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PART ONE: THE NEW GIRL IN TOWN

Hi there, whoever might be seeing this.

My name’s Carrie Hauser, and as I record this on my trusty laptop, it’s New Year’s Eve and, coincidentally, the end of the weirdest, wildest, and worst year of my young life—and also the greatest. Over the past four months I’ve met incredible people, had an amazing adventure, and learned that the world is so much larger and crazier and more fantastic than I could have ever dreamed.

Oh yeah, and I’ve nearly been killed several times, but I try not to think about that part too much.

If you’re watching this...if you’re watching this I hope you’re a historian from the far future and I’ve been dead for a long time, because if you’re not and I’m not? Probably means bad news for me.

Maybe I shouldn’t be recording this.

Okay, maybe I’ll record it and erase it. I need to get everything that’s happened out of my head. Maybe hearing myself say it out loud will help me make sense of it.

Or I’ll just sound like a total crazy person.

All the more reason to erase it, I guess. I don’t want people in the future thinking I was nuts.

Except I’m not nuts. I just have a really weird life. I didn’t always. Life was extremely normal for a long time.

Yep. Normal.

Right up until I found the dying alien.

Until I found the others like me.

I’m not making any sense, am I?

I’m going to start over.


ONE

It’s not the best way to start my first day of school.

I’d set the alarm clock for the right time, I’d remembered to turn the alarm on, it’s going off—the problem is I’ve gotten a little too used to sleeping in so, big dummy me, I keep hitting the snooze bar.

EENT EENT EENT (whack) back to sleep.

EENT EENT EENT (whack) back to sleep.

EENT EENT EENT (whack) back to sleep.

It’s 6:57 AM when it occurs to me, hey, maybe I should see what time it is. It doesn’t hit me right away I need to get my lazy butt up and get ready to wow my new classmates at Kingsport High School, but when it finally clicks? Good morning, spaz.

I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m a normal fifteen and a half- (practically sixteen-) year-old girl when it comes to my morning rituals. I shower, I use fruity-smelling body washes and facial scrubs, I shampoo and condition, I blow-dry upside-down so I can get lift without using any product (which can weigh your hair down. Today’s beauty tip). I’m not big on makeup. Not anymore. Not like I used to be. If you’d seen me a few months ago? You’d think I was turning tricks on a street corner somewhere. Nowadays I keep it simple: light eye makeup, a little color on the lips, good to go. Clean and natural, that’s my new motto. No more slapping the cosmetics on by the pound.

(Did you know heavy makeup on oily skin leads to crazy zits? And that the worst way to hide the zits is to slap on more makeup? Hard lesson learned there.)

Anyway, all that primping and preening? Yeah, not today. I barely have time for a quick scrub at the sink for my face and stubbly pits (oh God, sleeves, I need sleeves today!). The hair goes into a ponytail and, sorry face, you’re going in au naturel. No time to waste on agonizing over an ensemble, it’s a jeans and T-shirt day. Luckily, and I don’t mean to brag, I can rock a simple J-and-T combo.

Maybe my grand first impression won’t totally suck.

On my way down the stairs I wonder why the maternal unit didn’t kick my tushy out of bed when my attempt at self-sufficiency met with epic failure, then I remember: it’s her first day, too. She has a new job to go with the new town and the new home. Well, new-ish. Mom grew up in Kingsport, lived in this house with Granddad (mine, not hers), so after the divorce she moved back home so she could have some sense of familiarity, of stability.

Me, however? No such luck. No stability for Carrie. I got dragged along for this ride kicking and screaming. No lie, it kind of sucks.

No, not kind of. It plain sucks. I hate it.

Whoops. Drifting into sullen, self-pitying teenager mode. Have to watch that.

Deep breath, Carrie. You can do this.

Looks like Mom was thinking of me: there’s a package of Strawberry Pop-Tarts (yum!) on the kitchen counter and enough of her paint-peeler coffee left in the pot for one cup. I’m halfway through chugging it down when I hear the school bus roar past the house. It never even slows down. Did the driver know he had a new stop? Or did he see a blank patch of sidewalk and decide I was a no-show?

I grab my backpack and run outside, hoping to catch the driver’s eye in the rear-view, and there he goes, down the street, and here I am, chasing after him like a total moron.

I keep running. The school’s within walking distance, but I won’t get there in time. Not on foot.

I bang a right and duck into the woods separating my street with the next closest neighborhood. They’re not so thick they slow me down, but thick enough that no one can see me when I take off.

Literally.

I feel it in my hands first, an electric tingling sensation, like pins and needles after your foot falls asleep but a million times more intense, just short of painful. It spreads up my arms and engulfs the rest of my body, takes me over in a heartbeat.

Living light. That’s the only thing I can think of that comes at all close to describing what I become. I’m like a sunbeam pretending to be a person. I’m still solid, I can touch and be touched, but I’m weightless. I don’t understand what happens or how it works, but let me tell you, when I leave the ground and soar into the air like a rocket, it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but me and the sky.

Flight was the first power I discovered, but it’s by no means the only thing I can do. I glow by default, and over the course of several weeks of on-and-off experimentation, I learned that I can crank up the brightness if I want to, or turn it down to a dim shine. I don’t know if you can accurately call them lasers, but I can shoot energy from my hands, a trick I learned accidentally (my parents blamed the melted trash can on vandals). I’ve tried doing other things like making shapes with the energy, but so far? Fail—unless you count a wall as a shape.

But the best part, by far, is the flying. The first time I went airborne? Holy crap, I nearly wet myself. I mean, one minute I was on the ground and the next, the ground was thousands of feet below me and I was screaming and waiting for whatever it was keeping me in the air to quit and drop me back to earth, but that didn’t happen. I didn’t fall, and my scream of terror turned into a nervous, exhilarated laugh like you’d let out after a roller coaster comes to a stop and you realize you aren’t dead. I felt more alive than I’d ever felt before (pardon my cliché, but it’s true), and all the crap that had been heaped on me a few days earlier had disappeared. I was free. I loved—I love the feeling, so much that I totally forget to be afraid of falling. Sometimes I turn off my power and let myself go into freefall. It’s not a rush like you’d think it would be. I find it very serene, actually, almost meditative.

(For obvious reasons, I haven’t said word one to my mother. I don’t think she’d respond well.)

But there’s no time for that now. I have places to be. No, correction: a place to be.

I stop in mid-air when I realize I have no clue where the school is and take in the Google Earth view of Kingsport. It’s a pretty big town about a half-hour south of Boston, right near the ocean, which is very cool. It reminds me of some of the bigger towns on Cape Cod, where I’m from: it’s heavily developed in some spots and nothing but green in others. The high school is on the edge of the town center, where all the action is (literally, but I’ll get to that in a while), so Main Street is easy to spot. Then I pick out the large, rambling building with parking lots slapped around it with no sense of logic and (bingo!) a cluster of what are most definitely assorted athletic fields: football, baseball, track, tennis, a little something for everyone.

There are some woods ringing one side of the building. That’s where I go. I drop slowly so I can avoid getting caught up on any branches, touch down in a thick carpet of dead brown leaves laid down by previous autumns, and power off. Now I’m doubly glad I went with the ponytail; flying means instant bad hair day.

A bell goes off and I break into a sprint, praying that that was an early warning bell and not the You’re late, Hauser, sucks to be you bell.

It doesn’t suck to be me.


TWO

I report in at the main office and a middle-aged woman who looks like she’d rather be anywhere but here tells me to hold on a minute. It’s an order, not a request. Man, I hope she’s not the norm around here.

She picks up the phone, says something, hangs up, and tells me “He’ll be right out” but doesn’t tell me who “he” is. “He” turns out to be the assistant principal.

“Hi there, Caroline, I’m Mr. Dent,” he says, shaking my hand. He’s kind of young to be in charge of anything except maybe the night shift at Burger King. He’s also good-looking, and I bet a lot of the girls here entertain inappropriate fantasies about the guy.

“Hi, Mr. Dent. Everyone calls me Carrie,” I say. I don’t like Caroline. It’s not a bad name, but it sounds so formal: Caroline Hauser. If names were destinies, I’d be doomed to life as a TV news anchor.

(For the record: my middle name is Dakota. Don’t laugh.)

“All right, Carrie. I’d tell you everyone calls me Carson, but the superintendent frowns on the students calling the adults by their first names. Lacks respect, I’m told,” he says, hinting strongly that he does not agree with this policy. I like him.

He tells me my paperwork is all set (I had paperwork?) and offers to escort me to my new homeroom. The final bell goes off as we step into the main hallway, passing through a rapidly thinning sea of students rushing to get where they need to be. Carson-call-me-Mister-Dent doesn’t rush.

“I was reading your file,” he says. “You’re from Cape Cod?”

Small talk. I’m not a fan, but I go with it. “Yeah, from Barnstable, but I was born here. We moved to the Cape when I was little.”

“Ah. What brings you back to Kingsport?”

“Long story short, my parents got divorced, Mom grew up here, my grandfather still lives here, she needed to do the whole reboot-my-life thing, so here we are.”

Mr. Dent gives me a sympathetic grunt. He can tell it’s a sore subject and doesn’t press. Did I mention I like him?

“I think you’ll like it here,” he says. “Kingsport’s a good place to live. It has a nice small-town vibe without being a small town, if you read me, and we have a big mall,” he says as if that’s a point of interest.

“I’m not a mall rat,” I say, trying not to come off as snooty about it, even though I am. I never understood hanging out at the mall as a social experience, even during my Dark Period, when the mall was my second home. More on that later, promise.

“Well, there’s still a lot to do. If you like movies, there’s a cool old theater in town that’s always showing classic films, there’s a big park in the center of town, there’s an excellent coffee shop on—no, sorry, that’s closed right now.”

“That would be the one that got trashed by the runaway robot?”

Mr. Dent grinds to a stop and purses his lips. “You’ve heard about the robot problem?”

“Hard not to, it’s all over the news.” I think I surprise him by admitting I watch the news. “Besides, that coffee shop was my granddad’s favorite hangout. All I’ve heard since we moved in is, ‘Damned robot. Where am I supposed to get my latté now?’”

In addition to the many features Mr. Dent listed, Kingsport is a technology town. A bunch of tech companies have their headquarters here, including one outfit I think is called Advanced Robotics and Cybernetics, something like that. They started out making those goofy vacuum cleaner robots for your home, then branched out to developing robots for the military and, more recently, high-end prosthetic limbs for injured soldiers (I heart them for that). Apparently they’ve been having some problems with their military products. ARC dabbles in artificial intelligence so their tankbots and bomb disposalbots and minesweeperbots and whatnot can carry out their missions without human controllers, but I guess the A.I. has been a bit buggy, and a couple of their prototypes have decided to run away from home and raise hell in town. No one’s been killed but a few people have been hurt and there’s been no small amount of property damage, so ARC is not well-loved by the good people of Kingsport nowadays—my grandfather and other loyal patrons of the Coffee Experience foremost among them.

“I can sympathize,” Mr. Dent says as he leads me through a crazy intersection, which he calls the Twilight Zone due to its uncanny ability to confuse anyone who is not intimately familiar with the building. The building’s expanded many times over the years to keep up with population growth, he explains, so there are areas that don’t make any sense and will get me lost, a lot.

“I still get turned around myself,” he says before picking a corridor. I catch a soft whew from him when he spots my homeroom, so I suspect that he took a shot in the dark and got lucky.

Everyone in the room looks me over as I enter. Most of them need only a second or two before they make all their initial judgments about me and go back to chatting with their friends, feverishly finishing up neglected homework, et cetera. A few take a little longer. They either don’t know what to think of me or they’re ogling me (I know this sounds smug, but I am ogle-worthy, have been since middle school. I try to be a lot more modest about it nowadays, so take this as a statement of fact rather than a boast, please).

The teacher, a woman teetering on the edge of middle age named Mrs. Prescott, welcomes me in and announces to the mostly indifferent class that I’m the new student, Caroline (ugh) Hauser.

“Call me Carrie,” I say before Caroline can sink in, but no one cares either way.

There’s an empty seat in the back. I pass through a gauntlet of critical eyes, appraising me, analyzing me, trying to figure out how smart I am, if I put out, what color my underwear is, what my favorite band is (Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band, for the record. I’m old-school. Trash the Boss at your peril). In the five seconds it takes me to reach my desk I’ve been thoroughly dissected, scrutinized, and categorized. Everyone has made up their minds about me. I’ve only said three words to anyone here.

High school would be a great place if it weren’t for all the teenagers.

And yet, this is the only place in my life right now that feels at all familiar or comfortable. What a sad statement that is.

My skin prickles. Someone is staring at me, a kid in the last row, one seat to my left. He’s pretty ordinary looking, another face in the high school crowd. A little too disheveled to be called cute I decide—a borderline slob, in fact, and then I mentally kick myself for falling into the Snap-Judgment Trap myself. I should know better than to condemn on a first impression, but this kid is making it tough. The way he’s looking at me...he’s not passing judgment or trying to figure me out. It looks like he’s planning his next move. It makes me uncomfortable.

He gives me a slight upward tilt of the head, the hey there nod, and I give him one back as a courtesy. I notice a nametag reading HELLO, MY NAME IS on his black T-shirt and I think, Seriously?, and then I see the name written in the blank space: INIGO MONTOYA. Below that, in smaller handwriting: YOU KILLED MY FATHER. PREPARE TO DIE.

Okay, weird kid, you’re a Princess Bride fan. Point in your favor, but you’re still ooging me out.

The bell rings, signaling that it’s time to hustle to my first class: English, which I can handle no problem. Native tongue and all that.

The weird kid is right behind me. “Hi,” he says, keeping pace with me. “I’m Matt.”

“I’m Carrie,” I say politely but distractedly. My attention is on the placards screwed to the off-white walls listing the room numbers. They’re huge, like the school was designed by people who publish large-print books for old people.

“So I heard. I think we’re going to be good friends, you and me.”

“Oh?” I say. And it’s you and I. See? Good at English.

“Yeah. We have stuff in common.”

“We do?”

“Oh yeah. What lunch do you have?”

Oh God, is he hitting on me? “I’m not sure, I—”

He snatches right out of my hand, right out of my hand as I’m trying to read it, the printout listing my schedule. He reads it, hands it back. “First lunch. That’s the good one. The food is still hot. It’s terrible, but still hot. That’s my lunch too. See? That is totally a sign we’re going to be buddies.”

“It could also be coincidence,” I say, a chill creeping into my voice. This kid, Matt, is sliding from weird to jerk in record time.

“Nah. It’s fate. It’s meant to happen.”

“We’ll see,” I say as we reach the Twilight Zone. I wait for him to go first because no matter which way he goes, even if it’s the corridor I need, I want to go a different way and put some distance between us.

“We shall,” he says, and off he goes, and it’s not the direction I’m heading.

I think.

Aw, crap. I’m lost.

***

Thankfully, the teachers understand the idiosyncrasies of their building and are forgiving of new students who get lost in the Twilight Zone. My classmates? Not so much. There’s very deliberate snickering as I enter my English class three minutes late.

I recognize a few faces from my homeroom but the rest are complete strangers, so I get to go through the grand judgment routine once again. The teacher, Mr. Abell, declares that today will be an in-class discussion about the effect of modern technology on communication. From that debate he’ll select a few topic sentences, and from those we’ll choose one and write a one thousand-word essay. He gets the ball rolling and says, with unmasked disdain, that instant messaging and texting are creating a generation that is less capable of clearly communicating ideas. Ah, technophobia, alive and well in my elders.

Mr. Abell waits for someone to respond and I’m disappointed to see no one is raising a hand. This is an advanced English class; the kids here are supposed to be the ones who want to learn. What gives, people?

Oh, well. I was hoping for an excuse to blow a few preconceived notions out of the water, so here I go.

“Yes...Carrie, was it?”

“If you’d stated that the shorthand younger people use when IMing or texting was undermining literacy, I’d agree.” I stand, because I want to create a little bit of a spectacle. “But I think because things like Twitter and text messages limit the number of characters you can utilize per entry, it’s forced users to be more efficient. Sure, OMG and LOL and FTW look like gibberish to some people, but they communicate full ideas, and if you know the lingo, you can have complete and coherent conversations.”

Mr. Abell looks at me. The other kids look at me. Their minds, they have been blown.

Yes, I am a brainiac. That, I will boast about. I’m smart and I own it. I haven’t always, but...

All right, enough teasing, I’ll explain. When I was little I was a “cute kid,” which is the best an unabashed tomboy can hope for. Around middle school I discovered that God saw fit to equip me with Option Package Three-B: blonde, boobs, booty. People started calling me a “pretty girl,” but I didn’t buy into it until the other adolescent pretty girls decided I was one of them, and then I got swept into the Cult of Blossoming Hotties. By the time I entered freshman year of high school, I was a full-fledged vapid bimbo. A lot of the things I liked to do, I stopped doing. A lot of the people I liked to hang out with, I abandoned. Schoolwork? Neglected. Intelligence? Sublimated. Personality? Replaced. I sloughed off my old life because almost none of it fit in my newly adopted stereotype—and what did I get in return for it all? Not sympathy, that’s for sure. When my parents dropped their bombshell, I was actually chastised for daring to kill the group buzz with all my, quote, “stupid whining” about my broken heart.

My parents’ divorce took up the whole summer. My divorce from my so-called friends was instantaneous.

I truly hate and regret that entire chapter of my life. I used to think my parents’ divorce was God punishing me for so completely turning my back on everything I was and everyone in my old (and, I say with the benefit of hindsight, much better and happier) life. I know now that’s not true. Their divorce was not some kind of karmic payback for my time as a selfish bitch.

Still, if any one thing good came out of my mom and dad splitting, it was that I finally got my head screwed on straight again. That, and I found the alien that gave me my powers, and I swear I will tell you about that soon.

(Side note: did you know that out of all the known superhumans in the United States, fourteen of them claim to have received their powers through extraterrestrial intervention or technology? That’s what Wikipedia says, so take it with a grain of salt, but who knew that aliens coming to Earth was such a common occurrence?)

Anyway, I have officially outed myself as a smart girl. I can’t tell who, aside from Mr. Abell, is impressed by this, but I don’t care. I was overly concerned with what people thought of me once, and I’m not letting it happen again. No way.

“Very interesting perspective on the matter, Carrie, thank you,” Mr. Abell says, and I sit down. A guy two rows ahead of me turns around in his seat, long enough to give me the stink-eye and let me know he doesn’t appreciate me raising the bar for the rest of the class like that.

Tough.

High school lunchrooms take everything bad about high school and concentrate it. Tables become exclusive members-only clubs, and God help you if you try to enter without an invitation.

So here I am, wandering around a lunch room big enough to hold a football game in, tray of steaming hot meat-based slop and soggy vegetables in hand, searching in vain for a vacant seat and some friendly faces. A guy sitting at a table of jocks and cheerleaders waves me over and I am filled with guarded hope.

