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[ Turn 27]
Monday, February 7th, precisely 10:25 p.m London time, Heathrow Airport.

The Concorde touched down at Heathrow, a flaw essly routine landing. Sir WlliamEric
Pai ne, and his | oyal manservant Tehsin Said, were home. They and the rest of
Concorde's one hundred passengers deplaned and entered the terninal

He was waiting for themto arrive, as was his job. Certain arrivals were to al ways
have an official greeter waiting, to snooth over the transition frominternationa
passenger to wel come guest of the British Enpire. Standing in line for custons sinply
wasn't an acceptable way to nake some guests spend the beginning of their journey. Th
greeter's name was Fitzsinmons with just the one "M as he had to tell people
sonetimes. He had spent nuch of his youth with the British military, noving into the
elite Special Boat Squadron and training with special squadrons of US Navy Seals and
German Kanmpfschwi mrers, until the day the polite man from Hyde Park had come to SBS
headquarters and inforned himof a new assignnent.

Oh, there was no doubting the inportance of escorting assets safely fromand to their
destinations. Indeed, it had taken only three trips before Fitzsinons discovered just
how i mportant and dangerous the job could be. The rpg had put a fragnent into the bac
of his left hand, and on ni ghts when the wind was blowing in fromthe Thanes,

Fitzsi nons was rem nded of the grim Bul gari ans who had put it there and nearly put hi
in a box.

Sir WIlliamwas no fool, even at his advanced age. Fitzsinons noted how Sir WIIiam
had picked himout inmediately, Iet himknow he'd been noted, and done so in such a
di screet manner ..Fitzsinons was al nost ashamed for a nonent. _That's how the

prof essi onal s becone old professionals, Fitzsinons thought quietly.

Sir WIlliam headed for the proper exit gate, Fitzsinons carefully follow ng and

wat chi ng even as Tehsin Said did the same thing. A car runbled patiently in the nisty
British night, as the driver opened the door for the new arrivals. Sir WIlliamentere
the back, Tehsin the front, and Fitzsinobns the back as well. The driver closed the
doors and reentered the conpartnment. A nonment |ater, the car was rushing through the
night, toward the heart of London; inside, Sir WIlliamwas very surprised to see who
was waiting for him

"George? By Harry, it's been, what 30 years?" Sir Wlliamsaid to the bespectacled ma
with the apol ogetic face. "I thought you'd retired | ong ago."

"Sonme had thought the same of you, WIlliam" George replied as he cleaned a bit of
moi sture fromhis glasses. "Wl cone to London."

"Thank you." A glass of brandy was waiting for Wlliam and he took it, raising it to
George. "To your Anne."

"And to your Vera. Qur angels in life; may they watch us from Heaven now. "

They drank, the quiet toast to the other's departed mate uninterrupted by the drive o
the weat her outside
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"George, you're not here just as an old friend, are you?"

"No, Wlliam Oficial Secrets Act. |'ve been involuntarily recalled. Ei ght weeks ago
I was just another civilian, albeit one who still expected some grudge-bearing Cold
War adversary to conme out of the cold and collect his due. After the New Year, young
Fitzsimons there showed up on ny doorstep with his hat in hand and a letter in his
pocket from well, you can guess that |'msure."

"Sonething to do with the powered people in the world,” WIlliamsaid wi thout botherin
to ask for clarification. George nodded.

"Something like that."

Wlliamsettled back. "I take it I"'mgoing to be '"invited back to the Circus as
wel | 2"

"We're not going to Hyde Park, WIIliam Your destination is a bit nmore royal."
"The Pal ace?"
"Correct. | should finish that brandy, if | were you."

The sedan drove on through the London night, and was soon admitted to an underground
car park not far from Bucki ngham Palace. Sir WIlliam George, Fitzsinons, and Tehsin
boarded a small rail car and traveled a short distance. Fromthere, an elevator took
the group to a secure room where heavily arnmed SAS troopers allowed Sir WIIliam and
CGeorge to depart through another door. Fitzsinmons and Tehsin took seats in the
antechanber to wait with the guards.

Now t hey were inside the Palace proper, and an aide in suit and tie escorted themint
a drawi ng room Three nen and one woman waited by a wi ndow, conversing quietly. Ceorg
led Sir Williamto the group.

"Your Royal Highness, may | present Sir WIlliam Eric Paine?" George said. Sir Wlliam
bowed gracefully as the Prince of Wales, dressed in a well-tailored navy suit,
approached.

"Sir Wlliam thank you for conming. | apologize for the change in your anticipated
schedul e," said the heir apparent to the throne.

"Your Highness, it is ny privilege to serve."”

"My late Uncle Louis spoke of you several times during my chil dhood. He was i npressed
wi th your bravery, dedication, and resourceful ness."

"He exceeded nme in all those categories, Your Highness."

The heir nodded, in thanks. "I have a request to nmake of you, Sir Wlliam | wi sh for
you to accept a position with the Parliament O fice of Science and Technol ogy, a
position that will be formally offered to you tonorrow norning."

"I'n what capacity, Your Hi ghness?"
The Prince notioned for Sir Wlliamto follow him across the drawi ng room "Your

personal experience and know edge of the powered person phenonenon, in addition to
your exenplary history of service to the Crown in capacities official and unofficial,
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makes you the nost qualified individual to | ead a new section of the Ofice.”

_Personal experience_ thought Sir Wlliam _Safe to bet he knows |I amone._ "This
section.what would ny duties entail ?"

"You will oversee a staff of five researchers, initially. Miuch of their work will be
analysis. You will be expected to evaluate this research, to educate Parlianment on
this phenonmenon. | want a voice of reason to keep the Houses from naki ng reactionary

deci sions, your voice, Sir Wlliam"

"Your Highness, are you saying that ny work will affect how persons..powered
persons.will be treated on a |egislative basis?"
"That will likely be the case. W know very little of how or why this phenonenon has

happened, and we want to understand. Today, isolated parts of society, affected
directly by this, battle anmpngst thenselves. In Cuba, a man called Helios Hope has
assuned | eadership of the island. We are certain this Helios Hope is a powered
person."” The heir exhal ed quietly, spoke softly now "There's going to be nore, in
positions of authority throughout the world. Qur relevancy as a nation may suffer, in
|l ess than a generation, if we don't take steps nowto learn all we can. Sir WIIliam
every research facility at every university and mlitary installation has been workin
constantly for over a nonth. They know nothing. They don't have your qualifications.”

He stepped back from Sir WIliam nodded again. "May | expect your answer by tonorrow
nor ni ng?"

"Yes, Your Highness. Sooner. | will gladly accept the position, provided the Houses
give me tinme to analyze what we learn."”

"You will have that tinme, Sir WIlliam Thank you." And with that, the heir notioned t
George, to excort Sir WIlliamout of the room George |ooked nore apol ogetic than he
had at the airport.

"Congratul ations.”

"Thank you, George," Sir Wlliamreplied as Fitzsinons and Tehsin fell into step with
them as they entered the secure room and wal ked in the direction of the rail car

"But, George, | cane here to retrieve copies of evidence, which |I'd hoped to use in
America, to thwart a growing crimnal concern. | can't just |eave ny conrades in the
lurch Iike this."

"So we'll send a replacenent on your behal f."

"l don't know who I'd trust to carry out this investigation."

"l do. Your grandson."

"Col i n?"

"He is one of our top agents. And, he's at your hotel. |'ve already secured the
authorization for himto travel to Anerica, resolve this problem and return.”

"Looks like I'"ve been skillfully maneuvered into this, George."

"It's what | do, WIlliam Sorry."
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Saturday, February 13th. The WI Young Library, UK canpus.

Jake quietly enjoyed breathing in the cool of the library, the books giving the
circulating air a feeling of acadenia. He |iked being a student again. Just part of a
cromd of students, wal king around canpus. He liked it so nuch, Jake's first stop afte
wor ki ng out on a Saturday nmorning was to drive down to the library and study.

Inside, alittle voice was trying to tell himhe was running away, from hinmself, his
destiny. His famly. Jake closed off the little voice, and pretended he hadn't heard
it. He wasn't running from anything. Just because he'd chosen a study roomon the
third floor, perfectly isolated fromthe outside world, that didn't nmean anything

He was taking advantage of the opportunity to ease back into classroomlife. Dr Popki
had organi zed a few of the electives Jake studiously avoided his last time on canpus.
Hi story 105 being one of them nid-17th Century Europe to be exact. The O tonmn
Enpire, to be even nore painfully precise.

That was when he felt a pain begin to formin his midsection. Jake reached for a
Nutrigrain bar, suddenly realized he wasn't hungry. Something outside the room..

Jake | ooked out the small w ndow of the study room at the third floor. He didn't see
anyone at first, then noted sonme novement. There were two of them talking between tw
shel ves of books. One cane wal king right toward him then. But he wasn't coming to th
room Jake realized, but going to the stairs nearby. He took a good | ook at the guy,
while his enptions began to fire into anger. The guy was skinny, with close cropped
red hair and a pierced nose. He wore a bl ack deni mjacket and jeans, and hi gh boots.
His face turned in a perpetual sneer. Jake saw himw nce as he wal ked by the study
room and for a nonent he felt the guy was going to burst right in the roomand start
a fight. "Bring it." Jake waited in anticipation.

But he noved on, down the stairs, whooping a little too loud for the library. And Jak
knew, sonehow, this guy was going to drag himback into what he wanted nost to avoid.

*kkkkkhkkkkkx

Saturday nmorning. On the road with Carl and the Thoroughbl ades. Destinati on,
Phi | adel phi a.

"Ah, Amedi ka, is beautiful at 4 a.m, yes?" Carl felt a nudge in his ribs as he tried
to catch up on a little nore sleep

"Yeah, jus' gorgeous. You know, we do have extra letters in the al phabet, like the R
you keep | eaving out of America," Carl replied

Fyodr shrugged. "Am pleased to be in Amedi ka, no matter what it is spelled. |s being
too early for Egg McMuffin?"

""Fraid so. Gve it about three nmore hours."”

"So tell nme," Fyodr leaned over a bit. "lIs true club is not resigning ol der players?”
"So | hear. At least, they ain't resignin ne?"
"No! You good playink now. Fast, even sonetinmes."

"Quess ny birthday's a little too fast."
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"You are movink on, then?"

"I don't know, Fyodr. | have a chance to stay here, just not as a player."
"Am sayink screw that. Everyone is knowi nk |ack of quality back line in NHL."
"You think I should nove on?"

"Yes. You are novink on. There is needs. Even for ugly, what is word, chicas like
you. "

"Chicas? That's girls, Fyodr. Stick to english, comraid."

"Have overheard trainers, Chica Carl. Say you have 3% body fat. Say you have no trace
of injury. You give up while the body still works to play? Ha. Who is Crazy |van now?

"It ain't jus' nme, anynore," Carl said, as he | ooked out the wi ndow at the darkness o
Eastern Kentucky. The nmist on the distant nmountains, where some places still make
nmoonshi ne and mne coal, like they did a century before. Light as air, the mst stil
hung on the mountains |like a great secret weight those on the nountain never knew

exi sted. Carl thought he could identify with that.

"Ah, is daughters alnmost as beautiful as Fyodr's little Nathalie. Carl is afraid of
NHL carousel .”

"l ain't afraid o' nothing." Carl said, unconvincingly.

"Nyet. Is ok. Carl is not wanting to go from Vancouver to Chicago to Nashville."
"No, the noney would help."

"Money hel pi ng? Ah, you are tellink judge how payi nk for nanny will meke up for six
mont hs of road trips and training camp, and not seeing little babies for weeks at a
time. Judge is not buyink that over nother, not unless Carl is traded to Rangers to
make 80 million Amedi kan dollars.”

"Bastard."

"I's true. Fyodr is bastard. But not Fyodr's fault. Amcertain father would have
married nother had KGB not executed him"

"Cripes. | didn't nean it that way."

"I's ok. Amindulging in self-pity because am not having Egg McMuffin for three hours.
And with that, Fyodr |eaned over to the wi ndow, and fell asleep

In the darkness of the norning, while the nist hung on the nmountains |ike a great

secret weight, Carl felt sone synpathy. His shoulders bore the weight of a decision t
make. And he had no idea what he was going to do.

khkkhkkkkkkkkk*k
Ten minutes to 5 p.m, Saturday evening. Chase's house
He had the whole week to be angry, and Chase and his father had a couple of menorable

bl ow- ups. Especially Wdnesday night. Now, 'she' was here, and in a few nm nutes would
| eave with her father. On a 'shudder’' date
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"Chase, " Dom nique said. "How are you?"

Chase just exhaled pointedly. He'd had one of those weeks, one that had set a new
world's record for plain suckiness. His efforts at tracki ng down Coach Screwbal | or

Ei ghtbal |, or whatever he called hinself now, had gotten nowhere. He knew he'd cracke
the right systens, there just wasn't any data to find on the former coach turned
powered nutboy. The N ghtcraw er had hel ped, as he had prom sed, but had no | uck
either. The coach had noved away, no forwardi ng address, and had left no inpression o
t he nei ghbors, despite the Nightcrawer's efforts to ask with only a nmild threat
hinted at in his voice.

"Sorry, man. | get back Sunday night, we snoke himout," the N ghtcrawl er prom sed
Chase sighed again. "Bad week."

Dom ni que nodded, and stood away fromthe table as the Col onel energed fromthe
stairway. Chase contenpl ated the butcher's block of knives nearby, and spent a few
cheering seconds cal cul ati ng how nmuch damage he could do to the happy couple. Then,
Jill arrived at the door

"There's your friend, son. Have a good tine," the Col onel said. Chase just frowned
and the Colonel sinply wasn't going to get into it. Not tonight.

"Goodni ght, Chase," Dom nique said. He barely nodded to her. She said a polite hello
to Jill as she entered.

"Hey," Jill replied, and watched the two | eave. Then | ooked to Chase at the table
Heard the Hank Wl lianms playing fromthe upstairs bedroom Put it together pretty
qui ck.

"So that's her."

"Yup. "

"Pretty girl."

"Uh huh."

"Absolutely horrible taste in men."

"Look, can we just go? | don't want to tal k about it."

"Fine by me," Jill replied. "You like the dress?"

Chase | ooked at Jill as she turned around. She wore a nice green dress, and a string
of pearls. The dress matched her eyes.

"This why you nade nme wear khakis and a collared shirt?"
"That's right."

"So, you never have told ne the whole deal about this concert."

"Sinple. | like Red Sky Diary. Z had a contest to watch them shoot an MIV special. |
called, I won. There's a linp outside with a fridge full of snacks, and a whol e bunch
of band stuff. | even won one of those roadie jackets that people on eBay try to sel
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for like a thousand dollars."
"Congrats. Hey, | amglad you won. Really."

"Good. Now cone on. Besides, you can stop noping about that girl. Once you get to the
show, you'll forget all about her."

"You think so?" Chase asked

"“Uh huh. You know what type of wonen show up for these kind of gigs?" Jill asked in
return.

*kkkkhkkkkkx

_Supernodel s. Ugh. _ Amanda groaned as she surveyed the scene.

It was the night of the MIV Unplugged shoot, and the large first floor was filled wt
at least a hundred guests. There were the recording |abel guys, with their tiny phone
glued to their ears, chatting at warp speed. There were friends of friends, people wh
had wrangled their way in due to connections with the producers from MIV. And there
were the wonen. All of them were stunning.

_Poor Josh, _ Amanda t hought as she saw himtrying desperately not to stare too |ong
any one direction. _He's sweet. _

She saw Al ex wal king the floor, Shelley at his side with her ever-present Pilot pad.
non-stop parade of well-wishers lined up to see him Al ex had nentioned that their

di stribution deal ended with the release of the Unplugged CD, and the band's | abe
woul d be | ooking for a new deal. Said deal would be incredibly profitable for both th
band and whoever the |ucky distributor was. Each supplicant gave Alex a get-well gift
new wat ches, jewelry, electronic stuff, all hideously expensive. He accepted each in
turn with charmand grace. Alarge man in a yellow Bill Graham Security jacket would
take the gifts away after each visitor departed

Jonas was on the floor, eating canapes and chatting with a small group of
mlitary-1ooking young nen and wonen. He'd sent some tickets along to Fort Canpbell
The rest of the band, |ike Amanda, were still upstairs. She found out today that she
wasn't the only one with a tech. Mason worked for her, tuning her basses and ot her
equi pnent. Rob had a drumtech, a snmallish, wiry Japanese nan with a deep tan and a
penchant for chain-snoking Canels; his name was M Lett. And Alain's tech, Barber

| ooked like a classic Unix geek. He wore a grey beard, and suspenders instead of a
belt. Barber could make a passable Santa Cl aus, Amanda thought. But the geek part was
right. Al the techs were highly skilled engineers, and Barber had the toughest
assignment in ensuring Alain's billion dollar vocals sounded fl aw ess.

Suddenly, she was aware of sonmeone standing at her shoul der. Rob was there
resplendent in classic black t-shirt and jeans, and what | ooked |like alligator boots.
He lightly twirled a pair of drumsticks.

"Smal |l est cromd we've played in front of in a decade. Also the biggest."” He pointed t
the jungle gymof lights and caneras surrounding the stage; everything was robotical
controll ed.

"Rob, whose idea was it for the carts?"

"Al ex. He said he wanted a good hot dog, so there you go." Al of the h'ors d oevres
servers were using white carts with red and white unbrellas, stationed throughout the
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floor. One of the carts, however, was an honest to goodness, New York Sabrett hot dog
cart, conplete with honest to goodness New York hot dog vendor. He was doing a brisk
trade, too. Alex swore by onion sauce and relish.

"You sel f-indul gent rock stars,” Amanda sai d.

"Join the club. You feel all right?"

"I just want to get started. | feel like I'mgoing to.." She thought about it for a
split second. Maybe 'explode' wasn't the right word she should use. "Burst. That's
it."

"You'll be fine. Put your shoul ders back and breathe, in through the nose, out throug
the mouth." Rob left, as a makeup person dragged himoff for some touch-up work.

"Sheesh. | thought the limt would be sixty people," said a new voi ce behi nd Ananda.
"Guess not, Alain.”

"l don't mind the fans, don't get ne wong. It's all the industry people here for a
free neal, just to 'be seen'. Bastardes."

"Necessary evil?"
"Ri ght on both counts manie. You ready?"

"Yup. Mason got ny nonitor today, and we got it tuned in about an hour ago. |'m
surprised how confortable it is in the ear.™

"Saves your hearing, too. Wsh we had themten years ago. Ok." Alain patted her
shoul der and left.

About then, Jonas cane bounding up the stairs, and threw a solid arm around Ananda
and grinned at Josh down bel ow. For a normal guy, Jonas had arnms |ike steel pipes.
"Been chatting with your conpanion. He's a good guy."

"I know. Thank you."

"Told himif he ever treats you wong, I'd tie himin a knot. Heh."

"Jonas!"

"Ch, it's ok," he grinned his npbst disarming grin. "He's alnost certain |I'm ki dding.
You doi ng ok?"

"Yes, everyone keeps asking ne that, you know?"

"No. "

IIG,]- n

"Look, we appreciate how hard you' ve worked. You're a real pro, Amnanda, and you are
going to make this a nenorable show. W' ve been out of circulation pretty nuch for th
past three years. Tonight, we return, triunphant. As it should be." The two of them
wat ched a young couple, her in a green dress, himin khakis and an Oxford, arrive wt

soneone Amanda recogni zed as a local DJ. "It |ooks chaotic right now, but when you
lock in and start playing, it's like there's no one else around. Like we're up on
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A ynpus, being rock godly. It's like nothing you' ve ever felt, performng." Then with
anot her squeeze, Jonas was gone. Ananda was wonderi ng who woul d come up next, and it
turned out to be the makeup peopl e.

Forty-five m nutes passed, then the house |ights di mmed. People found their seats.
Chase was enjoying hinself, picking up on Jill's vibe. He felt good about being there
Wi t hout being certain why. He wasn't a fan, not by any stretch of the inmagination

The stage went dark, then Iit up. The band were in place. Alain | ooked out from over
hi s Takam ne 12 string. "Good evening. Tonight, we present an evening of rock and ro
musi ci anshi p. Li p-synching teenage frauds need not apply."”

As Al ain touched the first strings of "Roswell"”, a noise fromthe back of the crowd
got everyone's attention, and a spotlight turned in that direction. Three nen and one
worman stood in the glow of the light, waiting.

"I"'msorry, | wasn't aware we had an opening act tonight," Alain grow ed.
"You don't. We're the closing act. You can call us the Sigil. I'mWr. M conrades,
Hunger, Entropy, and Fate. And we'll start by everyone forming two neat |ines and

handi ng over their val uables before they |eave. The last two people to get in line
will be killed. Now let's nove."

