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JIMMY didn't know how the fight started.



Hed been standing in front of hislocker and he remembered watching that asshole Frank Bradley pass
by. In Immy's mind there was an abrupt cut from that directly to the sound of his skull hitting the locker.
Hedidn't have time to shake the painful ringing out of his ears before hefdt Frank'sfist damming into his
out.

Frank must be having a bad day.

Jmmy felt hisback dam into the locker behind him. Copper breath blew from his puffed cheeks as Frank
punched his side, above the kidney. Frank's other hand pressed against Immy'sface, holding him back
and obstructing hisvision. Frank's hand smelled of swest and grease.

Jmmy heard acrowd around them, though he could only catch glimpses of the semicircle of students.
None of the faces were familiar, though Immy wondered exactly who he was|ooking for. Hed only
been here two months—

Another jab in the region of hiskidney brought the thought to an abrupt end.

He brought hisarmsin close to fend off Frank'sfist, which kept pounding. Frank didn't seem to notice or
care. Frank was throwing wild punches, with little attention to where he connected.

Fuck, Jmmy thought. The bastard isn't going to let up thistime.
In desperation, Immy brought hisfoot down, hed first, as hard as he could along the inside of Frank's

leg. The hand over hisface dropped away as Frank stumbled dightly. Frank'sfist still connected for a
fourth— or wasit afifth?— time, but the momentum was gone. It bounced off of Jimmy's shoulder.

Jmmy didn't stop to reason out what he was doing; he just launched himsdf at Frank. Frank wasn't any
older than Immy, but hewasahdl of alot bigger. Fifty pounds heavier and about four inchestaler.
None of it wasfat.

Fortunately for Immy, Frank was off-balance. All hisweight was on the near leg, the one that Immy
hadn't somped. So, when Jmmy's shoulder hit Frank's solar plexus, the bigger kid toppled backward
into thering of students surrounding them. Out of his periphera vison, Immy saw acouple of kidsfal on
their asses.

Jmmy knew that he was going to be serioudy ssomped when Frank got his breath back. He had to stop
thisfight now.

Heballed up hisfist and did the only thing he could to keep Frank down. He punched the bastard as
hard as he could, in the groin.

Frank howled.
Jmmy scrambled away, tried to stand up, and fell back into the lockers, diding down to land on his ass.

Hisface felt wet. He reached up to his cheek, afraid that he might have been crying in front of everyone.
He was somewhat surprised when his hand came away covered with blood.

He stared at the dick redness on his hand in bewildered fascination. Frank was doubled over and



throwing up, and the circle of spectators was backing away from both of them.
I'm bleeding, Jmmy thought, how the hell did that happen?

"The new kid..." Jmmy heard someone whisper. They meant him."...hedid timein prison. Bit
someone's ear Off."

Fucking moron, that was Mike Tyson. Besides, Juvenile Hal shouldn't count if no one ever pressed
any charges.

"Did you see him go after Frank like that?' Someone else, agirl, out of Immy'simmediate line of sight.
"...out of contral..."

Jmmy shook his head and kept staring at his bloody hand. Frank had jumped him. That's how it
happened.

Frank's vomit gave off an acid reek.

Frank had grabbed him and shoved him into the locker. Frank had ground his hand into Immy'sface.
Frank had started it.

"...nutcase..."

Why am| bleeding?

"What the hell isgoing on here?' Immy heard the voice of ateacher over the sounds of the milling
crowd. Coach Miller by the sound of it. The guy wasfive feet of sour gristle, and everyone called him
"Miller Lite" behind hisback. Everyone except the footba |l team, and the wrestling team. ..

Frank, of course, was on both.

Jmmy, of course, was not.

Miller pushed and cursed hisway through the surrounding students, opening away for himsdf and a
squad of hal monitors.

When he made hisway to the center of the circle, he stopped curaing. His normally swarthy complexion
had turned the color of bread dough. Hislips pressed so hard together that Jmmy thought it looked asif
hisjaw might crack.

Jmmy imagined that he found it upsetting, seeing Frank, their firg-gtring quarterback, clutching himsdlf
andlyinginapool of vomit.

"What. Happened. Here?' Coach Miller's voice was as sharp and as hard as a guillotine blade.
"H— he—" Jmmy began.

"No." Miller snapped, chopping the unspoken words out of the air. He jabbed afinger at someonein the
crowd. The blond freshman Miller singled out winced asif impaed. "Y ou."



"S—dgr?'
"What. Happened."
"It wasafight."

"Thank you, Mr. Genius." Miller snarled. He whipped around to target another unfortunate witness.
"You," hesaid to ablack senior who had been trying to look cool and uninvolved.

"It'slike he said something and he just wigged out.”

"Who ‘wigged out'?' Miller said, the voice afew degrees colder.

Jmmy closed his eyes because he didn't want to see who the black kid pointed to.

If Frank started this, why don't I remember?

"Get up," said Coach Miller. "Both of you get up now."

Jmmy opened hiseyes. He could fed his heart racing now, something he hadn't even noticed during the
fight. The blood dripping from his head felt cold when it landed on hisarms. Hefdt dizzy and short of
breeth, but somehow he made it to hisfest.

"No, you don't,” Coach Miller yelled over the crowd at someone Jmmy couldn't see. There were now
severa hdl monitors and one of the high school's security guards on the scene. From somewhere came
the crackle of dialogue on awakie-takie.

The security guard, unlike the hall monitors, wore auniform. Immy didn't know the guy'sname. The
sudents called him " Spam,” and Jmmy didn't know if it wasfor the guy's greasy complexion, or if it was
adig at him not being quite apork product. Probably the latter, since the more smart-assed of the
student body took to singing the theme from COPS when he passed inthe hdlls.

Even now, with his chest tightening from fear and his head spinning with the confusion of what had just
happened, the theme ran through Immy'shead. ..

Bad boys, bad boys, whacha going do...

In spite of his disorientation, or perhaps because of it, the sight of the ruddy-faced security guard poured
into auniform asizetoo smdl dmost made Jmmy burst out laughing.

The amusament wasn't mutud .

"Everyonein thisroom,” Spam called out. "l want every student in the sound of my voiceinthis
classroom now!"

Jmmy took astep forward, but Spam held up a sweaty hand with little sausage fingers. He shook his
head no— and Immy stifled a giggle because the guy's neck tried to remain stationary when his head
moved. Immy fell back againgt thelocker, relieved.



His classmates filed past him, into the empty classroom Spam had indicated. Every single one of them
seemed to stop amoment to stare at Jmmy.

Spam took charge. "Y ou two," he indicated two of the group of hall monitors and pointed up and down
the hall with the antenna of hiswalkie-takie. "Keep people out of here. We got blood and puke dl over
the place, and | don't want anyone through here beforeit's cleaned up.” He pointed to athird hall
monitor. "Go in that class and get everyonesID. If someone don't got it, get their name and have the
officecal their folks. | want aconfirmed list of every witnessto thismess." Helooked into Immy's eyes.
"And someone get the goddamn nurse down here.”

Theglovesmadeit snkin.

The hal monitors had put on latex gloves before they would touch him. They held his upper ams, haf to
steady him, haf to restrain him. The custodians who came to clean the mess wore long green rubber
aprons and heavy rubber glovesthat reached to their elbows. Even the nurse, when she washed Jimmy's
scalp, wore amask and latex gloves.

It was asif the hdlway had suddenly become a plague zone.

Jmmy knew he wasin deep shit. Hewas just now redlizing how deep. Once the disorientation and
confusion ebbed what was left was afataistic view of hisfuture. A quadriplegic on the railroad tracks.

Anyone dsg, it would beless stark. If it wasn't Immy. If it wasn't Frank...

Jmmy had noillusons. Thefaculty here didn't love him, and the administration loved him even less. A
foster kid, bad enough. A fogter kid from the city, with ahistory of "problems.” That was the kiss of
death asfar as any benefit of the doubt went.

Never mind if the "problems’ weren't Immy'sdoing. If someone got in hisface, he got in their faceright
back. If you took shit from anyone, it was painting atarget on your face saying, "Kick this."

Jmmy had been in dozens of fights.
Thiswasthefirst one here.
Jmmy had thought things had changed. He had told everyone that things had changed. They hadntt.

Thevice principa, a cadaverous man with eyesthe color of dirty, half-melted snow and the unfortunate
name of Cummings, came down to the north wing about twenty minutes after the incident. Jmmy saw him
talk to Coach Miller and Spam. Cummings nodded and |ooked grave— which didn't say much because
the man only had one expression.

Vice Principa Cummings stayed well outsde the plague zone and waited while the nurse cleaned Immy
off. When the blood was mostly gone, Spam put alatex-covered hand on Jimmy's shoulder and
maneuvered him toward the vice principd.

"What happened here, son?' Cummings asked. His voice was less obvioudy stressed than either Spam's
or Coach Miller's. That seemed to have more to do with alack of any emotion than any potentia

sympathy.



How the hell do | answer that? | don't remember what happened.

"Frank said something. The next thing | know he was shoving my facein alocker."
Cummings nodded and looked grave. "Is that what happened?’

"Yes." It took every ounce of control Jmmy had to keep the uncertainty out of hisvoice.
Againtheeternd grave nod. "Thingswould go better if you tel me the whole sory."

Jmmy spread his hands. Hetried to say something, but the words got al tangled up in histhroat and
that came out was a choking stutter.

Cummings expression didn't change when he said, "'l should advise you that this school hasazero
tolerance policy. The police have been cdled. The officerswill take you both home and take your
satementsin the presence of your pare— guardians.”

Cummings was such acold SOB that for afew moments immy thought he made the dip on purpose.
But when he saw him walk away and talk to Frank he decided that Cummings was the kind of guy who
couldn't take pleasure in anything, even rubbing Jmmy's nosein hisfamily's history.

* % %

Jmmy's current family consisted of acouplein their fifties, the Carswels. They lived in aneighborhood
that wasn't quite upper class. Asfoster parents, they were better than most, but, to Immy, it seemed that
they had taken him on to patch aholein their livesthat was long past patching.

The Carswdlslived in agplit-leve that had been built in the mid-sixties, and their house wasfilled with
furnishings out of the mid-seventies. Above agasfireplace, on afase brick wall in aroom otherwise
covered in aging pandling, there were pictures of dozens— and to Jmmy it sometimes seemed like
hundreds— of kids. There were eight-by-ten glossiesin dull silver frames, yellowing Polaroids held up by
Scotch tape, graduation picturesin their origina cardboard frames. None of them were the Carswells
own children. They didn't have any.

Maand Pa Carswell were kind enough, but their words often felt so smooth and well worn that Immy
couldn't sense any sincerity behind them. Their hopesfor him, their desire to see him do well in schoal,
even their concern about his nightmares, dl had the warmth and depth of a semiconscious reflex.

He wondered how many kids ever got driven hometo chez Carswell in the back of asquad car.

His uniformed escort was named Chuck, and kept trying to engage him in conversation. "That wasa
nasty knock you took.

"| saw the other guy, he wastwice your size.
"Y ou know, | understand the crap they can dish out in high schodl..."”
Jmmy kept his responses just the polite side of ignoring the guy completely. He knew better than to

believe that the cop was hisfriend. It was a cop trick, trying to gain your trust so they could stick it to
you. Jmmy had got burned before that way—



When they pulled around the circlein front of the Carswells house, Jmmy hadn't sooken more than five
wordsto the guy.

He wondered what Frank Bradley was going through at this moment. Was his dad threatening, or saying
"ataboy?' Was Mrs. Bradley hysterical over her boy being brought home by the police, or did she refuse
to believe that such athing could involve her little angel? Jmmy had never met Frank's mother, nor did he
ever have the pleasure of knowing his own, but somehow he could imagine perfectly the words coming
from her lips. "No, Officer, there must be some mistake.”

Thiswasthefirst time he had ever been in any trouble on the Carswells watch, but Immy knew that he
wasn't going to seethat kind of reaction from his current disposable parents.

The school had caled the Carswells ahead of time, so both Mr. and Mrs. were waiting by the front door
asthe officer let Immy out of the rear of the patrol car. He wondered if Mr. Carswell appreciated getting
out of work early.

Then he wondered what it was Mr. Carswll did for aliving.

Mr. Carswell was shaking his head, asif having some deep-seated suspicion confirmed. Mrs. Carswell
walked up to him and looked into his eyes, asif searching for something held left at school. "Areyou dl
right?’

What a stupid question.

"I'mokay."

"What happened?’ The question was directed at the cop, not to him. At least she wasn't wearing latex
gloves

"Fight a school, madam. Him and another kid got pretty busted up. With your permission, | need to take
agtatement from him." The cop nodded toward Jmmy.

Mrs. Carswell looked into his eyes again, and not finding what she was looking for, looked back at the
cop. "Of course."

Jmmy found himsdlf willing the Carswdls to show some anger. He wanted them to be mad. No, he
wanted them to be furious. He wanted them to threaten him, to scream at the cop. He wanted red faces
and burst blood vessdal's. He wanted swearing and scomping. Anything besides this bizarre detachment, as
if hewasjust ajug of milk that went bad in the fridge.

The Carswellsled the cop, and the cop led him, into the living room where they dl sat down. His
guardians sat, impassive and watching, as the cop deconstructed his story.

"Y ou said Frank Bradley waswalking past you and you exchanged words."
"Uh-huh."

"What words were those?"



"I don't know, | don't remember.” Jmmy stuttered and felt histhroat closing up. His pamswere dick on
his jeans, and when he looked down at histhighs, he dmost expected to be bleeding again.

Just swest.

"The next thing you know he was pushing you into alocker."

Jmmy nodded, till looking at hisjeans. There were still spots of blood on them.

"Just before that, what did you say to him?"

"l don't know." Thewords hurt histhroet.

"Why did he dam you into the locker?'

"l don't know."

"Have you had any problemswith Frank Bradley before this?*

"I told you what happened!" Jmmy pounded hisfigsinto histhighsin frustration. Theslence his
protest left in the living room made him redlize, dowly, how loud he had spoken. Helooked up and findly

saw an emotion in Mrs. Carswdl'sface...

Fear.

* % %

Jmmy ran from the darkness with the dow deliberation that only happensin dreams. He ran naked
through the hdls of Euclid Heights High School, in one part of his mind knowing that thiswasa
nightmare, in another part convinced that the danger wasredl. Hisfeet dipped on the linoleum floors,
diding on adick of hisown blood.

He bled from wounds that peppered his body, hisflesh torn by something invisible that wastrying to est
itsway indde of him, the Thing that lived in theink-black shadow that followed him.

He couldn't turn around to face it, because it always stayed behind him, approaching from adirection
Jmmy couldn't point to. He couldn't see the Thing, but he could fed it. It was arasping on the back of his
neck, asck twisting indde hisinner ear, aliquid whisper, the feding of something reaching for him and
not quite grasping hold.

The Thing wanted Jmmy. Wanted him with adark lust that transcended Jmmy's wounded flesh. What
the Thing wanted was worse than pain, worse than rape, worse than death, worse than anything that
Jmmy had ever had the power to imagine.

Running, he dipped in hisblood again and fell into alocker. His face smashed into the metal with more
force than Frank could ever manage. He could fed the bones of his skull give way asthe Thing grabbed
for him again.

He could amost fed itsgragp ingde hisbrain.



Jmmy sat bolt upright, the sheets clinging to his naked chest, and he sucked in breath after breath. His
upper body trembled as a deep chill set his muscles on autopilot. For severa long minutes Immy had to
will the musclesin hisarms, jaw, and shoulder to stop trembling.

He could still fed the fear, and hewas angry a himsdf for it. | am not a wuss, hetold himself over and
over. | am not scared of no fucking boogeyman. I'm seventeen years old. People have waved guns
at me without making me piss on myself.

Still, hisheart raced, bresth came fast and heavy, and his shoulders kept trembling under dick pams.

After severd minutes of muttering to himself and rocking back and forth he camed down enough to
redizethe Thing'sfind gift to him.

"Oh, fuck me." Jmmy spoke dowly as heredlized that he remembered how the fight with Frank
Bradley had gone.

Frank's having a bad day, yeah. Needs to take the new kid down a peg to feel better about
himself. Jimmy barely notices him, at first.

It's the laughing that gets his attention. God knows why, but he turns away from his locker, half
full backpack in his hand. "What's so funny?" Jimmy asks.

Frank elbows his fellow jock in theribs. "It's a joke, pipsgueak, none of your fucking business."
Jimmy steps forward. "Must be pretty funny.”

"You want to hear it?" Frank says. "Okay. Define mass confusion.”

Jimmy doesn't say anything.

Frank's jock friend edges away from him after looking at Jimmy's expression.

Frank goes on, oblivious. "It's called Father's Day at Jimmy's house.”

Students surround them, talking away, unaware until Jimmy speaks that anything iswrong. But
what Jimmy says leaves the halls silent except for Frank's dumbfounded question. "What did you

say?

"I said," Jimmy speaks, hefting his backpack. " Take that back you dickless, pea-brained,
steroid-sniffing sorry excuse for a left testicle.”

"You want me to fuck you up?"

"You know, Frank, it's probably best if you keep fucking the rest of the football team— when
you're not giving them nickel blow jobs."

Frank might have laughed it off if they'd been alone. He can't do that here. Somewhere, back in
the circle of students that already is forming around them, someone sniggers.



"I don't need to take that from no pansy-ass special-ed kid."
"No," Jimmy says. "l bet you like your asses big and manly."

"You little shit—" Frank preps to take a swing at Jimmy. Jimmy preempts it. He swings the
backpack, half full of textbooks, and clobbers Frank in the side of the head with it.

"Shit," Immy whispered to himsdf. It was him. He had lost control and laid into Frank first. No wonder
the witnesses said he just went nuts.

He had.

2

CLAYBORN'S Diner was asmall out-of-the-way place off a badly-paved state road, about four miles
north of atiny Pennsylvania cod-mining town caled Creighton Fals. The exterior was neon and milky
chrome. Theinside was linoleum and red vinyl around the counter in front, and the back was an
anachronistic addition of dark pandling and celling fans. Half adozen booths clustered around the edges
of the room while the center portion was taken up by apair of pool tables. The windowlesswalls of the
rear room were decorated by framed black-and-white photographs spanning the last century and a
quarter. The picturesthat weren't of theloca farms and surrounding countryside were portraits of police
and firemen.

Nathan Adriano sat to one side of alarge corner booth that lived under atriptych of prohibition-era
pictures, pride of place given to asigned picture of Elliot Ness.

"So, Benny, why'd you give up on Rittsburgh?' The speaker was Kevin Stickling, a deputy sheriff for
Abooksigun County. He was sandy-haired and a class of thin that stopped just short of making
onlookersworry about his health. He was addressing Nate, who had introduced himself as Benny
Jacobs, an ex-paramedic from Pittsburgh.

"The city just got to me," Nate said, taking apull on hisbeer. "The last straw was having my car stolen
twice"

There were afew gppreciative chuckles from around the table.
"Twice," Nate continued, with the aid of adramatic pause, "from the samelot, three months gpart.”

"God'stdling you something," said Greg, another deputy. He was older than Kevin, shadows darkening
the hollows of hisface. Gray stubble showing on the edge of hisjaw wherethelight hit it.

"Yeah," Kevinsad, "like, 'Don't park there." "

"You see" sad thelast deputy, aguy named Tony, the best looking and smartest of the trio of lawmen.
"That'swhy | don't work in the city anymore." He pulled his own beer over and looked in the suds. "So
much crap like that, you don't have the timeto deal withit."

"l know," Nate said. "Since they didn't catch the guy red-handed, | was pretty much SO.L."



"Caollect the insurance and move on,” Kevin said, "best you can do."

Nate gave them hismost ironic chuckle. "That worked the first time. But my rates got jacked so high that
the second time around | only had liability."

"Ouch," Kevinsad.
"So what're you doing now?" Tony asked.

Nate shrugged. "L ooking for work. Unfortunately, it's kind of hard finding openingswhere| want to
work."

Tony nodded in sympathy. "When | decided to move out of the city, it took methree yearsto find this
job. Trust me, though, it'sworth it.”

"| keep telling mysdlf that,” Nate said. "1 guessI'm lucky," he nodded at Tony'sleft hand. "No wife, no
kids. When | made my decision, | just typed up arésumé, gave notice, and tossed a suitcasein car
number three—" Nate paused.

That wasa dip.

There was a chance that one of these guys might have noticed Nate's rental car out front. It wastoo new
for the story he was spinning, and the tags were from the wrong county.

Fortunately, none of them seemed to make the connection.

Nate quickly came up with abackground story to hold in reserve, about Benny's number three junker
having mgor mechanical problems on the Pennsylvania Turnpike and the swest little loaner they gave him
asthey replaced three out of four brake drums.

Tony didn't notice Nate'sinternd regrouping. He had set down hisdrink and was twisting thering on his
left hand. ™Y eah, makesit easier, doesn't it?”

There were semi-warning glances from the other two deputies. Nate actualy was grateful for the obvious
discomfort his random comment generated. It didn't matter if Tony was divorced, widowed, or deeply
into an unhappy marriage, it gave Nate afulcrum on which he could lever the conversation.

Nate took adeep swig of hisbeer and orchestrated his change in subject with calculated awkwardness.
"What | miss, though—" Nate said, "is peopleto talk to about it all. | mean, it'snot ajob you can talk
much about in mixed company.”

"Yeah?' Greg said, seeming anxious to move away from the subject of wivesand children.

"Doctors don't have anything on us when it comesto bizarre bullshit happening.” Nate made a show of
chuckling to himsdlf, "Wéll, the week before | |eft there was this one call—"

"Dotdl," Kevin sad.



"Okay," Nate said, "Remember, you asked me." Helooked at the other two deputies. Satisfied that there
wasaglimmering of curiosity in their eyes, he said, "Now you al remember your mother saying, 'Don't
make aface likethat, it might get stuck that way'?"

They nodded at Nate. He knew he had them hooked.

Nate continued, setting down his beer. "'I'm sure that you've heard about guys who get drunk and do
something stupid like putting acue bal in their mouth?' Nate reached up and tapped the back of histeeth
with afinger. "The curvature of your teeth and jaw meansthat, when we're talking relatively round
objects, you can gtick alarger object in than you can pull out." Nate laughed and shook his head, taking
apull on hisbeer. "Y ou have to think of the most embarrassing and repulsive consequence of that fact.”

Nate let them think for amoment.

"Now ther€'sthis 911 cdl my last week. Someone calls and |eaves the phone off the hook. The
digpatcher triesto get information but there isn't anything but the sound of some sort of commotion, and
someone panting. Everyone hates those kind of calls, becauise you have no clue. Could be some old guy
keded over in the can with abroken hip, could be some freak on PCP waving a machete, could be some
gx year old'sideaof ajoke..."

"Always bad when you don't know what you're walking into." Tony said. He'd stopped fondling hisring.

"So they send asquad, and about five minutes later they cal for an ambulance— no details, they just sent
for an ambulance."

"Chrig," Kevinsaid.

Nate nodded. "Y ou imagine al sorts of crap when that happens. Now, I've seen some sick shit, but |
did not imagine what was actudly waiting a the end of that call." He leaned back and looked over al of
them. "We have a suburban ranch house, and it's about ten at night. Lights are on in the place, but every
curtain isdrawn. There's this huge picture window, and you can't see insde because of the drapes.
TherésaBMW with ababy seet Stting in the driveway, and the patrol car isstting next toit."

"Y ou didn't see the guys who responded to the call?* Greg asked.

Nate shook hishead, "And you can imagine what's going through our minds when we get out. | mean,
I've got friends who've been shot at. One guy trying to take care of the wife at adomestic got hit by a
chair when the husband got loose—"

"So thiswas adomestic?' Kevin asked.

"No, and we didn't have any officers down." Nate took a pull on hisbeer. "Now the front door was
locked and dead-bolted, but one of the cops must've heard us because someone shouted, 'Back here;’
from the rear of the house." Nate took a dramatic pause. " That's when the dog started barking. Now this
an't no chihuahuabark. Thisisagreat big 'fuckyou' bark."

Tony was shaking hishead. "I do not like big dogson acal.”

Nate nodded. "It scared the shit out of me. I'm thinking some monster dog mauled someone. I'm thinking



that one of usisgoing to be next.”
"So you go around back?' Kevin said.

"Theré's agate hanging open next to the garage. We walk down thisgrave path whilethisdog isgoing
nuts with the barking. I'm sweeting cause | don't know what the hell I'm going to do if the guy I'm here
for ishemorrhaging or something and has this attack dog hovering over him. | mean, if the guy needs
immediate assistance—" Nate shook his head.

"That'sabad Situation,” Tony said.

"Y eah, | mean, walking down that path I'm imagining al sorts of nightmare scenarios. | heard about one
guy, devoted to hisdog, he fals down the stairs and cracks his neck. The medicshaveto get to himor
the poor bastard's going to die, but the dog won't let them. It thinksit's protecting him— Cops have had
to shoot animasin that Stuation. | didn't want to see that.”

"S0, you go around back," Kevin prompted.

"So, | go around back. We have this backyard surrounded by a seven-foot privacy fence. | see awater
dish the size of amanhole cover. There's an expensivelooking kid's play set in the back. And there are
two cops standing in the light from a set of French doors. They don't look particularly worried, but they
don't even look in our direction. They just have half-shocked, half-amused expressions on their faces.
The dog, which must be in the housg, is barking a blue streak, and occasiondly giving one of these nasty,
low-throated growls, but the cops are just shaking their heads."

"Sowhat'sthe cal?' Kevin asked.

"They wave us over, the one guy saying, Y ou won't believe this. We go over next to the cops and look
in the French doors."

"And?' Kevin prodded.

"The dog's going nuts barking &t us. It'sthis fucking huge Great Dane, head's about even with my ches, it
seems. He's barking and, drooling, and growling, and baring histeeth. And, well, | can't blame him, he
had good reason to." Nate sipped his beer.

"Yeah?' Kevin was shaking his head, waiting for the punch line.

"The dog's owner— a nice respectable banker type. Wife and kid off somewhere. He was alone and,
gpparently, had more than his share of sick little fantasies he was aching to try when hisfamily was
away."

"Oh, Chrigt," Kevinsaid, "Y ou don't mean—"

Nate nodded, " The reason this dog was going gpeshit, in my opinion, wasn't that he had four of us
gawking at him. The boy was upset because he had about two hundred fifty pounds of naked banking
executive locked onto hisdick.”

Chorus of groans.



Nate sipped his beer and knew that, for the evening, he was amember of the fraternity. At least
paramedic Benny Jacobs was. Nate described the cal to animal control, and about tranquilizing the dog.
To add to Benny's bonafides, Nate elaborated on various medical details about the exec's broken jaw
and canine anatomy.

When Nate was done, there was along pause. Then Kevin shook his head, said, "Wow," and drained
his beer. Tony looked alittle thoughtful . " So what happened to that guy?"

Nate shrugged. "I didn't follow it past the morning DJ shows. | think the city pressed animal cruelty
chargesagaingt him, but | don't know what came of that."

"Wasthedog dl right?' Greg asked.
"Full recovery,” Nate nodded. "No thanksto his owner."

"Well," Kevin said, after finishing hisbeer, "I don't have anything quite that perverted, but theresthis one
idiot I pulled over once—"

"Dotdl," Nate said.

It was two hours and three rounds later when the subject of the war stories had turned from the stupid to
the morbid. Nate regaed the cops with the obligatory "strange smell” story. Likethe Great Danetale,
Nate had stolen it from asmall paramedic listserv that, Snce Nate wasn't a paramedic, he shouldn't have
been able to subscribe to. Like many other such redtrictions, Nate had found it easy to dip hisway
around it. Thefact his stories hadn't yet graduated to the rank of urban legend helped the verisimilitude of
Nate's current alter ego.

And that ater ego, after afew hours of effort, bore the fruit Nate was searching for.

"Well," Kevinsad. "Thisisone place | think we got the city boy beat." He turned to Greg and said, "You
want to tell him about our body?Y ou found it."

Greg looked down into hisbeer. "I didn't find him. | wasjust the first to respond to the call.” He looked
up a Nate. "Have you heard about Ted Mackenzie?'

"No," Nate lied effortlesdy.

3

"Y OU dl better buy me another round, because I'm going to need it," Greg finished off hisbeer. "I want
JD. graight.”

He turned back toward Nate. "Y ou got to know, from your work, that it's a sorry day when akid dies.
This one has got to be the sorriest of them dl.”

* * *

Greg had known Ted Mackenzie. It wasthat kind of town, small enough so that local law enforcement



knew every resident teenager at least by reputation. Ted was quiet, bookish, and Greg would most often
see him walking the short path between the school and the library. Lanky kid with incredibly intelligent
eyes. He saw alot more, Greg thought, than most other kids his age. He unquestionably knew more.
He'd been bumped through a couple of grades, and somehow avoided fights with his older classmates.
Thething was, as Ted got older, he got quieter. Thelast few months of hislife, everyone was concerned.
A normally quiet kid, he was now amost mute. Normally bookish, he now seemed to spend most dl his
time with the printed page. If you waved a him, or said, "Hi," you were lucky to be acknowledged. Ask
him adirect question, you'd get a"yes' or "no" answer.

Greg, the teachers, his pastor, his parents, everyone knew that these were warning signs. But no onewas
surewhat they warned. Therewas no sign of Ted damaging himself, threatening himsdlf or others, and
there were no signs of anyone hurting Ted. So there was little anyone could do. Everyone involved had
the same conversation with him, "If therere any problems, anything, we're herefor you..."

Greg included.

Of course, getting normal teenagers to open up about their problems takes a degree in psychology and a
lot moretimethan it turned out Ted had.

When Greg got the cdll, he had no ideaiit had anything to do with Ted. It waslate at night and he got a
cal about an explosion at aradio tower about ten miles north of Creighton Fals. Greg BSed with the
dispatcher for the fifteen minutesit took him to drive down there. It was aclear night, with afull moon,
and Greg had the windows down to let the odor of the autumn mulch roll in from the hill-wrinkled
countryside around him.

"What | got onthecdl isawhite flash—"

"Uh-huh, you said explosion.”

"No, | didn't. Mr. Howard Perkins said ‘explosion.’ I'm just telling you what got caled in.”

"Youthink hewasdrinking a al?'

"Do you want the details or not?"

"Go ahead.”

"Mr. Howard Perkins was adeep on his porch when this flash woke him up—"

"Y eah, you're sure he wasn't adeep when he caled you?'

"Gr@—"

"Heiseghty yearsold."

"— the flash woke him up. White, no sound. It was centered on the old radio tower."

"Yeah," Greg looked around. The environment wasn't dry enough around here for brushfiresto be a
common occurrence, yet it was aworry. "Did he say anything about smoke or flames?"



"No, but | derted the Sation house, just in case.”

Greg nodded, though they both knew that if there was amgjor brushfire it would be beyond the
capabilities of theloca volunteer department.

"It was probably afresk lighting flash, Greg.”

"Morelikdy, it'sHowi€'s cataracts acting up.”

Greg turned the patrol car up agravel pathway that led to the radio tower. The tower itself belonged to a
local radio station that didn't exist anymore. It had vanished, leaving bullshit talk show feeds from New
York.

Nowadays, Greg had to listen to Garth and Hank on an old tape deck he kept on the passenger seat
when hewas out patrolling. Right now the tape deck was playing "Boot-scoot Boogie," but held turned
down the sound to take the call and it was now at alow volume that was at odds with the song. Greg
could hear the gravel crunching under thetireseven with it playing.

He turned the car around the first switchback up the hill and lost sight of the main road behind the trees.
The wind through the open windows seemed to drop the temperature ten degrees and he felt very much
done.

"You ill there?" he called on theradio.

"Coming through loud and clear."

Greg didn't redize exactly how much he had tensed until he felt the rdlief at hearing the dispatcher. Of
course, he wasn't going to lose contact; the tower was dead, so there wasn't any interference, and he
was driving up toward the best Sitefor radio reception in the whole county.

"Anyone esecdl in about this?' Greg sad, to disguise his unease. "Fire, anoke, Srange lights?!

"Nah, been quiet. Thiswas only the second call dl night.”

"What was the other call?"

"The Mackenziekid, out past curfew. Hismom got worried and called us."

"Richard?" Greg asked, thinking of the older brother.

"No, Ted."

"Ted?That'snaot likehim."

"That'swhy hismom'sworried. Don't worry, | got Kevin driving around looking. HEll scare him up.”
"Uh-huh." Greg negotiated another pair of switchbacks. If he stuck his head out of the driver'sside and

looked up, he could make out the silhouette of the radio tower. The beacons were Hill flashing for
low-flying aircraft.



Mogt of them...

"Hey," Greg said over the radio. "Howie may not be halucinating. Looking up, | think | see one of the
lights out on the tower."

"Maybe he saw one of the lights burning out.”

Greg nodded and pulled his head back into the vehicle. "That'swhat | wasthinking. I'm sill going to
check it out, if something damaged the tower— it's hovering over abusy stretch of road."

"Okay—" Pause. "l got Kevin, you want an update?'

"That'sdl right. I'll radio in once | see what's going on up here." Greg hung up the mike and pulled the
patrol car to astop in front of the gate to the property.

The tower was surrounded by afifteen-foot-high chain-link fence topped by a quarter circle of barbed
wire arcing over potentia intruders. The gate was locked and emblazoned with "No Trespassing” and
"Private Property” signs. The gate was held shut by a heavy-duty padlock and chain. Greg was about to
gtart hunting for the key box that code specified should be here for emergency personnel, when he
looked more closely at the gate.

The lower |eft corner of the gate, just within the beam of his headlights, had been cut and rolled back.
The gap was wide enough to pass ahuman being.

Greg picked up the mike and tried to call in aB& E. There wasn't an answer. The dispatcher was either
talking to Kevin or gtting on thejohn. He called in twice more and then said, "Fuck it," and grabbed his
Mag-Lite.

If he had ever been abig-city cop like Tony, he probably wouldn't have gone out on hisown. But this
wasn't New Y ork, and any backup was about twenty minutes away anyway. Everyone knew where he
was, and the vandals around these parts weren't armed and dangerous.

He still released the snap on his holster as he got out of the patrol car.
Some teenagers probably thought thiswas a great place to drink and shoot off fireworks.

Hewalked up the gravel path to the gate and shone his Mag-Lite down at the scene of the break-in. The
chain-link had been methodically snipped for about four feet up and three feet to theright. The cut was
recent, and the severed stedl wire glittered in the light, the near-chromed finish in stark contrast to the dull
gray of the fence's weethered surface,

On the ground, next to the hole, rested a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters. What the...?

Greg kndt next to the tool without touching it. Asif to emphasize itsdlf, the blades were dusted by tiny
curls of meta shavingsthat glittered the same stedl-chrome as the cut fence. Not thieves, not vandals.
Neither would leave their tools behind like this. Either he was looking for someone incredibly stupid, or
he was looking for someone who decided that they didn't care what evidence the police might find.

Oh, shit!



Greg ran back to the patrol car and started yelling into theradio, "Are you there—answer me, damn it!"
Greg was about to dam the mike down in disgust when the dispatcher answered, "Y es—"

"Ted Mackenzie, what did Kevin find out about Ted Mackenzie?'

"Comeagan?'

"Themissng kid, Ted."

"Oh, nothing'sturned up yet."

Greg dropped the mike, feding something awful welling up in his somach. He had known that Ted
seemed to be working out some serious problems. He prayed to God that those problems weren't as

serious as he had begun to think.

Greg ran back to the gate, while the radio cracked behind him. "What are you doing? Are you there,
over?'

Greg bent down and pushed himself through the gap cut in the fence. He had to crawl on handsand
knees, holding hisflashlight by the shaft so that the gravel dug into the knuckles of hisleft hand.

Greg stood up on the other side of the gate and shone hisflashlight down the path in front of him. There
was gtill one more switchback in front of him before held bein sight of the tower's base.

For amoment he was afraid to move. Hisfear a what he'd find drove him through that gate, and now
that same fear rooted him to the spot.

He did not want to find Ted's corpse. He did not want to see what a plunge from afive-hundred-foot
tower would do to his body. Greg did not want to be the oneto tell Ted's parentsthat their son had
ended hisown life.

You don't know, hetold himsdlf.

"| don't want to know," he answered himsdif.

The paralysis only lasted amoment, because worse than hisfears was the possibility that Ted might have
made the attempt, and might not have succeeded. In that case, there was going to be a desperate
window where the kid would need first aid.

Greg ran around the corner of the switchback toward the tower. The flashlight picked out arough pile of
clothes once he rounded the corner, and the sight froze him so quickly that his momentum almost toppled

him face-firgt into the gravel path.

The beam of hisMag-Lite shook as he pointed it at the ragged pile by the side of theroad. He held his
breath until he saw that the pile wasjust that. Clothes. Nothing else. No mangled body.

"Whét the?'



Greg walked afew steps closer and looked down. Nothing extraordinary, just jeans, a T-shirt, jockey
shorts, socks, apair of sneakers...

They could be Ted's clothes. But if they were, he had stripped completely naked. For afew short
moments, Greg felt somerelief. Well, of course hed sart acting odd if he fdl inlust with some pretty
young thing. After dl, what was the most popular reason for bresking curfew?

The thought, while a happy one, did not hold back the dread for long. Greg shone the light up and down
both sdes of the path in front of the tower and there was no sign of any matching clothing from the other
party to such atryst. And that helped Greg's fear turn to sexua predators and other such monsters.

Hedowly drew hisrevolver out and cdled, "Ted! Ted Mackenzie!"

No response. But Greg caught awhiff of something distant burning. He shone hislight &l around until he
saw afootprint by the sde of theroad. He held hislight on it, trying to make sense of it.

A barefoot, largish size, 11 or 12, had sunk into amuddy rut by the side of the road. The rut ran for
about a dozen feet, and in that rut were half a dozen strides— and no other footprints.

An unhurried stride for alanky teenager, showing no sign of pursuit. There was even one spot where his
feet had |eft their imprint together, asif hed stood il facing the tower. Greg hated next to the place
where the barefoot person had stopped. He looked up where the barefoot person must have looked up.

Theradio tower was directly in front of him, bisecting the Sky. The blinded warning light was about three
quarters up and was facing him. A lumpy shadow stood out in the superstructure about five feet above
the burned out light. It didn't move.

"Shit”

Greg pointed hislight up at the tower, but there wasn't any way the light could reach and alow him to
make out any detalls.

He holstered his gun and ran to the base of the radio tower. Itsfour legslaid out a concrete square about
thirty feet on aside. The pylon nearest him had aladder bolted on the inside, leading up to anarrow
cagelike tube.

Greg looked up and suddenly felt like the back of histhroat was diding down through the pit of his
somach, dragging most of hisinsdeswith it. He shook his head and aimed the light up into the
framework of the tower. " Ted?"

There wasan't even an echo for an answer. Just a dead flat silence that sucked the moisture from his
mouith.

There was no way he could see up, the body of the radio tower was backlit by the four super-bright
hal ogen lampsthat still worked. 1t waslike trying to stare into someone's headlights and read their license
plate.

He shone the Mag-L ite down &t the base of the ladder and saw what he was afraid he would see. A half
dozen muddy footprints marked the concrete by the base of the ladder.



Greg shoved the Mag-Liteinto hisbelt and pulled on apair of gloves.

| can do this, hetold himsdlf as he hauled himself up onto the ladder. Thefirst ten feet wasn't a problem,
the footing was solid, the treads of the ladder were flat and textured so hisfeet had good purchase.

Then he reached the cage.

In the daylight he might have fdlt different, but in the dark, with the ladder around him invisible except
where the warning lights cut through the crazy erector-set shadows, the presence of meta surrounding
him tightened the skin across his chest.

Heknew he should fed safer; the cage around him would most likely prevent afad fdl if helost hisgrip.
He couldn't convince hisbody. He pulled himsdlf up rung after rung, and with each foot he gained, his
pulseincreased. When he had reached fifty feet, he was climbing with his eyes closed, sucking gasps of
ar though his mouth, and his palmswere so damp inside his glovesthat he felt they might dide out with
each rung.

"Ted!" hecaled up at theinvisble shadows. "This is Deputy Greg Templeton. Don't move. I'm
coming up to help you." It took asupreme effort of will to keep himsdlf from gasping as he shouted.

Please, Lord God, Let us both live through this.

It felt asif the metal surrounding him had wrapped itself around his chest. Helost al sense of up or down,
asif he had been cast into freefall. Each time helet one hand go to grip the next rung, panic toreinto him.
All he could think about wasthe terror of faling, and of the darkness.

"Hold on!" he shouted, face pressed so hard against the metal that he tasted rust. "Don't panic. I'm
going to get you through this."

Nothing but distant Sllence.

Greg kept moving, inch after inch, rung after rung. Two thoughts drove him on. Thefirst wasthat Ted
Mackenzie, or someone el se who was serioudy disturbed, had shed his clothes and climbed nearly to the
top of theradio tower. If the warning light had exploded, or afreak lightning bolt struck the tower, the
person needed help. He could be unconscious.

The second thing that drove him wasthe certainty that if he stopped moving, he would remain frozen
there until morning.

Greg tasted rust on histongue. His breath seared his mouth, blood throbbed in hisears. Hisskin did
ingde his clothes on bearings of swedt.

And he smelled something burning.

It was acrusty ozone smell, dightly chemicd, like an overheated transformer. Something had blown up.
Howie hadn't been halucinating.

Greg forced his eyes open. He was facing ahead, through a set of rungsin the ladder, and the only thing
he saw was sky. His breath caught, and his grip dipped, damming his back into the cage that enclosed
him from behind. Greg stared wide-eyed a the starsin front of him, hyperventilating and barely feding a



pain that would |leave four-foot-long vertical bruises across his back.

"Our Father. Who Art. In Heaven." Greg spoke between gasps. He reached up and felt for arung he
could barely see. Hisfoot dmost dipped out from under him as he pulled himsdf back upright.

Greg looked down. He could see the tree line, and the headlights of his patrol car picking out adlice of
road no bigger than histhumb.

He pulled himself up one rung. Then another. He forced his gaze upward. There was a platform up there,
near the burned out warning light. Something shadowed dumped on it, or aboveit.

Hewas dmost to the blind light. The smell was stronger now, and it was clear that the light had
exploded. The rungs crunched under his gloves, covered in adust that had to be powdered glass.

He kept staring up, he could breathe better, focus on the person who was unmoving above him. He
could amost see a human shape now that he had most of the light below him. It was till cut with
incomprehens ble shadows, but there was ahead, possibly an outstretched arm.

The platform wrapped the tower just above the remains of the shattered light. The ladder fed through a
holein thefloor of the platform, and Greg pulled himsdf through into an open space where the only
barrier between him and the sky was athigh-high abbreviated railing.

Greg stumbled carefully out onto the platform. His feet crunched on the meta grate that was the only
thing between him and three hundred feet of nothing. He pulled out his Mag-Lite and switched it on. The
first thing he saw was the grate he stood on, adusty gray under hisfeet. The burned smell was nearly
overpowering.

Heturned dowly, trying to keep his balance. The wind picked up, and tiny motes danced in the shaking
beam of the Mag-L.ite. It was abizarre Sght, dmogt asif it was showing.

Not snow.

A fine black-gray ash coated every surface around him. Thewind blew it around him in swirls, covering
hisarms and jacket in it even before Greg had redized what it was.

Then he raised the beam to the tower itsdlf, where a shadowed human form was cradled by ajunctionin
two girders.

Ddliver us from evil.

Ted'sface was gone. Whatever holocaust had torn through Ted Mackenzie's body had Ieft him without a
face. Even the bones of the skull seemed caved in and shrunken, pitted and gray like the ash swirling
around him.

The body had falen from higher up, to curl in afeta postion a the junction of two girders about three
feet above Greg's head. The twisted burned skull had been facing Greg, asif waiting.

Theflesh of the body was black and cracking, pieces had dready falen away to reved gray ash and
bone undernesth. Greg could see ribs and finger bones; athird of one hand was missing completely.



Greg tasted soot on histongue. He gagged and dropped the Mag-Lite. Hefell to his knees and between
shuddering, retching gasps and through watering eyes, he saw hisflashlight tumble the two hundred feet
to the ground, bouncing off of girdersand winking out asit struck the ground.

He stayed there for what seemed like hours.

* % %

"l was afraid," Greg said to Nate in adeathly quiet booth in Clayborn's Diner. He looked at the shot in
his hand and downed it. "I was afraid that if | stood up, | might touch him."

Nate | et the slence siretch to what he thought was asignificant level. "So it was Ted?'

Greg nodded. "It took them along time to come up with apogtive ID. No one has come up with an
explanation of what happened.”

"You said thelight exploded..." Nate said, only because they expected it of him.

Greg shook hishead. "That'swhat | thought, but no. It overheated and shorted out. Anyway, Ted was
burned al the way through. Nothing I've seen ever did that to a person, and I've seen guys run foul of
high-tenson lines™

Nate shook his head and looked at Kevin, "Well, youreright. That beats anything I've got.”

4

"FORENSIC Data Associates, Nathan Adriano speaking.” Nate barked into his cell phone as he
hunched over his laptop computer. The shades on the motel room were drawn, so the only light in the
roomwas dirty yelow sunlight that lesked in from outside.

"Nate, thank God, we need to go over your testimony in the Blankenship case.”
"Tony?" Nate groaned.

The man on the phone, Anthony Gabriele, was afedera prosecutor who wasin asmall Minnesota
college town that had the unenviable distinction of having been home to the largest child-porn server to
ever have been placed on the Internet. They had hired Forensic Data A ssociates because no one there,
not the police, not the lawyers, and certainly not Anthony Gabriele, had a clue what a server was. Tony
barely knew what the Internet was. Tony was only on the case because it was high profile, and he had
seniority intheregion.

The upside; that Nate was getting hefty consulting fees for no-brainer work that basically amounted to
explaining server logsand file sharing to ajury.

The downside; Tony redlly didn't understand his own case, and needed way more reassurance and
handholding than Nate had timeto provide.

"Yes" Tony sad, "I need to go over some things with you before you go on the stand.”



"There's nothing to go over. The caseisairtight.”
IIBlJt_II

"Look, Tony, weve gone over my testimony. Y ou have atranscript. If hislawyer letsit gototrid, the
man'samoron. If you haven't convinced him to plead, I'll be back up there to help you with questions for
jury sdection—"

"Please, just amoment, then—"

Nate sghed.

Two billable hours | ater, Nate was off the phone.

He set down the cell phone and looked at the glowing screen. Before him, in notes, memos, and scraps
of data, Theodore Mackenzie was taking form. Shaking off the call from his professond life, Nate
returned to entering dl the information he had gathered last night in Clayborn's Diner.

Nate stopped being CEO and sole employee of Forensic Data Associates, and returned to his effort to
find out who Theodore Mackenzie was. Who he was, and what he had in common with fifteen other
kids.

Ted had been fourteen years old. Bright, inquisitive, active in ahost of school activities, avoracious
reader, no seriousillnesses— arelative was quoted in an article in the Abooksigun County Dispatch,
that the boy was never sck aday in hislife. All those facts were hits on the template Nate had spent the
last five years developing. That, and adegth by fire, had been enough for Nateto fly in from Californiato
investigate thingsin person.

Hisinterview with the copslagt night confirmed it for him.

On the desk next to the computer was that three-week-old copy of the Abooksigun County Dispatch,
and apile of more recent printouts copied from the Internet.

The highlighted copy of the Dispatch was folded over to the story about the sensationd degth of Ted
Mackenzie. The article was a page and ahdf long, and that was without any details about the tragic
event itsalf. Nate supposed that the editor of the Dispatch was aman untouched by the tabloid impulse
to glorify the bizarre aspects of the case.

When he was finished making notes from last night's activities, he reached for the paper and ran hisfinger
down the sde of the article, until he found the next person he wanted to check out.

* % %

Nathan Adriano stood in the office of Doctor William Thurlow.

Dr. Thurlow was a GP working out of St. Bartholomew, Abooksigun County's only hospital and hometo
alLevd 1l Trauma Center that serviced most of the surrounding rura counties. Dr. Thurlow was adso the
duly elected coroner for Abooksigun County, running uncontested for the seat for the past two decades.
Dr. Thurlow's signature was on Theodore Mackenzi€'s degath certificate.



Nate looked around the office while he waited. It was asmall space, cramped for someone who was
both adoctor and an elected county official. So cramped that Nate suspected that there was another
office somewhere, for the doctor's duties as coroner. Asit was, it was agood thing that his office door
opened out. Therewas asmall carpeted space flanked by adesk, two filing cabinets, and achrome-vinyl
chair that was twin to those in the lobby waiting room. Bookshelves pressed the desk in from two sides,
piled high with neat stacks of medical journals and reference books. On athin table behind the desk sat a
fax machine, a coffeemaker and an oversized laser printer. The wall above that table was crowded by a
bulletin board covered in memos, photographs, and afew crayon scribbles that must have been drawn
by the doctor's grandchildren.

Nate looked for amedica degree and it took awhilefor himto find it, framed and sitting on top of one
of the bookshelves.

There were basicaly two types of doctors. Thefirst responded best to appealsto their professonaism
and expertise, the second responded best by invoking the needs of their clients. Nate had expected that
the holder of apolitical office would be the former, but experience showed that the former tended to
have every degree possible on prominent display. The former would also probably insst on alarger
office

"Dr. Wingate?' someone asked from behind him. Wingate was the alias Nate had used at the reception
desk.

Nate turned around to see Dr. Thurlow. The man was older than the picturesthat Nate had been ableto
obtain, but he was gtill the same man. Animposingly large man who resembled awhite George Foreman
with agray beard.

"Thank you for seeing me on such short notice," Nate held out his hand and the doctor shook it. Nate
glanced at the open door and said, "Can we speak in private?”

Dr. Thurlow nodded and pulled the door shut behind him and maneuvered around to the other sde of his
desk. It seemed near miraculousto Nate that such alarge man could fit in such asmal space. He
motioned to Nate to st down, and Nate eased himsdlf into the chrome-vinyl chair.

"So," Dr. Thurlow said, stroking his beard, "What exactly doesthe CDC want to talk to me about?'

Dr. Wingate was an employee for the Centers for Disease Control. The man whose name Nate was
using was an actud field officer for the agency, and Nate had been able to present a quite officia-looking
business card to the receptionist. They had been easy enough to obtain, once Nate tracked down where
they were being printed.

Nate opened his briefcase and extracted afile. "I'm going to show you some filesthat have bearing on a
recent case of yours. Before | do, | want you to understand that all of thisis classified.”

Dr. Thurlow held up ahand. "Why isit classfied?'

Natelaid afolder on the desk. He kept hishand on it as he said, "Panic, primarily. So far, avery limited
number of people have died. We're dedling with some very grave suspicions, and right or wrong, if the
nature of the speculation leaked to the genera public there would be an order of magnitude more

damage.”



"Grave? How?"'

"Doctor, | came along way to speak to you in person. | really want your help. But | can't tell you
anything unless you agree what we talk about doesn't leave thisroom."”

"I know, but can you appreciate my position? If what you have there," Dr. Thurlow nodded toward the
folder "has anything to do with any of my patients, | can't give you that kind of promise.”

"What if | promise you that thiswill have no effect on anyone you're treating?"

"Y ou just said this has bearing on arecent case of mine."

"Asan eected servant of the county.”

There was a pause for abeat before the doctor said, "Oh."

"I'm sorry if | caught you off guard, | know you aren't wearing your coroner hat right now..."
"Nothat'sdl right. I'd ill like you to tell me, 'Grave? How? "

Nate made a show of thinking it over, even though he had already scripted an answer in his head.

"Take ahypothetica dtuation,” Nate said, "assume for amoment that it leaked out that a government
agency was serioudy investigating an organized group that was intentionally infecting people with AIDS?!

The doctor leaned back, "Areyou saying—"

"I'm not saying anything. It isn't the case, but | want you to come to grips with the kind of issuewe're
deding with."

"Okay, show methefiles.

* % %

The files Nate showed Dr. Thurlow were only half fraud. The data, the photographs, the detailed case
histories, dl were genuine. The only phony part of it al was the paper it was printed on. The fileswere
presented with the CDC's | etterhead, on the CDC's forms, al the way down to phony CDC file
numbers. If the Centersfor Disease Control had ever had anything to do with any of these cases, they
had done so with even more secrecy than Nate pretended they were using.

The files themsalves had been generated over afew weeks on severd different software packages, with
an additiond few days of folding, rubbing, and adding the occasiona handwritten note or highlighted
passage. The information in those files represented nearly five years worth of work.

Nate was gratified to see how respectfully the doctor took the folders. He picked up the top one, which,
sinceit wasthe oldest case, had the most stains, creases, and hand notations.

He opened it and Nate watched him glance at the freshman high schoal picture of Gene Aaron
Richardson. Clipped under it was a notarized copy of the degth certificate. Nate watched his eyes move



as he read the page until he was gazing at the bottom few lines.
Nate knew what the doctor was looking at; he had the lines memorized.

Cause of Death— Shock/Blood Loss, Due to/as a result of— 3prdp degree burns over 100% of
body. Manner of death— could not be deter mined.

"Could not be determined," meaning that no one had any ideaif it was homicide, suicide, or some
bizarre accident.

The doctor flipped past the death certificate and started reading the notes from the police report on the
next page. Therewasn't dl that much to it, mainly because there hadn't been much to the police
investigation. Popular fiction to the contrary, cops don't cut their teeth on enigmas. Most urban police
departments have too many cases with actua suspectsto expend effort on ambiguity. Nate knew that all
too wdll.

Dr. Thurlow read aoud quietly.

"Body was found on roof of the Skyline Avenue Wal-Mart a seven-thirty in the morning by Elmer
Vance, amaintenance man, after slock people complained that something smelled burned... was unsure,
at firgt, what the object was... no sign of forced entry. Externa security camerafootage show the victim,
identified as Gene Aaron Richardson, scaling the west wall— opposite the parking lot— at 1:35 A.M.
Clothing was found fifteen feet away from the body, next to an air-conditioning duct. Tar on the roof was
melted in acircle roughly five feet in diameter centered on the body. Paint on anearby fire door showed
blistering... skin charred completely black, body curled into fetal position, bones on the face, hands, feet
vigble... No sign of accelerant or ignition source—"

The doctor looked up from the page. His face was ashen. "Y ou're here about Ted Mackenzie."

"Yes, | amn."

The doctor shook the folder. "What isthis?'

"Theodore Mackenzie suffered the same fate as Gene Richardson. Or close enough that | had to come
here and investigate the matter."

He dropped the folder on the desk. The doctor's hand was still shaking asit clenched into afigt.
"Whatever that boy suffered from, he doesn't deserve to be part of some X-Files freek show—" Thefist
came down on Gene'sfolder.

"Dr. Thurlow," Nate said.

"I've heard enough tripe about spontaneous human combustion—"

"Dr. Thurlow!"

"Wha?'

"Did you hear those words pass my lips?'



The doctor paused. Nate knew some of what was passing through the doctor's mind. Dr. Thurlow lived
inanice, tidy rationd world. He was aman who couldn't abide the existence of anything outsde that
world. But hed seen past the edge of his own redlity, enough to shake hisfaith. Drawing attention to the
crack in Dr. Thurlow'sredity was like poking awounded anima with astick.

But Nate knew what he was doing, he was ready with aBand-Aid; another fiction that would alow the
doctor to believe what held seen and retain hisfaith in the rationa nature of the world.

"Do you think the CDC isbusy investigating claims of the paranorma ?' Nate asked. "What we have here
isademonstrable pattern of eventsthat points toward something much more rea, immediate, and
dangerous.”

IIWI,.H_II
"Y ou did the autopsy, correct?"'
He nodded.

"Shall | tell you what you found?' Nate waited a beat and then reached over and flipped the page on the
folder between them, reveding the autopsy notesfor Gene Richardson. Nate didn't even look at it.
"Combustion so complete that it interfereswith DNA andysis. Involvement of 100% of the body's soft
tissue, including the bone marrow. The organic matter in the bone, the pulp of the teeth dl show charring.
No sign of chemica contamination, or accelerants. The path of damage is reversed, the most complete
damage iswithin the thorax, the core of the body, where you can't even distinguish the remains of the
magjor organs. Y ou've run every possible chemica analysis on sdected bits of the body, but there's
nothingtofind."

The doctor shook his head and rubbed his forehead with the tips of hisfinger. "It was asif his core body
temperature increased two thousand degreesin a second or two."

"We have fifteen cases with exactly the same sgns" Natetold him.
"What isit?" the doctor asked.

"Wearen't sure, yet. But we do know that thisisn't afreak occurrence, and we know it isn't
Supernaturd.”

"How?'

"Fifteen kids, al of them exactly the same age when they died. All of them show similar psychologica
profiles. All of them grow distant in the months before this happens. Every one picks out an isolated spot,
takes off their clothes, and—" Nate waved at the stack of files.

"And what?'

"The patterns connecting these cases are too strong to be anything but conscious design..."

"Pardon?'



"| told you that there was grave specul ation about these cases."

Therewasalong silence. Then Dr. Thurlow closed thefilein front of him and placed it back on the
stack. "What isit?'

"Assume, for the moment, aforeign power has discovered the ultimate in chemica explosives. A
substance that isamost completely inert and benign, until acatayst isintroduced to it, a which point it
burnswith incredible ferocity.”

"Areyou saying that some spieskilled—"

Nate held up hishand. "What if this compound was rather smple chemically. Smple enough that it only
took alittle genetic prodding to convince a bacteriato excreteit. A bacteriathat can live quite
comfortably in the human gut.”

Dr. Thurlow shook hishead. "I can't bdievethis."

"It'satheory,"” Nate said, "but it's one that fits the facts we have. | need to see Ted Mackenzi€'s records,
asmany of them asyou have accessto.”

"Why would anyone—"

"They need to test it. They need to test the ddlivery system, the life span of the bacteria. They need to
know if the buildup of the chemica in the human body causes obvious Sde effects..."

"Good Lord."

"Help me, Doctor. All | redlly care about is stopping thisfrom happening again." That one statement,
excepting the facts about the case histories themsalves, was thefirst truth that Nate had spoken to Dr.
Thurlow.

The doctor nodded, "Of course I'll help you, Dr. Wingate."

5

ULY SSES Boyden sat in anear-empty officein abuilding about two miles away from the main Agency
campusin Langley. The only furniturein the office was adesk and apair of chairs. The walswere white,
and the carpet a peckled blue. The smdll of paint hung in the air even though they had finished the
remodeling over amonth ago.

On the monitor facing him, Boyden ran through adigital movie over and over. Occasondly hewould
pause the movie, catching aframe or two, but mostly he let the movieloop. A little date-time stamp on
the video told him that it had been recorded two months ago.

The scene was awhite room that could have been the twin of this office except for the lack of windows.
A cot sat against onewall, and atelevision sat on alow table oppositeit. An open door showed asmall

dice of abathroom. The room was dark, details picked out in the grainy green of light amplification. The
time-samp said it was one in the morning.



A fourteen-year-old girl sat on the edge of the cot.

She very camly removed her pgamas and folded them, placing them on the foot of the bed. Then, just as
she had done the five nights prior to this video, shetried the door to the outsde hall. Just asin thosefive
prior times, she found it locked.

This tape was different, though. Instead of being satisfied and returning to bed as she had done before,
shewalked into the bathroom. There was a short count, ten seconds by the timer, then the screen was
wiped clean by awhite flash that overwhelmed the light-enhancing video equipment.

The screen changed from greenish-white to gray-white to orange-white while the camera switched
modesto regain the picture. The flash faded, and there was enough light for the camerato filmin normal
color. Thelight was coming from alarge firein the bathroom. Smoke rolled acrossthe celling and the
sprinklers were going. Flames |apped around the doorframe of the bathroom, and what could be seen of
the tiles were blackened and cracked.

Then the video |ooped.

A thirty-second clip that Boyden played over and over, trying to discern something in the girl. Hewas
looking for some sign of salf-knowledge, some human emotion acknowledging her fate. However,
watching the tape, he couldn't help feding that what he was seeing was something dien, machinelike.

She knew, Boyden thought. They all know...

The video wasinterrupted by adialogue box flashing a network message across his monitor screen.
"They're ready for you in the conference room.”

Boyden sighed and shut down the PC.

* % %

He walked into the room located in the geometric center of thefifth floor. The walls were soundproofed
and RF-shielded. Even the dectrica wiring ran through filtersto keep it from piggybacking asignd. It
was an appropriate place to discuss a security breach.

Boyden shut the door behind him and sat at the conference table facing the three-man security team of
Department Blue. "Pleasetell methat it'snot asbad as| think it is”

The firgt to answer was Jared French, the network guy. He was the youngest man in the room, had a
blond buzz cut and wore anachronistic horn-rim glasses. "He wasin charge of getting our dataacrossinto
the new servers. I'm afraid he had access to pretty much everything we have."

Boyden shook his head. "How could an outsider have that kind of clearance?’

Kyle Chapman was the man in charge of personndl. He was gray-haired and had areputation asa
recruiter that long preceded hiswork a Department Blue. "He wasn't some consultant we found off of
the street. He had a stellar record at the Pentagon, there wasn't one speck on hisrecord. Hewas a
career man, and if it wasn't for hismedical stuation—"



"Aren't we supposed to have annua psych and physical screenings?”

Kyle sighed. "That was the problem. He never was, gtrictly, an Agency employee. He was DoD, regular
Army. But, he was the only man with the expertise and the security clearance we needed.”

"We couldn't have hired him oursaves?'
"Hewouldn't have taken thejob if it meant giving up hisarmy commisson—"

"So we were relying on the Pentagon to monitor his mental and physica hedth?' Boyden rubbed his
templesand said. "I haveto brief the Director on thistomorrow. | would like to tell him some good news,
something that won't be used as ammunition againg this department.”

"Thelapse was on the DoD side," Kyle asserted. "They should have caught it earlier. They certainly
should have naotified uswhat his medicd leave wasfor.”

"Somehow, | doubt that will provide us much cover.”

"Itisnot asbad asit could have been,” said Cato Sullivan, the last of the security triad. Histitle was
security director, and heran asmall army of agentsthat covered security issues both internal and externa
to the department. His people had been the onesto find the breach.

Lieutenant Samuel Flavian, one of Department Blue's computer personnel, had died last week. He had
been on medica leave for amonth, and his death was from natural causes.

What Sullivan's people had discovered wasthat Lt. Flavian's death was due to atumor in his brain that
had been growing undetected for at least two years and probably longer. It had aso been rendering him
mentally unstable to an increasing degree. For whatever reason, the folks at the Pentagon did not pass
aong theinformation that their lieutenant had become a security risk. Sullivan'steam didn't even know
what the medical issue was until after Flavian's desth.

A sweep of Havian's quarters reveded a nightmare of classfied documents pilfered over aperiod of at
least twelve months, if not longer. Everything from analytica reportsto case histories. Piles of it.

Even so, Sullivan told him that it could have been worse.

Boyden asked him, "How?"

"Weve been backtracking al his contacts, checking hisfinances, his Internet activity. No exchanges of
money seem to have happened, and he does not appear to have knowingly contacted agents of any
foreign government. He hasn't placed any classified materid into the public domain, possibly out of fear
of being discovered. He did initiate contact with several reporters, but by that point he was suffering from
obvious paranoid delusions and most of thejournalists he talked to did not follow anything up with him."
"Mog?'

Sullivan nodded. "We've confirmed that he had a face-to-face meeting with one freelance reporter named
Abby Springfield. We haven't determined what information, if any, was passed dong.”



"That's not very reassuring.”
"Were containing any damage,” Sullivan said.

Boyden nodded. "And | hope you have ateam on this Springfield woman. | want to know where she
goes, who she sees, what she eats for breakfast.”

"Wereonit," Sullivan said.

Boyden picked up aphone by hischair. The line only went to one location in the building, it wasn't even
connected to the secure phone network, much less an outside line. " Send the rest of themin,” hetold the
secretary at the other end of the hard line.

The security team rose to leave and Boyden waved them dl to sit back down. "We're going to go over
the Theodore Mackenzie event, and theré'san issue | want you dl to st inon.”

The issue's name happened to be Nathan Adriano.

6

THE day after thefight, the adminisiration of Euclid Heights High School, in itswisdom, decided to
suspend Jmmy for ten days. Jmmy was certain that alot of people on the faculty, including his guidance
counsdlor, wanted to expd him. In Jmmy's opinion, that would have been just fine. He would prefer
gpending therest of hislife having nothing to do with Euclid Heights High. He would have been quite
happy to spend the rest of his seventeenth year free of scholagtic obligations. It was just eight months
before he'd be able to control hisown life, free of the county and their parents of the week.

Of course, Frank had fucked everything up.

The school adminigtration had discretion to dish out punishment pretty much a whim. What they couldn't
do was dish out different punishmentsto two kids who were caught breaking the samerules at the same
timein the sameincident. They couldn't expe Jmmy, or issue crimina chargesagaing him, without doing
the same thing to Frank.

Of course they didn't want to do that to one of their jocks.

Theirony was so thick that Jmmy wished the administration had expelled both of them, just so he could
see the look on Coach Miller'sface. Two weeks suspension turned out to be the biggest stick they were
willing to whack Frank's pretty face with.

Even s, the equality stopped there. At 11:00 A.M., Immy had been cdled to the principa's office. They
told him the verdict and had him unceremonioudly escorted out of the building by Spam and his cohorts.
They didn't even give him the chance to empty out hislocker.

Spam took some obvious pleasurein saying, "If you step foot on school property before two weeks,
we're going to get you for trespassing.” Then they left him on the sdewalk.

Jmmy didn't doubt they would.



Fortunately— or unfortunately— Mr. Carswell was at work with the car, so Jmmy had the luxury of
being able to walk home. He wasn't in agreat hurry. He didn't want to deal with hisfoster parents of the
moment. So, instead, he went to the McDonald's across the street, bought a Happy Medl, and sat by the
window where he could stare at the brick pile that was his current nemess.

From his vantage he could see that, lip service aside, he and Frank were not getting the same treatment.
Thejock, who'd been through the principd's office within about fifteen minutes of Jmmy, was Sitting on
the front steps yucking it up with abunch of the steroid contingent. He had afull duffel at hisfeet, and had
obvioudy been not only to his school locker, but to his gym locker aswell.

"Spam ain't charging you with trespassing,” Jmmy muttered from around a greasy french fry.

Jmmy was stting in the booth, watching Frank hold court, when a squeaky voiceinterrupted his
thoughts.

"I'm g—going to haveto ask you to leave."
Jmmy turned dowly, another french fry halfway to his mouth. " Say what?' he asked.

The person addressing him was one of the paper-hat brigade. He was skinny, sweaty, and had ared
pockmarked face. "We don't serve students here during school hours."