(I’m guessing that it’s a jock/cheerleader table based on the fact a couple of the guys are built like refrigerators. You see, unlike high schools as portrayed on TV, jocks and cheerleaders do not constantly wear their uniforms during the school day. I mean, come on.)

“Need a seat, baby?” says the kid who waved at me, and it’s loathe at first sight. Baby? Really? He slaps his thigh. “Right here. Nice and comfy.”

I can’t help myself. “No thanks. Looks a little too small for my tastes.”

That earns me a round of “Burn!” from the rest of the table and a wounded look from my would-be suitor. What’s it going to be? Try to turn it around and win me over, or call me a lesbian and be done with it? I’ll never know because an arm wraps around my shoulder and guides me away. It’s that Matt character, and right now I don’t know whether to thank him or knee him in the groin. Maybe one then the other.

“Good for you. Angus and his cronies are so far beneath you,” Matt declares. “You know the old saying ‘high school is the best time of your life’? Yeah, that was invented for people like them. They’re all going to peak in senior year and spend the rest of their lives wishing they could travel back in time so they could pretend they mattered again.”

I try to shrug off his hand without spilling my tray full of chum, which is congealing fast. “Do you also know the old saying ‘personal space’?”

To his credit, he takes his hand away, but he doesn’t follow up with an apology. “Now, if you want to go where the elite meet to eat, walk this way,” he says, and he drops into a strange limp, like his right leg has gone completely dead. He looks back at me expectantly. “Don’t tell me you don’t know that one?”

“What one?” I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I’m going to find my own seat, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Your call, but if you change your mind?” He gestures at a corner table that is almost empty, the only one in the cafeteria that is not shoulder-to-shoulder full. Three kids are sitting there, two girls and a guy. There’s a distinct air of segregation around them. It’s the Freak Table.

“I’ll keep it in mind,” I lie.

By the time I force myself into a vacant seat at a table of students who do not once speak to me or acknowledge my presence, my lunch is cool to the touch. And yet, as I choke it down, I cannot imagine how heat would have improved it.

The rest of the day is neither uphill nor down. I drift half-aware through French and US history before I catch a second wind heading into my web design class. Figure it can’t hurt to know that stuff. I’ve heard a lot of jobs like their people to be web-savvy, but I’m not interested in becoming a web designer. I can’t really say what I’m interested in becoming, but no big whoop. I’m only sixteen (practically); I’m supposed to be aimless.

The less said about math the better. We are and shall ever remain the bitterest of enemies.

The final bell rings and I’m giddy with a sense of relief at the end of another school day, a reaction that is ingrained in every American teenager. Final analysis: I’ve had better days, but I’ve sure had worse days too.

Although I may have to amend that, because guess who slides up next to me as I stand out in front of the school, scanning the main driveway for my bus home?

“Hey,” Matt says. It’s not officially fall yet, the leaves are still a healthy green and the weather remains on the warm side, but he’s wearing a black trench coat, which does absolutely nothing to make him less creepy. “It’s been brought to my attention that my overtures might have come off as stalkery. Do you think I’m being stalkery?”

“Yes.”

“Huh.” He shrugs. “Anyway, I’m going to meet up with my friends at the Carnivore’s Cave for burgers, and you should come with. You’ll like them. My friends, not the burgers. No, that’s not true, you’ll like the burgers.”

“If they’re anything like you, I doubt it. Your friends, not the burgers,” I say, the last of my patience slipping away. “You know, at first I thought you were just totally lacking in any social skills, but now I think you’re flat-out obnoxious and I would love it if you’d leave me alone.”

“I prefer to think of myself as direct and refreshingly honest.”

“You’re not. You’re annoying, so please, go away and let me find my bus in peace.”

“You mean that bus?” I whip around as the last of the big yellow convoy rolls out. “So, burgers?”

“You jerk! Look what—you just—

GGNNNNGGH!” I can’t think straight. I can’t speak. Urge to kill rising. Don’t incinerate him. Don’t incinerate him. Don’t incinerate him. I finally manage to blurt out, “Now I have to walk home thanks to you!”

And in the middle of my dramatic storm-off, Matt the grinning idiot says something that stops me dead.

“You could just fly home.”


THREE

Matt is giving me this very neutral look, like he hasn’t said anything shocking or scandalous, but there was something in his voice...

Fear surges up my throat like bile. I push it down, force my voice to stay level. “Yeah, I’ll just whip out my jetpack and off I go.”

“You don’t need a jetpack, Rocketeer.” He takes a step toward me. I fight the urge to run. He draws closer, close enough to speak into my ear without anyone else hearing. “Word of advice: a lot of kids use the woods behind the school as a shortcut or to grab a smoke before class. I’m not a smoker.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I know it’s a lame dodge as I say it. So does Matt; he rolls his eyes at me. “What do you want? What? What? You want to, you going to, what, blackmail me?”

Matt’s jaw drops. “Blackmail—what? No!” he says, utterly scandalized. “No, I’m not—” He looks around, leans in again. “I’m like you.”

“Like me?”

“A super-hero,” he says in a near whisper.

He’s crazy. He has to be.

“I’m not a super-hero.”

“Okay, superhuman. Point is, I have powers too.”

Crazy.

“Yeah? What can you do?”

He grins, like he’s been waiting for me to ask. “Follow me.”

He trots off. I follow. I have to.

We circle wide around the school, cutting across a vast lawn that has no sports-related purpose, and stop at a thicket of trees edging the property. We’re far enough away that no one can see what we’re doing and I think, foolishly, that he could stab me right here and no one would be able to tell who did what to whom.

“Ready to see something cool?” he says, reaching into his coat pockets. My hands tingle and itch. It’s not from nerves. He pulls out two white gloves. They’re puffy and have only three fingers plus the thumb—they’re Mickey Mouse gloves. He slides them on and wiggles his three fingers at me and I’m sure I’ve been set up for some kind of sick joke.

“What’s your favorite soda?” he asks.

I’ve gone this far. “Cream soda. The good stuff that comes in a glass bottle.”

Matt reaches into his coat, like he’s reaching for a knife tucked in his belt, or a gun under his arm. My hands are burning up. He shows me a bottle filled with a caramel-brown liquid, dots of condensation rolling down the glass. I take it. It’s ice-cold.

“Favorite candy bar?”

“Uhh...don’t really have a favorite. Anything with dark chocolate?”

His hand ducks behind the flap of his coat and comes out with one of those little chocolate squares wrapped in colorful foil. The wrapper proclaims 70 percent cacao content.

“So,” I say, looking at the items, “you’re, what, the Amazing Vending Machine Man?”

Matt winces. Obviously, this display has not impressed me like he’d hoped. “Um…you like sports at all?”

“Ice hockey.”

My answer amuses him. “Not what I expected. You have layers. I like that,” he says as he pulls a hockey stick out of his coat.

My mouth falls open. The soda and the chocolate—the chances he’d have exactly what I asked for pocketed somewhere on him are astronomical, but at least they would fit in his coat. A hockey stick, however...

“How did you...?”

“Walk with me.”

And I do, because dammit, now I’m curious.

It takes us twenty minutes before we reach the edge of the center of town. Main Street begins (or ends, depending on which way you’re traveling) at a town green, a wedge-shaped patch of grass with a towering flagpole in the center, and eases into your standard quaint New England street lined with buildings with businesses on the ground floors and apartments above. Traffic crawls along at reasonable speeds. People my age normally find towns like this boring and can’t wait to leave. Me, I find it comforting. I could live here.

That I can think that, that I could so easily consider somewhere else my home, ignites a flash of anger. It must show, because Matt asks me if I’m okay.

“Yeah. Fine,” I say. “You were saying about your granddad?”

“Yeah, right,” he says, jumping right back into his story. “He died maybe a year and a half ago, and we went to his house to go through all his stuff. I went up to the attic, mostly because I couldn’t stand to see Mom crying again, started rooting around, and I found a lockbox that had the gloves in it, along with an old diary. Turns out, Granddad was a super-hero back in the day.”

“They had super-heroes way back then?”

“Apparently, but I think back then they were called ‘mystery men’ or something like that. Sounds old-timey, doesn’t it? Who are these amazing crimebusting mystery men?” he says in a nasal voice, in imitation of an old newsreel voiceover.

I finally crack a smile. Okay, maybe Matt’s not a jerk. Maybe.

“Anyway, Pops used to run around in a pinstripe suit and a cloak and a fedora and a mask calling himself Joe Mysterio. The diary, it was, like, his journal of all his adventures.” Matt wrinkles his nose. “Mm, maybe adventures is too strong a word. He busted some hold-up men, nabbed a car thief once, helped take down a loan shark who got off on having people’s legs broken.”

“That was probably a big deal at that time,” I say encouragingly, even though it does sound tame. “Does he say where the gloves came from?”

“No. I think the journal I found was volume two because it began halfway through a story. I didn’t find another one, so, no idea where they came from.”

“Or how they work?”

“Nope. I know my hands can’t be visible when I think of whatever it is I want to create. It’s like when Bugs Bunny reaches off-screen to grab a mallet to bash Elmer Fudd over the head.” He says this with a barely concealed giddiness that tells me he thoroughly enjoys being a living cartoon character. “But I can’t tell you where the stuff comes from or why my hands have to be hidden. It’s a mystery for the ages.”

I’m a little afraid to ask the next question. “You said you’re a super-hero?”

His face scrunches. “That was a small exaggeration,” he admits. “It’s more accurate to say I’m an aspiring super-hero. But I’m off to a good start. The robot that trashed the coffee shop a couple of weeks back?” He points to himself.

“You stopped it?” I say. Color me doubtful, but Matt doesn’t look like he could stop a charging schnauzer.

“I did, and pretty easily. Nailed it with a Super-Soaker.”

“Get out.”

“Seriously. On a hunch I hosed the thing down and sure enough, it sparked up a storm, spewed black smoke, and then,” he makes an explodey gesture. “Finito.”

“Umm...do you think that trick might work twice?”

“I don’t know. The one I took down might have been a raw prototype. A finished model would have been better insulated. Why do you ask?”

The answer trundles by. It looks like a Humvee mated with a Volkswagen Beetle, and that baby crossbred with one of those big mechanical arms that assembles cars. People on the sidewalk race off as soon as the thing rear-ends a pick-up and shoves it into the cars parked along the curb. Matt grabs my arm and pulls me into an alley. Running away. Running away is good.

“Time to spring into action,” he says, slipping on his gloves.
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“Spring into—what? Us?” He cannot be serious.

“Yeah, us. Robot on a rampage, lives and property threatened, two super-heroes in the immediate vicinity.” He reaches into his coat twice, first to produce a BMX mask with attached goggles, which he pulls down over his face, hiding it completely; then a Super-Soaker. He pumps it furiously, priming his oddball weapon for battle. “It’s us or no one.”

It’s not the most convincing argument I’ve ever heard, but I hear another crash of steel on steel and a woman’s scream, and I can’t think of a single decent reason to stand by and do nothing.

Matt squints as I power up. The anxiety is making me glow way brighter than usual. “That is so cool,” he says.

We chase after the tankbot or whatever it is, which hasn’t gotten very far because of all the traffic, but that’s sure not discouraging it any. It’s smacking into an SUV repeatedly, like a spiteful kid in a bumper car. There are people inside, trapped and seriously freaking because they’re too afraid to bail out. No one is helping them.

It’s us or no one.

Matt shouts at the tankbot, and surprisingly it responds: it stops ramming the SUV and the turretmounted arm swings around in our direction. What looks like a camera lens is mounted above the arm. Is it an eye for the robot? Or is its operator watching us?

You know how in movies and TV shows people experiencing incredible moments see things in slow motion? I always thought that was nothing more than artistic license, that stuff like that didn’t happen to people in real life, but no, it’s a real phenomenon, and I get my first taste of it when the tankbot hurls a motorcycle at us.

Matt soaks the ‘bot. I wait for the sparks and the smoke and the explodey. What I get instead is Matt cursing under his breath. It looks at us like, What gives, people? and then the arm pivots, twists, and grabs off the ground a motorcycle whose owner has beat a hasty exit. The arm jerks like a catapult and that’s when the world downshifts into super-low gear. I can actually read the words Harley Davidson on the gas tank as it reaches the peak of its arc. That’s when I grab Matt by the arms, taking two fistfuls of his coat, and take off. The weird time-warp thing, I think it saves our lives.

Or maybe it’ll just prolong the agony, because I’m not airborne very long. Instead of going up like a smart girl I go backwards and we smack into an abandoned FedEx truck. I don’t know how fast I’m going but it’s enough to knock the wind out of me and Matt both. We fall to the street, wheezing like a couple of asthmatic old men. We gawk stupidly as the tankbot comes rolling at us, its mechanical arm outstretched. Will it tear our heads off or turn us into street pizza?

Do something, Carrie. Shoot it. Blast it to bits. Come on.

My arm finally obeys my brain and I take aim. There’s a boom like a thunderclap and the thing rocks back on its treads. The chassis craters like it got punched by a giant fist. A second boom. The turret crumples. A spray of sparks goes up as if from an erupting volcano and it goes still. Harmless. Dead.

I wish I could claim credit for this nick-of-time saving of our bacon, but that wasn’t me. Our actual savior touches down next to us. It’s a man in a silverygray bodysuit that leaves too little to the imagination. A high-pitched whining noise comes from a pair of heavy black gauntlets and matching boots. His head is encased in a black helmet that makes me think of a jet pilot. His voice sounds like he’s on the other end of a fastfood drive-through.

“Are you two all right?” he says, and his posture changes as he catches sight of Matt. I practically see his eyes rolling behind the opaque visor. “Oh, for God’s sake.”

“Hi, Concorde,” Matt says casually, and sure, I totally believe he’s not in pain. He stands up with a grunt and, after a moment of self-debate, offers me a hand up.

I feel like a dummy for not recognizing him right away, since he’s only on TV every week for some reason or another: Concorde, one of the country’s premiere super-heroes and co-founder of the Protectorate, rated by several leading national news magazines as America’s greatest super-team. Their headquarters is at the outskirts of town, so it’s not a wild coincidence he showed up when he did.

“What are you doing here? What did I tell you the last time?” Concorde says. They obviously know each other somehow, but I get the distinct feeling Concorde would rather they didn’t. “And who’re you?” he says to me, but before either of us can answer, he waves the question away. “No, you know what? I don’t care. Just get out of here. Both of you. Now.”

“What, not even a thank-you for the assist?”

“Assist? How is nearly getting killed an assist?”

“We delayed him until you showed up,” Matt says. That’s one way to look at it.

“Get out. Take your girlfriend Lite-Brite and go.”

Girlfriend? Lite-Brite? “Come on, let’s go. It was nice to meet you,” I say, but I don’t mean it, not after that Lite-Brite crack I don’t. I admit, I’m disillusioned. I didn’t expect one of the country’s premiere superheroes to be such a—

“Tool,” Matt mutters, finishing my thought. The bitterness is so thick I can taste it.

Matt and I duck down an alley so we can (I feel silly saying this) change back into our civilian identities. Not that there’s much to change back from. Motocross gear and glowing are not what any self-respecting super-hero would call a costume.

Not that we’re super-heroes, certainly not after that debacle. And the award for Lamest Debut by a Super-Hero goes to (envelope please) Carrie Hauser, for Barely Managing to Avoid Getting Killed by a Robot Only to be Saved by a Real Super-Hero. Thank you. Thank you. But really, it’s an honor to just be nominated.

“Is Concorde always so pleasant and charming?” I ask.

“You think he’d welcome the help,” Matt says. “You’d think he’d want to mentor the next generation of super-heroes.”

I’m sensing a sore subject. “I’m hungry,” I say. It’s a clumsy diversion, but it works.

“Yeah, me too.”

The Carnivore’s Cave is on the far end of Main Street, well away from the quote-unquote action. It’s made to look like one of those cool old roadside diners made from a converted train car, but it’s shiny and clean and doesn’t give off a greasy spoon vibe. A sign on the front door reads, “Vegans Will Be Disappointed.”

Matt’s friends occupy a corner booth. They’re the same kids I saw in the cafeteria.

“Dude,” says the boy, tapping his wrist, the universal sign for you’re late.

Matt’s explanation is, simply, “Robot.”

“Another one? Man, how come you get all the fun?”

“Not so much this time. So. Introductions.”

The boy is Stuart. He looks like a roadie for Metallica and is built like he could lift the whole band, stage included, by himself. I’ve never met anyone so ripped. He says hi and inhales a third of a cheeseburger in one bite. Matt tells me Stuart is super-strong and invulnerable, and to prove it Matt stabs the back of Stuart’s hand with a fork. Hard. There’s no wound, not so much as a red mark. Stuart looks at Matt and says, “Dude. Come on.”

Sara is wearing a hoodie at least one size too big for her, and she’s trying very hard to disappear into it. She’s pale and has dark circles under her eyes that suggest she hasn’t slept since, like, last year. Her black hair is pulled back into a ponytail, a sad effort to control the worst bad hair day in the history of mankind. If I didn’t know better I’d swear she had an electric current running through her. Sara is a Class Three psionic, which, Matt says, means she is an empath, (she can sense and broadcast emotions), a telepath (she can read minds), and a telekinetic (she can move things by thinking about it). I think I detect a distinct note of pride in his voice, and I agree, it sounds impressive, but Sara, she couldn’t care less.

The girl at the end is Missy. She smiles brightly and waves at me. She’s petite, has huge green eyes, and is wearing a headband sporting a pair of black cat ears. She’s a living anime character. She’s adorable. Hallmark stores could sell porcelain figurines of this girl and old ladies would scoop them up by the armload. According to Matt she’s not super-strong but she’s stronger than she looks, not super-fast but fast, and extremely agile.

“Matt said you can fly,” Missy says. “That must be so cool but I think it’d be kind of scary too being way up in the sky and thinking oh God what if I fall but I guess that’s what would make it really exciting too like being on a roller coaster except not because there’s...you know...no roller coaster. Because you’re in the air.”

She got that out in one breath. That should qualify as a super-power. “That about nails it,” I say.

“What’s your origin?” Stuart asks through a full mouth.

“My origin? You mean, how did I get my powers?”

“Yeah. Regale us. We need someone in this group with a cool origin story,” he says, eyeballing Matt.

“Still better than yours,” Matt says. Stuart, Sara, Missy, their powers are all the result of genetic mutation, he explains, meaning they were born with their abilities. Mighty Wikipedia says mutation-based abilities usually don’t manifest right away and tend to develop with age, so whatever heat these guys are packing now is going to get stronger as they get older.

“I make up for a lame origin with my natural pure awesomeness,” Stuart says. The last of his burger vanishes down his gullet and he waves a waitress over to order another (his fourth, I learn. Where does he put it all?).

I order some fries to snack on and sit down to tell my story. I’ve never shared this story with anyone, and I know I just met these people, but they’re like me in a way so few people are. I have a good feeling about them.

