

7:00 A M

They waited at the airport all night for the first available flight to Atlanta.
Jennifer fell asleep around m dnight, but Brennan could not. He sat up all night
meditating on a playing card, an ace of spades, left himin a wll.

When it was tinme to board the flight, he slipped it into the breast pocket of
his denimjacket where it would be cl ose at hand.

9:00 A M
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When t he door opened, Jay caught a brief glinpse of pale, thin sunlight
filtering dowmn from above. Bl aise stepped into the cellar, stunbling on the |ast
step, alnost tripping over the end of his cloak. The boy | ooked dead on his
feet, his face drawn and pale. He'd been ridden to exhaustion, and beyond.
Sascha stepped forward to renove the heavy felt cloak. "W were concerned for

you, master," he said as he undid the ties. "W heard sirens ... screams in the
ni ght. "
Ezili | aughed fromthe doorway. "The night was nagi c, Sascha," she said, running

a tongue across her lower lip. "Hartmann went nmad. W watched it on the
television. A circus of blood. Then the jokers went mad, too. W wandered in the
park and played with themall night Iong. No one noticed." She shut the cellar
door behind her, and darkness resunmed its reign

"This nount is tired,” Ti Mlice announced in Blaise' s hoarse, weary tones. "It
is time totry the other. Bring it." Everyone | ooked at Jay.

Sascha fol ded the cloak, set it aside, turned his face toward Jay. There mi ght
have been pity in his eyes, if he'd had eyes. He nodded at Charm and the huge
j oker shanbl ed forward.

"Can't we talk this over?" Jay asked.

Charmignored him Hands gasped his | egs, shoulders, feet, and jerked himinto
the air. Charmflung himover a shoulder, carried himacross the cellar. The

place still smelled |ike a butcher shop. Flies swarned around decayi ng pi eces of
human fl esh. Charmtossed Jay down on the mattress. Ezili bent over him and
kissed himlightly, her lips wet and hot. "Soon," she said., "Prepare it for

me," Bl aise's voi ce conmanded

Charm grabbed a handful of Jay's shirt and yanked sharply. The fabric tore with
a loud ripping sound, until it got tangled in the jacket.

"I'ts bonds are in the way," Ti Mlice noticed. "Untie it. Stripit."

"Master," Sascha cautioned, "he is dangerous when his hands are free."

"I can't even feel ny fucking hands," Jay conplained. He tried not to think
about what he was thinking about. Sascha picked right up on the thought he was
trying not to think. "He thinks he'll have a chance once he's untied."

"I's it afraid?" Ti Mlice asked

"Of you, very nmuch. OF being a nmount. And there is sone other fear, an ol der
fear...." The telepath frowned. "A dream he's had. You remnd himof this

ni ght mare, naster.”

"Free its hands," Ti Mlice said. "This young nount has the power to hold it
still."

Charm turned himover, slamed himdown into the mattress, and pinned himwith a
boot whil e hands funbl ed behind his back

Jay's wrists had been bound for so long he couldn't feel any difference when
they were free. Charm kicked roughly at one arm and it fell heavily to the
side. H s shoul der shrieked with pain. Roll over and get the hand up, he

t hought, but Charm was pressing down on him He couldn't nove.

Then sonet hi ng el se grabbed him sonething stronger and harder and nore powerful
than Charms tw sted body woul d ever be.

Bl ai se' s mind.

The foot went away. Jay stirred, but it was Ti Malice who noved his arns,

t hrough Bl ai se. When he rolled over, they were right there, kneeling beside him
on the mattress.

The boy was still smiling. H s master peered over one bare, bruised shoul der
Jay could hear the faint sucking sound, could see the boy's blood pul sing
through pal e translucent veins in the creature's glistening flesh

The boy spoke. "Strip him"

Charm peel ed the jacket off Jay's back. It was danp with sweat and spatters of
bl ood. The joker ripped away his shirt. Now he was bare-chested, his throat and
neck exposed to the denon's kiss.

"He's trenbling," Ezili said. "Trenbling for the kiss." Jay felt a faint
tingling in his hands. He tried to nove them to nake a gun, to point. He
couldn't nove. Blaise's power and his naster's will held himperfectly still.
Jay's eyes flicked down to his hands. They were pale, bloodless, his wists
brui sed and purple. He |ooked |like he was wearing fish-belly gloves, and there
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were dark red lines in his skin where the wires had cut deep. He tried to flex
his fingers, nake the feeling come back. Nothing.

"Master," H ram said.

He stepped out of the corner, |oomng over the nattress behind them his shadow
al nrost as huge as Charmis. Ti Mlice |ooked at himw th Bl aise' s eyes, but Jay
couldn't even turn his head. He felt Hirams presence nore than he sawit. Hs
hands were full of pins and needles as his circulation returned.

"Master," Hramrepeated. He sounded frightened. "Please. Let this one go."
"Why?" Ti Malice wanted to know.

The tingling in Jay's hands had begun to turn to pain. The pins and needl es were
repl aced by knives and pincers. He gasped in sudden pain, and the noise nade him
realize he still had control of his voice. O course, he thought. Like the
centipede man. Ti Malice liked to hear them beg.

"He is ... afriend,”" Hramsaid. "I've never asked you for anything before.

Pl ease. "

Ti Malice turned to Sascha. "What will it do if | take this new nmount."

The telepath turned his head toward Hiram "Nothing," he reported after a
monent. "He could never hurt you." Ti Mlice turned back to Jay as if Hiram
Worchester no | onger existed. "Down," he said.

Jay lay down on his side so his master woul d have easy access to his back and
his neck. Bl aise stretched out beside himon the mattress. He was so cl ose Jay
could smell Ezili on him close enough for their bare chests to touch lightly,
cl ose enough for a ki ss.

Hi s hands were on fire, the blood rushing through his fingers |ike white-hot
wires. It was an effort not to faint.

Ti Malice pulled its mouth away fromthe boy's neck with a soft wet sound. The
creature began to wiggle up and over Blaise's shoulder, toward Jay. Its own
linbs were stunted. It withed forward |i ke sonme huge worm an inch at a tine,
tiny three-fingered hands grasping feebly at the boy's flesh for purchase. Bl ood
trickled weakly fromthe ragged hole it had |l eft behind. Jay forced his eyes
away fromthe horror comng toward himand | ooked into the boy's eyes. Blaise
seened dazed, |ost, and Jay renenbered what H ram had said. Wen he | eaves you
it's like dying. "Blaise," he said urgently. "Let ne go."

Those deep viol et eyes blinked once, twice, tried to focus. "He..." Blaise said.
It was his own voice, his owm words, and for a split second Jay dared to hope.
"He said... hold you."