"Chrig onadtick.”
"It'sp—policy. You haveto leave.”

Jmmy shook his head and pointed the fry at the kid. " ou sold me the fucking Happy Medl, and I'm
goingto eet it. Here."

"Sr," thekid's voice dropped to a stage whisper, "the manager—'

"The manager,” Immy sad, rasing hisvoicein response, "can kissmy skinny white ass." Immy fet an
eerie sense of dgavu asthe conversations at the surrounding tables died. He was the center of attention
again, and his somach churned with asick mixture of fear and exhilaration.

A man with agut as wide as the whole booth walked over behind Jmmy's adversary. Hewore a
sweset-gtained shirt two Szestoo tight, atie three inches too short, and alittle gold name tag that said he
was Charlie, the manager. "Isthere a problem here?”’

Jmmy gave him hiswidest shit-eating grin. "Yes, Charlie, thereis." He picked up afry and pointed to the
smocked, acne-riddled peon who was trying to fade behind the manager's girth. " One of your employees
isgivingmeahardtime.

"Y oung man, we have apalicy here. We don't serve underage kids here during the day."

"Now that's funny,” Jmmy said, "cause I'd be willing to bet that the pizza-faced mammas boy trying to
crawl up your assan't old enough to buy a beer.”

Charliesface turned an interesting shade of pink. Somehow, his voice didn't change tone. Must be all
those people skills that got him to the top of his profession. "If you're going to cause a disturbance,



we're going to haveto cal the police.”

"Charlie, believe me, there are more disturbing thingsin thislife—" He picked the hamburger out of his

Happy Med and sduted Charliewith it. "The things they put in these burgers, for instance." Hetook a

bite and looked around &t the other customers. "Come on, people, don't look so shocked. Haven't you
al been on the Internet? Y ou're lucky if something for ninety-nine cents even touched a cow.”

A meaty hand grabbed him by the front of his shirt and Immy gagged up the bite of hamburger held been
eding.

"Now," Charliesaid, "you're going to leave, you little bastard.”
Jmmy spit the remains of the hamburger in Charliesface. "Fuck you, you McNazi."

Charlielet go, and backed up. Jmmy dipped to the ground, hisass diding in a spilled mixture of Coke
andfries. Christ, what the hell am| trying to do?

Charlie rushed forward, but about five of his own employees grabbed hisarmsto restrain him. Three
customers were standing up, whether to intervene or run, Jmmy couldn't tell. It was sinking in that he'd
better get the fuck out of here.

He pushed himsdlf up. "Maybe| should leave," he nodded sagely at the other customers while backing
away. "I'm afraid you've lost a customer, Charlie. Y our service sucks." As he reached the door, he said,
"And the head clown's going to hear about it."

There was some muttered response, but Jmmy was aready on the sidewalk and couldn't make out what
Charliesad.

* * *

Carlos Cosmic Comic Shoppe was about amile down the street from Euclid Heights High School, the
next suburb over toward Cleveland proper. It usualy took Jmmy about half an hour to walk there after
school, but today he took histime. Not only did his suspension mean he was out four hours early from
school, he needed the time to calm down after the confrontation with Ronald McDonad's ssorm
troopers.

He dso wanted time to consider what to do about his pants before he showed up for work. The seat of
his jeanswas sticking to hisass. The sun's heat was turning the wet spot where hed sat down in the
puddie of Cokeinto atacky mess.

Jmmy reached Coventry two hours early for work, so he had time to deal with the issue. On the south
end of the street was alittle mall of concrete planters and restaurant storefronts. One of those storefronts
was a coffee shop where some of the more tolerable refugees from Heights High hung out after hours, a
place that was far enough from the high school not to have any draconian policies about serving anyone
under eighteen.

He dipped in, ignoring the multi ply-pierced guy tending the counter, and headed for the door with the
Day-Glo temperamura of Jmmi Hendrix on the door. He closed himself into the john, made sure the
door was locked, and stripped off hisjeans and started filling the sink.



In the back of hishead some semirationa voice wastelling him that not only had he aready had enough
time to walk home and change before work, but he still had two hours. Instead, he was standing in the
cramped bathroom of the Coventry Arabicain his stocking feet, washing Coca-Cola from the seat of his
jeans.

It wasn't until he saw the half-crushed French fry lodgein the drain that he started laughing. ...

* * %

The upside of the Arabica's bathroom was that he could lock the door. The downside was that there
wasn't ahot-air hand dryer. He had to blot hisjeans as dry as he could with a handful of paper towels,
which left the segt of hisjeans covered in paper lint.

At least hisasswouldn't stick to anything now.
When he pulled on his damp jeans and put his shoes back on, he realized that his socks were wet now.
Turning into a perfect day.

On hisway out, he purchased an overpriced Danish and a hazelnut coffee from the human pincushion
because he didn't want to seem like a complete asshole, and because he was il hungry after having half
his lunch end up on Charlie, thefloor, and the seat of his pants.

Hewaked dowly down Coventry, sipping his caffeine and looking in windows. He was il getting used
to the place, having discovered it shortly after moving to Euclid Heights. Until this point, the business
districts that he had experience with had consisted of liquor stores, hair salons, and battered old
convenience stores that made most their money off of lottery tickets. For food, you'd have aKFC or a
Rdly's, drive through only, plesse.

On Coventry, in the space of two blocks, there were about a dozen restaurants, and not adrive-through
inthelot. The other storesranged from an antique store to a place where you could buy aceramic statue
of your cat. Therewas afuton place and a shop selling Chinese herbal medicine and tai-chi classes.
There were three bookstores if you didn't count Carlos, Mac's Backs, a used bookstore, Delphic
Books, the New Age bookstore, and Revolution Books, the unrepentant Communist bookstore. There
was a co-op grocery store, and arecord store that carried vinyl.

In addition, it was just weird to see storefronts whose windows weren't hidden by rolling stedl shutters
five minutes after closing. Not only that, you could actudly seein the windows. It wasn't until they moved
Jmmy out of the city that he redlized that you could do more with a storefront window than hang up
advertisng.

He circled the two blockstwice, until the coffee was gone. He was wired on caffeine, and he was only an
hour early.

Carlos Cosmic Comic Shoppe sat inabuilding al by itself, next to ahuge Medic drugstore. Thelittle
building was wrapped in a psycheddic mura that, from pictures Immy had seen, hadn't changed since
the place opened in 1968. One wall was dominated by atypicaly bottom-heavy Robert Crumb fantasy
woman, combat-booted, leather skirt, riding crop, twice life-size overlooking a precipice where a herd of
eyeballswith arms and legs were stampeding into a canyon.



Reggie Carlos, the store's owner, claimed that Crumb actualy came and helped paint the mura. Immy
thought that Reggie hoped the story would impress his customers. It seemed unlikely that it did, sncethe
bulk of the clientele here were X-Men fanswith no memory past the DC-Marvel buyout, and who
wouldn't know Crumb from Kirby.

Jmmy pushed hisway into the store, and Reggie was sitting behind the register reading avintage copy of
the National Lampoon. Despite the fact he wore awhite button-down shirt, Iimmy thought he il
looked like a hippie. There was just something about his face that called out for tie-dye and a peace sign.
The Grateful Dead belting through "Keep Truckin' " helped, as did the matted and framed Peter Maxx
posters high up on thewall.

Reggie looked up when the door opened. At the moment— about half an hour before school Iet out, they
were the only two here. Jmmy'swork schedule normaly started right before the afternoon rush.

"Got out of school early.”

"Uh-huh," Reggie said. "What happened?' Reggie wasfond of saying he had an excdlent bullshit
detector. Though Jmmy figured that it would take someone with an A+ in oblivious to miss how stressed
out he was right now.

Jmmy wrestled with himsdlf over what to tell Reggie. In the end, Jmmy decided he owed the guy the
truth. Reggie had cut him dack to spare, not to mention hiring him in thefirst place— after quite afew
places took a passon him.

"| got handed atwo-week suspension.”
Reggie whistled and shook his head. "Why'd they do that?"
"The star quarterback on the football team took aswing at me," Jmmy shrugged. "1 swung back."

Reggie arched an eyebrow and looked over the tops of his glassesat Jmmy. "Y ou don't look too worse
for wear."

Jmmy's hand reflexively touched his forehead where Frank had split hisface open. Had it only been
twenty-four hours? It felt longer. "I redlly looked amess fter thefight." All the blood, dripping from his
face. The nurse with her latex gloves. The custodians coming in dressed like the EPA cleaning a
toxic chemical spill. "I hed quickly." There should be something to mark the event. Hell, Frank had a
bruise or two. Immy knew, though, if it wasn't for al the witnesses, no one would believe Frank had
touched him,

"Why'd heswing at you?'

What businessisit of yours, you geriatric burnout? Jmmy bit down the words before they'd fully
materidized. Reggie was afriend, as much afriend as any ten assholes a Heights. He couldn't go off on
him like that. Jmmy could fed the pulse racing in his neck as he redlized what he had dmost said. "Do we
need to talk about this?' Jmmy asked instead.

"Okay," Reggie said, holding up hishand, "I'm just alittle concerned. Thanksfor teling me, anyway." He
bent back over his National Lampoon.



The sllence gtretched for along time. Findly, Jmmy couldn't stand it any more.

"| called him a'dickless, pea-brained, steroid-sniffing sorry excuse for aleft testicle. "
Reggielooked up from hismagazine. "A what?"

" 'Dickless, pearbrained, steroid-sniffing sorry excuse for aleft testicle." "

Reggie tiffled agrin. "And you're surprised he took aswing a you?"'

"In retrospect— no."

Reggie held it back haf abegt, then he started laughing.

"Left testicle" he wheezed out, shaking his head.

7

REGGIE was good enough to let Jmmy clock in early, and since the afternoon rush hadn't started yet,
he sent him back to do sorting and inventory. That was fine with Immy. Since Reggie didn't like dedling
with superhero comics, he realy had no ideawhat he had in the basement. So he never redlly had any
ideahow much— or little— work Jmmy did when he was down there.

The rickety narrow staircase was a portd into another universe— and that universe had agod whose
brain exploded in aflurry of four-color newsprint. The air smelled of cardboard and old paper, and the
small space was crammed floor-to-celling with gray meta shelving unitsthat held cardboard boxes of
everything from Action Comics to Mad Magazine. Thewallswere hidden by piles of boxes, and here
and there the aideswere blocked by a stack that wouldn't fit on the shelves.

The only clear spot of the basement wasasmall areg, half under the sairs, lit by one of those funky
curlicue fluorescent tubes that Reggie had screwed into afifty-year-old porcelain light socket. Nestled
under the steps was a beat-up metal desk painted a chipped ingtitutional green, awooden desk chair that
was missing dl four casters, and asmdler metd shelf that held mallers, office supplies, and apostage
meter.

Sitting on the desk, like avigtor from some uncluttered post-millennia future was atwo gigahertz Dell
server attached to a cable modem. According to Reggie, that server was nearly eighty percent of Carlos
Cosmic Comic Shoppe. Reggies main job, in fact, was watching over the server and filling orders over
the Internet. According to Reggie, the sdles he got in the actua comic store only did dightly better than
pay for the space and his employees.

However, since the store had only been computerized for alittle over ayear, Reggie still had decades
worth of inventory that wasn't in his on-line database. So Jmmy's job was to take down abox from the
uncatal oged shelves, key the stats on the box's contents, and file the magazines on the single shelf of
catal oged and sorted materidl.

In Jmmy's opinion, that was going to take another two decades or so. Especidly since, whenever he got
to do inventory, there wouldn't be a box that he sorted through that wouldn't have stuff he needed to read



init.

Thistime was no different. Thefirst box he choseto key in had acache of old Spider-Man comic books
from the late seventies and early eighties, before Marve got into al the bullshit with dien symbiotes and
Parker clones.

It never fails. When they change the uniform, they fuck things up.

It happened to Batman, for a blessedly brief time, and— God a mighty— what they did to Superman
was afucking sin. The downfal for Spider-Man was when they gave him this gosh-neato black suit
replacing his red and blue duds— of course, when enough readers cried bloody murder, they took the
aien auit off of good old Peter Parker and turned it into a super villain.

Jmmy didn't like any of the current DC-Marvel stuff because of crap like that. He preferred less
mainstream comics, especialy Soawn. The only stuff with the old standbys that he read were either old
issues, like the ones he was reading now, or graphic novelsthat weren't tied to the sogpopera format that
the regular comic books had to adhere to.

Jmmy had the ratty cardboard box at hisfeet as he sat down in the office chair. He would methodicaly
pick out acomic book, flip through it— supposedly to determine its condition but actualy to read the
issue— placeit in aplastic bag from astack by the computer, dip asheet of white acid-free cardboard
insde the deeve behind the comic, key the information into Reggie's database, and place the book in a
clean white box on the cataloged shelf.

What kept Reggie from catching on was the fact that Immy could read fast. It was askill he kept very
much to himsdlf. It wasthe key thing that gave him free timein school; he could usudly kill off awhole

week'sworth of reading during adow period in class and he could spend the rest of the time sketching
out hisown comic books.

Even with reading the wholeissue, his average time from box to shelf was under five minutes. Quick
enough that, when Reggie called him upstairs to man the register for the afternoon rush, he had emptied
haf the Spider-Man collection.

Reggi€e's operation was so dick that, as JImmy climbed the stairs, the database had already looked up a
sale price from acomprehens ve database and posted the comic books on-line. Reggie used haf adozen
auction servicesaswel as his own web ste and domain, and it was quite likely that in forty-eight hours
any one of the comicsthat Immy had read would be on the other side of the world.

Jmmy was glad for the time he had spent in the basement. He had needed the time to zone out and relax,
otherwise held have been in no shape to man the register. Ten minutesinto it, he was too busy to think.
Between three-thirty and five-thirty the shop was swamped with customers, so many so that it was hard
to believe that this was the less profitable end of the business.

The youngest kids werefirgt, from the e ementary school down the street, nine out of ten of them buying
Pokémon cards with sticky, crumpled dollar bills and handfuls of pennies. Then camethe junior high kids
who ether bought superhero mags or tried to shoplift. The high schoolers were the last to show up. They
bought more of the graphic novels and role-playing stuff.

Thiswasthe part of thejob that felt like work. He served aline of customersthat started at three-thirty
or four, and didn't let up until sometime after five. It gave him some understanding of why he never saw a



convenience store clerk who didn't [ook pissed a something.

While IJmmy ran the register, Reggie played house detective, watching for kidslifting stuff. He averaged
about two attempts a night, even with his rather obvious presence looming over the displays.

It was nearing five, and the store was emptying out, when the inevitable happened. He had just rung up
three books, dl wrestling magsthat he never redized Reggie carried. He was Saring at the leather face of
Mankind, dominating the cover of one of the garish magazines when he asked, "Will that be dl?*

A familiar voice whispered, "No, | want to know how much it would cost to have you egt shit and
fuckingdie

Jmmy looked up and saw Frank'sface glaring a him. Thiswasthe first good look held got at the guy
gncethefight. There was a purple knot on hisface under theright eye. Jmmy had landed &t least one
solid punch. Jmmy's hand went automeatically to the place where his scal p had torn open. Not even a
car.

Jmmy responded without thinking. "Y ou can't afford it, you'll have to hire someone else for your little
perverted whack-off fetishes."

Frank leaned over thetable. " bet you think you're funny.”

Jmmy knew that prodding this son of abitch had "bad move" written dl over it. He couldn't help himself.
"No, Frank. But | think you're hilarious."

There was something in Frank's eyes that told immy he had pushed the guy too far. It was the glassy
gaze of someone who didn't give a shit anymore. Jmmy knew the look; he had cultivated it himsdlf to
gain some breathing room in the war zones held spent most of his school daysin.

"Laugh, you monkey-assed bitch. See how easy it'll be with atube down that smart-assthroat of yours."
Frank reached over and grabbed the magazines. "We know you, ain't no fucking way anyone won't
believe you had it coming." Frank waked away from the counter.

Jmmy waited amoment and cleared histhroat. ™Y ou going to pay for those?"

Frank turned around, said, "Fuck you!" and threw them at Jmmy. He missed, and the magazines hit the
counter with athwap. The bastard was |ong gone before Reggie reached the door. Reggie stepped out
and came back afew minutes|ater with ashrug.

"What was that about?"

"That wastheleft testicle," Jmmy told him.

"What a shithead.” Reggie picked up the damaged magazines and |ooked at them. "I carry this crap?”

* % %

Jmmy worked through closing, which on aweeknight was nine o'clock. He managed the register dl that
time, but after about six, things were dow enough for him to grab a notebook and doodle. The notebook
was an older onethat held left a the store, the stuff he had been working on wasin hislocker at school.



That annoyed the hdll out of him, but there was nothing much he could do about it. There wasn't anyone
going to the circles of Hades cdled Euclid Heights High School that he trusted enough to give the
combination to hislocker, and— thanks to Spam'slittle warning— Jmmy wasn't going to step on school
property to liberate his notebooks himsdlf.

Soingtead, he used the blank half of the old notebook to start anew story line between Cain and
Baphomet. Of al the charactersthat held created in his doodling, those were the two he liked the most.

Cain Jmmy liked because he had been the first superhero hed come up with who wasn't al-powerful.
When held first tried hishand at his own comics, three or four years ago, hed come up with al these
characterswith al these nest powers— gravity manipulation, energy manipulation, reality manipulation—
and every time hetried to build astory around these characters, it ended up so much crap. Present hero,
present problem, hero solves problem, hero might break swest. It wasn't until much later that Jmmy
cameto the redlization that a good hero was more than anest costume and alaundry list of all-powerful
mutant/technol ogical/dien/cogmic abilities.

It wasn't until Cain that he realized that agood story was one where none of the hero's superpowers
helped him at dl. It wasthe villain who should have dl the cards, the al-powerful abilities. If no oneelse,
the villain should be able to hurt the hero, and in the worst possible way.

So Jmmy had come up with Cain and his demonic archvillain Baphomet, and the pair had just seemed to
click. Jmmy had been writing exclusvely about those two for the past six months, and— unlike with the
Justice League's assortment of cardboard heroes and villains hed come up with before— he actually had
to think of how Cain was going to foil one of Baphomet's plans. Each time it was getting harder, because
each time Baphomet was learning more about Cain's strengths and weaknesses.

It wastime, Jmmy thought, for Baphomet to attack Cain directly.

He became so engrossed with what he was writing that closing time came and went without his notice. It
wasn't until the phone rang that he looked up and saw the clock next to the register reading ten-thirty.

He picked up the phone before it rolled over to voice mail. "Carlos Cosmic Comic Shoppe—"

He wasn't surprised when he heard Mrs. Carswell's voice. "Thank God, you were supposed to be home
an hour ago.”

Jmmy swallowed. "l stayed late at work." How the hell could | lose time like that?

"I'm sending John to get you."

No, Mr. Carswell isthe last thing | need right now. "Y ou don't need to do that, | wasjust closing up.”
"BUE—"

"Look, I'll see you both in about fifteen minutes. | gottago.”

" Jmpy—"

When Jmmy hung up the phone, he redlized his hand was shaking.



| have to go back. | have to face them, don't 1?

He picked up his notebook and started shutting off lights and closing up the store. When I'm eighteen,
I'll be out of school. On my own, | could get Reggie to hire me full-time. Enough for an apartment.

It was going to be thelongest nine months of hislife.

Interlude One THE MARK OF CAIN

PAGE: 1[FOUR PANELS]
Panel 1: EXT. EUCLID HTS. HIGH SCHOOL— MIDDAY

We seethe school from above, asif in atraffic copter. In fact, the shadow of the helicopter is
visible centered on the central courtyard of the school. Traffic barriersarevisble asarea
fleet of cop cars.

Pand 2: INT. HELICOPTER

Facing the AV geek manning the video. School'sreflected in thelens.
CREWCUT typewith headphones and mikeisleaning over him to look out.

CREWCUT

"Weareentering hour five of the standoff now. Police have cordoned off two blocks
surrounding Euclid Heights High. Hostage negotiator s have been called in—"

Pand 3: VIEW UPWALL FROM COURTYARD

Main entrance with view of the front doorsand clock tower. The helicopter isin the sky above.
Threeor four SWAT guys, all in black, arerapeling down the face of the building.

CREWCUT

(Cont. from prior pand)
"— Wait, something is happening. | see movement. The police are moving in—"
SFX
(Snaking along bottom of panel)

SSSS5SSSSSS5SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

Pand 4: HELICOPTER'SVIEW OF SCHOOL



A massive explosion rollsout from thewall wherethe SWAT team was. Windows are blown
out.

SFX

(Large-looking type, but in the distance w/smoke, etc.)
KAAAABOOOM
CREWCUT

(Largeword balloon, tiny script.)
" Shit."

PAGE 2: [SPLASH PAGE]
STREET-LEVEL VIEW OF SCHOOL

We'relooking from behind CAIN'sslhouette. Heison the corner of an inter section just acr oss
from the schoal. Glassisraining down all around, and cops are ducking behind patrol cars. Cain
isthe only one standing. Smokeis obscuring most of the visible sky.

TITLE
Sow theWind...
CAPTION

" Somebody, someday, has got to tell mewhy | still watch the news.”
PAGE 3: [FIVE PANELSY]
Panel 1: LONG SHOT ANGLED TOWARD CAIN

CAIN isstaring over hisblack sunglasses at the destruction caused by the explosion. Heis
wearing hissignature black trench coat, and fingerless gloves. He has shoulder -length black
hair that's blowing behind him from thefor ce of the explosion.

CAPTION

"1 know hisname. | know why he'sdoing this."
Panel 2. MID SHOT CENTERED ON CAIN

Cain'swalking acrossthe street now. He's passing the cop cars, but in the chaos, the cops
aren't paying attention to him.

CAPTION

"Jerry Smith. Heis, or was, a sophomor e here. Stereotype outsider, few friendsor none.
Known by the faculty here mostly asa disruptive influence.



Panel 3: CLOSE-UP, CAIN FROM KNEES DOWN

Black bootsin foreground, crunching on glass as he walks. Past Cain'sfeet, we see a cop, butt
on theground, back to apatrol car. The cop iswatching Cain passby.

CAPTION

" Disruptive because he was just too good a target for the'cool' kids not to hasse. To taunt. To
beat."

Pand 4: OVERHEAD, COP AND CAIN
The cop isshaking, leveling hisweapon at Cain, staring into Cain's eyes.
COP
"Y-you can't..."
CAPTION

"Yeah. | know who heis, and why he'sdoing this."
Pand 5: OVERHEAD, COP

The cop haslowered hisgun, and the expression on hisfaceisone of pureterror.

COP
"No, no, no..."
CAPTION
"1t doesn't make my job any easier.”
8

JIMMY gtood in front of the Carswells house fedling the bottom drop out of his scomach. He suffered
the discontinuity of memory that dways told him something bad had happened. He stood in the shadow
just at the edge of adtreetlight, asif held been reluctant to step into the light. ..

... asif hed been standing herefor quite sometime.

Thelightsin the Carswells house were off, aswell asthe lights on most of the houses on this Stret.
Jmmy shook off the disorientation and took a step acrossthe street, looking down at hiswatch to see
how late hewas....

That's when he saw the blood.

Hiswatch was gone, and his hand was covered with a brown crust that had to be blood. Jmmy stared at
the back of hishand asif it were some alien cregture.



"Holy shit," hewhispered.

Helooked down at himself and he was a mess. Hisjeansweretorn in half adozen places and his shirt
was stained with grass, mud, and blood. In hisleft hand he held the notebook he had taken home from
The Cosmic Comic Shoppe. He gripped it so tightly that his knuckles were white under the bloodstains.
Jmmy dowly released his grip and looked a what was | eft of the notebook. He felt an acheingde him,
an ache he knew was rage that burned so bright and hot it had only left aholefor him to fed insde
himsdf.

All the pages had come free of the binding. Half were water-stained, and afew had footprints on them.
Two of the pages had been (deliberately) crumpled and torn. He saw fingerprints on them bigger than
any of his(ground under his heel).

Who had done this? Who had (felt cartilage give way beneath hisfist)...

Jmmy ran for the house. All he wanted was to escape the darkness that was drawing in around him. All
he wanted was to escape the memory of (the taste of his own blood as his lip splits open)...

He dammed though the door asif Baphomet himself was at hishedls and he heard Mr. Carswell snort
awake and cdll out, "James!"

Jmmy was running, and helocked himsdlf in the bathroom before Mr. Carswell had comefully
conscious. Jmmy had aready stepped fully clothed into the shower when Mr. Carswell pounded on the
bathroom door. "James, do you have any ideawhat timeit is, young man?"

...(watchband snapping off as his fist connects with someone's face)...

"Didn't mean to wake you, Mr. Carswell." In hisown ears, Immy's voice sounds like aterrified
eight-year-old. "I took a shortcut and got lost."

"It'soneinthe morning.”

"I'm sorry." Chrigt, hisvoice was cracking. It was only just now that it sunk in that he was standing in the
shower, fully clothed, water going full blast. Water was aready pulling his clothing down, and a soup of
mud, grass, and blood was dready swirling around the drain.

"Wehavetotak, son."

About what, old man? What the fuck do you think you can say to make this better, make it go
away?

IIJWI
"Yes?' He drew hisfingersthrough wet, knotted hair, pulling free the clots embedded iniit.
"Areyoudl right in there?"

Am| all right anywhere?



llllm fi rE.II
Therewas ahesitation.

Isthe door locked? God, don't let him come in here and see me like this. Don't let him ask what
happened...

"We're going to talk tomorrow."

"Yes, dr," Jmmy answvered.

Mr. Carswdl grunted, and after amoment, immy heard him walk away from the door. Immy's
shoulders dumped and he collapsed againgt thetile. Hisknees dowly gave way, and he did down into
the tub.

"What's happening?' he whispered.

(Jimmy.)

He peded his clothing off, sticking it in adoppy pilein the corner of the tub opposte the drain. His
muscles tensed when the cold water sprayed against his naked skin, but he didn't reach to adjust the
faucet.

(Remember me, Jimmy?)

For along time, Immy sat naked under the cold spray, hugging his knees and rocking back and forth.
The water rinsed the dirt, the mud, and the blood off of him, and Jmmy wished that the water would
reach insde him and clean the tar-black stains he felt inside, wash away the tatters of memory that tugged
ahim.

(Still think you're funny, bitch?)

Jmmy hugged hislegstighter pressing hisforehead into his knees. He didn't want to know. He wanted
the memory to stay lost. He wanted to |ose even the knowledge that the memory was missing.

It wouldn't et go of him. Insde hismind's eye, he saw an image of Frank's face taunting him.
(What've we got here, bitch?)

In the black part of himsdlf that held the memory he knew that something bad had happened. Something
worse than thefight at school. Much worse...

Hourslater, Immy waslying in his bed, wide awake, naked, trying not to remember the blood.

But the blackness that had taken the memory inssted on giving it back to him...

(Jimmy!")



Hewinced at thevoice, asif it wasin the bedroom with him.

("Remember me, Jimmy?"

Dark residential street, halfway between the comic store and the Carswells house. Frank's voice
echoes out of the darkness, sourceless and disembodied. Jimmy doesn't want to stop walking.
Doesn't want to acknowledge the asshol€'s presence, as if to acknowledge him would give Frank
power over him.)

Jmmy shivered and pulled the covers around himself. They didn't help. The chill had nothing to do with
theair around him.

("Sill think you're funny, bitch?"

Jimmy slows down. He walks next to a wooded |ot and ahead of him on the sidewalk he can see a
human silhouette blocking his path. Jimmy glances behind him, and sees two more approaching
from behind. He turns back and there Frank is, standing inches in front of him, forcing Jimmy to
stop to avoid plowing into his chest.

Jimmy clutches his notebook tighter.)

"Please" Jmmy whispered to hisown memory. To himself.

(Arms grab himfrom behind, dragging himinto the wooded lot. Frank is laughing, the bruises on
his face twisted and surreal under the mercury glare of the street lamps.

"Thought a fucker like you was going to get away with your shit?"

Jimmy shakes his head, and one of the guys on his arms says, "He don't got much to say, do he,
Frank?"

Jimmy wants to object. He wantsto tell this asshole what a small-dicked wimp heis that he needs
to get two of his butt-buddies to hold him down so he won't get his pansy-ass hurt. He wants to
say it, but his mouth isn't working. Too dry.

He still clutches the notebook.)

Jmmy could sense what was about to happen, even before he remembered it. He curled up under the
covers, rolling into abal asif making himsdf asmdler target might help the blows glance off of him.

("What've we got here, bitch?"

Jimmy's mouth is no longer dry. It's salty and tastes of his own blood. Hisvision isdizzy and
dightly blurred, and he can feel long warm areas where Frank's fists have fallen. His notebook
has fallen from his grasp.

Frank bends down to pick it up.

Words finally come.



"Don't,” Jimmy says, spitting up a bloody glob of phlegm.

"It speaks,” says one of the golems holding him down.

"What did you say?" Frank asks.

"You don't want to do that..."

Frank shakes his head, unawar e that the voice warning him no longer belongs to Jimmy.)

The memory twigted itsdlf, the mind's eye vision removed from himsalf. He relived the event from apoint
afew feet from behind where Frank stood. He was a bodiless point of view, feding nothing, locked
away from what the memory-Jmmy wasthinking, or feding. It was asif the rage that had been building
had completely displaced him so that (the Jimmy thing hasn't moved. Frank is, as he was before,
oblivious, wrapped in his own petty anger. The two others, ssmilar jock types, hold the
Jimmything back as Frank thumbs through the notebook with dirty hands. Pencil smears under
thick, sweaty fingers already dotted with the Jimmything's blood.

Frank sees something in the notebook and tears out a page. The Jimmything's muscles tense, and
the two golems laugh and ook down at the small creature they have trapped between them.

"What the fuck is this?" Frank shouts. The golems are surprised at hisintensity. Frank is quite
pissed. Losing it. Face red. Eyes wide. Spit flying as he shouts, shaking the page in front of the
Jimmything. "What the fuck isthis?" He literally screams a few inches from the Jimmything's
face.

The golems see the page and their smiles widen.

The Jimmything is very quiet. It whispersthrough a split lip, but the voice isdry as a crematorium
ash. "That is Sone Cold Steve Austin, the wrestler..." The Jimmything raises its face to stare into
Frank's eyes, barely an inch from his own. "He's fucking you up the ass and you like it."

Frank lets lose with an inarticul ate bellow and takes the notebook and smashes it across the
Jimmything's face. The spine of the notebook tears as Frank hits the Jimmything again and again
with it. The golems let go and back up, startled by the ferocity of the attack. Pages fly
everywhere.

The Jimmything falls to its knees, and Frank throws the remains of the notebook away. Frank
rolls his sleeves up, his expression lethal. "You think you're funny. So fucking funny..."

Golem one looks uncertain and takes a step forward. "Frank—"
"Bad idea," says the Jimmything asits fist comes up to connect with the patella of Frank's knee.
The fist doesn't come straight on, but at an angle, the uppercut digging knuckles up under the

lower edge of the kneecap.

Golem one, realizing that the Jimmything isn't inert any longer, turns toward it and reaches down.
The Jimmything grabs the uppercut fist in his opposite hand, and pushes his forearm back to plow



the elbow into the golem's kidney.

Frank's knee gives way underneath him and the golem doubles over as the Jimmything stands. It
looks toward the other golem who stands, not quite realizing what has happened.

The Jimmything speaks. "You don't get it, do you?"

Frank tries to push himself up, and the Jimmything's heel comes down on Frank's outstretched
hand, grinding it into the gravelly soil. "FUCK!" Frank yells.

The Jimmything whips its head around as the remaining golem starts a lumbering run to tackle
him. The Jimmything steps aside, pivoting on Frank's hand— this time eliciting a scream from the
pinned jock. The golem misses, and as he does, the Jimmything brings itsfist up into the golem's
face hard enough to crush the nose and send the watch flying fromits wrist.

The golemrollsto the side like a wounded bear, skidding shoulder-first into the ground. He
doesn't move after that.

Frank is crying now, sobbing like a baby.
"Yeah, Frank," says the Jimmything, "I think I'mfucking hilarious." He twists his foot for good
measure. The bones haven't broken yet, but the flesh has split and blood soaks into the soil,

making it glisten.

"Do you get it now?" the Jimmything asks the golem who has taken the kidney blow. This one
freezes at the sound of the Jimmything's voice. The stink of fresh piss hangsin the air.

"Doyou GET IT?" says the Jimmything.

The golem opens his mouth, but nothing comes out of it.

"Let me explain the joke," says the Jimmything. "This fucking pansy asshole,” he prods the crying
Frank with hisfoot. "Lefty here. Yesterday, he got his ass whipped but good. And, today, this
pathetic piss-stained Neanderthal THREATENS ME." The Jimmything shakes his head. "That's
comedy."

Frank grabs for the Jimmything's leg, and the Jimmything drops down on him, one knee falling on
the back of his neck, pushing Frank's face into the dirt.

"You're crazy," saysthe golemasit getsto its feet.

"Well, aren't you swift?"

"Get off of him." The golem takes a step forward.

The Jimmything reaches under Frank's face and does something that licits a painful bellow.

Frank's back arches and tries to buck it off, but the Jimmything is firmly planted, straddling
Frank's neck now.



"How doesiit feel to have someone's life in your hands?" the Jimmything says to the golem. "One
mor e step and something permanent is going to happen.”

The golem pauses. "You ain't going to kill him."

"Boy, you are quick on the uptake today," the Jimmything says. "You read my mind. It'll be a lot
more amusing if the gloryhole here has to play football without any eyes."

The Jimmything repositions his hands and Frank starts screaming and shaking, "No, damn it, NO!
GET HIM OFF OF ME!" The warm odor of shit wafts up from Frank's prone form.

"Your call,” the Jimmything says.

The golem stops moving.

"GET HIM OFF! GET HIM OFF!"

"Good move," says the Jimmything. "Now pick it up."

"What?" The golem looks dumbfounded a moment and glances at his ex-partner, who is still lying
on the ground, unconscious.

"THE FUCKING NOTEBOOK, YOU MORON!" the Jimmything cries, its voice breaking for the
first time. Even Frank stops moving at the outburst.

The golem looks down at the pages scattered around the clearing.

"Miss one page,” the Jimmything whispersin the silence, "and you better know where to pick up
aguidedog.")

Jmmy didn't deep. He curled up and sank into the memory asif it were ablack stagnant ocean. The
blacknessfilled his eyes and ears, and did down histhroat. Like his dream, the blackness claimed him.

But he wasn't dreaming, so he couldn't wake up.

THE next morning the police came.

Their arriva didn't surprise Jmmy. He had run the memory though his head dozens of times. If the
episode had been less severe, immy could see the trio's macho circuit overloading at telling the cops
they'd been beaten up. But Frank had crapped his pants and one of them had been left stone-cold
UNCoNscious.

Not to mention these were middle class suburban teenagers who did not actualy believe the police were
the enemy. If Frank hadn't called 911 on Jmmy, it was dmost certain hismom did.

Jmmy knew when the cops arrived because he heard the knock on the door, and shortly afterward he
heard Mr. Carswell saying, "Jesus Christ."



Jmmy didn't move. He stayed curled up in himsdf in the darkness under the covers. He wanted nothing
more a that moment than to dissolve, curl tighter and tighter until he shrank away into the darkness. Right
now, the dark was less frightening than what he knew was coming.

Under the covers, he screwed his eyes shut and pressed hisfistsinto histemples. He heard the march of
footsteps up to hisroom, and he heard the door dam open.

"Y ou need to explain yoursdlf, young man." Mr. Carswell's voice seemed distant and muffled. Immy's
head was packed in cotton that throbbed in timeto his pulse. He pulled himself even tighter under the
blanket.

"James, | know you're awake. Answer me." There was something cold and dry in Mr. Carswell'svoice
that reminded Jmmy of what he had become last night. Jmmy didn't respond. He couldn't form a
coherent sentence if he wanted to.

The blankets tore away with asudden rush of cold air. His skin, naked and damp with night swest,
contracted and broke out in gooseflesh. The musclesin his upper body and hisjaw began vibrating on
their own.

"l want you to explain thisto me—"

Jmmy rolled and sat up on the edge of the bed away from Mr. Carswell. His foot squished and he
looked down at asoggy pair of jeans. A puddle of brownish-gray water welled up from the saturated
fabric.

Jmmy hugged himself againg the sudden cold, blinking againg the light that flooded the room. "Explain
what?" he whispered.

"Y ou damn wel know what," Mr. Carswell said, hisvoiceraising in timbre. He sounded asif hewason
the edge. Insde Jmmy therewasasmall perverse impulse to push the man, taunt him so the dam would
findly burst and there would be an end to the agonizing anticipation.

Jmmy kept his mouth shut.

"I'mtalking to you, James—" Hishand grabbed Jmmy's shoulder, and he felt the hot breath of the
creature that had taken over last night.

"Mr. Carswdl?" A mature voice, calm, used to being listened to. immy turned and saw Chuck, the cop
who'd taken him home from school an aeon or two ago.

The grip on Jmmy's shoulder tightened as Mr. Carswell turned to look at the cop.
"I'm afraid he's going to have to come with me."

"Y ou haveto let metak with the boy." The anger was gone from the man'svoice. It carried a pleading
undertone that Jmmy wasn't sure anyone else was aware of.

Chuck nodded. "Yes, | do. But not here. Not until we processhim.”



"Can | get dressed firgt?' Immy asked.
Mr. Carswell let go of Immy's shoulder. Helooked old now, and lost. "What happened?' he asked.

"I don't know." Jmmy said. It wasonly hdf alie.

* % %

The cop wouldn't let him dress alone. God only knew, he might hide a bazookain his socks, or apound
of cocainein the crack of hisass. It was humiliating.

"Yourearresting me?' Jmmy asked.

Chuck nodded.

"What for?"

"Assault, aggravated menacing, conspiracy to commit variousfelonies.”

Jmmy stopped, his pants mid-leg. "What are you talking about?'

"Son, | don't have the detalls. I'm just serving the warrant.”

Jmmy shook his head. "Who the fuck am | conspiring with?"

"Would you please finish getting dressed?' There waslittle of the fake warmth in Chuck that Immy had
seen when the guy escorted him back from schooal. In fact, it was beginning to sink in that the officer's
right hand had not | eft the butt of his sde arm since Jmmy had started dressing.

No, he wouldn't shoot me...

"And why the fuck wouldn't he?' Jmmy whispered to himself.

mWhat?"

"Nothing." Jmmy muitered and finished pulling some random clothes on. When he was done, Chuck
sad, "Come over here and give me your ams.”

Jmmy knew what was happening, but when the cold meta of the cuffs sngpped across hiswrists he il
winced. "Do you have to—"

"You havetheright toremainslent...”

* % %

Thistime there wasn't any attempt at chitchat while Chuck drove him down to the police gation. The last
Jmmy saw of the Carswells, they were standing on their front stoop watching the police car pull away,
and Mrs. Carswell had her face buried in Mr. Carswell's shoulder.

Jmmy leaned back and tried to feel something beyond a shocked numbness. But, at thispoint, al he



could muster was asmall appreciation for the fact that Chuck had cuffed hishandsin front of him. If hedd
cuffed his hands behind him, thered be no way for immy to lean back in the seet.

The charges Chuck had mentioned till bounced around his brain. The only one that made senseto him
was the assault charge, and even then held been defending himsdlf. But conspiracy? And Jmmy didn't
even know what aggravated menacing was.

A drone from Cuyahoga County Family Serviceswaswaiting at the station for them. This one was new,
which wasn't abig surprise. County social workers had ahigher turnover rate than your average
wad-Mart. Immy rarely had seen the same socid worker more than six monthsin arow. The new one
was too much the burnout to put on the phony smile and feign some concern for Jmmy.

While the cops hustled Jmmy through the process, fingerprints, photographs, emptying his nearly empty
pockets, the county guy followed along, giving most of his attention to acell phone that seemed grafted to
hisear.

"Jesus Chrigt," Immy overheard the guy whilethey rolled hisfingers acrossaglass plate dick withink. "If
they can't fax the proper form, they can't cometo usfor money..."

"...and how isthismy problem?"

"...1 know that, but | handle how many casesaday?'

"...And what makesyou think | have any ideawhat thiskid's socid is?'
"...I'm acaseworker, not a database."

They findly took him to an interview room and closed the door on him and the county guy, who was il
babbling on the phone.

"Look," hesad, "it's not my fault someone forgot to enter himin the system, fix it. I've got to go, | have a
thing to dedl with here." He snapped the phone shut without so much asa"Bye," or a"Seeyalater.”

Jmmy swore that the man's eyes were dead. He was looking into the face of a corpse.
"Whet the hell were you doing?" he asked.

Jmmy was a alossfor words. "Sir," he said, trying to force himsdlf into the proper mode of interaction.
"| redlly don't know what's going on."

The guy rubbed histemples. "Son, I'm supposed to help you. | can't do that if you bullshit me.”

Jmmy just shook his head.

The man pulled out achair and sat down across the table from him. "Herés what we have, Jmmy. | got
handed your file at eight thismorning. I've already talked to the prosecutor for Euclid Heights, and he
handed me alist of chargesthat do not look good. They look pretty damn awful, in fact—"

"What arethey saying | did?'



"Now | want to keep you out of the justice system. I've seen your history, and you don't belong there.”
Jmmy nodded. "Thanks, but can you tell me—"

"l don't have alot of options, but there's a county program that can keep you out of jail and keep you
from having afelony conviction on your record. | just haveto convince ajudge youredigible" He
looked at Jmmy with those dead eyes. "'Y oure willing to be part of this program?

Jmmy was gill trying to gather hiswits about him. He wasn't even sure what the guy was offering him.
"Yes, | meanif it'sachoice between that and jail, but what is—"

The man stood up and smiled. "Good, | think you're making the right decision. Well make sure you have
the help you need. Now | haveto talk to the judge again. Maybe we can fast-track thisthing so that
you're not stuck in acell—"

Jmmy stood, and heredlized that the cuffswere fill on hiswrigts. "Wait, tell me—"

The county guy was aready stepping though the open door. He was reaching for the cell phone as he
sad, "Look, | haveto run, but call meif you have aquestion.”

"But—" Jmmy sputtered and edged around the table, to be stopped by a cop at the door of the
interview room. "— who the hell are you?' His voice dropped to awhisper because of the certainty that
something bad was going to happen.

10
"DAMN, damn, damn..."

Nate hunched over the keyboard on his notebook computer. The light was dim, and the table was dightly
too tdl for hiswrigts. There were the beginning twingeswarning of the unnatura angle of hiswrists, but
there weren't any dternativesin the motel room, and nothing to prop up his chair. Typing on the bed
would be even worse, and he couldn't type on hislap without throwing his neck out of whack.

"Damn," he muttered again.

He had the headache that always came with lack of deep. He had been in Pennsylvaniafor atotd of
sxty-four and ahalf hours. In that time he had got, at best, ten hours of deep, and half of that wasonly a
semi-drowse held caught in the fragments between hitting the streets and hitting the compuiter.

He stood up and stretched his hands hard enough for the knuckles to pop. The knuckles were swollen,
the backs mapped by heavy blue veins. His hands seemed older than he was.

He shook his head as he walked to a small bag on the end table next to the bed. He was older. The fact
crept up on him at timeslike this, when he was done and feding the myriad aches that had infested his
body over the years.

He reached in the bag and took out asmall bottle of Relafen and chased one of the white ovd pillswith a
cup of stale coffee left over from breakfast. His gut protested, and, in response, Nate drank the rest of



theice-cold coffee. Once his stomach was beaten into submission, he sat back down at the keyboard.

Five years older, said an angry voicein the back of Nate's Skull. Five years older and not one day
wiser.

Doing thisso long, it really seemed he should know more.

But, asaways, he had reached the point where it was patently clear that he had nothing new to add to
the database other than another corpse that fit the pattern. There should be more, but there wasn't. He
had gathered details from pastors, family, friends, doctors, police, funera directors. He had transcribed
about fifty pages of notes so far, accumulated about five hundred pages of documents, and none of them
told him the two things he needed to know.

How?

Why?
Nate stared at the screen, unsure exactly what he had been doing. His eyes were blurring.

"l got to get some deep,” he muttered. It was no use pounding his head againgt this. If therewas
something to find in dl the dataon Ted Mackenzie, he waslikely to missit while he was haf-adeep.

Besides, time was no longer afactor. He had hit al the bases he needed to hit in Creighton Falls without
anyone catching on to him. The rumors might be circulating now about the reporter, or the medic, the
doctor, the health ingpector... but that really didn't matter anymore. Nate had what he had come for, and
it was the nature of information that no one could take it back even if they decided held cheated.

Nate collapsed on the hard motel bed and listened to muscles creak and bones pop. He felt the tentative
aches of arthritis beginning in his knees and his shoulders. He hoped held taken the Reafen intimeto
head off theworst of it.

Seep dug itsclawsin behind his eyes. The penultimate thought to cross his conscious mind, What are
you doing with your life?

The answer was. The only thing | can do.

* * *

Nate opened his eyes after adreamless deep. Morning sunlight streamed across hisfacefrom thegapin
the heavy green dragpes. Dust motes hung frozen in the beam asif afraid of the light. His sscomach churned
acid from old coffee and possibly the Relafen. He opened his mouth dowly, letting his pasty tongue pedl
away from the roof of his mouth.

His brain was no longer trying to push itsdlf through afog of exhaustion, but hisjointsfelt asif they'd been
lined with sandpaper and his back felt asif it was on the verge of being locked in a permanent cramp.

Can't sprawl out like that, Nate thought, though it probably had more to do with the chegp motel bed
than how helay init. For some bizarre reason he didn't want to consider the fact that he might not be
ableto get agood night's deep in achegp mote bed anymore.



He got up dowly, wincing every time amuscle tensed, threatening to cramp. Fortunately, whilethere
were false darms from his shoulders dl the way down to the arch of hisleft foot, nothing seized up on
him.

He looked at the end table and saw the clock radio read 7:10 A.M. He had dept over twelve hours. He
shook his head. No wonder hisbody fdt like hell. Can't stay in one position that |ong without
consequences.

He picked up his cdll phone and checked for messages. Two from Tony, one other consulting client, and
anumber that he didn't recognize.

That wasthe one helisened to first.

A woman'svoice. "Mr. Adriano, | would liketo talk to you. If you would, please meet mefor lunch at
1:.00 P.M. thisFriday at the Eat-And-Park off the Pennsylvania Turnpike exit 237. | have accessto
information regarding a matter of long-standing interest to you.”

If thiswas aconsulting job, it was the most bizarre one he had heard of. Hiswork might be fighting the
bad guys, but he till wasn't acharacter in aprivate eye nove. His clientswere dmost exclusvely lavyers
and law enforcement personnel.

If it wasn't about a consulting gig, there was only one other thing it could be about. That made Nate
nervous. He had spent five years keeping his persona investigations separate from hisjob.

He did that for two reasons....

First, the past five years had given him more cause than most to believe in shadowy conspiracies
manipulating events. The kids themsaves were indirect evidence of something of that nature. Though
Nate suspected that if the malignant force behind the deaths was a human agency, they would have
neutraized Nate along time ago.

Second, it would be abad career move if some defense attorney were to cross-examine him and bring
up his strange idea of a hobby. The truth was, everyone he contacted straight-on about these kids
considered him anut. The only oneswho didn't were nuts themsalves. Not agreet credibility builder.

Nate repeated the message, listening carefully for any cluesto what it meant.

The voice was middle American with studied diction. Thewoman said, "Eat-And-Park” not "Eat-N
-Park," which was the restaurant's actual name, or "Eaton Park," which was what the natives cdled it.

She was being coy, which likely meant that she was one of the conspiracy/UFO/Fortean/New Age
misfitswho rattled across his path from timeto time.

* % %

Nate was wearing his public face again as he walked into the Eat-N-Park off the Turnpike. He arrived
thirty minutes early, and had the waitress sest him at the booth he chose by the window. It wasin the
corner, S0 his seat was backed to awall and he could see most of the restaurant to hisleft, and most of
the parking lot to hisright. Hisrenta car sat in the space directly opposite his chosen booth.



Nate ordered coffee and waited.

Outside, in the parking lot, Nate watched as ayoung woman got out of ayellow late-modd VW Bestle.
She wasn't the only one to move about the parking lot since he'd arrived, but Nate felt certain that this
was his anonymous caller. The VW had been parked there since held pulled in, so the woman had been
gtting for nearly fifteen minutesin her parked vehicle.

Seeing if | came alone?

Nate sipped his coffee and shook his head as he watched her walk toward the entrance. Her youth didn't
bode wel| for the possibilities of this meeting. The nutstended to be young. Early twenties, Nate
thought, almost in the same category as the kids.

She strode forward with square shoulders and a righteous posture that made him think of Jane Fonda,
post-Barbarella and pre-Workout. She had long black hair that contrasted with a navy-blue suit. Her
hair belonged with a peasant blouse.

Nate's suspicions were confirmed when the woman in question walked up to his booth and said, "Mr.
Adriano?'

You know damn well who | am. Don't you?

"Miss?' Nate asked, looking into the woman's eyes. He could tell that there was an element of
role-playing about her right now. He was good at senaing that after doing so much of it himsdlf. The suit
wasn't her, and neither were the thick black-framed glassesthat hid brown eyesthat were alittle too
narrow for her features.

She did into the booth across from Nate without answering him. "I am glad you came,” she said. "You
areadifficult man to track down."

"Not difficult enough, apparently.” Nate reached into his pocket and took out asmall cassette tape
recorder. He hit the record button and gauged her reaction. "What's your name, and why am | here?’

"My nameis Abby Springfidd,” shetold him. "I'm areporter, and | have possession of something that |
can only show two peoplel know of in the wholeworld.”

Shelooked up at him. "And the other oneisdead.”

11

A REPORTER. Nate rubbed the side of his head. That would befine if she was here because of
something to do with Forensic Data Associates. His consulting business didn't need media exposure—
he served aclient base so smdl and cliquish that he only needed alittle human networking and word of
mouth to get clients— but the occasiona story about hiswork in crimind investigation and asa
prosecution expert witness didn't hurt. A news story might not give him clients, but it did tend to enhance
his credibility with the clients he did have, especialy the eected oneswho didn't know a BIOS from abit

map.

What worried Nate was the context. She was not talking or acting like areporter interested in that part



of hislife. She spoke asif there were men in black ready to spring out of the woodwork.
"What paper do you work for, Ms. Springfield?"
"I've published in The Washington Post, The New York Times..."

"Youreafredancer.” Shedidn't answer him, just gave him adightly downcast look, asif he had
uncovered adirty little secret. Jane Fonda, right out of The China Syndrome.

She was here about the kids, he was sure. That put Nate in aquandary. As much as he wanted—needed
— to find some reason for the deaths he was investigating; as much as he knew that the normal channels
of medica, legd, and forensic investigation broke down when attempting to explain what happened; as
much as he suspected that someone was suppressing information about these deaths; as much of the last
five years as he had expended on this, he did not want his name publicly attached to something that was
held in the same regard as UFOs, psychic channding, and the Loch Ness Mongter. Tiethat albatross
around his neck and he would be usdessin the face of any decent cross-examination, and there would
go hdf hisincome.

"I'm sorry I've wasted this much of your time," Nate said. He reached over and picked up the tape
recorder and shut it off. "How many years out of school are you? Two, three at the most? Do you think
you'rethefirst to discover this story?'

"What do you mean?"

Nate leaned forward. " This subject, and worse, the circumstantia thread tying the cases together, iswhat
aMr. Charles Fort called a'damned thing.' "

Abby nodded and brushed astray hair from her cheek. "I know."
"It'stoo far outside the common definition of reason to be taken serioudy.”

"I know." She reached out and touched his hand, where he'd been taking away the tape recorder. " Put
that back, and turn it on."

It was strange, but her touch unnerved him. He withdrew his hand, leaving the tape recorder on the table.
She glanced down at it and turned it on hersdif.

"| apologize for being so transparent,” she said, once the machine started running again. "But | do not
want to write a story about supernatura fires, spontaneous combustion, demonic possession, or
whatever isactudly behind al of this. | am ajourndig. | ded with facts. And | am not even certain |
bdieveit mysdf."

Nate was taken aback by the way she suddenly diverged from hisinitial impression. Not only did she not
belong in the nut camp, she was establishing herself as a staunch member of the skeptic brigade. The
same people who kept most of what he investigated on his own time out of print in thefirst place.

"Why are you here, then?' Nate asked, findly interested.

"What | wantis your story. Nathan Adriano, expert witnessfor the government, high-paid consultant to
the FBI and local law enforcement. Founder of Forensic Data Associates, which makes a seven-figure



annud profit. By al accounts, he should be amillionaire. But hishome addressis aone-room studio
apartment, which doubles as corporate HQ. He has no real persona assets aside from cash, and he has
spent severd years of hislife chasing an explanation for a series of deaths that most reasonable people
would consider achain of freak accidents.” Shelooked into Nate's eyes, and there seemed to beless
innocence there than he had firgt thought. "Y ou are the sory. | know a dozen editors who might dam the
door on meif | presented astory on your kids, but who would est out of my hand if | handed them an
exclusveinterview and abio.”

Nate was slent for afew long minutes. The waitress came and Nate ordered something just to make her
go away.

"No," Natesadfindly, "I can't dothat."

"Y ou want thisstory in print," Abby said.

"What makes you think that?' Nate said. "I'm doing this for my own reasons. Reasons that do not need
to be paraded in front of my clients. | don't need somefluff piece of reporting making me look like some
New Age wacko."

"Areyou?' she asked.

Nate stood up and took his tape recorder. The wholeideawas making him angry. "I think I'd better go."
She reached out and touched hisarm. He angrily shook it off.

"What happens when you find out?" Abby asked.

Nate had did hafway out of the booth. He turned and looked at her. "What?"

"This private research of yours. Will it remain secret forever?”

Nate stopped moving.

"If you uncover proof of what is hgppening, will it smply be to satisfy your own curiosity?!
"l want to sop it."

"Would you, if it cost your credibility as an expert witness?'

"Y ou're offering methat?* Nate shook his head.

"I may be," she said. "Why don't you stay for lunch and find out?’

* * %

Apparently, Nate wasn't the only person investigating what was happening to these kids. Abby showed
him athin jewe casewith an unlabeled CD inside.

Shetold him it was research data going back over ahundred years. She said it was given to her by aman
who, like Nate, wanted to stop what was happening. A man who was dead now.



She called the man Sam. Sam had been a career soldier who had worked in Washington D.C. most of
hislife. He had been acomputer expert, and had skillsthat could probably earn him ten times as much as
acivilian. A sense of duty had kept him in the army— at least that was what he had told Abby.

For years before Abby met him, he had been a database anayst in the Pentagon. He had security
clearanceto, in hiswords, "messwith every computer the army had— and afew the army didn't.”

One of the latter wasasmall mainframe in Langley with alegacy operating system that dated from the
early sixties. The hardware was going, and the Agency needed someone to port over the old databases
to amodern server. Severa gigsworth of data with complicated interrelationships that had to be moved
to anew operating system, reedited for Y 2K compliance, and checked for integrity about five different
ways.

The mainframe bel onged to something called Department Blue. Sam found out very little abouit it, other
than the fact that it seemed to have more than itsfair share of doctors on the payroll.

Sam wasn't told what the datawas for, and he didn't ask, but in transferring the data he had to become
intimately familiar with the materid. Probably more familiar than the people usingiit.

It became clear to Sam that Department Blue, to some degree, was conducting domestic espionage. That
put Sam in an ethica bind. While he had aduty to notify someone, he was aso bound by his security
clearance. Sam was enough of aredist to know that just about anyone held inform who was cleared to
seethisdatamust have aready signed off onit. And, illegd or nat, if he leaked any of the data, he would
be guilty of severd felonieshimsdf. Perhaps even treason.

So Sam did his job and tried not to see more than he wanted to.

Unfortunately, Sam was not one able to wear intentional blinders. Every day he would work on the
trandation, and every day he would see another piece of the puzzle— the demographics, the birth date
vs. the degth date. The abstracts of newspaper articles, medical records, police blotters...

He dso overheard cryptic discussions while he walked down the corridors of Department Blue. Doctors
would talk of "Symptomeatic cases,” "Possble clients,” and "Postmortem confirmation.”

He even heard one doctor refer to a"'flameout.”

It wasn't long before Sam understood exactly what Department Blue was investigating. It took awhile
before Sam believed it. By then, Sam was researching on his own, going through newspaper clippingsfor
the names of kids he saw crawl by his computer screen during the day.

Initidly, Sam was afraid that the "flameouts' themsdves were some black government project.
Eventudly, his sde research led him to the conclusion that Department Blue was only investigeting the
phenomenon, by authority of an executive order sgned by LBJ.

Despite hisfears, Sam continued working on Department Blue's computer systems. The project was
endless. Sam went though most daysin adepressive fog, fighting back what he thought were stress
headaches. What he knew ate at him, but he couldn't risk his commission. Especidly after he understood
that, whatever the phenomenon was, it wasn't being caused by Department Blue. Which would make any
such sacrifice on his part particularly pointless.



Stll, the stress and the guilt began affecting his behavior. At least that'swhat he told himsalf when
confronted with mood swings and sudden rages. Y ou couldn't work on anillegd black project for long
and keep a sense of honor. What had been a duty became first ajob, then atridl.

He began thinking serioudy about early retirement.

On many leves he didn't want to, but he learned more about Department Blue. These kids, the oneswho
were dying, represented anational security threat. While Sam was certain that the cause of death wasthe
unknown that scared the doctors around him, the talk aways seemed asiif the children themsalves were
the threst.

Doctors dways did that, depersondized people, like the bastard at the hospital who didn't take his
headaches serioudy. That guy would tdl his nurse something like, "Give the migrainein five thisImitrex
script and get him out of here.”

His thinking became muddled and less clear over time. Worst of al were the headaches.

Sam redlized two things at about the sametime.

Thefirg redlization wasthat his doctor was serioudy mistaken.

The second redlization was that Department Blue was doing more than passively investigating.

The datathat Sam was sfting through contained more than what could be gathered smply from the
existing record. There were clinical notes, medical records, autopsy records written by Agency doctors.
Somewhere, Department Blue had atest facility where they had isolated more than one of these kids.

That fact began preying on hismind. Kidsthat were somehow programmed to die, spending the last few
weeks of thelr livesin the custody of some government facility. A facility run by scientistss who seemed
more interested in studying the phenomenon than preventing it, something they didn't seem able or willing
to do.

* % %

"By thetime | heard from him, he was on disability leave, an inoperable tumor the Size of afist growing
insgde his skull. He said that the doctors detected it too late, and gave him three weeksto liveif the
radiation didn't work." She placed the CD on the table. "That's when he gave methis. | wasthelast ona
long ligt," Abby said. "His story, combined with his state of mind at the time, made very few reporters
willing to talk to him—"

"Y ou're saying he came acrossasanut.”

"He was subject to some paranoid fantasies. As| said, I'm not wholly convinced mysdlf." Abby looked
down at the CD. "I had nothing to lose by talking to him. Thiswas agesture of good faith that he didn't
live long enough to follow up on.”

"Sowhat'sonthe CD?'

"From what he told me, 'an image of part of adatatransformation series.’ | think it was burned as part of
adiagnostic procedure and was supposed to be destroyed afterward.”



"Hejust waked out with it?"

"From what he said, he gathered all manner of sengitive data. He was obsessed.”

"It'shard to believe.”

"What is?' Abby asked. Theironic notein her voice was so subtle that it might have been unconscious on
her part. Nate, however, was continually aware of how bizarre the universe helived in could be. He had
to believein a least three impossible things before bregkfast. The axis on which hisworld currently spun
was animpossibility.

His current thought, however, was on amatter much more mundane. "How does someone walk out of a
top secret facility run by the CIA, carrying adisk of classfied information?”

Abby smiled. Something more than amusement there. ™Y ou are better off asking why it doesn't happen
more often. The physical security of thisnation's secrets relies primarily on trust. Sam had the clearance,

s0 he was not suspect. And, since he passed none of the information on to anyone before this," she
tapped the case of the CD, "he never became suspect. How do you think Mr. Aldrich Ames did so much

damage?’
"So why areyou here with me, if you havethat?

Abby shook her head. "What good does this do for me? It's a huge mass of tables of dates, places,
names, tatisticsthat | don't even know how to read. | want astory.”

"Soyouvesad."
"Exclusverights, interview, book, everything. In return, you get the data."
"Youreasking alot,” Nate said.

"l don't think s0," Abby said, "Especidly since, if you don't take my offer, you don't know what you are
invedigaing.”

"Y ou're saying another kid died somewhere?"

"No," Abby said, "one of your kids survived."
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THEY had alawyer from County Family Services there when they questioned him. The guy was pretty
usel ess except he managed to keep the cops off Jmmy's back for not answering any questions. That was
good, because for alot of them he didn't really know the answers.

More than once the detectiveswould say, "Y ou're not fooling us, we know what's going on here.”

More than once Jmmy responded, "That's good, | wish you'd tell me."



They kept him onice for something, Jmmy didn't know why. They kept himin aholding cdll rather than
shipping him off to Juvenile Detention like Immy expected them to. That wasdl right with Immy; he had
no wish to revisit that particular hellhole. He had already been through that doorway once, and that time
they'd never charged him with anything. He had to deep on the common floor with ahundred or so
hardcore bastards, most of whom wanted to stick aknife or adick in you, and half didn't particularly
carewhich.

Thewors part of it, aside from the waiting, was ameseting with the county lawyer and the anonymous
socid worker with the cell phone. It wasin the same interview room where the detectives asked al the
questions. The place had abad fluorescent tube that buzzed ins stently in the background, and the faint
amel of pissfollowed Jmmy from the holding cell.

Jmmy knew it was going to be bad when the cops | eft him aone with the two county guys. For some
reason the pair made him so uneasy that he had the bizarre impulse to ask for acop in here.

The lawyer extended a stubby-fingered hand and gestured toward the metal stool on the opposite side of
thetable. He was ahead and a half shorter than the socia worker, and reminded Jmmy of amad
scentis's assistant. "Take aseat, Immy."

Yes, Igor.

Helooked over at the social worker. He wasjust folding his phoneto put it away. It's alive. Jmmy
couldn't get over the man's corpsdlike first impresson.

"Jmmy," said Igor, "we need to ask you afew questions. Now thisisin confidence. None of thisleaves
thisroom."

Uh-huh.

Jmmy shrugged because he didn't know what to say. Thisguy pretended to be his Lawyer, but the
asshole worked for the county. The county that seemed to have taken over the mommy/daddy role since
he'd been escorted from the Carswells. You'd think they would have come to visit once.

Igor patted his brow and Jmmy saw that he was swesting badly. The collar of his powder-blue shirt was
dark where the top cut into hisfleshy neck. "We have a preliminary hearing before the judgein three
days," he nodded over at the Frankenstein Mongter, "Dr. Schuster here has done alot to get us that
expedited hearing. With his diagnostic assessment, it seems you're agood candidate for the TRACE
Program Dr. Schuster explained to you about—"

What diagnostic assessment? What explanation—

Jmmy serioudy began to worry about whether he had suffered some blank time with these county people
and couldn't remember what they had told him. "Sir, what exactly isTRACE?"

"Oh—" Igor began, but the Frankenstein Monster beat him to the punch. "It stands for Treatment,
Responsive Action, Caring Environment iswhat | think hewas asking. It isa positive dternative to
juvenileincarceration, with alimited number of dotswith matched federa and state dollars.”



"Yes, indeed. Dr. Schuster assures me that you'd want to take advantage of it."

Jmmy nodded dowly, watching the dead eyes on the Frankenstein monster. He didn't seem to react at
all; hisface kept the same even pallor. Immy wondered if this guy freaked Igor out, too, because Igor
seemed nervous around him.

Maybe, the dark void behind hisbrain echoed, he's afraid of me.

"I believe his quote was, 'If those are my options..." Right?'

Jmmy sad, "Yes, but—"

"You were saying?' interrupted Mongter, prompting the lawyer to streamroller over Immy's next
question.

"Yes," continued the lawyer, asif Jmmy had asked the question. "What we need is your point of view on
what happened, on what you think it wasyou did."

"I'm not even clear on what I'm being accused of ."

"Don't worry about the specific charges,” Igor said,

"That'sal alegd muddie. | just want to know afew factsin your own words.”
"Okay, | guess. But | want to know why—"

"Good," said Mongter. He pushed over afew xeroxed sheets of paper. Immy looked at themandina
wave of disorientation saw Cain'sfacelooking up a him.

"W-w-w—" Jmmy couldn't get the word to form. Someone had broken into hislocker, pawed though
his notebooks. Why the hell would anyone do that? Those were hid No one had any fucking right to
look at them, much lesstake them. The muscles on Immy's upper arms vibrated. He held on to the edge
of the metd table asif loosening hisgrip would alow the growing rage insde him to throw him against the
wal.

"Where did you get these?" asked the cold voice of the Jmmything.

Fuck No. Not Now.

"From the Euclid Heights Prosecutor,” said Igor. "While they admit sdf-defense asfar as Mr. Frank
Bradley is concerned— their own witnesses state that he attacked you before you struck him— thisis
the prosecution'smain charge.”

From behind his own eyes Jmmy felt his browsknit.

What?



"Did you write these cartoons, Jmmy?" asked the mongter. "Arethey al yours?'

"They are mine," said the Immything, "and | want them back."

Igor shook his head. "They'rein evidence againg you."

"Evidence of what?'

Monster spoke. "Evidence of menacing, conspiracy—"

"They're fucking comic books!" The chair clattered behind him as he stood. He still held the edge of
the table, musclestaut as cables. He felt something warm on hisface, and had a coppery tastein his
mouth.

Igor and his Monster— no, make that Monster and his |gor— both stared at him. Igor looked asif he
was about to crap his pants. Monster nodded and said, "I know, Jmmy. But they weren't just cartoons
to Frank Bradley, were they?'

"It was none of hisbusiness" Jmmy whispered.

"It washislikeness." Mongter leaned dightly forward, still out of reach, though. He tossed Immy a
handkerchief. "Take care of that."

Jmmy looked down and saw a dime-sized drop of blood on the table. As he looked, another onejoined
it. He stared &t it along time before he redlized that the blood was coming from hisface.

A fucking nosebleed?

He grabbed the handkerchief and saw his shirtfront spattered with it. The rage inside him seemed to have
subsided for amoment, asif it leaked out with the blood.

Jmmy held the handkerchief to hisnose and said, "Ny nookth. They're ny nookth."

"Do you understand what you wereillugtrating, Jmmy?* Igor asked.

"Do you thing I'm thupid?"