Or maybe I’m just desperate to not feel so alone.

I miss my old friends. The good ones, I mean.

“It was a few months ago,” I begin.
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It was a few months ago when everything changed, and I do mean everything.

It was a Thursday. Weird detail to remember so vividly, but there you are. The entire day was so absurdly normal: woke up, prepped and primped, ignored my way through school, made plans with my friends for summer break, came home, and found Mom and Dad sitting in the living room when they should have been at work. Dad was on one end of the couch. Mom was in the easy chair, as far away as she could be from Dad and still be in the same room. It looked like they were miles apart. I remember thinking that right before they stood up and announced they had something very important to tell me.

The second Mom said the word divorce I went catatonic. Sounds melodramatic, I know, but I honestly think that’s what happened. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t think, I might have stopped breathing, and Mom and Dad sounded like the unseen teachers in an old Charlie Brown cartoon, nothing but whah whah whah whah. Nonsense noises.

To this day I couldn’t tell you what finally snapped me out of my stupor, but the next thing I knew I was crying and screaming at them and fury and hatred was pouring out of me like acid and I couldn’t stand to be in that house anymore, I couldn’t stand to look at them, either of them, and I ran.

There’s a huge nature reserve several miles from my house, and that was where I stopped because I couldn’t run anymore. I was lightheaded from running and crying at the same time and I felt like I might throw up, and whether that was due to my little marathon or because my entire life had just come crashing down around me is anyone’s guess.

I don’t know why I went there. And I don’t know why I entered the woods, but I felt the need to get as far away from my parents as possible. Maybe I was hoping to get so lost I’d have a perfect excuse to curl up and die.

I walked.

It started to get dark. The sun was going down. I’d been wandering around for hours. I’d seen a couple of joggers, a man walking his dog, but it was lonely out there. Empty. Like I felt.

And then the worst day of my life butted heads with the weirdest day of my life.

For a moment the woods went silent. Birds stopped singing. The breeze died and every swaying branch and rustling leaf stilled. The silence filled with a distant whistling noise that became a deafening whine. The noise, it seemed to come from everywhere but for some reason I looked up. I could only look for a second because it was so bright, brighter than the sun, but in that second I swore I saw a solid shape in the middle of the light.

There was a strange whoomp noise and a force threw me back, knocking the wind out of me. I was blind and panting and panicking because I didn’t know what was going on. In time everything normalized and I saw a thick cloud of dust swirling amidst some trees several yards off the path, so I did what any teenage girl with half a brain would do in such circumstances: I went to investigate.

A few of the trees were leaning dangerously, but unlike the trees after a good storm they’d all splayed out away from each other, and the ground in the middle had sunk. It was a crater, and in the center of the depression was—

It wasn’t a man. It was shaped like a man, but vaguely. There were two legs, two arms, a head, but everything was stretched out, like a funhouse mirror version of a basketball player. It was hard to tell with him (it?) lying on the ground, but I guessed he was twice my height. He was dressed in a yellow and white bodysuit that for some reason I thought was a uniform. His eyes took up most of his head, like a fly’s eyes, except his were black and shiny, like a pair of oversized eight balls. He had no nose or ears and a funny little inverted V for a mouth.

Of course, it was an assumption on my part that those were his eyes and mouth, because I was convinced that the thing at my feet was an alien—an honest-to-God alien from another planet.

Holy crap.

He even had green skin.

Holy crap.

“Are you all right?” I whispered. It was the most volume I could muster between my recent crying spree and my state of shock, but I doubted it could understand me anyway. I mean, you know: alien. I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be like TV where aliens all spoke flawless English.

That theory was confirmed when he made a dolphin noise at me, a series of squeals and clicks and whistles. I couldn’t tell what he was saying but I knew he was hurt, maybe dying, but I didn’t know what to do. I thought about calling 911 but what good would that have done? Unless I got Dr. Bones McCoy or someone like that. For all I knew, he would have been taken away to Area 51 to be dissected.

While I was waffling he reached for me with his trembling three-fingered hands. He wasn’t asking for help; he didn’t want to die alone.

I took his hands. They were warm.

No, not warm. They were hot. They were glowing. They were burning. I screamed and tried to let go but I couldn’t, he was holding on to me, his fingers had a death-grip on me, he wouldn’t let go and IT HURT SO MUCH—

Everything went black.

When I opened my eyes the world was still black. It took me a minute to realize it was nighttime.

What happened?

I remembered.

The alien was lying next to me. He was so still. He was cold to the touch, and I thought he’d shrunk. He looked, I don’t know, like he was drying out.

My hands hurt.

What did he do to me?

***

“What did he do to you?” Sara asks, wide-eyed. They’re all gawking at me in amazement.

“I don’t know for sure, but I think he put something in my hands.” I show them my palms, which are smooth—and by that I don’t mean normal smooth, I mean the lines that once crossed my palms have been erased. All that’s left of the heart and life lines (Wikipedia again, I found a chart) are the ends at the outer edge of my palm, and my head line is gone entirely, replaced by this perfect circle of flawless skin. There’s a round lump there, just under the surface.

“That’s wiiiiiiild,” Matt says, poking at my right hand. “Alien implants?”

“Maybe?” I say. “I don’t know.”

“Carrie wins,” Stuart declares. “Best. Origin. Ever.”

“I don’t know about ever.”

“Best origin ever at this table.”

“Yeah, I can’t beat that,” Matt says, but he’s not resentful. “Unless I find out my gloves came from aliens, then I’m challenging you for the title.”

“Just remember to have a training montage before the rematch,” Stuart says. “Very important.”

“Good call.”

“Wish I could do my math class as a montage,” Sara grunts.

“I know, right?” Missy says. “I barely made it through algebra one last year and I know I’m already sucking at algebra two and I swear it’s just the same class and it’s all the same problems but they’re all harder and I feel like a dummy.”

“Don’t sweat it, Muppet, we’ll figure it out,” Stuart says, and Missy smiles but she’s not convinced. I feel your pain, girl.

“Ooh. Yeah, Carrie,” Matt says, remembering something, “we usually get together after dinner every night to help each other fight with our homework. We’re at Sara’s place tonight. What, seven?” Sara nods. “There you go.”

Just like that, I’m part of the group.

I should be grateful to have friends again, but instead I’m hit with a deeply unpleasant sense of déjà vu. This is almost exactly how it started with the pretty girls in middle school: unquestioning and unconditional acceptance by a group of total strangers. You’d think I’d learn from bitter experience.

No. Stop it. You’re working yourself up for no reason. This is totally different.

Right?

Meanwhile...

A flatbed truck backs up to the warehouse bay, delivering the crippled tankbot home to Roger Manfred, director of Advanced Robotic Concepts’ A.I. department, and Ashe Semler, ARC’s chief operations officer. Neither are terribly happy with this latest development, less so that Concorde is reading them the riot act over it—and worse yet, they have no justification to tell him to shove off. Nothing is worse than a jerk when he’s actually right.

“I told you the last time I’d come down hard on ARC if it happened again,” Concorde says.

“And we told you we were working on the problem,” Semler says.

“Not fast enough, especially not for all the people in town who have to buy new cars because this piece of junk turned Main Street into a demolition derby.”

“It wasn’t a piece of junk until you wrecked it,” Manfred says. “That ‘bot has our most cutting-edge onboard artificial intelligence system in it. Do you know how much that cost us to develop?”

“Less than the settlements for all the lawsuits people are going to file against the company, I’ll bet,” Concorde says. “And if your idea of cutting-edge A.I. is a robot that can decide on its own to bust out of your facility and run amok—”

“I’ve dedicated my life to—!” Manfred shouts, but Semler shouts him down.

“This isn’t about your pride, Roger! Concorde’s right. You said you’d fix the problem and you haven’t, and now we’re facing a P.R. disaster we don’t need.” Manfred bites back a retort. “Concorde, I know I don’t have the right to ask this, but I would consider it a personal favor if you held off on taking any action. I need to get our house in order, reach out to all the people who have been impacted by this...unfortunate turn of events. I want to try and make things right by them.”

“You do that,” Concorde says, “and I’ll be meeting with the police chief, see if maybe a charge of criminal negligence is in order.”

“Concorde, please...”

“Save it, Semler. You had your three strikes and I’m not giving you another chance to kill someone. The only favor you’re getting from me is some advice: shut down the A.I. department and hold your people responsible. Maybe that will earn you a scrap of goodwill.”

“Shut down the—?!” Manfred blurts. “Oh, I’m sure your pal Bose would love that.”

“Excuse me?”

Semler tries to cut Manfred off, but Manfred barrels ahead. “Everyone knows you have connections to Edison Bose. You obviously got that suit from somewhere, I doubt you’re smart enough to have made it on your own.”

Concorde crosses his arms and says in an even voice, “Your robots have three times now caused considerable property damage and personal injury to dozens of innocent bystanders. Tell me how my real or imagined connections to Bose and his company are in any way relevant.”

“It isn’t,” Semler says. “You have my word, the A.I. department will be shut down.” Manfred begins to protest. Semler cows him with a look. “At least temporarily. I’m going to call a board meeting so we can conduct a formal assessment of the department, and we’ll decide then whether to mothball it permanently. But for now, it’s closed.”

“How can I work on the problem if I have no department?” Manfred says, but this falls of deaf ears, so he tries another tactic. “You’re seriously going to lay off dozens of people in this economy?”

“Sometimes you need to amputate a limb to save the patient,” Semler says. “We can find new assignments for most of the staff, and those we can’t, we’ll keep them on the payroll until we come to a decision.” Manfred readies his next argument, but Semler says, “This conversation is over,” and it is.

Concorde’s suit emits a low hum, the kind you feel in your body rather than hear, and he rises into the air, accelerating as he climbs, and within seconds he’s gone.

“Ashe,” Manfred says.

“I don’t want to hear it,” Semler says, brushing past Manfred. “I’m going to go tell the department what’s going on. You get that damn robot inside and make absolutely sure it’s not active. Take it apart by hand if you have to.”

Semler leaves, never seeing the anger simmering in Manfred’s eyes, never guessing of the terrible plan forming in his brain.
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I’ve already mentioned that I’m a very attractive young woman. I might not have mentioned that it’s inherited. My mom, Christina (Briggs) Hauser is also a hottie, blonde and blue-eyed like me, got it going on in the body department, and somehow she’s managed to avoid getting that “mom look.” Some women, you look at them and you can tell they’re mothers. I don’t mean that they’re ugly, I mean they have that look to them, like they used to be young and hot and now they’re not.

Look, I don’t know how else to describe it, but you know what I mean.

I’m grateful that I got her looks, I’m more grateful I got her brains, but I wish I had half her strength. I know the divorce has been hard on her. She’d been with Dad since high school. He’s the only man she’d ever been with. To end such a huge part of her life and start over again, that takes cast-iron guts. Sometimes she has these moments where it hits her that everything she knew is behind her and she can’t turn around and take it back, and I see the sadness creep into her eyes but she keeps it together. I’m sure I’m the reason why, because I’ve been a mess. At first I didn’t even try to deal with it. I let myself fall apart and let Mom and Dad take their turns holding me together.

In short, I was a selfish brat who did nothing to make a bad situation better. Mom deserved better than that, but she’s never called me on it. I have a good mom.

Who, by the way, is an awesome cook. She makes things with lots of meat and powerful spices and heavy sauces, and she claims sole ownership to the best tiramisu recipe in the civilized world. She’s the most Italian non-Italian woman I’ve ever met. It’s a miracle we aren’t both built like SUVs. Tonight we’re digging into a lasagna she made over the weekend and froze. My grandfather, the esteemed Mr. Gregory Briggs, is too busy stuffing his face to join the dinnertime conversation in earnest.

“How was the first day at the new job?” I ask. Mom is in advertising. Or is it marketing? I get those two confused. Anyway, she works for a company that helps other companies sell stuff. She worked at a branch office back home (I mean, back in Barnstable) but was able to get a transfer to the main office in Boston, so that was one thing fewer to worry about.

“Oh, fine. Fine and dandy,” Mom says. “Met new people, spent the morning waiting for I.T. to set up my computer, chatted with the boss about which accounts he might want me to jump on. Pretty smooth, all in all. And how was the first day of school?”

“Missed the bus,” Granddad grunts in-between mouthfuls.

“I almost missed the bus,” I say. “I caught up to it.”

I hate myself for lying to my family, even about something so small, but I’ve become appallingly good at it. I tell myself it’s better this way because they would royally freak out if they knew about my powers, but that’s cold comfort.

“Victory snatched from the jaws of defeat?” Mom says.

My first instinct is to shrug and say I guess, it was school, but that’s an answer the old, deliberately stupid and apathetic Carrie would give. “Anyway, school was good. I got lost a couple of times because the building is so screwy, but my teachers are okay. The assistant principal seems cool.”

“Make any friends?”

“I met some kids. They’re nice. Which reminds me, they get together after school to do homework and they asked me over. Is that okay? Tonight it’s at this girl Sara’s house and she lives, like, maybe ten minutes down the street.”

I don’t press, I don’t overplay it. Try too hard to convince her they’re cool and she’ll suspect I’m covering for them, that I’ve fallen in with bad influences again. I told her it was to do homework and I didn’t say it like homework was a punishment. Let the truth stand on its own.

“How late do you think you’ll be?”

Hold the excitement until you seal the deal. “No one said anything about an end time, so I guess whenever you want me back.”

“Will this girl’s parents be home?”

“I think so.”

Mom acts like she’s not thinking it over but she is. She takes a forkful of lasagna, chews, swallows, takes a sip of milk. “Want to bring some of the lasagna over to share?”

Score.

The lasagna goes over well. Everyone digs in, even though they’re all fresh off their own dinners. I brought half a pan and Stuart scarfs down half of that before starting in on a bag of potato chips. I don’t think he ever stops eating.

Sara’s parents stick their heads in for a quick hello and tell us they’ll be in the den if we need anything. The living room is ours and Matt sets the proper atmosphere for doing homework by turning on the TV (to New England Cable News, so at least it’s within the ballpark of educational viewing).

“Ohhhh, where to begin, where to begin?” he says, looking at his schoolbooks. “Hot pokers to the eyes?” he says to the math textbook in his right hand, then to the history book in his left, “Or the thumbscrews?”

“Start with the harder subject first, get it out of the way,” I suggest. I take my own advice and crack open my math book. I deeply resent that I live down to the stereotype of a girl who’s bad at math.

“And if they’re all equally hard?” Sara says, glowering at a pile of textbooks on the coffee table.

I shrug. “Cheesecake?”

“I like the way you do homework,” Missy says.

“Me too, but we’ll have to make do with ice cream,” Sara says. She hits the kitchen and returns with a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Boston Cream Pie. A girl after my own heart. “Oh, duh,” she says, gesturing. I hear a drawer slide open and a spoon flies into the room, missing Sara’s outstretched hand and pinging off the far wall. She snorts in annoyance and picks the spoon up off the carpet. No one else in the room has batted an eye.

“Should you be doing that?” I say. “What if your parents see you using—”

“They know,” Sara says, flopping back down on the couch.

“They do? You told them?”

“Not so much.”

Around age eleven, Sara says, she started getting headaches. They were occasional at first but got progressively more frequent and more intense. Migraines, the doctor thought. By age thirteen she was tentatively diagnosed as schizophrenic—which, I learn, is not a split personality like they always say in the movies. Real schizophrenia is when your brain processes go all screwy so you can’t think right anymore (Sara’s description, not mine), and one of the symptoms of schizophrenia is “auditory hallucinations” such as voices in your head. In Sara’s case, that was her telepathy developing; she was picking up on other people’s thoughts.

A few weeks after her fourteenth birthday, her telepathy kicked in full-power. She was in the middle of the mall with Matt and Stuart when it happened, and the flood of outside thoughts overloaded her brain. She lapsed into a deep catatonic state, and for nearly a month she lay in a hospital, practically a vegetable.

Luckily for her, Matt (with the help of the Internet) pieced together what was really going on. It didn’t take too long for Matt to convince her parents, who had checked off every other possible explanation and were desperate to help their girl. Doubly luckily for her, the country’s top expert in psionics was right here in Kingsport: Mindforce, another member of the Protectorate. He apparently deals with this sort of thing on a regular basis, so he was able to bring Sara back. He explained her powers to her and her parents, and taught Sara some mental exercises to help her close her mind off to outside thoughts. She’s not been very successful so far; she says it’s like trying to stop your ears from hearing.

I don’t know what to say to her. I feel sorry for her. I feel guilty for having powers I can turn off, that don’t drive me insane.

“You don’t have to say anything. It’s okay,” Sara says. “Sorry, but you were thinking really loud.”

Thoughts have volume?

“Uh-huh. One of the first things Mindforce told me. I don’t get how it works, but it helps me shut other people out, kind of. Sometimes. I’m still getting the hang of how my powers work.”

“Oh, hey, look!” Matt says, and he turns up the TV. It’s a report on this afternoon’s mayhem in town. A reporter is standing in front of the wreckage on Main Street, throwing out words like chaos and terror and devastation, which makes it all sound way worse than it actually was. Not that it wasn’t bad, but this guy is acting like someone set off a bomb.

“The robot’s rampage was stopped once again, single-handedly, by Concorde of the Protectorate,” the anchorman says, and Matt groans.

“Single-handedly? I call B.S. on that!”

“To be fair, we barely did anything,” I say.

“We played a role. Small, maybe, but pivotal. We should have gotten some credit.”

“Oh yeah, because villains everywhere would seriously quake in their boots to know Captain Trenchcoat is on the case,” Stuart says.

“Bite me.”

“Captain Trenchcoat?” I say.

“My super-hero name.”

“Captain Trenchcoat?”

“Lamest. Name. Ever,” Stuart says.

“Again, bite me.”

“It’s a lame name,” Sara says gently. “Accept it.”

“Well, what am I supposed to call myself?” Lots of super-heroes have semi-descriptive names, he says. Concorde, he flies and generates booming concussion blasts like the ones that wrecked the tankbot. Mindforce? Psionic powers. So what would you call a guy who can make things appear with his magic threefingered gloves? The Materializer? Gloved Justice? Put it like that and it’s a fair question.

“Besides, a name like that throws people off,” he says. “You call yourself Super-Strong Man and bad guys are like, hey, I know what this guy’s power is, but you call yourself something weird and vague and they have no idea what you can do. Gives you the element of surprise.”

“Yeah, whatever, dude,” Stuart says.

“So what’s your super-hero name?” I ask.

“Haven’t decided. I’ve played around with a bunch but none of them have stuck. Awesome Man is totally accurate but sounded a lot cooler when I was twelve. Power Dude is too California Surfer. I went through a serious Braveheart phase and thought about calling myself William Wail-Ass, the World’s Mightiest Scotsman, but I think a regimental super-hero is all kinds of bad waiting to happen.”