He felt the cold wet touch of Ti Malice's flesh on his owm as the thing's

wi thered hand pulled at a shoulder. Don't |ook, Jay told hinself. Like in the
dream Don't ever look up at the noon; if you do, you're |lost. He had dreaned
that dream a thousand tinmes; he knew better than to | ook

He | ooked.

The creature's mouth was round, like the nouth of a fish, and as it slid forward
in jerks and starts, its tongue noved in and out. Its tongue was round, too,
flushed with blood, red and glistening, |ike sone obscene blind snake.

Its eyes were wi se and cruel and terrible.

Bl ai se was fucking hopeless. "Hiranm" Jay screaned. Hiram s voice canme froma

|l ong way away. "I can't hurt him"

Ti Malice's atrophied | egs kicked feebly at Blaise's face as it noved off the
boy and onto Jay. It nust have kicked too hard. Blaise winced. For a nonent, Jay
felt his fingers flex.

The thing was crawing across him his flesh crawing beneath it. But there was
sonet hing inportant...... "Shit!" Jay said.

"Master!" Sascha cried out in alarm

Jay drowned out his warning with a shout. "Hiram " he screamed. "Hurt Bl ai se,
dammt. Hurt Blaise!"

Hi ram ki cked the boy in the head.

Charmwas stunbling forward, Ezili, Sascha, but they were all late, too |ate.
Jay had his body back. He rolled to one side and came down flat on his back,
with Ti Malice clinging to his chest, thrashing as frantically as a worm i npal ed
on a hook.
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H s hand came up, but his fingers were |ike wood.

Ti Malice slithered up his chest, |ooking straight down into his eyes.

Jay folded back three fingers, stuck one out, lifted his thunb, tried to point.
H s hand was shaki ng.

The blind snake canme coiling out.

Jay stuck a shaking finger into Ti Malice's eye. There was a short, crisp pop

Jay felt a sharp pain, and bl ood began to spurt fromthe hole in his neck, but
he hardly noticed. The wei ght was off his chest.

Ezili screaned.

"Ch, Cod," Sascha said.

Bl ai se began to weep uncontrollably.

And behind him he heard H ram Wrchester say, very softly, "It's over."

10: 00 A M

The Atlanta airport was crowded with weary del egates headi ng for home, stil
buzzi ng about a convention that no one was ever likely to forget. Brennan pushed
through them uncaring and unseeing, with Jennifer in his wake. They didn't even
stop to join the crowd watching a mdget being cut out of a cat carrying case.
He staggered out, runpled and redeyed, croaking, "Water, water!"

They were nearing the end of the Iine, but Brennan was feeling no elation. His
anest hesi a- provoked dream of the night before was still vivid in his nind.
Intellectually he didn't blame hinmself for Chrysalis's death, but he realized
that enotionally he did. He remenbered the Iine from Tachyon's eul ogy about the
harsh expectations Chrysalis's ghost woul d have, but he knew that Chrysalis's
ghost wasn't driving him It was his own savage ghost, fueled by his unrel enting
menories of her.. He wondered if he'd ever be able to lay her to rest.

They caught a cab downtown and stopped at a pawnshop to buy two guns, a \Valther
PPK automatic for Brennan and a Smith and Wesson .38 Chief Special for Jennifer.
He paid cash; the proprietor didn't ask any questions.

Noon

The hospital wanted to adnit all three of them but Jay was having none of it.
He hung around just |ong enough to answer a few questions, cadge a fresh supply
of painkillers, and make sure they were going to take good care of Blaise. Then
he grabbed Hi ram and had the nurse phone for a cab

The cellar of the burned-out ruin where Ti Mlice had set up housekeepi ng was

al most an hour's ride fromthe center of Atlanta. Hiram stared vacantly out the
wi ndow as they drove. Every now and then he had a fit of uncontrollable
trenbling, and a | ook of panic came into his eyes. "I'mall alone now," he said
once. Jay didn't reply. Conversation would have required nore energy than he had
right now. He stretched out and cl osed his eyes.

The next thing he knew, H ramwas prodding himgently in the ribs. "W're here,”
he sai d.

Jay sat up groggily, funmbled for his wallet. It was enpty. "I've paid the fare
al ready," Hramsaid. He hel ped Jay out of the taxi and into the hotel

An al arm was screeching in the Marriott | obby; one of the elevators was stuck
between floors. Jay wi nced; his headache was already a blindi ng band of pain
behind his eyes, the noise was the | ast thing he needed. He jabbed at the cal
button savagely, and they took a different elevator up to Tachyon's fl oor.

Jay unl ocked the suite with Blaise's key, turned on the lights, and went to the
bar to mix himself a stiff one. Hi ram poked his head into the bedroom
"Tachyon?" he called out. There was no answer. "He's not here," Hi ram said,
returning to the living room

"Yeah," Jay said. "I figured." He sat down to wait. Hiramnoved to the bar and

| ooked at the bottles, but made no nmove to mix hinself a drink. He just stood
there, staring, like a big lost child. Then he started to tidy up. He rinsed out
a couple of dirty glasses, picked up an ashtray full of cigarette butts, |ooked
around for a place to dunp it. There was a jar full of ashes sitting on the bar,
next to the liquor. Hrampeered into it curiously for a nonent, shrugged, and
dunped the butts in there.

They both turned at the sound of the door opening. Dr. Tachyon sat in a

wheel chair, his bandaged stunp cradled in his |lap. Behind him pushing the
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chair, was Jack Braun.

"You," Braun said, glaring at Jay. "We've been turning over half the city

| ooking for you. Where the hell have you been?"

"Jay, Hiram" Tachyon said. He started to rise fromthe wheelchair. "Wat's
happened? \Were's Bl ai se?"

"The hospital ," Jay adnitted.

Tachyon made a choking sound. "lIs he all right?"

"He has a small fracture of the skull, and he's lost a few teeth, plus sone
brui ses and abrasions, and a bad case of shock. But the doctors figure he's
going to be okay. The hospital wanted to keep hi munder observation for a few
days, that's all."

Dr. Tachyon staggered as if Jay's words were a physical blow Jack Braun cl ouded
up like a thunderhead and cane storm ng forward. "You goddammed jerk. He's only
a kid, what the hell did you think you were doing, dragging himinto sone

sl eazy--"

Jay poi nted, Jack popped. Maybe Braun finished his thought center stage at
Freakers. Then again, maybe not. "Sorry" Jay munbled to Tachyon. "My head's
about to split open and hatch, | just can't take any nore right now Should you
be out of that wheel chair?"

"I't was Jack's idea," Tachyon said. Jay could see how weak the little man stil
was. When he stunbled, he put out a hand to steady hinself, but there was no
hand there. Hi s bandaged stunp fetched up hard agai nst the back of the sofa, and
Tachyon gasped.

"Sit down," Jay said

Tachyon sat back down in the wheelchair, cradling his stunp in his |ap. Jay
turned back to the bar. "Wat are you doi ng?" Tach asked.