"There are very graphic scenes of violence, occult beliefs—" 1gor kept saying.

"Thath againth the lan?'

"— and you show adisturbing portraya of an attack on your own high school."

"Tho?'

Monster shook hishead. "Y ou use the likenesses of teachers and students, the setting, in aviolent

scenario that is seen as agraphic threat by both the Euclid Heights High School Administration and the
Euclid Heights City Prosecutor.”



"Thug you. Ith athugging thory."

Igor said. "Y ou have apicture of the vice principal's head on aspike."
"Postic lithenth."

They were both looking at him asif he was some dien creature. Jmmy figured that he must have returned
thefavor. Hewiped off his nose, and when he felt sure the nosebleed wasn't going to repest itsdlf, he
said, "Okay guys, | get the fact that I'm here because | lost it on Frank. The bastard jumped me, tore up
afew weeks worth of work. That pissed me off, and | whaled on him. Okay, | got that. Y ou cannot tell
methat I'm here talking to you two nimrods because of something | wrote."

They kept staring at him.

"No, thisain't happening.” He shook his head and grabbed one of the xerox copies. Fresh crimson
gpattered Cain's monochrome face. "This," Immy held up the page, "it ain't redl. It didn't happen. It's not

going to happen. It'sadogfight between an immorta and afucking demon, for crying out loud. What, do
they think | have atemple to Baphomet in my bedroom?"

"They see apotentia for violence—" Monster began.
"Chrigt, watch TV sometime.”

"They seetheseimages as an explicit threat, Immy." Igor said. "Because of violent incidentsin the pat,
they take these threats serioudy.”

"Wheat the hell happened to the First Amendment?’
"It doesn't cover this," Igor said.

The paper dipped from Immy'sfingers. He shook his head in bewilderment. "No, wait. Y ou didn't just
say—"

"Threats, menacing, incitements to panic are not protected speech,” Igor said.
"Tha'sit,” IJmmy sad. "1 want another fucking lawyer."

" think you should calm down,” Monster said. ™Y ou have alot of anger that we need to deal with, but
we're going to get you help.”

"l don't need help,” Immy shouted. He balled his handsinto fists. "I need alawyer who understands the
difference between a comic book and aransom note."

Igor looked across at Monster. Monster nodded, asif they had some prearranged signd. "Jmmy," Igor
said, "we've looked at the casethey have. A judge or ajury looking a what you've written. It will be
seen asathreat. At the very least it will be seen as a deliberate attempt to produce panic—"

"How? Did | tell someoneto break into my locker and sted my work?'



"Frank's reaction to your portraya of him can be used to show intent—"
"Hisintent to be afucking asshole.”

"— And if we can get the judge to agree to enroll you in this program, we can avoid bringing any of this
into court.”

Jmmy paced on the far Sde of the room, as distant from Igor and Monster as he could get. "1 don't
believe this shit. | didn't do anything wrong. Y ou're supposed to be alawyer, you should know that.”

"Jmmy," lgor said, "weretrying to get the best outcome for you."

"Bullshit." IJmmy said, looking at Igor'slittle round face and stubby fingers.

"| think we're done here," said Mongter. "WEell get you into a place where they can help you."

"What thefuck do you mean by that?* Jmmy shouted. "What the hell isthis TRACE bullshit, anyway?"

Igor and Monster were moving toward the door. Jmmy shook his head and walked up to them. He
grabbed Igor'sarm. "Answer my goddamn question. What the hell isthis?"

Igor actualy looked asif he was about to hyperventilatest Jmmy's touch, and Monster took mmy's
wrigt and removed his hand. "It'safunding program for residentia treatment. Treatment you need,

Jmmy."

Before Mongter had finished his sentence, aset of cops had entered the room and were holding immy
by the shoulders. Igor and Monster dipped out of theroom, Igor striding twice asfast ashispae
companion.

"What kind of treetment?" Jmmy shouted after them.

No answer.

13

JIMMY fet the world had spun completely out of control. He couldn't put his finger on exactly when
things had gone loopy, but it had passed beyond the limits of an aready insane system.

Hed had to St for x hoursin apacked waiting room for his hearing before the juvenile court judge. It
was awhite-walled room with uncomfortable plastic seats bolted to the floor. A nasty looking cop sat at
adesk next to ametal detector that led toward the courtroom.

Around Jmmy st al theloca juvenile cases, and kidswaited with their parents, or their grandmothers, a
lot of them dressed inill-fitting suits that obvioudy didn't belong to them. Immy was marked by the fact
that he wore the same clothes he'd been arrested in, and there wasn't even afake parent accompanying
him. He got Mongter.

Here, a least, Mongter had to give up his cdll phone to the troll manning the desk. At first Jmmy thought
that was agood thing. Unfortunately, that meant Monster had no one eseto talk to. Jmmy tried to fake



being adeep, but he could only do that for so long.
"Now you don't haveto say anything in there," held say.
| don't have to say anything out here either.

"The lawyers are going to do the talking. | think everyone has agreed that we can get you into the
program—"

Shut up. Just fucking shut up.

Everyone around him was fucking nuts. Little Igor had told him that the only charge these people had was
around the comic book. Jmmy knew enough to redlize that there was no way anyone could make that
kind of charge stick. While Monster droned on, Jmmy planned things out in hismind.

Hewould ask to talk to the judge, and request anew lawyer. Someone who wasn't on the county
payroll. Hell, the ACLU should be dl over thislike Frank on aporn video. Hed fight the charge, then
he'd get someone to sue the bastards for putting himin jail for something he wrote.

Wherethe fuck werethey living, anyway, China?

Panning it out like that kept the hot kernd of rage from blowing up insde him.

Then came the hearing. They pulled him out into the courtroom, even as the judge was dismissing the
previous case. Jmmy had the feding of being on a conveyor belt.

"City of Euclid Heightsvs. James Allan Somerset,” someone said. Hearing hisfull name madeit seem as
if they were talking about someone € se. The judge shuffled some papers as Mongter escorted Immy to
the front of the courtroom. "I understand that counsel has come to amutua agreement?’

Igor wasin front and stood, "Y es, your honor, we have."

"No contest to the charges,” the judge read, "and Mr. Somerset will enroll for ayear in aresidentia
trestment program—"

"Jugt wait afucking minute—" Jmmy sad.
Igor turned toward Immy asif he had just started waving agun.
The judge sighed and lowered the papersin front of him.

"— | didn't agreeto any of this. This county ass-wipe agreed to it dl for me. | don't want to cop to any
fucking pleawhen | didn't do anything wrong." Monster grabbed hisarm.

The prosecutor guy cleared histhroat and the judge leaned forward and said, "That's enough.”

"l just wrote afucking comic book." Jmmy said, trying to shake free of Mongter. Somehow this wasn't
going as doquently as hed planned.

"Enough. One more profane outburst and you'll be facing a contempt charge, young man.”



"But—" Jmmy pulled himsdlf free and was suddenly looking at the chest of avery large uniform filled
with about two hundred and eighty pounds of nasty.

"Bailiff," the judge said. "Please escort the defendant to the bench.”

A large meaty hand clamped down on Jmmy's shoulder, and he found himsdlf being pulled in front of the
judge. Thejudge leaned toward Immy, while pushing the microphone away. "I don't havetimefor this.
Now, are you requesting new counsel ?*

"l just wrote—"

"I've seen what you wrote, and it's gppalling. That's not my question. Do you want the court to appoint
you new counsd?'

"Hell, yes! | don't want someone who'll fold. | want to fight thisthing."
The judge nodded. "'l am certain you do. Do you understand what that means, son?"

Jmmy opened his mouth, then closed it again. It was asif histank had run dry. Sowly he managed to
say, "l havearight to think. | have aright to write down what | think. They shouldn't have this kind of

power..."

"What it means" thejudgetold him, "isthat thiswill gototrid. If it does, you will losethisded your
current attorney worked out for you. Y ou will get a public defender who's more overworked and less
qudified than the man who is representing you now. And, unless someone posts bond for you, you spend
the duration waiting in thejuvenilelockup.”

"| thought you were supposed to be impartia.”

"Those are facts, young man. I've seen too many kids with wasted lives wak through here. This dedl
offers you an opportunity to salvage yours. Whether you committed a criminal act or not, if someone's
offering you ahand out of the crimina justice system, takeit or you're afool.”

The judge sat up and adjusted the microphone. "Bailiff, please escort the defendant back to his seet.”

Jmmy was manhandled next to Igor and Mongter. Igor looked severdly flustered. Mongter just looked as
if hehad gas.

"Now that we have dispensed with the drama,” the judge said, "I am going to ask the defendant to rise.”
Jmmy got ungteadily to hisfeet from the seat where the bailiff had shoved him.

The judge looked at him squarely and asked, " Do you understand the nature of the plea counsel has
presented?’

Jmmy looked around. Hefelt alone and adrift. There wasn't afamiliar face to look at, no oneto offer
support, advice, comfort. He redlized that he was upset that the Carswells weren't here. Why Jimbo,
said an evil voicein his head, they knew you wer e spoiled goods. Good riddance to bad garbage and
all that.



"Mr. Somerset?' the judge added.

"Yes, | do," IJmmy sad.

"And it isyour wish that the court accept the plea entered by counsd?"

What the fuck do | do? Jmmy redlized he was shaking, and he felt on the verge of blacking out again.
He could fed the Immything pressing at the surface of hismind, and God help himif that broke out. He
couldn't go nuts here like he did with Frank. People had guns here.

Jmmy amost choked ontheword. "Yes..."

"Good," thejudge said. "The pleais entered and we remand you to the custody...."

Jmmy didn't hear therest of it. He had a sudden brief awareness of his cheek pressng into the grimy
carpet, and of aview of the underside of 1gor's table, before he lost consciousness completely.

Something dreamed, or thought, or imagined...
The Jmmything stands on a black rock high above a cracked, blasted plain. The land— dry, wrinkled
and cracked— gtretches off in al directions, unbroken except for pinnacles of rock that break the

surface. The rocks are jagged as broken glass.

Animpossibly large sky looms above everything, ink-black and starless. The sun hangs blood-red, filling
half the black sky, blazing down with sterilizing intengity.

Jmmy knows heislooking at hell. He can fed the pull of the darknesstrying to envelop hissoul. Heturns
to see the direction he has come from.

A tiny, cool, whitelight.

Jmmy reachesfor it and fedl sthe blackness tearing at him. Shadow claws dig gobbets out of hisflesh.
Jmmy fightsit, pulling toward the other familiar light. He hearswhispers at the edge of comprehensibility.

A face appearsin front of him, asad-looking woman that Jmmy recognizes as his mother. He's seen
photographs of her.

Snakes of darkness are dipping into wounds on his back, hischest, arms, legs. It triesto fill hismouth as
he calsout, "Help me, please.”

The sad-eyed woman shakes her head and turns away .

No! IJmmy triesto say, but he can't speak anymore. He falls away from the light, spinning into the
darkness. It consumes him as hefals, so there's nothing left to strike the cracked, sterile ground.

* * %



Jmmy woke, his skin clammy from swest, brain hot from aready fading visons. He tensed, expecting
some nightmare vision to come again, but nothing pulsed out of the walls, and the sky outside the
louvered window stayed an ordinary shade of blue.

Jmmy stared at the window for along time. The normacy of it was disorienting after the dream-visons.
After awhile heturned his head to see where he was.

Acoudtical tile, darkened fluorescent lights, atrack that bent in abroad U above him, curtain hanging
fromit to hisleft. His gaze landed on a device hanging from thewall. It took awhilefor hisbrain to make
sense of what hewas seeing. A blood pressure thing, dl curling black tubes, bladders and a Ve cro cuff.
Jmmy closed hiseyes because it reminded him of the thing from hisdreams,

Hospital.

What happened?

No answer. Not even ahint of amemory. Not even amemory-shaped hole so he could tell anything was
missing. He remembered the courtroom and his collapse, so he turned back toward the window to look
for bars.

No bars.

Okay, did I hallucinate the whole thing? Igor, Monster, Judge?

Helooked down at himself and saw atube going into the back of hishand. He raised his hand and
looked at the tape holding the thing in place. They're injecting stuff into me.

He looked up and saw the bag hanging from arack above his head.
"Thisisfucked up," he whispered. His mouth was dry and pasty, asif hed been adeep for months.
"Jmmy," sad an unfamiliar voice.

Jmmy jerked and looked down at the foot of the bed. A man was standing there. He hadn't been there
before. Jmmy & so redlized that the light from the window had changed and the light fixtures were lit now.

Oh, shit. Did | just black out and not even realize it?

The man at the foot of the bed wore a charcoa -gray suit, a powder-blue shirt, and a black tie with some
sort of geometric pattern in the weave. Thetie changed from cubes to triangles when the guy shifted his
weight. Immy didn't likelooking at it, S0 he shifted his gaze up to meet the guy'sface.

Y oung-looking guy, jet-black hair, smoky eyesthat matched hisjacket. Jmmy thought helooked like an
upscale used car salesman, one from aLexus dedership.

"JImmy?" herepeated. Hisvoice sounded asif it was coming from down awell. Then Immy had a shift
of perspective and realized he was the one down the well. Everything had pulled back, out of hisreach,
even hishandsfdt asif they were somewhere on the other sde of the room.



"What?' Immy said. Hismouth felt full of cotton.

"I'm Dr. Altroy, | don't think you remember the last two times | was here.”

Jmmy nodded, craning his neck to see the doctor.

Altroy saw him bend his neck and reached around for abox that dangled from the edge of the bed.
"Here, you can adjust thisto be more comfortable.” He put the box in Immy's hand— his|eft one, the
onewithout the tube running into it.

Jmmy stared at the box for a second or two. For afew weird moments he was convinced that the
controlsweren't labeled in any coherent language. Then he felt another perspective shift and realized that
he wasjust looking at the words "up" and "down."

Jmmy found the button for the upper half of the bed and stabbed histhumb at it. The bed ground out a
mechanical whir, and his head and upper body began tilting upward. He was glad he did this rather than
attempt Sitting up, because with the change in orientation came a nauseating wave of vertigo.

"Areyou up to talking for afew minutes, Jmmy?'

When the vertigo passed, Jmmy looked around again. From his new perspective it seemed dmost a
different room. He could see the other bed, empty at the moment. A pair of doors off to hisleft, one
open wide enough to show adlice of toilet. Therewasarolling tray, and a TV bolted to the wall above
Dr. Altroy's head.

"Wheream 17"

"The Cleveland Clinic,” replied Dr. Altroy.

"What happened?’

"You fainted." Helooked down at mmy. "l understand you were under alot of stress. When wasthe
last timeyou ate or drank anything?'

Jmmy shrugged. "I don't know."

"According to the examination you were severdly dehydrated, and had nothing solid in your ssomach.
Y our body ran out of fuel and started to shut down.”

Jmmy shook his head, "No, that ain't right. | know they fed mein detention. | remember, the food
sucked..."

"Well, from the state you were in when you came through the emergency room, you hadn't esten or
drunk anything for at least Sx days.”

"No, that can't beright. There was this dop on Wednesday—"

"Jmmy, you collapsed from dehydration and lack of food. Whether you redizeit or not, you were
depriving yoursdf of food and water.” Dr. Altroy took achair and pulled it up next to the bed and sat



down. "Do you remember being hungry at dl? Thirsty?"

Jmmy shook hishead. All he could remember feding in his gut was the burning rage at what was going
on around him. He had to be wrong, though. Jimmy knew he was too stressed to eat a day or two before
the hearing, but he could clearly remember eating before that. He remembered potatoes the consistency
of lumpy paste, and mixed canned vegetables that stained the bleached-white potatoes green at the
edges. Then there was the dab of mystery meat in brown gravy that looked like the runs it wanted to give
youl.

Fuck, though, he ate the shit.

Yeah, but how many meals are in there that you don't remember?

"I hed other thingson my mind," Jmmy sad.

Dr. Altroy nodded. "Do you think that was al? How did you fed about the medlsthey served you?'

"| told you, the food sucked."

"What's your favorite food, Jmmy?"

"Huh?'

"I'mjust curious," hesaid. "I don't think either of us want thisto happen again. Y ou said the food they
gaveyou 'sucked,’ | just want to know what food you think doesn't 'suck.' " He even pulled out a
notebook.

Jmmy shrugged. "Hey if you're going to get me something to est— Start with a pizza. Deep dish, double
cheese, and whatever mesat you can fling on the thing, pepperoni, sausage, ground beef— speaking of
hamburger, | could really go for abacon cheeseburger. Or one of those cheddar melts you can get at
Arby's, got to have curly frieswith that. Taco Bell iscoal, too."

Jmmy closed his eyes and redized he redlly was hungry, ravenousin fact. Even the damn jal food was
looking good in retrogpect. Memory or nat, it felt asif he hadn't eaten in months.

"You seemto eet alot of fast food,” Altroy said.
Jmmy shrugged. "Who doesnt?'
"What do you eat when you're a home?"

Home? That's funny. "Whatever'saround, | guess." Jimmy looked at the doctor and said, "L ook, you
went and made me hungry. Y ou think you can get them to send up something? Anything?'

Dr. Altroy nodded and put his notebook away. "I'll go check with Dr. Husam to seeif you're ready for
solid food.”

Jmmy watched him stand and asked, "What, aren't you my doctor? Don't you know?"



Dr. Altroy smiled and shook his head. "No, | am your doctor, but I'm not aninternist. I'ma
psychologist.”

Shit... "I'mnot crazy!™ Jmmy blurted.
"No oneissaying that. I'm just hereto help you."
"l don't need that kind of help."

Dr. Altroy nodded. "That's fine, Jmmy. But the court's enrolled you in the TRACE program for twelve
months, and it's sort of my job to talk to the kids."

"Thiswholething isfucked up." Jmmy threw hishead back on the pillow. "I'm only here because the
county bastards caved in. | shouldn't have even been arrested for what they charged me with, much less
enrolled in some fucking tracing program. Who the hdll are you, Big Brother?!

"I work for anonprofit, privately funded, children'swelfare agency, it's caled Trinity House."
"Grest, I'm happy for you."

"Well talk again, when you're feding better.”

"Y egh, right.”

Dr. Altroy smiled and shrugged. "Wdll, I'll talk. Y ou don't haveto if you don't want to." He walked out
the door and left Jmmy aonein the room.

Thisiswonderful. Fucking wonderful.

Trinity House sounded like a Catholic fraternity to Immy. He didn't want any part of it, but he didn't
seem to have much choice.

After afew minutes, an orderly came up with atray of food, and Jmmy forgot about everything except
how hungry he was.
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DR. Farid Husam did not like Dr. Schuster, not since he had first laid eyes on the man. It was more than
thefact that Dr. Schuster ignored the posted signs forbidding cell phone use in the hospital. It was more
than the sheer impoliteness of his guest— rattling off instructions to some country bureaucrat in Dr.
Husam's office while Dr. Husam, one of the senior &ff in thishospital, waited patiently for him.

It was the fact that the man seemed to be crass arrogance personified, asif al the worst persondity traits
of Dr. Husam's adopted country had been didtilled into one individua.

After what seemed an excruciatingly long time, Dr. Schuster browbest his phone into submission and
flipped it shut. "Sorry," hetold Dr. Husam in atone that said that he wasn't. "Now where were we?'



"My patient, Mr. Somerset.”

Dr. Schuster nodded, asif he really had to be reminded why he was here. "Doctor, my understanding is
that James Somerset recovered fully from hisfaint. I'm having trouble understanding why you are giving
usgrief about discharging him."

Dr. Husam frowned. "Doctor," he said, forcing unwilling politenessinto the word, "Mr. Somerset may
have no overt symptoms, but | do not believe heisrecovered.”

"He fainted from dehydration. That's your own diagnoss.”

"Dehydration isasymptom, Dr. Schuster, not a disease. The boy has shown very abnormal test results.
Liver, kidney, and brain function al showed elevated activity. There are worrisome concentrations of
heavy metasin hisblood. His metabolism isworking a an abnormdly high rate. | need to keep him here
for observation.”

Dr. Schuster nodded. "1 am certain you are a competent doctor.” The wordsrolled off the man'slipslike
avileinsult. "But my agency has custody of Mr. Somerset, and we're respongible for hiscare. | havea
mandate from three federa and state agencies aswell asan order by ajudgeto put thischildina
resdentia trestment program.”

"He needsto receive care here."

"He can't, Doctor. Y ou are not his primary doctor—"

Dr. Husam closed hisfigt. "I beg your pardon—" He willed himsdf cam. "But, respectfully, the county
assigned Mr. Somerset a primary doctor on the West Side who has never even seen him. Much less—"

"Y ou are not respongible for him," Dr. Schuster said. "And, unlessyou give me asigned affidavit that he
has some definitive condition that cannot be safely monitored by the clinical saff a Trinity House, | want
him discharged today."

Dr. Husam stood. "Thisis not some political game.”

Dr. Schuster stood aswell. "'l do not like what you are implying.”

"Think of hiswelfare for amoment. He's not just a news story—"

"Dr. Husam."

"Something to be swept under the rug—"

"Dr. Husam."

Silence. Theair fdt hot and dry, and Dr. Husam was mortified over losing histemper.

"Dr. Husam." Dr. Schuster spoke asif explaining thingsto achild. "Be quiet and lisgen to mefor a

moment. Firgt, the county child welfare budget does not have bottomless funding. Every dime we spend
has to be answered for, and that includes reasonable judtification for any and al tests being run. I've had



James Somerset's PCP review the test results you are concerned about. None of them are outside the
norma range.”

The other doctor was afool. One of these things alone might not be an issue, but al of them, together...

"Second, both a court order and the state program we got him into have solid enrollment windows. So
today he'sgoing to Trinity, or hesgoingtojail.”

Dr. Schuster leaned forward and laid hisindex finger on Dr. Husam's chest, "Third, I've been in charge of
Family Servicesin this county for five years. In that time I've managed to double the mentd hedlth
services we give these kids while dedling with atwenty-five percent funding drop. I've doubled the
adoption rate out of our foster care program. I've cut the number of kids going into the juvenile justice
system by athird, and | took on this case myself because | didn't want to see one of our kidslost in the
rat's nest of our court system. So don't give me any bullshit about how | don't care about these kids.”

Dr. Schuster straightened up and walked to the door. "Y ou are releasing Mr. Somerset today unlessyou
commit to some sort of diagnogs.”

Dr. Husam shook hishead in frugiration. "That is the point. Without more tests | cannot tell what isthe
metter."

"Doctor, | am waking downstairsto file the paperwork. Please do not make thisan issue. I've dready
talked to the hospital administration, and if | need to, | can have another doctor sign Mr. Somerset out.”

Dr. Husam frowned. "Do S0, then. | will not be awilling party in having him leave this hospital .”

Dr. Schuster shook his head and closed the door behind him, leaving Dr. Husam donein his office. He
sat down dowly. How could any doctor ook at James Somerset'stest results and say the boy wasfine
to leave the hospital ? The doctor approving that must have no sons.

What could he do? Dr. Schuster was right. The county had control of the child. All Dr. Husam could do
was voice his opinion to the child's custodian. He had little legd right to interfere unless there was some
immediate physical danger, and Dr. Husam couldn't say that there was. Dr. Husam could only say that
there was something deeply wrong with James Somerset's biochemistry.

He should just wash his hands of the case. He had already composed a memo objecting to the discharge,
that was al conscience should demand of him. He couldn't be responsible for people who were no longer
under hisown care.

But he was a doctor, not a bureaucrat.

Dr. Husam fished around on his desk until he found the business card that the doctor from Trinity had
[]8

Altroy.
The man wasn't aphysician, but he would be the lead contact for James Somerset's care while he was at

Trinity. They had talked briefly, mostly about Dr. Altroy's concernsthat Mr. Somerset's collapse had
been the result of an eating disorder or some such.



Conversaly, Dr. Husam was more convinced than ever that the faint had been the result of some
undiagnosed disease.

He picked up the card.

No one would object if a senior staff member decided to volunteer his consulting servicesto a
local nonprofit agency, would they?

Dr. Husam picked up the phone.
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NATE had made aded with the devil.

He kept telling himsdlf that it wasworth it. Her data, what he'd been ableto look at, was legitimate. He
was able to confirm her background. He had found feature articles by her in Village Voice and Rolling
Sone. She came out of Berkeley in California, and wrote about corporate and government wrongdoing,
police brutdity, CIA drug-running, Enron payoffs...

Nate didn't know how he liked being astory. But the "survivor" she suggested was out there was the holy
gral asfar asthis phenomenon went; akid that matched the pattern, but had somehow managed to avoid
hisor her fate.

According to Abby's source, Department Blue believed that there was just such a child out there. Some
datistical gap in the pattern of desthsthat led them to posit ahypothetica "survivor” tofill the gapsin their
tables.

They even had a code name for the kid, "Golden.”

She sat cross-legged on atwin bed in Nate's motel room while Nate hunched over adesk with hislaptop
open, staring at raw dumps from the CD that she had given him. He still wasn't quite sure what format the
datawas actudly in.

Heworked, and she asked him questions.
"How did thisstart?' wasthe firgt, inevitable question. "Y ou were a.cop once?"

Nate chuckled, tapping at the keyboard, trying another database driver to look at thefilesonthedisk. "I
worked for the LAPD— civil service exam and everything, paid out of the same budget— but | wasn't
realy acop. | worked in the IS Department as a database analyst. That was seven years ago.” Time
flies when you're having fun.

* % %

Nathan Adriano had once been adifferent person. He had gone to school at UCLA and had come out
with a degree in computer science just at the lowest ebb of the LAPD's popularity. In retrospect it was
smply ageeky obliviousnessthat dlowed himto takea'Y 2K remediation job for adepartment bearing
the twin crosses of O. J. Smpson and Rodney King. Hiswhite friends from UCLA thought he was



crazy, hisblack friends thought he was now some sort of fasci<t.

However, once he was hired, high turnover and bad press made him rise quickly to the number two
position in the IS Department. He wasn't paid nearly the sdary the folksin Silicon Valley were making,
but by the same token, if he worked somewhere ese, he would still be anamelesstroll somewherein the
datamines. Where he was, he had charge of severd city-wide networks and databases that held critica
filesfor everyone from the Municipa Court and the DA's office, to the copstyping in licensetagsin their
patrol cars.

For ten years he was an anonymous but crucial part of law enforcement in Los Angeles. At least that's
what Nate told people who asked him what he did. He rarely got deeper than that, sSince very few people
could be asinterested as he was in the minutiae of table design and the details of smoothly operating
heterogeneous data structures.

That was why Deborah Nielsen caught his attention. She actually dlowed him to use the words
"client-server” in a sentence without yawning or letting her eyes glaze over.

Deborah was an attractive, raven-haired cop working dispatch in South Central. Nate saw her at a
Christmas party and something about her caught his attention.

Hewas standing by along buffet table talking to his boss, who had been talking to the police chief, who
had been talking to the mayor about some completely irrelevant detail that might save some secretaries
five seconds of data entry time and was S0 pressing that they thought that he should get onto it now...
"Do you know who that is?" Nate interrupted his boss.

Nate's boss must have seen the whole train of thought he'd been expounding as the executive bullshit it
was, because it was with audible relief that he asked, "Who who is?*

Nate motioned hisdrink in the direction of the dark-haired beauty standing by the multicultural
KwanzaalChristmas/Hanukkah gift table.

Nate's boss shrugged. "I don't know. Looks kind of familiar.”

Nate finished hisdrink and said, "'l guessI'll haveto ask her, then."

"When are we going to finish this conversation?'

"I'll email you." Nate walked toward the woman, wondering what exactly was driving him. Heredly
wasn't apeople person. If he wasn't talking to someone about his own area of expertise held usudly get
tongue-tied and trip al over hisown thoughts. For some reason, though, he found himsdlf stlanding next to
an attractive young police officer saying one of the ultimate singleslines, "Can you tell mewhy you look
o familia?!

It fell out of his mouth before he redized exactly what he was saying. He wasingtantly mortified.

He was d'so confused when she turned to him, still smiling, and said, "Deborah Nielsen. Y ou probably
saw the story on the news."

Hethanked God he didn't blurt out, "What story?" Now it was sinking in that, old lines aside, she did



look familiar to him. The name began clicking gearsin hismind. Then it hit.
"Oh." Natenodded, asif it waswhat had brought him down in thefirst place, Y ou saved that kid."
She nodded.

Deborah had been atwenty-four-hour sensation. In the days of the riots and Mark Fuhrman she had
been one of the few recognizable heroes that wore abadgein LA. She had earned that fame during one
of the ubiquitous high-speed pursuits on the Los Angeles freeway system. Ironicaly, it was a chase that
shedidn't participate in, or had even been aware of. She was on foot walking past a string of storefronts,
when abank robbery suspect in ablack Trans Am blew out of an exit and onto the surface roads going
110 mph.

Deborah saw the Trans Am, and the police flashers, and immediately ran for the intersection the Trans
Am was barreling toward. People in the crosswak were aready scattering, and the next three seconds
were one of the more horrible incidents caught on tape by an LA traffic helicopter.

Nate remembered the details now.

Thefirst second, the camera zooming in on the panicked people running for the safety at the edge of the
dreet. A child in ared-and-white striped shirt fals, shoved aside or tripping over someone'sfeet. The
Trans Am barreling in toward the intersection, swerving with little or no control.

The second second, someonein an LAPD uniform runsinto frame, scooping up thefalen child. For the
brief moment, as Deborah holds the child up, it isamost believable that the two of them might makeiit to

sty

Thefina second, and the car hits. The man behind the whed! is swerving maniacaly to avoid them, but
the rear fender collides with Deborah from behind. Her body sails forward with the impact, landing fifteen
or twenty feet away. The Trans Am jumpsthe curb and plowsinto aliquor store window whilethe
camerazoomsin on the fallen cop.

The uniformed figureisn't moving. And for afew long moments, neither isthe figurein her aams. Then, as
if it had al been somethrill ride, the child gets up, just asthe pursuit cars skid to astop.

Nate wondered what it had been like for her, having to watch that tape on the news, over and over, in
dow motion while she recovered.

"I'm sorry | didn't reglize sooner,” Nate said.

Deborah smiled. "Don't be. | don't like being well-known for being a haf-step too dow." Shetook astep
forward, and Nate could see a pronounced limp. "So what do you do here? | don't think I've ever seen
you."

"Just another cog inthe LAPD machine.”

"Whét divison?'

"Adminigtration.”



"Ah." Sheamiled.

"What doesthat mean?'Ah'?'

"Nothing," she gave him an innocent smile,

"No, it wasn't nothing. That was aknowing ‘ah.' Y ou meant something by it."

She shook her head and smiled. "Y ou're certainly paranoid enough. What exactly do you administer?”
"The main datawarehouse, a handful of servers,” Nate shrugged. "Jugt alittle1Stroll.”

"We have a data warehouse?"

"Wl it'sjust in the implementation stages. Thefact isthat we have years worth of computerized data
with no easy means of analysis. So the current hot project isto gather dl thisold information from the

legacy systems—"

For some reason, Deborah remained interested in his conversation past that point. At first, Nate thought
he'd found afellow computer geek, but it was obvious from her questionsthat it was completely virgin
territory for her.

She was thefirg person who'd shown an interest in what he did who didn't have a professional obligation
to do so. About three hours later, after he concluded his explanation of OL AP data cubes and the
concept of multidimensiond database tables, she said, "I think we're going to haveto pick up this
conversdion laer.”

"I'mfinaly boring you," Nate said.

Deborah laughed. "Nate, look around. | think the janitors want usto go."

Nate looked around and saw she wasright. The party was pretty much gone. Nothing but garbage bags
full of red-and-green paper plates were |eft. Nate shook his head and said "Whoa | guess| lost track of
time"

"Y ou must love what you do."

"Yeah, | guess| ramble on about it when someone gives me achance—" Nate stopped when hefelt a
hand on hisarm.

"No, don't apologize. Please.” She lowered her hand and |ooked off to the door. There was a deep
sadnessin her eyes now. "Being able to do what you love—need— to do, that isa gift from God."

They parted friendsthat first time, and it wasn't until severad months later, when they were more than
friends, that he understood Deborah well enough to know what she had been telling him.

Deborah's claim to fame, her heroism, had taken away her first love. She had been born to be a cop,
from her father'sfather. Since she was six, it was the only thing she had ever wanted to do. She had been
lucky enough to be born at the birth of the women's movement, so her mother didn't stifle that desire. The
happiest days of her life had been walking the streets behind a badge, and the riots, Rodney King, and



the public reaction to the police didn't change that. She wanted to protect the good people from the bad
people.

Thekid in the intersection would be the last good person she would ever save directly. The accident tore
up her back and her leg. Shewas no longer physically capable of being, in her words, a"red" cop
anymore. She was digiblefor disability, but she had inssted that the department take her back in some
capacity, and with ashortage of good images in blue to go around, the department was happy to take her
back— at adesk job. So Deborah worked dispatch and the 911 line in South Central, about the highest
stress job you could have in the LAPD without having to dodge bullets.

Psychologicaly, though, Deborah was still amess. She couldn't stand not being on the beat, and in every
socid Stuation she wasin, someone, somehow, would bring up Deborah's salfless heroism. Shewould
haveto grit her teeth and take it, when she wanted to scream at them that she lay awake nightswishing
she had never seen the TransAm.

Nate had been attracted to her because she was the first person who had expressed interest in what he
did. Shewasinterested in him because he was the first person not to expressinterest in what she had
done.

The cruelest part, Nate flt, was the guilt. It was something she didn't admit to anyone, even to him when
she cried hersdlf haf to deep on his shoulder. Sometimes, in the dark, when she thought he was adeep,
Nate could hear her whisper to hersdlf.

"Why can't | stop?" shewould repest, over and over again. If Nate ever stirred or spoke, she would
lapseinto slence. If hetried to comfort her, she would deny sheld said anything.

"Why can't | sop?" she whispered into his shoulder. "Why can't | stop wishing him dead?"

Nate was groggy, but he heard every word. He wanted to reach out for her, but he knew if he moved
shewould shrink away. Nate couldn't stand that, the implied mistrust. He remained lill, letting her talk to
hisunmoving form asif he was participating in some bizarre act of faux necrophilia

"Every night,” she whispered, her breath hot on his shoulder. "I wish it never happened. It cost too
much." Sherolled away to lie next to him on the bed. He could fed her thigh on his. Nate could fedl
where the smooth skin became lumpy and hard, where the surgeons did what they could to reconstruct
her knee. In hismind he could map the scars, the oneswrapping her leg, engulfing the patella, digging
concave grooves through the muscle of her calf. Then there were the long ones on her back, where they
fused three vertebrae together.

Many people had told her that she was lucky to be dlive. Somehow the woman lying next to him didn't

seeit that way. "It should have killed me," shetold the darkness. "If | had to be agoddamn hero, | should
have finished the job. Heroes don't survive."

* % %
Abby leaned forward as Nate paused. "Is something the matter?'
"Y ou haven't asked me." Nate said.

"Asked you what?"



"Anything," Nate said. "Y ou got me babbling, and you haven't asked me asingle question.”

"That's not right," Abby said. There was a notebook next to her on the bed, and she flipped most of the
pages over to one side. "Y es, here. Two questions, ‘How did this start? and 'Weren't you a cop,
once? "

"That was what, two hours ago?"

Abby shrugged. "I told you, | wanted your story."

"Yeah," Natesad. "l see”

Don't interrupt the mark when he's talking. It was one of the hardest lessons to learn when you were
digging for information; an ill-placed question could do more to shut off lines of communication than just
about anything else. Y ou got the guy to relax and open up, especidly when he was taking about
himsalf— everyone's favorite subject— you got an order of magnitude more information than you'd have

uncovered by interrogating him.

Abby had hit him just the way he would have. One or two nudgesin the genera direction and let the
menta needle find aworn memory groove and let the thing play ot.

I'm overanalyzing. Nate rubbed histemple. She was just listening. Her job, remember?
"Areyoufeding dl right?'

For some reason, he was aware of her diction again. The way she fully spoke "all right" astwo separate
words. "I'mfing" hesaid. "l just need some deep.”

Abby nodded and closed her notebook. "We can pick up this conversation later."

Nate stared at her, letting the words bounce around his brain. Was she conscioudy echoing Deborah?
Wasit unconscious? Did he even mention her wordsthat first night?

Too many questions. He had lived too long with too many questions. He was incapable of seeing
anything at face value. He only saw masks over masks over masks over nothing at all.

"Why can't | stop?" hewhispered to himsdif.

If Abby heard him, she pretended not to.

16

THE CD was atough nut to crack. As Sam had told Abby, it wasn't the end product. It was a backup
of someintermediate step in transferring amuch larger database. Not only that, it was adifferentia
backup, which meant al he had here were the changes that were made to the target data warehouse.
Thiswas good and it was bad.

The good part was that, since thiswas smply an intermediate stage of the data that had never been



intended to be archived, there wasn't any encryption. The dataitsalf wasin afairly standard format, so
after afew hours of tinkering, Nate could actualy read what was on the CD.

The bad news was there was no clue asto what it al meant. Encryption or not, the data was il
encoded with a phanumeric strings that only made sense to some 1970s-era CIA programmer.
Something like "WO03" could mean anything and the only initid clue wasthefact thet athree-digit code
like that could handle up to 2600 separate values— if it held to the Alpha-Number-Number format.

Another complication was the fact that he didn't have a schemafor the tablesinvolved. The column
names weren't descriptive or hepful, just five-character labels like"0023B," "0001S."

It was about eight in the morning when Abby knocked on Nate's door. He stretched, yawned, and
waked over and opened the door for her. She looked annoyingly fresh for the hour of the day, and the
sunlight was painful. She held up the "do-not-disturb” tag and glanced over to the desk where he had set

up his laptop.

"Y ouve been up dl night with thet?"

He nodded, yawning, then went back to the laptop, finished typing the last few commandsin hislatest
query, and clicked the run key. His mouse cursor obediently turned into an hourglass as the machine
began processng hisrequest.

"What are you doing?' she asked as she camein.

"Trying to make sense of thisCD of yours."

"| thought you said you could read it now."

"Yeah," Nate nodded as he dipped back into hischair. "That'sjust the first step in this battle.”

"l don't understand you."

"| can read the data. That doesn't mean | know what it means. I've found half a dozen separate table
sructures, ahundred tables or parts of tables, aquarter million records. And amogt dl of thefidldsare
written in coded entries that sacrifice readability for storage space. No schema, no comprehensiblefield
names, no trandation ligts. | don't even know what kind of datais stored on these tables. Asluck would
haveit, there aren't even any memo fields on thisdisk, no plaintext at dl."

"Y ou makeit sound impossible." Shewalked over tojoin him.

Attractive woman, Nate found himsdlf thinking. "No," he said, tifling another yawn, "Just very difficult.
Y ou'd be surprised how often companies find themsdlves in the same paosition, having legacy databases
with little or no documentation and the people who know how to maintain them retire, quit, or get laid off.
Thismight be more cryptic, but it's not impossible.”

She bent over to look at the screen. Nate felt her |eft breast pressing into his shoulder, but he didn't
move— asif to do so would acknowledge the contact.

"Wheat are you doing now?"'



"Looking for foreign keys."

The pressure on his shoulder withdrew as she backed up dightly. "Foreign keys?' she asked.

"In awdl-congtructed relationa database," Nate saw her eyes sart to glaze over and changed his
explanation. "Like at the LAPD, theré'samaster record of officersin the system. Each officer hasone
record with an employee ID that's unique, a'primary key." We aso have a master table of every suspect
that's been arrested with a suspect ID that's unique. When you look at the arrest table, therésasingle
record for every arrest, and thererefiddsfor the primary arresting officer, and the guy being arrested.
Those fields contain the identifiers for the two master tables. Those two fields are 'foreign keys for that
table”

"Oh, | think | see."

"Theideaisto conserve space. Y ou have copsinvolved in thousands of arrests, suspectsinvolved in
amost as many. Multiply that by thousands of officers and suspects, and think of just how much space
would be wasted if you only duplicated their names in every arrest record.”

"| seethat. But what isit you are doing here?’

"I wrote aquery asking my database software to filter through al the tables on the CD looking for afew
different things. | want to see any fieldsthat don't duplicate values within the table they're contained in;
those are potentia primary keys. Thenit's going to sift through all the other tables and look for fidlds that
seem to mach the datain the 'primary key' candidates of other tables.”

"It seemsto betaking along time."

"It will. The query hasto identify a'primary key' and then it has to scan through every valuein every other
fidd in every other tableto find any matches. Thenit hastodoit again.”

"If it will bethinking for awhile, why don't you join mefor breskfast?"

"Morethird degree?"

"Or an omelet. Your choice.

Nate looked over his shoulder at her. Is she hitting on me? Nate found himsdf thinking. Why?

Abby pulled him away from the hourglass on his screen and bought him an omelet at the motel diner. She
also took out pen and paper again.

Shelet him finish most of his breakfast before she asked, "What happened to Deborah?"

Nate lowered hisfork and shook his head. " She couldn't have children, you know. Because of the
accident. A lot of interna damage that didn't show. | think it'swhy we never got married. It tore her up
more than thejob, | think."

"Shewanted children?'

"She wanted someone to protect.” Nate finished off hisomelet. "That'swhy you and | are here. Why she



isnt.”

* * %

"Areyou sitting down, Nate?' the voice on the other side of the phone had said. Nate knew the voice on
the other end, his name was Dennis something-or-other. Denniswas amutua friend of Deborah and
himsalf. More Deborah's.

"What isit?' Nate asked. He was standing before aworkstation that, up until three minutes ago, had
been the center of his universe. The connection to the LAPD's server was blithely blinking on, returning
records even though Nate was ignoring it now.

"Areyou stting down?' Dennis repested.

Nate shook hishead. He didn't likethis at al. Dennis was aHomicide detective. 'Y es, goddammit,” Nate
lied. "What isit?"

"It's Deborah..."

With those two words, Nate lost most of his perception of the outside world. There was some sense of
digtant talking in his ear, and there were shapes and colorsin hisfield of vision, but none of it made sense.
His body had been cut adrift from its sense of place, and even the thoughts ingde his head seemed too
distant to be comprehensible.

With agresat effort, Nate was able to form the words, "Please. Repesat. That."

Only afew words seemed comprehensible a thetime.

.. lagtnight..."

"...found in her gpartment..."

"...anglegunghat..."

"...nothing anyone could..."

Nate dropped the phone and walked out of his office leaving Dennis talking and the workstation
displaying the server's response to hisquery.

The police were il at her apartment when Nate arrived. No one was blocking the door, so Nate
walked in, ignoring the plastic police-tape barrier. It tore free of the wall and wrapped around his|eft leg.
It made arustling sound as he walked.

There were a couple of uniformed police here, aguy from the forensic lab, another guy with acamera,
and two detectives, one of whom Nate recognized as Dennis. The forensic guy was bent over Deborah's
couch, stretching astring back from aholein the wall that was dmogst invisble within ared stain so dark
it was nearly black.

Theflash on the camerawent off, momentarily blinding Nate. When he blinked the room back into
vighility, everyone except the cameraman waslooking in his direction.



Dennissaid, "Oh, shit."

The other detective said, "Who the hell isthat? Thisis a crime scene. Please get back outsde—"
"Who the hell did this?' Nate whispered.

"Hernandez," the detective said to one of the uniformed cops, " Get this asshole out of here."
"Wait—" Dennis began.

"Who did this?" Nate'svison was blurring, and histhroat felt hoarse and bloody.

"Jesus Chris—" said the guy from forensics.

"Heknows Deborah," Dennis said.

"Who—" Natetried to ask them again, but his voice wouldn't work. The question broke into a series of
painful coughs. Hisface waswarm and he felt hisknees dmost give way as hefdt Dennisgrab hisarm.

"Get him out of here," repeated the other detective.

Dennis pulled him out into the hallway and whispered a him harshly, "I thought you knew better than
this"

Nate shook his head. He couldn't look Dennisin the eye. "I need to know what happened!"
"Get afucking grip,” Dennistook his shoulders. "L ook in my face and suck up some control.”
Nate looked up into Dennis face, and what he saw there dmost mirrored his own.

"You can't loseit likethis. Take adeep breath and stop yelling.”

"But..."

"Dont say anything," Dennissaid. "Just bregthe.”

Nate tried to do as Dennis asked. His breath came in ragged gasps.

Dennislet hisgrip go. Nate looked down and he felt ahand on his chin. Dennislifted hisface up until
Nate could see Dennis pointing a hisown eye. "Look at me. Listen to me. Deborah shot herself.”

Nate tried to shake hishead. "N—"

Dennis hand clamped tightly on hischin, not alowing him aword or gesture. "No, Nate. Breathe. Look.
Listen. Sometime last night, Deborah Nielsen put on her dress blues, put her service revolver in her
mouth, and pulled the trigger. Sheleft anote. No forced entry. No ambiguous baligtics. Powder burns
on her hands. One shell casing, which we recovered. Shedid it hersdf.”

Nate shook his head. Thistime Dennislet him.



"Thisisno place for you. Go home."

" jugt—"

"Go home."

Nate went home.

Hedidn't return to work. Not that week. Not the following week. The week afterward he took aleave
of absence, though by then he wasfairly sure that he wasn't going back. In those three weeks he did

threethings,

Firgt, he followed Dennis advice and got agrip on himsdf. Reacting emaotiondly wasn't going to achieve
anything on his part.

Second, he attended Deborah's funera. He managed it without any embarrassing displays. Enough so
that Dennis watched him during the eulogy asif he was adifferent person.

Thethird thing he did wasto start hisfirgt investigation. Unlike the police, who took suicide as an answer,
Nate treated it asthe question it was. He needed to know why.

* % %

Nate paused. The coffee was cold, and the runny remains of the omelet had congedled on his plate. He
wiped hismouth and said, "I think that query should be done by now."

Abby nodded, looking at him.

"Y ou're waiting for the connection, aren't you?"

"Thisisyour gory, | just want to writeit."

Nate nodded. Soft sell when she could gain more that way. "Her suicide note said, ‘I couldn't save him." "
"Whao? The child from the chase? When the auto hit her?"

"That was the obvious assumption. Though the kid was dive and well in Oakland. Even madeit to the
funerd.”

"Who, then?'

"Y ou should know. Y ou have the samelit that | do."

"One of these kids—"

"— fourteen year old, burned dive. Nothing left but ashes." Nate ran his hand through hishair, and fdt it
shaking. He pressed his palm into his scalp to make it stop. " She had the mother ingtinct bad. Since the

LAPD wouldn't let her go out and protect people anymore, she went out of her way to do it on her own
time. She did foster care and volunteer work, hel ping as many kids as she could. Licensed and



everything. | redly was oblivious as she became more and more obsessed. ..."
"What happened?’

"It was aboy she was mentoring. Mother in her twenties, father missang in action, living in theworst part
of town— aplace where the gang bangers don't go out at night alone. Deborah was hel ping thiskid out,
at home and at school— had alot invested in him." Nate shook his head. " She picked the wrong kid.
Not because of where he came from, who his parents were, who he hung with, or what drugs he took.
He was wrong because someone, some thing, made the kid atime bomb."

Nate didn't know, at first, how badly Deborah had been affected by the kid's desth. She cried on his
shoulder, like she had every night, but she didn't open up to him. She kept it in the same place she kept
her nightmares about the Trans Am that had stolen so much of her life.

Somehow, she had dipped hersdlf into the investigation. She was gill acop, and she had friendsin the
department who would let her see what was happening. Nate never found out exactly what she had seen,
or had been involved with. But he knew the officid story.

"With the help of alazy coroner, the charred body camein, and because the victim was black, and from
abad neighborhood, it got 'drug-related' written up al over it. They found traces of cocaine and a pieces
of aburned crack pipe on the corpse. Never mind that the body was found in aplayground littered with
that crap.”

"How could they believeit was drug-related? The burning is so complete..."

Nate shook hishead. "All you need is one man looking for the easy answer, willing to sign a piece of

Back then, Nate was convinced that Deborah had struck out on her own. The kid's death wasn't normal,
and the police investigation was perfunctory. She would have kept looking intoit.

Nate had suspected that she found something that someone didn't want her to know.

"| spent thefirgt two years of this— building my consulting business, tracking down these kids—
convinced | would find the people who had 'redlly’ killed her." Nate shook his head. "If she found
something in three weeks, | should havefound it. Thefact is, if her suicide was staged, the same people
should have finished me off along time ago."

"So you don't think—"

"I loved her, but she was borderline when we met. Psychologicaly, she was getting worse every day. |
just didn't want to think she would leave me like that. Denid, pure and smple.”

"Thenwhy areyou il doing this?*
"You canfind out alot intwo years. Kids are dying. That should be enough.” He stood up. "L et's get
back to the room and see what that query turned up.”

17



THEY kept Immy in the hospital for another two daysfor "observation.” It didn't make much senseto
Jmmy; hefdt fine. However, he wasn't in any position to bargain. He could tell he had some specid
gtatusjust from the way the nurses and orderlies acted around him. They wouldn't look himin the eye,
and they edged out of hisroom as soon as they had finished whatever they'd been doing.

Thewindow didn't have any barsonit, but it didn't open. It wastriple-thick glassthat Jmmy probably
couldn't break if hetried. There was the front door. He wasn't strapped in, and the door was unlocked.
He had thought serioudy of just walking out in the middle of the night, at least until he discovered that
they hadn't |eft any of hisclothes. Jmmy didn't have any desireto go stresking through the nighttime
Cleveland streetsin ahospita nightgown. Too fucking embarrassing.

Heran through alist of scenariosin hismind, and while dl of them would be workable on the page, he
didn't see any of them working aswell in the redl world. Cain would walk out of this place without
blinking. Jmmy knew that he would run into anurse, an orderly, ajanitor, or asecurity guard— none of
whom would believe any of the plausible explanations of why he waswalking the halls at that particular
hour.

He had to face it. He was fucked, but he wasn't as fucked as he would be if he walked into acop'sarms
thistime.

So for two days Jmmy watched TV and tried not to think about head doctors, treatment programs, or
his missing notebooks. After about the eighth hour of television, he was reduced to watching gal| bladder
operations on the surgery channd. Hell, Immy decided, must be something like this— aclean little room
you can't leave, where you can be bored waiting for eternity to end.

When aguy from Trinity House came with aduffel bag of the clothes he had I€ft at the Carswells, Jmmy
was ready to go. Unlike the cop, thisguy let him have some privacy to dress. He hovered outsde while
Jmmy pulled on ablack Ramones T-shirt and aragged pair of jeans.

"Youreagift from God," Jmmy told him through the door. "Y ou know that? | was going out of my nut
here

"Reecly?

"Yep," Immy zipped the duffel shut and shouldered it. He meant it. He didn't redlly care where they were
going, aslong asit was away from here.

The guy opened the door for him and Jmmy walked out. The man was about Six feet tal, wore adark
green polo shirt and Dockers. He wore an | D tag on athin nylon cord around his neck. immy noticed a
small plastic breskaway clasp about hafway up the left side of the cord. TheID read "Trinity House" and
hed a cute little graphic of adove next to the name.

"Gordon Pag-ni-kow-ski," Jmmy read off the ID.

"Pagnokowski," he corrected, letting the door shut behind them. "I work at the cottage where you'll be
daying."

"Uh-huh."

"Van'sthisway," he said, swinging hisarm wide and indicating the direction down the corridor. Jmmy



a o noticed another man with asimilar name tag, Sitting in achair next to the door they had just come out
of. Thisguy was built like alinebacker, shaved bad with asingle diamond stud in his|eft earlobe. He
wore awhite button-down shirt that blazed against his dark skin. He wore the deevesrolled up to biceps
the Sze of IJmmy'sthighs.

"Jmmy," Gordon said, "ThisisMarid Sharps.”

"Uh-huh,” IJmmy said.

"Pleased to meet you," Marid said.

"Marid'sanursein our partia hospitalization program.”

Jmmy looked a Marid, unsureif he had heard Gordon correctly. A nurse? Marid grinned at Jmmy, and
the expression was disconcerting. Not that there was an ounce of intimidation or ill-will in the expression.

It wasjust the expression itself seemed incongruous, likean "'l My Cat" bumper sticker onan M1
Abrams main battle tank.

"Youreanurse?' Jmmy couldn't help saying.

"A good one, too," Gordon said. "He'd spent what, three years?”
"Five" Marid said.

"Fiveyearsinaleved | Trauma Center beforewe got him."

"Oh," Immy said. He didn't know exactly what that meant, but he had seen ER. IJmmy started down the
corridor, but out of the corner of his eye he caught Marid shaking his head.

Jmmy stopped and turned around. Marid rolled out awheel chair that had been parked by thewall next
to him. "Y ou get to be chauffeured out of here.”

"You'rekidding. | didn't bresk my leg or anything.”

"The hospital getsupsetif their patientsjust walk out,” Marid said. "Y ou're il their respongibility until we
sgnyouout.”

Jmmy sighed, looked at Gordon, and when he didn't say different, he handed Gordon his duffel bag and
sat down in the whedchair.

* % %

It turned out to be agood thing to have his own rolling seet, because it took nearly two hoursfor Starsky
and Hutch to sign him out. Apparently, there had been a shift change since the pair had fetched him, and
the new receptionist didn't know a damn thing about nobody checking out no county kid. Of course, half
the required paperwork had disappeared with the prior receptionist.

Jmmy heard the woman at the desk say, "No. Excuse me. Thisisnot my problem. All | know iswhat
you need to sign that boy out. No, sir, | am the supervisor. Please come back with the proper
documentation.”



Jmmy sat in hismobile chair while Gordon, the Starsky half, tried his best to shuffle through the
bureaucracy. Being parented by the county, Immy was used to waiting for people to shuffle papers. He
spent the time rolling the whedlchair in circles. The Hutch half, Nurse Marid, only intervened to keep him
from popping awhedie, which, Immy reflected, was probably within hisrights.

Jmmy rolled around in tight circlesin the lobby off of the reception desk, dternately watching the
corridors back into the hospital, and looking out the long windows at the parking lot. It wasraining, the
sky adate gray. The parking lot shone aglistening black, the reflectionsin the asphalt shattered by
intermittent showers. The world outside looked like a T-shirt that had been washed once too often. By
comparison, the hospital waiting room was vibrant and cheerful.

There was another person in awheelchair, facing the windows at the other end of the lobby. Hewas
probably one of the oldest men Jmmy had ever seen. Ancient skin wrapped histoo-thin arms and hands,
and his spotted scalp held only afew wisps of bone-white hair. Most of hisface was covered by aplagtic
mask with tubes running back to agreen cylinder that rode on the back of hiswhedchair. The man
looked through the windows with an uncomprehending stare, asif he might just aswell bewaiching a
game show, acardiac arrest, or ablank wall. Nothing in those eyes. Holes that revealed only absence,
the insdes corroded by an acid darkness...

Jmmy had to force his hands to cooperate in moving the wheelchair to face the outsde again. When the
chair turned, he dowly unclenched hishands. They ached asif he had just punched awadll...

I'm not crazy.
Jmmy stared out at the rippling asphalt.

I'm not crazy. | only have bad dreams.

* % %

Jmmy asked where Trinity House was, and Gordon told him an address that didn't mean anything. So
Jmmy watched out the window of the SUV asthey rolled east, awvay from downtown.

Jmmy pictured that they were heading toward something like the Juvenile Detention Center. Some
overcrowded ingtitutiona building set in the middle of acity block or two'sworth of urban blight. Asthey
rolled up Cedar Road, the environment gave Jmmy little cause to revise hisopinion. They passed
boarded-up storefronts, burned-out buildings, afew nasty-looking vacant lots—

"It garted out as a Catholic mission and orphanage during the Civil War," Gordon was saying, relating
some sort of civicslesson about Trinity House. "It was pretty much an orphanage through World War
1"

Jmmy tuned the guy out as he watched the winos, the addicts, and the dedlers huddling in the doorways,
garing at the vehicle with the same empty eyes hed seenin therelic in the waiting room. They stared a
the SUV, not even asatiger would Sare at its prey. There was no passion, not even hunger, just the
mechanica stare afurnace might givealump of cod.

When they pulled past University Circle and started to climb into the suburbs, Jmmy wasrelieved. It was
disorienting how quickly the character of the neighborhood changed. At thefoot of Cedar Hill it wasall



traffic, buses, indtitutiona buildings, concrete, and graffiti.

When they crested the hill— barely aquarter mile, if that— they were dready into deep suburbiaasfar
as Jmmy was concerned. There were trees, lawns, houses set back down wooded side streets,
gpartment buildingsthat weren't just free of graffiti, but looked asif they'd been painted and landscaped
within Jmmy's lifetime. The storefronts they passed were more than wino shelters, and he couldn't seea
single boarded-up window.

They weren't in Cleveland anymore,

Jmmy wanted to ask where they were headed, but they'd probably told him aready and he didn't want
to let on that he hadn't been paying attention.

Gray water rippled across the windshield asthey rolled past the storefronts and into the suburbs. The
street split into awide boulevard asthey passed briefly through Euclid Heights and into Shaker.

The houses kept getting bigger.

Jmmy stared at the mansions through the rain. Jmmy had never been up thisway, and he had only seen
placesthis big on televison. On ether sSde of the divided street rose Tudor houses with leaded windows
wide and tall enough to admit acity bus. There wasaVictorian with asix-car garage the sze of the
Carswdlls whole house,

They passed abuilding that seemed to be a transplanted Roman bathhouse complete with marble
fountain. Even the drab colonids, boxlike asthey were, were of an overpowering Sze— larger than some
of the gpartment buildings Immy had livedin.

Even the cars passing them seemed to know what neighborhood they werein. Jmmy saw alLexus, a
BMW, aMercedes, aJaguar, aLincoln...

They had passed through an invisble membrane into an dternate universe. The kids living in these
houses, if there are any, Jmmy thought, would never have a lawyer who'd settle for the crappy deal
| got.

They reached the place before Immy redized it. The SUV suddenly turned into the driveway of what
he'd passed off as another in along series of walled estates. Asthey passed the entry, the only
identification of the place was atarnished green brass plaque that gave the address and read "Trinity
House"

The place was dlearly indtitutiona now that Jmmy focused onit. There wasalong parking lot in front of a
cluster of low brick buildings. The buildings were 1920s architecture with doped date roofs and peaked
gothic windows. Some of the outbuildings looked newer, but tried to match the older structuresin fed.
"Looks like a college campus,” Jmmy whispered.

"Most of the buildings were built about the same time as John Carroll,” Gordon's voice intruded on
Jmmy'sredlity. "The Jesuit University down the road. Same architect.”

"Uh-huh," IJmmy said. He wasjust noticing one detail that was unlike a college campus. Two neighboring



structures flanked a parklike area of green space that had a single picnic table sitting in the center of it.
The rectangular park was flanked on two sides by two-story brick buildings, the other two opposite
sdeswere waled off by atwenty-foot-tall chain-link fence.

Theonly way in or out of the areawas adoor set in one of the buildings. The windows facing the
courtyard were subtly barred by chain-link that had been painted brown so it dmost blended into the
brick.

"Uh-huh,” Jmmy said again, asthe SUV drove around acircular drive toward the rear of the"campus.”

Welcome to Trinity, Jmmy thought.

18

DR. Altroy till looked like a used car salesman. He wore the same charcod-gray suit, thistimewith a
blood-red tie. He sat at around table in asmall meeting room on thefirst floor of one of the resdential
cottages. Jmmy walked in, tentatively.

Dr. Altroy smiled a him. "So how are you doing?"

"It'sdill raining," Immy said. Hedidn't know why.

"Have asedt," the doctor waved at one of the haf dozen chairsthat ringed the table.

Jmmy debated standing, just to be contrary, but he decided the gesture would be pointless. He was il
trying to figure out what the hell was supposed to be going on here.

The door was closing behind him, and he could hear someone laughing down the hal. Jmmy tensed. The
laugh made him uncomfortable; it wasn't healthy.

"|s something bothering you right now?"

"What do you think?" Immy asked. "What the hell isn't bothering me?"

"Why don't you tell me about it?"

"Tdl you about it?" Immy swung hisarm to indicate the area beyond where the door had just closed.
"I'm locked in with afreak show. Half the kids out there are strung out because they're aren't getting their
drugs, the other half are strung out because of the drugs you're giving them. Theresakid out there talking
back to thefucking TV, anditisn't even on."”

"Y ou'refeding uncomfortable here.”

"Aren't you Captain Obvious."

Dr. Altroy nodded and scribbled something on apad in front of him. "At least you haven't lost your
aopetite over this™



"Huh?'

"Y ou haven't forgotten to eet,” the doctor said. "That's an improvement.”

"If you say s0." immy folded hisarms and leaned back in the chair. Helooked at the room. Square,
whitewashed, with only the single door to the hall. The walls were blank except for awashed-out
Thomas Kinkade print of agazebo and a couple of posters, one advocating adoption, the other spouting
some bullshit about United Way donations.

The circular table was off-center in the room, so the wall to the Ieft of the door, behind the doctor, could
accommodate alow bookshelf. The shelves held dog-eared coloring books, and severa abused-looking
board games. Jmmy saw Candyland, Chutes and Ladders, chess, Y ahtzee. ..

On top of the shelf was a pile of paper and one of those old boxes that held sixty-four Crayola crayons.
Crayons were scattered across the paper, some worn to nubs, others broken in half. The wall behind the
shelf was marked by afew scrawls.

"Chrig," Immy muttered, "why am | here?'

"I believe you know," said Doctor Altroy. "Y oure smart—"

"Thisplaceisfor children,” Immy waved at the bookcase. "I don't belong here.”

"Y ou don't see yourself asachild?

"I'm seventeen yearsold.”

"l see.” Dr. Altroy looked down at his notes. "We are a child services agency, we serve clients from
infancy through early adulthood. Y ou're here because you are ajuvenile, and the program you're
covered by assigned you here. We serve as many teenagers as preschoolers here.”

"Uh-huh."

"So can wetdk for abit?'

Jmmy looked at Doctor Altroy, If you're asking, he thought, why don't you leave me the fuck alone?
Likeit actudly was his choice. Sure he probably could leave, but then what? He was stuck herefor a
year, and if he managed to dip out before that— well the fuckers who put him here probably wouldn't
repeat the mistake. When they caught up with him, hed be shoved somewhere worse, where the
nutcases didn't have televisions— on or off— to distract them.

"It'syour dime" Jmmy said. Well, the county's dime.

"How did you fed about Euclid Heights High School 7

Jmmy shook hishead. "How do you think | fed?'

"l think you had some unpleasant episodesthere.”



" 'Unpleasant episodes? Did that come out of amanua somewhere? The entire fucking building and
everything within acity block radiusis an 'unpleasant episode.’ The place is acesspooal filled with
Neanderthals and dime-store Fascists.”

The doctor nodded. "1 understand you had difficultiesthere.”

Jmmy dapped his hand on thetable. "Areyou trying to bait me?* His other hand had curled into afist
on hislap. The skin on his gut was astight as adrum, and muscles dl the way down on his body ached
asthey tensed.

"No, I'mnot," Dr. Altroy said. "'If you're not comfortable talking about this now, we can—"

"No." Jmmy shook hishead. Under the table hisfist dammed into histhigh, which resonated like afrozen
dab of meet. | amin control. "Look, you have no ideawhat kind of hell | went through there.”

"Jmmy, neither of usknows. My jobisto help both of usunderstand it.”
"Bedlieveme, | understand.”

Dr. Altroy paused a bit before he went on. "Do you know Frank Bradley very well?!
Jmmy shrugged. " Just another jock with the brain of aseadug.”

"Youdidn't likehim."

"I could care less about him. The fucker jumped me. He's the one with the issues, why don't you have
him here?’

Dr. Altroy looked down at the notes he was making, and said very evenly, "Y ou haven't seen him since
the night he jJumped you, have you?"

"No," Jmmy shook hishead. He dowly unclenched hisfigt. "I suppose | would haveif my county lawyer
didn't plead meinto thisplace.”

"Hiskneewill hed," Dr. Altroy said. He looked up from his notes. "He won't play football again, but helll
be able to walk without assistance.”

It wasn't hislegs now. Immy'sbody felt asif dl of it had become alump of frozen inert meet. "He
jumped me," Immy sad, "it was sdf-defense—"

"l wasn't questioning that, Jmmy." The doctor tapped astack of manilafile foldersthat wereresting on
thetablein front of him. "I have al the court documents. Affidavits from Frank Bradley and histwo
friends. Their intent was clearly, in the words of one of them, 'to beat the living shit' out of you."

For some reason, hearing the words out of Doctor Altroy's mouth made him feel smaller, colder, and
more aone.

"Y ou regret what happened, don't you?'



Fuck no, the bastard deserved it—

Even asthewordsfilled his head, another part of his brain— apart that was now very scared— was
thinking that Frank Bradley did not deserveit. Jmmy knew that something ingde himsdf had mercilesdy
baited the homophobic jock to the breaking point, just so the immything could pounce.

Jmmy's eyes burned, and he kept hisface lowered so the doctor wouldn't see the tears. "Chrigt, what do
you think?Y ou think | wanted to do that?'

"You didn't have achoice," the doctor said.
Jmmy nodded vigoroudy. "Y eah. The guy didn't give me achance.”
"Hejust kept after you until you couldn't control what happened.”

"Yeah, he..." Immy'svoicetraled off. Ingde hewasthinking, Oh, shit. What did | just admit to? Dr.
Altroy was making anote and Immy wanted desperately to see what he was writing.

After amoment Dr. Altroy looked up and asked, "Were you going to add anything?’

"No, sorry."

"Can wetak about your artwork?"

Jmmy sghed and folded hisarms. "Whatever you want."

"Do you have problemswith discussing it?"

"My problem iswith shitheads who can't distinguish acomic book from a Unabomber's Manifesto.”

"Y ou're referring to the school administrators—"

"Who broke into my fucking locker, toreinto my private papers, then shit a brick ‘cause they can't
separate fiction from redity. If | had ahalf decent lawyer, ahaf decent judge..." Jmmy shook his head.

"Come on, areyou going to tell me I'mwrong? | havearight to draw whatever | want."

Dr. Altroy nodded. "'l understand your argument. But I've seen your work in the court documents. There
isan old free speech counterargument that there's no right to shout ‘fire' in acrowded theater.”

"Doctor," IJmmy sad. "This suff was mine. | didn't show it to anyone. They stole it and decided that |
had to be put away because it scared them.”

"I'm not saying they're right. But they hold an understandable postion.”

" 'Aggravated menacing? How the hell can | 'menace anyoneif | don't show anyone what I'm supposed
to be menacing them with?"

The doctor leaned back and folded his hands. "Jmmy, do you understand other peopl€'s reaction to your
work?'



"Huh?'