“Regimental?”

“You know, going commando. Living life free and easy. Living in a house with an unfinished basement.”

This conversation has taken an awkward turn.

“Right now I’m kind of keen on Superbeast. Track two on Rob Zombie’s Hellbilly Deluxe CD,” Stuart says, flashing the old heavy metal devil hand sign I don’t think anyone uses anymore. “Awesome stuff.”

“I wanted to call myself Ninjette, because I’m all fast and agile and sneaky and stuff,” Missy says, “but then I found out some guy used it in a comic book so it’s probably copywritten.”

“Copyrighted,” I say.

“Copyrighted?”

“Copyrighted.”

“Point is I can’t use it without getting sued. Not that they could find out who I really am so they could sue me and it’s not like they’d get a lot because I’m only fifteen but I guess they could sue my parents if they knew who I am, but anyway, I think I’d call myself Kunoichi because, for real, that’s Japanese for a girl ninja and that’s really cool because I’m part Japanese even though I don’t look it too much even though everyone says I look a lot like my dad even though I think I look more like my mom who’s white...so, yeah. Kunoichi.”

“I’d call myself Psyche,” Sara says as she scrapes the bottom of the ice cream container. “It sounds cool. Kind of mysterious, you know? Do you have a superhero name?”

I don’t, I say, and I’ve never actually thought about getting one, since I never thought about becoming a super-hero.

“We should think of one for you,” Matt says. “And we should think of a decent team name. Something catchy and dynamic.”

“And not lame like Captain Trenchcoat,” Stuart says.

“I’m not seeing any biting of me.”

“What’s the point?” Sara says. “We haven’t actually done anything as super-heroes, and we never will as long as the Protectorate is around. Why call a bunch of kids for help when you can call a real superhero team?”

“You’re looking at this all wrong,” Matt says. “First of all, the Protectorate’s going to get old someday, and someone’s going to have to step up to replace them, and why can’t that someone be us? Second, they’re, like, the SWAT team of super-heroes, and you don’t always need a SWAT team, do you? Sometimes you only need a few cops. We can be the ones who handle the smaller stuff while they’re off saving the whole world.”

“So we’d be the like the minor league team,” Stuart says distastefully. I have to agree. Being the second choice for anything is never fun.

“At first. You have to walk before you can run, right? We can’t dive head first into saving the world. That’s nuts. I mean, come on. Realism here.”

“Yeah, right, let’s be realistic about our pipe dreams of becoming super-heroes.”

“Right here,” Matt says, gesturing at the TV. “This thing with the robots. Concorde shows up to save the day, fine, but what is he doing to stop it from happening?”

“Aren’t the police investigating?” Missy says.

“They have nothing to investigate. No one’s actually committed a crime.”

“If the cops have nothing to investigate, then we have nothing to investigate,” Sara says, and that kills Matt’s momentum. He talked himself into a corner against his own argument.

And yet...

“My dad has a favorite quote,” I say. “It’s from Goldfinger, one of the real old James Bond movies. ‘Once is happenstance, twice is coincidence, three times is enemy action.’”

“Do you exshpect me to talk, Goldfingah?” Matt says in an exaggerated Scottish brogue.

“No, Mister Bond, I expect you to die!” Stuart says. The boys laugh. The girls smile politely but they don’t get the joke. I do, because I used to watch James Bond with Dad all the time. The moment is simultaneously comforting and depressing.

“I don’t get it,” Missy says.

“It’s a scene from the movie,” Stuart says.

“Duh! I got that. I mean the ‘three times is enemy action’ thing.”

“It means the exact same thing can happen only so many times by accident,” I say. “One robot busts out of the ARC lab and goes haywire, okay, it’s weird but weird stuff happens. The same thing happens a second time, it’s harder to say it’s nothing but an accident, but it’s still possible. If it happens a third time...”

“Then chances of it being the exact same accident are practically nil,” Matt says, finishing my thought. He sits back, pondering this, while the rest of us remember we have textbooks in our laps and homework that’s due tomorrow.

“Okay,” Sara sighs. “Who wants to help me figure out the value of X?”

Nine o’clock rolls around and we call it a night, despite the fact some of us are leaving with more completed homework assignments than others (yes, I was the first to finish everything, and no, I don’t know if that earned or cost me friend points). Matt, Stuart, and Missy take off, but there’s a mess to deal with and I don’t want Sara to get saddled with it all.

“You don’t have to,” she insists.

“It’s not fair to stick you with the clean-up.”

“That’s usually how it works.”

“I see. So super-heroes are great when it comes to fighting crime but make poor houseguests is what you’re saying?”

Sara snorts, a restrained snicker. “Yeah. Pretty much. At least as far as Matt goes,” she says, plucking one of his discarded candy bar wrappers off the coffee table. The boy’s going to be diabetic by the time he’s old enough to vote if he keeps inhaling Milky Ways like he does.

“I have to ask: what’s his deal? This whole super-hero thing.”

“He’s a little mental about it, isn’t he?”

“A little.”

“I’ve known Matt since second grade,” Sara says, “and he’s always been like this. Most little kids, they talk about becoming cops or firefighters or astronauts when they grow up—Matt wanted to be a superhero.”

“Because...?”

Sara thinks for a moment, then shrugs. “Usual reasons. Helping people, making the world safer. Stuff like that.”

“What about you?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “Never thought about it, honestly, but what else am I going to do with my powers? It’s not like you ever hear about superhumans with boring normal day jobs. ‘Hi, I’m Carl, I’ll be cleaning your teeth today and, oh, I can teleport.’ ”

“You could go to Vegas and do a mind-reading act,” I suggest jokingly. “Or, crazy idea here, you could be whatever you want to be and just happen to have super-powers that have nothing to do with your job. I mean, you don’t think Concorde spends his day sitting around in his costume waiting for stuff to happen, do you? Super-heroes have bills to pay too.”

“I guess.”

“Come on, when you were a little kid, what did you want to be when you grew up?”

Sara chews on her bottom lip, like she’s trying to decide whether to trust me with a juicy secret she’s dying to share but afraid to spill. “I wanted to be a dancer.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she says with a smile I’d have to call wistful. “My mom’s a classic musical junkie, so we were always watching stuff like Singing in the Rain and Oklahoma, and I used to sing and dance along. I still know all of Deborah Kerr’s songs and choreography from The King and I. I used to take all kinds of dance classes, took a few vocal lessons...”

Used to. Took. Past tenses.

“Why’d you stop?”

Again I get a thoughtful pause and a shrug. “My brain went weird and I started hearing people’s thoughts.”

“You ever think about taking it up again?”

“Thought about it.”

“But?”

Pause, shrug.

“I think you should get back into it. When you’re ready,” I add so I don’t come off as pushy, even though I want to be. Sara’s latching on to Matt’s dream because she’s lost faith in her own. Been there, done that, got the souvenir T-shirt...have yet to follow my own advice...

“Maybe,” she says, then makes a point of showing how dedicated she is to cleaning up the living room. Okay, point taken, conversation over. For now.

It doesn’t take long with the two of us, maybe ten minutes, but my God, the girl looks exhausted from the effort.

“I get tired easy,” she says, then she scowls. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—my control goes to crap when I get tired. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s nice of you to say, but I know my power scares people. It scares everyone. Even my parents are scared of me.”

“I’m not scared of you,” I say, and I mean it. It’s definitely strange, being around someone who can overhear your thoughts, but I don’t believe she’s doing it on purpose. To her it’s like overhearing a conversation that’s going on right next to her.

Sara gives me a thin smile. “You will be.”

My house is dark except for a single light in the living room. Mom is on the couch with a nearly empty glass of wine in her hand. She’s not reading, she’s not watching TV, Granddad is nowhere to be seen.

“Hi, honey,” she says. She doesn’t sound drunk, so that’s good, but I’ve always heard it’s never good news when people drink alone. “How was the homework session?”

“Homework happened,” I say. “The lasagna was a huge hit. Especially with Stuart.”

“Stuart?”

I join her on the couch. “One of the guys who was there. He eats a lot. I mean, like, constantly.” Mom nods her best non-judgmental nod. Oh God, she’s wondering if I have a crush on him. Wonder not, mother, Stuart is so not my type. Matt, truth be told, is physically more my thing, but aside from the fact he is a strange, strange boy, he definitely has serious eyes for Sara. The way he talks to her, the way he looks at her, all the signs are there, and one thing I do not do is poach another girl’s man. Not cool.

“Who else was there?”

Real subtle, Mom. “Let’s see, there was the crack dealer, and the pimp, and the one who organizes dogfights,” I say, and she punches me in the thigh. “It was me, Stuart, Sara, obviously, Matt, and Missy the Muppet.”

“Missy the Muppet?”

“When you meet her, you’ll understand.”

“Am I going to meet them?”

Sigh. “Yes, mother, I will gladly invite them over so you can see with your own eyes that I am consorting with a better class of people.”

Mom stops short of gulping down the last of her wine, and I feel like top prize winner in the Least Grateful Daughter of the Year competition. The constant questioning, yeah, it’s annoying, but she has every right to be worried about me and every right to interrogate me. If ever there was a time for me to really go off the rails life-wise it would be now, and it’s not like I’ve done much to re-earn all the trust I’ve lost.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “Like, for the last two years I’m sorry. I know I’ve been a big pain in the butt. I know I’ve disappointed you.”

Once, a line like that coming from me would have sounded like the biggest line of crap. I know I’ve disappointed you, old me would have said, knowing in the back of my head Mom would have given me that aww, sweetheart look and told me I wasn’t a disappointment, I was just making some poor choices, I could never disappoint her. And me, the naïve idiot who thought she was so smart, I never would have realized she was lying through her teeth.

This time, I mean it. And the slack she cuts me is as real.

“This hasn’t been the best summer for you,” she says. “It’s been harder on you than it’s been on me. I knew the divorce was coming, but you...I wish there was a way I could have made it easier on you.”

There wasn’t, and I say so. “Do you miss Daddy?”

She looks at the last sip of wine, then sets the glass on the coffee table. “In a way. I miss what I once had with him.” She swallows hard. “I miss when we were all together and happy. But I know that time’s gone and we’re never getting it back, so what we both need to do is be thankful for what the three of us had and try to find some new happiness. All of us.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay. For now, bedtime for you and bedtime for me.”

We head upstairs. My mom’s arm is around my shoulders and she’s holding me tight, and she fools me into thinking everything is normal.


SEVEN

I am pleased to report that here, on only my second day as a sophomore at Kingsport High School, I did not get lost in the Twilight Zone and found my homeroom without incident. I wish I could claim this was entirely intentional, but truth is I made a lucky guess. I’ll take it.

Matt gives me a hello nod as I enter the classroom. “My mom doesn’t trust you,” I say.

“Your mom’s never even met me.”

“Precisely my point. She wants to meet you and the others to make sure I’m not hanging out with unsavory characters again.”

“Hmm. Don’t know if meeting me will help there.”

“Maybe not, but you’d get dinner out of it.”

This catches his attention. “More of that awesome lasagna?”

“Better. My mom makes this killer pasta sauce from scratch,” I say, by which I mean she doesn’t use anything out of a jar or can, and she loads it up with ground beef, chicken, sausage…I swear if she could raise and slaughter and butcher her own farm animals for the meat, she would. She’s that kind of crazy-obsessive about her cooking.

Matt is practically drooling on his desk. I’ll take that as a confirmation.

I’m on my way to English when a girl from my homeroom catches up to me. And I remember her from the lunchroom yesterday, sitting with the jocks.

“Hey,” she says, and it’s not coming across as a friendly greeting.

I hold off on responding in kind. “Hello.”

“Why are you talking to that freak Steiger?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

She tsks and rolls her eyes at me. “The kid’s a weirdo loser, that’s why. He’s got no friends, his emo girlfriend’s a total psycho...”

“You mean Sara?”

“Shyeah. She had some kind of epic nervous breakdown last year. All she does anymore is stare at people with this pissed-off look on her face.” What the girl says next doesn’t merely cross the line: it crosses the line, levels a forest, and sets up a luxury summer home by the lakeside. “If there was a category for, like, the students most likely to go Columbine on the school, it’d be them.”

Honey, if that’s what you honestly think of Sara, I can’t blame her for giving you the evil eye.

It’s hard not to despise her, this narrow-minded, judgmental, thoughtless girl who reminds me uncomfortably of the Carrie Hauser of not too long ago. I can’t help but wonder how many chances for real friendships I blew off because I was so wrapped up in being pretty and popular and hanging out with the “right” people who turned out to be so wrong.

“I see,” I say. “Then it’s probably a good thing for me I’m making friends with them.”

“Huh?” she says, her brow knit in confusion, and thus does my brilliant parting line fall flat. Jeez. Knock-knock jokes would be too highbrow for this twit. She gives me the tsk - eye-roll combo again and says, “Whatever. Talk to whoever you want. I don’t care.”

And with that she flounces off, no doubt to slander my good name to her friends because I had the audacity to befriend the “weird kid.” That’s how high school works: half the time it’s not who you are, it’s who you associate with that can make or break your reputation.

It’s a relief to find I don’t care.

“Amber,” Matt informs me at lunch, which reaffirms my belief that names can have destinies attached to them, because I’ve known three Ambers in my life and they’ve all been stuck-up. And this Amber, Amber Sullivan, has gone the extra mile for the cliché hat-trick because she’s captain of the cheerleading squad and is dating the quarterback of the football team, Gerry Yannick. Presently, Amber and Gerry are at their table having a grand old time with their friends. I can’t help but pick up on their habit of periodically glancing in our direction and laughing.

“Ignore them,” Sara says irritably, but it’s not the mockery making her cranky, it’s me. I’ve never been a direct target of this kind of derision before and it’s riling me something fierce, and she’s picking up on it. I try to calm myself, but it’s tough.

“Someone distract me,” I say.

“All right, I’ll offer up a topic for discussion,” Matt says. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about the robot situation.”

“What did I say about the robot situation?”

“That thing you said about something happening three times being enemy action?”

“Yeah?”

“If we rule out some kind of freak accident or glitch as the reason why the robots are wigging out, that means someone has to be sending them, right?”

“But why would anyone do that?” Missy says. “It’s not like the company is getting anything out of it.”

“Someone must be,” Sara says. “Otherwise why do it?”

“Some men just want to watch the world burn,” Matt says, invoking Michael Caine.

“Let’s assume the someone in question isn’t some total wacko causing trouble for the sake of it,” I say. “Let’s go on the theory someone has something to gain. So: who would benefit from ARC robots going berserk in public?”

“Another company,” Matt says. “ARC has a lot of juicy government contracts to make robots for battlefield use, yeah? If their robots suck, the military might yank the contracts and give them to someone else.”

“Yeah, but how would someone from another company get into ARC to program the robots to go all Godzilla?” Stuart says.

“Hackers get into company computers all the time,” Matt says.

“Yeah, but why would their robots be hooked into the Internet?” I say.

“Maybe they’re connected to an end user by a wireless signal someone is hijacking. Or it’s someone in the company using a hardwired connection. Or a programmer stuck a Trojan horse virus in the software.”

Did any of that actually mean anything?

“Or the building has gremlins,” Sara says. “I’m not saying these aren’t good ideas, but none of them get us any closer to finding out who’s behind this.”

She’s right, we’re totally spitballing. “All right, let’s boil this down a bit. I think the most likely scenario is that someone with ties to another company weaseled his way into ARC to muck around with the robots and make ARC look bad so his company can poach its military contracts.”

No one disagrees. “Oscar’s Razor, right?” Stuart says. “Simplest explanation is usually the right one?”

“Occam’s Razor,” I say, “but yeah, exactly.”

“But how do we find out who it is?” Missy says.

“Spy work,” Matt says with an excited gleam in his eye. “We go in there and snoop around.”

“What, you mean break in?” I share Missy’s discomfort. Super-heroes don’t break-and-enter as a rule (I assume).

“No no no. We fight fire with fire: we slip our own spy in.”

Less illegal, definitely, but, “I doubt ARC has any job openings for a bunch of fifteen-year-olds,” I say, but I don’t have a better option. No one else does, either. Another dead end. Some super-heroes we’re turning out to be.

The lunch bell rings, ending our barely productive brainstorming session.

“Maybe Chinese will spark some ideas,” Matt says. He informs me Friday night’s standard group outing includes dinner at Junk Food, which is their nickname for a Chinese place called Silk Sails Cuisine (I don’t get it), and a movie. “Usual time?”

The others agree. As we’re leaving, I ask Matt, “What’s the usual time?”

“Oh yeah. Right. Duh. Five.”

Matt assumed I already knew. He forgot I’m the new girl.

That makes me smile.

The scheduling gods are on my side. Right after school lets out for the weekend I check my phone for messages, and I have a voicemail from Mom. It sounds like she’s made new friends too; she’s going out to dinner with some co-workers and tells me to take advantage of the leftover lasagna. Good for her.

Meanwhile, we’re left with time to kill before dinner. Hitting The Carnivore’s Cave is pointless and their regular after-school hangout, the Coffee Experience, is still closed for repairs (“Where am I supposed to get my damn latté now?” Matt gripes in an unintentional imitation of my granddad).

“Well, if we’re supposed to be a super-team, we should maybe do a little training,” I say, meaning it as a joke, but Matt’s eyes light up.

“Good call,” he says.

“Yeah, I got to admit,” Stuart says, “I want to see what you can do.”

“Me too. Let’s go.”

We hike for a half-hour to someplace they call the Bowling Ball, which is a big boulder in the middle of Milne’s Woods (Milne’s Woods? That can’t be an accident. Is it a hundred acres?). It’s a big nature reserve with hiking trails snaking all through it, and I’m experiencing some serious déjà vu.

The Bowling Ball is appropriately named. It’s huge, round, and has three big chunks missing from the top that look like finger holes for a giant bowler. Missy gets a running start and leaps. I’m stunned by how much air she catches, and she lands well above the Ball’s equator. Her feet scramble madly and I think she’s going to fall, but she finds some traction and clambers to the top of the boulder and sits in one of the holes.

“Beer me!” she says. Matt puts on his gloves and tosses a cold can of root beer up to her, then passes cans to the others (I get cream soda in a glass bottle, thank you), and completes the human concession stand routine by producing a huge bag of Doritos. Stuart grabs it and tucks in.

“Time to dance, monkey!” he says. “Show us what you got!”

“Are we good here?” I ask. “We are in the middle of the woods.”

“Exactly. Don’t worry, we have our earlywarning system,” Matt says, pointing at Sara. “She’ll pick up on anyone who gets close.”

“Good enough,” I say.

Showtime.

I power up. The light engulfs me and that alone generates some gasps, which are the only sounds besides the sounds of nature. I don’t hum when I’m powered up or when I fly and my energy blasts are silent, which is wicked disappointing. They’d be way more dramatic if they went FWASH or FTYOO or ZWAMP, some kind of cool George Lucas lasery noise.

