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ItwasearlyinthemorningwhenIreceivedtheemail.InfactitcameinbeforeIwasevenup;one
oftheperksofbeingabletosetmyownhoursisIdon’thavetogetupbeforeIwantto.Well,
mostly;Istillhavedeadlines,butthey’reusuallyflexible.ThiswasaperkIwasreallylearningto
appreciatethatcomeswithbeinganewly-appointedagentforaninter-dimensionalorganization.
I’dbeenbackonEarthforaboutamonthsincemyinductionintotheDimensionalInvestigation
Federation.Inthattime,I’dbeengivenafew fairlysimplejobstocutmyteethon,compiling
profilesonpeople,businessesandorganizationsthefederationconsideredofinterest.Theywere
nothingspecial;legworkthelikesofwhichI’vedonebeforeforclientswhoneededtoconduct
backgroundchecks.I’ddevelopedaknackforcomingupwithabelievablestoryforwhenI
neededtoquestionpeople,claimingtobegatheringinputforastudybeingdonebythisorthat
companyorfoundation,thendroppingthenameofoneofthedummyorganizationstheDIFset
up;ithadplenty,andthefederationcontactswhoactedasitsrepresentativeswereaccustomed
tobackingupfieldagents’stories.
Thatmorning,theskywasdullandovercast,thekindofweatherthatmakesyouwanttosleepin
abit.IslappedmysnoozebuttonacoupleoftimesbeforefinallydecidingIdidn’twantto
encouragemyselftobecomeaself-indulgentlumpanymorethanIusuallydo.30minutesona
verticalclimberworkoutmachinewasfollowedbymyusualmorningroutine.Idroppedintomy
deskchairatmycomputer,aglassoficedteainthecoasternexttome,asIbroughtupmyemail
app.Thetypicalinvoicesforbillpaymentsassailedme;thankGodmoreofthosecouldbereliably
automatedthesedays,thoughIstillwantedtoreceivenoticeemailssoIwouldn’tgetcomplacent
abouthowmuchmoneywasgettingsuckedoutofmybankaccount.
Iwasaddingsomenewspam accountstomyblocklistwhenIsawthepriority-markedmessage.
Itwasfrom Y’tona,aDIFassignmentdispatcherwhowasoneofmyregularcontacts.I’donlymet
him inpersononce.WellIsayhim…Y’tonasaidthatwasthegendermostfamiliartomethathe
identifiedwith.Hispeopleweren’tthatconcernedaboutgender,asitdidn’tplayanysortofrolein
theirsocietyorreproduction;Iguesswhenyou’resentientenergybeingsthatform physical
bodiesbyanimatingminerals(volcanicsandbeingthemostpopularforitsabilitytobemolded)
youdon’tspendmuchtimeworryingaboutthosekindsofthings.
“Mr.Fang,”Y’tonawrote,alwaystheformalsort,“We’vebeenpleasedwiththeresultsofyour
workthusfar.Now,wehaveyourfirst,nopunintended,largescaleassignment.Isaynopun,
becausewe’vereceivedwordfrom ourotherfieldagentsinyourregionabouttheincreasing
hostileactivityofindividualsofabnormallylargesizes;‘macros’Ibelieveisthecolloquialterm.
TheDIFisconcernedaboutthisupswinginmacrohostility,aswellastheirincreasingnumbers.
Notonlyareweworriedaboutthegeneralpublicsafety,we’realsoconcernedaboutanti-macro
sentimentgrowingagainstthosewhohaven’tcommittedanyhostilitythemselves,aswellasthe
potentialforthisphenomenontospreadbeyondSol-3,orEarthasyouandothersstillcallit,since
thecausesaren’timmediatelyidentifiable.”
“Therefore,yourassignmentistocompileareportonthegrowing(again,nopunintended)macro
phenomenon;gatheranecdotalandexperttestimony,andsearchforevidenceofthecauseofthe
surgeinviolenceandthemacropopulationingeneral.Beadvised;dependingontheevidenceyou
find,wemayrequireyoutotakedirectactiontoaddressthecause(s);keepusinformedonyour
progressregardingtheinvestigationintotheinstigatingfactors.
Yoursrespectfully,
Y’tona.”
Isatbackinmychairandsteepledmyfingersinfrontofmymuzzle.I’dbeenhearingonsocial
mediaandreadinginthenewsabouttheuptickY’tonawastalkingabout.Ithadbeenslowly
buildingupaboutthreeyearsbeforeIwaszappedtoDIFheadquarters;inthattimetheestimated
macropopulationonmyplanethadnearlytripled.Mostofthem wereconsidered“smallscale”
macros,butsizeisrelative,andit’shardtocallsomeone50feettallpetite.WhileEarthwasno
strangertomacros,eveninmyday,theygenerallyweren’tthisnumerous.Itdidn’thelpthatmost
ofthesenewmacroswerebehavinglikerampagingkaijufrom somecheesy70’sfilm from Japan.
Canmephian construction companies were helping augmentthe Terran ones in rebuilding
infrastructurewhenitwasdamagedordestroyed,butitwashard-pressedtokeepup.



LikemanycasesI’vetakenon,Ibeganmyworkbygatheringasmuchbackgroundinformationas
Icould.Thebiggestsurgeofopenlymaliciousmacroattacksapparentlystartedseveralmonths
prior,andhadbeengrowingsteadilyinnumberandfrequency.Theywerealsobecomingmore
widespread;themostrecentnewsreportsofthem camefrom thewest,midwest,eastcoast,
evensomefrom CanadaandSouthAmerica.Theredidn’tseem tobeany connectingthread
betweenthem from physicalevidence;theywereallmannerofspecies,genderandnationality.
Whileanumberofthem didn’thaverecordedidentities–eyewitnessesclaimingtheyappearedto
bedrifters,squattersorvagrants–otherswereknownresidentsoftheareasinwhichthey’d
goneonarampage.Itwasstrange.
Diggingthroughtheolderreports,onethingwasfairlyobvious;theearliestreports,thepointfrom
whichthis,forlackofabetterterm,outbreakseemedtobecomingwasaplacecalledKingdom
City;asizeablemetropolitanarea,from thelookofit.AfterIcompiledcopiesofthenewsreports
andbeganadraftofmyreportwiththebackgroundinfoI’ddugup,Idecidedtostartfrom the
outsideandworkmywayin,investigatethemostrecentincidentsandthenworkbacktowards
whatlookedlikethesource.
“Bestwaytohandlemacros,”Ithoughttomyselfwithaninnerchuckle.“Startfrom thebottom
andworkyourwayup.”
Thebus’sbreaksletoutahissasitcametoastopatthestation.Grabbingmyvaliseandmy
briefcase,Isteppedoffwiththerestofthecrowd;whileIcouldhavetakenmypersonal
spaceshipinfarlesstime,itwouldhavebeenabsurdlyconspicuous.Ialsodidn’treallyfeellike
driving,sincethetriptothelatestreportedmacroattack,a40-foottallalligatorthatsteppedon
severalhousesinasuburb,occurredallthewayinNashville.
Itwasacloudyday,withalightbreezethatwasjustenoughtocauseanythinglooseandfabricto
flapinitslightly;mycoat,forexample,flagsontheirpoles,andtheflapsofthetentsheltersset
upbytheemergencyservicespersonnel.Thesubdivisionwheretherampagehadgoneonwasa
gatedcommunity,itshousesbuiltinneatrowsaroundagolfcourse.Thatgolfcoursewasgoing
tohaveseveralnew,footprint-shapedsandtraps,bythelookofit,asItookacabpastitand
downoneofthecommunitystreetstowardsthecourse’sclubhouse.Theclubhousehadbeen
turnedintotheHQoftherecoverystaff.Peopleinofficial-lookinguniformsweremovinginand
outofthebuildingwithasensethatwasn’tquiteurgency,butmorepurpose;theyhadajobtodo
andtheyweren’tbeingslowaboutit.
“Excuseme,”IsaidtoafemalearmadillowearingapoloshirtwiththeRedCrossonitspocket.
“I’m lookingfortheoperationdirector?”
“Oh,rightinthere,”shesaid,pointingoverhershoulder.“Therhinowearingaballcap,can’tmiss
him.”
“Thanks,”Isaid,steppingthroughtheautomateddoors.Therewerethreepeoplestandinginthe
lobbyoftheclubhouse,thebiggestofwhichwasarhinowithabodybuilderphysique,wearinga
yellowvestwithreflectivetapeonit.Atabletinonehand,hewasgivingdirectionstotheother
twopeoplewithhim.Igavethem timetofinishupbeforeintroducingmyself,explainingmy
purpose,andaskingtospeakwithanywitnessesoftherampage.Therhinosuggestedacouple
familiesIcouldtalkwith,andshowedmetheirhousesonamapofthesuburb.
Thatis,amapofwheretherehouses-used-tobe.
ItwasonlyashortwalktothefirstofthetwolotsI’dbeendirectedto.Likeanumberofthe
parcelsaroundit,thelotcontainedalargetentsetupinthefrontyard,somethinglikeyou’dsee
setupforasmalloutdoorgathering,notjustacampingtrip.Italsocontained,againlikeother
lotsaroundit,whatusedtobeahouse,thestructurenowreducedtosplinteredwood,shattered
masonryandpersonalbelongingsscatteredorobliterated.
“Hello?”Isaid,duckingmyheaddowntolookthroughthefrontflapofthetent.Inside,Isawa
femaleskunksittingonacot,readingwhilewhatIpresumedwerehergrade-school-agesonand
daughtersatatafold-outtable,rollingdicewhileplayingaboardgame.
“Ohhello,”themothersaid,lookingupfrom herbook,“CanIhelpyou?”
“Ihopeso,”Isaid,steppinginsideandextendingahand.“Myname’sMikeFang;I’m doing
researchforaprivatethinktankontherecentmacroattacks.Iwashopingtoaskyousome
questionsabouttheonethathappenedhere.”
“Ofcourse,”shesaid,puttingabookmarkinthepaperbackshewasholding.“Myhusbandshould
bebacksoonifyouwantedtotalkwith…”



“Somebodymentionme?”saidavoicejustbehindme.Iturnedandsawamaleskunkinaworn-
open,short-sleeveshirtwithawhiteundershirtbeneathitandbluejeans.Hehadabanker’sbox
inhishands,containingvariouspersonalbelongings;itlookedlikehe’dbeengoingthroughthe
debristhathadoncebeenhisfamily’shome,tryingtosalvagewhathecould.
Sittingdownwiththehusbandandwife,Istartedpiecingtogetheranaccountoftheirexperience.
Ithadhappenedaboutaweekprior;boththekidshadbeenatschool(whichtheparentswere
verythankfulfor),andboththeparentshadbeenathome,doingsomeredecorating,whenthey
suddenlyheardandfeltseveralthunderoustremorsthatgrewinvolumeandintensity.
“Weknew itwasn’tanearthquake,”thehusbandsaid,“andthereisn’tamilitarybaseanywhere
nearby,soweknew itwasn’tanykindofpracticedrills.Noconstructiongoingonaroundhere,
either.”
Thecouplehadlookedouttheirfrontwindow;acolossalalligator,nearlyreachingtheheightof
thenearbywatertower,wasmarchingtowardstheirsuburb.Hewasdeckedinratty-looking
clothingthatmadehim lookdistinctlylikeavagrant,andhadanastygrimaceonhisface.
“Hewas…”thewifesaid,thenletoutaslowbreathandshookherhead,“WellIguessmonstrous
istheonlywordIcanthinkof.”
“Whendiditbecomeclearhewashostile?”Iasked,flickingmypenbetweenmyfingersasI
turnedanotherpageinmynotepad.Thehusbandletoutamirthlesschuffofalaugh.
“Whenhehauledbackafistandpunchedaholeinthewatertower,”hesaid.
Anemergencysirenhadbegunblaringbythetimethegatorhadreachedthesuburb,smashing
thegatewithonestompofhisfoot.Heproceededtostomphiswaythroughthehouses;he
wouldrandomlyturntowardsone,andwithinsaneglee,wouldjumpontopofonewithbothfeet,
smashingthroughtheroof,thenrepeatedlyjumpontheremainingstandingwallswithground-
shakingimpacts.
“Itwaslikewatchingsomebrattykidatthebeachstomponasandcastle,”thehusbandsaid,
shakinghishead.
“Geeze,”Isaid,continuingtotakenotes.
“Ohitonlygotworse,”Thewifesaid.“Ourneighbordownthestreet,NedHollinson….”
“OhGod,poorNed…”thehusbandsaid,suckingapainedbreathbetweenclenchedteeth.Atmy
prompting,theyexplainedthatoneoftheirneighbors,seeingthemalevolentreptile,decidedto
makeabreakforit,andjumpedinhisSUV.Butthegatorheardhisengineturnover.Ihadto
winceasIimaginedbeinginHollinson’sposition,whenthegatorboundedinfrontofhiscar,
swungitstailandsentitbarrel-rollingacrosstheblacktop,smashingbackintohisgarageand
throughthebackwall.
“It’samiracleNeddidn’tgetkilled,”thewifesaid.“Butlastweheard,hewasstillincritical
conditioninthehospital.”
Thatwaswhenthegatorturneditssightsonthecouple’shouse.Therewasaterrifyingmoment
whentheydidn’tknow whattodo,thensuddenlytheyrememberedthebasement.Theyboth
madeitjustintimeastheyheardtheirroofcrackingandsnappingunderthegator’sweight.After
that,alltheyhadtogobywasthesoundscomingfrom outside;huddledinthedark,theyheld
eachotherastheyheardtheirhousebeingsmashedtotheground.Atleasttwomorehouses,by
thesoundofit,weredemolishedbeforetheyheardtherumbleofvehiclesapproaching.The
soundoffirearmscamefrom thestreets,eventuallyculminatinginadeath-bellowthatmadethe
marrow freezeintheirbones,followedbyanalmightycrashthattheyfearedwouldcausethe
ruinsoftheirhousetocaveinonthem.
“Thatmusthavebeenwhenthegatorhittheground,”thehusbandsaid,leaningbackinhis
foldingchair.“Afterthat,weweretrappedinthebasementforthreehours;theNationalGuardgot
tousbythenanddugusoutoftherubble.”
Withthisanecdotalaccountwrittendown,Iaskedthecoupleafew brieffollow-upquestions;
apparentlythegatorhadbeenacompletestranger,andhadn’tbeennoticedbeforeintheareaby
eitherofthem ormentionedbyanyoftheirneighbors.Therealsohadn’tbeenanywarningsor
alertsofhostilemacrosintheareapriortothereptile’srampage.
Thankingthecouple,Ileftthem togetbacktosiftingthroughwhatusedtobetheirhouse,going
tospeakwiththesecondpersontheEmergencyResponsechiefhadpointedmetoward.Ifound
him,acheetahwithhisarm inasling,watchinganemergencyengineeringcrew ofTerranand
CanmephianworkmenclearingawaydebrisonwhatIpresumewashisownproperty.The



cheetah’sstorywasmuchthesameastheskunkcouple’s;he’djustarrivedhomefrom work
whenthegatorappearedfrom overthehillandgavehishousethesandcastletreatment.He’d
beenhalfinandoutofhiscar,sowhilethegatorwasoccupied,heboltedonfoot,ratherthan
attractattentionstartinghiscarbackup.Itprobablywouldhaveworked,butforanerrantflickof
thealligator’stailthatcaughthim andknockedhim agood20feet.Hewasfoundunconsciouson
someoneelse’slawnbytheEMT’s,fortunatelywithnothingworsethanabrokenarm forhis
trouble.
SatisfiedIhadadecenteyewitnessaccountoftheincident,IgotintouchwiththeNationalGuard
tofindoutwhattheyhadtosay.Apparentlytheinitialinvestigation,whichwasongoing,hadn’t
turnedupanysortofidentityforthegator.Hewaspresumedtobeavagrant,goingbyhisshabby
getup,andhadonlybeennoticedbyacouplebeatcops,loiteringaroundtown.Anautopsyand
medicaltestswerealsoongoing,butinitialresultsonbasicbiologicalscansshowedthathis
macrophilenaturewasn’tnatural;somebodyorsomethinghaddonesomeworkonhim.
Withsupervision,Iwasgrantedaviewingofthebodyandtotakephotographsformyreport.I
hadtogetitgreenlitbytheirtopbrass,butmylocalDIFconnectionsknewalltherightthingsto
saytoconvincethem itwouldn’tdoanyharm.Thegator’sbodyhadbeenmovedtoalocalairfield;
thesmallrunway,normallyusedforprivateaircraft,madeasuitableflatsurfacetosetupalarge
medicaltentso theycouldexaminetheremains.Canmephiancoroners,alongwithTerran
scientistsusingroboticframestocompensatefortheirsmallersize,weregoingoverthebody
withscanners,probes,andlargepiecesofindustrialequipmentbeingusedinplaceofsurgical
tools.ThesightmademeimmediatelythinkofGulliverandhisencounterwiththeLilliputians.
However,ifGulliverhadlookedtothetinykingdom likethereptilelookedtome,Idoubtthey
would’veriskedlettinghim wakeup.Itdidn’ttakeamedicaldegreetoseethattherewas
somethingdecidedlywrongwithhim;hisscaleshadgrownoutinseveralplacesinuneven,
twistingspikes,hishandshadsproutedlong,curvingclaws,andfrom hisbackwereasetofsix
appendagesthatdidn’tlookevenslightlyreptilian;theirexoskeletalcoveringsmadethem lookfar
morelikeinsectorarachnidlimbs.
I’veseencorpsesbefore,butfewhavegivenmethesenseofuneasethatIhadfrom thatgiant
cadaver.Goingaroundascaffoldingerectedaroundthebody.Itookpicturesfrom allfoursides.
AsIclimbeddown,Iglancedtothesideatthebody;Igotavaguesenseoffamiliarityfrom it…and
Ididn’tlikeit.
MyjourneytowardsKingdom Citywasfilledwithinterviewsandexaminationsthatwerevery
similartomyfirst.IhadnineadditionalstopsbeforeIreachedthemetropolis.Ineachone,the
storywasnearlythesame;astrangertotheareasuddenlyturnedmacro,shortlyafterarriving,
andwouldgoonarampage.Whiletheincidentsdidn’tseem tohavedirectconnections,theMO’s
andcircumstancesweretoosimilartoignore.WhilesittingonthebustoKingdom City,Iwent
overmynotes.AllthevariousmacroshadwhatIcouldonlycallmutationsordeformities;
unhealthylookinggrowthsorlimbsshapedallwrong,additionallimbsthat,whilehealthyenough,
wereobviouslyunnaturaltothemacro’sgivenspecies.I’dseenmixesofreptile,mammal,
arthropodandavian,mostinwaysthatlackedanykindofelegance.Therehad,however,been
twoexceptions;acolossalfemalewolfthathadabat’swings,inawaythatseemed,ifnotnatural,
atleasthealthy,andahorsewithmultifacetedarthropodeyesandantennaethatactuallylooked
wellformed,nottwistedorinfected.However,thathadn’tstoppedthem from beingdecidedly
hostile.
Asskimmedovermyobservationsonmytablet,anotheroddpatternstruckme.Ineachinstance,
thefurtherfrom Kingdom Citytheincidents,thelargerthemacrosinvolvedtendedtobe.
“Soifthiscity-is-thesourceofthehostilemacros,”Imusedtomyself,“thenit’slikethelonger
theyholdoffbeforetransforming,thebiggertheycanget,likethey’rebuildinguptheirstrength
beforeunleashingit.‘Coursetheremaybeanentirelydifferentreason.”
Mybusrumbledtoastopatthestation,andIpackedupmytablet,mixingintothecrowdofother
passengers.Kingdom Citylookedtobeanaveragesortofurbanarea;tightlypackedbuildings,
advertisementsallovertheplace,districtswhereparticulartypesofpeopleorbusinessestended
tocluster.Icheckedmyselfintoaninexpensive-lookingmotelandbeganfiguringoutmynext
move.Thisplacehavinghadtheearliestandmostnumerousmacroincidents,anyonewho’d
beendiggingintoitlikeIhadwouldlikelyhavethemostlong-term info.Theonlyquestionwas,
who’dbedoingthatsortofstudy?



