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PROLOGUE



he building seemed to have been carved from the side
Tof the mountain itself, or to have grown organically
from the granite and ice surrounding it.

But the term “building,” Frank Parkhurst thought,
barely described Schloss Reitberger. “Fortress” was more
accurate.

Frank scoped it out through powerful binoculars from
the patio of the Hotel Rheingarten, two miles away. The
day was crisp and clear as only Alpine days can be, and
two miles, in this air, was like nothing. The sun beat down
on his parka and felt warm on his cheeks and forehead,
but he knew the temperature hovered somewhere around
freezing.

This exercise was for his own amusement, primarily—
he’d seen the satellite photos and the building plans and
the schematics showing electrical, plumbing, and venti-
lation systems. The stone walls, he knew, were three feet
thick. Fifteen feet tall. Topped with coils of barbed wire,
interwoven with strands of electrified wire, and inlaid with
ground glass. Guard towers at the corners of the rectan-
gular compound were staffed 24/7, and the guards were
equipped with machine guns, grenade launchers, and
searchlights.

Inside the walls, another thirty soldiers lived. When
they weren’t on guard duty, they were drilling, honing
armed and unarmed combat skills, catching up on the lat-
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est high-tech weaponry, or resting for their shifts in the
towers.

The ground below the walls was peppered with hidden
land mines. The road—the only real approach to the com-
pound, since it backed up to the mountain—was watched
at all times, by guards and cameras.

Herr Reitberger was a very cautious man. It would take
an army to break into this place.

Frank had a squad of ten.

He smiled, capped the binoculars.

Cake walk.

He went inside.

They made their move at sunrise.

The compound’s west side faced into the mountain. As
soon as the sun broke over the mountains to the east,
across the valley, its rays would shine into the eyes of
guards in the tower. They wouldn’t be blinded, Wager
had assured Frank. But they’d be inconvenienced. They’d
be unlikely, at that moment, to be looking toward the east,
or anywhere outside of the shelter of their own towers.

It wasn’t much of an edge, but you took every edge
you could get, was how Frank looked at it.

The moment the sun’s first golden-red rays struck the
walls of the Schloss, a truck swung into view around the
last bend before the straight stretch of road that led to the
compound’s gate. It was a furniture delivery van, hired
by Frank a week before to make an attempt to deliver
three couches to Klaus Reitberger at exactly this time.

The delivery attempt would, of course, be unsuccess-
ful. The driver and his assistant would grumble and curse,
but Reitberger’s men would check their boss’s receiving
list and, not finding any record of furniture delivery,
would send them on their way.

If they lived that long.

Frank wanted the truck there as a distraction, another
edge. He didn’t care if the driver actually got to explain
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to the gate guards what they were bringing up. He planned
to be in action by then.

He wouldn’t be coming from the east, up the road.

He would be coming from the sky.

The truck’s appearance was the agreed-upon cue. On
the snowy slope above Schloss Reitberger, seven men and
three women saw it and flicked the switches that ignited
the powerful engines in their flight packs.

“Under way,” Frank said softly, as if to himself.

“l see,” Wager’s voice said in his ear. Wager sounded
confident and assured, as usual.

Each soldier’s helmet contained a microscopic camera.
The signals were beamed via satellite to Wager’s head-
quarters in New York City. Wager would, Frank was sure,
be sitting in an expensive chair before a bank of monitors,
a tall glass of cranberry juice over ice close at hand. He
would watch the entire operation, making whatever com-
ments he deemed necessary.

That was fine with Frank. The man paid the bills. And
he was as smart as they came.

Ten flight packs, set on whisper mode, punched the
snow and kicked up a dense cloud. Within seconds, from
inside the cloud, the airborne squad floated into the air.

Each soldier knew the route. It wasn’t complicated:
passing over the outcropping they started on would put
them directly above Schloss Reitberger, about two hun-
dred yards below them. They’d need to drop fast—even
on whisper mode, the flight packs weren’t utterly silent.
But they were as quiet as International Operations tech-
nicians could make them.

Wager had assured Frank that at this time of the morn-
ing, with the sun rising and the truck hauling up the care-
fully watched road, the chances of anyone looking straight
up into the sky were point zero seven percent. Not im-
possible, but slim.

Good odds, anyway. And Wager had gotten where he
was by playing the odds. Playing, and winning.

As many times as he’d used the flight packs, in prac-

4



TIME AND CHANCE

tice, Frank had never quite become accustomed to the
sensation. He was flying. Head up, feet down, as if stand-
ing, but the ground was a couple of dozen feet below. He
was in the air, untethered to the ground, with only a slight
thrumming sensation and a smell like burning diesel and
a shushing sound like tires on wet pavement to remind
him of what was holding him up.

“Precipice,” Frank said. They approached the edge. As
soon as they passed over, the compound would be in
sight, and then the real danger would begin.

Twenty feet ahead, the world seemed to end.

The snowfield came to an abrupt halt, and there was a
sheer drop-off, the cliff into which Schloss Reitberger was
built. Frank had gone over this hundreds of times in his
head, on paper, and in drills. But as the real edge loomed,
he felt a moment’s hesitation. Being twenty feet off the
ground was one thing. In less than a second, he’d be hun-
dreds of feet up.

Enemies with guns below.

“Don’t worry, the packs will work fine,” Wager’s voice
said.

Frank was sure he hadn’t said anything, but in this
situation, it was entirely probable that anyone would be a
little nervous. Wager would, of course, know that.

Then he was past the snow. A moment of vertigo as
the cliff’s face fell away beneath his feet, and then he was
looking at the others, all in line with him, all feeling the
same thing. He looked down.

The Schloss looked just like the satellite photos had
shown.

He pointed down. The others nodded and adjusted their
directional controls, their speed controls.

They dropped like stones.

Ten seconds into the descent, Frank aimed his auto-
matic rifle down toward the Schloss. The others followed
suit.

Fifteen seconds in, they were spotted.
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Seventeen seconds in, they were even with the guard
towers.

But they had the edge. They knew they were dropping
down from nowhere. They knew there would be hostile
guards to meet them.

The guards, however, were taken completely by sur-
prise.

Frank’s squad opened fire, and the tower guards were
dead before an alarm could even be raised.

The gate guards were slow in turning away from the
unknown delivery truck. Frank targeted them, squeezed
the trigger. His gun spat tracer rounds even as his knees
buckled.

“I’m down,” he said.

“One of them’s still alive!” Wager’s voice said ur-
gently.

Frank and two of the others fired as one. The guard
who had been struggling to turn over jerked twice and fell
into a comer.

Wager could see the action from more angles than any
one soldier on site. And he would have known there was
a certain probability of at least one guard being wounded
but not immediately killed. He would know what that
probability was, and he would know the best course of
action to take to circumvent it.

Sometimes, Frank thought, it’s almost boring to work
for the guy who’s always right.

“Watch the barracks!” Wager’s voice said.

Frank and the others turned to the barracks. As the
doors flew open, their guns were already firing. The
guards trying to spill outside were stopped in their tracks
by the hail of bullets.

“He’s in the main house,” Wager’s voice said. “Go.”

This was, so far, all according to plan. Frank motioned
to three of his squad, two men and a woman. The others
remained in defensive positions, weapons trained on the
barracks in case the soldiers inside made another dash.

Frank and his three went to the main house, a palatial
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residence with turrets and oversized doorways and bal-
conies on which the owner could take the air on warm
summer days. This was October, though; summer had
been over here for a couple of months. The balconies were
iced over, and snow caked the sloped roofs of the turrets.

The front door was locked. Behind it, there would be
more armed guards.

Frank unlocked it with a healthy amount of C-4.

He and the other three took positions at angles from
the doorway. As soon as the charge blew the door to sliv-
ers, they fired through the doorway at every angle.

When they ran up the steps and into the house, the
marble entryway was smoky and there was no one left
inside who was still breathing.

“We’re in,” Frank said.

“He’s got a safe room somewhere,” Wager said. “They
moved him there as soon as the first shots were fired,
along with some guards.”

Frank knew Wager was right. That’s what he’d have
done, if he were running security for a guy like Reitber-
ger. You had a hardened room, with reinforced walls and
door, somewhere in the interior. You had people inside it
and out, and they defended it no matter what, because
their job was to make sure that no harm came to the one
who paid their salaries.

“Up or down?” Frank asked.

“We think he sleeps upstairs, and they’d probably want
it close to that because any attack would be more likely
to come at night,” Wager replied. “But down would be
closer to an escape route—I expect, a tunnel dug into the
mountain, probably coming out near the road somewhere
away from the Schloss. They’ll have cars there.”

“Which is it?”

There was one thing they hadn’t been able to determine
from the photos and blueprints—which room had been
hardened.

Moments ticked away.

“Boss ...”
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“Down,” Wager said at last. “Eighty-seven percent
probability. If you’re going to move from up to down,
you’re going to want to do it before the house is breached,
not after. There’s no escape from upstairs. Got to be
down.”

“Down!” Frank shouted, even though everyone had an
earpiece. Everyone could hear Wager’s words.

They moved through the smoke and found the staircase
that led downstairs. Frank stopped at the top of the stairs,
tossed three flash-bang grenades down, one after the other.

They boomed, echoed in the stairwell. Anyone down
there would be blinded and deafened.

As he started down the stairs, he heard gunfire from
outside.

“The guards in the barracks taking another stab at it,”
Wager said. “Your people will be fine.”

Frank led the way, crouched over, his weapon held at
knee level. The bottom of the staircase was empty, but
there was a door at the end of a short hallway. It looked
like steel. Inside the door were two slots, big enough for
gun barrels.

“There they are,” he said.

“Blow it,” Wager ordered.

Frank gestured to Zell, who carried a grenade launcher
instead of an automatic weapon. He hadn’t had a chance
to fire since they landed.

“Take it out,” Frank said.

Zell nodded once. The others pressed themselves into
the staircase, eyes clenched tight, hands over their ears.
Zell swung his weapon into the hallway and squeezed the
trigger.

Guns barked from behind the door, bullets spanging
down the hallway.

Zell whipped his launcher and arms back around the
comer, curling himself into a ball on the floor.

The explosion shook the building. Smoke billowed
from the hallway. In spite of ear plugs, Frank’s ears rang.

The gunfire from the door had stopped, though. When
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he looked around the comer, the door was down. A couple
of people moved around through the smoke, beyond the
doorway. Frank fired on them, tracers whooshing through
the smoke. He heard screams.

When there was no more movement from beyond the
doorway, Frank led his team in.

Klaus Reitberger and two guards were still alive inside.
Reitberger sat in a big padded chair, legs curled up under
himself, his hands under his knees. The guards stood on
either side of him.

Reitberger was terrified. He was not a soldier. He was
a rich man who dabbled in dangerous trades—an arms
dealer, an extortionist, a smuggler, a thief. But he was
soft, pudgy, with long silver hair and small-lensed glasses
and a round stomach that quivered under silk pajamas.

His guards held automatic weapons, but they didn’t
look as if they were inclined to use them. Frank made a
downward motion with one hand, and they both put their
weapons on the ground.

Reitberger looked at them, head swiveling from one to
the other. The expression on his face was pure terror. His
jaw was slack, mouth hanging open. A trace of spittle
glistened at one comer.

His voice caught when he tried to speak.

“Wh—what do you want?” he demanded.

“He’s speaking English,” Wager said. “That means he
knows you’re there for me.”

“You know what we want,” Frank said. “Wager sends
his regards.”

“l—" Reitberger started. “I can’t. Tell Herr Wager that
I don’t have it anymore. | offered to sell it to him first,
but when he turned down my offer, | found another
buyer.”

“You tell him,” Frank suggested.

The man didn’t realize he already had.

“No, I—I don’t want to talk to him again. He frightens
me.”
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“You look pretty scared right now, pal,” Frank said.
“And Wager isn’t even in the room.”

“He’s lying,” Wager’s voice said. “If he’d sold, 1'd
have heard about it. Sixty-eight percent chance the stuff
is right there in the room.”

“You’re lying,” Frank said. He made a show of in-
specting the room’s furniture—several chairs, a table, a
television, some cabinetry, a small refrigerator. You could
spend a few hours in here without much trouble. Another
doorway opened into a bathroom. “And | don’t have all
day. You can hand it over, or | can kill you and look for
it. I’m sure | won’t have to look far.”

“l offered it to Herr Wager at a fair price. He wouldn’t
pay it. What right has he . ..”

“The price was ridiculous,” Wager said. “An insult.”

“The price was ridiculous,” Frank repeated. You don’t
insult Wager. He’s no fool.”

“l never said he was,” Reitberger protested. Behind his
thick lenses, tears welled in his eyes.

“You treated him as if he were,” Frank said.

“Reitberger isn’t brave,” Wager said in Frank’s ear.
“Threaten him—ninety percent chance he’ll turn it over.”

Frank advanced on Reitberger. The man quivered as
he approached, but didn’t move away. Bolder than Wager
believed? Frank gripped a handful of Reitberger’s silver
hair and yanked his head back, so he was looking up into
Frank’s narrow eyes. The man’s breath smelled of garlic.
Frank shoved the muzzle of his gun against Reitberger’s
jaw, hard enough to break the skin. Reitberger let out a
whimper.

“Now you give him the serum for free,” Frank said,
“and you live another day. Or you make it hard for me
and you die right now. Your call, Herr Reitberger. What’s
it going to be?”

“Okay, fine,” Reitberger said. “He can have it.” Frank
released him and he crossed to the refrigerator, tugged
open the door. Frank tracked his every step with the au-
tomatic.
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Inside the refrigerator there was milk, beer, cold cuts,
bread, cheese, fruit. There was also a stainless steel rack,
and inside the rack were four glass vials containing an
odd, greenish liquid. It looked like dishwashing soap to
Frank. But instead of having the sparkling shine of soap,
it was dull, cloudy.

Reitberger handed the rack to Frank. Frank held it up
before him. Seemed like an awful lot of trouble and ex-
pense, not to mention death, for this stuff.

“That’s it, huh?” he asked.

“Yes,” Reitberger assured him. “That’s all there is. Be
very careful with it.”

But Frank hadn’t been addressing Reitberger. “That’s
it,” Wager echoed. “Well done. Tell him thank you, for
me.”

“Very well,” Frank said. “Pleasure doing business, and
all that. We’ll just be on our way now.”

“Finish it,” Wager said.

Frank nodded, and at the prearranged signal, the other
three soldiers opened fire. The two guards and Herr Klaus
Reitberger performed a grisly dance as the bullets ripped
into them.

An ocean away, in New York City, Wager smiled. He
could barely restrain from rubbing his hands together in
glee.

“That’s the stuff you’ve been after?” Suzanne Sawyer
asked.

“That’s it exactly,” Wager said. He studied Suzanne—
tall and muscular, with her close-cropped platinum hair,
powerful body, and a fighter’s stance. He tried to keep
her close by at all times, to watch his back, to protect him
against any threat that might arise. In his entire organi-
zation, she was the person he trusted most, and the one
with whom he was happiest to share this moment of tri-
umph. He knew she’d understand. She had been at his
side through the months of struggle to reach this point,
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and she would be there through the time of triumph that
followed.

Unless, of course, she ever betrayed him in any way,
at which point he’d have to kill her.

“So what’s next?” she asked. “You take the stuff?”

“lI will,” Wager said. He lifted his glass of cranberry
juice, swirled it, making the ice cubes clink in the glass
and releasing the fruity aroma. “But not right away. | need
to know more about it, and | need to understand exactly
how it will react with my particular body chemistry. |
need to run a few tests.” He took a drink, and used a
remote to turn off the bank of television monitors, which
were currently displaying his squad’s violent departure
from Schloss Reitberger.

“l need,” he said, “a test subject. And | know just
where to look for one ...”
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CHAPTER 1



frigid wind blew in off the Hudson, whistling through

Manhattan’s concrete canyons and making people pull
their coats tighter, shove hands into their pockets or over
their ears, and complain bitterly through clenched teeth
that yes, the weather had finally changed, and it looked
like the winter would be a hard one after all.

At the Lower East Side’s Mary McCardle Shelter, each
new gust puffed open the double steel and glass doors,
causing the string of bells that hung from one of the pull
bars to tinkle. Each time, Sarah Rainmaker looked up to
see if someone new was coming in. And each time there
was a newcomer, he or she was met by a blast of hot air.
The shelter’s furnace was on the fritz—it was either on
or off, but the thermostat had broken and there was no
controlling the temperature. It was too cold outside to
leave it off, so the most arctic night of the year outside
had become a steam bath inside.

It would be fixed when there was money to fix it. No
telling when that might be.

The shelter, Sarah knew, had been named for Mary
McCardle, a woman whose attempt to persuade the city’s
government to finance shelters for the poor and needy had
been a dismal failure. Rather than giving up, though,
Mary—a widowed mother who had fought her own way
up from poverty through hard work and frugal living—
had put on her one decent dress and gone knocking on
the doors of business leaders and corporate fat cats, with-
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out appointments or introductions, admonishing each in
turn to give to those who had nothing.

Within a month, she’d built the shelter.

This had been in 1930, the height of the Great De-
pression. The center had been in continuous use since
then, even though Mrs. McCardle had died in 1949. It
wasn’t until after her death that her name had been added
to the operation.

Sarah considered Mary McCardle a hero. She was
proud to help carry on the tradition, in whatever limited
way her schedule allowed. She worked three nights a
week, on a volunteer basis—there were only two paid
staffers. Most nights, like this one, she dished up warm
food for the homeless who wandered in off the streets, or
who came regularly for their one daily square. To others,
she served as a counselor, mostly for the young teens or
the women trying to escape from abusive relationships.

Tonight, the evening’s chill seemed to be sending peo-
ple inside in droves. The available beds were long since
taken. They’d serve as many hot meals as they could, but
some people would be sent back into the streets after
they’d eaten, to look for some other place to escape the
night.

Sarah Rainmaker wished she could do more.

She was a superhero, but sometimes she felt com-
pletely powerless.

This was one of those times.

Bobby Lane had taken to coming down to the shelter with
Sarah once in a while. Helping people was cool—that’s
kind of what Gen13 had turned out to be about, once it
stopped just being about running from the government’s
agents and having fun goofing on their new-found super
powers. Plus, it was a chance to spend quality time with
Sarah. Okay, not exactly the kind of quality time that
involved lots of close physical contact, or anything. But
Bobby knew that if he was going to get there with Sarah,
the emotional and spiritual contact had to be in place first.
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And doing this stuff, feeding chow to old folks and the
homeless and all, was way spiritual as far as she was
concerned.

And they got to ride down on the subway together
from their hotel suite uptown.

Plenty of face time.

The joint was really busy tonight. Bobby had been
hoping for a slow evening, maybe leaving early, talking
Sarah into a movie on the way home. But instead, the
door kept opening and people kept filing in, looking for
food. Bobby was on kitchen duty, and it was apparent that
the demand for dinner was going to outstrip the supply
very soon.

Unless he could help somehow.

Bobby was cooking with another volunteer, Jose Ar-
ango. They had a kettle of soup going, but it had just been
emptied and a fresh pot started. There were chicken legs
over a grill, but again, a fresh supply had just come out
of the freezer to replenish a batch that had run out. Veg-
etables boiled in a big cast iron pot, and rolls baked in
one of the ovens.

None of it was going to be ready in time. There were
people out in the main hall waiting for their food already.
By the time this food was cooked, there would be a new
batch of folks, and the kitchen would get even more
backed up. You could only cook as fast as you could
cook, but on the other hand, there were a lot of mouths
to feed, and Sarah had told Bobby that people would be
looking for beds tonight. The sooner they got fed and got
out, the better their chances would be.

“Jose,” Bobby said. “Go out front and see how the
chicken’s doing.”

“Man, they’re already out,” Jose said. “Sarah told you
that.”

“l thought she said they were low,” Bobby argued.
“Just check, okay?”

“l ain’t got time to check that,” Jose replied. “I’'m
tryin’ to get this stuff cooked up.”
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“I’ll watch it,” Bobby offered. “Just do it.”

Jose grumbled, wiped his hands on his apron, and
pushed through the swinging, windowed door to the vault-
ceilinged dining hall, where Sarah and other volunteers
stood behind long folding tables, dishing out food from
the candle-lit hot plates.

As soon as he was gone, Bobby went to work.

His Gen13code name was Burnout, and his power was
absolute command over heat. He could fly by creating a
super-heated field around himself, causing the molecules
within the field to become lighter than air. He could gen-
erate terribly destructive plasma bursts. But he could also
more finely control the power, though.

Which is what he did now.

He placed his hands on the sides of the big iron soup
kettle, and willed them to warm just enough to quickly
cook the soup. That done, he held them over the chicken
legs and created a small flame that rapidly roasted them
to perfection. Then he opened the oven, and held his
hands inside it, baking the rolls just right. A short blast
from a fingertip got the vegetables boiling rapidly.

The swinging doors flew open and Jose returned. “Like
| said, man. They’re out up there.”

“Figures,” Bobby said with a shrug. He stroked his
blond goatee, as if trying to figure out some great mystery.
“Well, dish up some of this and I’ll get some more going.”

“It’s done already?” Jose asked, a note of incredulity
in his voice.

“Yeah.” ]

Jose rubbed his eyes. “I guess | need to get more sleep
or something,” he said. “I’m gettin” all confused around
here.”

“Working too hard,” Bobby agreed, ladling soup into
chipped white china bowls. “Happens.”

Sarah served up the soup and the chicken legs and the
boiled vegetables as quickly as it was brought out from
the kitchen. On each plate she set a roll and a pat of butter
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on a small paper square. It was a reasonable meal, more
healthy than most what these people would eat during the
day, she knew.

But each one who came up to her with his or her tray
made some kind of comment about the temperature inside
the building. It was hot, she knew. She had taken off her
coat and sweater and was working in a tee-shirt and jeans,
and she was sweating, especially the back of her neck
underneath its blanket of straight, ink-black hair. Those
coming in from the outside, sometimes bundled in all the
clothes they owned, couldn’t as easily peel away layers.
It had to be ninety in the shelter now, and still climbing.

Sarah wished, not for the first time, that she was back
home on the reservation in Arizona. People were poor
there too. But it was a different kind of poverty, it seemed
to her. Sure, there were problems. The schools weren’t
great. Many of the men had given up hope. Alcoholism
existed there, just as it did here in New York City.

But most of the poor people back home were working
poor. They had extended families whose homes they lived
in. They might not have had jobs the way that city dwell-
ers thought of them, but they farmed, or gathered fruit, or
made jewelry or clothing or art objects.

In New York City, the poor seemed to exist all day on
the streets doing nothing except begging. It wasn’t their
fault, she knew. It was just the way of the city. There
were too many people in the city, too much glass and
steel and cement. There was no place that you could go
and not see the work of man.

She missed the sprawling desert, where you could walk
for a day and never see a single man-made object. Where
the temperature was determined by the sun and the season
and the clouds and the wind.

In the city, you had to go in search of nature. At home,
nature was everywhere. It came to you. And people, even
poor ones, felt more at peace.

“It’s so hot,” a woman said to Sarah as she set a bowl
of soup onto the woman’s tray. The woman had been in
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a couple of times before, but Sarah didn’t know her name
yet. She was in her mid-fifties, Sarah guessed, although
sometimes the street aged them prematurely. She wore
three coats, each buttoned over another, each a different
size and style and color. From beneath them, dark pants,
like a man’s work pants, peeked out. Her shoes were worn
and scraped, with a hole in one toe through which Sarah
could see a filthy white sock.

“Yes, | know,” Sarah said. “I’m sorry. We’ll turn the
heat off in a bit, and let it cool down some.”

Which they’d been talking about doing for hours, but
Jennifer, the paid manager on duty, was afraid that if they
shut the furnace down the temperature would drop too
quickly or climb too slowly, and those who came in from
outside would find no relief from the cold.

“Can’t something be done now?” the woman pressed
on. “It’s very hot, you know.”

“l understand, ma’am,” Sarah said. She was beginning
to worry that this woman would turn into one of the oc-
casional problem cases, people who made unreasonable
demands of the volunteers, preying on the guilt they felt
for having more than their clientele.

But then, the woman took her tray to a table, and guilt
of a different nature struck Sarah. The woman was un-
comfortable, and was expressing it. That was all. Sarah
had jumped to a conclusion about her—possibly because
the oppressive heat was making even her a little cranky.

And the fact was, something could be done about it.
The solution just hadn’t occurred to her before.

Sarah’s Gen-Active power was control over weather.
She could sometimes affect the weather on a large scale,
although that had turned into a problem in the past and
she had resolved to be more cautious. But affecting it on
a smaller level, she was good at.

She had been so focused on the problem that she had
forgotten to look for a solution. The whole story of home-
less shelters, in a nutshell. The problem was that people
had no jobs, no hope, no opportunity. The symptom was
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that they lived in the streets and went hungry. The shelter
treated only the symptom.

Much like Gen'3 Sarah thought. We can fight super-
villains all day long, but never attack the real problems,
the greed and evil and fear that drive people to commit
crimes.

Maybe she couldn’t do anything about that by herself.
Maybe she shouldn’t even try—wasn’t it possible that the
best place for her was right here at Mary McCardle, doing
what she could on an individual, human basis?

But for now, the problem she faced was one of tem-
perature. And that was within her ability to do something
about.

When no one was looking her way, she wagged her
hands in the air. Stirring up a breeze.

The air in the room began to circulate more quickly.
Sarah created a cold spot, twenty-five feet up near the
high ceiling, and sent her breeze rushing past it before
spreading throughout the shelter.

Within five minutes, the temperature had dropped three
degrees.

She kept it going. Every now and then she let the
breeze waft through the main room so powerfully that
people could feel it. They’d just assume it was a gust
coming in from outside, she figured.

Within fifteen minutes, the temperature inside was a
much more livable eighty. When it dropped to seventy-
five, she drew back the wind, maintained it there.

The level of conversation in the loud room increased,
as people noticed the change in temperature. There were
more smiles in evidence. People even began to compli-
ment the cooking.

Jennifer, the paid manager on duty, came to the serving
table, a big smile on her broad face, eyes twinkling behind
her thick glasses.

“Maybe we don’t need to get the furnace fixed after
all,” she said. “Seems to be working fine now.”

“I°d get it checked anyway,” Sarah suggested. “Just in
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case. You never know with stuff like that.”

“l guess you’re right, Sarah,” Jennifer said. “But it sure
feels better in here now.”

“That it does,” Sarah agreed.

Where is he?

As the shelter filled up, Bobby found himself looking
for a familiar face and not seeing it. He had begun having
conversations with a man he knew only as “Mr. Joe.”
Names didn’t mean much in a place like this, and many
of the “clients,” as they were called, were not interested
in revealing theirs. They were leaving things behind—
failure, tragedy, loss, wasted lives. Names only reinforced
who they were, who they had been.

Mr. Joe was one of the quiet ones, at first. A mumbled
“thanks” here when you put dinner in front of him, maybe
an “excuse me” there if you crossed paths in the narrow
corridor that led to the rest rooms and then beyond them
to the barracks-style sleeping area. But during slow times,
he’d started talking to Bobby, hesitantly at first, just a few
words, and then more and more as time went on.

And, Bobby thought, he turned out to be a pretty in-
teresting guy.

He didn’t talk about himself, so much. Like others
here, his own recent history was not where he wanted to
dwell. But he talked about places he’d been, things he’d
seen—the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the temples at Ang-
kor Wat, the parade of tall ships in Boston Harbor, sitting
on the banks of the River Seine at sunrise, drinking strong
French coffee with philosophers and writers. Being ar-
rested in El Salvador and escaping in the dead of night
with three nuns.

Maybe his stories were true, and maybe not. That
wasn’t what mattered.

Bobby figured he’d be around for sure on this cold
night, and was surprised not to have seen him vyet.
Bobby’s father, Jack Lynch, had been a kind of mentor
for Gen13 but had decided that he was directing the group
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too closely and, with the move to New York, had taken
kind of a back seat role. That left him time to do social
things with Bobby once in a while, but meant that on a
daily basis, Bobby saw much less of the man than he had
before. Mr. Joe had, Bobby thought, been filling some of
that role—telling Bobby the kinds of tales a father should
tell a son, but that Bobby had grown up without hearing.
He also seemed remarkably intuitive and insightful as far
as Bobby was concerned—able to recognize Bobby’s
moods and know when he should talk, or listen, and just
what to say when Bobby had a problem.

Finally, when Jennifer passed through the Kkitchen,
Bobby stopped her. “Have you seen Mr. Joe tonight, Jen-
nifer?”

She thought for a moment, shook her head. “No sign.
Maybe he’s spending time with his family.”

Bobby was stunned. “He has a family?”

Jennifer leaned against a stainless steel countertop,
crossed her arms. She seemed to know the lowdown on
all the clients here, and never minded sharing their stories.

“He’s got a wife and two Kkids, a teenage girl and a
younger boy. They live with relatives, somewhere way
uptown.”

“Why doesn’t he live with them?”

“That’s hard to say. Apparently he used to have a good
job. They had a nice apartment, a car, a housekeeper, the
whole bit. But he fell apart, somehow, lost the job, their
home. When they hit the streets he felt useless, like he
was a total failure. The impression | get now is that he
feels like his family is better off without him, and until
he gets back on his feet he’s having very little contact
with them.”

“That bites,” Bobby observed. “Big time.”

“Totally,” Jennifer agreed. “Personally, | disagree with
him—when times are tough, that’s when it’s most im-
portant for families to stick together and support each
other. But he’s too embarrassed, or something, to be
around them.”
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“Then why would he be there tonight?”

“I’'m only guessing that he might be,” Jennifer said.
“Maybe it’s cold enough to help him overcome his hu-
miliation.”

“Hope you’re right. Maybe if he spends some time
with them he’ll realize it’s for the best. A father should
be with his kids.” Realizing, even as he said it, just how
little of his life Bobby’s father had actually spent with
him.

“If | see him come in,” Jennifer said, “I’ll let you
know.” She headed for the double doors to resume doing
whatever it was she was paid for.

“Thanks,” Bobby told her retreating form. Not that I ’ll
have any time tonight to talk to him, busy as it is. Any-
way, his shift was over in another twenty minutes, he
realized, and he had promised to go to a political rally
with Sarah, something about global warming or dolphin-
free tuna or the rights of political prisoners ... he really
couldn’t remember which one it was tonight.

But he was hoping that by the end of it, Sarah would
be all charged up with no other outlet.

“Dude!”

The double doors swung open and a short, broad-
shouldered, muscular Asian-American guy with straight
brown hair and a huge smile entered the kitchen. Percival
Edmund Chang, better known as Grunge.

“Grunge! What are you doing here?”

“Score of the century, Bobby,” Grunge said. He held
two stiff pieces of cardboard up in one hand. “Backstage
passes, dude,” he said. The pride was evident in his voice
and the gleam in his eyes.

“To what?”

“Gargantuan Sweetbread is playing tonight at that little
club on 29th. The Trench.”

“No way! That place is like the size of my closet!”

“Way,” Grunge said. “Totally unannounced and un-
scheduled. | got these through that guy | met who works
at the radio station—did him a little favor with his land-
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lord, and he made a couple of calls, got me the passes.
This is the musical event of the year, dude. What time
you get off?”

“I'm off in fifteen minutes, Grunge,” Bobby said, al-
ready feeling the energy. A band that big, in an intimate
little club—and backstage, mingling with the band mem-
bers and the women ... the women.

Sarah.

“Wait,” he said. “l can’t.”

“What do you mean, ‘can’t?” Take that word out of
your vocabulary, Bob-man. You must.”

“l sort of promised Sarah 1°d go to this rally.”

“Dude, no matter what problem the world has tonight,
it’ll still be spinnin’ tomorrow. But Gargantuan Sweet-
bread is gonna be playin’ stadiums on their next tour.
You’ll never have a chance like this again.”

“Sorry, Grunge. | just don’t see ...”

Sarah watched through the window in the kitchen door.

She’d seen Grunge come in, which was basically un-
heard of. “Poor people freak me out,” he’d said when
Sarah and Bobby had told the team they were planning
to volunteer. She had tried to intercept him, but she had
a line of people waiting to be served. He’d found his way
to the kitchen by himself, though, and she had caught the
tail end of the conversation.

Enough to get the gist.

She pushed through the doors.

“Hello, Grunge,” she said.

He spun, obviously startled, but he recovered quickly
and flashed her a wide grin. “ ’Sup, Sarah?” he asked.

“What brings you down to the impoverished end of
town?” she said by way of reply.

“Just lookin’ for the Bobster,” Grunge said.

“l heard.”

Bobby looked at her, all puppy dog eyes. “I was just
telling Grunge | couldn’t go to the concert with him. What
about Caitlin, Grunge? Did you ask her?” Bobby asked,
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naming their redheaded team leader. Grunge had had the
hots for Caitlin Fairchild since they’d met, Bobby knew,
so if she was available to go out tonight, he would cer-
tainly have asked her first. “Or Roxy?” Also known as
Freefall, and the fifth member of Gen13 Roxy Spaulding’s
crush on Grunge was at least the equal to his lust for
Caitlin.

“Kat’s been at some museum all day, and Roxy’s going
to be there, but not with me. She met the drummer of that
band, remember, and she’s supposed to meet him there.”

“That’s right,” Bobby said.

“So it’s gotta be you.”

“Grunge, | ...”

Sarah looked at Bobby, doing his best to turn down
tickets to a show he’d really love to see. He doesn’t care
about the rally, she thought. Not really. His interest in
political causes was a subcategory of his interest in her,
that was all. And she wasn’t in a position to offer herself
to anyone, especially any boy, right now.

“Just go, Bobby,” she said.

“What?”

“Go. I'll be okay.”

“You sure, Sarah?” he asked. But a smile was already
beginning to play around the comers of his mouth and
eyes. She had made the right decision. Sad, she thought.
But that’s just the way he is.

“Go to the concert,” she said. “There’ll be other ral-
lies.”

“Well... okay, Grunge,” he said, snatching one of the
passes from his friend’s grip. “I’m there.”

Ten minutes later they had their coats and gloves on and
were pushing their way out into the chill wind. Bobby
nearly bumped into a ragged, bundled up figure, then
leaped back as he saw who it was.

“Mr. Joe!”

The homeless man looked up. He smiled, revealing
teeth that had once been perfect and now had gone yellow
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and bad. His face had scars, many recent, but his eyes
were sharp and alert.

“Bobby, old son. You have the look of someone who’s
getting up to something. Or am | wrong?”

Bobby grinned and looked away. “Just headin’ out for
a while. Havin’ some fun.”

Mr. Joe placed his hand on Bobby’s shoulder. “Good.
Good." He nodded at Sarah. “The two of you work so
hard, you deserve all the happiness you can get. If there’s
anything 1’ve learned, it’s that. Take your joy where and
when you can. Do that and your life’ll be worth living.”

Grunge looked over. “Hey, Mr. Joe. Heard all about
you.”

Mr. Joe raised an eyebrow. “You watch out for this
one, Bobby old son. He’s got the devil in him.” Then his
smile broadened. “Maybe he can teach you a thing or
two.”

Bobby held the door open as Mr. Joe entered the shel-
ter. He felt better—a whole lot better—knowing his friend
was all right. And Sarah looked at him just a little differ-
ently too, some of the hardness gone from her elegant
features.

They hailed two cabs, since they were heading sepa-
rate directions. Sarah got into the first, and Grunge and
Bobby waited while a strikingly tall, silver-haired woman
climbed out of the other, and then they piled, laughing
and shoving, into its back seat.

The tall woman scanned up and down the block once
with a practiced eye and then went into the Mary Mc-
Cardle Shelter. She took in the scene inside at once, and
went straight to the serving table. She was dressed in all
black, a cloth coat over a turtleneck sweater, black slacks,
and boots. As she crossed the dining room she peeled off
black leather gloves and stuffed them in her coat pockets.

“Hello,” she said to the man serving dinners. “Who do
| speak with to see about volunteering?”

“Just a sec,” the man said. “I’ll get Jennifer for you.”

He left the table and disappeared down a narrow hall-

26



TIME AND CHANCE

way. As soon as he was gone, Suzanne Sawyer turned
and surveyed the people eating their free meals, including
one who had just wandered in and held himselfjust a little
higher and stronger than the others. A man who somehow
reminded her just a little of her employer. She listened
carefully and heard another of the homeless call him “Mr.
Joe.”

Interesting.

Wager said this would he a good place to start looking,
she thought. And one thing about Wager-you can usually
count on him to be right.

Interesting, indeed.

Caitlin Fairchild walked slowly and carefully across a spa-
cious but crowded wing of the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. She didn’t pay any attention to the paintings mounted
on the wall. They weren’t what was really on display this
evening.

She was.

And she hated it.

Turning her head slightly, she felt her beautiful, rich,
long red hair cascade over her tight shoulders. Her white
silk blouse and jacket whispered sHghtly as she pressed
her arms to her sides and placed her hands on her purse,
somehow attempting to draw herself up into a thinner, less
tempting target for those in the crowd who knew exactly
what personal space was all about—and were intent on
violating hers at every possible opportunity.

I shouldn’t have come here, she thought. I should have
known better . ..

The muscles of her impossibly long legs, revealed by
her short white silk skirt, tensed with every step. Her stat-
uesque body, all six-foot-two of it, was coiled and ready
to spring.

She was at war.

Her enemy was a shadow. A whisper.

A look.
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It had a million staring eyes and half as many bodies.
A single impulse powered its every act:

Want.

Mindless, animal desire.

And it was all around her. She could feel it. So many
young, attractive men and women all squeezed into this
place, caring nothing at all about the exhibits, only look-
ing for one thing—and looking at her as if she were the
most exquisitely crafted piece in the entire museum.

She had come for the art.

Dammit.

Justfind the exit, Kat. Try and relax and stay focused
on finding the way out. You can do this.

Scanning above the heads of the rich and sexually
aroused, she found the sign and made her way toward it,
drawing more stares.

She had dressed conservatively, for heaven’s sake. Her
outfit tonight was nothing like the skin-tight number she
wore into battle—and that was a pretty necessary evil.
She had learned from experience that evening gowns and
casual wear ripped to shreds when you were hurling cars
at techno-enhanced super-soldiers and taking hits from
plasma rifles.

Resisting the temptation to use her enhanced strength
to clear a quicker path through the suits and gowns and
staring, staring eyes, Caitlin wondered why this had to
happen every time she went somewhere?

Her anger and frustration building, she forced herself
to stop, close her eyes, and take a nice deep breath. It was
the only way she could keep herself from lashing out.

She had almost found her calm center when a voice
intruded.

“Excuse me.”

Caitlin stiffened, waiting for the inevitable pick-up
line. When it didn’t come on cue, she opened her eyes
and studied the man before her.

Mid- to late twenties. Expensive three-piece suit with
some real muscle beneath it. A Rolex. Short cropped
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black hair. Sculpted features. A warm smile. An earnest
expression. Almost innocent looking.

She was certain he would seem absolutely sweet at
first. They all started like that. At least the ones who
didn’t come right out and ask if she wanted to—

“l mean, excuse me, can | get by?” the man asked.

Caitlin looked around and saw that she was blocking
the exit. She stepped back.

“Thanks!”

The man came nowhere near her as he went by. He
didn’t even look back. Instead, he walked into the next
wing, which was considerably calmer, and kissed a pretty
but plump woman with two children in a stroller.

He even called her “sweetie.” And he wore a wedding
ring.

Caitlin felt like an idiot. Not every good-looking man—
or woman for that matter—was staring at her with that
thought in their mind. As a matter of fact, if she had been
in her old body, short, scrawny, plain, bespectacled and
flat, and someone who looked the way she did now
walked past, she would have found it hard to keep herself
from taking a second look. And she knew exactly what
she would have thought:

Another one of the pretty people. Probably thinks she’
better than everybody else. | bet she’ just loving the at-
tention, the looks.

Probably had a boob job, too. No one looks like that
naturally.

In fact, even she didn’t look like this naturally. She’d
been experimented on. Changed.

What had she been thinking?

Get thee to some Paxil, girl, she chided herself.

She stepped out of the crowded wing, feeling better
than she had a moment before. Stopping to look at a col-
lection of Cindy Sherman photographs, she became lost
in the artist’s work. Something about the stark black and
white contrasts and the fascinating manner in which the
photographer had used herself as a model to represent
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various female archetypes brought order to the chaos
she’d allowed to engulf her. Using costumes, makeup,
wigs, and inventive sets, Sherman had cast herself as a
vamp, a housewife, a schoolgirl, and more—all from
imaginary 1950s B movies.

It’s all about how you see yourself, not how others see
you, she thought.

The tension drained out of her. Glancing over at the
married man with the two kids, she felt embarrassment
take its place.

The problem isnt with these people. It’s with me.

Always has been . ..

“When | look at this, | think of connectionism.”

Startled, Caitlin looked sharply to her left. She ex-
pected to find the man who had spoken staring at her.
Instead, he seemed lost in the collection, almost unaware
of her.

He was a redhead, like her. In his early thirties. Her
height. A good looking guy in a sweater and jeans. David
Caruso-looking. A little thin. Nowhere near the chiseled
Greek God types who were always after her.

“Connectionism,” she said.

He nodded. “It’s a kind of one-sided school of thought
within philosophy and computational psychology. It talks
about parallel processing and neural networks—the inter-
connectedness of it all—to explain human thought and
behavior. Popular in the *50s and again in the ’80s. | think
right around when these works were done.”

“Okay,” Caitlin said. She folder her arms over her gen-
erous breasts. “And what exactly does this have to do with
Cindy Sherman’s Untitled Film Series?”

“Sherman’s work touches on feminist theories of rep-
resentation and body politics just as connectionism plays
to chaos theories of the mind,” he said. “Parallels have
been drawn between the strange attractors in the neural
nets to Jungian archetypes. This work strikes me as Jung-
ian, so—"

“Strange attractors, hmmm,” Caitlin said. She had no
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idea why she was even talking to this guy. Just a minute
ago, she’d been ready to toss the next guy who hit on her
through a window.

But this one wasn’t hitting on her. Not exactly ...

“Theorists suggest that brain chaos helps to define as-
pects of personality and behavior, including decision-
making. That chaos is a direct sub-set of connectionism.”
He finally looked over, but he didn’t smile. “Boring stuff,
huh? Sorry.”

He walked away. Caitlin hurried after him.

“Hey!” she said. “l never said | was bored. Did you
hear the word ‘boring’ coming out of my lips?”

He raised a single eyebrow, as if she were toying with
him. “You had this look.”

“I’m not bored,” Caitlin said. It was true. She couldn’t
remember the last time she’d had a truly intellectual dis-
cussion. Not since college—and the creation of Gen13
“Really.”

“Then you’re the first.”

She glanced at a clock against the far wall. “I haven’t
had dinner yet, have you?”

He shook his head.

“You know of anyplace close?”

“There’s Jo Jo’s. It’s not far.”

She smiled. ‘Then what’s stopping us?”

Kat, an inner voice said, my goodness, girl, you are
picking him up. What is this world coming to?

Hush, she thought.

On the short walk across Fifth Avenue, she learned that
his name was Russell Crews, that he lived for physics,
and that he was an assistant professor at Rutgers.

She also learned that he owned two cats and that he
had a habit of blathering about science when he was ner-
vous or excited.

So which is it? she wanted to ask. Do | make you ner-
vous?

Or excited?

She kept the question to herself. The evening was go-
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ing far too well to start steering things that way.

Even though he was kinda cute. ..

They reached Jo Jo’s. Somehow the crowds on the
street, the noise, the looks she received—none of it both-
ered her when she was with Russell. The restaurant was
set in a Parisian-style townhouse. Caitlin peered into the
crowded and noisy first floor dining room and was begin-
ning to lose hope of being seated any time soon when
Russell asked for a table upstairs.

They were led to a beautiful Victorian-style parlor on
the second floor, where several tables lay open. The rush
of laughter and music from below quickly faded.

“I love this place,” Russell said. “It was created by chef
Jean-Georges Vongerichten from Restaurant Lafayette.
The food’s amazing, inventive—and not a budget buster.”

He blushed. “Sorry. That was a stupid thing to men-
tion.”

“l invited you,” Caitlin said, laying her purse on the
table. She took out one of John Lynch’s credit cards.
“Um—Daddy’s platinum. I’ve been saving it for a special
occasion, so ... the sky’s the limit.”

They feasted. Russell regaled her with tales of college
life and the bizarre experiments his students constantly
proposed. She found herself laughing so hard she was
practically in tears.

“We had one of those at my college, too,” she said.
“Some guy who brought in the box, brought in a cat, and
said, if it’s good enough for Schrodinger—”

She stopped the instant she noticed her companion
tensing up. He has cats. Stupid, stupid. ..

She let him talk.