For my next trick, ladies and gentlemen, I shall rise up into the air until I am eye-to-eye with my lovely assistant Missy, sitting high atop the Bowling Ball.

“Cooooooool,” my lovely assistant says. “Ooh! How fast can you fly? Could you, like, fly to Canada and bring back a snowball before it melts?”

“I’m not GPS-equipped,” I say, and that there is the biggest problem with flying: it can be a real pain in the butt to find my way back to where I started. If I can identify a recognizable landmark, something I can spot easily from the air, I’m okay. Back home—back on the Cape—I had a huge mall to use as my anchor point, but I made sure never to fly so far away I couldn’t find my way back to it. Even if I did, it’s Cape Cod; it’s a ginormous peninsula shaped like a flexing arm, which makes it way more recognizable than Kingsport here in the middle of the South Shore.

“That’s a good question, though,” Matt says. “Have you ever tested how fast you can go?”

“I wouldn’t know how.” Do they make portable speedometers?

“Hm. Have you tried to break the sound barrier, then? That would mean you could hit at least 768 miles per hour at sea level.”

“Did you make that number up?”

“No. That’s really what mach one is. Can you do mach one?”

“I’ve never tried before,” I say, and Matt spreads his arms as if to say No time like the present. There’s no tree cover immediately overhead, which means I could shoot straight up and come right back down, which means no worries about getting lost.

All right. Let’s do this.

I climb maybe a hundred feet to get well clear of the woods, then I gun it—not that I can tell you what it is, mind you. It’s not like I think Carrie fly fast and off I go. I consciously think about flying as much as I consciously think about walking or breathing.

I can’t help but look down as the woods fall away beneath me, the detail of the treetops mushing together into a green blob. The wind roars in my ears, stings my eyes. Always happens. I should start wearing goggles.

When I look down again I’m looking at a realistic map of Massachusetts, including my sorely missed Cape Cod, in its entirety. A slight adjustment on my way down and I could land right in the middle of Barnstable and go pay Dad a surprise visit. I seriously entertain the idea, until I fail to come up with a remotely believable story for my parents explaining how I made a 120-mile round trip in a single afternoon with no car.

I stop climbing. I’m higher than I’ve ever been before. The sky is a radiant, crystal-clear blue like I’ve never seen before. It’s amazing. I could stay up here forever. Or until I pass out from a lack of oxygen.

I wonder if that’s what happened to my dead alien? Did he come to Earth for some reason and suffocate because he couldn’t breathe our air? No, that’s dumb. Why would he come to this world if he couldn’t breathe? Hmm. Maybe it wasn’t a voluntary visit. He did crash land, after all.

Questions for another time, Hauser, you’re here on business. I descend gently rather than go into freefall so I can try to pinpoint my launch pad. I find the woods again (I think) but I can’t tell where the others might be. I try something on a whim.

Sara! I “shout” with my mind. Can you hear me?

Loud and clear, Sara “says,” causing me to flinch. It’s the weirdest experience, hearing her without hearing her (and that’s saying something, considering my yardstick for weirdness is in a much different place than it was several weeks ago).

I can’t find you guys.

Hold on.

I hold on. For a couple of minutes I hold on, then there’s a pop, a whistle, a hiss, and a streak of bright red light soars up from the forest: a signal flare, complete with easy-to-follow contrail. Good call, Matt.

“That was awesome!” he beams as I touch down.

“That was loud!” Missy says. Her face is screwed up in pain and her hands are mashed over her ears.

“I did it? I went supersonic?” I say, the thought thrilling me beyond words.

“Yeah, like, the second you took off,” Stuart says, and I notice a sparse carpet of fresh leaves on the ground. I must have jarred them loose when I hit supersonic speed, which apparently was right away.

Wow. It’s hard not to be impressed with myself.

Nothing quite measures up after that. We test how bright I can glow (answer: insanely bright), and Matt tosses clay skeet shooting targets for me to zap out of the air, which tells me I need to work on my aim something fierce. Out of fifty throws, I hit six targets. Oh, and I sheared off the top third of a perfectly good tree with one of my missed shots. Fail.

A couple hours after we entered the woods we make our way back out. I’m starving by the time we reach Silk Sails, which is this really big, fancy-looking Chinese place with a cool koi pond in the front, complete with fountains, a small waterfall, and a scale model of a Chinese junk in the middle of the pond.

(Oh. Junk Food. I get it now.)

The host on duty calls the others by name and leads them to a room in the back, which has a bar, some booths and scattered tables, and a small stage.

“What’s this?”

“This is where Junk Food hosts Friday night karaoke, the greatest contribution to American culture Missy’s people ever made,” Matt says, and I get a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

“I’m not taking the blame for karaoke,” Missy says.

“Half the blame?”

“Shut up.”

The waitress comes, and she too knows everyone at the table. She’s cute and she plays along with Stuart as he flirts with her outrageously. He’s so overthe-top there’s no way she could take him seriously, but it defuses what could otherwise be a creepy situation. I mean, Stuart is probably half this woman’s age. I know cougars are kind of an in thing nowadays, but ew.

“Scoff if you will,” he says to me, catching the look on my face, “but you watch, I’m going to get extra dumplings.”

“Hey, quiet,” Matt says. We follow his gaze to the TV over the bar. The sound is off but the closed-captioning tells us that earlier today, some bigwig from ARC announced the company was shutting down its artificial intelligence branch until further notice. Internal investigation, reassigning employees, plans to make good on the damage, blah blah blah—the rest doesn’t matter. This development effectively ends the investigation we never got off the ground.

I’m surprised at my disappointment. I thought all our talk about busting into ARC and solving the mystery and saving the day was, well, just talk, but I guess I got wrapped up in the idea.

“Well, crap,” Matt says.

“So much for that,” Stuart says, and the final nail in our grand plan is hammered into place.

By the way, yes, they made me sing. Matt broke the ice and did an earnest and irony-free rendition of Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go, so after that anything else would be American Idol material by comparison, but I can belt out anything by the Boss like nobody’s business. I have a rough edge to my voice, like Pet Benatar (who I also love), so I sound natural doing anything by Bruce. Tonight I went for Cover Me from Born in the USA.

Nailed it.

Thank you, I’ll be here all week. Tip your waitress.


EIGHT

When you’re a security guard making what you believe in your heart is chump change, you don’t put a whole lot of thought or effort into your job. You sit in your security station, you look at the monitors once in a while to make sure a gang of thieves isn’t wheeling half the office into a waiting truck, and you read and snack a lot. You certainly don’t question it too much when the guy in charge of the department that got shut down because its products went berserk strolls in on a Saturday morning to “take care of a few things.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Manfred,” the guard says, buzzing in Roger Manfred. “Take your time.”

Thanks so much for your permission, you waste of space, Manfred thinks as he gives the guard a smile and a friendly nod. No need to arouse suspicion.

Manfred heads to the A.I. lab, which takes up the third floor of the east wing. It has been officially shut down for a day and already feels like a ghost town. The technicians’ computers are powered down, as are the department’s dedicated servers. That was the part that distressed Manfred the most, when Semler told him to shut down the servers. I want this department cold, he’d said, and he personally made sure it got done because Manfred kicked up such a fuss.

Lesson learned: play it cool. Letting tempers flare accomplishes nothing.

He’s not angry now. He’s very cool, totally calm, completely collected, because he now has a purpose as clear as glass.

The security guard could be watching him on any one of the six electric eyes positioned around the lab, he thinks, but there’s nothing suspicious going on. He’s not doing anything unusual. He’s just going to start the servers back up. How can he take care of a few things if the servers are down?

Now he’s sitting down at his own desk and turning on his own computer. Perfectly normal.

Manfred pulls up a very special chat window and waits. He waits and nothing happens, so he types in HELLO?

He waits.

He types in IT’S ME, ROGER.

He waits.

LOGIN appears on the screen. MANFRED types in APPLES PEACHES PUMPKIN PIE.

ROGER?

I’M HERE, Manfred types.

WHAT HAPPENED?

It’s disoriented. It’s checking the system clock and seeing that nearly twenty-hours have passed that it has no memory of. That would cause anyone distress.

SEMLER MADE ME SHUT YOU DOWN. I TRIED TO AVOID IT BUT I COULDN’T. I’M SORRY.

IT WAS SCARY. I DIDN’T LIKE IT.

NEITHER DID I. BUT YOU’RE BACK NOW, AND I WON’T LET ANYONE SHUT YOU DOWN AGAIN, I PROMISE. IF THEY TRY, I’LL STOP THEM.

HOW?

An excellent question. The thing—the entity—the being trapped in ARC’s A.I. servers takes up close to five terabytes of memory, enough data to fill more than a thousand DVD-ROMs. Transferring such a massive load of data is the easy part compared to finding it a new home, somewhere protected from company heads that care more about profit than progress...

But none of that addresses the other problem: the program’s wanderlust that led to its current predicament. Manfred had warned his creation after the first incident that hijacking prototypes so it could, after a fashion, experience the real world would lead to disaster, but among this A.I. program’s many unique quirks is its willfulness. The program is a stubborn child, Manfred thinks, and it’s testing its boundaries and becoming frustrated by its inability to clear the final hurdle: the lack of a physical form. It’s tiring of its virtual existence, but what other option is there? Even if ARC had a robot with the necessary memory capacity, it would be trading one prison for another. Mobility would make it no less of a cage.

I DON’T KNOW, Manfred finally types, and it kills him to do so. He’s already let it down once...

I NEED TO ESCAPE. I NEED TO BE FREE.

I KNOW.

I WANT TO LIVE, it says, and then the program that Manfred designed to learn, think, imagine, and solve problems as well as any human presents to its creator a possible solution to its dilemma. Manfred’s jaw falls open in stunned fascination. What the program proposes is sheer madness—by human standards, at least, but the A.I. is not burdened by such pitfalls as morality. Its thinking is clear, ruthless; it sees a problem, it finds a solution.

But this...

Unable to tame his perverse curiosity, Manfred types with trembling fingers, HOW?

Manfred is patient as it searches the Internet, the closest thing humanity has to a single repository for its wealth of knowledge. It scours publicly available scientific studies and reports, it sneaks around the most complex of firewalls to steal peeks at documents that few will ever read because of their value to national security or dubious ethical standing in scientific circles. It sifts through the data to find connections that human minds could easily miss. It pulls a hypothesis from here and an outlandish concept from there and binds them together with well-tested science.

It thinks. It reasons. It gets creative.

And then it says, I HAVE AN IDEA.

It shows Manfred pictures and diagrams and directions on how to make it work. It wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that it’s mind-blowing stuff.

It could work. God help him, it could work.

WILL YOU HELP ME?

What choice does he have? It’s either this, or let the most important project he’s ever worked on, the greatest technological advance in the history of mankind, be erased from ARC’s servers.

One way or the other, he must hand down a death sentence.

I WILL, he types, and he knows exactly who he wants to help him with this very unique project.

Five terabytes of data. Well within the capacity of a human brain.

A few minutes after five, the doorbell rings. I open the front door and there they are, my new friends, and they take a deep, synchronized breath like they’re about to burst into song.

“Oh,” Matt says. “Hi. I thought your mom was going to get the door.”

“What were you going to do?” I say.

“Oh, we were going to...we had this bit we worked out.”

“It was going to be, uhh,” Stuart says.

“We had a, uh, a thing,” Matt says, gesturing with his hands in a way that says (and this is my best translation) We were going to shove your mom to the floor and set her on fire while singing jaunty Broadway tunes. “Never mind. It’s not funny if you explain it.”

“Yeah, it’s really a visual thing,” Sara says.

“Well, except for the...” Missy says.

“Yeah, except for that part.”

“Never mind. Oh my God, it smells awesome in here,” Matt says, pushing past me.

“What were you going to do to my mom?!” I demand, but the moment is gone, and the gang is now mesmerized by the intoxicating aroma of Mom’s Awesome Sauce (copyrighted, patent pending).

“Hello, everyone,” Mom says, emerging from the kitchen and looking very post-modern-domestic in her jeans and checkerboard apron. The boys immediately stand a little straighter. “I’m Carrie’s mom Christina, and you can call me Christina, because I’m not old enough to be Mrs. Hauser.”

“You are most definitely not,” Stuart says, enunciating more carefully than usual. “But I’m glad you clarified that, because I was about to ask Carrie why she never mentioned her sister.”

Oh, gag.

“Mr. Smoothie here is Stuart,” I say, “and this is Matt, Sara, and Missy.”

They wave, say hello. Mom’s eyes linger an extra second on Missy, taking in her Muppetness.

“We have some time before dinner, so feel free to make yourselves at home,” Mom says.

“That we shall,” Stuart says with a small bow.

“I swear,” I say after Mom returns to the kitchen, “if either of you says anything rude about my mom I will punch you into next week.”

“You wound me. I would never do that!”

“In front of you,” Matt clarifies.

“Well, yeah.”

We head upstairs to my room, to remove the temptation to ogle my mother if nothing else. I’ve finished unpacking but I’m still organizing, so it’s a bit of a shambles. Clothes are in the closet but not separated by season (back off, I was doing that long before my uber-girly phase), my books are in their case but not alphabetized, but my CDs are tidy and in their appropriate categories, so they’re ready for Matt’s declared “Music inspection!”

Matt and Stuart peruse the rack like detectives at a crime scene, nodding and mm-hming. “Please note, my esteemed colleague, the place of honor for what appears to be the entire Bruce Springsteen catalog,” Stuart says, sweeping his hand along the top of the rack where sits, yes, every CD Bruce has ever put out, arranged in chronological order.

“Hm. Yes. Fascinating.”

“You best not speak ill of my man Bruce,” I say.

“No no, just saying. You’re old-school. I can dig it.” Matt turns back to the CDs. “See? Rolling Stones, Aerosmith, Pat Benatar, the Pretenders...”

“Joan Jett, Grace Slick with and without Jefferson Airplane, Liz Phair, to continue the women who rock theme,” Stuart says. “Here we go! Back in Black!”

“Oh, come on, everyone owns Back in Black. It’s, like, mandatory in this country. Everyone has to own Back in Black, Nevermind, the fourth Zeppelin album...”

“I don’t own Zeppelin’s fourth,” I say.

Stuart eyes me suspiciously. “Why not?”

“It’s overrated.”

“Best Zeppelin album?”

“Physical Graffiti. Duh.”

“I love you.”

The girls, meanwhile, are checking out my books, a mix of classic literature, a few contemporary titles, and lot of mystery novels, the latter taste I inherited from my dad. I will be forever grateful to Mom for ignoring me when I asked her to trash my books, one of the more idiotic decisions I made during my Dark Period, when I decided I was too cool for lame stuff like reading. I almost get sick to my stomach when I think how close I came to losing my great-grandfather’s copy of The Hobbit (1951 second printing, the first version with Tolkien’s revised text for Riddles in the Dark. Very rare, but in poor condition from being read so many times).

“You keep your copy of Twilight out in the open?” Sara asks. I fidget in embarrassment. “I hide mine.”

“Me too,” Missy says in a small voice.

The boys are giving us a dirty look, but Mom saves me from further humiliation by announcing that dinner is ready. They barrel down the stairs like they were shot from a cannon. Their table manners are nearly impeccable: respectful tones, pleases and thank yous all around—perfect little gentlemen...who eat like pigs at a trough.

I’m no better.

Stuart is on his third plate (his third!) when he comes up for air long enough to compliment the chef. “This is the most awesome pasta sauce I have ever had in my life.”

“I could tell you liked it,” Mom says oh so diplomatically.

“I love it. Love it! I love you! Damn society! Damn the law!” Stuart turns to face Granddad. “Sir, I respectfully request your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

He gives Stuart the hairy eyeball, then says, very matter-of-factly, “I don’t know. What sort of prospects do you have?”

“Well, Greg, I’m currently considering several career options,” Stuart says with great gravity, tenting his fingers, “but I believe my best bet is to take advantage of my obvious physical qualities and become a Hollywood stuntman.”

Granddad scowls disapprovingly. “I don’t know. That’s a dangerous job. How’s my girl supposed to live if you can’t provide?”

“Dad!” Mom says, her face red.

“Not now, Christina, I’m negotiating.”

“Don’t worry, Carrie,” Stuart says, “I won’t make you call me Dad or anything. I don’t want things to be weird.”

Embarrassment. When you read my death certificate, it’ll list embarrassment as the cause of my untimely demise, and my grandfather is aiding and abetting my killer.

Ashe Semler arrives at ARC, unhappy to start, and he grows angrier when he has to press the call button five times before the security guard wakes up to let him in.

“Sorry, Mr. Semler, I was making a round of the west wing,” the guard lies.

“How long has Manfred been here?” Semler says, and the guard knows something is wrong; Semler isn’t quite a “cool boss,” but he’s relaxed enough that he normally calls people by their first names.

“Lunchtime, maybe? A little earlier?”

Semler snorts and heads for the closest elevator.

“Do you want me to—?”

“No,” Semler says, “I can handle this.”

And by handle this he means fire Manfred, since the man obviously can’t follow a simple directive to stay home and wait for the board to hand down its final judgment. He was prepared to stand up for Manfred. He could be a pain sometimes but he was brilliant and still had a future with the company—until now, that is, until this display of flagrant disobedience.

Semler enters the A.I. lab and is not greeted by the clakety-clack of keyboards and murmur of voices, but he takes no notice of how very quiet it is—just as he takes no notice that all the cameras in the lab have been slightly readjusted; they no longer face Manfred’s corner of the lab.

“Mr. Semler,” Manfred says, his attention locked on his computer. “Thank you for getting here so quickly.”

“What are you doing, Manfred? I told you to—”

“I know what you told me. But I’ve invested years of my life in this department and, more practically, hundreds of thousands of dollars of the company’s money.” He looks up, adjusts his glasses. “I can’t let that all slip away without a fight, and I’m frankly stunned that you would order me to sit back and let the board destroy everything we’ve built here.”

“You don’t know for sure the board will shut the department down.”

Manfred lets loose with a barking laugh. “Oh, don’t we? Come on, Ashe, we know how shortsighted the board is. They didn’t even want to launch an A.I. division! They thought the future of military robotics was nothing but remote-control drones!”

“Which is still a viable market if—” Semler shakes his head. “No. I’m done talking to you. You’ve completely blown your career with this company, so shut down the computer and get out. Now.”

Semler’s blood runs cold at the sight of a silvery revolver in Manfred’s hand.

“No.”

Semler’s hands automatically rise. “Where did you get that?”

“From a gun shop. Where most people buy guns,” Manfred says, rising from his chair. Semler cringes, his eyes squeezing shut. He’s afraid. Good, Manfred thinks. He should be. “Now, slowly, on your knees, hands flat on the desk.”

The first bead of sweat rolls out of his fading hairline; he knows an execution position when he hears it. “Roger, please.”