Wth those words, War flung his armupward, as if to hurl sonething at the ceiling. A
|l ance of red energy did indeed hit the high ceiling, and exploded forcefully.

"l said nove, and | nean NOW"

[ Phase 52 - Phoeni x]

For a | ong nonent Anmanda doesn't nove, doesn't breathe, all her pent-up adrenaline
suddenly diverted to a new potential target, her unblinking gaze directed at the four

intruders, looking for any clues to their identities and abilities.

Her keen eye for observation, her enhanced speed, and her enhanced intellect serve he

wel | . She picks out the nmenbers of the Sigil, feels the bile creep into her throat.
The antipathy effect starting; thank you M Book. War is obvious, a good 6 inches ove
6 feet tall, dressed in a dark suit with a deep red tie and cumerbund. On both

forearnms, seemngly grown out of the suit jacket, are two deep anber gauntlets,
appearing to be made of some rich netal. The gauntlets are el aborately engraved, the
sort of work one might see on a custom Peacemaker

Hunger mnust be the smaller man, about 6'0" and gaunt, with dark hair and dark eyes.
No, the eyes aren't dark. They're alive, alnpst to spite their bearer, and gl owi ng
with a crystal blue energy. Amanda renmenbered a guy in one orchestra, he had a thing
for crinme scenes and true crine stories. He'd showed her a book on serial killers.
Their eyes | ooked the sane, in the photos. Alive to spite the living.

Entropy would be the girl. Gorgeous in a Euro-Asian way, dressed in a sinple black
dress, her skin the palest of pearl. In her left hand, a silver scythe about a foot

| ong norphed into a flaw ess ankh. Amanda recalled the end of Star Trek: Next
Generation's run: Al Good Things..nust cone to an end. Entropic nature of the univers
bei ng i nescapable and all that.

That left Fate. He was taller than Hunger by a couple of inches, and stouter where

Hunger was gaunt. Amanda noted a watch-chain ran across his vest, in the style of the
old-time riverboat ganmblers. He wore a smirk under a thin, dark nustache, and his
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lively eyes begged for someone to make the first nove.
[ Phase 37 - Magna- Fl ux]

_ This is so ultra-wong! Not only suffering this band and these clothes, now the
"four wal ki ng horsenmen of a-pecker-1lips" have to showl AND WHO ROBS A CONCERT?!?!?! _
Chase thinks as he tries to figure out his next nove. He looks to Jill and sees the
fear in her eyes. (delaying)

[ Phase 25 - Sound]

Barely giving a second thought to the fact he doesn't have his uniformhere (or one a
all right now for that matter) or that they'd be outnunbered two-to-one Josh stares
dead-on at Amanda and sub-vocalizes to her "We can't risk a stand here with so many
potential hostages around." The |last thing the media needs to see is sone powered
lunatics waxing Claudia Schiffer

As he noves into the quickly formng lines he hopes that the already delicate
situation won't be exacerbated by the "vibe". "If it is I'll be prepared to shield as
many people as need be behind a wall of sound,” he tells Phoenix. "I'mgoing to try t
call for help."

He's not shocked to see the A+R reps still on their cell phones...he hopes one of the
actually bothered to call 911. Josh quickly relates the scene to each M Il ennium
menber's voice nail and is shocked to hear MagnaFl ux's phone ring through here in the
bui l ding. Craning his neck for a noment to |locate himhe is surprised for a nonent to
see himin his civilian garb...and on what |ooks |ike a date no |ess.

"Jill, it's ok, we...huh?" Chase interrupted by the sound of his cell-phone
ringing...and answers it.

Through the phone he says "This is Sound. I'"mat 2:00 o' clock fromyour current
position. Unless they start directly threatening people | plan to let it ride until w
can get Sigil out in the open" Once Chase |ocates himhe signals to hang up the phone
Wth that Josh concentrates for a nmonent and says under his breath "Watson | need you
and broadcasts it to both Amanda and MagnaFl ux qui ckly adding "I've been working on a
stunt where we can keep in vocal contact with each other without the phone for
situations just like this..."

[ Phase 25 from 37 - Magnha- Fl ux]

Rel i eved to know anot her nenber of the Big M is present, Chase turns back to Jill wh
is looking quizzically at him "OK | have sone explaining to do but | can't now, jus
be ready to run for cover, this could get ugly!" He turns his attention back to Sigi
and begins to scan them and the area for possible nmetal in their outfits that he can
use against them He pushes his way to the line, suddenly thankful for the clothes
he's wearing tonight, who could EVER recognize ne in TH S! _

Hi s concentration is rewarded; War, Fate, and Entropy all seemto have sone quantity
of netal about them

[ Phase 25 from 37 - Phoeni x]
Then she nods slowy, to | et Josh know she heard him

"Race you to the end of the |ine?" she suggests with a ghost smile, her |lips barely
nmovi ng. She unslings her bass and leans it gently against the nearest anp. Getting
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used to ignoring the little voice in her head that insists this should not be
happeni ng, that wants to join the erupting panic in the small crowd, she gl ances
around the little stage, hoping against hope that the guys will be sensible about
this. But she's nobving so fast they haven't registered her actions yet.

Security will likely assume a protective phal anx position; that mght turn out to be
problem especially if she wants to stay while they want her to | eave. She wonders
what happened to the guards outside the building, and hopes that no one is thinking o
trying anything foolish. _No one other than us, anyway. The Sigil, they're all dresse
I'i ke they bel ong here, wonder who got themtickets...

In response to Sound, Phoeni x says "This is going to be tricky," she murnurs, head
down. "I think the best we can hope for is to get _nost_ of the people out of here
first." No one seens inclined to dawdle on their way toward the door. Someone's going
to have to be last. "They m ght have been bluffing about killing people, but | don't
think we should chance it." She herself remains still, ignoring the hand on her arm
for the nonent.

[ Phase 25 - A Well -G oonmed Man]

Next to War, as the people strife not too gently to avoid being the last in line, a
gentleman in a rich Brioni tuxedo suddenly stands up, nmakes a novenent toward the
form ng lines, then suddenly spins on his heel. Holding his right forearm verti cal
his left hand grips the crown of his watch. Two darts blast out fromthe watch's face
trailing thin wires behind, and connect solidly with War. War suddenly drops to the
floor in an awkward sitting position

[ Phase 24 - Entropy]

Wth a start, Entropy turns her head toward War, and spots the Well-G ooned Man as he
finishes his attack. She raises her ankh and points it at him a beam of pale white
light striking the watch. It glows for a split second before disintegrating away to
not hi ngness. "Fate, a little help, please," she asks, no nore plussed than if she wer
requesting a refill of Perrier

[ Phase 24 - Fate]

"Damed pl ai ncl ot hes guards, we were told they'd all be in yellow," Fate snarls, his
ganmbler's smirk replaced with a | ook of anger. He eyes the Wl |-G oonmed Man, and the
latter glows with a green light. "Nothing but a normal, Entropy, he's mne." Wth a
deft grace, Fate vaults over a couple of chairs and lands in front of the Well-G oone
Man; a flick of the wist, and a doubl e-barrel ed Derringer points at the Well-G ooned
Man. "Any |ast words, fellow?"

"Yes," replies the Well-Groomed Man in a hard British accent, his gaze not wavering
for a nmoment. "Look behind you."

Fate | aughs and pulls the trigger, a sharp crack and the Well -G oonmed Man's downwar d
progress rewarding him

[ Phase 22 - Magna- Fl ux]
_Guns. My life is a nightmare._ Magna-Flux gives Jill a push toward a side exit, and
wor ks his power. Fate's gun suddenly |eaves his grip, and points back at him "G ve

up, or you get a new belly button!"”

[ Phase 22 - Phoeni x]
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She starts to nmove forward, but the hand is a grip now, Jonas' grip. "This is what we
pay Security to handle.” In answer to that, the yellowraincoated security nmen begin
formng a sem -circle around the stage. They begin noving in tandem a pair of guards
for each musician. The first guards make their chosen nusician crouch lowto the
ground, and follow them closely; by their position, the guards are physically
shielding the Diary fromany direct shot with their bodies. A second guard foll ows
each first guard, facing the nmelee, a A ock 18 in hand, its extended 33 round-clip

testinony to the sort of greeting an attacker will get on approach. WIllie, the guard
fromthe hospital, takes Amanda's arm as Jonas |eaves. "C non niss, they' Il have to
shoot through ne and Lorenzo to get to you. You'll be fine.”

And Amanda has to make a decision. (currently del ayed)
[ Phase 20 - Hunger]

He's al ready seen what he wants. Fromthe nonent they cane inside, there was only her
Hi s gl owing eyes |ike searchlights, Hunger picks out Amanda on the stage. And choosin
to conveniently 'forget' his instructions, Hunger roars through the crowd, on a
beeline straight for Amanda. He nuscles his way past the two guards, each one twice
his size, and seizes her by the arns. Hunger stares deep into her eyes, and she
screans at the gnawi ng pathol ogi cal nonster she sees within. (Down 21 power, absorbed
by Hunger)

[ Phase 20 - Phoeni x (from 22)]

There is no plan, just a reaction. Flanes explode into Hunger, and he flies back,
slamming into the front row of chairs. Hs glazed eyes cool, and the evil light
therein fades. (Yup, knocked his punk ass out, one shot.) She recovers marvel ously;
"M gosh, did you see that? He burst into flanes!"

[ Phase 10 - Sound]

Spotting the growing battle in the nmiddle of the crowm, Sound sees Fate confronted by
his own gun, and the girl, Entropy, leveling her ankh for a coup de grace shot at the
Wel | - Grooned Man on the fl oor.

"Magna- Fl ux has things in hand, best not let the nice gentleman | ose his tux rental
deposit." Sound anplifies the exiting crom noise and attacks Entropy by surprise
Though she reels fromthe cacophony slanm ng into her skull and drops her ankh,

Ent ropy manages to keep herself steady and upright.

[ Phase 10 - the Well-G oonmed Man]

As he noves toward Fate, the Well-G oonmed Man spots War beginning to nove. He quickly
|l eaps at War and hits himwth a knife-hand strike at the side of the neck. War goes
back to sl eep.

[ Phase 9 - Entropy]

To Sound's di smay, the ankh on the floor fades into nothingness, only to reappear in
her hand. She | ooks around the room and spots Sound. "See you around pretty-boy," sh
says, as the ankh raises and fires at Sound, who suddenly realizes that he isn't
standi ng now, but crashing hard to the ground and off a couple of chairs. Sonmeone
tackl ed himout of the way...

"Alex! No, | can handle this! Dam you.."! Sound sees nost of the Alex's jacket on the
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right side is gone, and a foot-long swath of his torso is a horribly botched purple
color. He's gritting his teeth hard not to scream

[ Phase 9 - Fate]

"I can see victory tonight isn't in the cards, but I'"'mwlling to bet you won't shoot
a fleeing man in the back, whoever you are," Fate says as he | ooks around for the
source of his gun's theatrics. "Cone, ny dear, let's be on our way," he says to
Entropy as he grabs her and noves with swiftness into the crowd.

[ Phase 7 - Magna- Fl ux]

As Fate took advantage of a split second of tinme, Magna-Flux returned his attention t
his friend. Jill was standing in the mddle of the crowd, too afraid to nove. He
cleared three rows of chairs to get to her, and hustled her outdoors. "You take ne to
the cool est parties," he cracks.

[ Phase 7 - Phoeni x]

Thoughts of chasi ng down the bad guys fade quickly, as Phoenix registers what has
happened to Al ex and Sound. Two guards at the end of a row, with Al ex's assistant
Shell ey, were far too slow to stop Al ex from plungi ng back toward Sound; he was an

acconpli shed runner, after all. She was off the stage and next to himin a nonent,
checking quickly with Sound to see he was unhurt.

"Hey, boss, hey, talk to me Alex," she said, as yell owclad guards began closing in o
Hunger and War. The rest of the band returned, and clustered around them

"What happened?"”
"He gonna be all right?"

"Jeeze, Alex, what kind of stupid stunt was that?" This from Shelley, who had just
conpleted the world's fastest 911 call.

"Had to..man that hurts..Shelley?"

"Yes, Al ex?"

"Call ny broker, |I'mabout to make Bactine rich." He | ooked at Amanda. "Hey, you ok?"
"Yes, I'mfine. You shouldn't be standing up."
"It looks worse than it feels. Quch. Ok, maybe | will sit down. Man, | find out who's

responsible for this..!

"Alex, this doesn't make any sense," Josh said, and relayed it to Chase who was j ust
outside a doorway with Jill. "Who would pull a robbery in a set up like this, with a
your security."

"Unless it wasn't a robbery attenpt,” Rob said, picking up on Alex's train of thought

"Then what was it?" Amanda asked.

"An assassination attenpt," said a British accent from behind the group. Everyone
turned to see the speaker. He was the Well-Groomed Man, in his md-30s, and novie-sta

handsone. His eyes net Amanda's, and she felt she saw sonmething faniliar
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"My name is Blake, Colin Blake," he said.
"You're related to Sir Wlliam aren't you?" Amanda asked.

"Yes. Grandfather on ny nother's side." He | ooked to the doorway as the security nen
cal med the crowd. The ones who had retrieved the two wanna-be villains were
energetically and not at all gently fitting War and Hunger with cuffs, leg irons, and

hobbl e restraints. The two villains resenbled hog-tied animals. "Let me tell you what
I know." Bl ake continued.

Back to the turns page.
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[ Turn 28]

"Cripes. This is all | need, two men in ny life without an ounce of sense between
them" Amanda mutters, relaxing a tad now that it seenms no one's hurt, though Alex's
wound | ooks unpleasant. _Idiot. This isn't a bar brawl, for pity's sake._

"You're gonna be all right man -- you need help with the ointnments and I'mthere." he

qui ps to Alex. Josh can't help but wonder if Alex's gesture was totally altruistic or
if he's having nore trouble naking the transition fromplaying with the band to
"managenent" than everyone thinks..

"Man, | find that witch, I'm gonna take that ankh.” Whatever detail Al ex was going
to share is interrupted by Shelley clanping a hand on his nmouth, while briskly
talking into a cel-phone. She clicks fromcalling the paranmedics, who happened to be
standi ng by near the house due to the number of people attending at the band's
request and payment, to the security staff. Shelley nust have a near photographic
menory, as she describes Fate and Entropy over the connection.

Josh can't think about Alex now as he grips Amanda's hand and instinctively assunes
a protective manner interjecting his body slightly between her and everyone el se.
"Assassination attenpt...that nutjob bolted straight for Amanda...what the hell is
goi ng on?"

He waits for Colin's reply even as his mnd starts racing for possible answers -- the
Mask knew we were conming and how maybe he knows nore about us then our powers and
"tactics" like our identities but how? and why target her?...nmaybe not even the
Mask- - what about her father? his heart sank into his stomach..

Colin Blake brushed the front of his Brioni jacket. Two holes in the right side, just
under the sternum could be noticed. Either M Bl ake was bulletproof, or his Saville
Row tail or owned a bit of Spectra-cloth naker Allied-Signal. He spoke clearly, in fu
command of the situation as if near death and mayhem were a daily occurrence. "They
weren't only attacking Mss Halle, they would have attacked the rest of the band. It
was all the performers they were after.”

Rob, Al ain, and Jonas had reappeared around the group, checking on Alex and listening
in on M Blake's narrative. "Political? W've played in a few war zones, but so have
| ot of other bands," Jonas says. "No one's ever drawn this kind of reprisal for
telling a bunch of people that their | eaders are dirtbags and shoul d be repl aced."

"Ti mes change,” Rob said.

"No one nentioned this particular perk of stardom"™ she says with a wy glance at Rob
before returning her attention to M. Blake. In truth she's feeling a little shaken
still, by the abrupt near-collision of the two halves of her life, by what she'd seen
in Hunger's eyes. She finds herself glancing around nervously in case sone new threat
appears.

"Not political.'” Blake continued.

"You're not going to tell us these guys are deranged fans, are you?" The 'assassinate

10/26/99 8:28 PM



The Four Winds - turn 28 wyswyg://23/http://powered.iwarp.comiturn28.him

is associated mainly with history classes for her, but given the I evel of planning an
the somewhat bizarre choice of targets for a robbery...

"l don't know what their nusical tastes mght be, but their presence has nore to do
with the band's financial future.”

"Distribution,” Alex said froma nearby chair.

"A new deal, because our old distribution contract ends with this recording,” Alain

added.

"Worth nine figures, according to sone circles," Blake finishes.
"That's right," Alain says, |ooking at Amanda. "Are you ok? The guards said there wer
flames.."

"Noreal |l yl' nfinethanks. Are the police on their way? | got a pretty good | ook at the
two that got away." It's hard to renenber how soneone normal nmight act in a situation
like this, how she woul d have reacted a few nonths ago

"They' re heeeeeeeerrrrrrre,"” Josh hears Chase nutter over the vocal swi tchboard. The
‘they' in question are SORTi es, and not a bad response tinme, naybe six mnutes. They
qui ckly approach the bound forns of War and Hunger, and slap additional restraints on
them Wthin 15 seconds, the whole group and both villains have departed.

"Tax dollars at work," Chase continues fromacross the room where he is offering his
date sonme punch. The guests are beginning to filter back in, after being rechecked
again by the security staff. The security nmen are not at all pleased with what
happened, they can be heard to nutter the word 'lawsuit' several tinmes in reference t
the activities.

"Wow, that was sonething. Wonder how they planned all that?" Jill asked.

"Say what?" Chase replied.

"Ch, cone on, you don't think that was a real attack, do you? Chase, performers have
been breaking the fourth wall for centuries, ever since Shakespeare. That had to be a
act . "

Chase whispers to Josh, "You think this was a fakeout?"

"Not a chance,” he replied. "Tell you ASAP."

"C non, let's get our seats back," she says. Chase follows her back, as the crowd
filters in, all chatting about the sanme idea, whether this was part of the show.

At the front, Blake continued. "Your current distributor is Capital. Fromwhat |'ve
heard, they aren't in the running for the next contract."

"Pretty much a given," Shelley said.
"That | eaves four compani es. Take away Sun, that |eaves three."
"How di d you know about Sun?" Shell ey demanded

"It's ok, Shelley. Sone of their people probably blabbed,” Alex said. "W're likely t
sign with Sun in the next two weeks."
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"Leavi ng Sony, Polygram and Ti me-Warner."

"Look, M ster Blake, we all know the industry is pretty cutthroat. But this would be
unprecedented,” Shell ey answered.

"Sony," said Rob and Al ex together.
"What ?" asked Amanda.

"Time and Pol ygram both have bought into the teen group thing. So has Capital. Rule
out all three because while they're interested in us, they weren't willing to pay
Sun's noney. Sony was, but we were pretty cool at rejecting them Put it this way,
when Faust signed his bargain, it was a Sony A&R guy who wote the thing," Alex says.
"Bastards. Forget that Entropy kid. W're getting a Concorde to Tokyo and kick sone.."

"Alex, the only thing you're going to be '"kicking' is 'back'. Now cone on, the
paranedi cs are here for you."

"Ok. Hey, guys, conme here," he notions to the band. He puts an arm around Amanda and
Rob. "Show nust go on."

"Damm right," says Jonas.
"On for you," says Alain.

"Epic, man. People | eave here tonight, they're not going to forget," Rob said, and
| ooked at Amanda.

"We'll bring the tape later, see if your heart nmonitor can take it," Amanda sai d.
"Ch that's harsh on the man."

"That's why she fits in."

"Later, Alex."

And the show does go on. Mdst of the crowd is already accepting the idea that the
attack was an act. Even though they didn't need the extra notivation, the band is eve
nmore focused, and white-hot. Amanda finds herself lost in the nusic, losing track of
time and space, living for nothing but the next note, the next rest. And she wonders
what to do, because as Al ex was bei ng wheel ed off, she saw himvery firmy tell
Shell ey to stay behind and make sure everything went as it should. In the dark near

t he back, Amanda saw Shelley's conposure break for a few seconds, as she was actually
in tears at seeing himgo. _Think the boss and | need to have a heart to heart after
this._ Amanda thought, just as they took a brief breather for applause and then into
the next itemon the set |ist.

Chase nmanages to suffer through the evening, and grudgingly has to give the band sone

props. His taste or no, hearing really good nmusicians play is still a treat. Good
vocal s, tight rhythnms, guitarist who definitely knows his stuff. And considering the
gig was free, with food, well, it could have been worse.

"Check it out, Chase! Cot pictures with them™" Jill says, showing hima couple of

Pol aroi ds. One shows her and Alain, in a friendly hug. The other is Jill sitting on

Jonas' bicep, with himholding her in mdair on his arm
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"Sheesh. Probably gobbles roids like they're Skittles."
"Nah, he's |ike you, supposedly one of those clean-living types."”
"Quch. "

"Conme on, the linp is waiting."