“Particle physics is probably the most frustrating area,”
Russell said. “Students discover something like QCD and
get fixed on it, despite the ridiculous mathematics behind
it.”

She nodded.

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “Quantum Chirodynamics.
The idea that quarks are held together by a color force,

32



TIME AND CHANCE

or charge, of three colors each, and that similar colors
attract while dissimilar ones repel.”

“Right,” Caitlin said. She knew all about QCD and
QED, Quantum Electrodynamics; she hardly needed the
principles spelled out for her. But it was a pleasure bor-
dering on intellectual ecstasy to find someone who actu-
ally could.

“Antiquarks have anti-colors, all that,” he said. “It’s
just tough when they get a notion in their heads based on
appearances and you’ve got to shake it loose, that’s all.”

Caitlin understood.

Did she ever.

She held out a glass of vintage red wine, chosen by
Russell since she had little experience with such things.
They toasted to strange attractors.

An hour later, they were at a small get-together thrown
by one of Russell’s friends in the city, putting in an ap-
pearance. The apartment was small and cramped. Expen-
sive tribal art lined the walls.

Everyone dressed casually. Topics of conversation
drifted from politics to science, and from the influence of
the media on the masses to the sociological impact of
Saturday morning cartoons.

“It’s all crashing together,” a woman dressed all in
black muttered. “Who needs Armageddon when we’ve al-
ready had Wyle E. Coyote in office?”

Russell tapped Caitlin’s arm gently. “Something | want
to show you.”

He led her from the apartment to a narrow flight of
dimly-lit stairs. They trudged up to the roof, which looked
out on a magnificent view of the Queensborough Bridge.

“Isn’t it stunning?” he asked.

The golden lights of the bridge seemed to shimmer as
a soft breeze gently lifted her hair, as subtle and welcome
as a lover’s caress. Caitlin murmured in agreement. She
was only vaguely aware of how close Russell had come
to her, yet—somehow, she didn’t mind. She felt so com-
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fortable and relaxed with him. He was so open about his
life and his views ...

“Have your students gone down the sociobiology rab-
bit hole yet?” Caitlin asked. “My roommate in college did.
I’'m not saying E.O. Wilson’s work with ants and other
social instincts was anything less than brilliant, but apply-
ing his theories to people, saying that language, group
structures, and the disciplines of time and space all come
down to biological urges is a little—"

“Can | ask you something?”

Caitlin looked over and was surprised to see Russell
staring at her and not the view.

And the way he was staring—like a predator that had
just trapped its prey.

“Russell?” she said, hoping she was just being paranoid
again.

His hands found the front of her blouse.

Her fist found the bridge of his nose. A sharp high
crack sounded in the night and Russell fell back against
the roof’s filthy ledge. His hand had closed over his nose
and mouth. Blood stained the cuff of his sweater.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” he shouted.

“Lousy judgment, apparently,” Caitlin said. “I thought
you were interested in me. In what | thought. In what |
had to say. Not just...”

She hugged herself as she watched his gentle facade
fell away. He got to his feet and stared at his bloody hand.
Then his gaze found her. The red glow of a nearby bill-
board made his eyes look incandescent. He was enraged.

Damn, damn, damn! Why couldnt this have worked
out? she asked herself. Why, for once, couldn’t a guy have
been what he seemed?

She turned to leave.

“You think you can just hit someone and walk away?”
he hollered.

“Things will be a whole lot better for you if | do just
walk away,” Caitlin said. “And | didn’t hit you. That was
a tap. If I’d hit you, you wouldn’t have a face.”
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He lurched forward, his hand on her wrist. Blood
soaked the white silk cuff of her jacket.

“You’re not walking away from me, you slutty little
tease!”

She froze him with a glance. “What did you call me?”

Russell didn’t let go. “Come on. Lookin’ like that. Din-
ner. Daddy’s Visa. A special occasion. Strange attractors.”

She yanked her arm free with enough force to make
him yelp in surprise.

It was still nothing compared to the force she could
have used . ..

“So this is why you do all the talking,” she said. “If a
woman’s got something to say, it better be something
short and simple. Like, ‘yes.” And if a woman’s got an
opinion, you’ll tell her what it is.”

He took a step back. “Fine. Just go.”

She shook her head. “Oh. Now it’s all right. Because
you say so0.”

“Someone should put you in your place.”

Caitlin smiled. “l was just thinking the same thing
about you...”

This time when she struck him, she was airborne.

Fifteen minutes later, Caitlin stood on a dock over-
looking the East River. Her jacket was ripped in three
places, the seams shot.

Crap.

The bridge hadn’t looked so sparkling and romantic up
close and personal. Graffiti was scrawled everywhere, and
many of the lights had been shot out or shattered by rocks
thrown from moving vehicles. She’d had to duck one of
them on the trip back down.

A shrill voice cut above the gentle wind. And a figure
kicked and screamed as it dangled from one of the
bridge’s highest struts. Drivers honked and hollered.

All was right with the world again.

Caitlin turned away, allowing Russell’s plaintive cries
to fade as she turned up 63rd and hailed a cab. Getting
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in, she heard sirens and saw the flashing lights of rescue
vehicles.

That was quick, she thought. Then she saw that the
lights were heading the other way.

Well, they "1l get to him. Eventually.

The driver either didn’t notice or didn’t care about the
blood on her sleeve and the rips in her clothing. Part of
her uniform peeked out from a gash that had gone clean
through her blouse. A metal spike near one of the bridge’s
many struts. It hadn’t broken the skin.

He asked for a destination—and it made Caitlin pause.
What was her destination, anyway?

She gave the name of the luxurious hotel in which Mr.
Lynch had leased a suite for the team and settled back. The
cab smelled of old cigars, newspapers, and half-eaten sand-
wiches. The driver had his radio tuned to a fire and brim-
stone radio station. A nearly hoarse preacher screamed that
damnation waited for the sinners who played any Lotto
numbers with more than two sixes involved. Outside, a
couple of street kids shouted at the passing cab and a
hooker flashed the driver.

She tuned it all out.

What was her destination? Where was she heading
with her life?

As much as she hated to admit it, even to herself, she’d
enjoyed those hours with Russell, and with his friends.
They were a beautiful lie, of course, and the way it had
all turned out would make the evening stand out as one
of her less fond memories in the city.

But for a short, wonderful span, she had felt like her
old self. A science nerd lost in the wonders and complex-
ities of theory and discovery.

Russell may have proven himself to be just another
groping, sex-obsessed jerk, but he had woken something
in her, a part of her that had lain dormant for far too long.

She could take classes. Maybe 1’ll even get a job at
one of the labs—

The sudden blare of the driver’s horn made her jump.
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Caitlin looked up to see that they had caught up to the
police and rescue vehicles. Some major league ruckus had
broken out at a club about a block down.

A sharp beam of golden ivory energy ripped from the
side of the building and put out three windows in the
building across the way.

She only knew of one weapon that left a trace signature
like that one: an 1.0. Decimator model 3-aught-3.

“Let me out here,” she said, fishing a twenty out of her
purse.

She was out of the cab, standing on a sidewalk where
a handful of cops scrambled to put up a barricade, when
it occurred to her that she had nowhere to change and
hide her purse.

“To hell with it,” she said, walking around the officers,
toward the mass of screaming yuppies and Goth club hop-
pers flooding from the front door. She didn’t give great
odds for any part of her ensemble surviving the coming
battle . . .

But at least she’d worn flats.
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oxy Spaulding ducked as another blast from the 1.0.

Decimator seared the air above her. It struck the back
wall of the club, scorched it, and released a torrent of
destructive energies into the night.

Around her, dozens of leather-clad twenty-somethings
screamed and scrambled. They had come to The Trench
dressed like extras from The Matrix, looking for a fun
night out. Instead, they’d gotten caught in the crossfire
between a bunch of Mafia-types right out of the Sopranos
and another crowd of creeps wearing high-tech armor and
carrying weapons Roxy had hoped she’d never see again.

The band had been between sets when the first shots
rang out. The extended dance mix of Madonna’s Ray of
Light thundered from the speakers linked to the DJ’s
booth. Dry smoke filtered through the air while strobing
multi-colored lights spun crazily from above, lighting up
one pocket of bad guys, while dimming down on another
batch of potential victims. The place smelled of sweat,
blood, nicotine, whiskey, and fear.

“Get down!” Roxy screamed as a hail of bullets from
a Mac-9 reached for an orange-haired couple who’d run
directly in front of one of the armored warriors.

They didn’t get down. They couldn’t. There was no
time.

Roxy felt time slow and all but stop. These people
were going to die unless she did something. They were
going to be cut to pieces!
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Focusing her power, Roxy felt her head go light as she
reached out and took hold of the bullets, altering their
gravity just enough to change their trajectory. They show-
ered directly in front of and behind the fleeing couple,
missing them by centimeters.

Two bullets bounced off one of the armored warriors.
One struck the thigh of the orange-haired guy and spun
him around. His girlfriend grabbed him and hauled him
out.

Roxy studied the maddened crowd. Somewhere in that
terrified, soon to be trampled or fried mass, was her date.

“Mackey!” she hollered.

The drummer didn’t respond. Nor did she see his long
panther-like jet-black hair or the shock of the purple tee
he’d worn tonight to honor her.

Roxy brushed her matted magenta bangs from her eyes
and took in the battleground. The Trench had once been
an old church. A balcony ringed the huge dance floor.
The Sopranos had come pouring in from the kitchen be-
hind the stage, guns raised, several sporting bloody
wounds already. The Battletech guys had entered through
the front door. The two groups had taken up positions on
the right and left flanks of the dance floor, leaving the
way clear for some people to escape. Others had been
pinned down and were using tables for shields. A small
group had escaped out of the back.

There were still way too many civilians for comfort.

Roxy looked down at what was left of the major-league
hottie outfit she had bought for tonight. The soft black
lace over her leather corset had been sliced in four places.
Her mini-skirt now had a slit up one side all the way up
to her hip. Her Donna Karan original boots were stained
with beer, grease, and some stuff she’d just as soon not
think about.

So much for a simple night out with her boyfriend in
the band ...

The petite fighter floated up to the balcony, where she
found at least a dozen more party-goers huddled and
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pressed against the walls. Stray bullets and sizzling bolts
of energy riddled the walls, pinning everyone in place.

So far, so good. None of the combatants had taken the
higher ground.

A couple of guys with cute goatees argued in one cor-
ner.

“I'm tellin” ya, man, it’s a quantitative study kind of
thing—who’s more boss, Puff Daddy or Jigglypuff?”

Roxy frowned. She actually had an opinion on that and
was kinda frustrated that she couldn’t voice it.

She looked down and tried to spot Mackey.

He was on the dance floor, his skinny tattooed arms
over his head. Two people who’d been grazed by bullet
fire had fallen over him and weren’t moving.

He was all right.

For now.

Another sizzling white bolt of energy struck the wall
beside Roxy as she hovered above the action.

‘Time to go Carrie White on your backsides,” she
whispered, corralling her power as she looked around at
what items she might use to put an end to this craziness.

Percival Edmund Chang’s first indication that maybe, just
maybe, something was up at The Trench wasn’t the sight
of terrified people fleeing out the rear entrance. Nor was
it the sound of sirens and screams and gunshots in the
distance.

Nope.

“Hey, it’s a party night and this is a party town and
things get a little crazy in these parts, no big,” he said to
his date Therese as he ushered her from the back alley
into the club’s fortuitously unguarded kitchen entrance.
His big meaty hand slipped down her bare back and
grazed her amazingly round and perfectly shaped butt as
he guided her ahead. She glanced over her shoulder at
him, her smoldering dark eyes and thin smile letting him
know that he hadn’t crossed any boundaries she wasn’t
down with when he touched her like that.
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Oh, 1 am having a biochemical reaction, yes | am, he
thought. Looking around, he made sure he didn’t touch
anything else, like brick or concrete or steel. Normally,
he had complete control over his Gen-Active power to
absorb and replicate any complex molecular structure he
touched. But there was something about Therese that
made him feel like he could lose that control, lose all
control. ..

That was something he wanted. Desperately.

And something he secretly feared.

“Yeah, just let the door hit me in the face,” Bobby said
behind him.

Grunge looked back. “Dude, don’t be so uptight.”

Bobby frowned. His hands were sunk into his long coat
and his shoulders had been pointed due south for the last
six blocks. Sulking didn’t look good on the man.

“Okay, so passes for Gargantuan Sweetbread turned
out to be bogus,” Grunge said. “Doesn’t mean the night’s
like a total loss or nothin’.”

Bobby nodded in the direction of the dark-haired, sul-
try wannabe model who swayed and sashayed before
them. She was tall, thin, and stacked. The top half of her
dress consisted of two strips of red satin crisscrossed and
tied around her neck like the bow of a Christmas present
Grunge was dying to open.

Damn.

“Maybe not for you, studboy,” Bobby said. “But I
could have been with Sarah.”

“Yeah. Trying to stay awake.” Grunge waved his fist
in the air. “Save the canned ham! Porpoises have pur-
pose!”

Bobby shook his head and smiled. “Jerk.”

“Loser.”

They laughed and cut through the kitchen. In moments
they emerged at the outskirts of the dance floor, where all
hell had not only broken loose, but was literally bringing
down the house.

It was at this moment, looking at the gangsters on one
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side of the club and the goons in the 1.O. gear on the
other, that Grunge conceded to himself that bringing his
date here maybe wasn’t the smartest thing he could have
done.

Better late than never.

A sudden warmth came from beside him. A brilliant
burst of golden flame flared and Bobby “Burnout” Lane
flew forward, the fires that were his to control having
incinerated his street clothes and exposed his costume. He
scooped up a young, heavily pierced bald guy and flew
him out of harm’s way as the baddies exchanged fire.

Next to Grunge, Therese was frozen. Behind her, the
lights in the Kkitchen flickered and flared out.

“Listen, babe, just go back out the way we came in,
just turn and run.”

She didn’t run. She stood, staring at Bobby as he cir-
cled back and attacked two of the 1.O. armored guys. She
looked transfixed. Transcended.

Way turned on.

Grunge raised an eyebrow. “Hey, you think that’s
something, check this out!”

Crouching, Grunge put his hand on a fallen micro-
phone stand and felt the change overtake him. He was too
excited at the thought of Therese becoming excited to
more than barely register the feelings racing through him,
the tingling, the racing of his heart, and so much more.

He stared into her eyes as his flesh changed into steel.

Her lips parted.

Slightly.

They were moist.

“Got yer motor runnin’, huh, sweetheart?” he asked.
“Wait’ll you see me in action against these losers!”

He waited for her to respond, grinning ear to ear.

His grin faded as she began to scream. “Hey, what?”
he asked.

Her arms crossed over her chest. She shuddered and
stumbled back. “Freak....You’re a freak and | let you
touch me and | was gonna—with you—and—"
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She cupped her hand over her mouth, turned, and ran
into the shadows. Grunge moved to follow her, when
tremulous shapes from the kitchen emerged and came fly-
ing at him. He barely had time to get out of the way as
knives, frying pans, cooking pots, and huge chunks of
metal shorn from ovens came flying toward him.

It was Julia Child meets Bedknobs and Broomsticks'.

He stood back as the possessed cutlery went sailing
over the dance floor, the knives striking 1.0. weapons with
surgical precision, slicing at trigger fingers, jamming fir-
ing mechanisms, while the rest of the debris flew in the
opposite direction, clobbering the badly dressed Godfather
types.

Only one person he knew of who could do that.

“Roxy?” Grunge said, looking up.

Sure enough, there she was, hovering like an angel. A
good kid. Smart, too.

“Get that stinkin’ witch!” one of the 1.0.-looking guys
hollered.

Grunge saw the uninjured, unimpaired soldiers train
their energy weapons high on his floating teammate and
sometime girlfriend.

“No!” he yelled, launching himself at them.

But he only covered a few feet before they had opened
fire.

Caitlin burst through the crowd and saw Bobby and
Grunge heading from opposite directions at the armored
meres. She also saw Roxy— Freefall—hovering above,
arms open wide, eyes squinting, a sparkling field of en-
ergy surrounding her.

And she saw the beams of light rip upward before she
had any time to react.

Roxy flew like hell, narrowly escaping the barrage of
sizzling power that punched a dozen holes in the wall
where she had been, collapsing it and letting in a view of
the stars outside.

“Grunge, Burnout, keep those guys busy!” Caitlin
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shouted, instantly taking on her role as team leader. “Free-
fall, the others must have some kind of dampening or
disrupter field, it’s the only way they could have survived
this long considering their firepower. Take it out and help
me get these people to safety!”

Caitlin grabbed at an overturned table and hauled it off
a small group of terrified club-goers. Her skintight green
and purple outfit gleamed as a spotlight struck her at ran-
dom, turning her and the people she had just loosed from
cover into instant targets.

She tossed the metal table at the closest of the 1.O.
guys, taking a definite satisfaction in the crunch of their
armor plate as the table hit. The spotlight moved off and
she hauled the cowering club-goers to their feet and
shoved them toward the door.

“Move! Go!” she shouted.

Not one of them hesitated.

Caitlin tore through the dance floor, grabbing at people,
getting them to safety. From the comer of her eye, she
took in Burnout releasing a burning tide upon the mer-
cenaries while Grange took several on in hand-to-hand.
Gathering up a couple of wounded, Caitlin saw Roxy us-
ing her gravity power to haul their guns from them, then
to levitate the entire group of plainclothes gunmen and
spin them around as if they were trapped in the rinse cycle
of a washing machine.

She heard a group of thuds coupled with groans of
pain. Then Roxy was pushing past her to put her hands
on a skinny tattooed guy who was hugging the floor.

“Mackey!” she yelled. “Mackey, come on!”

He looked up. “Rox?”

She grabbed his arm and led him toward the front of
the club.

“This isn’t over!” one of the armored guys hollered.
He was one of the few to still have working artillery. He
aimed his Decimator at the ceiling and fired in a wide but
controlled arc.

“Oh, damn,” Caitlin whispered.
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She hated when they pulled this.

There was a loud creak, then a snapping, and suddenly
the ceiling and the walls of the club were collapsing!
Screams sounded as the balcony fell.

“Grunge, Burnout, Freefall, we’ve got to protect these
people!” Caitlin yelled.

She saw Grunge beating an 1.0. guy so hard that his
visor had nearly cracked. His teeth were clenched, his
eyes wild.

“Grunge, | mean now!” «

Debris rained down. Caitlin caught a few of the largest
pieces and tossed them aside, then smashed others to kin-
dling. Roxy used her powers to levitate a collapsing wall.
Bobby blasted huge pieces of falling wood and stone into
cinders and slag. Grunge happily covered a trio of hud-
dled, wounded young women with his steel encased body
as a rain of stone covered them.

When it was finally over, the building looked as if
someone had used a wrecking ball on it. Caitlin unearthed
Grunge, who was unhurt, and helped the others sift
through the wreckage to aid those who could be rescued.

Of course, not one of the gun-toting gangsters or the
1.0. armor-plated meres turned up. They had all escaped.

“So what was that all about?” Caitlin said, shaking her
head as Grunge and Bobby flanked her.

“No clue,” Bobby said.

“Maybe someone welched on a bet,” Grunge mur-
mured. He looked distracted, miserable, and not at all
himself. “You never know how people are gonna react to
things...”

Roxy was standing with her drummer. He smiled
weakly and introduced himself.

“Look, you guys have stuff to sort out,” he said finally.
“Rox, you give me a call.”

She nodded, smiling, then turned to Caitlin and filled
her in on everything she had witnessed.

“This was something major,” Caitlin said. “Who were
those guys with the guns? And those others ...”

47



GEN B

Roxy nudged her arm. Several police officers were
heading their way. “We’re not the only ones with ques-
tions. Time to fade.”

Caitlin led the group through the wreckage. They
avoided the police and were soon several blocks away.

“I’ll have to tell Mr. Lynch to cancel my credit cards,”
Caitlin said. “l had to toss my purse up on a roof back
there. I’ll bet someone’s found it by now.”

Roxy volunteered to go look for it. Her bag had been
reduced to atoms by an 1.O. plasma burst.

Caitlin watched as she stopped and looked back to
Grunge. His mood was darker than Caitlin had ever seen
it.

“Hey,” Roxy said. “You wanna come with? Maybe we
can stop and get some Thai—"

“’Nother time,” Grunge said. He hung his head and
took off on his own.

Roxy followed him with her impossibly wide purple
eyes. Her yearning was apparent to every one of them—
except Grunge.

Sure, she was dating, but it was Grunge she wanted.

And he didn’t have a clue.

“Who did that to him?” Roxy asked, anger clearly ris-
ing up in her. “What happened?”

Bobby put his hand on Roxy’s shoulder and gently
massaged it. “l don’t have any idea. But I’ll try to find
out.”

He sighed wistfully.

“Are you thinking about Sarah?” Caitlin asked as she
scanned the street ahead for a cab.

“Yeah,” Bobby said. “I just hope she’s having a better
night than the rest of us ...”

This isn’t a rally, Sarah thought. It’s a disaster. It’s a
farce.

The organization sponsoring it was called the Coalition
for Appropriate Public Lands Use, and the issue at stake
was how best to manage the forty to sixty million acres
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of undeveloped, roadless national forest lands that still
remained in the United States. CAPLU wanted the land
preserved for wilderness use, while others wanted to build
roads into it, log it, use it as a source of wood fiber and
motorized recreation. Sarah supported CAPLU’s stance.

But somehow, the rally had started off on the wrong
foot and gone downhill from there. Maybe it was the
cold—fully half the folding chairs set out in Central Park
were unused, and the people who were there sat huddled
in little clumps, as if to share body warmth. Speaking to
the too-small crowd were too many speakers, each of
whom went on too long, and each with his or her own
agenda to promote. There were politicians from the local
and national stage, none of whom seemed to share com-
mon goals. There was the National Director of CAPLU,
a charismatic woman from Wyoming, but she had de-
feated the head of the local New York chapter for the job,
and the chapter head aimed a few choice barbs her way
during his introductory speech. There was a minor Hol-
lywood celebrity, someone whose sitcom had lasted less
than a single season, and he seemed to have been invited
purely for the name value as he could barely manage to
string a sentence together that wasn’t about himself.

At least, she thought, | was able to drop afew bucks
into thefund-raising coffers when | got here. She doubted
that anyone who managed to sit through the speeches
would feel much like contributing after.

The media director of a different environmental group
was droning on now, and Sarah realized she was barely
hearing him. “... furthermore,” he droned on, “leaving
land stewardship issues to the Wise Use and Sagebrush
Rebellion forces of the West is like ...”

Easterner, she thought. Thinks because he’s addressing
a New York crowd he can lump everyone who lives west
of the Mississippi into the same reactionary crowd. She
knew people in Arizona and New Mexico and Colorado
whose environmental credentials, and policy successes,
would make this guy look like a kindergarten student.
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And now | 'm doing the same thing the rest of them are,
she thought. Making the struggle be about power and in-
fluence instead of working together to further the cause.
Disgusted with herself and the rally, she got up from the
cold metal chair.

At least the rally took place in the Park—the one spot
in Manhattan where she could find any semblance of na-
ture, even though it was a nature that had been shaped
and organized by man. It was a far cry from the wind-
swept mesas and still canyons of her youth, but it was as
good as she was going to get around here.

She wandered off into the park, trying to stay on grass
and off pavement, as much as possible. Behind her, the
amplified voices of the rally’s speakers blurred into insig-
nificant buzzing.

Good thing Bobby didn’t come, she thought. It’d just
give him more ammunition to complain about me and my
social ideals. If he had wanted her to finish the evening
in an amorous mood, that clearly wasn’t going to happen
now—instead, she was angry and frustrated.

The whole ordeal made her think much more favorably
on her experience at the Mary McCardle Shelter. There,
at least, she was making a difference. It was on a much
smaller scale, but a small scale often meant a human scale.
There were real people there whose lives she could im-
prove with a meal, a bed, some meaningful conversation.
After a hard shift there, she went home tired but fulfilled,
satisfied that she had spent her day making the world a
slightly better place.

Genl3s members believed that they were doing good
work— but really, she observed, all they ever seemed to
do was fight. Who knows what kind of energy that gives
off to the world?

The crisp, cold air and the day’s winds made the Park
feel fresh and alive, and with a nearly full moon overhead
she could see nearly as well as in full daylight. The moon
silvered the autumn leaves, still clinging fearfully to limbs
or scattered and whipping into whirlpools on the ground.
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Grass crunched under her feet, so much better than con-
crete. Somewhere in the dark just ahead of her would be
The Lake—already, she thought, she could smell the wa-
ter on the air. Sarah was tuned into nature more than most
people could ever be—weather spoke to her, wind and
rain and sunshine whispered in a secret language, a com-
munion of elements that she could share with no one.

This was where she came to escape the city’s crowds—
not for solitude, but to reconnect with Mother Earth. It
was as spiritual a place as there could be in the middle of
nine million souls.

So when someone screamed there, it was as startling
and out of place as a scream in church.

Sarah didn’t hesitate. She ran straight toward the fright-
ened voice she had heard. Female, for sure. Young,
sounded like. And very very scared.

She came over a hill and found them, on the other side.

They were just kids.

Her age or younger. Early teens, maybe a couple of
them as old as twenty. No one older than that.

They looked like gangs, to her. She hadn’t paid that
much attention to inner city gang warfare, but these kids
seemed to be wearing what could pass for gang uniforms.

One bunch of them, the group standing nearest her,
was wearing jackets and jerseys with the numbers 21 em-
blazoned on them, and she seemed to remember hearing
something about a gang called the Downtown 2lers.
She’d read an article in the Times about them once—the
number referred to the twenty-one members of the gang
killed in the defense of a particular neighborhood, a few
years before.

The other group, running now, scattering and disap-
pearing into the night, was wearing a wider variety of
clothing, but each member had something yellow on—a
headband, an armband, shoes, a ski parka. She couldn’t
remember having heard of a gang that used yellow as its
colors, but that didn’t mean anything. She was no expert
on gangs, and the evidence was right there in front of her.
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Both gangs consisted of boys and girls—more of the
former, but more gender-balanced than she’d have ex-
pected. An unanticipated side-effect of the feminist rev-
olution, she figured, was that girls now felt it acceptable
to fight and die in gangs, as well as the boys.

She moved a little further down the hill. The 2lers
were blocking her view, but there seemed to be something
going on behind them. Some of the 2lers were huddled
together on the ground. She couldn’t see what they were
looking at. But over the muffled conversations taking
place, she could hear wet sobbing. Someone’ hurt— ? she
wondered.

“What’s going on?” she demanded. Loud and forceful.
Take control of the situationfrom the outset, she told her-
self.

One of the 21ers spun around, a large knife clenched
in his fist. “None of your business, lady,” he said.

“I’m making it mine,” she replied. She gestured toward
him and loosed a tiny lightning bolt, barely visible in the
bright moonlight. He jumped back when it hit him,
shocked but not injured, and fell to the ground with a
sharp yelp.

“Hey!”

“The next one will hurt,” she warned. “Get out of my
way.”

The others were aware of her by now. No one knew
quite what she’d done, but her manner was convincing.
They parted for her.

And on the ground before her was a girl, maybe sev-
enteen. Her leather jacket had an embroidered 21 over the
heart. She was bleeding from several wounds in her chest
and head. She was conscious, in pain, chest heaving as
she was racked with sobs.

Sarah glanced about, but beyond a few knives and a
single automatic pistol, saw no weapons that could have
done this specific type of damage. The automatic’s entry
wounds would have been bigger, and the girl would be
dead.
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“They did this?” she demanded, nodding toward where
the yellow gang had been.

There was no response at first. Sarah found that odd—
she’d have expected that if their enemies had done it,
they’d have no problem saying so. She figured that gangs
held to a code of silence, but that was to protect their
own, wasn’t it?

“Who did this to this girl?” she asked again.

“Watkins done it,” a voice in the crowd said.

“And who’s Watkins?”

A boy came out of the crowd. He was maybe fifteen
or sixteen, tall and gawky, with short dark hair. Big hands
and feet and head indicated that he would grow into an
imposing figure of a man.

If Sarah let him.

He held something in his hands, dark and bulky. He
wore a heavy cable-knit sweater, and over the sweater a
hockey jersey with a 21 on the chest.

“You’re Watkins? You did this?” Sarah asked.

“l didn’t mean to,” Watkins said. “Nat’s my girlfriend,
man. | never meant to hurt her or nothing.”

The picture started to become clear. “You shot her by
accident?”

“The gun ... itjust went off,” he said, voice quivering.
“l didn’t know ...”

“Let me see it.” Sarah held out a hand, and he put the
big weapon in it. She held it to the moonlight.

She was right. It was an 1.O.-issue Stinger, an electrically-
operated weapon that fired a rain of sharp, tiny needles at
its victim. If he had really been aiming it at her, she would
have been dead. Probably he had been fooling around with
it, not sure how to operate it. It was a tricky gun. How it
got into the hands of ajuvenile gang, she couldn’t have said.

She threw it to the ground and blasted it with lightning.
There was a sharp crack and the scent of ozone in the air,
overwhelmed in a moment by the acrid stench of burning
steel and grease.
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“You get any more of those, turn them in,” she said.
‘They’re more dangerous than you realize. Trained sol-
diers take special classes in how to work them. You’re
lucky she’s not dead.”

“It’s just a gun,” one of the boys said.

Sarah grabbed his collar in her fist, pulled his face
close to hers. “And I’'m just a chick,” she said. “You
wanna take your chances with me?”

He was silent.

She let go. The girl needed medical attention. The gang
would have to come second.

There were times, she knew, when having superpowers
came in handy. This was one of them.

She scooped the bleeding girl into her arms and took
flight.

Sarah was nowhere near the flyer that Bobby and Roxy
were. She could manage, by creating powerful enough,
tightly focused winds that would take her where she
wanted to go. But she was somewhat lacking in grace and
sophistication next to them.

And sometimes her landings were a little rough.

When she brought the girl down in the ambulance bay
of the Lenox Hill Hospital, the gust of wind that preceded
her was powerful enough to blow over several gumeys.
Fortunately, none were occupied at the time.

And fortunately, this was New York City—the ER
doctors on site had seen superheroes plenty of times be-
fore.

“What do you got?” one asked her.

“Know what a Stinger is?”

Another doctor broke in. “I used to be an 1.0. medic,”
she said. “I’ve treated Stinger wounds. How did this one
get it? Doesn’t look like an enemy agent to me.”

Sarah handed the girl off to the doctor, who laid her
on an up-ended gumey. The doctor’s name badge iden-
tified her as Doctor Lara Koljonen. “Her name’s Nat—
Natalie, Natasha, something. Her boyfriend accidentally
shot her with a Stinger. | destroyed it.”
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“Good,” the doctor said, fastening the gumey’s straps.
“Nasty weapons.”

Sarah followed the doctor into the Emergency Room.
“If you don’t mind, 1°d like to stick around, ask her some
questions when you’ve got her stabilized.”

“Fine with me,” the doctor said. “Police’ll be asking
her some as well. We have to report gunshot wounds.
Even from Stingers.”

“Or especially,” Sarah said.

“Right. Just have a seat. I’ll find you when she can
talk.”

Sarah found a molded plastic chair that wasn’t facing
the waiting room’s blaring TV. None of the magazines
looked interesting. She leaned her head back on the hard
chair, closed her eyes, and tried to take herself out of the
building, out of the city.

“Miss?”

Strong hands shook her shoulder.

She opened her eyes, and looked into the kind face of
the former 1.0. medic.

“She’ll be fine,” Doctor Koljonen said. “She’s going
to hurt for a while, but he didn’t hit any vital organs.”

“That’s good,” Sarah said, stifling a yawn.

“Would you like to see her?”

“Yes,” Sarah replied. See her, and find out where her
boyfriend got an 1.O. weapon. Those weren’t commonly
available on the streets, as far as Sarah knew. The dis-
solution of International Operations could have meant that
some of its weaponry was ending up on the open market,
though, and that would be very bad news indeed. Sarah
hoped that wasn’t the case.

The doctor led Sarah to a window-enclosed room. In-
side, the girl sat up in a bed, a glum expression on her
face. Doctor Koljonen opened the door, smiled at her pa-
tient. The patient didn’t smile back.

“Natalie, this is Sarah,” she said. “Sarah saved your
life by bringing you here.”
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“l wouldn’t’ve died,” Natalie said, her voice flat.

“You might have,” the doctor said. “You were losing
a lot of blood, and you were in shock. You stayed out in
the cold park much longer, you could easily have died.
You owe this young lady a great deal.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Sarah said. “You don’t have to
like me. What I would like from you are some answers.”

“What kind of answers?” the girl asked. Her tone was
hostile, as if Sarah hadn’t done her any favors by saving
her life.

“That gun that Watkins shot you with. It’s called a
Stinger. It’s made for an organization called International
Operations. Where did he get it?”

Natalie stared at a spot on the wall behind Sarah. She
didn’t speak.

“Natalie?”

“Huh?”

“l asked you a question.”

“l don’t talk about stuff like that.”

“I’m not trying to get him in trouble. But if those
weapons are hitting the street, people are going to get
hurt.”

“That ain’t my problem.”

“Yes it is,” Sarah argued. “You’ve already been hurt.
What makes you think it won’t happen again?”

“He wouldn’t do that.”

“Maybe not. But what if that other gang had some
Stingers? Then how many of you would have been hos-
pitalized? How many killed?”

“Doc, | don’t want to talk to her no more,” Natalie
said.

“Natalie, listen—"

“Doc!”

Doctor Koljonen put a firm hand on Sarah’s arm. “We
need to respect her wishes,” the doctor said. “Besides, the
police have the legal standing to question her, and they’ll
do a thorough job of it, | promise.”
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“They’d better,” Sarah said. “Or it won’t be a pretty
time to live in New York.”

She left the room, stalked out of the hospital into the
street. It was very late. She caught herself wondering
briefly if Bobby and Grunge had had a good time at the
concert.

But that curiosity was short-lived, pushed aside by her
distaste for the kind of society in which a girl would con-
sider keeping her mouth shut about her gang’s illegal
weapons purchases more important than human life—
even her own. How do you live in a world like that, she
wondered. What’s up and what’s down?

And she found herself thinking, not for the first time
today, that all the superheroes in the world weren’t pow-
erful enough to do anything about the real problems they
faced. The real problems lay much deeper, inside the hu-
man heart and the human soul.

Places that, sometimes, an individual could reach. But
places in which super powers had no impact.

If anything, those powers created a gulf between the
so-called hero and the people—the planet—the hero
meant to serve.

Maybe it was time to hang them up.
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i T he transaction took place in the vast empty parking lot
" | of a factory that had been abandoned for at least a de-
cade. The factory stood on the shore of Jamaica Bay,
where once it had taken in vast quantities of steel and
; turned it into office furniture for the military, olive and
| brown desks and filing cabinets and chairs. The kind of
j furnishings that no one admitted to liking, but after a life-
j time of sitting in those chairs and working on those desks
| and filing in those cabinets, every retired military person
I who looked a table or chair of that color felt a small
; twinge of nostalgia.

Carlo Bertolucci felt no such twinge. He had spent
most of a year in the Army, before the unpleasant matter
of the sergeant with no sense of humor had raised its ugly
head, followed by the time in the brig and the court mar-
tial and the dishonorable discharge. But that was okay.
Carlo had realized the military wasn’t really for him any-
way, and the military seemed to agree.

Standing outside the black Lincoln in the cold night,
he wouldn’t have known what the factory had once made
anyway, if Teddy, the driver, hadn’t mentioned it. Teddy
was from Brooklyn, and, while no one in his family had
ever worked for the factory, Teddy had fought with kids
whose parents had.

To this day, Carlo thought, that’s what Teddy’s good
for. Fighting, driving a car. Not much in the smarts de-
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partment, but good to have around when you just need
meat.

Still inside the Lincoln with Teddy was Tony Inciardi.
Also muscle. Tony was one of the new breed of gangster
who empathized with Tony Soprano, idolized Don Cor-
leone, and patronized Brooks Brothers. He complained
constantly that his gun ruined the cut of his sport coat, to
the point that Carlo often wanted him to leave the gun at
home.

At which point, he’d end up wearing the sport coat in
his casket.

One thing Carlo couldn’t stand, it was a complainer.

Anyway, Carlo was more of a Banana Republic type,
even though it infuriated his uncle Niccolo, the tailor. He
liked simplicity of line, the modem cuts, the contrasting
hues. Tonight he wore a black cashmere sport coat under
a black wool overcoat, with white wool slacks. His shirt
was white silk, as was the white scarf draped once around
his neck, outside the sport coat. His black hair was slicked
back and pulled into a tight ponytail. Some of the guys
told him he looked like one of the Colombians, or maybe
even a Cuban. When they said that, he just smiled. He
knew*they thought the Colombians were dangerous.

He liked to be thought of in that category. To further
promote the image, he always traveled with muscle.

Chances were, he wouldn’t even need muscle tonight.
It was to be a simple transaction, cash for merchandise.
The Lincoln’s trunk held the cash.

The Range Rover rolling across the parking lot toward
him carried the merchandise. Carlo just hoped that it was
only bringing merchandise, and maybe a couple of big
dumb guys to lift it.

He wasn’t in the mood for a firelight, especially after
the things he’d been hearing about the fiasco at the
Trench. A perfectly legitimate dispute between opposing
business interests, broken up by a bunch of super-powered
do-gooders who didn’t know how to mind their own busi-
ness.
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This city was built by people who could mind their own
business. You take care of your own problems, Carlo
thought, and you let other people take care of theirs. Un-
less, of course, you are their problem.

The Range Rover pulled into position twenty yards
from the Lincoln. Carlo glared at its unseen driver until
the SUV’s lights blinked out. When he was no longer in
the spotlight, he walked forward, until he was ten feet
from the Lincoln’s hood, and stopped there.

The rear passenger-side door of the Range Rover
opened, and a man got out. He was tall and broad-
shouldered, with short curly hair. He wore a leather jacket
over a polo shirt and khakis.

Carlo almost laughed. Ifyou are going to play in these
leagues, he thought, you should at least dress seriously.

The front passenger door swung open, and another man
stepped down. This one was even more laughable. He
looked like a technician, a scientist maybe, or the guy you
call to come over and hook up Internet service for your
kid. Thick glasses, short disappearing hair, a bit of a
paunch. And nervous—Carlo could practically see his
knees wobble from here.

If this man wasn’t here to sell him a million dollars
worth of weapons, Carlo would have shot him just on
principle.

“You bring the money?” the egghead asked him.

Carlo shook his head sadly. “I am a businessman.” he
said. “You, | take it, are also a businessman, no? When
you do a business transaction, you do not ask if the other
party has the money, correct? It is assumed that if you’re
there to make a deal, you have the money. Otherwise,
what would be the point?”

“l guess so,” the guy said.

“Let’s start over,” Carlo said. He walked a couple of
steps closer to the Range Rover. “My name is Carlo. Carlo
Bertolucci.”

“Sam Perrine,” the egghead said. He stuck his hand
out, as if to shake across the distance. Carlo held his hands
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close to his sides. His right was ready to snake underneath
his cashmere jacket for his Beretta automatic if it became
necessary.

He didn’t think it would. But it bothered him that Per-
rine was so unprofessional. Anything could happen when
amateurs played.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Perrine,” he said. “My
understanding is that we can help one another out.”

“Sounds like | have something you want,” Perrine said.
“And you’re willing to pay a fair price for it.

“That is so,” Carlo said. He smiled, and he knew that
his smile was considered charming by almost everyone
who saw it.

Perrine returned it with a shaky grin.

“l have two associates in my car,” Carlo told him.
“And the ‘fair price’ you mentioned is also in my car. |
assume that the merchandise is in yours?”

“Yup,” Perrine said. “Along with two men of my own.
Plus Jake there.” He indicated the polo shirt guy on the
pavement.

“A reasonable precaution,” Carlo said. “If I might
make a suggestion. Your driver has parked the car so that
its nose is facing my car, which adds to the distance the
merchandise will have to be hand-carried. It’s fairly
heavy, isn’t it?”

“Weighs a bit, now that you mention it,” Perrine
agreed.

“Why not have your driver back the Rover up to my
trunk?” Carlo offered. “You and | can stay here and chat
as he does so.”

Perrine thought about it a moment. Carlo could almost
see his brain ticking, calculating the chances that this was
some kind of trick or set-up. It wasn’t—Carlo was gen-
uinely worried about the ability of Perrine’s men to lift
the merchandise, and he didn’t want his own people to be
holding anything but their own guns, in case there was
some kind of double-cross.

Finally, Perrine nodded. “I guess he can do that, all
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right,” Perrine said. He went back to the still-open
passenger-side door and said something to the driver.
Then he shut the door, and the driver backed away cau-
tiously. When he was far enough back, he put the Rover
into drive and pulled it behind the Lincoln. He backed up
again, until the rear ends of the two vehicles were about
ten feet apart. In the red glow of the back-up lights, Carlo
could see a man squatting in the cargo space of the Rover,
with a rifle or shotgun in his hand.

“Cold night,” Perrine said while they waited.

“Very,” Carlo agreed. “But after we’re finished you’ll
be able to afford to visit the nicest restaurant you can
think of. Sit by the fire, enjoy a lobster or some fine beef,
some good wine, a cup of espresso after.”

“Sounds nice,” Perrine said. “You really know how to
live it up, huh?”

“Money’s pointless if you don’t use it to enjoy life,”
Carlo replied. “It is never an end in itself, to me. Only
the means to get what | want.”

“Which, tonight, is ten 1.0. Atomizers,” Perrine said.

“That is correct.”

“You going to want a demonstration?”

“l know how they work,” Carlo answered. “l want to
see that they do.”

“Figured you might.” Perrine moved closer to Carlo.
Carlo let his hand drift toward his jacket.

“Don’t sweat it,” Perrine said. “Now we’ve moved the
Rover, 1’ve got to walk past you to open the back. You
do want the back open, right?”

“l do,” Carlo said. “And | want that shooter in the back
to come out of the car before you open it. 1’d also appre-
ciate it if your man in the leather jacket moved closer to
the Rover, so my back isn’t to him during the transfer.”

“Done, and done,” Perrine said. “Jake,” he called. “Do
me a favor and stand over there by the front of the Range
Rover, okay?”

“Got it,” Jake replied. He jogged past the Lincoln, took
up a position off the Rover’s front right fender.
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Perrine crossed to the back of the Rover, tapped on the
window. “Larry,” he said, “come on out the back door.”

There was motion inside the dark vehicle, and after a
moment, the rear passenger door opened again, and Larry
climbed out. He was just as tall as Jake, and more mus-
cular. He still held the rifle in his hands. Carlo noted with
some pleasure that it was an Italian carbine.

“Is that really necessary?” he asked Perrine.

Perrine shrugged. “Put the hardware away, Larry,” he
said. “We aren’t gonna need that tonight.”

“Thank you,” Carlo said as Larry complied. “Now, the
back.”

Perrine opened the back of the Rover. Inside it was a
single wooden crate, about four feet long, two feet wide,
a foot and a half tall.

“Here they are,” he said.

“Please open it,” Carlo asked.

“Glad to.” The crate was held closed by a hasp, but no
lock. Perrine turned the swivel eye and lifted the strap.
The top of the crate swung open easily.

Carlo stepped closer. They were there. Ten Interna-
tional Operations Atomizer AE-4s. They looked more like
vacuum cleaner tubes than weapons—flat steel cylinders,
ridged about halfway down like corrugated cardboard. At
one end, there was a small instrument panel, and a trigger
button. At the other, instead of being an open tube, they
tapered to a point, and there was some kind of crystal
embedded in the very tip.

“May 1?”

“Be my guest,” Perrine said.

Carlo lifted one from the crate. He held that away from
the wooden box, then reached in and chose an Atomizer
from the second row. Just to be cautious. He put the first
one back into the crate.

“You said you know how to work it, right?”

“l have never actually fired one myself,” he said. “But
I’ve seen it done, once.”

“Let me,” Perrine said. He pointed to the instrument
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panel. “Power switch is here. Most of the controls are heat
sensitive, so you just have to have your fingers in the right
spots, but not that one. Press that little switch.”

Carlo pressed.

The Atomizer hummed softly. “All charged up and
ready to go,” Perrine announced. “See that display screen?
That shows you your target, reads distance, wind velocity,
atmospheric conditions, and so on. That display make
sense to you?”

“Let me pick a target,” Carlo said. He turned slowly.
About a hundred yards off, across the empty parking lot,
was a tall metal light pole. The lights were no longer
working, and the thing stood there like a child’s forgotten
toy in an overgrown backyard. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

“Once you’ve acquired the target, then rub your index
finger over that little panel that says “Lock.”

Carlo did it. On the flat plasma display screen, he saw
an image of the light post. It was clearer than he could
actually see the post from here.