Idecided,likewithmypreviousinvestigations,tostartoffwiththeEmergencyServices;nobody
bettertotellyouwhatwasfoundatthescenethanthefirstresponders.Iwoundupleaving
messagesforboththeChiefofPoliceandtheFire/EMSdepartment.Inthemeantime,Itook
sometimetowanderaroundthecity.Foraplacethathadbeenplaguedwitharashofviolent,
giganticcreaturesoutofalate70’sJapanesemovie,theplaceseemedtobehandlingitpretty
well.Thereweremorethanafewconstructioncrewsdoingrepairs,butfrom theremarkablyfast
datesofexpectedcompletionpostedonthetemporaryfencingaroundthesites,itseemedlike
experienceandrepetitionhadbeeneffectiveteachers.IsuspectedabitofCanmephiantechto
backthem uphelpedtoo.
WalkingthroughwhatappearedtobeKingdom City’sequivalenttoChinatown,Icameacrossan
outdooreatery.Thesmellsofstirfry,steamingvegetablesandwok-searedmeatremindedmeI
hadn’teatenallday;anearlydinnerseemedinorder.Steppingundertheawning,Isatdownat
oneofseveralcirculardiner-likeseatsandwaitedforoneofthecookstogettome,scanningthe
menuwhileIdid.
“Welcome!”saidapaper-hat-adornedchow-chow,rubbinghishandswithatowelanddrapingit
overhisshoulder.HisthickChineseaccentaddedtheperfecttouch.“WhatcanIgetforyou?”
“I’llhaveoneorderofpotstickersand…asmallporklomein,”Isaid,settingdownthemenuand
takingapairofchopsticksoutofaplasticcuponthecounterinfrontofme.Thechow-chow
turnedandsaidsomethinginrapidChinesetoanothercook,andstartedtossingingredientsonto
aMongoliangrillwithspeedanddeftnessofhandthatbeliedyearsofpractice.Noodleswere
drizzledinoil,alongwithslicedpork,bambooshoots,carrotslices,shreddedcabbageandother
ingredients,whiledumplingswereputintoabamboosteamerandsetoverakettleofboiling
water.MydinnerwasdoneandIslidmycredstickintoapaymentslotjustasmyphonerang.
“MikeFang,”IsaidasIputapotstickerintomymuzzle;whenI’m hungry,aphonecalldoesn’tget
inthewayofmyappetite.
“Mr.Fang,thisisPoliceChiefDunaway,”afemalevoicesaidontheotherend.

“Ahchief,”Isaid,swallowingbeforeopeningmymuzzleagain.“Appreciateyoucallingmeback.
I’m aprivateinvestigatorhiredtodoresearchontherecentmacroattacks;Iwashopingyou
mightbeabletopointmeinthedirectionofwhoeverhasbeengatheringinformationonthe
attackshereinKingdom City.”
“Well,there’sprobablybeenacouplethinktanksthathavehadtheirfieldcrewsoutandabout,”
thechiefsaidasIcontinuedtoeat.“Althoughifit’scomprehensivedatayou’relookingfor,Ithink
thebestpeopletotalktowouldbetheHellions.”
“Andwhomighttheybe?”Iasked,twirlingnoodlesaroundmychopsticksandstuffingthem inmy
muzzle.
“Agroupofmercenariesspecializinginrapidresponsetohostilemacros,”thechiefsaid.“They’ve
gottheirmainofficejustoutsidethecity;they’vebeenrespondingtothemajorityofourincidents
sincethecitycouncilsignedalong-term contractwiththem.”
“Gotcha,”Isaid.“TheydosoundlikethepeopleI’dneedtospeakwith.Canyougivemean
addressoraphonenumberfortheiroffice?”Iscribbleddownbothaddressandnumberintomy
pocketnotebook;doesn’tmatterhowfardigitaltechnologygoes,sometimesold-fashionedpen
andpaperarethequickestandeasiestthingstouse.
IwashalfwaydonewithmyfoodwhenIfeltthefirsttremor.I’dbeenreachingformywatercup
whenitbouncedawayfrom myhand,anechoingBRRRUUUMMM comingfrom behindme,some
distanceawaydown thepaved corridorbetween two buildings.AnotherBRRRRUUUUMMM
followedit.
“Uhoh,”Imuttered.Thehaironthebackofmyneckstartedtostandup.Slowly,Iturnedinmy
seatandlookedbehindme.Screamingvoicesinthedistanceweregettingcloser,andpeople
wererunningpastthefarmouthofthecorridorwhereitmetthethreeothersbetweenother
buildingsinacrossshapedintersection.Peopleinmyowncorridorwerebackingaway,quickly
runninginsidebuildings,storm shuttersdroppingdownovershopdoorwaystotryandmakeuse
ofwhatlittleprotectiontheymightafford.Idrewmyplasmablasterandrantothecornerofthe
leftbuildingonmyendofthecorridor.Sparksflewthroughtheaironthefarsideasaneonsign
wassnappedoffabuildingbythepassageofacolossalfemalebadger.Wellbuilt,yetstill
femininewithgenerous“assets”,Ifeltamildtwingeofregret.



“Shit,shelookslikethetypeI’dinviteoutforcoffee,”Ithought,“thatis,ifsheweren’taderanged,
gargantuanpsychopath.”Thebadgerwaswearingwhatlookedliketheshreddedremainsof
athletictapearoundherforearmsandshinsneartheankles,aswellastheremainsofahoodie
withthesleevescutoff,wornopentoexposeherotherwisebaretorso.Sheworeamalevolent
grinonherfaceasshestompedherwaytowardstheremainsofthecrowd,hugefootpaws
crushingthetilesofthecorridor,smashingpublicbenchesandreducingcementtrashcan
holderstopowderandbentmetal.
Usingthesideofthebuildingforcover,Icockedthehammerofmyblasterandtookaim,the
chamberpre-heatingitsfirstshot.Apullofthetriggersentasearinghotboltofplasmafrom my
sidearm,theheatventingmakingitbuckinmyhandsthesamewayaconventionalfirearm would
kickback.However,I’dforgottentofollow thebadgerwoman’smovementwithmyaim;where
herheadwasamomentagowassoonwherehershoulderswere.Theblasthitherinthecollar
bone,causingthebadgerletoutasharpcryofpainassheclappedahandtothespotwhereithit.
Athersize,theboltprobablyfeltlikegettingstuckwithafinishingnail,butitwouldhavebeena
glowinghotfinishingnail.
Thebadgerwomanturnedherattentioninmydirection,hergazesearchingforwherethesource
ofpainhadcomefrom.Icockedmyblasterandtookaim again,whenshespottedme.
“SHIT…,”Ihissedthroughmyteeth;thesightofthegiantbadger’seyeslightingupasshezeroed
inonmemademeflinch.Iduckedbackbehindthesideofthebuilding,tryingtothinkwhattodo
next.Butasitturnedout,myhidingspotwasn’tquitesosecureasIthought.There’dbeena
touristguidekioskinthecorridor;astout,sturdynumbertoprovidevisitorswithguidance.The
badgerwoman,orsoIwastoldlater,hauledbackwithonelegandpuntedthatkiosk,tearingitoff
itsfoundation,sendingitendoverendtocrashintothesideofthebuildingIwasbehind.Agood
chunkofthecornerwassmashedoffintheimpact,sendingmestumblingandsprawlingtothe
sidewalk,careeningoffastoneflowerplanter,wackingmyshoulderpainfullyasIhittheground.
Irolledoveronmyback,clutchingmythrobbingupperarm.Thebadgerwasgettingcloser,
bearingdownonmewithredoubledspeed,herthunderousfootfallsmakingthegroundvibrate.I
startedtoraiseupmysidearm againasshedrewcloseenoughtoloom overme,raisedfootpaw
readytoturnmeintoagreasysmearonhersole.
Aloudwhistlelikeyou’dexpectfrom asteam locomotivesuddenlycutthroughtheair.Bothour
attentionswerearrested,asthebadgerwomanputherfootpaw backdown,lookingoverher
shoulder,asItiltedmyheadupfurthertoseebackdownthecorridorbehindher.
“Heycranky!”aloudvoicecalled.Standingaboutaquarterofthewayinfrom thefarendofthe
corridorstoodacolossalwhitecat.Amaneofbluehairadornedherhead,andapairofrubyred
eyesglitteredinherface,justoverafelinemuzzlethathadagrim,determinedhalf-grinonit.The
catwasbuiltmuchlikethebadger,onlyshewasactuallymoregenerouslyendowed,her“upper
shelfspace”cladinaredsportstopthatdisplayedsomegenerouscleavage.Herhandswereon
herhips,andafewbeltsaroundherforearmsandlegsholdingcylindricalcontainersofsomesort.
Abeltaroundherwaisthadanumberofpouchesonit,overwhatlookedtobeaswimsuitbottom.
Large,fluffytuftsofthickerfuradornedherforearmsandshins,aswellashershoulders.Onher
backappearedtobeapairofmetaleskrimasticks.
“Youlookingforadancepartner?”thecatsaid,cockingherheadtooneside.Thebadgerdidn’t
respondverbally,butsheturnedtofacethecatfully,punchingonehandintothepalm ofthe
other.Thecatgotadevilishsmileonherface.
“…thenI’lllead,”shesaid,lacingherfingerstogetherandstretchingherarms.Thecattook
severalstepsinourdirection,asassylittleswaytoherhips.Thebadger,ontheotherhand,
stompedinherdirectionlikealumberingoaf,hauledbackanobviouspunchandswungrightat
thecat’shead.Eventhemostamateurbrawlerwouldhaveseenitcoming,andthiscatappeared
tobeanythingbutamateur.Sheliterallybentoverbackwards,doingabackwardflipworthyofan
Olympicgymnast,herfootpawsgoingupandcatchingthebadgeronthechin,oneaftertheother,
sendingherstaggeringbackward.I’dmanagedtoscrambletomyfootpawsintimeanddarted
outofthewayasthebadgerlandedonherasswithwhatfeltlikeatleasta2ontheRichterscale.
“Heeheehee!”EvenIhadtoblinkatthesoundofthecat’sdelightfullymischievousgiggle.Even
athersize,itsoundedhighpitchedandplayful.Thebadger,however,didn’tappreciateitsomuch,
asshesnarledwithagutturaltone,gettingonallfoursbeforebull-rushingatthecat,arms
outstretchedtocatchher.Butonceagainthefelinewasreadyforheropponent.Sheleapedup



intotheair,doingamid-airsplitasshegrabbedthebadger’sshoulders.
“Leapfrog!”thecatsaid,bouncingoverthebadgerandlandingneatlybehindher.Thebadger
skiddedtoahalt,sendingwalkwaytilesflying,butonlymanagedtostopintimetocatcha
backhandacrossthechopsasthecatdidaspinonhertoestofaceheropponentagain.The
badgertookahalf-stepback,thensnappedhereyesopen,glaringatthecat,whowasstill
grinningimpishlyather“dancepartner.”Butthat’swhenthebadgerdecidedtochangethetempo.
I’dbeenwatchingthiswholeexchangewithsomeamazement.Iwasn’tsurewhattomakeofit,
butjudgingbythegetupthefelinehadon,IhadasneakingsuspicionI’dlocatedoneofthe
Hellions.Tomeitlookedlikeshehadthesituationwellinhand,andIdidn’tthinkIshould
interferewithaprofessionalatwork.However,Icouldn’tmisshowhergrindroppedoffherface
asthebadgerstartedtochange.Withasickeningcrackingsound,long,bonyspikesbeganto
extendfrom betweenherknucklesgrowingtonolessthanwhatwouldbeafootlongonan
average-sizedperson’shands,lookingjaggedandsharp.Thebadgercurledherlipsback,andas
sheopenedhermouth,Icouldseerowsofshark-liketeethinthejawsthatopenedontoathroat
from whichfireylightwascoming.
Thecatreachedoverhershouldersandgrabbedtheendsofthesticksonherback,drawingthem
asshedidafastsquat.Asulfuroussmellcamefrom thefireballthatblew from thebadger’s
muzzle,goingjustoverthefeline’shead.CrossinghersticksinanX,thecatlungedupward,
thrustingherweaponsforwardtostrikethebadgerinthethroatjustbelow thechin.That
snappedherjawsshutandstaggeredherback,clutchingatherneckandlettingoutrasping,
hackingcoughsthatsoundedlikeatractortrailerdownshifting.
Beforeitseemedlikethecathadbeenplaying;now shewasallbusiness.Thebadgerclosed
rankswithherfast,andthetwoofthem startedsluggingitout.Thebadgerfoughtlikeacrazed
animal,slashingwithherjaggedspikeswithcrazedfrenzyinhereyes.Thecat,however,looked
calm butdeadlyserious,usingherstickstorapidlydeflectblowsandgivethebadgeracrackto
theheadorshoulderswhenevershecould.Butthebadger’sfurydidn’tseem toletherdo
anythingmorethanthat;shewasclearlyonthedefensivenow,andeverysooftenaslashwould
clipheracrossthesideoronthearm.Shedidn’tseem phasedbyit,notevenflinchingwhenshe
startedbleeding,butnomatterhowmuchherpainthresholdmightbe,Iknewnobodycouldtake
gettingnickel-and-dimedforever,andthebadgerseemedtohaveinsaneendurance.
Ididn’tdaregettooclosetothecolossaldust-upgoingoninfrontofme,whichmademylineof
sightratherlimited.However,Isawonegoodtarget;dartingtoamoreadvantageousposition,as
closeasIdaredtoget,Itooksteadyaim,heldmybreath.
“MindifIcutin?!”Isaidloudly,andsqueezedthetrigger.Thebadgertookanotherplasmabolt
from me,thisonerighttoherknee.Sheletoutanotherhowlofpain,ahandgrabbingherlegasit
buckledslightly,givingthefelineachancetoraiseupbothfightingsticksandclapthem together
onthebadger’supperarms.Thebadgerletoutanotherroar,handsgoingtoherarmsnowwith
whatmusthavebeenafracturingblow.
“Let’smixthisupsomemore!”Thecatsaid;shebroughtherfightingstickstogether,oneend
againsttheother,and twisted them in a waythatletouta loud,metallicCLANK!Isaw
immediatelythatshe’dputthem togethertoform astaff,whichshetwirledbetweenherhands,
thrustingoneendbetweenthebadger’slegsandsweepingheroffhergoodleg,sendingherto
thegroundagain.Thefelinespunherstaffupoverherhead,slidhergripdowntowardsoneend,
andbroughtthestaffdownonthebadger’sheadwitharesoundingTHWACK!Thebadgerwent
downflat,sprawledoutonthecorridorfloor,eyesrolledupinherhead,lettingofflittletwitches.
Thecatgaveherstaffonelasttwirl,leaningitupagainstonebuilding.Reachingontoherbelt,she
pulledoffwhatlookedtobealargeradiocommunicator.“Hetzer,thisisWyld,areyouthere?”
Curious,Isteppedabitclosertoseewhatwasgoingon,asthecatturnedherprofiletoher
downedopponent.“Yeah,I’vegottheChinatownincidentwrappedup…yep,Iwasabletocatch
onelivethistime.HowlongwouldittakeMishtomakeitouthere?”
Asthefelinewaitedforaresponse,Iglancedaroundatthedestruction.Thecorridoritselfwasa
mess;decorativetilewalkwayshadbeensmashedtobitsunderthestompingmacros;other
decorativefeaturesweresimilarlyinruins;stoneflowerpotsinpieces,afountaininthecenter
nowreducedtoabrokenwaterpipesprayingintotheair,signsthathadhungoffofbuildingsnow
reducedtoshatteredneontubingandtwistedscrap.Iletoutaslowbreath.Thenthesoundof
shiftingmasonrycaughtmyear.Isnappedmyattentionbacktothebadger.Herrolledbackeyes



slidintofocusagain,thenturnedtowardsthecat.Myowneyeswidenedasshepushedherself
upontoherelbow,andIsawthesulfuroussmokestarttobuildinhermawagain!
“LOOKOUT!”Iyelled,raisingupmyblasteragain.Thebadger,barelypayingmeanymindthistime,
swattedatmewithagesturethatwasmoreannoyancethangenuineanger.Thatwasreserved
forthecat.Thebadgercaughtmewiththeflickofherhand;itwaslikegettingtackledbya
professionalfootballplayeratfulltilt,sendingmeslammingintothestorefrontbehindme,
overturningatableoforientalsculpturesthathadmanagedtoescapeunscathedtothatpoint.I
wassprawledoutinthewreckageI’djusthelpedmake,clenchingmyteethasIcrackedopenan
eyelid.Thecathatturnedsharply,andcaughtsightofthebadgerabouttospewfireagain!The
felinesweptupacurvedsectionofmetallicbuildingfaçadeandhelditinfrontofherasashield.
Thistime,thebadgerspewedoutasulfuricstream offlamesthathittheimprovisedshield;it
musthavebeenlessofajet-engineblastandmorelikespewedfuelsetonfire.That’stheonly
reasonIcouldthinkof,astheflamesslidalongthecurvedmetalandweresentbackatthe
badger’shead,engulfingitintheburningstream.Asthecatslowlyloweredhershield,shewinced
asshesawthebadger’snowskeletalhead,burninglikeshewasdoingaGhostRiderimpression,
herbodysettlingbacktothegroundagain.
“Wyld?Wylddoyoureadme?!”avoicesaidfrom theradiothecathaddropped.Shegruntedin
frustrationandpickeditup.
“I’m here.ThatliveoneIsaidIhad?Cancelthat;gotanotheroneforthemeatwagon.”Thecat
hunguphercommunicator.Tsktsktsk’ing,sheshookherheadasshebegantoshrinkbeforemy
eyes.Previouslyjustastallastherampagingbadger,thefelinegotshorterandshorter,then
stoppedataheightthattomelookedlikeshewouldn’thaveanytroublelookinganaverage
Canmephianintheeye.ThisIcaughtoutofthecornerofmyeye,asIwasnowlayingonmyback
amidstthebrokenpotterythatbrokemyimpact.Barely.
“Hey!”Iheardthecatsay.Achingtoobadtodomorethantiltmyheadslightlytooneside,I
watchedasthecatcamecloser,lookingoveratme.“Youalright?!D’youneedmetocallan
ambulance?”
“Ithink…I’llbeokay,”grunted,slowlyraisingupahand.“Mindgivingmeahandup?”
“Sure,”thefelinesaid,grabbingmyhandwithastronggripofherown.“Easynow,nottoofast,
justtellmeifsomethingfeelsbroken.”
“Nnngh!IthinkI’m good,”Igrunted.“Definitelysomebruises,butI’llpullthrough.”Igingerlysatup,
slippingmyblasterbackintoitsholster.Ihadsomedecidedlysorespots,butIwouldmanage.I
alsocouldn’thelpbutnoticethatinthetimesincethebadgermanagedtocutherlast,thecat
seemedtohaverecovered,likeherownwoundshadsealedbackup.
Ipushedmyselfoffthetable.Iwassoreinallfourlimbsandseveralspotsonmyback,butI
didn’tfeelanybleedingandmyheadwasstillclearenoughtofeelthethrobfrom thesmacksI’d
taken.Thisseemedtomakethecatbrightenup.
“Thanksforthehead’supbackthere,”shesaid,handsonherhipsagain.“Andyoudidprettygood
withthatshottotheleg!NicejobforyourfirstwalkontheWyldsyde!”
Iwoundthelastfewnoodlesofmyearlydinneraroundmychopsticksandfinisheditup,tossing
theemptytakeoutcontainerintoanearbytrashcan.I’dcollectedmydinnerfrom thefoodstand
afterithadopenedbackup(likeIsaid,Idon’tletthingsgetinthewayofmyappetitewhenI’m
hungry)and,attherequestofthewhitecatwhocalledherselfWyldsyde,accompaniedherback
totheHellions’basetohelpherwithadebriefingbytheircommander,aguybythenameof
Hetzer.AttherequestoftheHellions,I’llnotgointotoomanydetailsabouttheirlayout,inorder
tonotcompromisetheirsecurity.I’lljustsayfornowthattheirbaseiswell-defendedandwell-
equippedwithbothpara-militaryandscientificfacilities.
Iwaswaitinginaofficebreakroom,listeningtothehum ofthevendingmachinesbehindme
whileIworkedupthefinaldraftofmyreporttotheDIF.IfireditoffjustasWyldreturned,digging
somecoinsoutofoneofherbeltpouches.
“Hetzerwasprettyimpressed,”shesaid,slottinginthechangeandpushingoneofthebuttons.
“Washe?”Isaid,finishingoffthelastofmyownbottledwater.Therattleofacancamefrom the
machine,butthenstoppedpartwaythrough.Wyldraisedaneyebrow,thumpingthesideofher
fistagainstthevendor.
“Yeah,notmanyaverage-sizedfolkswillingtotakeshotsatamacro,”shesaid,puttingherhand
ontopofthemachinethatstillrefusedtogiveupherdrink.Shegaveitacoupleshoves,thetall