Chase found hinself a bit at sea. _Jill hadn't nmentioned anythi ng about what happened
before the gig started. Did she miss it in the confusion? Everything happened so fast
maybe normal people don't see things like.well, like |I do._

If Jill had noticed anything, she wasn't saying. Chase was ready to tell her all abou

his new abilities, but should he? He westled with the question in brooding silence,
all the way hone.

Meanwhi | e, back at the palatial hone of the band, the chairs had been cl eared away,
and a DJ was busily dropping some serious dance tracks on the crowd. The agents and
nmodel s and everyone el se were enjoying the party. Upstairs, in the rarefied and
heavily guarded second floor, the band m ngled while keeping a |line open to Al ex back
at the hospital.

"Weeeeeheeee, nore drugs!" Al ex sang. "Doctor says it's sone sort of cellular
di sruption, like a freezer burn. I'mall taped up. How s the party?"

"M sses you headbutting drunk A&R guys," Rob said. "Hang on." Rob handed the phone to
Josh, who was waiting next to him

"Hey stupid, what were you trying to pull?" Josh said into the phone.

"Ha ha ha, stupid is right. I1'd love to trade ny ribs with you right now Tell you
what, | am never, ever, doing that again for you."

"Thanks, man."

"Yeah, thanks, bs. Look, | may be on..mss, how many ccs am| on of this blue
stuff.that a |ot?..anyway, |'ve been thinking. "

"Yeah," Josh said, his heart rate rising. Alex was a lot of things, and 'smart
bastard' was right up there. He's been to | aw school once; Rob swore he got Alex to
take a Mensa test on a flight to Australia and he didn't mss a single question. _He'
figured sonething out...

"If that crew was there to attack the band, why did Little Mss Goth pick you out for
a shot ?"

"Hey, who knows, you know, these people, they aren't right, right?"

"Riiiight. Say, | gotta go. The other nurse is here, and they're gonna scrub the
wound. Go party."”

"Ck Alex, take care." As Josh fol ded the phone up, he al nbst swore he heard Al ex say
" How about that, | didn't know astroglide came in 2-liter bottles...

He | ooked around, and it |ooked Iike so many after-gig green roons he's seen in the

Big Apple. Only, npbst of the ones Josh had seen sure as heck didn't have Hei neken and
Gui nness and oysters for the postgig nmunchies. He spotted Amanda, who |ike the others
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had a pair of very beefy guards shadowi ng her around the room The security team was
very eager not to allow a repeat of the earlier interruption. She was chatting with
various hi gh-powered nmedia types, and getting the best of them She had a hal f-dozen
sets of eyes keeping track of her noving through the room Alain was chatting in a
corner with Trent Reznor, while Rob and Jonas were around the room doing interviews.
He wondered if he really mssed this sort of life, where the spotlight never got any
cool er.

For sonme reason, that brought up a thought of Jake. The coll ege student. How coul d he
just turn his back on what he could do? Maybe if he'd been here tonight they could
have caught all four of the Sigil. Maybe Al ex wouldn't be dealing w th another
hospital visit, though he couldn't be sure Alex wasn't having a great time anyway.
Josh was halfway to the cel -phone when a hand took his.

"How d | do?" Amanda asked.

"Words escape ne," Josh said, and it really was the best thing he could say.

*xkkkkkhkkkkkx

The rage within him caused by his brief encounter earlier, has just about subsided.
He was trying to get past all this "Powered Person" stuff. It just wouldn't |eave hirm
al one. Jake just can't get past the frustration. He has been sitting here for nearly
hour starring blankly at the pages in front of him Trying to ignore the voices in h
head. The problemis the voice sounds too nuch like Josh. Responsibility. Duty.
Destiny. It's his cross to bear. Well he doesn't want to bear it. He wants to | eave
that all behind him This isn't the path he wants to take. Why can't Josh see it fronm
his point of view?

Has he really been in the library all day on a Saturday? By the clock on the wall, he
had. Good thing they didn't close while classes were in session. He'd be rea
enbarrassed if he had to bust out of a brand new |ibrary. That would | eave a big mark
on the old semester bill.

Knowi ng he wasn't going to get anything nore done tonight, he puts the books back int
hi s backpack. A good Bl ades gane was would help him Wy did the Thoroughbl ades have

to be playing on the road? He can still get honme and |listen to the Phantons game on
the radi o. Grabbing his jacket he heads out of the study room and down the stairs. He
can't help but hear Josh's voice in his head. He finally decides he'll |ook around a

little and see what he could find. He had to admt he was a little curious as to what
that guy was up to. He sees a couple of guys seating on a bench outside the library.
Jake checks with them but they didn't know the guy that | described. Jake wal ked
around the commpns occasionally asking a passerby if they knew the guy he descri bed.
He found nothing. "What am | doing wasting ny tinme with this for? I"'mgoing to m ss
the game if | don't get going." He goes out to his bike and heads for home. But he
can't shake an uneasy feeling in his gut. It gets worse and worse, until finally Jake
is shaken out of his thoughts by the vibe of his cel-phone

_This better not be Josh, | amnot in the nood... "Hell o?"
"Hell o, Jake."

" NbnR"

"It's over Jake. He's gone."

"Ch no. Dad."
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"I'"m goi ng home now. Come by when you can.”

Jake hung his head over his bike, not noving for ten mnutes. When he recovered, he
lifted the phone again, and wondered how Josh woul d take the news.

*kkkkhkkkkkx

South Street, Philadel phia. Fat Tuesday's.

Carl and a few of the guys made their way to the finest dining in the City of
Brotherly Love. Nanmely, the al m ghty cheesesteak sandwi ch, just the thing for a hungr
hockey pl ayer.

The weather was a bit danp, but not as cold as February can be on the Eastern
Seaboard. They skated to a 1-1 tie with the Phantons earlier, and they' d |ock up aga
in twelve hours, at noon. He'd played 28 m nutes, not bad with the coach's rotation
systemin place

"Hey, Carl, cone tell these Villanova girls it's true what they say about hockey
pl ayers," he heard Doug Redden call frominside the bar. Carl started to turn away
fromthe front wi ndow, facing the street. _Wy not... he thought.

That was when he heard the crash. A packed South Street turned to | ook. Carl, being
near the door, |eaned out and over the crowd. Probably sone stupid city driver..

VWhoever it was, Carl suddenly fixated on the scene. A station wagon had run the red,
and went hal fway under a tanker truck crossing the intersection. He could snell the
gas al ready; the wagon had hit a valve underneath the tanker. Then, he felt his skin
go as cold as a Zanmboni's axle. Two small, sleepy faces, peering out fromthe back
wi ndow of the wagon, while gasoline sloshed and sprayed all over the scene

"Carl, what's up," Doug called fromthe back. But Carl wasn't there to hear him

Back to the turns page.

60f 6 10/26/99 8:28 PM



The Four Winds - turn 29 wyswyg://25/http://powered.iwarp.comturn29.him

1d20

[ Turn 29]
A place of privacy, where deeds can be discussed without fear of eavesdropping

“l find your position on this matter unacceptable,” speaks the rumbly gravel of
Fate. “First, you failed to nention Janes Bond Junior would be sitting in the
audi ence. Then, you al so neglected to nention the possibility of powered guards
in plainclothes. For you to request further service of the lady and | is as

| udi crous as woul d be our accepting your request.”

“Fate’s right. Fifteen seconds and the whole plan was blown to pieces,” Entropy
idly mentions as she toys with a plate of spaghetti.

A third voice answered Entropy. “You weren't supposed to start shooting at
civilians, or the manager. The instructions were very clear, as were the
subj ects. The nusicians only.”

“You weren't the one getting a sonic spanking,” Entropy pouted, her finger on
the ankh now hangi ng from her neck on a fine silver chain.

“Argunments notwi thstandi ng, our continuance of this endeavor is at a close. W
are at half-strength, and the target is much better guarded than you realized.”

“Not exactly sticking to your advertisenment, ganbler man,” answered the new
vVoi ce.

“Just the opposite, nmy foolish friend. One must know when to hold and when to
fold. There's always another gane sonewhere.” He stands up and pushes the plate
away from Entropy. “We have a flight to catch. Goodbye.”

“Wait, you can't just walk away fromthis!”

“You are quite correct. We're taking a taxi.” Fate | ooks at the speaker, then
concentrates; he is rewarded by the appearance of a faint green silhouette
around the other person. “I don’t see much of a future in this for you, either.
Take an old card sharp’s advice, and get out of town while you still can.

Adi eu.”

“You're going to | eave the other two behind?”

“Now, | never said that. But as far as retrieving themat the nmonent, well
that’s not in the cards.”

The third person remai ned behind, watching the two remai ni ng menbers of the

Sigil depart into the cold February night. There wasn’t anything left to do but
sit back down, and order another drink. And contenplate the future

*kkkkkhkkkkk k%

By the time Chase sees they've reached Jill place, he's nmade his decision.. _I
trust her nore than anyone | know. She's been ny best friend through everything.

10/26/99 8:29 PM



The Four Winds - tumn 29

2020

And with 8-ball out there, | have to tell her sonmething, at |east about nyself
and him _

As she gets out of the car, Chase follows her out.
"Thanks for the ride, Alfred" he says to the driver.

"He can take you hone you know.." Jill says to him sonewhat puzzled that he got
out with her.

"I know, but | gotta talk to you about sonething."

He waits for the linmb to drive off and sits down on the curb and notions for her
to sit beside him

"That thing that happened tonight, with the Horsenmen knockoffs, that wasn't what
you think is was. It was ULTRA real! There are a lot of them out there now.
Powered types, | nmean." He pauses to gather his thoughts and | ooks at her. She
really does | ook pretty tonight. He wonder why he's never noticed that about her
bef ore.

“No it wasn't..

"Yes, it was. Renenber that thing that happened with the coach and his team of
chanpi onshi p | osers?"

“The drug scandal ?”

"I was the one who found out about the steroid abuse t

hat led to the coach

getting fired. And he's got a raging nmad-on agai nst me now. The day we were at
T.U. he tracked nme down, and he was |ike those guys at the concert tonight.
Calling himself 8-ball and |aunching billiard balls at me with velocity enough
to crack my skull open if they'd hit. He's different. He was probably harm ess
until the change, but he's evil now, and MEGA dangerous!"

“Ck, Chase. Sake of argunment, |I'’mbuying this. | can't say |’msurprised, but ny
god, this is Kentucky, you' re lucky he isn’t the only one after you.”

"I know. Look, | trust you nore than anyone, and | need to |let you know, because
| think he might..."

Deep breath.
"I"'mdifferent too. |'mfaster and nore agile than | was before the New Year. |
can sense certain things, like I know you have 58 cents in coins, a nail file,

and a decent quality bootleg copy of the Gateful Dead on a cassette in your
purse. | can stick to stuff too."

“Wait, wait, wait. You re one of those people | read about in USA Today?”

"Jill, | don't wanna lie to you about this stuff, and there's nore to tell, but
what happened tonight wasn't what it |ooked |ike. Someone was going to get
killed by those twist-lets and it made ne realize that the coach might try to
get at nme by getting to you! | need you to promise me that you'll call me the
moment you even THINK you see him" He enphasizes the point by pulling out his
M I | enni um Phone and hol ding out his hand for hers. "Let ne see your phone."
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Taking his time to feel them both, he conmunicates the number of his phone to
hers el ectro-nmagnetically.

"There. *13 send. Try it,” he says.

She does. Not hi ng happens. Chase frowns. “Try it again,” he asks. She does, but

there is no response

“Chase!” she says, giving hima shove. “You had me going there. You must have
|l ooked in my purse. Good one. Look, thanks for comng with me; 1’1l get you
back. Hey, | gotta get inside. I'Il call you.” Jill rises fromthe curb, as
Chase stares at the phone, and she di sappears inside.

He's aware of it now A feeling that he hasn't been able to have for anyone
because of numerous translocations fromhis dad's nilitary career. A sense of
cl oseness to soneone. A dread that he could lose her. Jill is not just his best
friend. She's the only friend he's had that's |last |onger than any have.

He opens the phone and tries to dial, and suddenly realizes why it didn't work.
“Dead battery. | could read the nenory, but not enough juice to take a call
Man, of all the..”

On the wal k hone, Chase starts to think about Dominique in a different way..
He's been really resentful about her relationship with General Snokestack and he
is ULTRA unkeen to the idea of her in a potential "nommy" role. But he's also
not getting anything done about why she’'s even around. |If she's the key she said
she is, it's time to bring that up before the rest of the group and start
finding some serious answers.

When he gets in the door, Chase is surprised to see a very depressed | ooking
Colonel Sir sitting glumy at the kitchen table. “Wat’s wong, Pop, she just
wanna be friends?”

“That’s how she put it. Right at the beginning of dinner,” he frowned.

_At least I'"'mnot the only one having a bad night,_ Chase thinks. “Only one cure
for that Pop. Go into work tonmorrow, get one of those canisters out, breathe
deep til you forget about her.” Chase is in the nood for a good father-son
go-round, and suggesting he suck in some nerve gas should do the trick. It
doesn’t.

“Ni ght, Chase.” And he departs to the upstairs

_Great, can't even goad ol’ Blood and Guts into a fight._Hi s thoughts return to
the mysterious Dom ni que. The sooner they can find out who she really is, the
sooner she might hit the road to get back to whatever her |ife was before. He
pull's out his newl y-recahrged phone and calls Phoeni x, and gets her voice mil
"Hey, it's MF.. Hey | know things are ultra bizarre right now, but we all gotta
tal k about some things Dom nique told ne, that we should follow up on. Can we
get the gang together?"

*kkkhkkkkhkkkkkx

JOSH AND AMANDA

After a respectful if not awe-inspired pause at the pure skill Amanda possesses
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Josh opens with "So...uh...any plans for Mnday night?"

"Assuming |'mnot in Tokyo, and no nore disasters happen first... | mght be
able to free up a few nonents." Her eyes sparkle. Thinking that she _should_ be
nmore serious about things, really, but nmore than willing to let all of the day's

unhappy surprises take a back seat for a few nmonents.

Equal ly coy Josh adds "Yeah, | figure after | put down a 'cowardly and
superstitious' crimnal or two | should be able see you around 9:00." He says
with his jacket raised to cover nmost of his face and his other hand behind his
head giving hinmself two pointy ears. "Meet at your place this tinme?"

She has to laugh. "All right. 9:00 it is, M. Wyne."

El sewhere, Jake shakes hinself out of the daze before dialing up Josh. "I hope
he's ready for this." Jake says to hinmself as he hears the phone begin to ring
on the other side of the connection. Josh hadn't been around to the hospital
much lately. He had been spending a lot of time with Amanda. Jake tries not to
judge his brother to harshly. He renenbers how |l ove can be. It's been awhile but
he renmenbers how it can sweep you away fromreality. He has a feeling that it's
not going to go well when Josh gets snapped back to real world. The hard way.

The two barely hear Josh's cell phone ring over their own | aughter and crowd
noi se.

"Hel | o"

"Josh, it's Jake. You need to get over to Monlis as soon as you can."
"Why, what's wong? |s nom OK?"

"It's Dad. He's... gone."

"\What ? \When?"

"l don't know, Momjust called ne. She said she was goi ng home and to neet her
there."

There is a long silence. "Josh, you still there? You ok?" Amanda can see Josh's
I eft hand clinched so hard around the bottle of Guinness that she tell his
enptions are clearly getting the best of him The inaudible sound of his bones
and nuscles grinding around the bottle are beginning to generate his tradenmark
al nost invisible blue glow...

"Yeah... I'Il... uh...I"mon ny way."

"Josh?" Amanda says softly after a silent beat, a light touch on his arm

rem ndi ng him of where they are. "What is it?" She thinks she can guess, from
his expression. _Oh, no...._
His face begins to quake at the torrent of enotion he is reluctant to let out in
the here and now. He gl ances at his hand as he begins to hear the slight
resonant hum of the glass bottle as it begins the process of shattering. He
reels in his power before he has nore explaining to do.

"l have to go." He gently kisses her on the forehead. She'd have to be nunb not
to notice the quiver in his lips. "Don't stop at ny account” he says as his
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shaki ng hand | eaves hers. "I'll call you tonmorrow' he adds as he begins to tear
away through the crowd. ..

"Wait!" She catches up easily, walking next to him adroitly slowing their
conbi ned progress just enough to ensure they won't draw any undue attention.
"I"'msorry... do you need a ride anywhere, or anything? | nean..." She trails
of f uncertainly; her expression concerned and sorrowf ul

Unable to hold back from her as he had hoped (it just wasn't fair to nmake the
day worse for her or to chance rem nding her of her own parental worries) he
says, "The hospital...ny dad just died."

Amanda nods somberly. "Let ne | ose ny watchdogs here,” with a glance at the
hovering security folk. "I'"lIl be right out." Guessing that a few minutes to

hi nmsel f m ght be in order just now, she spots Jonas nearby and vani shes into the
press of the crowd.

Wth a winning smle and a polite, "Excuse us a noment," she excises himfrom
his current conversation to | et himknow why she's ditching such a splendid
party so early in the evening. His response is a succinct, "Wat a fscking day."

"l assunme we're going to have to talk about our friends overseas, |'Il be
back..." she makes a hel pl ess gesture. "I don't know when, depends on... stuff."
"Indeed,"” is the faintly om nous reply. "G ve our condol ences?"

"I will. And thanks for understanding." She gives hima quick, one-arned hug and

a sad half-smle, and heads for the door. In their usual eerily efficient
fashion, one of the staffers is waiting there with her jacket and bag. She finds
herself hesitating in the doorway, scanning the area for novenent or threats,
before stepping out -- a good habit to get into, no doubt, but there are other
things on her mnd right now

Amanda | eads Josh in a daze to her Vol kswagen. It's crystal clear that he is
going to lose it any minute now. Between speeding down the road and si deways

gl ances at Josh she barely has the chance to utter any words of consol ation. He
spends the short trip to the hospital alternating between holding his head in
hi s hands or covering his eyes with his right hand and his left arm stretched
limply at his side. They arrive at the hospital _yet_ again.

Josh bolts into action as soon as the engine cuts off. Amanda quickly follows
behi nd renmptely | ocking the doors. Josh doesn't even break stride as he quickly
asks and gets confirmation fromthe staff nurse on duty that his roomhas yet to
be "vacated." He barks the attendants out of the roomas they are making fina
preparations to nove the body. They dart past Amanda who is still lingering at

t he doorway.

"Why God Damm it? Why now?" he screans as tears damup in his eyes. He's staring
strai ght through Jonathan's lifeless formas he leans his entire weight on the
metal railing of the bed.

"Was it the chance to get back at ne one last time? Is that why you finally gave
up?" he yells as he grabs his father's hands in his own bringing one up to his
cheek with nore tenderness then you' d expect fromthe tone of his enraged words.

Hearing Amanda start to approach from behind he says to her "H s hands...they're
just like nmine, Amanda...the calluses are all in the same places...the way the
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skin would crack in the winter...just like mne...just like me." He collapses to
hi s knees his hands spread open pal ned on his thighs.

She bends down to confort himas he reaches out for her. He throws his arns
around her and buries his head in her golden tresses. She can feel the blue eyed
dam break as hot tears break in waves on her neck as he whispers "lI'mso sorry"
over and over again.

After a silent trip to drop a slightly nore conposed Joshua off to be with his
fam |y, Amanda finds herself pulling the car to the side of the road to just sit
there for a long, shaky nmonment of her own, forearns braced on the steering
wheel , head bowed.

She is unavoi dably rem nded of her grandfather's death four years before; that
had been a sudden thing, although given his lifestyle no one had been
particularly surprised by the heart attack. She wonders what her father had felt
at the time; whatever it was, it had been kept hidden from his children. She
deci des that she doesn't really want to keep going down that trail of thought.
"l know life isn't fair," she nutters angrily to no one in particular as she
puts the car back into drive, "but why does it have to be *nean*?" She hopes
Josh is going to be okay, that the famly will be able to help each other with
this. Wshes with all her heart that the world will just let themall be for a
time, leave a little space for the wounded to start healing.

Kk khkkkhkkkkkk*k

JOSH AND JAKE:

Jake paces the floor and checks his watch. "How could he do this now?" He goes
to the wi ndow thinking he hears a car approaching. Just M. Phillips getting
home late fromtying one on again. Not a bad idea Jake thinks to hinself. But he
can't. Mom s counting on him He thinks angrily "Somebody's got to be here to
consol e nmother.” He hears footsteps behind himand then a hand on his shoul der.
He puts his hand on the fragile hand on his shoulder. He can feel the

unst eadi ness in her touch

"Now Jake | don't want you getting yourself worked up. Josh will get here when
he can. Quit your pacing and cone in here and sit down."