“That tells the AE that what it thinks is your target
really is your target. Then the display onscreen settles
down. Those distance numbers are accurate to within .05
millimeters. Thing can’t really read wind and atmosphere
at a distance from itself, but it can estimate based on the
conditions where you’re holding it, and any visual cues it
might pick up. But the beauty is, the AE’s blast is self-
guiding, so if it should encounter a sudden gust or some-
thing, it won’t matter. It’ll correct its course. It knows
you’ve selected that target, and by God it’s gonna take
out that target.”

“And the trigger?”

“That other panel,” Perrine said. “Like 1 said, it’s heat
and pressure sensitive. Once you’ve locked a target, all
you have to do is touch the panel and she’s triggered. Just
don’t be standing in front of the focusing crystal when
you do that.”

“l imagine that would be unpleasant.”

“Putting it lightly. Some versions of this weapon were
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made using quartz, emerald, ruby. Even cubic zirconium.
These babies are diamond, all the way. Nothing works
like the real thing.” He watched Carlo. “Go ahead, do it.”

Carlo looked at the plasma display, ran his finger over
the trigger panel. The Atomizer seemed to wriggle in his
hands—or maybe that was his imagination. A pure white
beam shot out from the end of the weapon, raced across
the distance, and enveloped the light pole. It flared
brightly, and then was gone.

So was the pole.

There was no sound, no smoke, no mess. Just... gone.

“Where does it go?” Carlo asked.

“Nowhere,” Perrine explained. “The AE just alters its
atomic structure, destroys the stuff that holds things to-
gether. That light pole was composed of a bunch of atoms
clinging to each other like babies to their mommas. With-
out the cling, the atoms disperse. | could get more tech-
nical if you want, but...”

Carlo waved a hand. “Not necessary,” he said. He
smiled at the cylinder in his hands. “I don’t care how it
works, as long as it does that every time.”

“Guaranteed,” Perrine said.

“Now, now, now!” Frank Parkhurst shouted into his mi-
crophone. He was airborne in a Buzzer, a small three-
person copter that Wager had bought the design for and
manufactured to his own specifications. They were fast
and agile and deadly, and there were five of them de-
scending on the parking lot that had once belonged to the
Lummis Desk Works.

Wager’s sources had told him that a deal was being
made here tonight, and that Wager would probably be
interested in the goods that were changing hands. Frank,
leading the assault, had kept the Buzzers out of sight of
the participants, watching through binoculars until the
demonstration was over. At that point, instructed by Wa-
ger, watching via comme-link, that he really did want these
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weapons, Frank ordered the pilots to take the copters off
stealth mode and move in loud and fast.

The five of them swooped down like angry birds de-
fending a nest, from five different directions. The chop of
their rotors filled the night air, kicking up trash and debris
from one end of the vast parking lot to the other. As his
Buzzer closed on the vehicles, Frank gripped the trigger
joystick and squeezed. Tracers flew from the side-
mounted guns, sparking on impact with the pavement.
The fury of the guns competed with the din of the copters.

In each of the other Buzzers, a gunner followed suit,
strafing the ground and cars with large-caliber tracer
rounds. This is going to be a breeze, Frank thought. And
when its over, I’ll have delivered Wager’s two most pow-
erful weapons to him. Let’s see how useful Suzanne Saw-
yer seems after that.

Carlo heard the helicopters coming a moment before he
could see them. They appeared, as if from nowhere, out
of the blackness of the night sky. He barely had time to
register them as a threat when the guns began to fire.

“Trap!” he shouted. He hit the ground and, still clutch-
ing the Atomizers, rolled underneath the big Lincoln. He
knew it was armor-plated, but he figured the Range Rover
probably wasn’t.

The first spray of tracers tore up the pavement and
pounded against the car. He heard someone scream, and
between the Rover’s wheels, saw Jake hit the ground
bleeding from a couple of wounds.

Either they shot their own guy, or Perrine wasn’t in on
the set-up. A third party was in play.

The copters buzzed away, then banked and came back
in for another strafing run. This time, Teddy and Tony
returned fire with their AK-47s. Larry, Perrine’s guy, had
jumped back into the Rover for his rifle, but it wasn’t
going to do him much good against those helicopters.

Carlo had the perfect weapon. The only problem was,
how did you use it against a moving target? And what
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kind of a shot could he get from underneath a car?

While he was debating that, he heard an engine start
up. The Rover! Perrine was going to make a run for it—
with his merchandise! He aimed the AE-4 at the Rover’s
wheels, but then realized he didn’t know enough about
how it worked. Would it atomize the whole car, including
its contents? That was no good—he wanted those other
Atomizers.

He took a chance, and rolled out on the driver’s side
of the Lincoln. He pounded on the door with his fist.

“Teddy!” he called. “Stop that car!”

“How?” Teddy asked.

“l don’t care how!” Carlo roared. “Kill the driver,
whatever. Just stop it!”

Teddy stepped from the Lincoln, raised his AK-47 to
his shoulder, and aimed down its length at the departing
Range Rover. He fired, and one of the SUV’s tires blew.
He fired again, holding down the trigger, chewing up
metal and shattering glass.

But the Rover kept going.

Then a burst of tracer fire tore up Teddy’s leg and
torso. He dropped the AK-47 and hit the pavement. An-
other copter skimmed by overhead, another spray of trac-
ers, and Teddy’s head exploded.

Carlo threw himself back under the Lincoln. This was
all going wrong.

From underneath, he hammered on the Lincoln’s skid
plating. “Tony!” he cried. “Hey, Tony!”

But there was no answer. Tony was either dead, or
paralyzed with fear. Either way, he’d be dead all over
again when Carlo got hold of him. Leaving him here un-
derneath a car with those freaking helicopters strafing
everyplace.. .

Through his anger, he realized that the pitch of the
choppers’ rotor blades had changed. They’d landed. He
looked out from his position beneath the car, and saw four
of them, blades spinning slowly, spread out around the
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parking lot. They had surrounded the Lincoln, but they’d
landed a good distance away.

Probably thought everyone in the car was dead by now.

In the distance, Carlo could hear the fifth one racing
away. Following the Range Rover, he guessed.

He knew he was a dead man. He only had one chance
to pull out of this, and that was with the weapon that he
had clutched through the entire attack. The weapon he’d
only used once, with instruction.

On a stationary target.

Carlo shrugged. You did what you had to do, in this
world. He eyed the plasma screen, pointed the diamond
tip at one of the teams of men who were even now ad-
vancing from the copters. Two men from each one, and
he figured each had a pilot who stayed with the ship.

When the first pair was visible on screen, he touched
the “Lock” panel. The numbers on the screen stabilized,
except for the distance number, which was getting smaller
as the men approached.

He touched the trigger.

The bolt of white light hit the men.

They didn’t even have time to scream.

But Carlo knew that he had just targeted himself by
taking out those two. There was very little question of
where the light had originated from, and he was a sitting
duck under this car.

He scooted out between the front wheels, rolled onto
his stomach, and sighted on another pair. Locked, and
fired.

They were gone.

Still moving, he leapt onto the Lincoln’s hood, rolled
over it. Lead slapped the Lincoln’s armored sides.

He laid the cylinder down across the car’s roof,
sighted, locked, fired.

Another pair was bathed in bright light, and then van-
ished.

Two of the copters took to the air, their pilots unwilling
to face the Atomizer.

Carlo took aim.
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“Kill him!” Frank shouted into his collar microphone.
“He’s just one punk with a fancy gun!”

“You kill him, then!” someone retorted in his earpiece.
“I’m outta here!”

Frank emptied the clip of his Mac-10 at the Lincoln,
even though he could see his bullets bouncing harmlessly
off its armored hide. He saw the guy turn and point the
tube at him.

Behind him, the Buzzer he’d arrived in kicked into
gear and lifted off the ground.

As Frank hit the pavement, he saw the gunman raise
his sights. The white blast of light flew over Frank’s head,
enveloped the Buzzer. It vanished, and Frank darted
across the dark parking lot toward another Buzzer.

“I’m coming!” he called into the mike. “Move out,
move out!”

The Buzzer’s blades started to whir. When Frank
reached it, it was almost off the ground. One door was
hanging open, and he hurled himself through it. “Go,
dammit, go!” he screamed.

The Buzzer lurched once and lifted off. From across
the parking lot, Frank saw the burst of light that meant
another one had been vaporized. Just this one left, and the
one that had gone after the Range Rover.

He didn’t breathe until the Buzzer was miles away
from the Bay.

Samuel Perrine sat doubled over in the front passenger
seat of the Land Rover as bullets slammed into its tail and
punched out its rear window. Lead whizzed over his head.

He was sorry he’d ever come here.

Lindsay had been a professional NASCAR driver, and
Perrine had hired him for exactly that reason. He put all
his skill to work now, threading the Rover across the park-
ing lot, around the occasional lamppost, heading for the
street beyond. Once there, it was just a short hop to the
Shore Loop Parkway, and Perrine figured the helicopter
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wouldn’t try to gun them down on such a populated road.

He figured wrong. Traffic was light, this late, and the
copter stayed above them, blasting down at them with its
guns.

“Larry,” Perrine finally said. “Do something about
that.”

Larry reached back into the cargo compartment. The
crate was still open, and he removed one of the AE-4s.
“Hold ’er steady,” he told Lindsay. He thumbed the win-
dow open, stuck the AE-4’s end out, located the copter
against the dark sky.

He locked it down, fingered the trigger.

The pursuing helicopter vanished.

For twenty minutes, no one spoke. Finally, when Per-
rine thought he could trust his voice again, he looked at
Lindsay and at Larry.

“l gotta get me a new trade,” he said.
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oxy stared at the phone in stark disbelief. Sitting in her
R room, alone on her bed, she moaned imploringly at the
impassive black receiver.

Then she slammed it onto the cradle, nearly smashing
it.

Hugging herself, she rocked back and forth, feeling
vulnerable and small, wounded and frightened. Her Mal-
ibu 8 tee-shirt—one given to her by Grunge, a memento
from a visit to the set of one of his favorite buxom-
blondes-with-guns-on-the-beach TV shows, was stretched
down to her ankles, and her bare feet were cold.

Mackey had told her to call. She had.

The number he had given her was bogus. The people
on the other end had never heard of him.

She’d never called him before, never been to his place.
They met at clubs, they snuggled at the apartments of his
friends and band-mates. Roxy had never questioned this.
Things had been moving along at a nice comfortable pace
between them. He had been sexy and sweet, tantalizing
and wise, and he had treated her the way she had always
wished Grunge would. He had shown her respect and de-
sire. She had even wondered if they were falling in love.

“Just a mistake,” she chanted as the first rays of early
morning sunlight stole over her. “Wrote down the number
wrong or something, that’s all. It was crazy there.”

She clutched her knees and rocked harder, fighting
back the tears. The room surrounding her seemed to en-
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gulf her with its vast spaces. She’d never had this kind of
room when she’d been growing up. Never. Her mom’s
entire trailer could fit in this place.

God, she wished she were home right now. She felt
like such an—

“Idiot!” Grunge shouted at his reflection in the bathroom
mirror. “Miserable butt-lickin” good-for-nothin’ idiot, that’s
what you are!”

He stood naked before the glass, his hands curling into
fists, his long hair dripping wet from his steaming hot
shower. He hadn’t slept. Hadn’t been able to stop thinking
about what had happened with Therese at the club.

Snarling with rage, he drove his hand toward the mirror
and somehow stopped the blow just in time. The skin of
his largest knuckle touched the glass and his out-of-
control emotions did the rest. The change came swiftly,
numbing his brain, sending his heart racing out of control
and causing every nerve in his body to explode with a
shocking energy.

He saw his body turn to glass. He watched as he be-
came completely transparent, his skull and bones, his or-
gans and nervous system entirely exposed.

The door opened and Bobby gave a stunned bleat of
surprise at the sight of the amazing transparent man.

“Get out!” Grunge shouted.

Bobby moved so fast he nearly burst into flames. The
door slammed. Grunge reached down and locked the door.
Then he looked down at his hand.

You can see what | am, he thought. No hiding. No
secrets. You can see everything.

He pictured Therese staring at him in horror. Thought
of what she had called him. The things she had said.

Freak.

He wasn’t normal. Couldn’t be normal, not ever again.

Shuddering, he forced his body to take on the appear-
ance of human skin and tissue once more.

As he stared at his flesh, he wondered if it was real.
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He had taken on the molecular composition of so many
things since he had become Gen-Active, it was possible
that he really wasn’t human at all anymore, that he had
no true face or form, just the memory of it. And if he
forgot—

If he forgot—

Grunge squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. He
wouldn’t forget.

He wouldn’t.

No way would he—

“Forget it, I’'m telling you,” Sarah said.

She sat at the table of the hotel suite’s small kitchen,
Bobby in his oldest, rattiest robe across from her. He
called it his comfort robe, and had clutched at it tightly
ever since he had returned from the bathroom. Now he
was seated, and staring at the soyburger she had made for
him as if it contained worms.

“Really,” he said. “I should have been with you. | was
a jerk to go off with Grunge like that.”

She took the plate away from him-and pretended not
to notice his sigh of relief. “I’m worried about that girl. |
called the hospital and they said she’s getting better, but
there are things | could feel about her and her life that no
amount of western healing can fix. These kids are in trou-
ble and there’s no way to help them.”

Bobby was still staring down at the table, at the blank
space left by his plate.

“Hello?” she prompted.

“Sorry. Distracted a little.” His lips curled up in dis-
taste. “Ever get an image in your head and you like, just
can’t pry it out, no matter how hard you try?”

“Well—"

He shuddered again. “No. Hard was a bad word to use.
Makes it more difficult to get rid of that image.”

“Can’t be that bad,” Sarah said. “It’s not like you
walked in on Grunge in the shower or something.”

“Right...” -
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She sat down and went to work on the soyburger, sip-
ping her herbal tea between bites. “The image I can’t get
out of my head is the look that girl gave me. The hatred
in her eyes.”

Bobby was looking at her now. He really seemed to
be interested, to be listening.

Ifonly | could trust that look, she thought.

“l know being Gen-Active doesn’t mean we have the
right or even the responsibility to use our powers to put
an end to things like gang warfare or the oppression of
the poor,” Sarah said. “But as a person, | feel like 1'd
sleep better at night knowing | had done something. That
I had made some kind of difference. | just felt with her
last night that nothing could make a difference.”

Bobby covered her hand with his. She felt something
within her melt.

“Do you think it’s possible?” Sarah asked. “Do you
think there are some people who are just beyond hope,
past all helping? | mean, if that’s true—"

“It’s not true,” Bobby said. “People give up. They lay
down and they tell themselves they’re ready to die. But
they’re not. Anybody can be brought around.”

“You really believe that?” Sarah asked. She was im-
pressed. Bobby had that same fire in his eyes that nor-
mally only shone after he had been talking with Mr. Joe
at the shelter.

“You bet | do,” he said. “It’s not exactly—"

“Brain surgery,” Caitlin whispered, surveying the web site
she had called up. “Now that’s a possibility ...”

She had been up for hours, thinking about her “date”
with Russell and the battle at the club. The fight had been
good in a lot of ways—they had saved innocent lives, and
she had been able to get rid of the rest of her pent-up fury
at that royal jerk.

Yet. ..

It had left her feeling empty. Was this what she wanted
to do with her life? She was twenty-one years old. She
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would be in her senior year right now if she hadn’t left
college. Gearing up for graduate school.

There were so many areas that interested her. Theo-
retical physics. Medicine. Sociopaleontology. The possi-
bilities were endless.

Only—they weren’t. Not for Caitlin Fairchild, “leader”
of Gen13 She looked at herself in the mirror by her vanity.

What aboutfor Caitlin Fairchild, normal person? she
wondered.

There was such a thing. Or, at least, there could be.
She was certain of it. 1.0. was history, despite what they
had seen last night. No one was chasing them anymore.

It was time to really think about what they were going
to do with the rest of their lives. Running around in a
butt-cheek baling skin-tight battlesuit and fighting bad
guys was one thing for now, but what about when she
was thirty? Or forty-five?

Or sixty?

What if she wanted to get married? Have kids? A nor-
mal life?

The here and now, she thought, just try to live in the
here and now.

But her eyes had been open. She had been asleep.
Dreaming. And now she was wide awake. Thinking.

And now that she had started, she wasn’t about to
just—

“Stop!” Roxy hollered over all the screaming.

The other four members of GenI3turned to stare at her.
They were in the living room and every member of the
team was in a foul mood.

Roxy was suddenly aware of four very intense stares
that had been turned on her. Everyone was dressed and
everyone was acting like they had just mainlined a triple
mocha-chino. Caffeine city. Jeez.

“We need to come up with a plan,” Sarah said.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Grunge said, sprawled on the couch,
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the wide screen TV'’s remote in his hand, a lite beer in
the other. He was flipping through their 103 channels so
fast it was impossible to tell what was on. “We need a
plan. 'Cuz we’re Gen-freakin’ 13 and we gotta put an
end—nblah, blah—to this horrible evil—blah, blah—that’s
like overtaking the city—blah, blah . ..”

Sarah gestured and a thunderclap sounded inside the
hotel. A torrent of rain fell, soaking Grunge and the
couch.

“Yeah, very mature,” he said, taking another sip from
the can. “You can explain all the water damage.”

“Sarah!” Caitlin yelled.

The tall, raven-haired beauty growled and made the
rain cease. “We are Gen13and yes, we need a plan.”

Roxy sighed. Ever since Sarah had heard about the
incident at the club she’d been going crazy. She was cer-
tain there was a link between the armored guys she and
the others had fought, and the 1.0. weaponry that had
gotten into the hands of the gang members last night.

And then there was the way Grunge was acting. Totally
un-Grunge like. It was kinda creepy. She couldn’t remem-
ber ever seeing him like this.

“l don’t think 1.0. is re-forming,” Caitlin said. “This
is something else. Fallout from the organization’s demise.
We should have seen it coming. All that equipment and
weaponry had to end up somewhere.”

“It’s ending up in the hands of children,” Sarah said.
“And those children are killing each other with it!”

Caitlin put her face in her hands and said, “We should
ask Mr. Lynch. He’d be able to tell us how to handle
this.”

Roxy cleared her throat. She’d had about enough of
this. “Mr. L. said it was time for us to start running our
own lives. Thinking about our futures. If we go running
to him every time there’s a problem, how are we going
to ever learn to deal with things on our own?”

Bobby came forward and finally spoke up. “Roxy’s
right. Maybe we should get involved, maybe not. | dunno.
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I don’t even know if there’s anything for us to get in-
volved with. Right now all this stuff seems pretty random.
No clear connections. Even if we wanted to do something,
where would we start? And if we decide to get involved,
it should be because it’s something we all want to do.”

Sarah looked up sharply. Her gaze narrowed. “So, as
usual, you think we should do nothing. Just party and look
the other way?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. Just—Ilook at us. The last
week, has there been one single thing the five of us could
agree to do together? Even one?”

The room fell silent. A hiss of static rose up to fill the
vacuum and everyone looked over to see that Grunge had
put the TV on a dead channel. He stared at it with a
strange mix of contentment and disgust.

“Hell’d they ever do with test patterns?” Grunge asked.
“l used to love test patterns when | was a kid.”

“That’s it,” Roxy said. “Some fresh air. Now. It does
a body good and there are five of us here that could use
it.”

The other team members reluctantly followed Roxy’s
prompting and prodding, and before long, she had them
out on the street.

“See?” Roxy said. “There’s something we all agreed
on. Bobby’s argument is dead in the water. Case closed.
So—is this a deal Gen13should be handling or not? What
does everyone think?”

No one replied. They all looked like they were having
one of the worst “morning afters” in history and she knew
that it wasn’t from drinking.

“l think maybe the world don’t need no stinkin’
Genl13” Grunge said in his best John Belushi, Killer Bee
voice. Only there wasn’t even a trace of mirth in his tone.
“And maybe none of us need it, either.”

Roxy couldn’t believe she was hearing this. No Gen13?
What would they do with their lives?

What would she do?

“Something to think about,” Caitlin said, looking away.
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Now Roxy was doubly stunned. My own sister—half-
sister, really—is going along with this?

“Waitaminute. So some of us had a bad night,” Roxy
said. “That doesn’t mean we have to start talking about
hanging up—"

A scream tore through the cacophony of honking cabs
and swearing residents on Fifth Avenue. Roxy looked up
and saw a young woman in a black skirt and gray sweater
running after a guy who was racing away with her purse.

“Help! Somebody help me!” the woman yelled.

The guy was across the street, weaving through the mix
of yuppies, darkly clad “artistic types,” and flat-out wac-
kos lining the sidewalk. A few looked over from cell
phones. Most ignored the situation.

Roxy focused her power. It would be easy enough to
pluck that guy from the crowd and leave him hanging in
mid-air until he dropped the purse. God, if he wasn’t
dressed the part of an early morning purse-snatcher. Bulky
jacket. Ski cap. Rollerblades. Stubble. A rat-like little
face.

Yeah, taking care of this creep would be just the re-
lease she needed right now.

Energies surrounded her and she held out a single
gloved hand—

Only to see a short, long-haired, muscular guy in a
black mesh tee with tom jeans race across the street, leap
over the hood of an oncoming cab, and tackle the creep.

“Grunge?” Roxy said, stunned. The other team mem-
bers were silent, but staring in equal wonder.

Grunge leveled the guy with a single punch to the jaw
and jerked the purse out of his hands. He walked over
and held it out to the woman—who bypassed him com-
pletely and kicked the purse-snatcher right in the face as
he was getting up. He crumpled and rolled into the gutter.

Then Roxy saw something she had wished she could
have brought about.

Grunge smiled.

The woman whose purse had been taken came over to
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him, shaking her head. He gave her the purse and turned
to leave. She slipped something into his hand and then
hurried off.

Grunge came back, grinning ear to ear. “Huh. Didn’t
even have to use my powers. And check this out!”

He held out the woman’s business card. “She said to
call her and we could have lunch. It was the least she
could do. Pretty classy, huh? And | loved the way she
kicked that guy.”

“It’s great,” Roxy said.

“I’m going to the shelter,” Sarah said.

Bobby hurried after her. “I’ll come with.”

Grunge sauntered off, happily checking out his reflec-
tion in the window of every shop he passed.

Roxy turned to Caitlin and said, “I was thinkin’, there’s
some new shops open in the Village, maybe we could—"

“I’m gonna hit the library and a couple of the univer-
sities,” Caitlin said. “I’ve got some stuff to sort out.”

Don't we all, Roxy thought. “Sure,” she said. “l un-
derstand.”

Caitlin kissed her on the cheek and gave her a hug.
“Thanks.”

Roxy watched her blend into the crowd—as much as
Kat ever blended anywhere. It took a while, but finally
she disappeared from view, leaving Roxy alone ...

And wondering if Grunge may have been right.
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loe felt like he’d won the lottery.
J At least, that’s how these people were treating him.
They’d taken him from the lab where he’d been tested
right into a stretch limousine. Inside the car, he’d been
toasted with champagne. Suzanne, the statuesque woman
with the short silver hair sat next to him in the back. On
the seats facing them were Raymond, a barrel-chested guy
with small hard eyes and tree-trunk arms that strained the
sleeves of his sport coat, and Lee, the slender and be-
spectacled doctor who had administered the blood test.

Joe didn’t know what was in his blood—he’d have
guessed cheap wine and failure—but Lee saw something
there, and that, Joe was told, was what this was all about.

The lottery.

He was, finally, going somewhere.

New York City is full of brownstone buildings, block af-
ter block of them. Most are single family homes sharing
common walls on two sides, a few steps up from the
street, three or four stories tall.

But not all of them.

The limo cruised past miles of them, up First Avenue,
over the Harlem River and the Bronx Kill, into the South
Bronx. Finally, in Hunt’s Point, across the East River
from Riker’s Island, there was a comer building, part of
a block that looked like a hundred other blocks in the city.
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The car came to a stop. Suzanne gave Joe an open-
mouthed smile.

“We’re here, Joe,” she said. “Home sweet home.”

He had been paying scant attention to the world pass-
ing by outside the limo, but emerging into the bright sun-
shine, he realized they were in a neighborhood that he
wouldn’t have considered desirable or even safe. The
brownstone Suzanne stood looking at appeared aban-
doned—boards nailed over glassless windows, no signs
of habitation of any kind. The only person on the street
was carrying a bottle in a paper bag and wearing rags.
Joe knew the homeless had to sleep where they could, but
even he had never come to a place like this to squat.

Raymond and Lee exited the car, and the chauffeur
took off. Wise, Joe thought—Ileave it sitting in this area
too long and you d find the wheels gone even though you
were still inside it.

He’d been under the impression that these folks had
money, though. The nice car, the expensive lab equipment
. what were they doing at this abandoned tenement?

“This is home?” he finally asked.

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Suzanne said. “Or
in this case, a home by its outer shell.”

Joe shrugged and watched her climb the six stairs to
the front door. She put a key in the lock and turned it,
and the door swung open. Raymond touched his arm and
he went up the steps behind her, into the building’s en-
tryway. The stench was overwhelming—decades of waste
and decay and hopelessness had left their mark.

Inside, it looked pretty much like he’d expected it to
look. There was trash everywhere, years’ worth of old
newspapers, broken bottles, rusting cans. In a room just
off the foyer that had probably once been a formal sitting
room there were three paper-thin mattresses, stained and
tom. More trash surrounded them, like the sea around an
island chain.

A staircase led up from the foyer, but the first six steps
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were gone, leaving a jagged-toothed mouth that opened
into black emptiness.

Graffiti covered every wall inside—huge letters spell-
ing out gang names, obscene phrases, meaningless sym-
bols and drawings.

Raymond and Lee followed him inside, and Lee shut
the door, locking it from within.

“This is a nice place,” Joe said sarcastically. “Ritzy.”

“l told you, don’t judge it,” Suzanne said.

Whatever, Joe thought. If it gets better, let’s see it.

Suzanne led the way again, down a tiny hallway next
to the staircase and through a darkened doorway. Joe fol-
lowed, Raymond and Lee bringing up the rear. Inside the
doorway was a room that had probably once been a half
bath—pipes for a toilet and sink jutted from the floor. But
the fixtures were gone, and even here they waded through
the filth of years of neglect. The far wall of the bathroom
was gone, replaced by a seemingly random accumulation
of plywood sheets and two by fours.

Suzanne pushed on one of the plywood boards and it
swung open as if on a hinge. Joe suppressed a shiver—
there was more to this place than met the eye. But he
couldn’t shake the impression that it was a sinister place,
somehow. He felt like he was being watched . ..

Carl Malone needed a quiet place to hole up and finish
his bottle. He’d had to panhandle all morning to afford it,
and when he got back to the overpass under which he
usually slept, he found that it had been occupied by three
other guys, young ones, who had stolen his bedroll.
They’d chased him off with rocks.

But he’d held onto his Thunderbird, so it wasn’t all
bad.

And so he’d wandered, looking for someplace warm
and private. Taking an occasional slug from the bottle as
he went. When he saw the huge black car, his first thought
was that he was hallucinating. He’d rubbed his eyes and
squinted through the harsh sunshine. Still there. And there
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were people getting out of it. When the car drove away,
they went into the end brownstone.

He couid barely remember knowing that there were
people with that kind of money. He’d seen them, of
course, on TV. Rockefellers and Kennedys and the like.
But Carl had spent more than a decade on the streets, his
last job disappearing in the last recession. He knew it
wasn’t just the job—he had some kind of mental prob-
lems, he figured, he drank to shut out the voices he heard,
he got into fights now and then. He had never fit into
society, so he’d left it behind.

People with money scared him. He didn’t want to go
down to the end of the block where they might see him.
The brownstones along this block all looked abandoned,
so he decided to check one out, see if maybe there was a
place he could squat for a night or two or three.

He looked up and down the block. There was no one
around. He climbed the steps to one, tried the door. It was
locked tight, and boards were nailed across it.

But there was a window level with the door. The glass
was gone and there were a couple of boards nailed up
there. Between the boards he could see inside—wallpaper
peeled from the walls lay in curled strips on the floor,
along with a threadbare brown blanket and a dozen empty
Stemo cans. Someone had claimed the place once, but
everything seemed covered in layers of dust, as if it hadn’t
been used in some time.

He reached for the boards, yanked them from the win-
dow frame, and dropped them inside. Then he climbed
through the gaping window.

Once inside, he tried to reposition the boards, ham-
mering the nails into the rotting wood of the window
frame with his fists. No sense advertising that there was
someone in here. It stank, but then, so did he. This place
was out of the wind and it was quiet, and there was even
a blanket, of sorts, for the night. He’d have a look around
the rest of the place; who knew what treasures it might
yield?

Right after he finished his bottle.

87



GENDB

“Alarm,” Beckwith said. He was a light-skinned black
man with pale eyes and short curly hair, dressed in a dark
sweatshirt and jeans. At his hip he wore a Browning 9mm
in a leather holster. He sat before a bank of video monitors
showing him black-and-white images of a dozen rooms.
Some of the monitors kept a constant location in view,
while others switched randomly between multiple cam-
eras.

“Which unit?” Telford asked him. “I’ll take it.” Anna
Telford was short, just over five feet. But she worked out
with free weights five days a week, ran six miles every
morning. Her arms were bigger around than most men’s
thighs. Her copper hair was clipped short, out of her face.
She was strong and she liked to fight. It wasn’t unusual
for her to volunteer to deal with intruders, and it wasn’t
unusual for Beckwith to let her have her fun.

“Twelve zero six,” he said. “Unarmed, at least partially
intoxicated.” He smiled. “Be my guest. I’ll alert Wager.”

“Right back,” Telford said. She pushed up from her
chair in the security office, grabbed a small needle gun,
and climbed a concrete stairway.

The security office was down one flight from street
level. Most of the serious work of the complex took place
on the level below that, two stories down. There were
three of these stairways and one elevator, all leading to
the main complex, which was mostly located beneath the
“yards” that ran behind the brownstone buildings.

From outside, even from the air, Telford knew, the
block looked like any other block of abandoned brown-
stones. The poorer sections of the Apple were loaded with
’em. Looking down from above, you’d see a row of
houses facing the street, each with its own small fenced-
in yard. Those yards butted up against those of the houses
facing the parallel street.

What you couldn’t tell from outside was that Wager
had bought, under a wide variety of names and through
an assortment of dummy companies, the entire block.
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He’d knocked out walls, hollowed out passageways, and
built a maze of tunnels connecting the houses to one an-
other. Beneath the yards, he’d dug a deep pit and con-
structed a vast concrete bunker, dozens of rooms filled
with scientific and research equipment, staffed by legions
of scientists and aides and administrators.

Ventilation shafts were cleverly hidden in the brown-
stones. Emergency exits led into the sewers, so in the
unlikely event of evacuation, people would come out
more than a block away. The nearest vehicular access was
a garage two blocks away, so people coming and going
usually parked briefly on the street in front.

Security was very high-tech. Video cameras and mo-
tion sensors watched every brownstone. Guards, on duty
twenty-four hours, watched the monitors and responded
to any breach with swift efficiency.

Telford was one of the guards.

“Mr. Wager.”

Wager looked up from his monitor, glanced at the in-
tercom unit on his desktop. He was online, tracking the
fluctuations of global currency. He’d invested seven hun-
dred thousand dollars in Japanese yen today, feeling a
great likelihood that the yen would take an upswing. So
far, it had gone up by almost four cents on the dollar. His
profit, if he bought dollars now, would be in the neigh-
borhood of twenty eight thousand dollars.

Not big money. But not bad for a few minutes’ work,
requiring no effort on his part and even less risk.

Wager didn’t deal in risk. He dealt in probabilities, and
there was no one alive who understood them like he did.

“Yes, Beckwith.”

“Just wanted to let you know, sir. There’s an intruder
on the premises, but he’s being dealt with.”

“And how is our friend Joe coming along?”

“He’ll be to you in about four minutes, sir.”

“That’s fine.” Wager turned back to his screen. A soft
click indicated that Beckwith had signed off.
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Wager didn’t like anyone inside his private sanctum,
except for Suzanne Sawyer. It was a tiny room, to begin
with—one wall of video monitors, a desk, a big leather
chair, all squeezed into a room slightly less than nine feet
square. It was almost dead center in the complex, built of
unadorned concrete blocks.

He felt safe there. He tilted back in his chair, savoring
the sensation. Took a sip of cranberry juice from the glass
on his desk.

Another four minutes, and then he would meet his fu-
ture.

The chances that it would be an improvement over his
past were one hundred percent certain.

There had been a time when Wager had been known as
Thomas Carlisle. He’d been a small man, a weak man, a
frightened man.

He was still small. The other words no longer applied.

Within a week, two at the outside, he would be the
undisputed ruler of New York’s criminal community. Not
weak or frightened anymore.

Thomas Carlisle had been a gambler, and a successful
one. He played the odds. Most of the time, he beat the
odds.

He traveled constantly—Las Vegas, Atlantic City,
Monte Carlo, Macao—anyplace there was a game of
chance, a deck of cards, a roll of dice to place a bet on.
He was perfectly capable of blowing a quarter of a million
dollars in the space of a single evening, because he
knew—knew, not just believed—that the next roll, or the
one after, would be the one that would reverse his for-
tunes. He believed in going home a winner, and he did
so, night after night.

He partied with movie stars and gangsters. Beautiful
women vied to spend time with him. He was not big, not
muscular, not especially handsome. But he was rich, and
there was an undeniable energy to him. He was charis-
matic in the truest sense of the word.
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Until, one night in Reno, Nevada, he made a mistake.

Thomas hardly ever bothered with Reno. It was decid-
edly low-rent. The stakes were small. The hotels left much
to be desired, and the women were brash and unrefined
compared to those of the world’s gambling capitals.

But there was an event, a poker tournament with a one
million-dollar purse that he didn’t want to miss. Not be-
cause he was especially a poker fan—too much of the
human element, and not enough reliance strictly on odds.
But he could play the game, and he could use the mil.

A week of bad luck had put Thomas Carlisle in debt
to some of his “pals.” He wanted to pay it off before the
friendships turned sour and he ended up with broken
bones, or worse.

He knew the chances of winning the poker tournament.
He also knew the possibility of winning a cool million at
any other form of gambling in the space of twenty-four
hours. The tournament won out.

He played enough roulette to cover his entry fee of
twenty-five thousand, and he bought himself a chair. In
the first rounds, he did well. He was a contender.

The night wore on. Thomas knew the odds. He made
his choices. He folded when he had to, bumped up the
pot when he could, bluffed when he thought it best.

At the end of it all, he had won.

He took the million dollars. Passed out substantial tips
to the waitresses, the dealer, the casino security people
who escorted him to his suite, the bellman he asked to
find him a woman for the night.

Thomas Carlisle had averted catastrophe. He didn’t
want to celebrate alone, but he didn’t know any women
in Reno, and the ones in the casino hadn’t been glamorous
or beautiful enough to bother with. He told the bellman
he wanted the most stunning woman in town, never mind
the cost.

When she arrived, she was indeed stunning. He ne-
gotiated a price with her, handed her the money, in ad-
vance.

91



GENDB

And she showed him her badge.

An undercover cop, working on Reno’s efforts to tame
its reputation.

Trying to bribe an officer only made things worse. He
was taken into custody. Tried, and convicted.

Six months in the care of Nevada’s finest.

In prison, his money did him no good. Most of it went
to pay back his debts, which weren’t forgiven just because
of a little unexpected incarceration. The tax man collected
a large chunk as well. He had some left, but no access to
it from behind bars.

In prison, he was small and weak and frightened.

The other prisoners took advantage of that.

Thomas Carlisle was traumatized by the treatment he
got in prison. Life there was so different from life on the
outside. Violence loomed around every comer. There was
no place that was truly safe. Eventually, he took to think-
ing of his cell was a sanctuary, because, even though they
could still get him in there, it was the closest he had to a
private spot. At night, with the cells locked down, he had
only his cellmate to worry about, and his cellmate was a
white-collar criminal with no interest in brutalizing Tho-
mas. Nor did he do anything to help protect his cellmate.

Thomas retreated into himself, into his mind. The ter-
ror and the pain and the anger worked on him, twisted
him, changed him into something else.

It began simply enough. A guard was filling out a lot-
tery ticket near Thomas. The man made a remark about
Thomas’s rep, his abilities as a gambler. Jokingly, the
guard asked Thomas to choose his numbers for him.

The guard won a quarter of a million dollars.

Word spread. Soon it became clear that Thomas had a
gift. Something special. And his services were quickly in
high demand. Prisoners wanted to know the odds of es-
cape plans they had made. Or of their own survival should
they follow one course of action over another.

Thomas obliged them—and the abuse stopped. More
than that, he began to gain privileges and status. The war-
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den gave him a private cell in return for a little favor
involving the “accidental” death of his wife ...

And Thomas never, ever had to leave his cell. His
meals were brought to him. He was given a phone, a
television, whatever he wanted.

Of course, by the time he was released, he was diag-
nosed as an agoraphobic—afraid of being out in the open,
in public places, or, really, anywhere except his own pri-
vate space—the smaller, the better.

And his powers of computing odds were improved a
thousandfold.

Where, before, he would have been able to tell the odds
of a roulette ball landing on red five spins out of seven,
he now could watch the ball and instantly compute its
chances of falling on any given number. He knew at a
glance if a blackjack dealer was going to bust, just by
watching the way the cards played out. He could deter-
mine, before it happened, the chances of any given air-
plane crashing, or rain falling from the sky, of a police
detective’s being able to solve a particular crime.

All life was odds. Probabilities. And Thomas Carlisle
had become the master of probabilities. Something had
clicked in his brain, something that enabled him to figure
the odds on any event he considered.

He was always right.

He began to call himself Wager. He made a lot of
money, fast. Hired associates.

And he developed a plan.

He’d had to beg for his life, his safety, from the crim-
inals he met in prison. Had to put up Mth their abuses,
their brutality. At least until his powers had manifested.
But Thomas feared the day his powers would fail him. It
was a teiTor that weighed on him constantly. He could
think of only one way to ensure that he would never again
suffer at the hands of criminals and thugs, he vowed. In-
stead, he would own them, control them. Rule them.

He started by coming to New York City, America’s
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marketplace, where anything could be had for a price.
Anything at all.

And then, he set out to buy the unthinkable. He would
pay whatever price it took, but he would own a man.

Carl Malone shoved a pile of wadded-up newspapers out
of the way, pushed a flattened cardboard box up against
the wall to provide some protection from the cold seeping
up through the building’s hardwood floor, and sat on the
cardboard, back against the wall. He opened his brown
paper bag, unscrewed the lid from his bottle. The sharp
tang of his wine bit his nostrils. He inhaled deeply.

And heard a sound.

Looking up, he saw a dark figure emerge from a wall.

Maybe he didn’t need to finish this bottle after all.

Anna Telford recognized that violence was not a reason-
able solution to problems.

But it made her feel good. If that was sick, then she
was sick. And she wouldn’t be seeking medical help for
this disease.

Through a peephole, she took another look at her next
victim. Telford loved this kind. While it was true that with
the syringe she carried and the “magic elixir” it contained,
she could make anyone her prey, old or young, weak or
strong, wealthy or poor, she was drawn to wrecks like this
one. This man had made his choices and ended up here,
where she could do whatever she wanted without fear of
consequences. It made her feel god-like. Or at least like
an avenging angel.

A part of her regretted having to use the solution she
carried. She’d rather this scum remember what had been
done to him. Unlike civilized people, who didn’t respond
well to physical violence, filing lawsuits, alerting the po-
lice, he had nowhere left to go, no one he could complain
to.

She sighed. Regardless of her personal wants, she had
ajob to do. At least she would remember. Her flesh would
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be alive with the memory for some time to come.

She touched the button that activated the wall panel. It
swung open and she stepped into the outside room of the
brownstone.

“You’re trespassing,” she said.

The man rubbed his eyes. “I’'m sorry, lady. | didn’t
think...”

“Save it.”

She advanced on him, drawing her nightstick from a
loop on her Sam Browne belt. She slapped her palm with
it.

“I’ll go,” he said. “No problem. Forget | was ever
here.”

“l won’t be the one who forgets,” she said. He strug-
gled unsteadily to his feet, as if preparing to leave. She
faced him. He was taller than her, close to six feet. But
he was intoxicated, weakened from poor nutrition, worn
out from the streets. He didn’t have a chance.

She slipped the nightstick back into its loop. She’d use
her hands for this one.

She started with a sharp jab to the belly. The man
doubled over, and she met his chin with an uppercut. His
head snapped back. She followed it with an open hand,
caught him beneath the jaw, and slammed his skull against
the hard plaster wall.

His eyes glazed over, knees buckling.

Then she went to work.

For this, Wager exited his sanctum.

They met him in the larger sitting room, just outside.
Comfortable leather sofas lined two walls, a low table
with a bowl of nuts on it between them. A couple of chairs
faced the sofas. The lighting was indirect, from floor
lamps facing toward the ceiling. Drinks could be served
from a bar in one comer.

Suzanne held the man’s left arm. Raymond held his
right. Lee stood just behind him.

The man smiled, but without real humor. Polite, Wager
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thought. And subservient. That’s good. That’ll make this
easier.

“You may call me Wager,” he said. The man started
to put his hand out to shake, then pulled it back, probably
noticing that Wager had not offered his. “And you are
Joe, they tell me?”

“Joe Monteleone,” he said. Wager observed, happily,
that Joe Monteleone was in good physical condition, es-
pecially for someone who lived on the streets. Probably
he had not been without a home for very long, and he’d
taken care of himself in his former life. He was a hand-
some man, in his mid-thirties, Wager guessed. He’d have
sandy blond hair, when it was clean. He was in need of
a shave and a bath now, and he could use some dental
work, but he appeared to have a strong jaw, a straight,
slightly prominent nose, and clear brown eyes.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Joe Monteleone. Please,
have a seat. Care for a glass of water? He can have water
can’t he, Lee?”

“Water’s fine,” Lee said.

Suzanne and Raymond released Joe’s arms and he sat
on one of the couches. She took a seat close by while
Raymond went to the bar. Lee chose one of the chairs,
and Wager sat in the other one.

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing here, Joe?”
Wager asked.

Joe scanned the room, the faces, all with a curious
expression. “No, | guess | don’t,” he said.

“You’re making history, Joe. Did you ever think that
you would make history?”

“There was a time | thought | might,” Joe replied. “But
that was a very long time ago.”

“Recapture that feeling, my friend. Because you will.
You are. | am a very wealthy man, Joe. And | am about
to make you an offer, in the terms of that old movie, that
you can’t refuse.”

“What kind of offer?”

Raymond returned with a silver tray on which ice
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cubes clinked in four tumblers of water and one of cran-
berry juice. He served the juice to Wager first, then passed
out the waters.

Wager took a long drink from his glass before an-
swering. “l would like to buy you.”

“Excuse me?” Joe asked.

“To purchase you. To own you.”

Joe started to rise from the sofa. “I think you’ve got
the wrong guy,” he said. “I’m not for—"

But before he could even get all the way to his feet,
Suzanne put one hand on his right knee. Exerted pressure.
The knee gave and he dropped back into his seat.

“You haven’t even heard my offer,” Wager said. “Trust
me, it will be to your liking.”

“l don’t think so,” Joe said.

“Take a look at yourself,” Wager urged him. “What
are you? Homeless? A drifter? A bum?”

“I’ve been called that.”

“And do you have a family, Joe?”

“l—uyeah, | do. Haven’t seen much of them lately.”

“But you’d like to provide for them. Make sure that
they’re taken care of.”

“Well, sure. Who wouldn’t?”

“You might be surprised, how little regard some people
have for their families, Joe. But 1’'m glad you’re one of
the good people.”

“l don’t really have anywhere better to be, Wager,”
Joe said. “But even so, if you’d get to the point.”

“Very well, Joe. | can understand your curiosity about
this. It must all seem very strange to you.”

“You got that right.”

“l am something most people only hear about in the
newspapers, or in whispers, Joe. Something that doesn’t
come along very often in this world. |1 am a true criminal
mastermind. | am on the verge of owning New York. And
I don’t plan to stop there.”

“Sounds like delusions of grandeur to me.”

Wager’s face darkened. No one dared intimate that he
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was anything less than sane, ever. Who was this—

But he checked himself. He needed Joe. He’d have Joe,
one way or another. But having Joe’s cooperation would
be the easier way.

“Not at all, | assure you. | only need one more thing
to make it all happen, Joe.”

“What’s that?”

“You. | need you.”

“Why me?”

“The reason | say | want to own you, Joe, is that |
need you to do as you’re told without question, with blind
obedience. | need you to accept whatever is done to you,
willingly and immediately. | need you to follow orders.
To submit your will to mine.”

“I’m not really that kind of guy.”