"Pouring you a drink," Jay said. "You're going to need one."

He filled the second tunbler up with bourbon and ice cubes, brought it to

Tachyon, and put it into his unresisting left hand. " | don't... | don't drink
bourbon," Tach said. "Drink it," Jay said
Tachyon drank it, his pale lilac eyes full of dread. "Tell ne," he said when the

gl ass was hal f- enpty.
Jay told himall of it.
To his credit, the alien listened without interrupting. Tears began to roll down

hi s cheeks when Jay reached the part about the centipede nman, but still he held
hi s tongue.
"Once Ti Malice was gone, the fight went out of the nounts. Ezili pitched a

screanming fit, and the other woman, the girl with the baby, nmade a break for it.
The rest just gaped at us. It was |like they couldn't quite conprehend what was
happening. | was going to call the cops, but H ram stopped ne."

"Hi ran?" Tach said, |ooking over at the big ace.

Hi ram nodded ponderously, as if his head were al nost too heavy to nove. "W had

all done ... vile things. Myself included. Wat purpose would be served by

i nprisoning the mounts? We were only his instrunents, his hands, his nmouth, his

eyes. It was Ti Malice who nurdered, not your grandson. | told Jay there was no

sense in bringing Blaise to trial. The real nurderer was already gone. And the

rest of them... were they any different? You knew Sascha | ong before Ti Malice

took him doctor. He was never an evil man. Ezili was the worst, but even there
how much was Ezili and how much was the master? She had been his prize nount

her entire life."

"They're all going to be living in hell anyway," Jay said. "Wth ne," H ram
added darKkly.

Tach | ooked fromone to the other. "Wthout the kiss ..

you cannot imagine."

"Ch, Hiram" Tachyon said, his voice thick with pity for his old friend. "You

shoul d have cone to nme."

"There are a -lot of things | should have done," Hiram said.

"Anyway, " Jay said, "I let the mounts go."

"Al'l of thenP" Tachyon said, astonished.

"I didn't figure | had the right to pick and choose," Jay said. "Charmwas the
only one | thought tw ce about. He was the one who killed Chrysalis."

H ram nodded. "You ..
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"Char n?" Tachyon said. "But why?"

"Chrysalis knew everythi ng about everybody. Ti Mlice depended on secrecy for
safety. Exposed, he was pitifully vul nerable. She nmust have found out about him
sonehow, but what she didn't know was that Sascha was already his. The way |
figure, her trusted telepath told his master that Chrysalis was getting cl ose,
so Ti Malice sent Charmto take her out. It adds up. The killer had to be
sonmeone Sascha knew, otherw se he woul d never have gotten inside the Pal ace

wi t hout being detected. Maybe Ti Malice rode Charm personally that norning, to
experience the sensation of beating soneone to death. O nmaybe not. | don't
suppose we'll ever know. "

"All this time searching for the man who killed Chrysalis," Tachyon murnured
softly, "and yet you chose to | et himgo."

"Charm s fucked up enough,"” Jay said. "Besides, it wasn't Charm it was Ti
Malice. And Ti Malice is gone." Dr. Tachyon sipped fromhis drink and thought
about that for along tine. Finally the alien gave a short, curt nod. "So nuch
bl ood," he said. "So nuch killing. It has to stop, Jay."

"Yeah," Jay said. "Maybe Barnett is right."

"No," Tach said.

Hi ram Wor chester stood up suddenly. "I should go. | have to pack ... check out.
. " Hs voice trailed off.

"Of course," Tachyon said.

"Go on," Jay told him "I'lIl conme down in a minute." H ram nodded and stepped
out into the hall. Wen the door closed behind him Ackroyd turned back to
Tachyon. "He's going to need your help, doc. He's an addict, and from what he
says, the kiss is a hundred tines nore addictive than heroin."

"Hramw |l have all the help he requires," Tachyon said. "I owe hima debt I
can never repay. A blood debt. My grandson's life." The alien shook his head.
I could have hel ped him" he said plaintively. "Wiy didn't he tell me?"
"There's a better question. You' re supposed to be Hirams friend. So aml. So
how cone, all this tinme, we never noticed that anything was w ong?"

Dr. Tachyon just |ooked at him Tears welled up in his eyes, and behind them
guilt.

"Shit," Jay said. He was tired of tears, tired of guilt and shanme and fear and
pain. "Just forget it, okay? There's nothing we can do about it except try to
get himthrough. Hramused all the strength he had left in himto kick your
grandson in the head. He's going to need us."

"Then we nust not fail him" Tachyon said.

Jay nodded. Suddenly he felt very weary. " | better go down and keep Hiram
conpany," he said. "He's still pretty shaky."

"Of course," Tachyon said.

But when Jay opened the door, Hiramwas right there, in the hall. H's huge body
was trenbling, and he | ooked up at Jay fromforlorn eyes. "Hram what's w ong?"
Jay asked.

"It's ... nothing," H rambegan. "I suppose ... an anxiety attack." He blinked,
as if to clear his head. "Jay... if you wouldn't mind ... could you ... cone
down to the roomwith ne? It's just that | ... would rather not be al one right

now. Can you understand that?"

Jay nodded. As he took Hiramby the arm Dr. Tachyon rose unsteadily fromhis
wheel chair. "We'll both go," the little alien announced in a tone that brooked
no dissent. Hram/looked at themboth gratefully. Jay figured they nust have
made quite a sight as they |inped off together

Wiile they waited for the elevator to arrive, Tachyon turned back to Jay. "One
thing," he asked. "You never said where you teleported Ti Mlice."

"Funny thing about that," Jay said. "The way ny power works, | have to visualize
a place real good before | can tel eport anyone there. | have to be able to get a
clear picture in ny head, really see it in ny mnd' s eye. | got a bunch of

pl aces like that, places | know inside out. Sonetines it's just reflex. | don't

have tinme to think about what |'m doing or where |I'm going to send soneone. |
just point, and they wind up the first place that pops into ny head."
"Yes?" Tachyon said politely.
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"I made a | ot of phone calls fromthe hospital. Ti Milice hasn't shown up in any
of nmy usual places. Sonehow, though, | didn't think he would. | |ooked right
into that son of a bitch's face when he was crawing toward nme, and the only
thing that popped into ny mind was this nightmare |'ve been having since | was a
kid." Jay coughed apol ogetically. "I know that place real well," he said. "So
you figure it out."

Dr. Tachyon thought about it for a nmonment. There was the sound of a chime. The
el evat or doors opened. Tach nodded slowy to Jay, turned, and entered the car

1:00 P. M

Brennan heard the outer door to the suite open, tired voices, then the door
close. He stood up, framed in the doorway |eading into the bedroom portion of
the suite, gun in hand. Tachyon, Ackroyd, and Worchester stood clunped together,
astoni shmrent on their faces as they saw Brennan. "Daniel! Wat are you doing

her e?"