cabinet-shapedvendorrockingbackandforth;stillnothing.“Plus,”shesaid,“hedidaquick
backgroundcheckonya.Lookslikeyou’vemadethenews.”
“Eh,onceortwice,”Isaidwithashrug.
“WellwhateverHetzersaw,hesaidtoaskifyou’reinterestedinsigningon,”thecatsaid.Hands
onherhips,Wyldletoutahuff,raisedupafootpaw,andgavethevendingmachineagoodstamp
-kick.Thefrontfaçadesmashedinwardandsodacanswentrollingallovertheplace.
“Frell,”thecatgrumbled.
“WYLD!”thevoiceoftheHellions’humancommandersaid,comingdownthehall.“IFYOUBROKE
ANOTHERONEYOU’REPAYINGFORREPAIRSTHISTIME!”
“Alright,alright…,”thecatsaidwitharollofhereyes.Shescoopedupasodacanofherchoice
andsatdownatthetableacrossfrom me.
“I’m flattered,”Isaid,“Butasitstands,someoneelsehasmeonretainer,andit’saprettybinding
contract.”
“Fair‘nuff,”Wyldsaid,thesodacanlettingoutahissasshesnappedthepull-tabandtookaslug.
“Soyoudonewithyourreportthen?”
“Yep,”Isaid.“Withwhatyourcommanderwasabletoprovideme,IfeltIhadathoroughenough
papertosend‘em.Iwasespeciallysurprisedatwhathesaidyourresearcherhasfoundregarding
themorerecentattacks.”
“Yeah,”Wyldsaid,leaningbackabitinherseat.“We’vesuspectedsomebody’sbeenturning
peopleintothesecrazedmacrosforsometimenow,butthislatestbatch…”
“…geneticallydifferentfrom theearliestsubjects,”Isaidwithanod.“Makesmewonderwhat’s
makingthisnewbatch.Ormoreaccurately,who.”
“Whoeveritis,thelastthingweneedisacopycat,”Wyldsaid,sluggingdownthelastofhersoda.
Sheflattenedthecanagainstherforeheadwithoutsomuchasaflinchandfrisbee-tosseditinto
arecyclingbin.Myattentionwasdrawnbacktomytablet,asachimeinformedmeofanew
email.Itwasfrom theDIF.
“Wow,thatwasfast,”Isaid,openingthemessage.
“Yourclients?”Wyldasked.
“Yyyup,”Isaid.“Seemsthey’velookedovermyreport,and…huh.Looksliketheywantmetostay
onthis.”
“Stayonit?”Wyldsaid,lookingquizzical.
“Yeah…,”Isaid.“Yourfindingsareintriguingandconcerning.Thedangersofasecondunknown
sourceofhostilemacrophilesissomethingwe’vedecidedcan’tgounaddressed.Lookforthe
sourceofthisnew strainbeforeithastimetoestablishitselfandgrow tomatchtheinitial
attacksinscope;you’refreetosubcontractandcooperateasnecessary,butmaintaindiscretion.”
“Heh,soundslikewe’regoingtobeseeingmoreofeachotherafterall,”Wyldsaid;hertailcame
upfrom beneaththetable,curledaroundasecondsodacan,whichshepoppedthetopon.
“Thatwewill,”Isaid.“Infact…Imaynotbeavailabletojoinyourorganizationfulltime,butwhat
wouldyoufolkssay…”
“…topartneringup?”Wyldsaid,takingaslugfrom hersecondsoda.“Idon’tseewhynot!Hetzer’s
gotthefinalsay,butIcan’timaginehim turningyoudown.”
“Itsoundsfinetome,”saidavoicefrom thedoorway.Iturnedinmyseat;Hetzerstoodinthe
door,handsclaspedbehindhisback.Hehadtheclassic“toughguymerc”lookabouthim,with
short-cuthair,5o’clockshadow,andapiercinglooktohiseyesthatbespokeplentyofexperience
inthefield.Steppingintothebreakroom,helookedaroundatthespilledsodacanswithsome
bemusement.
“Mymy,lookwhatsomeoneelseisgoingtocleanup,”hesaid.Wyldrolledhereyesagain.
“Alright,alright,”shesaid,gettingupandgatheringthecans,stackingthem ononeofthe
breakroom tables.Hetzertookoneofthecansoffthetableashesatdownacrossfrom me.
“So,”hesaid,“yourclientsarewillingtoletyoupoolyourresourceswithus?”Inodded.
“Seemsthey’resatisfiedwehavemutualgoals,”Isaid,“andwanttomakesurethisrampaging
macroproblem doesn’tgetanyworsethanitalreadyis.”
JustbehindHetzer,IsawWyldflinch,adejectedfrowntuggingatonecornerofhermouth,eyes
lookingdownandofftotheside.Ifeltatwingeofcuriosity.
“SomethingwrongMs.Syde?”Iasked.Thecatlookedovertomeandgavemeasmilethatwasa
littleonthesadside.



“Oh,callmeWyld,”shesaid.“Andwell…it’skindofasorespotforme,thebadrepmacroshave,
especiallybeingone.”
“Ohhyeah…,”Isaid,feelingapangofembarrassmentandguilt.“Sorry,Iknow it’snotfairto
generalize,but…”
“Oh,believeme,Iunderstand,”Wyldsaid,crossingherarmsandleaningagainstthewall.“And
that’swhatmakesitso…shameful.It’snotfornothingpeopleareleeryaboutmacros.Hardnotto
beaboutpeoplethatcouldintroducethemselvestotheneighborhoodbysmashingitflat.This
upswinginattackshasonlymadethingsworse,andknowingpeopleworryyoumightbecome
justliketheonesdevastatingcitiesandtownsistoughtoshoulder.Afewyearsago,Ihadmy
ownmediastudio,anddideverythingIcouldtofosterapro-macromessagewithit.Butnow…,”
thecatlookeddownandsighed.“…feelslikeIwasbuildingsandcastlesinthesurf,andthetide’s
comein.”
Thatfeelingofguiltinmychestgotworse,gnawingatmelikeaninfection.“Icancommiseratein
away,”Isaid.“Politically,I’vealwaysbeenratherconservative.ButI’vemadeanefforttobe
moderate,open-minded,willingtodiscussratherthancondemnoff-hand.ButI’m alltooaware
thatmypoliticalcamp’sgotsomeveryuglymemberswhohavedonesomeveryuglythingsinthe
nameoffundamentalistattitudes.Beingconnectedtoviolentmilitiasandracistsgroupsis
shamefulenough;thenalotofthem havetogoandturnitintosometwistedreligiouscrusade
that’sadownrightblasphemoustwistingofmyreligion’sscripture.Itmakesthosebarbson
socialmediaandangryprotestorsfeellikethey’remeantformetoo;liketoothers,I’m justajack-
bootedbigotwaitingtohappen.”
“Heh,guesswearein thesameboat,aren’twe?”Wyld said.Igaveherawearygrin of
commiseration.
“Here,lemmedustofftheseatnexttome,”Isaid.
Hetzer,watchingourexchangesilently,pulledthetabonhissodacan.Hegotaface-fullof
carbonatedsudsspewedinhisfaceforhistroublefrom theevidentlyshakencan.Thedeadpan
expressiononhisfaceasheopenedhiseyeswasperfect,andIhadtostifleasnicker.
“Oops,”Isaid.Hetzer’seyesslidtotheside;Wyld’sreactionwas…muchlessrestrained.
“HEEHEEHEEHEEHEE!”
Withmynew marchingorders,Ibeganlookingintothepreviousaberrant(asWyldtoldmethe
Hellion’shadtakentocallingthem)attacks,tryingtofindapatternwiththelocalincidents.Itwas
largelyarepeatofmyinterstateinvestigations;astrangerwouldshowupinthisorthatdistrict,
suddenlyupscaleandstartwreakinghavoc.Whenplottedoutonamapofthecity,thenewstrain
ofaberrantsdidn’tshowanykindofapparentpatterninlocationortiming.Speciesandgender
werealsoallovertheplace,aswerethekindsofmutations.Mostoftheattacks,barringtheone
I’dbeenwitnessto,weretoooldtogetanykindoffreshtraceevidence.Asforthebadgerwoman,
Iwenttotheautopsy,whichwasbeingoverseenattheKingdom Cityairportbytheonlyother
memberoftheHellion’sIhadachancetomeetpersonally.Wyldtoldmetherestofherusual
teammateshadbeencalledouttoadistantassignment,whilesheandHetzerremainedbehind,
alongwithoneotherperson.
“Excuseme,Dr.Mishane?”IsaidasIenteredtheautopsycanopy,whichcouldhavedoubledasa
circustent.Likebefore,theexaminerswereusingscaffoldingtogetagoodoverviewofthebody,
laidoutonalargesectionofplasticsheeting.Overseeingtheoperationwasafemalemouseina
curiousgetupthatwouldn’thavelookedoutofplaceinanepisodeofStarTrek.Ithadadistinct
laboratoryvibeaboutit,asortoflong-sleevedshirtwithattachedpencilskirt,abeltwithseveral
data-gatheringdevicesaroundthemouse’ships.Shealsoworeapairofwhatlookedlikelower
legwarmerswithtoelessspatsattached.Themousehadshoulder-lengthhairandapairofpince-
nezspectaclesassheusedoneofherdevicestogatherasampleofclippingsfrom thebadger’s
fur.Shehadtobendoverslightlytodoso,becausetocallthismousebustywouldhavebeenan
understatement;shehadapairofbazoomsthatlookedliketheycouldknockadooroffitshinges
(ortrack)ifsheswungthem.
“Ohhello,squeak!”Themousesaid,turningtowardsmeasIwalkedacrossthescaffoldtoher.
Shetookmyextendedhand.“Noneedtocallmedoctor,Mishwilldo.AndyoumustbeMikeFang,
correct?”Inodded.
“Hetzertoldmethatyouweregoingtobepartneringwithusonthisnewstrainofaberrants,”she
said.



“Yep,”Ireplied.“MyclientsandIarehopingwecannipthisoneinthebudbeforetheygetasout
ofcontrolasthe,forlackofabetterterm,mainstrainyou’vebeendealingwith.”
“Wecanonlyhope,squeak,”Mishsaid,onceagaingivingvoicetoherpeculiarvocalticthatI’d
cometolearnwouldpopupatrandom whenevershespoke.Takingtheglassvialthefur
shavingswerein,sheinserteditintoadifferentdeviceonherbelt.Afew tapsofit’sbuiltin
keypad,andascreenononesidebegantoscrollscientificdatathatIrecognizedasDNA
patternsandachemicalanalysis.
“Well,thisdoesn’ttellusmuchwedidn’talreadysuspect,”Mishsaid,showingmetheresults.
“TheDNAshowsnogeneticsignsofnaturalmacro-ism,andclearsignsofartificiallyintroduced
genes,aswellasdamagefrom mutagenslikeradiation.”
“Yeah…,”Imused,pullingoutmytabletfrom mycoatandbringingupsomeoftheprevious
autopsyreportsonthemoredistantattacks,showingthem toMish.“…andtheyseem tohavea
verycloseresemblancetothealterationsdonetotheothers.”
“Indeed,squeak,”Mishsaid,thennarrowedhereyesabit,rubbingatherchinwithonefinger.
“Although…nowthatIlookatthesereportsallside-by-side…themainchangesseem thesame,but
therearelittlevariationshereandthere.”
“Soundslike…experimenting,”Isaid,raisinganeyebrow.“Maybewhoever’sdoingthishasn’t
perfectedtheirmethodofcreatinganaberrantyet.”
“Thatwouldmakesense,squeak,”Mishsaid,lookingoverthebody.“Ofallthequalitiesthese
aberrantsexhibit,stability,inanysenseoftheword,isn’toneofthem.”
Unfortunatelythebodyofthebadgerdidn’thaveanythingnew.Itwasn’tthatthereweren’ttraces
ofwhereshe’dbeen,theproblem wasthereweretoomanyofthem.Herratherdisheveledstate
meantthatherfurwasacornucopiaoffibers,granules,residuestains,andallsortsofotherlittle
bitsandpiecesoftheenvironmentshe’dbeenthrough,noneofwhichreallystoodoutamongthe
restofit.
Withnototherleadstogoon,myremainingoptionwastostakeoutthecity,inasense,andwait
forthenextattack.LiketheHellion’s,Iwasnowhopingtocatchoneofthecatchoneofthese
aberrantsalivesowecouldseeiftherewasanythingwecouldlearnfrom alivecaptivewe
couldn’tfrom adeadbody.Withoutanythingelsetodo,IstartedhangingaroundtheHellion’s
base;theyweregraciousenoughtopermitmeuseoftheirfacilities,lettingmeusetheirtarget
rangetokeepmyaccuracysharp,aswellastheirgym totryandworkongettinginabitbetter
shape.
WhileIwasatit,Wylddecidedtooffermeafewfreelessonsofherown.AstheHellion’sclose
combatspecialist,shewaswelltrainedwithavarietyofhand-to-handtechniques,thoughshe
largelyfavoredamixtureoffreestylemartialartswithheavyinfluencefrom capoeira,anda
numberofmeleeweapons.I’veoftencarriedabuckknifewithme,mostlyjustasalastresort,but
withWyld’sinstructionsIlearnedsomegenuinefightingtacticstousebeyondjustrandom
swipesandstabs.
Atthecat’sadvice,Ialsodecidedtolearntouseanothermeleeweapon,onethatleantitself
bettertononlethalincapacitating.Wyldhadsetupagooddojoforsparringandtrainingthe
Hellion’sseasonedtroopsandnewrecruitsalike,withavariedselectionofweaponry,bladedand
blunt,onehandedandtwo.Whenitcomestomelee,whatlittleI’veengagedinhasleftmewitha
preferenceforshorterweaponry,quickertoswingandthrustandeasiertoconceal.Thatlate
morning,whenWyldtookmetopickoutmyweaponofchoice,Ipacedbackandfortinfrontofa
displayrackwithvariousswords,knives,staves,hammers,andthelike.
“You’vegottenprettygoodwithadagger,”Wyldsaid,armscrossedasshewatchedme.“Now,
let’slearnsomethingnew;whichofthesereallyspeakstoyou?”
Then,Ispottedit.Itookasmall,navybluemetaltubeoffoftheboard.Igavemyforearm asnap
likeIwascastinganinvisiblefishingrod.Thetelescopingbatonextendedinmyhand.
“Thishasagoodfeelingtoit,”Isaid.Wyldgrinnedandnodded.
“Goodchoice,”shesaid.

Thenextweek,thethirdsincethelastaberrantincident,wasspentlearningbasictacticsfor
usingbluntmeleeweapons,mynewly-chosenbatoninparticular.Wyldwasaskilledinstructor,
thoughshedidn’tpullpunches.WhileIcouldappreciatetheeffectivenessofsuchaphilosophyin
teaching,itdidlandmeinthemedicbayafewtimeswithanicebagonmyface,waitingforthe
medictofindherrapid-healingspray.Thefirsttimeithappened,themedicforewarnedmethat