“l can’t promise that you won’t be hurt. In fact, you
might not survive it at all. But if you do, you’ll be a
changed man. Stronger, more powerful than you have
ever dreamed of. In so many ways. And whatever hap-
pens, whether you live or die, your family will be taken
care of. They’ll live in high style, for the rest of their
lives.”

“You can guarantee that?” Joe asked.

“l can, and do. You have my word on that. | already
have a legal contract written up to that effect, which | will
sign as soon as we agree to the deal.”

“What do | have to do?”

And Wager had him, as simple as that. Once he asked
that question, there was less than a one in ten million
chance that he would try to back out. Almost a statistical
impossibility.

“Nothing to it,” Wager said. “It turns out, Joe, that your
biochemistry and mine are almost identical. We could
practically be brothers. Closer than brothers, in some
ways. Isn’t that right, Lee?”

“That’s right,” Lee replied. “Matches in the ninety-two
percent range.”

“l love percentages,” Wager explained. “I use them. |
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play them. They help me get what | want. Ninety-two is
a good one, and it’ll help you get what you want too.”

“That still doesn’t answer my question,” Joe said.
“What do | have to—"

“l need to test something. A substance | acquired re-
cently that will bestow upon its user powers unimagined.
| intend to take it myself, but not before | know approx-
imately what it will do to me. | don’t want to accidentally
take a lethal dose, but | want to take enough to guarantee
a successful transformation.”

“So you’re looking for a guinea pig.”

“Aptly stated. A guinea pig whose body’s responses
will closely resemble my own. What I’'m going to give
you will most likely make you an immensely powerful
being. Once that happens, even though you will be phys-
ically stronger than me, you will still belong to me, do
you understand that? You must swear to me your absolute
allegiance, as long as you live. Otherwise, the deal is off,
and your family will not only not be taken care of, they
will be Killed. Remain loyal to me, and your family
thrives. Betray me once, and they die. It’s easy to remem-
ber, wouldn’t you say?”

“l think | got it.”

“Good. Then what do you say?”

“Where’s that contract?”

Four hours later, Carl Malone woke up in an empty gravel
parking lot in New Jersey. He ached everywhere. When
he touched his face, he flinched from the soreness. And
there was a stinging on the inside of his elbow. Rolling
up his sleeve, he saw a little mark, like he had given
blood.

He couldn’t remember how he got here. Or where he’d
been. He scoured his memory, but the last thing he could
clearly bring up was the night before, drifting to sleep
inside a cardboard box near a train track. It had been cold
and damp, he recalled. After that, though—nothing.
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Next to him, he noticed, stood a brown paper bag. He
looked inside.

A bottle of Thunderbird, brand new, unopened.

Life was good.
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CHAPTER 6



fter a little more than an hour, some of the missing
Astarted to drift back into the Mary McCardle Shelter.
Sarah sat with a cup of bad coffee that had cooled while
she waited. Bobby was in the kitchen, talking in low tones
with Jose. When the bell on the door tinkled, though, he
shoved through the double doors and joined Sarah on the
floor.

The first one in was a woman named Marcia. She was
a regular, and they both recognized her. She came in
through the glass door, stopped just inside the dining
room, and looked around it as if it were all new to her.

“Hello, Marcia,” Sarah said.

“Hello,” Marcia said. She blinked a couple of times,
staring at Sarah’s face.

Sarah gave her a smile, trying for welcoming and con-
cerned at the same time. “Is everything okay?”

“l guess so0,” Marcia said.

“Where’ve you been?” Sarah asked. “Did you go
somewhere with the others?”

Marcia stroked her chin with the stubby fingers of her
right hand. Her left held the brown plastic grocery bag
she used as a suitcase/purse. She blinked again. “I don’t
think so,” she said. “Maybe. I don’t remember, really.”

“Are you hungry?” Bobby asked.

“l hadn’t really thought about it,” she said. “But now
that you mention it...”

Bobby turned, stuck his head back through the kitchen



TIME AND CHANCE

doors. “Jose,” he called. “See what you can get started.
I’ll come back and help in a minute.”

“Gotcha,” Jose responded.

The bells chimed again and a couple more people
walked in. Each had a similar expression to Marcia’s—
something like confusion. Like they know they’re sup-
posed to be here, Sarah thought, hut aren’t exactly sure
where “here” is.

Sarah went to the door, opened it, and looked outside.
The cold air hit her like a brick of ice. Down the street,
she saw more of them coming, walking back slowly, as
if just strolling randomly in this direction. But she rec-
ognized all of them. They were just about the only people
on the street, and they were all headed toward her.

When they reached the door, she held it open, and tried
to greet each one by name. “Hi, Pat,” she said. “Terry.
Hello, Elizabeth. Hi, Linda.” They gave her blank looks,
or forced smiles, but none of them seemed quite sure who
she was.

As the parade wound down, Sarah went back to the
kitchen to find Bobby working with Jose on a vat of spa-
ghetti. Bobby was watching a simmering pot of meat
sauce.

She sniffed the air. “You couldn’t use a vegetarian
sauce?”

“Hey, they need protein,” Bobby argued.

“There are other sources of protein,” she said. “Any-
way, let’s not get into a dietary debate now. | need to talk
to you.” She cocked her finger at him and he followed
her from the kitchen. She led him toward a quiet spot near
the hallway.

“l don’t know what’s going on, but something freaky
has happened to these people,” she said.

“You mean, in addition to them losing their homes and
loved ones?”

“l mean today, just now. They act like they don’t even
know who | am.”
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“But every one of them has been here before, Sarah,”
Bobby pointed out. “They’ve all met you.”

“That’s what | mean, nimrod. They’ve met me, but
they’re looking at me like they have no memory of it.
Something’s happened to them, some kind of mass hyp-
nosis or something.”

“Have you tried asking them?”

“Not yet. | thought maybe we should both talk to a
couple of them, so one of us doesn’t miss something.”

“Okay. Want to do it in the office, or what?”

“I’ll see if Jennifer will let us,” Sarah said. “Be right
back.”

She started toward the office, then stopped, looked
back over her shoulder at Bobby. “You didn’t put any
pork in that sauce, did you? Or organ meat?”

“It’s all beef,” Bobby assured her.

“Probably rain forest beef,” she said with a sneer. She
went into the administrative office.

Ten minutes later, they sat in the office with Tyrone, He
was a tall African-American man in his late fifties, with
a grizzled salt-and-pepper beard and shoulders as wide as
a city bus. He’d worked construction until a falling I-beam
broke his back. After that, he’d become addicted to pain-
killers, and, unable to find steady employment, had gone
through a number of part-time jobs. He ended up unem-
ployable, and on nights he couldn’t get into a shelter he
slept on top of a subway grate. He was big enough that
he was allowed to sleep pretty much wherever he wanted,
and the other homeless people in his neighborhood didn’t
object when he took the best spots.

“l remember a man cornin’ in here,” Tyrone was say-
ing. “No, it was two folks, two men. They talked to Ms.
Stone for a minute—" naming the tall silver-haired
woman who had recently begun volunteering and who,
Sarah noted, had not been seen since these people left the
shelter. “—and then one of them, he got up in front of
the room, right where Jennifer or Elaine stand when they
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want to talk. This guy, he said something about how he
had an opportunity for us to earn a little spendin’ cash,
we wanted to go with him. Well,” he chuckled, a low,
throaty laugh. “Figure that went for most of us, so we
followed him out the door.”

He tapped his temple with one finger. “I can’t quite
recollect where we followed him to, though. Or what we
did, once we got there. But | looked in my pockets, just
a few minutes back, and | can tell you what ain’t there.
Spendin’ cash. Not a nickel.”

“I’m sorry you were used like that,” Sarah said. “With-
out getting the payment you were promised. If you can
remember anything about where you were taken, | swear
we’ll coHect on that promise.”

“It was a building,” Tyrone said. “Like an office or
some such. But | can’t remember any more than that. It
all just goes dark, until 1 was almost back here. First thing
I can recall after that was seein’ you standin’ there in the
doorway, Ms. Sarah.”

“Do you feel any different?” Bobby asked. “You
weren’t hurt or anything, were you?”

“My arm feels pretty sore, now you mention it,” Ty-
rone replied. “Like someone punched it pretty hard.”

“Can we see?” Sarah asked him.

“I'm a little shy about takin” my shirt off in front of
you, Ms. Sarah,” he said. “I ain’t had a real shower or
nothing for a while.”

“We can probably get you a shower tonight,” she said.
“I’ll talk to Jennifer, see if we can’t get showers and beds
for everyone who went with those men.”

“That’d be nice.”

“In the meantime, if you want to just show me your
arm,” Bobby said, “I’m sure Sarah won’t mind stepping
into the hall.”

“l can do that,” Sarah said. She rose from her chair,
went out the door, and shut it gently behind her. When
she was gone, Tyrone pulled off his coat, then peeled a
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sweater over his head, and started to unbutton his ragged
blue work shirt.

A few minutes later, Bobby met Sarah in the hallway.
“He’s been injected with something,” he said. “Or had
blood drawn, one of the two. He’s got a needle mark right
here.” He indicated the inside of his elbow.

“And it’s fresh?”

“He says it is,” Bobby replied. “Still sore. Must have
just happened.” .

“Let’s talk to some of the others.”

“I’'m with you.”

“Needle guns, Sunbursts, plasma blasters—this stuff is all
1.O. issue, Mr. Lynch,” Caitlin said. “But it’s all over the
streets of New York, and God knows where else.”

Jack Lynch sat in his desk chair, which he’d swiveled
to look out the window at the city beyond. The view from
here was staggering, the kind that people paid vast
amounts of money to claim for themselves.

Lynch was paying it, too. He didn’t mind. Money was
only good if you spent it, and he’d cheated death too
many times to want to hang onto any. He could keep the
kids in some degree of comfort here in an opulent Man-
hattan hotel suite, keep them supplied with whatever
equipment they needed, and oversee their work.

Not like he’d done before, though. In the early days of
the team he’d been coach, cheerleader, owner, and medic.
They were all dealing with being kids, having incredible
powers they could barely comprehend, and being on the
lam from International Operations grunts working for
those who had caused their powers to manifest in the first
place.

Gen13 were the sons and daughters of Team 7 mem-
bers, of which Lynch was one. His own son, Bobby, still
used the name Lane—one of his many foster families—
instead of taking Lynch for his own. Caitlin and Roxy
were half-sisters, daughters of Alex Fairchild with two
different mothers.
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They’d all been taken away to a secret installation in
the California desert, trained, and experimented on, in an
attempt to bring their hidden powers to the fore. And it
had worked. The kids became superheroes. But lvana
Baiul, who ran Project Genesis, didn’t care much for the
“heroes” aspect of that. She wanted the kids to work for
her, super-soldiers or super-enforcers of her will. They
rebelled against that idea, and her, and went on the run.
1.0.’s Keepers chased them as long as they could, but
Lynch managed to hide them out in La Jolla, California,
for a while. Then they went on the move again, to the
Florida Keys, and finally here to New York.

And Lynch had decided, moving here, that he would
step back. The kids had matured. They needed to find
their own ways in the world, and not look to him for all
the answers. He didn’t have them anyway.

He remained available in an advisory role, and once in
a while he went into action with them when it was war-
ranted. But mostly, he stood back, observing, keeping tabs
on them and on the greater world picture, pointing them
in the direction of trouble or injustice when he could.

He’d brought enough grief into the world. Through
these kids, he thought maybe he could make some of it
right. -

“Mr. Lynch?” Caitlin said again.

“Sorry,” he replied. “Looking at the view.”

“Where do you think these weapons are coming from?”

He turned the chair slowly back to face his den. Caitlin
sat on a visitor’s chair, her impossibly long legs folded
under her. Manifesting her powers, in her case, also meant
undergoing a physical transformation that changed her
from being a slight, near-sighted, frail girl into a tall, vo-
luptuous, muscular goddess.

Behind her, Grunge leaned on the door jamb. He wore
a black tee-shirt over his thickly muscled chest and broad
shoulders. His straight hair hung down into his eyes, but
it didn’t seem to bother him.

Roxy sat on a couch nearby. Her tight sweater was'a
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magenta shade that nearly matched the streaks in the front
of her black hair, with blue jeans.

“Yeah,” Roxy said. “Because, like, if we’re going to
go up against people with weapons that can kill us, I’d
rather just stay home and watch TV or something.”

“A kitchen knife could kill you, Rox,” Grunge pointed
out.

“It’d have to get close enough,” Roxy said. “Fat
chance. But someone with an 1.0. plasma cannon could
take me out from the other end of Fifth Avenue when I’'m
coming out of Tiffany’s.”

“Like you shop there,” Grunge said.

“l browse.”

Lynch cleared his throat, and the conversation stopped.
“Remember when Max Faraday went insane, with his Di-
vine Right power?”

“And threatened to reshape all of reality to fit his image
of what it should be?” Grunge asked. “Hard to forget.”

“As part of that reshaping,” Lynch went on, “he shut
down International Operations. The organization was one
of the few institutions that understood what he was, that
knew about the Creation Equation. 1.0. might have been
able to rally its forces and stop him. Unlikely, but they
had a better shot than the FBI or the CIA or any of the
other alphabet soups in D.C. He couldn’t have that, so he
willed the dismantling of the entire organization, office by
office.”

“Right,” Caitlin said. “And it hasn’t been put back to-
gether. Congress wasn’t willing to fund it anymore,
right?”

“One of the only intelligent decisions Congress has
made in the last decade,” Lynch replied. “But when those
offices shut down, there were people—Ilots of them—put
out of work. Some of those people were angry about it.
And some of those angry people had access to informa-
tion, equipment, even weaponry.”

“Weren’t there any precautions—" Caitlin began.

Lynch cut her off. “Sure there were. But they assumed
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that, if the agency ever were shut down, there would be
some time. It takes months, years, even, to wind down a
government bureaucracy like that. No one anticipated that
it could be done overnight by an insane pizza-delivery boy
with the power to alter the fabric of reality.”

“Some people just don’t think ahead,” Grunge ob-
served. “Me, I’ve never trusted ’em. Come to your house,
who knows what’s inside that flat box?”

“Yeah, that’s usually what comes to mind when | order
pizza too, Grunge,” Roxy said. “Who worries about
whether or not they remembered the pepperoni or the ex-
tra “shrooms? They’re just as likely to go berserk and kill
you with a razor-studded pie as they are to get your order
right.”

“Hey, | don’t make fun of your phobias,” Grunge said.
“Well, yeah, maybe | do. But that doesn’t mean you have
to make fun of mine.”

“If I could go on,” Lynch said.

“Sure, dude,” Grunge offered.

“Thanks. The point is, ever since 1.0. was shut down,
the world’s black markets have been awash in former 1.0.
secrets and technology. There hasn’t been an intelligence
garage sale like this since the KGB went belly up in the
’80s. 1’'m not surprised that we’re seeing*!.0. armaments
on the streets now. I’'m surprised it took so long.”

“But you’d think some of the people using it wouldn’t
be able to afford the prices it must get,” Caitlin said.

“True,” Lynch agreed. “It must be going for cheaper
than 1°d expected. | thought it would fetch top dollar, but
I guess not, if street gangs are getting their grubby mitts
on it.”

“Maybe they make it up in volume,” Grunge sug-
gested.

“Do you know who or where the likeliest sources for
these guns would be, Mr. Lynch?” Caitlin asked. “If you
were a New York street gang, where would you go to buy
this stuff?”

Lynch turned to his computer, punched a couple of
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keys, scrolled down with his mouse. “l can give you a
few names,” he said. “l don’t know anything for sure, but
I can point you in some possible directions. You’ll have
to do some legwork, though.

“Kat’s got the legs for it,” Grunge said with a laugh.

Roxy sighed. “If you were closer, 1’d slap you. Just
consider yourself slapped.”

“Ow,” Grunge said. “Feel better?”

“Much.”

Lynch sent his list to the printer next to his desk. This
is good, he thought. That kind of weaponry’ shouldn't be
on the street. If the kids can clean this up, that’ll be one
black mark erasedfrom the permanent record ofmy soul.

If I live another thousand years, | should be able to
get the record clean.

Wager stared at the array of screens before him with
breathless anticipation. His test subject sat in a steel re-
inforced chair in a sterilized chamber. Joe Monteleone had
been stripped naked and scrubbed, every hair removed
from his body, every potential contaminant flushed from
his system. He had been fed with bursts of high caliber
nutrients, he had endured stoically as subliminal texts
were hard-wired into his consciousness to ensure that he
possessed all the knowledge necessary to undertake his
mission.

He now knew the names and locations of every crime-
lord in New York City. He knew their every proclivity,
their routine habits, their endearing qualities, and most
importantly, he knew how to get to them.

All of them.

And now he was ready. He sat in the white chair, his
legs and wrists restrained.

Wager stared at the man. Joe was scrawny and weak,
despite the stimulation and strengthening his muscular-
skeleton had already received. Wager secretly despaired
that the man would not survive the injection.

Of course, he knew the odds; he understood that there
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was currently a fifty-seven percent probability that the
subject would not only live, but thrive.

Still, he couldn’t relax. He was tense—and excited.

He watched as one of his white-robed, blue-masked
doctors approached the man, his property, with a syringe.
The doctor looked up to one of Wager’s many cameras,
nodded, and plunged the needle in the man’s arm.

*The test subject flinched at what Wager imagined to
be the brief sting of the injection, but, other than that,
revealed no emotion as the Gen-Active serum was deliv-
ered into his system. .

Wager studied the subject’s face. He used a digital con-
troller to zoom in.

At this close range, it became clear that Joe was fight-
ing to rein in his fear, and that gave Wager some assur-
ance—as well as a perverse thrill. Wager studied Joe’s
face and saw the muscles contract and expand. Joe sud-
denly shuddered and began to quake as if G-forces had
sprung up from nowhere and were now tearing at him.

Wager pulled back the digital enhancer, returning his
view to a full body shot. He didn’t want to miss any of
what was happening. He had to understand the full scope
of the process to which he was still debating on subjecting
himself.

Before his eyes, the test subject changed—and while
the metamorphosis occurred, Wager felt like a god.

Joe bucked against the restraints as every gram of fat
in his body turned to muscle, then even more muscle man-
ifested seemingly from nowhere. His forehead bulged and
the veins in his arms, legs, and temples rose up from his
flesh and looked as if they were going to explode.

He became something incredible.

His skinny arms and legs mushroomed into Olympian
proportions. His torso became broad and incredibly de-
fined.

The hair grew back on his head and in other regions.

He became ... younger. Virile, strong, and—
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The restraints burst as he threw his head back and
screamed!

Just then, a well manicured, feminine hand reached be-
fore Wager and tapped the control panel in his lap with
a single lovely finger. The image before Wager froze. A
time code appeared before the frozen digital recording.

“He was quite entertaining, wasn’t he?” Suzanne Saw-
yer asked.

Wager looked over his shoulder at her. If it had been
anyone else, he would have had them executed immedi-
ately. Yet there was something about Suzanne, the prox-
imity of her, the smell, even the taste, at least, as he
imagined the taste to be, that made him forgive the intru-
sion.

He hadn’t realized until now how he had been panting,
his face flushed, his every nerve tingling and alive.

Suzanne bent low, her blouse falling open to reveal her
generous cleavage. “That will be you. The final tests are
in. There are no signs of rejection. And his power readings
are—impressive.”

She turned and hopped up on the control board,
crossing her long legs, which were revealed by her short
skirt. “When will you take your injection?”

“When | feel the odds are with me,” Wager said. “The
subject hasn’t been field tested yet.”

“The subject,” Suzanne mused. “I’m sure we can come
up with a more colorful field name for him... What
about Cipher? It works on several different levels.”

Wager nodded. “Very well.”

“l think things are going to change for us both very
soon,” Suzanne said. “I just finished briefing Cipher. He’s
been outfitted and waits only for you to engage the vid
and audio links. Then the real fun can begin.”

Wager tapped a button on his control panel and the
digital recording of Cipher’s creation was relegated to
storage.

“It’s interesting,” Suzanne said.

“What is?”
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“You. | understand that your basic preoccupation is
domination and submission, but there is more. Your desire
to own another human being, to have every aspect of that
person’s life under your control. It must be quite a thrill.”

Wager raised a single eyebrow. “What are you getting
at?”

She smiled and leaned back a little. It was a practiced,
yet still perfectly effective and provocative move. “Noth-
ing. Except that there is something to be said for voyeur-
ism.”

“I’'m not a voyeur,” Wager said uncomfortably. “I have
to know what’s going on at all times.”

“You like it,” she said in a breathy whisper. “Why do
you think I’'m drawn to you?”

‘The healthy paycheck and stock options.”

She shrugged and tossed her hair. “Have you ever con-
sidered that exhibitionism is the flip side of voyeurism?”

Wager was . . . intrigued.

“Come on. Do you honestly think 1’m not aware of the
microfilament cameras in my bedroom, and that I couldn’t
have put them out if there were things | hadn’t wanted
you to see?”

“Things,” Wager said, gripping the arms of his chair
and shifting around. He thought about the body he would
soon possess. The beauty of it, the power . ..

“Like that night with that young guard or all the other
times on my own—"

“Two,” Wager corrected. “There were two guards.”

She smiled. “How | remember. Yessss. Just checking
to see if you did.” Her hands brushed his console. It
jumped slightly in his lap. “Do you save all your favorite
moments?”

He swallowed hard and didn’t answer.

“Good.” She leaned down and only barely brushed her
lips with his. “To the future.”

Wager busily engaged the vid and audio links hooking
him to Cipher. “To the present.”
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Joe Monteleone studied the chiseled, godlike being staring
back at him from the silver mirror in the mission launch
room.

He almost didn’t recognize himself.

And he felt damn sure that Margaret, Elyse, and Joe
Jr. wouldn’t recognize him at all. At least, not from any
stray video footage that might be picked up by one of the
news stations or some reporter with a 35mm in his pocket.
He was going to be visible. Major league visible.

That was part of the plan.

Drawing a deep breath, Joe ran his hand over the em-
blem on his chest—a snake eating its own tail. He looked
at his silver and black gloves, the visor and headgear he
wore, the armlets circling his biceps and thighs, the boots
and gleaming trunks. He truly looked like something out
of one of his son’s comic books.

“I’'m ready,” Joe said.

He waited. There was no reply. He tapped his earpiece
and waited. There was still no reply.

The launch room was a small, deserted ruin of an of-
fice. It reminded Joe of something from a ’40s detective
movie. There were gadgets hidden everywhere, but at a
glance, it just looked like another hollowed out section of
this soon-to-be-condemned length of brownstones.

“Wager?” Joe asked. “Hey, is anyone—"

“Speak when you are spoken to, not before,” came a
familiar voice. The voice of his “master.”

He took that voice very seriously and fell silent.

Joe was kept waiting, in the room, in perfect stillness,
for eighteen and a half minutes. He knew it was precisely
that long because of an array of digital readouts in the
interior of his visor.

Wager was teaching him a lesson.

“You have been informed that your code name will be
Cipher,” Wager said at last.

Cipher waited.

“Respond.”

“l was told the name was pending your approval, sir.”
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“You know what a cipher is, don’t you?”

“There are several meanings.”

“But only one applies to us. And that is, ‘a person or
thing of no value or importance.” You are easily replaced.
Keep that in mind.”

Cipher nodded. “Yes.”

“Now you will go about your function. Engage your
cloaking abilities.”

Summoning his power, Cipher felt his nerves jangle a
little as his body—and costume—faded into his surround-
ings.

“Exit the room.”

There was no door. Nor did there need to be one. Ci-
pher walked through the walls, into the glaring sunlight
of mid-day.

Three people walked through him without ever notic-
ing that he was there.

“Proceed to Milo Face’s domain.”

Cipher walked a dozen blocks and soon stood before
the entrance to a posh hotel.

“Make your presence known.”

Allowing himself to become tangible and visible, Ci-
pher walked to the curb, picked up a taxi, shook it twice
on its side to dislodge its screaming passengers, then
hurled it toward the front door.

The doorman leaped out of the way as the cab smashed
through the double glass doors. A half-dozen armed se-
curity men had appeared before the mangled cab had even
stopped bouncing in the lobby, and before all the shattered
glass had stopped falling like snow in a Christmas globe.

“Deal with them,” Wager commanded. “Non-lethal
force.”

Cipher broke several bones and left all the guards un-
conscious in less than eight seconds. He was quick, as
well as strong.

“The penthouse. Go there.”

Cipher entered the hotel. He ignored the screams. A

115



GENDB

guy in a black suit drew down on him and unloaded a full
clip from an automatic into Cipher.

The bullets were trapped by his dampening field, and
fell harmlessly to the ground. They wouldn’t have done
him harm in any case, but they might have injured the
equipment linking him to his benefactor.

He was the only one to take the elevator. It stopped
one floor short. Cipher reached through the control panel
and manipulated the circuitry to prompt the elevator to
continue on its journey.

When he reached the penthouse, he held his head high,
impassively, just like the Terminator. That was his role in
this. Stoic. Unmovable.

He played the part well.

Tendrils of searing white force reached out for him as
the doors opened. Cipher became intangible with plenty
of time to spare.

“Excellent,” Cipher said.

Cipher stepped into the penthouse apartment of one of
New York’s leading crimelords. He didn’t even look at
the guards who were leveling the precious antiques and
setting fire to priceless original paintings in their efforts
to fry him with various bits of 1.O. weaponry they had
acquired.

He moved through them like an avenging spirit, be-
come tangible only long enough to disarm the various
guards.

“Hurt them some. | like when the bones crack,” Wager
said.

Cipher obliged. He tried not to think of these people
as human. When they had passed him on the street, they
had certainly not seen him in those terms. They were ob-
stacles, nothing more. Unpleasant objects to be moved out
of the way so that he could perform his function. Nothing
more.

Still. .. The smell of urine as one relieved himself,
screaming at a bone jutting from his bleeding arm, feces
from one he had all but crippled with a single blow, the
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salt of tears from another who begged for his life, unaware
that Cipher was not here to kill anyone.

Though. ..

What would he do if that became part of the deal? He
hadn’t thought of that when he had made his agreement.

“Tell them what you want,” Wager said.

“l want to see Milo Face,” Cipher said. “I know he’s
here.”

A shower of bullets came at him now, along with
screams and the blasts of a pair of sawed-off shotguns.

All useless.

He brushed aside the spent slag and turned to his new
assailants. The pale, moon-shaped face of his target was
now in full view. Milo Face wore a silk kimono and was
surrounded by three heavily armed and startlingly under-
dressed Asian women.

“Oh, now it’s going to become tiresome,” Wager said.
He sighed in Cipher’s ear. “Let them exhaust themselves.”

All three women launched themselves at Cipher, punch-
ing and kicking. He didn’t become intangible. Instead, he
allowed the field to take every hit.

Soon, the women stood panting, sweating running
down their faces.

“Tell them why you’re here,” Wager said.

“I’m here on behalf of Wager,” Cipher said. “From this
minute forward, you will give a tithe to Wager. Forty
percent of your gross from legal and illegal activities.
Your books will be open for our inspection at all times,
and agents will be placed ...”

Milo Face brought up a handgun and emptied it at
Cipher’s head.

Once the noise had ceased, Cipher continued. “Agents
will be placed in all of your corporate holdings and they
will be assimilated into your protection, arms, and drug
operations. This will ensure that you are unable to follow
your nature and attempt to renege on our deal. Respond.”

The crimelord stared at Cipher with dark, beady eyes.
He glanced to his companions. All three women shook
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their heads. They, at least, seemed to understand the fu-
tility of resistance.

“Show him why he must comply,” Wager said. “No
violence.”

Cipher became intangible and walked through Milo
Face. The man went into a hysterical fit.

Then Cipher became invisible, and whispered threats
in the crimelord’s ear. He spoke of things Milo Face was
certain no one knew. He made it clear that the man would
never feel safe, never know peace, unless he gave in to
Wager’s every demand.

Finally, he said the words that pained him. “The boy
in Texas. We know about him. What does his life mean
to you? Would you like him to go through existence par-
alyzed? Or worse?”

Face was on his knees, in tears. On the verge of break-
ing.
“Very good,” Wager whispered. “l had calculated a
ninety-eight percent probability that this tack would be
successful. Finish it.”

Cipher hesitated. Then he said, “Or he could disappear.
You would never know if he’s alive or dead. You would
never be able to find him, never help him.”

Face broke into wracking sobs.

“Respond,” Cipher commanded.

The crimelord crawled toward the bedroom. Cipher
fully materialized and followed him. The man revealed a
hidden safe behind the wall of a closet, opened it, and
began to pile money and jewelry into a bag.

With trembling hands, he gave it to Cipher.

“Petey will be all right now, won’t he?” the man asked.
“Tell me. Please!”

“This is the beginning,” Cipher said. “Only that. Re-
spond.”

The crimelord hung his head. “I understand. | under-
stand. | . ..obey.”
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Cipher turned invisible and intangible, taking the bag
with him. He was on the street soon after.

In his ears, he heard Wager’s laughter.

In his mind, he heard a father’s frightened sobs.
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arah and Bobby had questioned everyone who had been

taken from the Mary McCardle Shelter and experi-
mented on—everyone except Mr. Joe.

They sat on the steps behind the shelter, Bobby staring
at the graffiti covering the rear walls of the dilapidated
office building just ahead. A wild dog, a Rottweiler,
prowled around the garbage dump. He came dangerously
close to a sleeping bag bearing an old woman known only
as the Lady. She refused to ever enter the shelter, and
always spoke to the volunteers as if they were the hired
help at a posh restaurant.

The volunteers had often remarked that it was a miracle
she had never frozen to death out there. But she had al-
ways been healthy.

Bobby noticed the animal and loosed a bolt of flames
in its direction, searing the dumpster. It whined and ran
off.

The Lady turned over in her sleeping bag, seemingly
oblivious.

“It was simply hungry,” Sarah said. “It would never
have attacked her.”

“Whatever,” Bobby said. His knees were up by his
chin.

“l have an understanding of the natural world. | know
about these things.”

“Fine.”

They sat in silence. Finally, Sarah put her hand on
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Bobby’s arm. “This is about Mr. Joe, isn’t it?”

He pulled away from her and stood up. Stretching, he
looked away from her and didn’t answer.

“We don’t know that he was one of the people used
in the testing,” Sarah said. “He’s probably at another shel-
ter.”

“I’ve phoned them.”

“You what?”

“l called them. All of them. And visited every one of
them within two miles of here. No one’s seen him.”

Sarah nodded. She had to hide her delight that Bobby
had finally taken such an interest in the well-being of
someone other than himself. “Maybe if we work together,
we can find him. Jose mentioned something about him
having a family somewhere. We can—"

A sudden scraping from off to her right made her stop.
Sarah and Bobby turned to see the Lady approach. Her
heavy boots scraped as she dragged her weak left leg be-
hind her.

She was in her sixties, and wore sweaters layered five
deep, discarded baggy running pants, and a pair of mittens
with the tips of each index finger worn through. Her hair
was white and frizzy, her cheeks rose red. Her eyes were
dark, almost violet. And her lips were pulled back in a
smile that might have revealed wisdom—or madness.

“You won’t find Mr. Joe that way,” the Lady said.
“Why don’t you ask your boss?”

Sarah frowned. How could this woman know about
Mr. Lynch? And why would she think he had any idea
where to find one homeless man in New York?

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” she said in a
raspy voice. “I’ve seen. | know what you are.”

Bobby looked at her sadly. “And what’s that.”

She leaned in close. Her breath stank. “Seraphim. An-
gels.”

“Really,” Sarah said, suddenly very uncomfortable.
“We’re not—"

“Fire comes from this one’s hands,” she said, pointing
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at Bobby. “Winds from yours. |’ve seen it.”

Sarah and Bobby exchanged worried glances.

“Don’t think 1’d tell on you,” the Lady said. “I know
the difference between minions of the dark and the light.
I’ve fallen victim to the dark angel Sabnack, who causes
the bodies of mortals to decay. The only man | cared
about was taken by Dantalian, who changes the thoughts
of mortals from good to evil. And I’ve struggled with
Zepar, the fallen seraph who brings women to the brink
of madness and beyond.” She hung her head. “And I’ve
seen children sacrificed on these streets to Moloch, who
revels in any mother’s tears. He had mine, damn him.”

Sarah tugged on a strand of her long hair, twisting it
uncomfortably. “We’re really not—"

The Lady’s eyes gleamed as she looked up suddenly.
“I’ve been chosen as messenger. As herald to those cho-
sen to uphold the light!”

“What kind of message?” Bobby asked uncertainly.

“The family name is Monteleone. The man you seek
is Joseph Monteleone.” She fished in her pockets. “He
was good and kind. He gave me this to watch over while
he was gone.”

She pulled out a crumpled newspaper clipping. It was
a listing of Joseph’s marriage to Margaret, fifteen years
earlier.

“Mr. Joe looks so young, so healthy,” Bobby said. He
was amazed.

The Lady smiled. “The will of the light has been
worked through me. | am truly and heartily blessed.”

She turned and went back to her sleeping bag.

Sarah tapped Bobby’s arm. “Come on. There’s enough
information here for us to get started with. The library’s
open until late.”

“All right,” he said, staring after the old woman. He
shook his head. “Angels.”

“It depends on how you look at things, | suppose,”
Sarah said. “Maybe in the right light, almost anyone can
look like an angel.”
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Three full hours were taken up by the trip to the library,
but by the time Sarah and Bobby left, they had the address
of Margaret Monteleone’s sister, Illiana Pruit. A cab took
them to Long Island, and a small town called Massapequa.

“This here town’s famous,” the cab driver said. He was
bald and pierced in every visible location. “This is the
home of the Baldwins and the Guttenbergs. You want the
best pizza in the world, I’ll take ya to Pappalardo’s, they’s
gots signed pictures from Steve when he was doin’ them
Police Academy movies and all. Y’know, people forget
he did some classy stuff, like Cocoon and The Day After.
And that guy, y’know, the guy, from the movie, that Born
on the Fourth of July guy, he was from here. | could take
you by his old place. They didn’t shoot the movie here,
though, said it didn’t look right no more, went to some-
where in Texas for Long Island, you believe that?”

Right now, that pizza sounded awfully good to Bobby.
He had settled in the back with Sarah for the long drive,
and had been able to tune out most of the driver’s chatter.
The presence of Sarah’s hand, firmly held in his, her hair
so close, her body . ..

It was a little like heaven.

Soon, the cab pulled up before a broken down two-
story house. It was lime green with brown shutters, des-
perately in need of a paint job. There were two broken
windows and the porch looked ready to collapse. They
had traveled through several middle class neighborhoods
to get here, but it was clear this little side street had seen
better times.

“Wait for us,” Sarah told the driver.

He giggled and looked at his meter. Bobby looked at
the amount they had racked up and figured the return trip
would pretty much make the driver’s day.

“Heck, yeah!” the driver said. “And you folks, you take
your time.” He settled back and pulled a romance novel
from beneath his copy of the New York Times. It was Tina
Wainscott’s Dreams of You.
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As they approached the front door, a fifty-year-old
woman in a red and white business suit came burst from
the front door, a sign with a wooden stake attached to it
in her hands. Bobby and Sarah had to leap back to avoid
being impaled!

“Excuse me,” Bobby said.

The woman screeched as she looked up finally and saw
that she was not alone. Then she composed herself. “May
| help you?”

Bobby took in the realty sign in her hands and felt his
shoulders drop. “We were looking—"

“For a fixer-upper,” Sarah interrupted. “We’re getting
married soon.”

“Well, the place isn’t really ready to be shown,” the
woman said. She fished a card out of her jacket pocket.
Her picture was on it, along with her name, Rose Mc-
Clendon. “But if you can come back in a week—"

Bobby looked around at the other houses on the block.
Several had “For Sale” signs. “Are you handling all of
these?”

She set the post down and looked at Bobby with
greater interest. “All?”

Bobby wished out his wallet and took out one of the
cards his father had given him. “We’re representatives of
Bryce Electronics. It’s my father’s company, actually.
We’re looking for a prime location to build a housing
community for our top execs. Somewhere exciting and
unusual. With character. History.”

Rose flushed as she studied the uptown address on the
card. “Really?”

Sarah looked at Bobby and crossed her arms over her
chest. She looked impressed by Bobby’s line. “Yes, re-
ally.”

Bobby frowned, pulling slightly on his stubbly goatee.
“Of course, what we’d need is to speak with someone who
can supply us with information. The names and status of
all the property holders from the street entrance to the cul-
de-sac back there. Even the ones who’ve recently moved.”
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“Oh?” Rose asked nervously. “Why so?”

“We would like to know why they moved. Fear of
crime, gangs, vandalism, perhaps ...”

“No!” she said quickly. “Oh, no, nothing like that.
Why, the family that was living here just came into an
inheritance. The owner, Illiana Pruit, just bought a condo
in Boca Raton, and her sister is living at the Regent Hotel
in Manhattan. Her and her adorable children. | can get all
that information together for you, there are no worries of
the kind you mentioned, none, this area just needs a face-
lift, that’s all. I can show you some of the other houses,

if you'd like.”
Bobby shook his head. “No, we’ve got your card. |
just wanted to see the area for myself. I’ll make a report

and get back with you.”

“Do!” Rose cried in a panic bordering on ecstasy. “Oh,
please, do!”

When they returned to the cab, the driver was weeping
openly, his tears staining the pages of his paperback. He
reached for the meter. “Lemme just finish this chapter. I’ll
turn off the meter and everything.”

Bobby sighed and nodded. Well, he’d shown some
backbone and ingenuity today. No sense over-exerting
himself.

Sarah leaned over and kissed his cheek, then nuzzled
close.

This wasn’t like heaven, it was heaven. No wonder Mr.
Joe hadn’t come back to the shelter. He was rich now!

The drive back seemed to take a third of the time they
had spent getting to the island, even with traffic. Bobby
and Sarah listened as the driver talked about the plot of
his novel and how much he was hoping to go to the Ro-
mance Writers of America conference this year. He had
two manuscripts to publishers and was keeping his fingers
crossed.

“Sure, there’s a cab driver in both of them,” the guy
said. “Publicity platform, that’s what they call it in pub-
lishing. Hey, here’s this cabbie writing about cabbies.
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They can put me on Good Morning America, Howard
Stem, whatever. The main thing is the message, y’know.
Love is everything, and even better when you can share
it."

“That one of yours?” Sarah asked.

“Naw!” the driver said. “That’s Wainscott. But man,
she sums it up.”

Bobby leaned in and kissed Sarah. She kissed him
back, softly, sensuously.

It sure was the message, Bobby thought. It sure was . . .

They got to the Regent Hotel and put the fare and the
driver’s tip on one of the five platinum Visas Bobby car-
ried. The driver nearly cried again when he saw how gen-
erous Bobby had been.

Soon they were in the lobby of the posh hotel, ringing
the Monteleones on the desk phone. Bobby gave his name
to the woman who answered, and explained that he was
a friend of her husband’s.

The line went silent for an instant, then the woman
gave him her suite number and told him to come up. She
sounded worried and excited at the same time.

In the elevator, Bobby told Sarah about the exchange.

“Maybe she thinks you’re disadvantaged, like her hus-
band used to be,” Sarah said. “From the street.”

“l should have mentioned the shelter. Our work there.”

Sarah grinned and kissed him again.

“What was that for?”

She hugged him. “Our work.”

The elevator took them to nearly the top floor. The
doors opened and Bobby led Sarah to the Monteleone’s
suite.

“l can’t wait to see Mr. Joe again,” Bobby said. “I bet
he was planning on coming back to the shelter all cleaned
up and—"

Before they reached the door, it opened and a small,
anxious woman appeared. She wore a peach colored de-
signer dress and her hair and make-up had been done by
top professionals. Her jewelry glittered.
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Her lovely brown eyes looked tired—yet lit with hope.
“Have you seen my husband? Please tell me he’s all
right!”

With those words, Bobby felt the comfortable little
world he had built up in his mind for his friend collapse
in on itself. Whatever good fortune had recently come to
the Monteleones, it had nothing to do with Mr. Joe. Nor
had he benefited from it.

He explained the situation, leaving out the bits about
the homeless being taken away for some kind of bizarre
testing.

Margaret Monteleone’s petite frame trembled, and she
looked away, taking a moment to put herself back together
before letting Bobby and Sarah in so they could talk some
more. Her children were in the living room. A nine year-
old boy sat before a Play Station, while his older sister
paced back and forth with a cell phone in her hand. The
boy wore commando camouflage pants, black boots, a
black tee-shirt, and shades. His hair had been buzz cut.
The teenager had a long and lithe body clad in tight jeans
and a midriff baring white tank. Her blond hair spilled to
the middle of her back.

“That’s right, a dance academy, honest to God,” the
teenager said. “Can you believe this? It was some guy on
my father’s side who passed away. He left us—I don’t
know how much, but a lot. A real lot...”

The boy noticed Bobby instantly. The teenager barely
even looked his way.

“Hey, you wanna see my new game?” the boy asked.
“I’'m Joe Jr. My dad’s a secret agent, like in this game.
You wanna see? You wanna?”

Bobby smiled and let the little guy show him the game
while Sarah and Margaret talked.

“My dad had to go on a secret mission,” Joe Jr. said.
“That’s what he told me the night he went away. He’s
gonna come back, though.”

“Yeah, he is,” Bobby said. His determination to find
his friend returned. “You bet he is.”
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By the time they had left the suite and were riding the
elevator down, there was a fire in Bobby’s eyes that had
nothing to do with his incredible powers.

“We’re gonna find him,” Bobby promised. “I don’t
care what it takes.”

Sarah was holding his hand. She brought it to his lips
and kissed it. “I believe you.”

He felt the warmth of her affection rush through him.

They held each other as the elevator raced ever down-
ward, delivering two angels fallen from the perfect grace
of their belief, but stronger than ever because they had
taken the journey together.

130



CHAPTER



amuel Perrine lived in a high-walled estate on the Hud-
Sson River, about an hour north of the city. A wide
driveway led up to the main house, which was built of
red brick with what looked like freshly-painted white
wooden trim. The expanse of lawn between the wall and
the house was bright green, and looked recently mowed.
The whole place was as neat and clean as an architectural
magazine’s spread—you’d never believe, Caitlin thought—
that anyone lives here.

Well, maybe exceptfor the three guards at the gate.

There was a wrought-iron gate, also painted white,
spanning the driveway. Next to the gate stood a small
guardhouse, a red brick structure with white-framed win-
dows and an open door. Inside the guardhouse she could
see two men in jeans and thick dark sweaters. They both
carried automatic rifles.

A third guard stood just behind the gate, wearing a
green parka and a Yankees cap. His rifle was held loosely
in his hands, as if he wasn’t expecting trouble from three
kids. Caitlin had driven the rented car up here, had almost
passed the house, then stopped, backed up, and turned
straight into the driveway. The guard standing before
them looked like he was just waiting to see what desti-
nation she’d ask directions to.

“We can take these mooks,” Grunge said from the
backseat.
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“Sure we can,” Caitlin said. “But we don’t want to.
They haven’t done anything to us.”

“Mr. L. said Perrine might not be too anxious to see
unannounced visitors,” Roxy reminded them. She rode
shotgun, and had spent most of the trip fiddling with the
radio as stations drifted in and out of range.

“Why didn’t we make an appointment, again?” Grunge
asked.

“Because Mr. Lynch said the only thing worse than
showing up unannounced would be letting him know we
were coming,” Caitlin pointed out. “Perrine would be in
Canada by now if he’d heat'd we were on our way.”

“It’s not like we want anything from him,” Grunge
said.

“We want information,” Caitlin said. “For years, when
he was with 1.0., that was what he bought and sold. It’s
a valuable commodity in his world.”

“You think these clowns with the guns are 1.0.?”

“Probably,” Roxy said. “They have that abused loser
look to them. You can smell it on ex-International Op-
erations goons. Like you can tell when leftover turkey’s
been in the fridge too long.”

“Or a grilled cheese sandwich that you find behind the
TV, and you’re not sure if it’s just dusty or if it’s got
actual mold on it, so you have to taste a comer of it,”
Grunge added.

“Okay, more than | wanted to know, big guy,” Roxy
told him.

“l help you kids?” the guard at the gate asked.

Caitlin thumbed her window button. As it slid down,
she stuck her head out. “We’re looking for Sam.”

“You on the list?”

“l doubt it,” she replied. “We’re friends of a friend. He
doesn’t know we’re coming.”

“Then he ain’t here.”

Grunge opened the rear door, stepped out of the car.
This move prompted both of the guys in the guardhouse
to come outside. The sound of their weapons being
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cocked was loud in the rural silence. The only other noise
was the car’s engine idling.

“Grunge,” Caitlin hissed. But it was too late. The move
had been made.