"OK. But | just can't understand himanynore. He seens like a different person."
"1"ve noticed too but there's nothing we can do. He'll conme around when he's
ready. Just be there for him Now cone on we need to finish going over this
list."

"We still have at |east twenty nmore calls to nake."

"Have you gotten back in touch with Martyn-Hurl ey Funeral Hone?"

"Yes, | have an appointment with themtonorrow afternoon. | also called Ashland
Florists to get sonme floral arrangenents ready."”

"Let me get us sone nore coffee.”

"Don't you think it's a little late for you to drinking so nmuch cof fee?"
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She snickers, "Don't think I'lIl be getting too nuch sleeping tonight, so I m ght
as well get sonething done. But thank you anyway."

As she | eaves the room Jake see the lights of car headlights pan across the
ceiling and than go out. dancing discreetly out the wi ndow he can see Amanda
and Josh in a quick enmbrace. He sees Josh wave to her as she drives out of the
driveway. As he closes the drape he can feel his rage grow.

Josh's keys jingle in a clearly frustrated manner as he finally pushes through
the door. It is evident that he has been crying non-stop since he heard the news
up to entering the house. He can hear Jocel yn Faul kner preparing what must be
the sixth pot of coffee today judging by the famliar strained gurgle it's

maki ng.

"How i s she?" he stares point blank at Jake as he throws his jacket on the back
of the couch.

"She's holding up pretty good. Nice of you to ask,” Jake replies with a thick
accent of anger and sarcasm “So what the hell took you so long."

"l stopped off at the hospital. | had to talk to dad."

"Don't you think it's a little late for that? Maybe you coul d have stopped by
there sonmetine in the |ast couple of weeks... you know... while he was stil
alive."

"You're right there just wasn't enough time," he says trying to articulate sone
“Pax Avia” for his soul but he chokes on the words as they twist violently in
his throat.

"There woul d have been if not for the group and Ananda."

"Let it be, Jake."

Jocelyn wal ks in carrying a tray of filled coffee cups. "Josh, | thought | heard
you come in."

"Yeah, finally."

"Jake stop it." She commands himin a tone he hasn't heard in years.

Jake shoots a '"We'll talk later look' at Josh and grabs a cup of coffee off the
tray. "Excuse ne |'ve got sonme nore calls to make." Jake says as he picks up a
phone list off the table and | eaves the room

"I'"l'l be right back." Josh says to Jocelyn as he starts to go after Jake.

"Let him go, Josh..please? The last thing | need right nowis to have the two of
you at odds with each other."

Clearing his head for the nonent he sits on the couch next to his nother.
"You're right--1"msorry. What can | do?"

"Well since Jake took the other Iist why don't you start on this one?" she says
as she hands hima slip of paper, a short list of Jonathan's friends.

They were the few people whom stood by himthrough thick and thin. Cone hell or
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hi gh water they would not let himfall as far he seenmed hell bent to go. \Wen he
was thrown off the force for his al coholismthey stood by him They hel ped
support the fanm |y beyond the neager food stanps the governnent provided while
he was scraping pennies to keep the business going after Jimpulled out the same
names that countless tines |led himback home when he and Jocel yn were _that _
close to getting divorced. Josh could only hope to earn the same caliber of
people to be at his funeral

Jack Fahey's nanme was at the top of that list. Josh dialed quickly as it was
getting late.

"Fahey Residence." A groggy but strong ol der voice answered on the other end.

"Jack, this is Josh Faul kner. We have sonme real bad news."
"d, "lron" John's gone isn't he? Finally gotten sonme rest has he?"

"l hope so, Jack. | really do. He deserves it after everything..." he pauses as
he silently finishes the thought with "I put himthrough".

"l really do think he would have wanted you to deliver the eul ogy, you two have
known each other so long, you're practically like a second father to ne and
Jake. "

"1"m genuinely touched to hear you say both things, Josh but last | talked to
John he wanted _you_ to do the deed."

Shocked at hearing this Josh's halted breathing is the only sound nade over the
lines for a nonent.

"l have a box of things here that he told nme to give you after he passed on.
Come by Monday and we'll sort through everything, OK?" he says tenderly. "Try to
get some rest yourself, would you?"

"I"l'l try but there are nore people who need to know. Besides, there's no rest
for the wicked. I'lIl see you tonorrow afternoon."”

After several nmore calls Josh finally finishes the macabre task. Jocel yn had
already fallen asleep on the couch crunching some nunbers on how they coul d
afford the services. She had a peaceful |ook on her sleeping face, one that Josh
envied as he tucked her in with a quilt that G andma Jane had nmade decades ago
He cleared the coffee table and headed to the kitchen with the tray and its

| oad. Josh could hear Jake's heart beating in the silent darkness as he turned
on the light to navigate to the sink

"When you're done putting those dishes away, nmeet nme in the woods out back."
Anger and pai n seeping out of every word.

Josh "silences" the small rooms threshold before he responds in kind with ~God
Damm it Jake, what's it fuckin' gonna be? You gotta pound yer grief into ne to
get past this? Then fine, let's step outside."

"Ch, I"'mpast this. | came to terms with Dad's inevitable passing a few weeks
ago. There was still a bit of shock that the tine had finally come. But |'m
fine. But if a good ass kicking is what it'll take to rem nd you where you
priorities should be than I'Il be nore than happy to oblige." As Jake stands up

he can just feel the rage build up in him

wyswyg://25/http:/fpowered.iwarp.comvturn29.html

10/26/99 8:29 PM



The Four Winds - tumn 29

90 20

"What the hell are you tal king about?"

"It's about you and your attitude of late. At a tinme when nom needs us the nost
you hardly even canme around. It was like you didn't even care. | know you and
Dad never did nmake up conpletely after you took off to New York with the Uncle
Jims help. But have a little comon decency for Momfor Christ's sake."

"She's stronger than both of us and you're del uding yourself if you think
otherwi se." He punctuates that thought with an index finger thrust into Jake's
chest. "You're just hiding behind her apron — it’s not even about Mom You made
that perfectly clear earlier in the week. You got a problemw th MIIennium and
me not backing out of it like you." He swings one armin an arc away from his
body saying, "Pardon ne if |'mout there putting down wild dogs instead of being
usel ess in the hospital."

"l know nomis strong, she had to be to deal with everything. But your not
hel pi ng her any. How about a little respect. You think what you were doi ng was
nore inportant then being there for her. Well you' re wong bub." Jake
accentuates his point with a rather forceful index finger into Josh's chest.

Stunbl i ng back a half step Josh takes a half step too nmuch to center hinself as
he bunps into the tray on the sink's edge spilling the ceram c coffee cups onto
the floor with a crash. "Watch what you're doing you fuckin' ape! Get outside
before you weck the whol e damm house." Josh bends down to pick up the clutter
conpletely ignoring Jake until all the |arge chunks are in the trash

Jake, not able to take anynore of this discussion, turns and |leaves. In his
anger and haste he halfway rips the screen door off it's hinges.

"I"'msick of this bullshit." Josh says as he steadily wal ks quickly out of the
ki tchen. Josh barely catches up to Jake as his younger brother reaches his bike,
parked in the backyard near the edge of the woods. Shouting as he nmakes his way
there "I"'mtired of cleaning up after you. Your little tenper tantrunms may have
been cute when you were younger but you're supposed to be a grown man now Jake
Stop trashing shit when things don't go yer way."

"Don't you worry about the door. I'Il fix it tonorrow. Renenber |'mthe one who
cares about what goes on around here. Wy don't you run off with your friends
l'i ke you al ways do."

"You're starting to play that sanme old record again, Jake? You sounded just |ike
that when | wouldn't let you play with the band in high school. Tines have
changed man!"

"Josh get a grip. Remenber it's nme who wal ked out on your little group this
time. | don't need it, don't want it so don't throwit up in nmy face. Just run
of f and play superhero with your little tranmp.” and with that Jake turns to

| eave. Josh had been hoping up until those words crossed Jake's |lips that naybe
he was getting so aggressive because maybe Jake was subconsciously | ashing out
with his powers...but now he could care |l ess. Josh's hand grabs Jake's shoul der
firmy. "Wait just one second, you think you can say sonething like that and
just wal k away. "

Phase 29 (Fury): Jake whirls back around to face Josh batting his ol der
brother's armaside. "I've had about enough of this shit for tonight." Jake
swings a right cross that nails Josh square in the jaw.
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Phase 21 (Sound): Alnost forced to one knee fromthe force of the blow Josh can
taste blood and feel his teeth rattle in his head. He' Il probably need to see
the dentist about that filling Jake just knocked | ose. He activates his force
field using the low grow enmanating from Jake. "Nice sucker punch -- that's the
| ast one you get tonight, little dog."

Phase 14 (Fury): "We'll see about that, |I'mjust getting warnmed up." Jake lets
go with a left hook that could have gone through an engine block. It smashes
hard into the wall of sound protecting Josh.

Phase 6 (Sound): "Not good enough Jake...Your luck sucks! | got a feeling that
kid with the skateboard woul d have better odds of hitting nme. Now SHUT THE HELL
UP!'" he focuses his own conmmand down on Jake in a cascade of blue energy that
serves to only enrage his brother further as his dense skin saves himfrom any
real dammge

The two brothers pause for a brief second unclear on how to proceed.VWat the
hell is going on here? They' ve never cone to blows before. Unfortunately,
neither lets up in their posturing and split seconds later they are at each
other’s throats again

Phase 30 (Fury): “You have got to be kidding nme! You really think all your noise
is gonna stop ne? 1’1l break your damm legs if that’s what it takes to nmake you
stop running away fromus. |I'msick of you ignoring your duty here. First it was
school and now M Il ennium” He pounds two m ghty blows onto the exterior of
Josh’s protective cube.

Phase 24 (Sound): Registering the trenendous power of the attacks Josh barely
has the chance to fortify the field to weather further assaults. Half out of
enotional outburst and half out of an attenpt to distract his brother from
noticing the slight but definite fluctuation Josh says, “Running away from mny
duty? What the hell do you think I'm doing back here in the first place? You're
really trying to tell me that these powers don’t saddle us with a greater
responsibility? Who's really the one running away, Jake?”

Phase 15 (Fury): “Cet the hell off the cross — | could use the wood to beat you.
That’s the point Josh when have you ever been truly responsible? | can see it in
your eyes when she’s around. She represents everything you |left behind in New
York. You're trying to live your dream through her. How attached to “doi ng good”
woul d you be if Amanda wasn’t involved?” An overhead ax-handle slams into Josh’s
forcefield as Jake awaits an answer.

Phase 9 (Sound): “LEAVE HER BE” Josh opens up a full scale aural offensive on
Jake.two blasts originating fromthe sound of him cracking his knuckles and one
fromthe yell itself. Jake is astonished as he ACTUALLY feels pain as he sails
back a few dozen feet deeper into the forest they had been noving unconsciously
into since the battle began. His nomentumis halted by colliding with a birch
tree that snaps back toppling backwards to the snow covered ground

Phase 35 (Fury): Not even bothering with words anynore Jake NEEDS to share nore
than his anger with Josh.he needs to feel his pain. Hefting up the felled tree
Jake swings it at Josh barely m ssing himbut knocking a snmall clearing in the
forest's center

Phase 20 (Fury): Refusing to give his brother another opportunity to nock him he
lurches the felled tree forward splintering much of it as he connects forcibly
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into the now buckling wall of sound. “I won't |let you waste what little |ove you
have in your heart.we’ve all been waiting too |long, Josh.”

Phase 19 (Sound): Forced to the ground and agai nst another tree’'s trunk Josh is
all but totally depleted of power to maintain the shield. Josh tries to
re-create it and the effort is rewarded with a nosebl eed and a weak barrier at
best. In large part to the physical gauntlet he s just been put through but also
the raw enotions he’s finally seeing with clarity for the first time. Raising an
armto stop Jake he starts to emt a hunm ng sound remniniscent of the tune to

“Mt herless Child” that their nother would sing themto sleep with as boys. “I’'m
sorry Jake..” is all he can say but he does so with total sincerity. “You don't
think I know what | did to this famly by leaving — | practically killed Dad,

Jake. It’s nmy fault.”

Phase 5 (Fury): Standing over his brother with the inmpronptu club over his head
hesitating before he discards it and his anger. Dropping to the ground from
sheer enotional exhaustion he | eans against the tree beside his brother.

Jake just sits there against the tree, silent, |ooking down at his hands as a
tear runs down his cheek followed by another. He reaches up and w pes the tears
away to no avail. He | ooks at the noisture on his fingers and tries to think of
the last tine he cried. It takes hima nmonment but then he remenbers, it was so
many years ago, the night he found out his brother had run off to New York City.
It finally becane clearer to Jake; he |l eans toward his brother and whispers,
“I"'msorry too.”

*kkkkkhkkkkk*x

BACK AT THE BAND' S MANSI ON

The stars are painfully clear and gently indifferent as Amanda pulls back into
the I ot. She's been gone for what felt like an eternity at the tinme, the two of
them kneeling on the hard floor while the hospital staff, synpathetic but
inpatient to get on with their jobs, kept passing by outside. The party is stil
going full steam *The night is young -- unfortunately.* She's never been |ess
in the nmood for sonething |like this; she wants to be flying, to be in a faraway
and quiet place, to feel what she feels wi thout having to maintain any facade

However, it conmes with the job, as she's been recently reninded. Sort of a
modern form of *nobl esse oblige*. She's made a commitnent that has to be carried
t hrough. Amanda thinks she pulls the act off fairly well, though a tiny part of
her al nost hates the fact that she can do it. But then, she's had a | ot of
practice, over the years.

Things finally wind down, and the pressure to be at her social best evaporates
with the guests. Fromthat perspective at |east, the day went well; the Diary's
back, and no one present is going to forget this show, now that they have al
reassured thensel ves and each other that it had undoubtedly been a very cl ever
and convi ncing display. Things had happened so quickly, it seenms that none of
them saw enough to make it clear that it had been no joke.

None of the band breaks this illusion. In fact, they all seem al npst

di sturbingly nonchal ant; nmaybe they're just good actors thenselves. As far as
Amanda knows, it's entirely unprecedented for a major |abel to send assassins
after a group that turned it down -- for one thing, it would | eave very little
chance for the band in question to change its mnd. *I'"'mw lling to bet they
were planning to nake an exanple of this,* she thinks. *Welcone to the new
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world. We won't send guys named Vinnie to break your legs, we'll send powereds
to fry you. If they could get through this kind of security, they can get to
just about anybody. *

She can't renmenber who's head of Sony of fhand. Tony probably knows sonet hing
about their nanagenent structure, being high up in the conpetition and all. Wo
woul d be the one to decide to do this? Wat | evel management includes "authorize
assassinations" in its job description? Is it a budget itemon sone secret
document sonmewhere? *1 think I need another beer.*

She's full of nervous energy, still wandering restlessly around the roomas a
qui et clean-up starts around the edges. Maybe it's the continued presence of the
guards, alert and determined as they are to let nothing slip; she's starting to
wonder what's going to happen at the end of the night. Maybe it's just that
there are so many things on her mnd right now, between worry for Josh and his
famly and the attack by the Sigil -- the know edge that two of themare stil

out there, sonewhere, gnaws at her constantly, and no doubt contributes heavily
to her inability to relax. What will they do, with two of their nenbers taken?
How far will they go? There nmust be some way to find them to stop them

At the sane time, she is thinking about the SORT team that had appeared, and
about what happens now. *What are they doing with these guys when they catch
then? Once we turned over Elenent, and Lydia... where did they go? | haven't
heard anything, and | think one of the others would have nentioned it if they
had. Are those CDC people hanging onto then? Are they just |ocking themup
somewhere? Forever, without a trial or anything? We have to find out nore about
this,* she realizes belatedly. *I mean, it's just wong, for one thing, and
practically speaking if anything comes up with one of us that |ooks bad to the

cops, we'll have no idea what to expect. Maybe | should talk to Carl once he
gets back tonorrow. He doesn't trust the authorities anyway. And that new kid,
maybe -- grief, he's young, but he seens able to handl e hinself.*

And then there's Alex to worry about. She doesn't want to assune, or presune,
too much, but.... *Maybe |I should talk to him Soon. Heck, at the rate we've
been going, | should just put the hospital on my speed-dial. Have to check on
Josh in the norning first... it has to be rough for all of themright now * She
wonders how Jake is handling it, and their nother. You can never really predict,
before it happens, how someone -- even yourself, as she knows -- will react.
Anot her subject she deens it best not to think about too hard.

She's | ooking around for Shelley -- who will, she is certain, have the details
on how Alex is faring -- when

"Hey. You all right?" a voice breaks into her frowning distraction.

"That supposed to be a joke?" Amanda shakes her head wi thout turning, then
recovers herself and gives Rob a faintly exasperated |ook. "Sorry. *I'nmt fine,"
she asserts. "Everybody else...."

"Jonas nentioned. | guess there's no such thing as a *good* tinme for news |ike
that."

"Not really, no." She shrugs. "The peaks are great, but the valleys are turning
into a real drag lately. What happens now?" she changes the subject. "And where
did M. Bl ake di sappear to?" she realizes all the sudden. "I nean, aside from
flying out to Tokyo and kicking ass, as Alex so colorfully suggests, what are we
going to do? This whole thing is so conpletely crazy." She says it with sone
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force. "And frankly, with two of those guys still out there...." She glances at
the door. Not that she's all that worried on her own account -- if nothing else,
she can al nost certainly outrun them-- but there are other people who could end
up in the line of fire. And after everything that happened today, she's not at
all keen on going home to an enpty apartnment where she knows she'll be unable to
sl eep.

"This is new and different," he adnmits. "We'Ill pull through. Al ways do. Let
everyone enjoy what's left of the night, and then we'll sort out what's what."

Amanda studies himfor a long nonent, trying to see if that air of calm
confidence is a pose. It doesn't seemto be. She shakes her head again. "You're
nuts,"” she tells himaffectionately. "Al of you."

"And the world |l oves us,"” he snmles. "Well, nost of the world, anyway."

“1 think I'd like to stay here at the house tonight.”

“There’s a roomfor you on the third floor. It's got your name on it,” Rob

replies. “I"'mgoing to go to the hospital with some of the security guys, check
up on Alex and | eave hi msonme babysitters.” He | ooks around the floor for
sonmeone, a puzzled | ook on his face. “Well, | did want to bring Shelley al ong;

guess she’'s already left.” Rob tells Amanda a qui ck anecdote about Shelley and
her knack at spotting party-crashers, and howit’s a shame it didn't work
tonight of all nights. Then he's off, four large nen and M Lett, the
technician, all follow ng himout.

Amanda finds ‘her room rather easily. The sign on it is crayon-drawn, and she
recogni zes jonas’ hadwiting because he wites all the set lists “’ Manda's Room
No Boyz especially Josh.’” She pulls it off with a sigh, then sticks it on a
closet door: _Maybe it’ll fool the Sigil if they come back. It doesn't |ook |ike
anything is going to get resolved tonight, at |east._ Amanda spends a restless
night in the luxurious room unable to appreciate that it's nmore |ike an
apartment, with a private bath and to her surprise a well-stocked nmini-fridge
and nmicrowave. She sl eeps in snatches between bouts of worrying and wondering if
that flicker of notion outside the window was a tree in the wind or sonething
nore sinister.

A FEW HUNDRED M LES FROM HOVE, SATURDAY NI GHT
[ Phase 24 — the Ni ghtcraw er]

Carl was out the door and slimng on before he even thought tw ce about it. It
wasn't until he arced hinmself at the accident that it struck him KY-vigilante
the Nightcraw er appears in Philly while the Thoroughbl ades are in town. M erde.
Wil e sinking a pit in his stomach and fading himto virtual invisibility, it
didn't delay his arrival a nanosecond. Then there was too nuch physical stress
to worry further.

WIlling hinmself as invisible as possible, Carl wondered just how brightly
illum nated he would be if the tanker went nova just now. He glumy realized
that he wouldn’t be illum nated for |ong, because he'd be busily turning into
ash. Double mierde. He turns his attention to the front of the car, intent on
snot hering any flanes there. But the rush of gasoline fromthe shattered val ve
is atop the engine. If there were any flanmes, well, there’ d be that illum nated
foll owed by ash thing and he wouldn’t have time to think about it.
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Suddenly, he becane aware of a | owfrequency humm ng noi se above him and was
shocked to see a small nachine shaped |ike a white CBR with very w de body
flaring hover to a stop above the scene. On the side of the machine, he could
see a stylized Liberty Bell, painted in bronze. A man | eaned over the side of
the machine; he wore round netal rimred gl asses and a doctor’s |lab coat, and he
had short frizzy white hair. He pulled a m crophone to his nouth and began
shouting into it.