Wyld’scavalierattitudetoinjurywasn’tlimitedtoabove-the-beltblows;Iwentouttothenearest
sportsshopthedayafterandgotmyselfaprotectivecup.Agoodthing,too;thenextdayWyld’s
lessonincludedhersweepingherstaffupbetweenmylegs.Ithurtanditstaggeredme,buttoher
surprise,itdidn’tdropmetothefloorinthefetalpositionsquealinglikearustydoorhinge.
Wyldalsotriedgivingmesomeadditionalpointersonunarmedcombat.Abitofittook,butasI
toldher,Iwasn’tveryadeptatit.
“TheonlymethodIknowofbeingonparwithmartialartistslikeyou…,”Isaidaswesatonthe
benchesinherdojoonedayafteralesson,“is…well,unorthodox,tosaytheleast,heheh.”
“Really?”thecatsaid,hereyebrow goingup.“Now you’vegotmeallcurious;Ialwayslike
experiencingdifferentstyles.”
“Heh,oookay…,”Isaid,standing up and removing mytrenchcoatand waistcoat.I’d been
practicinginmyregularclothesinordertobeaccustomedtomovinginit;peoplewithillintent
aren’tlikelytogivesomeonetimetochangeintosportsgear.TheonlythingIhadn’tbeenwearing
weremyboots,sinceIfeltthatmightgivemeanunfairadvantageonWyld.
Goingovertothedojo’sjanitor’scloset,Ihuntedaroundforahoseandscreweditontothetapfor
theutilitysink.Wyldnodoubtwaslookingcuriouslyinthatdirectionatthetime;sheprobablygot
evenmoreperplexedasshebeganhearingthesoundsofgushingwater,stretching,gurgling,and
soonsawthefrontofmytorsobegintoemergefrom thejanitor’sclosetwithouttherestofme.
RepeatingtheactIgaveacrowdsometimeagointhewrestlingringofTheWereHouse,Iwas
guzzlingdownseveraldozengallonsofwater,mygirthstretchingandswellinglikeatime-lapse
photoseriesofaripeningmelon.Myshirt,chemicallytreatedinasimilarwaytoallmyother
clothes,spreadapartatthebuttons,butthosefastenersheldontenaciously,largeoval-shaped
gapsstretchingacrossbroadexpansesofmyincreasinglybroadgirth.
WhenIfinallyfinished,Ihadagutthatwasslightlybiggerthanaclotheswasher.Gurglingabit
witheachstep,Isaunteredoutofthejanitor’scloset.Well,technicallyIwasalreadyoutof
it…partway,atleast.
“So,”Isaidnonchalantly,rollingupmysleevesjustpasttheelbows,“Areyouready?”Wyldlooked
atmewithanexpressionthatwasbetweendisbeliefandhysterics.
“PFFFFFFFFFFFFFFFareyouSERIOUS?!”shesaid,gigglingbehindafistheldupinfrontofher
muzzle.Ijustgrinnedatthecat.
“Youwantedtodance?”Isaid,lacingmyfingerstogetherandstretchingmyarms.Ismacked
bothhandsagainstthesidesofmyengorgedgirth,makingthespherical,shirt-strainingorb
bounce.“ThisisMYbeat.Let’sseeifyoucankeepup.”
“Oh-hobrother!”Thecatsaid,standingupanddoingafewstretches.“Whatkindofadvantagedo
youreallythinklookin’likeyouswallowedaweatherballoonwillgiveya?”
“Ohyou’llsee…,”Isaid,spreadingmylegsapartforstability.AtfirstI’dexpectedWyldtocontinue
herpull-no-punchespolicy;butclearlyshewasn’ttakingmysparringstyleseriously. Thecat
strodetowardsme,andwithaflamboyant,obvioussweepofherleg,sheraiseditupandstarted
bringingitdowntowardsmeinanaxekick.Withoutmissingabeat,Idroppedintoasquatand
rolledbackward,thecat’sfootpawsailingrightpassedwhereI’dbeen.
“Eh?!”Wyldblinkedinsurprise.IchuckledasIstoodbackup.
“Didyouexpectmetojuststandthereandletyouhitme?”Isaidwithasmirk.Wyldsmirkedback
atme.
“Alrightthen…,”shesaid.Thecatdisplayedherfondnessforcapoera,suddenlydroppingdownto
a squatherself,supporting herbodyon herhandsasshe swung herlegsaround like a
breakdancer.Shesuddenlystraightenedoutverticaltothefloor,balancedonherforearmswhile
kickingbackwithbothlegsaimedsquarelyatmydistendedbelly.
Butonceagain,Iwasn’tthere.AssoonasIsawherbentlegsaimedinmydirection,Iclickedto
hermove.Ipivotedonmyheel,swingingmyengorgedgutaroundandoutoftheway.Thenitwas
timeformycounterattack;Ikeptrightongoingwiththemotion,goingallthewayaround,then
putanupwardswinginmygut’smotion.Ilettheweightcarrymeupatanangle,jumpingwithit
andcomingdowninafivestarfrogsplashrightonWyld’sback.
“OOOOMPH!”Thecatgruntedoutas200lbsofspottedhyena,plustheweightofseveraldozen
gallonsofwatercamedownonher,slammingherflatintothepaddedfloor,face-first.Iletouta
truehyenasnickerasIrolledforward,overhershouldersandhead,thendidaspinasIgotback
ontomyfootpawssoIwasfacingheragain.Wyldtookamomenttorecover;Ithinkitwasless



anyrealdamageI’ddoneandmorejustfrom sheersurprise.Shepulledherfaceoutofthefloor
mattingandblinkedseveraltimesatme.
“What.TheFrell.WasTHAT?”shesaid.Isnickeredagain.
“Whenyou’rethisbig,andyourweight’sconcentratedlikethis,momentum becomesagreat
weapon,”Isaid.
“Ahhehhehheh,”thecatsaid,slowlygettingbackup.Icouldn’thelpbutnoticethatwhereI’d
poundedWyldintothefloor,thereweretwogoodsized,curvedindentationsinthepaddingjusta
bitbeneathwhereherheadhadbeen.Mymalegazetookoverandmyeyeszippedrightupto
Wyld’sbust.
“Uh,Wyld,you’relookingalittle…compressed,”Isaid.“OrmaybeIshouldsay…flattened.”
“Hmm?”Thecatblinked,thenglanceddown.“Oh,easyfix!”Takingapageoutof80’sand90’s
cartoons,thefelineputathumbinhermouthandblew.Hercheekspuffedup,andthen…BOOMP!
Myeyebrowsweredefinitelyupatthatpoint,thoughI’m notsurewhyIcouldn’tresisttheurgeto
go“AH-GUUUHH!”Wyldgavemeatight-lippedlook,theninaflashdidadouble-footeddropkick
tomygut,sendingmebowlingoverbackward.
“OOOMPH!”Mygutsloshedbackandforthafewtimes,andonceIsnappedoutofit,Iusedthe
motiontorollbackontomyfootpawsagain.
“Nowthatyou’rebacktoreality…,”Wyldsaidwithagrin.Goingintoacrouch,shesprangatmein
averyfelinepounce,amoveImetwithatoothysmileandagut-firstboundrightather.For
probablyabouttenstraightminutes,thetwoofushadasparringmatchthatseemed,atleastto
me,likeastalemate.Iswungmyengorgedbellylikeawreckingball,rolledwithgurglingsloshes,
andbouncedoffthewallsandfloorinanattempttosquashWyldagain.Thecat,meanwhile,
pulledoffmovesthatwouldturntheentireBraziliandancemusicindustrygreenwithenvy.She
wasdoingflips,handstands,roundhousekicks,spinsandmovesIcan’tevenbegintodescribe
withfluidease.Butwithmydistendedgutkeepingheratadistance,shecouldn’treachtherestof
me,andherblowstomygirth,whiletheycouldknockmearound,onlymanagedtogivemea
feelinglikeacrossbetweenatickleandthatsensationofgoingdownasteephillinacar.
Butnobodycanrunatfulltiltforever.Exertionbegantotakeitstollonthebothofus.Mylunges
andswingsbecamemorelaborious,andIbegangruntinghardwiththeeffort.Wyldwasletting
outbreathlessgiggles,andherkickswerecausinghertostumble.Finally,heavingandgasping
forbreath,Islapped both hands to eitherside ofmygut,hefting itup with a straining
“HERRRRRUUNNNGH!”Wyld,hunchedoverasshelookedmyway,straightenedup,andnearly
overbalancedbackward.Itookastumblingstepinherdirection,thenanother.Thecatrighted
herself,andseemedtobefightingwithdizzinesstogetabeadonme.Then,allatonce,I
stumbledandfelltomyknees,mybellyhittingthefloorwithaKER-BLORP!Atthesametime,
WyldwounduptotrytodoaChuckNorris-styleroundhousekick,onlytospinononeheel,fling
herarmsupandlandrightonherass,floppedbackagainstmywater-loggedgut.
Thetwoofusjustlaidthereinthemiddleofthedojofloor,snickering,gigglingandpantinglike
dogsinJuly.Thenwemeteachother’sgaze.
“Hadenough?”Webothsaid.
ItwasanothertwodaysaftermeandWyld’slittlesparringmatchwhenwefinallygotthecall.
Hertzersummonedustothedispatchroom,andwelostnotimerespondingtohim.Themerc
chiefwasadjustingtheknobonanemergencyfrequencyscanner,whenheturnedbacktous.
“Theyjustputoutacallforemergencyresponders,”Hertzersaidgrimly.“Reportsaresaying
there’sanaberrantonthewestendoftown;looksliketheywentaftertheuniversitysoccer
matchinthepark.”
“Frell,”Wyldgrunted,“Howmanypeoplearewetalkin’?”
“Atleastathousandatthegameitself,”Hertzersaid,“plusregularparkvisitors.”
“FFFFF!”Wyldhissed.Iwasn’tsureifitwasacatthingorifshewasbitingbackonamuchworse
f-word.
“Anywordonwhatkindofaberrantwe’retalkingabout?”Iasked.
“Reportssayitlookslikeamutatedfox,”Hertzersaid,standingup.“Let’snottakeanychanges
withthisone;we’reallgoingafterthisnastysucker,andbringhim backaliveforstudy,ifwecan.”
“Worksforme,”Isaid.Wyldnoddedinagreement.
“We’llbetakingalongTheBigSleep,”themercleadersaid,thennoticedmyslightlyperplexed
expression.“Ournicknameforourtranqcannon.Itfiresa25mm flakroundloadedwithsedative-



coated,foot-longspikes.”
“What,nogiantsyringe?”Isaidwithasmirk.Hetzerreturnedtheexpression.
“We’vetriedthatbefore,”hesaid.“pastacertainsize,thatmuchliquidbecomesdifficulttogeta
plungertoinjectonimpact.”
“Whateverdoesitfor‘em,”Isaid.Thebriefingfinished,weallpiledintotheHellion’sATV,asix-
wheeledtrooptransportthatlookedlikesomethingfrom anAliensfanfiction.Thecarrierrumbled
downthefreeway;wemetlittletrafficonourside,butontheopposite,itwasnearlygridlockwith
peopletryingtogetout,asuresignweweregettingclosetoourtarget.
“Sowhat’sthegameplan?”IaskedWyldasHetzeradjustedthesquelchonanemergencyradio
scanner;thechatterwastheusualmish-mashofnumbersthattranslatedtoordersforfirst
responders,nodoubtallofitbestsummedupwiththephrase“geteverybodythehelloutof
Dodge.”
“Prettysimple,”Wyldsaid,tighteningthestrapsonherfightingoutfit.“You,me,andMishifwe
needbackupgetthisbrutepinneddown,Hetzertakestheshot,thenweusethis…,”thecattapped
herfootpawonaspoolofsteelcable,“totie‘em up.Oncehe’shogtied,we’llcallinaflatbedand
carthim backtobase.”
“Right,”Isaid.“I’llgolow,trytogetashotortwotohislegs.”
“Alrightpeople,readyup!”Hetzersaid.Wewererollingthroughtheparkgates,policevehicles
havingalreadyblockedofftrafficbutlettingusthroughwithoutquestion;theroutinewithwhich
theyseemedtodothisgaveonepause.Thewinding,curvingpathwaythroughtheparkwentby
well-manicuredfields,trees,bushesandponds…butaswegotfurtherin,telltalesignsofamacro
passingthroughwithlittlecareforhisimpactbegantomanifest;heavystompingfootprints,
smashedoutdoorartpiecesandconcessionstands,theusualdestruction.Aswereachedthe
soccerfield,wecouldseeourmarkaheadofusthroughthewindshield.
Thesoccerfieldhadfoursetsofpermanentbleacherssetuparoundit.Thecrowdhadrunout
ontothefieldatthemacro’sapproach,clusteringtogetherwiththetwoteamswho’dbeenplaying
beforetheinterruption.Themassivevulpinewastoyingwithhisprey;everytimethegroupwould
makeanattempttomoveenmasseforonesideofthefieldortheother,he’dboundoverthe
fieldinasingleleap,landingwithanearth-shakingslam topickoffanystragglersthatgot
separatedfrom theherd.Thelesssaidaboutthestateofthosestragglersthebetter;sufficeto
sayitwouldbehardtoidentifythem.
Ifeltbilerisinginmythroat,alongwithmybloodpressure,asIsawthesnickeringsneeronthe
fox’sface.Therewassomethingoddaboutthewayheleapt,andwhenIlookeddownathislower
legs,Isawwhy.AtfirstIthoughtthefoxwasdigigrade,butacloserlookathisfootpawstoldme
thoseclawsand exoskeletal-lookingshinsweren’tanythingnatural;thismacrohadthelower
legsofamutatedgrasshopper.Myeyestraveledfurtherup;sproutingfrom thefox’sback,along
hisspine,weresixwhipping,smooth,roundtentaclesinparallelcolumnsofthreeeach,oneon
eithersideofthespinalcolumn.AsIsawthem,thelookofthosewhip-likeappendagestouched
offamemoryinthebackofmyhead.
“Let’sgo!”Wyldsaid,throwingopenthebackdoorsoftheATV.Idrewmyblasterandfollowed
behindherassheranforthenearestsetofbleachersforcover.Themacrofox,dressedin
nothingbutapairofrattycameoshorts,hadjustlandedfrom aleapacrossthefieldandhadhis
backtous.Wyldcrackedknuckles,limberingup.
“Okay,3,2,1…”shesaid,andwithasoftthrumminghum,thefelinebegantogrow.Itwasarapid
shift,andthefox,from whatIcouldseefrom mypositionpeeringaroundthecornerofthe
bleachers,wasgivingthegrowingcatalookofperplexedcuriosity.Wyld’sheadroseupoverthe
topofthebleachersashertorsoalsogrewwidth-wisealongitsobscuringtopaswell.Herarms
crossedjustbeneathheramplebosom,thecatlookedall-businessasshegavethefoxthestink-
eye.Shegrewupandupintotheair,thetrashcansbehindthebleachersgettingpushedasideby
herfootpawsasshereachedaheighttowherethetopoftheseatsonlycameuptoherknees.
“That’syourredcard,buster!”Wyldsaid,drawingherstaffoffofherback.“You’reouttathe
game!”
Thevulpinecurleditslipatthecatandletoutahissthatsoundedlikeatrainputtingonitsbreaks.
Wyldsteppedoveronebleacher,acrossthefieldandtotheoppositesideasthefoxbeganto
walksideways,notgivingthecathisback.Meanwhile,Iwavedandhissedmyselftogetthe
attentionofthenearestmemberofthetrappedcrowd.Abatinareferee’suniform didadouble



takeinmydirection,thennoddedasIvigorouslymotionedforthecrowdtostartmakinggood
useofWyld’sdiversion.Therefgottheattentionofthenearestpeopletohim,andthebuzz
quicklyspread.Thecrowdmovedasquietlyasitcouldoutofthefarexitfrom thetwomacros,
wholaunchedthemselvesateachotherinawaythatsentthecrowdintoasilentbutfastdash
forsafety.
Wyldkeptthegiant,mutatedvulpineatbaywithbroadsweepsandspinswithherstaff.The
aberrantlashedoutwithitswhippingtendrils,butthefeline’sbosweepsknockedthem aside
beforetheycouldreachher.Asformyself,Iwasmakingmywayalongtheedgeofthebleachers
tothebestvantagepointformygoal;tohamstringthefoxandgiveWyldanopeningtopinhim
down.JustasIgottowhereIhadthefox’sbacktome,itpulledasurprisingmove,andwrapped
itstentaclesaroundWyld’sstaff.
“Hey,that’smine!”shesnappedasshegotintoatug-of-warwiththevulpineoverherweapon.
Then,thefelinegotasmirk.“Ohyouwantit?HERE!”Withonelastyank,Wyldletgoofthestaff
justasthefoxpulledback,sendingtheshafthiswayandcausinghim tostumble.Asheputall
hisweightononeparticularleg,Itookaim andfiredablastofplasmaintohiscalf.Theaberrant
howledandwentdownwithaground-shakingTHUDthatcausedmetolosemyownbalance.
Wyldwastednotimeinpouncingonthevulpine,pinninghisarmsandlegs.
“Hetzer,wegothim!”Wyldsaidintoherheadset.
“Copythat,I’m aimingforhisneck,watchyourself,”themerccaptainsaidovertheradio.Alazer
sightdancedaroundonthelowersideofthevulpine’sthroat,justabovetheshoulder.Butthefox
wasn’toutoftricksyet.Twoofit’sfourtendril’ssuddenlywhippedupfrom it’sbackandaround
Wyld’sthroat!Thefelineletoutastrangledsquawk;shemayhavebeenimpervioustopain,but
shestillneededtobreathe.Itriedtohitthetentacleswithacoupleshots,buttheyweretoothin,
and Iwasconcerned abouthitting Wyld myself.Oneofherhandscameoffthevulpine’s
shoulderstoclaw atherneck,thentheother,leavingherstraddlingtheaberrant.That’sallit
neededtobeabletotwistaroundsothatwhenHetzer’scannon-likeriflethuddedinthedistance,
theshotwentjustpasthim andintotheground.
Hetzersaidsomethingovertheradiothatwouldn’tbesuitableforpublicbroadcast.“Reloading!”
hesaidafterward,asWylduntangledherthroatfrom thewindpipe-crushinggrip.Thevulpinetook
advantageofitsratherslim,athleticbuildandmanagedtoscootitselfquicklyoutfrom underthe
feline.Asthetwoofthem stooduptostartsquaringoffagain,theaberrantsuddenlycockedan
eartotheside,asifhearingsomethingthatneitherInorWyldapparentlycould.Itsyelloweyes
narrowed;withasinglebound,itsuddenlywashalfwayacrosstheparkandheadedforthewall.
“Frell!”Wyldhissed.“C’mon,we’renotlettinghim getawaythateasy!”SheturnedtomeasI
emergedfrom myplaceofcover.BeforeIcouldaskwhatshewasabouttodo,Iwassuddenly
scoopedupinabigfelinehandandsweptupintotheairlikeIwasakid’sactionfigure.
“Holdon!”Wyldsaid,andtippedherhand.Islidacrossherpalm beforeIcouldproperlygetmy
bearings,andsuddenlyfoundmyselfsnuglytuckedbetweentwolarge,white-furredmassesand
awalloffabric.IttookmeasecondbeforeitfinallyclickedwhereWyldhadtuckedme.
“Youalrightinthere?”shesaid,joggingatapacethatwascausingminortremors.
“Uhhh,nocomplaintshere!”Isaid,tryingnottosnickeroutloud.Icaughtholdofthetopedgeof
thetopofthefabricwallandpulledmyselfuphighenoughtobeabletosee.Wyldwasexpertly
weavingthoughthebuildingsandavoidingsteppingoncarsandother,ankle-highobstructions.
Ourquarry,however,hadnosuchqualms,andwaship-checkingeverybuildingandflattening
everyvehiclehecouldcomedownon.
“Great,wherearewegonnapinhim now?”Wyldhuffed.Scanningtheviewahead,Ishotoutan
arm.
“There!Aconstructionsite!”Isaid.
“Perfect,”Wyldsaidwithasmile.Shepickedupthepace,lookingtoherdthefoxinthedesired
direction.Cuttingaroundononesideofhim,hedartedtheotherway,andmadeitintoalarge,
fencedoffareawiththeskeletalstructureofanincompleteskyscraper.Wyldhoppedthefence
easily,andtakingherstaffoffherback,shethrewitlikeajavelin,trippingthemutatedfoxupand
sendinghim sprawlinginatremor-causingTHUD!
“Here,”Wyld said,scooping me outofhertop and setting me severalstoriesup on the
scaffoldingalongsidetheincompleteskyscraper,“trytogetagoodvantagepoint.Hetzer!ETAon
ourposition?”



“Shouldbethereinafewminutes,”themercsaidovertheradio.“Traffic’samess,butIjustneed
togetontheothersideof-HEY!WATCHWHEREYOU’REGOING!!!”
“Sundaydrivers,eh?”IsaidbemusedlyaswatchedWyldmakeherwayacrossthefenced-in
courtyardstrewnwithconstructionequipmentandmaterials.Thefoxwasshakingitshead,then
turnedaglaringeyetotheapproachingfeline.Hegotupononeknee,thenwhippedhisarm
aroundandslungahandfulofcementbagsather.Wyldbroughtherforearmsuptoblockthe
sackscomingforherface;theyburstintopowder,sendingupacloudthatlefthercoughingand
tryingtoclearhereyesasthevulpineboredownonher.That’swhenIsnappedoffashotathis
leftshouldertomakehim drophaymakerhewasswingingforWyld’sfaceandclutchhis
shoulderwithasnarlofpain.Thefoxglareddaggersinmydirection,sendingmeduckingbehind
anI-beam asatentaclewhippedaroundandjustbarelymissedthespotI’dbeenstanding,
crackingacrossthescaffoldingandbringingdownasignificantsectionofit.
Ipeekedaroundthebeam andsawanothertentaclecomingmyway.Iduckeditjustasittriedto
wraparoundthebeam andcrushmeagainstit;butthenIwasthrownbackasthevulpinestarted
pullingonit,themetalgroaningandcreakingasitwasbentbackward.
“shitshitshitshitshit!”Ihissedthroughmyteeth,firingofftwomoreroundsandmissingwidely.
That’swhenthesneeringfoxgotaroundhousekicktothechops.Wyld,havingclearedhereyes,
wasbackinthefight.Thetwo started trading swingsand swipes;whilethefoxhad the
advantageofmorelimbs,thecatwasdecidedlyfaster,puttingthem onafairlyevenplayingfield.
Asforme,atthatpointIwasmostlyreducedtomoralsupport;Wyldandheropponentweretoo
closetogetherformetoriskshootingintothefray.
“Hetzer!”Isaidintomyheadset.“We’vegot‘em cornered,ETA?!”
“I’m aboutthreeblocksaway!”Themercsaid,“Justgottogetaroundthistrafficjam,I’m takinga
shortdetour!”