Brennan knew t hat Tachyon had | ost a hand, but that know edge didn't prepare him
for the pale, drawn, bedraggled figure before him Tachyon had obvi ously been
through a lot the past week, but, Brennan thought grimy, it wasn't quite over
yet.

"Tracking Chrysalis's killer," Brennan said grimy. Tachyon's bl oodshot eyes
went wide with astoni shnment. "Surely-"

"What the hell are you tal king about?" Ackroyd interrupted. He looked a little
worse for wear, hinmself. H s face was puffy and brui sed and he seened to be
favori ng one side.

Brennan shook his head and gestured with his gun. "Sit on the bed," he said in a
cold voice, "and I'll tell you a story about a nurder."

Hi ram hung back for a noment, then did as Brennan ordered. Ackroyd sat down next
to Worchester and kept his hands carefully in his |ap

"Ch, Cod," Hiram noaned. "WII| this never end?"

"Let's give hima chance," Tachyon sai d.

"Why?" Ackroyd asked trucul ently.

"Because | know who killed Chrysalis," Brennan said softly.

Ackroyd frowned. "It was Malice's joker goon. Chrysalis had discovered him"
"No, it wasn't." Brennan took a deep breath so that he could speak in a calm
even voice. "l was Chrysalis's lover," he said. "Perhaps even her friend. That
al one m ght have brought ne back to track down her killer. But the nurderer
added insult to that injury. He tried to frame me for her death." He stared
unbl i nki ngly at Ackroyd. "Even you adnmit that was a clumsy job."

Ackroyd nodded reluctantly. "Yeah. It had ne going for a while, but it didn't
take me long to realize it was a setup."” Brennan nodded, switched his gaze to
Tachyon. " | had no idea why Chrysalis had been killed. Any number of things
could have triggered the nurder. | couldn't isolate the notive, so

concentrated on finding an ace strong enough to crush Chrysalis. But that, too,
proved to be a blind alley, because Chrysalis wasn't killed by an ace wi th super

strength. "
"What ?" Ackroyd said. "That's ridicul ous."
Brennan shook his head. "I knew sonething was wong at the crinme scene when

first sawit, but it took me a while to figure it out. There was very little
blood in Chrysalis's office. She'd been killed before being pul ped. Her heart
had st opped punping so there was no bl ood sprayed on the walls, desk, or floor."
Tachyon nodded. "That nakes sense."

"Someone was covering his tracks again, pretending that Chrysalis had been
battered to death by an ace with extraordinary strength. But who?" Brennan shook
his head. "The list of suspects had again becone endl ess, but | thought | could
narrow it down by questioning Sascha. He was a tel epath, he'd been on the nurder
scene, and he was acting peculiar. |I figured he knew nore than he was adm tting.
He' d di sappeared, but | thought | could track himdown."

"You couldn't have found him" Ackroyd said. "He was here in Atlanta."

"That's right," Brennan agreed. "But during the investigation |I found out that
he was in thrall to a nysterious master, someone called Ti Mlice. Then | found
Malice's apartment, and in the apartnent was a closet, and in the closet was a
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coat, and in the coat were these." He carefully reached into his hip pocket wth
hi s broken arm and took out a deck of playing cards. They were ornate, but worn
and tattered and of great age and apparent delicacy.

"So what ?" Ackroyd asked with a frown.

"These are the cards," Brennan explained, "that Chrysalis played solitaire wth,
the deck from which the nurderer took the ace of spades to frame nme. The deck he
then absentnindedly put in his coat pocket and took with himafter he left her
office. Isn't that right, Wrchester?" Brennan stared grinmly at the huge ace.
Hramtried to speak, but no words would conme out. He stuttered, sputtered, and
fingered the angry sore on the side of his neck, his face pale and beaded with
sweat, his hands trenbling.

Brennan dropped the cards on the floor and took fromhis jacket pocket the ace
of spades that Chrysalis had left himin her will. He scaled it at Hram The
card flew true, struck Hirams broad chest, and tunbled to the floor where it

| anded faceup, black and om nous agai nst the carpet.

"Cute," Jay said as the card fluttered to the floor at Hirams feet. "That nean
you're going to start killing people now, or what?" He started to get up

"I told you not to nove." The barrel of Brennan's automatic slid a fewinches to

the right, until it was fixed on Jay. "So shoot ne," Jay said. He got to his
feet, looking right at Yeoman. "You got any idea what Hi ram has just been

t hr ough?"

"I don't care what he's been through."

"Aren't you the fucking soul of conpassion?" Jay said. "I don't waste ny
conpassion on killers," Brennan said. "Oh, | forgot, you re Mther Teresa," Jay
said with bitter sarcasm "Well, pardon the hell out of me. Thing of it is,

t hough, seeing as how you hate killers so much, | can't help noticing you're the

only one in the roomwith a gun in his hand."

"Jay, Daniel, please," Tachyon pleaded. H s good hand cradl ed his bandaged
stunp, and he sounded weak and sick at heart. "Can't we work this out |ike
civilized people?"

"He's trying to protect a killer," Yeonan said icily. "You got a hell of a |ot
of nerve calling anyone a killer, Danny boy," Jay snapped back

"This isn't about ne," Yeonman said.

"Stop it!" Tachyon cried. He | ooked over at Brennan. "Daniel, there nust be sone
m stake. | know H ram Worchester. | have known himfor close on two decades now,
in good times and bad. He is a good man. Even if | believed for a noment that

H ram was capabl e of such an act, he was here in Atlanta at the convention while
Chrysalis was being nurdered in Jokertown: He couldn't have done it."

Jay gl anced back at Hiramunconfortably. "Well," he admtted with vast
reluctance, "that's not quite true. | checked the airline schedules. If he took
the last flight out and the first flight back, he'd never have been nissed. But
Carni fex could have caught the sane flights. Same for Braun, or any of them?"
"That can easily be verified," Tachyon pointed out. "Even if Hi ram used an
assunmed nane, a man of his size woul d have been noticed."

"Then check it if that's what it takes to convince you," Brennan said. "l have
all the proof | need."

"What about a notive?" Jay demanded. "Or don't you bother with things |ike that?
Motives, chains of evidence, courtroons, what a fucking nuisance, right? Your
way is a lot sinpler. Danny Brennan says he's guilty, time to kill the poor
bastard. "

"l have evidence," Brennan replied curtly. "Enough to convince ne that it's
true."”

"As far as | can see, you don't have jack shit except for a deck of cards you
found in sone coat pocket," Jay said. "Jay makes a good point," Tachyon put in.
"Do you have any proof that H ram brought the cards to this apartnent?"