“Look, dude,” Grange said. “We know he’s here. We
just wanna shoot the breeze with him for a coupla
minutes, then we’ll motor. No big.”

“l told you, dude? the guard at the gate said. “He ain't
home.”

“You told us he lives here, which was stupid to begin
with. Now you’re gonna get out of our way before you
get hurt.”

The guard raised his weapon, turning it to point out
through the gate. “I don’t think 1’'m the one who’s going
to get hurt.”

“C’mon, Rox,” Caitlin whispered. “This could get
ugly”

“When you’re talking about Grunge,” Roxy said, “ifs
almost a guarantee.”

The girls left the car. The other guards brought their
guns up. Caitlin could see the play of emotions across
their faces—they were looking at three young people who
seemed to be unarmed, and didn’t really look like much
of a threat. But could they take that chance? Most people
would’ve turned tail as soon as the firepower came out,
and been halfway back to Manhattan by now.

“l think you should listen to our friend,” Roxy told
them. “Just let Mr. Perrine know we’re here, and we can
all still be pals.”

“We never were pals,” the gate guard said.- “We won’t
start now.”

Grunge leaned back, casually, and touched the car with
one hand. A wave of familiar sensations passed over
him—a slight salty taste in his mouth, a faint ringing in
his ears. His stomach flip-flopped once, then began to
calm again. His heart sped up.

He was changing.

As everyone watched, Grunge went from being en-
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cased in flesh to being wrapped in automotive-grade steel.
His molecules mimicked exactly the surface of the car he
had just touched—so close that the most sophisticated lab
equipment wouldn’t be able to find a difference.

His skin wouldn’t stop bullets fired point blank, he
knew. But it might deflect any that came at him glanc-
ingly. And it would be disconcerting enough to the guards
that their aim might be thrown off anyway.

“Oh,” one of the guards said, his voice sounding un-
concerned. “Gen-Actives.” He flicked a switch on the
stock of his gun, and the weapon began to hum. The other
two guards followed suit.

Convertibles, Caitlin thought. These guys are tougher
than they look. If we were normal, their bullets would
have been good enough, but they’ve just converted their
guns to plasma mode.

Nasty enough to kill us.

Mr. Lynch was right about this Perrine guy. He doesn't
take chances.

Grunge held up his hands. “Listen, maybe we got the
wrong house,” he said.

“Yeah, and maybe you think you can just waltz in here
and push people around,” the guard came back. “Isn’t that
the way you super-clowns are?”

“We don’t want any trouble, really,” Caitlin said. “We
just really need to talk to Mr. Perrine. Like we said, we’re
friends of an old friend of his from 1.0.”

“Then you should have made an appointment.” The
guard raised his weapon to firing height. Aimed it at
Grunge. Squeezed the trigger.

And suddenly, the ground disappeared from beneath
his feet. “Hey!” he shouted.

Roxy had used her anti-gravity powers to float him into
the air before he realized what was happening. Without
giving him a chance to regain his equilibrium, she tum-
bled him through the air and against the brick wall of the
guardhouse.

Grunge took advantage of their momentary distraction
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to lunge through the bars of the cast-iron gate and grab
the barrel of another guard’s weapon. He changed again,
instantly taking on the properties of that weapon and ef-
fectively fusing himself to it. He yanked.

The gun came through the bars. The guard remained
on the other side, face smashed against the cold iron.
Grunge flicked one metal finger against the guard’s chin,
and the man fell sprawling to the drive.

Caitlin took out the third one with even less subtlety.
She kicked the gate, in the center where the two sides
were held together by a lock. The lock shattered and the
gate swung on its hinges, into the third guard. He braced
himself for the impact, but he wasn’t counting on Caitlin’s
additional weight. Just before it hit him, she jumped onto
the swinging gate and rode it.

The gate hit him with the force of a speeding truck.
He was slammed off the driveway, winding up in the lush
grass beyond.

Grunge reverted to his human form. “They got the
guns, but they didn’t get the training,” he said. “These
guys worked for Ivana, she would have had ’em canned
before lunch.”

Roxy was pushing the gate the rest of the way open
when they were surprised by a voice from the guardhouse.
It sounded electronic.

“Bravo,” it said. “Well done.”

Caitlin turned toward the brick structure. “Mr. Per-
rine?” she ventured.

“You said something about knowing a friend of mine?”

“His name’s John Lynch,” Caitlin said. “He’s kind of
our mentor.”

“Lynch, sure,” the voice said. “Come on up to the
house.”

“What about these guards?”

“I’ll send some replacements down, have these guys
hauled off to a medic,” Samuel Perrine said. “Don’t you
worry about them.”
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“That was some nice work," Perrine said.

They were seated in a cozy office, decorated in a very
masculine fashion, lots of leather and dark wood, mahog-
any, maybe, Caitlin thought. Perrine sat behind a heavy
desk with a computer on top, a couple of telephones next
to it, and a pad of legal paper to one side. A steaming
mug of coffee sat on a coaster. He didn’t seem to fit the
office, as if he’d rented the house furnished. He looked
like a scientist—thick glasses, an unruly shock of thin,
graying hair, a small mouth with a weak chin. He was
thin and short, with a bit of a potbelly and tiny hands that
looked as if they’d be at home rummaging about inside a
computer. The office said successful manly guy, but Per-
rine was techno-geek.

Of course, in an age where the richest people are
techno-geeks, Caitlin reflected, the two aren’t necessarily
mutually exclusive.

“Sorry about the gate," Caitlin said.

“Don’t worry about it,” he assured her.

“Guards could be better,” Grunge observed.

“They try,” Perrine said. “Maybe they’ll have learned
something.” He took a sip from the coffee cup on his
desk, tilted back in his swivel chair, and regarded them.
“I’m sure you didn’t just come here to knock my guards
around, though.”

“You’re right,” Caitlin said. After quickly introducing
the team, she got right down to business. “Here’s what’s
happening. A lot of weaponry that used to belong to In-
ternational Operations is winding up on the streets of New
York. You know these weapons, right?”

“l invented a lot of ’em.”

“That’s what Mr. Lynch said. So you know that it’s
deadly stuff. That even 1.0O. agents were carefully trained
before they were assigned it.”

“That’s true.”

“But the kids using it now have had no training. Some
of them have never even held a .22 revolver, and suddenly
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they’ve got a Stunburst or a plasma blaster or something
like that in their hands.”

Perrine massaged the bridge of his nose. “That’s not
what they were designed for.”

“Right,” Caitlin pressed. “But it’s what’s happening.”

“| still don’t see what this has to do with me,”

Grunge lost his temper. “Dude, you’re selling it!”

Perrine looked shocked. “You think 1’'m selling I1.O.
armament? That would be illegal. 1’d have had to have
stolen it in the first place.”

“Mr. Lynch thought you were one of the most likely
prospects,” Caitlin added. “He said if there’re 1.0. guns
out there, Samuel Perrine is part of the process.”

“Just because | created weapons doesn’t mean | deal
in them,” Perrine protested.

“Your guards have some pretty this-week firepower,”
Roxy said.

“Sure, | kept a few pieces,” Perrine said.

“Look, Mr. Perrine,” Caitlin said. “We aren’t here to
arrest you or anything like that. | happen to think selling
arms is wrong. And selling arms to people who aren’t
checked out to use them is even worse. But what we want
now is to get a line on who is buying and selling the guns
to the kids in the city. If you are selling, | doubt you’re
dealing directly with the gang members. We want to dry
up the supply in Manhattan, but to do that we have to
find out who’s moving the stuff. What you do to make a
living now that 1.O. is gone, however awful it is, is your
own business.”

“Ms. Fairchild, | assure you that | never expected any
of my pieces to end up in the hands of children, or crim-
inals of any age.”

“Dude, you’re heinous, but we can look past that,”
Grunge offered. “Just let us see your customer list or
whatever so we can track down the guns.”

Perrine threw his head back and laughed. “Customer
lists?” he asked. “There are no customer lists, young man.
Guns are a cash business, at least on the level you’re
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talking. You don’t keep records, you don’t ask for I.D.,
you don’t tell the government anything. You deliver the
merchandise and you take the money. With luck, nobody
pulls a gun on anyone else, and everyone goes home with
what they came for.”

“So you aren’t denying it anymore?” Roxy asked.

“Why bother?” Perrine said. “You can’t prove any-
thing. You have no jurisdiction, no authority here. Yes, |
may have sold some guns. | may have had access to 1.0.’s
New York armory in the last days. But | assure you, |
thought those guns would wind up in the hands of law
enforcement professionals, or people who wanted simply
to defend their homes.”

“Don’t law enforcement professionals usually buy their
weapons through legal channels?” Caitlin asked. “Never
mind that. Here’s what | really want. There’s a weapon |
saw the other night. It was firing energy blasts that prac-
tically ripped the walls of the building.”

“Sounds like a Decimator,” Perrine said. “Maybe a 3-
aught-3. Not many of those around.”

“That’s what I thought,” Caitlin said. “Even Mr. Lynch
didn’t know for certain. Do you think you’d remember
who bought something as rare as that?”

Perrine steepled his fingers, touched his chin with
them. “I might.”

“Try really hard,” Grunge said, a threatening edge in
his voice.

“l know this much,” Perrine said. “I didn’t deal directly
with the client.”

“How does that work?” Roxy asked. “You just toss the
gun out the window of your car, and he throws money at
you?”

“Not quite,” Perrine replied. “He had someone make
the transaction for him. Two men. They seemed like un-
derlings to me, no one of much importance in his opera-
tion.”

“Operation? You think it’s a big organization?” Caitlin
asked.
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“l don’t know how big,” Perrine said. “But 1°d guess
well-financed.”

“Why?”

“Whoever was in charge was watching the whole
thing, and giving instructions, via a highly sophisticated
video link device. The men I dealt with were both wearing
tiny cameras concealed in their clothing. They had micro-
phones, and earpieces. It was apparent that their employer
could see and hear everything that went on, as if he were
right there in the room with us.” Perrine smiled. “I
wouldn’t have minded getting a look at their gear, | can
tell you that.”

“You have a fondness for high tech, do you?” Caitlin
asked him. “l.0. must have been your dream job.”

“Even dreams have to end,” Perrine said. “You always
wake up sometime.”

“The Kkids your weapons have killed won’t,” Grunge
said. “l were you, 1’d stop thinking so much about how
to make them Kill better and start worrying about the end
results. These ain’t video games you’re making, man.
People really die.”

“l understand that, Mr. Chang.”

Grunge gave him a look. “I hope you do,” he said.
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ipher had been given a partner. It was about the last

thing he wanted or needed, but this was Wager’s will,
and he did not question the commands of his benefactor.

His partner’s name was Jay. He was a trim, good-
looking guy in an Armani suit with short-cropped black
hair and dark blue eyes. Cipher stood beside him, invisi-
ble, intangible, unseen and unknown, while Jay “chatted”
with a trio of equally well-dressed gangsters. They stood
on the pier, near a garbage reclamation dump. A trawler
drifted away on the sparkling waters, bearing waste that
would be dumped at sea rather than stuck in another land-
fill.

Cipher knew that he should be paying attention to the
words of his partner and the crimelords. But Wager had
made their roles clear. Jay was the mouth, Cipher the mus-
cle. If things got brutal, if Jay’s very reasonable argu-
ments did not win over the punks before them, it would
be Cipher’s turn to convince them.

His words were lost on Cipher. He looked to the sea
and thought of his time on the water. The peace. The
adventure. The sheer joy of being out there ...

Shaking himself, he trained his gaze on Jay. His partner
possessed a Rolex, Raybans, a cell phone, pager, and the
other piece of standard equipment Wager’s operatives car-
ried: a titanium blade, electrified. Thin latex gloves that
looked and felt just like skin and earned untraceable fin-
gerprints. A Kevlar-style vest no thicker than a tee-shirt
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that could stop Teflon rounds if necessary. Two firearms,
neatly hidden, one braced near his ankle, the other beneath
his left armpit. Flesh colored stingers mounted in his
palms—just by shaking his wrists, he could choose be-
tween any of ten drugs ranging from sedatives that would
mellow his victim out to poisons that could paralyze in-
stantly. With a handshake, he could deploy them.

Jay didn’t seem like the typical thug. He was easy-
going and friendly, a great listener, and a very intelligent
man. He had a B.A. from Harvard Business and had mi-
nored in Psych. He could talk about any subject, and put
anyone at ease.

Cipher’s new partner could also make it very clear that
when he spoke, he was laying down the law. Wager’s law.
The only law that mattered.

Jay had just finished dictating terms to the trio of neatly
groomed crimelords and was waiting politely for a re-
sponse.

All three laughed in his face. They sat on one side of
a picnic table while Jay sat on the other.

Jay sighed.

Suddenly, Wager’s voice thundered in Cipher’s ears.
“Make them understand!”

Cipher moved into action. He became visible and tan-
gible, startling the crimelords. He didn’t know their
names. In an hour, he would barely even remember what
they looked like. It hardly mattered to him. All he cared
about was keeping track of their positions—and the po-
sitions of the snipers and other gunmen these three had
stationed all around them.

“He’s—he’s real,” the closest of the targets hissed. He
was bald with a dragon tattoo that was mostly hidden by
his dark suit, but the tips of its wings spread across his
neck and the sides of his face. He wore a single gold
earring and his teeth had been capped. His eyebrows had
been shaved and his skin was perfectly tanned.

He grabbed at his lapel, as his to speak a command
into a hidden microphone.

143



GE1 *

Cipher didn’t give him the chance to speak. He
smashed the picnic table with a single blow. He had struck
it at precisely the spot Wager had commanded and with
exactly the correct amount of force to achieve his goal.
As Wager had predicted, bits of wood and steel exploded
like shrapnel, missing Jay completely, seemingly mirac-
ulously, while slicing into the bodies of the crimelords.

The bald man who had been closest to Cipher lost two
fingers, an ear, and sustained a scar that ruined his tattoo.
The others were impaled in the stomach, legs, shoulders,
and hands. Wager had predicted the odds of exactly these
wounds to the last decimal.

Jay grabbed two of the wounded, dazed men and pulled
them close, as shields. The snipers and other shooters
wouldn’t dare fire at him for fear of hitting their employ-
ers.

That meant the rest of the play was up to Cipher. He
leaped at a stack of crates piled thirty feet high, landed
on top of them, and took the gun from a sniper. Clubbing
the man unconscious, he fired at six of the remaining ten
gunmen spread out among the pier. His shots disarmed
them with pinpoint accuracy, leaving a half-dozen
wounded, bloody victims—all of whom would live.

Four left. The heavy-duty hitters.

Cipher casually dropped back down to the pier. His
opponents came at him with precisely as little finesse as
he had come to expect from their kind: untrained, undis-
ciplined, probably Special Forces washouts. One carried
a rocket launcher, another an 1.0. Cobra-Covert lon Gun,
the last two simple bazookas. They came at him from four
directions, firing all they had.

Cipher became intangible. The weapons fire found
other targets. Explosions and carnage rocked the pier and
a section of planking twenty feet across crumpled and fell
into the water.

All of this had been anticipated, of course. Wager had
predicted the exact moves of his opponents with ninety-
eight percent accuracy.
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A stealth chopper swept in from over the roof of a
manufacturing plant several thousand feet away.

“The other two percent,” Wager said, amused. “Cipher,
that looks like a pretty toy. | want it. Intact.”

Cipher nodded. He looked to the bald crimelord. “Do
you accept Wager’s terms?”

The bald man shrieked a defiant command into his la-
pel. “Alpha! Alpha nine nine—"

Jay shot him.

The bald man sank back, his body relaxing in death.
Cipher stared at his partner. He hadn’t been prepared for
this.

Yes, he had allowed the other four guards to kill one
another, and he had hurt many people, but he hadn’t con-
sidered how easily, how casually, this could lead to mur-
der.

He also wondered what the hell was going on? Wager
had given him the order to bring the chopper in ...

Jay knelt beside the dead man and spoke two simple
words into the bald man’s lapel microphone. “Land it.”

The chopper swept in closer, men stationed with high
tech weapons out of its left flank. Jay turned his gun on
the next crimelord.

The man blanched and grabbed his lapel. “Land it!”

The chopper circled once, then came in for a landing
on the pier. It hovered slightly above the fragile wood
planking. Cipher stared at the chopper. It was a beautiful
machine.

“The pilot stays,” Jay said. “Everyone else comes out,
unarmed.”

The crimelord repeated Jay’s commands. The gunners
and the co-pilot emerged from the sleek black chopper.

Jay hauled the wounded crimelord to his feet. The man
moaned and clutched at his stomach, where shrapnel had
struck him.

“Get the other one,” Jay said.

Cipher grabbed the remaining crimelord. This guy was
smaller than the one who’d been killed, with long blonde
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hair tied in a ponytail. His wounds weren’t nearly as
grievous as those of his associate.

Wager had fallen silent. At least to Cipher. Was he
commanding Jay’s actions?

They boarded the stealth chopper and were out of the
area long before the authorities arrived. The chopper
cruised over the waters, the surviving crimelords whim-
pering and clutching at themselves in pain.

Jay smiled and leaned in close to them. “Do you accept
Wager as your personal savior?”

Both men acceded without any further encouragement.
“Your friend’s holdings, personal and business, legitimate
and illegitimate, will be divided between you two. Any
further discord and you die, your families die, everyone
dies. Understood?”

The crimelords bowed their heads.

Three hours later, after two more “meetings,” Cipher
stood with Jay on the roof of one of Wager’s new hold-
ings.

Cipher wanted to ask Jay what had happened on the
pier. But Wager had been talking in his ear ever since that
incident, and hadn’t sounded even mildly put out. So what
right did he have to question?

The building was fifteen stories high. It housed the
corporate offices of nearly sixty businesses, all subtly en-
twined, all formerly under the control of Luis Pendarro.
That man was now a figurehead, and a grateful one, at
that. At least he still had his life. News of the death at
the pier had spread and was making dieir job much easier.

“It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?” Jay asked.

Cipher felt the wind sweep across him. It carried a
chill.

“l loved that ride in the stealth CPT-2099,” Jay said.
“There’s nothing like flying if you really want to feel a
sense of freedom. Of being in control. Your own man.”

A soft breathing sounded in Cipher’s ears.

Wager.
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The breaths were short and hard. Cipher could almost
feel the man’s anger.

He waited.

“Throw him from the roof,” Wager commanded.

Cipher felt a knot tighten in the pit of his stomach. He
didn’t move.

“You heard me,” Wager said. “Do it.”

A shudder passed through Cipher—and for a moment,
he wasn’t Cipher at all. He was Joe Monteleone. He was
a man with free will, capable of making decisions, a hu-
man being with a past and a future.

And he was not a killer.

“l own you,” Wager said. “That was our deal. | wished
to own another human being, and you accepted those
terms. That means you will do anything | say. Even take
your own life if I so command it. If I’'m forced to clarify
this even one more time, or if I must repeat an order again,
I will consider our contract null and void, and there will
be consequences for all involved.”

Joe Monteleone closed his eyes. For all involved.

His wife. His son and daughter ...

Jay was still speaking when Cipher grabbed him. He
screamed as he was thrown from the roof.

Cipher heard him screaming for several seconds more.
Then the wind swallowed up his screams.

“This is not an organization in which initiative is re-
warded,” Wager said.

The lone man who stood on the roof, struggling to
convince himself that he was Cipher, and only Cipher,
grimly nodded.

The cab screeched to a stop behind a pack of stopped
vehicles.

“Mother of God, did you see that?” the driver hollered.

Bobby and Sarah were in the backseat. They had been
so intent on one another that they hadn’t been aware of
anything else.

“What?” Bobby asked.
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“A guy just hit the sidewalk. Must of jumped out of a
window or something.” The driver was grizzled and over-
weight. He stank of sweat and cigarettes. His eyes were
wide. “He just, like, exploded. Jeez, | mean, I think | saw
his jaw go through the window across the street!”

Bobby and Sarah looked at each other.

“ ’Course, in this town, it kinda makes you wonder if
he fell or if he was pushed,” the driver said. “Especially
with everything that’s been happening today. Friend of
mine said some weird lookin’ guy, body builder or some-
thing, came outta nowhere in his undies and just picked
up his cab, shook him and his ride loose, and tossed the
cab clean through the lobby of this hotel. Then there’s all
that gang stuff, the mobs, high tech weirdos flying around,
I dun ... it really makes ya think, like, maybe Jersey’s
not so bad, y’know, retire, get a little place in Somerville
or whatnot. Y’see what | mean.”

“Maybe,” Bobby said. He paid the man and got out,
Sarah quickly following.

Bobby motioned to an alley. “We can hide our clothes
there.”

Sarah put her hand on his chest. “No time. I’ll go.”

“But—"

She spread her arms and a sudden wind carried her up.
She sailed gracefully upward.

His eyes narrowing, Bobby balled his hands into fists
and burst into flames. The fires carried him upward while
they burned his clothing to cinders.

Speeding around Sarah, he streaked over the rooftops
before her. There was no sign of a struggle anywhere, and
no one standing around suspiciously.

He flew onward, Sarah calling to him and racing to
catch up. Finally, he landed in a playground several neigh-
borhoods away.

Fires were still crackling all along his body when Sarah
touched down beside him.

“What was that?” she asked.

Bobby looked away sullenly.
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“I’m serious,” she said. “What was that?”

“l don’t understand you,” he said. He wouldn’t look at
her.

“You don’t understand me,” she snapped.

He nodded.

“We both had the same idea, didn’t we?” Sarah asked.
“Maybe that guy didn’t jump, maybe he was pushed, let’s
check it out before whoever did it could get away?”

“Yeah.” ‘

She came around in front of him, gesturing at her
clothing. “I said 1’d go first because | didn’t have to duck
into an alley, take my street clothes off, and hide them,
before I could go up. That was it. That was all.”

“Just wanted to save time,” Bobby said. He looked
down at his battlesuit. It was made to withstand the fires
he controlled.

“Yes, so if anyone was up there, they wouldn’t have
time to get away.” She frowned. “And so we wouldn’t
have to risk having our clothing and valuables stolen
when we left them behind. Of course, you figured out a
way around that, didn’t you?”

He had toasted not only his clothes, but his wallet as
well. It had been a dumb, impulsive move and he wasn’t
sure why he’d done it.

No, that wasn’t exactly true ...

“You want everything both ways,” Bobby said.

Sarah arched a single eyebrow. “Exactly what are we
talking about?”

Bobby’s shoulders slumped. The bi-thing. She thought
he was bringing that up again. “What | mean is, one min-
ute you want one thing, the next, you want something
else.”

“Oh. That’s helpful. That clears up everything.”

Some kids walked by and pointed at Bobby through
the fence. Even in New York, he looked a little out of
place in his costume.

Sarah took off her ankle length jacket and handed it to
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him. “I’m not even going to ask if you thought to toss
your wallet before flaming on.”

Bobby took the jacket and slipped it on. “Thanks.”

“You want to thank me, give me an explanation.”

He hesitated, then, “I keep trying to be what you want.
But you keep changing what that is.”

Her beautiful face revealed no hint of emotion. “Go
on.”

“l thought you wanted me to be involved with social
causes, like you. So | started volunteering at the shelter.”

She said nothing.

“You know what it was for me? I’ll tell you. A pain
in the butt. And that was it. At first, anyway. But then I
met Mr. Joe and things changed ...”

“l see that.”

“And now, today. | start acting more like my dad, |
start getting take charge and all, and you’re all over me.
So, I'm figuring, yeah, that’s what she wants.”

Sarah didn’t even blink. “This is quite a dilemma. For
you, | mean.”

“Then we get out of the cab, and I’'m saying what
we’re gonna do, and you just blow me off and do what-
ever the hell you want to do. | just don’t get it. One
minute I’'m thinking you want me to really be the guy in
our relationship, the next, you’re acting like nothing | say
matters.”

Sarah turned her gaze to the street. “So this is all my
fault.”

“l just don’t know what you want.”

“I’'m sorry,” she said.

Bobby was startled. “Well, look, I mean—"

“What | should say is, I’'m sorry you feel that way.
I’ve never meant to be anything but completely forthright
with you.” She shrugged. “It’s just that there’s a differ-
ence between seeing you rise up to your potential and
seeing you act like a dominating ass because you think
that’s what’ll turn me on. It’s kind of like the difference
between being a guy and being a man. If you need things
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spelled out for you, then it’s pretty clear which of those
categories you fit into,”

She started walking. She was all the way to the school-
yard entrance when he finally managed to get his legs
moving and head after her.

Dammit. He had tried, really tried, to tell her how he
felt. And he had totally screwed things up.

He fell in beside her and they walked down a quiet
street. Two-story houses sitting practically on top of one
another lined the street. A convenience store and a res-
taurant waited at the comer, near the light.

“l think we should split up,” Sarah said.

“What?” Bobby said. “Wait—

“We can cover more ground looking for Mr. Joe that
way,”” Sarah said. She still wasn’t looking at him. Her
hand dug into her purse. “Do you want cab money?”

“No.” . . "

They reached the corner. At the opposite light stood a
gorgeous young woman in a tight red tank top and tight
white slacks. Bobby couldn’t help but notice her naturally
curly hair, spilling down to the middle of her back, her
exotic, dark, Salma Hayek style beauty. She looked like
a gypsy queen. Just stunning.

What was he doing?

He looked over at Sarah, hoping she hadn’t caught him
staring at the girl across the street.

She hadn’t.

Instead, she was looking at her, too. And in the same
way...

It was too much. Bobby was about to grab her arm, to
tell her that maybe she was right, maybe they should split
up, and not just in their efforts to find Mr. Joe, when the
restaurant window behind him suddenly exploded.

Bobby and Sarah reacted instantly, instinctively. They
spun, his flames melting the glass that might have cut
them to pieces, her winds containing the terrible force of
blast.

They rushed inside and found a dozen people crawling
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amidst the wreckage. Employees and patrons. Two people
were on their feet, another straggling to rise before them.

The two who were standing carried weapons that may
have started as Uzis, but had been transformed into killing
machines with far more power. A man and a woman, both
wearing boots, jeans, tight black sweaters, and ski masks.
Only their physiques gave away their sexes. The man had
a few grenades on his belt. The woman only had one.

That had been the source of the explosion.

On their knees before them was a man wearing the
same 1.0. armor the shooters in the club had worn. His
armor had been cracked open and his face revealed. Hard
eyes, a deeply lined face, chiseled features that were now
raw and bloody.

The gun-wielders aimed their weapons at Bobby and
Sarah.

Big mistake.

Bobby leaped at the woman, a fiery trail rushing behind
him. He had the gun away from her, a melted slag that
had charred her fingers, and had knocked her unconscious
before he realized that he’d toasted Sarah’s coat. The
other gun-wielder slammed against the wall beside him.
Bobby could feel the force of the hard air that had
smashed into him, driving the air from his lungs, knocking
him out practically on contact.

Bobby fried his gun, too.

They turned to the mere in the 1.O. armor. He was
trying to get to his feet, either to run or to make a stand.

“l don’t think so,” Sarah said, dropping him with a
single kick to the jaw. He crumpled in a heap.

Bobby nodded. “We’re going somewhere we can have
a nice little chat..
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he hotel suite really was big. Not the size of the house

we gave up back in La Jolla, Caitlin thought, butfor a
Manhattan penthouse, it’s enormous. Everyone had their
own room, Mr. Lynch had his own office, and he’d
equipped one room to function as a kind of lab space. The
maids kept out of that one—pretty much only entered the
suite under duress as it was, ever since the incident with
Bobby and the hotel towel that wasn’t really flame-
retardant.

Caitlin, of course, was the only one who ever went
into it, if you didn’t count the time that Grunge decided
to see how long it would take to toast a slice of raisin
bread using the Bunsen burner.

She was in there now, taking apart a device she’d re-
moved from the helmet of the goon they’d captured. It
was clamped into a vice, and she peered down at it
through a mounted magnifying glass to see all the detail.
It was a marvel of miniaturization.

There was a tiny lens, almost microscopic, at the end
of a fiber-optic cable no bigger around than a piece of
fishing line. A thin strand of wire ended in a minutely
larger item that had to be the microphone. At the other
end of the whole construction was an earpiece the thug
wore, but that wasn’t what interested Caitlin so she ig-
nored it.

Whoever’s behind these guys, she thought, he’s got
some money. Good thing Mr. Lynch does, too.
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She removed the set screw that held a narrow metal
plate down, and slid the plate off, setting it onto her spot-
less work surface. Beneath the plate was what she was
really looking for. It was so small and nondescript, most
people looking at it would have seen only a little gold
dowel with a slightly larger, disc-shaped head, shaped
much like a pin or a nail.

Caitlin saw a transmitter.

Bingo.

The magnifier wasn’t going to be enough for this
kind of work, though. Using micro-surgical calipers, she
lifted the transmitter from inside the communications unit,
tugged the tiny fiber-optic wire free, and clipped it onto
a glass slide. Time for some close-up work. She slid the
slide into place on a microscope, and glanced at her
watch.

Where is he?

Not coming, probably, she decided. Don’t sweat it
You've got work to do.

Ten minutes later, there was a knock at the door.

“C’mon in,” Caitlin called. She didn’t look up from
the microscope’s display, which showed on a fourteen-
inch monitor positioned next to the ’scope.

The door opened. “There ya go,” Grange said. “Just
like | said.”

“Thank you, Grange,” Samuel Perrine said.

At the sound of his voice, Caitlin finally glanced away
from her work. Given the difficulty they’d had getting
through his security, it was a little odd seeing him here,
unaccompanied.

“Hello, Mr. Perrine,” she said.

“Hi, Caitlin,” he replied. “And please, just Sam.”

“How’s it goin’, Kat?” Grange asked.

“Fine, Grange.”

“That thing’s really a little TV receiver?”

“Seems to be.”

“Can you get the Playboy Channel on it?”

“It’s not that kind of receiver, Grange.”
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“Just checkin’ y’know, on account of Lynch not lettin’
us order it on the regular TV.”

“l figured. Grange. Although it seems to me that he
didn’t shut it off until after you’d run the cable bill up by
several hundred dollars.”

“How was | to know Pay-Per-View meant you really
had to pay?”

“We’re going to be a little busy in here, Grunge.”

“Hey, never let it be said that | can’t take a hint.”
Grunge bowed once, and left the lab, closing the door
behind him.

Caitlin smiled toward Perrine. “I’'m glad you came,
Sam. | wasn’t sure you would.”

He scratched the end of his nose. “When | got your
call, I wasn’t sure | would either. | had to think about it
for a while. But | guess finally | thought about what you
guys had said, about weapons | built and sold ending up
in the city streets, being used against kids ... well, I de-
cided | couldn’t just sit back and not try to help.”

“l don’t know if this is exactly in your field,” she said.
“But it sure isn’t in mine, and | could use an extra set of
eyes.”

He tapped the temple piece of his glasses. “They ain’t
great,” he said. “But they’re yours for the duration.
What’ve we got?”

She indicated the comm unit still held tightly by the
vise. Perrine looked it over.

“This was in one of those helmets?” he asked.

“That’s right.”

“Makes sense. Remember | told you the guys | met
with were in audio and visual contact with someone else?
I couldn’t see the whole structure, but 1’m sure this is the
same thing from the bits | could see.”

“I had a feeling it was,” Caitlin said. She indicated the
monitor. “Here’s the part I’'m most interested in.”

“The transmitter,” Perrine said.

“I’m thinking maybe there’s a way to determine the
frequency and trail it back to its source. The guy we took
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this from isn’t talking, and we still need to find out who’s
running this show.”

“Where is he?”

“Our prisoner? We turned him over to Mr. Lynch. He’s
still trying to persuade him to share a little.”

Perrine laughed. “Jack can be pretty persuasive.”

Caitlin put a hand over her mouth. “Not in a torturing
kind of way.”

“That, too,” Perrine said. “But that wasn’t what | was
talking about. The Lynch | knew had a whole range of
ways to persuade.”

“Good.”

“Let’s take a look at this thing,” Perrine said. He
scanned the monitor. “Very nice work. Sophisticated. See
that?” He indicated the microscopic conducting blade that
carried electricity from the long-life, equally miniature
battery.

“What about it?”

“It’s one of mine.”

“That’s yours? You mean—?”

“l invented it. | didn’t necessarily build this particular
one. But it’s my design.”

“So what does that tell us?” Caitlin asked.

“Whoever made these comm units has some 1.0. back-
ground.”

“Can you tell who it was? Do you recognize the crafts-
manship?”

“There were too many people in and out, over the years
I was there,” Perrine replied. “No way to narrow it down
from just this.”

“Then we’re back to square one,” Caitlin sighed.

“l think your first impulse was the best one,” Perrine
said. “We get this thing receiving and we find out where
the signal is coming from. They wouldn’t use a common
frequency for it—whoever this belongs to doesn’t want
cell phones or radio signals interfering with his transmis-
sions.”

“Good point.”
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“So let’s see what’s what.” He rubbed his hands to-
gether, eager to get to work.

They spent the next hour like chat, working closely
together, hunched over the ’scope, watching their progress
on the monitor. Caitlin found that she enjoyed working
with Sam. He was smart, he was occasionally witty, and
he was willing to stand back and let her take over when
she was on a roll.

There was no romantic attraction, but, she realized, she
definitely enjoyed spending some time with an intellectual
peer.

Only one thing bothered her. After a little more than
an hour, she felt comfortable enough to bring it up.

“How can you do that?” she asked. “Sell guns, | mean.
Stolen weaponry.”

Sam put down his tools, looked at her for a long mo-
ment. “It wasn’t an easy decision,” he said finally. “There
was nothing automatic about it. I was an armorer for a
long time, for International Operations. | mean, | did other
things, too. I’ve always been a scientist and a tinkerer and
an inventor. But for 1.0., mostly what they had me doing
was using my expertise to make weapons.

“Eventually, you start to forget what they’re used for.
They’re machines, they’re ideas that you come up with in
the night hours and implement when you get to work the
next morning. They’re tools. They’re hunks of metal and
wire and chips.

“Do you suppose the manufacturers of cigarettes, or
the growers of tobacco, or the people who print the card-
board cartons, think when they get to work in the morning
about the people who are going to die of lung cancer that
day, Caitlin?” he asked. She shook her head.

“Right,” he went on. “They’re thinking about their own
lives, bills they have to pay, debts, the mortgage, the kids
who need shoes and school supplies and college tuitions.
They’re wondering how they’re going to retire.

“Same with me. | went to work and | invented weap-
ons. What they were used for didn’t even enter into it,
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except when my bosses came to me and said they needed
something that would accomplish a specific task. Then it
became a challenge. ‘Make a gun that’ll shoot around cor-
ners. Make a weapon that’ll annihilate everyone in a room
but not mark the walls.” That kind of thing.”

Sam looked away. “When they asked for something
like that, we all just got together and pretended we were
designing weapons for a video game. We had a bunch of
code names that only us designers knew about. We made
up stuff that made Doom look tame. It’s what got us
through. Our way of disassociating ourselves when reality
got too close.

“And | was good at it. | got used to a certain kind of
lifestyle, because | was paid well for what | did. The
home, the land, the staff, all that kind of shielded me from
thinking about the end user of my work. Or the end user’s
victims.

“Then 1.O. shut down suddenly. No warning, no time
for arrangements to be made for any of that technology.
My babies were about to be orphaned.”

He shrugged, and picked up his tools again. He and
Caitlin were almost finished with the device they were
building. He bent over the table and started driving a tiny
screw into place. “What better place for them to go than
with their father? | loaded up a few trucks at the armory.
There was no one there to stop me—the guards had all
filled their cars and taken off already. It takes a certain
income to maintain the lifestyle | was used to, and | had
the means—my weapons—to provide that income. But
only if I went into sales. So | did.”

“And you didn’t think about the difference between
your weapons being used by intelligence operatives, pre-
sumably working for our side, and the common criminals
you were selling them to?” Caitlin asked.

“l admit, 1 had some blind spots,” Perrine said. “You
helped me with that. You and the other kids, Grunge and
Roxanne. My eyes were shut to what | was really doing,
and you opened them. Thank you for that.”
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“You’re welcome.”

“In case you’re wondering—of course you’re wonder-
ing, but you might be too polite to say it—I’m getting
out of that particular business.”

“What are you going to do?”

“l don’t know yet. 1’'m sure I’ll be able to find some-
thing. 1’ve got plenty of ideas left in me.”

“And what about the guns you already have stock-
piled?”

“Maybe Lynch can help them find a good home.”

“We’ll ask him,” Caitlin promised.

Perrine tapped the surface of the small metal box
they’d been working on. “Looks good to me,” he said.
“Let’s try it out.”

Caitlin took the miniature receiver she’d removed from
the thug’s helmet and slid it into a tiny slot on top of the
box. She flipped a switch, turned a dial, and the box
started to hum.

“It’s connecting,” she said, breathless excitement in her
voice.

“Sounds like it,” Perrine agreed.

Another moment passed, and then a low-pitched whine
issued from the box. “Got it,” Perrine said. “Frequency’s
in use, right now. Let’s roll.”

“I’ll get the others,” Caitlin said.”

Ten minutes later, the team was assembled, in full battle
uniform. They crowded into Perrine’s sedan.

“There’s got to be a better way to get around this city,”
Bobby said.

“We could take the subway, but we might attract some
attention,” Grunge offered.

“I’m serious, man,” Bobby countered. “This is lame.
What if we needed to be someplace in a hurry?”

“Dude. Umm, you’d fly?”

“Right,” Bobby said. “Forgot. Never mind.”

“Someone still has to carry you, Grunge,” Roxy
pointed out. “And Caitlin there is no featherweight.”
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“Best way to get someplace fast is to get a cab, any-
way,” Grunge said. “Driver may not take you where you
want to go, but he’ll get you there in a hurry.”

“l think Sam’s car will be fine,” Caitlin said. “It’s a
little squishy, but it’s private.”

“How are we supposed to follow the signal, Kat?”
Sarah asked.

“The pitch will change,” Perrine offered. He backed
the car out of the VISITOR parking space underneath
their hotel. “Higher means we’re closer, lower means far-
ther away.”

“So we just drive all over the city and listen to that
box?” Grunge asked. “That could take freakin” forever.”

“No, Grunge,” Caitlin said. “Listen to it. It’s already
at a high pitch. Wherever the signal is coming from, it’s
not far away at all.”

“And this will lead us, like, right to the bad guys?”
Roxy asked.

“Not necessarily,” Caitlin replied. “They’re broadcast-
ing on a rarely-used frequency. The box is reading that
frequency, and telling us that it’s in use right now. That
doesn’t mean it’ll take us to the source”

“Although it might,” Perrine interrupted. He pulled the
car out of the parking garage and into the street, merging
seamlessly with the flow of traffic.

“Right,” Caitlin agreed. “We won’t know until we get
there.”

“Wherever ‘there’ is,” Grunge said.

“There” was an office building a few miles away, on the
edge of the city’s financial district.

The building was new—built in the last few years, on
a block where there had been a row of small businesses;
shops, a couple of restaurants, a family-owned dry clean-
ers, all had given way to a towering construction of glass
and steel and gleaming marble.

Most of the building was still empty. The street level
contained a bank and, around the comer, a couple of up-
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scale chain clothing stores. They’d parked Sam’s car on
the street behind a delivery truck chugging noxious ex-
haust into the air and. carrying the whining device—prac-
tically screaming now—had found their way into the
building’s elegant lobby. Elevators lined the far wall, and
glass doors on one side opened into a small gourmet cof-
fee shop. There was a directory on a wall, but many of
the spaces were blank. None of the names meant anything
to them, or, it seemed, to Perrine.

Caitlin turned to the guard station, behind a shining
countertop. A guard, rail-thin, with heavy black glasses
and greasy strands of hair hanging from underneath his
uniform cap, regarded them through disapproving eyes.

What do | ask him? she thought. Excuse me, but have
you seen a bunch of criminals infancy armor?

“Help you find something?” he asked.

“l don’t know about this,” Sam whispered. “We don’t
know for sure that the guys you’re looking for are the
only people in town using this frequency. We don’t even
know if our tracker really works. We could be closing in
on someone with a particular brand of cordless phone.”

“Little late to think of that, man,” Grunge said. “We’re
pretty much committed here.”

“It has to work,” Caitlin said. “There’s nothing about
it that shouldn’t work.”

“You’re right,” Sam agreed. “I think we need to go
upstairs. Could be down—I can’t quite tell yet. We won’t
know until we move, one way or the other.”

Caitlin cocked a head toward the bank of elevators.
The building was sparsely populated—a few business
types came and went from the elevators, but it wasn’t-
nearly as crowded as the financial district tended to be on
weekday afternoons.

“No thanks,” she said. “We’re fine.”

“Okay,” the guard drawled. “You let me know, you
need any help. That’s what I’'m here for.”

“We’ll do that.” Caitlin threw a smile at him and
crossed the lobby in four long strides. The others rushed
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to keep up. As they drew near, she pushed the down but-
ton on the elevator panel.

“Might as well rale out down first,” she explained.

After a moment, the elevator doors opened. The team
filed in, and Caitlin pushed the door for the first under-
ground floor, a parking level. As soon as the doors shut
and the elevator began its descent, the device changed
pitch, dropping an octave.

“Wrong call,” Caitlin said.

“No harm done,” Perrine said. “When it stops, we just
go up.”

The elevator reached the parking garage level and the
doors opened. Everybody waited for them to close again,
and when they did Roxy pressed the “2” button. The el-
evator started to rise.

The box started to scream again.

“Better,” Perrine said.

The elevator bypassed the street level and stopped on
the second floor. The box’s whine hurt their ears, it was
so high.

“Ow,” Grunge complained. “Dude, can’t we kill that
thing now?”

“l don’t think we’ll need it much longer, Grunge,”
Caitlin said. “When we’ve found these clowns, you can
do anything you want to it.”

The elevator came to a stop and the doors slid back.

Roxy, standing in front of the doors, spoke first.

“Uhh, Kat? | think we found ’em.”

Caitlin turned in time to see Roxy using her powers to
lift a half-dozen 1.0. Stingers from the hands of armor-
clad meres. She took in the room beyond the elevator. It
was a spacious, multi-tiered, state of the art communica-
tion center. Technicians in white lab coats looked up from
clipboards or computer terminals. Men and women in
finely tailored business suits pointed at them and ran to-
ward a corridor directly opposite the elevator. A dozen
more mercenaries, some only partially garbed in 1.O. ar-

163



GENB

mament over their black and green shirts, slacks, and
boots, flooded the room. A large television screen the size
of Caitlin’s old dorm room displayed an Ouroboros—the
symbol of a snake eating its own tail.

The place looked like something out of a Bond film.
Caitlin couldn’t believe there wasn’t even a reception
area, some kind of front. Could anyone just accidentally
get off on this floor and witness this?

“Full deployment,” Caitlin shouted. “Go! Go!”

The team moved out. Bobby and Sarah flew ahead,
Grunge and Roxy flanking them on foot. Caitlin slammed
the down button and shoved Sam against the wall, knock-
ing the wind out of him before he could protest. As much
as she appreciated all he had done, this was no place for
him.

She stepped out and the elevator doors closed behind
her.

Showtime.

Caitlin decked the first armored mere who raced at her,
then delivered a high kick to another who tried to close
on her from behind. Armor cracked and unconscious bod-
ies fell.

Ahead, Bobby torched a handful of control panels and
computer screens as he sailed straight at another guard.
Sarah lifted her arms and lightning blazed from her hands,
striking several guards and terminals.

“We need their records!” Caitlin yelled. “Don’t fry
everything!”

“Relax, Kat,” Roxy said as she levitated two more
guards and smashed them together. “Enjoy the party!”

Caitlin ducked a stream of energy from a stinger and
flung a desk at her attacker. Enjoy this? Her half-sister
had been in the superhero game too long. They were here
to do a job. Clean-up. And that was it. Fun didn’t enter
into the equation.

She turned and saw Grunge chasing after the people in
the suits and the lab coats. Several guards moved into an
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intercept pattern. Grunge bowled through them, scattering
the meres with ease.

Finishing off a somersaulting armored warrior bran-
dishing a fiery energy sword, Caitlin ordered the others to
follow Grunge’s lead. There would be other ways off this
floor. The thinkers and the planners, that’s who they
needed to take down. The muscle was only here to get in
the way and slow them down.

Caitlin charged after Grunge. She could see his square
shoulders and long, dark hair as he chased his quarry
down the long corridor. It splintered to the right and the
suits and labs took it.

In seconds, Roxy, Sarah, and Bobby were with her.

A pounding and crashing came from just ahead. She
covered the long corridor, turned, and nearly ran straight
into Grunge’s meaty back.

“l don’t get it,” he said.

There was nothing before him but a wall. Yet—she
had seen those who ran the operation come this way.

The wall had huge dents and craters in its surface.
Grunge had apparently attempted to go through it, but had
failed. A shiny reflective surface was exposed in one small
spot.