[ Phase 24 — Doc Liberty]

“Doc Liberty to Dispatch, we have 10-10 PI, corner of South and 3rd. Am
attenpting to contain hazmat spill, 10-100, repeat 10-100.” Then, Doc Liberty
reached out, his hand projecting a wide conical ray into the pouring gasoline
The Nightcraw er, up to his ankles in fuel now, noticed the harsh snell of the
gasoline begin to fade.

[ Phase 9 — the Nightcraw er]

_Have to chat later,_thinks the Nightcrawl er as he attends to his plan. Wth a
snap, he opens the back of the wagon, and renoves the two children fromthe
vehicle. He continues his all-too-fluid notion and safely deposits the kids on
the steps of a nearby store. As he returns to the wagon to attenpt freeing any
ot her passengers, he hears Doc Liberty exclaimfromabove, “Curie’s bloomners,
what the heck is that?”

“Un |I'’mthe Grey CGhost. Good Samaritan at large.”
[ Phase 9 — Doc Liberty]

“Wel |l keep Samarating, Grey Ghost, there’s two people up front, and | have to
admit | may be sorely pressed to turn an entire tanker truck’s contents into

wat er.” Doc Liberty snaps his shoul der back and concentrates, the conical energy
beam still playing at the source of the gushing | eak

The Nightcrawl er notices the odd feeling of camaraderie beginning to affect him
_Seems M Book told true on that._ He pushes his way into the wagon, hearing Doc
Liberty's anplified voice telling the crowd to back away fromthe scene. The two
people up front are bloody fromthe collision, but both seem sonewhat consci ous.
_Jus’ enough clearance to keep their heads on, damm fools._ Wrking the seat

| atches, the Ni ghtcrawl er eases both people into a |aying position, goops them
up firmy to keep themfrominjury as he noves them out of the wagon

On the sidewal k, what few gawkers remain clear away qui ckly when the
Ni ghtcrawl er deposits the two victins on the ground. As he wi thdraws the straps
of gunk fromthe people, the two kids come over to them crying.

The Nightcraw er hears the sirens in the distance, but hesitates. A lot of fue
is still coming fromthe truck, flowing into sewer drains, and seeningly
rendered inert by the power of Doc Liberty. N ghtcrawl er strains to get a better
|l ook at the man. In the neon and the mercury vapor |ights of the street, Doc

Li berty | ooks clammy and drawn. But his armis |ike iron and does not nmove. A

m nut e passes. Then another. Flashing lights fill the street, and the beam of
energy fades from Doc Liberty’s arm He slunps forward, exhausted, and his
floating machine gently settles to ground | evel, away fromthe scene of the

acci dent .

“Hate to save an’ run, but | got ta go,” the Nightcraw er says as he approaches
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the Doc. “You gonna be OK with five-o rollin” in?”
“Yes. We're on..good terms. Thank you, Grey Ghost..couldn’'t have done it alone.”

“Yeah, hey, | was nearby, right? Ok.” The Nightcraw er renders hinmself invisible
again, still somewhat concerned in spite of hinself, and watches for a bit. Wat
he sees is a bit difficult for himto handle, due to his Iengthy and hard-earned
wariness of police in general. But the first cops who arrive, immediately after
the crash victins and the children are in the hands of the anmbul ance squad, cone
runni ng over to the Doc.

“Hey, Doc, you ok?” First cop, lean runner, deep dark skin, and a slew of
service stripes on his uniform “Look up, |ook at ne.how many fingers?..three,
that’s right. Second cop cones up, maybe 58" and every inch of it Philly
Italian attitude. He's got a water bottle. “Thanks,” says the first cop, and he
hel ps the Doc sit up and drink a bit.

“He gonna be ok, Sarge?”

“Hope so, Corelli. Damm, Doc, you' ve got to stop overexerting yourself.”

“No choice..Sergeant Mles,” Doc Liberty replied, his voice a bit hoarse. “If
hadn’ t ..happened by..m ght be five alarmnightnare right now”

“You're kiddin right?” Corelli asked.

“Corelli, you snell gasoline anyplace? You see that river going down past Jinis
St eaks? That’s what the Doc does, he can change things,” Mles answered for him
“Doc, let us push you to the anbul ance, so they can give that ticker a listen.”
“No.."

“1"m choosing not to hear that.”

“Ck, Sergeant..thank you.”

“Come on, Corelli, lean on the other side.see it’s just like it's floating
don’t weigh much.”

“Yeah, yeah, | got it. Hold on Doc.” And the two blues shove the bike toward the
back of an open anbul ance, where N ghtcrawl er hears the Doc being greeted by
nane.

_Hm That’s what it’s |ike, bein” the public good guy._ Carl muses. A few
mnutes later, Carl is emerging fromthe bathroom of Fat Tuesday, courtesy of an
unbarred wi ndow but no one needs to know that. “Hey, guys, what’'d | niss?”

AMANDA, SUNDAY MORNI NG

At a decent hour the next nmorning (by her standards, anyway), she calls Josh to
see how he's doing.

The stars nust be aligned in a devious harnonic convergence that ensures Josh
does not get to sleep in |ate on Sundays anynore..

"Cof fee Faul kner” he nunbles into the receiver clearly msidentifying hinself
and his nuch needed early norning brew
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"Hi. S'just ne. Thought |1'd see how you guys were doing," she half questions
delicately.

"Hey, you" he says with a groggy happi ness before the wei ght of recent events
cones swirling about him He answers her with "I don't know...nmy head's still a
little fuzzy. Let ne nmake a pot of coffee and try to wake up.”

She can hear himgroan from sore nuscles and poor rest and kvetch about the
condition of his "aged bones" as he nakes a mess in the kitchen. She can al nost
picture himin his boxers counting the seconds as the coffee maker percol ates.
"Tell me about your night? Did you guys get to the bottom of the Sony Horseman?"
"Not exactly," Amanda equi vocates. "This whole thing is so messed up, | don't
even know what to think, to be honest. It took forever to get people out of
there last night, and nobody was in any shape for figuring stuff out by the time
it got quiet. I'Il let you know, though. Sorry |I woke you up," she adds, kicking
hersel f. "Just wanted to meke sure you're okay. Is there anything I can do?" she
asks a bit hesitantly.

Starting with one of the nobst vivid nmenories fromthe prior night as he snells
the aroma coming fromhis nmug "Jake started taking swings at me with a tree | ast
night...l think there are a few splinters | can't reach.”

"How s Jake taking it,' had been the next question on her lips. It takes her a
morment to realize that he's not joking. "WHAT?" A few of the clean-up crew
passing by | ook startled; she |owers her voice. "Wiat happened?”

"We pushed each other to the breaking point |last night and trashed part of the
woods behind our house..." he states with some sense of shanme that it had to
come to that for the two to articulate their pain "but believe it or not somne
good cane of it."

"Oh." She sits back, blinking. "I guess... that's good, then." *Sort of. Men. o
figure.* "Are you--both of you--all right?"

“Physically.yeah. W got a lot of bottled up hurt out in the open tho and we're
going to have to deal with that.sone of it sooner rather than later.” The
unusual pause predicating great disconfort in what he's about to say “Jake wants
to |l eave the group.”

"He... hang on a sec," she decides, gets up and closes the door firmy. She's
al ready about as stunned as possible, this doesn't add rmuch. "Okay. Did he say
why?" Deeply puzzled. "I know he hasn't been around lately, | guess he's been

thi nki ng about it for a while, then?"

“Yeah..it gets conplicated.” Josh finishes two cups of coffee as he tries to
articulate Jake’'s fears and desires to the only woman who had known his own.

AMANDA KEEPS DI ALI NG

"You mssed a lot,"” is Amanda's nessage on Carl's answering machi ne, subject of
her second call. "There's been quite a bit of excitement. Gve nme a call when
you get back, 'kay?" Vague enough not to be incrininating no matter who m ght

accidentally overhear it, she hopes.

One nore. As the phone rings on the other end of the line, she hears nore people
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movi ng about in the building and wonders what happens now. She's sort of been
taking things with the band one day at a tinme, but now that they've passed this
mlestone it mght be time to talk about the future

"H, Mom.. oh, you did? No, | didn't get it, sorry. | haven't been hone,

crashed at the studio for the night. It was kind of late...." She hesitates.
"Ckay, | don't want you to get too worried, or anything, but there was sone
trouble last night. I"'mfine," she hastens to add. "Everybody's okay. But it

|l ooks like there's a couple of nut cases out there who don't |ike us very nuch.
And until they find these guys, |'d be happier if you would be careful when you
go out, and stuff, and if you see anybody hangi ng around, |et sonebody know.

Take the phone with you if you go outside, that kind of thing. |Is Dad still out

of town? Unh-huh...." Well, that's one less thing to worry about, for the nonent,
t hough thought of Rose alone in that |arge house, isolated fromthe road is not

reassuring. "I nean, |'m probaby just being paranoid, but these guys were pretty
creepy." Possibly the understatenment of the year to date. "And |'m probably not

going to be hone a lot for the next little while," she renenbers to add. "Things
are kind of insane, and Josh's dad just died, so... No, it wasn't, but still...

Maybe we can go and have lunch again later this week, and get caught up? Oh, he

did? I'll have to try to call himlater, thanks." She scrawls a note on her

palm Call Joe. *Maybe | should get one of those little conmputer things.* Nice
to know her favorite brother is thinking about her, even if he is probably going

to ask if she can get himany bootleg tapes. "Okay, well -- like | said, be
careful, and I'Il let you know how things are going... | |love you, too, Mm
Bye. "

"Ri ght," she sighs, putting the phone away. "I think that covers everything for
the moment... | thought 1'd cone back honme for sone peace and quiet?" A glance

heavenward. "You can quit |aughing any time now, y'know "
SUNDAY PASSES
“So when is last time you are scorink goal ?” Fyodr asked.

“May 1998, against St John's,” Carl replied. He watched Fyodr add a ton of
pepper to a small paper container of ketchup, then start dipping in french fries
two at a time. “That is disgusting.”

“I's flavor. Have a new joke for you, Mster Hat Trick.”
“Ch joy, Russian hunor.”

Fyodr ignored him “Father and son are in restaurant, and the father stands up
and yells, Help Help, ny son has swallowed a quarter! Another man comes over
reaches in boy's lap and squeezes. Qut pops quarter. Father says thank you, you
are bei nk doctor? Man says no, amwth IRS.”

Carl just stared at Fyodr, who | ooked back and shrugged. “Amfindink it funny.”
Carl just shook his head, chuckling

The bus ride took place virtually all night, and around 3 a.m Carl nede his
weary way home. “And tonmorrow, | help the kid.Magna-Flux, track down his crazy
coach. G ad there's no practice tonmorrow. Wonder how the gig went?” But his
notivation to continue on any of these streanms of thought deserted him and he
sl ept soundly as soon as he hit the bed

AND ELSEVHERE
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“Your breakfast sir,” said the cultured voice.

“Thank you, Manfred. No word from Lydia yet?” The Purple Mask asked the
question, though he already knew the answer.

“None, sir. The Golden Killers are in custody, pending the arrival of their
attorney from Zuri ch.

“Best to let themdepart for a while. | have other resources.”

“Yes, sir. Though I would be willing to forgo a year’s wage in exchange for the
head of the nonster who assaulted nme at the hotel.”

“That won’t be necessary. All in good time, Manfred. |’ m aware of who they al
are; disposing of the MIIlennium people will not be a problem But for now,
havi ng an eneny in place, one who you know, is an advantage.”

“Yes, sir. Do you require nmy presence during this meeting?”

“No. Brother Mayhem and | need to talk privately. Please show himin, in ten
m nut es.”

Manfred nodded and left. The Purple Mask, at one of his many hideouts, now had
to face his ‘creator’ and explain his failure at the hands of those he’'d dubbed
‘“the M1l ennium people’, not knowi ng how close to the truth he was. He ate

qui ckly, every so often checking a pocket for sonmething, but he couldn't
remenber what was nissing. No matter. In ten mnutes, the doors opened, and the
cl oaked evil that was Brother Mayhem ent ered.

“Mask. ”
“Brother. Welcone.”

The creepy rasp of a voice drifted fromthe black cloak. “You have had a rough
time recently.”

“Nothing | cannot handle.”

“Your trusted second gone, your best hitmen in gaol. Perhaps | erred in
enhanci ng you.”

“Mere nothings,” replied the Mask in as bland a tone as possible. _Arrogant
bastard...

“And as to your future plans?” asked the Brother as he wal ked around the room
hi s shaded eyes never |eaving the Mask for a second

“The elinmnation of the Double Cs is still on track. Those who obstructed the
evidence the first tine, won’'t have a second chance.”

“Ah. The single car crash on High Street, and the heart attack at the Athletic
Club. And the nmoney nmen?”

“Both out of the country. They will return upon word that ‘the case’ no | onger
exists.”
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“And you insist that we cannot nerely |liquidate these nen?”

“No. To do so would allow their handpi cked successors to take their places.
Their prosecutions wll cast doubt and disfavor on their underlings, and it wll
be nmy picks who control the two |largest banks in the city.”

“You aren’t worried about | osing control of the Sons?”
“l have their leash tightly in hand.”

Br ot her Mayhem stopped his circling, faced the Purple Mask. “Best keep a strong
grip onit, then. Very well. For now, | will yield to your council. Do you want
Lydi a back?”

“Where is she?”
“A yes or no, please.”
“Yes."”

“All right. As a show of good faith, I’'Il arrange her release. Don’t nake ne
regret nmy decision.” Wth a swirl of darkness, Brother Mayhem departed in
silence. Leaving the Mask to angrily brood. And to suddenly remenber what he had
lost fromhis grasp that night at the hotel

*kkkkkhkkkkkkx

AT THE HOSPI TAL

Early Sunday norning, with a mniml shift on duty, Al ex Speakes relaxed in the
wel | -earned glow of a mild painkiller, and reflected on the night's activity. He
t hought happy thoughts about the nurses who had so kindly spent additional tine
maki ng him confortable upon his arrival, then put it aside. His ribs still hurt
fromthe strange beam he’d intercepted. Stupid nove. Can’'t enjoy being a rich
retired rock star if you' re dead, Al ex. He sighed. In the corner, one of the
guards wat ched MASH on a small TV, the volume barely up. Wile he gave a nonent
to trying to hear the dialogue, the door to the room opened.

The guard | ooked up, and saw it was another guard allowi ng a doctor to enter. He

stood, and the doctor notioned to himto sit down. “l won't be a nonent,” she
sai d.
“Too bad,” Alex murnured. “1 think Ashley |eft sone of the astroglide under the

bed.” He watched the doctor approach, a woman in her late 30s, with intelligent
eyes and red hair framing a fair, slender face. She was quite attractive, and to
Al ex, who had a worl dwi de reputation for enjoying the conpany of redheads, was
quite pleased to see her.

“H Alex, |I'"mDoctor Walsh,” she said quietly. “lI need to exam ne your wound and
have it rebandaged.”

“Hey. Go right ahead.”
“Does that man need to be in here?”

“Lloyd’s of London says so. Sorry. Maybe after |’ m di scharged, we can get
toget her for dinner.”
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“That’s not what | neant,

wasn’'t here to banter with this man;
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she replied, but felt a bit of a rush. She

her work was far too inmportant. Still,

there was a charisma to him..“Roll on your left side, please,” she finally said.

“Ck,” he answered, rolling to his side.

She qui ckly undid the bandage, and

carefully exam ned the disrupted cells covering the side of his torso. Froma
pocket, she produced a canmera and took a picture of it.

“Aw, you're sone tabloid reporter
|l awers | have on retainer?”

“1’”’mno reporter, Al ex. But

paperwork. We need this to ensure your treatnment is as effective
And that includes photographing the topology of the distressed area.”

“Hey, fine, great. You aren’t

“No, I"mnot married. And

married, are you?”

date patients. Sorry.”

“That’s ok, I'mnot planning to be a patient for too long.”

“Goodni ght, Alex, and thank you.

Sorry to have disturbed you.”

“Yeah, ok, bye.” He watched her depart, exhaling in appreciation

si ghed, and turned to the guard

“Take this down, cause |’m gonna pass out now. ‘Meno — why did

from CDC Doctor Leslie Wl sh,

Back to the turns page.
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as identified in USA Today?

aren’t you? Do you have any idea how many

no one docunented your wound aside fromregul ar

as it can be.

Then he

receive a visit

Got that? Thanks.”
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[ Turn 30]
Sunday norning, at the Red Sky Di ary mansion, continued:

Thirty seconds after putting her phone away, Amanda realizes that nore
peopl e than her nother m ght have | eft nessages since the last tine she'd
been honme -- when had that been, anyway? Yesterday norning? She'd been too
nervous about the show to linger there long. She dials in to see if anything
else is there and listens to Chase's request with a silent groan. She'd
conpl etely forgotten about Dom nique, wanting nothing nore than to put the
events of that godawful night behind her.

_So, what are the issues we're dealing with right now? Jake wants to | eave
the group. Fine, whatever. We're not the Mafia, he can quit if he wants, if
he's got things he considers nore inportant. Who knows, maybe it woul d be
for the best, at least for alittle while._

It had cone as a somewhat painful surprise, the fact that as far as Jake's
concerned, she's persona non grata. On reflection, she can understand why he
feels that way -- in the course of talking with Josh over the past week
she's learned a few things about the Faul kner famly. _Fromthe sound of it,
I"mjust a convenient way for himto get at his brother, and if | wasn't
here, he'd find sone other way. But still...._ She finds herself alittle
upset, a little angry anyway.

_It's always sonething -- but does it have to be sonething before the second
date every time?_ She turns her attention back to the |arger problens facing
the MIlennium _Probably not a good idea for me to try to talk to himright
now, anyway. Maybe once everyone's had a chance to calmdown a bit. _

_The Sigil. Two of themare still wandering around out there sonewhere. No
real clues on them unfortunately._ She pauses at a sudden thought, sparked
by Rob's idle comment of the night before. _Shelley._ After a nonent, _No
No, |'mnot even going to think that, that's awful._

_What el se? MagnaFl ux wants to tal k about Domi ni que, who has weird powers
even by current standards, doesn't know who she is, and has sonething to do
with Helios Hope in Cuba, which is a total mystery zone at the nmonent.
There's the question of exactly what SORT etc. are doing with our 'friends
once we've taken care of the hard part. And all the problenms we had waiting
in the wings before all of this happened, with the drug deal ers, and
Snowman, and this nmasked guy fromthe Doubletree still on the |oose.... Good
grief._Taken all at once it | ooks overwhel m ng

"All right, enough of that. Have to start somewhere,"” she says out |oud, and
heads downstairs in search of caffeine and, she hopes, a couple answers...

There are still FBlI guys in the place, with alnbst as nuch electronic

equi pnent as the band used for the Unplugged show. Al the MIV equi pnment was
Il ong gone, the massive franework of |ights and caneras and m crophones

conpl etely renoved and | oaded into the big trucks that were also | ong gone
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Amanda pointedly ignored the FBI guys watching her stride across the floor
toward t he kitchen. She happened to notice that one of the security guys
fromlast night had followed her down the stairs, and was a few steps behind
her. He did not follow her into the kitchen, but waited outside with a
couple of others politely outside the door.

The kitchen renmi nded her of the one in an old sitcom about a wealthy couple
and their butler who used to get involved with all kinds of crimes. But for
the life of her she couldn't remenber the title. At any rate, the kitchen
was i npressive. The center held a massive narbletop carving table, and a
circus of copperware hung over it froma large rectangul ar rack. Huge

al umi num doors to refrigerators and freezers occupied one entire wall, a
deep pantry the opposite wall. A large alum numventing hood over a stove
wi th an unpronounceabl e German name sat between the two walls, bordered by
| ots of generous counter space and sinks.

"Any chance of getting sone coffee,” Amanda asked Al ain, Jonas, and Rob, who
were the only people in the kitchen. Rob was poring over a sheaf of notes,
and marking occasionally with a red pen. Jonas was at the stove, naking a
very intricate onelet. Alain, as was his normal norning wont, was near the
espresso machi ne frowni ng.

"Gotta narrow it down. Espresso, cappucino, coffee..” Alain said.
"Just coffee,"” she replied.

"Col onbi an, Hawaiian, French roast, Javanese..

"Sheesh, Al ain, how about Savarin?"

"I'n the pot on the left." Alain handed her a cup froma cupboard. She took
it and poured a cup. This was a mark of being accepted, Alex had told her

when Alain stops treating you like a guest. "G ad you didn't say Chock Ful
o ..

"Hey, hey, hey, Alain, that's not nice," Jonas said. He gave the skillet a
snap, and the onel et obediently folded itself.

"How s Al ex this norning?" she asked.

"Ticked. Said sone governnent doctor came by to take nude pictures of him
last night," Jonas said.