"The kitchen cabinets were full of expensive gournmet foods. There was every kind
of utensil you can imagi ne, everything a gournet cook |ike Wrchester woul d
need. And the jacket was white |inen, expensive, fashionable, custontailored.
Size 68 long. Chrysalis was killed by an ace. How many aces wear that size?"
Silence filled the room

Jay turned to | ook behind him Hiramstill sat on the corner of the bed. He was
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not using his gravity power; the mattress tilted om nously under his nassive
weight. H s face was pal e and danp, his shoulders slunped, his eyes still fixed
on the ace of spades that lay at his feet.

The stillness |asted an eon. Al three of themwere |ooking at Hi ram now. The
bi g ace seened oblivious until Tachyon finally, softly, said, "Hran®"

Then he | ooked up, and sighed hugely. His eyes were sad and sick. "Yes, doctor?"
he asked.

"Are ou all right?" Tach asked gently.

"No," Hramsaid. "I haven't been all right for sone tine."

"This is crazy," Jay said. "Hram don't just sit there. Tell himthat he's
wrong. "

"I wish | could,” Hramsaid with quiet dignity. "You don't know how much | w sh
that."

"What are you sayi ng?" Tachyon asked, dread in his voice. "You don't nean to say
that these accusations are true? "

Hi ram nodded, his eyes far off and full of pain. The big man seened to be having
troubl e speaking. "I ... I'msorry." Then it was Jay who had no words

"There must be sone explanation,” Tachyon said. "I cannot accept this. You're a
good nman, a nan of courage and integrity."

"Ti Malice," Jay blurted. "That fucking thing was riding you, using you, your
powers, your body." He swung around to face Brennan. "You don't understand the
situation. Hiramwas a victim Even if he did do it, he was only the

i nstrunent."

"No, Jay," Hiraminterrupted quietly. "I appreciate your loyalty, but... it
wasn't like that. It was ne. Just ne. God help ne." He fell silent again, eyes
turned inward.

"Hram tell us," Tachyon inpl ored.

For a nmonent Hiramdidn't seemto hear. Then the big ace began to speak. His

voi ce was weary, so quiet they had to strain to hear. "I needed the kiss," he
began sinply. "That was why | flew back to New York that night. The last flight
out, just as Jay surm sed. You don't know what it was like to go without the

kiss ... | needed it badly."

"So | flew back up, and went to himsecretly. There were al ways other... other
mounts about. Ti Malice was never alone. Wien | arrived, he was nounted on
Sascha. But ny... ny nmaster was pleased to see nme. He | eft Sascha and gave ne
his kiss."

"That was when Sascha told ne. He was angry. It was an act of spite. I'd taken

Ti Malice away fromhim you see, and there is nothing so awful in the world. He
wanted to hurt nme, so he told nme that Chrysalis had hired a man to assassi nate
Gregg Hartmann. He knew how hard |I'd worked, how nmuch hope and faith and trust
I"d put in Gegg. Sascha had picked it out of her mnd just that norning. He was
only a skimer, you know, the poorest kind of telepath, but her plan nust have
been right there on the surface of her mnd."

"It didn't bother ne, not then. When Ti Malice honors you with his kiss,
everything seens just as it should be, and nothing can bother you. But after a

few hours, the master bestowed his kiss on Ezili, |eaving ne alone again. That
was when | finally grasped what Sascha had said. | couldn't believe it. It
seened so nonstrous, so obscene. | knew Chrysalis. Not well, but | knew her,
we' d spent five nonths together on the Stacked Deck. | couldn't believe she
woul d do such a thing. | had to confront her. | dressed and went down to the
Crystal Pal ace.™

"She was alone in her office, playing solitaire. You have to believe ne, | never
intended to hurt her. | told her what |'d heard, demanded to know if it was

true. She didn't deny it. She didn't say anything. She | ooked up at ne once,

suspi ciously, then went right back to playing solitaire. Wien | pressed her, al

I got were evasive, neaningless answers in that infuriating fake accent of hers.

If only she'd talked to me, told ne what she knew about Gregg, what she'd seen
perhaps | woul dn't have believed her at first, but | would have |i stened.

Dear God, why wouldn't she talk to nme?"

"She didn't trust you, Hram" Jay said, with a sad certainty. "That was how she
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was. She didn't trust anybody."

"I tried to nmake her see ... how inportant it was. What a good man G egg was."
Hiram | aughed bitterly. "I tal ked about his principles, his courage, his
commitnent to all of us, jokers and aces alike, how he was our |ast hope. Dear
God, what a fool she nust have thought ne!"

"l begged her." Tears were running down Hranms face. "If it was true, what
Sascha had said, | ... | begged her to call it off. And all the tinme she just

pl ayed cards, turning them over one by one, putting themdown in place. They
made a little snapping noi se when she flipped them off the deck, | renenber.

Bl ack on red, red on black. Her face ... like a skull. | couldn't tell what she
was thinking. She reminded nme of death, sitting there playing cards while her
hired assassin went out to do her killing for her. By what right? | asked her
that, and she had no answer. | was very angry then. | nade accusations, threats,

told her I would go to the police. She just |ooked up and said that |I'd do no
such thing, that she knew a few things about nme, too, and | knew she was tal ki ng
about Ti Malice. Then she told nme to get out. | refused. | begged her to talk to
me, to listen to ne. She just |aughed, and started to get out of her chair. That
was when ... when. "

H s voice trailed off. Hiram Wrchester |ooked down dully at his hands, resting
on his knees. The fingers of his right hand closed slowy into a fist, then

opened again, just as slowy. "I tried to nake her sit back down," he said, his
voi ce a hoarse whisper. "I just wanted to talk to her, that's all. | swear it.
She was going to walk out on me, and | couldn't stand it. So | nade a fist and
tried to slam her back down into her chair. |'d done it dozens of tines,
hundreds ... just hold her there with nmy power, that's all | wanted to do, nake
her talk to me, make her tell nme the truth ... tell ne who the assassin was, so
we could stop him | just wanted to make her sit down and listen ... but. . ."

Hi ram broke down, choking on his own words, his i mense body shaking with dry
sobs. But Jay didn't need to hear any nore. He renmenbered Chrysalis as he had
found her. Her chair splintered beneath her, her bones shattered. He could
imgine the rest. Afist closed in fury, a mnd blinded by rage ... How nuch had
she weighed in that second? A thousand pounds? Two t housand?

"You left out the last part," Brennan said. "After she was dead, you weren't
through. First you gathered up her cards, all except the ace of spades, which
you dropped on the body to nake themthink it was ne. But that wasn't quite
enough, was it? An autopsy woul d show how she died, and that would point right
at you. But the broken bones, the shattered furniture, that suggested a fight,
so you did a little nore danage to the office. And then, just to nmake sure, you
knelt down and nade your fist heavy so that when you hit her, it would | ook as

t hough her head had been crushed by someone with superhunman strength."