"Y ou didn't show your work to anyone, you said. Why wasthat?'

"Why should I?1t's none of their business.”

Dr. Altroy shook hishead and Jmmy again got the impression of someone just alittletoo dick to be
trusted. "That's not what | was asking,” he said, giving Immy the used car sdlesman voice. "l wasn't
guestioning your right to keep things private. What | wanted to know waswhy you crafted arather
polished piece of art, and chose not to shareit with anyone.”

"Youlost me, Doc." Even ashe said it, some smal part of Immy's ego was grabbing hold of Doc
Altroy's comment for dear life. Theword polished resonated in his skull.

"Art, any type of art, isaform of communication. Judging from what I've seen of your work— from the
court records aone, you understand— you have some ambition to be acomic book artist—"

"Writer," IJmmy said, without thinking.

The doctor made anote on his pad. Jmmy felt uncomfortable. Admitting to his own ambition was an
invitation to ridicule. That, he could stand, but the ridicule would ignite the anger, and the anger—

He shouldn't think about the anger.
"Have you tried to get any of your work, art or writing, published?"

Jmmy laughed. "Oh, come on. Who the hell would publish me. Thefirgt time someone sees my
notebooks, they cdl the police.

Dr. Altroy looked up. "That was the second time."
"No, it—" Jmmy caught himsdlf. ™Y ou mean Frank."
The doctor nodded.

Therewasalong silence.

"Why did you draw that picture of Frank Bradley?"
"l— I— Fuck, tell methe bastard didn't deserveit.”
"Desarvewhat?"

"To be made fun of. Popping his homophobic oh-so-superior jock bubble." Jmmy rubbed hisface. "I
should have had him being fucked by himself, but the bastard wouldn't have gotten it.”

More notes. "Jmmy, did you intend for Frank to see that drawing?'



"Fuck, no," Jmmy shook hishead. "I knew how it would set him off. Y ou think | wanted that?"
"Then why would it matter if he'got it' or not?'

"Y ou'retwisting my words?'

"l just want to understand what you're saying.”

Jmmy looked up and stared into the doctor's eyes. "Doc? Have you ever been pissed off? Totadly,
roydly, completely pissed off at anyone?' He gripped the materid of his pantsleg, above the thigh, and
garted making afist. The denim cut into hisleg, and his hand shook, but he couldn't stop. ™Y ou don't
have any fucking ideawhat poor old Frank Bradley waslike. Lording it over hisminions and passing out
judgment like Heights High was some banana republic and he was the generdissmo with the biggest
dick. Can you go through that and not express your disgust some way? It's as hopeless as deciding you'll
never take another shit 'cause you don't like the smell.”

Jmmy'sleg had fallen adeep.
"| think that's enough," the doctor said.

Jmmy stood up. The chair fell backward and he limped dightly as his hand untangled from his pants.
"What?Y ou set up this damn meeting and then when | decide to be fucking honest you— Chrigt, you're

ahypocrite.”

The doctor stood aswell. He was very good at looking unflappable. " Please cdm down. It just happens
that our timeisup. I'm glad you're ready to continue our talk, but | do have another client waiting for
rrell

Jmmy stood there with hisjaw hanging open, hisface turning severa shades of supid.

"Let's have another sesson in acouple of days. Give you a chance to be acclimated. Perhaps you can
decide on something you would like to talk about."

"Yeah, sure"

The doctor led Jmmy outs de the meeting room, Jmmy followed meekly, trying to understand what had
happened, and who had won.

19
WELCOME to Trinity.

In the four days since he had come here the only question he had come up with for Dr. Altroy's next
meeting was, "When thefuck am | getting out of here?"

The answer was, Sixty days of resdentid trestment followed by eight to ten months of what they caled
"trangtiond living" but sounded more like house arrest without the ankle bracelet.



Jmmy had withdrawn asfar back as he could, because the other kids here scared the shit out of him. If
they'd locked him up in juvenile hdl, a least he/d understand the genera population. Not here. There
wasn't acommon rule-book, written or unwritten.

There wastutoring for about haf the day, which wasn't that bad. Jmmy didn't have to dedl with the other
inmates, and trying to catch up with schoolwork kept him from thinking about where he was.

There were acouple of hoursthat he had free, which he could spend in alarge gym area, but he dedlt
with the time by hiding out in the smadl room they gave him.

However, that wasn't avery workable solution. The problem was they wouldn't accommodate him by
bringing meals. And while he could shut the door on the rest of the place, going to the bathroom and
taking showerswere ill anissue.

Then, of course, between the classes and his "freg" time, were four hours of therapy, which was
nonnegotiable. While he could spend his own time behind his door, and no one made any explicit threats,
he had heard stories...

Someone worse off in the mental resources department than Jmmy was had barricaded himsdlf in his
room and had started shitting and pissing on everything. Apparently, the kid now resided elsewhere, but
the guy had made alasting impression on the staff.

So, while no one explicitly described the consequences of refusing to attend his therapy sessions, hearing
about that kid placed Immy in a cooperative mood. He did not want to be shipped off to where the mad
defecator had gone. Jmmy had no desire to meet the denizens of that place.

Jmmy'sfirst group session was supposed to be about anger management.

He knew it was going to be bad when he saw who was running the class; ablondein aflower-print dress
that looked like it belonged in adocumentary on the seventies. She was smiling and Immy couldn't
picture her ever being pissed a anything. Jmmy looked at the other five kids seated around the room,
and wondered why she hadn't been eaten dlive.

"Before we get started,” she said, "since we have anew participant, | think we should introduce
oursalves. My nameis Grace Fujimara. I'm here to help you dedl with some of your emotions, and I'm
glad to seeyou dl here. If we could go around and have you introduce yourselves to each other?' She
waked back to stand by the corner of the room so immy couldn't keep hiseyeson her.

What the hell is she doing with a name like Fujimara?

Thefirg kid to speak was one of the most intimidating. He wore sweatpants, combat boots, and a black
T-shirt that had the deevestorn off. His arms were more muscular than Frank's had been, and they were
scarred by homemade tattoos, black words that bit into brown skin. The words were mostly names,
followed by theinitids"R.l.P."

He looked like he could chew off Mike Tyson's ear, and he was younger than Immy was. "I'm Dion," he
said. Helooked at Jmmy when he said it, so thered be no mistake who the new guy actually was.

Thekid next to Dion was a contrast. He was short, thin, and had long dirty-brown hair that hung in his



face. Helooked like he might only be ten or twelve. He stared at the ground between hisfeet, and kept
his hands solidly planted on hisknees. "Eric," hetold the carpet.

The next onein the circlewas agirl who folded her arms across her chest and glared at the rest of the
room asif it al was someinsult directed at her. "Lorraine," she said, her mouth half smile and half sneer.
Jmmy noticed that she had along scar that started behind her left ear and trailed down her neck to hide
under her collar.

Charlie was aguy who was bigger than Dion, amountain of heavyset flesh topped with acrew cut. He
should have been named "Moose." He wore stedl-toed work boots, stained denim jeans, and ablue
work-ghirt.

Thelast onein linewas another girl. Her body language seemed normd, and she struck Immy as rather
pretty. However, there was something disturbing in the way she spoke her name, "Sdina" Asif she
waan't talking to Jmmy, but to someone dightly to the left and behind him.

Jmmy was sllent for amoment before he realized that the baton had been passed to him, and everyone,
except the kid with the long hair— Eric— waslooking in hisdirection. "Oh," hesaid. "I'm Immy. Hi." He
made afeeble wave at the rest of the motley band he found himsalf with.

Thisis where the world puts you, Jimmy. You're one of the misfits, one of the regjects.

"Does anyone want to say alittle bit more about themsalves?' Their fearless|eader paused for aresponse
and was greeted by athundering silence. She seemed to have expected it. "Well, there will betimefor al
of you to get to know each other.”

Great.

"We are here to learn the most effective waysto ded with our anger.”" She seemed to be talking directly
to Immy right now. "It'saskill, likelearning to drive, like learning to read. Does anyone here remember
what the most important part of that skill is?*

There was aslence that extended for along time. In his own head he came up with his own answer,
know when to duck.

He wasn't surprised when he found out that wasn't quite the answer that Mrs. Fujimarawas looking for.
After an agonizingly uncomfortable period of quiet, Eric mumbled something like, "Know when you are.”

"Yes" Mrs. Fujimararesponded. "That isthe first and most important skill. We need to know when we
are angry. We need to cultivate an awareness of how our surroundings affect us." Shelooked in his
direction, and Jmmy was made aware of the fact he was chuckling to himsdlf. To hisrelief, shedidn't do
the typica teacher thing of singling him out—

Mr. Somerset seems to have noticed something anusing. Care to share your wisdom with the rest
of the class?

Jmmy stifled himsdlf, though he thought it was pretty damn amusing. Hell, it wasthe mogt ridiculousthing
he had ever heard. He had no idea about the damaged goods around him, but Immy was pretty fucking
aware of when hewasangry ...



"— stages leading up to a confrontation.” She had gone on without Jmmy. "If you are aware of the way
you're reacting before that happens, then you can make the decision to remove yourself from the
problem. Y ou can choose how you ded withit." She waswalking around them, and Jmmy felt
uncomfortable. Suddenly he was sure that she saw inside him, saw the blackouts, the rages, the darkness
that seemed to wdll up insgde him until he was someone el<e. ..

"Who has had to dedl with their anger since our last meeting?'

Who's had to deal with my anger? Can | give you a list?

"Does anyone want to start?" she asked. immy didn't like the quiet. It made him aware of the sweat on
his pdms, and on the back of hisneck. Hefelt his pulsein the sde of hisneck, in histemples, and his
bresth felt hot.

To hissurprise, it was Sdlina, the girl with the distant gaze, who spoke first. Immy was thankful because
it took the focus of the room off of him.

"| talked to my mother," she said.

There was a pause long enough to alow an elaboration that remained unspoken. Mrs. Fujimara pushed
things dong, "What happened when you talked to your mother?"

"l got med."

Jmmy had trouble picturing it. There was no emotion in Sdinas voice. None. Jmmy's homeroom teacher
called out attendance with more passion.

"Why did you get mad?' asked Mrs. Fujimara.

Sdinawas looking off in adirection that faced no one else in the room. Her profile was stark and pale,
her eyesthe gray of date after arainstorm. " She dways makes me mad,” she said. Therewas ill no heat
in her voice, no break in the marble facade, the only sign that there was any content at al in her words
was that she closed her eyes when she spoke. " She dways has to be right. I'm here and she till hasto be
right."

"How did—"

"Lay off of her,” said Charlie, the big guy with the crew cut. 'Y ou want meto tell you when I'm angry?"
"Charlie, we're here to help each other.”

"No right to badger her like that. Y ou know why her mom—"

"It'sdl right,” Salinasaid. She opened her eyes. Y ou were going to ask me how | dedlt with it, weren't
you, Mrs. Fujimara?"

"Yes, Sdina”



"You'd be proud of me. | didn't throw the phone. | didn't hit anything. | just said, 'Mom, | can't talk to
you about that anymore." "

"That's very good—"
"l hung up on her," Sdinasad flatly. "I've never hung up on her before.”
"Y ou fdt that was the only way you could control the Stuation?"

Sdlinanodded. For once, looking at her, immy felt a connection to someone here. He didn't know why,
but something about Sdina pulled some string of empathy, even when the dark voiceinsgde him was
saying, Fuck she's got to complain about, at least she has a mother.

"Why you got to push on her likethat?' Charlie said. ™Y ou supposed to be hel ping us here. Why you all
got to do thingslikethat? It ain't right.”

Jmmy heard something scraping on the carpet, arepeated thumping noise. He looked past Charlie and
saw Eric rocking back and forth in his chair. The kid didn't look up, just back and forth, back and forth.

"Everyone hasissuesto dedl with here, Charlie. We have to acknowledge a problem before it can be
solved. We can't change behavior patternsif we don't—"

"Itisfucking sadistic.” Charlie ood up and his chair fel backward. ™Y ou know what she's gone
through. No cal to push on her likethat. No cdll at al.”

Jmmy tried to shrink asfar away from the epicenter of this outburst as he could without drawing attention
to himsdf. Mrs. Fujimaraheld her ground, like some sort of obliviousflower child in the path of an
onrushing National Guard tank. Eric seemed to be rocking himsdlf into some sort of catatonic state.

Dion, on the opposite end of the semicircle of chairs, was grinning widely. It looked asif nothing would
please him more than to see Charlie smash something.

Lorraine looked up at Charlie and said, "Boy, you better Sit your ass back down.” Shefolded her arms
and Jmmy heard her gum snap. "Some of us here are trying to learn something.”

"Charlie,” said Mrs. Fujimara. "Please pick your chair back up.”

Shedidn't move, didn't raise her voice, but Immy could fed thetensonintheair. Hefelt what held this
room in check. Behind the words was the force of something that no one here wanted to test, and Jmmy
saw that demongtrated by the way Charlie stood a moment, shook his head asif trying to clear water
from his eyes, then dowly bent down to pick up hischair.

Eric stopped rocking.

"Littleangry there" Charlie muttered.

Dion gave aslent clap that wasn't in Mrs. Fujimarasline of sight, but JImmy wouldn't have been
surprised if shewasaware of it.



"Y ou're doing better,” said Mrs. Fujimara. Jmmy didn't want to see worse. Charlielooked asif he could
tackle abrick wal into submission. ""Does anyone € se have something they want to share?!

"Other than Charlieisaroya fuckup?' Dion chuckled.

Charlie took a deep breeth, and formed fists, but he closed his eyes and unclenched his hands as he
exhaded. "Don't say that," Charlie said quietly.

"Say what—" Dion Started.

"That isingppropriate behavior,” Mrs. Fujimarasaid.

"Whoa, sorry, Teach," Dion sad, "I'm cool.”

"Any further verba attacks and you will not be alowed to continue in group session.”

"No problem. I'm one chilled-out motherfucker.” He smiled and pursed hislips at Charlie. "Just playing
with you, dude.

"Do you have anything to contribute?' Mrs. Fujimara asked.

"Yeah, sure. | got pissed at the tunasaad on Monday. Man, that shit was nasty. Any of you had it?
Should've been cdled toejam sdad—"

"Thank you, Dion."

"— fucker smelled likefeat."

"Thank you," Mrs. Fujimararepeated.
Shewent onto Lorraine.

Lorraine talked about going out on a supervised shopping trip with some kids from her cottage and how
one of the managers of one of these mall stores came down and accused her of lifting some stuff and how
her escort from Trinity didn't believe her when she said the guy wasfull of shit and how even though she
didn't have anything on her the manager was saying she must have ditched it somewhere because there's
al thisfucking crap missing and how it had to be the kids and not just the fucking kids but this specific
kid must have been stealing and obvioudy this dude has some fucking racist bug up his ass and how her
own supervisor who's been in sight of her the whole damn timeistaking her aside and asking her where
she hid the fucking clothes and it goes on like that until they're about to call the cops and fuck up the rest
of her lifewhen one of the cashiersfindly getsthe manager's atention and tells him the stuff that'smissing
from the rack isin the changing room thank you very much and the bastards don't even gpologize. ..

She basicaly didn't shut up for about fifteen minutes. Jmmy was out of breath just listening to her. After
her monologue, Eric's hating speech was ardief. At least the guy gave you space to think between
words. Sometimes even within aword.

"Watching the TV, have the radio on. Someone comes and changeit. They don't ask." He still spoketo
the floor. Jmmy wondered what hisface looked like.



"How did you react the last time that happened?’ Mrs. Fujimara asked.

"Try to say something." He shook his head. "Just St there.”

Christ, of course no one's listening to you.

Mrs. Fujimaranodded and asked Eric if hisreaction had helped make him fed any better. He admitted
that it didn't. She asked if anyone had any suggestions on how to dedl with the Situation to help Eric. That
brought aflood of suggestions.

"Whatever you do," came avoice Jmmy barely recognized, "don't write your fedingsdown.” It wasn't
until everyone waslooking at him that Immy redlized that he was the one who spoke. His voice was
hoarse and tasted of blood, asif held been screaming. He rubbed his temples with damp fingers, trying to
push his pulse back into his head.

"Why not?' someone asked.

Not-quite-Jmmy chuckled. "Never give them achanceto find a piece of paper with what you think
written onit. They'll nail your assto thewall.”

"Why do you say that?' Mrs. Fujimara asked.

Jmmy looked her intheface. " Come on. Y ou mean you don't know why I'm here?' He looked around
at the others. ™Y ou guys want to know? | put some poor jock numbnut into the hospital and that shit
doesn't even rate amention. They haul mein and put me away because | drew something that scared
them. A fucking picture.

"How have you been reacting to that?' she asked.

"Huh?'

"How have you been deadling with—"

"Giveit arest dready,” Jmmy said. "Were not talking about someone being inconsiderate or pushy or
stupid. These people took away ayear of my life because they didn't like something | wrote. | havea
fucking right to be pissed off."

"Yougiveit arest." Charlie had turned toward him. "No cal to interrupt Eric like that—"

"What areyou,” Jmmy asked, "the politeness police?’

"Don't come and start saying you got it worse than anyone ese" Charlietold him. "Y oure wrong."

"And what's your story, big boy?"

Theroom fdl slent. After along pause where Charlie looked uncomfortable, Lorraine spoke up. "Don't
you go asking thingslikethat. It ain't none of your businessif he don't want to talk about it."



"l wasraped,” came avoice next to Jmmy. Heturned to see Sdinataking. Thistime she was actually
looking a him with those date-gray eyes. Her voice was il leve, her face dmost expressionless, but
gtill, something in that gaze deflated whatever it was that had been building up ingde Jmmy.

"My father raped me. From when | was six until | wastoo old to interest him anymore." She turned away
from him and looked back to the nowhere she'd been looking at before. "Mom inssts I'm lying about it.
It never happened.”

Jmmy fdt himsdf in abit of freefal. Heredly hadn't thought of why anyone e se might be here. Thirty
seconds ago he had been convinced he'd cornered the market on injustice.

Apparently, there was enough evil in the world to go around.

Helooked around at the rest of them, and said something held rardly, if ever, said to anyone before.
llwry.ll

Mrs. Fujimaratook that as a cue to start steering the group again. "Now, Jmmy. No one said you don't
have aright to fed anger. What were talking about hereishow you act in response to that emotion. How
you cometo that emotion in thefirst place..."”

Throughout the rest of the session, Iimmy kept looking at Salina. How could anyone...

No one answered him.

Interlude Two: ENTER THE DEMON

PAGE 6: [FOUR PANEL §]
Pand 1. INT. HALLWAY EUCLID HTS. HIGH SCHOOL

Thehallway hereisempty, lit by emergency lights and what sunlight reachesthrough the
abandoned classrooms. CAIN iskneeling over a body that'slying facedown in a pool of blood.

CAIN

"Jerry, you shouldn't havelistened to him."
Pand 2: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN TOUCHING BODY

Thebody has suffered multiple gunshot woundsto the chest, plus, a coup de gréce to the back
of the head. The blood reflects sunlight from a near by window. CAIN'sfingersaretracing a
pentagram that has been carved in the flesh of the corpse's back. Thefingers of hisglove
smearsthe blood.

CAIN



" Children, you bastard. They'reonly children.”
CAPTION

" At times| fed I'm centuries beyond feeling anything. Times| fedl that nothing that Old Nick
can do can catch me off guard.”

Pand 3: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SPROFILE

CAIN isgrimacing, aimost in pain. The pentagram isreflected in his sunglasses.
CAPTION

" Of course, he hasthisthing for proving mewrong."
Panel 4: MID SHOT OF CAIN

CAIN isturning away from usand the body, to face down the corridor wherethe shadowsare
the degpest.

SFX

(Small type on bottom of panel)
C-CLICK

PAGE 7: [TWO PANELS, JAGGED DIAGONAL DIVISION]
Pand 1: CLOSE UP OF SHOTGUN

Flames and smoke come from a sawed-off double-barre shotgun asit fires.
SX
BA-BOOM

Panel 2: FULL SHOT OF CAIN

CAIN isblown up and back by the shotgun blast. Theleft side of histrench coat isrippling
behind him, the edge tattered by the shotgun. Blood isflying backward, toward the obser ver.

PAGE 8: [FIVE PANELS
Panel 1: LONG SHOT OF CAIN

CAIN'sbody is spread out next to the cor pse with the pentagram. His blood is mixing with the
other's. Hisleft arm is stretched out toward us, his sunglasses dightly beyond his reach.

CAPTION

"Hewantsto hurt mes."

Panel 2: MID SHOT OF CAIN



The same asthe previous pandl, but closer, and thearm is closer to the sunglasses.
CAPTION

" Not being shot— though that's painful enough."
Panel 3: CLOSE-UP OF HAND

The gloved hand grabsthe sunglassesin afist.
CAIN
"Ugh."
CAPTION

"Hejust wantsto show methat He ownsthekid now."
Panel 4. CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SHAND

Sameasprior pand, but thefist clenches, shattering the sunglasses.
CAIN
"Arrrgh.”
CAPTION

"Hewantsto show methat it'stoo late."
Pand 5: MID SHOT OF CAIN

He s pushing himself up from the ground, blood dripping from a massivewound in hisgut.
Ambiguous pieces of himsealf are hanging from the hole, their shadows half-spilling on the
ground.

CAIN
"Jerryt"
CAPTION

"Hewantsto show me Heswon."

PAGE 9: [SPLASH PAGE]

MID SHOT, FACING CAIN

Thewound isalready closing. Blood streaksthe skin that'svisible behind tearsin hisclothing.
He sstanding upright, facing the direction the shotgun blast had come from. We can seethe

samething now that the cop did. Hiseyesarelost in shadow, leaving black holesin a skull-like
face. Death personified, he'scalling after the gunman...



CAIN
"Jerryt"
CAPTION

"1 was never very good at taking a hint."
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"L BJoncesad, about J. Edgar Hoover, that he would rather have him insde the tent pissng out—"

"l understand.” Director Oberst tapped the eraser end of apencil on hisdesk, next to the phone, ashe
looked at Agent Boyden. "I don't think you do."

"The man has shown expertise that we happen to need badly.”

"Thisisnot thetime," Director Oberst said. ™Y ou've got your share of Homeland Security money, amuch
needed upgrading. Please don't push your luck.”

Ulysses Boyden frowned. "Sir, all due respect, but | don't know what | am supposed to be doing, then. |

have brand-new state-of-the-art database servers, and | don't have the authority to recruit people who
know how to use them?"

"Havian isfresh in peoples minds." The pencil stopped tapping. Y ou should remember how sengitive
Department Blueis. Any information leak would be potentially disastrousto the Agency, to the
Intelligence Community asawhole. Y ou can't even assure us that Situation has been contained.”

"We have both Abby Springfield and Nathan Adriano under surveillance.”

"And you think you can undo the damage by recruiting him?*

"For Sx yearshe—"

"I've seenthefile. | saw it thefirgt time you suggested this. The answer is till no. More so sincethis
journdigt isinvolved with him."

"With afraction of the datawe had accessto, he—"

Obergt shook his head. "Adriano istoo high profile, and dready too publicly identified with theissue. |
wasn't ready to approve it before Havian, | am certainly not going to approve it now."

"Sr, what if hefinds out why thisis happening?'

Director Oberst shook his head. "Y ou have too much faith in him. But if he does, and somehow getsthe
truth published, al the better that it is not made public by us."

* % %



Cato Sullivan, security director for Department Blue, was waiting for him when Agent Boyden walked
into his antisepticaly empty office. Boyden grunted as he walked around the chair where Sullivan sat.

"l wasthinking," Sullivan sad, "you need some plantsin here.”

"Yeah," Boyden replied absently, tossing his overcoat on the chair next to Sullivan.
"Hesadno."

"He said no." Boyden sat behind the desk. "Which shouldn't surprise me, should it?"
"Can | show you afew things?'

Boyden looked up. "Isit bad news?'

"That depends on your perspective.” Sullivan took two folders and placed them on Boyden's desk.
Boyden took up thefirst folder, marked "secret” in bold red |etters, and opened it.

"Thisisfrom the NSA." Boyden looked at Sullivan over thetop of the folder.

Sullivan smiled. " Some inter-agency cooperation. Outside our own littleworld, our own SIGINT
cgpability ispracticaly nil."

Boyden flipped through afew pages and asked, "What am | looking a7

"Cdl phonetransmissions, transcripts, locations. The important thing iswho iscaling whom. Thecaleeis
agentleman named Ling Pak, abusinessman from Hong Kong who has been suspected of financing and
overseeing various extragovernmental operations for the Chinese government.”

"Thecdler?'

"Abigall Springfidd. Thelast oneisjust acouple of days after Havian's degth.”

"Christ."

"The last anyone has arecord of Pak's whereabouts was hisarrival at the Toronto airport, two days after
thet."

Boyden shook his head and looked at the other folder. He placed his hand on it, but he looked at
Sullivan. "Tdl me" hesad.

Abby Springfield had not cometo her current subject recently, or suddenly. A careful study of her
movements showed her appearing & the same Stes as Nathan Adriano. This, despite the fact that she
never produced aword in print about the burning children.

Unlikein Mr. Adriano's case, there was no obvious financia support for her movements. Someone else
was paying for her investigations.

Perhaps more importantly, she had a persona connection to al of this. When shewas six yearsold, her



big brother walked into avacant lot and combusted.

"How comewe didn't know thisimmediately?' Boyden said.

"No one checked."

"Good lord. So what happens? She goes to Berkeley and they approach her—"
Sullivan nodded. " She may not even know who she'sworking for."

"You said it depends on your perspective. Well, from my perspective, it |looks like bad news acrossthe
board."

"Condder it, though. How el se does anyone get backing in this business? What better wake-up cdl for
Obergt and the folks with the purse strings?”

Boyden nodded. Sullivan had a point. Department Blue had aways been supported with areluctance.
The new offices and serverswere just afew scraps from amagjor funding boost to the Agency in generd.
However, if he had something concrete to point to and say, "Thisis a clear and present threat..."

"Do you want usto bring her in?" Sullivan asked.

After afew moments of consideration, Boyden said, "No."

"Can| ask why?'

Boyden set down the folders and did them back to Sullivan. "Because they are using Mr. Adrianoin
precisely the manner | wanted to. Which meansthey expect him to discover something. | want to see

what he discovers aswell. Keep on top of both of them.”

"YS, S r..u
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AFTER afew days at the motel, Nate had developed aworking schemafor the tables on Abby's CD.
He still couldn't identify most of the fields, but he had found birth dates, death dates, socid security
numbers, and afew coded ID fieldsthat linked the tables together. Most importantly, he now had enough
hooksinto the aien tables that he could compare information from them to the information in hisown
databases.

Abby did her best to appear fascinated by what he was doing. At least she kept asking questions about
it.

"Seethat fidld," Nate would say, pointing to one of the cryptic columns on the spreadshestlike display.
Thedatain it was athree-character dphanumeric code. "L ooks like gibberish, right?*

Abby would nod.

"Okay, but since we have the socidsfor all the kids on this CD, and | have maybe a quarter of those



kidsin my own database— wefilter for the ones| have afull dossier on, then welink the tables together,
sort on that field, and see if we have any correspondences..."

The smple and fairly straightforward query finished within aminute or so, and since Nate was redoing it
for the sake of demongtration, the corresponding columns were aready next to each other. One held the
cryptic code, the other held the city, state, and county fields from his own database. And the places
where the kids died.

"Voilal" Nate said. With the unknown sociad security numbersfiltered out of the table, the screen was
|eft showing anear one-to-one relationship between the code and the place where the kids died. " XN9,
we have Boston, Massachusetts. G5C, we have Kansas City, Missouri."

"And how did you discover this?'

"No shortcuts, just smple ingpection. They've given every county in the United States aunique
three-character identifier. The good newsisthat oncel do thisfor this column the trandation is— ninety
percent of the time— going to carry over into dl the fields that contain thiskind of information. There are
fiddsfor county of birth, county of last resdence, and afew other fields with this encoding that | haven't
identified yet."

"You areimpressive, Nathan."

"Nate. And I've been doing thisalong time."

Hislaptop beeped at him.
"What'sthat?' she asked.

Nate turned around and looked at what was being shown on the screen. He had been running aquery in
the background to find other fields that bore some relation to geography. He had loosened the criteriaa
bit to alow near matches and relationships that weren't exact or trictly one-to-one, so therewasa
predictable mess of garbage. However, there were two columnsthat |ooked amost comprehensible.

"Nate—"
Nate held up hishand and said, "Shhh."

Thetwo columnswere numeric fidds, decimals carried to aconsistent six digits of precison. They lined
up againgt the county code of the kids deaths. The groupings were in anarrow range for the counties he
had identified. One column stayed between the mid twenties up to dightly lessthan fifty. The other
column roamed much more broadly, from the upper sixtiesto a hundred twenty-five. Both rangeswere
positive, though the field was signed. He could see anumber of entries with numbers outside the range,
even negative values, but al outsde the selection of counties he had aready identified.

"What have you found?'

"I'm not sure," Nate said, scrolling around the result set and looking at the raw numbers. Out of asense
of perversity, he scrolled down to Los Angeles County. Four kidsin the database had deaths recorded
there over a gpan of about forty years. That was the greatest concentration in any one of the geographic
codes, even the onesthat he had yet to identify.



The numbersin the two new columns were very close, but not exact matches.
"Wait aminute here..." Nate stared at the figures.

For Deborah's kid— what Nate thought of asthe "first" one even though, timewise, he was one of the
more recent in the database on Abby's CD— the first number was +33.9275, the second was
+118.2772. The other numbers were similar, varying from 33.1 to 33.9 and from 118.26 t0118.29.

After amoment of staring, Nate dapped hisforehead. " Of course.”
"Of coursewhat?"

To confirm his suspicion, he ordered the table by the larger of the two columns. Just as he suspected, the
locations suddenly sprang into order east to west, Los Angeles County being near, but not at, the
bottom.

Nate smiled. "I've just cracked the geography of everything in this database." He tapped the screen, at
the two columns. "Those are decima-encoded longitude and latitude. A good map, and I'll have every
one of these codes down."

He started typing.

* * %

She asked him if he had ever seen one of thekids.
He had.

Thefirst time, the thing Nate had been surprised by was the smell. He had expected the cool air, and the
quiet so heavy that it forced you to whisper. He had expected the dien whitewash of the fluorescent light
fixtures. He had expected the cold whitetile.

The smell of the morgue, that's what caught him off guard.

It wasn't an intense odor. It was possible to missit under the heavier scent of hospital disinfectant.
However, even if he hadn't noticed, something viscera in hisreptilian hind-brain would have recognized
it. Not quite rotten fruit, not quite spoiled milk, theflora hint of decay dipped in under hisguard to sart
twisting his abdomen in apanful knot.

"Thank you for accommodating me," Nate said, wiping the swest off hisface. Thiswasthefirst time he
had gone so far with thiskind of deception. But it was also the first time he had caught up with one of the
kids before the body was in the ground.

"Happy to do so, Agent Whitman. Anything to help the Bureau, especidly if you can clear up thiskid's
desth."

Does he notice me sweating? Nate's heart was racing, and the skin on his face was clammy under his
handkerchief. He wanted to put his hand down, but the swest was drenching him, diding down his neck,
gticking hisshirt to hisback like a sheet of ice. Hewas il digesting the fact that the Samson County



Coroner had accepted his FBI ID, which had been created with an old copy of PhotoShop and a
discount inkjet printer just Six hours ago.

"I'm surprised you got here asfast asyou did.”

Nate nodded. "We've been watching for thiskind of event. They're using achemica that doesn't leave
the sgnature of anorma acce erant—"

"I'll say." He pushed the swinging door open and waked into the examining area.

Nate followed, steding himsdif.

"Thiskid," the pathologist said, "from dl outward sgnslooks asif he burned insde out.”
Nate stopped in the doorway.

He knew he had come quickly. He was building up a private little network though his consulting business,
law enforcement people quietly keeping an eye out for these cases. He had arrived here before the news
mediagot the sory.

He had shown up in the coroner's office half an hour ago— with hisbogus ID and his more bogus
story— and the coroner had the pathologist on duty come to escort him down.

Hedidn't redize how quickly hed arrived.
"The combustion of thisbody isamazing, I've never seen anything likethis..."

The corpse was on the examination table. Operating lights washed it in light so that it ssemed the most
solid thing in the room. The flesh had turned black and pulled so tight that it cracked, showing the blacker
flesh insde. The body had curled into itself, showing a back where the spine and ribs were now visble.
The face was a charred skull with afallen jaw.

The pathologist pulled back on ashoulder, and the whole thing moved as aunit, asif dl thejoints had
fused together. There was a hideous rattle as the paper-light body rolled toward the doctor and away
from Nate. Asif therewas something ingdeit. Asif something was nesting in there.

"Y ou can seeright here, where | opened him up. Ther€'s nothing in there, just ash. Any normd firewould
haveto burn for hours—"

There was an eectronic beeping. The pathologist turned and looked to the wall, where the phone was
ringing. "Hold on aminute, Agent Whitman."

Nate stared at what had once been human flesh. The black surface of the skin on the back of the body's
right hand reflected the light, asif it was dightly greasy. It was piderwebbed with cracks where the
surface had pulled apart enough to see the black-gray bones of the hand.

Thethird finger was marred and pitted worse than the others. The remnants of something pebbled and
sooty, with ahint of metallic reflection. A ring, Nate thought, I1n the picture the coroner showed me, he
waswearing aring...



Remembering that photo, and seeing the melted remnants of the friendship ring, forced his mind to make
the connection between the human being, and the pile of ash on the examination table.

Nate was hyperventilating.
| shouldn't be here. No one should have to seerthis...
His back pressed into the doorframe behind him.

"Yes, yes. Oh? Really..." The pathologist looked in Nate's direction. Nate couldn't see his expression
because of the glare from the operating lights. "Wewill be right up.”

Nate heard him hang up the phone. "Ther€e's another Bureau agent upstairs. He wantsto talk to you,
Agent Whitman."Nate wasn't listening. He was dready turning, his scomach five steps out the door
before he sumbled through it. He was running down the hal before the pathologist seemed to redlize

what was happening.
"Agent Whitman?"

The words echoed behind Nate as he dammed through the doorway to thefire stairs. He was up aflight
and through the emergency exit before he threw up. He had to stop, leaning against acar in the parking
lot, asthe exit swung shut behind him, and the fire klaxons started going off.

When he had expdlled everything he had ingde him, he resumed a stumbling run to his car, doubled over
and heaving. He made it before the pathologist and apair of security guards ran out the door.

"And they didn't catch up with you?'

"No. Even though | was using ahaf-assed 1D, my own car, and |eft about aquart of evidence at the
scene." Nate looked away from the laptop screen. He could still remember the smdll, and it till made him
alittle quessy. "l wasn't acop, but | know cops. What | described to you is a complete nuisance that
anyone with any sense of prioritieswould put a the very bottom of theto-do list. If | had killed someone,
theres afifty-fifty chance that they would have had lab guys, a photographer, and a detective or two on
the case in time enough to catch me before | got my shit together. Bluffing my way in to see a corpse and
vomiting on a Honda Civic— that would only rate one uniformed cop who was being punished for
something.”

"What about the other FBI agent?”

Nate chuckled. "Y ou know, | never asked that question myself until about six months later— when my
investigation technique had got alittle better. Specid Agent Ulysses Boyden, FBI, apparently there about
agunshot victim in an unrel ated bank robbery case.”

"Aninteresting coincidence,” shesad.

"Yeah," Nate didn't like the way she said that.

Why am | talking to her?



A reporter stepped into hislife and he couldn't shut up. He was back at the Christmas party, and ayoung
woman he didn't know was genuindy interested in what he was doing with hislife.

Isit that ssimple? Am | that hard up for some sort of affirmation? He looked across at Abby, and
redlized that she reminded him of Deborah.

"OH, my God," Nate said quietly.

The motd room was dark; the only light came from streetlights from the parking lot and the bluish glow of
his laptop. Abby had gone home to her room hours ago. He had been unable to go to deep, hadn't been
able to since he had begun to map the datafrom Abby's CD. Now that he was able to interpret dates
and geography, his search for pattern proceeded feverishly.

Hefound pattern.

Now that he had a sample of atistically significant size, he found that these deaths were more ordered
than he had thought possible. The pattern he saw on the screen was so perfect that he had to rerun the
queries just to make sure that he wasn't missing anything, or creating it out of adesire to see something.

Inthe six years and fifteen bodies— sixteen including Ted Mackenzie— that Nate had investigated, he
had the sense that there was a clustering. He had found amost haf of those kidsin thefirst year, and
most of the rest happened over a sixteen-month period about three years ago. Ted had been one of the
first new casesin awhile. Nate always suspected that pattern of deaths was not random, and they
weren't didtributed uniformly over time.

Nate had plotted the number of "events' from the CD on atimeline, and confirmed his suspicions more
than he ever could have suspected.

A red bar graph laid out the distribution on the screen. There were distinct spikes every three years, so
precise that the bars amost traced out a perfect sinewave. Right now they were almost at the top of a

new hump. The peaks and troughs were so uniform that Nate could even get the cycl€'s period defined
as 1320 days, plus or minusfive days.

What shook him was afact that was a consequence of that cycle duration.

One of the central puzzles was the fact that al these kids were the same age when they died, give or take
at most amonth. That being the case, aplot of the kids births would show the same sine-wave pattern.
That wasn't surprising. It was, in fact, atautology.

"Why didn't | seethisbefore?"

Thefact that left him sweaty and staring at the screen in disbelief was the fact that the birth cycle was out
of phase by 270 days.

Nine months.



Put another way, if Nate added nine monthsto the kids average age, he came up with an exact integral
multiple of 1320 days— exact to three significant figures, anyway. So, at the sametime one set of kids
was burning, afuture round of victims was being conceived. Once conceived, the kid would last exactly
four cycles beforethefire clamed him.

Looking at the glowing screen, Nate realized he was seeing the first hard evidence that, in some strange
way, these children were predestined to burn. Thiswas dso the first evidence that there was a pattern
that somebody could conceivably useto determineif akid had "survived.”

Department Blue's survivor.

Golden.

* % %

In the morning, light was streaming into the hotel room and Abby was sitting on the edge of the bed
looking at him. He had |et her in after about thirty seconds of knocking, and immediately sat back down
at the compuiter, plotting geographic distributions of births and fatdities.

The patterns here were varied and maddening. He had one distribution map that shaded North America,
darkening the color the more cases were born. While the map showed the expected concentrations
around high population centers, it also showed a strange preference for latitude. The areaof highest
concentration was a band wrapping the country alittle south of the Grest Lakes, fading north and south.
When he plotted a graph smply on latitude, the distribution showed a pronounced bell curve.

"Have you been up dl night?' Abby asked him.

"| found something,” Nate said.

Another pattern, which he didn't understand. If he compensated for daylight savingstime, kidswould
combust in atwo-hour window during a given day, and that window seemed to progress earlier and
earlier throughout the year. So while kids were burning in the middle of the night in January, they were
burning midday in June.

"Y ou can't constantly push yoursdlf likethis." Abby stood up and walked over to Nate. She stopped next
to the chair and leaned on the back to ook over his shoulder. He could fed oneleg pressing againg his
upper thigh. "What isit you found?'

Nate nodded at the screen. "That'swhat | found." He was very aware of the weight of Abby's breast on
his shoulder.

"What isit?' Her voice was anear whisper. He could fed her breath on his cheek.
Nate explained the correlations he had found.

Abby grabbed his shoulders and turned the chair away from the computer and toward the bed. ™Y ou do
good work Nate, but you need to deep.”

"I'll deep assoon as| figure out—"



"Thewholething? No, youll drop from exhaugtion.”

Nate nodded and let her push him up and guide him toward the bed. She walked behind him, her whole
body pressed up againgt hisside. Through his clothes, he could fed the curve of her hip, the flat
smoothness of her abdomen. The roundness of her breast and the hard pebble of her nipple pressed into
his back about an inch under his shoulder blade.

Nate wanted to dip into bed now, before his current train of thought became embarrassngly visible.

She helped him dide into the unused bed and when he touched the mattress, the thought of deep became
more erotic than anything else. He looked up at her face and asked, "No third degree?’

"When you've rested.”

Nate closed his eyes and nodded.

* % %

In haf-dumber, Nate opened his eyes. He saw Deborah hunched over his computer, quietly typing
away. His groggy mind accepted seeing his deceased ex-fiancée, and he was about to tell her to get
away from hiswork and come back to bed, but he fell back to deep.

* % %

Nate avoke after along dreamless deep and opened his eyesto see Abby watching him. He blinked a
couple of times, getting himsdf oriented. Ashe sat up, his clothes stuck to him, despite the
ar-conditioning. "What timeisit?'

"Six thirty," shetold him.

Nate felt an awful wave of disorientation when he was unsure if she meant A.M. or P.M. He had to look
out the window and decideif the dant of the sun was east or west. He rubbed his hands over hisface.
His skin was sticky with dried sweat and scratchy with acouple of days growth of beard.

"l hung a'do not disturb’ sign on your door. It looked like you needed it."

"S0," Nate asked, "how long have you been sitting there?"

"You weretdking inyour deep,” shesaid, asif it answered his question.

"I was, huh?"

Abby nodded. Unlike him, she was dressed in clean clothes and had recently showered. Her long hair
shone brightly in what held decided was the evening light. The eyeswatching him from behind her glasses
looked alot more dert than hefdlt.

"What was| saying?' he asked her. He found his gaze drifting to the side of her cheek, along her jaw,

down to the hollow at the base of her neck, just visible at the V' of her blouse. He turned his head before
his stare became embarrassing.



"Y ou were talking to Deborah.”
Ouch.
"Y ou were saying there waan't any timeleft.”

Nate nodded as he stood. He wasn't sure he wanted to pursue the question anymore. "Have you eaten
yer?”

She didn't show any concern about the change in subject. "Not since lunch. | thought | would wait for
you."

"Y ou didn't haveto do that."
"If I didn't, would you egt, or would you just sit down in front of your computer again?"

Nate turned and looked at her. She was looking up at him with an expression of concern. Y ou know,
I've been doing thisfor years without a baby-gitter."

"How much of that work have you lost or had to redo because of fatigue?'

Nate was about to say something sharp about her journdistic objectivity, but he couldn't. The sincerity
might have been there because he wanted to seeiit, but he till felt it. Instead he asked her, "Can you go
and arrange dinner? | need to clean mysdlf up.”

Abby nodded. There was ahaf smile on her face that made Nate think of Deborah again. ..

Hewalked into the bathroom and shut the door.

* % %

It took him along timeto fed clean. It wasn't until he was shaved and out of the shower that he redlized
that his clothes were unwearable. They were damp from swest and they stank. He sighed and kicked
them into a corner. He had stayed here about five days longer than he had planned for, and he didn't
know if he had achange of clothes|eft.

Hewrapped atowd around hiswaist and stepped out into the room to look for something wearable.
Abby was till there.

"| thought you were going to go and—"

The sun had set, the shades were drawn, and the only light in the room came from asingle table lamp and
the screen of the notebook on the desk by the window.

Abby sat in one of the two armchairs by the window. On a table between the armchairs sat awhite
cardboard box. "I ordered apizza."

III %II

She uncrossed her legs and stood up. "Do you fed better?”



"Alot”

Abby walked over to where he stood. She reached out and touched hisarm. He amost flinched at the
contact. No more than three fingers on a naked bicep, but hiswhole body seemed to shudder. "Wait,"
Nate whispered.

IIWMI
The pat answer cameto hislips, he just wasn't ready after...
Abby's eyes answered his unspoken question. Six years was more than long enough. Much more.

Nate reached up and removed her glasses. Without any convenient place to put them, he tossed them on
the bed. Her hand reached up and traced hisjaw-line, free of stubble for thefirst time in a couple of
days. Shelooked into hiseyesasif searching for guidance.

Nate bent forward and touched hislipsto hers.

Inside hishead, darm bellswere going off. Thiswoman was haf his age. She was here pursuing her own
agenda. He didn't know a damn thing about her.

She responded to him, her body collapsing against him and her mouth meting into his. Her hand found
the edge of histowd and started drawing it away, dowly, from between the two of them. Asthe
terrycloth rubbed against him, Nate's hand found the zipper a the back of her skirt, just above the curve
of her ass.

Nate wondered at what point this particular bad idea had become inevitable. She maneuvered him
toward the bed as she worked her way down hisbody. By the time she took him into her mouth, he had
lost track of dl his second thoughts.

23

DR. Farid Husam decided that he should have been volunteering histime long ago. The on-gte clinic was
woefully undergtaffed, and while Trinity House had afew psychiatrists on its payrall, they didn't have a
physician. After thefirst three hoursthat Dr. Husam spent at the place, it was clear that they could redly
use one. The campus had three outpatient programs, a high school for the learning disabled, and four
resdentid trestment buildings.

Somehow, the place had managed to run on arotating staff of half adozen RNs. Just providing

medi cations and dealing with the specia medica needs of disabled clients was afull-time job. Add to that
the kinds of injuries Dr. Husam hadn't seen since he worked the emergency room, and he knew how
much he was needed.

He had seen abroken arm, ahand impaled with a pencil, two severe dlergic reactions, and one
halfhearted suicide attempt in the two days before he got to see James Allan Somerset again.

Dr. Husam walked into the one cramped examining room and shut the door behind him. James sat on the
edge of the bed, watching him. Hewas alittle small for hisage, but to al outward appearances, he was



perfectly hedthy.
He extended his hand to James and said, "My nameis Dr. Husam."

"Uh-huh." James did not take his hand. Helooked a Dr. Husam with unconcealed suspicion. "What you
want from me?'

"l saw you in the hospitd. Thisisjust afollow-up examination.”

"Yeah, I'mfine. | peed inyour cup, and | gave up some blood to the vampire with the needle.” James
rubbed the lower part of hisright arm. "Y ou want me to blow my nose on something?'

Dr. Husam pulled out a pen and looked down at the chart. Nothing extraordinary; adight temperature,
somewhat elevated blood pressure, somewhat eevated pulse. Still, he found it troubling on the hedls of
James unusual lab results. It was asif the boy was suffering from an infection that he didn't know how to
test for. "I don't need any more samples from you. | just want to ask you some questions.”

James sighed and asked, "Isthat al anyone knows how to do here?!

Dr. Husam gave him adisarming smile. "Weve been having some difficulty finding your medica
records—"

"l an't surprised.”

"o

"Never saw any doctors before this month.”

" find that hard to believe—"

"Oh, they gave me some vaccination shotswhen | wasakid. But that'sit."
Dr. Husam noted that on his chart. " So you had never been hospitalized before your fainting episode?”
"Never even been to the emergency room."

"No dlergiesyou know of ?*

“Nope"

"Any illnesses|asting over aweek?'

“Nope”"

"Do you know anything about your family'smedica history."

"l don't have afamily, Doc."

There was nothing to James medica higtory. If Dr. Husam wasto bdieve him, James didn't have one.
Thelifestyle questionswere alittle more informative, even if they didntt illuminate the mystery of James



biochemistry.

No drug use. No smoking. Limited consumption of alcohol that amounted to one or twoillicit beersa
week before held fallen into the crimind justice system. When Dr. Husam asked if he was sexudly active,
he became defensive.

"Wheat the fuck business of yoursisthat?"

"l haveto ask you, asadoctor. It has as much bearing on your hedlth as smoking, drinking, drug—"
"Okay, okay. No, I'm not."

Dr. Husam nodded. "Have you ever been—"

"Chrigt, now you're getting persond.”

"Asl| sad, it hasabearing—"

"Fine. No. | haven't. Next question.”

* * *

After an hour examining James Allan Somerset, Dr. Husam was no wiser. Hewas, in fact, on the verge
of giving up hismisgivings. If there was anything wrong with James, it was completely asymptomatic. Dr.
Husam had checked everything from neurological and motor function to James lung capacity.

Everything waswithin norma limits— except in the places where Jmmy exceeded normd functioning.
Hislung capacity was about 150% of normal for someone his age and size. Eyesight dightly better than
20/20. When Dr. Husam had him hold out hisarmsto test any neurological weakness, it was like pushing
down onthearms of aweight lifter.

When Dr. Husam asked about any number of symptoms ranging from unusual thirst to night swests,
James responded negatively to every question. The only sSign that he experienced any unusua symptoms
at dl wasadight hesitation when Dr. Husam asked if he ever had trouble deeping.

When Dr. Husam pressed him about it, James admitted to having an occasional bad dream.

"But that's not your department, Doc, isit?"

Dr. Husam admitted that, but wrote the note down on James chart.

* % %
It was ninein the evening before Dr. Husam packed his briefcase to go home. It had been along day. He
had started his shift here at six, right after coming off of aten-hour shift back a The Cleveland Clinic. He
hadn't worked hours like this since he had been anintern.

"Dr. Husam?!

Dr. Husam turned to acknowledge the speeker. "Y es?"



Dr. Altroy was standing in the doorway. "I wanted to thank you for helping us with the kids here.”
"Thank you for indulging an old man's paranoia.”

"I don't think any of us careswhy you're helping out. | just hope that you might consider making thisa
regular contribution..." Helooked down a Dr. Husam's briefcase. "How is James?”

Dr. Husam sighed. "I don't know. Perhaps I'll see better with this second round of blood tests.” He
shook his head. "Maybe | am imagining things. He seems dmost too hedthy, to look at him."

Dr. Altroy nodded. "Heswhy | came, actudly.”

"y e

"l got amessage, Snce hes my patient, but | think it isfor you. Y ou were asking for medical records?’
"Yes, | was. James hasn't seen adoctor in severd years, and the county isno help in finding any.”

Dr. Altroy nodded. "Well, there is a message from a Dr. Singh at the Metro Health Medical Center—"
"Do you have hisnumber?'

"Yes." Dr. Altroy took adip of paper from his pocket. "Dr. Singh actualy seemed quite anxiousto talk
to someone about James.”

Dr. Husam took the paper. "Thank you."
"Forgive meif | hope your fears are unfounded.”
Dr. Husam placed the phone number in his briefcase and closed thelid. "1 hope so aswell.”

Perhaps Dr. Sngh can enlighten me...

24

JIMMY couldn't get Salinaout of hismind. The starkness of what she had said ate into hismind. So
much so that, instead of retreating to hisroom for the short free period after histhird group sesson, he
followed hdf the group to the gym.

Therewere basicdly three optionsin the residentia trestment during "unstructured” freetime. Y ou could
lock yoursdlf in your own room, Jmmy's preference up till now. Y ou could hang out in one of the
common rooms and watch consensus TV or dig around in their cabinets for board games missing their
pieces, or books with torn and Crayolaed pages.

Last was agymnasium built directly adjacent to the residence. This seemed the most popular choice for
Jmmy's group. Twice before held seen Charlie, Lorraine, and Salina break off to go there after group.
Thistime hefollowed them.



The gym waslarger than Jmmy had expected. It accommodated a basketball court, ajogging track
around the perimeter, and asmall set of bleachers on onewall. At the moment, haf the court held a
three-on-three basketball game, while the other had avolleybal net set up. Flanking the bleacherswere
doorsto boys and girls locker rooms and— presumably— showers.

Jmmy stood in the doorway, unsure of what he was doing. The folks from his group had dready
disappeared into their respective locker rooms. He was uncomfortably aware that he didn't have any gym
clothes. They dl would have been a Euclid Heights High.

Thinking about that pissed Jmmy off.

Jmmy sat down on the bottom bleacher and shook his head. He looked out at the kids playing ball out
on the court and tried to fathom what had brought them here. How hefit.

Why am | here?
Why am|, period...?
"So how are you doing?' Jmmy looked up and saw the familiar tall, lanky form of Gordon Pagnokowski.

He wore the same photo 1D, but he was clad in jeans and awhite shirt today. He sat at the top of the
bleachers.

Jmmy shrugged.

"Staying out of trouble?"

"Dont you think it'salittle late for that question?"

Jmmy heard something off to hisleft and looked around to see Sdling, in T-shirt and gym shorts, tying
her shoelaces by the edge of the track. She tossed atowel on the lowest bench of the bleachers and
stood up.

Jmmy opened his mouth to say something, but she had aready started running away from him. Jmmy
stood up and watched Sdlinajog around the end of the gym with the basketball game. She had long legs,
and the way she moved showed that she used them alot. Her gaze wasfixed solidly ahead of her. She
didn't look left or right, and if one of the basketball players had strayed into her path, Jmmy wouldn't
have been surprised if shed run right into him.

She circled the course, coming back toward JImmy. Thistime he managed to get "Sdlina..." out of his
mouth before she had run past him.

Damnit.

Jmmy ran &fter her.

It wasn't as easy asit looked. She kept quite a pace, and Jmmy had to sprint to catch up with her.
"Hey. Sdina" he caled when he got within afew feet of her.

They ran around the basketball players. Jmmy was aware, in asort of peripheral manner, that they had



stopped playing. She didn't respond. Her long legs kept pumping, and her long hair, tied in a ponytail,
bounced behind her.

"Hey," IJmmy repeated, between breaths.

Shedidn't turn her head or dow down. "What?'

Jmmy was so surprised at hearing her voice that he almost tripped over himsdlf. "Can | talk. To you?'
"About what?' She didn't slop moving.

Jmmy paced her. He was breathing like abellows, but hislegs seemed to be moving better. Please
don't let metrip and look like an idiot.

"I wanted. To gpologize.”

They circled again. Swest was stinging JImmy's eyes. He was beginning to redize that, & the very less,
he should have taken off hisjacket.

"Why?What did you do?" Still running.

Jmmy sprinted until he was even with her, running on the outside of the track. The basketbd | players
were now staring at them. Immy saw them staring as he looked at Sdlina. " Sometimes I'm anidiot. It
was my firgt group session and—"

He saw wetness on her cheek, and her eyes were closed. She shook her head and said, "Don't pity me.”
"Huh?1 wasjust saying—" Looking at her, Immy did not see the brick wall before he ran headlong into
it. He must have been running at quite aclip, because the impact sent him sailing back about ten feet to
land flat on his back.

Therewasn't awall there...

Jmmy shook hishead and sat up in timeto seethewall walking toward him.

Shit.

Jmmy spread hishands and said, "Hi, Charlie.”

"You leave her done”

Jmmy scooted back on his ass, using his legsto push away from the oncoming avalanche of Chuck.
"Hey, remember group?'

Charlie bent down and grabbed the Igpels of Immy's jacket and lifted him to hisfeet. "Y ou got no reason
to bother her—"

"We're supposed to think of options, defuse the situation..." Hisvoicetrailed off and he shook his head.
He was swallowing hard on the growing anger that burned in his gut. The dark was crawling up inside of
him.



Who the fuck is this guy? What makes him think thisis his business?

Jmmy was hyperventilating and he fdt his hands baling up into fists. He had lost himsdlf and he could see
the next few moments unfolding with the inevitability of anightmare. The Jmmything was ready to tear
into thisguy like alawnmower into an overripe pile of dog shit—

"Charlie. No!" A girl'svoice. Sdina. The one word carrying as much anger as Jmmy had balled upin his
Qut.

The spell was broken as suddenly asit had come. He stood there, dightly wobbly, as Charlie released his
jacket. 1t had felt like an eternity, but the whole episode was barely long enough for Salinaand Gordon
Pagnokowski to run up to him. Gordon was speaking into awakie-talkie as he interposed himsalf
between him and Charlie.

Charlie backed away alittle dumbfounded.

"What's hgppening here—"

Somewhereingde himsdf, the IJmmything looked at Charlieand said, "I own you, you bastard..."
Jmmy unclenched hisfists and, for once, thought carefully before he spoke. "It'sokay. | wasn't looking
where | was going. Ran graight into Charlie” mmy looked over at Charlie and got somefaint
amusement at the puzzled expression he saw there. "Hewas just helping me up.”

Gordon looked down at Jmmy, asif he knew how much of the story was bullshit. "Are you hurt?"
Jmmy shook his head. " Just winded."

Gordon turned around and looked at Charlie and asked him, "What about you?"

"No, fire..."

"Isthat pretty much what happened?’

Charlie rubbed hisforehead and said, "Y eah, pretty much.”

Gordon looked at Immy again and said, "Be more careful.” Gordon walked back toward the bleachers.
After he barked afew wordsinto the walkie-talkie, Jmmy heard him mutter something about incident
reports and how much he hated paperwork.

Jmmy started sucking air asif someone had just loosened a noose around his neck. He felt alittle shaky,
and decided that he didn't want to be in the gym anymore.

"Why do you do this, Charlie?" Sdinawas glaring a Charlie. Thismoose, who'd have no problem
sngpping Frank in half, withered under her stare. "Why do you have to embarrass melike this?'

Charliewinced. Jmmy actudly felt sorry for him. "'l thought heweas...."

"Don't. Just don't—" her voice was lowering to her normal, distant, tone. She turned to look at Jmmy



and gasped, "You're bleeding.”

"Huh?" Jmmy was caught off guard and looked down at himself. He seemed unhurt. But hewatched asa
small red sphere detached from hisface and fell to make adime-sized spot on hisleft sneaker. "Fhug,
anotha nothbleed." Jmmy raised his hand and covered his nose. He looked up and said, "'1th noth hith
fault. It juth happenth thomtimeth."

Jmmy backed up and walked alittle unsteadily to the bathroom, leaving Chuck and Salinato iron out
their differences. He made sure to keep his back to Gordon. Thelast thing he wanted right now wasto
ded with more peoplein latex gloves.

* % %

When Jmmy came out of the bathroom, he heard afamiliar voice call out, "So | hear the newbie came
out toplay.”

Inasick, dow-motion repeeat of what he'd felt when Charlie grabbed him, his gut tightened and freezing
needles of tenson rolled up his spine, pulling the muscles of his jaw tight as he turned around. His hands
were dready balling into fists as he faced Dion. "What?' Jmmy snapped.

Dion was afew feet down the corridor, leaning up against the doorframe of the cafeteria. He folded his
arms o the tattoos on his|eft bicep werevisble.

Dion was smiling, and his posture was S0 relaxed that Immy's surge of adrenaline had nowhereto go.
"Y ou made an impression on Charlie.”

Jmmy stood there and looked at Dion. Hefdlt hisface go expressionless.

While Jmmy stood there laborioudy putting two and two together, Dion leaned forward, ™Y ou okay?*
"Huh?'

"Youlook alittlegreen.”

"Jugt alittletired..." Jmmy was more than alittle tired. Hefelt dizzy and light-headed. It was asif the
adrendine surge that had just happened inside him had washed out the pilings that supported him. It was
asif he had exploded into the action that had been threatening inside him, dl that energy sapped from him
even though he hadn't so much as moved.

Helooked up at Dion briefly convinced that he had suffered another blackout, more missing time. Dion
was still there, but he wasn't smiling, he wore a concerned expression that |ooked out of place. "Bad trip?
Should | get the nurse?!

"Fuck, no."

Jmmy waked up and pushed by Dion, into the cafeteria. He had to lean over one of the tables and take
afew deep breaths. He remembered how hefelt in the courtroom, right before he fainted. Had he
forgotten to eat?

But he had eaten breakfast. ..



"Just need something to eat,” Jmmy said. His somach felt hollow and flat. It felt asif energy wasleaking
out from every pore of hisbody. What's happening to me?

"I'll go seeif they got any lunch left over. Sit down.”

Jmmy didinto aseat and tried to focus histhoughts, but the supports of his mind seemed to be crumbling
away with the supports of hisbody. Everything wasfdling into the black void that had opened insde
himsdif...

Dion came back with a pair of foil-wrapped sandwiches and a.can of Dr. Pepper. Jmmy muttered
something that sounded like " Thank you,"” and took one of the packages. His hands shook so badly that
he amost took a bite without unwrapping it. He shoved it in his mouth as soon as he had peeled enough
off of one corner. He still bit down on a piece of foil, but the metalic taste wasn't enough to stop him.
Suddenly, getting the nourishment into his body was the ultimate priority. The moment he saw thefood,
smelled the lunch mest, tasted the dightly stale Wonder Bread and mayo, he was racked by a craving so
painful that he almost passed out.

Sandwich one disappeared in five bites. Number two disappeared in three because his hands were
steadier. He washed it down with the aluminum-tasting syrup from the Dr. Pepper can. He clutched the
can with both hands as he drank.

The dizziness had gone away, and his hands were steady. He felt more norma now. Apparently, his
body had some sense of irony, since now he actualy felt hungry. It was asif the two chopped-ham
sandwiches had fdlen into the same black hole hisingdes werefdling into, and had vanished into another
universe.

He set down the Dr. Pepper can, still clutching it with both hands.

"I had breskfast,” Jmmy whispered to himsdlf. How could he be on the verge of starving himsalf? He
was eating. He had been making a point, after what had happened, not to skipamed...

"Do you need someone?”

Jmmy had forgotten about Dion. The guy was Stting across from him, watching asif Immy was the geek
act in asideshow. Jmmy looked at thetinfoil scattered on the table between them and didn't blame him.
It looked asif awildcat had torn into the food.

Jmmy shook hishead. "No. Thanks."

"Y ou diabetic? Low blood sugar?'

Jmmy shook his head.

"Got acousin like that. She needsto eat something, you better feed her. You dl right now?"

Jmmy nodded. "Y eah." Jmmy looked down at the can. It felt strange, dick with his own sweat and
condensation. Hishandstingled againgt it, asif hisfingers had falen adeep.



Jmmy looked up from the can and stared at Dion. Hisfirst impression was off, he wore the same clothes,
same tattoos, but the face looking a him wasn't the aggressive mask held been wearing in the group.

Younger than me.
Jmmy glanced down at the tattoos on his arm. Five names, dates, R.I.P....

Dion caught him looking and held up thearm for him. "Friends" he said, "my brothers. Shows my
respect.”

"All dead?'

"Not dl," Dion pointed to aname, unfaded, freshly cut into the skin. Thisone had an"RIP" but only a
sngledae. Jmmy redized that it was Dion's name.

"Some fucking gang, huh? Hell, get three black kids together it's agang to someone, right? All these guys,
we weretight from grade school." He pointed &t the first name. "Todd, he wasten. Hewasin hisgram's
house when the place torched. Wayne, thirteen, he lifted some videos from a Blockbuster, they sent him
to Juvenile Hall and the assholes there had an accident trying to restrain him. Kenyon, no one knows
what the fuck happened, just found his body on East 55pthp with abullet init. Dave, he was the oldest of
us, Smartes, too. Y ear ago he gets spinal-fucking-meningitis." Dion looked up from hisarm. "Canyou
bdievethat shit?'

"Why did you put your name there?"
"Look at the odds. Think I'll makeit to twenty-one?"

Jmmy didn't answer. He wasthinking of the kids he knew in grade school. Few stuck out in his memory,
and he wondered how many of them were dead now.

His handsfdt sticky, so Jmmy peded them off of the can and wiped them on hisjeans.

"What thefuck!" Dion exclaimed.

Jmmy looked up at Dion who was staring at the can that sat on the table between them. "What?'

Dion reached over and picked up the can. He held it with hisfingertips gripping the edge of thetop, asif
hewas afraid of touching it. The namesrippled on hisarm as helifted it and turned the can in thelight. As
the fluorescents reflected off the surface of the can, Jmmy saw what Dion was so struck by.

The surface of the can was etched by Jmmy'sfingerprints. The paint had been esten away in whorlsand
ridges mirroring the impressions of Immy's hands. At firg, it looked asif the paint had peded away, but
when he looked more closdly at the fingerprints, it seemed most asif the metal underneath had been
eaten away. The etchings gleamed asif they had been polished.

"What was on your hands?’

Jmmy glanced at his hands. There was no sign, no paint. Nothing. They weren't even swegty anymore.
Hereflexively scrubbed hispamson hisjeans.



He pushed the chair back with hisfeet and looked at hisjeans. He didn't see any residue there either.
"Sweat," IJmmy said. "Just sweat."

Dion st the can down. "Y eah, sure. Just don't wipe off with any of my towels."

Jmmy stared at the can, the handprint shining on its Side like evidence for a crime that wasn't completely
of thisworld.
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THE next day was art therapy. Ms. Fujimaratook Jmmy'slittle sextet into aroom with afew long tables
and theingruction to draw "how they were feding."

To Jmmy'smind, that was just asking for it. He picked up astray pencil and anewsprint tablet, looked
at the blank page, and for once found himsdlf stymied.

What the hdll?

It was crazy, but it had been so long since he had been given the freedom to draw that the creative well
had gone dry. Immy closed his eyes and shook his head. This couldn't be happening.

He could dmost hear Dr. Altroy's voice saying that his bad experienceswith hisart had givenhim a
cregtive block. If that was the case, Jmmy was going to sue the pants off of somebody. He didn't want
to facetherest of hislifeif he couldn't put something down on paper.

He looked around the room at hisfellow cell matesto see how they were taking the latest therapy du
jour.

Eric was hunched over apad holding abig permanent marker in hisleft hand. He was drawing something
that required thick, jagged black strokes. Dion and Lorraine were chatting in acorner, showing little
concern for whatever they were doodling with a shared pack of felt-tip pens.

Charlie was using abox of crayonsto color something he shielded from everyone's view with a beefy
arm. Even Sdlinawas drawing what looked to be a bouquet of black and white flowers with aball-point

pen.

Jmmy looked at the pen in hisown hand. I'm always doing everything in black ink, maybe | need a
change.

He set down the newsprint and looked around the table for something else to draw with. His gaze landed
on alondy box of broken pastels. "Why not?' he muttered to himsdlf.

Okay, to hell with Cain et al. That's what they're expecting from you anyway. Let's surprise
them...

It worked. As soon ashelet Cain dip from his mind and picked up a pink-shaded fragment of pastel
chalk, his hand started moving without him having to think about it. He covered the 11 by 17 newsprint
with broad strokes of color, sketching out the outline of aface againgt ablack-gray background before



hereally knew it was a portrait.

It was strange working with the pastels, with no hard lines, no stark boundaries between black and white.
Everything was one color bleeding into the next. ..

"Boy, you are good." A sngp of gum let him know it was Lorraine.

Suddenly, Jmmy remembered where he was, and reflexively tried to hide the pad. Unlike his notebooks,
the picture he had drawn was too big for one hand to hide.

"Y ou should look &t this, girl."
"Look," Jmmy sad, defending himsdlf in advance, "it'sjust apicture.”

Sdinastood up and walked around the table. It might have been hisimagination, but Immy fdt asif
everyone, even Eric, was staring a him. He could fedl blood rushing to hisface.

Sdinawaked over and touched Jmmy'swrist, moving his hand away fromin front of the drawing.