AsWylddeliveredaflip-kicktothefox’sjaw,sendinghim staggering,Isawanopening.Drawing
abeadonthefox’sankle,Ifiredoffaplasmaroundthatnailedhim rightinthejoint.Themutated
vulpinereflexivelycringed,grabbinghisinjuredleg;that’swhenWyldpounced,literally.Tackling
thefoxtothegroundwithanimpactthatsentupadustcloud,thecatgotherlegsaroundhis
waist,managedtowrangleallhistentaclesintoabundleunderonearm,andgothim ina
headlockwithherotherarm.Hertailwentaroundhislegs;alltold,sheeffectivelyhog-tiedthe
aberrant,usingherselfastherope.
“TakeyourtimeHetzer,”Wyldsaidwithagrin.“We’vegotthisonetrussedupniceand…”
Whathappenednext,neitherofussawcoming.Maybethefoxdid,becausehe’dbeenstruggling
withaneffortthatseemednotjustfurious,butalsofrantic.Foramoment,IcouldhaveswornI
heardasoundthatremindedmeofthateffecttheyuseonmedicaldramaswhenthey’recharging
upthedefibrillatorpaddles.AsharpelectricalCRACKrangoutthroughtheair,followedbyaloud
buzzingnoise.Thefoxwentrigid,andthesmeltofburnthairstartedcomingoffofhim.Wyld
jerkedherheadawayfrom his,recoilinginstinctivelyasbloodspurtedouthisnose,earsandfrom
aroundhiseyes.Then,hewentlimpinhergrasp.
“Whatthehell?!”Isaid,asthecatuntangledherselfandturnedthevulpineover.Thevacanteyes,
smokerisingoutofhismuzzle,andbloodcontinuingtooozefrom hisfacesaidallitall.
“DAMNIT!”Wyldsnapped,andpoundedafistintothegroundnexttoher.Itsankintotheconcrete
foundationagoodfivefeet.Lookingatit,thecatglancedaround,thenguiltilyslidaloadingpalate
overtheholeshejustmade.
Thecorpselayonthegroundinfrontofmelikeabeachedwhale,onlyGreenpeacewasn’tgoing
totrytorollthisoneintotheoceananytime.Withtheaberrant’srampageatanend,thepolice
werequicktocordonofftheconstructionsiteatourrequest.Theyhadtheirhandsfullwiththe
emergencyresponseatthepark,andwerecontenttolettheHellions,andmyself,handlethe
initialphysicalexamination.Ihungmycoatonabitofrebarstickingoutofastackandrolledup
mysleeves,whileMishwaspreparingherowntools.Wyld,meanwhile,hadshrunkbackdownto
herusualsize,andwaswatchinguswork;perchedontheedgeofashippingcontainer,thecat
kickedherheelsagainstthesidesasthemouseandIwenttowork.
MishwastakingDNAsamplesasIwentuptothefox’shead.Thewayitdiedtoldmeitwasmore
thanjustsomerandom chanceoranaccident;somehowhe’dbeenkilleddeliberately,andIhada
hunchitwastokeephim from leadingusbacktowhereverthismessbegan.Thesingedhairand
skinaroundthefox’sheadhadallthesignsofelectricalburns,butnothinghadhitthefox’shead



from theoutside.
“Theinsidethen,”Imutteredtomyself,andbegancombingthroughthefox’sfur,followingthe
patternsoftheburns.Ittookacoupleminutes,buteventuallyIfoundtheneedleinthefuzzy
haystack.
“Bingo,”Isaid.
“Findsomething?”askedWyld,stretchingherlegsouttothesides,wigglinghertoes.Itlooked
likeshewasdoingstretchingexerciseswhileshewaited.
“Yep,”Isaid,andpartedthefurbacktoshowhowaspider-webofburnscarsseemedtocome
from onecircularpointonthefox’sneck.Itookoutmybuckknifeandmadeacarefulsliceinto
thefox’sneck.Theinsidesmelledlikeovercookedmeat;Iwasthankfulmygagreflexwaspretty
strong,asIcarefullyslidmyhandintotheincisionandstartedfeelingaround.Myhunchproved
right,asIfeltmyfingersbrushoversomethinghardandmetallic.
Clenchingmyfistaroundit,Igaveseveralgood,firm yanksonitbeforeitcameloose.Thefuron
myarm wasmatteddownwiththecoagulatingbloodasIdrewitout,openingmyfisttoreveala
metallictubeaboutthesizeofapencap.Thetubewaslinedwithprobesononesidelikeacomb,
penetratingthepieceoffleshthathadcomeloosewithit.
“Hmm,interesting,”Mishsaid,comingupnexttomeandlookingatthedevice.“Thismustbe
designedtosetoffafatalelectricalshockdirectlytothenervoussystem.I’dwageritprobably
receivesaremotesignaltosetitoff.”
“I’llbetyou’reright,”Isaid.Then,aboltofinspirationhitme,thoughthankfullyitwasn’tlikethe
boltthathitthefox’snervecenter.“Hey,maybewecanusethattolocatewhereverthesignal
camefrom!”
“Hmmm…,”themousetookthedevicefrom me.“Ithinkso…ithadtohavesomewaytorecognize
whatsignaltoactivatefrom;I’llgetintoitsreceiverbackatbaseandseeifIcandigoutthe
frequencyandtheactivationcode.”
“Perfect,”Isaid.“I’vegotawaytofollowradiosignals,justgivemeafrequencyandIcanfollow
it.”
IlefttheshockimplantwithMishandHetzer,whosaidthey’dcontactmeassoonasthey’d
determinedthefrequency.Withsometimetokill,IwenttoKingdom City’sprimaryshopping
districttodosomewindowshopping.Wyldcamewith,pointingmeouttoafewofherfavorite
shops.Thesportinggoodsplacesheldmildinterestforme,whilethegamestoresandbook
shopskeptmyattentionformuchlonger.
“Thiscity’sgotaniceselectionofoutlets,gottasay,”Isaid,leafingthroughahardbackeditionof
horrorshortstories.
“Youbet,littlesomethin’foreverything,”Wyldsaid,pickingupacopyofoneofherfavorite
magazines.“Anywordfrom Mishyet?”
Icheckedmyphone,whichI’dputonvibrateafterIsawthe“pleasesilenceallphones”signinthe
bookstorewindow.“Nothin’yet,”IsaidasIslippedmyphonebackinitscarrier.
“Well,whentheygettheinfo,I’llfollowyourleadthistime,”Wyldsaid,gettinghermagrungup.“I
admit,I’m moreoneofTheHellion’sheavies;Idon’tdoawholeheckofalotofinvestigating.”
“Notaproblem,”Isaid.Then,afunnythoughtcrossedmymind.Ismirkedabitandturnedtothe
cat.“Buty’know,Ithinkifyou’regoingtoaccompanymeonthis,weoughttogetyououtfittedfor
it.”
“Really?”shesaid,tuckinghermagintoahammerspacepouchonherbelt.
“M’yep,”Isaid,lookingthefelineover.“Don’tgetmewrong,yourbattlegearis,heheh,flattering,
butnotverydetective-ish.Ithinkwecangetyousetupwithsomethingbetter.Infact,IthinkI
spottedjusttherightstoreforitacoupleblocksback.”
“Whynot?Leadtheway,Shamus,”shesaid.Ichuckled,clappingthebookshutandleadingthe
catbackdownthestreet.TheshopI’dspottedwasaclothingstorewitharedneonsign
deliberatelysettoflicker.LettersinCourierNew font,thesortthatlookslikeold-fashioned
typewritertype,spelledoutoneword,“Noir.”
“Huh,neverbeeninherebefore,”Wyldsaid,tiltingherheadatthesign.Ichuckled.
“Meeither,”Isaid.“Butitlookslikemykindofplace.”
Goingintotheshop,thestaffwerequicktoseeiftheycouldsellusanything.Isteeredthem to
Wyld,explainingwhatweweregoingfor.Thestaffwereeagertostartshowingofftheirwares,a
collectionofavarietyofnoir-themedoutfitsandclothes,ineverysub-genreofnoiryoucould



thinkof:classicnoir,neonoir,steampunknoir,cyberpunknoir,justtonametheonesIrecognized.
WhileWyldwastryingonoutfits,oneofthestaffaskedmeaboutmyowngetup.Iexercised
discretioninhowmuchItoldthem,sayingitwasacustom outfitfrom aprivatetailorwhowas
veryexclusive.Ipromisedtogivetheguytheshopowner’sbusinesscard,though,sincethey
wereinterestedinofferingtocarryhiswork.
“So,whatdoyouthink?”Wyldsaid,steppingoutofthedressingroom anddoingalittlecatwalk
spin.Thecatwasnow cladinaredcorsetwithatopthat,whilenotwhatI’dcall“trashy”or
“pornographic,”wasdefinitely“suggestive,”“flirtatious”and“enticing”withhow muchofher
cleavageitshowedoff.Adarkgraypairofcroppedleggingsthatstoppedmid-calfonherlegs
matchedthebutton-lessladies’longcoatshewore,apairoffingerlessglovesonherhands.
She’dtransferredherfightingsticksfrom herbacktoherthighs,strapstoholdthem inplace.The
beltaroundherwaistheldthesamepouches,whilethosethathadbeenelsewhereonherperson
werenowreplacedbythepocketsontheinsideofherlongcoat.
“HowdoIlook?”Wyldsaid,handsonherhips.Icockedmyheadtooneside,grinnedandclicked
mytongueagainstmyteethasIputmyforefingersandthumbstogetheronbothhands.
“Perrrrfect,”Isaid.
AfterpayingforWyld’snewoutfit,westartedtowardsthenearestsubwaystationtoheadbackto
HellionsHQ.Thecatwaseagertoshowoffhernewthreadstoherteam matestogaugetheir
reactions.However,asweturnedacorner,lifedecidedtothrow usacurveball.Thesoundof
voiceshadbeengettinglouderasweapproachedthestreetcorner,butneitherofuspaiditmuch
mindatthetime.Ifigureditwasjustamorecrowdedsectionofthedistrictthatwaswell
populatedwithopen-airvendorsandthelike.Well,thatwasonlyhalfthetruth;itwasmore
crowded,butnotwithshoppersorwindow-browsers.
“FASCISTSOUT!FASCISTSOUT!FASCISTSOUT!”thecrowdchanted.Agroupofwhatlookedto
beabout40-oddprotestorswereclusteredinthemiddleoftheroad.Trafficwasbackingup
behindthem,withhornshonking,gettingnoresponsefrom theprotestorsexcepttoeitherchant
louderorforoneofthem tooccasionallypulloutanairhornoftheirownandrespondbyblowing
itattheoffendingdriver.Aswedrewcloser,IinwardlygroanedwhileWyldopenlygroanedand
rolledhereyes.Thecrowdwasequippedwithvarioussignsandtri-colorflagsofblue,yellowand
whitediagonalstripes.Alltheprotestorswerewearingsimilarcolors,andnearlyallofthem had
onballcapswithbluebandannaswornovertheirlowerfaces.
“GoddamnMac-Pros,”Igrunted.Whentheriseinhostilemacroincidentsreacheditspeakinthe
U.S.,thefederalgovernmentbeganacrackdownofsorts,providingfundingtostateandlocal
governmentstoputtogethertaskforcestotackletheirlocalmacroproblems,orhireprivate
sectorcontractorsliketheHellions.This,however,pouredfuelonafirethathadalreadybeen
burningprettyhot;whereverthere’saminority,therewillbepeoplewillingtocrusadeforit.
Sometimesthat’sagoodthing,sincebigotryandprejudiceshouldneverbetolerated.Butother
times,peopletakeittoofar.
EntertheMac-Pros.Thisgroupofpro-macroactivistswas,onthesurface,alooseorganization
ofadvocatesforthefairandequaltreatmentofmacrosbythelawandgovernment.Butthatwas
justtheirmissionstatement;whattheyREALLYwerewasawidespreadgangofthugs,militants
andviolentbigotswhoseresponsetopeopledisagreeingwiththem wastoyellandscream in
theirfacesatthebestoftimesandattheworst,beatthedaylightsofanyonetheydeemedfitto
bearthelabelofagenocidalmacro-hater.Therewereanawfullotofpeopletheygavethatbrand.
Andnow therewasawholecrowdof‘em standingbetweenusandthesubwayentranceone
blockover.IturnedtoWyld,whowaslookingatasignoneofthenearestprotestorswasholding.
“SewellMurdersMacros,”sheread,lettingoutanothergruntoffrustrationatthesignthatwas
accusingKingdom City’smayorofgenocide.
“Itakeityoudon’tconsiderthesepeoplefriends,”Isaid.Thecatscoffed.
“Theseboneheadsactlikemacrosshouldjustbeallowedtosmashcitiesflatandcrushpeople
bythethousands,”shesaid,crossingherarmsandscowling.“IwantEQUALrightsformacros,
notspecialprivilegeforthem tocausedeathanddestructionandgetawaywithitscotfree.”
“Commendable,”Isaid.“Well,let’sjusttrytoavoideyecontactandgettothesubway.”
Handsinourpocketsandtryingtolookasunassumingaspossiblefora8-or-so-foot-catanda
spottedhyenadressedlikeacharacterfrom ascifipulpfictionmagazine,wekepttothe
sidewalkandtriedtoslippastthecrowd.Unfortunately,that’swhenlife’scurveballdecidedto



beanusrightbetweentheeyes.
“Hey!You!”Someoneshouted.ItriedmybestnottolooklikeI’dheardhim overtherestofthe
crowd,butnodice;atri-color-claddragonsteppedrightinfrontofmeandWyld,shovinga
clipboardatus.
“Signthis!”hesaid,thrustingapenatmealongwiththeboard.Iglanceddown.“Whatisit?”I
asked.
“Don’tworryaboutitjustsignit!”thedragonsaid,wavingthepenatmeasItooktheclipboard
andskimmedthedocumentclippedtothepage,whichhadseveralsignaturesthatlookedrather
hastilyscrawled,somuchsothatitwasimpossibletomakeouttheletters;Iwonderedifthat
wasthepoint.Thedocumentwasapetition;Ifiguredasmuch,butmorbidcuriositymademe
wonderwhatkindofridiculousdemandstheseactivistswanted.From whatIcouldtell,theywere
callingfornothinglessthanthemayorandcitycounciltostepdownimmediatelyandturn
themselvesinforconspiracytocommitmurder.
“I’m notgettinginvolvedinyourfightwithcityhall,”Isaid,handingbacktheclipboard.Thedragon
refusedtotakeit.
“Ohyeah?WHY?!”hesaidloudly.Itwasenoughtogettheattentionofthreemoreactivists,who
gotonallsidesofWyldandmyself,allstaringandgettingcloseenoughtoshowthey’dchosento
forgetthedefinitionof“personalspace.”
“Hey,”Wyldsaid,frowningatafemalerhinothatcameuptoherownheight,“Youstandany
closerandit’sgoingtocountasintercourse.”
“Yougotsomethingagainstmacros?”anotheractivistsaidinmyear,closeenoughIcouldtell
he’dhadMexicanfordinner.
“No,butI’m notgonnacallsomeoneamurdererforenforcingthelaw,”Isaid.
“THEY’REFACISTS!”someoneelseyelled,socloseIcouldfeeltheirspithitthebackofmyhead.
“Yougonnaletabunchofjackbooteddictatorskillpeoplejustforbeingwhotheyare!?!?!They
needCOUNSELING,notDEATH!"
“Iftheyposeathreattopeople’slives,youhavet-“Wyldstartedtosay,butthedragoncutheroff,
yelling“COUNSELDON’TKILL!”rightinherface,orascloseashecouldgettoit.Thatgotallof
‘em chantingaroundus.Mypatiencewasfastrunningout,andIcouldonlyimaginewhatsortofa
jobthiswasdoingonWyld.
“KNOCKITOFF!”shehollered,stampingherfootpawsoharditcrackedpavement.Thatgotafew
otheractiviststostareatus.Thenoneofthem pointedatthecat.
“Hey!Iknowher!She’soneoftheHellions!”theyshouted.
“OhFRELL,”Wyldsaidthroughclenchedteeth.Thecrowdarounduswasstartingtogettense.
Thefuronthebackofmyneckwasstartingtostandup;whenthisstarted,I’dhopedtomakeitto
thesubwaywithoutgettingintotrouble.NowIwashopingtomakeitwithallmyteethandasfew
bruisesaspossible.
“YOU!”therhinosaid,shovingafingerrightinWyld’sscowlingface.“YOU’vesoldout!Youtake
partinthegenocideofyourownpeople,youTRAITOR!”
“HEY!”Isnarled,mybloodstartingtoboil.“YougettheFUCKoffherback!She’stryingtoprotect
innocentpeoplefrom aberrants!”Immediately,IrealizedIjustmadethingsworse;agroup
collectivelygaspingtendstobeabadsign.
“That’sananti-macroSLUR,youfuckingNAZI!”theactivistatmysidebellowedrightinmyear.
Heshovedmehard,knockingmeintoWyld’sside.Thecatcaughtmeeasilyenough,andkeptme
from fallingover.Istartedtorespond,whenalightturnedinourdirection,illuminatingthedusky
scenearoundus.TheTVnewshadshownup,andacameramanhadturnedthepubliceyeour
way.Iwincedabit;Ihadafeelingwhatmightcomenext,butIwasstillshockedatthespeedofit.
TheMac-Proswereinfamousfortheirdislikeofthepress.Theyseemedtothinkthenews
misrepresented them and were justthe mouthpieces ofthe government,spreaders of
propaganda(liketheywereanyonetotalk)and“fakenews,”aphrasethatdisgustsmeeverytime
Ihearit.So,toavoidlettingthepress“smeartheirjustcause”with“liesandmisinformation,”they
wereknownforphysicallyblockingreportersfrom gettingcoverageoftheiractivitieswhenever
possible,andmorethanoncethey’dleftcameramenwithafewdentsineithertheirequipmentor
theirheads.
AsIturnedtotheside,thewolfwho’dbeensnarlinginmyearturnedonhisheel,tookacut-down
baseballbatoutofabackpack,andsmashedthenewscameraoutofthehandsofashocked-



lookinghorsewearingjeansandapoloshirtwithalocalnewschannel’slogoonthebreast
pocket.Thecaninethencaughttheequineontheupperarm withhisfollowupswing,causingthe
horsetocringeinpainandstumble.Thewolfwounduptoswingagain.
That’swhenIshovedtheothertwoactivistshemmingmeinaside,shotoutahand,andcaught
thewolfbythewrist.Thewolfturnedandgavemeapissed-offlook.
“I’m donePLAYINGNICE,”Isnarled,mygriptighteningasIdugmynailsintothewolf’swrist,
makinghim losehisgriponhisbat.Withhisfreehand,heswungafistmyway.Ileanedbackto
avoidtheblow,thensnappedmyupperbodyforward,slammingmyforeheadintothewolf’sface
asIletgoofhisarm.Thecaninefelltothepavement,swearingandhowlingashecrawledaway,
clutchingattheblackeyeIjustgavehim.
“OhyoujustFUCKEDUPasshole!”thedragonsaid.Iturned;theotheractivistswereallpullingout
weapons.Ipulledmycoatbackslightlywithonehand,myfingersfindingthegrip-ridgedsurface
ofthetubeonmybelt.A buttonpressandasnapofmyforearm extendedtheelectrified,
telescopingbaton.
“Youwantapieceofme?”Igrowled.Therhinoballedupafistwithasetofknuckledusterson
them andstartedtoswingatme,whenanelbownailedherintheface,snappedherheadback
andsentherreeling.
“Thenyou’llgetoneofMETOO!”Wyldsaid,crackingknuckles.Whatproceededwaschaotic,but
therewasamethodtothemadness.Activists,juiceduponangerandbristlingwithmob
mentality,cameatbothWyldandmyself.Theirfirstrushwaslikepigeonsgoingafterspilled
popcorn,butonlythefirst;evenjackeduponadrenaline,thehate-fueledbigotsknewitwasabad
ideaafterWyldsnap-kickedoneofthem sohefellinthepathoftherest,trippingthem upand
allowingusabitmoreroom tobreathandmaneuver.Afterthat,theycameatusinpairsandtrios,
therestformingaringsowecouldn’tescape,eagerlyfidgetingwiththeirweapons,waitingfor
thefirstopportunitytojumpinandtakeaswing.
Wyldwasinherelement,expertlydodgingandweavingaroundtheundisciplinedpunches,kicks
andswingsofbats,clubs,bottles,bricksandvarioushandtools.Ofcoursethelawofaverages
reareditsuglyheadafewtimesandthefelinetooktheoccasionalblow,butitwasrare.Asfor
me,IfairedbetterthanIwouldhavebeforeWyld’slessons,butnotaswellasmyinformalsensei.
Ipivotedandweavedaroundblowsaimedmyway,bringingmybatondownonarmsandlegsto
sendtheirownersstaggeringorcollapsingtotheground,myblowstocollarbonesandribs
yieldingsimilarresults.Howeverthefasterattackersmanagedtogetahandonmemorethan
once,andwhileImanagedtoavoidmostoftheworstshots,onefistsplitmylowerlipwhenit
cameatmyblindside,arockhurledbysomeonefrom furtherbacknailedmerightinthesideof
mytemple,andonesneakybastardcrackedwhatfeltlikeaclothingrodfrom aclosetright
acrossmyback.Thatlastoneputmeononeknee,andIonlymanagedtoavoidafollow-upright
tomyheadbyswingingformyattacker’sshin,droppinghim tomylevelsoIcouldcrackthem
upsidethehead.