"We've got to start telling the hospitals not to nedicate him" Alain said.
"He's al ways hal | uci nati ng about naughty nurses or sonething bizarre |ike
that."

"@uys, |I'mdone. | checked all the rest of the nanmes, and we got everybody,"
Rob sai d.

"What is it?" Amanda asked.

"l got a copy of the guest list. W' ve been passing it around, seeing if we
can figure out who doesn't fit. But we've nailed everyone on the list."

"So the Sigil, they weren't on the list? Then how d they get in?"
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"Good question. Maybe there's another |ist somewhere.”

"That's Shelley's list. | got it fromher office," Jonas said. He had carved
the onmelet in half, and was offering one half on a plate to Amanda. "Denver
styl e ok?"

"Ch, yes. Thank you."

"Don't thank him he |learned to cook in the Arny," Alain helpfully added.

There was sonet hing of a commtion outside the door, and they |ooked up to
see Al ex cone bustling through. "Hey."

"Yo, Ranmbo, wel come back."

"Hey, man."

"Hey. Coffee?"

"Yeah, please," Alex said to Rob. He | ooked at Amanda. "You ok?"

"Sure. Thanks for asking."

"k, may | ask what you thought you were doing | ast night?" Al ex asked her.
"\What ?"

"I'"mover by the side of the row, trying to get a fix on what's happeni ng
and seeing if you guys are ok, and | see you com ng back to dive after Josh
instead of going out with the security group."”

_Unh oh... she thought.

"Look, Amanda, you are a val uable nenber of this little band. And |I know we
went over this when we were signing four thousand pages of contracts;
security has the say when the stuff hits the fan. Qur days of brawing
through a gig are over."

"Ah the good old days," Jonas sighed.

"Alex, | really can take care of nyself," Amanda said.

"How? You toting a .44 Magnumin an ankle hol ster? You bull etproof? Please
pl ease, please, don't ever do that again."

"Josh was in danger," Amanda said, and fol ded her arns.
"Got you there, slugger,"” Rob said.

"Not our style, to bail on a friend," Jonas added between forkfuls of
onel et .

"Not your style, either, Alex, non?" Alain asked.

Al ex kept |ooking at Amanda, then finally frowned. "Ok, fine. Sheesh, have a
hi story of decking guys, and you never outlive it."
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"You outlived it, Alex," Amanda pointed out.
"So | have. Ok. Hey, Amanda, | alnpbst forgot, Hadji's outside for you."
" V\hO?"

"Little H ndu guy, expensive car. He's out front. Says he's a friend of
yours and Josh's. Security says he's ok."

_Tehsi n?! _ Amanda t hought of @ assjack's manservant and driver. _Has to be
him _ "Yeah, |I'd better see what this is about."

"Take Wllie with you?"

"No, no, | know him It's ok. Besides, |I'll be right outside." She left
before Alex could have a chance to argue the point with her. Her instinct
was correct; Tehsin Said was outside, standing quietly by the Bentley
Continental, while a small group of security men watched him

"Hi! It's good to see you!" she greeted the smaller Tehsin.

"Mss Halle. | bring regards fromny master in London."

"How i s he?"

"Very well, but the governnent has recalled himto active duty under the
Nati onal Secret Act. He will not be back for some tine."

"What will he be doing there?"

"Top secret. | amnot cleared for it. May | ask you to join nmy passenger?"
he asks, standing by the back passenger door waiting to open it. She
approaches, tentatively, then with confidence. _Pax Avia, and if things
aren't neant to be peaceful, well, | can handle that, too,_ Amanda reni nds
hersel f. But she is sonewhat surprised at who is awaiting her in the

Bentl ey..no, not Colin Bl ake, but...

"M Bloonfield?" Amanda says, quite surprised.

"Good norning. Scone?" The ol der man, |ocal business nagnhate and centra
figure when the new M Il enniumgroup first stood together, offered a biscuit
froma plate. Amanda shook her head

"No, no thank you. |'msorry, what brings you out here today?"

He indicates Tehsin, in the front seat. "WIlliam s batnan, there. If
understand himright, M Paine will be out of the country for some tine."

"W really needed himright now "

"l think | understand. He came to ne about having some evidence handl ed, and
whom he could trust with it. |I thought he could go to TomPitney with it,

but it seems | was mistaken."”

"Who's Tom Pi t ney?"

"Attorney Ceneral's office, based here in Lexington. Turns out he's as
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twisted as a spring. | think he's the one who tipped off the people in
WIlliam s evidence."

"Where's the evidence now?"

"When he cane to me, we went to ny office. | had a couple of my tech people
convert it electronically, and put it on a CD. WIlliamtook the CD, and we
went back over the workstations and 'cleaned" them The CDis with a Mster
Bl ake, WIlliam s grandson from Engl and."

"And he's..!
"Tehsin says he's begun his own enquiries, and will neet with you later."

"Yes, Mss Halle," Tehsin says. "Please call ne later, and if Colin has
called in | will get himin touch with you."

"Al'l right," she says.

"If you need anything, renenber, call ne. See you," M Bloonfield says as
Tehsin exits the car and opens the door for her. She |ooks to the shorter

H ndu man. "Is Sir Wlliamall right?"

"Why, yes, of course. In fact, Mss Halle, | believe this is a good change
for him Mich nore challenging than the X-Files has becone."

"X-Files?"

"You did not know? He has been a writer for sonme time for Chris Carter. Good
day." Tehsin gives a bow, and departs. Amanda watches the car go, and
suddenly notices with her enhanced eyesi ght that at the edge of the

driveway, a nunber of people, nmedia by the | ooks of them are outside of the
grounds. _Great. Fanme and fortune begins here. _

Amanda turns and heads back inside, to the kitchen. Al ex has a cel -phone
clanped to his head, while the others are conm serating on the previous
night's events.

"Alex calling in an airstrike on Tokyo?" she asks.

"Joint Chiefs have himon hold," Jonas smirks. "Actually he's trying to find
Shel l ey. "

"No one's seen her since the end of the gig," Rob adds.

*kkkkkhkkkkkkx

St Joseph's Hospital, a private room Harrodsburg Road. Mnday, February 14.

"Hey, Carl," said Mark. He | ooked |iked the wong end of a crosscheck. A

| arge grey-yellow fading bruise discolored his tenple, where he had taken
the hit. The eye was still shockingly red fromthe burst blood vessels.
"Nas-T," snickered Carl lightly. "Laid a good one on you for sure. Sorry we

couldn't have nore to show for it. Mask bolted, and sent hired guns on us.
W sent a few of 'emup anyway, includin' your girlfriend. Liked to have had
you when the bullets were flying though. Tough part is, we still ain't found
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Josh's cousin."” Mark asked a few perfunctory questions and Carl brought hin
up to speed, but his heart wasn't init.

"Goodbye, Lydia. Sorry Carl, have a seat, won't you?" Mark spilled a few
tablets froman open pill bottle into his hand and dry-swal |l owed them
"M graines," he explained sinply.

"Did find a neat kid wapped up in this, though, 'nother New Year Baby.
Seens |ike he may throwin with us."” They fell into the unconfortable
silence of two nmen, alone, with all-too-little in common. Reflector seened
about to say sonething when anot her knock sounded on the door

"Oh, 'Manda did say she might drop by too,"” noted Carl. At her entrance,
"Hey, chica."

Amanda rai ses an eyebrow at the appellation, but smiles at both of them
"Hey there. Nice to see you up and about again," she tells Mark. "How s the
head?"

"Only hurts when | think," Mark qui pped ganely, though the half that wasn't
j oking was painfully obvious.

"l don't think the guys are going to make it, but Josh asked nme to give you
this for him" She handed hima CD of various Canadi an Ant hens.

"Tell himthanks for me," said Mark, gracefully accepting the record. A
pl ayful smle flashed by. "Hey, how about signing it for ne?"

To Amanda, Carl said. "Yeah, caught your act on the news this nornin'.

Sounds |ike you guys had a big weekend after shippin' nme off. | didn't
realize these 'Red Shoe Diaries' was such a big noise in the biz. MWy
girls'Il..." Carl trailed off as Mark and Amanda sni ckered. "Wat ?"

"Carl, Amanda's band is the '"Red _Sky_Diary.' You're thinking
of ...sonmething else."

"Um yeah. That's different." Though she wouldn't put it past Carl to have
done that deliberately. "Speaking of that, though," she adds as the chuckl es
die away, "We need to get the gang together, soon-ish, and tal k about sone
stuff.... | don't want to go into it here." She glances at the cl osed door
and continues in a nore serious tone than is usual for her. "Lot going on
right now. Sorry we've left you kind of out of the |oop," she apol ogizes to
Mar k.

Mar k sighed and rolled his head back on his pillow
"Sonet hin' on your nind, hermano?" asked Carl
"Besi des throbbing agony?" Mark's voice trailed off, then he seenmed to cone

to sone internal resolve. "Ok, this isn't going to be any easier with nore
of you. It's like this: when we started, it was a gas. Those turkeys on New

Year's, Lydia. But |ook at our toll -- Sound, near death. You Carl, one
patrol man away from being sliced to sliny bits. Me. | have a confession to
make. 1'd been in one fistfight before New Year's, and every one since then

has been as unpl easant as | renmenbered it."

Carl's face was edging to disapproval, but Amanda put in gently, "No offense
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Mar k, but how did you think it was going to be?"

“I..1 don't know. Not like this. And that's not all of it. At the start,

wi th Book and Bloonfield -- | thought we'd be nore, | don't know, official
The cops are tolerating us, but we're not enmbracing themand... |'m not
going for any hot buttons, Carl. You raise some points | hadn't thought of.
That's the point, | guess. None of this is what | thought it was going to
be. I'm an engineer, not a soldier, and |I'd be kidding nyself to think
otherwise. My Monmis in town. | won't trade away my time with her, heck, ny
life for this. It's not me."

"So you're out?" said Carl coolly.

"l stepped in when Bloonfield was attacked. | think |I've done ny good deed
I'"mout, no regrets.”

Amanda shoots Carl a look. "It's your decision,"” she says gently. "And
think I understand how you feel. Whatever did this to us, it didn't take a
|l ot of factors into account. Kind of Iike being drafted, | guess." She

shrugs a bit. "Everybody's got choices...." For a nonment she | ooks very far
away. "And |'mnot going to say you're wong for feeling the way you do.
Maybe right where you are, is where you need to be, for some reason we don't
even know yet."

Carl stood up abruptly. "Yeah, man, your choice. Take care. O yourself.
I"l'l wait for ya outside, 'Manda." Carl rapped the foot of the bed in
farewel | and left.

"Fine," started Mark. He | ooked back to Amanda. "I do feel bad, letting you
guys down. This wasn't any easy thing...it's not a cop-out. Is it?"

"l don't think so," she says firmy. "Renmenber back when we nmet? Book said
we're all inportant, but he didn't know on what scale? W'll m ss having you
around, but maybe the world needs you to be designing a building right now.
No way to tell what's going to happen. You know the number if you ever need
a hand with anything, 'kay?" she adds with a snile

"Yeah. Sure." He doesn't seem convi nced

"Right." She gl ances down for an unconfortable nonment. "Take care, al
right? | mean it," she adds forcefully.

"I will. You, too. Al of you."

"We'll try. Gve a ring when you're feeling better." Know ng that he
probably won't. "See you around."

She heads out, sees Carl standing at the curb, scowing at the scene around
hi m

He | ooks like he's about to say sonmething. "I know," she cuts himoff, the
unwonted curtness nmitigated by a

sigh; now that they're outside she | ooks somewhat tired. "But forcing the

i ssue wasn't going to do any good. And we've got nega-problens, as our young
friend m ght say. | think we need to get the whole gang -- including Chase
-- together to talk some stuff out, and then figure out what we need to do
about it."
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"Yeah, you nentioned. What's goin' on?" In rapid-fire sentences she | ays out
the events of the past weekend, including a glancing overview of the

Faul kner fanmily's woes. Seeing Carl's expression grow ng darker again when
she nentions Jake's resolution, she adds, "Josh seens to think he night cone
around, but things are really stressed right now with those two, and it

m ght take a while. | don't know how |l ong we can wait, though."

The news about the Faul kners outwei ghed even his growi ng di sgust. "M erde,
guess we oughtta get a neet in. How s Josh holdin' up?"

"l think it cane as sonething of a shock, but he seems to be all right. |
don't know. There's a lot of family history in it that |"mnot sure | really
understand yet." She tucks a flyaway strand of hair back into place, and
passes on details about the funeral arrangenents. "I guess other things wll
just have to wait until after that."

Carl grunted in acknow edgerment. "'Ey you up for a quick cup? Y know, while
you can still walk the streets anonynmous."” Carl's sly tone indicated that
his nmood was tenporarily derail ed.

"Cof fee, no. Beer, yes."

They wander into the | ocal watering hole, enpty except for the local color,
and order draft fromthe disinterested waitress. Qutside, norning was
bright and clear enough to nmake their other lives all seema bit
fantastical. Carl took a healthy draught, then settled attention on his

conpanion. "I din't know you before New Years', obviously, but you really
got it goin' on now, chica." Seeing her expression grow suspicious, he
chuckl ed, "No, no. Sonetinmes | like ta twist th' knife, but this is straight

up. You got the whol e package, you make a serious inmpression these days. On
_men_." Into the loonm ng silence, he added, "Thissa conplinment, chica."

"Your point?" she asks in a sonmewhat guarded tone, idly canting her gl ass.

Carl considers her response, a shade put off, then |aughs heartily. "Dam, |
get nore swimoutta _other_ team s groupies." Mre seriously, "This mnusic
gig you got goin', judgin' by the TV coverage, this's huge. 'For |ong,
tourin's gettin' into the mx...'

"I's this about my commtnment to the group?" Ananda started.

"No, not this tine. I'Il scow at that bridge when it gets here. This's
about what's gonna try ta change ya. My life ain't outta People Magazi ne,
but | got sonme tine in the public eye. Lot of it way too soon. See, here's
th' deal. Qut there ev'ry eye on ya brings enotion, feeds it to ya. It's
pretty damm addictin' is what it is. Puts ya outta yer normal head, inta
sonme ot her space. Over there, ain't hard ta forget what you got goin' in yer
duller life."

"Ah." She considers her response for a while. "Carl, what you said before
about not knowing ne... |'ve been doing this for a long tine now. Nothing
like the scale the Diary's got going, but believe ne, | know this business.
Of course it's a huge rush. Saturday night |I didn't *care* if people started
shooting at us again. | mean, it's good of you to be concerned. And | know
the bridges are going to be rough when they conme, but... it's not sonething
I can pass up. The guys are there, too, they've been dealing with all of
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this for along time -- | think I'Il be able to keep ny head screwed on in
the right direction. And if the rest of ny life is 'dull' by anybody's
standards, 1'd like to know whose they are,"” she adds with a smle.

"No joke," he acknowl edged with a grin. "But just so we're clear -- |I'm
thinkin' 'bout you, sure. I'malso thinkin" 'bout Josh. He's like nme --
we're regular Jose's. Walkin' down the street, ain't no woman gonna drop her
mascara over us." Wth a wicked grin, Carl added, "That takes tinme." Back to
the matter at hand, "You, you're all woman: this deal's gonna throw guys at
you m ght shake yer mascara. Too nucha that at the wrong time..." Carl
shifted unconfortably. "No sense mekin' m stakes... others made."

Amanda sits back with an angry sigh. "Do | have 'soul -destroying bitch’
stenciled on nmy forehead or sonething? Jake, now you. Christ." She takes a
breath and goes on nore gently. "lI'msorry. | appreciate your honesty, and
I"mreally glad you two are getting along well enough now that this is a
concern for you. But | really don't think you need to worry. It's still a
little early, for one thing." _Has it really only been a week? Not mnuch

| onger than that. Good grief._  "But I'll keep it in mnd," she assures him
seriously. "lI've made nmy own share of m stakes." Anything else she can think
to say woul d have sounded like criticism so she |eaves it unsaid.

It still wasn't com ng through, but Carl had run out of inpersonal ways to
approach it and she was clearly past inpatient with the whol e thing.
Internally he framed, "It ain't just him chica, it's what doin' to himcan
do to you." Externally, he shrugged and dropped it. Al I'maskin' is when
they do you on VH1, don't start out 'l couldn't handle the success.' That is
_so_ played," Carl joked. He stood up, downed his beer and notioned for the
waittress. "See you Tuesday, the wake, right?" Amanda agreed, |eft her own
hal f fini shed and wandered off with a wave

Wat chi ng her go, Carl nuttered wyly to hinself in Spanish, " _Man_, does the
de la Cruces charmneed a little polish." As he paid the waittress, he said,
"Whadda you say, chica. |I'ma good |ookin" guy, right?"

"Oh yeah, a stud,"” she replied dead flat, and w thout bothering to | ook at
hi m

"Li ke bein'" married again," observed Carl

(ok, so maybe it wasn't DeNiro and Pacino in 'Heat' chatting in the
restaurant, but at |least these two fiery characters are speaking to one
another.let's catch up with Amanda again..)

LR R S

Monday ni ght, outside Ananda's apartnment.

Amanda is startled at 9:15 when the strunmm ng of three guitars and
correspondi ng "Aribas" are shouted outside her wi ndow three stories bel ow

"Ms. Amanda Hal | e?" a mi crophoned voice bellows "You are to be serenaded by"
a pause as the guitars again strumin what nust have been intended to be

uni son "...The Bl uegrass Bol eros!" The Marachi's open their nmedley with "La
G oria Eres Tu" by Luis M guel

"What in the nanme of...." Heedless of the freezing air, she opens the w ndow
and | eans out to survey the street below. Her gaze falls onto three out of
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practice and amazingly tone deaf thirty sonethings trying

their dammdest to play in the bitter cold. Clad in the stereotypica
over-sized sonmbreros, sequined bolero jackets, tight slacks, and dark shoes
of a Mariachi. She notices they all have the group's nanme in Christnmas
lights on the back of their coats.

It's too nmuch. Shaking her head at the sheer exuberant weirdness of it, she
| aughs until tears cone. When the song ends she gives them a round of

appl ause. A couple of the neighbors are poking their heads out as well by
then, somewhat berused by the spectacle.

WIlling to play on well into the night, the |ead singer is inevitably cut
short by his sidenen being unable to play through the mttens and parkas
they had to put in sometime during the third song. Stopping at that tune's
end he allows themto take five as they take turns sipping hot chocol ate
froma thernos. Stepping forward after a distasteful scow at his "partners"
he says, "Ms. Amanda we have a gift for you from Senor Faul kner who again
apol ogi zes for being away tonight."

"You' re wonderful," she assures themall, noting the scowl. For a nonment, a
real tear threatens to join those produced by |aughter's rel ease; too many
hi gh enotions in too brief a tinme. _The funeral's tonorrow, and he's
apol ogi zi ng?_

He produces a very | arge package wrapped in brown paper and taped together
hurriedly and offers it upward in a questioni ng manner.

"1'"1l be right down!" Resisting the urge to take the short route, and

| eavi ng the open wi ndow behi nd, she hurries down the stairs two at a tinme to
emerge shivering on the building's front wal k and accept the mysterious
package. "Thank you."

The band's front man gives her the package. Then with a dashing sweep of his
hat he bids her "Adios" and as they pack up their gear Amanda can hear him
mutter at the others that they should give up their day jobs as attorneys
and stick brokers respectively to rehearse if the "Bluegrass Boleros are to
make good their coneback." Already up the stairs Amanda can see themdrive
off in a Ford Fairlane with a sonbrero on the roof -- it too Iit up like
Chri st nmas.

Spying a note sealed in an attached envel ope she opens it first before
tearing into the package. It says "I told you they sucked! | appreciate canp
as nuch as the next guy but come on..." The package contains a potpourri of
docunentation of all the "just missed" nonments they have discussed, all with
post-it's attached:

*A picture of Josh at 6, if Jocelyn's handwiting on the back is correct,
swinging atop a tire swing in his underwear pounding his chest as if he were
Tarzan. The post it reads: "Not the first time | wore Garanimals in
public...and probably not the last!"

*Josh at 16 in sitting on a coach holding a pair of high heels wearing a
strapl ess canary yellow chiffon dress, horrendous meke-up that barely covers
up his teenage 5 o' clock shadow. The note attached says sinply " "

*A photo of himaround the same tine on stage playing bass for "The Fl anne
Firing Squad" according to the barely |egible because it's too stylized
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handwiting on the oak tag board in front of the |lead singer. "My first
band. God we sucked."

*Attached by a paperclip to a Carnegie Hall programfor a "N ght of Jazz" is
two clippings fromthe Village Voice short list section hailing his efforts
in particular in The Al phabet City Opry and his punk band "36-24-36".
Opening the programto where the clip begins she can see his nane listed in
the orchestra.