Hiram sagged. "I...l couldn't let nyself be caught. Wthout the kiss ... |
couldn't face that. And there was the canpaign ... | was an ace, a Hartnann

del egate, if it got out, it could destroy everything. Barnett m ght even win the
nomi nation. So nuch was at stake, | just ... panicked." H's thick fingers pulled
nervously at his beard. "It wasn't like you said ... so cold ... calculated."
"Wasn't it?" Brennan said. "You commit nurder, try to pin the crinme on soneone
el se, and now you say it was all a mistake. | didn't notice you confessing when
you thought you' d wal ked away clean." H's gun was ainmed at the center of Hirams
chest. "You were willing to et nme pay for your crine, and when the cops grabbed
Elno instead, you didn't say a word." Brennan's voice was flat and calm but Jay
could hear the fury behind the words, inplacable and deadly.

Hi ram dropped his head again. "No," he nuttered, |ow under his breath. "No,
didn't." His shanme was witten all over his face. "If you're going to kill me,
get on with it."

That was when Jay Ackroyd nmade up his nind and stepped between Hiram Wrchester
and Dani el Brennan. "Cet out of the way, Ackroyd," Yeonman said.

"Dani el, Jay, please," Tachyon said weakly fromthe chair where he sat huddl ed
in pain and misery. Both men ignored him

"You claim Chrysalis was your friend," Yeonan said. "Wiy are you trying to
shield her killer?"
"It was an accident,’

Jay said. "You heard him You heard how it happened. Have
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alittle goddamed nercy."

"Mercy is God's business," Brennan said. "Mne is justice."

"Tell me about it," Jay said scornfully. "Better yet, tell all those guys you've
killed. Tell their widows and girlfriends. Tell their parents. Tell the kids
sonme of them may have | eft behind."

"They knew the risks they were taking. The nen |'ve killed woul d have killed ne
just as fast if 1'd given themhalf a chance. |'ve never nurdered an innocent
wonman. "

"Chrysalis was a lot of things," Jay said, "and one of themwas ny friend, no
matter what you think. But she was never innocent."

"I knew Chrysalis," Brennan said. "She did what she had to."

"Fuck that," Jay said. "She did what she chose to. Wat she chose to do was send
a hired assassin to Atlanta. By last count, two Secret Service agents, a hotel
manager, and a journalist are dead as a direct result, and we cane that close to

addi ng Jack Braun's nane to that list. I'mnot defending what Hramdid, but in
my book, his hands are one hell of a lot cleaner than yours."
"Jay," Dr. Tachyon interjected softly, "Brennan's killings are an affair of

honor. A blood feud. On Takis-"

"That's Ceorgia outside the wi ndow, not Takis,
defending this honicidal |oon?"

"I owe hima life," Tachyon replied.

"You owe hima life," Jay repeated with disgust. "Real good. Well, you owe Hiram
alife, too, remenber? Not to nention the life you owe nme. Cone to think of it,
you owe fucking Gregg Hartmann a life, if it really went down in Syria the way
the papers said. Then there's the Turtle, Golden Boy, Straight Arrow... is there
anyone you don't owe a |life?"

" 1 owe Brennan two lives," the little alien said feebly. "I could never betray
his trust."

Ackroyd wanted to scream Instead he turned back to Yeoman. "Well, | don't owe
you shit," he said. "You want justice? Fine. W'll take Hramto the police, and
he'll go on trial. But let's make it a two-for-one sale, shall we? You' re great
at serving up justice, how about you try a nice big spoonful yourself. Turn
yourself in along with Hiram Stand up in front of a fucking judge and tell him
about your war."

"I answer to nmy own conscience, Ackroyd, and frankly, | don't give a damm what
you think about it," Brennan said. "lI'mnot turning nyself in. Now, for the |ast
time, get out of the way."

There was a | ong nonent of silence. Jay stared at Brennan. Brennan stared back
Tachyon | ooked hel pl essly fromone to the other, then struggled to rise fromhis
chair. Wth only one hand, it was a painful, clunsy process.

"I can get a finger up pretty dam quickly," Jay said to Brennan

"The noment you even start to |ift that hand, |1'm going to squeeze this
trigger," Brennan told him "Wat are the odds on you being able to teleport a
bullet in flight?"
"Amllion to one,

Jay said. "Why the hell are you

Jay admtted. "But only if you don't hesitate. A split

second of indecision, and you'll be shooting through the bars in the Tonbs."
"Do | look like the hesitating sort?" Brennan asked quietly. H s hand was very
st eady.

Jay thought about that one and didn't nuch |ike what he came up with. He risked
a qui ck gl ance back over his shoul der. Hi ram sat slunped on the corner of the
bed, staring off into space, conpletely out of it. Whatever the hell was about
to go down, it didn't look Iike the huge ace was going to be nuch of a factor
"There's soneone el se," Tachyon said softly. H s head noved slowy fromside to
side, searching. "Another mnd. In the wall."

"Real good," Jay said sourly. He felt ill, but he should have seen it coni ng.
"The phant om bi nbo, right?"

"Changes the odds a little, doesn't it?" Brennan said, snmling.

Jay flexed his fingers and stared down the barrel of Brennan's Walther. It

rem nded hi m how nuch he hated guns, and the kind of assholes who carried them
around.
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Fromthe look in Brennan's cool gray eyes, he had just about run out of tine.
There was nothing left but to go for it.

Brennan felt a vise clanp down on his brain. For a panicked nonent he thought he
was having a seizure of some kind, but then he realized that it was Tachyon
Tachyon's mind control. He raged against it, pushing with all the strength he
had in mind and body. But it was useless. The only part of his body that he
could nove was his eyeballs. He glanced around the room and saw Jennifer wal k
woodenly out of the walls.

"Ni ce work, doc," Ackroyd said. "Now"

"No. "

"Look, goddanmit
"Deci sions nmust be made. Di scussed and made."

"I'"ve nmade ny decision."

"And | don't agree," Tachyon said flatly. "Gant me a little consideration in
this, Ackroyd. | stand between three friends." The detective stared at Brennan
"Friends," he snorted. Tachyon | owered hinmself slowy back into his chair.
Brennan coul d see the strain on his face, but the nmental vise he'd placed upon
Brennan's mnd still held. "W will talk," the alien said, "but peace will lie
upon this room"

Bendi ng, Tachyon pulled his dagger fromits boot sheath and dropped it on the
carpet at his feet. Jennifer wal ked woodenly toward Tachyon and dropped her gun
next to the knife. Tachyon turned to Brennan. "Daniel, will you |ay down your
weapon?"

There was no sense being stupidly stubborn. There was no way he coul d break
Tachyon's mind control, and there was no way anything further would happen if he
i nsisted on keeping his gun. He nodded, al nost inperceptibly.

"And Ackroyd?" Tachyon asked. "Wat about you?"