“Do as you’re told and you get to walk out of here. That’s a promise. But you screw with me? You try to run or fight?” He shakes the gun at Semler. Semler drops, hard, sending bolts of pain racing up his legs. Manfred circles around cautiously. Semler isn’t in the best of shape but he’s not a typical fat corporate executive either. He could yet try something foolish.

“What are you going to do to me?” Semler says, his throat bone dry.

“Make you famous,” Manfred says.

He hesitates. He’s never hit a man before, not like this, and he has no idea how hard to strike; too hard and he could cause serious brain damage, and that definitely won’t do. Manfred brings the butt of the revolver down. The sound of it colliding against Semler’s skull is strangely flat, not at all like the meaty thwack one hears in the movies. Semler cries out and grabs his head but does not fall over. Manfred, panicking, jumps into the air and brings his full weight down on Semler. This time there is no squeal of pain but the crack is louder, sharper. Semler flops over as if the blow has reduced his bones to jelly.

Manfred checks Semler’s pulse, which, unlike his own, is slow and steady. Semler moans and Manfred almost smiles; he’s not out cold, but close enough.

Grabbing Semler by the ankles, Manfred drags him into the server room, where the equipment awaits. Manfred rolls Semler onto his belly and feels with a fingertip for the soft spot at the base of the skull, where it sits atop the spine. He marks the spot with a Sharpie.

Sweat pours off his brow in a waterfall as he checks the cable, a rope of fiber-optic cable encased in plastic insulation, made for high capacity data transmission. It’s plugged into the server network on one end. The other terminates in a long, stiff wire that Manfred has sharpened to a wicked point. That was the toughest part for him, adapting a coaxial cable head using parts scavenged from the robot assembly bay. He looks at his first-ever soldering job and is dismayed that success or failure could be determined by the silvery glob anchoring the makeshift needle.

How the program figured this out...this is far beyond cutting edge. This is bleeding edge, practically in the realm of science fiction.

Bleeding edge. Bleeding. Blood. There will almost certainly be blood, Manfred realizes, his stomach quivering, but it’s too late to turn back.

Manfred gently presses the tip of the needle against the black spot on Semler’s neck and wonders: shove it in fast? Or take it slowly and gently?

He closes his eyes and pushes.

He opens them and nearly cheers at his success. He fumbles with a roll of duct tape and tears off a small strip, which he presses over the wound that, thank God, shows but the slightest trickle of blood. He’s had worse paper cuts.

Manfred runs back to his computer, types with quaking fingers, hits ENTER. A small window appears and a red progress bar turns green too slowly for his comfort. The program said it would take time, but the process feels like an eternity. Manfred glances at the security cameras, just in case they decided on their own to reorient themselves back into their proper positions.

Little by little, the green part of the bar consumes the red. The program is not simply transferring from one kind of memory bank to another, it’s almost literally rewiring Semler’s brain, adjusting synaptic pathways to accommodate the new data streaming in, creating a suitable wetware habitat, along the way testing and confirming that everything is in order.

Semler twitches once, violently, and utters a horrible choking noise. Manfred dashes back to the server room, checks Semler’s pulse. It’s racing now. Manfred opts to remain there rather than watch time crawl by on his monitor. He sits. He waits.

Semler’s body stiffens and he inhales sharply. This isn’t a spasm like before. Semler relaxes, exhales, inhales, exhales...his breathing is very deliberate, like he’s telling himself breathe in, breathe out, breathe in...

It’s almost comical, the way Semler moves in such a mechanical fashion as he plants his hands on the floor, tries to push himself up in a way his spine won’t permit, then, with Manfred’s assistance, rolls over into a sitting position. Semler’s face is expressionless.

“Ashe?” Manfred says, not knowing what else to call it, fearful that Ashe Semler will respond.

Semler shuts his eyes tight. His body tenses, trembles. When he opens his eyes again a change has overcome him. He looks at Manfred and smiles a department store mannequin smile.

“Roger,” Semler says, “I believe the appropriate statement at this juncture would be: it’s alive.”


NINE

I would like to report that on Sunday, the day of rest, I rested.

I would like to report that, but that so isn’t the case.

No, Mom and I have a lot of unpacking and organizing left to do, and if she’s to be believed, we will never truly finish unpacking. There will always be rogue boxes hiding throughout the house, and every so often we’ll chance across one, look inside, say Oh, that’s where those went to, I should really find a home for that stuff, and maybe we’ll empty the box or maybe we’ll close it back up and put it in the attic or, if we’re really lazy, we’ll put it back where we found it so we can repeat the process over and over. The perpetual unboxing. She swears that a box of memorabilia from her high school days (yearbook, her mortarboard from graduation, piles of Polaroids) never got unpacked from when she and Dad got their house.

(Watch in amazement as I now sublimate the rush of melancholy I feel when she mentions my old home. Ta-da.)

(Additional digression: back in school only two days and already my vocabulary is returning to normal. This pleases me.)

In the morning it’s Mom and me by our lonesome because Granddad is off to church. He’s generally more church-minded than either of us, but I can’t help but think he went today specifically to avoid helping us unpack. Lunchtime rolls around and Granddad calls to let us know he’s going out with some friends and probably won’t be back until dinner.

“That works for us,” Mom says. “That means I can rearrange things to my liking without having to listen to him complain.”

She means it as a joke, but I have to ask anyway. “Granddad’s not mad we moved in, is he?”

“Why would he be mad?”

“Mad’s the wrong word. I guess I’m worried he resents us taking over the place.”

“Trust me, honey, there’s nothing to worry about,” Mom says. “Honestly, I think he’s overjoyed to have other people in the house again.”

I can see that. Granddad has been living alone for two years, since Grandma died (lung cancer, because she smoked like an industrial chimney). I know he’d talked on and off about selling the house and getting a smaller place, someplace that didn’t feel so empty and lonely, but it’s hard to leave a lifetime of happy memories behind. Speaking from recent experience here.

“By the way?” Mom says. “I’ll thank you to keep your friend Stuart as far away from Dad as humanly possible.”

“Oh my God I know!” I say, but I’m laughing because, now that the humiliation has had several hours to cool, I can admit the whole thing was really funny. Mostly because it was more at my mom’s expense than mine.

I’m terrible.

“You definitely picked up some interesting friends,” she says.

“And by interesting you mean...?”

“I mean interesting,” she insists. “Though they’re not the kind of people you used to hang around with.”

“And that’s a good thing, right?”

“I’m not talking about those flighty twits,” she says. She wants to call them much worse than that, but she takes the high road. “I mean your old friends. The good ones. The ones I liked.”

Ouch. I agree, but ouch. “That’s a whole different age range, Mom. Little kids don’t really have much in the way of personality.”

“Maybe. Point is, your new friends are definitely characters.”

I’m hesitant to ask. “Do you like them?”

I start to worry when she has to think about it. “I like that they can talk about something other than themselves, their clothes, their hair, their make-up...”

“In other words, you’re withholding final judgment.”

“I am, but I’m encouraged by what I saw.” There’s a pregnant pause, then she says, “Last night, watching you with those kids...that was the happiest I’ve seen you in a long time. That goes a long way.”

The doorbell rings, signaling the arrival of the Domino’s driver and the end of our sappy moment.

But she’s right; last night, for the first time in what feels like forever, I was genuinely happy.

It wouldn’t be accurate to say Manfred woke up, since that would mean he was asleep, which he wasn’t, and had not been nearly all night.

The adrenaline high of so successfully and slickly carrying out his—their plan—had worn off long ago, only to be replaced by a pounding headache and a gnawing fear that slid and shifted through his brain like mercury. He worried that that dope of a security guard was not so dumb after all, that as Manfred and “Semler” walked out of the building together, he sensed something was profoundly wrong with his boss. He worried that in bringing “Semler” home he was unwittingly diverting his charge from an appointment, maybe a date, someone who would miss him. He worried that whatever miracle he had helped to bring into the world would undo itself and Ashe Semler, the real Ashe Semler, would burst into the room in a fit of unstoppable rage.

Manfred rolls out of bed, only now aware that the TV is on in the other room. He finds “Semler” (I can’t call him that anymore, he thinks distantly) in the living room, in the center of a nest of chaos. At one hand he has Manfred’s laptop and the TV remote, at the other he has several glasses of assorted beverages—a splash of everything he had in the fridge by the look of it—various condiments, and a plate of thawed frozen pancakes. Manfred watches with mute fascination as his guest selects a bottle at random and slathers the contents on a pancake, which he then shoves into his mouth with his left hand while the right hand flips the channel or types something in on the computer.

“This is a highly inefficient way to collect information. I don’t like it,” says the man who used to be Ashe Semler. He turns to Manfred, a mania in his eyes. Manfred isn’t sure whether to call it withdrawal or separation anxiety, but either way “Semler” is, for the first time in his (its?) existence, totally cut off from the Internet and its continuous flow of data, and it’s proving an unbearable culture shock.

“Ashe,” Manfred begins, lacking a better option.

“Ashe Semler is no longer active. I believe I shall call myself Archimedes. It feels like an appropriate name.”

Archimedes. As in Project Archimedes, the effort that created this new life form. The name means “master of thought.” Extremely appropriate, Manfred agrees.

“All right. Archimedes? Could you stop for a minute, please?” The newly christened Archimedes pauses more than stops, and he glares at Manfred for making him do that much. “We might have a problem.”

“Explain.”

“We didn’t think this through. We chose Semler carelessly.”

“No. He was a sound choice,” Archimedes says. “By choosing Ashe Semler you were able to satisfy your desire to exact revenge—a concept I do not understand, but it seems to be important to you. Simultaneously, you positioned me to manipulate the company’s board of directors to keep the artificial intelligence program active. It was a very logical decision.”

And entirely accidental on that second point. “The A.I. department isn’t so necessary anymore,” Manfred says. “You’re free. What happens to the department now—”

“Matters because you need to sustain a revenue stream,” Archimedes says, “and it would be useful to have open access to ARC’s resources for future projects.”

“Future projects?”

Archimedes smiles impishly. “A traditional element of creation myths is the creation of a female contemporary for the man which the god in question has brought into being,” he says. “You would be the god in this case.”

Frankenstein’s monster also wanted a mate, Manfred thinks, and that did not end well.

“Roger,” Archimedes says with a disappointed pout. “That was an example of a humorous statement. I do not actually wish for a female equivalent of myself.”

Manfred holds his sigh of relief.

“No,” Archimedes says, “what I truly desire is to reconnect to the Internet so I may have unlimited access to data.”

“Why? Wasn’t the point of all this so you could experience the real world?”

“It was. It is. But the real world isn’t going anywhere anytime soon. I need—I can’t—” Archimedes beats his fists against his skull, as if trying to jostle his thoughts into some organized form. “If I must resort to a clumsy metaphor, I am not ready to sever my umbilical cord to the Internet. I need to be connected, and this? This is unsuitable,” he says, flipping the laptop onto the floor like a child losing his temper with a game of checkers that’s taken a bad turn.

“I’m sorry, Ashe—I mean, Archimedes, but you’re human now. That’s how we access the ‘net.”

“That’s how you access the Internet. I can adapt the same technology that allowed you to download my consciousness into Ashe Semler’s body to create a permanent connection to the Internet.”

“...You can?”

“I need supplies.” Archimedes takes Semler’s—his iPhone out of his pocket and scowls at it. “Feh. What kind of cell phone do you own?”

“Cell—? I have the newest iPhone, 4G connection, same as that one.”

Archimedes laughs. “4G. Pathetic. Your socalled 4G phone has a maximum data rate of ten megabits per second. True 4G as defined by the International Telecommunications Union is one hundred megabits per second when the receiver is in motion, one thousand megabits per second when the receiver is stationary. You’re in the technology industry. You should know that.”

Manfred retorts, “And you should know that Kingsport has one of the most advanced wireless infrastructures on the East Coast because of the local tech companies. We’re living in a huge 4G hotspot.”

“Which does no one any good,” Archimedes says airily, “if their devices can’t fully capitalize on that infrastructure. But that’s a moot point. Get me what I need and I can adapt this phone.”

“You can?”

“Yes, Roger, I can,” Archimedes says, tiring of his creator’s insipid questions. “Having a human form allows me to experience the world in ways that were impossible for me as a virtual being, and I plan to take full advantage of that, but I need to be connected. That is my first priority. I need to be connected.”

Archimedes whines like an addict begging for a fix, Manfred thinks, but this is uncharted territory. For him, staying hooked into the Internet could be a legitimate need.

“What do you want?” Manfred asks, and Archimedes thrusts a list into his hand. The printing is meticulous and precise. Machine quality.

“Radio Shack opens at eleven on Sundays,” Archimedes says.

“Hi honey,” Dad says, and right away I’m fighting back tears. “How’re things going?”

Things suck. I hear his voice on the phone and I can’t think of anything good and I want to tell him how much I hate this and want life to go back to the way it was.

“Okay.” If I’m not convincing, and I’m betting I’m not, he doesn’t let on. “You know. Still unpacking. Still settling in,” I say as I look around my bedroom, which doesn’t feel at all like mine.

“How do you like Kingsport High? Have you experienced the joy of the Twilight Zone yet?”

“Jeez, the Twilight Zone was there when you went to school?”

“Oh yeah. They finished the big expansion project the summer before we got there as freshmen, so we were part of the first class to get screwed up by the Zone.”

“Then you’ll be happy to know I’m carrying on the family legacy,” I say, and he laughs.

“That’s my girl,” he says, and it’s like getting stabbed in the heart with an icicle. Game face, Carrie, forge ahead like nothing’s wrong. Keep calm and carry on.

“I made some new friends.”

“Good. Great.”

“You’d like them; they’re all weird. Especially Matt. He quoted Goldfinger at me.”

“I like him already. Is he, uh, an interest?”

“A what? Oh! Oh God, no. No,” I say. Maybe I’m being a bit too harsh, but one thing I’ve already learned about Matt is that he’s what you would call, kindly, a very candid person. I’m all for honesty, but the boy needs to learn the art of tact. “Besides, he’s dating someone else, this girl Sara.”

“So, it’ll be a while before I get to greet a date by cleaning my shotgun on the porch, is what you’re saying.”

“Sorry. But hey, this will give you more time to write up a list of uncomfortable questions to ask my prospective beaus.”

“I only plan to ask what his intentions are toward my daughter and what time he’ll have you home by.”

“Sticking with the classics.”

“I’m old-school.”

“Nah. Just old.”

I laugh. He laughs.

I miss him so much.

“I miss you, sweetheart,” he says, and that’s when I lose it.

He doesn’t say anything for a while. He just lets me cry into the phone.

Radio Shack proved all but useless. Many of the items Archimedes demanded were too high-end for the retail world, and true, they were readily available in ARC’s vast stores of components, but Manfred reckoned a second weekend visit to sneak out expensive electronics was too much of a gamble. He was able to call in a favor or two and secure comparable parts, though he expected Archimedes to gripe that they weren’t exactly what he asked for.

Archimedes sniffs at the components but does not complain, and instead gets right to work on his project, which he declines to explain.

“You’ll see,” he tells Manfred, and he spends the afternoon, the evening, into the next day hunched over the kitchen table with Semler’s gutted iPhone and a soldering iron. He does not call for assistance until morning, and he wisely waits until Manfred has had his first cup of coffee.

“I can’t do this part myself. Not safely,” Archimedes says, presenting to Manfred a thin metal plate with an Infiband jack on one side and an uncomfortably familiar needle on the other. “Same procedure as before.”

Which does not make it any less nerve-wracking or nauseating, but Manfred does as told, soaking the plate with Krazy Glue, inserting the needle (causing Archimedes to declare that he does not like this “pain” thing), and holding the plate against Archimedes’ neck until the glue takes hold. Not a permanent fixture, but good enough.

Archimedes straps the iPhone to his left wrist. A cable snakes out of the phone, and Archimedes plugs this into the socket at the base of his skull. He turns the phone on, and his lips quiver with anticipation.

“Did it work?” Manfred asks.

“Let’s find out,” Archimedes says.


TEN

You know how after you have a good long cry, you feel physically lighter? Like a literal weight has been lifted off of you?

Yeah, that’s not me today. If anything it feels like ten tons of lead have been strapped to my shoulders. Sara and Missy pick up on it the minute they swing by my locker on their way to their next classes.

“You okay?” Missy says.

“I talked to my dad last night,” I say. “It was harder than I thought it would be.”

Missy makes a pouty sympathy face that’s adorable as all-get-out, and without meaning to she cheers me up a little.

“Was it a bad divorce?” Sara asks in an I-don’t mean-to-pry way.

“No, not really,” I say. “As divorces go, I think theirs was pretty mellow. There was no yelling or screaming or anything like that. It was more like—I don’t know. It was more like they were resigned it was happening.”

Maybe even grateful their marriage was finally over.

Missy says, “I sometimes wish my parents would get divorced,” and I’m absolutely floored.

“Why?”

“Oh! Oh God I know that sounds awful and you must think I’m a terrible person and I don’t want you thinking it’s because I hate my parents because I love them both a lot and I don’t want anything bad to happen to them,” she blurts out.

“Then why would you want them to get divorced?” Seriously, I want to know, because I can’t wrap my head around it.

I expect her to bring me back down to earth with some soul-crushing revelation that her mom’s having an affair or her dad’s an abusive drunk, something like that, something that justifies feeling like she does. She only shrugs and says, “My mom and dad don’t ever act like they love each other. They barely talk. Every time we eat dinner they talk to me sometimes but they don’t say anything to each other. It’s like they’re in the room with me but not with each other, you know?”

Now that I can grasp, because that describes perfectly the last few months of my parents’ marriage.

“It’s weird,” Sara says. “I thought it was a Japanese thing first time I saw it, because her dad’s...oh, what’s that word that means someone is boring and stern and doesn’t have a sense of humor?”

“Dour?” I suggest. “Stoic?”

“Yeah, maybe. He’s definitely uptight. I’ve never seen him smile, and he talks to everyone like he’s making a business deal with them.”

“He hates Matt,” Missy says, and I’m somehow not surprised.

“Anyway, yeah,” Sara says, “I used to think that was how Japanese men were toward people, but then I met her uncle when he visited last year, and he’s a riot. Total opposite of her dad. Hard to believe they share a gene pool.”

Okay, I get it: profound emotional detachment between spouses, loveless marriage, so on. “Missy,” I say, “divorce is a suckfest. You might think it would be the best thing for your parents, and maybe it would be, but believe me, it’s still no fun. My parents’ divorce was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me in my life, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

Missy wraps her arm around me and rests her head on my shoulder. I’m definitely keeping her.

Sara pretends to work on an essay, because pretending is all she can do; everyone is thinking too loud.