Wyldseemstobehavingagrandoldtime,gigglingthat“heeheehee!”ofhersthatwasaboutas
distinctiveasmyownspecies’characteristicsnicker,asshedeckedandcloutedfired-upbigots
leftandright,makingwisecracksaboutopeningsonherdancecardwhenevershelefta
particularlyaggressiveactivistlaidout.Myself,Iwasn’taschipper,givingeachnewattackermy
bestdagger-glare,morethanoncespittingdefiantlyonthegroundoroutofthecornerofmy
mouth(moresoafterIearnedmybustedliptogetridofthebloodinmymouth).Thecatseemed
pumpeduponherenthusiasm forthefray,whilemyownstaminawasbolsteredbymyseething
contemptforthesebastardsthatwantedtoforceeverybodytodothingstheirway,orgetbeaten
fordaringtoquestionthem.
Thefightseemedtogoonforhours,buthonestlyitwasprobablynolongerthantwominutes,
threetops.Finally,thatsoundthatcutsthroughnearlyallothersrangout;apolicesiren.Squad
carsandevenariotvanpulledup,disgorgingheavily-armoredofficers,formingawallofcivil
authorityacrosstheroadthatsaid“ThisendsNOW,”louderthananybullhorncould.WyldandI,
bothpantingforbreathasourattackersfinallybackedoff,gotdownonourkneesandputupout
hands,backstotheslowlyapproachingcops.TheMac-Proswereinretreat,butstilltakingthe
timetothrowtheoddrock,brick,orbottlefilledwithsomethingnastyattheriotsquad.
A half-hourlater,Iwassittingonthecurb,afew bandagescoveringthespotswherethe
paramedicshadappliedsomequick-healmedications.I’dbepatchedupfrom myminorbruises



andcutswithinanhour,butitstillhelpedtokeeptheareascoveredwhiletheadvancedmedsdid
theirwork.Wyldwasseatednexttome,legsextendedoutasshelacedherfingerstogetherand
stretchedherarmsoverhead.
“Well!Thatwasquitethesquaredance!”shesaidbrightly.Armsonmyknees,leanedforward
slightly,IgavethecatalookthatIhopeddidn’trainonherparade,butwasasleast…sobering.
“PardonmeifIdon’tsharetheenthusiasm,”Isaid.
TheHellion’smesshallwasmostlyempty,asIsatatoneofthetablesacoupledayslater.After
finishingmylunch,Iwastakingthetimetofiddlewithafewofmytoys;oneofthem hadaspring
andsomescrewscomeloose,andI’dbeenmeaningtofixit.AsIwasusingasmallscrewdriver
totightenabracketbackintoplace,Wyldcameup,walkingwiththatdecidedlycattygaitofhers,
withaswishofherhipsandhertailtwitchingbehindher.
“Heyslugger,”shesaid,puttingafootpaw upontheoppositebenchandlookingovermy
impromptuworkspace,“Puttingtogethersomekindofhiddenweapon?”
“Heh,notquite,”Isaidwithasmirk.“It’sadartlauncher,butIdon’tuseitforcombat;Ipreferto
useitformy…leisuretimepursuits.”
“Whatkindofleisureactivitiesrequirewhatlookstobeawrist-mounteddartgun?”Wyldasked
witharaisedeyebrow.Igrinnedatoothygrinather.
“Heheh,thekindthatinvolvessidewaysgrowth,”Isaid.Aglancetothesidecauseacoupleof
Hellionswithinearshottogivemelooksandstartbackingaway,holdingtheiremptyfoodtrays
likeshields.Wyld,meanwhile,justshruggedhershouldersnonchalantly.
“Eh,ifitfloatsyerboat,”shesaid.“Idon’tseetheappeal…”
“Really?”Isaid,givingherabemusedlookofmyown.“Amacrowhodoesn’tseetheappealof
growth?”
“Everybody’sgottheirpreferences,”thecatsaid.
“Iknow,”Ireplied,“butstill,they’resosimilar…”
“Maybe,butreally,beingagiantisfun;yougettotowerovereverythingandbeabig,huge,still
mobilemountain,”shesaid,puttingemphasisonthe“stillmobile”part.
“Yeah,”Isaid,“Icanseehowitwouldappealtoalotoffolks.Expansionandinflationhassimilar
thrills;thesheerspectacleofstretchingandfillingbiggerandbigger,pushingyourlimits,the
sensationandspectacleofit.”
“Eh,Iguess,”Wyldsaid.“Butitjustseemsweirdtome.”
“Mmm,plusthere’salltheshenanigansyoucanpull,whetheryou’retheoneexpandingothersor
expandingyourself,”Isaid,grinningwitheagernessasIputawaymydartlauncher.ThatgotWyld
togivemealookofmildcuriosity.
“Youcangetuptohijinkswhileyou’reblownuplikeablimp?”shesaid.
“Ohyoubet!”Isaid,snickering.“It’sallaboutthrowingyourweightorvolumearound!”Iwas
feelingtheitch,andwasprobablyshowingitwithmyexpression.Wyldseemedapprehensive…but
ever-so-slightlyamused.
“Well,Idoenjoytheoccasionalprank…,”shesaid.Thatwasenoughtogetmetojumpupand
clapmyhandstogether.
“Wellthen!How‘boutwehavealittlefun?”Isnickeredahyenasnicker,whichpromptedWyldto
oncemorelookratheron-the-fence.
“Eeeeehhhh,”shesaid,scratchingthebackofherheadandlookingofftotheside.Ijustsmirked.
“Hey,don’tknockittillyatriedit,”Isaid.Thecattsk’ed,thenshruggedinawhat-the-hellgesture.I
beckonedforhertofollowmeoutofthemesshall.Outinthecorridor,Ilookedupanddown,and
asluckwouldhaveit,spottedaperfectopportunity;HetzerandMishwerewaitinginfrontofthe
elevator.
“Okay,thisone’sclassic,”Isaid,whispering.“Wegetintheelevatorwiththem,thenafterthe
doorsclose,I'llslipyouanairhose,andyou’llbloatupuntilyou’remushingpeopleagainstthe
sidesoftheliftwithyourbelly.”
“Heh,thatdoessoundprettysilly,”Wyldsaid,withanexpressionofreluctantadmittance.I
chuckledinmythroatagain,asHetzerspottedus.
“Ah,thereyoutwoare,”hesaid.“Goodnews,Mishsaysthedefragoftheimplantshouldbedone
inamatterofminutes.We’llhavethatfrequencyforyoutwototrackdown.”
“Ahh,perfect!”Isaid,tryingtomaskmyenthusiasm forbeingpleasedatthegoodnews.They
musthaveboughtit,asWyldandIsteppedintotheelevatorjustbehindthem withoutthem any



thewiser.Iwasgettingthatexcited,wrigglingsensationinmystomachasthedoorstothe
elevatorslidshut.Slidingahandintooneofmyinner,hammerspacecoatpockets,Itookholdof
ahosethatconnectedtoanairtankhiddeninside.IcarefullyslippeditintoWyld’spalm;she
passeditaroundherbacktoherotherhand,whichwaslessinview.Igrinnedwithasenseof
growinganticipation.
ButthenIlookedup,andcaughtsightofWyld’sface.Thecat’sexpressionlookeddecidedly
uncomfortable.Shewasopeninghermuzzlewithnoticeablereluctance,raisingthetipofthe
hosetowardshermouthlikeshewasabouttohavetotakesomebad-tastingmedicine.A
thoughthitmelikeabrick.
“She’snothavingfun.She’snotenjoyingthis.”
Immediately,IcaughtWyldbytheotherwristandsqueezedittogetherattention.Thecat
stoppedthemotionofherhandandlookedtotheside.Ilookedupatherwiththemostearnest
expressionIcouldmuster,andshookmyhead,wavingmyotherhandatwaistleveltolether
knowIwascallingitoff.Wyldgavemeaslightlyperplexedlook,butastheelevatorchimedthe
floorwewereheadedto,shereflexivelyletgoofthehoseandputherhandsonherhipstolook
unassuming.Iquicklyputahandinmycoat,pressingthebuttononthehosereelconcealedin
myhammerspacepocket,thehoseswiftlyslidingintomypocketagainlikeaserpentslidinginto
itsden.
AsHetzerandMishsteppedout,Isuddenlyrealizedthatleftusstandinginanelevatorwithno
reasonwhywejustrodeitdown.Iquicklystartedpattingmycoat.“Waitasecond,”Isaid.“Oh
shoot,Iforgotsomething,Igottaheadbackup.”
“Hmm?”Hetzersaid,turningaround.“Oh,right,noproblem,justjoinusinMish’slabwhenyou’re
ready.”
“Ineedtoheadbackuptoo,”Wyldsaid,catchingon.“JustrememberedIneedtomakesureIput
somethingawayproperly;PadshatesitwhenIleaveamess.”
“Alright,butmakeitquickyoutwo,”themerccaptainsaid,asthedoorsslidshutbetweenus.Ilet
outasmallbreathasIhittheelevatorbuttontokeeptheactup.“Thatwasclose.”
“What’dyoustopmefor?”Wyldsaid,givingmeapuzzledlook,“Youdon’tstrikemeasthetypeto
getcoldpaws.”
“IrealizedwhatIwasdoing,”Isaid,givingheranembarrassedlook.
“Andthatwas…?”Wyldsaid.
“Peerpressuringyou,”Isaid.“I’m sorry,Icouldtellyouweren’tenjoyingitandwereonlygoing
alongwithit‘causeIwasdraggingyouintoit.HonestlyI’m kindofembarrassedIactedthatway;
asmuchasIhatebeingpressuredintodoingthings,Ishouldknowbetterthantodoitmyself,
eventhoughIgiveintotheurgetodoitfrom timetotime.”
“Hey,c’mon,Iwasn’t-refusing-,”Wyldsaid,givingmeashrugandabemusedexpression.“You
clearlyjusthavealotmoreenthusiasm forthissortofstuffthanIdo.Butifyou’rehavingfun,I
figured,hey,whynot?”
“’CauseIdon’twantyoutofeellikeyouhavetojusttoindulgeorhumorme,”Isaid.“You’ve
shownmeanawfullotgenerosityandcourtesy,‘speciallyforsomeoneyou’veonlyknownashort
while.Idon’twantyoutohaveunpleasantmemoriesofmeoroneofmyfavoritepasstimes.I
knownyoumaynothaveaproblem withmykindofexpansion,butifyoudon’thonestlyenjoyit,I
don’twantittobesomethingyouputupwithdoingjustformysake.”
Iglancedatmyreflectionintheelevatordoor,givingmyselfachastisinglook.
“Idon’tlikepeoplethatpushyouintodoingthings,”Isaid.“AndIdon’twanttobecomeoneof‘em,
either.”
Wyldchuckledinherthroat,shakingherheadatmeinawaythatsaidshethoughIwashopeless.
“Don’tsweatitsomuch,”shesaid.“Maybethiswasn’tthebesttimetotryitout.Wecantryagain
someothertime.”
“Sure,”Isaid.“Butonlywhenyou-want-to.”

ThedoortoMish’slabslidopenasWyldleadthewayinside.Theincrediblybuxom andbrainy
mouse’sworkspacehadavastcollectionofvariousanalyticalimplementsandworkbenches.I
hadtowonderjustwhatsortofdegreesordoctoratessheheld,judgingfrom thearrayoftoolson
display,beepingandhummingastheyperformedvarioustasks,feedingthedataintoseveral
differentcomputers.



“Ah,perfecttiming,”Hetzersaid.ThemerccaptainwasstandingbehindtheseatedMish,who
tappediconsonadisplayscreenattachedtoawall-mountedarm;thesetupwasevidentlymade
sothemousecouldusethedeskspaceforotherthings,likerestingherimmensebreasts.
“Paydirt?”Iasked,hookingmythumbsinmypockets.
“That’sright!”Mishsaidbrightly.“Weshouldhavethefrequencytheprobeyoudugoutofthelast
aberrantissettoinamatterofmoments.”
“Good,”Isaid,“I’m gettingantsytogetbackonthejob;thelongerthissits…”
“Iknow whatyoumean,”Hetzersaid.Withperfecttiming,Mish’scomputerthrew upawindow
withtheresultsoftheprobe’sanalysis.Idugmysmartphoneout,bringingupthefrequency
scannerprogram.TheDIFhadequippedmewithavarietyofusefulgadgetsandapps;oneof
them wasahandyprogram toturnmyphoneintoareceiverforradiowaves,lazersignals,
satellitetransmissions,sonarbroadcastsandacoupleotherformsofwirelesssignals.Icoulddo
asweepingscantopickupontransmissions,muchlikeaconventionalscannersoldatyour
everydayelectronicsstore.Butmysmartdevicealsocamewithabonusfeature;itcouldalso
trace a signalback to its pointoforigin,within a certain distance,depending on the
circumstanceslikeatmosphericconditions,encryptionandotherformsofinterference.
EnteringthefrequencythatMish’sresearchproducedintomydevice,itstartedsearchingfora
signal.Asluckordivineprovidencewouldhaveit,Igotahit.
“Thatwasfast,”Isaid,notexpectingtohavegottenaresponsesofast.Islidmyfingeracrossthe
screento scrolltheGPS map;thesignalappeared to becoming from somewhereinthe
northwestareaofthecity.
“Lookslikeit’ssomewhereinthefinancialdistrict,”Wyldsaid,lookingperplexed.“Weirdplaceto
haveanaberrantfactory.”
“True,butprobablythelastplacewe’dthinktolookforone,”Isaid.Withasolidlead,wequickly
loadedupintothefirstavailabletroopcarrierandtookoff.Aswegotclosertothesource,the
circleonthemapindicatingthepossiblelocationofthesignal’sbroadcastshrank,mydevice’s
receiverabletomorecloselyfocusinonit.Irodeshotgun,givingHetzerdirectionsonwherethe
signalseemedtobeleadingus.Passingunderaneltrain,thecircle’ssizebecamestaticaswe
enteredthedistrictproper;steel-and-glasstowersrosehigharoundusinthefiscalfiefdom,
wherethegiantsthatplayedwereofthefinancialandcorporatetype;usually,thatis.Smaller
buildingswerealsoscatteredabout,mostbelongingtoprivateaccountantsorattorneys’offices.
“Lookslikewe’vegotitnarroweddowntoa10-blockarea,”Isaid.“Ithinkthat’saboutasgoodas
Icannarrow itdown;whateverencryptionthey’vegotisenoughtobouncethesignalaround
withinthatarea.”
“Tenblocks?Nottoomuch,”Mishsaid.“Theymusthaveskimpedontheirbroadcastsecurity,
squeak.”
“Looksthatway,”IsaidasHetzerpulleduptoonecorner.
“YouandWyldscoutaroundonfoot,”hesaid,asIunbuckledmyseatbelt.“MishandIwillcruise
around;whenwefindsomething,callitin,andwe’llregroup.”
“Gotit,”Wyldsaid,affixingherheadset.ThecarrierrolledoutassheandIheadeddownthe
sidewalk,eyessweepingthestreets.
“Sowhatarewelookingfor,exactly?”thecatsaid,scratchingherheadabit.Ilookedupatthe
topsofthebuildingsaroundus.
“Somethingthatlookslikebroadcastingequipment,”Isaid.“Thatshouldbeagoodindicator
we’reclose.”
“Gotit,”Wyldsaid,“So,antennae,radiotowers,thatkindathing.”
“Bingo,”Isaid.Then,somethingclickedinthebackofmyhead.“Ifthisarea-is-wheretherecent
waveofaberrantsiscomingfrom,maybesomebody’snoticedsomething.Let’sstopinatafew
offices,it’snottoolate.”
Thehourwasaboutmid-afternoon,soalotofofficeswereonthetailendoftheirregularhours.
Fortunately,WyldandIwerestillintimetostepinandtalkwithafewreceptionistsandsecurity
guards.AfterWyldshowedthem hercredentials,andweexplainedourpurpose,I’daskthem if
they’dseenanyunusualactivityinthelastfew weeks,particularlyanyunfamiliarpeopleinthe
area.However,onatleastthreeoccasions,wegotsomethinginteresting.
“Cometothinkofit,”saidonefemalearmadillodressedinasmart-lookingprivatesecurity
uniform,“Therehavebeenalotmorehomelessfolkscomingandgoingaroundherelately.”