Caitlin didn’t like the look of this. “Go back!”

She turned with the others—and found another wall.

“How in the—" Roxy began.

“Floors, ceilings!” Caitlin said. “Bobby! Sarah!”

Searing flames whipped past Caitlin and burned into
the ceiling while brilliant blasts of lightning hit the floor.
Bits of plaster and steel shot up and rained down, expos-
ing more of the shiny reflective surface Caitlin had seen
in the wall ahead of her. Roxy used her power to keep
the debris from striking anyone.

Glass shattered and the lights above went out. Bobby’s
flames and Sarah’s lightning provided the only illumina-
tion. Caitlin balled her hands into fists and launched her-
self at the wall, striking with all the force she could
manage. Again, plaster and bits of metal came loose but
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the trap imprisoning them was not even scratched.

Caitlin stepped back, surveying the trap. The box in
which they found themselves was eight feet wide, twelve
feet long, and eight feet high. There were no air vents, no
electrical plugs. Kicking at the rubble at her feet, Caitlin
saw a small generator that had fueled the lights Bobby
had shattered, melted, and fused.

“If we can’t escape, we’ll run out of air and die,” Cait-
lin said. “Simple and clean.”

“Yeah, let’s give the creeps who designed this thing
extra credit on their homework assignment,” Grunge said.

Bobby reduced the fires in his hands to a dim ember.
Just enough to see by, but not enough to substantially cut
into their oxygen.

“So what do we do?” Roxy asked.

Before Caitlin could reply, a thin red beam of light
shot out from the wall beside her. “Down!”

The beam singed her hair as it ricocheted back and
forth within the confined space, shooting holes in the re-
maining plaster on the walls and bouncing off the strange
reflective surface underneath.

Other beams fired. Some came from above, others be-
low. They criss-crossed, shot up at diagonals, and began
to form a deadly web of sustained, fatal power. Caitlin
and every member of the team had to leap and dive to
keep themselves from being burned. Sarah snarled in pain
as one of the beams raked across her shoulder and back.

“That’s it,” Grunge said. He reached down and placed
his palm on a patch of the reflective metal below. His
form shimmered and changed, taking on its exact molec-
ular composition. “This ain’t gonna be easy and it ain’t
gonna be fun, but here goes ...”

Caitlin watched as her teammate’s form stretched and
expanded. His body flattened and became featureless, then
rose up and reached around the others.

“Grunge, no!” Roxy hollered.

Caitlin understood what Grunge was doing. She
watched as his body molded itself to the walls, the ceiling,
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and finally the floor, preventing the deadly energies from
reaching them. Bright crimson bursts lit up all around
them—the energies striking Grunge’s body and bouncing
off. Sounds of pain reverberated all around them.

“It’s killing him,” Roxy whispered. “Don’t let him do
this, Kat—it’s Kkilling him!”

Caitlin looked away from her half-sister. She had al-
ready thought of a way out, but she didn’t dare voice it.
Too many lives other than their own would be at risk.

Suddenly, she felt a breath on the nape of her neck.
She spun, but saw no one.

Sarah glanced her way. “Kat?”

Then Sarah’s hair rose as if invisible hands were run-
ning through it. “Lovely,” a deep, rumbling voice said
behind her. Sarah whirled and kicked. She nearly fell off-
balance when her foot struck only empty air.

“Be ready for anything,” Caitlin cautioned.

“Yes,” said the voice. This time it was near Roxy. “Be
ready.”

For several long moments, the voice did not speak.
Caitlin and her friends waited, exchanging anxious gazes.

“Who are you?” Caitlin asked.

Silence.

The reflective steel surrounding them lit up, glowing
bright crimson as a concentrated array of energies struck
from the other side. Grunge bellowed in pain, but his body
did not yield.

She thought of her plan once more. The only way out
of this trap.

What if—

A blow that would have shattered any normal human
being’s spine landed in the small of her back. The shock-
ing, sudden pain made her gasp, and the unexpected im-
pact sent her stumbling forward. She turned to face a
hulking giant of a man who wore the same symbol she
had seen on the video screen when they had first entered.

“Curiosity gets you Kkilled,” the man said. He wore
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communication gear similar to what had been taken from
the mere they had captured.

It had all been a set-up. A trap.

Bobby .and Sarah launched themselves at the man—
and passed harmlessly through him. He came for Caitlin
and threw a punch that took all of her strength to block.
It was only a feint. The real hit came from his other fist,
which slammed into Caitlin’s stomach and doubled her
over.

“No!” Bobby yelled.

Caitlin heard the crackling flames an instant before
Bobby loosed them. She wanted to tell him to wait, but
the air had been knocked out of her lungs. Instead, she
flattened as the flames passed through her attacker and
nearly consumed her.

“Too slow,” the man said.

He reached out and grabbed at the wall—at Grange’s
body, and dug his fingers in deep. A cry of agony sounded
from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Caitlin swept her legs around, grinning as her feet
struck solid flesh. She kicked the man’s legs out from
under him and made him release Grunge. With a leap she
was on their attacker, but she passed through his body
once more. He could become intangible with a thought—
but he was not infallible.

“Better,” the man said. “My employer wishes for you
to know his name. He is Wager and this city is his. You
children should not have challenged him.”

He motioned for Caitlin to come closer. With a snarl
she launched herself at him. This time, he did not become
intangible. He barely defended himself as fists that could
punch through steel walls buffeted his head and torso.

“More,” he said. “Show me everything.”

Caitlin drew back her fist—and realized she hadn’t
even bruised the man or damaged his communication
equipment.

“He’s got some kind of field around him,” Caitlin said.
“A dampener, | think. Classic 1.0.”

168



TIME AND CHANCE

“Don’t stop,” the man said. “The longer you make the
testing, the longer you get to live. Wager has an interest
in Gen-Actives.”

So that’s what this was all about. Taking their measure.
Analyzing them.

Just like when they were given their powers.

“You want to see what we can do?” Caitlin asked, her
rage overtaking her reason.

The man nodded.

“Grunge, come back. Now!”

The sleek metallic surface that had surrounded them
withdrew and reformed into their teammate. He looked
weak and dazed. An array of sizzling energy beams struck
at them and Roxy had to pull him to safety.

“Roxy, hit this box we’re in with everything you’ve
got,” Caitlin commanded as she took Grunge from her.
“Make it weigh ten tons if you can.”

Raising his hand, the man said, “Wait—"

Roxy didn’t wait. She focused her power and turned it
on the walls surrounding them.

Suddenly, there was a grinding and shrieking of metal,
a hideous hiss and a deep straining cry that might have
sounded forlorn if it had come from something human, or
even alive. The walls shuddered and the box in which they
had been trapped wrenched loose of its moorings, its ceil-
ing drooping and collapsing under its own weight. There
was a last spatter of energy beams fired from openings in
the wall so tiny that nanite technology was probably in-
volved, or so Caitlin guessed, and then the floor hauled
itself up and to one side, dumping all five members of the
team onto what had been the far right wall.

The man with them fell toward them and through them,
disappearing.

One jarring impact followed another as their cage
crashed through one floor after the next.

Caitlin had done some quick calculating, and had
guessed that practically ever} floor of this building was
deserted, and that this box would strike the ground floor
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in one of the untenanted sections. All they had to do was
survive the ride!

The group was bumped, jostled, and tossed around,
smashed and beaten at every turn, but finally their descent
ended with a terrible crash. Roxy banged her head and
lost her concentration just as the walls were beginning to
fold inward because of their untenable mass.

Caitlin checked everyone over. “Nothing broken, thank
God.” '

“We’re a tough bunch,” Grunge muttered. He looked
like hell.

With a single punch, Caitlin was able to tear a hole
through the walls trapping them. She grabbed at one end
of the tear she had made and pulled hard. It moaned as it
bent backward.

“But—we couldn’t bust through this stuff before,”
Bobby said. “I don’t get it.”

“It wasn’t the metal, it was all the fields that were
working on it,” Caitlin said.

Grunge nodded. “Yeah, | felt something going through
me when | absorbed it. Didn’t think about it so much
"cause | was like gettin’ shot every two seconds, but I felt
something weird.”

They climbed out over a pile of rubble into a dark,
unoccupied space. Banners proclaiming “Archabald’s
Fine Clothing for True Gentlemen—Coming Soon” were
pasted on the unpainted walls.

Caitlin’s gambit had paid off.

About thirty yards ahead, Caitlin saw a dim light. She
led her friends to it and discovered a rounded corridor
with track lighting. They followed it, and soon overhead
lights appeared. The sounds of confused, frightened peo-
ple drifted their way. Sharper voices rose above.

“Keep back, just keep back!” The growls of security
guards. A hand radio squawked. “Listen, it’s all we can
do to keep these people in the restaurant and out of the
tunnels. They want to know what happened. We want to
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know what happened. But we don’t have anyone to spare.
Just call 911, all right?”

Caitlin looked back into the darkness from which they
had just emerged. “The first floor’s set up as a circular
plaza. Half of it’s occupied, the other half isn’t. If we go
back that way, we’re just going to run into civilians from
the other shops.”

She saw another unoccupied space. This one promised
a chocolate factory. “There ought to be doors leading to
the street from there. If not, we can bust our way out.”

“Good plan/’ a familiar voice said. “Or it would be, if
you weren’t already as good as dead.”

The voice had come from the darkened space that
would one day be a chocolate factory. It was anything but
sweet.

Caitlin and the others turned to face the man who had
attacked them upstairs. He wasn’t alone this time. A half-
dozen soldiers in 1.0. wear braced him. These guys held
themselves differently from the decoys upstairs.

Caitlin tensed. Grunge and Roxy were able to walk,
but that was about it. Neither would be any good in an-
other fight.

Bobby and Sarah leaped forward. Her winds struck
their opponents and sent them off-balance even as their
weapons fired and streams of multi-colored energies tore
at the ceiling and through the upper reaches of the build-
ing. Bobby moved in behind her, a wall of flame erupting
from his hands, engulfing the meres.

All but the tall muscular man who had spoken were
down in seconds. He had stood still, arms folded over his
chest, while Sarah and Bobby flew right through him.

Caitlin rushed at him while Sarah and Bobby circled
back to pick up Grange and Roxy. She knew that if he
was going to make any contact with her, he would have
to become corporeal. It was all a matter of timing ...

She screamed, seemingly maddened with rage, and
flung herself at the man. He grinned, allowing her to fall
through him. Then, just as he was about to level a blow
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to her spine once more, Caitlin “regained” her balance,
spun, and delivered a high kick to his jaw that connected
with a satisfying snap.

He looked stunned. She pressed her advantage, knee-
ing, kicking, gouging, striking at him with all of her su-
perhuman strength. Jabs were delivered to his solar
plexus, smashing blows to his instep, an open-handed
strike to the face that would have killed anything human
by sending the cartilage from his nose into his brain—
any move she could possibly make to keep him off bal-
ance while she studied him and tried to find a way to put
him down.

His reactions surprised her. He wasn’t a trained fighter.
There may have been some soldiering in his past, but he
wasn’t used to wielding the kind of power he now pos-
sessed. His confidence was a pose. She could tell simply
by sparring with him.

As she fought, Caitlin saw that two of the guards Sarah
and Bobby had taken out were now back on their feet.
They raised their weapons and Roxy, being hauled by
Sarah, raised her shaky hand and snarled a curse.

Their weapons exploded. Twin novas of blinding en-
ergy rose up and became rolling fireballs of terrible force.
Then—the fireballs twisted like balloons being filled with
air, their shape changing until their energies struck out in
a funnel upward!

The ceiling blew apart and a sound that might have
been the howling cries of ancient gods echoed from above
as the entire building shook and began to collapse around
them.

Roxy dropped in Sarah’s arms, spent.

The people, Caitlin thought. The people!

Suddenly, behind her, Grunge broke from Bobby and
placed his hand on her opponent. Grunge became stone,
like the floor, and allowed his power to flow into his vic-
tim. Caitlin watched as the man’s molecular structure be-
gan to change, his cells transforming into a marble-like
substance.
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Then there was another explosion and Caitlin, Bobby,
and Grunge were thrown back. They rose to see the build-
ing collapsing around them.

The man who had attacked them was on his knees, his
body human once more, but intangible, ghostlike.

Bobby stared at him, then clutched the side of his head.
“Mr. Joe?”

The man looked up sharply. A brief moment of rec-
ognition seemed to pass between them. The man mouthed
Bobby’s name, then looked away.

“I’m Cipher!” he spat, getting back to unsteady legs.

“His dampening field is gone,” Caitlin said. “Grunge
took it out. He’s vulnerable if he becomes material again.”

“No need,” the man said with a cool smile. “Hear
that?”

Screams pierced the sounds of falling debris.

“Go save them if you can.” He looked to the others.
“Wager says fall back. The press will blame these five for
the entire disaster. They’ll be as good as dead in the eyes
of the world.”

The meres retreated.

Caitlin knew he was right. She couldn’t turn her back
on the people trapped in this crumbling building.

She signaled to the others. Bobby stayed the longest,
watching with a blank expression as Cipher and his crew
fled through a back door that led onto the street.

“Mr. Joe,” he repeated.

Then he turned and followed Caitlin to help with the
rescue.
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he fluid in the hypodermic that Lee held was so green
Tit almost glowed. That was the stuff, Wager knew, that
would make his every dream a reality. One shot. , .

“How much is there?” he asked.

Lee held it up to the light, measuring it against the
faint markings on the cylinder’s side. “Exactly the same
amount we gave Monteleone,” he said. “Your biochemical
composition is similar enough to his that the chances of
the same dose being equally effective are nearly one hun-
dred percent.”

Wager laughed. “You talk to me about percentages?
About risk?” He looked down at himself, strapped into a
chair just like the one that Cipher had broken free of when
he had transformed. Everything Cipher had been through,
he had also put himself through. Chemicals to strengthen
his skeletal structure, so that the sudden increase in mus-
cle mass wouldn’t shatter his bones. Flushing his system
of any impurities that might possibly interact with the
Gen-Active solution. He was as ready as Cipher had been,
and the results, in Cipher’s case, had been all that he’d
hoped for.

“Double it,” he said.

“That’s crazy,” Lee burst out. “There’s no way—you
have no idea what’ll happen.”

“l know, within a range of three percent, what will
happen,” Wager Said. “l observed the test subject care-
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fully. 1’ve seen all the reports. | know what happened to
his body during and after the treatment.”

“But he’s not you,” Lee argued. “He’s close, as close
as one unrelated human being is likely to get. But he’s
still a different man. You can’t be sure enough.”

“I’m sure enough. Do it.”

“l won’t,” Lee said. “It isn’t safe.”

Wager strained against the restraints, sorry now that he
had agreed to them. Lee had insisted that the subject had
to be kept still while the fluid did its work, but Wager
suspected that was more for the convenience of the doctor
than real medical necessity.

“Suzanne!” he called.

She’d be watching, via the same video system on
which he had seen Monteleone’s transformation. He knew
that. The delicate voyeuristic/exhibitionistic balance of
their relationship demanded that she would, even though
it was a reversal of their usual roles.

The door opened a moment later. Suzanne came strid-
ing in, powerful and elegant as a jungle cat. She smiled
at him, awaiting instruction.

“Kill him,” Wager ordered.

“W-what?” Lee stammered. “I’m only thinking of—"

Suzanne crossed the clean room before he finished his
sentence. Her left arm swung in a swift chop that caught
the doctor on the side of the throat. His larynx knocked
off keel, his face reddened as he struggled for breath. He
made ghastly croaking noises.

She wrapped an arm around his head, almost tenderly
holding it to her breast, and then she twisted his neck and
dropped him. He fell to the floor, a lifeless husk.

She held the hypodermic, which she had liberated from
his grasp.

“Now, get the stuff,” Wager said. “You know where it
is, in the fridge.”

“l know,” Suzanne said. She had been present for
Monteleone’s treatment. She went to a stainless steel re-
frigerated cabinet up against a wall, opened the door. In-
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side was a vial of the Gen-Active formula—all that was
left of it. There wouldn’t be any more available. She bent
over—farther than she had to, knowing that he was
watching the swell of her behind against the fabric of her
skirt—and retrieved it.

“Double what’s in there now,” he instructed.

“l heard.” She inserted the needle into the top of the
vial, and drew up the plunger. The green fluid filled the
glass tube. When she had doubled the quantity, she
walked toward Wager, still strapped into the chair. She
held the needle before her cleavage, as if daring him to
look at it instead of a. her.

“Is this what you want?” she asked, her voice husky.

“You know it is,” Wager said. “Give it to me.”

“This is an interesting switch, isn’t it?” she asked.
“You’re powerless, tied into that chair. | hold all the
cards. What do you think of that?”

“l think you’d better give it to me now, or you won’t
live to see the morning,” Wager rasped. “Now.”

“My, we’re anxious, aren’t we?” she said. “You know
I’'m only playing with you. | have my role, and | know
what it is. You’re the boss. | do what you say.”

“You’d better.”

She bent over him, put her lips close to his ear. “This
stuff will only make you stronger. More forceful than
ever.” Her breath was hot against his cheek. “I can’t wait.”

She jammed the needle into his forearm. Finding a
vein, she drove the plunger down.

It felt like she had injected fire into his veins.

It burned.

He felt the heat race through him, carried by his cir-
culatory system to every point in his body. When it
reached his heart, he could feel that muscle hammering
as if trying to break free of the prison bars that were his
ribs.

He wondered, briefly, if he had made a mistake.

A sudden memory washed over him. His first day out
ofjail, after the prison term that had forever changed him.

178



TIME AND CHANCE

He was still Thomas Carlisle on this day. He had gone to
a shopping mall, with a hundred dollars in his pocket, to
buy some clothes that didn't look like the kind issued to
ex-cons by the system. He hated criminals; he certainly
didn’t want to look like one.

It was the height of the Christmas shopping season. The
place was packed. People everywhere, rushing around,
huge shopping bags in their hands bumping into other peo-
ple. Music blared from unseen speakers, holiday music, but
no one listened to it; they were all caught up in the bustle of
their own tiny lives.

He hated it.

A big space full of people—it was everything he de-
spised, and everything he feared. He panicked. When a
woman blinded by the three large boxes she carried
slammed into him from behind, he whirled, knocking the
boxes flying from her hands. Then he pushed her down,
and, her screams ringing in his ears, began to ran aim-
lessly.

Several hours later, the tone-deaf humming of ajanitor
penetrated both the walls of the men’s room stall in which
he had sought refuge, and the psychic walls he had thrown
up against the wide world. He peered out through the
crack between the door and the wall and saw a pimply-
faced, skinny kid in a brown uniform refilling the paper
towel dispenser. A cart with supplies and a big plastic
trashcan filled the doorway.

Instantly, he knew three things. One, that the mail’s
stores had closed for business while he’d been holed up.
Two, that he was something much different than ordinary
men, much more than they. His power over probability
confirmed that. He needed only an act, to begin to make
his belief a reality. And three, he knew what that act
would be.

The chance of being caught was slim enough. He
flipped back the lock, emerged from the stall. The janitor
barely spared him a glance.

“Mali’s closed, dude,” he said.

179



GENB

“I know,” Thomas Carlisle said. He moved as if head-
ing toward the door, then suddenly spun and lunged. His
open hands caught the back of the janitor’s head and
drove him face-first into the mirror over the sinks. Glass
cracked and the cracks filled with blood.

The janitor let out a gasp, and Carlisle turned him
around, relishing the blood that streamed from his fore-
head, his nose, his pulped lips, a three-inch gash in his
cheek.

“What—?” the janitor started to say. Carlisle grabbed
a glass bottle of window cleaner from his cart and swung
it into the kid’s damaged face.

When he left the men’s room, the mall was empty. It
was almost pleasant, but the space still disturbed him. He
hurried to his hotel room.

Now, with the serum flaming through his system, he
thought he could almost smell a faint whiff of ammonia,
the scent that he always associated with that day. But he
knew it was an illusion.

The aroma of power.

That had been his first Killing.

Not, by any means, his last.

His stomach heaved as his flesh swelled, shoved be-
yond its normal confines by ballooning muscle. Every part
of him hurt, but the pain, he knew, was precursor to some-
thing else, and well worth it.

He looked at Suzanne through narrowed eyes. He
could feel the skin of his forehead stretching, his brow
enlarging. Her eyes were wide with wonder at his change.

And then it was over. The fire cooled. Wager’s body
was enormous, his muscles chiseled. He radiated strength.
All his life he had lived in fear of the physically imposing,
and now he was the ultimate specimen.

But he knew that was just the beginning of his power.
The merest surface dressing.

Cipher, once the change had come over him, had been
able to tear through his restraints.
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Cipher, compared to him, was insignificant. He didn’t
need to break his bonds.

He thought his way through them.

One moment, they held his aims to the chair’s, his legs
to its base. But Wager’s power over probability had
changed, he understood. Where once he had been able to
compute odds, he could now control them. He could make
the impossible possible, the unreal real.

For his first demonstration, he turned the steel straps
that held him down into gossamer ribbons, then the gos-
samer into butterfly wings.

His bindings flew into the air, circled around him
twice, and vanished.

He rose.

Suzanne’s usual self-assurance was shattered. She
stared, open-mouthed at Wager. He loomed over her now.

“My God,” she breathed.

“Yes,” Wager said. “lI am.”

A few minutes later, Wager walked out of his lair, into
the light of day. The street was wide but quiet, with a few
cars and a bus passing by on a distant boulevard. The sun
shone down through the chill air.

He was outside. He was in the world. And he was not
afraid.

Everything he had worked for, since the day he left
prison, was coming to a head. Plans set in motion long
ago were playing out, just as he’d known they would. He
would have everything that he deserved, would taste of
every pleasure, would see the world’s criminals bowing
at his feet.

‘there was only one small loose end to deal with. And
that would be no problem at all.

Roxy was jazzed. Mackey’s sister, Belinda, had called just
before dinner and told her that she should drop by the
Blackout tonight. She and Mackey had first met at that
club, and Roxy now knew that everything was going to

181



GEN B

be all right. She had worried about her relationship with
the drummer for nothing.

She sat in the living room, listening to Caitlin and
Sarah going at it, absently beating a rhythm on her leather
stretch pants, her purple bangs falling into her eyes.

Her motions ceased when she saw the content, easy
smile of Grunge. It was a look he only got two ways. If
he had just gotten a nice buzz on, or if—

“l got a date, can we get over this, already?” Grunge
asked.

Roxy sighed. She knew it shouldn’t have bothered her,
but it did. “What, are you paying by the hour?”

Grunge’s face flushed. “I’m going out with Michele.
The editor. She works at one of those big houses on Fifth
Avenue.”

Roxy waited.

“It was on her card.”

“You learned how to read?”

Grunge rolled his eyes. “I’'m in too good a mood,
Roxy.” He put his huge arms behind his head and angled
his head from left to right, the bones making little crack-
ing noises.

The card, Roxy thought. Then it all fell into place for
her. The woman on the street. The one he had helped get
her purse back.

She checked her watch. “Okay, so you’ve got a date
with a New York book editor. The talking part of the
evening should be over in about fifteen minutes. Then
what?”

Grunge shook his head. “Yer jealous.”

“Am not!” Roxy spat. She leaned forward on her stool
and nearly tipped over. “I’ve got a date, too!”

Sarah raised her hands. “Quiet, both of you! We’re
discussing a major issue. Gen13 needs to—"

Grunge got up and belched. “I’ll tell you what this little
Gen-Active needs to do. One long glorious pee, then I’'m
out of here.”

“Not on the carpet this time,” Roxy said.
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Grunge brushed past her. “Hope your little dram boy
doesn’t have any problem with his stick.”

She kicked at his finely rounded backside, but he was
out of range before she could connect. She considered
using her gravity powers to make the bathroom door too
heavy for him to push open, then decided against it. He
probably would use the carpet.

The bathroom door slammed.

Caitlin shook her head. “What is it with you two? This
is serious business.”

Roxy sprang to her feet and snatched up her leather
jacket. “Last time | checked, having a life was pretty se-
rious business, too. Later!”

She left without looking back.

On the street, waiting for the doorman to flag down a
taxi for her, Roxy felt a chill that had nothing to do with
the cool night air.

She had acted like a ten-year-old up there. Grunge had
that effect on her. And he was right, she was more than
a little jealous.

But she had Mackey ...

A yellow cab sped to the curb. The doorman moved
to get the door for her, but she was too fast for him,
getting it herself and sliding into the car before he could
manage to do more than fade back to his post. She gave
the driver the club’s address, then settled back for the
drive,

“Young love,” the driver said. He was young, with
curly black hair and a bad case of acne. “l can always
tell.” '

“Yeah, whatever, you wanna put on the radio or some-
thing?” Roxy asked.

“Oh, okay,” the driver said. “Young love on the skids.
| getit..

For the next eighteen minutes, he talked about rela-
tionships. Every' woman he had ever dated, failed mar-
riages his friends had suffered through, kinky encounters
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in the back of his cab, only one of which he had anything
to do with ...

Roxy tried to tune him out, but couldn’t. He was about
two sexist jokes away from having her fly out the rear
window and stiff him for the fare when he pulled up out-
side the club.

Roxy tossed him a twenty and didn’t look back. There
was a line at the front of the club. The checker recognized
her and let her through immediately, over the cries and
complaints of the those who had been waiting for a chance
to get in.

She found Belinda tending the smoke-filled bar. The
pulsating techno-reggae was so loud they had to shout to
be heard. The place was packed with the tattooed and
pierced flesh of wall-to-wall pretty people. The lights stro-
bed and occasionally flashed in Roxy’s eyes.

“So where’s Mackey?” Roxy asked.

“Seattle.”

Roxy recoiled. “What?”

Belinda smiled. “Seattle. Some session work. He just
packed his gear and took off. | only found out because
he blew all his cash on the airfare and needed me to wire
him more.”

Roxy’s chest was on fire. It felt hard to breathe.

“Hey, come on, don’t take it like that,” Belinda said.
“He didn’t tell you he loved you or anything, did he?”

Roxy shook her head.

“Good. | told him I’d kick his ass if he did that again
when he was just having fun.”

“Having fun,” Roxy whispered. She was in shock. Was
it because she was a Gen-Active? She had seen the way
he had looked at her after the fight at the club.

He had seen. He knew. There probably was no gig in
Seattle, he had just wanted to get away—

“Hey, I'm sorry,” Belinda said. She set Roxy up with
something to settle her nerves. “What’s a Gen-Active?”

Roxy looked up. “How—"

“l can read lips. Occupational necessity,” Belinda said.
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“Oh, you didn’t realize you were talking to yourself.
Sorry.”

Roxy ran her hands over her face, not caring if she
ruined her make-up.

“Listen,” Belinda said. “I asked you to come by be-
cause | didn’t want Kim or Len or any of those guys to
swing by and tell you about it, then try to get into your
pants, working the sympathy angle. 1’ve seen that one
enough times when Mackey pulls this. | think they have
it all worked out or something. Jerks.”

Roxy looked up. “He’s done this before?”

Belinda nodded. “It’s kind of a standard dating hazard
when you go with a boy in the band. And he always seems
to zero in on the ones who wouldn’t know that. No of-
fense, but—"

“You’re right,” Roxy said. She picked up her drink.
“Men are scum.” ,

Belinda poured one for herself and toasted with her.
“Yeah. To scum.”

Their glasses clinked.

“Grunge?” Michele asked, drawing back her drink and
taking a sip after their toast. It had been to justice. She’d
asked if he was serious. He’d asked if a guy named
Grunge would lie to her, which made her giggle, then
repeat his name. “Grange,” she said again. “Really?”

He shrugged. They were in a nice restaurant, the kind
of place he figured she’d enjoy. There was a piano player,
a fountain, a pretty view, a pair of winding circular stair-
cases, and a menu with prices that would have made him
keel over if he had been paying for it.

Go get ’em, Mr. Lynch. The Platinum Visa parade sa-
lutes you,

“My full name is Percival Edmund Chang. | got the
name Grunge when | was on the circuit. Surfin’ and stuff.”

“I’'m afraid to ask why,” Michele said. But he could
tell she wasn’t afraid at all. She was intrigued.

And she was gorgeous. She wore a simple, elegant
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black dress, a sparkling necklace, and stiletto heels. He
was the shortest member of Gen13 and without the spikes,
he and Michele would have been about the same height.

“l can’t wait to dance with you,™ he said.

“Why wait for anything?”

They got up and danced a slow, wonderful dance. Then
a fast number came on and Grunge started acting like John
Travolta in Pulp Fiction. Michele loved it. She could only
barely keep up and the whole time she didn’t even try to
stop herself from laughing.

They got back to the table, where their meal was wait-
ing. Grange pulled at the collar of his monkey suit. “Ar-
mani,” he said. “Not me.”

She looked down at her evening gown. “The last time
I wore this was our company Christmas party. The last
company | worked for. With all the down-sizing and
mergers and stuff. . She shrugged. “I’m sure you don’t
want to hear about that.”

“l want to hear anything you want to tell me,” Grunge
said.

She stared at him. “I think you mean it.”

Actually, he did.

The evening went on magically. Dinner was sensa-
tional. There was more dancing.

Michele talked the whole evening. Grunge just let her
take in his Californian surfer ’tude, while he genuinely
listened to every word she had to say, taking more interest
in her life and her work then he would have thought pos-
sible.

They walked back to her apartment. She shivered and
he draped his jacket around her shoulders.

“Anyway, New York publishing isn’t so bad. | was a
D-girl in Hollywood for three years before | moved here.
That was hell.”

Grunge cocked his head to one side. “You mean—you
were like in those movies with Brinke Stevens, those,
y’know, Jim Wynorski and Fred Olen Ray flicks? Beverly
Hills Bordello, Bad Girls from Mars, like that?”
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She elbowed him one for that. “Hah. Real funny.”

He’d been serious, but he smiled and acted like he was
in on the joke.

“Anyway, they talk about movies being in develop-
ment hell. They don’t know the meaning of that phrase.
1’d spend my every evening, every weekend, reading these
scripts, and my God, were they garbage. Of course, then
there was that one time | had this little script called Shake-
speare in Love in my hands, but the producer | worked
for said costume dramas don’t make any bucks, so we
passed.. .. Smart, huh?”

Now he got it. D-girl. Development offices. Right. . .

She kept talking. Soon they were in her apartment. It
was a cramped one bedroom, which cost her fourteen hun-
dred a month.

“l just got promoted to full editor two months ago,”
Michele said. “Couldn’t afford this place before then. |
still do some part-time work to make it all come together.”

The floors were bare wood, and the place hardly had
any furnishings. Her TV had dials on it.

Damn.

“l know,” she said, reading his expression. “New York
book editor. Not what you’d expect.”

“Lots of things aren’t what you’d expect. Can | show
you something?”

She nodded. He took off his shirt, revealing his chis-
eled, barrel-chested physique and his amazing eagle tat-
too. A part of him worried that she might get all
embarrassed or worried considering what he’d just done,
but she took in the view with some undisguised interest
and patiently'waited for him to make his point.

“When you look like me, people think you’d only go
to the library to use the bathroom.”

“And to write socially conscious rhetoric there.”

“Exactly. Hell, most people would have thought I
wasn’t diat far off from that creep who took your bag.”

She flushed at the mention of that.
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“See?” he said. “Your cheeks are red. That is what you
were thinking.”

She shook her head. “No.” She was smiling. “Just
about how cool it was when you took that guy down for
me. And how much fun it was kicking the son of a bitch.”

He grinned. “Michele, I think I could fall in love with
you.”

And at that moment, he really thought he might.

Only...

What happened when she found out what he really
was?

She turned and ran her hands over his bare chest, then
leaned in and kissed him open-mouthed.

Grunge felt his skin nearly crackle with the fiery en-
ergies her kiss released within him. He shuddered as her
tongue caressed his. His massive arms encircled her small
form and he felt her shaking as she pulled away from the
Kiss.

“I’ve been hurt,” she said.

He nodded.

“We can have fun, but | want to go slow. | don’t want
to rush things too much.”

Grunge bit his lip lightly. “Yeah.”

“You’re good with that? Really?”

He remembered the look of horror and revulsion in his
date’s eyes last night. Then he took Michele in his arms.
“As a matter of fact, | am...”

They kissed, and the horns blaring on the street and
sirens from a few blocks off melted away and formed a
moonlit sonata, accompanied by the trip-hammering of his
heart.
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into Cipher’s eyes at every intersection as he trudged
up Sixth Avenue. He could have taken a car—Wager had
plenty to spare—or even a cab, but he preferred walking.
He was used to Manhattan’s streets; he thrived on the
noise, the din of traffic and of the endless streams of peo-
ple, their voices raised in anger, in passion, in fear—the
staccato beat of his city’s heart.

This morning he took delight in moving unseen up the
stream, an invisible salmon heading for spawning grounds.
Except what he was on his way to accomplish had nothing
to do with spawning. Quite the opposite.

Wager believed he had a lead on where those annoying
young people might be found. Gen13 they called them-
selves. Cipher swallowed once, remembering Bobby. He
was a good kid, but the past was past and there was noth-
ing now but tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, a
different world from the one he’d known even a week
before. Bobby had befriended Joe Monteleone, a man of
the streets.

Joe didn’t exist any more. He might as well be dead.

Which was what Bobby would be, as soon as Cipher
found Gen13s headquarters. Wager wouldn’t make him
do it himself. But Cipher knew that Wager wanted Gen13
out of the way, and once he’d located them, Wager would
send in his troops to take them out. It wasn’t the way
Cipher would have wanted Bobby and Sarah to end up.

The morning sun slanted down the cross streets, shining
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But there was nothing he could do about it.

His mood was dark, in spite of the morning’s bright-
ness.

A salesman, late for a meeting, sample case slapping
against his leg as he ran, was about to walk through Ci-
pher. The man couldn’t see him, of course. But he smelled
like terror and desperation, flop sweat, and Cipher found
himself offended by the man. So at the last instant he
restored his physical body and the guy bumped into him.

“Sorry,” the little man said, his head wagging apolo-
getically. His tie was tied too tight and his jacket was too
large; it looked like a suit bought when he’d been fat and
successful, that no longer fit since he’d become scared and
nervous.

Cipher grabbed the guy’s necktie, yanked it even
tighter. When he shook the man, his sample case flew up
at the end of his rubbery arm and bounced off Cipher’s
shoulder. “Watch where you’re going,” he snarled. He
touched his uniform—the guy’s heavy case had collided
with his comm unit.

“Urk,” the salesman gasped.

Cipher pushed him against the hard stone wall of a
building. The guy slammed into it and bounced away, his
hooded eyes blinking shut and then open again on impact.
Through it all, he held his sample case out to the side like
it contained fragile treasures.

Cipher was half-tempted to kill the man, but even as
he reached out, the impulse faded. Some part ofme is still
Joe Monteleone, he told himself. | recognize myselfin that
man. The salesman hurried away.

He crossed another street, another beam of bright sun-
shine that did nothing to warm the winter’s day. He found
himself surprised that Wager hadn’t said anything about
him materializing in the street, roughing up the salesman.
Could the comm unit have been damaged by the clown’s
hard case?

“Wager,” he said, as a test. “This is Cipher. You
copy?”
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There was no response. He was on his own.

Looking up at the next corner, he suddenly realized
where he was. Part of him had known it all along, he now
realized. It was almost surely why he’d chosen to walk in
the first place. He was headed uptown, toward 57th and
5th, which is where Wager believed Gen13to be. But his
course took him past 53rd and 6th, which was where the
luxurious Regent Hotel stood.

And in the Regent, he knew, was his family. Well, Joe
Monteleone’s family. They’d never recognize him, he re-
alized. But he could convince them. He remembered his
life with them, in its every last detail. He knew things no
one else on Earth could know. He’d be able to convince
Margaret. Wager had sworn to keep them well cared for,
as long as they lived. Living in a place like this, a place
he never would have been able to afford—it looked like
Wager was upholding his end of the bargain. Cipher’s
end—Joe’s end—was that he would do Wager’s bidding,
and he wouldn’t try to contact his family.

But he was right here. Right outside the hotel. Surely
a brief visit wouldn’t be a problem. Especially with the
comm unit down.

He went blank, as he was beginning to think of it.
Faded from view. He knew he couldn’t get inside unob-
trusively as Cipher. And he couldn’t risk going inside in-
visible—what would happen if someone happened by
while he was knocking on Margaret’s door? He scanned
both sides of the street and saw what he was looking for—
Henry’s, an upscale men’s clothing shop. At this time of
the morning it was open, but not yet crowded.

He went inside. A couple of sales clerks leaned against
the counter, chatting, sipping from styrofoam coffee cups.
One of them, tall and thin, almost birdlike, with a great
big beak jutting from beneath dark round glasses, looked
up at the sound of the door opening and closing. Seeing
nothing, he shnigged.

“Wind,” the other one said.

“All we need,” the bird-man said.
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Except for the sales clerks, the store seemed empty.
Good. Cipher materialized.

“Huh?” the bird-man asked. He snatched his glasses
off, wiped them on his white shirt.

“How’d you do that?” the other one said. “Mirrors?”

“l need a suit,” Cipher said, ignoring their shock. His
voice was steady but firm—don’t mess with me, it said.
They seemed to understand.

I don’t know if we can fit you off the rack, pal,” the
bird-guy said. “You gotta be, what, a 48 long? But in
slacks, maybe a 32, 34 waist?”

“l don’t know,” Cipher said, realizing that as Joe Mon-
teleone, he hadn’t bought a new suit in almost a decade.
And since then, his sizes had changed considerably. “Just
figure something out, and fast.”

The two men scrambled for the racks, trying to piece
together something that looked like it might work. While
they did, Cipher thought about Margaret, about what
she’d think when she saw him.

Sure, she’d be scared, at first. But once he convinced
her it was him, in a whole new body—and he wasn’t
drinking, and he had put her into a fine hotel with clean
sheets and room service and college money for the kids—
she’d take him in her arms and squeeze him. She’d tell
him how good he felt, how strong, how firm. She’d listen
to his heart as she rested her head against his chest, and
her hand would trail languidly up and down his forearm,
the way she used to do when they were young and would
stop anywhere, in the middle of a crowded intersection,
or on the path outside the Pond in Central Park, or in the
produce aisle of the corner grocery, to hug each other and
hold each other close and profess their eternal love.

She’d whisper those words into his ear, and he’d do
the same to her, tell her how much he missed her and
loved her, how he would always love her. Then, after a
while, he would go, because he had to kill those meddle-
some Gen13kids. He knew he was who he was and where
he was because of Wager, and he wouldn’t forget that
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commitment, But still—a half hour with his family, hold-
ing his wife, talking to his kids, seeing how they’d
grown—who could hold that against a man? Not even
Wager. His employer was harsh, but he was human.

The suit almost fit, even over his uniform. It didn’t
really match—the jacket was from a blue pinstriped num-
ber, and the slacks were from a brown wool. But it cov-
ered most of his gear, and he thought it would be good
enough to get him into the hotel without causing a stii.
The sales clerks had tried to charge him four hundred
dollars, but when he’d thrown the bird-guy across the
room and dismantled the cash/wrap counter with one flex
of his arms, they had become reasonable and let him
leave. He hurried back across the street.

The Regent was more posh than any place he’d ever
stayed. The lobby was all marble and glass—even the
floor was marble. The counter was a big slab of some
rich-looking dark wood, topped with another slab of mar-
ble. He knew all that marble had to be expensive, and he
wondered for a moment just how much Wager was paying
to keep his family in a place like this.

Then he had a moment of panic, because the truth
came to him suddenly. He wasn’t, of course. Wager had
told him his family was staying here, but he had also
warned him not to look for them. He was probably lying.
They were probably in some dump, some tenement build-
ing somewhere, cursing the day they’d heard Joe Mon-
teleone’s name. Cipher stormed the front desk with a
scowl on his face, expecting the worst.

“I’'m looking for the Monteleones,” he said. “Margaret
Monteleone, two kids.”

The clerk, barely out of his teens, looked at him like
he was a moron. “Of course, sir,” he said. “If you’ll go
to the house phone,”—he pointed across the lobby to a
leather sofa with three white telephones on a little glass
table in front of it—“I’ll ring their room for you.”

Cipher leaned closer to the kid, hands resting on the
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edge of the marble. “I don’t want to call them,” he said.
“l want to surprise them.”

“I’'m sorry, | can’t tell you their room number,” the kid
said, his voice quaking a little. “That’s against hotel pol-
icy. If you’d like I can ring them and tell them you’re
here.”

“l said—" Cipher started.

“Five-seventeen,” the Kkid interrupted. Cipher looked
down and realized that he had crumbled the edge of the
marble slab to powder.

“Thanks,” he said. He went to the elevators.

The wait was short, and then he boarded, rode up five
stories. A sign on the wall pointed to the left. Their door
was four down from the elevator lobby.

517.

Brass numbers on polished wood. He didn’t want to
knock—he knew Margaret would look through the peep-
hole, and see a stranger, and she’d be frightened. He
wanted her to hear his voice before she saw him. His
voice hadn’t changed.

He took the doorknob in his hand. She could call down
later for a new one. He turned it, feeling the lock mech-
anism resist, and then give under his superior strength. He
pushed the door open. The room was dark, curtains drawn
against the morning sun.

“Margaret,” he called softly. “Elyse. Joey...”

There was no answer. Maybe they were out. If so, he’d
wait for them, at least a little while. He had run the risk
of angering Wager; he wasn’t going to let it go for noth-
ing.

“You here, Margaret?” he asked the room. “It’s me,
Joe.” "

He walked down the short hallway, past the door to
the bathroom and the closet. Beyond, there was a sitting
area, and two doors leading to two bedrooms. At least
Wager put them in a suite, Joe thought. Maybe they’re
still sleeping. He picked the nearest bedroom door, tapped
on it. “Margaret?”
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Still no answer. He opened the door, found a light
switch, clicked it on.

She was half on the bed, half dangling toward the floor.
Blood had pooled beneath her, running out down her
cheeks and temples from the slash in her throat. It was
still wet and thick, hadn’t yet had time to congeal. Less
than an hour, he thought. Maybe much less.

He ran to the other door. The kids! He threw their door
open.

The scene brought tears to his eyes.

Elyse had been fifteen, Joe Jr. nine. Elyse loved danc-
ing and horses and pop music, while Joe Jr. kept himself
amused with television and the Internet. At least, those
had been the things they’d liked when they’d had a home.
On the streets, you didn’t have time for hobbies—part of
why he’d sent them to live with Margaret’s family after
he’d lost their home. At least they’d still have access to
schools and TV and the occasional book or toy.

But they’d never see another birthday, never log on to
another web site, never hear another song.

Cipher—Joe Monteleone—stood in the middle of the
room, fists clenched, blinking his eyes to hold back the
tears. Who had done this? Why?

Someone would pay.

And it dawned on him that there was only one possible
answer to his question.

Wager had done this.

Wager would die.

“You gotta admit, he always keeps his word,” a voice
said, behind him.

Cipher spun and saw Suzanne Sawyer, standing in the
doorway to his wife’s room. Behind her, three men he’d
met briefly at Wager’s brownstone headquarters. They
were interchangeable muscle, as far as he could tell. He
thought their names were Mike, Curtis, and Paco, but he
wasn’t even sure about that. They were all big, well-
muscled—even Suzanne looked like she’d been enhanced
in some way. They wore uniforms similar to his, the same
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Ouroboros emblem on their chests, matching armbands
encircling their biceps. They looked, to him, like some-
thing from a Flash Gordon movie, and it occurred to him
that he must look even more ridiculous, wearing that outfit
under an ill-fitting mismatched suit. He tore the clothes
off and threw them to the floor.

“What are you talking about?” he demanded.

“Wager. He said he’d keep them in high style for the
rest of their lives. He just didn’t say how long that would
be.” ' ' '

“That’s my wife in there,” Cipher said. “My kids. He
shouldn’t’ve.”

“You fail to understand the most significant fact here,”
Suzanne argued. “Wager decides what he should and
shouldn’t do. You’re nothing. A tool.”

“Maybe that’s what you think,” Cipher replied.
“Maybe that’s even what he thinks. He’ll learn different.”
“Don’t do anything stupid,” Suzanne warned him.

“Too late for that,” Cipher said. “I’m just gonna fix
the mistakes I’ve already made.”

Suzanne cocked her head toward him, speaking to her
companions. “Stop him.”

This was too much for him. His wife dead, his children
slaughtered, and now this woman and her playmates
thought they could stop him from exacting his revenge.

He’d never wanted to kill for Wager. Hoped to spend
his whole life without taking anyone else’s. But now, all
bets were off.

“Try,” Cipher said. He threw himself across the room
at them.