"I couldn't think of anything eseto drav—" Christ, man, you couldn't sound lamer if you tried.
Sdlinalooked into her own eyes on the page. Jmmy watched her fingers trace the cheek of the pastel
image, not quite touching the paper. Sitting there, as his ssomach sank, he saw every flaw, every
asymmetry of the drawing asif it was spray painted on the Sde of the Termina Tower. The picture was
hideous.

"It'sbeautiful," shesad.

Jmmy's mouth opened, but nothing came out. After afew moments of disorientation, he thrust the whole
pad & her. "Here."

She backed up, "What?'

"It'syours, tekeit."

She looked at him and some of the distance seemed gone from her eyes. "Thank you."
"Sure" Jmmy said, dtill too flustered to manage a complete sentence.

After afew moments, Immy looked around and said, "What are you al looking at?' He grabbed another
pad, ablack marker, and helped Cain resume hisfight againgt injustice.

* * %

That evening, Jmmy took along, cold shower trying not to think about anything. He let the water run out
over him and spiral down thedrain. It didn't matter, the afternoon stuck with him like atattoo. He turned
off the water and leaned againgt the cold tile.

Let's not go there. You know she's as fucked up as you are. Maybe wor se.



Jmmy heard something.

He scrambled to hisfeet, amost losing his balance. His skin pedled away from thetile and he had a brief
flash-memory of the etched soda can.

He faced the door to the shower, and he could see a human shadow on the other side of the frosted
glass.

There were three separate rooms with showers and another three half-baths on the first floor. They were
shared, but they were supposed to give some measure of privacy. There were signs on the door to mark
it occupied.

Jmmy pulled the shower door open and saw a kid standing there, freckled, sandy-haired, no more than
thirteen years old, wearing an € ectric-blue Pokémon T-shirt. The youngest kid he'd seen locked upin
here.

"Sorry,"” Immy sad. "I'm using the shower.”

Water rolled down his body, dripping from hisnose, elbows, hisdick. The kid stared a him. Immy
didnt liketheway that Sarefelt.

"Comeon. Begt it. I'll bedonein five minutes."

Thekid didn't say anything. He just stared at Jmmy with adight frown, his hands clenched into fists. The
kid was hiting hislower lip, and Jmmy thought he looked constipated.

Christ, not another one going to take a dump on the floor.

"Look, just let medry off at least." Jmmy stepped out of the shower and reached for the kid's shoulder
to maneuver him out the door to the bathroom.

When Jmmy put his hand on the kid's shoulder, the kid screamed— awail that hurt Immy's ears and
sounded asif he wastrying to amputate the kid's pecker with adull hacksaw. Jmmy let go immediately,
but whatever demon had awakened wouldn't go back to deep that easly.

Jmmy raised hishand, his head aready rushing with al the molestation accusations that were going to be
fired a him. Thisbawling little kid was going to put himinjail. "I'm sorry... Please shut up..."

Without warning, the kid sprang forward and bit down on the meat of Immy'sright hand.

"FUCK!"

Jmmy dipped backward on thetile floor, damming into the narrow space between thejohn and the
shower. Spikes of pain fired up his spine when histailbone hit thetile. His head bounced off the wall
behind him with astunning impact.

Thekid got pulled in after him, attached to Jmmy's hand. The kid folded over the tailet, holding onto

Jmmy'swrist with both hands while he shook his head like adog. The Pokémon shirt was going purple
with Immy's blood.



After astunned moment, Jmmy raised hisleft hand to try to push the canniba kid's face off of his hand.
"Get off of me"

Blood.

How the hell could there be that much blood in his hand? Jmmy tried to push the kid off, but his hand
just did off the kid's face, smearing more blood.

Someone was trying the door, and Immy caled out, " Get this fucking vampire off of me!”

Jmmy was no longer stunned. His mind had snapped back into focus, cold and dark. There'd been no
anticipation, no adrendine wave to ride into combat. The Jmmything had been caught unawares. Only
now, anger focused by the pain of teeth grinding on bone, did it awake.

"Bad idea kid," it whispered.

It looked deep into the kid's eyes and its | eft hand wrapped itsdlf around the kid'sface. Thistime, it didn't
push, didn't dide on the blood dick.

The kid's eyes widened above the edge of the Immything's hand as the Immything squeezed. The
cartilage of the nose wasthefirgt thing to give under the IJmmything'spam. " Getting hard to breathe,
an'tit?"

The door burst open and spilled four orderliesinto the room. The Jmmything looked up at them and
sad, "Y ou better get thisfucking munchkin off of me."

It wasn't that hard for them, because in a couple of seconds, the kid had to gasp for air. When the kid's
jaw logt its death grip, the Immything pushed, and the kid flew backward into one of the orderlies,
spraying blood and spit everywhere.

One of the orderlies said, " Someone get anurse up here.”

Jmmy shook hishead and flexed hisleft hand. Hisright was numb and tingling. He looked up at the kid
who had bit him. A few seconds ago he'd been ready to kill thelittle shit.

The orderlieswere restraining the kid, but he wasn't reacting to them. The kid kept staring a Jmmy. His
eyeswere circled and his nose was smashed againgt hisface.

As Jmmy watched, he saw something that convinced him that he might actualy be crazy. No oneelse
seemed to noticeit, asif it wasn't there, or never happened...

Asthekid looked at Immy, standing frozen where the orderlies held him, severa drops of blood rolled
up the kid's face and disappeared into the wound of his broken nose.
The darknessisn't chasing him anymore. It doesn't need to. It swirlsaround him like some negeative

gaaxy. Itstendrils drain into him, anchoring him to the center of the vortex. If Jmmy moves, takes astep
in any direction, the darknesstearsinto the world around him, sucking chunks of redlity into itself.



There are people on the fringes of Jmmy'svision, but when he triesto reach out to them, the blackness
rips them apart and sucks them into itself. He can see Frank, and the kid who bit him, just before they
are pulled into the darkness...

Jmmy is the darkness.

* % %

A smdl consolation for Immy wasthat they believed his explanation of events. Apparently, whatever the
kid had said pretty much matched with what immy thought had happened. If the kid had been sane
enough to fabricate something himsdlf, Immy could have been in awhole shitload of hurt.

Apparently the kid, Raymond, had seriousissues. No one explained it to him, but Jmmy gathered from
overheard conversations between the staff that Raymond was a serious abuse case. He had been beaten
S0 often, and from infancy, that anorma human touch felt like an attack. Immy didn't know how the kid
ended up in the bathroom, but he had wandered away from the more intensive part of the cottage—
which seemed to concern everyone more than his attack on Jmmy.

Jmmy spent hisnight in abed in Trinity's hedth clinic. Nurseswith masks and latex gloves washed the
blood off of him. Again, it made Immy fed asif held been contaminated. They washed out the bite
wound with antibiotics and hydrogen peroxide. The wound didn't look half asbad asit had felt, they
closad it with some butterfly dressings and wrapped the whole thing in gauze.

The dream had woken him up in the strange bed. It was four in the morning, according to the clock on
thewall. The room around him was dark, lit only by adiver of gray light that fell acrossthe clock face,
arrowed across the linoleum floor to the base of adoor that was cracked open about an inch.

He was swegting, and his hand itched. Jmmy remembered the can of Dr. Pepper and felt that there was
something wrong. Something deeply wrong.

He siwung himself up to a seated position so he could hold up hisleft hand to the light. It was il
wrapped in gauze. There was atiny spot on the gauze, blood marking the bottom edge of the bite. Jmmy
traced hisfinger along the arc where the wound was under the gauze. He could fed the bumps of the
butterfly stitcheswhere they held the wound together.

Jmmy found the edge of the gauze with hisfingers, pedled tape away, and started unwrapping his hand.
The gauze unraveled, spilling onto the crack of light on the linoleum under his hand.

Theladt of it fell awvay.
Jmmy flexed his hand, unsure exactly what he was seeing.

Therewas no bite. There wasn't even ascar. The edges of the butterfly stitches were brown-black with
blood, but the skin beneath was unmarked, unstained.

Jmmy remembered the kid biting down on him. He remembered teeth grinding on bone. He remembered
blood. Lessthan eight hours ago. Jmmy had always healed fadt, but never this fast. It wasn't normd, and
he didn't know how to explainiit.
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THE next day's thergpy wasn't group, it wasindividua counseling. The weekly gppointment with Dr.
Altroy had been made before hisincident with the canniba kid from hell. Even so, Jmmy felt
uncomfortable about thewholething, asif hewasontrid again.

It wasn't my fault...
If they hadn't pulled him off of you, you would have—

"Would have doesn't count,” Jmmy whispered to himsdf. He flexed hisleft hand. He had rewrapped the
gauze so no one saw that he didn't have any bite marks anymore. He had even managed to con the day
nurse by telling her that he had woken early and the nurse on the prior shift had changed the dressing for

him aready.

Hedidn't know how long that particular deception would last. He was scheduled for yet another physical
with Dr. Husam in two days. The doc would probably want to look at his hand.

Well, amiraculous hedling over seventy-two hours would be alot more credible than the samething in
lessthan eight.

Dr. Altroy met him in adifferent room thistime, thisone alittle lessjuvenile. This place rated an actud
desk and office chairs, though the surfaceswere dl bare.

"Hello, Jmmy," Dr. Altroy greeted him asif he had just decided to walk in off of the reet. He stood and
extended his hand in agesture that could have been offering to shake, or just indicating one of the chairs
on the other side of the too-clean desk.

Jmmy assumed it was the latter. He was s&lf-conscious about touching anyone— anything— lately. Dr.
Altroy nodded and sat down, and Jmmy got the feding that his choice would makeit into hisfile
somewhere.

"How areyou feding today?"

Like a trapped lab rat. "Okay, Doctor."

"I heard about what happened between you and Raymond—"

"That wasn't my fault." Jmmy was aready pissed a himsdaf before he had finished his protest. Sure, it
redly wasn't, but getting defensive like that only made it look worse. He didn't need to be acting like he
had something to hide.

"I know. He wasn't supposed to be there, and you couldn't know how he might react. Unfortunate, but it
wasn't your fault." Dr. Altroy leaned back and said, "1 just wanted to know what happened from your
point of view."

"I've dready gone over it with abunch of other people.”

The doctor nodded. "Is there anything else about what happened that you'd like to talk about?"



There's aloaded question.
Jmmy glanced at his hand and shook his head.

For afew long moments, Dr. Altroy looked asif he wasn't going to take no for an answer. However,
after studying Jmmy, he gpparently decided to strike off into other territory.

"Do you fed you're making progress?”

"Huh, progressin what?"

"Progress with the issues that brought you here?”

Jmmy shook his head. "Doc, let's not pretend | came here for some sort of help. | was sent here”
Dr. Altroy nodded. "Perhaps, but you don't think you have some problems you need to work out?’
"Apparently that's whet the rest of the world thinks."

"What do you think?"

("Do you get it now?") "I think | wouldn't be hereif Frank Bradley hadn't jumped me." ("Do you GET
IT?")

"That wasn't my question, wasit?'

Jmmy sighed. "Damnit. It wasn't asif | was some crack addict knocking over liquor stores. | was
holding down ajob. | had abank account. If it wasn't for Euclid Heights High School and the county, |
would be one of those productive members of society they keep talking about.”

"Y ou don't think you should be here?!

"I think Frank should be here.”

Dr. Altroy made afew notes. ™Y ou had shown an impressve change since you started living with the
Carswdlls. | don't see any disruptive incidents for nearly seven months. Y ou held ajob over the
ummer—"

"Then they injected meinto the genera population.”

"What?'

Jmmy sighed. "I know what you're looking at. The county moves meinto the suburbsand | do grest,
don't I? They snuck mein at the end of the school year, so | wasin some specid remedia catch-up class
a the end of last year— they even have a separate building for that crap. | didn't get dumped into Euclid
Heghts High until the start of this year— mmm, let me think, can this be a coincidence?’

Dr. Altroy jotted some more notes. "Do you like your job?!

Jmmy snorted. ™Y ou mean, did | likemy job. You think | ill haveit after al this crap?'



"How did you fed about it?"

"Comeon, it wasadream. That'swhat pisses me off most about al of this. | have this primo gig that
probably could have paid for an gpartment when the county cuts meloose... Now I'll belucky to find a
job a McDonald's."

"Part of the program you'reinis helping you build that sort of independence. Job included.”

"So you're going to get me my old job back?"

"WEell see. How much time did you spend working there?!

"As much as Reggie would give me. Four or five hours aday three days during the week, one eight-hour
shift on the weekends."

"What did you like about it?'

Jmmy shrugged. "l like comic books."

"Do you mind talking about your comic books?"

"l guessnot." Heflexed hisleft hand again. You're going to talk about them anyway.

"Tel meabout Cain."

Jmmy looked up from hishand and &t the doctor. "If you read it, that's everything you need to know."

"I don't imagineit'severything. | just want to hear your description of the character. What do you havein
your mind when you write?"'

Jmmy thought of telling thisguy to fuck off, but for some reason heliked having someoneinterested in his
work, no matter what the reason. "He'sa superhero,” Jmmy said. "A crime fighter, like Batman, like
Spider-Man.”

"He'snot typicd.”

Jmmy shook his heed. "Who's more interesting, Superman or Batman?'

"Youtdl me"

"Come on. Superman is so clearly over the top, can you think of any fictiona hero who's more powerful?
Hé'sinvulnerable, hel's the strongest thing on the planet, heflies, he cantimetravel, he has x-ray vison,
heat vison— awholelaundry list of crap.”

"So Superman ismore interesting?'

Jmmy amost said something rude, but he redized that Dr. Altroy was being obtuse on purpose. That
was okay ...



"Not only that, but at least until recently, this guy has been good incarnate, so mora and righteousthat he
was practically ajoke. But when it comes down to it, Superman only has weaknesses that are contrived.”
Jmmy shook his head. "Compare that to Batman. In the whole catalog of superherodom theguy is
unique. He's human. He bleeds. He can be killed. HE's ahero, but his motives are dark, and alot closer
to something the rest of us can relateto. Y ou see, in agood Batman story, there's not just the possibility
that the Joker might kill him, but the possibility that he might kill the Joker..."

Dr. Altroy nodded. "So you're saying that your character, Cain, is modeled more after Batman?'

"More after him. When | wanted to make my own hero, | knew what | didn't want to do. The guy had to
be on ahuman scale. He couldn't be ahero just because he's such agood guy. He couldn't be
overwhelmingly powerful— He had to be someone who would take a beating. He had to bleed. .."
"Hedoesthat."

Jmmy smiled. "l dso had to give him an adversary that's way more powerful than heis.”

"Sowhoishe, this hero you created?’

"Cain'simmortal. He committed some great sin that caused him to be cursed by God so he can never die.
However grievoudy he'swounded, helll recover. After afew thousand years he's decided to try and earn
back God'sfavor by playing the hero.”

"I don't know alot about the genre,” Dr. Altroy said, "but that seems unusud.”

"W, in the maingtream comics, they sort of ran out of origina origins about twenty years ago. They
invented the X-Men, and suddenly they said, 'oh, of course, they're al mutants.’ Tak about your laundry
list of interchangeable characters. The thing that comes closest to Cain is probably Spawn, and that's
from acompletely different angle. | wastrying to be origind."

"I think it may be, though like | said, you're more familiar with the genrethan | am. Ishe the Cain?'

"Well, | got theideafrom the Wandering Jew, but | thought Cain was a better name. I'd like to leave that
openinthe gory, but | have a strong suspicion that heis.”

"Hmm." Dr. Altroy made afew long notes on apad in front of him, and immy was reminded that there
were ulterior motivesfor hisinterest. Jmmy was suddenly uncomfortable with everything he had just said.
Why should he betdling this guy anything? It was none of hisfucking business.

Jmmy stopped talking and Dr. Altroy looked up, asif waiting for him to continue. When he didnt, Dr.
Altroy asked, "What about Baphomet?'

"A demon,” IJmmy shrugged.
Dr. Altroy tapped his pen againgt his pad. When Jmmy didn't eaborate, he asked, "Are you reigious?'
"It'sacomic book." Chrigt, what aload of BS. He couldn't escape it. Even this guy, who should know

better, wastrying to ingst that it was some sort of warning sign. Therésafucking demoninit, so he had
to be a Satanist.



"I know, Jmmy. But you're using religious and metaphysica themes of sin and redemption in your stories
that are unusua in the form. The subject obvioudy interestsyou. | just was wondering what sort of beliefs
you had. Y ou don't haveto gointoit if you don't want to..."

Okay, you fucker, you really want to know? "l suppose you're aChrigtian?' mmy asked.
"That'sabroad category."

Qure, don't answer, you slick, superior piece of shit. "Have you looked at the Bible?
"I'mfamiliar withiit."

"Then you know thereés aredly noticeable shift in tone from one half to the other?'

"Y ou mean between the Old and New Testaments?"

Jmmy nodded.

"| suppose you can characterizeit that way."

"Y ou're ahead doctor. Y ou have a patient that undergoes a sudden and unexplained shift in mood and
persondity, they have aproblem, right?"

"That can be a symptom of some greater difficulty—"

"Y ou think God's manic depressive?' Jmmy looked at Dr. Altroy and was gratified when the doctor
didn't answer himimmediately. "If you believein the New Testament, you believe that God, the supreme
omnipotent infalible deity, made this sudden unexplained transformation from the Gber-Fascist who
asked Abraham to chop up his own son and plagued Job just to test hisfaith, to thiswarm and fuzzy
beacon of eternd love that allowed his only son to be nailed to astick so he could forgive dl of us. Do
you detect adight changein attitude?"

"An argument could be—"

"From the beginning of time up to two thousand years ago, God's reaction to Snners has been pretty
much congistent, don't you think? They're banished or they're daughtered. He booted Adam and Eve. He
booted Cain. He drowned everyone but Noah. He nuked Sodom and Gomorrah. Heis generdly
someone you don't want to fuck with.” Jimmy leaned forward. "Now, | want to ask you— given the
psychologica history of the subject in question— if this guy sends his only son among the heathen to do
some missionary work and the dim fuckerskill the poor bastard, what do you think hismost likely
reaction would be?"

Jmmy held up afinger. "Choice A, 'Wdl, now that you killed my kid, | can offer dl of you forgiveness'"

Herased asecond finger. "Choice B, 'To hel with thelot of you.

Dr. Altroy was quiet. He was good at hiding his reaction, but Jmmy thought he might have hit anerve
somewherein there. "That is not what the New Testament says.”

"No, but if you're an Apostle and your savior comes back from the dead and says, 'Dad told me that you



all fucked up, so don't wait up, you'redl going to hell.' Y ou think that's what they'd write down? Can't
found areligion onthat."

"Do you fed that God's abandoned you?"

"Think about it. We had a pretty hands-on deity until about two thousand years ago. Set aside the lack of
miracles and prophets, when was the last time He rained gpocalyptic destruction on any sinners? Y ou
would think that— given the Jews are God's chosen people— that Hed consider Nazi Germany at least
as bad as Pharaoh's bondage of the Hebrews. I'm not great on history, but was there even one plague?
Any rivers of blood? Frogs? Locusts? Darkness?"

Dr. Altroy nodded and wrote in his notebook. If immy had shaken him, he had recovered quickly. "This
iswhat you believe?'

Jmmy leaned back. He had blown most of hisenergy, and again he felt weak, shaken, and hungry. "It fits
thefacts" He had expected Dr. Altroy to argue with him. No, that wasn't quite right. He knew that the
doctor wasn't going to engage in that sort of verbal sparring with him. Hed be a pretty shitty shrink if he
got into arguments with his patients.

No, Jmmy had been hoping that hed argue with him, at least come up with agood counterargument.
He wanted someonewith arationa point of view to explain to him why he waswrong.

That wasn't going to happen today.
"Thisisthe bassfor your stories? That God has abandoned us?"

Jmmy nodded, fedling adrift. The doctor kept asking questions, and Immy answered them without
paying much attention. There didn't ssem much point to any of them anymore.

* * %
Jmmy walked back to his room, purposdess and adrift. What the hell was the point of anything?
Passing through the common areas he heard afemae voice cdl out quietly. "Jmmy.”

He stopped, turned around, and saw Salina standing there. It took him amoment to gather aword
together. "Hdlo."

She held out apiece of paper to him. When he didn't move, she said, "Take it, please.”

Jmmy reached out and took the paper from her. It wasfolded in half. He unfolded it and saw adetailed
linedrawing of asinglerose. Jmmy was impressed at the detail. The flower had gonejust dightly past its
bloom, and one of its petals was dangling, about to fall.

"| wanted to thank you. I'm not as good asyou are. | can only draw flowers.”

Jmmy shook his head. He didn't know what to say, though he could fed an embarrassing heet on his
cheeks. "No, Saling, thisisgood. Redly."

"Youlikeit?'



"Yeah." He looked up from the rose. "No one's ever given me one of their drawings before.”
"No one ever gave me one either. | haveit taped up in my room now."
Jmmy reached out to touch her hand. "Thank you."

Suddenly, everything changed and Immy didn't know why. Sdinaflinched and pulled back, her eyes
became distant, and her voicelost dl of itscolor. "I haveto go.”

"Hey, wa..."

Sheturned around and said an abrupt, "Good-bye." She strode away from him, toward the girls side of
the resdence. Jmmy stood there, holding the rose, dumbfounded.

He turned around and saw Charlie standing there,
"Oh, Jesus fuck. | wasjust talking to her."

"I know." Thisinteraction also wasn't going as expected. "I just don't want her hurt, JImmy. | care about
her."

Jmmy shook his head. "I'm just trying to get to know her— are you her boyfriend or something?*

"No. Her brother."

* * %

Charlietook Jmmy aside and told him things. Hetold him, inadow, hdting way, of alittlecircle of hell
called the Robb household. A hell whose principa demon was named Quincy Robb, a man whose size
frightened Charlie. He ruled with hisfigts, hisbelt, and, occasiondly, abaseball bat. Carol, hiswife, had
been beaten into submission and couldn't admit what Quincy was doing with Salina.

Charlietried to protect her from him, and that's when he'd use the bat, or threaten to kill her. After years
within thistwisted knot of afamily, he did end up saving her, by sucking up al the shame and going to the
cops himsdf.

It didn't quite turn out the way he expected. Sure, the county removed them from the household. But the
legd sysem...

Jmmy thought it had screwed him. Whét it had doneto Charlie and Sdinawas horrifying.

Quincy Robb went to trid. Hiswife took the stand and called her children liars. A haf dozen witnesses
testified how Quincy was afamily man who loved his children. Salinawas too psychologically damaged,
her doctorswouldn't let her take the stand.

All they had were medica records and Charlie's testimony. Charlie sat up there and did his halting best to
say what it had been like. The defense lawyer tore him apart. By the end, the defense had the jury
convinced that it was Charlie who was raping his sster and abusing his mother.



Quincy Robb walked away afree man, and his children ended up here.
"My God," Jmmy said.

"Bekindto her,"” Charlietold him. "She'sthe only family | have."

27

DR. Singh held up Dr. Husam's release form. Dr. Singh was a nationally recognized trauma surgeon. He
sat behind a desk that was large and modern, aworkstation sitting on an L-shaped extension, out of the
way. Behind him was aview of the Cleveland skyline wrapped in red evening light.

For along time, the doctor stared at the release.
"Thank you for seeing me," Dr. Husam told him again.

"Y ou surprised mewith this. It has been along time since I've seen this name." He set down the form and
looked at Dr. Husam. "Heisyour patient now?"

"I'm participating in histrestment.”
Dr. Singh nodded, "And you are seeing some unusud test results, | suspect.”
"Indeed, isthere ahistory of it?" Perhgps now he might have an answer.

"Thereisahigtory. Quite ahistory in fact. | only treated him once, but I've remembered it ever since.”

* % %

The original medical records had been archived long ago. Not only had Mr. Somerset fdlen into the
Medicaid system because he became award of the state, but he had not been hospitalized since. If it
wasn't for Dr. Singh's memory, there memory, there would be no sign he had any medicd history. The
computer system had been upgraded twice since then, so only Dr. Singh knew that there were records to
pull out of the archives.

Sixteen years ago, as atoddler, James Allan Somerset came to the hospital asavictim of agasexplosion
and house fire. He was the only person to be pulled out of the building dive, and his condition was so
bad that the paramedics didn't think hed make it back to the hospital aive.

With avery young child, any burnis serious. The medics had found James with third-degree burns over
half hisbody. He wasin shock, most of hissmall blood volume had aready seeped through the massive
wounds. The paramedics did the only thing they could, and started Vs and got the infant on an
ambulance to the trauma center.

They drained two IV bagsinto James Somerset while the ambulance raced back to the hospital. That
waan't unheard of with aburn of this severity, though the amount was more in line with an adult victim
than ababy.

In the trauma center, where the doctors, including Dr. Singh, worked to stabilize the child, James Alan



Somerset was officially listed as having second- and third-degree burns over forty percent of the body.
At thetimeit seemed asif the paramedics dightly overestimated the severity of theinjury.

The call into the hospital had listed third-degree burnsto all the extremities, aswell as substantial
involvement of the chest area. In the trauma center the chest was of minor concern, the mgjor
life-threatening issue the second- and third-degree burns on the arms and legs.

It was easy for someonein thefield to overestimate the extent of aburn from ahousefire, especidly if
the victim was covered in soot and dirt. No one would have ever noticed the discrepancy if it wasn't for
thefact that James kept getting better.

Mogt of thefluid given to gahilize aburn victimisgiven in thefirst day, haf in thefirs hour. An
average-szed man with the burns James had in the trauma center would need about twelve or fourteen
litersinthefirst day.

Theinfant James, with abody mass atenth that Size, took in that much and more. Thelittle body wasa
bottomless sponge that absorbed everything they could giveit.

And, miraculoudly, the burns receded. After the first day, while the trauma team was debating the best
course of treatment, and deciding when the patient would be stable enough to cope with treatment, the
burns now covered alittle over thirty percent of the body, the damage was diding down thetiny arms
and legs asif trying to crawl away.

Thiswasnot easly dismissed.

It was easy for atrauma surgeon to believe a paramedic in the field might misstate the scope of awound.
It was alittle less believable that awhole traumateam would make the same mistake again.

Of course, the dternative was just as unbelievable. Jameswas hedling. That wasimpossible. A human
body couldn't heal athird-degree burn any more than it could regrow an amputated limb. That wasthe
nature of theinjury, the flesh wasn't injured, it was destroyed, burned away. The only way to ded with it
wasto harvest living tissue from another part of the body, and until then, keep the wound as Serile as

possible.
The burns kept shrinking, despitethis.

No one could account for it. The infant Somerset's medica record was a catalog of anomalies. White
blood cell countsway above normal, dropping blood pressure, and continua fluid loss while showing no
sgn of internd bleeding or fluid seepage. Almost no passage of urine, but without any signs of kidney
shutdown. Liver function al over the map.

"I'd never seen anything likethat," Dr. Singh said. "I was one of about thirty consultants on that case,
specidtiesranging from urologists to neurologists. No one could form a consistent picture of what was
happening. Every test, every one, showed abnormal results. Resultsthat, if they happened to befound in
aroutine physical, would result in immediate hospitdization. But he recovered.”

Baby Somerset's doctors found themsalves in the uncomfortable position of being relegated to the role of
triba eders, with no ideawhat waswrong, or how to fix it. The only thing they could do was order more
tests, more IV's, and watch.



Asthe burns receded completely, James Somerset's fluid intake returned to normal, and so did his
ingdes. Within acouple of days, dl the dbnormal test results drifted back to within normd levels. Within
two weeks from the trauma, there was no sign that James Allan Somerset had ever been serioudly hurt.

* * *

"That wasthefirst timel had ever seen anything | could describe as miraculous without any trace of
hyperbole”

Dr. Husam struggled for apoliteway to say it. "Y ou understand my skepticism.”

Dr. Singh nodded and stood up. He bent over and picked up a cardboard box and hefted it onto his
desk. It landed with athud and asmall cloud of dust. "This came back from Storage. These are the
medical records.”

"That entire box?'

Dr. Singh lifted thelid. Dr. Husam stood and looked into a box filled with yellowing pages, file folders,

envelopes of x-rays. "Every test, every examination, over the course of aweek." Herifled through until
he found what he was|ooking for. "After it was clear what was happening, we took photographs of the

progress..."

He opened thefolder in front of him, showing a sheet of paper, with half adozen Polaroidstaped to it
showing an infant's burned arm. In thefirgt there were obvious third-degree burns up past the elbow.

Inthefind picture, the baby's arm was pink and fresh and unharmed.

Dr. Husam looked at the sequence of photographsfor along time.

* * %

It was late in the evening when Dr. Husam got the cal on his pager. It was from the Hedlth Clinic a
Trinity. "Yes?'

"Dr. Husam?'

"y e

"I'm glad | got you. My name's Marid Sharps, | work in the Hedlth Clinic at Trinity House."

"Yes, | remember you. How can | help you?'

"I know you'reinterested in the test results of one of our clients, Jmmy Somerset?!

"Y es, has something happened to him?*

"No, not to him." Sharps paused for afew moments. "1 found something pretty much by accident. Had a
minor injury, with some blood. So we had to run some tests on thiskid. Now | was going to wait until

you showed up on Tuesday but thiskid wasjust brought into the clinic—"

Dr. Husam brought the car to a stop on the shoulder so that he could concentrate on the phone call.



"Forgive me, it'slateand | do not think I'm following you."
"I'm sorry, Doctor. Y esterday | happened to seethiskid's results, and they're the same as Jmmy's.”
"What?'

"I'm not adoctor, and | can't tell you what it means, but thiskid scored the same on every measure the
two had in common. | pulled Jmmy's chart, just to be sure.”

"That isinteregting.”

"Y es. Moreinteresting because thiskid'sinjury happened when he assaulted Jmmy Somerset.”
"And there was blood, you sad?’

"Thiskid took abite out of Immy's hand. Immy was lucky to get away with just some stitches."

Dr. Husam nodded. This might be a break. If what Immy suffered from was communicable, it narrowed
thefield of what it could be. A new virus, perhaps?

"Doctor?'

"Oh," Dr. Husam came back from histhoughts. "Y es, this may be important. I'll see about coming in
tomorrow morning to examine—"

"Doctor, thiskid may not be here tomorrow."
"Pardon?"

"I'm calling you now because he just camein the door with afever of 101, and if histemperature keeps
going up, were going to cal an ambulance.”

* % %

Dr. Husam pushed though the door to the clinic. For amoment it seemed asif something waswrong, as
if he had walked into the wrong building. The reception areawas abandoned, and nobody wasin view.
He stood there amoment.

The door to the examination room burst open. Dr. Husam was startled by thetall, bald figure of Marid
Sharps. Sharpslooked at him, and Dr. Husam saw the intense urgency of his gare.

Dr. Husam knew that gaze from every emergency room he had ever worked in. Things were bad,
criticaly bad, "Whereishe?' Dr. Husam sad. "What's his satus?’

Sharps grabbed him. "He's back here. He came in coherent and feverish. But histemperature is il
risng, and he's completely nonresponsive now.”

"Ambulance?'

" Should have been here two minutes ago.”



The child waslaid out on a gtretcher, bags of icelining hisbody. Two ass stants were holding him down
while he thrashed in the midst of asaizure. His skin was flushed and dry.

Marid ran up and helped to hold the kid down.

Dr. Husam ran up and bent over the child, making sure that the airway was clear. "What's his
temperature? His blood pressure?”

"106," someone caled. "90 over 50. His pulseis going too fast and thready for meto count.”

"You," Dr. Husam pointed a Sharps. "Get an IV, now. Someone get more ice. We haveto get his
temperature down."

Dr. Husam stood there, holding the child's head steady as his muscles tensed and vibrated. Dr. Husam
was no longer an intern, and hope had long given way to redlism. There was very little chance that he
would seethischild live. Thefever wastoo grest, the shock too severe. Holding his skin waslike
touching an engine running too hot.

Sharps came back with an IV bag and did the needle into the child'sarm.

Dr. Husam took the bag from Sharps, held it up, and started to squeeze. " Get another.”

There was no way they were going to get his temperature down and his blood pressure up...

In the distance Dr. Husam heard sirens.

The child frozein the midst of the seizure, his muscles locking, back arched, eyes showing only whites.
"I'velost hispulse" one of the others said.

"My God," Dr. Husam whispered, "what is James Somerset carrying?' He handed the |V bag to the
person next to him and looked at Sharps, who was carrying another. "Y ou do compressions, I'll
bresthe"

Dr. Husam gtarted respiration for the child, even though he knew it would be hopeless. Touching hislips
was like kissng amummy. There was no moisture | eft in the tiny mouth.

Sharps started compressions while someone else replaced the V.

"One thousand. Two thousand. Three thousand. Four thousand. Five thousand. Bresthe."
Dr. Husam breathed for the child. It waslike blowing into a desert. The Siren was closer.
"One thousand. Two thousand. Three thousand. Four thous— Shit."

Dr. Husam did not see what Sharps was reacting to. He was staring into the child's face. For amoment,
it was peaceful, angelic even. Asif it waslit from someinterna glow.

Dr. Husam had ahaf second to watch asthat glow became hideoudy literd. The child's skin became



trand ucent, spiderwebbed with veins shadowed by the half-opague shadow of a skull that hid an internal
fire as bright as burning phosphorus.

Then it wastoo bright to see anything.

Then camethe burning.

28

THE darm woke Jmmy up, ablaring klaxon so loud that it was asif aMack truck wasblowing al its
hornsinside his head. Immy looked across to the cheap clock radio the room came with, but the
numbers were dark.

He sucked in abreath and started coughing.
Holy shit.

Theair above his bed was wrapped in impenetrable smoke. He rolled off the bed and landed on the
floor, where the atmosphere was somewhat bresthable. He was completely awake now, panic shooting
adrendine sraight to his hypothaamus.

Clad only in jockey shorts, he crawled toward where the door should be. The darknessin his room was
complete, and every other breath gagged him with the smdll of smoke. The only sound he could hear was
thefiredarm.

He found the door and wasted fifteen seconds forgetting that the door opened in, not out.

Outside was another universe. There was enough light to see by here. At one end of the hall, toward the
exit, were points of light shining through the smoke like streetlights through fog. The other end of the hall
was lit with flickering orange. The klaxon nearest Immy died with an eectronic pop.

That dlowed him to hear the rustle of flames.

It dso let him hear someone cdling for help, back toward the flickering light. He was crawling in that
direction before he redlized what he was doing.

You're violating thefirst rule of fire safety— get yourself the fuck out!
Jmmy redized hejust didn't give ashit.

The voice was weak, down the corridor, toward the flames. The smoke itched on his naked skin. His
eyeswatered. Hisnosefdt asif he wastrying to breathe through a bucket of tar. Jmmy crawled toward
the voice, toward the flames. Inside his head, his pulse was throbbing. The fear was almost arush. That,
and probably the lack of oxygen, made him fed high, disconnected. Asif he was watching from some
dark place deep insde himsdif.

The carpet felt odd under his hands. Itchy and dightly tacky, asif it was breaking down in the heat. The
ar was aready uncomfortably hot and filled with the smell of burning polyester and foam rubber. The
smoke hugged the celling, rolling above him in thick black billows.



The voice stopped caling for help, and Immy cursed. "I'm amost there, damn it! Where are you?"
No answer.

Jmmy looked at the doors next to him, trying to figure out which one the voi ce had been coming from.
The doorswere all closed, except one that was hanging open acrack. immy pushed on that one, and
felt resstance againgt the door. He pushed it harder and heard avery weak groan.

"Oh, fuck. Moveit! "

The person beyond the door either couldn't hear him or couldn't respond. Jmmy had to push the door
open againg the deadweight enough for him to dip insde the darkness beyond.

Jmmy felt around on the other side, and his hand found a shoulder up againgt the bottom of the door. It
wasasmal kid, wearing pgamas. Still breathing. When Jmmy felt down by the kid'slegs, he found why
the kid had been trapped. The kid'seft ankle was swollen to the Sze of agrapefruit, the skin inflated tight
againgt the fabric of the pgama bottoms. Must have tripped in the dark.

Jmmy bent down, forehead to the carpet, and rolled the kid's body over his head and onto his
shoulders. There was no reaction except Some unconscious groaning.

Jmmy stood up with the kid on his shoulders. He was much lighter than Jmmy expected. He dmost
stood up too fast and fell over. He kicked the door open and stepped back out into the flickering light of
the corridor. The rustle of the flames was closer now, and the radiant heat wrapped him like abad
sunburn. His head was cloaked in smoke now that he stood, and the exit felt way too far away for the
kid on his shoulders, whose breathing was labored and irregular againgt his shoulder.

Jmmy headed for the cafeteria, which was only one more set of doors down the corridor. Unfortunately,
that was toward the flames. Jmmy dashed for it anyway. There were windows to the outside there.

He ran toward the flickering heat and turned into adoorway to hisright at what fdt like the last moment.
He draped the injured kid across one of the tables and stepped up to one of the cafeteriawindows.

Even with the dim, smoke-hazed emergency lights, he could still see outside pretty well. About fifty yards
away from the building was acrowd of people, the oneswho'd got out in time. Their faceswerelit
orange. Shadows danced and whipped at the spectators from the trees, away from the building. Tendrils
of darkness reaching toward them...

Half the building had to be engulfed.

Jmmy tried to open the window and discovered the mgjor flaw in his escape plan. The big cafeteria
windows weren't designed to open. They werethick, insulated glassin frames that were near flush with
thewall. There wasn't even a place to get agrip on the frame, or atrack to dide the window up, down,
or Sdeways.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck!"

Jmmy grabbed at it, pushed it, tried to stick hisfingers along the edge of the frame, but the bastard
wasn't moving. The rage built up inside him with each attempt. When it crested, he balled hishand into a



fist and dammed it into hisreflection asif it was Frank, the fucking county lawyer, Dr. Altroy, and every
other asshole that had ever fucked him over.

The impact sent daggers of pain down hisforearm and flashed stars of color in front of hiseyes. When
hisvison cleared, his reflection had been replaced by ahazy gray cloud of spider cracks, centered on the
place where hisforearm extended through the remains of the window.

"Holy shit." Immy whispered. At first glance he had thought he could have bounced achair off thisglass
without scratching it. He withdrew his arm, and a two-foot-diameter section of window fell into the room
in ashower of safety glass chunksthe width of histhumb.

Wind sucked in past him, through the hole.

Jmmy punched and kicked the remains of the window out of the way. Some of the spectators had seen
him and were running up to the side of the building. He didn't get a chance to see who they were before
he fed the kid in the pgjamas down toward them.

In the light from the fire above, he saw the kid'sface. It was Eric, from his group. Eric'sfacewas
covered in soot and blood, and it was amoment before immy realized the blood wasn't Eric's. Thearm
that Jmmy had dammed through the window was streaked with blood, lacerations wrapping it like anet.

Oncethefolks below took Eric, immy reached up and grabbed the window frame and raised hisfoot to
vault outsde to safety.

He hesitated.

Thedark part inade himsdf was whispering. There were more people trapped in thisbuilding. Thefire
hed hit too fast.

Helooked out at the crowd and couldn't see Lorraine, Dion, Charlie...
Salina.

Jmmy let go of the window frame and turned around. Someone outside ydled a him, but Immy walked
back into the smoke-filled cafeteria, his naked feet crunching on broken glass.

* * *

Thear wasthick, each bregth felt like he wasinhaling burning fiberglass. Still, Immy stayed upright
because he couldn't waste time crawling around. Hisfeet stuck to the carpeted floor, and he couldn't tell
if it was because he was bleeding, or because the synthetic carpet was half-melted. He managed to
peek, despite the smoke filling hislungs.

"Who's out there? Salina? Charlie? Dion?"
At firg, nothing.
Jmmy headed toward the flames. Even though he was running, everything seemed to have dowed down.

He pushed againgt the smoke asif it was asolid thing. The heat was awind pushing againgt him. Flames
licked the walls on either side, whileice-cold water sputtered from sprinkler heads above him.



The flames fought the water and seemed close to winning.
"Who's still in here? Lorraine?"
Coughing.

Digtinct, hoarse, and very weak. Ahead of him, toward the door to the stairwell. Someone else, someone
gmdl, crying. Immy ran that way.

At the end of the hall by thefire stairs, there were no walls. The corridor snaked through apath of rolling
sheets of fire, the path itself only kept clear by sputtering sprinklers. Now it was the carpet that stuck to
hisfeet, sticking to his soles and pulling away from the floor. The closest smdll of burning now wasthe
and| of hisown hair.

The fire door had been painted red, but the paint was blistered and black, the window was cracked and
opague with soot. Jmmy heard someone call out for help from the other side.

Jmmy didn't recognize the black twisted flesh that reached for the door. He knew it was his own hand,
but it didn't seem part of him anymore. Something else wasin control, and JImmy was locked somewhere
deep ingdewatching it play out in front of him.

The flesh of Immy's hand sizzled when he pushed open the fire door.

The scenein the sairwell was avision from hell. The concrete tubelit by flickering orange from above,
theair filled with smoke, mist and rain faling from sprinklers above. Theair so gray black that Immy
could only seethe bodieslying on thelanding in front of him. Two kids, unconscious. Then, asthe middle
distance resolved into something more than lumpy shadows, Jmmy saw more. ..

He had madeit to the girls residence, somehow. Six girlswere draped on the stairs, none moving. He
saw Lorraine, facedown, overcome by the smoke.

He didn't see Sdlina.

Jmmy ran down the stairs, stepping past unconscious and semiconscious bodies. At the foot of the stairs
Jmmy found two teenage girls, draped againgt the escape to the outside.

Somewhereinsde himsdf, Jmmy knew that he should have been overcome by smoke aswell. He should
be dead...

The door was stuck against something outside. He pushed the crash bar, and the latch opened, but the
door would only move afraction of aninch.

Christ, come on, there are people trapped here.
Jmmy kept pushing, but the door wouldn't budge.

"Come on," Jmmy shouted a thething, "Move you bastard!"



Jmmy dammed into the door with his shoulder and felt res stance on the other side.
"We don't have time for this!"
He dammed into the door again, and again met the same resistance.

"No, you fucker," Jmmy called out. He shouted out of a hoarse and bleeding throat. "You don't quit
now!"

Jmmy spread hisarms, asif to embrace the immobile door in front of him. ™Y ou want me. Y ou fucking
want me?You have me! Pull mein. Take me over. Buit firgt, you got to get me out the goddamn door!"
For thefirgt time, he willingly drew the Jmmything forward. He reached his mind into the dark, threw
himsdf intoit, let it engulf him.

The Jmmything fdl againgt the door.

The Jmmything smiled.

Its shoulder dammed into the door again, and something snapped. It could have been something in the
door, or it could have been bone. At thispoint it didn't matter. It dammed again. Again. Again.

A large dent wasin the blank face of the door, and a grinding noise came from the edge near the bottom.
The Jmmything heard and felt the resstance.

It backed up and raised afoot to bring it out in akick above the resisting part of the door. Itsfoot hit
with a shuddering impact ten times worse than itsfist striking the window. The blow splattered blood
from the torn sole of itsfoot. But the door moved with ariflelike snap.

Thefire door swung open with enough force to tear the hydraulic hinge free of the doorframe above him.
The door dammed into the oppositewall.

A pile of bricksand half a broken window frame were swept out into a parking lot by the force of the
door opening, debristhat had fallen from the inferno above. The parking lot was free of spectators.
Everyone dse was in the courtyard on the other side of the building.

Oblivious fuckers.

The Jmmything started dragging out bodies.

Interlude Three: THE FACE OF EVIL

PAGE 11: [FOUR PANELS, WIDTH OF PAGE]
Pand 1. INT. HALLWAY EUCLID HTS HIGH SCHOOL

Wewatch from above as Cain stepsinto the hallway from the left, tattered trench coat trailing



behind him. Light carvesthe hallway into alter nating strips of light, and absolute blackness.
CAIN

"1'm not going to let you win, you bastard.”
Pand 2. INT. HALLWAY EUCLID HTS. HIGH SCHOOL

Same scene, Cain isnow halfway down the hall.
CAIN

" Do you hear me?"
Pand 3. INT. HALLWAY EUCLID HTS HIGH SCHOOL

Cain hasreached theend of the hall, and hishand ison the handle of a door that iswrapped
mostly in darkness.

BAPHOMET

(Slimy undulating wor d balloon from offscreen)

"My poor deluded friend..."
Panel 4: MID SHOT OF CAIN OPENING DOOR

Our point of view isnear thefloor of theroom, looking diagonally at Cain so theview of the
door istwisted tofill thelong, narrow panel. Cain standsthere dumbfounded at what he sees.

BAPHOMET

(Simy undulating wor d balloon from offscreen)

" ...how can you win a battle..."
PAGE 12: [SPLASH PAGE]
Panel 1: INT. CLASSROOM EUCLID HTS. HIGH SCHOOL

Welook at Cain from a corner of the classroom. Theangleis still twisted so our view isalmost
ninety degrees off of vertical. A dozen students sit at desks, facing away from Cain, toward us.
They've been tied to the chairsby their armsand necks, so they'd face the end of the room
even after they died. Their eyes have been cut out, and their cheeks have been slashed to open
their mouthsinto too-wide bloody smiles.

BAPHOMET

(Slimy undulating wor d balloon along bottom of page)
" ...that'sbeen over for thousands of years?"

PAGE 13: [FOUR PANEL S|



Pandl 1: SMALL PANEL, CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SREACTION

Cain'sfaceishard and blank, holding back powerful emotions. Mot of it is shadowed, except
for skull-like highlightsaround thejaw and cheekbones.

CAIN

" Areyou doing thisto frighten me?"
Panel 2: SMALL PANEL, OVERHEAD VIEW OF CLASSROOM

Cain standsin the doorway, facing the same dir ection asthe dead students. Squatting on the
desk at the end of the room issome thing. It isn't quitein theframe.

BAPHOMET

"Megalomaniactotheend, aren't you? Asif my every moveisorchestrated strictly for the
benefit of your exiled soul. | construct what is before you because it amuses me."

Panel 3: SMALL PANEL, VIEW FROM BASE OF DESK, TOWARD CAIN

Welook at Cain, past the twisted shadow cast by the thing on the desk. Cain isreaching behind
him, into histrench coat.

CAIN

"Princeof liarstothe end, yoursdf. Why manifest to meif | am so inconsequential to you?"
Pandl 4: LARGE PANEL, VIEW OF THING ON DESK

Baphomet's manifestation had once been one of the teachers. The suit still clingsonto its
knobby, twisted form. Shreds of flesh hang off of the flayed skull, resembling bloody tentacles.
Onebright blue eyeis seated in a fleshless socket. The lower jaw isunhinged, dropping its
tonguetoitschest. Itsarmsare naked and twisted with fresh scarsthat appear to have been
stapled shut. Itslegs have twisted to the side at an impossible angle that hasit squatting with
itsfeet pointing backward. It glistenswith blood and plasma, and in one hand it holds what
appearsto beahuman heart.

BAPHOMET

(Word balloon emer ges from the hole behind itstongue)

"Perhaps| find your torments as sweet asthose sitting befor e me. Perhaps more so, sinceyou
cannot die. Your soul may not be mine, but | can be satisfied with your disllusonment. The boy
ismine, Cain, willingly and enthusiastically. L ook upon hisworks."

PAGE 14: FIVE PANELS

Panel 1: VIEW OF DESK FROM JUST BEHIND CAIN'SRIGHT HAND

Cain is pulling something out from behind him. Just a shadow of it in thispand.



CAIN

" Sorry to disappoint you, but | don't think you haveit quiteright.”
Panel 2: VIEW OF DESK FROM JUST BEHIND CAIN'SRIGHT HAND

A long, elaborately carved cane/staff unfoldsin Cain'sright hand. Thereistheglint of ivory,
and gold, and gems, all along itslength— except for a spot at the end, bar e of any decor ation.
Much of the carving isHebrew and L atin text.

SFX
Click.
BAPHOMET

"You would do well not to anger me. Thefact you cannot die meansyou ar e capable of feding
mor e pain than any other creatureon thisplanet.”

Pand 3: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SFACE

Cain iswearing a determined expression.
CAIN

"1f thekid wasyours, well and truly, what interest would you have in appearing hereto distract
me?"

CAPTION

"1 would bealiar if | said | wasn't terrified. | was confronted with something that predated me
by an aeon or two. | didn't even know exactly what thisthingwas..."

Panel 4. OVERHEAD VIEW OF CLASSROOM

Cain and the thing are conver ging from opposite sides of the classroom. Cain isholding his
staff in both hands, and the thing is skittering between the seated bodieslike a deformed crab.

BAPHOMET
"1 will drink deeply from you. | will take every agony you haveto offer.”
CAPTION

"...just that theflesh it animated would be as unstoppable as my own..."
Panel 5: MID SHOT, CAIN AND THING

Cain and thething collide. The thing forcesits arm completely through Cain's abdomen. Its
hand, black with blood and curled into the shape of a claw, hastorn through the back of Cain's
trench coat. Blood vomitsfrom Cain's mouth and down his chin. He clutchesthe cane above
him with both hands.

SFX



SLASH
CAPTION

" ...and the body, stronger."
PAGE 15: FOUR PANELS
Pand 1. CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SFACE

The thing's other hand is clawing the flesh off the side of Cain'sface. Itsfingersdig deep
grooves under neath which glisten the bones of Cain's skull.

CAPTION

"Physically, | didn't stand a chance of fending thisthing off."
Pand 2. OVERHEAD VIEW OF FIGHT

Cain ispushed into awall so hard that the plaster has buckled. He still holdsthe cane above
him, both handsin an overhand grip.

SFX
SLAM
CAPTION

"1 had placed my hopein arelicthat | wasuncertain would work."
Pand 3: CLOSE-UP OF CANE/STAFF

Thebarewood tip of Cain's staff seemsto glow dightly. Cain'shandsgrip it sotightly that his
blood isrunning from between hisfingers.

CAPTION

"Thefact that the monastery that profited from sdlling methereiquary succumbed to the
black death within a week of the sale seemed, at thetime, to speak to its authenticity.”

Pand 4: CLOSE-UP OF CANE/STAFF STRIKING

The unadorned tip of the cane/staff strikesthe center of the thing's back, opening up theflesh
and spilling black, fetid blood. Steam risesfrom the wound.

SX
THUD, SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS
CAPTION

"All I know is, it hasn't failed meyet."

PAGE 16: TWO PANELS



Panel 1: MID SHOT OF THING

It isbent over backward, the staff'stip pointing out of itschest. It bubblesfrom a dozen places,
primarily thewound and the hole wher e the mouth should be.

SX
KEEAHHKEEEEEEEEE

Panel 2: MID SHOT OF CAIN

Cain istorn up and bleeding. The wounds still fresh and open on hisbody. At hisfeet liesthe
remains of the thing, now only a mutilated cor pse.

CAPTION

" Score one for my piece of thetrue cross."

29

CIA DIRECTOR Oberst did not ook pleased. He strode into the secure conference room in the heart
of Department Blue with the ca culated movements of a powerful man going somewhere againg hiswill.
It wasthefirgt time that Boyden's boss had visited the new location. Boyden could tell by hisexpression
that Oberst thought it was awaste of money.

Given the current effectiveness of the department, it probably was.

Boyden stood in front of a projector that was beaming data from hislaptop on to a screen on thefar sde
of the room. Oberst wasn't even looking at the screen. The Director's gaze was reserved for Boyden,
and hiswatch.

"And what, exactly, isit that could not be done over asecureline?"

Boyden cleared histhroat and looked down at hislaptop. Two sheets of paper lay next to it, both made
of aspecidly impregnated paper that prevented copying, faxing, and most forms of electronic

transmission. "Two reasons, ar." He did both pages toward Oberst's side of the table.

"Firgt, you're going to have to sign one of those sheets of paper before you leave." Boyden looked up at
his boss. "' Second, I'm old-fashioned enough to believe that aman should ddiver hisultimatumsin

person.”

Oberst frowned. "Are you trying to be insubordinate?’
"No, just honest. There aretwo formsthere. Thefirst ismy resignation.”
"And the other?"

"Iswhat | need authorization for, if I'm staying on in charge of this department.”



Oberst pulled a pair of reading glasses out of hisjacket and looked at the two pages without picking
them up. After asecond or two, he said, "Y ou can't serioudy think that | will gpprovethis.”

"Sir, | understand you don't think much of this department. It isalegacy from your predecessors—"
"Son, Department Blue is an embarrassment. It istabloid intelligence gathering of the lowest order, and if
it was up to me, | would shut this place down in a heartbest. If it wasn't for two senators on the
Intelligence Committee, we wouldn't be having this conversation & al.”

"Y ou don't haveto tell methat, Sir. I'm aware of that every day | am here.”

"So why are we having this conversation?"

"Because you aren't reading our intelligence reports. Because if I'm not given the authority and resources
to act, | do not want my fingerprints on the debacle that's coming.”

"What are you talking about?"
"Onyour desk isthis," Boyden gestured at the screen.

"The latest event. Our satellites monitored the transmission originating in suburban Cleveland, Ohio."
Boyden quickly paged the dides through the technical data about the transmission, and pictures of thefire
damage, until the screen showed the picture and file of the victim.

"Raymond Germain," Boyden read off the screen. "The state of the body was consistent with our
previous events, but there are serious discrepancies. He's agtatistical anomaly on just about every
measure, aswell as being the only victim who was not asymptometic before the event itself. He suffered
from ahigh fever and sai zures before he combusted—"

"Your point is?"

"My point is, welve studied thisfor years, and we have solid evidence that al thesekids, all thesekids,
were affected from birth. Except for Raymond Germain. Raymond Germain shows all the signs of being
infected—"

"Youresaying thisis adisease?'

"I'm saying that we are facing the ultimate nightmare scenario with these kids. The possibility that thisis
communicable”

Oberst sucked in abreath. ™Y our doctors have continualy assured us—"

"That we had no evidence of transmission. Now, Sir, we do. We even have a possible vector.” Boyden
clicked abutton on hislaptop and the dide changed to afile on James Allan Somerset. " James Somerset
isayoung man that hits on every demographic criteriaweve assembled to profile the victims, with the
exception that he has lived three years longer than he should have. He was housed in the samefacility as
Raymond, and was bitten by the deceased.”

"Bitten?"



Boyden nodded. " Jamesfits the criteriafor Golden. Down to hismedical test results, which match tests
we've run on the few children we've been able to study before combustion...”

Oberst sat quietly amoment, asif weighing severa options. None appeared satisfactory to him. He
studied the papersin front of him. "Thisiswhat you think you need to take control of the Situation?"

"It'stheminimum | need to contain it. Jamesisaready anewsitem. It isonly amatter of time beforethe
wrong people connect him to Raymond.”

"Who?"' Oberst asked.

Boyden tapped akey on hislaptop, and the dide changed to the file describing Abby Springfield.

* % %

Cato Sullivan camein five minutes after the director |eft. Boyden looked up from his computer and said,
"Y ou should bein palitics, | think your skills are being wasted here.”

"Wegot it?"

Boyden did the paper acrossthe table to Sullivan. "We got it. Our pick of people from operations,
trangport, and atransportable secure biomedicd l1ab—" Boyden shook his head. "Abby Springfield did
usdl afavor by providing athreat that our boss can understand.”

"So what are we going to do, now that we can do something?*

"What're your people on the ground there telling you?"

"Somerset's not going anywhere. He was burned dive, pretty much. Even if heisthe vector, and hasthe
infection himself, our doctors estimate it will be weeks before he recovers completdly.”

"Okay, | want your people to secure a place for usto set up shop. Room for our doctors to work. Once
we have a secure base, were taking charge of him."

"Our doctors?'

"Were moving everything to Cleveland as soon as | get the logistics worked out.”

Sullivan arched an eyebrow. "Are you sure about this? These arentt field agents were talking about.”
"I know. But if it turns out that heisacarrier for this, we have to get thiskid contained. Besides, | saw

Oberst's mood when he left here. HE's behind us now, if only to avoid the embarrassment of having this
department exposed. If it turns out we need field agents, well get them.”

THINGS had changed.



Things had changed before he started sharing abed with Abby. Thisexcursion to investigate Ted
Mackenzie had gone over aweek longer than he had intended. He should be back now, working on half
adozen different projects....

She was pulling him deeper into something he had aready been borderline obsessive about. It was abad
gtuation, and not just because of sometaint thisal might giveto his credibility as an expert witness. This
whole hunt he followed was sl f-destructive. He thought about these kids too much...

Who else did?

In adarkened motel room, sharing adouble bed that forced Abby's naked body against hisside, Nate's
mind traveled long overgrown paths.

Tracing ahand across his chest, she asked him, "What are you thinking?”'

Nate amost made acomment about the journdistic third degree, but somehow it sesemed inappropriate
inthisgtuation. "I'm thinking that | am wasting my time. I'm thinking thet | should walk away from this"

"You'reclose. It could end tomorrow if you, or anyone, finds the tie that joins these children together.”

"I'm no closer than when | started. | just have more questions.” Nate sat up, and shivered. "What makes
you think I'm close?" he asked.

"Look a what you've done in the past few days—"

"All I've doneisfind more patterns, asinexplicable as the ones I've dready found."

She placed ahand on Nat€e's back. "I think you'll find Golden. I'm sure of it."

"If he— or she— exids"

"Golden exigs." Therewas such certainty in her voice that Nate wondered if she had a source of
information beyond what she had given him aready. He had adark flash of paranocia. He wanted to grab
her and ing st she revea what she waan't telling him.

What he did do was get up so that her hand fell away.

"Wheat are you doing?'

"Going onling" Nate said, "to look for dead kids."

* % %

Nate logged on to his subscription service to run aperiodica search over nearly al of the past month. It
was something he did periodicaly, and was usualy hisfirst source about one of his kids. The string he
typed in the command line of the system wasfamiliar.

">fachild[ren] firglburn died|deg[th|d] unknown"

He gave the search adate range starting with hislast search. The database obliged by chewing itsway



through the thousands of periodicasthat it had consumed over the last month. With every tick of the
clock, the database service charged Nate's account another few cents.

The lag had never bothered him before. But, unaccountably, he felt a sense of urgency. He sat naked in
front of the lgptop, the text-only telnet window on the screen motionless except for ablinking cursor, and
it felt asif timewas running out. He wasin danger of losing arace he hadn't even known held been
running.

Nate tapped the side of the notebook, leaning forward asif he could contribute to the momentum of the
search.

After afew more moments, the results flashed across the screen:
">7,832 matches.
ll> m

The cursor sat there, waiting for him to command the database. Nearly eight thousand hits. Normally,
he'd add another parameter to the search to narrow it down. The engine on this database was fairly
sophisticated, and he could define a search of arbitrary precison. But the samefedling that gave him a
sense of urgency made him afraid that anarrower filter might exclude something important.

He started to browse the results. ..

"...two children died in housefiretoday..."

...Tiery car crash clamsthree teenagers...”

"...burned infant, the surviving children have been placed into fogter care..."

....trid inthe arson deeth of two six-year-old..."

...resulted in no deeths, but an unknown amount of property damage..."

...Jprobable cause was an unattended child playing with matches..."

...fought the blaze for five hours. Seventeen people were treated for smoke inhdation..."

"...memoria held today for three children who died last week..."

Nate had paged past the header by afew linesbeforeit struck him that there was something of interest in
it. He backed up and reread the headline.

"17 Year Old Saves Fdllow Patients.

"Early thismorning afire burned through one of the buildings on the campus of Trinity House, alocal
resdentid treatment facility for children and teenagers. The building housed thirty children ranging in age
from twelve to seventeen. Firemen fought the blaze for five hours. Investigators confirm three desths,
including one resident whose name is being withheld pending natification of hisfamily. Injuriesinclude
seventeen people who were treated for smoke inhalation, as well astwo people being treated for severe



burns.

"According to Gordon Pagnokowski, a child care worker at Trinity House who was present at the
outset, one of those burn victimsis aheroic patient who saved severa residents from the blaze.

"It happened too quickly,' said Mr. Pagnokowski, ‘it was out of control within afew seconds of the
aams. We were outside, and the top floor was completely engulfed. We barely had time for a head
count before he broke open the cafeteriawindow.'

"The seventeen-year-old resdent of Trinity House, whose name is being withheld, broke open a
quarter-inch-thick pane of safety glassto lower another child to safety. He then went back through the
burning building where he forced open afire exit blocked by fallen debris and dragged four fellow
resdents out to safety.

"Richard Fenniman, one of thefirg firefighters to reach the scene, said, ‘I don't know how the kid did it.
He managed to carry out four people, by himself, in about half aminute. I'm trained for this, and |
couldn't manage that."

"The saventeen-year-old hero was serioudy injured in the fatl blaze. A Life-flight helicopter took him
and Nurse Marid Sharps, the only other victim suffering severe burns, to the Metro Health Burn Center.
Both were suffering burns over eighty percent of their bodies.

"All the deaths occurred in the Health Clinic adjoining the resdence. In addition to the juvenile patient,
fatditiesincluded fifty-three year-old Dr. Farid Husam, internist from The Cleveland Clinic who was
doing volunteer work at Trinity House, and twenty-two-year-old Debbie Gale, achild care worker who
had been working in the Hedlth Clinic. Sixteen residents and onefirefighter were treated for smoke
inhalation and released.

"The cause of thefireisunknown, but investigators report thet it probably started in the examination
room of the Health Clinic, where al three fatalities occurred and where Mr. Sharps had been working.
Sources confirm that Mr. Sharps called 911 shortly before the fire started, requesting an ambulancefor a
resident. By the time the ambulance arrived, the building was dready on fire. No one was able to confirm
if the oneresdentid fataity was the same child that Mr. Sharps called the ambulance for.

"Both Mr. Sharps and the seventeen year old arein critica but stable condition.”
From the Plain Dealer, Cleveland, Ohio, two days ago.

Even without any further research, Nate was almost certain that thiswas one of hiskids. It happened
around the right time of day— according to his new pattern— and it involved aresidentid treatment
facility. That was another pattern, the kids usually had shown some sort of mental disturbance before the
event.

This showed something more, though.

Never before had he seen a case where one of these kids had been restrained or confined. God only
knew what might happen if one of these children ignited in a confined space. Then, there was the fact that
the nurse, Mr. Sharps, called 911 before the fire started. If thiswas one of Nate's kids, what kind of
symptomswould he exhibit beforeigniting?



They were all in the examination room. All the fatalities.
If thiswas one of the kids, Marid Sharps would have seen it happen...

Nate forced down the euphoria and concentrated on getting more background information. Enough to
judtify pulling up stakes here and going to Cleveland. ..

In two hours, he was convinced.

Nate stood up and started getting dressed. Morning light was streaming into the hotel room. Abby was
adeep in the bed, wrapped up in asheet. He looked at her and redized that he could just walk out of
here, end dl of this...

Nate reached over and shook Abby's shoulder.

"What?' she mumbled.

"Wake up, we'reflying to Cleveland. I'll explain on the way."

31

GORDON Pagnokowski shook hishead and said, "Y ou're from The New York Times?'

Nate nodded, smiling. He had chosen the dias for two very smple reasons. Firgt, Abby waswith him
and heredly didn't trust her to act like anything other than areporter. Second, Gordon was anamed
sourcein every third article Nate had downloaded. Anyone that widely quoted had to be someone who
couldn't not spill hisgutsto ajourndidt.

Thethree of them sat & asmall hole-in-the-wall coffee shop in Shaker Heights, Ohio. They were about
three milesfrom Trinity House itsdlf, in one of theinner ring suburbs of Cleveland.

Gordon wore jeans and a purple polo shirt. There were pieces of gauze taped on one side of his neck
and small scabs pockmarked that side of hisface. His hair was shaved close and his hand would
occasondly run aong hisscap, asif searching for themissng hair.

Nate had seen hisBMV photo, and Gordon used to have longer hair.

"We're conddering doing afeature on the rescue.” He used alittle indirection, partly out of habit, partly
because he believed adirect attack on the source of the fire might undercut his cover story.

"Yeah, it wasincredible..." Gordon looked down into his coffee. "He shouldn't have been conscious, as
badly burned as he was. Somehow, though, he managed to get that exit open and move four people out
of the building. If you looked at them dl today, you'd say they had to carry him out.”

Nate nodded. "L et'stalk about how that evening started..."”

Gordon didn't use names, but that didn't bother Nate. He had other sources for that kind of information.



Everything was okay up until about an hour after lights out. Then one of thekidsin theintensive resdence
got sick.

Gordon explained the layout of the buildings. There were two "cottages' flanking the Hedlth Clinic and
the gymnasium. One was a boys residence and the other was a girls residence. Therewasasmadller,
more intensive resdentid facility across a courtyard from them.

A twelve-year-old kid in intendve started getting red sick shortly after lights out. Thiswas akid who had
ahigtory of acting out violently, and at first the staff thought he was just having another episode of his

violent temper. Then, when they got the kid restrained, they redlized that there was alot more wrong with
thekid. Fever, halucinations...

Two workersrestrained the kid and took him to the clinic.
Nate asked Gordon if he worked in the intensive residence.

Hedidn't. He knew dl of this because everyonein the resdences wasin radio contact. He never left the
boys residence until the fire dlarms arted going off.

No, he didn't know what started thefire,
He Started again with the amazing fests of the teenage savior. He described the kid actually punching

through awindow, and how the layout of the buildings meant that he had to walk through the heart of the
fireto get from the cafeteriato the exit where he saved those four girls.

He dipped once and called the boy by name.

Jimmy.

Nate noted it without comment and tried, subtly, to turn the interview back to the kid in the Health Clinic.
Did he know any of the other victims.

He knew Marid Sharps, the nurse on duty. Good guy, didn't deserve what happened. Dr. Husam,
Gordon knew dightly, he was treating the other kid and was donating histime to Trinity. Gordon had no
ideawhy he wasthere that |late, he was supposed to be there second shift, two days aweek.

Thekid who died, Gordon didn't know him at dll...

W, he had seen him before. A couple of days earlier he had wandered out of the intensive lockdown
and walked into the boys cottage...

"Ironic, when you think of it," Gordon said.

Nate nodded. He didn't know quite what to make of it. The kid he was here about was diverging from
the established pattern, and not only in behavior. Not only wasthe kid involved in an assault before the
event— on Jimmy, the other foca point of thisfire— but the kid was too young. He was ayear outside
the widest window Nate had drawn to date, and that included the kids listed on Abby's CD.

Nate seriously wondered if he was on the right track.



Abby did well covering for him. While Nate looked at his notes, second-guessing, Abby kept at Gordon
with question after question about Jmmy.

* k%
Abby was quiet on the drive back to the hotel room. That wasn't like her, she was usually badgering him
with questions. Nate cast afew glancesin the direction of the passenger seat, and she was scanning her
notes from the meeting with Gordon. Unlike Nate, she didn't use aPDA, her notes were on paper.
Scrawlsthat Nate couldn't interpret except for the occasional emphasized word.
One particularly emphasized word was " Jimmy."
"Thinking about the kid?' Nate asked her.