Sifted to the side of the nakeshift "box" is an old honenade

cassette..."Flannel Firing Squad' s eponynmous debut Ip" is the ful
unabridged title. Recorded in 1987 on sonebody's two track. Josh is the only
one who shows even the nost renote spark of talent -- the singer's voice

switched fromworbles to ear breaking falsettos as his voice cracked at the
drop of a hat. The guitarist and drunmer were typical boys goofing around --
what teen doesn't have aspirations of being in a band? especially a
punk-funk band?

There is also a very professional |ooking 36-24-36 CD entitled "Barbie's

Di mensi ons" the cover features the trio in plastic, mannequin-like "Barbie
suits" credited to sone scul ptor that Josh knew. Quick perusal of the lyrics
(most written by Josh and Darby, the | ead singer/guitarist) show a true

agi t-punk band chock full of socio-political coment. His thank you's

i nclude nost notably "his two favorite Riot Grls Annie and Lynn."

*And finally his senior class yearbook from Hi gh School. On its cover a note
says "l spend sone of ny days identifying people fromnug shots---finding
your smling face was a breeze." The book's pages are dog eared for every
page she's on.

She spreads it all out over the beat-up kitchen table for study, deeply
amused and somewhat astoni shed by all the tinme this nmust have taken him _So
close, for so long... and we finally run into each other trying to stop a
terrorist attack on the New Years Day parade. Life is so strange._

Amanda spends a long while |eafing through the yearbook -- she hasn't | ooked
at any of hers in years -- lost in thought and menory. |nmagining a series of
spheres extending into one another, shifting slowy and apparently at random
within the | arger spheres of place. Sonetines they just miss one another
sonetimes col lide and bounce away... sonetimes nerge.

Wth a start she realizes that it's alnpst eleven. After a pause, she picks
up the phone. No one there; probably with his famly, taking care of

last-m nute details. "Thank you," she tells the answering nachine with a
smle. "That's the nost wonderful thing since... oh, at |east |ast week.
Though you're right, they *are* pretty terrible. And yellow s not your
color." After an inperceptible hesitation, unsure of what to say, what to
think of the way she feels, Amanda ends sinply, "I'lIl see you in the
nor ni ng. "

Tonmorrow s not going to be easy on anyone. Best to make an early night of
it. But after a half hour of staring at the ceiling turns into an hour, she
gets up again. Not too nuch | ater, anyone awake and | ooking up at just the
ri ght nonent mght think they saw somet hi ng wi nged novi ng hi gh over the
city.

Kk kkkkhkkkkkkx
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[OCC: Josh's childhood renenbrances are based on "Ben's Trunmpet" by Rache
| sador a. ]

Josh makes his approach to Christian's suburban honestead and can't help
think this isn't how Bernie would have been spending the winter of his life.
Scranmbling up the snow covered cobbl estones both hands tucked firmy into
his | eather jacket he quickly knocks on the door. "Smilin'" Bernie Christian
was one hel |l uva bassi st when Josh was a boy. 1In fact it was under Bernie's
tutel age that Josh really started playing in earnest. He remenbers their
first meeting alnost like recalling pages froma froma children's story..

The Faul kners had | ost their honme in a fire the year before (this
unfortunately happened again on Josh's fourteenth birthday al nost a decade
later) due to faulty wiring and the contractor they hired sw ndl ed them of
nost of the noney they had in their savings to rebuild. They were living in
an apartnment in the center of downtown while Jonathan scraped pennies
together to construct another hone on their |and. Between Jonathan spending
much of his time on his beat and toiling with hanmrer and nails and Jocel yn
focusing much of her attentions on Jake who had been born not too |ong
before the blaze, Josh spent nmany nights alone on the fire escape. He
listened with great enthusiasmto the nusic dancing out of Ben's Trumpet, a
jazz club on their block. He would often join in playing his imaginary bass.
In the hot sunmer nights Jocelyn would often find him asleep on the coo
metal railings.

He woul d stop by the club everyday on his way hone from school to watch the
musi ci ans rehearse. The rhythm of the bass would carry his feet honeward
bound. Once there he would play for his nother, baby Jake, Grandma Jane,
Jonat han and his buddies on their poker nights, whoever, whenever he coul d
One day on his stoop Smilin' Bernie conplenented himon his "playing" and
said "they'd have to see what they could do about getting hima real one."
Bernie's charm and kind heart inevitably earned hima place at their table
inthis very trying time for the fanmly. He was an extra set of hands for
Jocel yn, another strong back for Jonathan, a nentor for Josh, and a
confidant for themall.

Music was a "wild hair" for Bernie as he returned to law a few years | ater.
Sone sort of mid-life crisis affirmation thing but that time with that
Bernie was vital to Josh. He really couldn't think himenough...his thoughts
are interrupted as the door opens..

Bernie stood there for a moment bringing reality back into focus for Josh
Bernie today was larger in the center, with thinning hair that was nore salt
than pepper, clad in a suit and wearing bifocals but he was still an even
6' 0. He was neither weighed down by regret nor any closer to death than the
man t hat changed Josh's |ife those decades ago. He gave hima hearty hug and
brought the younger man into his home with an arm across his shoul ders.

Chet Baker's rendition of "Someone to Watch Over Me" from "My Funny

Val entine" was playing lightly in the den. Losing his best friend was the
second devastating blow Bernie had endured in as many years. Hi s bel oved,
Rachel passed on |ast year after a hard fought battle with | eukeni a

Pi ctures of Jake and Josh are scattered throughout the halls. The couple
never had children of their own so the two nen are the cl osest thing he has
to sons...a fact he tries as best he can to hide in their business dealings
even tho' he's lousy at it.
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"Sorry that ny first visit in a while has to be under these circunstances."
Josh says as he hangs his coat in the hall closet, rubbing his hands
together to get them warm

"Don't think twice about it...we've all had a lot on our minds. Cone to the
ki tchen and we'll get sonme coffee in you to get rid of that chill."

The two nmen sit down and tal k over their steam ng beverages.

"It still baffles me that you take your coffee straight - | thought every
red bl ooded New Yorker took his 'sweet and light'" Bernie says as he adds
copi ous anounts of non-dairy creamer to his own.

"Well you know ne Bernie, | like my coffee like |I like my nen: hot, black
and in a cup." Josh half-heartedly quips reflexively.

The two chuckle briefly with images of Larry Blacknmon in their heads before
Josh resumes staring into the blackness of his nug.

Bernie allows himthe nonent of contenplation reading himlike a book before
touching his hand saying, "Your father didn't die hating or blamng you
Josh. You night not be able to believe nme now when | say that but maybe
after you take a look at this..." Christian produces a seal ed envel ope from
his breast pocket of his navy blazer and slides it over to Joshua.

"What is that?"

"Hopefully some peace for you. It's a letter fromyour father. | took
dictation for it since he couldn't hold a pen anynore when | visited himfor
the last tine earlier this week." Bernie pushes back fromthe table and
stands up "I'Il give you sone tine alone with it."

Josh rests his fingertips on it for a full ten mnutes before tearing

t hrough one edge of the envelope. Inside is a tri-folded single sheet of
paper. He can actually hear his father's voice conme through the ranbling,
ni gh- conf essi onal words:

"If you're reading this then odds are it's over nmy dead body. Heh...I| tried
this so many tines even while you were in New York and ny stubborn pride
kept getting in the way. It was unfair for ne to resent you for leaving. |'m

sorry. There | said it. Took the wi nd out of your sails too didn't it boy?

In all honesty | probably would ve lost all respect for you if you had
stayed. Lord knows | wouldn't have taken that frommy old nman. That business
was my dream NOT yours. It might scare the hell out of you but you and | are
a lot nmore alike then you think. W both feel the weight of the whole damm
worl d on our shoulders. | buckled nore times than | care to count but you
you' re nmade of stronger stuff than me Josh

" Course that doesn't nean you won't fall on your face but you'll do it your
own way. And then you'll dust your self off and get back in the ring.
I"mranbling here...Do you remenber that Big Bluegrass Festival | took you

to when you were a kid? God, we were so close then lots of things got in the
way. ..anyway you |l ooked up at ne with those big puppy dog eyes and told ne
"that's gonna be me one day." | hope you get your chance. | bought you a
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Bill Monroe al bum for your college graduation present...your nomma ni ght be
able to find it for you. It's a good one. You do still have a record player
right? It'd be my dammed luck if you only listened to those CD things now.

I also want you to fix up that old Shadow of nmne. W used to go to the
grocery store all the time on that bad boy, do you renmenmber? Treat her right
and she'll take care of you.

The thing I'm gonna hate the npst is m ssing out on you boys having sons of
your own. Jimand | were a rotten ot - two fuckin' bad apples that only got
nmore rotten around each other. You don't know how many tinmes | thanked God
that you and Jake didn't end up the sane way. Your boys will be even further
removed fromthat bad bl ood. Keep |loving your brother and 1'I|l be happy. You
got my |love of music but he got ny temper, cut him sonme slack when he isn't
bei ng too pi g-headed and give hima what for when he deserves one (just nake
sure your nmomme ain't around when you do!)

Your family's bigger than just us and al ways has been; you got Bernie here
who was nore of a father to you than | ever really was; Tuck m ght as wel

as well change his nane to Faul kner; your nmomma was al ways telling ne about
those girls you spent all that tine with in the city, and Jake nenti oned
some new young |l ady the other day. Point is son you' ve been |lucky to have so
many different people to care about you. All those friend's are the famly
you choose treat himlike it.

Visiting hours are al nost over and |I'm gonna have to let Q' Bernie here go.
The worl d's changing outside this windowif | can believe all the News shows
-- |1 hope sonme of that excitenment rubs off on you. "

Love,
Dad

The whole letter had been witten by Bernie but _sonehow_, through sone
wi | | power Jonat han nmanaged to eke out the small three-letter signature

kkkkkkhkkkkkk*x

Tuesday, February 15 - Jonat han Faul kner's Funera

~~~ How do | say goodbye to what we had? The good tinmes that nade us | augh
outwei gh the bad ~~~

Amanda has been trying hard to nake herself invisible. Attending the funera
of someone she never knew feels kind of odd to begin with, and while she
wants to be there for Josh, she doesn't want her presence to exacerbate any
lingering tension am d nmenbers of the famly.

~~~ | thought we'd get to see forever ~~~

Feel ing sonething of an interloper into such an enotionally charged and
intimte setting, she finds her thoughts drifting during the service itself.
Death seens a |l ot closer than it ever used to these days. Can she really

bl ame Jake for thinking the way he does about what they're doing? She has
lost friends in the past -- Carole to suicide, Brad to the accident, M chael
to AIDS. They hadn't, any of them gone out into the world |ooking for
things that could kill them I1f they had, would she have felt differently
when they di ed?
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~~~ But forever's gone away ~~-~

_Yes, _ she decides. _| would have been just as angry, but not in the same
way. And if | had known they had died *for* something, sonething they
considered inportant -- it would have hurt just as much, but at |east there

m ght have been sone good. And what we're doing is sonething | think we al
consi der inmportant. _

~~~ 1t's so hard to say goodbye ~~~

After the brief sernon Pastor Davis calls Josh forward fromhis seat next to
Jake and Jocelyn. He quietly steps forward his head bent down as he
approaches the dais barely a few feet fromthe open casket. Once there he
pulls the letter fromthe inside of his jacket.

~~~ To yesterday ~~~

"1 never understood nmy father. He was always a nystery to ne. The nman was
full of contradictions. He was generally quiet but had one of those big

boi sterous belly laughs that echoed even after the joke stopped being funny.
I"l'l mss that. Whenever | thought | was getting close to putting the puzzle
toget her he would distract with some comment out of left field or sone

sl eight of enotion and re-arrange the pieces. There were tines | think I
even threw themon the floor...when the picture on the puzzle started to
resenble nme just a little too much instead of the inmage of himthat | was

forcing themto depict. I"'msure | sound like |I'm babbling - I'm not that
good with visual netaphors and I'ma little baffled nyself as to why I'm
relying on themnow. | guess it's that | know nmusic and that | never really
knew him | don't know. "

~~~ | don't know, where this road is gonna | ead ~~~

"What | do know is that | don't have to be afraid of sharing traits he had
anynore. He was a good nan. There was sonet hing about himthat drew great
peopl e to him despite how very bad he could be at tinmes. Hi s al coholism got
wor se when he was thrown off the force and was a nonster for a tine there
No matter how hard he tried to push you away you never |eft. That neant the
world to him He'd never tell you that but then again he didn't need too.
You all already knew it. He clainms here in this letter that |'ve got that
gift too. | can only hope that's the case. | never gave nyself the chance to
say that to himand he alnobst didn't get to tell ne. He remi nded nme that
have been blessed with a wonderful fam ly. Furthernore | have been bl essed
yet again by devel oping the friendships |I've made over the |ast few years

and recent nmonths. | don't want to die not getting the chance to tell you
all that you are ny famly and | |ove you."
~~~ Al | know is where we've been ~~~

He folds the letter back into his pocket and holds his hand there over his
heart for a nonment. He heads to the casket weathed in flowers and banners
and ki sses his father's hands and whi spers "Thank you."

~~~ And what we've been through ~~~

Josh's eulogy is a knife in Amanda's heart. She tries not to think about
anyt hing but the nonent, let the words flow around her. To concentrate on
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the people present, the occasion that has drawn them together, the | oss that
others are feeling. She finds her own cheeks wet despite her best efforts.
_Father. How did this happen? Have | already lost you, is it too late to
ever say anything agai n?_ Her deepest unspoken fear, that it has al ways been
too late...

~~~ |f we get to see tonorrow ~~~

The incl enent weat her makes the burial pass quickly. After words of

condol ences npst of the attendees head to the Faul kner honme for a wake. Josh
stands over the freshly noved earth and channels the sound of his own
heartbeat into a 21 gun salute. He turns rain and tears streamni ng down his
face towards his "fam|ly"

~~~ 1 hope it's all worth the wait ~~~

By the tine things are done she's nmanaged to regain some neasure of
conposure. Standing near the grave with the others, her eyes say everything
she does not trust herself to speak al oud.

~~~ 1t's so hard to say goodbye ~~~

Jake had been holding it back pretty good... until now As a tear starts to
make its way down his cheek he doesn't fight it or the ones that follow. He
was al ways known as the enmptional one in the famly. It was a bit surprising
to see Josh open up so nmuch though. He was never one to show his feeling too
much, to never let you know what he was thinking. It's got Jake a bit
concerned about his brother's state of nind. After the other night Josh has
seened different. He didn't know Josh had felt so much guilt and that he

hi nsel f had held such resentnment toward Josh. The both had let their
enptions fester too long. He knew it was best that they had gotten those
feeling out in the open. He just wasn't sure how long it would take the two
of themto nove past the other night.

~~~ To yesterday ~~~

At the wake, Carl chafed in the out-of-date dark blue suit he wore maybe
every other year. He felt fairly out of place, all these people he didn't
know nakedly showing their grief. As happens at wakes, every now and then,
hushed | aughter would float around, urging people to cope. At his size
fading into the background was not an option, but he at |east backed a wall
to stay out of people's path. He'd been unable to convince Chase to cone,
thinking it might help the kid cone to some realization about his own dad --
was he really as bad a teenagers can think -- but Chase had danced out of
it. Been nice to have soneone to talk to.

~~~ And I'll take with me the nenories ~~~
At one point Josh wandered by, and Carl stepped out fromhis wall post. He

put an affectionate arm around the man, who was ganely battling a w | dness
crowding in fromthe edges. "Hey 'mano, you ok?" Carl funbled with his next

words for a mnute, finally settling on the inadequate. "You need anythin',
froma beer on up, don't think twi ce, sabe? Any crutch you need, 'mano, any
crutch you need.” If he noticed Josh's recent bruising, it nade no inpact.

~~~ To be ny sunshine after the rain ~~~
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Pausing to really answer the question and to appreciate the |arger man's

ki ndness. "Not ok yet but I'mstartin' to nmake sone peace with it all...and
thanks, man it's really good to hear you say that." He squeeze's Carl's
shoul der with a strength that his words can't articul ate.

~~~ 1t's so hard to say goodbye ~~~

Jake wandered by monments later. Carl stepped forward sonewhat nore cool ly.
"Hey, man. You tight? Sorry 'bout...ny condolences.” He firmy and
formally returned Fury's handshake. Jake's |ack of bruising made about as
much i npression

~~~ To yesterday ~~~

"Thanks, | know it nmeans a lot to Josh to have sone of his friends around
He's having a rough tine of it." Jake, feeling al nost as unconfortable as
Carl, returns to mingling with the small crowd. He was a little surprised so
many people turned up. He goes to the kitchen to check on refreshnents,
noting that he's going to have to nmake another trip to the store soon. He
returns to the living roomto find Josh who truly does seem bol stered by the
|l ove of the well-wi shers and Jake wi shes his could exchange the cold confort
of his anger for that...

~~~ And I'll take with ne the nenories
To be my sunshine after the rain

It's so hard to say goodbye

To yesterday. ~~~

*kkkkkhkkkkk k%

Wedsnesday afternoon, near the Patterson Towers. Jake wal ks al one, or so he
t hi nks...

Jake wal ks the wi ndy commons of the University grounds, en route to the
library to isolate hinself in the reassuring warnth of higher education
There's very few people out this time of day, and that suits himfine.

As he pads along the well-worn brickwork, head down agai nst the cold, he
noti ces soneone step into his path, and | ooks up. Fellowin a tan | ongcoat,
athletic, keen eyed, with Iight brown eyes to match his conpl exion. A hat,
too; who wears hats these days? A professor? Not one he recogni zes.

"Jacob Faul kner? Frank Tenpl eton, LPD Honicide," he says, offering his hand.
Sizing himup, eyes like drills. "My partner |ounging over there is Tinothy
Byers. Sorry to hear about your father." Tenpleton indicates a pale,

t hought ful -1 ooking fell ow dressed simlarly, wearing wire-rimred gl asses
Jake muttered sonmething along the |ine of thanks. "Hom cide?"

"Jacob, we're | ooking for your cousin. Jason? We'd |ike you to cone with us
down to Main Street, tell us what you know about him" Byers says.

"That's easy, | don't know anything."
"Fair enough, but we still need you to come with us."

"Am | under arrest?"
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"Have you done anything to nerit being arrested, Jacob?" Tenpl eton asks.
Jake hears the unasked part of the question: _Like aiding and abetting a cop
killer?_

"I ain't done a damm thing. Fine. Let's go."

R S

Wednesday ni ght.

_The Wle Store. Just |ike homeconing,_ Phoeni x nuses, dusting herself off
after her rapid search of the prem ses. Looks like she's the first one
there. It had been hard enough finding a time that worked out well for
everyone, though they all seenmed to agree that a neeting was necessary, to
deal with some of the issues at hand. For one thing, her conversation with
Colin, although inconclusive, suggested that the group has sone decisions to
make, and the qui cker the better. She wonders who else will appear...

On his approach to the store Josh can hear a single heartbeat in the
presumabl y abandoned storefront. It's a rythem he i medi ately recogni zes. As
he makes his way through the | oose tinbers barring entrance to the decrepit
space he says "well | can't say as |'msurprised to see you beat ne
here...shatter any wi ndows on yer way over?" he jokes.

"Not today. | don't think there's an unbroken wi ndow in the place anyway, "
she adds with a faint smle. "Seens |ike forever since the last time we al
got together... is Fury going to make it?" she asks a bit hesitantly. "

know everyone el se was planning to, at |east, unless sonmething cane up."

"If he doesn't nmake it here he'll call ahead and we can update himonce we
have a plan of attack. Does that nean Mark's ok?"

"Oh." She realizes that she'd forgotten to nmention sonmething. "Um he's not
com ng. Ever."

Beat .
"l think he's going to be all right, but he's still in pretty bad shape from
t hat whack on the head. | guess he's

decided that this really isn't what he wants to be doing with hinself, right
now at |east." Amanda finishes.

"Damm. " is Josh's succinct sumrmation. He's genuinely surprised but as that
wears off and it becomes increasingly clear that not everyone is |ooking at
their "gifts" the sane way he does.

"Mark and Jake were our strong arnms -- that could |l eave us in a real bind
We' Il have to focus on hit and run tactics to enphasi ze what assets we have
left -- stealth and ranged attacks.™

"Well, at least we're pretty good at those..." She peers through a gap in
the boards, hoping to see one of the others approaching. "Though | for one
could use a chance to practice sone, | think. It's a bit hard to find

appropriate targets, unfortunately."