"I hate this Takisian bullshit."

"I could take control of you and nmake you a dummy in these talks. | would prefer
not to."
"Yeah, well, okay."

"Hands i n pockets, please."

Tachyon rel eased Brennan. He stepped forward and dropped his gun at Tachyon's
feet. He | ooked at the alien with anger and bitterness in his eyes. "You
betrayed ne," he said.

"I prevented nmurder," the alien snapped. "Self-defense--"

"Ch, please! W bandy with words. Killing, it's all killing! You kill Jay
because he attenpts to put you in the Tonbs. You kill H ram because you get to
mete out justice. The end result is all the same-death! And it's got to stop!"
Tachyon pressed the heel of his hand against his head as if trying to push back
agony. He turned to Wrchester, who had been a nute witness to this all. "H ram
what do you intend to do?"

"That's al ready been decided," said Jay. "W'Ill take-"

"Shut up! H ran?"

"Il return to New York and turn nyself over to the authorities."

"Il accept that," Brennan said. It was a reasonable end to their difficulties.
It was a solution Chrysalis would understand. "I don't recall him asking your
fucking opinion," Jay gritted.

"He'd better take it into consideration," Brennan said. He turned to face
Worchester. "If you get to the airport and change your nmind, if you decide to
run, you'd better know now that you'll never have another day's peace. |'ll be
com ng for you."

"You utterly anaze ne, Daniel, with your rigid, selfrighteous certainty,"
Tachyon sai d. "Who nade you God? Who gave you the right to place your judgnent
above all others?"

Brennan barked a short, harsh laugh. "That's funny comi ng from you, Tachyon.

Rel ease Jennifer."

"No," Tachyon said, shaking his head.

"Why not?" Brennan asked, flaring with anger he could no | onger suppress. "W
have an agreenent."

Jay plunged forward. "We've agreed to nothing. Hiramstands trial and nmaybe goes
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to prison for a mstake, while this guy wal ks free? Fuck that! If his little war
excuses him then Hiram shoul d be conpletely exonerated."

"Jay," Tachyon said, shaking his head, "you've allowed your anger to repl ace
your brains. Elno stands accused of a crine he did not commt. Hi ram has
confessed to it. He nust stand trial."

"Yeah, but we're tal king involuntary mansl aughter here. Vol untary mansl aughter,
tops. Hirammay wal k out of that courtroomw th probation."” Jay jerked a thunb
at Brennan. "How s Danny Boy gonna take that?"

"We'll all have to see, won't we?" Brennan said coldly.

"To hell with that,"” Jay said. "Way don't we let Hramwite out his confession
and then get on a plane to Tibet or wherever the hell he wants to go?"

"He'll die before he ever reaches that plane," Brennan said softly.

"Not if you're behind bars."

H ramstirred and got off the bed. He no |l onger |ooked lost, victimzed. It
seened as if he'd nade a decision and was determined to carry it through. "You
can talk until you're both damed," he said. "This is ny decision to nake, and
will go to New York and stand trial because | choose to." He | ooked directly at
Brennan. "And not because |I'mafraid of you. I'mnot."

And Brennan could see that that was true. Hi ram had been through the fire and
energed cl eansed. He | ooked as if he feared nothing now

"Hram" Jay began

"Jay, your friendship warns nme, but | nust do this. |'ve been a puppet for too
long. First with ... him... then with Ti Malice. Well, it's all over. |I'm

t hrough bei ng a puppet.”

"Hrams right," Tachyon said passionately. "Don 7t any of you understand?
Hrams trial is critical, not only for Elnb or Hram but for aU of us. The |aw
is the witness of our noral life. Its history is the history of the noral

devel opment of your race. But ny race upset the bal ance. W created superhumans,
and the result has been a growi ng chaos. The Turtle assaults with inpunity
because he is arnored literally and figuratively with the secret of his
identity. | invade people's nmnds. You, Jay, violate their civil liberties. And
Daniel, you kill them If we don't denonstrate our wllingness to abide by the
rule of law, then we are everything Barnett says we are. W are dangerous and
heedl ess and deserve to be controlled since we are unwilling or unable to abide
by the rules of civilized society"

"That's fascinating," Brennan said dryly, "but you m ssed sonething. I'mnot a
wild card. I"mjust a nat."

Jay whirled on him "You bastard. Tachyon, all you've done is convince ne that
I"mright, and that this killer should be behind-"

Jay cut off in mdsentence. Brennan | ooked at Tachyon, pal e and shaken, who had
half risen out of his chair.

"Yes," Tachyon said wearily. "I amonce again playing God. Go, Daniel. Take your
| ady and go. Never return. If you do, know that | will not aid you."

Jenni fer swayed drunkenly when Tachyon rel eased her. Brennan caught her,
supported her. He | ooked back at Tachyon once before he left the hotel suite,
and Tachyon | ooked back. Neither parting glance was kind.

When Brennan and his girlfriend were both gone, Tachyon finally released his
iron grip on Jay's body and nind. The alien was trenbling, his brow beaded with
sweat .

Jay ran to the door, junped out into the hall, |ooked up and down. There was no
one waiting for the elevators. He nade a dash for the stairwell, slamed through
the fire door, breathing hard. The stairs were enpty, silent. They were gone.
Swearing loudly with disgust, Jay turned on his heel and stal ked back to the
room He slamred the door shut behind him The noise made Tachyon wi nce. Jay
pointed at him his armtrenbling with tension. "I hope you realize what you've
done,"” he said bitterly. "You' ve just |et another Demnise out onto the streets."”
Tachyon | ooked at himfor a | ong nonent. Then the wide lilac eyes rolled up into
his head, and the little alien fainted dead away.

"Ch, hell," Jay said. The perfect ending to a perfect week. He gave Hiram a
weary look. "C non," he said, "help nme tuck the little fuck into bed."
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10: 00 P. M

Soneti mes, Brennan thought, duty was never ending. He and Jennifer had |eft
Atlanta imredi ately. They retrieved Brennan's van fromthe airport parking |ot
and drove to where the Crystal Pal ace used to be. Brennan got out and wal ked
over to the ruins.

It was dark. There were few pedestrians on the street. There was nothing to
bring them here now that the crystal |ady was dead and her pal ace was gone.
Brennan stared at the weckage for a | ong nonent. The stench of burning was
still in the air, the tide of nenories still flowed in his mnd. He turned and
stood before one of the piles of debris that had been around since the Jokertown
riot. He waited until he saw eyes blinking inside it.

"How are you?" he asked.

"Sad. Qur lady is gone and our honme is burned."

"I didn't want that to happen," Brennan said. "But it did," the voice replied
accusi ngly.

"Yes," Brennan said, "it did. Have you found anypl ace el se to go?"

The tiny head shook no.

"Yes, you have," Brennan said softly.