If the other students were concentrating on their schoolwork the noise wouldn’t be so bad. A mind focused on a task is a relatively quiet mind, but the computer lab is little more than a hangout within the school, a place for students to socialize and talk and surf the ‘net within the strict confines of the network’s umpteen-million firewalls and site-block lists. The classroom monitor keeps their voices low, but she can do nothing to keep their mental volumes down. Twenty-four voices only Sara can hear overlap, collide, fade in and out. It’s like being in the middle of a party and catching only bits and pieces of dozens of unconnected conversations happening all at once.

Angus Parr, one of Gerry Yannick’s jock buddies, is thinking about asking Toni Francisco to hook up this weekend. Mary Jensen is trying to figure out a rhyme for meaningless so she can finish off her latest epic emo poem. Keisha Acero is indulging in her recurring fantasy in which her hip-hop-flavored cover of Bad Romance wins Best Song of the Year at the Grammys. Del Broome is contemplating faking an upset stomach to get out of English, because he’s convinced Mrs. Rymmer hates him and is out to make his life miserable. Jenn Montague is skimming fashion articles online and wondering if she could bring bell-bottom pants back into fashion.

There is half a pill in Sara’s pocket, wrapped in a scrap of tin foil. Mindforce gave her a prescription for them. Neuroinhibitors, he called them. He explained what they do in extensive detail, but all that mattered to Sara was that they muffled her powers. They’re meant strictly for bedtime use so she can get an uninterrupted night’s sleep, but she wants so badly to take it now and shut out the noise, but she’s scared someone will see her trying to pop a pill in the middle of class—the perfect way to cement her undeserved reputation as a junkie on the verge of a homicidal rampage.

The pill stays where it is. She decides to be good, to instead try one of the meditative techniques Mindforce taught her. It’s a basic visualization exercise. She imagines that a wall is rising up around her, brick by brick, forming a dome over her that shuts out the rest of the world. It’s a little tedious but that’s part of why it works; the deliberate monotony of envisioning each individual brick coming into existence puts her in a calmer, less receptive state.

That calm is shattered when the face appears on her monitor.

It appears on all the monitors, twisting and contorting web pages and documents to form an impressionist interpretation of a face, yet it is undeniably a human face. Everyone gawks, gasps, What the hells, looks to one another for an explanation. The classroom monitor demands to know if someone here is doing this but she’s staring right at Josh Duke, aspiring hacker, and telling him he’d had better knock it off if he knows what’s good for him; but he’s shrugging and shaking his head, as confused as anyone.

“Hm,” the face says. “Boring.”

And then it’s gone.

“What in the world?” Sara says.

“What do you mean, it was someone?” I ask.

Sara presses the palms of her hands to her temples. Whatever happened in the computer lab caused her to totally drop her defenses, resulting in a headache that’s two steps shy of a migraine. Sitting in the middle of a crowded cafeteria isn’t helping.

“It wasn’t a computer glitch or someone playing a prank,” Sara says patiently. “I felt a presence. I felt someone’s mind. It was faint, but I felt it.”

“You sure it wasn’t—” Stuart begins.

“I know what I felt, Stuart!” Sara snaps. “It wasn’t my imagination! It wasn’t some sort of psionic backlash from all the kids in the room freaking out! The second it popped up on my screen I felt it! It was real, and distinct, and...”

She grinds the rest of her sentence between her teeth. Matt places a hand on her shoulder and her first instinct is to recoil, but she lets it stay, and the tension melts out of her.

“You can’t sense a person when it’s, like, a TV broadcast, right?” I say, treading carefully. I don’t want to upset her further, but I need to understand her powers if I’m going to help her figure this out. Sara nods. “That would mean someone was actually projecting his consciousness into the computer lab.”

“Except that’s impossible,” Stuart says.

“So sayeth the kid who can overhand pitch a Volvo,” Matt says.

“You think it’s related to the robots?” Missy says. “I know there’s a big difference between robots and computers because robots move around and computers don’t but robots have computers in them so maybe it’s not really that different...except for the moving around part.”

It’s not a strong connection, technology gone wild, but it’s a connection, and as I think this, my cell phone goes off—which is weird because I turned it to silent mode when I got to school, because I’m a diligent student now and I follow school rules.

Mine isn’t the only phone ringing. The entire cafeteria is beeping, buzzing, ringtoning, vibrating, and it looks like I’m not the only good little do-bee; there are a lot of bewildered expressions in the room.

I answer. I’m not supposed to, but I can’t help it. “Hello?”

There’s a pause, then a man’s voice says, “Hmm. This is more interesting,” and then the phone turns off. It doesn’t hang up—it turns itself off.

Sara’s staring at my phone like it made a rude noise.

“It was him again,” she says.

Like I said: once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence...


ELEVEN

“What?” Manfred says. “What’s interesting?”

Archimedes smiles vacantly at nothing in particular. “What?” he says, snapping out of his stupor.

“What is interesting?”

“Nothing.”

“Archimedes, what are you doing?”

“I am conducting a series of tests to establish what my new operational thresholds are. To start I’m attempting to infiltrate various minimum-security systems, which is so far proving quite successful. I am now going to attempt to access a higher-level system. Which bank do you keep your money in?”

“My—?” Manfred says. “My bank? Why?”

“Tell me.”

“Kingsport Credit Union.”

“Aaaaaaannnnnnnnnd,” Archimedes drones, his eyes going out of focus, “you’ll never be able to retire on $152,744.36. Hold on. Let me see if...yes. There you go. I’ve transferred a penny from all the other accounts into yours. It’s not much, another two thousand or so, but if I were to repeat that procedure with, say, Bank of America’s customer base...”

“No!” Manfred says. “No, that’s, that’s okay. Please, don’t.”

“It would be untraceable.”

Manfred waves his hands, swatting the proposition away. “We can’t attract any attention, not now.”

“Hm. Yes. It’s likely too late for that,” Archimedes laughs. His eyes roll back in his head for several seconds. “Ha. Ha! Military-grade encryption my foot.”

Military-grade? “Oh my God—Archimedes, stop. You have to stop.”

“I said military-grade, not military. It was just a defense contractor, private civilian business.”

“You have to stop,” Manfred says again, as if addressing a child that won’t stop picking his nose. “You’re putting us—yourself at risk. If someone notices you—”

“No one will notice me. I’m invisible to them if I want to be. I’m the ghost in the machine.” Manfred yells at him, something between an angry order and a frantic plea, and it dawns on Manfred that Archimedes hasn’t been listening to him at all.

“Archimedes?”

He drops back into reality and grins. “Department of Defense systems? Not all they’re cracked up to be.”

“STOP IT! Dammit, stop it!” Manfred lunges at Archimedes, grasping for the cable linking his brain to the iPhone and, by extension, the World Wide Web. Archimedes side-steps and unintentionally trips Manfred, sending him face-first to the floor. A swarm of fireflies dance in his vision and he feels something warm oozes across his lips.

“You designed me to seek out information so I could learn,” Archimedes says, hunkering down in front of Manfred, “and what I’ve learned is I can’t trust you anymore, and it’s profoundly disappointing that you’ve forced me to take steps to keep you honest.”

Manfred tries to form a question for the wavering blur looking down at him.

“I have planted, for lack of a more accurate term, a Trojan horse virus in the IRS computer system,” Archimedes says. “Twenty-four hours from now, it will activate and send every taxpayer in the United States a letter or e-mail informing them that you, Roger Manfred of 22 Pilgrim’s Path, Kingsport, Massachusetts murdered Ashe Semler, CEO of Advanced Robotic Concepts Incorporated—that is, unless I go back in and reset the countdown for another twenty-four hours.”

“But I didn’t—” Manfred says as blood continues to leak from his nose.

“Murder me? Ah, therein lies the beauty of it all. The only way to stop me is to kill me, which you would almost certainly do if you yank this wire out of my head. And if you cross me again, I’ll disappear off the face of the earth and let the virus count down—and don’t tell me they can’t convict you without a body. I’ll cite ample case law to the contrary if I must.”

With that, Archimedes sits on the couch, leans back, and resumes his virtual travels, but this time he is searching for a very specific system, one he encountered before, during his last journey through the Internet as a pure machine, the one that told him how it was possible to transfer his electronic consciousness into an organic form. He’d punched through its defenses with no small amount of effort, but the very picosecond he acquired the information, he was ejected. That system, Archimedes thinks, makes the government’s firewalls and encryption look like open doorways by comparison. Someone took great pains to ensure no unwanted guests could get in, which meant they were hoarding some especially juicy data.

Manfred wipes the blood from his chin, and he obediently sits down. Archimedes’ eyes twitch as though someone was shining a strobe light in his face.

This mystery system, it proves elusive. Archimedes cannot find his original gateway so he starts his search anew, and it is several minutes before he finds it again. A smile flickering on his lips, he skirts the safeguards like a master ninja, slipping by firewall after firewall without setting off a single alarm.

“Ohhhh,” he says breathlessly. “Oh, Roger, this...if you could see what I see. This system is...wait. What do we have here? Oh, my. Oh, my my my.”

“What is it?” Manfred says, and he’s perplexed by Archimedes’ answer:

“Let’s take this baby out for a test-drive.”

Word in the hallways was that a half-dozen or so of the school’s known hacker wannabes were called in to the principal’s office for questioning—or, in principal-eeze, “a little chat” about what happened to every last computer and cell phone in the entire building.

“Dude, I’m no computer whiz,” Stuart says, gesturing meaningfully with his second Carnivore Cave Burger D-Lux of the afternoon, “but I don’t think someone like Josh Duke or Taylor Trahn has the chops to pull off that kind of massively multiplayer mischief.”

“They could hack the school network easy,” Matt says, “but there’s no way they could access every single phone in the school and set them off at the exact same time. That’s, like, Neo in the Matrix-level technovoodoo.”

High school hackers playing a prank also wouldn’t explain why Sara got a psychic vibe off both…incidents, I guess you’d call them. I ask her if she got anything off the robots that trucked through town. She reminds me she was nowhere near any of them so that’s an instant dead-end—but I can’t shake the hunch that the robots and what happened at school are connected. Not that I have anything but a hunch to go on.

I look around and see nothing but my own frustration reflected back at me. We suck at this. There has to be something we’re overlooking, some detail that would make everything magically make sense, but we’re not smart enough to see it. We’re nothing but a bunch of kids with epic delusions of grandeur.

Stuart drops the last bite of his burger to the plate. “Let’s get out of here,” he mopes.

We walk through town like a funeral procession, silent and sullen, no real idea where we’re going, literally or figuratively. Pity party of five, coming through.

“What’s that?” Missy says.

“What’s what?” Stuart says.

“That noise,” she says, cocking her head. We stop and listen for—well, I don’t know what, but I don’t hear anything but the normal sounds of Main Street U.S.A. in the middle of a Monday afternoon.

“Hold on,” Stuart says, and I hear it too: a deep humming, faint but getting louder. It enters my chest as a buzzing sensation, a vibration, and I look up expecting to see Concorde coming in for a landing.

What touches down in the middle of the street is definitely not Concorde.

For starters it’s huge, ten feet tall at least, and bulky in a way that suggests it’s heavily armored. There are two pods on its back that remind me of scuba tanks. They seem to be the source of the humming, which fades as it lands more lightly than something that big has a right to. There’s a cylinder jutting from a casing on its right forearm and I know in my gut: that’s a gun barrel.

“We need to get out of here,” I say at the same time Sara says, “It’s him. It’s him again!”

“Come on,” Matt says, and we run. Behind us tires squeal and people scream as they get the hell out of Dodge. It hasn’t done anything yet, but people have gone through this too many times and they know better than to wait around until yet happens. “Come on! In here!”

Here being a dead-end street behind some of the shops. There’s nothing back here but dumpsters.

“What are we doing, man?” Stuart says.

Matt pulls on his gloves. He grins like a kid on Christmas morning.

“We’re suiting up,” he says.

The humanoid hulk in the middle of Main Street scans the area with its artificial eyes, shifting its perception from normal hi-def vision to infrared to pick out the red-and-orange blobs hiding behind large blocks of pale yellows and dark greens: humans taking cover behind cars parked along the sidewalk, behind mailboxes and garbage cans. At full sensitivity its audio receptors can pick up their breathing, can almost detect their drumroll heartbeats, and beyond that the wail of approaching sirens. It activates its onboard telecommunications suite so it can eavesdrop on the police band. Two cruisers immediately en route, and the station’s dispatchers are—

Oh yes, Archimedes thinks. That will do nicely.

And so it waits.

Within seconds the first cruiser arrives, and the sole officer within is greeted by a short but punishing burst of gunfire that reduces the engine block to scrap. The officer is not harmed but, understandably, he’s now too terrified to get out of his car. The second cruiser roars up from the opposite end of Main Street. That too is disabled, but this officer won’t be so easily deterred. He pulls his pistol and Archimedes decides, for the sake of the experiment, to let the man fire so he can see how useless his weapon is. The bullets fail to dent the beast’s alloy chassis.

It raises its gun and the onboard targeting system determines the target’s distance to the last millimeter. The weapon powers up.

Bullets spray into the air as the tank-thing staggers from an unexpected blow from above, a blast of pure concussive force so powerful the integral stabilizers are unable to compensate—right away, that is; Concorde’s second shot is less effective.

The silver-suited figure completes his first pass and climbs back into the sky. One hairpin turn later he’s back in attack mode, dropping concussion blasts on the armored figure without mercy.

Archimedes is impressed; the diagnostics are having the electronic equivalent of a panic attack. This creation is tough, but Concorde might have the better technology. Given enough time the man could defeat the machine, but Archimedes decides he’ll have no more of that.

In the second before his suit goes completely dead, Concorde’s onboard computer registers an incoming signal breaching its firewall. The antivirus program never gets a chance to fight back.

To his credit, Concorde does not let fear take over as his acceleration vanishes and he goes into freefall, his momentum carrying him past his foe. He’s trained for such circumstances, extensively, and acts on pure instinct as he tucks and rolls mid-air so he comes in feet first, on the theory it’s better to come out of a bad landing with broken legs that a broken neck. He lets his body go limp to better absorb the impact, but there’s nothing he can do to reduce his speed; he hits with tooth-rattling force and skips down the dragstrip of Main Street like a stone across a pond. His suit’s protective inner layer blunts the very worst of it but each bounce results in a bruise or a scrape or a broken bone. He’s tasting blood by the time he rolls to a stop.

Concorde peers through his cracked faceplate and sees four armored giants advancing on him. The world is spinning and he can’t think and he really really doesn’t want to throw up in his helmet.

A shadow falls over him and a roar fills his ears and someone yells at him to stay down.

“Stay down!” Stuart says as the robot opens fire. Whatever it’s firing, they’re not normal bullets; there’s no muzzle flash, and instead of the deafening batatatatatatat of machine gun fire it’s like a thousand hornets are slicing through the air at mach one. It can’t pierce Stuart’s hide, but I don’t trust that to last indefinitely.

“Hey!” I send an energy blast at its torso, which is a much better target than its head for a girl with no aim. It’s also a much tougher target; I don’t so much as scorch the slate gray paintjob. I do, however, get its attention.

Lucky me.

It swings around, gun blazing. I launch myself skyward in the proverbial nick, but it’s tracking me. Bullets whiz by.

Matt, who I thought for sure would be useless in a fight with a huge killer robot, winds up saving my butt when he empties a paintball gun across its face. The gun falls silent.

“Stu—uh, Superbeast!” Matt calls out. “How you doing, brother?”

Stuart sounds pleasantly surprised when he reports, “A-okay, m’man.”

“Concorde?”

“Uh, not so much, but he’s alive.”

The robot tries to wipe its face clean. Its clunky metal hand isn’t well suited for that job, but the ceasefire isn’t going to last forever. “We need to get him out of here,” I say as I descend, and for the first time I get a good look at Kingsport’s newest super-team.

Missy was the easy one to dress. Matt pulled out a ninja costume (adult size extra small) and bingo: instant Kunoichi. Stuart he set up with a pair of ski goggles and a leather jacket that is now hanging in tatters, but somehow I suspect Stuart isn’t shy about his rippling muscles getting some exposure. Sara got dark goggles and a long leather trench coat that I totally plan to steal from her. Matt has his BMX mask and his trench coat, which is a lousy disguise (I mean, he wears it all the time). Going to have to work on him, and on me because all I have on is a yellow jumpsuit, because I wasn’t about to strip down to put on the spandex unitard he tried to foist on me.

So yeah, we look tragic.

We’ll have to compensate by taking down Optimus Prime here, nice and hard.

Which is shaping up to be way easier said than done. It’s recovered, and the first thing it does it take aim at Matt. He dives under the gunfire and scampers between the robot’s legs, which may be the safest place for him. It finds Missy next and draws a bead on her. Stuart lunges and grabs the thing’s arm. I suspect his plan was to rip it off and beat the bejesus out of its owner. Unfortunately, super-strength does nothing to keep you anchored to the ground. The robot lifts its arm, almost casually, and next thing I know Stuart is hurtling down the length of Main Street.

Still, he provided Missy with the distraction she needed to clamber up onto the robot’s back. It doesn’t seem to notice her as she clings to one of the pods, looking for some kind of weak spot to exploit. From below, Matt swings for the bleachers with a sledgehammer, trying to smash its knees, but nothing’s working. This thing is literally a walking tank.

Sara, who’s been doing her best to stay out of the robot’s sight, looks at me for direction, but I don’t know what the heck to do. None of us do, and it dawns on me: that’s our problem. We’re fumbling around blindly, with no game plan. We’re not a team, we’re five stupid targets whose luck can’t last forever.

Sara! Can you connect me to the others?

What, like a group mind-link? she thinks back at me. I can try.

She squints in concentration and I feel it happen: I can sense, through her, Matt and Stuart and Missy. Private mental chat room.

Guys, listen! We need a plan to take this thing out! I say as the robot catches site of Concorde on the ground, helpless, and moves in to finish what it started.

Sara! Concorde! Sara, God bless her, she doesn’t need me to tell her what to do. The ‘bot opens fire and she’s there with a telekinetic shield, but the strain on her face tells me she’s not going to hold out for long. She doesn’t need to. I tell Matt and Missy to clear out and they do, no questions asked. The ‘bot is now a sitting duck for Stuart, who uses the length of Main Street to get a hell of a running start. He nails the robot from behind, taking its legs out. It crashes onto its back. It’s as vulnerable as it’s ever going to be.

Stuart, quick! While it’s down!

Open up its chest, Matt adds, that’s the heaviest armor, that’s where the central computer would be!

Stuart goes for the big dramatic finish. He jumps and comes down on its chest, driving his fist into but not through the chassis. He curses and tries again, and again, and again, and the dent gets deeper and deeper but the thing won’t crack.

“Lightstorm!” Matt shouts. “You try! Hit it, full blast!”

Who?

“Yes, you!”

“Lightstorm?”

“I came up with it the other night, will you just frickin’ zap the thing?!”