Her head snapped up asif Nate had just caught her at something. "Yes, | guess| was." Shelooked out
the passenger window at the houses diding by them. "Y ou've heard alot of Sorieslikethis, haven't you?"

"Not quitelikethis"

"1 mean, the burning. The children burning. .. | cannot evenimaginethat.”

Nate nodded. Why isit | think that wasn't your current train of thought? "Maybe you want to wait
inthe car, then. My next stop is going to be the autopsy records. The physica sgnswill tiethisto the
other kids, or not. The more | think about it, the more | think probably not.”

"Probably,” Abby looked down at her notes again. "How are you going to do that, you don't have a

"Short side trip. Desath certificates are public record, and | know the time of degth, the age, and how the
victimdied. A namewill take melessthan fifteen minutes.

"Y ou don't think this one is connected, though?*

"It doesn't redlly fit the pattern. Other than the time and thefire... | may have been too eager to find
something.”

"What will you do if this doesn't pan out?"

"l have aday job to get back to. | make my own hours, but this hunt is stretching metoo thin." He
looked over at Abby. She was closing her notebook and dipping it into her purse. What was on her mind
was obvious from the fact she wasn't mentioningit.

"Jmmy?' Natefindly asked.

"What about him?"

"Quiteahero, huh?"

"| suppose 0."



"Areyou thinking of actualy doing an article on the kid? It ssemsworthiit.”
Abby shook her head, "No."

"Amazing what people can do with the right motivation.”

"Yes itis..."

What isit, Abby?

* * %

The death certificate wasn't a problem, and Abby waited in the car as Nate went up to talk the coroner
out of the autopsy records. He came out of the building carrying a manila envelope that held the details of
the deeth of Raymond Germain, the twelve-year-old victim of the Trinity fire. Detailsthat were way too
familiar by now.

It wasn't a question that the kid had suffered the same event asthe other kidsthat Nate was investigating.
Also, after atalk with the pathologist, Nate had learned that the other two deathsin thefirewere of a
more conventiona nature.

There wasn't any doubt in Nate's mind that the cauise of the fire was the combustion of Raymond
Germain. Which placed into doubt every single pattern that Nate had discovered up to this point— even
those on the CD.

The question, Now what? ran through his brain as he walked across the parking lot to the waiting car.
Abby was gone.

"Abby?' Nate looked into the empty vehicle, then started looking around. He had |eft her in the car both
in deference to her— in retrospect, sudden— squeamishness, aswell asto prevent any problemswith his
well-oiled cover asa CDC investigator.

Nate placed his hand on the hood of the car and looked around. There wasn't really anywhereto go
around here. A cluster of office buildings, multiple lanes of asphat, a Rapid Trangt stop up the street.

"Abby?" Nate caled out at the top of hisvoice. No response.
He had asinking feding.

He opened the door to the car and tossed the autopsy resultsinto the passenger sest. That'swhen he
saw that not only were Abby's bags missing, but his own laptop aswell.

A single sheet of note paper was folded and dipped under the visor on the driver's Side. Nate pulled it
out and read asingle word in Abby's handwriting.

"Sorry."

"Motherfucker." Nate stood up and dammed hisfist into theroof of the car. " Abby! Where the hell are
you?"



He spun around, but there wasn't any response aside from two people on the far end of the parking lot,
garing at him now.

"What do you think you're doing? Abby!"

He had been serioudy duped. Helooked over at the Rapid Transit stop. He remembered from his arriva
that the train line there terminated at the airport. He had been insde for over an hour.

Abby could be at a counter, buying aticket to anywhere, right now.

And the bitch had stolen hislaptop.

Why?

* * %

Fuming, Nate dammed open the door to his hotel room carrying abrand new purchase from Comp
USA. He suspected that the clerks there were il dizzy. He had managed to walk in, specify the model
numbers, pick up his purchases, and walk out al in the space of twelve minutes. It was an extrathree
grand on his corporate Amex, but he was pissed, and unlike most of his avocation, replacing hislaptop
was alegitimate business expense.

He tore through the packaging and hooked up the machine, and while it was booting for the first time,
Nate dug through hisluggage for hisbackup CDs.

By eight in the evening, he was back in business.
Okay, what was it, Abby?

Everything she was doing had a hidden agenda behind it. She was hunting for something, and using himto
doit. Nate didn't appreciate that.

You were too interested in Jimmy, weren't you?

Nate got on-line.

* * %

He returned to the periodical database and started with the article on the Trinity House fire. He read the
aticleafew times over, thistime studying the teenager savior rather than the cause of thefire.

"...broke open a quarter-inch-thick pane of safety glass..."

"...four people, by himsdlf, in about haf aminute..."

"...burns covering eighty percent of hisbody..."

The unnamed Jmmy wasn't showing the pattern he had been looking for. However, he saw what could

have piqued Abby'sinterest. What the article described, what Gordon had described earlier today, was
as extraordinary asthe cases Nate investigated.



At the flashing prompt, Nate typed ">fatrinity housefire'

Lessthan adozen articles. Four were reprints of thefirgt articlein the Cleveland Plain Dealer and
elsawhere. Still, heread dl of them. To his surprise, he found afew tdling differencesthat formed a
dtrange pattern.

Chronologicaly, thefirst read:

"...burns covering ninety percent of hisbody... the seventeen year old isin critical condition.”

The second, the one held read first:

"...burns covering eighty percent of hisbody... in critica but stable condition.”

Thethird:

"...9xty percent of hisbody... incritical but stable condition..."

Thefourth:

"...forty-five percent of hisbody... in stable condition.”

In each case, Immy'sfelow victim, Marid Sharps, was unchanged.

Nate had seen his share of revisonist history in the press before. Most people would be appalled at how
often the things printed in their local paper were just plain wrong. It wasn't particularly unusud for papers
to revisefacts on thefly, especidly in acontinuing sory.

This, however, bordered on extraordinary. The seventeen year old in the story had radicaly improved
between thefirst and last story, printed less than forty-eight hours gpart. The other articles on the fire that
mentioned the kid followed the same pattern. The ones printed just after the event mentioned,
"life-threatening burns over most of hisbody," while those printed twelve hours later mentioned " serious

burns" and aday or two later "recovering from burns over nearly haf hisbody."

Early articles mentioned third-degree burns, while later articles only mentioned first- and second-degree
burns...

These couldn't be random mistakes unlessthey all came from the same source. And they were different
enough in the detailsthey covered to make that unlikely. The errors across these stories shouldn't dl bein
the same direction.

With ten stories, five bylines, eight different named sources, and thirty unnamed sources— If it wasa
mistake, someone should have got it correct right out of the gate. Then there was the way the hospital
graded the kid's condition. The articleslisted it upgrading as the kid's condition improved. If they had the
initid condition wrong, that didn't make sense...

Unless the doctors were the ones correcting themsel ves.

Nate's avocation didn't give him great faith in the medica profession, but he thought that it would be hard



to confuse third-degree burns over eighty or ninety percent of the body with first- and second-degree
burns over lessthan half.

And it wasimpossible for anyoneto hed that fast.

Thiswas the diametric opposite of what he was supposed to be investigating. Burns spontaneoudy
heding.

Nate stared at it, thinking about Abby, what she would be interested in. She had told him about
"Golden," a seventeen-year-old kid who was supposedly a survivor of what these other kidswere
uffering.

Jmmy was seventeen. ..

Was this kid what you wanted me to find?

Nate needed to find out who this kid was.

* % *
Given an age and afirg name, it wasn't that difficult.
The nature of Trinity House meant that most of the popul ation had some brush with law enforcement as
victims, wards of the court, or asjuvenile offenders. That meant a paper trail. And while some of it was

supposedly inaccessible to him, there was enough | eft out there for him to produce a profile.

From what he remembered of Gordon'sinterview, Nate knew that the kid was anew resident aswell as
the fact that the kid fdll into the juvenile offender category.

A little research on Trinity House's programs gave Nate alist of waysthiskid could have been admitted.
A search of news stories about juvenile court cases gave him aligt of ten kidsin the region who were the
right age, and digible for one of the programsthat Trinity House participated in. Three of those kidswere
named something other than Jmmy or James, two more were fema e, one mentioned another treatment
fadlity.

A little more digging gave him James Somerst.

With namein hand, Nate tried a hunch. Perhaps there were other fire-related storiesinvolving Jmmy...
Therewere.

"House Fire ClamsFive.

"A fad gasexplosion and fire woke up residents of Rocky River early this morning. Firefighters said that
the new single-family home on Lakesde Avenue was engulfed when aspark ignited agaslesk. The
resulting explosion was heard asfar away as Public Square and smoke from the blaze was visbleto

morning rush hour commuters across four communities on the West Side.

"The residence belonged to Samuel and Margaret Somerset, their three children, and Helen James



Kirkpatrick, mother to Mrs. Somerset. All were at home, adeep, when the explosion ripped through
their house. The only survivor of the blast was the Somerset'sinfant son, who was life-flighted to the
Metro Health Medical Center in critica condition.

"‘'It'samazing anyone survived a dl,' said Lt. Edgar Wadlace of the Rocky River Fire Department. The
initial explosion tore off the roof and two walls and collgpsed the second floor. The building was atotal
loss even before it started burning.'

"Damage was estimated at four hundred thousand dollars.”

Nate stared at the screen and read aloud, "It's amazing anyone survived at all.”

32

"THANK you for talking to me, Mrs. Carswell." Nate sat on the couch in the Carswells living room.
The atmosphere was stale and alittle creepy. The furniture was frozen in time around 1977, and facing
them from the mantel of the faux fireplace were photographs of dozens of children. Some were yelowed
and cracked with age.

"l undergtand,” said Mrs. Carswell. She was a plump, dmost archetypa mother figure— except for the
way her flesh sagged, asif she had been dightly deflated. "Jmmy was unusud. With dl the children, we
never had any of them—" She sucked in a breath.

"Would you prefer if your husband was herefor this?' Nate said it because the person he was playing
would have.

She shook her head. "No, held think it was awaste of time.”

"Itisnt," Nate sad. "Detailed survey datawill help uswith future placements.”

She nodded. "' So what does the county want from us?"

Natefel into hisrole asfamily services bureaucrat. He had taken less than two hoursto fabricate the
persona, but he knew people whose lifeblood was paperwork, and he knew how to carry off the precise
blend of bored insensitivity and psychopathic concern for meaningless detail. Mrs. Carswell had never

even asked to see hisidentification.

The fictitious outcomes survey was harder to manufacture. However, he had managed to cobble together
animpressve set of questions from severa state agency web sitesaswell asacopy of the MMPI.

The nice thing about the " survey” wasthat it prompted Mrs. Carswell into talking while the
multiple-choice script kept Nate's half of the conversation to aminimum.

Jmmy was atroubled kid on anumber of levels. The doctors labeled him as having "Borderline
Persondity Disorder." He had ared serious problem with authority and had spent amost al of hislifein
the custody of the county. Despite everything, he had been showing signs of improvement. His grades
were showing improvement, and he had ajob heliked.

Nate noted everything, al the psychologica and sociad measures. Every question seemed heavier and



heavier, asif he wasitemizing the weight bearing down on thiskid...

Nate left Mrs. Carswell feding that James Somerset was the focus of some evil destiny that no one could
quite fathom. The sense that Fate personified had marked him.

* % %

UnaMorrison wasalega aide in the Euclid Heights prosecutor's office. His calculated run in with her
wasin the City Hall cafeteriawhere he was playing someone very like himsdf. He talked shop with her
for an hour or s, and elicited anumber of detail s relating to the pleabargain that had kept Jmmy out of
jal.

Unathought that the comic books Jmmy had written were horrid— you wouldn't catch her children
writing such nasty stuff, or listening to gangstarap or wearing their pants round their ankles— but she
thought her boss had gone overboard. If the kid fought the charge, he would have won.

"You think," Unasaid to him, "if this was some preppy white kid who had parents with deep pockets and
lawyer friends— you think my boss would be backing the school board in that case?"

* * %
"Cdl meReggie" said Jmmy'sformer employer.
Nate shook the man's hand. " Do you mind talking about Jmmy?*

"It dependswho I'm talking to..."

* % *
"I'm just following up on some details for the court,” Nate said.

The beefy security guard nodded. They stood outside the main office of Euclid Heights High School.
From other interviews, Nate already knew that the kids called this guy " Spam." Hetried not to let it show
in his expresson how apt he thought the nickname was. "Now, if you don't mind, can we go over the
fight between James Somerset and Frank Bradley?

* * %

Dr. Singh held up arelease form. The document he was looking at was one of the dozens of
generd-purpose formsthat Nate had digital copies of. Even though the form had signaturesfrom " James
Alan Somerset” and "Anthony Carswell,” dated about three monthsin the pat, it hadn't had a physica
exigtence until Nate had faxed theimageto Dr. Singh's office.

"Dr. Harris?' Dr. Singh asked.
llY@l

"What exactly isit you're researching?’

* % %

By the end of forty-eight hours, Nate had a better idea of who Jimmy Somerset was than he did about



Nathan Adriano. Something was happening with thiskid, and Nate didn't know what it was, but he knew
everythingdse.

He knew the path Jmmy traveled, from hisfreakish surviva asan infant, to hisequally freskish surviva of
thefireat Trinity House. Hissurviva in inadequate foster homes and |ess-than-adequate schools, and his
self-destruction in what to al appearance was amuch better environment.

Heknew in detall theinjuries suffered by Frank and his peers. Sdf-defense it might be, but the severity of
the damage spoke of someone who was barely in control.

He knew that one of the fatalities of the Trinity fire, Dr. Husam, was there because of Jmmy. Because of
test resultsthat didn't make any medica sense.

He knew that Raymond Germain had bitten Jmmy before he burst into flame. ..

He typed notes about Immy'slifeinto his new laptop, sitting up on the bed in hishotel room. Abby was
looking for thiskid, and he had an intimate connection to the kids Nate was looking &t.

Looking at dl the background data he had on the other kids, demographicaly, Jmmy fit right into the
pattern. He followed the profile of akid who should have burned out three years ago. Birth date,
location, even his history of psychologicd problems.

What if it isa virus?

What if Jimmy isa carrier?

That's when someone kicked the door in.

Nate heard wood crack and splinter. He turned his head and saw half a dozen men running through the
door of hismotel room. They wore black uniforms and body armor, their heads covered by matte-black
helmets, their faces hidden behind the reflections on Plexiglas face shields. Each carried an assaullt rifle
with aflashlight mounted on the barrdl.

"Don't Fucking Movel" shouted one who flanked the bed. The gunman swept the laptop off Nate'slap
with the barrel and pinned him to the bed, jamming therifleinto hisgut. Nate froze.

Two kicked in the closet and swegpt it with the barrels of their weapons. One bent and stuck hisgun
under the bed. Thelast two flanked the door to the bathroom while one from the closet, not finding
anything, turned and kicked in the bathroom door.

"Who—" Nate began to say, the question vanishing in apuff of air asthe barrel of thegunin hisgut
pressed into him, forcing the air from hislungs. They didn't need to tell him to shut up.

The guy who kicked in the door took point into the bathroom while the two flanking the door pointed
their wegpons into opposite corners of the room, one high, one low.

Nate distinctly heard someone say, "Clear." Thiswas echoed from various points around the room,
which seemed alot smaller to Nate now.



The one who stormed into the bathroom came out with his gun lowered. He spoke into a headset that
Nate could barely see under hishelmet. "The ared's secure.”

The other men lowered their weapons, al except the guy who had his wegpon trained on Nate.

"Yes, ar," continued the one by the bathroom. He looked up a Nate and said, ""Pack him up and clear

The one holding the gun on Nate took a step back so apair of hisfriends could get on either side of him.
One patted him down and went through his pockets while the other yanked Nate into asitting position
and pulled Nate's hands behind him, binding them together with anylon zip cord.

When the one searching Nate's pockets gave the dl clear, the men on elther side of him grabbed him
under the armpits and hauled him to hisfeet while the one training the gun on him stepped around behind
them to point his weagpon at Nate's back as they hustled him toward the door. It was al an excellent
piece of choreography. The time between them kicking in the front door to the time they hauled Nate out
of it had to beless than two minutes.

They walked out into a spotlight glare and Nate could hear ahdlicopter somewhere above him. Two
unmarked vans, doors open, were parked diagonally in front of the motel room door. Behind and
between them was a sedan. Onetrio of armed men piled back into one of the vans, while the three
transporting Nate took him to the sedan and threw him in the back sedt.

As Nate straightened up, the spotlight moved away and the sound of the helicopter receded. As soon as
the |ast three gunmen piled into the remaining van, both pulled away, leaving the sedan doneidling in the

parking lot.

The man in the front passenger seat turned around. He looked to be Nat€'s age, maybe dightly older. He
had sdt-and-pepper hair trimmed close to his skull and arusty mustache. He looked somewhat familiar.

"Well, wefinaly get to meet, 'Agent Whitman,' " he said.
The sedan dowly pulled out of the hotel parking lot and drove in adirection opposite from the vans.
"Who areyou?' Nate asked.

"Me, I'm Agent Boyden. We dmost met once, in Samson County, West Virginia" Nate stared at him for
along moment before Boyden added, "That was my Honda Civic you threw up on.”

33

CRIMINALS are a superstitious and cowardly lot.

The mansion is made of darkness, ablack emptiness that had been drawn out into walls, arches,
columns, and turrets, atwisted negative image of a Gothic nightmare cross between Wayne Manor and
the Fortress of Solitude. In the great hall, JImmy sits on atwisted throne that could have been an eectric
chair— if they carved claw and ball dectric chairs out of solid ebony.

Helooks down at his hands. They are black aswell, the skin cracked and weeping clear, red-tinged



fluid. When he flexes hisfingers, hisflesh makes rustling sounds, asif his hands are covered in Saran
Wrap. Hecks of himsdf fal awvay.

Theworld smdls of overcooked mest.
Pain, | should be feeling pain...

"...0Oh, | am so sorry, that is not the correct answer. But, just for playing, we do have some parting
gfts..."

Jmmy looks up and sees Dr. Altroy, but he iswearing a purple suit and has on clown makeup that
makes him look like the Joker. He steps over bodiesthat litter the floor of the Great Hall.

No, wait, just ask the question again...

Jmmy triesto speak, but he doesn't have anything to speak with. Hislips are cracked and burned, his
tongue an immobile lump of roasted flesh.

"...Wehave alifetime supply of completefailure. A purposeess existence for one. And, of course, a
copy of our homegame..."

Joker/Altroy throws a pile of paper into Jmmy's [ap. Jmmy sees his own handwriting, and the panels of
the last comic book he had written.

Jmmy looks up, and the room has changed. A horseshoe table has sprung up around him. Behind the
table Sts, stands, and crawls every superhero imaginable— good, bad and indifferent. Ant Man sitson
Spawn's shoulder, the chick from Witchblade stands next to Spider-Man. Dr. Altroy iswearing a
Batman suit now, but there are till traces of Joker makeup on hischin.

"What makes you think you can join us?'

Jmmy iswearing Cain'strench coat. He reaches up and touches hisface. Thefleshisintact. He saysto
the Batman, "What makesyou think | can't?'

"Y ou gotta be kidding me," quoth the orange stone pile of the Thing. "Thefirst murderer?”

The Fash flips more copies of Jmmy's artwork back over thetable. "Thisis unacceptable materid."
Jmmy shakes his head. " Some of you have done worse, dedlt with worse—"

"We're the heroes, you sad little fuck," says Wolverine. ™Y ou think we | et anyone crash our party?*

Jmmy reaches down and picks up the scattered pages. "What's the problem with this? It's not good
enough?"

Batmar/Altroy speaks. "The problemis you wroteit."

* * %

The red world was white. Stark fluorescent hospital white. He couldn't move. Bags dripped into his



arms. A tuberan up to his nose and down the back of histhroat. Alien presences walked in and out of
hisfield of vison, discussng him in the third person asif he was some sort of [ab specimen.

Whatever they pumped into him kept the world fuzzy and distant. He didn't hurt so much asitch. His
entire body was one massiveitch. That, and he was cold, the fuckers couldn't cover him up, just left him
lying naked benesth aplastic tent that turned the world into ablur.

Itching, cold, bored...

Occasiondly shapeswould walk around the bed and talk, forgetting he was here, listening.

"Okay, | see what you mean now..."

"l know it was hard to believe."

"Thisjugt isn't possble

"Y ou can seewhy | didn't want to risk any grafts, any surgery at al. Theré'sno point exposing him to
infection.”

"The hands, | saw his hands. They should have been amputated, the muscle tissue was gone... How
much fluid ishetaking?'

"Literaly as much aswe can get into him. Worse than any burn victim I've ever seen. We havetwo IVs
going at once, and we're replacing them every two hours, just to keep the blood volume up.”

"But the burns are shrinking—"

"That'swhy you're ill here. Weve checked for internd bleeding every six hours. No sign.”
"Can | seethelab results? All of them?”

"Y es, and order anything you think we've missed.”

"Thisshouldn't be heding."

"I know."

"Normal abrasionswouldn't be heding thisfagt.”

Jmmy tried to speak, but atube was blocking histhroat.

Just aswell. They probably wouldn't et him eat a cheeseburger anyway.

Itching, cold, bored, and terribly hungry ...

Canwalksthe plainsof hell.



Hell isacracked plain stretching under ajet-black, starless sky. Thereisasun, blood-red and bloated,
blasting the rock on which Cainwalks.

Hell isempty.
Canwaksfor along time before he seesanyone dse.

A dark child sits on a pinnacle of splintered stone, rocking back and forth. Cain stops before him and
says, "What isyour Sn?'

"I don't know, | don't remember."

"Why areyou here?'

"I don't know, | don't remember."

"Who areyou?'

"Who are you?"

Cain losesthe child in the shadow of the stone.
Cainisaone.

What ismy sin?

Why am| here?

Who am|[?

* % %

Inthe world of white, Immy itched. Hisbody was one giant rash. The insde of hisfleshitched. A
bone-deep ache sank through parts of hisbody that had been painless up until now. He was aware of the
pain in the same distracted way that he was aware that something terrible had happened to him. The
knowledge was there, but it floated free in hismind, never accumulating more than afew thoughtsiniits
wake.

Even the passage of time was an abstract concept that carried no meaning. It seemed asif great blocks
of memory were gone, and the elements he did remember weren't tied to a particular moment. He
couldn't order them, couldn't place the fragments. He remembered severa nurses changing the bags
hanging over hisbed, but he couldn't guess how many times or how many different nurses. It was asif the
act of trying to force some structure on theimage forced the nurses into an infinite regresson where every
human being who ever existed got a chance to swap an IV bag on him.

The samefor the dien masked creaturesthat did asde the plastic tent to poke him with their needles.
They wore the doctors green scrubs, masks, and safety gogglesthat reflected the light and made the
upper parts of their faces a featurel ess fluorescent glare. Their skulls were capped, so no hair or
extraneous flesh was visible. The hands they touched him with were covered in latex gloves that made the
flesh of their hands white and dead, the color and consistency of amaggot.



Sometimes the diens swabbed some extremity and did along needle insde. Sometimesit hurt,
sometimesit didn't. Onetime, Jmmy's body started thrashing, and he was barely aware enough to
register adight concern at the fact he was having aseizure.

Other timesthey took small knives and cut pieces of him away. They held him down and drugged him, so
thisimage was more distorted and fragmentary than the others. But he could remember innumerable
timesthey cut hisskin. They took from his chest, his somach, hisarms, hislegs. Jmmy could seethe
postage-stamp fragments they pulled away with apair of forceps. The pieces were a strange fleshy
rainbow of colors, from an olive-tinted purplish-black to ashiny baby pink to adead greasy white.

One fragment of amemory. A blurry man walking outside the tent. The voice wasfamiliar, it belonged to
one of the alienswho stole pieces of hisflesh. He didn't wear the mask and goggles, but he also didn't
dide back the tent, so Jmmy didn't know hisface. The man paced around Jmmy's bed and talked to
him. From the sound, Jmmy thought that the man believed that he was unconscious and couldn't hear
him.

Jmmy didn't know, he might have been. This could be adream.

"Who are you?' Thefigure paced outside the plastic tent. "What are you? Thiskind of insult doesn't just
hedl, didn't anyone ever tell you that? If | only knew why."

"Why can you grow back skin, muscle tissue, nerves— The way you camein, if you were any other
person, we would just now be finishing debriding the wounds you came in here with. If we were lucky
enough to keep you dive and stabilize you, we'd be starting with the skin grafts. If those took, wed start
looking a months of recongtructive surgery. Four or five months you'd probably get out of the hospitd,
bandages still covering the affected area of your body. After afew years of healing and physical therapy
you might have had anormad life, though you would dways be scarred, and your extremitieswould have
beenmaimed..."

The shadow hovered at the foot of the bed. "Hundreds. Men, women, and children. I've had to treat
three year olds. None of them grew back an inch of flesh on their own. Nothing healswithout a scar.
Wheét the hell makesyou different?’

Who am[?

Why am| here?

Why ismy sin?

* % %

The darkness pullsitsalf around his bed and hoverslike one of the dien doctors. Unlike the doctors, its
presenceis neither benign or indifferent. Like acartoon vultureit leans over his bed, radiating hunger.

Jmmy feels something dsein its presence.
An accusation.

No, goddamn it. You're the fucking sin.



The darknessisn't moved; it remains, patiently hungry. Dangerous as awounded animal. Immy raiseshis
hands, to ward off the darkness, and the IV tubesfall out of hisarms. The tubes dap against therails by
his bed, and dide out from under the plastic tent to spill their fluids on the linoleum floor.

The darkness till accuses him, wordlesdy. Jmmy can fed it judge him guilty of Snsthat Jmmy doesn't
have namesfor. It islike acrowd, an auditorium, astadium filled with people hungry for Jmmy's
execution.

No, you'rewrong...

Jmmy stsup, flailing hisarms. The tubes break and fal avay from hisface. Heisbarely aware of the
fact that he can't fedl the presence of the tube snaking down histhroat, blocking hisvoice.

"Unclean," mutterstheinvishble, voicedesscrowd.

"Go away," Immy'svoiceislittle more than ahoarse croak.

" Thief."

Jmmy sweeps hisarmsin front of him, warding off the pressure of the accusation as much asthe
predatory dark itself. His arms catch the edges of the plastic tent and pull the sdes away from the
chrome metal superdtructure. Asthe pladtic tears, the dark billows away dightly, asif it wasmigt, or
smoke.

"Murderer."

Jmmy shouts an accusation of hisown. "Liar!"

He swings hisfeet around to the edge of the bed, knocking down the restraining rails and tearing away
more of the plastic. The motion twists wires free from contacts taped to the new pink flesh of his chest.

"Youreafucking liar and you know it!"

Jmmy stands. His shoulder knocks over the IV stand, the half-full— draining— bag fdlsinto apile of
equipment on acart next to his bed. Jmmy's bare feet dgp into the linoleum, standing in the puddle

spilled by the 1V bag.
"You're not going to have me!" he shouts at the darkness.

Jmmy stands on feet that are still the twisted black olive color of flesh completely burned through. Stands
inthe puddle of 1V solution. Thefluid is sucked toward him, asif hisfeet are apair of sponges.

Jmmy runs away from the hospital room, unaware that his feet have returned to amore hedlthy color.

A

BOYDEN took Nateto a hotel. Itslocation was obvioudy not a coincidence. The room overlooked the
building where James Somersat had been hospitdized.



The driver cut Nate's hands free from the nylon cuffs, and Agent Boyden had him st down onachair in
theliving room of the suite. The driver left the room, and Nate was aone with Agent Boyden.

"Want adrink?' Boyden asked.
Nate rubbed hiswrists and shook his head. "What am | doing here?!

"I want you to help us." He walked over to the bar and poured himself adrink. Boyden looked into the
tumbler of amber liquid and swirled it around. "Tell me about Abby Springfield.”

IIWMI

Boyden smiled weskly. "Would it help to say that she'sathresat to nationa security?'

"Y ou've got to be kidding. Who the hell are you?'

"My name's actually Boyden, I'm not as adept as you with the manufacture of aiases. But then, we have
specidigsfor that sort of thing." He walked over to atable where a notebook computer sat. He set his
drink down and traced itsrim with hisfinger. "We aso have speciaists for debriefings, but | wanted to
do thismysdf."

Nate didn't say anything.

Boyden downed his glass and opened the computer. He turned it so the screen faced Nate's chair. "This
isalittle bit of what we've been able to assemble on her.”

Boyden tapped afew keys and a page with Abby Springfield's picture came up. "Abby Springfield,”
Boyden read. "Graduate of Berkeley, fredlance journdist. Left-of-center mostly, critical of US policy in
the third world, especialy our Cuba policy—"

"That makes her aspy?'

"No, what makes her a'spy" is her frequent contact with a gentleman named Ling Pak. Ling Pak isa
multimillionaire resdent of Hong Kong whose work includes money laundering, drug-running, arms
dedling, and alaundry list of less wholesome things that the Chinese government wants no direct linksto."
""She could be working on astory.”

"We can trace the contact back to her time a Berkeley. Back to the time when her brother died.”

"Her brother?"

"Do you know how he died?'

Nate stayed slent.

"He was fourteen years old.” Boyden sighed and |ooked up from the screen. "We're playing catch-up
here. Until recently, we haven't been the best equipped or funded part of the Agency. But | can pretty

much guess what happened with her. Some agent talks to her. Politically, she's aready sympathetic. He
tells her how her brother'sfiery death isthe result of some evil US-corporate conspiracy. Ingtant agent.”



Nate shook his head. " She never told me about her brother."
"l am interested in what you told her."
"Why should | trust you?"

"Thisisn't agame, Mr. Adriano. | want your cooperation, and | went out of my way to get permisson to
ask for it. However, | do not requireit. Y ou should consider the consequences of your actions.”

"Y ou're blackmailing me?"

"I'm stating afact. Y ou crossed the line severd times. Impersonating afederd agent, fasfying
documents, accepting receipt of classified material. Y ou could disappear for along time.”

Nate leaned back and rubbed hisforehead. "Y ou're bluffing, you don't want to see thismade publicina
court. Testimony about kids on fire and government conspiracies—"

"Did | mention the courts?'
Nate stopped talking and swallowed. Histhroat was very dry.

"I'm not bluffing for two reasons. Firg, it isvery easy for meto take you into custody under the
antiterrorism statutes. A secret tribuna and no apped.”

"What's the other reason?"

"If what's happening iswhat | am afraid is happening, the secrecy of my department isway, way down
onthe priority list. A few steps below surviva of the United States, not to mention our species.” Boyden
drained hisglass.

Nate stared at him amoment and said, findly, "I think | will havethat drink."

When Boyden handed him thetumbler, he said, "'I'm not blackmailing you. I'm offering aded. Amnesty,
if youwork for me"

"Work for you?'

"Y ou're too much of aloose cannon. Y ou're on our team, or we take you off the field."

"Not much of achoice”

Boyden leaned forward. "1 fought to offer you this. My bosswould love to see you hang. | just barely
convinced him that you might be able to help temper the disaster this whole operation isbecoming.” He
sighed. "I've been trying to get authorization to recruit you ever snce wefirst crossed paths. Research
and dataandysisis ninety percent of what we do. It has been asinful waste of resources|eaving you out

in the cold to duplicate our efforts.”

“Why now?"



Boyden |leaned back.
"James Somerset?'

"What he represents. What your friend, Abby, represents. Enough of athreet to get along stationary ball
moving." Boyden shook hishead. "Latein theday asitis"

"Why did she contact me?"

Boyden chuckled. "Y ou are the foremost analyst on this subject outside our control. Who else would she
go to? They didn't have people of your cdiber to interpret the data she acquired. They targeted you and
convinced you to do the work they needed done.”

Insde, Nate felt a smoldering anger a Abby, and at the people who had used her against him. "Okay,
Boyden, what do you want to know?"

* * %
Boyden was thorough. Despite the fact that he kept saying that thiswas an "informa" debriefing, the
bastard was tireless and had an inexhaustible appetite for details. He asked for, and got, everything from
thefirst phone cdl until the point the Feds busted into his hotel room.
The"abbreviated" debriefing took almost ten hours.
Sometime after four in the morning, alarge man cameinto the hotel room unannounced. The door swung
open just long enough to see two men outside at parade rest. They wore black suits, but they ill looked
like Marines.
Their new visitor focused on Boyden and said, "We need you, Sir. Now."
"Damnit, Sullivan. Can it wait?"
"Y ou wanted immediate notification of any changein hisgatus.”
Boyden looked at Nate, held up ahand asif in gpology, and walked over to the other man. They held a
brief whispered exchange. To Nate's eyes, Boyden |ooked positively ashen. He shook his head severa
times, and was obvioudy containing hisvoice only with some effort.
Heturned back toward Nate and said, "We will pick thisup later. Y ou probably need some deep
anyway." He waved at the other rooms of the suite. "Y ou have that bedroom. I'm afraid the phone's
disconnected. If you need anything, let one of the guards know and they'll handleit.”

Boyden shook his head, retrieved his computer, and headed for the door. The man he called Sullivan
gave Nate an gppraising look. Then he followed Boyden out the door.

The door shut, leaving Nate aone in the hotel room.
If this was a James Bond film, I'd be figuring out some elaborate plans for escape right now.

Nate chuckled. He was too old and too tired.



He stood up and stretched. It was strange, he had seen the CD, decoded most of the data, but until now
Department Blue hadn't been particularly redl to him. He had seen numbers on the screen, but there was
nothing connected to them. They hadn't been tangible.

Nate walked to the window and threw aside the drapes. He looked out the window. He placed his
fingerson the glass. Cold and hard, it kept the sprawling hospita at bay. It pushed the view away, asif
he watched through atelevison st.

Or acomputer monitor.

A seventeen year old named James Alan Somerset is somewhere in that complex of buildings. He had
been burned nearly to death for the second timein hislife. In Nate's mind he could run through statistics,
profiles, case higtories...

"Isany of that real?" Hiswhispered wordsfogged the glass.

James Allen Somerset was aperson, not a series of characteristics. Hewasred.

These kidswerered.

Nate rested hisforehead against the glass and closed his eyes.

WHAT happened?

What is happening?

Jmmy stood on a street corner, staring up at the early morning sky, without knowing how he got there.
His clothes hung too loose on his body. Jmmy watched the darkness legk out of the sky, inside himsalf
hefelt asif hewas swimming up, toward alight that had amost been lost.

What have | done?

Jmmy remembered the fire, and the hospitd, bits and fragments tumbling in ablack void of memory. He
had been hurt, terribly hurt. Probably, he should have died.

Wheream|?

Jmmy looked away from the sky, and tried to run his hands through hishair. It didn't work. He didn't
have any hair. His hand rubbed his scap, and it felt like sandpaper.

He stood facing afour-way intersection. Gas stations occupied opposite corners, and a closed Medic
Drugstore occupied athird corner, the one opposite Jmmy. The streetlight blinked red to the four points
of the compass.

He looked down the broader of the two roads and could catch adistant glimpse of the downtown
kyline



It was beginning to sink in that he wasin deep trouble. Blackout or not, going AWOL meant that when
they did catch up with him, he wasn't going back to Trinity. They were going to lock him up for good.

And God only knew where these clothes came from...

(... blood dripping over discolored flesh...)

"No," Immy whispered.

(... so much blood seeping into the skin...)

"l don't want to know..."

(... pooling in the palms of his hands—)

"No!" IJmmy yelled, baling his hand into afigt, throwing a punch a atelephone pole next to him asif it
was the phantom memory attacking him. Hisfist connected with the wood with acrack like arifle shot.
Theimpact shot through his arm and up hisbody with enough force so that histeeth clicked together,
drawing blood from his cheek and tongue.

"Shit!" Immy yanked his hand away from theimpact, cradling it. "Shit. Shit. Shit..." The memoriesran
away in theface of present pain. It fdlt asif hishand had been run over by acar, ground into pavement
covered in broken glass, nalled to atree...

For about thirty seconds, Jmmy was in absolute agony.

Then it stopped.

He was doubled over his hand, holding it to his chest, and the pain was gone. He dowly straightened up,
gill clutching hishand. He was afraid to look at it. In the front of hismind, hewas afraid to look &t it
becauseit fet asif it had been turned into so much hamburger.

In the back of his mind, in the place where the darkness lived, he was afraid of something else...
Helooked at the telephone polefirgt.

His punch had landed right of center, about six inchesfrom the midline of the pole. That was probably a
good thing, because hisfist had sunk about six inchesinto the wood, blowing splintered fragments out of
the side of the pole. It looked asif acar had Sdeswiped it— at thelevel of Immy's chest.

He released his hand and held it up before him. Bloodstained splinters, some afoot or morein length, fell
to the ground at hisfeet as he opened hisfist.

His hand was unmarked. Not so much as a bloodstain.
" hit that pole..." Jmmy whispered.

Does someone have to draw you a road map, Jimmy? The fight with Frank. The munchkin bite.
Not to mention, you were burned real crispy there for a while...



"l just hedl fagt...”
Real fast.

Jmmy reached out and touched the damaged tel ephone pole, asif it was going to disappear on him. It
stayed solid, and tangible. He wrapped his hand around one of the longer, thicker splintersthat
blossomed from its Sde and tore it free. In hisright hand he held a dagger of wood afoot long.

Jmmy held up hisleft hand, pam facing him.

He thrust the point end of hisimprovised wegpon a his upturned pam. He saw it hit, diding into his pam
asif hewasdicing an orange. For amoment, he only felt the pressure of the impact, asif he had hit
himsalf with ahammer. It actualy took three or four secondsfor hisbody to register what his eyeswere
seeing, apiece of wood impaling his hand.

"What'vel done?' Thewords came through in a shuddering intake of bregth, the full impact of the pain
making him a sudden skeptic. He managed not to move, and to keep his eyes open and focused on his
left hand.

Eyeswatering, teeth clenched, holding his breath, Jmmy pulled the wood out of hishand. He did it
dowly enough that he could see that it had penetrated three inches, completely through his hand. He
watched the lips of the wound close on the wood as he withdrew it, asif in an obscenekiss.

He stared as the blood flowed from his hand, briefly.
He watched the skin draw together.
He watched the wound disappear.

"l am Cain," Jmmy whispered to the absent tigmata.

* % %

Included with the strange clothes was awallet. Jmmy didn't want to think about that, so he took the cash
out and dipped it into his pocket. He walked around until he found a bus stop. Most bus routes
converged downtown, and once there he would know where he was, and know how to get anywhere
dse

He got on the firgt bus and tried to fade into the back. Which was hard to do, since the buswas nearly
empty.

"Try not to fresk out..."

Sound advice, though Jmmy didn't know if he was up to taking it. He had just come out of a blackout
from God knew what disaster, he had only the vaguest idea of what time it was, and no clue a al about
the date. The cops were probably looking for him, at the very least for walking out of his sentence at
Trinity. When they caught up with him, they'd dso get him for the theft of thisguy's clothes. Please, let
that beall...



Then there was the small matter of some superhuman abilities...

Jmmy'sfirg inginct wasto run. Just start running and never stop. Thisguy had enough cash on himfor a
one-way Greyhound ticket anywhere in the country. In twelve hours he could be three or four states
away from the cops, County Family Services, and Trinity.

With great power comes great responsibility.

"Fuck off," Jmmy muittered to himself.

That it? Walk away. No— run. Everyone's right about you, aren't they. Worthless.

"What do you want?'

What do you want? Who gets handed their heart's desire and runs away because it's scary. You
want this.

“No."
You've always wanted this.

Thebuslet him off at Public Square in downtown Cleveland. He knew the direction to the Greyhound
dation from here.

Instead, he got on the first bus headed through Euclid Heights.

* * %

Jmmy knew the Carswells neighborhood well enough that he could approach the house from the back.
He cut through the backyards of three houses whose occupants were now off a work somewhere. Only
one dog barked at him from the inside of the empty houses.

Jmmy crept up and saw the Carswells driveway was empty.

He stood in the shadow of atreefor along time, staring at the rear of their house. It seemed empty ...

Jmmy walked up to the sde of the garage where a small woodpile leaned up against the garage wdll. He
pushed one of the logs aside and found the little sardine can that held the spare key.

Helet himsdf in the Sde door and listened for afew long moments. No sounds.

Heran to what had been hisroom.

Tohisrdief, the Carswellshad only got asfar asfilling cardboard boxes with hisleftover clothing. He
rummaged through the boxes of suff. Thiswas all the crap that he didn't wear anymore, or stuff too worn
for the Carswellsto pack for hisstay at Trinity.

It was better than wandering around in a set of clothestwo or three sizestoo big.

Hefound ablack T-shirt and jeans, and a set of sneakers, al with holesin them, but the net effect was



less congpicuous.
What | really need is spandex tights and a cape.
After getting dressed, he raided the Carswells refrigerator.

He |eft the stranger's clothes and wallet on the counter next to the spare key. He debated leaving anote,
but he suspected that the Carswells would get them back to their rightful owner—

... or next of kin.

Jmmy pushed away the evil thought as he lft.

36

JIMMY reached Carlos Cosmic Comic Shoppe just as Reggie was unlocking the door for the day. He
walked up behind Reggie and cleared histhroat. Reggie turned around and looked a him amoment, and
for afew seconds, showed no sign of recognition.

"Yes?' Reggiesaid. "I'll be openin fifteen—" Hiskeys dipped out of hishand and his eyes widened.
IIJWI

"It'sthe hair,"” Immy sad. "It'stoo much.”
Reggie stared a him. "What are you doing here?’

"What am | doing anywhere?" Jmmy knelt down and retrieved Reggie's oversized key ring from the
sidewalk. He stood up and handed the keys back.

Reggietook the keys and kept staring at Immy. "I thought you were..." Hetrailed off. Therewasafear
in his posture that hadn't been there before. Normally that would have irritated Jmmy, but right now he
was too on edge himself to do more than notice. Hefelt faint and his brain was teetering, ready to dide
into another poal of blackness at any moment.

Jmmy rubbed hisface. "I'm not hereto fuck with you. | just need afavor.”

"What do you want?"

"My last week and ahdf pay, that'sdl." Jmmy looked into Reggie's eyes. "Cash, if you got it."

"What happened to you?'

"Y ou don't want to know." Iimmy shook hishead. Hefdt faint, dizzy. "Just tekeit out of the cash
drawer. If it makesyou fed better, you can cal the cops afterward. Y ou'll never ssemeagain.”

"Areyousck?

Jmmy laughed, a shaking, heaving laugh that made the dizzinessworse. He only stopped when he saw
that Reggie was edging away from him.



"My man," Immy sad, "thewholeworldissck."

* % %
Jmmy walked away from Carlos Cosmic Comic Shoppe with alittle over two hundred dollarsin cash.
Once he got over the shock of seeing Jmmy, Reggie was good about it. AsJmmy left, Reggie said, "'l
am going to call the police, you know."
"I know."
"Do you know what you're doing?’

"l don't even know what | am thinking..."

Jmmy cut over afew blocks, found a convenience store with a pay phone and ordered a cab. He bought
agiant bag of cheese curls, asix-pack of Mountain Dew, and apair of Hostess apple pies.

By thetime the cab came, he had two cansleft and fdt alittle less dizzy. He dipped into the back.
"Wherere you going?" asked the cabby with an Eastern European accent.
The Greyhound station...

"The nearest motd," Immy said.

Fifty-six dollars and Sixty-saven centslater, Jmmy wasin ascummy little room in one of themore
picturesgue parts of East Cleveland. The kind of room that people got to shoot up or get laid, sometimes
both. There were cigarette burnsin the carpet, and the bed looked up at atiled mirror set in the ceiling.

Thetdevison was ancient and had acoin dot built into the sde.

Jmmy didn't like the ook of the bed, so he collgpsed in achair. The upholstery was so dusty that acloud
of motes enveloped him as he sat down.

He needed to rest alittle. Collect himself while he was till himself. Consider his options.
He dowly spped hislast can of Mountain Dew.

Did hewant to be afugitive? Even if helived out some caped crusader fantasy life, there was il the
problem of Jmmy Somerset being wanted by the cops.

"l couldturn mysdf in..."

Somehow, that dternative didn't seem very attractive. He didn't even know if he till had the right to fight
the charges they'd stuck him with. He had copped to a plea, and held blown it.

If he jumped on a Greyhound, where the hell would he go? How the hell would he live?



Jmmy balled up the can and threw it in the corner of the room.

(... blood dripping over discolored flesh, seeping into the skin, pooling in the palms of his hands—

Jimmy stares at his hands from some isolated place inside himself. He watches a memory of a
dream, or a dream of a memory.

He is naked, his skin a twisted rainbow of colors, black, brown, olive-green, and dead white. The
blood poolsin the flesh of his palm, sinking into the skin asif Jimmy's flesh was a sponge.
Underneath the blood, the flesh has turned a healthy pink.

In front of him, arefrigerator stands open. Inside it, bags of whole blood are arranged by type.
The plastic is shiny, and inside the blood is so red it is nearly black.

The Jimmything knows what it is doing. It knows it needs the fluid. It can sense the substance
inside the bags, can almost smell it, and the craving, the need, is worse than any pain.

It reachesin therefrigerator and takes out another bag, tearing it open with its hands. Blood
spills out, cold and wet, dripping across his damaged flesh.

Very little drips on the ground.

The refrigerator is almost empty when the lights come on in the otherwise darkened room. The
orderly barely has time to say, "What the hell are you doing?" Then the Jimmything pounces.

The victim slams into the wall and slides to the floor, and for a few long moments the Jimmything
stares into the man's face, hands wrapped around his throat.

After a moment, the hands slide down and start undoing the man's collar...)

... adream of a memory, or a memory of a dream...

He stands on the cracked blackened plain under the gravid blood-red sun. He is naked, and blood drips
down hisskin. In front of him, on a sharp black outcrop, the darkness coalescesinto aform, tal, gaunt,
trench coat waving in anonexistent wind.

"Can," IJmmy whispers.

"We are who we are," the darkness responds.

Jmmy shakeshishead. "'l don't understand.”

"You stole us, made us not what we are, you murder us."

Jmmy takes a step back. "Who are you? | don't know you."

"We are you."



“No."

"You are us."

Jmmy turns and triesto run, but the dark figure blocks the path behind him. Even under the blazing red
sun, thefigureis nothing more than a shadow, a Cain-shaped hole cut into the world. What faces him isn't
Cain. It issomething darker, older, and much more dien.

"Y ou don't belong here. Go back where you came from."

"We were one and you made us something else. You took our memory, our purpose. So long we
sept.”

"What do you mean?"
"So we take our memory, our purpose, back from you. So again we can be one."
"What do you mean?"

The shadow Cain opens his arms and spreads his coat apart. The blackness envelops everything asit
embracesJmmy...

Jmmy came to awareness with awoman screaming at him.

"Youkilled him. You killed him."

Holy Christ, what have | done now?

Jmmy was standing in the middle of an unfamiliar room in an unfamiliar house. A blue couch was against
thewal to Immy'sright, facing afake fireplace on the opposite wall. Above the mantel wasalarge
mirror mounted in the wall. The mirror had been shattered, cracks radiating from the point where
something had hit hard.

(..."LOOK, you bastard. Look at the sick fuck staring back at you!"...)

Next to the fireplace was an old-style console TV. The picture tube had been smashed. A glass-topped
coffeetable lay on the carpet in amillion pieces.

Most surreal were the pictures. Pages from a photo abum were scattered everywhere, asif the book
had exploded. Photographs were on the carpet, the couch, in the fireplace. ..

By Jmmy'sfoot was a picture of two children, acouple of years younger, but Jmmy recognized them.
Charlieand Sdina
Oh, God...

Infront of him, Salina's mother was rocking back and forth, cradling her husband's head in her lap. She



was cdling his namein avoice bordering on hysteria, "Quincy. Quincy..."

Quincy Robb didn't have aface anymore.

(... the Jimmything flips through the photo album, sitting on the couch in the Robbs' living room.
The TV plays David Letterman while the Jimmything waits. It isn't long before Quincy Robb
comes down to confront the intruder. The man runsinto the living room, wearing boxer shorts
and brandishing a handgun.

"Who the fuck are you?"

"Nice kids," says the Jimmything asit stands. "Real nice pictures you got here."

"Stay where you are. My wife's already called the police.”

Jimmy walks toward Quincy Robb. "You sure? | mean, she wasn't that quick to call 911 when her
daughter was being raped.”

The gun discharges. Behind the Jimmything, Letterman

explodes into a shower of sparks. The Jimmything feels the impact in his upper chest, near the
shoulder, but it only stops his advance momentarily.

The Jimmything looks at Quincy Robb and says, "Ouch."”
Quincy Robb stares. The expression of shock, the beer gut hanging over the boxer shorts, and the
gun all combine to form an incredibly comical image. "Go on, do it again." The Jimmything

smiles. "Or can you only get it up when someone is begging you to stop?"

The gunshot is thunderously loud in the small living room. Smoke fills the small space between the
Jimmything and Quincy Robb. The bullet tears into the Jimmything's abdomen.

It doesn't really matter.
"My turn, you fat fuck."

In a surreal reprise of its confrontation with Frank, the Jimmything smashes the photo album
across Quincy Robb's face.

The impact explodes the cheap binding. Pages fly everywhere as Quincy Robb stumbles sideways.
The gun goes off again, this time into the floor.

The Jimmything steps sideways, reaches up for the back of Robb's neck, and sends him sailing
face-first down into the coffee table. The glass top shatters into thousands of fragments.

Quincy Robb groans and rolls over, across the broken glass.

The Jimmything stands over him. Blood is leaking from two bullet wounds, but not as much as
there should be. The Jimmything barely feels the wound.



"Why don't you beg for it? Your daughter begged, didn't she?"

Quincy Robb raises the gun at the Jimmything.

It clicks on an empty chamber.

"Aww, too bad." The Jimmything walks around, reaches down and pulls the man up by his head.

Both its hands clamp on either side of the man's skull. The man gasps and wheezes as his feet
leave the floor. He flails and kicks, but fails to dislodge the Jimmything's supernaturally strong

orip.

The Jimmything holds him up in front of the mirror above the fireplace.
"LOOK, you bastard. Look at the sick fuck staring back at you!"

The man keeps struggling.

"That's the last thing you're going to see.”

The Jimmything slams the man's face into the mirror...)

Jmmy stood, staring at the blood-pul ped remains of Quincy Robb'sface.
(Again...)

"Oh, shit," Jmmy whispers. It was al over. He had gone apeshit and killed someone. If they got hold of
him now, they'd never let him go.

(Again...)

Jmmy could hear sirens.

(Again...)

Jmmy ran.

He bolted out of the front of the Robb house just asthe police flashers were becoming visble reflected in
the windows of the houses around him. He had no idea where he was, so he ran away from the flashers.
Heran full tilt down the dark, residentia street.

In hismind he kept picturing Quincy Robb's face hitting the mirror again, and again, and again.

A squed of brakes. A spotlight blinded Jmmy. From somewhere behind the light he heard the word,
"Freeze!"

Part of his mind wanted to keep running, turn at right angles, lose himself behind one of these houses.
That part of hismind wasn't in control at the moment. He stopped, blinking, pinned down by the light.



"Hands behind your head. Move it! Now!"

Jmmy locked hisfingers behind his neck. He could fed adight tension in the shoulder where he had been
shot. Under his T-shirt, he could fed moisture leaking down the side of hisbody. It was just now
registering that the late Quincy Robb had put two bulletsin him.

It didn't stop me, didn't even slow me down.

"Turn around and keep your handsin sght.”

Jmmy did asthe cops asked. Someone gpproached from behind and frisked him. Immy felt the cop pat
down hissdes. "Fuck, thiskid'sabloody mess" Jmmy heard him muitter. "Leo! bring me sometowels
and apair of gloves, he'sgot the old man'sblood al over him."

Jmmy turned his head to see the cop, and he felt ahand clamp down on hiswrigts. "Did | say you could
move? Stay the fuck Hill."

"It'smy blood," Jmmy whispered.
With alot of cursing, the cop finished patting him down, wearing afresh pair of latex gloves. Jmmy could
look down and see the white hands as they became smeared with blood. The cop emptied his pockets of
acouple of bloodstained twenties.

The cop with the gloves placed the money in aplastic baggie while reading off Jmmy'srights. Behind
him, another cop folded his arms back and cuffed him.

So much blood. His clothes were soaked.

They threw atowd in the back of the squad car before they locked him in. Immy watched out the
window asthey both pedled off their gloves and tossed them in an orange refuse bag.

For some reason, he kept thinking of the kid who had bit him.

One cop walked around and got in the driver's Side, tossing the orange bag in the passenger seat. The
other cop walked back to another patrol car. The cop sighed, looked back at immy, and shook his
head. "Chrigt, what the hell were you thinking?*

Jmmy didn't know what to say, so hejust looked &t hisfeet. Blood dripped down, over his sneskers.
"James Allen Somerst, | know who you are. Theré'sawarrant for you..."

The drops were moving by themsdves. For along surred moment, while the cop tried to talk to him,
Jmmy was convinced that he was stuck in another sick nightmare. The blood rolled off of his shoe, and
acrossthe carpet purposefully, asif it had amind where it was going.

The cop got on the radio, and started driving.

Jmmy looked up and said, "1 think we should stop the car and get out.” He could fed his own blood
moving now, across hisskin, under his clothing. Thetowe beneath him rustled asif it was dive with



insects.

The cop hung up the mike from the radio and said, " So you can talk.”

"Sir, | redly think we should pull over."

"Why isthat, son?"

The police car pulled out into amajor street. Jmmy could see the skyline of downtown Cleveland.
"Theblood," Jmmy said. "We need to wash off the blood."

"That can wait until we get to the station.”

Jmmy looked down, and his eyes widened. Through a dozen holesthe size of hisindex finger, he could
see the road rushing by undernesth them. Each perfectly circular hole was ringed by ashiny film of
black-red fluid.

Jmmy stood up in the back. "Y ou have to pull over, now! "

"Stdown."

They were going sixty-five down afour-lane stretch of road. The entrance ramp to the freeway was
about haf ablock away. That's where the police car was headed. immy looked down through the
transparent partition, at where the cop had tossed the orange plastic bag.

There was nothing there except afew shreds of latex that |ooked asif someone had chewed them apart.

"Look at the gloves, damn it, pull over!"

The cop was dready calling dispatch about an unruly passenger, but he looked. immy saw hiseyes
widen. To hishorror, Jmmy aso saw asingle crimson droplet rolling up the cop's cheek.

The cop tried to brake, and the inertiadammed Jmmy down into the seet, causing the handcuffsto bite
into hiswrigts. The police car'stires screamed in agony, filling the air with the smell of burning rubber.

But something bad had happened under the car, because the squeal s stopped with a shuddering
mechanica snap, and the car tried to shakeitself gpart. Looking down, through the now foot-wide hole
inthefloor, Jmmy saw the furioudy spinning driveshaft fracture, blowing pieces of itself everywhere. One
fragment shot through the floor, and up through the rear window.

Jmmy looked up and saw the cop franticaly trying to steer asthe car started into aspin. The whed was
rotating freely and seemed to have no effect. The car spun out into the freeway.

The buswas going nearly seventy when it dammed into the car.

37

I T was along time before Agent Boyden came back. Nate got afew hours of restless deep, and the



closemouthed sentries brought him alukewarm room service dinner. Nate was sawing through a piece of
alegedly grilled chicken when Boyden waked in. He didn't look happy.

Nate put down hisfork.
"What's going on?'

Boyden shook his head. "We need to go on with the debriefing. | need to know anything about Abby
Soringfield we might have missed.”

"Wedidn't missanything. Tell mewhat's happening?"

Boyden looked at him, then he waked to the bar. He poured himsdlf adrink. "Sometimesit islike
sweeping back the ocean.”

"What?'

"Trying to contain this." Boyden shook his head and picked up the glass. "We were supposed to contain
both you and James Somerset at the sametime. A logica dlocation of my limited number of field agents
dictated that | use most of my manpower on you. Y ou were ambulatory and associating with agents of a
foreign government.” He downed the drink.

"Something happened to Jmmy?* Nate had a nightmare image of a hospitd in flames.

"Jameswasin intensve care, with burns over half his body, and our mgjor security concern was keeping
people out. He wasn't ambulatory. Even at the rate he was recovering, every reasonable medical opinion
said the boy couldn't stand, much lesswalk out of the hospitd." Boyden shook his head. ""So much for
ubtlety.”

"Walked out?'

"While our agents were trying to prep things to move him to asecured area”

Nate leaned back. "How?'

"Apparently, he healed quicker than we gave him credit for before." He turned to face Nate. "We have to
find him before Pak's people do. Y ou need to help me. Anything that can tell me what Abby might do,
wha Jmmy might do—"

"Tdl mewhy you're so scared of thiskid."

Boyden was quiet for amoment.

"If you'retrying to recruit me, tell mewhy we're so interested in thiskid. These kids."

"Do you know what you're asking?"

"Tdl me"

Boyden poured another glass and walked over to Nate with it. He held it out. After amoment he said,



"Takeit, youll needit."

Nate took the offered drink.

"I know you must have seen the broad patterns by now—"
"Thethree-year cycle”

Boyden nodded. "Ther€'s the three-year cycle, theré'saband of |atitudes where this happens, and the
event points occur clustering about the same sidered time—"

"Sdered time?'

"If you plot the times out, they migrate around the clock depending on thetime of year."

Nate nodded.

"Sidered timeisan astronomica term. Easiest way to put it, isthat when these kids burgt into flame, the
same congellation is overhead. In fact, if you do the calculations with both latitude and the timesthe
events happen, you can draw acirclein the sky about twenty degrees wide. The combustion only
happens while that patch of sky isoverhead.”

Nate furrowed his brows. "Y ou are saying what? Degth rays from the sky?"

Boyden chuckled. "Precisely the opposte, in fact. Have that drink.”

Nate sipped.

"Now thereare alot of objectswithin that circle. One of them isan eclipsing binary star system about
fifteen light-years away. It not only happensto fal near the center of the circle were drawing, but it
happensto eclipseitsef every three years.”

Nate took another sip from his drink. Boyden had just taken an unscheduled step into conspiracy
territory. Any moment he was going to start invoking UFOs and little gray men. "How can that have
anything to do with what's happening with these kids?'

"Weve monitored radio emissons from the binary. They're complex, structured, and follow the same
three-year pattern. The kids cycle coincides with the periods of strongest transmission.”

"It's hard to take what you're saying serioudy.”

"Do you know why these kids are combusting, Mr. Adriano?"
"What do you mean?"

"Whét isthe cause?'

"I haven't met anyone who could answer that question.”

"Do you know how much energy you need to boost aradio signd to reach fifteen light-years?



Nate shook hishead in disbelief. The inferencesthat Boyden was asking him to make— that he was
drawing for him— were too much. Nate stared at Boyden and said, quietly, "No."

Boyden sghed.

"No," Nate said. "Y ou don't have the right to bullshit me. I've put my life into thisand you are not
turning it into some sort of UFO conspiracy theory. Y ou hear me?' Nate's hands were shaking.

"Mr. Adriano," Boyden snapped. When Nate stopped talking, he said, "First of dl there are no UFOs,
no little men, gray, green, or otherwise. What we have are the cycles, the radio transmissions, and these
kids"

“"Meaning?"

"Let me ask you to do alittle thought experiment..."

* % %

Imagine humankind afew thousand years from now. At some point we will want to explore other star
systems. The desireis naturd enough. Also, for the sake of argument, we can assume that everything we
know from Eingein istrue; Nothing can trave faster than light, no magic interdimensiond gateways, warp
gpeeds, wormholes, or tachyon drives. How would you go about doing it?

Certainly wélll be able to capture radiation from nearby stars. We might be able to capture every stray
photon from atarget system asit passes through our own, and as clear apicture of it as physicsalows.
We might get to see planets, maybe even gain insght on their chemica compaostion. Therewill, however,
be limits on our ability to collect information from severd light-years away. The energy emitted by a
system isfinite, and by thetimeit reaches usit will have dissipated across the surface of a sphere thirty
light-yearsin diameter. Planets would provide only the roughest outlines and characteristics. Any dien
broadcasts would have devolved into single photons so divorced from their context that they would be
unintdligible. We might seethat life exigts, but have no ideawnhet it lookslike.

So how could we go there?

Redligticaly, we can't go therein person. To move people, you need to move air, water, and food. To
move a sustai nabl e self-contained environment you need to move— again, assume no magic
technologies— severa tons of matter for each human being you send. Asapracticad metter, the energy
needed to transport this mass severd light-years at any significant fraction of the speed of light isan order
of magnitude beyond any reasonable cost— especialy when it is much less costly to send an unmanned
probe.

If you can make a probe sufficiently smdl, the energy to accelerateit ceasesto be anissue. It could be
launched smply by pointing asignificantly powerful laser &t it.

"How small?' Nate asked.

"Microscopic. Smal enough that the civilization that launches them can afford to use a shotgun approach
and literdly send millionsto a planet they'reinterested in."



"Y ou're saying that some diens have donethis?"
Boyden nodded.

"But what does this have to do with the kids?'
"Have you ever heard of nanotechnology?*

These microscopic probes are more than passive informeation-gathering devices. They havethe
components, like avirus, to reproduce, given the raw materids. Unlike avirus, they have acomputer as
well, acomputer intelligent enough to operate on its own, learn on its own, and act without direction from
home. When it reachesitstarget, it insertsitself into the environment, gathers data for a prescribed period
of time, then builds atransmitter and sends the data back home.

These probes are machines on the scale of avirus, and they have the capability of modifying their
environment. To perform their function, they can insert themsalvesinto anything, camouflage themsdves
within any aspect of the host environment, and useit as a platform to collect data

Thelogical target for these probes, if they found themsalves on alife-bearing planet, would be amember
of the dominant species.

"What we believe happens,” Boyden said, "isthat the inhabitants who livein the system of this unnamed
binary star are in the process of investigating their neighbors. They're doing so by sending out wave after
wave of bacteria-sized, intelligent, autonomous probes. We don't know the exact mechanism, but these
invadersinfect human beings, and use them to create the perfectly camouflaged vehicleto collect their
data."

Nate shook hishead. "How can something that smdll...?"

"Y ou can answer your own question. Y ou are familiar with thiskind of technology. Right now, onasingle
chip thesize of your fingernail, we can build afully functional computer that would havefilled severd
buildingsfifty years ago. With the right software running in pardld, we can put together a supercomputer
that would fit insde apack of cigarettes. That isn't theory, that'swhat we can do now. We are only afew
decades away from bacteria-sized computers ourselves— and once you start engineering on that scale, it
isn't that great a conceptud leap to have these machines controlling industrial processes, fabricating
anything— including themseal ves— from the molecular leve up.”

"I havetrouble believing that is possible.”

Boyden smiled. "Of courseit's possible. In the nucleus of every cdl of your body isacomplicated
molecular computer that fabricates awhole range of chemica products, and given the right materids, can
fabricate acopy of itsdf. Nanotechnology issmply the point at which chemical engineering, genetic
engineering, and mechanica engineering al merge. Do you think it isimpaossible for usto eventualy
reverse engineer DNA and come up with our own variant? Something more compact, more intelligent,
more programmable?’

Nate opened his mouth and closed it again.

"None of what I'm describing requires anything more than technical expertise. Unlike UFOs, or psychic



powers, or any of anumber of other 'theories laymen have produced to explain these kids, this doesn't
require usto rewrite the science we do know about. We don't have to invent mental powers,
undetectable spiritua radiation or faster-than-light travel. We don't even require a hyper-advanced
civilization out there— just someone alittle more advanced than we are.”

"But it'sjust atheory."

Boyden shook his head. "I'm afraid not. We have caught up with some of these kids before the
transmission mechanism kicked in. By taking a blood sample we are able to chemicaly isolate the
'infection." "

Nate sat quietly, unsure how to respond.

"Weve been able to analyze biologica specimens from both before and after the 'events. We have the
evidence of what is happening.”

"If you see these things, why can't you stop them?”

Agent Boyden shook his head and chuckled. "Why can't we stop AIDS? Just because we've isolated
parts of it doesn't mean we understand how it works. Thisisn't just one'virus." Were talking about a
colony of millions of unique entitiesworking in pardld. All weredly know isthat, inthe victims, these
thingsinhabit every cdll of their body. And the chemical composition of these things marks them as
something thet didn't evolve on this planet.”

Nate shook hishead again and said, "Thisisn't what [—"

"Welcometo our little project; The Lord's own counter-intelligence operation.”

"l don't follow—"

"We have agents of an dien power abroad in this planet. It would beinsane just to assume that their
intent is completely peaceful, especidly when their entire operation has been by stedlth. Especialy when
we have one demonstrably hostile agent loose out there.”

JIMMY couldn't move.

The only concrete sensations he had were abad itch on his nose, and sweset stinging hisleft eye. For a
long time he didn't have any feding in the rest of hisbody.

Thear smelled of gasoline and exhaust fumes. All he could see was adark spacein front of him. It felt as
if hewas looking down, asif hewasfaling into the deep blacknessin front of him.

Hefdt dightly dizzy, and wasn't quite sure where he was. All he could think of wastheitch on hisnose.
There couldn't be anything worse than being immobilized and subjected to minor irritations until you were
driven completely insane.



There wasn't even anything interesting to look at. Just the empty darknessin front of him.

Jmmy heard srens, and hismemory shot into focus. He could remember the police car disintegrating
around them, crumpling around the front of acity bus.

Jmmy shouldn't have been dive.

He heard people around him, muffled shouts. Then he began to hear the sound of pneumatic machinery.
The darkness wrapping him began to vibrate as the sound became louder. At the same time he started to
fed other sensationsin hisbody. Swest rolling down his back, the rough fed of broken metd againgt his
foot.

Light suddenly flooded Jmmy'sdark world.

He was looking downward. Somehow the front of the car was below him now. He could see part of the
dashboard twisted and compacted beneath him. He could aso see the cop's forearm, torn, mangled, and
separate from the body, impaled by the wreckage.

Shadows blocked the lights and he heard someone tell him not to move.

It was an easy command to follow.

Someone dipped a brace around his neck from behind. Jmmy felt them gently adjust his head straight so
they could dip it on. It wasthe first time that Immy thought that hisinability to move might be more than
something holding him down.

Welcome the first paraplegic superhero.

Jmmy tried to laugh, but instead he started coughing up the taste of blood, gasoline, and rusted metal.
Severd hands, only dimly felt, peded him away from the wreckage. In the light from severa spotlights,
Jmmy got to see the remains of the police car. The wreckage was unrecognizable asacop car. It was

likeagiant mass of crumpled tinfoil with only thetires poking out a odd angles to show what this object
had been at onetime.