“Really?”Isaid,leaningonthefrontdeskinthemarble-flooredreceptionarea.Wyldalsoperked
herearsup.“Itakeityoudon’tusuallyseemanyofthem?”Isaid,probingformoreinfo.
“Notusually,”thesecurityguardsaid,takingapullfrom hercoffeecup.“Butthesedaysitseems
likethere’salwaystwoorthreepassingby,rightaroundquittingtime.Weirdestthingis,theydon’t
stoptoaskforchange.”
“Odd…,”Imused,glancingouttheglassdoorsofthebuilding.Thankingthe‘dillo,WyldandI
steppedbackoutontothestreets.
“Thatmakes,what,threepeoplethat’vementionedoddbehaviorfrom thehomeless?”thecat
askedasIconsultedmysmartdevice.
“Yep,”Isaid,“add to thatthe two receptionists thatsaid theyheard whatsounded like
constructionorroadworkwhentherewasn’tanysignsofitthedayafter.Thatwasgoingon
around….here,”Itappedmyfingeronthescreenbetweentwobuildings.“Andthehomeless
sightingsweregoingonhere,hereandhere…”Itappedthescreenafew moretimes,putting
markersonthelocationsthatformedatrianglearoundthepairofroadworkreports.
“Let’scheckthatspotagain,”Isaid,andleadthewaybacktowherethesoundsofunseen
constructionhadbeenheard.Theclueswereallpointingtoanalleywaybetweenapairoftall,
olderbuildings,abouttwelvestoriestalleach.Theyalleywaybetweenthem wasfairlyclean;
officesdon’tusuallyproducethekindofwastethatresultsinnoticeablybad-smellinggarbage.
Hotairblew upfrom agratingwepassedover,causingmetogripmyfedorabythebrim and
causingWyld’shairtobrieflyimitatethebrideofFrankenstein.
“Hmm,Idon’tseeanythingthatstrange…,”Wyldsaid,eyesscanningthefireescapesand
windowshigheruponthebuildings.
“Meeither,”Isaid,thenimmediatelyhadtoretractthestatement.“Holdon…,”Isaid,myglance
arrestedbyawhatlookedlikeacablethathadbeensecuredtotherailingofonefireescape.It
wentupthewallandproceededfurtherupandup.IpointeditouttoWyld.
“Canyouseewherethatgoesontheroof?”Iasked.“I’llfollowitintheotherdirection.”
“Noproblem,”thefelinesaid.Evenwearingalongcoat,shewasabletoeffortlesslyjumpup,
catchthefireescaperailing,andproceedtoperform agymnasticroutineofflips,handstandsand
somersaultsupthewallandovertheedge.Meanwhile,Ifollowedthecableasitsnakeditsway
downthewallandalongthefoundationofthebuilding,likeamouserunningalongthebaseboard
ofaroom.Itwentonforabout15feetfrom whereitranupthewall,disappearingbehinda
dumpster.WhenIdidn’tseeitcomingoutfrom theotherside,Igrippedthemostconvenient
handholdonthemetalcontainer,plantedmyfootpaws,andheaved.
Thedumpsterstayedrightwhereitwas.
Grunting,Itriedagain.Mybootsslidacrossthepavementofthealleyway,andIclenchedmy
teeth,butstillthebigmetalboxrefusedtomove.
“Damnit,”Imutteredundermybreath,lookingaroundbehindme.Iyanked,Ihauled,Ishoved,I
threw myweightagainstthe oversized trash can,and stillitsatwithoutbudging.Igot
increasinglyfrustrated,hissingthroughmyteethandcussingundermybreath.Iwasstillyanking
onthedamnthing,bothfootpawsupagainstthewallofthebuildingasItriedtogetsome
leveragethatway,whenIheardacoughbehindme.
“Needahand?”Wyldsaid,givingmeasympatheticsmile.Oureyesmetforamoment;Icouldsee
shemeantwell,andIthinkshecouldseethissituationwasn’tdoingmyprideanygood.
“Ehhh,”Isaid,lookingofftotheside.Igotbackdownonthegroundandrubbedthebackofmy
neck.“Ifyoucould…”
Withoutaword,Wyldsteppeduptothedumpster.Withonehand,sheslidtheboxtotheside,
metalscrapingacrossthepavement,withonlyaboutasmucheffortasitwouldtakemostpeople
topushalargepieceoffurniture.Forabriefmoment,Iclenchedmyeyesshut,bitingmylowerlip.
“Thanks,”Isaid,doingmydamnedesttokeepmyvoiceeven.Butfivewordscrossedmymind.“I
am suchawuss.”SteppingaroundWyld,Iinspectedtheareanowuncovered.“Bingo,”Isaid.The
cabletookasharpturndownward,disappearingintothepavement;thecolorandtexturechanged
forthepatchofconcretethecablepenetrated.Itwasnewerthantherest,fillingintheholethatI
hadafeelingthecity’sUtilitiesDepartmentwasn’tresponsiblefor.
“Didyouseewhatthisconnectedtouptop?”Iasked,turningtoWyld.Thecatnodded.“Yep,it
connectedtosomekindofelectricalboxattachedtoaradiotower.I’m noelectrician,butitdidn’t
seem tomatchtherestoftheboxesandwiresonit;lookedmorelikesomethinghackerswould



useforpiratebroadcasts.”
“Soundslikewehitpaydirt,”Isaid.WyldquicklyradioedHetzerasIcheckedmysmartphone
again.Therewassomethingnaggingmeinthebackofmyhead,though.Myfirstinclinationwas
tothinkthisbuildingwasthehidingplaceoftheseaberrants;butIwasn’tsure.Thinkingaboutit,
abuildingfullofunhealthy-lookingvagrantswouldhavebeenquicklynoticedinplacelikethe
financialdistrict.Theymightjustbekeepingtothebasement,butthebuildingdidn’tseem nearly
bigenoughforonebasement,orevenanadditionalsubbasement,forsomethinglikeacrazed
macrofactory.
Aclatteringrumblecaughtmyear,andIturnedandlookedatoneofthegratingsthatdottedthe
alleyway.
“OfCOURSE,”Isaid.
“Alright,”Wyldsaid.“Hetzersaidthequittinghourtraffic’sprettybad,sohe’llgetherewhenhe
can.”
“Tell‘em tomeetusatthenearestsubwaystation,”Isaid.
“TheSUBWAY,ofcourse!”Wyldsaidaswequicklytrotteddownthewidestairwellintothe
underground.
“Yep,”Isaid.“Perfectdeliverysystem fortheseattacks.Runsalloverthecity,andeventothecity
limits,sosomeoftheaberrantscanmakeitoutsidethecitylimitswithoutattractingtoomuch
attention.”WyldandIhadmadeourwaytotheclosestsubwayentrance.Ifwecouldfindwhere
thecablewe’ddiscoveredcameout,wecouldfollowitstraighttowhateverlairthemastermind
behindthishadcreated,orsoIhoped.
Thestairsledtoawideopenplatform thatofferedadecentamountofheadspace,evenfor
somebodyastallasWyldwhenshewasheraverageheight.Commutersgatherednearthe
stoppingpointsoneitherside,whereshadowytunnelsilluminatedbyregularlyspacedlightsled
offintothewarrensthatburrowedthroughthegroundunderthecity.Lookingaround,Wyld
spottedatransitcopandleadthewayovertohim,wheresheaskedaboutanyactivityhemay’ve
noticedwithhomeless-lookingpeople.
“Ihaven’tseenmuchmyself,”Thegoldenlabsaid,rubbinghischin.“ButI’veheardsomeofmy
coworkerssayingthey’veseenalotofscruffy-lookingfolksleavingtheirstations,andtheydon’t
comebackoncetheydo.”
“Dotheyrecognizethese…,”Wyldstartedtosay.That’swhenItappedheronthearm.I’dbeen
lookingaroundwhilethefelinequestionedthecop;asagroupofcommuterswalkedpast,Isawa
disheveledfiguresittingnexttooneofthesupportpillars.Itwasaboar,dressedinabeat-upvest
andstainedhoodie,withjeansthatlookedliketheyweremorepatchesthandenim.Theboarwas
stoutlybuilt,andmostnoticeably,wasstartingrightatus,intently,andwithoutblinking.
“Wyld,”Isaid.“Overthere,thatguyagainstthepillar.”
Thecatglancedover,spottinghim.“Hey,officer,d’yourecognizethatguy?”Thelablookedover
attheboar,shakinghishead.WyldandIexchangedaglance.
“Howd’youwanttohandlethis?”Iasked.Thecatwasabouttoreply,whentheboarmadethat
decisionforus.Hestoodup,steppingoutintothewalkwayoftheplatform,hiseyesneverleaving
us.NowIwassurehewasuptosomething.
“Shit,”Isaidthroughclenchedteeth.Iturnedtofacetheboar,myhanddroppingdowntomyside
andbrushingbackmycoatabittoclearmyblaster.Wyldturnedtofacetheporcinelurkeraswell,
thetransitcoplookingbetweenusandtheboarrapidlyseveraltimes.
“Whoa,waitaminute,you-“thecopsaid.That’swhentheboardclenchedhisfists,spreadhisarms
andlegs,andletoutabellowthatsoundeddownrightunnatural,drowningouttheambientnoise
ofthesubwaysandthecrowds.Theboarwasgrowing,hisvestcomingapartashismuscle
massexpandedlikehewasjuicedupontheworld’sfastestactingsteroids.Hisheightincreased
aswell,untilhisheadwasbarelyaninchfrom theceiling.
“Getback!”Wyldsaid,andboththetransitcopandIbackedawayasthefelinealsobeganto
grow.Thecatdrewhereskrimasticksfrom herlegholstersasshetookupmoreandmorespace,
growingtomeettheboar’sheight,ifnothisunhealthily-distendedmusclemass.Thefeline
shiftedherstance,hercoatflappinglikeaship’ssail;Wyld,notwantingtoruinhernewoutfitby
“upsizing,”hadgottenittreatedwithspecialtextilechemicalsthatwouldallowittogrowalong
withher.
“Cleartheplatform!”Isaidtothetransitcop.Thelabneedednomoreencouragement,quickly



usheringpeopletowardsthenearestexit.Thecrowdalsoneededlittleencouragementeither,as
mostofthecommutershadquicklyrunforthestairswithafew gaspsofshockorshrieksof
fright;thoseclosertothetrainplatformsquicklypackedthemselvesintotherecentlyarrived
trains,whichlostnotimeingettingawayfrom theimpendingfight.
Theboarsnorted,hissnoutlettingouttwinblastsofairlikeasteam valve.Hepawedthe
platform withonehoof,kickinguptilesandconcreteashelaunchedhimselfatWyldandmelike
alinebacker.Wyld,havingnoheighttojumpoverhim,didthenextbestthing,spinningonone
heeltotheside,usinghercoatlikeamatador’scapeasIduck-and-rolledoutofthewayjustin
time.Theboarclosedthe20-or-sofeetbetweenuswithimpressivespeed,andwentrightpastus.
Hismomentum carriedhim intothesupportbeam behindhim,concreteandtileexplodingashe
plowedstraightthroughit.
Theboardidn’tevenseem phasedashewhirledaroundonus,nothingbutcrazedmurderinhis
eyes,alltraceofsanitygone.Ipulledmysidearm andfiredofftwoblasts,boltsofplasmahitting
theboarinthetorso.Theporcinemutantletoutsquealingbellowsofrage,ashestompedhis
waytowardsus;theboltsmayhavehurthim,buttheyweren’tslowinghim down!
Wyldsteppedup,doingaspinkicktotheboar’shead,followedupbyacymbalclapwithher
fightingstickstohisneck.Theboarsnarledagain,andlashedoutwithasinewyarm,thenthe
other,bothmissingWyldbyscantinchesasshedidabackwardstumbletoavoidthem.The
felinelungedforward,lookingtostriketheboarinthethroatthesamewayshehadthebadger
she’dfoughtwhenwefirstmet.Buttheboarwasfasterthanhelooked;hecaughtWyldbythe
wrists,yankedherinclose,andgaveheraviciousheadbutt,followedbyasavagekneetothe
stomach.
IknewIhadtotakeashot,ortheboarwouldstompWyldintopaste.Igrippedmyblasterwith
bothhands,drawingacarefulbead,andassoonasthefelinewentdownononeknee,exposing
mostofheropponent,Icrackedoffanothertwoshots,theboltssearingintotheboard’sexposed
chest.Theboarletoutanothersquealingbellowofrage;hewasdistractedenoughforWyldto
makeamove,haulingupbothfootpawsandkickingofffrom heropponent’storso,breakinghis
gripandpushinghim awayfrom her.
Now wasmychance,Ishiftedmygazeupward,andlockedrightontotheboar’sface.Idon’t
know ifitwasaprimalinstinctorjustluckthatturnedhisattentiontome,butIfoundmyself
staringrightintotwoeyesfullofblindfury.Ipulledthetriggerjustastheboarsweptonearm
downandsentametaltrashbinsailingendoverendmyway.Webothhitourmark;theboar’s
headjerkedbackslightlyastheplasmabolthithim justaboveoneeyebrow,thenhefellforward
andlandedwitharumblingWHAM onthefloor.Asforme,therewasnotimetododge;the
secondaftermyblasterwentoff,Iwasnailedbyasolidmetalcontainerflyinglikeithadbeen
puntedbyafootballplayer.Theimpactthrew mebackandoffmyfeet,sprawlingacrossthe
platform withthewindknockedoutofmeandadullthrobbingpainfrom thebaseofmyneckto
mywaist.
“Areyoualright?!”Wyldsaid,runningovertome.
“I’lllive…,”Igasped,coughingasItriedtogetmybreathback.Wyldhelpedmegetbackup,a
handrestingonmybackasIstoodbentover,handsonmyknees,untilIcouldbreathnormally
again.
“We’reclose,”IsaidasIstraightenedbackupandretrievedmyhatwhereitfelloff.“Icanfeelit.”
Usingmysmartphone,Ifoundthespotdirectlybeneaththealleywaywherewe’dfoundthecomm
wire.JustasI’dhoped,itsnakeditswaydownthewallandalongthefloor,disappearingoffinto
thetunnel.WyldtriedtoraiseHetzeronherradio,butifyouthinkgettingcellreceptionisdifficult
outinthecountry,trygettingitundergroundwhenthereisn’tawifirouteraround.
“Eitherwecanwait,orwecanscoutahead,”Isaid,diggingaflashlightoutofmycoatand
pointingitdownthesubwaytunnel.
“WellI’veneverbeengoodatwaiting,”Wyldsaid.Ismirked.
“Good,neitheram I,”Isaid,aswestartedalongthenarrow walkwaynexttothetracks.The
subwaytunnelwasfullofdarkplacesthatmyflashlightcouldonlybrightenuponeatatime,just
longenoughforustobesurenothingwaswaitingtojumpus.Everynowandthen,atrainwould
comerushingpast,theaircausingusto squintandpausemomentarily,onedgeincase
somethingwasabouttousethenoiseoftheclattering,rumbling,giantmetalpythonnexttous
ascovertostrike.



Finally,thecomm wirecurvedintoadrainageventatanklelevel,acorneroftheventcover
strategicallybrokenorcuttoallowthewiretoturnintoit.Adoornexttoitwasmarkedasthe
entrancetoamaintenanceroom;we’dpassedafewofthem aswe’dwalkedthetunnel,butnone
ofthem hadthedigitalkeycardreaderthatthisonehadbeenequippedwith.
“SomemoreworkIdon’tthinkPublicUtilitiesdid,”Isaid,tappingthecardreaderwithmy
flashlight.WyldchuffedasItookthelightinmyteethandpulledoutmydigitalbypasstool.
Anotherniftytoyfrom theDIF,thegizmolookedalotlikeanelectricalcurrentmeter;pluggingin
theflatkeycardimitatorattachment,Isliditintothecardreaderslot,thenadjustedthedeviceto
producethemagneticsignalitwaslookingforfrom thecard.Theredlightonthecardreader
flickedtogreen,andaheavyKLACKcamefrom thedoorasitslidopen.
WyldsteppedthroughfirstasIputawaymytools.Thedoorhadopenedontoanelevated
platform lookingoveralarge,openroom,evidentlyahubforthecity’swatersystem.Log-sized
pipesranintolarge,grimy-lookingfixturesthatprobablymaintainedpressureorhadsomethingto
dowithfiltration.Icouldn’tsayforsure,Iwasn’taplumberorawaterengineer.
WhatI-was-sureof,however,wasthe-other-equipmentwesawwasn’tsupposedtobethere.
Intheopenspacesbetweenthesystem’sfixtures,tableshadbeensetupwithawidearrayoflab
equipment.Mostofthem Icouldn’tbegintoidentify,buttheyallseemedeitherchemicalor
biologicalinnature.Multiplecomputersweresetupaswell,andseverallargerefrigeratorswere
theretoo.Afterwegotdowntothefloor,viaaconvenientladder,WyldandIdiscoveredtest
tubesinsidelabeledwithdatesandLatinthataneducatedguesstoldmewereprobablythe
scientificnamesforvariousspecies.
“Smartmoneysaysthisisgeneticmaterialforexperiments,”Isaid,closingthedoortothefridge.
WhenWyldandIlookedaroundthecornerfrom whatlookedtobealargewatersystem pump,
weweremetwithanunsettlingsight.Threegurneysweresittingunderneathafluorescentlight,
rollingcartsnexttoeachone.Thegurneyswereempty,buttheusedsurgicalequipmentonthe
trays,restinginbeakersofalcohol,andtherustyredstainsonthefloorwasalltheevidencewe
neededofwhatmusthavegoneonthere.
“Well,nodoubtwe’vefoundthesourceofthisoutbreak,”Isaid.
“Right,”Wyldsaid,goingovertooneofthecomputers.“Let’sseeifwecangetanoutsidelineon
oneofthese,notifyHetzer,”Thecatfiddledwiththecomputerforafewseconds,beforeherface
litup.
“Herewego!Heh,whoeverthisismaybeaninsaneterroristbentonwantondestruction,but
eventheystillhavetouseaninternetbrowser.”FiringupwhatlookedtobeGoogleChrome,Wyld
managedtogetatextmessageouttoMishandHetzer.Wewerewaitingforareply,whenthe
soundofthedoorslidingopenmadeboththecatandmeturnonourheels.Mutteringtohimself,
ajackalinalabcoatandnondescriptstreetclothescamein,carryingasmallcoolerthathewas
rummagingthrough.
“Reallyneedtofindanew supplier,thesereallyaren’tthekindofqualityIne-,”hewassaying,
stoppingjustshortoftheladderdowntothefloor.Hemusthavecaughtsightofusoutofthe
cornerofhiseye,becausehelookedupsharply.
“Whatthefuck?!”hesnapped.Withhisfreehand,hestartedtoreachforsomethinginhiscoat,
butImanagedtobefasteronthedraw,clearingleatherwithmyblasterandlevelingitathim,
stoppingthejackalshort.
“DON’T.even.Thinkaboutit.”Isaid.“Game’sover,Frankenstein.Easywayorthehardway,your
choice.”
“Oh,how‘boutwepickthemysteryprize?”avoicebehindmesaid.Ididn’tturnaround;from the
sound,Icouldtellitwascomingfrom thecomputer’sspeakers.Wylddidturn,sinceIhadthe
jackalcovered.“Thefrell?”shesaid,“who’dbevideochattingwithTHISfreak?”
“Nowmiss,”thevoicesaid,soundingunsettlinglymagnanimous,“that’snowaytotalkaboutmy
researchassistants.”
“Ohhshit,”Isaid.“Thatvoicesoundsfamiliar.IsthatwhoIthinkitis?!”
“Oh!Ihearafamiliarvoicetoo!”thechippervoicesaid.“Mr.Fang!Stillalive?Ithoughtthosedrug
dealersyouranintolastyearfinallygotyououtofmyhair.”
“OscarQuipple,”Ispat.“Wereallyneedtostopmeetinglikethis.”
“Iagree!”Quipplesaidbrightly.“Don’tsupposeyou’dbewillingtosolvethatproblem andjust
shootyourself,wouldyou?”