"This may be the first club ain't called _me_ the strong arm" rattled the
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Ni ghtcrawl er's gurgling voice. He resolved with a stretch out of the
darkness. Carl snpothed over the unsettling effect his nighttine entrances
had with a sly crack, "Sorry. My mana al ways knocked first when | had gals
alone in the dark." Not that his arrival was a secret to Sound

..... Al t hough he al nbst becanme the target Phoeni x had been | ooking for; she
junmped at the sudden sound of his voice and rem nded herself to relax. No
reason to be so tense; no one was going to sneak up on themin this place
"Ha, ha. Do you know if MagnaFlux is going to make it?"

"Dunno. Ain't spoke since before th' funeral." A quick glance at Sound
"'By, while we're waitin' | got somethin" for ya. You're the only one | know
still usin' them cancer-sticks. Ya might could use this."” From underneath
hi s gl oppy sheen, the Ni ghtcraw er produced an ornate |lighter, decorated
with WAN'l vintage fuselage art: sonme redheaded 'good girl' beani ng at the
eneny's i mm nent bonmbing. "Got this off th' Mask. M ght work on stuff other
than napal m™"

After sonme close scrutiny Josh adds "I think it's called a Marjorie or a
Maggi e or sonmething like that -- this things are like gold to Z ppo
collectors. Thanks, m amigo." Josh idly draws the lighter part out of its
Marjorie case. "Well look at this; there's an inscription on the inner
piece. 'D.H MCain, 36th Squadron, A A C. 1942'. If this is the same guy,
he'd have to be in his 70s at |least. So who can clue ne in on the Double Cs
and this evidence d assjack had?"

"Well," Phoenix starts, |eaning thoughtfully against a dusty pillar, glad to
have something concrete to think about. "I did nmanage to get a few words
with our nysterious visitor -- not as nany as | would |like, but he did tel

me that Sir Wlliamis back in England for the foreseeable future, working
on sonething he 'regrets to tell ne cannot be discussed.'" She inmtates his
accent quite well. "And, | received a visit from M Bloonfield, chauffeured
by Sir Wlliam s nmanservant, if that's the word. He confirmed what | could
get out of Colin Blake, and offered his assistance if we need it."

"1'mkind of worried about the papers disappearing,” she admts. "It | ooks
as if these guys have friends in high places, which nmakes that avenue of

i nvestigation | ook |ess prom sing. W can only hope that they don't know
where the papers canme from or that they think that was the only copy."

"Merde!" swore Carl passionately. "I knew that was gonna happen. Jeeves was
the closest we had ta a sure thing, an' he couldn't keep it down. Now
sonmebody knows we're onta 'em Who's this new guy? Any reason ta think he's
anythin' but a step down? We need ta get himnmovin' -- the black hats is
sure cleanin' up anything them papers point to. Merde!"

After a monent mastering himself, Carl continued. "I gotta little somethin
else. Me 'n Double Cs' bro', Rojo, we gotta history. He gets desperate
enough, he might leave a tag for me." A quick pause, then he translated,
"Graffiti aimn at me. 'Nother gang, Sons a' Chicago, is jockeyin' the Cs,
and my buddy Snowman's cuttin' 'em both down. M ght push Rojo ta contact,
an' we mght exploit that. I"'mthinkin' a takin' down sone Sons ta see if
that greases his w ndpi pes."

"What kind of 'history? " Phoenix inquires, a bit uneasy. "You think that if
he's in a bad enough position, and thinks you' re kind of on his side of
things, he might be willing to tal k?"
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Ni ght craw er shrugged. "He'd like ta think so. | might let that idea ride a
bit, to get traction. I"'mjus' thinkin" out |oud here. Mebbe you guys
squeeze on the Cs, he runs ta ne for relief -- that mght work too." Wth a
di sgust ed shake of his head, "This is screwed. | don' wanna give up on that
info till we know the trail is swept over. It's only been a week. [or so0?]
We need ta light a fire under Jeeves Jr's ass before it's all cold. After
that, nmebbe we | ook at sonme other runs."

Amanda says, "As for Colin, he's Sir Wlliams grandson, and judging from we
saw at the show he takes after the old guy. I don't think he's powered, but
he does carry a few unusual gadgets around with him | can understand why
he's being cautious, | guess; he doesn't really know the | andscape here,
doesn't know us.... It's not a conplete loss don't think," she goes on with
alittle sigh. "Now we know we can't trust the high road. And I don't see
any way they could trace the information back to us, at least -- if it led
anywhere, it would lead to Sir Wlliam and he's out of the country. They

m ght actually feel safer, now that he's gone. | don't know. "

Pl acing a cigarette between his |ips Josh raises the zippo toward his nouth
and snaps his fingers on the lid flipping it open and spinning the wheel to
light it in one snooth gesture. "If we can't get to the men at the top of
the food chain here and we do pressure the Double Cs then what's to stop the
Sons from stepping in for thenP"

"Presumably, us," Phoeni x sighs, glances at the |lighter and wonders about
fingerprints. She suspects Carl would still be dead-set against ringing in
the police, and after what happened to their |ast evidence, that m ght not
be bad thinking. "I'msure that between us we can put the fear of God into a
coupl e of punks if you think it'll help. As for Colin, | don't know how

i nvol ved he can get beyond handi ng the stuff over, but we can find out."

A resigned amusenent colors the Nightcrawer's gurgling response. "This is
soundin' nore 'n nore |like ny other job. W got a sayin' over there. 'Drugs
and Crinme ain't goin' away. All we c¢'n do is focus on the Addicts and
Crimnals." " Carl wetly smacked fist into palm "'Course we c¢'n al so nake
life damm unconfortable for the Predators runnin' the show. W pull 'em out
as fast as they get pulled in. Son's step in, we hit themnext. Then
whoever's behind them"

Waving the small pin-prick of light that the coal of his cigarette produces
as he exhales a puff of snoke Sound says "Do we have a way to contact Colin?
Can he get us the info now?"

"Yes and no, if you mean right this instant, but | suspect he has it with
him It would only nmake sense. We could probably pick it up tonight. Once we
do, though, we need to know what our strategy is going to be?" she half
questions. "Maybe once we know who they are, if we start keeping an eye on
some of these guys, we can catch themin sonething that can't be covered
up?"

"Let's put the call out to him 'Crawler you're the one that knows their

operations the best we'll have to use your greater experience for devel oping
our strategy. Wiat do you think the chances are that if the rest of apply
pressure then Rojo might spill some info to you about their pipeline to the

hi gher ups? Maybe you coul d convince himwe were going to hit sone drop off
poi nt and tail hin®"
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Carl considered. "Well, he ain't gonna spill his guts 'cause he likes ny
pretty face. What you said sounds like the way -- lay on the heat, let him
come ta nme, then finesse an' sneak. Before that, definitely get back what we
can fromJr, then you guys go over it. | been through it once, an' its al
Geek ta ne, but finance ain't ny specialty. |If you know a noneyman ya
trust, that mght help. I know one, but | don't trust him Anythin'" we can

get outta T-Gold's stuff has a short shelf-life so we oughtta m |k that
first.

Thinking that Bernie's certainly had to deal with convoluted scenarios at
some point in his |legal career Josh replies "I know an attorney that m ght
be able to help in a worst case scenario but let's see what the spy boys
have turned up."

"I"mthinkin' a swingin by Flux' place. Thought he was gonna be here
toni ght, just wanna check up on him make sure the kid's ok." Carl's body
| anguage indicated a grimace. "Hey, let me know when that comes out yeah?
Nothin' a kid likes worse'n bein' called 'kid.' "

"Flux in trouble? -- the kid's not pulling a Lone Ranger routine is he?"
Josh's cigarette drops to the ground cartwheeling in the store's stale air.
He crushes it under his boot.

"Sure it's not Dominique you're going to see?" jibed Sound
slyly.

Carl runbled in | aughter. "No, no, not nme. These gringo wonen too hard on ny
ego. |'mthinkin' Swedes."

"l would be too if one called me 'M. Fantastic' after seeing me in ny
skivvies.'" Josh smrks.

An arched brow is the only response to that from Phoenix. "All right, then.
We have a plan of action, at least as far as dealing with this little
probl em goes. Guess I'Il find out if Colin's accepting visitors, and see
what he can tell us. Once we have that, maybe we can pick our targets for
strong-armng the | ower ranks."

"So just what do the | adies say when they see you in your skivves? 'Get a
mouse trap!'" jabs Chase as enters with Domini que follow ng behind. "Sorry
for the delay. | hope we didn't miss too much."

"Hey, nice of you to drop by," Phoenix's quick smle renoves any sting

"Just trying to figure out what to do with our friendly neighborhood drug
problem ™ She outlines the discussion that has already taken place. "W have
a plan of action. Guess |I'Il find out if Colin's accepting visitors, and see
what he can tell us. Once we have that, maybe we can pick our targets for
strong-arnming the lower ranks." _Listen to ne pretending | know what |I'm
doing....,_ she think wyly. "Before that, though, you nmentioned that you
wanted to tal k about sone stuff?" She glances inquiringly at Chase. "I nean
I don't know how involved in all of this stuff you really want to be...."

"1 would be smarter to NOT want to be involved, but ultra-mlitantly
straight-edge as | am..Hey, let's drop the pushers! And yeah, there is sone
stuff | have to nention... kinda got blown over back with the whole car
chase day and | didn't know what to do with it at the time anyway. It seens
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Reverse-Menory Grl here may have the clue that can explain why we becanme
what we becane if anyone's interested in exploring their inner-hero..."
Chase notions to Dom nque, "That is, if we can ever figure out who she
really is, because she doesn't know. "

Josh is amazed at Chase's enthusiasmit's a hopeful sign after |osing
Refl ector, d assjack, and maybe Fury. "Great to see you two back -- what do
you rmean she has a clue? what nmekes you say that?"

The Nightcraw er burbled, "Ch man, 'f this's gonna be involved, we sure we
wanna get into this now?"

"We probably won't figure it out tonight, but I don't think a few mnutes is
going to make a critical difference one way or the other right now, " Phoeni x
remarks. "And I'mcertainly interested in anything that m ght point toward
knowi ng what caused all of this. O course, wherever M. Book's involved you
never know what's going on..." Wondering why he'd brought her to Lexington
in the first place. For safety? "Domni ni que, have you renmenbered anything
nore since | ast week?"

Dom ni que, having arrived foll owi ng Chase, has been standing quietly near
one of the pillars here in the remains of the old Wle Store. "There's
nothing wong with ny menory," she replies. "Except for the day | had the
car accident, everything seens to be back where it was. But the day of the
weck is still a blur to ne, |ike sonething just cut ny senses off fromny
body. | don't know how else to explain it."

After lightly brushing sone lint fromher skirt, she continues, her voice
the measured cal mof a teacher, or a diplomat perhaps. "My full nane is
Domi ni que Parisi, and I'm nost recently from New York City. For the past two
years, |'ve worked with the translation staff at the United Nations." She
draws a card out of her small purse, identifying her as she has descri bed.
"Apparently, |'ve lost ny position there due to ny disappearance. And that's

fine; I found a good position with Lexmark International as a |iaison with
their Japanese subsidiary. But | guess if Chase nmeans |'ve forgotten what
can do, powered-wi se, well, | can't say yes or no because | can't remenber

ever being able to do these things."

Phoeni x continues, "Are there things that you' ve done or seen that seemto
have brought up nmenories for you? Places, objects, nanmes?"

"I"'msorry. Nothing other than nundane things |ike ny old phone nunber, or
di nner numnber 16 at Fat Choy's."

Josh | eans back with the sole of his left foot parallel to a wall as he
rotates the lighter in his left hand at his side. He stands in quiet
amazenent at how qui ckly Amanda has adapted to their new lives...she's

really jumping into fill the breach. "...Pick our targets to strong arnt
i ndeed. . .
"Hm | don't know if art imtates life, froml've read it's not unusual to

| ose menory around a traumatic event. But if you know *who* you are, and
that doesn't seemto be the issue, then the answer nust be sonewhere in that
day..." Amanda nuses. "You were in an accident, right? Wuld there be sone
way to contact the hospital, find out nore about what happened, or what
caused it?"
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"As far as the accident, the papers said | got run off the street by a truck
and into a big nmetal dunpster. | don't know if that's really inportant,

t hough. The hospital was Presbyterian, over on the upper East Side; it
wasn't too far from where the accident happened."”

"When did the acci dent happen? On New Years?"

"Waittaminnit," broke in N ghtcrawl er, exasperation creeping into his
rattling voice. "I"'mfeelin dense here. Lotta us had sone trauma with the
change. If it ain't visible, it ain't hard ta see not knowin' it at yer
Powered at the drop of the Apple. She's got her nenory back, npost of it.
How s Book think we c¢'n help her? Seens she's no worse'n the rest of us."

"As opposed to some of us, who couldn't help but notice we were a bit
different,"” Phoenix shares a wy glance with the Ni ghtcraw er. "But
anyway... who knows, with Book? He shows up, he's cryptic, he goes away. He
says she's inportant, so...." She shrugs resignedly.

"No need to feel dense -- we all had our powers triggered by events that
happened to us on New Years -- |ike getting ambushed by bad guys and
such. .. Dom m ght not have gone through this...until the car accident which
may have happened later..

"Who knows how Book thinks we can hel p? It mght be piecing together events
of that day or just being around us..."

"Well me, 1'd love ta know what this's about," the Nightcraw er put in,
waving his gl oppy arns neaningfully. "But we don't get nothin' done if we
don't focus. W're on the clock with T-Gold's info, an' that nutball's out
there somewhere breathin' down your neck. Wiy don't we knock that stuff down
first, get sone breathin' room W still got the Mask an' Snowran out there
too, and God knows what else comin'. Let's start cleanin' house.”

"So how do we want to play this?" Josh asks. Looking to Amanda he says
"Phoeni x, ne, and Fury start roughing the rough necks..." d ancing at

Crawl er, Chase and Domi nique "...while you guys hunt for this powered

nut case? Do you know where to start?"

"l guess you're right," Phoenix adnmits, glancing at Nightcrawl er. "Mybe
once we've nmade some headway on this other stuff, we can go poke around sone
as to what m ght have happened that day -- maybe a visit to the big city? --
but until then... that seens |ike a good plan," she replies to Sound, though
she does wonder what Jake's response to the whole idea is going to be..not to
menti on where he m ght be.

*xkkkkkhkkkkkkx

150 East Main Street. Police Headquarters, about two bl ocks from Faul kner
Bai | Bonds. ' The Box

Detecti ves Tenpl eton and Byers, and a sullen Jake Faul kner, enter a snal
room Maybe 15 by 20 feet across, with one-way glass in one wall, next to
the door. Byers resunes his |lounging position, against a wall, as Tenpl eton
noti ons Jake to sit down at a netal table.

Jake bunps his foot, sees the heavy iron ring set into the floor. That's
where the leg irons go, if you happen to be wearing them
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"This really isn't a good time for this," Jake begins. Tenpleton | ooks back
at him notionless, his eyes wide with righteous anger.

"There isn't a good tinme for cops to get killed, either, Mster Faul kner

But that's what |'ve got. A chief with a bullet wound scream ng for answers,
the media living in the parking lot, in ny driveway. Chosts of two cops

goi ng, Frank, do sonething, for God's sake, find the man who killed us." He
speaks, but doesn't nove, doesn't budge. The effect is that of a statue of
justice come to life, pronouncing fromon high. "Only |'ve got no answers to
give them" Mvenent, a turn of the body, at the hips. "Nothing."

"Look, Jason and | do not speak, and haven't spoken in years. | do not know
where he is; if | did know, | not only would tell you, | would drag his ass
down here and deliver himto you," Jake responded.

"So you're saying, blood isn't thicker than water in this case?"

"We never got along. At all."”

"And he never talked to you, never said anything at the holidays, never
spoke at the hospital ..

"He was never at the hospital."
"Never talked to his parents?"
"Barely ever."

Tenpl et on shook his head. "I feel sorry for you. To not be able to talk with
your own famly, that's pretty rough.”

"l don't know, mmybe Jake's one of those strong silent types," Byers chines

in. "That's what |'ve heard, anyway. Jake's a regular one-nan army when it
conmes to running down his man."

"See, | don't know anything about this guy," Tenpleton replies, ignoring
Jake for the nmonent. "He doesn't have the commtment to be a cop, but he
wants to run around and bust bad guys."

"For the reward," Byers says.

"For the reward," Tenpleton repeats. "Is there a reward out for Jason

Faul kner, piece of cop-killing trash I can't wait to sit down in the chair
and watch them pull the switch?"

"25 big ones."

Tenpl eton whistles. "That's a good day's work. And this Jake guy, he's good
at finding people?”

"Real good. Like his old man was, | hear."
"Damm. So why hasn't he tracked down Jason Faul kner yet?"

"He hates the guy."
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"So he says," Tenpleton and Byers continue, pointedly ignoring Jake at the
table. "But |'m supposed to believe that Jake Faul kner can't find a guy who
lives in Lexington, has famly in Lexington, and is worth a five figure
payoff on delivery? Can't be found by Jake who hates his guts?"

Byers shrugged, |ooks past Tenpleton at Jake. "Coi nci dence?"

"Coi nci dence?" Tenpl eton turns around and faces Jake. Quiet for a nmonent.
"But | don't believe in Coincidence. Do you believe in Coincidence, Jake?"

Jake sighed and rubbed his eyes. This had |long day witten all over it.

*kkkkkhkkkkkx

Amanda cal l ed the Dane Vera Farm | ater that day. Tehsin gave her Colin's
cel - phone number, and she got in contact with himdirectly, just enough of
an accent to fill the phone she noted. He agreed to neet her and the others,
and they quickly arranged a rendezvous at the enpty Conmonweal th Stadi um
parking | ot.

They agreed that since Josh and Amanda had al ready met Bl ake, they woul d
openly nmeet himnow, with Josh's 'sonic sw tchboard' keeping the others

i nformed during the conversation while they observed from vantage points
near by.

His arrival would have been difficult to mss. ABMNZ-3 hurtling into the
parking lot at high speed will get anyone's attention. Colin Blake drew
al ongsi de the pair and stopped.

He stepped out into the cold February sunshine, a grey coat over his suit.
Amanda once again noted the resenbl ance between himand Sir Wlliam and
wondered briefly how many hearts the old man had broken in his heyday as a
secret agent.

Al most in sync with her thoughts, Amanda and the others could hear Josh
quietly "whistling' the song 'Secret Agent Man', thankfully w thout the
Bruce WIllis vocals

"Hello," he said. "I enjoyed your performance |last night."
"Ch, thank you," Amanda replied. "I guess | owe you sone thanks for your
hel p. "

"I got there in the nick of time," Colin said, indicating his watch-gadget.
_Oh fer pete's sake... Josh nmuttered over the sw tchboard.

"So, what have you got for us?"

Colin held up a CD, and flipped it to Josh. "My grandfather had a backup
made of the data that was supposedly lost by the local authorities. The
information is amazingly detail ed: gang nenbership, arrival dates,
transactions, sales locations, processing houses."

"How old is the data?" Josh asked.

"It cuts off in mid-January. There were two men responsible for the worst
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part of the drug smuggling, or nore precisely, the |aundering of the drug
nmoney. Herschel Ellis and Howard Morten, of Bank One and National City
Bank. "

"What did you nean 'were'?"

"Howard Morten is dead. Small plane crash off the Florida Keys. His pilot
was trying to elude a Navy fighter running picket duty over one of the nore

active drug lanes into the United States. |'ve been in contact with a couple
of people famliar with the |evel of noney |aundering Herschel Ellis would
have to be doing; he'll be back in the country for one |ast big shipnment,

then it's off to sonme friendly Caribbean island without an extradition
treaty."

"So do we have enough on this disk to bust hinP"

"Maybe. O, we go for the sure thing, catch himin the act at the delivery
point tonight." Colin reached back into the BMN and pulled out a | aptop, and
asked for the CD fromJosh. "A lot of the informati on about where deliveries
woul d take place was encrypted. Grandfather worked out the code and

di scovered the | ocations were keyed to the specific GPS naps for Lexington.
The delivery tonight will take place here." He points to a |l ocation on the
GPS nmaps on his |aptop

"The Red Mle."

"Harness racing park, is it?" Colin asks. Amanda nods, and he conti nues.
"They' Il use two trucks and two cars. Drugs in the trucks, noney in the
cars. Drivers trade places, and everyone |leaves. It all takes place within
30 seconds. Drugs are verified, probably with some sort of chem cal sensor,
money gets transferred electronically, and everyone goes their nerry way."

"Are you sure," Ananda asked, "that Ellis will be there?"
"Tonight's delivery is the difference between freedomand jail for him ny
contacts have advised ne. | can't imagine himnot being there.” Colin turns

to Amanda, and | ooks her in the eye. "This could be very dangerous."

"So can |, Mster Blake. Let's make our plans to shut this kingpin down for
good. "

Back to the turns page.
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