Out of Immy's peripheral vision he could see severd fire trucks, police cars, and atrio of ambulances.
One pair of firemen was standing next to the wreckage, and as soon as the medics pulled Jmmy free,
they started attacking the meta again with agigantic cutting tool.

No hurry, | don't think the driver's going anywhere.

The quartet carrying him set him down on along board, and started pulling belts around his body,
strapping him down. Immy's neck was fixed and he could only stare up. He had agood view of the
torso of the medic holding the head of the backboard.

When the medic'sjacket flapped open, Immy could see a shoulder holster holding a nasty-looking gun.

That isn't right.



"Hey..." Jmmy started to talk, but the words devolved into bloody coughing again.

Another pair of medicsrolled up next to them with agurney. They lowered it, and the four medics
surrounded Jmmy, lifting the backboard on to it. To Jmmy's dismay, the three unarmed medics went
back toward the accident, leaving him with the gurney crew and the guy with the gun.

Paramedics shouldn't be armed.
Jmmy sarted struggling. He could only move alittle, wesakly. He wasn't even sureif anyone noticed.
Jmmy could seetheir faces, in flashes, but he didn't think they looked like paramedics. Or maybeit was

that they didn't look around like paramedics. Once they had him on the gurney, none of them seemed to
look at him at al. They were paying alot more attention to the cops, the firemen, and the other medics.

They rolled the gurney across the roadway at arunning pace, asif they were moving adab of meet. A
stolen dab of meat. Thefirst guy, the one with the holster, stayed by Jimmy's head long enough for
Jmmy to seethat hishand never strayed too far from hisweapon.

Then they lifted him up, and dammed him into the back of anidling ambulance.

Jmmy increased his struggles, but he was completely immoabile.

"Who areyou?' he managed to spit out finaly. "Where are you taking me?"

Hisvoice was weak and raspy and flecked with blood. The medicsdidn't pay any attention to him. Two
of them, one the man with the holster, did into the back with him.

The doors shut behind them. In amoment, the sirens started and the ambulance jerked forward.

One of the masked men in the back with him stripped off the latex gloves he had been wearing, and
swapped them for afresh pair from a storage compartment in the wall.

The other stood over Jmmy's head, holding on to bars set into the walls. He wasn't even attempting to
hide the weapons under his armpit now. He swayed dightly as the ambulance picked up speed, his coat
flapping open as he moved. The man spoke, and it wasthefirgt time Jmmy had heard any of them say

anything.

Jmmy couldn't understand aword of it. Either Jmmy had lost hismind, or they weren't spesking English.
The onewith the gloves had a syringein his hand.

"What the hell are you doing?" Jimmy's voice was cracked and broken. Histhroat hurt. His heart was
racing, and under the straps on hisarms and legs, sweat was turning into dime. Insde him was adeep

awful certainly that the backboard was unnecessary, only there to keep him trapped.

The man with the gloves did the needleinto asmadll vid of clear liquid and withdrew the plunger. He
barked something in response to the guy by Jmmy's head.

They both laughed.



"What the fuck is so funny?"

Hetried to shout, but the words came out in ahoarse whisper. That apparently amused his captors even
more.

Inside Jmmy, something smoldered. Hefdt al thefear and dl the anger pull down into aknot ingdehis
belly, leaving hisflesh cold and hard. His hands curled into fists as his body tensed. Biceps, pectoras,
thighs— dl the large musclesin hisbody were taut and vibrating. His body was becoming an engine
driven to overload.

The one with the syringe held it up and cleared the air from thettip.

Blood dripped from Jmmy's hands where hisfingernails bit into the flesh. Histwo guards were absorbed
intheir own chatter, so they didn't notice. Jmmy strained asif he might be able to crack the fabric of
redlity and pull himsdf into some other universejust by force of will.

Blood.

Blood from his hands, his mouth, from dozens of unfelt wounds, did over his body, mingled with swest.
Jmmy felt it wrap hisarms, legs, torso, in aliquid web. With it came the feding dmost asif the straps
were mdting.

The one with the syringe turned to Jmmy once his point was made to the other guy. Helooked in
Jmmy's eyes, saw theterror and the rage in there, and spoke to him in heavily accented English. " Stay
cam. Wewill not hurt you. Everything will befine” Heraised the needleto dideit into Jmmy'sarm.
The straps gave way.

One moment, Immy'sleft arm was completely immobilized, the next, the force holding the tensed
muscles of hisarm in check disappeared, and hisarm flew into the guy's abdomen. The man's scomach
was asack of wet flour that folded over Jmmy's extended arm.

The syringe went flying into the ambulance.

Pieces of the backboard fell to the floor, its surface brown and corroded.

Jmmy could move now, and herolled over on hisleft Sde, bringing hisright arm— dong with alarge
fragment of the backboard— down on the back of the doubled-over man. The man dropped, smashing
face-firgt into the floor of the ambulance.

The srens till blared, and the van rocked from side to sSide asthe driver took very fast turns.

The man at the head of the van was shouting something to Immy as he drew the pistol he carried. Jmmy
could hear panic in the man's voice, and the sound of it made him smile.

"No habla espariol," Jmmy said as he pushed himself upright against the swaying ambulance. The
remains of the backboard, straps, and clothing fell away. He stood up, wrapped only in aneck brace and
aweb of hisown blood.



The man with the gun kept chattering incomprehensibly.
Jmmy had to turn hiswhole body to look at the gunman. His head was still locked in place by the brace.

"Y ou know, | don't understand afucking word you're saying, Pedro. Just stop the fucking ambulance and
let meoff. I'll find my own way home."

The guy was screaming, voice high-pitched and monosyllabic. The ambulance dowed, asif the guys
driving knew that there was an issuein the back.

The guy kept swinging the gun from Jmmy, back to the gurney. Jmmy couldn't shake hishead no, so he
just stood there with the guy pointing the gun a him.

Then the ambulance lurched, throwing Jmmy forward astep.
That was too much for the man with the gun.

The muzzle flash briefly blinded Jmmy asthree shotstore into him. He staggered, sunned, asif someone
had taken ajack hammer to historso. It took amoment for the pain to come.

With the pain, came the phosphor-hot fist of anger. Thefed of blood on skin wasicy compared to the
fireingdehim.

Jmmy blinked away the dazzle of the muzzle flash and looked up into the eyes of the gunman. The man's
eyeswere wide, saring. The voice that came from Jmmy's mouth was barely recognizable as human.

"Y ou're pissing me off, Pedro."

The man leveled the gun at Jmmy's abdomen. Immy looked down at the barrdl of the weapon. Thetwo
of them were so close that the silencer was shiny with Jmmy's blood. As Jmmy watched, the blood
foamed and the surface undernesth eroded.

The Jmmything looked up into the man's panicked eyes and said, " You don't want to do that again.”

Pedro didn't take advice well. Hefired again. Thistime the flash was alot bigger. Fire and smoke
erupted from the wegpon in an explosion that the silencer couldn't muffle. Jmmy felt the wash of fire
rolling across his ssomach, and the bite of shrapnel fragmentstearing into his skin asthe gun blew apart.

The gunman collgpsed backward into the front of the ambulance and the air filled with the sound of
screeching brakes. JImmy was thrown forward as they screeched to a stop. He fell acrossthe gunman
between the two front seats.

Something had torn free from insde Jmmy. Burned away, leaked out the holesin his body, leaving
nothing but a hungry black hole. His body felt so much like an empty shell that he was surprised that
when heféll, the surface of the gunman's flesh waswhat gave way.

Jmmy had put up his handsto break hisfal, landing on the chest of the gunman. The gunman's clothing
tore like paper and his flesh offered no resistance. Skin and muscle parted around Jimmy's
blood-covered hands asif made of so much lumpy Jell-O. Jmmy's hands did through the flesh and



pushed through the man'sribs.
The gunman tried to scream.
So did Immy.

Blood foamed around Jmmy's wrists where they entered twin wounds below the gunman's pectorals.
Blood flowed across the gunman's flesh, independent of gravity. Trails of red rolled up the man's neck.
The man arched his back and flailed.

Jmmy was bardly aware of hands grabbing &t his shoulders, trying to pull him away from the flopping
body undernesth him. Voices on either sde of him were shouting, but Jmmy could only look at the man
beneath him. The man's breath was coming only in spasmodic rattles. It was hard to see with the man's

head whipping back and forth, but Jmmy thought that when the blood pooled into the eyes, they
collgpsed back into the skull, leaving empty holes.

The emptiness, the hunger, ingde JImmy ebbed as the gunman stopped moving and dowly shrank into
himsdf.

Someone grabbed at the neck brace, and it snapped apart, dropping pieces on the corpse below him.

Jmmy pushed himsdlf upright, his hands diding out of the empty skin of the dead gunman. They came out
bloodless and clean. He looked at the driver and the guy riding shotgun and said, quietly, "Thisian't

39

NATE'S mind spun with dl the possible ramifications of what Agent Boyden wastdling him. When their
mesting was interrupted by Sullivan again, it gave Nate a chance to try and make some sense of it all.

Aliens?
He stared into his now empty glass and tried to get his mind around the thought.

Could someone from light-years away manufacture ameans to duplicate human beingsto spy on us?
Engineer avird inteligence that could infect someone a birth, take over al the functions of the body ...

If that was happening, who wasit insde their skulls?

The mind that walked out under the night sky to vanish in aflash of light— wasit the human child?
Wasit some aien computer program?

Did the question even make sense?

And why was James Somerset dtill alive? What wasit that had granted him immunity? He could amost

see how Boyden's mind worked. First you have the wave of reconnaissance, then you havethe first step
of theinvason...



Did that make sense. Why bother launching an attack on a place you would never be able to persondly
interact with? What would the point be? Not to mention, James Somerset wouldn't be anyone'sfirst
choicefor the vanguard of an invasion force...

Even if they wanted to take us over. They aready had the perfect meansto do so. Why commit any
overt actswhen you can smply infect people with millions of these microscopic aien machines?

No.

Nate had looked deeply into thiskid's history. Whether or not he was infected with, or as Boyden
implied, in some sense created by these machines, James Somerset was anything but dien. Hewas, in
fact, behaving in an al too human manner. He had been boxed into afoster care system that probably did
as much to create his problems asto treat them. The kid had one legitimate avenue of escape, and the
powersthat be punished him for it.

From what Nate had heard during hisinterview, hefelt little pity for Frank.

Nate swirled theicein his glass and wondered. ..

Alien machines. Alien computers.

James body was being repaired by these things. Twice now they had reconstructed his body after
near-fatal burns. That fit in with the other kids, none ever had any serious physica illnessor injury
requiring hospitalization. These things acted like God's own antibodies, protecting against everything.
But none of those kids had suffered as grave damage as Jmmy had in infancy. Could this colony of dien
creastures— which in asense was Jmmy— could they suffer through something like that with no cost to
themsdves?

How would the programming in such abeast work?

It had millions of eements, but each so smdll that they couldn't carry very elaborate code. DNA could be
considered achemica computer program, but it wasn't intelligent, it didn't make decisons. To Nate's
mind, any expert software would have to be distributed among the colony that formed the probe. That
formed Jmmy. A micro-network of amillion of these thingswould still be microscopic...

How much stress could that network handle before something critical broke down?

What if, in that house fire that should have killed the infant James Somerset, the damage was so severe
that in the effort to repair the damage, these viral machines|ost portions of their programming?

Like the portion to call back to the home planet?
"Mr. Adriano," Boyden broke into Nate'strain of thought.
"Yes?' Natelooked up from hisglass.

Boyden had atight smile on hislips and he was pulling on hisjacket. "If you want to come along, we may
be able to have you meet James."



Nate stood up. "Y ou found him?'

Boyden shook his head. "The Cleveland police found him. I'll explain on the way."

* * *

"He killed someone?’ Nate asked.

The sedan drove through traffic, toward the highway. The man at the whedl 1ooked to be the spiritua
twin of the men who had guarded hisroom. He wore a charcoa-gray suit so dark it was amost black
and didn't say aword.

Boyden glanced over his shoulder at Nate. "The police responded to an assault charge on the near West
Sdeof the city. The victim's name was Quincy Robb. The suspect caught leaving the scene was
identified as James Somersat.”

"What did he do?'

"We're dtill collating details. From what we have, Jamesis en route to the Justice Center. We've prepped
afederd warrant to take him into custody once he shows up.”

"Y ou can do that?'

"Sugpicion of espionage and terrorist acts.”

Nate shook his head. "If you're trying to scare me with government power, you're succeeding.”
"Everything weredoing islega, Mr. Adriano.”

Nate leaned back in the seat. "That's the scary part, Mr. Boyden."

An dectronic beeping interrupted Boyden. Agent Boyden pulled acell phone from his jacket pocket,
checked the display, and held it up to hisear. "The air's clear, go ahead... What?... Where?... Dowe
have ateam there?... Wdll get onein place... | don't careif you haveto land a helicopter on the
highway!" Boyden snapped the phone shut. "Thiswhole stuation is going from bad to worse." He turned
to the driver. " Stay on ninety westbound, you should see where we need to stop. It will be the site of the
magjor screwup.”

"What happened?’

"The cop shepherding our boy spun his car into a head-on collison with acity bus.”

"Was anyone hurt?'

Boyden shook hishead. "We just got thisinfo. Weretrying to get ateam there right now. God only
knows what the Stuation is on the ground there." He looked at the driver. "It happened at our exit, so we

should be coming up onit in afew minutes.”

In the eastbound lane, Nate saw a set of red flashers closing fast.



Boyden stared at the oncoming ambulance and pulled out the cell phone again. He punched atwo-digit
code and put it up to hisear. "It's Boyden... Where are they taking the injured from the accident... You
have five seconds..."

Therewas along pause as the sirens closed and the ambulance screamed by them.
"East or west of the accident scene?”
Another pause, shorter thistime.

"Okay, then... | have an ambulance eastbound on ninety... Yes, right now! Can we intercept it?' Boyden
shook hishead and |ooked at the driver. "Follow that ambulance, now!"

Tires squedled as the sedan cut a U-turn across three lanes of traffic. Headlights shot by them to the blare
of horns asthe driver brought the sedan over to the breakdown lane, gong in the wrong direction.

Boyden called over the seat at Nate, "Put your seat belt on.”

The sedan accelerated crazily, making Nate's ssomach lurch. Worse were the headlights racing toward
them on thewrong side of the vehicle. "Areyou crazy?

"There's a chance that James Somerset isin that ambulance!” Boyden started shouting landmarks and
ingructionsinto his cell phone while Nate concentrated on hanging on for dear life. Horns blared by
them, and, in the distance, the siren of the ambulance.

Nate was so captivated in straining to look for the flashersthat he didn't see the hazards until the sedan
was dready swerving. If Nate had been driving, they would have plowed head-on into aPT Cruiser that
faced them in the breakdown lane. The driver took the sedan out into the oncoming lanes without
dowing, passing two lanes over to give clearance to the man changing histire.

A Jetta shot through the gap between them and the Cruiser, so close that Nate thought he felt the fenders
kiss. For aterrifying moment they faced the headlights of atractor-trailer rig, then they swerved back into
the breakdown lane.

Nate had been hyperventilating for several moments before he redlized that they were dowing down. He
opened his eyes, not quite remembering when he had squeezed them shuit.

In the eastbound lane, the flashers were much closer. Nate could hear the Siren, and was stymied for a
moment because he didn't know why it sounded odd.

Then heredlized, it sounded odd because the ambulance wasn't moving. Without the Doppler effect, the
Sren was a continuous whoop unchanging in volume or pitch.

The sedan rolled to astop in the westbound lane opposite the stalled ambulance. Boyden was out the
door before the car had stopped. Without instructionsto the contrary, Nate did likewise.

Eventhislate a night, the freeway was busy. Nate thought it would be insane to cross. Boyden didn't
seem to share his opinion. The man ran out into agap in the traffic, sopping halfway to let horn-blaring
traffic pass, then continuing to the concrete median.



Nate hesitated, until the driver followed Boyden. Nate followed the driver, somehow taking comfort in
thefact that if he got hit, they both would. Even so, he dmost froze in panic as another tractor-trailer rig
shot by in alane three feet from them, blaring its horn at them.

Nate dammed into the concrete median, and wasn't comforted by the gouges that uncoordinated drivers
had |eft there.

"Areyou crazy?' he shouted a Boyden.

Boyden wasn't paying attention to Nate. He was shouting on his cell phone to be heard over the traffic
and the sirens. He was describing the ambulance. Nate pulled himsdlf up to look at the scene from over
the median.

"Oh, lord."

The ambulance had driven diagonadly into the breakdown lane, nosing into the guardrail. The rear doors
had been shot at, apparently from inside. One window was starred and opague. The other appeared
gplattered with blood from the inside. Nate could see flashes from insde, and hear what could have been
more gunshots over the sound of the Sirens.

As he watched, the driver's side window shattered. Cubic safety glass erupted in acloud, the fragments
cutting ruby sparkles out of the flashing lights. Out the hole where the window was came something the
Sze and shape of ahuman body. It didn't movelike abody. It flew, dmost weightless, through the
window, asif it was made of paper. It tumbled on the ground, boneless. The skin was horrid, tight, dry,
and leathery, the face an eyd ess, skull-faced mummy.

It wore the bloodstained windbresker of an EMT, and inits hand it held an automatic pistol.

The driver's sde door flew open.

Boyden'sdriver had agun out and had it braced with both hands on top of the concrete barrier. Nate
looked at the man and al he could think was, That thing on the ground had a gun, too.

He turned back to face the ambulance and, as promised, got to see James Somerset.

Hewasn't very tal and had no hair to spesk of. Hisbuild was dight, dmost effeminate. He was
completely naked, and covered in awebwork of blood. It rolled and pulsed across him, asif a second
set of veinsran acrossthe outside of his skin.

Jmmy's hands balled into fists and he turned to face them across the highway. For amoment, hiseyes
locked with Nate's. He wore an expression of inhuman fury, the mouth contorted into arictus grin, the
brows creased, the eyes dmost stone-black pits.

Almog.

In those eyes, Nate saw something profound. Something he felt himsdif.

Fear.



Not just fear. It was a deep profound consuming terror that was as strong, if not stronger than the anger.
He's not in control, and he knows he's not in control...

Above them, the sound of ahdlicopter began to overwhelm the sren. A spotlight cut down to pinpoint
Jmmy in the breakdown lane. He looked up and laughed.

Then heturned around and vaulted over the guardrail.

Interlude Four: SLAUGHTER OF THE
INNOCENTS

PAGE 17: [SPLASH PAGE]
Panel 1: INT. CLASSROOM EUCLID HTS. HIGH SCHOOL

Welook at Cain from theoriginal corner of the classroom. The heads of all the mutilated
eyeless cor pses have turned to face Cain. Something has possessed them, and the bodies now
look lesshuman, the faces mor e skeletal, the hands mor e clawlike. Cain is bent over at the
entrance to the classroom holding his staff, still recovering from the massive woundsthe
teacher-thinginflicted.

SX

(weaving acrossthetop in gore-stained letters)
HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH...
CAPTION

" Of course, there'safirst timefor everything."
PAGE 18: [SIX PANELS]
Panel 1: CLOSE UP OF CAIN'SEYE

We can seethereflection of one of the corpses facesin the pupil, and a few beads of sweat on
Cain'sbrow.

BAPHOMET

(Along bottom of pandl)

"You arean amusingdiverson..."

Panel 2: CLOSE-UP OF CORPSE'SARM



A hand that has become a taloned claw tearsaway the cord that bindsit in place.

SFX

.. snap...
BAPHOMET

(Along bottom of pand)

" ...1 think, however, thetimefor gamesisover."
Panel 3: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SABDOMEN

Cain'shand isblack with blood as he attemptsto hold in the parts of hisbody that the
teacher-thing had torn free. His clothing islittle morethan loose rags draped over hisbody
Now.

BAPHOMET

(Along bottom of pandl)
" The nameless one may have given you the dubiouscurse..."
Pand 4: CLOSE-UP OF A CORPSE'SNECK

Thetalon-hand pulls away the cord binding the neck, revealing deep ligature marksand skin
that's already pockmarked by rot.

SX

.. snap...
BAPHOMET

(Along bottom of pand)
" ...of an undying existence..."
Pand 5: CLOSE-UP OF LEFT SIDE OF CAIN'SFACE

Cain ishbiting hislip, the color isgone from hisface, and heisobvioudy awarethat he'sin
trouble.

BAPHOMET

(Along bottom of pandl)

" ...but | doubt Hecares..."

Panel 6: LONG SHOT OF CLASSROOM CENTERED ON CAIN



All the cor pses ar e standing now, zombie-thingswith twisted postures and rotting flesh. They all
face Cain, who holdsthe staff in front of him.

BAPHOMET

(Along the bottom of pandl)

" ...exactly what form that existence might take."
PAGE 19: [FOUR PANEL S
Panedl 1. VIEW FROM BEHIND DOORWAY

We see Cain, backlit, facing away from us. He standsin a puddle of hisown blood and his
shouldersare hunched as he bear sthe staff before him with both hands. The glowing tip of the
staff isjust visible above his head.

CAPTION

"1 may have had the bad senseto play hero for the past few years. | may be grasping at straws
of redemption afew millenniatoo late..."

Panel 2: VIEW FROM BEHIND DOORWAY

Cain hasturned on hishedsand isrunning away from the small zombie army. Histattered
trench coat trails behind him as skeletal armsreach through the doorway to grab him. Hebears
the staff asif ready to beat anyone out of the way with it.

CAPTION

"...But I've never been accused of being stupid.”
Panel 3: VIEW FROM INSIDE CLASSROOM, TOWARD DOOR

The zombie students arerushing the door, crushing themselvesto makeit through. They'rean
undifferentiated mass of skulls, talons, and rotting flesh.

BAPHOMET

"You areafool if you think..."
Pand 4: VIEW FACING CAIN AT CORNER OF THE HALLWAY

Cain hasstopped in histracksjust asheroundsa corner. Heiswashed in a glaring white light
that casts hisshadow into a black hole acrossthe hallway behind him.

BAPHOMET

"...that onceyou attract my attention..."
PAGE 20: [SPLASH PAGE]

Panel 1: VIEW FROM BEHIND CAIN



Facing Cain isa solid wall of men in SWAT uniforms, helmets, and gas masks. Dozens of
weapons aretrained on him aslight from a dozen beamsaretrained on him.

SWAT CAPTAIN

" Drop theweapon, NOW!"

BAPHOMET
" ...you can escape me."
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JIMMY ran.
The dJmmything ran.

It ran through a panicked nightmare of dark adleys and empty streets. Thewind hit its skin, broken glass
tore at its naked fest.

His<kin.
Hisfeat.

Jmmy didn't know where he was running, or how far he had run. His thoughts couldn't coalesce around
where hewas. They were dl tied up in the back of the ambulance. In theimage of bodies shriveling when
his hands tore through their flesh.

Hisbody moved like amachine as Jmmy relived four men's degths. Hislegswere pistons driving hisflesh
into broken concrete. Hislungs were bellows stoking the burning furnace of his heart. Hisbrain an
autopilot that had broken down...

Jmmy ran past towers of brick, concrete, and steel. The buildings were becoming older and crumbling as
he ran away from the rising moon. He ran through vacant lots where weeds dashed at his naked legsand
holestried to break his ankles. He crossed streets of cracked asphalt filled only with stagnant pools of
sodium-ydlow light.

The blackness followed him, an invisible shadow that whispered that he was dready damned.

He ran through the weeds of avacant lot bordered on two sides by piles of towering brick and pedling
paint, and on the opposite corner the intersection of two main roads. When he passed the center of the
lot, acold white light pinned his shadow twenty feet high on the abandoned warehouse in front of him.
Behind him, apolice siren let out a single whoop.

Oh, shit, wasthefirst thought Jimmy had that was completely rooted in the present. He didn't sop
running.

"Freeze! Stop and turn around.” The amplified cop voice was loud and distorted.



Jmmy was amogt to the building. His body was moving so hard that he doubted that he could stop if he
wanted to. Any thoughts of stopping were met by the lacerating memory of the cop who had been
driving...

It won't let you capture me.

Jmmy thought he heard a car door dam behind him as he reached the brick. About fifteen feet above
him, avast window hung abovethelot. A square lattice that was perhaps only haf filled with intact panes
of glass.

Without thinking about it, Immy aimed at a pile of weed-shot bricks and broken concrete. He took two
steps up the small dope, and jumped. Only then did he redlize how insane the act was. Therewasno
way he could make afifteen-foot vertica lesp.

Theredlization lasted only afraction of a second. Then he dammed into the upper part of the window,
smashing free more glass and grabbing madly to hold on to the rusted meta remains of the window. His
feet did on the narrow purchase, on adick of hisown blood. Glass cut into him in adozen placesall over
his body, but Jmmy barely acknowledged the pain. What was paramount in his mind was the fact that he
had just jumped up about twenty feet. He had even cleared the top of the spotlight.

He turned around to look down, and could see a cop running across the vacant lot toward the
warehouse, chasing his own diminishing shadow. The cop was looking upward asheran, asif he had just
redlized what Jmmy had done.

Then the spotlight swung up to blind Jmmy.

What the fuck are you doing? Didn't you see what happened back there? Don't you know what
you're dealing with?

(...likeyou do?...)

Next to him on the huge window, was afive-or-six-foot-square section that opened, hinged out from the
top. Immy reached for it, and found it frozen in place.

Hepulled.

There was the sound of straining metal and breaking glass, aloud snap, and suddenly the structure of the
inset window frame wasn't capable of bearing its own weight. It began twisting and bending, attached
only by the corner nearest Immy.

Jmmy let go and pulled himself as close to the window as possible. Next to him, ahundred pounds of
rusted metal siwung toward him and folded down. It dammed against the rest of the window frame,
shattering free what glass was|eft, and hung there.

"Holy shit," Jmmy said. He stared at the window, not quite believing what he saw. He had torn the thing
free with one hand. He had fdlen into some twisted version of the Marvel Comics universe, playing the
role of some forgotten Spider-Man clone.

"Freeze," cdled the cop again from somewhere below.



Jmmy crawled over the metd lattice of the broken window and jumped through the gap he had pulled
open. He heard the cop cursing behind him.

Jmmy fdl down into the shadows of the warehouse, losing the spotlight in the musty air near the ceiling.

Hefdl wrong on the concrete floor, hisleft shoulder taking the brunt of the impact. Jmmy could amost
hear the muscles and tendons tear apart asthejoint ground into the floor.

Ddlirious from the pain, Jmmy rolled on hisback and started laughing. He clutched his shoulder and
shouted at the shadows the spotlight cast above him. " Some fucking superhero!
Captain-fucking-Shithead. Stupidity Man and hissidekick Kid Injury." He grabbed his wounded arm and
the bone didn't fed right, the hard parts floating separate, grinding together with flashes of agonizing pain.
"SHIT!™

Jmmy closed watering eyes as he heard Srensin the distance.

(... Come on, you bastard, you took worse and came out of it... You were shot, several times,
what, twenty minutes ago?...)

"God." Jmmy sat up, clutching his shoulder. The wounded area had become very hot. The bone
fragments no longer floated free under the pressure of his hand. They now felt asif they moved
independently. The fingers on hisleft hand were twitching. A horribleitch had started in his shoulder.
Jmmy dowly staggered to hisfeet.

Something was moving ingde him, in his shoulder. He could fed bones shifting, musclesand sinew
twisting under the skin. He backed to thewall under the window he had lesped through.

Above him, the spotlight moved away. The Srenswere getting closer.
His shoulder stopped hurting.

Am| going insane?

(... what do you mean 'going? The train left weeks ago, my friend...)

Jmmy lowered his hand from the shoulder and moved hisleft arm. It moved fredly, no sgn of the
shattering impact againgt the concrete. Nothing but aresidud ache.

Jmmy shook his head and felt down the length of his body. He knew he had racked up his share of cuts
and bruisesin the run from the ambulance. Not to mention gunshot wounds.

Nothing was benesth the gore that covered most of his body, nothing but intact skin. Even his naked fest,
which had been diding on dicks of hisown blood, wereintact.

Jmmy saw the beam of aflashlight cut through the darknessto hisleft. He ran toward alumpy shadow
between him and the intruder. Glancing at the ceiling, he could see a kaleidoscope of shadows cut by
flashing red lights on the other sde of the windows.

Cops, cops, and more cops.



The flashlight beam was joined by another, and another... Jmmy heard the sounds of footsteps closing
from every direction. His backside pressed against the metdllic thing that gave him cover.

There was only one escape open. Jmmy turned around and started climbing. He pulled himsdlf up the
mostly unseen hunk of machinery that blocked him from the cops. He felt metal under his hands and fest.
Hefdt levers, screws, didsal frozen with rust and age. The metal casings rattled under hisfeet, but he
didn't care about being stedthy. All he cared about was getting away as quickly aspossible.

The feding he got from the machinery was strange, though he barely noticed in hisrush to escape. When
he grabbed for ahandhold, his hands would dide for afraction of aninch, asif everything was covered
with athin sheet of oil. He got the feding even though the roughness of the metd told him it wasa solid
block of rugt, long removed from any |ubrication. His hands and feet would dide amoment, then they
would hold fast, the dickness suddenly gone as he found a purchase that was so solid it wasamost a
fusion of hand to metal. The sense was so strong that he felt surprise that he could pull his skin away from
it.

It reminded him of the soda can with hisfingerprints etched in the surface.

Flashlight beams cut the air around him as he reached the top of the ancient machine. There was nowhere
left to climb to. He stood there, naked, grimy, and gore covered. He was breathing hard, and his muscles
trembled asif high voltage dectricity was being run through them.

The flashlight beams converged on him, dicing hisbody out of the darkness. Jmmy looked down at
himsdf. Dirt, ail, blood, and swesat swirled across his limbs and torso like a drunken attempt at urban
camouflage.

"Hold on! Don't move."

Jmmy couldn't see the cop who spoke. The face wasinvisible behind the glare of aflashlight.

"Don't panic. | don't think any of us want you to hurt your self—"

Jmmy laughed. He couldn't keep from laughing. "Y ou don't know fuck who you're deding with."

"Cdm down—"

"Look at me!" Jmmy screamed at them. " The bastard won't let me die!”

"Who? Just talk to me, maybe we can help you."

Jmmy shook his head and looked up. There was a catwak hanging precarioudy above him, caughtina
flashlight beam that cut past him. He had cleared the distance to the window, why the hell not? He didn't
have anything to lose. He called down to the cops, "You hear about the finger of God? He's giving it
to you right now!"

Jmmy crouched and jumped toward the catwalk.

Hislegs unfolded with the force of asted cable snapping undernesth him. His body hurtled through the
air, above the cops, twenty, thirty feet up.



Theflashlightstracked him, one scoring adirect hit on Jmmy'sface. Dazzled, Jmmy dammed into
something that folded and gave under the impact, filling the warehouse with the echoes of abused metd.

Jmmy grabbed out without seeing, and hisright hand grasped ameta strut that tried to cut into hispam.
Heféll, dangling from the one piece of metd, his shoulders damming into the structure of the catwalk.

When the caiwdk fdt hisfull weight, something gave above him, and everything dropped three feet
down, stopping with ajerk that aimost pulled hisarm out of its socket.

Jmmy dangled, blinking. He shook his head and swung himsalf around so he could grab the badly canted

caiwalk with his other hand. He pulled himsdf through the bent railing where he had hit the thing and lifted
himsdf onto the wakway.

Once on the catwalk, herolled onto his back. The thing still moved gently from sideto sde alittletoo
eadly, and ominous groans and creaks emerged from the meta and from the celling above him.

He laughed again. He was a fucking superhero.
(... Or super villain, can be hard to tell sometimes, can't it?...)
Super-something anyway.

He pulled himsdlf to hisfeet, ignoring the sway of the catwak and the cresks and pops that came from
above him. Hewas il lit by flashlight beams coming from the floor about forty or fifty feet beneath him.

He gave the cops amock saute and said, " Cain sends his regards, folks. Sorry we can't stay..."
Jmmy turned and ran down the catwalk.

* * %
Not out of the woods yet...

The thought was something of an understatement. He stood on the roof of the warehouse, by the edge
next to the skeletd remains of awater tower that offered some cover. Below him, police cars, flashers

going, ringed the building.

Therewasthe sound of helicopters closing on him.

"Whereto now, genius?'

Jmmy shook his head. The cops had lost track of him for the moment, but it was only amatter of time
before some cops popped up on the roof, or a helicopter shone a spotlight down on him like something
out of LosAngeles.

If they did?

If they leveled guns on him— there would be arepeat of what had happened in the ambulance. Jmmy
fdtitinhisgut.



Thethinking part of hisbrain knew that he should give up, he was out of placesto run. But there was
something esein him, something that had always been there, something in as much control as hewas.

Whatever had built up inside him wouldn't let them take him. ..
(... youwon't let them take you...)

If he et the cops corner him, he wouldn't be in control anymore. That no longer meant punching out some
jock. It meant someone would die.

"Fuck it,”" Immy whispered.

He had gone insane, no doubt about it. He was stark naked on top of some abandoned building like
some cut-rate King Kong. Whose idiotic ideawasit to run on to the roof?

Helooked up at the sky, a swirling blackness above him. There was a painfully close fedling that he could
jump into it and escape. If he just legped hard enough, he would never come down, fly to something else.
Something better. Something—

"Okay, that'sthe crazy haf talking,” Jmmy tore himself back to the here and now and |ooked around for
some more reasonable means of escape. The hdlicopter was almost on top of him.

He was perched on the corner opposite the side of the building he'd entered. This corner overlooked an
intersection dive with police. Too many for one naked loon. They must have heard about me.

Across one street was another vacant |ot, across the other was aline of shops, two storiestal. Jmmy
consdered trying to jJump it, but he waslosing the impulse to push hislimits, as expanded as they might
be. Besides, that would be a great way to get the attention of the cops out on the street waiting for him.

He needed to back out of here without any attention.

Jmmy crouched and ran aong the edge of the roof, looking down at the cops. Luckily, the ones down
there seemed intent on the ground-level exits. He headed toward the one side of the building he hadn't
seen yet. Two sides were streets, one was the vacant lot, and the one he approached overlooked a
weed-shot parking lot wrapped by arusty chain-link fence. Two cop cars were down there, one had the
doors open, and the other had one guy talking on hisradio.

To Jmmy's right was the road, and to hisleft was another abandoned warehouse. The end of that
building faced a deeply shadowed loading dock toward the parking lot. In fact, the only lights down there
were the weak sodium glow from a streetlight on the other side of the street, and the spotlights of the two
cop cars, both trained on Immy's building.

Looking to the left, Jmmy could see only about five feet of shadowed, rubble-filled alley separating the
two buildings.

Light swept by the water tower behind him, and Jmmy crouched down. The cops must have figured out
where he was. The helicopter was hovering, sweeping alight across the roof. He could fed thewind
blowing down from the rotors.

He had just logt his chance to debate things.



Once the spotlight swept by where he crouched, he ran. He stayed bent over as he raced toward the end
of the building that was closest to its neighbor.

The building next door was dightly shorter and in worse shape. It was ashdll of sooty brick that emitted
the odor of fireslong past, abrick hole holding broken concrete and ashes.

Let'sseeif | can be graceful about this...

Jmmy ran at the short wall a the edge of the roof and vaulted over it. Hetimed it dmost right. He
cleared thewadl| of his building, and the upper edge of the neighboring building. Unfortunately, he
overshot thewall where he was aiming, and his hands grasped empty air.

Fuck.

Hefdl down into the empty shell about five more feet when he brushed one of the broken concrete
supports that had once held up the now missing roof. He grabbed maniacally and managed to catch hold
of atwisted piece of rebar that jutted from the edge of the pillar. He held on, and his body dammed into
the column.

He hung there, dangling, waiting for asign that the cops had seen hislessthan graceful vault. After five
minutes or so, he still hadn't heard or seen anything. The helicopter stayed over the other building, doing
lazy circles and sweeping its spotlight back and forth.

He looked up and saw other lights playing acrossthe roof he had just vacated. He got purchase with his
feet, and climbed hafway around the pillar, to put it between him and the warehouse next door.

Hedid sojust intime. A flashlight beam shot by him to probe into the wreckage at the base of this
building. He heard distorted radio chatter as more beams pierced the darkness around him. He hugged
the concrete pylon, doing his best to merge into it, to become just another item of rubble.

Jmmy waited for theinevitable.

Theinevitable didn't come.

Hours later, after the cops were gone, and the helicopter had retreated, Jmmy dowly climbed down,
away from thelightening sky.
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THEY had closed off the freeway for ahundred yards in each direction. The ambulance, lightsand Siren
long muted, wasilluminated by aring of spotlightson tall tripods and surrounded by a high yellow sheet
wall. Nate knew that beyond the yellow plastic were cops manning roadblocks on the order of the FBI's
specia counterterrorism task force, of which Boyden seemed to be an honorary member.

The ambulance itsdf was surrounded by men in yelow containment suits, faces hidden behind
respirators. They were taking samples and scrapings, pointing digital cameras at everything, and loading



the remains of the ambulance crew into bright red rubber bags.

Even across eight lanes of highway, insde Boyden's sedan, Nate felt very nervous being here. Even
without any biologica threet, the sheet wall was guarded by enough military types with assault riflesto
justify any fedings of unease. The guards stood in aring about three feet indde the yellow sheet wall,
facing outward. There were about twenty of them.

Unlike the men who had grabbed Nate from his hotel room, these guys wore Marine Corps uniforms and
were dressed in full combat gear.

It was adamn good thing they got here first. Nate wouldn't want to try to get in here after the fact.

The westbound lanes of the highway, opposite the ambulance, had become an impromptu parking lot.
Ahead of the sedan was an unmarked white pand truck, behind it apair of troop-carrying Hummerswith
Marine markings.

Boyden had abandoned Nate to go inside the rear of atractor-trailer rig that seemed to be aportable
command center. Nate didn't seem to rate much attention at the moment. Nate sat there along time
waiting for Boyden to return before he let himsalf out of the car and started wandering around.

The scene was chaotic, with people in adesperate hurry running around from vehicle to vehicle, talking
on cell phones, typing on laptops. No one paid him any attention as he walked around the area. Too
caught up in their own jobs, whatever they were.

Nate walked toward the trailer/command station where Boyden had disappeared. He glanced inside the
rear and saw a press of people crowding over long rows of communication equipment. It looked asif
there were three or four teleconferences running in there a once.

On atable, dightly removed from the trailer, Nate was surprised to see asmall router sitting on the
ground. An optica cable snaked fromiit, back to the trailer, while arat's nest of cables sprouted from it
to run off apair of long folding tables.

They have their own little network running here.

The tables supported afew dozen laptops, most plugged into one of the many small hubs scattered on
the tables. Severa people were hard at work, bent over their keyboards, but severa of the laptops had
been |eft unattended.

Nate walked up to one and looked at the unassuming desktop. The only signs showing the nature of the
machine were ahandful of iconsthat sported logos of various federal agencies.

Nate chuckled. People who worked at the CIA could be as carel ess about computer security as anyone
else he had ever seen. Back when he worked for the LAPD, he could remember dl thee-mailsthe I T
department sent out about network security, and to never leave your machine running logged on and
unattended...

Might as well make myself useful.

Nate shrugged and started typing. He opened atelnet session and found a pipe to the outside. The
bastards had to have asatellite uplink in that truck. In amoment he had severa on-line databases open.



Some he used dl the time, some he never would have had accessto if it wasn't for the security |apse of
this computer's owner.

Fifteen minutes later, hefdt ahand on his shoulder.
"Exactly what do you think you're doing?"

Nate turned around and saw Agent Boyden, and he didn't look too happy. "Y ou said you wanted to hire
me, right?'

Boyden stared at him.

"If that's the case, then I'm doing my job."

Nate was hustled by two Marines off to one corner of the site, beside the plastic barrier, where they
were alittle less congpicuous. While they held hisarms, Boyden fumed at him. " Convince me not to bury
you."

"| thought you wanted my help.”

"Not as some juvenile hacker. | don't need—"

Nate shook his head. "Do you know why Jmmy targeted Quincy Robb?

"What?'

"Do you know why Jmmy Somerset broke into that particular house and caved in the skull of that
particular person?”’

Boyden paced in front of Nate and shook his head. "Forgive meif that wasn't high on the priority list. We
have thisthing, thisinfection, loose out there and little clue how to stopit.”

"Last year Mr. Robb was arrested and put on trid for sexual molestation of his children. He was
acquitted, but hiskids were placed in the custody of the county. Do you know where they ended up?’

Boyden stopped pacing.

"Itisnt athing, there's a seventeen-year-old kid insde that skull. Whatever is happening to him
doesn't—"

"Y ou found that out how?'

"Robb's name, news databases, birth records, and a couple of federa archivesthat were left open on
that mechine”

Boyden waved off the Marines, and the men flanking Nate let go of him. *No more unauthorized access
of anything, understand?"



"Yes." Nate rubbed hisarms. "He'slooking for justice.”
"What?'

"I've talked to enough people about thiskid. Mr. Robb wasn't an accident, or somedienimpulse. This
kidistrying, in sometwisted way, to turn himsdf into a superhero.”

"Y ou've got to bejoking."
"Do you even know why he was placed in Trinity House?"

"I'veread hisdosser, he pled guilty to aggravated menacing, and there was an assault on afellow
sudent.”

"He wrote a comic book, Agent Boyden."
"A comic book?"

"A comic book."

42
SHORTLY before dawn broke completely, Jmmy added breaking and entering to hislist of Sins.

Though that isn't on the list of commandments, isit? Therewas "thou shal not kill," "thou shal not
commit adultery,” "thou shall not bear false withess—" None said, "thou shal not break into a crappy-ass
Sdvation Army thrift gore..."

Of course, once he got cleaned off, he was going to break that pesky one about theft.

Jmmy did hisbest to wash himsdlf up in ajanitor's closet. The room waslittle more than ayard square, lit
by adangling yellow bulb. The plaster walls and linoleum floor were peeling, and black shotgun patterns
of mildew centered on the deep sink that filled half the space not taken up by mops and buckets.

Hewas still buck naked, and thiswas the first time he had got agood look at the crap that had adhered
to his skin. He was covered by severa flavors of blood, varying from the consistency of dried paint to
lumps that resembled fresh tar. Then there was dust, grass, grease, oil, and sweat. To get it dl off, he
resorted to some sort of Lysol floor cleaner and a stiff-bristled brush that sat on one of the
mildew-spotted shelves.

He scrubbed vicioudy at the crap on his skin, on hisface, on his hair. For twenty minutes he attacked
himself, brushing until the blood on his skin was fresh and red and beading from raw pink flesh.

It didn't dl wash off.

Strange patterns were etched in the skin of hisleft shoulder, his chest, and his abdomen. Marbled veins
ranging in color from gunmeta gray to burnished chrome seemed to trace spider-fine patternsjust
undernesth the skin. It was asif some metallic net had been glued to his body, but he couldn't fed it with
hisfingersand he couldn't scrub it off.



In fact, when hetried, brushing the affected skin until it bled, afterward the patterns seemed more
pronounced, thicker, and darker.

Jmmy stopped scrubbing and threw the brush into the sink.
"Not now, other problems.”

Thefirst one of which wasto get dressed and get the hell out of there before anybody showed up and
found him.

* % %
Jmmy walked out of the busted rear door of the Salvation Army wearing a blue-denim button-down
shirt, apair of jeans, and aworn pair of oil-stained metal-toed work boots. He had al so managed to
uncover ablack trench coat and apair of sunglasses. Jmmy hoped that hisface didn't show how nasty it
felt to wear used clothes.

Hewasn't lucky enough to find any money in the Sdlvation Army store, so he had to walk to his
destination. It gave him timeto think, though the thoughts were generally unhelpful.

Something's gone way wrong with you. What's happening just ain't normal...

(... Like you've ever been normal...)

Occasiondly, Jmmy would stop and place his hand on atelephone pole, or afire hydrant. He could fed
the dickness under his skin, then afedling asif the meta or wood adhered to the skin. If hedid it for a
long time, he could taste the meta. When he pulled his hand away, the metal was etched.

(... you remember, when your hand was inside them...)

Sop thinking like that.

(... you could taste them, too...)

Sop...

(... don't you wonder why you aren't hungry?...)

"What am | that thisis happening?" Jmmy whispered, shaking away the thoughts.
(...youreaninstrument...)

"What?' Immy looks up and the world has become blurry, washed out.

"We are an instrument. A device for justice."

Cain waks out of a shadowed doorway. His coat istattered darkness. Thistime, though, hisfaceis

visble, bonewhite, like the out of focus sky. He holds his staff and looks at Immy. Hisfaceis motionless
asacorpse, eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses.



"What thefuck isthis?' Immy shoutsat Cain. "l created you!"

" We created each other."

"Y ou don't belong here. Y ou're acharacter in acomic book. Thisis not redity.”
"lsthisreal?"

Cain swings his staff to point at abuilding across the street from them. The dirty brick pile housing the
offices of Child and Family Protective Services.

"What do you want?'
" Purpose.”

One part of Jmmy walks toward the building obliquely. Somehow another part of himis herewith Cain.
Jmmy knows the place too well. He doesn't go in the front door; there are cops sitting down there.

Helooksat Cain, who is staring at him as he stations himsalf across the street from a side entrance just
off of the parking lot.

"What ishere?' Jmmy asks.

"Your nemesis. The man who betrayed you."

"What isit you want?"

"What isit you want?"

Jmmy watched from across the street, mentally timing people from their carsto the door. He watched,
and didn't see a security guard on the other Side. Everyone just swiped their IDsin front of a panel
mounted next to the door.

Closdly watching, Jmmy timed the lock. He could just seethe LED change from red to green and back.
Thelight stayed green for about five seconds, and that seemed to be just a second longer than it took
most people to open the door, wak through, and have the door shut behind them.

He crossed the street and spared one idle glance through the glass door. He saw a camera— which he
wasn't going to avoid— and a corridor leading down to where the elevators would be.

It wasn't too late to change his plans. But he wasn't in aquestioning frame of mind. He was here now,
never mind how. He could feel why.

Nemesis. Every good superhero needs one.

He could dmost fed Cain pacing him asthe adrenaline coursed through him like liquid eectricity. He
wiped his pams on the outside of the trench coat.

He rounded the block and dowly closed on that side of the building. For awhile heloitered on the



corner, asif waiting to cross the street. When he caught sight of someone walking from the parking lot,
Jmmy sarted down the sdewalk.

The suit had his1D in his hand aready. Immy was afew steps from the door when the suit turned and
swiped hiscard. The door swung open, and Jmmy took two running steps once hewasn't in sight. His
hand grasped the door right before it closed, just a half-second before he heard the ker-chunk of the

magnet.

Jmmy did two things that he thought were pretty dick. First, he grabbed the door from the outside and
letit almost close. Then he made amotion asif trying unsuccessfully to open the door, from the camerait
would look asif he had got to the door too late. Then he swiped his other hand over the plate next to the
door. There was nothing in his hand besides his sunglasses, but from the camera’s point of view it looked
the same asany nimrod flashing an ID.

Then he pulled the door open and walked through.

* * %
The office belonging to Dr. Schuster, akathe Frankenstein Monster with the cell phone, was up on the
fifth floor. Immy would have liked to visit Igor, too, but he didn't remember the lawyer'sname, if he ever
knew it inthefirst place.
It was dtill early, and there wasn't anyone around the office. Immy was able to dip out of the elevator
unnoticed. There was one bored guard Sitting at adesk next to ametd detector. immy made a point of
walking up to the guy, through the metal detector, and asking, "Where's the b— bathroom?"
Christ, I sound like I'm panicking.
The cop arched abored eyebrow at him, "Do you belong here?"
Oh, hell, go with it. You know the damaged goods they see here.

Jmmy screwed up hisface and | et the stutter become more pronounced. "Y-yes. | h-have aaa—"
he sucked in abreath. "A Eight—th—th—th—"

"Okay," the cop held up hishand.

Jmmy held up hishand aswdll, trying to channd al hisfrudtration into his sputtering expresson. "Th—
thirty ap—p-p-p—"

The cop nodded. "It's okay. The bathroom is down the hall to the right. Afterward, you need to go to the
reception area. Do you know where that is?

IIN n n n 1]

"From the men's room, come back thisway, but turn left. Y ou'll see awaiting area. Tell the receptionist
there you have an gppointment. They'll call you when they're ready for you.”

"Th-thank y—"



"No problem, go take care of your business.”

Jmmy nodded and walked past the cop. His heart was racing, and he had to wipe his shaking hands on
hiscoat again. Did | just do that? He sstumbled down into the men's room, went to the sink and started
gplashing water on hisface.

Thisisnot agood idea...

"Stopit," hetold hisreflection. He couldn't turn back now, asif he could ever turn back.

Hetook some deep breaths and looked at his reflection. He didn't look all that well. His skin looked
gray. When he touched his cheek, he saw that his hand was wrapped in the same metallic webwork that
had wrapped his shoulder.

What's happening to me?

Jmmy shook his head and carefully dried himself off. Helooked up at his ashen reflection and told

himsdlf, "Time to shit or get off the pot." He replaced his sunglasses and gave himself askull-like grin. The
facein the mirror belonged to Cain.

* * *

The offices were mostly empty, but the door to Dr. Schuster's office was open acrack. Jmmy smiled.
The guy had his own office. That was agood thing. A little light leaked from the crack.

He walked up to the door and looked around. He wasin a short corridor with four offices on one side,
and nothing but afire exit on the opposite wall. The far end of the corridor opened on a cube farm, but
no onewasin direct Sght of him.

Jmmy reached up and knocked on Dr. Schuster's door. From inside, the familiar disinterested voice of
the Frankenstein Mongter said, "Comein."

Jmmy listened. It sounded like he was done.

He knocked again.

"l said comein."

Jmmy's smile was frozen. The musclesin hisface ached. Heraised his hand and dowly knocked again.

"Goddamniit." Insgde, Jmmy heard achair move and footsteps cross the carpet. The door swung open to
reved the socia worker who had sold him down theriver. "I said comei—"

"Remember me, you spingless scumbag?’ Jmmy swung afist up in adisabling blow to the groin. He
didn't put everything he had into the punch, but it till had the doctor stumbling back, bent over, gasping.

Jmmy stepped into the office and dammed the door shut behind him. He grabbed for the doorknob and
twisted as hard as he could. There was asnap, the knob spun fredly and fell off in his hand.

Jmmy looked at the doctor and said, "God, that felt so good. Maybe we can actualy have a



conversation without that damn phonein your ear.”

Dr. Schuster backed away from him, still doubled over. He was till having trouble gasping for breath.
"Y ou— cant—"

Jmmy stepped over to the desk, shoved everything aside, and sat on the space held cleared on the desk.
"l can't? Severd things| can't do. Onething | can do is beat that self-righteous skull of yoursinto a

bloody pulp.”

"Don't do this. Y ou won't—"

"What | will do isgag you with a broken doorknob if you don't shut up.” Jmmy looked over the desk.
Therewasn't much to it— a PC and a pile of file folders. Helifted the one on top and wasn't surprised to
seehisnameonit. "What afucking coincidence.” He bent the file and shoved it into one of the cavernous
pockets of histrench coat.

Dr. Schuster straightened and Jimmy could amost see the words, "Y ou can't do that—" play acrosshis
lips. However, the man could take ingtruction, and he didn't actually open his mouth.

"Y ou quivering little prick,” Jmmy's hand tightened on the doorknob. "Y ou want to know what | wanted
to do with you?Y ou sold me out."

"l didn't."

Jmmy, or the Immything, backhanded him with the hand holding the doorknob. Dr. Schuster's heed
snapped to the right, and hisbody dammed into the drywall, leaving asmal bloody mark where hisface
had hit. "Y ou want aggravated menacing. How about assault?'

"Kept you out of the system,” Dr. Schuster muttered through swollen lips. He didn't look completely
CONSCIOUS.

"It was a fucking comic book! It wasn't real! You let themrailroad me!"”

The anger had taken over. immy reached down to wrap his hands around Dr. Schuster's neck, when the
cdl phonerang.

It was enough of adigtraction that Immy had time to think.
What am | doing?

Jmmy stood up, dazed.

The phonerang again.

Jmmy saw it, buried in the pile of papers on Dr. Schuster's desk. Without thinking about it, he reached
over and flipped the thing open. "Dr. Schuster's office," he said flatly.

"Hello, I've been trying to reach you for sometime." A woman'svoice.



"Yes?' Immy looked down at Dr. Schuster and wondered exactly how it was he had come here.
"My nameis Abby Springfield. And I'm doing a story about James Somerset.”

"You ae?' Immy smiled. "Maybe| can hdp you."

43

NATE climbs the abandoned radio tower. He doesn't remember how he got here. Around hima
fiercewind tears at him, driving icy rain into his skin. The metal ladder he climbsis cold and bites
into his hands. Above him, on the broken transmitter, shadowed forms are draped over the
supports.

He pulls himself up, closing on the platform. Lightning flashes, carving the charred corpses free
from the shadows. Dozens, if not hundreds of bodies...

He reaches the platform and finds himself in the eye of the storm. Clouds and rain whip around
his perch, lightning crashes across fragments of sky, but above his head, the stars are clear.

"N’]y?"
"Why not?" says a voice from his past.

Nate turns around and sees Deborah. Heisn't as surprised as he should be. "All | wanted..." he
trails off.

"Knowing doesn't help.”

"I don't know anything."

"You know." Shereally doesn't look anything like Abby. The face is different— the expression
firmer and yet more open. Her eyes don't conceal anything, and right now the expressionis
terribly sad. " You know what happened to me."

"No..." Nate turns away and walks to the nearest corpse and staresinto the charred skull.
"Do you think knowing all this would have saved me?"

"I wanted a reason."

"You know the reason."

Nate whips around and grabs for her. "Damn it. | loved you!" His hands close on empty air.

"I loved you!" he shouts into the swirling wind around him...

* * *

"Wake up," Boyden shook his shoulder.



Nate opened his eyes and straightened up. Daylight streamed through the windshield, and his neck hurt
from the way he had dept in the back sest of the car.

"I brought you some coffee." Boyden passed a steaming Styrofoam cup over the back seat to him. Nate
cupped his hands around it, trying to fee the warmth. He looked out the window and saw that the scene
around the ambulance was bresking up. Most of the vehicles were gone. Except where they were pulling
the ambulance on to aflatbed truck, amost everyone was gone.

Nate spped the coffee. The hot liquid hit his stomach and tied it into aknot. He really needed to eat
something.

"What'sthe verdict?' he asked Boyden.

Boyden laughed, though there waslittle humor init. "Wel, my bossisn't begrudging me any resources
anymore." Helooked over to the ambulance. "We've had forensc and scientific teams combing over
both sites, here and the accident— which doesn't ook like an accident.”

"What do you mean?"

"The cop who drove his car into the bus, he wasn't in any better shape than our medics over there.
Nothing left to the body but some hard structure and some connective tissue. Bone and skin. Bloodless,
empty mummies. Thething riding on board Mr. Somerset has gone beyond hel ping him hedl .

A new driver opened the door and dipped into the driver's seat, damming the door behind him.

"How?' Nate asked. "What isit doing?'

"I wish | had aclear answer for you. I'd fed better."

"Try an unclear answer.”

"Y ou know he was hedling way faster, way better, than ahuman being has aright to? That wastherider,
those molecular machines can restructure and rebuild matter alot faster than the normal healing process.
Up until now, though, they rebuilt using the origina structure asamodel, using the raw materia that came
in through the norma biological processes..."

The driver sarted the car and began to pull it around in a U-turn to face the right direction on the
blocked off highway. They drove at the yellow sheet wall and the one remaining Marine drew the wall
aside so they could drive past.

"It requiresalot of energy to drive that body," Nate said.

"Eding can't be enough anymore.”

"That'sright—"

Nate looked into his coffee. "This sarted before thefire."



"What do you mean?"

"He collapsed during histrid, such asit was. Lack of food. They hospitalized him before they admitted
himto Trinity."

Boyden leaned back into the passenger seet. After along moment he asked, "How long did you spend
investigating thiskid?"

"Littleover aday."

Boyden chuckled.

"It's breaking down, isn't it?" Nate asked.

Boyden looked over the seat at Nate. "What do you mean?’

"Y ou described a computer network, aweb of distributed programming that told these things how to
behave. The system might be robust, but traumato James Somerset istraumato this 'rider. How much
damage can thisthing sustain beforeit losesits higher level programming?”

"Interesting theory..."

"Why would he still be dive? According to the pattern, he should have been consumed by aburst
transmission three years ago. But he suffered agrievous trauma as an infant. Recovering from that might
have cost too much for the 'rider.” After what's happened to James now, the rider may not have anything
more than asurviva inginct.”

Boyden paused for awhile. Findly, he said, "Thisrider is absorbing biologica matter, metas, and God
knowswhat ese, and rebuilding Somerset's body. What's happening goes beyond survival, Mr.
Adriano." He shook his head and turned back to face the windshield. "They've spent years gathering
intelligence. For whatever reason, they've progressed to the next stage.”

Nate started to speak, and stopped himsalf. Boyden was right. He knew what Boyden was thinking.
Invasion.

People who looked human, but were actudly under dien control. An unknown number of deeper agents
waiting to receive transmissonstdling them to—

But that'swhereit dl broke down. Thiswasn't somefifties era black-and-white science fiction film. In the
end, what would be the point? Nate still felt that the premise, at its heart, was self-contradictory.

Why war on aterritory you could never occupy? An invasion force did not make sense. Therewas no
way that events on this planet could affect anyone living so many light-years away. They could watch, ina
sense, reviewing data sent by their probes, but the data they were just now receiving would date from
when James Somerset was two years old.

Bdieving that James Somerset was on some sort of mission would require the belief that his masters
fifteen light-years away somehow singled him out and switched him on— when they couldn't possibly



know that he existed yet. In fact, they couldn't have any ideaof their agents asindividuals until after they
burned up in their Single transmission.

Hetried to tell Boyden that, but the agent didn't find Nate's logic compelling.

"Y ou're making assumptions," Boyden said. ""Dangerous assumptions.”

"Assumptions|like?'

"Like the ideawe can ascribe 'reasonable€ motivations to a culture we have no experience with. We can't
predict motives of human beingsthat live hafway around the world, you think we can do so with
creatures that aren't human? For al we know, the deep programming for acampaign against uswas laid
down decades ago. For al we know, each one of theseriders has atrigger that sendsit into attack

mode. For al we know, Somerset isthefirst of hundreds, or thousands.”

Nate didn't argue the point. After the sedan |eft the highway and was headed back in the other direction,
Nate changed the subject. "Where are we going?'

"Well," Boyden said, "I don't find al your reasoning flawed. The fact that he attacked Quincy Robbis
pretty good evidence that Jamesis driving. Since we seem to have logt track of him, | want you to help
me come up with ashort list for his next target."

Nate arched an eyebrow. "Isthat 0?7

"If you were going to do that, where would you go?'

"Trinity," Nate answered.

"Widll, that'swhere we're going.”

44

JIMMY sat behind the whed of Dr. Schuster's V olkswagen Jetta, eating his fourth Big Mac. The
bastard only had fifteen dollarsin hiswalet, and Jmmy had spent dl of it at afast-food drive through. He
was ravenous. He drove into the eastern suburbs, downing fries and eating burgers.

On the passenger seat next to him was his casefile, haf-buried in burger wrappers and empty French fry
containers. Laying on top of it was Dr. Schuster's cell phone.

How did | do this?

Hefelt too exposed out on the streetsin daylight, so shortly after held left Cleveland proper he turned the
doctor's car onto the drive of Lakeview Cemetery. He drove around until he found a short road that
dead-ended under a canopy of trees. He parked the car facing out at the headstone-dotted hills.

Jmmy wiped his mouth and got out of the car.

* % %



Jmmy waited ing de the shadows within amausoleum.

Hefdt somejudtified paranoia, waiting to seeif Abby, the reporter, showed up done. He didn't know
exactly why he had sat up the mesting. Inside his head some sick Lois and Clark imagery danced with
more reasonabl e thoughts about the necessity of making thisall public.

Jmmy wasn't surewhat "thisal" was, exactly. Something about what the fucks at Euclid Heights High
School and the county had done to him—

(... doesthat matter anymore?...)

Jmmy chuckled. Hisaleged nemesis, Dr. Schuster, was pretty much the weak sister now, wasn't he?
That was a problem, however—

A hero needs a worthy adversary. Batman must have his Joker. Superman must have his Luthor.
Cain must have his Baphomet...

In front of him, the green brass gate across the doorway was gjar. In afew places the meta reflected the
sunlight, where the meta's surface had succumbed to his touch. Immy stood, ingde the tomb, trying not
to think of what was happening ingde him, unable to think of anything else.

What's happening to me? What is doing this to me?

(... who has done thisto you?...)

Theitching on the surface of the skin was acongtant reminder of the metallic webwork that seemed to be
egting into hisflesh. The skin on both his hands had become grayish, the veins of chrome so fine that they
weredmogt invishle

When Jmmy wiped off swet, it tasted odd, coppery. His skin felt hotter than normal, the musclestighter
on the bone. He squatted, staring out into aday that seemed too bright. Even through the sunglasses, the
light seemed too white, too hot, the sky the blue of an dectric arc, too painful to look at.

Ashewaited, heran hisfingers across the floor, first drawing figuresin the dust, but soon, unconscioudly,
carving groovesin the marble with hisfingertips.

Shewasnt late.

Jmmy's sense of time had been sharpening, as were his other senses. He smply knew that it was exactly
twenty-three minutes after the hour when Abby Springfield walked out into the clearing in front of the
mausoleum.

Jmmy stood.

Time to warn the servants of injustice that their timeis at an end.

She stood out in the center of the clearing, squinting, looking for him. She did seem to be done.

Jmmy had chosen this placein Lakeview Cemetery because it was both open and secluded. Where she



stood was aflood plain underneath alarge concrete flood control dam. They were roughly in the center
of Lakeview, but even at midday, this place was empty. There were no graves down here except for a
few isolated mausoleums set into the hillsde to theright of the dam's glare-white concrete. The clearing
was flanked by awooded hillside with only two roads entering the area, both closed to automobile
traffic.

Jmmy should be able to see anyone coming.

Hewalked out of the mausoleum and shoved his handsin his pockets. He stayed in the shadowed
woods by the entrance and waited for the woman to notice him.

"James Somerset?' There was a questioning note to her voice, asif she didn't believe who he was.
"That'smy name."

Shetook afew tentative steps toward him, then stopped. Shetried to hideit, but Jmmy could sense fear.
Like shewas approaching acornered animal.

"What do you know about me?' Immy asked. Her manner annoyed him. He hadn't done shit to her.

"I'm researching astory,” she said. "Y ou're connected to a group of other people— at least you seemto
be connected. | would liketo talk to you about it."

What? Huh?

(... she knows something...)

"I don't know anything, lady. | got my own questions, though. Like what the fuck is happening to me."
She nodded. "Let'stalk, then. | can tell you what | know."

(... she knowswho did this...)

"Tel me. Now." Jmmy took a hdf step forward.

"An experiment,” she said, "ahideous experiment by something called Department Blue. Y ourethe only
onewe know to have survived."

It was an experiment that got out of hand. They created something that in the end they couldn't
control. Eventually the cosmic-mutant-cyborg superman they created turns on its masters.

Jmmy knew the plot well.
"Survive?' hewhispered.

"Theinfection that'sin your body haskilled dozens, if not hundreds, of people. No one dsehaslived as
long as you. Weve been trying to find you—"

Of course, their creation was for evil, and our hero swearsto fight his creators, to foil their plans



for world domination.

"We?' Immy asked.

"Come with me. We can shdter you from the peopl e responsible for—"
Thiswaswrong. She wasn't talking like areporter. She wasn't acting like areporter.
Their agents are everywhere, trying to ambush our hero.

"Who thefuck's 'We,' lady? | thought you were areporter.”

"l am."

A shadow moved in the corner of Immy's eye. Heturned to face it—

"Y our government hasleft you donewith this.. . thing. Come with us and we can help you. This doesn't
have to happen to anyone else.”

Jmmy took astep, looking at asmall shape running across the top edge of the dam. He whipped around
and looked at her, the anger building ingde him. ™Y ou bitch. Y ou set me up!"

She's one of them, part of the organization he's fighting.
She shook her head. "Please think—"
"Y ou know what | think?' Jmmy crouched. "I think you guys have no ideawhat you're deding with."

He sprang forward. His feet might have touched the ground twice before he grabbed her shoulders. "Call
them off, now!"

"Y ou don't understanc—"
"Cdll them off!"

She gasped, "'l cant.”

Jmmy felt the anger building insde him. His hands shook as his grip tightened on her. Her voice seemed
far away, "We can help you, Jmmy. | know we can. The US only wants another |ab rat—"

"Y ou fuckerswant to help me so goddamn much, why the guns?*
"Y ou're hurting me."

"Who thefuck are you people?' Immy yelled in her face, shaking her. The anger indde him had reached
the boiling point. He could fed something inside him, reaching out to thewoman in hisgrip. In some
strange sense he could feel some essence, some piece of hisinterna darkness, seeping from hishandsin
timeto hispulse. He couldn't seeit, but it felt asif ashadow twisted out from hisfingers, to reach insde
her. Hefdt his darkness twisting around through the fibers of her flesh, cutting pieces free and devouring



what it needed.

The sensations were o strange that Jmmy didn't connect them to redlity until he saw ared froth bubbling
from between hisfingers. The woman's eyes had rolled back in her head and she was hyperventilating.

"Fuck!"

He pushed her away, and she ssumbled back, faling on the ground, two sickening bloody holeswhere
Jmmy's hands had been. Jmmy looked at his handsin time to see pools of black-red blood pool in his
pams, flowing and disappearing into skin too gray, too smooth, and too shiny.

Something dammed into hisright shoulder, causing abrief flare of pain. Immy took a hdf step
backward, reaching up and looking at his shoulder. A plastic cartridge the Size of histhumb jutted from
thefold just under the epaulet of the trench coat.

Hetouched it with his hand, he could fed the needle moveingde him. He sared at it for afew moments.
"A tranquilizer dart?"

Something happened ingdeit and the cartridge fell away, showing no sign of the needle. The shadow
ingde him had absorbed the metal that had injected into him.

Ancther impact dammed into histhigh.
Jmmy sarted laughing.

"What the fuck you think you're doing?" he called up at theinvisible snipers. " You bastards shot me!
What you think thiswill do?"