“Upyours,”Isnarled,asQuipple’slabtechsmirkedfrom hisperch.
“Mike,youknowthisguy?”Wyldsaid.
“Yep,”Irepliedwitharuefultone.“He’saroguegeneticistwithapenchantforkidnappingpeople
toexperimentonthem.”
“Ahh,everthewhiteknightforthepoorandhelpless,”Quipplesaid.“Y’knowI’dexpectyoutobea
DemocratifIdidn’tknowyouweresuchaJesusfreak.”
“IsweartoGodQuipple,oneofthesedaysI’m goingtopullyouinsideoutbyyoursphincter,”I
muttered.
“SoYOU’REtheonethat’sbeenfloodingthiscitywithaberrants,”Wyldsaid,adistinctgrowlinher
voice.
“Ahhh,onlypartly,”Quipplereplied.“Ican’ttakeallthecredit;I’dheardaboutthecrazystuffgoing
downinKingdom City,andwhenIheardthereportsthatauthoritiessuspectedsomeoneof
deliberatelymanufacturingmacros,Ithoughttomyself,‘I’lltakeapieceofthataction!’‘Course,
turnsoutit’stougherthanitlookstocreateanythingmoreintelligentthanawildanimal,buthey,
babysteps.I’llfigureitoutsoonenough.”
“Youknow whatI’m gonnasaytothat,don’tyou?”Isaid.Quipple’schucklewasjustbarely
audiblefrom thecomputerspeakers.
“E’yeah,Ido,”hesaid.“Well,thislocationwashandywhileitlasted,butIguessit’stimetopullup
stakes.TERRY!”Quipplesuddenlyraisedhisvoicetoayell.“BUGOUT!”
Thelightsinthemaintenanceroom suddenlycutoff.IcussedsomemoreasIpulledoutmy
flashlightagainandranfortheladder,Wyldevidentlynotneedingitandjustdoingavaulting
somersaultuptothecatwalk.Butthesoundofthecoolerthejackalhadbeenholdinghittingthe
catwalktoldmehewasalreadyrunningforthedoor.Thelightfrom outsideinthetunnelbriefly
silhouettedhim,asheraisedabeakertohismuzzleanddownedthecontents.
“OhhhSHIT,”Ihissedthroughmyteeth;somethingtoldmehehadn’tjustchuggedaCoke.Wyld
andItoreafterhim upthesubwaytunnel,thecatinthelead.Thejackalhadaheadstartonus,
however,andhadsomehowmadeitbacktothestationplatform wellaheadofus.Thesoundof
shoutsandgunshotstoldusthepolicehadarrivedtosurveytheaftermathofourearlierfight,
andmustnothavelikedwhattheysawemergingfrom thetunnel.
“Fallback!Fallback!”somebodywasyelling;yep,definitelydidn’tlikeit.
Wyldreachedthegateleadingtotheplatform first,shoulderingitopensoharditwouldn’thave
matteredifitwaslockedoropen.Icameoutjustbehindher,steppingtoonesidetogetagood
lookatwhatwewereupagainst.Itwaslikeascenefrom somegrittycomicbook;thechaosfrom
ourearlierfighthadbeenaddedto,withseveralvendingmachinessmashed,knockedover…and
setonfire.Thelightinginthestationflickered,throwingintermittentshadowsoverthehunched
figurestandingrightinthecenter.Thejackalwassnarlingandgrowlinginawaythatcouldn’t
havecomefrom anormalcanine’sthroat.Asitturnedout,itwasn’tjustcomingfrom one
abnormalthroat;itwasseveral.
Iaddedsomemorechoiceprofanityasthejackalgrewbeforeus,labcoatsplittingattheseams
andinplacesonthebackwereexoskeletallimbswereemerging,sixofthem.Butitwasn’tjust
chitinlikeinsectsorcrustaceanscoveringtheselimbs;itwasacalcifiedbonecoveringthe
clackedandclatteredashandswithfourspikeydigitsoneachemergedonmulti-jointedlimbs.
Thejackalstartedtostraightenup,andthreeseparateheadsonelongatednecksroseupfrom its
wideningshoulders.Hismusclemasshadgrown,albietnotasmuchastheboar’s,butenoughto
leavemostofhisclothesinshredsandtomakehim ahulkingmenaceasheroseuptallenough
tohavetocrouchonhiskneesinthestation.Hisfacesweretwistedparodiesofthemselves,
upperandlowercanineselongateduntilthelipscouldn’tcoverthem anymore.Theeyesofall
threeheadshadverticalpupilslikeasnakeorcat.Asthecreaturebaredtheclawsonhisoriginal
handsatus,toothyverticalmawsopenedinthepalmsofeach,andcurlsofchemicalsmoke
cameoutofthem.
“This…isgonnabetough,”Wyldsaid.Asiftodrivethepointhome,themutatedjackalletoutthree
gutturalbellowsfrom itsmaws,andgoutsofflamelikeyou’dexpectfrom ajetengineroared
towardsus.WyldandIdovebehindseparatepillarstoavoidgettingincinerated;theheatwasstill
enoughtosingesomeofmyfacialfurintoacurl.Thesecondthejetblastsstopped,wedoveout
andaround,buttheaberranthadlostnotimeinturningandboltingupthestairstothestreet.
Aclapofthundermetusaswechargedupthestepsandintothebeginningofasteadyrain.Wyld



lostnotimeingrowingtomatchourquarry’ssize.Itwasn’thardtofollow;themutatedjackal
wasn’tmakinganyattempttobestealthy,justputdistancebetweenus,leavingapathof
smashedandwreckedvehicles,meltedglassandmetal,andothervariousdebrisinitswake.
Wyld,whowasprobablyabout15feettallatthatpoint,gotdownononekneeandmotionedto
me.Igottheideaandclimbedupontohershoulder,findinggoodhandandfootholdsonhercoat.
“Hangon!”thecatsaid,andtookoffatadeadsprint,legspumpingasshenimblyjumpedand
hoppedovercars,lampposts,andotherobstaclestheaberranthadn’tbotheredtotryandavoid.
Theraincreatedashimmeringsheet,butwecouldstillmakeoutthefigureofQuipple’smutated
labtechpeltingalong,goingagainsttheflowoftraffic.PeoplewerepartingliketheRedSeato
getoutofitsway;ItooktheopportunitytoleanoverWyld’sshoulderabit,andfireoffseveral
shots.Theboltsofsuperheatedplasmalefttrailsofsteam astheystreakedthroughtherain-
filledair;atleastoneofthem hit,aswesawthecreaturecringevisiblyandroarinanger.
“Whatthehellwouldmakesomeonedothattothemselves?!”Wyldsaidastheaberrantsuddenly
lungedaroundacorner.
“Fanaticism,”Isaidgrimly.“Quipple’sminionsthinkofhim asalivinggodwithaPh.D.They’lldo
anythingfortheirscientificchosenonetoearnaplaceinhistwistedutopia.”
Anotherflashoflightningcrackedasweroundedthesamecorner.IpointedaheadasWyldjust
managedtoavoidtakingaspillfrom therain-slickedstreets.
“There!”Isaid.“Ithinkhe’sheadedforthebridge!”
Acoupleblocksaheadofus,asuspensionbridgeranoverawideriver,crossingthespanfrom
thefinancialdistrictovertothesuburbspastthecity.Ithoughtofwhatmighthappenifthatliving
nightmaremadeittoaneighborhoodwherepeoplehadtheirhomes;itmadeachillgodownmy
backworsethantherain.
“Wecan’tlethim getacross!”Isaid.
“AndweWON’T,”saidavoicefrom Wyld’sheadset.Ilookedatthefarsideofthebridge;the
Hellion’stroopcarrierwasontheotherside,itstopopenedtoallow amountedturretcannon,
mannedbyHetzer,toswivelaroundanddraw abeadontheaberrant.He’djustmadeittothe
bridge’smiddle,asWyldandIskiddedtoahaltonthefarside.Anartilleryshellthuddedfrom the
troopcarrier,buttheaberrantblastedoutajetflame,explodingitlikeafireworksetofftooearly.
“How’dyouguysknow?!”Wyldsaid,soundingrelieved.
“WeweretrackingyourmovementbyyourGPS,”Hetzersaid.“Sawwhichwayyouweregoingand
figuredthatwasthemostlikelypathforourtarget.”
“Good,we’vegot‘em pinned,”thecatsaid.“Mike,hopdown,I’m gonnalayasmackdownonthis
sonofabitch.”IsliddownWyld’sbackasshedrew herfightingsticksoffherthighs,clipping
them togetherintoherstaff.Butwhenthelightningcrackedagain,Ilookedupsharply.
“Whoa,Wyld!Idon’tthinkyouwanttogowavingametalpolearoundrightnow,”Isaid.Thecat
lookedupatthestillrumblingsky.
“Goodpoint,”shesaid,sheathingherweapons.“GuessI’llneedtogetupcloseandpersonalwith
thewalkinglighter.”Crackingherknuckles,thecatstartedacrossthebridge.Theaberranthad
oneheadfocusedonthetroopcarrier,theotherstaringdaggersatus.Thethirdlookedbetween
thetwo,thenglancedup.
“Ohnoyoudon’t!”thecatsaid,justasthemutantcrouchedandlauncheditselfupatthebridge’s
supporttowers.Itputallthoselimbsithadtogooduse,climbingthesteelcablesandgirderslike
aspider.Wyldwasrightbehindit,leapingfrom perchtoperch,swipingwithherclawswhenshe
gotthechance.Shemissedbyinches,asdidtheaberrantwhenittookaswingatherwithoneof
itslimbs.
“Damnit,”Igrunted;theredidn’tseem tobeanythingIcoulddo,butstandthereintheraingetting
cold,watchingformovementagainsttheincreasinglydarkskyeverytimethelightningflashed.
Thenitclicked.ItookoffacrossthebridgeasfastasIcould.Mybootssplasheddowninto
standingwatermorethanonce,soakingmeuptotheshineverytime.Overhead,Icouldstillhear
Wyldandtheaberrantswingingaboutonwhatmusthavebeenlikeagiantjunglegym tothem,
onlytherewasn’tanyteacheraroundtotellthem toplayniceastheyclawed,swung,andgrabbed
ateachother.BythetimeIgotacrossthebridge,Iwassuckingraw,raggedbreathsinandnearly
collapsedagainstthesideofthecarrier.ThehatchswungopenandMishstuckherheadout.
“Mike,what’sWylddoing,squeak?!”shesaid.
“Trying…tokeepthat…bastardfrom…gettingthehighground…,”Irasped.“Gotanidea…youhave



any…sortof…tethergunor…harpoonwitha…metalline?”
“Whatgoodwouldthat…,”Hetzersaid,lookingoverthesideofthecarrierfrom hisseatatthe
cannon.Ipointedattheaberrant,whichWyldcurrentlyhadbytwoofitslimbs,theotherstryingto
getaholdofherassheleanedandswayedaboutonhercurrentperch.ThenIpointedupintothe
sky.
“Oooooh,Igetit!”Hetzersaid.HeclimbedbackdownintothecarrierasIaskedMishfora
headset.
“Wyld,we’reworkingonanidea,”Isaid,startingtogetmybreathback.“Justkeephim busyabit
longer.”
“Onestepaheadofyou!”shesaid,droppingfrom ahighergirdertoalowerone,theaberrant
tryingtofryherandonlymanagingtosnapseveralofthecablesinstead.Theycrackedlikegiant
whipsastheycameloose,thankfullynothittingthecatintheprocess.
“Here!”Hetzersaid,handingmewhatIwaslookingfor.Thelongarm wasgas-poweredandtipped
withatriangularheadwithpiton-likeends,asteelcablecomingoffofitandattachingtoaspool
underneaththebarrel.Itlookedlikethesortofthingusedforspanninggapsorscalingcliffs.
Hetzerhadalargerversionofthatspeartipinhisotherhand,somethingthatlookedlikeitwas
firedfrom thecarrier’scannon.He’dhookedupthreeadditionalcablespoolstoittomakeone
longline,andclippedtheotherendtotherifle’sspool.
“Justsaytheword!”Hetzersaid.Inodded,andforcedmylegstostartrunningbackacrossthe
bridgeagain.Thistime,Ididn’thaveasfartogo;theaberranthadbeentryingtoworkitsway
closertoourend,soitcouldmakeajumpandclearthetroopcarrier.ButWyldwasgivingithell;
she’dmanagedtolandseveralgoodclaw swipestoit,andasIgottothebaseofthetower
immediatelybeforetheonetheaberrantwasperchedontopof,Inoticedatleastthreesetsof
parallelcutsacrossitstorso.Wyld,meanwhile,lookedlikeshe’dtakenafewshotsofherown,
andhadtwohorizontalcutsacrossherfacethatwereslowlysealingthemselvesshut.
Imayhavementioneditbefore,butI’m notfondofheights.Specifically,I’m notfondofheights
whenIdon’thavesteadyfooting.SoyoucanimaginehowmuchIwasgroaningasItookholdof
theserviceladderthatwentupthesideofthebridgetowerandstartedtoclimbintherain.A
strongwindhadalsostartedblowing,whichmadetheclimbextrafunforme.Fearwaschewing
mygutsupasIrosehigher,andwhenIfinallygottothemaintenanceplatform justbelowthetop,
Iwouldn’thavestoodupstraightforanythingshortofadirectcommandfrom God.Instead,I
crouch-walkedascloseasIdaredgettotheedge,whichstillletmeusedtheedgeofthetower
forcover.TherainpeltedmyfaceasItookoffmyhat(sonottoloseitinthewind),unslungthe
speargun,andflippedthecapsopenonitsscope.
Theaberrantwasstandingontopofthenexttowerover,twolimbsgrippingtheedgeofthetop
asitswungatWyld.Thefelinewascrouchedonthelandingjustbelow it,reachingupand
swipingatiteverytimeitmoved.
“OkayWyld,Grabhim andholdhim still!”Isaidintotheheadset.Idrew abeadonmytarget,
aimingupslightlytocompensatefordistance,andalittletothesidetoadjustforthewind.
“Heregoes!”thecatsaid.Wyldsweptaroundtoonesideoftheplatform,puttingherselfbehind
themutant.Sheleapedup,andclappedherhandsarounditsankles,hangingallherweightonit,
sinkingherclawsin.Theaberrantbellowedinrage;twoboneylimbsswipeddownandcaught
Wyldbetweentheshoulderblades,twinclawssinkingin.
Isqueezedthetrigger;withapressurizedbangandahiss,thespearheadwentflyingthroughthe
air,cabletwirlingoutinaspiralbehindit,untilitnailedtheaberrantinthetorsojustbelowtheleft
pectoral.Idroppedthespeargun.
“HETZERNOW!”Isaid.“WYLDLETGO!”
Somedistancebehindandbelow,thetroopcarrier’scannonthuddedagain.Theshot,angledas
closetostraightupaspossible,sailedupandintotheair,takingtheotherendofthecableinto
black,thunderingclouds.
Wyldreleasedhergripontheaberrant’slegs.Shegrabbedthelimbssunkintoherback,andbent
them HARD.Acrackofbonebreakingwasaudibleevenfrom whereIcrouched,andthecreature
bellowedagainasWyldtoreherselffree,divingfrom thetowerandintotheriver.Iclappedmy
handsovermyearsandturnedaway,asaboltfrom theheavenscrackeddowninaheartbeat,the
followingthunderclapsoloudIcouldfeelitpassthroughme.Whenithaddiedtoanechoing
rumble,Ilookedback.Theremainsoftheaberrantweresmokinglikeachimneyfrom itsmouths



andeyesockets.Allitshairhadbeenburntoffandithadbeenrenderedtoacharcoalgray.
“Yougetachargeouttathat?”Igruntedasthecharredaberrantfellfrom thetowerandsplashed
intotheriver,whereWyldwastreadingwater.Iheardthefelinegroanovertheheadset.
“Wyld,areyoualright?!”Isaid.“Areyouhurtbad?”
“JustbyyourPUN,”thecatsighed.
Idouble-checkedaroundmyhotelroom tomakesureIhadn’tforgottenanything,likeacharging
cordorapairofsocks.Satisfiedeverythingwaspackedup,Igrabbedmybagandheadeddown
tothebusstation.AbouttwodayshadpassedsinceWyldandIhadcrackeddownonQuipple’s
lab.Withtheauthoritieshavingtakenthematterwellinhand,Iwasreadytomakemyexit.Taking
outmysmartphone,Istartedtosendatextastheelevatortookmetothelobby,butthepersonI
wasabouttomessagehadbeatenmetothepunch.
“OhheyWyld!”Isaid,lookingupwhenInoticedanow-familiarshadowblockingouttheceiling
lights.“Wasjustabouttogiveyouajingle,”Isaid.
“FiguredI’dcatchyouintheact,”thecatsaidwithasmirk.“So,allpackedup?”
“Yep,Ithinkthingsareundercontrolhere,”Isaid,asthefelinewalkedbesidemeoutthedoor.
“How’rethingsbackatHellion’sHQ?”
“Definitelygood,”Wyldsaid,asweheadeddownthesidewalktowardsthebusstation.“Hetzer
saidthemayor’spracticallydoingcartwheelsoversteppingonthisoutbreakbeforeitgotany
worse.Thepolicehaveseizedeverythinginthesubwaysystem,andthetransitpolicearegetting
afederalgranttobeefuptheirsecuritytomakesurethisdoesn’thappenagain.Mishisgoing
overthehardwarethatQuippleguyhadhisgoonssetup;ifwecangetaleadonhim,we’llhave
thefedsonhistailfastenoughtogivehim whiplash.”
“Good,”Isaid,takingoutapocketnotebookandscribblingdownthenameandnumberofa
certainScottishfriendofmine.“Ifyourunintoanytroublethere,callthisguyandtellhim Isent
youandthatyoucoulduseahandfollowinguponQuipple.HeandIhavedealtwiththiscreep
before.”
“Thanks,”Wyldsaid,takingthenote,foldingitup,andtuckingitintoherpocket.
“Oh,”Isaidaswegottothestation,diggingintomypocket.Idugoutmywalletandpulledout
twobusinesscards.“Ireallyappreciateallthehelpyougavemewiththismess.Ifyouguysever
needmyhelpagain,byallmeanskeepmycardonfile;it’sgotmybusinessnumberandemail
address.
“Great,willdo!”Wyldsaid,takingthecardandtuckingitinthesamepocketasshe’dputthenote
in.Then,takingthesecondbusinesscard,Ipulledoutapenandjottedacouplethingsdownon
theback.
“Andforyoupersonally,”Isaid,withwhatIhopedwasawrygrin,“Thisone’sgotmybusiness
info…”Iflippedthecardaroundbetweentofingers.“Andmypersonalnumber,email,andhome
address.Ifyou’reeverinmyarea,letmeknow.”
Wyldtookthecard,andwithapertlittlesmile,tuckeditintohercleavage.
“Anytimeyou’reintheneighborhood…,”shesaid,thensuddenlysweptoutbotharms,pulledmein,
andhuggedmetightenoughtopushmyfacerightintoherbosom.
“…don’tbeastranger,shorty!”shesaid.
“Mmmph-mmmph!”Ireplied,givingheran“ok”gesturewithmyhand.Thecatgiggled,released
mebeforeIstartedlosingmybreath(asifIwouldhaveminded…)andboopedmynose,asmy
busrolleduptothestation.Igrabbedmybags.
“Youstayoutoftrouble,”Wyldsaid.Ismirkedather.
“Onlyifyoudo,”Isaid.Webothgaveeachotherknowinggrins,andsaidatthesametime…
“Nopromises!”
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