The one he thought was Mike, with close-cropped
brown hair and a beard, came forward to meet his charge.
He raised his forearms and crossed them, and Cipher
slammed into them. The impact was much like running
headlong into a brick wall.

Staggered, he dropped to one knee. Wager had done
something to these four. Even Suzanne looked different
than he remembered her, bigger, maybe tougher.
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But no matter what he’d done to them, they still
weren’t him. He charged again—this time, heading
straight for Suzanne. When he smeared the walls with her
brains, the others would be easy.

Paco met this advance with an upthrust boot, catching
him in the stomach. He doubled around it, but managed
to close his hands on Paco’s leg. He yanked. The man
flew backward, head slamming into the hotel room’s car-
pet with a loud thud.

Cipher smiled at the sound.

But before he could capitalize on it, Curtis closed a fist
over his collarbone and squeezed. The pain was excruci-
ating, and Cipher fell to his knees again. He managed to
clamp his hands over Curtis’s forearm, and bent. Curtis’s
arm snapped like a dry twig, and he let out a scream.

Before he could regain his feet, Mike slammed the ho-
tel room’s desk into his neck and shoulders. Wood splin-
tered around Cipher. He shook his head to clear it. These
guys should know they couldn’t hurt him with such prim-
itive attacks. He was surprised that Curtis had been able
to hurt him so badly. Something about whatever Wager
had done to them—they’d been given some amount of
the same stuff he had, Cipher guessed.

No other way they could do any damage to him.

But still, he’d take them. And then he’d visit Wager.

Thinking about the man filled him with rage. His vision
clouded. He let out a guttural roar and flailed at Mike.
His fists pounded flesh.

“This is ridiculous,” he heard Suzanne say. Her voice
sounded like it was coming from far away. He knew,
vaguely, that his blood was pounding in his ears, deaf-
ening him. He looked away from Mike for a moment,
trying to locate Suzanne.

When he found her, she was pointing at him. Not with
a weapon, just with a single finger. And light seemed to
emanate from that finger, blinding him.

Burning him.

He screamed. Threw his hands in front of his face.
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Curled into a ball on the hotel floor.

“Finish him,” he heard her say. Even farther away now,
her voice traveling to him through the waves of pain that
racked his body.

He knew he couldn’t prevent them from killing him.
But he also understood that, even if they had been the
ones who pulled the triggers on his wife and children, they
had done so at Wager’s insistence.

If they killed him, he’d never have a chance to kill
Wager. And he wanted, more than anything, to see Wager
dead.

The realization gave him the strength to push himself
to his feet. With a scream, he grabbed the comer leg of
the room’s sofa and raised it into the air, flinging it at
them. Wouldn’t hurt them, but he just wanted them dis-
tracted now.

He dove through the window.

This room overlooked an alley, so while there were
people on the street beyond, there was no one immediately
below. Where he hit the ground, the pavement buckled.

He went intangible before he reached the street. Behind
him, he heard voices, but he knew they’d never be able
to catch him. With the comm unit broken, he was untrace-
able, a free man. He ran.

The fact that Suzanne had been able to hurt him so
badly worried him. It meant that there was power out
there—power greater than his. Only one person on Earth
could have given her such power, he thought. Wager.

One more reason to kill him.

An hour later, he stopped in a doorway a block from
the Mary McCardle Shelter. He waited there, out of the
wind, for another hour, until he saw someone he recog-
nized walk past. He wore baggy brown pants, a moth-
eaten sweater, and a long trench coat held closed with a
length of rope.

“Ron!” he called.

The man stopped, looked around. Saw Cipher standing
in the doorway.
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“C’mere,” Cipher said.

Ron looked uncertainly at him.

“It’s me,” Cipher said. “Joe. Mr. Joe.”

Ron stepped closer. “You don’t look like Mr. Joe.”

“Close your eyes,” Cipher instructed. “Listen to me.”

Ron did as he was told. He shut his eyes.

“It is me,” Cipher said. “My name is Joe Monteleone.
You sat next to me at dinner, about a month ago. | let
you have my biscuit, remember?”

“Yeah,” Ron said. “Sure, | remember diat.” He opened
his eyes and came closer.

“Listen,” Cipher said. “l need you to do something for
me.”

“Sure, okay,” Ron said. “Whatever.”

“You know who Bobby is, right? Kid who works at
the Shelter sometimes? Goatee?”

“Sure, Bobby, yeah.”

“l need you to give him a message .. ,f

Bobby Lane stood alone in Central Park near the base of
Cleopatra’s Needle. The obelisk stood near East Drive at
East 82nd Street, a welcome sight to a collection of run-
ners who pushed themselves over Cat Hill and completed
their last leg. He watched the runners pass, noting a strag-
gler, a big man, wearing gray sweats.

It was him. Mr. Joe.

Cipher.

Bobby tried not to look over at his teammates, who
stood among the collection of tall trees behind him.
Across the street, beyond another grove of trees, lay the
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Sliding his hands into the deep pockets of his trench-
coat, Bobby glanced at the surface of the obelisk. It
looked at least forty feet high and it was tapered to a point
at its crest. Egyptian symbols covered its walls. The
sounds of a softball game taking place on the Great
Lawn’s diamond drifted to him.

The jogger came to Bobby, not the least bit out of
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breath. Under other circumstances, Bobby might have
made a joke about if it was safe or not, thinking about
Marathon Man, that flick with Dustin Hoffman and Laur-
ence Olivier that was shot not far from here. But he wasn’t
in a joking kind of mood.

And anyway, Mr. Joe was no dentist.

The man crushing the grass a dozen paces away had
tried to kill him and his friends. He had changed—or been
changed—by a madman.

Joe Monteleone stopped before Bobby and sighed. He
seemed to listen to the sounds of people laughing and
cheering, the high sharp crack of a bat hitting a softball.

“l used to bring my kids here,” Joe said. “We played
softball in that field.”

“l remember.” Bobby was still not looking at him. He
couldn’t. The man standing near him sounded like his
friend. But one look in his direction and the illusion would
be shattered. “You told me.”

They didn’t talk for a while. Instead, all that passed
between them was a cool, whistling breeze. The earth
smelled tired, ready for its season of sleep and renewal.
The sun hung low on the horizon, a golden glowing orb
that cast part of the needle in silhouette.

Finally, Joe said, “They’re dead, Bobby. My wife. My
son and daughter. Dead.”

Bobby shuddered. He had been prepared for anything
but this. He couldn’t help himself, he turned to face Mr.
Joe.

The man had changed—but his eyes were the same.
Tired and wounded. Yet alive, burning with urgency. That
had been one of the qualities that had arrested Bobby’s
attention about Mr. Joe in the beginning. Here was this
homeless man who was bent, but not broken. He had the
look of someone who was waiting for something, watch-
ing for an opportunity to begin again.

That opportunity had come, and God help him, Joe
Monteleone had taken it.

“No, that’s not right,” Bobby said. “l saw them. Me
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and Sarah, we went to the Regent looking for you—"

“Bobby,” Joe said softly.

It stopped him. It was all he needed to hear. The pain
in Joe Monteleone’s voice left no room for mistakes.
What the man said was true, whether Bobby wanted to
believe it or not.

“l did it all for them,” Joe said. He struggled to get the
words out, his voice choked with emotion. “Then Wager
decided...”

Bobby didn’t have to hear the rest. He’d been through
his share of double-crosses. He understood.

“There’s blood on my hands,” Joe said. “Some of it
was almost yours. But you and your friends got away.
Thank God.” ' S

Bobby knew that at least a part of him should be angry
at this man. Mr. Joe had been weak. He had left his family
when all they wanted was to be with him. He had decided
without ever asking them what was most important to
them. And he had done a thing that had ultimately led to
the deaths of those he cared most about.

It was that last thing that staved off his anger. There
was nothing he could say or do that could punish Mr. Joe
worse than what he had done himself. What mattered was
here and now.

“What do you want?” Bobby asked.

“Wager. Dead. But | can’t do it alone.”

Bobby shook his head. “We’re not Killers,”

“l didn’t say you were. Listen, | know where he is. |
know how to get to him. What | need is help breaking
through his defenses. You and your friends, you can take
me there. I’ll do the rest.”

Bobby’s mind was swimming. He felt a fury that
nearly made him burst into flames. He wanted Joe’s fam-
ily avenged. He wanted Wager stopped.

But not like this.

He looked back to the obelisk, putting his hand onto
its carved surface to steady himself. Then he saw some-
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thing—odd. Several of the hieroglyphics had been chis-
eled to form words in English:

EAT AT JOE’S

Bobby almost laughed. He couldn’t help it. Laugh or
scream, his only options.

“You think this is funny?” Joe Monteleone asked. His
shoulders tensed.

“No,” Bobby said, looking away from the obelisk for
an instant. “No, it’s just—"

When he looked back, the hieroglyphics were Egyptian
symbols once more. He stared at them in confusion.

“What is it?” Joe asked, his tone completely changed.
“What did you see?”

“The—the letters changed,” Bobby said. “For a second
it said—"

Joe grabbed Bobby’s arm and hauled him back. “He’s
here.”

The obelisk shimmered. Caitlin and the others broke
from cover. A door appeared in the face of the needle, a
darkness deeper than any mystery, weightier than death.

Figures stepped out.

The first was a muscle-bound giant. Wager. Suzanne
Sawyer and the men Joe had fought at his wife’s town-
house followed.

Bobby looked to Joe, wondering for only a second if
this had been another trap all along. But the man’s startled
expression told him all he needed to know.

“You bastard,” Joe said, staring at the grinning man
who led the procession. “You bastard!”

Joe launched himself at Wager—and fell through the
man. He tumbled to the ground on the other side of his
maker and struck the now solid obelisk once more.

“Don’t flatter yourself to think that we’re the same,”
Wager said. “The serum affected me far differently than
it did you. My power is all power. To have my will done
in all things. My dreams, your nightmares.”

Bloody hands burst up from the ground, grasping at
Joe Monteleone. A woman’s hands. The hands of chil-
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dren. He screamed in terror and scrambled away.

The hands disappeared. Joe tried to strike at another of
Wager’s operatives, but his hand became intangible the
moment before he could land a blow.

“You can’t harm us,” Wager said. “I told you that you
were a thing of little or no importance. Now it’s true. |
willed it to be so and now it is.”

Bobby understood what was happening, though he
could only barely believe it. Wager was somehow con-
trolling Mr. Joe’s powers, making it impossible for the
man to harm any of them.

Wager turned to Bobby and the others. “Come now,
children, it’s time to play.”

Bobby shrugged off his trenchcoat and allowed the
fires to consume him. His teammates flanked him.

“Oh, good,” Wager said. “The traditional superhero
battle. I’ve been reading about these since | was a child.
And there were so many things | was wondering
about...”

Caitlin tapped Roxy on the back. Bobby watched as
she edged around to the far left, placing herself across
from the muscular blonde woman.

“Right—this is the line of scrimmage part of things,”
Wager said. “Four of us, five of you, six if you count
poor Cipher, everyone pairs off looking for a dance part-
ner.”

Caitlin stepped forward.

Wager giggled. “The fearless leader. | want you for
my very own.”

“Take them down,” Caidin said.

Bobby raised his hand but before he could make a
move, he felt his flames leap out of him, unbidden. They
made a wide sweep, torching the group. He gasped as he
saw them all burst into fire, screaming and wailing as they
twitched and fell upon the ground.

“Bobby!” Sarah screamed. She leaped into the air and
frantically summoned winds and rain that doused the
fiery, dying bodies.
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Caitlin and the others stared at him. He looked down
at the fires still in his hand.

“I didn’t,” he said. “I didn’t!”

“I’ll get help,” Sarah said, watching Bobby with a look
of stark disbelief. Sadness and anger played across her
beautiful features. And sorrow.

The four figures on the ground had stopped moving.
They were grotesque, charred husks.

They were dead.

“l didn’t . ..” Bobby repeated.

“Dude, the fire came out of your hand,” Grunge said.

“What are we gonna do?” Roxy said. “It’s not sup-
posed to be like this! It’s never been like this!”

Bobby watched as Mr. Joe stood up slowly. He looked
at the bodies with a desperate look of hope, disappoint-
ment, and fear.

“Withdraw your flames,” Caitlin said.

Nodding, Bobby tried to pull them back.

Nothing happened.

Caitlin looked worried. “Bobby, | know you didn’t
mean to—” .

“It just happened, I didn’t do it!” Bobby yelled. This
was a nightmare!

“Go get Sarah,” Caitlin said. She was visibly shaken.
“We’ll phone 911. Something. | dunno. Mr. Lynch’ll help
us fix things. He’ll know what to do.”

“People will be coming soon,” Grunge said. “They’re
gonna see!”

Bobby refused to believe this. He hadn’t willed the
flames upon his opponents. This was one of his greatest
fears.

He was a murderer...

“Let ’em come,” Bobby said, falling to the ground.
“You guys go. Let ’em come ...”

The others were silent. Were they considering his of-
fer? Or simply too stunned to respond?

He didn’t even look their way.
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“This can’t be right,” Joe Monteleone said. “Wager’s
playing with us. This isn’t real.”

Roxy covered her mouth and looked away. “It sure
smells real..

Bobby felt hope rise up within him. Could this be an
illusion? Was it possible that Wager was playing games
with them?

He waited for the bodies to rise.

Waited.

Then all four of their opponents were standing in place
once more, unscathed. Wager grinned.

Sarah suddenly winked into existence beside Bobby,
her eyes wide with disorientation.

“That’s one of the things | wondered about in these
battles,” he said. “You children have all this power. How
can you know exactly how hard to strike, how much
power to use, the amount of heat your opponents can
take? It would be so easy to cross the line, to snap some-
one’s neck or burn them to cinders. And how would that
feel? Would some part of you like it? What would you
do? The odds were 98 percent that in another 55 seconds
at least one of you would have turned on the little fire-
starter and suggested letting him take the blame. But—"

Caitlin surged forward, smashing her fist into Wager’s
face.

He kept grinning.

She pummeled him, beating on him until she was
barely able to stand. No one else moved. Bobby tried, but
he was frozen in place!

Finally, Caitlin stumbled back.

“Whatever you give will find countless ways back to
you,” Wager said.

Caitlin screamed as a volley of invisible blows landed
on her, first on her jaw, then upon every area of the body
in which she had struck Wager. Bruises and welts ap-
peared. She fell back as blood spilled from her mouth and
she collapsed.

Wager picked her up by the throat and examined her.
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He stared deeply into her eyes and spoke to her. But his
words were garbled. Bobby couldn’t understand them.

Wager wished for this conversation to be private,
Bobby realized.

How can we fight this guy? Bobby wondered. What
can we do?

Whatever Wager was saying, his words were having
an effect. Caitlin’s eyes grew wide and moist. She swal-
lowed hard, shuddering, desperately attempting to look
away from the madman.

“Upsetting, isn’t it?” Wager said, his words compre-
hensible again. “For one person to know another so well?
And just by the evidence of the senses. Senses you should
not deny, little one.” He sighed. “You have one chance.
Take it.”

He dropped Caitlin. She snatched a weapon from the
belt of the blonde-haired woman. A silver blade.

Caitlin, no! Bobby screamed in his mind. But he
couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. All he could do was
watch as she rammed the blade into Wager’s side with
both hands—then fell over, the color draining from her
face as a bloody wound appeared in her own side.

Wager frowned. “Hmmm. | still have questions and
curiosities, but | also have something of a need to indulge
myself with physicality. The rest of you, come, enjoy
yourselves, | wish to experience that free-for-all battle
scene that I’ve read about so many times!”

Bobby felt the paralysis that had gripped him suddenly
disappear. He gritted his teeth and loosed a plasma bolt
at the closest of Wager’s soldiers, a man with long blond
hair and hands that had elongated into talons.

The man took the blast and smiled.

Meanwhile, Roxy had loosed her powers upon Suzanne
Sawyer, increasing the woman’s gravity tenfold. She
sweated as she trudged forward and struggled to raise her
hand, but her eyes glowed with delight.

“A pretty one, aren’t you?” Suzanne said. “l want to
hear you scream .. .”
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A dozen paces away from Roxy, Grunge had thrown
himself against Mike, the human brick wall who had re-
pelled Cipher. The man threw open his arms and caught
Grunge in a powerful embrace.

Then he began to squeeze.

Bobby saw all of this, but could do little to help. The
blond guy was on him, his raking talons slicing the air
before him. Flames completely engulfed Bobby once
more and he tried to fly, but the man grabbed his ankle
and hurled him to the ground. Opening his mouth, he
loosed a freezing cold that put out Bobby’s flames and
left him shuddering on the ground.

“Bobby!” someone yelled.

It was Sarah. Bobby saw her flying toward him to help,
then suddenly her sailing form was jerked away.

Wager!

Bobby’s field of vision was then consumed by the
blond man and his flashing talons. He rolled to avoid
them, and spun to deliver a kick to the man’s face, driving
him back.

He “flamed on” once more and leaped into the sky.

From above, he could see Sarah and Wager. The
muscle-bound goon had his arms crossed over his massive
chest. Sarah was before him on one bent knee, struggling
against his will. An odd aura surrounded her, a gray, life-
less void that seemed to cut her off from the earth and
the elements.

He was torturing her!

A scream came off to his left. He looked over and saw
Roxy fall as Suzanne Sawyer loosed a steady stream of
dark energies at her. Bobby made a strafing run, deliver-
ing a series of explosive plasma bursts at the tall platinum-
haired woman. Sawyer’s concentration was broken, and
shards of a large stone shot up and struck her in the skull.
She staggered back, giving Roxy time to go on the offen-
sive.

Caitlin was still down. And Mr. Joe wandered through
the battlefield, helpless, a screaming, impotent wraith.
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Wager glanced up at Bobby. “This could become pub-
lic quite easily, couldn’t it? Then the fun would be over
too soon.”

He gestured and the ground shook. Four more stone
obelisks, each the exact size and shape of Cleopatra’s
Needle, rose from the earth. They struck upward describ-
ing a five-pointed star, and lightning coupled with walls
of shimmering energy reached out between them, creating
a shining veil that hid their battle from the world. A dome
reached over them, translucent, but hazy.

No one could see in or out of the field Wager had
created.

And no one could escape.

Bobby saw strange symbols in the energy walls. An-
cient ankhs. Hieroglyphs. And vistas of another time and
place. Egypt itself.

Had Wager taken them out of their own space-time
continuum simply to contain their battle? Would a legion
of mummies and animal-headed men with god-like pow-
ers next appear to challenge them?

Someone tapped Bobby on the shoulder. He was two
stories above the ground.

He turned to see Talon.

“You think you’re the only one who can fiy?” his en-
emy said. Then his claws struck out and all Bobby saw
was a bloodred haze as pain lanced through him and he
fell to the ground.

Rolling onto his back, Bobby lifted his arms and fo-
cused all the energy he had left on Talon. A single con-
trolled plasma burst of the highest intensity struck his
flying, incoming assailant square in the chest. It drove him
up and flung him to the wall of the dome, where the
strange energies and odd images curled beneath the sky.

Talon screamed—and disappeared.

“Roxy!” Bobby yelled. “Roxy, did you see?”

She had. Roxy gestured and Suzanne Sawyer suddenly
flew upward, deprived of all gravity. She turned in mid-
air and aimed her energies at the wall above, creating just
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enough force to keep her from vanishing into the matrix
of energies Wager had willed into existence.

“Yo, Bob-man, could use some help over here,”
Grunge said.

Bobby looked over and saw that Grunge had turned a
bright red, the vise-like grip of his assailant nearly crush-
ing the life from him. Raising his hand, Bobby said,
“Sorry, dude!”

A final plasma bolt left him, striking Grunge square in
the chest. It flung him and the dark-haired man back to
the ground. The moment Grunge was able to make contact
with the grass, he took on its molecular composition, eas-
ily wriggling out of Mark’s hands, then turning into vines
that encircled and began to squeeze Wager’s operative,

Bobby collapsed, spent.

Yet—Wager still had Sarah! The giant was draining
her, ripping the life essence from her!

“Let the girl go,” Joe Monteleone said.

Wager glanced up as the wraith approached. “Cipher.
What will you do if | say no? Will you speak with me
harshly?”

Cipher—and he was Cipher now, Bobby could see
that, the running outfit was gone and his battle gear be-
neath was revealed—advanced on his maker.

Cipher pulled back his hand and transformed it into a
sledgehammer. He struck Wager hard enough to send the
giant flying backward.

Sarah fell back, the gray aura surrounding her instantly
dissipating.

Bobby surveyed the scene. Caitlin and Sarah were
down. Roxy and Grunge occupied. It was up to him and
Mr. Joe now. Only—Bobby was drained. It didn’t matter.
He; picked up a rock and stumbled forward.

As if sensing Bobby’s thoughts, Cipher said, “Stay
back!” " ' ' ‘

Wager sat up slowly. He stroked his chin.

“This is a satisfying feeling,” Wager said. “Brute phys-
ical contact. Though I’'m not sure how it’s possible.”
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“Whatever you give will find countless ways back to
you,” Cipher said. “This is for my family.”

Wager shuddered. “The percentages are not in favor of
such a—"

“Shut up!” Cipher said, advancing again. As Wager
stood, Cipher turned his hands into swords and ran his
maker through. Wager gasped and Cipher withdrew his
sword hands.

Then Wager straightened up and his wounds healed
with a thought. He struck at Cipher, who fought back.
The ground thundered and the shimmering walls of en-
ergy faltered as the titans battled. Their bodies shifted,
mouths opening with jagged teeth, tendrils and tentacles
erupting from their flesh, and they battered and bruised
one another, but could do little more . ..

Roxy cried out with effort and sent Suzanne Sawyer a
mile through the air. Grunge backed off as the uncon-
scious body of Wager’s other operative collapsed at his
feet. Then she went to her sister, who lay curled up on
the ground, clutching her side.

Bobby dropped the stone he carried and gathered Sarah
up in his arms. Grunge stumbled over and helped Roxy
with Caitlin.

“We gotta get out of here,” Roxy said.

Bobby nodded. He knew this might be their only
chance. But he couldn’t leave Mr. Joe!

Bobby felt a sudden ache in his head. His power—his
other power, which came sparingly these days—had en-
gaged. He could feel Mr. Joe in his mind.

I’ll hold him, Joe Monteleone whispered. Go!

Though it nearly broke him, Bobby turned his back on
his friend and helped the others leave the shadow of Cle-
opatra’s Needle.

They were at the very edge of the circle described by
the five obelisks when a shadow rose up and fell upon
them. Bobby looked back and saw Wager standing nearly
as tall as the obelisk, Cipher crawling away in pain.

“Oh, yes,” Wager said. “All the classic elements. Sac-

211



GEN B

rifice. Duty. Honor. Vengeance. And it all amounts to
nothing. | could kill any of you with a thought. I could
wish you out of existence, or turn back time and make it
that you were never sired. But I choose to let you live.
As heralds. Messengers. Let others of your kind know that
I exist, and | will not be denied. | cannot be undone. |
am the alpha and omega. | am your god!”

With that, Wager laughed hysterically. Then, holding,
his side, he giggled. “Sorry. Always wanted to say that.”
Then his expression became blank. ‘“Though it is true.”

He disappeared—leaving Bobby and the others to si-
lently make their escape.
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aitlin Fairchild was wounded. Her body would heal.

She wasn’t so sure about her mind—or her soul.

She had seen Wager do things, become things, that
were impossible. Worse than that, he had seen inside her.
He had known her every fear and desire. And he had
laughed while he held her life in his hands.

The team had regrouped in their penthouse suite. No
one had spoken since the battle. Their cuts had been
cleaned and dressed, and most had showered and changed
into street clothes. Only Caitlin remained in her shredded
and bloody battle suit. Her ribs were taped, and an I.O.
tissue regenerator was hard at work on the wound in her
side. She had refused to go to the hospital. Too many
questions. Too few answers.

She looked to the others. Grunge sat on the couch,
flipping channels. Roxy and Sarah were in their rooms,
sitting on their beds, their doors open. Bobby and Joe
Monteleone stood near the window, looking out at the
stars.

She brought her hands up to her face, staring at the
flecks of blood dotting her flesh, the bits of skin beneath
her nails.

It was over. They had faced Wager and had fallen be-
fore his power. He had let them live to act as heralds. To
serve as living testaments of his authority.

Look at them. See how they are broken. This is what
will happen to any who stand against me. . ..
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Caitlin shuddered, hugging herself.

Grunge turned off the television. Without looking up,
he said, “Maybe we should call in Mr. Majestic. Or some-
one.”

Bobby lowered his head. “Good idea.”

They’re giving up, Caitlin thought. They’re gonna let
Wager win!

“Hold up,” she said. “All right, we were blind-sided,
we didn’t understand what we were up against, but that
doesn’t mean we can’t still take this scumbag down!”

The room was silent.

Again, it was Grunge who spoke first. “How?”

It was a simple question. Not a bullet from a gun, not
a bolt of incredible energies fired from the hands of a
power-mad god. Yet it struck her with almost as much
deadly force.

Caitlin looked away, crushed by the weight of the si-
lence that had risen up around her—and within her.

She had no answer.

Then a voice, long forgotten, rose up in her mind. In
science wefind the answers. Through science, we canfind
the key to unlock any door.. ..

She almost smiled. Joquile Robeson. Her eighth grade
science teacher. The first teacher to really take her interest
in science seriously.

Why was she thinking of him now?

And why was the very idea of changing out of her
bloody clothes and showering off the filth that had been
left on her after the battle such a disturbing notion?

“l need time,” Caitlin said. She strode off for the clean
room. Her lab.

“Yeah,” Bobby said. “Take all the time you need.”

“Good luck,” Joe Monteleone said.

Caitlin nearly hesitated at the older man’s words. It
wasn’t his tone. She could appreciate the anger and bit-
terness in his voice.

Luck...

Another part of the puzzle. Yes, she was sure of it now.
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A mystery- lay before her. One she was certain she could
solve.

She went into the clean room, locking the door behind
her. She walked over the decontamination chamber and
stripped off her clothing, piling the rags neatly on a metal
cart nearby. Standing below the aluminum shower head,
she hesitated before turning on the steaming water. The
moment the waters struck the grid at her bare feet, a
cleansing chemical mist would rise from below and every
physical reminder of the battle—except her wounds, of
course—would dissolve away.

She stared at her hands. Examined her nails.

The gasp that had escaped Wager when her clawed
hand struck his face, leaving five nasty gashes came to
her.

True, his skin had healed almost instantly, but...

His blood and flecks of his skin remained under her
nails. She stepped out of the chamber and went to work,
scraping off samples, and mounting them for one test after
another.

When she was certain that she would have enough ma-
terial to work with, Caitlin took her shower, her excite-
ment rising with the steam that enveloped her perfect
form.

She was in a white robe, sitting at her analysis console,
when the knock came at the door. She tapped a few keys
on a nearby panel and unlocked the door.

Sarah stood in the doorway. “Caitlin, what are you do-
ing?” '

g“l am the key,” she whispered, practically entranced
by the images revealed on her many screens. “And he is
the lock.”

“Oh."

Caitlin was only dimly aware when Sarah left.

Half an hour later, she was back in the living room,
the entire group assembled around her. Her eyes blazed
with excitement. She sat cross-legged on the floor, a pile
of papers in her lap. Lab .w"d-outs.

216



TIME AND CHANCE

“Mr. Monteleone, how long has it been since Wager
took the serum?” Caitlin asked.

“He was normal when | left,” Monteleone said. “I
guess it’s been about six hours.”

“Then it all fits.” She reached into the pocket of her
robe and drew out a vial filled with shining golden fluid.
“I needed time to think. And I needed a chance at getting
my hands on some of the original Gen-Active solution. |
got ’em both.”

Grunge shook his head. “Huh? | thought Wager had
the last of it.”

“It’s in his blood,” Caitlin said. “And it’s in ours, t00.”

“But you can’t extract it,” Sarah said. “You told me
that. The serum is bonded to our DNA.”

Caitlin dug through the papers in her lap then looked
up, shaking the long red hair out of her face. “Right. But
I’ve been doing research. Actually, it’s been kind of a
hobby of mine for a while now. I’ve been analyzing blood
samples from each of us, collating data, and 1°’ve come
up with a theory. A bunch of theories, actually. I’m blath-
ering. Sorry. But this is exciting.”

Sarah stepped forward. “Caitlin, now.”

“Yeah,” Roxy said. “You’re making my head spin.
What’s the deal with all this, anyway?”

Caitlin grinned. “The deal is, we’ve come to accept
that there’s no going back. That we’re stuck with these
powers for the rest of our lives.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Bobby said.

Caitlin shook the vial in her hand. “I think this is an
antidote. I’m pretty sure it would work. That it would take
us back. Any of us. All of us. Give us our lives back.”

Joe Monteleone hung his head and looked away at
those words. Caitlin immediately regretted them.

“It could make us human again,” Caitlin said. “Get rid
of our powers.”

Sarah sat down next to Caitlin and took the vial from
her hand. She held it up to the light and studied it. Within,
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strange energies appeared to swim about, like living
things. “How is that possible?”

“Don’t get our hopes up for nothing,” Roxy said.

Caitlin shuffled the papers in her lap once more. “I
keep checking and re-checking my data, and it always
comes out the same. There seems to be a kind of incu-
bation period when the solution is introduced into, people
who aren’t bom Gen-Active. Powers appear right away,
but there’s a twelve-hour window of opportunity during
which the Gen-Active material can still be separated out
from a subject’s DNA. | took the blood and skin that I’d
tom from Wager and worked it until | was able to pull
the two apart. With the primary material, in combination
with all the data and samples | had on hand, I’ve been
able to synthesize an antidote.”

“l don’t believe it,” Sarah whispered.

“I’ve ran simulations on the computer and I°ve tried it
on my own blood sample,” Caitlin said. “It worked to
neutralize the Gen-Active strands in the sample. In theory,
it should work on any of us, with no harmful results.”

Bobby came closer. “You really mean it. You honestly
think it would work?”

Caitlin nodded. “I’ve seen it work.”

The room fell silent. Roxy got up and looked out the
window, at the magnificent view of the city. “We could
be the same as everyone else.”

Grunge nodded. “No more secrets. No more lies.”

Sarah handed the solution back to Caidin. “lI don’t
know. Being one with nature, riding the air... That’s a
lot to give up.”

Caitlin touched her perfect features. “Let me tell you
something. Every morning, when | wake up, | go to the
mirror, and I’'m still expecting to see my old self. Small.
Flat. Plain. Every day, | jump when | see this looking
back at me. It’s not me. It’s not who and what I am. When
| see people staring at me | feel like 1’m some kind of
freak, like 1’'m something that isn’t even human.”
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“That’s not why they stare,” Sarah said. “You’re beau-
tiful.” "

Caitlin tapped the side of her head. “I know that. Up
here, intellectually, | know that.” She tapped her chest.
“But in here, in my heart, it’s wrong. It doesn’t track. |
don’t think it ever will. I could be in Penthouse—”

“Please, God, yes, please, God,” Grunge chanted until
Roxy smacked him on the back of the head.

“You get my point.”

“l do,” Sarah said. “And | agree. It’s ... aburden. Yes,
there are benefits to these powers. But there’s a price, too.
We could have died today. Wager could have killed us
all. And we would have died for nothing. The crime con-
tinues. People still hate. What difference does it really
make if Wager controls the underworld or if it’s someone
else? People don’t change. Human beings don’t—

“Sarah, ” Bobby said.

She looked to him in surprise.

“Wager killed Joe’s family. Joe’s going after Wager.”
He turned to the behemoth. “Aren’t you?”

Joe Monteleone nodded slowly. “I have to.”

Bobby put his hand on Joe’s shoulder. “Then you’re
not going alone.” He looked to the others. “I don’t know
about anyone else. But | met these people. | saw the future
in their eyes. Wager took that away. | don’t give a god
damn about anything else.”

Caitlin had never seen Bobby like this. Never. For a
moment, he reminded her of his father.

Sarah looked approvingly at Bobby. “You’re right. I’'m
in.”

Grunge turned to Caitlin. “You think you can come up
with a plan for dealin’ with this guy?”

“Yes,” Caitlin said. The word surprised even her. A
moment ago, she had felt so close, so ready to take the
antidote.

Of course, she could have done that before returning
from the clean room ...

“I’ll do it,” Grunge said.
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Roxy eyed the solution in Caitlin’s hands. “We take
this guy down, then we make a decision about that stuff.
Deal?”

Caitlin slipped the vial back into her pocket. “Deal.”
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he men met in the back room of a bar and grill. Through

the door they could hear the faint sounds of business
as usual—glassware clinking, silver rattling, voices raised
in mealtime conversation. The scents of grilling steak and
baking bread and simmering sauces permeated the room.

They paid attention to none of it. They were here for
business, not a meal. There was money at stake, and lots
of it.

“l want a piece of midtown,” Big Tony said. “I’ve
always had a piece of midtown, and | don’t see why that
would change now.”

“Everything’s changed now,” Andreas the Greek told
him, running a hand through his silver hair. “It’s like Eu-
rope after the war. None of the old lines on the map mean
anything with Wager in town.”

“I’m tired of hearing about Wager,” Big Tony said.

The other men scooted their chairs away from the ta-
ble, as if expecting a boit of lightning to strike it.

Chuck E. Bones interrupted the sudden silence. “You
gonna tell him that?”

“l just might,” Big Tony said.

“Right,” English Neil said. “You don’t mind if | take
over your midtown interests when he’s burned you alive
then, do you? I’ve always rather fancied that neighbor-
hood.”

They all turned when the door opened, hands reaching
under jackets and into waistbands. Seven guns were
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pointed at the door when a fragile-looking, dark-haired
girl in a tank top, leather jacket, and spandex shoits
walked in. Behind her was a broad-shouldered but short
Asian-American boy, shirt open to reveal a bizarre tattoo
emblazoned across his chest.

“Big Tony’s right,” the girl said, flipping her magenta
bangs from her eyes. “You should listen to him.”

‘These friends of yours, Tony?” Andreas the Greek
asked.

“l never seen ’em before,” Tony replied. “But they talk
sense.”

“They ain’t under anybody’s protection, they’re dead,”
Chuck E. Bones growled. He pulled the trigger of his
automatic.

The other men began firing, too—except for Big Tony.

Roxy simply increased the gravity between her and the
bullets, and they all dropped to the ground as if strings
had yanked them down. After a minute, the firing stopped.

“Man, people are tryin’ to eat dinner out there,” Grunge
said. “Even | can hear that racket, and my ears are like,
way shot. Don’t you guys have silencers?”

Roxy made an “ignore him” wave. “What my friend
means is, that creep Wager is finished in this town,” she
said. “You don’t owe him anything. He’s yesterday’s Go-
Gurt. You go about your ‘business’ and, well, we might
have some problems with you down the line, but oh well.
For now, don’t worry about Wager.”

“She’s nuts,” Andreas the Greek said. “Or she’s with
him, and she’s just testing us.”

“Are you absolutely certain you know what you’re
talking about, young lady?” English Neil asked. “Are you
even in the right room?”

“Unless there’s some other New York crime boss
meeting going on in the neighborhood,” Roxy said. “I
think we got the right bunch.”

“Man, I’'m getting’ hungry just smellin’ that chow,
Rox,” Grunge said. “Can we grab a bite or somethin’
before we go?”
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“l think maybe we’ll eat somewhere else, Grange,” she
said. “Let’s let these gentlemen—and I use the term so
loosely it’s not even connected to anything—finish their
little Cub Scout meeting.”

She closed the door and they walked out through the
now-empty restaurant.

“That was kinda fun, wasn’t it?” she said. Grange
didn’t answer. “Grunge?”

She turned around. He was busy forking a slab of rare
beef from an abandoned plate and stuffing it into his
mouth.

“Mwhuf,” Grunge said.

Willy liked the fact that they trusted him. He was impor-
tant to the operation, they always said that. Wasn’t for
him watching the back door, anything could happen.
They’d be out of business.

Sure, it got cold and lonely. But he just tugged his cap
down over his ears and put his hand inside his pocket,
touched that big old strap he carried in there. Man carried,
he always had a friend.

Anyway, bad as the alley smelled, piled high with trash
and the sewage that flowed from a broken pipe, it didn’t
smell as bad as inside. People went inside were people
who were hurting, people hadn’t so much as looked at a
shower in weeks, people in pain. Inside smelled like a
hospital ward, the kind where Willy’s grandma had been,
where no one who was in one of the beds was ever ex-
pected to come out except in a box.

When they came out they were smiling. But they al-
ways looked worse on their next visit.

Another hour, and someone would come outside and
pay Willy. He’d take his twenty bucks home and hide it
in the sock with the rest of what he’d been able to save.
He’d be sixteen in three years, and he planned to be able
to buy a Mercedes by then.

“Hey, kid!”

He drew the .38 as he spun to see who had called him.

224



TIME AND CHANCE

It was a huge red-haired woman, tallest one he’d ever
seen, with legs that reached almost skyscraper high, it
seemed like. She wore a tight uniform that clung to every
curve she had, and there were plenty.

“No, over here,” another voice said. He turned to the
other end of the alley, and there was a woman with a
waterfall of straight black hair cascading down her shoul-
ders, accompanied by a young man with a blonde goatee.
Like the redhead, they were all dressed in skintight uni-
forms of some kind. He didn’t recognize the colors as any
gang’s that he knew of.

“Put the gun down,” the redhead said. “We’re not here
to hurt you or anyone else. We just want to inconvenience
the operation a little bit.”

“What, you think I’'m just gonna let you in?” Willy
said. “I fire this thing once, you’ll have a dozen straps
aimed at your butts.”

“Then don’t even think about it,” the man said. He was
holding one hand out in front of him, and a tendril of
smoke snaked from that hand into the air, as if he were
holding a chunk of burning wood.

But the hand was empty.

Willy started to worry. Maybe whoever these people
were, popping a cap in them wasn’t going to be good
enough.

Twenty bucks was twenty bucks. He hesitated.

“Look, you’ll be fine,” the dark-haired one said. “I
promise.” They had all advanced on him, hemming him
in from both sides. But she had a look on her face that
he couldn’t quite read. It almost looked like she cared
about what happened to him. That was a sensation he
wasn’t used to.

“Just tell us which door it is,” she said. “Just point to
it.” ‘

“l ain’t pointin’ to nothin’,” Willy said.

“Not good enough, bro,” the man said. “I’'m gonna
burn him.”
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The dark-haired one threw a hand up to stop him. “No,
Bobby.”

“He serious?” Willy asked. “He could do that?”

“You can’t imagine the things he can do,” she said in
reply. “Me, t00.” She gave him a quick smile and then
raised her hands into the air. Suddenly, there was a
cloud—a real cloud, like you saw up in the sky between
the buildings, only it was floating in the alley ten feet
over Willy’s head.

A raindrop hit him on the cheek.

He pointed at a door.

Then he ran.

When he was gone, Caitlin kicked it in.

The place was a shooting gallery. Junkies turned over
cash they’d borrowed, stolen, or otherwise absconded
with, and in exchange were given enough drugs to keep
the world at bay for another few hours, and a place to use
them.

To Caitlin, it stank of desperation. The end of hope.

There were a dozen people inside, in a space meant for
three or four. They sat on a worn-out couch, on the floor,
in the comers. A couple of them barely looked up when
Gen13 came in. One woman got up and tried to run, but
tripped over her own feet.

The two healthiest-looking guys pulled shotguns. A
quick burst from Bobby melted the barrels, and the guns
were suddenly too hot to touch.

When they tried to sprint out the door, Caitlin caught
them both by the collars, one in each hand.

“The money,” she hissed. “Where is it?”

“What money?” one asked. She bounced him off the
apartment wall and caught him on the rebound.

“No games,” she said.

They reached into their shirts and drew out stacks of
bills. Sarah opened a cloth bag with RECYCLE printed
on it in soy ink, and they put the cash into her bag. When
they were done, she asked, “That’s it?”

“That’s it for today,” one said. “It’s early, you know.
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More of ’em come by later, but that’s all so far.”

“Okay,” Caitlin said. “What you’re doing here is
wrong. | want you to stop it, and if I come back here and
this is still happening here someone’s going to be hurt,
you understand me?”

They both nodded.

“The money we’re taking from you will go to a good
cause. We’re not taking it because it’s yours, | want you
to be clear on that. We’re taking it because you’re going
to give some of it to Wager. Anyone who deals with Wa-
ger will lose his or her money. Anyone who pays tribute
to Wager is making a big mistake. Spread the word.”

“Consider it spread, mama,” one of them said.

“Now get out of here, all of you,” Bobby said. As he
spoke, he allowed low flames to dance about his body.
“This place is going to get very hot in a minute if you
don’t clear out.”

They cleared.

“Officer Golden, Officer Gonzales,” Butch said when the
two police officers walked into his bar. “Get you a drink?”

“We’re on the job,” Gonzales said, touching the bill of
her cap. “How fresh is the coffee?”

“Just brewed it,” Butch said. “Coming right up.”

“Thanks,” Golden said. He scraped a stool across the
floor, lifted his bulk onto it. The bar was nearly empty;
one serious drinker sat at the far end, striving for oblivion.
There were three booths along one wall, nine stools at the
bar. Butch’s was little more than a hole in the wall, and
Butch was its sole employee.

“You want these to go?” he asked.

“We’ve got a lot of stops to make today,” Gonzales
said. “Can’t stay in one spot.”

Butch poured coffee into tall stryofoam cups, wrapped
napkins around them, and set them on the bar.

“Thanks,” Golden said.

“Yup,” Butch replied. He reached under the cash reg-
ister, came out with a sealed brown envelope in his hand.
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He put the envelope on the bar next to the steaming cups.

Golden slid it across the bar, tucked it inside his jacket.
“See you next month,” he said, climbing down off his
stool. He picked up one coffee and handed it to Gonzales,
then took his own.

They were heading for the door when the little bells
hanging from the knob jingled.

Five young people dressed in outlandish spandex out-
fits walked in.

“You old enough to drink?” Gonzales asked.

“I’d show you my driver’s license,” Caitlin Fairchild
said. “But | don’t exactly have a lot of pockets in this
outfit.”

“Looks fine from here,” Golden said, eyeing her vo-
luptuous form.

“Keep your tongue in your head,” Gonzales told him.
“Excuse us, kids. We’re off to keep the streets safe for
fashion disasters.”

“We’ll take the envelope,” Grunge said. “Then you can
“What envelope?” Golden asked. “We’re in a hurry,
people, so step aside.”

“Let’s not pretend anybody’s stupid here,” Grunge
said.

Roxy punched his shoulder. “Though if we were going
to, you’d be a good starting point,” she said.

Grunge shot her a look, then reached out and touched
the brick wall near the door. He felt the transformation
come over him, an inch at a time, until he was a Grunge-
shaped brick wall standing in front of the brick wall.

“The envelope,” he said.

Golden and Gonzales both dropped their hands to their
weapons.

“Don’t,” Sarah Rainmaker said. “There’s no need for
violence.”

Roxy gestured toward the officers, floating them off
the floor. As they lost contact with solid ground, their
balance shifted and they forgot about their guns, throwing
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their arms out to maintain their equilibrium instead.

“Hey!” Gonzales said. “Put us down!”

“Freakin’ superheroes,” Golden muttered.

“The envelope,” Fairchild insisted, holding a hand out.

Golden reached into his jacket, drew it out. He put it
into her hand.

“That’s better,” she said.

Freefall lowered them to the floor.

“One more thing,” Caitlin said. She tossed the enve-
lope to Butch, who caught it with a broad smile. “You
shouldn’t be shaking down small businesses for insurance
money. You’re cops. You're supposed to be upholding
the law.”

“Yeah, that totally sucks,” Grunge added as he allowed
himself to revert to his fleshy state.

“l wouldn’t want to see this happening again,” Caitlin
said. “But I’m not going to turn you in this time. | just
want you to realize that | know Wager was going to get
a cut of this. No more. Wager is done for, and anybody
who’s on his side is going to have to answer to us. Tell
a friend.”

“Let’s scram,” Bobby said. “Sight of crooked cops
makes me sick.” He pulled the door open, jingling the
bell. ‘

“lley. I’'m thirsty,” Grunge said.

“When we finish,” Roxy told him. “Come on, big guy.
You’re like a camel. You can wait.”

As the sun dipped below the buildings, the wind off the
East River picked up and day turned colder. Fairchild,
Freefall, Burnout, Rainmaker, and Grunge, in full cos-
tume, stood on the sidewalk looking at a block of brown-
stone houses. They looked abandoned; windows were
boarded up, doors had planks nailed over them. Every-
where was peeling paint, graffiti, dunes of drifting trash
blown against the houses by the winds.

“Okay, rousting all those crooks made for a fun day,”
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Grunge said. “But tell me again what good it’s supposed
to do. And what are we doing here?”