The cartridgein hisleg fell avay. Jmmy could fed waves of numbness around the places the darts had
hit, but the flesh there had taken on an intense hest, and he knew that whatever he carried inside him was
devouring the drugs they'd injected just as it had done to the fake reporter's flesh.

He faced the dam, where the shadow of a sniper was visible on top of the concrete pile. The man camly
reloaded his weapon, and a dart sprouted from Jmmy's abdomen. Jimmy crouched.

You're pissing me off...

He crouched. The thought that there might be alimit to his capabilities didn't crosshismind. All he
focused on was the asshole pumping these dartsinto his body.

Tranquilizers? I'll show you tranquil .

Jmmy sprang, running at the face of the dam. He legped and managed to hit the curved concrete about
halfway between the ground and the sniper. He did down until his hands sank into the concrete, gripping
it asif it wasadliff clay.

Without thinking of how hewas doing it, Jmmy pulled himsdf up the smooth face, hand over hand. He
fdt afina dart dam into his shoulder. Something hit the concrete near him and he felt concrete shrapnel
biteinto hisexposad skin. A moment later, he heard athumping sound from the distance.



More things, buzzing like angry insects, screamed into the concrete around him. Each one followed by a
loud, muffled thump.

The asshol€'s friends were shooting at Immy. They had slencers, too. Fortunately they dso had a
moving target.

Assholewasin full retreet, but he had started too late. He was only thirty feet away when Jmmy reached
the chain-link fence a the top of the dam. At this point he was so focused, he didn't even bother climbing
the fence. When he found secure footing, he grabbed it in his suddenly lethd hands and pulled the
chain-link apart like it was tissue paper.

Hewas on top of the dam, and Asshole was only hafway toward the other sde. He didn't have much of
achance. He wasthree quarters of the way there when Jmmy caught up with him. He grabbed the guy's
shoulder and spun him around and tackled him, dropping from view of the other snipers.

Jmmy grabbed the guy's neck, but tried to restrain the thing inside him. He wanted this struggling, cursing
bagtard dive. Hetore through this guy's jumpsuit with hisfree hand until he came up with afully-charged
tranquilizer dart. Jmmy smiled and told him, "Nighty-night,” and dammed the dart into the guy'sthigh.

Asshole screamed, probably because Immy dammed it in so hard that not only the needle, but half the
cartridge, plunged into the guy's flesh. In asecond or two, the guy's eyesrolled up into hishead and he
went limp.

However, Asshole kept bresthing, so Jmmy dragged the guy after him.

45

DR. Altroy sat behind adesk, showing Boyden a pained expression. Nate sympathized with him. The
tenson in the room was thick and getting thicker. It wasn't helped by the view out hiswindow, which
looked over the remains of thefire. Outside, orange machines were chewing up the remains of the
burned-out buildings.

"Dr. Altroy," Boyden said, "do | haveto remind you that patient confidentiaity does not legdly apply if
the patient presents athreet to others—"

"Y ou don't need to remind me of the law, Mr. Boyden." He folded hishands. "But | am not about to
reved any confidentia information until our lawyer makesit here. I'm not even sureif you qualify aslaw
enforcement personnd in thisstuation.”

"Y ou want aquote from the Homeland Security Act?'

"Y ou're asking too much, Mr. Boyden. James Somerset's background is one thing, but you're asking for
details on children here who are no threst to anyone.”

"We don't have timefor bullshit, Doctor. | have a squad of specia forces, a counterterrorism unit, and a
divison of the Nationad Guard converging on thiscity. | don't think you have any ideawhat athreat—"

Nate held up his hand and asked, "Doctor?"



Dr. Altroy turned to face Nate, asif he had just noticed him. Boyden was such an overwhelming
presence that might have been the case.

"What can you add, Mr. Adriano?'
"l understand your reluctance. Thisisan unusud Stuation.”
Dr. Altroy grunted.

"We're desperate to head off James before he reaches his next victim. Thereisno indication that he
intendsto stop or dow down."

"] understand that, but | don't know what—"

"He was dispensing justice, Doctor. He knew Quincy Robb's daughter, didn't he? He had more than
enough chance to know what it was Mr. Robb was responsible for."

Dr. Altroy didn't move, but Nate got more than enough confirmation looking into the doctor's eyes.

"James Somerset hasn't gone psychotic in some random manner. He's taken hisfixation on superheroes
and has begun acting on it. HE's dispensing justice in an dmogt biblica manner.”

Dr. Altroy shook hishead. "Y ou saw the court records, the pictures?’

Nate nodded.

"Y ou think he's acting it out now?"

"Doesn't it seem that way?"

Dr. Altroy shook his head with asad chuckle.

"lsan't there anyone & se James knows, someone who's committed some injustice—"

"Good lord, Mr. Adriano, do you have any concept of the irony of what you're saying?'

"What do you mean?"

"If there was anything that JIimmy was adamantly passionate about, it was how that work, the comic
books he drew, was merefiction. It wasawork of art, and he was prosecuted for it. That wasthe
injustice Jmmy saw when he came here—"

Nate looked at Boyden.

Boyden opened his mouth, closed it, and pulled out his cell phone.



* * %

In fifteen minutes Boyden's team found Dr. Schuster, beaten and bloody, in his office at the Department
of Children and Family Services building. Unfortunatdly, the man was comatose and of littleusein
locating James Somerst.

His cell phone, on the other hand, was new and equipped with FCC-mandated 911 locator hardware.
Hardware that Boyden's people were able to activate. That led them to the middle of Lakeview
Cemetery where they found the phone, Dr. Schuster's Volkswagen...

And Abby Springfield.

* % %

They drove to one of the anonymous outbuildings that surrounded The Cleveland Clinic. Tolook at it, it
was gtill under congtruction. The building was surrounded by atemporary chain-link fence that
announced the new Stemmer Center for Recongtructive Surgery. The courtyard in front of the building
was covered in raw earth, pallets of brick pavers, and piles of green PV C pipe. A yelow-orange
backhoe was parked in front of what looked to be the main entrance. The parts of the walls that weren't
black, plastic-covered windows were faced with yellow sheathing.

The sedan drove around to a street that dead-ended into the clinic, under a pedestrian bridge that was
little more than askeletd framework, and stopped in front of agatein the chain-link fence. A manina
gray suit, carrying awalkie-talkie, opened the gate for them.

The car rolled through the gate, over adeeply rutted mud driveway, and down a concrete ramp set into
the base of therear of the building.

"What isthis?' Nate asked.

"Thisisour base of operationsfor the moment,” Boyden said. "We need amedical facility to examine
James, and hisvictims"

Nate looked out the window asthey pulled into the parking garage under the building. The large concrete
gpace was hdf filled with construction equipment and materias, haf hidden by blue tarps. The other half
of the garage was dominated by afamiliar unmarked semi truck trailer. Nate caught glimpses of men
wearing headsets seated at the workstations lining thewallsindde the trailer.

The cars pulled up next to aset of elevator doors set in the far end of the parking garage.

"We needed to set up an analytical resource as close to this mess as possible. We commandeered this
place. It'samost complete, has power, and has most of the equipment we needed in place.” Boyden got
out of the car, and the driver came around and let Nate out.

The devator took them up three floors and opened into a finished reception areathat had been retrofitted
into acommand center. There were half adozen guysin the room; lgptop computers and new phones sat
on every available surface. Cables snaked across fresh carpet, tacked down with duct tape. Two white
boards sat on easdl's on opposite ends of the waiting room, covered with cryptic multicol ored notations.
Half the people here were on the phone, and two thirds were typing at |aptops.

When they stepped out of the elevator, aman in dacks and a swesat-stained shirt with one deeverolled



up higher than the other ran up to Boyden and started talking asif he was aready in the middle of a
conversation, ...we have one resource in the embassy that saysthat Beijing doesn't have any officid—
even unofficid— operaions going on in regard to this, which doesn't mean anything other than that when
we catch up to this, we aren't going to find any hard tiesto their intelligence services. The snatch from the
accident scene was dmost certainly carried out by someone independent of the government— private
contractors probably being paid so far under the table that the people passing the money don't have a
clue about who's being paid by whom for what."

The man paused for breath and Boyden asked, " The woman?”'

"Stable, and lucid. Lost alot of blood, and alot of soft tissue damage. Pretty much akin to aredlly bad
chemica burn. Weve got blood samples and show heavy contamination, but not critical levels—"

"Arewe sure?"

After amoment, "No. We don't redlly know what critical levelsare. They're till working on the bodies
from the ambulance in the clean room. They'reintact, but welost the Robb corpse..."

Boyden nodded and led Nate away.
"Lost?' Nate asked.
"It combusted.”

Nate opened his mouth, but didn't say anything. If nothing e se, James was dangerous on that level. If he
was passing on enough of this alien infection-agent-virus to have people burst into flame. ...

Boyden told Nate, "I want you to talk to her."
That's the last thing | want to do. "Why me?'

"Because sheisn't aprofessiona and I'm pressed for time. Y ou're going to go in there and shake
something loose. | don't particularly care how.”

They stopped in front of award faced with ahuge glass window. Looking inside, the room was meant to
accommodate six beds and the associated medica equipment. There was only one bed in it right now.
The wallswere covered with thick polyurethane sheets, held up with bright yellow tape. The bed itself
was covered with aplagtic tent the size of asmall car. Abby wasjust visible behind the plastic, looking
very smdl.

"What isdl this?"
"Precautions. Asfar aswe know, thisthing istoo complex to tranamit easily, and isonly transferable by
blood contact. But we cannot make assumptions.” He waved over to aman standing by the door to the

ward. "The nursewill help you suit up.”

The man didn't look like anurse, but Nate followed the man's ingtructions as he stepped into afully
contained environment suit. Nate looked at Boyden, but the man was facing away from him.

Nate could understand the man's fear. He knew just by watching him that Boyden knew al the



safeguards againgt contamination were pointless. If it wanted to, the organism they were fighting could est
through any protective measures they came up with. It made Nate wonder how much the rest of the
people here knew.

After five minutes of suiting up, he went through the improvised air lock and waked in to confront Abby
Springfidd.

* * %

"Hello, Abby," Nate said to the plagtic-shrouded figure before him. His voice sounded muffled and
distant, wrapped insde platic itsdlf.

Her head moved dightly, afraction toward him. She couldn't move it any more because of bandages
wrapping both shoulders and a brace immobilizing her neck. "Nate?' Her voice was weak, and Nate
amod felt guilty.

Almost.

"Y es. Thought you saw the last of me, didn't you."

Therewas along pause. The only sound was the hum of the medical equipment monitoring her. Findly,
shesad, "It wasn't likethat."

"Wasn't like what? What wasit supposed to be like, Abby? Did you like pushing my buttons? The first
time | open up since thiswhole dirty business started, and it had to be to you? Proud of that, aren't you?"

"Y ou don't understand.”
Hishandsbdled up into fists. "Bullshit."
"Nate—"

"Tdl methat they'rewrong. Tell methat you didn't use me. Tell methat | wasn't just atool to lead you to
Jmmy so the fuckheads with the guns could grab him.”

Silence. Nate might have heard crying.

"Do you even give a shit about these kids? Or are you just on someone's payroll?*
"They were trying to save him—"

"Givemeabreak."

"They were. These people here, Department Blue, al they care about isthe thing in him. Every kid
they've captured, they'vedl died. | didn't lie about that—"

"Do you have any experience other than what the assholes who bought you have told you to believe?
How many of these kids have you seen?"

"They could have done something. Department Blue knew my brother—"



"Donewhat, Abby?
Slence

"Do you believe that those bastards care any more about thiskid than our bastards? Do you think, for a
moment, that if they hadn't severely underestimated James Somerst, that he would il be dive?!

"They want to treat him..."

"They want aliving example of thisaien organism so they can bethefirst to reverse engineer it. The host
isexpendable.”

IINO_II

"Y ou know what they are. They left you out to dry."

Nate waked up to the bed and pulled a portion of the plastic aside so he could look down into her face.
"They conned you as bad as you conned me. Then they threw you into the pit with thiskid. Did they tell
you how far things had got? Did you know held dready killed four of their people?!

Therewas afractiond shift of her head.

"Y ou want to save thiskid?"

"Y$"

"Well, you know me. Do you think anyone else in thiswhole mess gives ashit if James Somerset livesor
dies?'

"What areyou saying?'

"I'm saying that if you want to savethiskid, you better tell me the truth. Everything. Because, before long,
Jamesis going to betoo far gone for me or anyone elseto help him."

Abby looked up at him. The expression on her face made her look like atrapped animal. Nate steeled
himsdf againg feding anything for her.

"He's going to go after the people who hired you. We need to get to him before that happens. Whereis
he going?”

Abby closed her eyes and, dowly, shetold him.

46

JIMMY'S breath fogged in front of hisface. He stood ankle-deep in till water. The sound of dripping
echoed off of the concrete walls around him. The place smelled like old wet gym socks. However, Immy
doubted anyone would be looking for him or Asshole in astorm sewer.



The place he stood was about two miles up from the main outflow on the water side of thedamin
Lakeview. Thetunnd around him was massive. Y ou could easily drive an SUV down the center of the
sewer line. He wondered what it would be like when water was rushing down it. Right now there was
barely an ankle-deep trickle.

Next to him, Asshole groaned.

Jmmy's hands were baled into fists, and he opened them wide, stretching until the joints popped. He
breathed deeply and tried to dampen the fires that were burning inside his gut.

Heturned to face Asshole.
The man was trussed up with hisown belt, aams and legstied. Jmmy looked a the man'sface.
Somewhat Asan, eyeswide and staring. He was sarting to struggle. Jmmy stood in front of him and

looked down, bemused that the man couldn't see him lessthan afoot away.

Of course, the oddity redlly wasthat immy saw the man in what should have been pitch-darkness.
Somehow, with everything e se, his eyes were getting better.

For severa minutes Jmmy crouched and watched Asshole attempt to free himsdlf. When it seemed to go
on long enough, Jmmy said, "Areyou afrad of me?'

Asshol€'s body froze, and his head began turning back and forth, trying to get alook at the source of the
voice.

He sat up and Jimmy put his hand in the center of the man's chest and pushed him back down. "Answer
the question.”

Asshole jabbered something in hisirritating language.

Jmmy shook his head. "Y ou don't speak English? That's too bad. No reason to keep you dive, then, is
there?' Immy reached down to the leg he had stabbed with the tranquilizer dart. He balled the top of
Assholé's pant leg in hisfist and yanked down. The materia tore free. Asshole started twisting and
bucking.

"Now," Immy said, "areyou afraid of me?"

More of aforeign language.

Jmmy reached down and placed his hand on the wound in the man'sthigh. In afew moments, hefelt the
flesh start to dissolve under hishand.

Asshole screamed.
"Ready to answer the question?”
"Yes, Yes, Yes..." Suddenly the man's command of the language was unimpaired.

"Did that hurt?" Immy said. "That was just me touching you and thinking evil thoughts. | wonder what |
coulddotoyouif I tried.”



"What kind of mongter are you?"

Jmmy tsked. "And that was what | was going to ask you." He stretched his hands again and heard the
joints pop. The sound wasn't quite right. It sounded more mechanica than it should have. It reminded
Jmmy of agun cocking. It probably wasn't just him, since Asshole tensed at the sound. "What kind of
mongter am 7"

Jmmy ran hisfingers down the man'sleg. They left bleeding weltsin their wake, asif held been burned.
Asshole bucked under Immy'stouch. "I don't know—"

"Should | be satisfied with that answver?”

"l don't!"

"Y ou were trying to capture me. Don't you know why?"*
Silence

Jmmy grabbed the kneecap and squeezed. The bone seemed to soften under histouch and the man not
only bucked, he screamed. "'l was ordered. I. Don't. Know."

"Y ou know, | think thisis about to come off. | wonder if the doctors can fix that, where you come from.”
"Please, ask me something | know."

"And what do you know?' Immy said, dowly letting go of the man'stwisted, bloody knee. "Do you
know anything worthwhile? Or did | just drag you down here to have someone to be pissed off at?"
Jmmy stood and looked down at the crumpled, hyperventilating form. This poor bastard wasjust a
grunt. Usdless. What the hdll could he know?

Stupididea. ..

"You'rejust apawn, you understand. A bit player between me and my nemesis. That'stheway it aways
goes, doesn't it? The hero winsthe right to see Mr. Big by wading through an ocean of minor agents—"
Jmmy smiled and could fed Cain's eyeslooking through hisown. "Don't you think I've earned that right?’
"l don't understand...”

"I'll ask you dowly. Who are you working for?"

The man's pause was alittle too long. Immy knelt down again and said, " Say good-bye."

"Mr. Pak. | work for Mr. Pak."

"Mr. Pak?' Immy rolled the name around in his mouth. "And who exactly isMr. Pak?'

"Businessman, very rich, payswdl for no questions. He—" Assholetrailed off.

Jmmy touched the clothed leg to encourage him.



"He's supposed to be government man, but no one says for sure. No one ask. He pays us, pay me, to
bring you to him. Come hereto see you."

"Uh-huh? Government man? Not this government, ishe?"

"No, Bejing government.”

Well, isn't this fucking wonderful ?

"Okay, so whereisthisMr. Pak holed up?'

The stare Immy got was alittle blanker than most of the ones coming from thisguy. "I don't understand.”

"You don't need to,” Jmmy said. "I don't intend to disappoint your boss. Y ou're going to tell me where
heis, and where you were going to bring me."

* % %

Jmmy took abus downtown. He didn't get ingdeit, he was short on money, and he was getting the
impression he was looking too weird to just walk inside unnoticed. So, he took a page from
Spider-Man's book and hitched aride. While the bus was stopped at ared light, he ran out of the
shadows and jumped. He easily landed on top. He spread-eagled himsalf and waited.

The bus descended into the city, and buildings grew up around him. Broken masonry fingers clawed at

the night sky. His hands gripped the bent a uminum skin beneath him asinertiatried to dide him off with
every sop and art. Traffic lights zoomed by, inchesfrom his head.

Not as great asit looks, Spidey.

He did off the back when they reached downtown, and started walking north, toward the |ake.

It was getting late, and most of the people he saw were drug dedlers, prostitutes, and homeless. All of
them gave him awide berth. People crossed the street to avoid him. Jmmy stopped beside a parked car
to glance a himsdf in the 9de-view mirror.

Holy fuck.

Whatever covered hisbody, it was no longer skin. It was gray and dightly reflective. The bones
underneath weren't quite right anymore, there were bulges and ridges that shouldn't be there. He held his
hand up to hisface, and saw the fingers were getting longer, thinner, and he had lost hisfingernails. He
had dso logt dl hishair. Bald, no eyebrows, no eyelashes.

He grabbed the mirror with both hands and squeezed. Instead of crushing it, it seemed to soften, then
liquefy, then dissolve. He looked at his hands and saw abrief flash of pigment from the car's paint play
across his pams, thenit wasgone...

What am | ?

"Have an answer, Mr. Pak." Jimmy'svoice wasice cold. "Don't give me areason.”



* * %

It had been abadly placed hotel, or it had become badly placed when the Shoreway was buiilt. It faced
the lake, but the Interstate cut by between it and the lake about a hundred yards from itsfront door. The
traffic was congtant, headlights and taillights blurring streaks of color in front of the darkened edifice.

Jmmy could catch detailsin the structure from the glare off of the Interstate. It was twenty-five sories, a
boxlike rectangle, the narrow side facing the lake. The west wall facing Jmmy was blue and white and
pleated like an accordion. Half the windowsin that wall were blank plywood.

No lights, no sign of life.
Thiswasthe place?

Jmmy frowned as he walked toward it. He reached the edge of the weed-shot parking lot and got his
first cluesthat he was on the right track. The building was surrounded by a brand-new chain-link fence,
topped with barbed wire. The no-trespassing signs didn't have a spot of rust on them.

From where he stood, he could see some new fencing inside, huddied by the abandoned hotel. More
chain-link, fifteen feet high and threaded with green so no one could seeinside. It blocked off about a
third of the parking lot on the far sde from the interstate. Jmmy could see some of the weeds on that Sde
of the lot wereflattened, asif someonewas driving around over there.

Jmmy reached for the chain-link and stuck one finger through. He pulled down, separating onelink at a
time, al theway to the ground. He dipped through.

Let's check the car pool first.

Jmmy walked to the green-wrapped fence. The modificationsto the dead building were becoming alittle
more apparent. Severa plywood windows were so fresh that he could see label's on the plywood. On the
top he could see severa modern-looking antennae, even without the benefit of any lights on theroof. He
doubted that any hotedl of this vintage Started with asatellite dish, and it looked asif this place had been
shut down long before they became aregular feature.

The gate into the inner fenced off areawas chained shut. Jmmy made short work of the chain and did the
gate asde.

Somewhere, Immy heard asiren go off. At this point he didn't care. He wanted these bastards to see
him coming.

(... the climactic confrontation of good and evil...)

The gate opened on aline of cars and the rear entrance to the hotel. immy smiled. These bastards
weren't going anywhere. The vehicleswere dl parked nose-in to the fence. He reached down at the first
one, aToyota Celicawith a Hertz rental sticker onit. He dammed hisfist into the gastank. The metal
gave and his hand was suddenly soaked with pungent liquid.

He walked to the next car, a seeping puddle following him.

A pair of men with guns burst through the door before he had reached the fourth car. Even so, apuddie



of gas stretched dl the way to the hotel.
"Don't movel" Thetdler onecdled out to him.

Jmmy shook his head and straightened up. The two gunmen stepped back. "Y ou fuckheads talking to
me? What the hell are you going to do? Shoot?' He took a step toward them. The air wasfilled with gas
fumes from the first three cars. The fence around them blocked enough of the highway sound so that he
could hear the liquid sound of fuel draining onto the broken pavement.

"Don't come any closer. Stay whereyou are.”

"Areyou guys stupid?' Immy walked dong the line of carsto number four. This one was a Ford Taurus
without arentd gticker. "L et me show you something.”

Jmmy crouched and dammed hisfigt into the fuel tank. The sound was a resonant thump, followed by
the sound of rushing liquid. Immy turned his head to face the gunmen. "I can do that to you. Y ou don't
want to know what happened to the last guy who shot me. Not enough left to fill ashot glass.” He
sraightened up. "Besides, with dl the flammable liquid around here, you guys redly can't be shitheads
enough to firethose things. Y ou wouldn't have enough brainsto bresthe.”

Hafway between the cars and the gunmen, they proved him wrong.

47
"HOLY shit."

Nate didn't know who wastalking, it came over awakie-talkie so it could have been any of a dozen
vehicles, or the helicopter. It was, however, pretty damn obvious what the speaker was referring to.
Nate's car wasjust in Sght of the target building, and an explosion and fireba | had just erupted from its
southern base. A huge ball of cherry-red fire rolled up the side of the building, black smoke licking up
past the top of the building.

Nate'sfirg thought was, He beat us here.

Thecarspulledin, forming a perimeter around the building. Nate saw severd military Hummersroll toa
stop from the other direction. Above them, a helicopter started circling, aiming a spotlight down on the
building.

Nate heard gunfire, and saw flashes from the darkened windows.

Nate stepped out of the car to Stare at the building. Jmmy Somerset was in there, somewhere. The kid
he wanted to save. If he wasto bdieve her, the kid Abby wanted to save.

Nate looked over to hisright. More Hummers were pulling up, and men in khaki werelining up. All of
them were equipped with night vision equipment and nasty looking automatic rifles.

What kept running through Nate's head was CNN footage of the last gasp of the Soviet Union, the
attempted coup where they fought through amassive multistory government high-rise. Nate remembered
seeing the sheer white walls as smoke rolled from windows as the fighting progressed.



Boyden stood next to him, shouting something into his phone about establishing a perimeter around the
building. "What are you going to do?'

Boyden looked aside at Nate. "We have the Stuation contained at the moment. We're not risking anyone
goinginthere"

There were more flashes, and the sound of gunfire, higher up in the building. ™Y ou're not going to try and
get him out of there?'

Boyden turned to look at Nate and said, "Do you see the same things I'm seeing? He iswhat were
containing.”

What—"
"We have six confirmed deed, two severe injuries— and thiskid just walked into abuilding filled with a
least adozen heavily-armed men, and from dl appearances, he's wiping the floor with them. We adready
have an internationd incident—"

Nate shook his head. "What are you going to do?"

"Try my best to neutraize him. We have some artillery—"

"Artillery?"

"The National Guard is going to evacuate the coast for five milesin ether direction—"

"You can't jus kill him."

Boyden stared at Nate, asif he had just spoken an dien language. He shook his head, and brought the
phone back up to hisface.

Nate |ooked back up at the building. " These men tried to kidnap him. They're shooting at him. He's
defending himsdf—"

"Tell that to Robb. Or the cops. Or the kid who ignited Trinity. Jamesistoo dangerous.”

In the building, more gunfire flashed through the windows, higher up. There were now two helicopters,
training spotlights a the sdes of the building. The traffic had stopped on the neighboring Interstate.
Troops ringed the building, outside the chain-link surrounding the parking lot. The troops aimed wegpons
at the structure now, rifles, tripod mounted machine guns, shoulder-launched missiles.

"Damnit," Nate said. "lsn't he exactly what you've been looking for? Isn't he what Department Blue was
about? Y ou know thisisn't an invasion. Thisis onetroubled kid who doesn't know what—"

"Do | have a choice?" Boyden snapped. "Do you think | can control—"
Hewasinterrupted by the sound of every nearby soldier tensing and cocking their wegpons. Nate turned

to face the building in time to see both helicopters turn their spotlights on atumbling figure. It took a
moment for Nate to redlize it was ahuman being, faling in the midst of ashower of glass. Then the body



struck the weedy asphalt, bouncing once.

Nate |looked back at Boyden and came to adecision.

"Before you do anything, let metak to him."

mWhat?

"Let metry talking to him. Isn't it worth more to have him dive? Have your dien dive?'

"Mr. Adriano, you are out of your mind. | need you as aresearcher, not asacorpse. I'm not even letting
my trained agentsgo in there—"

"| agreed to cooperate with your team because | want to save these kids, not blow them up.”
"Don't lie. Y ou agreed because | blackmailed you."

"And I'm more useful to you as aresearcher than asan inmate in afederd prison.”

Boyden looked over a Nate.

"Y ouwant my services," Nate said, "you let me go in there and try talking to him. Either that, or you call
the grand jury now because | won't be a party to this."

"Mr. Adriano, we don't even have agood estimate of how many peoplethiskid haskilled so far—"
"Whét the hell do you haveto lose?'
"You."

"Y ou don't have me, Mr. Boyden." Nate looked up at the building. "Y ou don't have James Somerset
ether. Soit'sboth or neither.”

Boyden looked at Nate, then he picked up his phone. "Operations, | got aman here we need wired to
goingde”

* * *

When Boyden had said "wired," Nate pictured the typical law enforcement getup with a microphone and
asmall transmitter. Not quite. They took him into one of the command trailersthat had pulled up around
the hotel and started strapping equipment onto him. They strapped aKevlar vest over him that wired into
ahdmet that had a camera embedded into the Side and aclear plastic display that flipped down over his
left eye.

"WEelIl bein contact the whole way," Boyden said. "Y ou don't need to worry about controlling the
communications gear. We're setting it to an open channd so welll see and hear everything you do. Y ou'll
be able to hear us, and we can send you video over that heads-up display.” He turned to the man
outfitting Nate and asked, "Have we got aclear frequency for our hero here?"

The other man nodded.



In fifteen minutes they had Nate insde a helicopter.

"Can you hear me?"

"Yes," Nate shouted over the rotors as they lifted off. He was hanging on to the wall of the helicopter,
staring out the open side door asthe ground tilted and fell away. It felt asif his ssomach were till on the
ground.

"Good. Now, the helicopter isn't going to be able to land, the roof of this place isn't stable enough
for it. What the pilot's going to do is hover over the building. You are going to have to jump about
six feet down."

Nate nodded.

"Understand?"

Nate redlized that the voicein hishelmet couldn't seehisnod. "Yes" Nate ydled, hoping his nausea
wasn't audiblein hisvoice.

"The fire's causing unpredictable updrafts, he's only going to be able to hover that close for a few
seconds. You have to be ready to do this."

"l undergtand.”
"You can call this off at any—"
"l undergtand.”

The helicopter turned around and started heading for the roof of the building.

48

JIMMY waked into the darkened hotel trailing smoke, the tattered coat whipping around him. The
blood halfway up hisarmswasn't his own. His shadow danced ahead of him outlined in flickering orange.
He could hear shouting above and around him.

Hewalked past afire door and it swung open as he passed, a shadow crouching in the doorway to a set
of firegars. Jmmy haf turned to face the new threat when the halway wasfilled with the jack hammer
sounds of ameachine gun. The muzzle flash carved the halway out in strobing lightning-blue light as
dedgehammer blows hit Jmmy's gut, his chest, and his shoulders.

Hefell back asthe shadow kept firing. A table gave way behind him. Splintering around hisassand legs.
His shoulders struck the wall, caving it in about three inches, erupting plaster gypsum dust around him.

In two or three seconds, the gun started clicking on an empty magazine.

Jmmy stood up, chunks of drywall faling to the ground behind him. He brushed off the front of his
tattered clothes. There was no blood. The bullets hadn't penetrated so much as made deep dentsin the



webwork that knit his skin together. He could fedl the fibers moving under his hands, pulling tight again,
closing the inch-deep craters the bullets had blown into hisbody. He was bardly surprised at the lack of
blood.

"Now you've just gone and pissed me off."

Jmmy'svison was good enough to see thelook of shock on the gunman'sface ashetried to pull thefire
door shut. Unfortunately for him, the pneumatic closer didn't care to have the door dam, so Jmmy easily
closed the distance and wrapped a hand around the edge of the door.

Unlike the pissant grunt in front of him, Jmmy had no problem fighting against the pneumatics of the door.
He yanked it back open. The closer ripped free of the doorframe, shedding screws and odd mechanical

bits as the gunman was dragged forward to fal on hisface.

Jmmy reached down with hisfree hand and grabbed the man at the base of the skull where it met his
neck. Helifted, pulling the man up to face him, Y orick to Jmmy's Hamlet.

"Today,” Immy said, "it sucksto beyou."
Jmmy squeezed, watching the man's eyes bulge and mouth open in awordless gasp.
Under his hand, Immy felt bone soften— then the body fell away.

"Fuck." Jmmy threw the suddenly disembodied head away. It hit the concrete wall of the stairwell likea
ripemelon.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck—" Jmmy grabbed the crash bar on the inside of the fire door and pulled the
mechanism free of the door, trying not to imagine the bodiless head staring at him.

The bar came free with asnap, and he used it to wedge the door back shut. No more surprises coming
from this direction. He ran and repested the process with all the stairwell doors he could find— sedling
off any exit from the floors above.

The devators till worked, and Jmmy was just as methodical with them. He kept pressing the up button,
and as each eevator arrived on the ground floor, he pulled the emergency stop, holding it down here.

Eventudly, there was only one route up or down.

Jmmy stepped in and | et the doors dide shut.

* % %

Jmmy stopped the devator at each floor, walking out, blocking the fire exits, and looking for the people
who'd been trying to kidnap him. The agents of hisnemess.

Heignored the lights outside the windows. The cops might be here, but he wasn't worried about that
now. His mind was focused on asingle entity called Mr. Pak.

They ambushed him between the ninth and tenth floor. The elevator wasrising, and Jmmy heard
something clatter above him. He just had amoment to wonder what it was, when the top of the elevator



exploded. Heat and shrapnel pushed him to the floor as there was a sudden jerk of freefall.

The elevator ground to a stop afew floors down. The elevator was dark, and no longer had aroof, just
black, jagged edges that bent down from asmoke-filled shaft.

Then the gunfire started. The guns echoed above himin aroar that merged together into an unending
thunderclap. The bullets punched holesin the floor, sending up bits of carpet. Bits of hisown clothes
were kicked up, too, as bullets dammed into hisinhuman skin. Jmmy closed hiseyesand curled into a
bal asthe gunfire kept coming, and coming, and coming...

It felt asif God's own street gang had surrounded him and was besting him to desth with
skyscraper-sized basebal bats.

It lasted dmost ten minutes.
It was another thirty seconds before Jimmy redized the sound had stopped.

He opened his eyes and glanced up. The shaft was filled with smoke. He couldn't see the gunmen. With
the way hisvison wasimproving, that meant they couldn't see him.

Herolled over and looked up.

His skin ached. Every impact was aprick of fire on hisbody. He shouldn't be dive, super-Jimmy or not,
no one could come out of afirefight like that and live.

And crouch.
And wait for the smoke to clear enough to seealight—

Jmmy sprang up from the floor of the eevator, toward adiver of yellow haze he could see through the
smoke. In amoment he stood at the threshold of a set of open elevator doors. Six men faced him, al in
the process of reloading.

Thefirst one, the one closest to the door, Immy grabbed by his collar and sent him tumbling headfirst
down the devator shaft. The remaining five backpedaled and leveled their gunsat him. Jmmy smiled at
them.

"So," he asked, "who here wants to have a chat with God?"

The gunfire began again, but Immy was reedy for it. He amed himsdf at the one asshole who was
standing in front of an open doorway. He tackled him through the door and into a dust-covered hotel
room. The room was cut by stark white light coming in from outside. They tumbled from glareto
shadow, to glare again, until they stopped against the outsde wall.

The gunman ended up on top of Immy. For abrief moment, the guy must have thought he won, because
he had a grim smile when he raised his weapon toward Jmmy's head.

The expression changed when Immy's hand stabbed through his abdomen to grab hold of his spina
column. Jmmy lifted him up and threw him sideways out the window.



Jmmy stood and faced the doorway, backlit by spotlights from outside.
"Come on, you fuckheads, give me your best shot.”
They did.

It wasn't enough.

* % %

Jmmy walked through the smoke-filled hals of the dead hotel, looking for more of the enemy. Looking
for agents of hisarchenemy.

There didn't seem to be any |éft.

Light shot in from the windows, carving the dark corridorsinto dices of light and shadow. Nothing
moved but Jmmy and the dust motesin the air. The only sound was the pulsing resonance of the
helicopters outside.

Where was he?

Where was Mr. Pak?

(... Baphomet?...)

Jmmy shook his head, feding the dark form of Cain dipping behind hisinhuman skin.

Therags of hisclothing twisted around him as he worked hisway up floor after floor, using the sairs
now. He walked through the hals not quite wholly present. Part of him walked on the cracked plains of
hell, where the jagged rocks pointed up toward a swollen sun hanging in ajet-black sky. Part of him
walked with Cain through the blasted halls of Euclid Heights High School.

(... Hecannot hide from meforever...)

* * *
He must know what's happening. What | am. Why else would he want to capture me?

Jmmy climbed up another floor and when heleft the stairwell, he saw adoor swing shut. Immy ran for
the door, paying little attention to the crates, computers, or the makeshift operating theater he passed.

He reached the door and tried it.
Locked.

"You cant hidefromme." Jmmy sad.
(... Not when | am about towin...)

The door was heavy, metal, and barred. The surface was smooth, without anything to grab hold of.
Jmmy reached around the doorjamb, hisfingers diding through the softer materid of thewal to grip



around the metal frame of the door. When hefdt asif he had agood grip, he pulled.

The door, frame and all, moved toward him. It levered out of the wall, throwing sparks and billows of
concrete and plaster dust. The force JImmy exerted was so severe that he could fedl the dab floor
cracking where hisfeet dugin.

Jmmy stepped through the door and into—
Panedl 1: VIEW FROM THROUGH BROKEN DOOR

A windowlessroom lit by broken fluor escents. Computer workstationslinethe walls, all
showing blue screensinforming usthat the hard driveisbeing formatted. A pile of papers, files,
and bindersisburningin the center of theroom. An Asan man in a suit isemptying an armload
of computer printoutsinto the flames. Heislooking toward the door.

CAIN

"It'sover. Theresnowhereelseto go."

The papers dipped out of the man's hands. Fear lit his eyes as he backed away from the door. Immy
crossed the room, walking dowly, through the paper bonfirein the center of the room. He barely fdlt the
heat as hisfeet kicked the burning pile gpart. The lights above flickered erratically. When he reached Mr.
Pak, the computers around him began beeping.

Format complete.
Panel 2: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN AND BAPHOMET

CAIN hashishandswrapped around the Asan man'sthroat. He holds him up against the wall.
Smoke curlsaround both of them.

CAIN
" Tell mewhy, you bastard. Why do you tor ment me?"
BAPHOMET
" James! Do you know what you're doing?"
CAIN
"MY NAME ISNOT JAMES!"

Jmmy threw the man against the opposite wall. He dammed againgt the drywall and fell across one of the
workstations. Jmmy walked back toward him.

Mr. Pak pushed himsdlf upright and scattered the computer across the floor between himsdlf and Jmmy.
The monitor fdl in front of Immy with an implosve shattering pop.

Above them, the flickering fluorescents findly went out, leaving the room lit only by the blue screens of
the other monitors.



Mr. Pak shouted at him. "Think! Who are you?"

(...Wnatismysin?...)

(... Whyam| here?..)

(...\Whoaml?..)

Pand 3: VIEW OF CAIN FACING BAPHOMET/PAK

Cain has stopped approaching the Asan man. Hisclothes hang in tattersaround him, and his
own body doesnot look quiteright. Metallic highlights glint off of joints morerobotic than

human. Thefaceis skull-like and expressionless. The Asian man is pressing himsef against
the broken wall. Between the two of them isthe wreckage of the broken computer.

BAPHOMET/PAK

" Do you even know what is happening to you? What thisisthat hastaken over your body?"

CAIN
(Very faint words.)
"What am 1?"
Mr. Pak told him.
49

"I TStime!" shouted the pilot. Nate heard the words through his headset. The helicopter door was open
infront of him, and his face was being whipped by wind and smoke. The sound of the rotors resonated
deep in hischest. In front of him, the roof of the old hotel swayed, seeming too far and too small, lit a
stark blue-white by the spots under the two helicopters.

Black smoke whipped across the surface of the roof, whipped into miniature whirlwinds by the
downdraft from the helicopters. The surface seemed to dance below him.

"We can't get any closer!"

The surface looked a hundred feet away. Nate swallowed and felt swest gather inside his gauntlets and
drip down the back of his neck.

"If you can't—"
Nate shook his head, threw his bag ahead of him, and jumped out.

It wasn't ahundred feet. Morelike six. Nate bent hislegs and tried to roll, but he hit the roof before he
expected to and dammed into it. The impact knocked the bresth from him.



"Shit. Nathan, are you all right?" It was Boyden's voice over the headset.

"I'mfine" Nate spat into hismic. He pushed himsdlf up and said. "'If were on afirst name basis now,
what do | cdl you?'

There was a pause. "Name's Ulysses.”

Nate picked up his bag and looked around the roof. Now that he was standing on it, the building looked
huge. "That must have caused somefightsin high school." Nate turned inadow circle. " Are you getting
dl this?'

"Crystal clear."

Nate turned to face the pillar of smoke asit waslit by one of the helicopters. It looked asif half the
building was on fire below him. He looked up and watched the two helicopters doing their dow orbit
around the building.

Well, he asked to be here.

"There should be an entrance about twenty yards ahead of you and to the right.”

"l seeit." Nate headed toward the small shedlike structure. At one point there had been adoor here, but
the opening had been boarded over. "I'll haveto pry it open.”

"Be careful, we don't know where heisin the building.”

Nate set down the bag they had given him and opened it, pulling out asmall pry bar. He began worrying
away the nails holding the plywood in place. It gave him timeto redlize how quiet things had become.
There were no gunshots, and even the sounds of the helicopters seemed distant and muted.

"Still there?' Nate asked as he started on the other side of the plywood.

"What isit?"

"Y ou see any activity downdtairs?'

"No, it's been quiet for about ten minutes."

Ten minutes? It seemed longer.

Nate got the plywood loose enough to kick it in. The board fell insde and clattered down aflight of metal
gepsto lodge diagondly inthe landing.

"Damn it, be careful. There are men with guns down there.”
"Weremen," Nate said. "And consdering James, | don't think surprisng himisagrest idea.”

Nate looked into the stairwell. There were lights, but they didn't seem to be in working order. "Do we
know if thisbuilding has any dectricity?'



"It was pulling some from the power grid, but not legally. We have no clue what they actually
have wired in there..."

Nate zipped up the bag, shouldering it. He started his descent.

* * %
Natefdt asif he were entering atomb. Once he walked down the first flight, stepping carefully over the
didodged plywood, his own footsteps and breathing became the dominant sounds. The air was stale and
heavy and tainted by smoke.
Theworld was grainy monochrome and green behind the night-vision eyepiece that they'd given him. The
view was unredl, ghostlike. When he stepped out into the hallway on the top floor, Nate stood ill,
ligening.
He heard the sound of shattering glass.
"l hear something,” he whispered.
"Be careful, you don't know what it is."
Glass shattering again. Then the sound of impact, something heavy hitting the floor. Nate walked dowly in
the direction of the sound. To either sde of him, the glow of spotlights moved and did by like molten
quicksilver under the doors.
The hall stayed dark and green.
"Nate we're getting som— bzt—r approaching.”
"Repest that please.”
"We're ge— bzt— me interfer— bzt— ear where you— bzt"
Nate kept walking toward the sound. His night-vison view wasincreasingly grainy and shot through with
white dots. He turned a corner and saw, at the end of the hal, aroom that glowed white through a partly
open door. The noises were coming from down there.
"I think 1 found something.”
"Can y— bzt—t make ou— bzt— king up you— bzt— smission."

The Static was congtant now, and the white dots were making his night vison useless.

Something flew out of the open door to smash into the wall opposite. Nate stopped approaching and
raised up the night-vision equipment.

"— bzt—in. Are you rec— bzt— no image— bzt— peat, can y— bzt—"

"If you can hear me at dl," Nate whispered, "I think | found him."



Without his night-vision equipment, there was enough light from the room to see by. Thelight was
flickering orange, supplemented by the occasiona lightning flash of afluorescent tube. The open door had
been new, and seemed to have been pushed into the room, stedl frame and all.

The object that had struck the wal was acomputer monitor. It left adivot in the drywall, and its plagtic
case sagged on thefloor like an eggshell emptied of its contents.

Nate heard something, too. At first he thought it was the whine of some abused machinery, but it wasa
voice, distorted and metdlic, like athird-generation copy of an anaog tape played through a speaker
made out of a coffee can.

"...fuck... fuck... fuck..."

Every time the word repeated, it was punctuated by the sound of breaking machinery.

Nate swallowed and the taste in his mouth was amix of fear and smoke.

"I'm going to attempt to talk to him....."

"bzzzz27777777 7Y 77777777770 77777777 777777

Could James be causing the interference? Probably. Nate stood there wondering if he should go on with
the umbilicd cut likethis.

"Oh, hell, asif they would be able to intervene anyway." Nate cleared histhroat and caled out, " James
Somerset!”

The noise stopped.

Nate took the quiet asagood sign.

"My nameisNathan Adriano. | am unarmed and done. | am hereto talk to you."

Slence

"I am waking toward the door. I'm keegping my handsin front of me."

The six feet to the door was a hideoudy long march. He kept thinking of the force with which the
computer monitor had struck the wall. He was grinding glass fragments of CRT screen under his shoes
before he got hdfway. Anything thrown with that kind of force would disable or kill him, even with the
helmet and flak jacket.

Nate kept his hands up as he very dowly turned to face into the room.

It was dl Nate could do to keep from gasping.

The room had been torn gpart. Fragments of computers, monitors, filing cabinets were scattered

everywhere. Burning paper floated around asif this scene was part of asnow globe from hell. Fragments
of adesiccated corpse lay crumpled on the ground, dismembered and broken as badly as any machinein



theroom. A jawbone sat by Nate'sfoot, gppearing like athousand-year-old relic.

Standing in the center of it al was James.

Had been James.

The skin was gray, dmost chrome, reflecting light through a black webwork of fluid that snaked across
itssurface. The arms and legs were machinelike, the joints swollen into balswrapped by cablelike

tendons. The torso was elongated and hunched over. The face that turned toward Nate was ameta skulll
housing wide, white, expressionless eyes.

"..iam not james somerset..." it sad.

Nate felt his own heart beating, too closeto his chest. Hisimpulse wasto run, let Boyden's people handle
thisthing that James had become. Nate wondered if they could.

"Who areyou, then?' Nate asked. He stood till, making no sudden moves.

"...whoami..." Thevoicewasn't human. It was metalic, aimost an electronic drone. James opened
one hand, releasing atwisted piece of metal and plastic that had once been a computer keyboard. It was
barely recognizable. Not only had it been crushed and bent, but where the € ongated fingers had
wrapped around it, the plastic and metal seemed to have melted and flowed together.

Nate swalowed. "Am | talking to Cain?'

...cain... that isthe name we have taken..."

"We?' Nate asked. The smell of smoke was getting worse, and his eyes were beginning to water. "How
many of you are there?'

"...alofus.."

"Isone of you James?'

"...jamesisnot here..."

"Can he hear me?'

" ...hewill not listen..."

Nate |ooked down at the gore-stained jawbone by hisfoot. "Why did you kill this man?"

"The men with the guns, | understand. Even if they couldn't harm you, they attacked you. | can
understand Quincy Robb. Why this man? How was justice served?’

"...whatismysn..."



"Why?Why did he haveto die?'

" ...baphomet... he served baphomet... he was baphomet..."

"No," Nate shook his head.

"...yes... father of lies... hetold melies..."”

"What did hetell you?'

"..." Thething that had been James Somerset crouched and covered hisface. The skin under the
flowing net of liquid wasn't quiescent. Things that should have been bones and muscle crawled and
reshaped themsalves under the surface, asif someone was wrestling under his skin.

"Can?'

"...H=help me..." Thevoice emerging from under the thing's handswas till the same metalic drone,
but there was something elsein it. Something human. Something very afraid.

"James?' Nate asked.

"...lcan'tsopit..."

"If youwak out of here with me, there are people outside who will help you.”

James shook his head dowly. " Why? Why should anyone help me? L ook at what 1've done.”

"Thething that's causing this. Thething that's infected you. They've been studying it for years. I've been
studyingit."

"1'vekilled people. | don't even know how."
"Please, comewith me. If you don't, they're going to kill you."

"How?' Jmmy waved an arm at the wreckage around him. " How do you kill someone cursed to
never die?"

"You aren't Cain, Jmmy. Thething in your head isn't Cain." Nate said. "The people outside have much
heavier wegpons than themen in here. They'll level the building and everything in it."

"What about you?"

"My radio's dead. They may assume I'm aready dead.”

James shook his head and stood. He gestured at the ground. " Wasthis guy telling the truth?"
"What did he say?'

"1'm not human. | should have died three yearsago.”



"You are human. Thisthing isan infection, avirus, an dien mechire..."

"Look at meand say that." James stepped up to Nate and stared into hisface with his blank white
eyes. "Look at me!"

"Please, we can help you—"

"BULLSHIT!" Nate backed away. The violence and the anger washed off of James asanearly
physicd force. " Y ou know how long people havetried to help me? All my fucking life! I've been
helped into fucking oblivion."

"If we understand why you survived, we can help other kids. Keegp them from burning..."

James laughed. It was an ugly sound, abroken power tool running in an echo chamber. * Sure. Why
wouldn't | want to help someone else go through this, too?" James shook hishead. " Y ou don't
know what the fuck you're doing, any morethan | do.”

James turned and started walking down the corridor.

Nate cdled after him. "What are you going to do?"'

"1'm going to send Cain home."

"Whdt...?'

Jameswalked into the darkness, hisfeet crunching on the debris of the hallway.

Nate ran after him. Back the way he had come down into the building. When heleft thelight of the
computer room, he switched his night vision back on. The hallway returned, grainy and green.

"Can anyone hear me?' Nate cdlled into hisradio.

"— te, that yo— bzzz— ot of int— bzzz— ill no pic— bzzz—"

"He's headed for the roof, I'm following."

"— or the roo— bzzz— py you— bzzz— tus of Jam— bzzz—"

"He's the source of the interference. Get those helicopters away from the building.”

"— bzzzzzzz7777777777—"

"Shit." Nate reached the stairs up to the roof. The plywood was splintered and oddly warped where
James had walked acrossit. He scrambled over it and ran up the stairs, whipping off the night vision as

hedid.

He reached the top of the stairsand said quietly, "Oh, my God."



|nterlude Five: THE WAGESOF SIN

Page 21: [FIVE PANELS]
Pand 1: WIDTH OF PAGE, OVERHEAD VIEW, HALLWAY CENTERED ON CAIN

Cain stands, holding his staff lengthwise, facing the SWAT team aslightsfocus on him. Behind
him, the mass of undead things swarm around the cor ner, crawling over each other in a mass of
putrescent flesh. They seem to crawl out from within the black dash of Cain's shadow.

CAIN

(Very small word balloon)

Panel 2: CLOSE-UP OF SWAT TEAM & GUNS

A number of SWAT guysfacing usin full riot gear and gas masks. M -16s point offscreen and
belch muzzle flashes and smoke that take up half the pandl.

SX

(Diagonally across pand, toward pand 3)

BAMbamBAM bamBAMbamBAMbamBAM
Panel 3: MID SHOT OF CAIN FROM SIDE

Cain ishunched over, asif in awindstorm. Bulletsrip through the rags he'swearing, fragments
of histrench coat twist through the air behind him. Bullet trailscut theair around him, blow
holesin the linoleum by hisfeet, tear up the acoustical tile above him. Heisin the process of
turning his staff upright.

SFX

(Diagonally across pand, cont. from panel 2.)

BAMbamBAM bamBAMbamBAM bamBAM
Panel 4: CLOSE-UP OF FLOOR IN FRONT OF CAIN

Cain's staff hitsthe floor next to a bullet hole. The checkered linoleum tile crackswith the
impact.

SFX

(Middle of pand)



CRACK
SFX

(Along bottom of pand, cont. from pand 3)

BAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAM
Panel 5: MID SHOT OF CAIN FROM SIDE

Cain isstepping toward the SWAT guysasbullets ill hail around him. From behind, taloned
handsreach toward him as he braces against the staff in hishands.

SX

(Along bottom of pand, cont. from pand 4)

BAMbamBAM bamBAM bamBAM bamBAM
PAGE 22: [SIX PANELS]
Panel 1: VIEW FROM BEHIND SWAT GUYS

SWAT guysare backlit. Cain isvaulting over them, hands on the staff, mostly out of the light
from the SWAT guys flashlights. Framed between Cain and the SWAT guys slhouettesisa
head-on view of awall of zombie creatures. A mass of rotting flesh, grasping skeletal handsand
skull-like faceswith dead burning eyes.

SFX

(Along bottom of pand)
BAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAM
CAPTION

"1 hatestuationslikethis. | don't go out of my way to be callous. Or ruthless.”
Panel 2: CLOSE-UP OF SWAT GUYSAND ZOMBIES

Thezombiesfall into the mass of SWAT guys. The zombiesare clawing through Kevlar. Guns
arefiring through the cor pses, blowing fragments of dead flesh into the air.

SX
A|EEEEEEEEeeceeeee...
S=X

(Along bottom of pand)

BAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAM



CAPTION

"If therewasa point, | would intervene, somehow. Try to prevent thisatrocity."
Panel 3: MID SHOT OF CAIN FROM THE FRONT

Cain haslanded behind the SWAT guys. Heisin a crouch, staff lengthwisein hisleft hand,
right hand touching the ground. Heisentirely in shadow, except for hiseyesreflecting back at
us. Histattered coat fluttersbehind him like a shredded cape. All that'svisible behind him are
random limbs, light, and gun smoke.

SX

(Along bottom of pand)
BAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAM
CAPTION

"However, I'velearned two thingsin the past hundred yearsof trying to play the hero..."
Panel 4: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SFACE

Heislooking over hisshoulder, behind him. Cain'sexpression isone of horrible deter mination.
Hiseyes arewidewith a hint of the bloodbath behind him reflected in their depths. Streaks of
sweat and blood trail across hisface.

SFX

(Along bottom of pand)
BAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAMbamBAM
CAPTION

"Thefirstis, atrocities happen..."
Pand 5: CLOSE-UP OF SWAT GUY'SFACE

The guy wear s a gas mask. One lens has been shattered so we seea singleterrified eye.
Rotting, taloned hands hold both sides of the guy'sface.

SFX

(Along bottom of pand)
BAMbam... BAMbam... click... click

Paned 6: CLOSE-UP OF SWAT GUY'SFACE

The hands have twisted the guy's head ninety degrees away from us.

SX



SNAP!
CAPTION

"Thesecond is, lifeistoo transient totry and save..."
PAGE 23: [SIX PANELS]
Panel 1: MID SHOT OF CAIN

He' s pushing through a heavy metal fire door. We see him stepping through a narrow gap, the
door only aquarter open.

CAIN
"You bagtard! You killed them all..."
CAPTION

" Of course, the evil one doesn't answer me. Doesn't serve his purpose.”
Panel 2: MID SHOT OF CAIN AND DOOR

Cain hashisback to thedoor, straining to shut it, feet braced against the opposite wall.
Taloned armstry to reach through the gap for him. Thewhole sceneis cut into shadows,
daylight from somewher e above.

CAIN
" ...what the hell did you get from that?"
CAPTION

" Of course, it wasto distract me. He has hisprize, but | still threaten it. Someone less
obsessive might have forgotten why hewas here..."

Pand 3: CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SFACE

Hisfaceisstreaked with gore. Heisbaring histeeth, clenching hismouth shut. Thecordsare
taut in hisneck.

CAIN

"...wdl... you... aren't... going... to..."
Panel 4: MID SHOT OF CAIN AND DOOR

Hishead isthrown back against the door, hisknees have straightened, and hisarmsare spread
out along the door. The zombiearms stick straight out, blood jetting from wher e the heavy door
has severed them.

SX
SLAM!



CAIN
"WIN!"

Panedl 5: CLOSE-UP OF FLOOR BY BOTTOM OF DOOR

Two zombiearmslie on the ground in a pool of blood, draped over each other. Apparently one
isgtill twitching. In the background we see a brick wall that hasa ladder bolted toit. We see
Cain'sboot mounting the bottom rung.

CAPTION

" Someone less obsessive would forget that He has an agenda..."
Panel 6: VIEW OF CAIN FROM ABOVE

Cain isclimbing up a square, brick-walled shaft. Heisin sunlight now, draped by only afew odd
shadows. We can see now how torn up hisbody has been. His clothes drape asragson him.
Every inch of skin ispocked and cut, torn and bleeding.

CAPTION

" Someone less obsessive would forget that to fight Him meansthat first you discover what He
wants..."

PAGE 24: [SPLASH PAGE]

Pand 1. EXT.EUCLIDHTS. HIGH SCHOOL CLOCK TOWER

Cain hasjust come up out of atrapdoor in abalcony that wraps around thetower. The clock
faceisbehind him. In front of him, on the balcony, isa small figure crouching and cradling a

shotgun. Thetraffic copter isin theair behind thetower, and smokeisfilling half the sky
behind them.

CAIN
"Jerry Smith?"
CAPTION
"...and you deny it toHim."
50

(WHO am?)

Jmmy stands adone and naked on afamiliar plain. The ground iswrinkled and cracked, baking under a
red, bloated sun that hangs oppressively, filling most of an ink-black sky. Jagged rocks pierce the ground
like broken glass.



Jmmy'shel.

But now heknowswhat it is. Whereitis.

"Where are you?" Jmmy's voice doesn't break the stillness. Thereis no wind, no sound, no red
atmosphere. The air on thisworld, the oceans, everything on the surface had been burned away long ago
by theimpossibly close sun. The surfaceis dead.

But, far below, something Hill lives.

"Where are you?"

A shadow walks out from behind one of the rock diversthat claw at the sky. It strides toward Immy
confidently, wearing Cain'strench coat.

Paned 1: VIEW OF CAIN AND JERRY SMITH
Cain isgtanding facing Jerry and holding his staff in front of him. Heistorn and bleeding, and

hishair isblowing wildly behind him. Jerry hasaterrified expresson. He cradles a shotgun
between hiskneesashe sitson the balcony. Heis pointing it at Cain, trembling.

CAIN
"Itisn't too late."
JERRY
" Please, go. Leave mealone.”
CAIN
"Don't let him takeyou."
SFX

(Icy lettersdowly growing acrossthe bottom of panel)
" hahahahahaHaHaHaHaHaHAHAHAHAH"

Jmmy walked through the corridors toward the roof. The body he wore was no longer truly his.
Sensations came from what had once been his skin, but it couldn't truly be called touch, or feding....

It was more an awareness of the matter that did by the surface, tasted by the fluid that pulsed acrossthe
metallic surface of hisbody. Jmmy could fed that dark fluid. It was agiant mouth that never closed,
breathing, tasting, feeding...

Hewas dso aware of the darknessingde him, breathing, pulsing, freed of whatever chains had once
bound it. Machindlike, it found biologica inefficiencies and corrected them. Even ashe walked, it was
rebuilding his musculature, his skeletal structure, hisvital organs, his eyes, his ears, hismouth.

The darkness ate everything that had been human, remaking Jmmy in itsown image.



Jmmy walked up the stairsto the roof, feding how the layers of hisidentity were breaking apart asthe
darknessremade hisbrain.

But, even as fragments of perception warped away, as the conceptua barrier between self and the
universe dissolved, Jmmy began to remember things. Things long suppressed. Things buried under so
many layers of pain, denid, and human experience that it took the virtual destruction of hisidentity for
them to surface.

Jmmy remembered who wasin control here...

(Why am| here?)

"Sop there!" Jmmy tdlsthe shadow Cain.

Obediently, Cain stops.

"Who areyou?' Immy asks.

"1 am who you want meto be."

"Whoam|?'

"You arewho you want you to be."

"Who are we?'

"You know whoweare."

Jmmy shakes his head and crouches over the surface of the cracked plain. His fingers touch the ground.
Hetracesacrossin thered dugt, dragging hisfingernailsthrough until they bite the rock afew millimeters

below the surface. "My nameis James Allan Somerset.”

Cainisslent, slanding shadowed and depthless between Jimmy and the bloated sun. immy looks up at
the empty hole of Cain's face and says, "That wasn't supposed to happen, wasit?'

"Itisour sin."

Jmmy laughs and wipes the cross away with his hand.

Pand 2: CLOSE-UP OF JERRY SMITH'SFACE

We can see the demon through the expression on Jerry'smouth. It istwisted in an evil

Jokerlike grin ashebareshisteeth at Cain. The eyes, however, are still terrified, and tears
stream down Jerry's cheeks.

BAPHOMET
(Through Jerry)

"HAHAHA. You fool! Thechild ismine."



CAIN
"Fight it Jerry! Fight! Your soul istill your own."
BAPHOMET
(Through Jerry)

"Too little, fool. Too late.

The wind whipped across the roof of the old hotel as immy walked out into the open air. Smoke bl otted
out mogt of the sky. Spotlights cut through the haze from the orbiting helicopters, carving pillars of light
that fell down on Jmmy.

Jmmy could sense the heat gradient, and he walked away from the side of the hotel that was on fire. He
could aso see the helicopters as they orbited above. The smoke was no barrier; Immy saw the dark
metal, the white engine exhaust, the heat of the snipers faces asthey aimed their guns out the open door.

He could taste the asphalt roof as his bare feet walked acrossits surface. He could fedl his body
absorbing the semimolten tar as contact with him dissolved its structure.

Jmmy could smell smoke and gasoline, tar and engine exhaust. He heard helicopters and radio
interference, crackling fire and human voicesfrom far below. He tasted oil and dectricity and athousand
things he had no namefor.

As hewalked dowly toward the edge of the roof, he could see the lake. And above the lake, amillion
dars...

(What ismy sin?)
Jmmy looks at the shadow Cain and knows.

He knows without speaking, because of the thing that called itsdf Cain. The sick darkness, the hungry
void indde himsdlf, it wasapart of him. It dways had been.

A race, ancient and curious, had sent its spirit out among the stars. The spirit, thesetiny half-living
machines, found life, becamethét life...

Became Jmmy.

He had known. Asthe broken haf of himself runs amok, chewing up the barriersin Immy's mind, Jmmy
remembers.

"Youareme" Jmmy says.
"Wearewe" Canreplies.
"We were never supposed to be separate,” Jmmy says as he stands up. He reaches up and grabsthe

shadow Cain by the rags around its neck. The phantasm isaslight as paper as Jmmy shakesit. "You
wer e supposed to be there!™



"Wewerehere"

"Bullshit." Jmmy throws the shadow against one of the black spires of rock. The darkness fragments
into hundreds, thousands, millions of tiny motes.

"Weminded a body. The body created the mind."

Jmmy puts hisfacein hishands. Hisexistence, hisindividudity, his separatenessfrom thisthing, dl an
accident. Now that he remembers, he knows that the darkness, the thing within him, islessthan half a
mind. It needs direction because it has no understanding, no morality, no purpose.

Ther snisthat they cannot act.

Not without him.

(Whoam?)

James Alan Somerset.

Can.

Something else, broken and dying.

(Why am | here?)

To become something more than what | have become.

(What ismy sin?)

Not understanding. ..

Panel 3: MID SHOT OF JERRY SMITH

Jerry hasthrown the shotgun at Cain. Heisvaulting over therailing of the clock tower balcony,

the Joker grin still on hisface. Cain has a shocked expression and is deflecting the shotgun
with the staff ashereachesfor Jerry with hisother hand.

CAPTION
"How do you weigh life against eter nity?"
"Oh, my God... James! Y ou don't haveto do thig!"

Jmmy stood on the ledge. He faced the lake, but looked at the stars.

* * %

The motes of darkness swirl around Jmmy now. The cracked plain and the bloated sun are hidden from
him now. The dark vortex surrounds him, but heisno longer afraid of it. No longer afraid of what it is
asking of him.



Jmmy letsthe darknessfill him.
Pand 4. CLOSE-UP OF CAIN'SHAND

Cain hasgrabbed hold of Jerry'shand. Cain'shand islarge, rough, and stained with gore. In
contrast, Jerry'shand issmall, white, and unstained.

CAIN
" No. Rgect the demon. Ask forgiveness."
CAPTION

"How deep isthe sin that isbeyond redemption?”

Jmmy spread hisarms. Hefdt thething ingde him. Thething that was him. He could fed it moving inside
him, creating the structuresit needed, massing the energies. The air around him began to ripple with the
heat coming off of hisskin.

* * %

Inside the darkness he knows everything. On the other side of the darknessis arace that has been
collecting knowledge for acentury of centuries. The blackness, the hole that spun insgde hissoul, it isnot
oblivion. It isapassage. A doorway.

The body is nothing. Less than nothing. Bits of matter. What mattersiswhat isingde hishead. The
information that makes him him. It isadoorway that he can pass, but his body cannot.

It no longer frightenshim.
Panel 5: OVERHEAD SHOT OF CAIN HOLDING JERRY.

The concrete of the courtyard isa hundred feet below Jerry'sdangling legs. Cain isbent double
over therailing, gripping Jerry'sarm, staring down at the kid. The shadow of a helicopter can
be seen on the ground beneath them. We arelooking through a telescopic sight centered on
Cain'shead.

CAIN
"1f you accept what you've done. If you ask God's mercy. You might keep your soul."
CAPTION

" Can a stain be so black that God isunwilling to forgive it?"

Thelight istoo bright to look a. Silent flames ripple across Jmmy's metdlic skin. Every radio within fifty
yards screams static. The heat and light were only side effects of a narrow microwave beam that was
shooting upward, carrying inddeitsaf every fragment of datathat lived within Immy’s mind. The cement
cracks under Jmmy's feet, the asphalt around him bubbles and melts.

* * *

Jmmy walks through the darkness.



Hewaks home.
Panel 6: MID SHOT SHOT OF CAIN

Cain isthrown back asa bullet damsinto him from above. Hehaslost hisgrip on Jerry.
SFX

(Acrossthe center of the panel)

CRACK!!

"Are you there? Areyou all right?"

Nate didn't answer the radio. He pushed himsalf up from where he had flattened himself against the roof.
Hewas till somewhat dazzled by the light. Above him, the two helicopters still circled through the
smoke. They swung spotlights around to focus on the area where Jmmy had stood.

PAGE 26: [FOUR PANELS]
Pane 1: OVERHEAD SHOT, JERRY FALLING

Jerryisin freefall between the balcony of the clock tower and the courtyard. Cain hasfallen to
thefloor of the balcony.

CAPTION

"1 attempt to win free the soulsthat Baphomet has ensnared.”
"Nate?"

Nate waked across theroof. The air was heavy with the smell of smoke, from thefire, and from where
James Somerset had been standing. A fine ashfilled the air, glittering in the light from the spotlightslike an
early snowfal.

Pane 2: CLOSE-UP OF JERRY FALLING
Jerry istumbling. The pavement isalot closer.
JERRY
"Please..."
CAPTION

"1 try towin something for them | can't win for myself.”

The asphalt surface of the roof adhered to Nate's boots as he walked toward what was |eft of James
Somerset. It was only at this point where he had begun to think again. Up until now, al his mind had had
room for was the scene that had played out in front of him.



Nate redlized now that up until this moment, he hadn't truly believed. Some skeptical portion of hisbrain
had held out for the possibility of arationa explanation.

But he had seen it now.

He aso knew now that the driving force behind the last five years of hislife wasfutile. There was no way
to sop this...

Panel 3: LONG SHOT, GROUND LEVEL, JERRY HITTING

Jerry strikesthe ground in the courtyard. Thereisaring of copsand SWAT guysin the
background.

SX
(Under Jerry)

THUD!
CAPTION
"Theproblemis..."
"Nate! Are you there?"
"I'm here," Nate said. "It's over, he'sdead.”
At Nate'sfeet was Jmmy Somerset. The flesh wasn't quite norma, even after the burning. It was black
and charred, but in placesit aso seemed to have melted rather than burned. The skeletd structure that

was visible through the cracked flesh was shiny and black, dmost metdlic. The amdl that hungintheair
over the corpse wasn't of burned flesh so much asasour chemica smell.

For some reason, that smell wasworse. ..
Pand 4: OVERHEAD SHOT OF JERRY

Jerry ison hisback, ringed by a mass of policeand SWAT guys. Hiseyesstare upward. We
see the edge of the clock tower balcony, but Cain isgone.

JERRY
(Weak, dotted word balloon, awhisper)
"...forgiveme..."
CAPTION
"...I never know if | win."
FIN.

Nate stared at Jmmy while the radio chattered on. He could hear the srens of fire enginesin the
distance, and the spatlights left him as the helicopters turned away.



They weretelling him to get out of the building.
It was probably good advice.

"They know, don't they?' Nate asked Jmmy. "They al know what they are and what they're doing. Y ou
just forgot for awhile, didn't you?"

Nate stared & Immy's bare skull for afew momentslonger, then he turned away and started walking.