11:00 P. M

D gger Downs was typing furiously on a | aptop conputer, so engrossed that he
didn't notice when Jay stepped into his apartnent. "You forgot to | ock your
door," Ackroyd announced | oudly.

Di gger glanced up fromthe screen, startled, and stared at Jay with a guilty

| ook on his face. The reporter was four feet tall, going on five. He | ooked |ike
a child playing with a Speak 'n Spell. "You," he said.

"Me," Jay admitted. "You really ought to | ock your door. Never can tell when
sonmeone mght break in and trash all your stuff." He | ooked around pointedly.

Di gger's apartnent was just the way that Mackie Messer had left it. "You have a
hell of a lot of nerve showing up here," Digger said. "I could of died in that
goddammed cat box. They sent nme all the way to Al aska."

"Al aska, Atlanta, hey, that's close enough for governnent work," Jay said. He
smled. "At |east you don't have to eat that airline food."

"I't's not funny! | ought to sue you," Digger bitched. "By the time | finally got
to Georgia, | was so big they had to cut ne out of the goddamed box."
"If it's any consolation, | didn't have a whole |ot of fun nyself," Jay said. He

crossed the room stepping gingerly over the debris. "Anybody ever tell you
you're a shitty housekeeper?"

Di gger scowl ed. "lI'mnot touching a thing, not till the photographer's been
here. "
Jay sighed. "I was afraid you were going to say sonething like that," he said.

"What are you writing?"

Digger hurriedly hit a key, storing the file he'd been working on, then sl ammed
down the top of the little |aptop conmputer so Jay couldn't read the file nanmes
of f the screen. "None of your business," he said. "How d you know I cane home?"
"I'"'ma detective, remenber?" Jay said. He cleared hinself a space on one end of
the sofa and sat down. "Let's not nake this any harder than we have to. | just
want to get the hell out of here, check nyself into a hospital, and take sone
serious painkillers for about a nonth."

"So who's stopping you? Go."

"Not till we get sonething straight. You' re not witing anything about G egg
Har t mann. "

Di gger |laughed. "The hell | ain't. This is the story of nmy life. I"'mwiting it
all... Syria, Berlin, Mackie Messer, the Crystal Palace, everything.... |I'm
going to hang himout and watch himtwist in the wind. | figure a special issue
of Aces with nothing but the Hartmann expose. O maybe I'Il sell it to the

Washi ngton Post, really show that binbo Sara Morgenstern a thing or two." He

sl apped the conputer with his hand. "When this thing conmes out, Geggie'll be
lucky if they don't lynch him"

"Real good," Jay said wearily. "So how many other wild cards will get Iynched in
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his place? Ever think about that?"

"That's not ny concern," Digger said. "I'ma journalist, that's all. | just tel
the truth and let the pieces fall where they may."

"Yeah," Jay said. "Funny, the truth wasn't so inportant when there was a chance
those falling pieces m ght be coning off your body." He held up a hand before
Downs could interrupt. "Just hear ne out," he said. "l've already gone over this
with Tachyon. He was right-this is a story that can't ever be told. There are
reasons, Digger" He went over them one by one.

D gger was unnoved. "You're asking me to be part of a cover-up," he said when
Jay had fi ni shed.

"Real good," Jay said. "You got it."

"No way," Downs said with righteous indignation. "I got ethics. Besides, what
about ne? Way the hell should | let Hartmann off easy, he tried to have ne
killed! Forget it, Ackroyd."

"I know who killed Chrysalis," Jay said. "He's going to turn hinself in tonorrow
nmorni ng at the Jokertown precinct house. If you agree to drop the Hartnmann
expose, you can have that story instead. |I'll arrange for the killer to give you
a conpl ete confession before he goes to the police." Jay had already talked it
over with Hramon the flight home. Hiram had agreed; Hramwas in a frame of
mnd to agree to nost anything that night possibly spare further bl oodshed.
"It's quite a story," Jay said. "It's got blackmail, drugs, sex, death, aces,
jokers, the works. Juicy." He ought to know. He'd hel ped Tachyon work out the
details. What it didn't have was any nention of G egg Hartmann or Janes Spector
Ti Malice was villain enough. "You can have an exclusive," Jay prom sed Digger
"In fact, hows this, I'lIl arrange for the killer to turn hinmself over to you
and you can deliver himto the cops."

For a nmonent, Digger |ooked tenpted. Then his child' s face screwed up in a

fromm. "Do | |ook stupid or what? The Hartmann. thing is headlines coast to
coast, talk shows, books, hell, a Pulitzer for sure, maybe a Nobel. No way am|
gonna swap that for sone penny-ante Jokertown murder. | nean, ginme a break,

Chrysalis? Wio cares? She's just another dead joker."

“I''l'l throw in sone noney," Jay said.

Di gger got indignant. "Hey, | don't take bribes, you got it? You can just keep
your goddamed noney, the Anmerican public has a right to know the truth."

Jay sighed deeply. He was running out of ammunition. "Okay," he said. "Have it
your way." He stood up. "Once you run your little scoop, it's going to get rea
cold out there for wild cards, but if you think you can stand the chill, hey,
who am | to argue?" He started for the door

"Me?" Digger said. "Wiy should | have to stand the chill?"

Jay turned and | ooked back at him "You' re an ace, aren't you?" he said

i nnocently. He touched a finger to the side of his nose and rai sed a neani ngfu
eyebr ow.

"But no one knows that,"'

Di gger said. Jay sniled.

"You wouldn't," Digger said, horrified. "I told you that in confidence, nan. |f
anyone found out, | could be in a world of shit."

"So true," Jay said synpathetically. "You know, if it was up to nme, |I'd just as
soon keep a lid onit, but..." He shrugged. "The American public has a right to

know the truth."

Hi s hand was on the doorknob when Digger called out after him "Ackroyd."
Jay | ooked back over his shoul der. "Yeah?"

Downs regarded hi mthoughtfully. "How nmuch noney?" the reporter asked.

M dni ght

They stopped at the Red Apple Rest, a twenty-four-hour restaurant on Route 17
Brennan got out and went inside. "l need seventeen cheeseburgers, twelve
foot-l1ong hot dogs with chili, three with nustard and sauerkraut, twentysix

large fries, fifteen Cokes, ten Seven-Ups, and one |arge coffee. Black."
"Jesus, mister," the counterman said, "what ya got in your van, a pack of
starving ani mal s or sonethi ng?"

"Just a few friends," Brennan said, laying his noney on the counter.

Brennan turned as the counternman went to fill his order, and | ooked back over
the parking lIot. The noon had nearly set. Hanging on the rimof the horizon, it
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| ooked to Brennan like a skull, smling. It took little imagination to add eyes

of deepest blue and |ips of coral red. He sniled back as it slipped bel ow the
hori zon, and said softly, "Good-bye."
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