“This is Wager’s headquarters, according to Mr. Joe,”
Bobby explained. “We’re bringing the fight to him.”

“His whole deal, Mr. Monteleone said, was bringing
New York’s underworld under his control,” Caitlin added.
As she spoke, she touched a zippered pocket in her uni-
form, reassuring herself that it was still there. The anti-
dote, safely ensconced in a steel tube. And something
else—a back-up weapon. She didn’t want to think about
‘just in case,” but better to prepare for the worst than not
to. “He wants their respect, he wants their obedience, and
he wants their money. What we were doing, | hope, was
cutting into all three of those areas. Without them, his
power structure is lessened. And by doing that, we’ll be
making him more and more angry. He’s already a little
nuts, it sounds like. If we get him mad enough, he won’t
be thinking straight.”

“And then we can mess him up?” Roxy said.

“That’s the plan,” Bobby replied.

Caitlin looked at her teammates. The wind whipped her
red hair around her lovely face, stung her eyes. She
blinked, but held her gaze.

“We’ve faced a lot together,” she said. “We’ve put our
lives on the line a thousand times, and we’ve always come
out ahead. But based on what Mr. Monteleone’s told us,
it’s possible that we’ve never gone up against someone
as powerful as Wager is.”

“Even though we’ve been sniping at him all day?”
Grunge asked.

“We’ve been going after his supporters, his troops,”
Caitlin answered. “It’d be nice to think we’ve hurt him.
But he still has personal power, and we really don’t know
of what type, or how formidable. It’s a gamble.” She took
a deep breath. “Anyone want out?”

There was silence for a moment. None of them had
ever asked that question before, not out loud anyway.

“No way,” Grunge finally said.
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“I’'m in,” Bobby declared.

“Same here,” Sarah echoed.

“Couldn’t keep me away,” Roxy said.

“Shouldn’t we hold hands, like the Fantastic Four or
something?” Grunge asked.

“I think that’d be taking things a little too far,” Caitlin
said. “Let’s go in there and kick Wager’s butt.”

The team turned toward the brownstones.

“Uhh, one thing,” Grunge said. “Which door?”

“from what Mr. Joe said,” Bobby replied, “It doesn’t
sound like it really matters.”

“Then let’s drop in,” Grunge said.

They climbed the nearest stairway. Grunge paused long
enough to touch a rusting banister, taking on the molec-
ular composition of wrought iron. “Allow me,” he said.
He raised both fists over his head and brought them down
against the door, clubbing it in as if with a battering ram.

Sticking his black iron head through the cloud of dust
he’d raised, he grinned a manic smile and announced,
“Luuuucy! Fm hooome!”

The inside was a trash-filled mess, graffiti on every
surface. There was no sign of the kinds of security they
expected—it just looked like someone’s house that they
left years ago, which squatters had moved into since. Fol-
lowing the directions Joe Monteleone had given them,
they worked their way back toward the center. The walls
were no problem—Caitlin smashed holes through them,
or Bobby burned through with controlled flames, or Sarah
blew through them with powerful winds.

After they’d moved through several rooms this way,
Roxy stopped before yet another wall, half-covered with
strips of faded pink wallpaper.

“Okay,” she said, “interior decoration disaster. But not
scary, can | point out? Are we sure we’ve got the right
place? This is almost too easy.”

“You’re right,” Sarah said. “But | don’t read it like
you do.”

“I’'m with you, Sarah,” Caitlin said. “We are in the
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right place. Which means there should be some kind of
security, cameras, booby traps, soldiers, something. Since
there’s not, it makes me think that maybe Wager isn’t
worried about us.”

“But we’re Genl13” Grunge said. “He better be wor-
ried.”

“Unless he doesn’t have anything to worry about,”
Bobby said. “Which means we didn’t do him any damage
today at all.”

Almost as if Wager had heard them—exactly as if he
had, in fact—the strips of wallpaper unrolled themselves,
failing to the floor and revealing a flat video screen. It
crackled for a moment, and then a picture spread across
it. On the screen, the team saw a gang of punked-out kids
robbing a small grocery in Koreatown. They ran out of
the little store carrying a paper bag full of cash, which
one of them held up toward the camera.

“This is for you, Wager!” the tattooed, pierced young
man shouted.

“Whoa,” Grunge said. “A TV built into the wall!
Cool.”

“There were no screens in those other walls,” Caitlin
pointed out. “Odd that there happened to be one here.”

“What | was thinking,” Roxy agreed.

Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the screen vanished
and the wallpaper was just as it had been. But a noise
from behind them alerted them, and they whirled to see
another screen appearing against another wall—the wall
they had just destroyed to come into this room.

“No flippin” way,” Grunge said.

On this screen was an image of an uptown bank
branch. The angle was like that of a bank’s security cam-
era, but the picture was in color, and high quality. Masked
robbers with shotguns filled sacks with cash from the
teller windows,

“Okay, I'm seriously freaked,” Bobby announced.

As if in response, that screen blinked from existence
and another one appeared, this one a flat panel floating in

232



TIME AND CHANCE

the center of the room. The image on this screen wasn’t
a moving one, but a still picture. Filling the screen was
the head of Big Tony, resting in a pool of blood on a
silver tray.

“l think we all are,” Caitlin suggested. As the floating
screen disappeared from sight, she looked around for the
camera or viewing device that she was sure must be there.
He’s watching us, she thought. “Wager!” she shouted.
“Genl3is here! You might as well give up now and come
on out!”

From nowhere—from everywhere—a chuckle sounded,
growing into deep, ringing laughter that filled the room, the
building.

Finally, the laughter ceased and Wager’s voice echoed
from all around. “Give up?” he asked. “Did it ever occur
to you that you’re right where | want you?”

The team members glanced at each other.

“That’s not exactly surrendering, is it?” Grunge asked.

“If it’s a fight he wants,” Sarah said, “I’'m happy to
give it to him.”

Caitlin turned, about to respond to Sarah’s proclamation—
and her teammates were gone. No, more than that. Her
surroundings had changed completely.

The walls were steel, with strange, oversized lines of
circuitry running along them, crisscrossing, their glowing
color changing from aqua to orange, from blue to green,
from violet to crimson. The floor and ceiling had become
a steel grating with a dull white light radiating from above
and a shimmering field of energy below. She was in a
central chamber with a dozen branching corridors. The
ceiling was high, at least thirty feet, and huge machines,
some simple in design, others unfathomably complex,
rose up all around her. She had no idea what purpose, if
any, the machines fulfilled. One looked like it might have
been a vast Victorian-styled steam-powered computation
device; another some type of air processor or purifier, with
its many tubes and vents.
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She started as two of the machines sprouted legs and
casually walked across the chamber right past her, saun-
tering down opposite corridors. One hissed mildly while
the other clunked and clattered.

“Rox?” she called. “Grunge? Sarah? Anyone?”

No response.

It’s all in my head, she thought. Wager’s playing head
games with me, that’s all.

She closed her eyes and willed the illusion aw'ay.

When she opened them again, a machine with huge
mechanical claws stood in front of her.

It struck with enough force to send her hurtling across
the chamber, and flying down one of the many corridors.

Bobby stood with Sarah on a small hill. The sky was red,
the earth beneath them a blighted amber. Streaks of gold
and silver drifted over the bleak, barren landscape, along
with dark, cancerous clouds. There was no life, no hint
of civilization, in any direction.

“Where are we?” Sarah asked.

“Wager’s place,” Bobby said. He hoped the uncertainty
didn’t tell in his voice. “Has to be.”

Sarah tilted her head. “Try to use your powers.”

Bobby didn’t question. He held out his hand and al-
lowed a small orb of flame to come into existence.

In seconds, it flickered and died.

Sarah raised her hands and attempted to summon a
wind. A breeze lifted her hair and quickly fell away into
nothingness.

“This land is dead,” Sarah said. “And the elements, the
forces we command, are out of balance.”

In the distance, a doorway appeared. A single black
opening.

“It’s a trap,” Bobby said. “Has to be.”

Sarah nodded. “So let’s go.”

They walked down from the hill. The earth at its base
was more like gently shifting sands. It clung to their boots
and sank beneath their weight.
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“We’re strong enough to make it out of here,” Bobby
said. “We just have to stay focused.”

Sarah was about to reply when a shape burst from the
sands at her feet, grabbed her, and pulled her under.
Bobby leaped at the slight indentation that marked her
passing, digging frantically until something grabbed him
from behind and pulled him into the hungry, burning soil.

Grunge and Roxy knelt behind a row of metal carts bear-
ing medical apparatus. They watched as armored guards
led a small group of teenagers to a round table fitted with
steel chairs that jutted outward. Cuffs and restraining
straps waited near the arms and legs of the chairs. A man
and a woman wearing long white lab coats followed the
teens. They carried needles filled with the Gen-Active se-
rum.

Grunge didn’t wonder exactly what this place was or
how he got here. He took in the situation before him, felt
his flesh bum with anger, and grasped a titanium scalpel
laying on a nearby tray. The change came quickly, heady
and intoxicating, then he was on his feet, smashing at the
chestplates of the guards, cracking gauntlets before weap-
ons could be pulled, punching faceplates and feeling the
satisfying snap as shattered helmets broke open and the
sweating, frightened faces of little men appeared. His op-
ponents fell beneath his attack while the teenagers stared
at Grunge in shock.

He turned, his titanium covered body shining in the
harsh fluorescent glow from above, expecting to see the
technicians radioing for help or running like hell.

Instead, they floated near the ceiling, whimpering help-
lessly.

“Good job, Rox,” Grunge said. He turned back to the
teenagers. “Listen, we’re gonna get you out of here. All
of you. No one’s experimenting on you. No one’s gonna
do to you what was done to us.”

Roxy called his name. He turned quickly, worried that
some new threat had appeared. But there was none. He
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relaxed—until he saw the armor-piercing handgun in
Roxy’s hand.

“What—?” he began.

It was all he could say before she fired and the pain
became his world.

Sarah struggled as inhumanly long fingers closed on her,
wrapping themselves in her hair, clawing at her body,
dragging her down while the fine earth threatened to suf-
focate as well as blind her. She heard the chattering of
sharp teeth and felt wet, huge, sluglike bodies pressing up
against her.

All her life, she had been one with nature. One with
the earth, the sky, and the wind. This nightmare was al-
most too much for her. She had been taken into the body
of a corrupted world. She couldn’t breathe—and didn’t
dare open her mouth for fear of the hot, poisoned soil
entering her body, and somehow changing her, taking her
life by giving her a new one, one that would bind her to
this place for all eternity.

She had been wrong about this place. It wasn’t lifeless.
Far from it. But whoever, whatever had resided her had
been changed. Mutated. She could feel it.

And that’s what would happen to her, if she couldn’t
find a way to fight back.

Sarah marshaled her power. She called to a place deep
within her, feeling the rush of her blood through her veins
as if it were the flowing tides upon an ocean from her
world; she drew upon the air trapped in her lungs as if it
were ancient winds raging through valleys in some far-
off land; she felt the thunderous beat of her heart and told
herself it was the sound of a gale smashing against win-
dows in Manhattan.

The elements were within her.

She would command them.

With a silent cry Sarah felt her power surround her like
a cocoon, pushing away the corruption of this terrible
place. She willed herself upward, driving herself against
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the hands and the earth and the teeth-filled slug-like things
that sought to make her one of them—and burst from the
sands!

She rose into the sky, coughing, shaking, spiraling diz-
zily. A fiery shape appeared before her.

“Bobby?”

Yet even as she spoke her friend’s name, she knew it
wasn’t him.

The burning man turned nightmare black, becoming a
terrible void. For an instant, his form flickered and took
the shape of the doorway she had seen in the distance.

“l am the gateway,” he said. “But | am not for you.”

The man changed shape once more, becoming a thing
that might have been human, or perhaps a scorpion, and
reached for her.

Caitlin ran.

Hundreds of tiny devices scuttled after her. Walls ex-
panded outward and withdrew, as if they were breathing.
Steel arms with grasping claws materialized from their
reaches.

A figure appeared before her and Caitlin struck at it.

Her fist went straight through the figure and she nearly
stumbled. Turning, she heard a familiar voice behind her.

“Caitlin, it’s me. Cipher.”

She saw him materialize. “I thought you were staying
behind, you said—"

Cipher reached for a pair of the mechanical arms that
clawed at him and yanked them out of the walls. He used
them to beat at the collection of hungry, snapping little
machines that sped their way, on wheels, tracks, and me-
chanical feet.

“What’s going on here?” Caitlin asked, joining the
fray.

“Wager having a little fun, what else?” Cipher said.
“You have a love of science. Technology. You think of
yourself as a brain while others view you as little more
than a body. Wager looked into your soul when we
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fought. He’s seen into all of us. It gets him off, killing us
with what we love. Corrupting it.”

Before them, the machines backed away and began to
leap at one another. They formed three distinct figures,
one larger than the other two.

With hissing mechanical voices that were otherwise
perfect replications, Joe Monteleone’s wife and children
held out their arms and called for him to join them ...

Roxy wandered through the halls of a vast, deserted lab.
The place looked eerily familiar, reminding her of the
facility where she had been changed into something more
than human.

She hated being here alone. One moment, she had been
with her friends, ready to take on the monster that had
nearly killed them all once before. Then—she was here.

Nothing had happened to her. No bogeymen had
leaped out and attacked her. There was nothing here but
dust, the smell of old, spilled chemicals, and a palpable
feeling of dread.

She wanted to be anywhere but here.

Footsteps came from a corridor directly ahead. She
stopped, wondering if she should take cover.

No.

Whatever the threat, she would face it full on.

A shadow crept forward, and a figure became clear.
Short. Hulking.

“Grunge!” Roxy yelled, her arms open wide.

He leveled a gun at her. His chest was tom open.
Bleeding. She saw now that he was on the verge of stag-
gering.

“Sorry, babe,” Grunge said. “You don’t get me twice
the same way.”

His finger tightened on the trigger of the weapon he
held.

He fired.
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Bobby was on the ground, fighting a handful of creatures
that were part-human, part-slug, and part-piranha, when
Sarah had burst from the earth. He had called to her as
she spun high into the air and confronted the mysterious
figure that had appeared. Was it Wager? Another of his
agents? Or simply another monstrosity pulled forth from
his twisted mind?

Bobby felt the heat of the blighted earth. He drew on
it, and felt his body burst into flames. The monsters he
fought drew back, and he sailed into the air to help the
woman he cared most about in the world.

Sarah was grappling with the dark, shifting form. It
was an amorphous thing, a void whose borders remained
constant for no more than a few seconds at a time. Always
it looked something like a man, but with other aspects
blurring its form.

It was darkness.

Bobby was the light. He flew through it and the crea-
ture wailed as its body was dispersed. Sarah fell back and
away, spinning and countering her fall before she struck
the ground or came near the mutated creatures below.

“He said he was the doorway, but not for us,” Sarah
said. “How are we going to get out of here?”

Bobby wished he had an answer. He had been the one
to lead them to this place. To insist that they come.

In so many ways, it really was up to him.

He reached out with his slowly evolving psychic pow-
ers and felt a presence that informed this entire region.

And suddenly, he knew the answer. “It’s not about get-
ting out, Sarah. It’s about getting further in...”

Grunge wasn’t sure why he flinched at the last second and
let his shot go wide. This wasn’t Roxy. It was another
drone. Or illusion. Or whatever the hell Wager was send-
ing against him.

Yet—he just couldn’t do it. Even after she had nearly
killed him, even knowing what he did, he couldn’t bring
himself to hurt her.
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The young woman before him quaked and nearly burst
into tears. She looked at the seared wall beside her. Then
she looked over his shoulder, at the teenagers he had res-
cued after he had disarmed the fake Roxy and drove her
off.

She raised her hands. “Look out! Grunge, look—"

They struck him down from behind. He was in his
human form, his body rapidly healing, but still weakened
from the trauma of being shot. The sheer number of his
attackers and the ferocity of their attack was too much for
him. He struck the floor hard and heard inhuman wails
and high shrieks of laughter. The second he felt their skin
he knew they weren’t human any longer. They had al-
ready been turned.

Then—the biting, stabbing mass lifted from him. He
rolled onto his back and saw creatures that were now only
partially human striking the walls and ceiling.

“They’re kids, just Kids, like us!” Grunge said. But he
wondered—was that true? Was there even a chance of it?

He turned back to Roxy, the weapon still in his hand.
He aimed it at her as he got to his feet.

“How do | know it’s you?” he asked. “How am | sup-
posed to trust you or anything here?”

Roxy’s hands lowered. Her shoulders slumped. “Grunge,
l...” .

Two words escaped her lips. He only barely heard
them, as they were little more than a whisper. For a very
long time, he would question if she had really spoken
those words at all.

But he sensed in his heart that the young woman before
him was Roxy, and that the love she felt for him, however
she meant it, was real.

He felt it, too.

Grunge lowered the weapon and held out his hand.
Roxy raced ahead and took his hand, stopping short of
hugging him when she saw his still healing wound.

“If none of this is real,” she said, her lips reaching
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toward his. “If that’s true, then we can do anything here.
Anything.”

He nodded, and an instant before their lips met, they
were—elsewhere.

Caitlin watched as Cipher’s resolve faltered and nearly
collapsed. He stared at the mechanical amalgam that had
taken the shape of his wife and children and spoke to him
with their voices.

“Daddy’s a secret agent. A superhero,” Joe Jr. said.
“He won’t let anything happen to us. Not again.”

“l love you, sweetheart,” the woman said. “More than
anything in the world. You know that.”

The girl looked away. “Daddy, you won’t hurt us. You
won’t, will you?”

Caitlin considered what Cipher had told her. “It’s the
past. You can let it trap you or you can make it a part of
you and move ahead. The choice is up to you.”

Cipher looked over his shoulder at her. “See?” he said.
“You’re not all brain or body. It’s your heart that
knows...”

He stepped forward and the robotic creatures broke
apart and swarmed him. At the last instant he became
intangible, then, when he and the mechanical killers
shared the same space, he took on flesh and form.

Cipher screamed as his body and blood merged with
the technology, drawing it deep inside, swallowing it
whole.

Then it was over.

‘Time to end this,” Cipher said. He took Caitlin’s
hand, and the mechanical, sterile setting vanished.

Bobby saw the shadow being slowly reforming as he
floated near Sarah. “Wager’s a part of all of this. It’s re-
ality. It’s illusion.”

“It’s whatever we allow it to be,” Sarah said, beginning
to understand.

“Whatever we want it to be. His will—or ours.”
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The shadow creature leaped for them. This time, they
did not fight it. They let it overwhelm them. It seemed
surprised, then tried to pull away. But it was too late.

“You are the doorway,” Sarah said. “And you are for
us.”

The barren landscape faded. Bobby and Sarah found
themselves in a small room with Caitlin, Cipher, Grunge,
and Roxy.

Wager stood before them. “Welcome to my private
place,” he said. “My most holy of holies. Enjoy what you
see.”

The madman grinned. “It’s the last sight any of you
will ever have ...”
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I’d like to say this’ll be a piece of cake,” Bobby said.
‘But 1’d be full of |t

“You are anyway,” Grunge said. “But in this case, |
have to agree with you.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Caitlin countered. “We need to take
him down.”

“I’'m ready,” Cipher added.

At those words, Wager laughed. Bobby had heard his
laugh on the way in, echoing through the empty rooms of
the brownstones that surrounded his inner sanctum. But
seeing him, immense arms at his sides, fists the size of
New Jersey on his hips, head thrown back—that was dif-
ferent. Terrifying. He was reminded of how easily he’d
defeated them before. Wager’s laugh sounded more like
furious thunder than anything resembling mirth or joy.

Bobby stared at him for a moment, concentrating, try-
ing to get a mental lock on the man. Or what used to be
a man. He was still developing his mental powers, and
could never quite tell what was going to work.

Nothing. It was as if the guy was either not human, or
Wager’s own mental abilities so far exceeded Bobby’s
that he was able to block Bobby’s attempts.

Bobby hurled a plasma blast directly at him.

“What are we waiting for?” he asked as he threw it.

Wager raised a hand, almost casually. The ball of flam-
ing glanced off his fingertips.



TIME AND CHANCE

The wall it flew into exploded. Behind it, some of Wa-
ger’s troops stood, open-mouthed.

“Right result, wrong target,” Roxy pointed out helpfully.

Bobby tossed her a scowl. “Like | don’t know.”

“I’m only saying.”

“Impressive display,” Wager said. “Got anything else,
or is that the best of it? | had calculated at least a seventy-
three percent chance that you’d come up with some new
tactics to use against me this time.”

“Oh, that’s just a beginning,” Sarah replied. She raised
her hands over her head. A fierce wind whipped up around
her, blowing her long black hair forward. In her hands
she gathered a massive lightning bolt, which she threw,
Zeus-like, at Wager’s chest.

Again, Wager flapped his hands dismissively at the
bolt. It whipped past him, smashing into the bank of video
and computer monitors at his desk. Sparks shot to the
room’s low ceiling, and a small flame began to flicker
inside the ruined electronics.

“A little better,” Wager said. “My turn now.”

With that, he glanced at the flaming pile of video
wreckage. Almost at once, it began to change. Almost like
a spilled liquid, the bits and pieces of it flowed together.
The mass of the whole equipment bank expanded, pushing
against another wall, punching through it. The team
watched as it took on a definite shape.

In less than a minute, a dragon stood before them. Its
head, twenty feet high, tore through the ceiling above,
raining plaster down into the small room Wager had oc-
cupied. Its tail was in yet another room. Scales of shiny
black plastic covered its length. It stood on powerful hind
legs that ended in reptilian feet and claws made of shards
of glass that had once been monitor screens. With its front
legs, it pawed at the air as if anxious to be loosed on
them. Its eyes were unbroken monitors, glowing with
phosphoresence.

“Okay,” Roxy said. “Superfreaky, but we can deal.”
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“We can?” Grunge asked. “l mean, sure we can.” He
reached down, touching the stone floor, and let his mol-
ecules take on its hardness. “Ready now.”

Amazing, Caitlin thought, watching the dragon form.
She’d seen him do this before, but that didn’t help defray
the sense of awe. It’s almost as if he has the power to
reshape reality, she thought.

No, never mind the “almost. ”

Cipher pushed his way to the front of the team. “I’ll
take this one,” he insisted.

“Be my guest,” Grunge said.

“Careful, Mr. Joe,” Bobby warned.

But Cipher wasn’t listening to them. He had taken
three steps toward the dragon. His entire will was focused
on the beast, and the dragon eyed him through squared-
off eyes, glass teeth gnashing together. Cipher held out
his right hand, and a long sword appeared in it. He ex-
tended his left and a shield was there.

“He’s not the only one who can play like that,” Cipher
said. To a vastly lesser extent, he thought. But here goes.
He raised the sword to swing at the dragon.

But the great beast reared back its head, then thrust its
neck forward. Its mouth fell open and a great jet of—
well, something—blasted out like a fountain of flame. Ci-
pher raised his shield instinctively, and the stuff bounced
from its surface, flowing around him. As it hit the ground,
it sizzled and melted like snow on a hot plate, but Caitlin
could see what it was—random letters and numbers.

“It’s breathing information at him,” she whispered,
awestruck. “Pure data. Incredible.”

“Yes,” Sarah breathed in her ear. “It’s phenomenal. But
don’t let it distract you from what needs to be done.”

“Right,” Caitlin agreed.

Cipher pressed his counterattack, moving in under
cover of his shield. He swung the great sword. Its broad
blade bit into the beast’s plastic scales, just above the front
left leg. The thing let out a staticky wail. Encouraged, he
yanked the sword away, and drove it forward again, point
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first this time. The tip buried itself in the dragon’s chest.
But before Cipher could take advantage of the wound, the
thing’s heavy tail whipped around and slammed into him,
sending him flying into the room’s only remaining wall.

Caitlin chose that moment to make her move, while
Wager was distracted by his dragon’s battle. She slipped
the hypodermic containing the Gen Factor antidote from
its metal case and lunged at him.

He held up a hand toward her, and she stopped as if
running into an invisible wall. The hypodermic flew out
of her hand, rolling into the comer behind the dragon.

Cipher sat up, somewhat dazed by the impact with the
dragon’s tail. The thing’s snout was lunging toward him,
teeth snapping. He still clutched the shield, which he held
out before him. The dragon’s head rammed into it. The
shock traveled up Cipher’s arm, and he dropped the
shield, but the dragon’s attack was stopped.

“We gotta help him, Bob-man,” Grunge said. “Flame
on.”

“Right,” Bobby agreed. He’d been almost in a trance,
watching the miraculous battle take place. But now he
allowed his entire body to be covered in flames. Grunge
reached a stone hand out to touch his friend’s shoulder,
and then let himself become flame too, matching Bobby’s
molecular structure.

“Cool,” Bobby said. “Let’s go.”

Together, they charged the beast.

Caitlin shook Roxy’s arm. “Rox, the antidote,” Caitlin
said.

At first, Roxy didn’t know what her sister meant. She’d
been too caught up in watching the dragon. But she fol-
lowed Caitlin’s pointing arm, and saw the hypodermic,
still lodged in the comer behind where the dragon held
its ground.

“Gotcha,” she said. She focused on it, lifting it from
the ground and levitating it well over the dragon’s head.
She moved it slowly, not wanting to attract Wager’s at-
tention to it.
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Or the dragon’, she thought. That thing swallows the
needle, I'm sure not climbing into its guts to retrieve it.

Bobby took to the air, and hit first, high up on the
dragon’s already-wounded chest. He flamed his way
through the thing’s hard plastic shell. The dragon
screamed, its tail whipping this way and that as it tried to
shake the burning invader loose.

But Grunge caught the tail in his fiery grip. He was
lifted off his feet by its writhing, then managed to find
his footing. As Bobby cooked the dragon from within,
Grunge twisted its tail, knocking it off-balance. Once it
had fallen to the floor, Grunge worked his way up its
body, hands and feet melting through its scales every time
they touched. The monster bucked and curled from the
pain, its deafening screams filling the building.

Cipher joined them then, sword held tightly in both
hands, shield forgotten. Grunge and Bobby had the thing
down on its side. Its head, thrashing on its stalk-like neck,
was just a couple of feet off the ground. He raised the
sword over his head and brought it down. The steel
flashed in Bobby’s firelight before slicing cleanly into the
neck. Plastic shattered; shards flew every which way. On
the other side, the sword hit the stone floor.

The dragon’s head clattered to the floor right after.

Its corpse gave one final shudder, and then it was still,
bleeding wires and tubes and circuit boards out its stump

Cipher let the sword vanish, turning back to the ladies.
Sarah and Roxy were watching, and Caitlin was hiding
something in her hands.

She had retrieved the hypodermic. There was still a
chance to end this thing.

He turned to Wager, expecting to see the man down-
hearted by the defeat of his dragon.

Instead, Wager was smiling, rubbing his hands to-
gether.

“Much better,” he said. “There’s my seventy percent
in action. It’s such a pleasure to see real teamwork. | was
almost worried that when | achieved this level of being,
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there would be no one capable of testing me. You cer-
tainly weren’t much of a danger last time we met. I’'m
glad to see you making some strides. Ultimately pointless,
of course.”

“We’ll do more than test you,” Grunge announced, ex-
tricating himself from the melting goo that had been a
dragon. “We’ll give you a mother of a final exam.”

“Emphasis on final,” Bobby added. He had flown out
of the dragon and hovered above Wager now.

Cipher, Caitlin, Sarah, and Roxy also faced the man.
They had him surrounded. It would only take Caitlin a
single leap, with her long legs, to bury the needle in the
exposed flesh of his neck.

She poised herself.

“Sarah, Bobby, cover!” she called. As one, they loosed
a barrage of flame and electricity in the man’s direction.
When they did, Caitlin moved.

Wager blinked.

And the room fell away.

They stood, suddenly, on a vast plain, miles across.
The ground was hard and dry and bare of vegetation, just
mile after mile of reddish rock. It might have been the
surface of Mars, for all they could tell.

Mountains ringed the plain. It was impossible to tell
how tall they might be, or how far away.

Wager stood, laughing, a thousand yards from them.

When he spoke, though, it was as if he hadn’t moved
an inch away.

“You can’t still hope to defeat me,” he gloated. “At
best, you can pray that I let you survive.”

“Sheee,” Grunge said. “How’d he do that?”

“He controls reality. He can warp it to his will,” Sarah
said. “Haven’t you been paying attention?”

“Figured it was somethin’ like that.”

“Like when we went up against Max Faraday?” Bobby
asked.

“Very much like that,” Caitlin replied.

“How’d we beat him, again?” Grunge wanted to know.
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“We didn’t, Einstein,” Roxy told him. “He killed him-
self, remember?”

“Right,” Grunge said. “ You don’t suppose Wager will”

“It seems very unlikely,” Sarah said. “He’s kind of got
the upper hand.”

“He’d never do that,” Cipher agreed. “This is what he’s
lived for.”

“Swell,” Grunge said. “Why do the fruitcakes get what
they want, and | can’t even find a decent skate ramp in
Manhattan?”

“We’re wasting time,” Caitlin said. “We’ve got ground
to cover.”

She tucked her head and began to run, her long legs
eating up the space quickly. Above her, she saw Bobby,
Roxy, and Sarah flying toward Roxy. Grunge and Cipher
brought up the rear, running as fast as they could.

When she figured she had gone halfway, she raised her
head, looked toward Wager.

He was still just as far away.

The plain seemed to expand as they ran. No matter
how far they went, there was no getting closer to him.

She stopped, breathing hard.

“Okay,” she called. “Pull up!”

The others gathered around her.

“We’re just knocking ourselves out, doing that. It’s not
working. We need another plan.”

“l don’t know what the elements are like here,” Sarah
said. | can try to call up a big momma of a storm, but
there’s no guarantee that my powers will work in what-
ever reality this is.”

“Worth a shot,” Caitlin suggested. She stood with her
hands on her thighs, still winded from the pointless dash.

But Roxy tapped her shoulder.

“l think we have something else to worry about,” she
said. “Look.”

The others turned.

The plain between them and Wager was no longer
empty.
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It came alive. Popping up from the ground were hun-
dreds of warriors, seemingly composed of the same red-
dish earth. They were seven feet tall, heavily muscled.
There was no fine detail—they looked like the beginning
stages of a sculptor’s project, quickly chiseled from stone.

“Looks like we gotta go through these guys,” Bobby
pointed out.

“No time like the present,” Sarah replied. She lifted
her arms toward the sky, materializing thick black clouds
overhead. The clouds crackled with energy. Lightning
flashed inside the darkness.

Grunge approached Caitlin with one hand outstretched
toward her chest. “Kat,” he said. “Let me touch.”

“Are you crazy, Grunge?” she shot back. “This is not
the time—"

“lI mean the ring, on your zipper,” he protested. Her
uniform zipped up near her collarbone, and the zipper pull
was a metal ring. “I just want something harder than these
guys are gonna be.”

Caitlin blushed. “Sorry, Grunge. Be my guest. Just be,
you know, careful.”

He touched the ring and felt the metal wash over him.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not gonna try anything.”

Sarah began the assault with a dozen bolts of lightning.
Warriors of earth crumbled under the onslaught. Bobby
followed suit, unleashing a furious barrage of plasma
blasts at the stone soldiers. Roxy altered the gravity' be-
neath them, slamming them into one another.

Caitlin, Grunge, and Cipher took a more basic ap-
proach, wading into the thick of the warriors and pound-
ing them with powerful fists and fast kicks. Some went
down, but there were always more where they came from.

After what seemed like a long time, Caitlin looked be-
tween and around the earthen soldiers. Wager was just as
far away as he had been, and there were just as many
warriors between them. She sucked at a bleeding knuckle.

“This isn’t working,” she said. “We’re not making any
progress.”
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Cipher hammered a soldier with a heavy fist and the
thing burst into dust. “You’re right,” he agreed. “We
aren’t getting any closer to Wager.”

Grunge overheard. “What else can we do?” he asked.
“There’s so many of these overgrown garden trolls.”

“You know what we have to do, Caitlin,” Cipher said.

“But we really don’t know what it might—"

“We don’t know how it’ll affect me,” Cipher finished.
“But we don’t have any choice. We don’t stop Wager
now, who’s to say he won’t turn his power loose on the
whole world?”

“You’re right,” Caitlin sighed. She unzipped her
pocket, removed the second steel cylinder. She unscrewed
the cap and slid another hypodermic needle into her hand.
“But this is Wager’s own DNA. Who’s to say you won’t
become just like him?”

“That’s a chance we have to take,” Cipher said. “But
I didn’t start out like him. So we can hope ...”

“Hope’s all we have,” Caitlin said. She jammed the
needle into his neck, pushed down the plunger.

Roxy, Sarah, and Bobby joined them. They formed
themselves into a circle to hold off the slowly-advancing
rock-men. Working together, as a team, seemed more ef-
ficient than blasting away at them one by one.

As Caitlin withdrew the now-empty hypo, Cipher
clapped a hand to his neck. With a grimace of pain, he
dropped to his knees.

“Mr. Joe!” Bobby called. “What’d you do to him,
Kat?” ‘ '

“What he wanted,” Caitlin said. “Our last option. |
gave him a shot of Wager’s DNA.”

“But how can you tell what effect that’ll have on him?”

“l can’t. | just have to hope that, because their body
chemistries are so similar, it’ll be safe.”

Cipher rolled on the hard ground, knees drawn up to
his chest. His skin had turned red and blotchy and rippled
like a pond someone had tossed a pebble into.

“Doesn’t look safe from here.”
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Sarah touched his arm. “She had to try it, Bob.”

“I know, I know. But...”

Cipher cut him off with a long scream. He rolled over
to his hands and knees, back in the air. He pushed himself
off the ground, stood up. His face was a mask of agony.

He was at least a foot taller than he had been. And
wider, deeper-chested.

“Dude,” Grunge said. “Remember those ads in the old
comics, where the bully kicks sand in a geek’s face and
then the geek goes all Arnold on him? They coulda used
some of what you got gain’ on.”

“Cipher?” Caitlin asked tentatively. “Are you?”

“I'm fine, Caitlin,” he answered. “Better than fine.”

“But you’re still Cipher, right?” Roxy asked. “I mean,
on the side of the angels and all that?”

“Yes.” ~

“No,” Bobby cut in. “You’re not. You’re Joe Monte-
leone. Whatever happens, don’t lose sight of that. You’re
a decent man, a kind man who got into a bad spot.”

Cipher put a huge hand on Bobby’s shoulder, dwarfing
it. He squeezed once, and let go.

“l have something to do,” he said simply.

He turned to face Wager. The stone soldiers had
paused in their advance. Caitlin figured Wager had
stopped them while he waited to see what was going on.

Finally, something the creep hadn 't counted on.

“Interesting metamorphosis,” Wager called out. “I
hadn’t thought you could take that much more of the se-
rum.”

“This isn’t more of it,” Cipher said. “It’s something
else.”

fMeaning?”

“You didn’t compute the odds right,” Cipher said,
“You let us get a sample of your DNA.”

“Impossible.”

“Nothing’s impossible, Wager. Only highly unlikely
Isn’t that your philosophy?”

“No matter,” Wager said. “I still—"

253



GENB

Cipher waved a hand before him and the soldiers van-
ished.

“Still nothing,” he said.

He snapped his fingers, and the plain was gone. They
were back in Wager’s claustrophobically small lair. The
walls were still knocked out, ceiling gone, computer and
video equipment a smoldering mess.

Wager backed toward the comer, fear beginning to
show on his face. Beads of sweat lined his brow.

“You can’t.. ¥

“l can.”

Wager gestured to the space between them and there
was suddenly a massive energy-man there, crackling and
sparking like pure electricity.

Cipher blinked, and he was gone.

Wager’s mouth fell open.

Cipher lunged.

He caught Wager around the neck, slamming him back
into the wall. “Nooo!” Wager shouted. Cipher let go with
his right hand, curled it into a fist, and drove it repeatedly
into Wager’s gut.

The man doubled over.

Caitlin yanked the syringe from her pocket, rushed to
Cipher’s side. “Hold him still!” she called.

Cipher did, putting Wager into a hammerlock. Caitlin
thrust the needle into him, found a vein. She pressed the
plunger.

“Nooo!” Wager called as the needle impaled him.
“You can’t.”  “

With Cipher holding him, he began to transform.
Pounds fell away, muscles vanished. In a few moments,
Wager was the diminutive man he had once been.

Powerless and scared.

His lip trembled and his eyes blinked furiously, hold-
ing back tears.

Cipher released the man who had been Wager.

“You killed my family,” he said. “You made me into
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.., into this. You are evil and you need to die.” He cocked
a fist.

“P-please,” Thomas Carlisle begged.

“Joe!” Bobby called. “He’s nothing, now! Leave him
for the cops. They can deal with his kind!”

Cipher shook his head. “If there was any justice in this
world, my children would be alive.”

“You can’t believe that,” Bobby argued. “Cipher
might, but Mr. Joe is smarter than that.”

“Shut up, Bobby,” Cipher warned. “Even if the police
take him, what’s the worst they’ll do? Lock him away in
prison? That’s not good enough. He needs to die. And it
needs to hurt.”

“l won’t! Not until I know you’re listening. Not until
Mr. Joe is listening. You’re still inside there, somewhere.
And | know you understand mercy and compassion. |
know that Mr. Joe respects the law.”

Cipher hoisted the squirming Carlisle, ready to deliver
the killing blow.

Bobby went on. “I know that Joe Monteleone is no
killer!”

Cipher stopped. “Let the authorities deal with him,” he
said. “My family is gone. | won’t bring shame to their
memory by Kkilling this piece of human filth.” With an
expression of deep disgust, he threw Wager to the floor.
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n y the time the police had taken Carlisle and his few
D remaining thugs into custody and asked their questions
of the team, another evening was slipping over the city.
They had gone to a coffee shop, and sipped steaming mo-
chas and lattes against the chill. Now they stood on a quiet
dusky street. Manhattan was going through one of its
daily changes, around them, as lights flicked on and the
city metamorphosed from its daytime face to its nighttime
one.

“You got the stuff, Kat?” Bobby asked.

“What stuff?” Roxy wanted to know.

Caitlin, still holding a cup of coffee, fumbled two vials
from her purse. “Here they are,” she said.

“What’s that?” Roxy asked again.

“More of the antidote,” Bobby explained. “The stuff
that counteracts the Gen Factor. And the Gen Factor se-
rum itself. Kat says she can make an antidote for us all.
The time doesn’t matter, like it did for Wager, because
we were bom this way.” He looked at his teammates.
“Any takers? Normality is in our grasp.”

They all looked at the vials in Bobby’s hands.

Rainmaker had never asked for power over storms and
weather, had never dreamed of being able to call lightning
from the skies. She abhorred violence, and yet, since be-
coming part of the team, it seemed that all she did was
fight.

She started to reach for the vials, then pulled her hand
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back. “I guess not,” she said. Sarah, after all, had not—
would not have been able to—help stop Wager. Or any
of the other threats they’d encountered over the last few
years. No one person can save the world, she thought. But
for a team of superheroes—all in a day’s work.

Grunge remembered taking out that purse-snatcher
without using his powers. That had been sweet. And he'd
seriously freaked out Therese, back at the club, when he’d
done the change.

But it had never bothered Roxy. He knew she had it
kind of bad for him, even though they were both seeing
other people right now. If his power disturbed her any,
she’d never have stayed interested in him this long.

He figured there would always be some people in the
world who didn’t like anything that was different than
what they were used to. But those weren’t the kind of
people—clearly-—who could put up with him for long, or
who he wanted to spend time with.

His powers didn’t take anything away from him, they
just added another layer.

Who knew, maybe Michele would be more open-
minded.

“I’ll pass,” he said.

For her part, Freefall had already made up her mind,
during the battle with the stone soldiers. She would, she
guessed, always be into the party thing. But she had re-
alized that she was also into the family thing. Sure, maybe
Caitlin was only her half-sister, but that was more sister
than she’d had before. And the others, hot-headed Bobby,
self-righteous Sarah, even Grunge, who was just, insuf-
ferably ... Grunge—were as much a family as the people
who had given birth to her. She shook her head.

Fairchild had been mulling this over ever since she had
started making the stuff. To be normal again. To be ap-
preciated for her mind, for her intellect, for what she re-
ally had to offer. Not to be the body, the center of
unwanted attention. It was all so very' attractive.

But at the same time, she thought, you really can’t go
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home again. History is a one-way street. No one wakes
up in the morning the same person they were the night
before.

Any more platitudes? she asked herself. Because you
have a decision to make here. And it’s a big one. The
biggest.

She looked at the tube Bobby held. She had done that.
No one else had. The Gen Factor hadn’t made her any
smarter—but it hadn’t subtracted anything, either. She
was as intelligent as she was, and the rest of it was just
casing. Surface stuff. What did it matter if she was tall
and strong and had giant boobs, really?

Maybe she just needed to exercise her mind a bit more.
The body would take care of itself.

“Not for me, thanks,” she said.

There was a time—not so long ago, in fact—that Burn-
out would have just gone along with the others to be going
along with the others. He was no leader, and he’d come
to accept that about himself. He followed Caitlin into bat-
tle, followed Sarah into causes, followed Grunge into
trouble.

But that had changed, hadn’t it? He’d been the one
who pushed to find Mr. Joe. He’d been the one, really,
who’d been behind this whole adventure, the one who was
responsible for bringing down Wager.

And he’d done that by making his own decisions.
Maybe it had taken him a long time to start growing up—
after all, he was the only one in the team whose dad was
the team’s mentor, right? How could that help him ma-
ture? But he felt like he’d at least started the process, now.
And it felt good. He liked it.

He turned to Cipher.

“You got to take this, man,” he said. “You’re still
changing, look at you. Caitlin said that extra dose is going
to kill you if you don’t do this.”

“l don’t know,” Cipher said. “All this power.”

“What good’s it gonna do you, you fall over and die?”
Grunge asked.
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“So you’ll be Joe Monteleone again,” Bobby said. “So
what? Joe’s a good man.”

“But he’s a useless one,” Cipher countered. “He’s a
loser. He means nothing—to anyone, now that his fam-
ily’s gone.”

“He means something to us.”

“| appreciate that, Sarah. Really. But you guys told me
my son died thinking his old man was some kind of secret
agent, right. Some kind of hero.”

“You were always his hero,” Bobby pointed out.

“Not like I was then. Not like I am.”

“But Joe ...”

“No, Robert,” he said. “We don’t know how long |
have. A year? An hour? There’s no telling. But in this
form, with these powers, maybe I’ll be able to do some
good for somebody in the time I’ve got. | think you’ve
all made a very similar decision in the past few minutes.”

“But it isn’t going to Kill us,” Bobby said.

“Better to die doing something worthwhile than live
without hope,” Cipher said. “You think | have anything
to offer, Bobby Lane, let it be that.” He shook hands all
around, double-checked to make sure the street was clear,
and then flew off into the sky to begin the newest phase
of his life.

Bobby shrugged. “Guess that’s it, then,” he said. “No
takers.”

“You know what to do, Bobby,” Caitlin said.

“That | do.” He closed his fist around the vials, and
concentrated.

The others had to back away from him, while main-
taining a ring around him there on the frosty morning
sidewalk. His fist began to glow, to radiate incredible heat.
But that was nothing compared to what was happening
inside his closed hand.

When he opened it again, it was empty. The unima-
ginable heat he had generated had vaporized both the vi-
als.

“Guess we don’t have to worry about that stuff any-
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more,” Grunge said. “Anybody know what time it is?”

“Why, Grunge?” Roxy asked. “Got a hot date?”

“As a matter of fact,” Grunge said, a broad smile
creeping across his face. “Michele’s taking me to some
off-off-Broadway play she wants to see. Supposed to be
nudity in it, so I’'m down.”

“Glad | asked,” Roxy said. “What about you, Kat?
Want to rent some chick flicks and polish off a gallon of
Fudge Ripple with me?”

“I’ve got somewhere to be, too,” Caitlin said. “Now
that Sam’s turned in all his 1.O. weaponry, he wants to
get started working on a new software program he came
up with. No military' applications whatsoever, he says. |
told him 1’d give him a hand.”

“Sarah? Bobby?” Roxy asked.

“Sure, Rox,” Sarah said. “Give me an hour to go talk
to the organizers of a rally next week, and 1’m there. One
carton, three spoons. I’'m for it.”

“I’ve got to stop by the shelter for a shift, but I’ll join
you later, as long as the videos aren’t too weepy,” Bobby
said. “It’s embarrassing to cry in front of chicks.”

As Manhattan’s lights blinked on and the nighttime
city overruled the day, the five friends went their separate
ways. And each of them, in his or her own way, was
comforted by the knowledge that, no matter where the
others were or what they were doing, they were a team.

They were Gen13

There was no taking that away from them.

Ever.
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