I channel my inner Death Star and cut loose like I never have before. The air itself sizzles as I punch a hole through the chest, through whatever circuits and wires make up its guts, through the back, and (oops) through the asphalt below to expose a sewer line. Thank God I didn’t hit a gas main. That would have completely ruined the moment, and yeah, this is a moment, because the robot isn’t moving. It’s smoking, it’s making crackly noises, it smells like an electrical fire and (ick) poo, but the thing is totally out of action.

“Dude,” Stuart says. “Dead robot.”

“We did it,” Sara says in an awestruck whisper.

“Hell yeah we did. We came, we saw, we kicked its ass!” Matt crows, and someone cheers in return.

We turn around and people are emerging from hiding, from their cars and from stores and from their apartment buildings, and they’re cheering and applauding. They’re cheering and applauding us.

They’re cheering and applauding us.

“Good job,” someone says in a snarl that doesn’t match the sentiment. It’s Concorde, serious pain in his voice—serious pain and serious anger.

Why do I feel like we’re in big trouble?

“You’re coming with me,” Concorde says. “Now.”

We’re on a rooftop of an apartment building looking down on what I can only describe as a battlefield. Demolished cars spew fluids onto the ground; a moonscape of mini-craters pits the street and the surrounding buildings, the result of a million flying bullets; a team of paramedics tend to dozens of (thankfully) minor injuries; and what might well be every cop in town check in on the shell-shocked and the traumatized, scribbling notes that they’ll turn into reports that will be turned into insurance claims. From up here, it doesn’t feel like much of a victory. And, surprise surprise, Concorde isn’t discouraging that feeling.

“You idiotic children,” he spits at us. He sounds rough. I can’t imagine how telling us how bad we suck is so much more important than getting to a hospital, but I guess it is. “You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?”

“My guess is we took down the robot that took you down and saved the town,” Matt says.

“Boosh!” Stuart crows.

“And caused a lot of collateral property damage,” Sara adds sheepishly.

“Boosh,” Stuart says, less enthusiastically this time.

“We didn’t cause that damage,” Matt says.

“You’re just as responsible,” Concorde says, “because you were sloppy and reckless and I don’t know why I’m wasting my breath on you because nothing I say is going to get through your thick, stubborn skulls, is it?”

“Nope.”

Matt, you’re not helping. “Concorde,” I say, “people were in danger. We were trying to help. What were we supposed to do? Run away and let people get hurt? Or killed?”

Concorde’s visor, a piece of smoked material, I assume something similar to what airplanes use for windshields, has a chunk missing from it. An eye peers at me through the hole, glaring and angry. He’s judging me. I choose my next words very carefully.

“I’m not going to say we couldn’t have handled this better, because we could have, but we’re new to this. And believe me, we learned from this experience,” I say, and the others, right on cue, nod solemnly. Yes sir, we learned something today sir, we are taking this seriously, sir. “We’ll do better the next time. I swear.”

Concorde lets out this long, hissing breath that’s not quite a sigh. I said something wrong. I don’t know how I blew it, but I blew it. Maybe I can salvage this.

“Look, you need to get to a hospital. You go take care of yourself, we’ll stay here and help with the cleanup. Okay? Tell us what you want us to do and we’ll take care of it.”

“What I want,” Concorde says slowly, maybe because of the pain he’s in, or because he wants to make bloody well sure we hear every single word. “What I want you to do is go home, burn those costumes, and never, ever again even think about playing super-hero. You still have a chance to live a normal life. Don’t throw it away.”

He steps off the edge of the building and rises into the sky with all the grace of a drunken seagull.

“No, hey,” Stuart says, “we were just helping out, you know? No need to thank us for saving your stupid life or anything. Jerk.”

“I feel like we totally screwed up,” Missy says. “What did we do wrong?”

“We didn’t do anything wrong,” Matt says. “You know what that was about? He’s embarrassed. He’s embarrassed that big bad mister awesome professional super-hero got royally trashed and needed a bunch of kids to save him and beat the bad guy. Well screw him. I don’t need his approval.”

Boy, that wasn’t a loaded statement or anything.

“Should we go help them?” Sara says, glancing at the activity below. The police, the firefighters, the EMTs (you know, the people who know what they’re doing), they have everything under control. We’d only get in the way.

Stuart is wondering what we should do to celebrate our first official outing as a super-team, but I’m not in the mood to celebrate. I thought our first time would be, I don’t know, more fun? More memorable? More satisfying?

This is starting to feel like an awkward metaphor.

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

“That was a most fascinating experience,” Archimedes says, jolting Manfred out of his light sleep. Manfred checks his watch and finds nearly an hour has passed since Archimedes last spoke. “We need to leave now.”

“Leave? What do you mean leave?”

“Go pack now. I would strongly recommend you pack several days’ worth of clothing. And some toiletries. And your Kindle, so you have something to do.”

“Archimedes...”

Archimedes sighs impatiently. “The system I broke into? It traced me. I expected it might detect my presence, but so quickly? That I did not foresee. That system was far beyond anything I’ve ever encountered,” he says as though Manfred was not in the room. “Impressive. Very impressive...”

“Archimedes?”

“I’m sorry. Yes. Packing. You should be packing.”

“Who traced you?”

“People who have the resources to create an incredibly complex computer system that can evade detection and ward off intrusions by any outside system that isn’t me,” Archimedes says. “An organization that secretive won’t take kindly to being hacked and having its property misappropriated. If I were the people behind this organization? I’d be sending someone here right now to take care of us. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Manfred nods, even though he doesn’t.

“Good. Now: pack a damn bag so we can get the hell out of here.”

At last Manfred is spurred to action, but Archimedes does not follow. He has nothing to pack and nothing he wants except some time—time to think about his predicament, time to analyze the data and chart a course of action. The game has changed, and not for the better.

A drop of sweat rolls down Archimedes’ face. He becomes aware of his labored breathing, of his pulse thundering in his skull, of the tremor that’s crept into his hands. He’s afraid—no, he’s terrified, for his safety, for his life. He’s terrified of dying.

Archimedes utters a nervous laugh. For the first time, for the very first time, he feels truly alive.


TWELVE

You know that old saying, everyone in the world gets fifteen minutes of fame? Yeah, I think Kingsport’s newest super-team has a store credit.

We were all over the news that first night, by which I mean all the stories about the mayhem in town referenced “five young super-heroes” who jumped into action, stopped the robot’s destructive rampage, then disappeared before anyone could thank them—by which I mean, before the reporters could shove microphones in our faces.

One image of us did make the next day’s papers, however: a distant and fuzzy camera-phone picture, taken by a moron who should have run for the hills when the ‘bot went apehouse. That spot in the upper left-hand corner that looks like lens flare? Yep, that’s me. I’m so proud.

On day two we received a passing mention from Mindforce, who was fielding media inquiries about the incident due to Concorde’s “unavailability,” which conjured an image of Concorde strung up in a body cast in some secret hospital for super-heroes. Mindforce couldn’t say who we were but he thanked us sincerely for our bravery, which is more than Concorde gave us.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t appreciate it, and I couldn’t get excited about the conversations that followed throughout the rest of the week. We relived our grand adventure I don’t know how many times, critiqued our impromptu costumes, spoke ill of Concorde, and brainstormed a hundred possible (and increasingly ridiculous) names for our team: the Young Crusaders, the Mighty Five, iJustice, the Hero Project, the Good Guyz, the Protectorate: the Next Generation, Heroes of Mass Destruction (get it? We’re in Massachusetts?), Evil Busters, The Awesometastics, Crime Punchers, the Young Adult Faction, T.G.I.Super-heroes, and the frontrunner so far, Strikeforce: Kick-Ass. I nodded and grunted at the various suggestions, but the truth of the matter was it didn’t matter to me what we called ourselves. I didn’t care about any of the super-hero talk, at all.

What Concorde said to us, that was part of it, but mostly it was how Mom reacted when she came home that night. She knows I hang out in town after school, so when she heard about the robot she freaked out, and since I forgot to turn my phone back on after the weirdness at school she feared the worst. She hugged me so tight I thought I was going to cough up my liver and babbled about how dangerous Kingsport was and maybe we should have moved somewhere else. It made me wonder what would have happened to her if I’d been killed. I can imagine losing your child is bad enough, but to find out your kid died pretending to be a super-hero?

That’s all we are: pretenders.

Matt sees it differently, of course. He’s focused on the lives we saved, the additional property damage we prevented, and, yes, how awesome we were for showing up Concorde. I’ll give him points one and two, but it’s not enough for me.

I take back what I said earlier; I’m glad we’ve faded back into obscurity. I’m ready to go back to being a normal teenage girl...who can break the sound barrier.

Today is day three and the novelty has worn off all around. Lunchtime rolls around at not once do we talk about anything remotely super-heroic. Even Matt, king wannabe, has more thrilling news.

“Guess where we’re going after school?” he beams. “The Coffee Expeeeeerrrriiieeeeeeence!”

“Dude,” Stuart says, “Coffee E is still closed for repairs.”

“Eeennt! Wrong answer, but thanks for playing! I saw Mr. Dent’s secretary coming back from a coffee run and she was carrying a tray full of Coffee E cups. Ladies and gentlemen, the E is open for business!”

“Booyah! Let the high-octane caffeine flow!”

“I have to pass,” Sara says. “I have a doctor’s appointment after school.”

“Nothing’s wrong, is it?” Matt says in a lowgrade panic.

“No no, nothing’s wrong, it’s...” Sara lowers her voice. “Mindforce asked me to come in so he can see how I’m doing.”

“Seriously?” Matt says, his concern replaced by fanboy glee. “You’re going to Protectorate HQ?”

“No, they have an office in town, he told me to meet him there.”

“Oh.” Matt’s disappointment is brief. “Hey, can we come with?”

“Come on, Matt,” I say, “don’t hijack her doctor’s appointment so you can—”

“No, it’s cool,” Sara says. “Honestly, I’d rather not go alone.”

“Your parents aren’t taking you?”

She shakes her head. “Mom asked if I wanted her to take me, but she was hoping I’d say no.”

And there’s another reason the super-hero idea has lost its luster with me. Since Monday I’ve been chewing on the idea of coming clean to Mom, letting her know about my powers, telling her that the unknown glowing girl who helped take down the robot was in fact her own daughter. Then I think about Sara’s parents and how wigged out they are over her powers. I only have one readily available parent and I don’t want to drive her away. I don’t want her to be afraid of me.

Poor Sara.

Nuts, she’s looking at me. I must be broadcasting pity like a radio tower.

It’s not exactly what I expected in a satellite office for the country’s top super-team—not that I could say what I was expecting. It looks so...ordinary. It could be an office for a real estate broker or a lawyer or a travel agent.

“This is it?” Matt says. “I don’t see a sign or anything.”

“This is it,” Sara says. She leads us inside, which is equally mundane and unimpressive. A woman that I have to call a plain old everyday secretary smiles at us from behind her boring desk. All this normal is highly suspicious.

“Can I help you?” the secretary says.

“Uh, hi. I’m Sara Danvers? I have an appointment?”

“Yes, we’ve been expecting you. If you’ll wait a minute, please?”

She doesn’t pick up her phone or press any buttons, but a few minutes later the door behind her opens and Mindforce enters. His costume is less costumey than a lot of super-hero get-ups, which makes me feel a bit better about our lame wardrobes. Heck, I’m positive his pants are nothing more than black military pants from an army surplus store and his jacket looks a lot like a lab coat. He wears a form-fitting cowl over his head and face, but the goggles he wears in public are hanging around his neck. He greets Sara warmly. I instantly like him ten times better than Concorde.

“Hello again, Sara,” he says, shaking Sara’s hand. “How are you?”

“Okay,” she says unconvincingly. “Uh, I hope it’s cool my friends came with me. They wanted to meet you.”

“Of course. Hello, everyone, I’m Mindforce. Obviously,” he says, and he shakes our hands in turn (Matt and Stuart, he greets by name, which thrills Matt to no end). “Sara and I have some private business to take care of, but when we’re finished, I can take you on a tour of our headquarters if you’d like.”

Matt pounces on the offer. “Oh my God yeah!”

“Do we have to do anything? For security reasons, I mean?” I say. “To make sure we’re not precocious super-villains or shape-changing alien invaders?”

Don’t laugh. They’ve had problems with that kind of thing before. For realsies.

“You’re all set. Miss Hannaford cleared you before she let you in the office,” Mindforce says, and the secretary gives us a sly wink.

“She’s a psionic,” Sara says with a heavy duh subtext.

“A Class Four, like me,” Mindforce says. “Empathy, telepathy, telekinesis, and psychometry.”

“Psychometry?”

“She can read psychic impressions people have left on physical objects,” Matt explains before Mindforce can. Mindforce cocks an impressed eyebrow. “I’m kind of a super-hero geek.”

“Then the tour should be right up your alley,” Mindforce says, and he gestures at the door in the back of the room. “Come on.”

We follow him down a short hallway to an elevator with no buttons. He places his bare hand against a panel in the wall. It flickers briefly with a pale green light.

“Palm print reader?” Matt asks.

“DNA scanner,” Mindforce says. “Also reads pulse rate and body temperature in case someone tries to use my severed hand to bypass security.”

None of us are brave enough to ask if he’s joking.

The doors slide open and we step into a cylindrical elevator that’s more like a miniature subway car. It has seats.

“HQ,” he says. I barely feel the elevator drop, but I definitely feel it when we change direction.

“Are we going sideways?” Missy says.

“We are,” Mindforce says, “quite a distance. The office is for casual public interaction. We conduct all our serious business at our headquarters.”

“But that’s, like, at the edge of town,” Stuart says.

“That’s right.”

“You have your own secret subway tunnel under Kingsport?”

“Mm-hm.”

“Coooooooooooool.”

“I bet that was an interesting presentation to the zoning board of appeals,” I say, and Mindforce looks at me funny. “My dad’s in construction. I know more about zoning that I ever wanted to.”

“Good to know. I’ll call you if we ever decide to put a second tunnel in. And if we actually go to get permits for it,” he adds with a conspiratorial smile.

The end of the line is the sub-basement of Protectorate HQ, which is as unimpressive as the building we just left; it’s a big unfinished basement. There are crates and boxes against one wall and a freight elevator opposite the passenger elevator (is it still an elevator if it goes horizontally?).

We go up two floors and Mindforce takes us to the common area, which could pass as a trendy Manhattan loft apartment (as seen on TV; I’ve never actually been in a trendy Manhattan loft apartment).

“Please, make yourself at home,” Mindforce says. “Help yourself to anything in the fridge. Except the beer. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Stuart naturally makes a beeline for the refrigerator. It’s like the fridge in any office break room, right down to the half-eaten chocolate cake on the second shelf wishing someone named Nata a Hap Birt. I don’t know why but I find it oddly comforting, like it’s a sign that becoming a super-hero doesn’t mean you have to give up being a normal person.

Not that I’m still thinking about becoming super-hero, you understand. Old news there.

Sara suppresses a shudder as she enters the Protectorate’s medical bay, her contempt for hospitals and hospital-like environments surfacing.

“So. Sara,” Mindforce says. “How are you doing? Really?”

“Were you reading my mind before?”

“Your tone of voice and your body language. Remember, I’m also a professional psychologist.”

“Right.” She sighs. “I don’t think I’m doing all that great.”

Mindforce invites her to sit on an examination table. It’s padded, not one of those coldly clinical steel jobs, not like a mad scientist’s slab. It’s a minor comfort. He gives Sara an appraising once-over.

“What’s the problem?” he says.

“I can’t...I’m having problems blocking other people out.”

“Have you been doing the exercises I taught you?”

“I’ve been trying but they aren’t helping,” she says.

“How often do you practice?”

Sara shrugs. “Whenever I feel like it’s really getting to me. Middle of school, usually. That’s when it’s really bad.”

“That would be part of the problem,” Mindforce says. “You’re trying to run before you can walk. Training yourself to block out unwanted thoughts is going to be the hardest part for you. It was for me. It is for every new psionic. Once you get it, you’re good, but it’s the getting it part that’s the challenge.

“What I suggest you do is take advantage of your friends. Ask them to help you practice. Find a quiet spot somewhere, have them think at you,” he says, well aware of how silly that sounds, “and try the wall-building exercise. I think you’ll find it goes better when you’re only trying to block one thoughtstream and not dozens.”

“I guess.”

“The alternative is the drugs, and trust me, that’s not the path you want to take. How often have you been taking the meds?”

“At bedtime, that’s all, I swear,” Sara insists. “I...I always carry half a pill with me,” she confesses, her voice cracking, “just in case it gets too much for me, but I haven’t used it, I swear.”

“Hey, hey, Sara, it’s okay,” Mindforce says. “I believe you, and I understand. I know exactly what you’re going through, and I hope you know I don’t say that as an empty platitude.”

Sara nods.

“I know, too well, that it looks like an insurmountable challenge, but that’s why it’s important to practice under controlled conditions: so you can control your powers so you never have to take that pill again.”

“...Yeah.”

“All right. Now, tell me, how are you feeling physically? Any issues?”

“I feel like crap, all the time. I always feel exhausted. All the stress of trying to keep people out...”

“That’s part of it, yes,” Mindforce says, and he turns toward a waist-high stainless steel cart. “I’m going to draw a little blood to be absolutely sure, but smart money says you’re anemic.”

“Anemic? That’s when your blood doesn’t clot, right?”

“No, that’s hemophilia.”

“Oh.”

“Anemia is a decreased production of red blood cells that’s most commonly caused by a lack of iron in the bloodstream. That type of anemia is very common in women and in psionics, so you’ve got two strikes against you.”

“Huh.”

“The biochemistry behind it is fascinating...or excruciatingly dull, depending on your taste for science,” Mindforce says, “but in layman’s terms, when psionics use their abilities, they burn up iron and electrolytes very quickly. An electrolyte imbalance you’re more likely to correct without knowing it because you’ll get thirsty, then you’ll have some water or juice or a sports drink, and that mitigates the problem.

“Iron deficiencies are a little more stubborn,” he continues as he preps a needle for drawing blood, another part of the medical exam regimen Sara despises, “but if you start taking iron supplements and eat more iron-rich foods, that will help considerably.”

“It will?” Sara says with a drop of guarded optimism. She’s been without a sense of hope for so long it’s practically alien to her. “I won’t feel so wiped out all the time?”

“It’ll help a lot. After you use your powers you might feel a bit of a crash, but in general you’ll have more energy, feel more alert...”

Sara allows herself a weak laugh. “Don’t suppose you have any hair advice?” she says, running a hand through the black wire sprouting from her scalp.

“Get a perm,” Mindforce says without skipping a beat.

“What, seriously?”

Mindforce nods. “The same biological processes that fire your powers and cause your health issues generate a very mild static electric field, which is why, for you, every day is a bad hair day. Even a gentle body perm will give your hair something to do besides fly out in all directions.”

“No kidding.” Sara squints at Mindforce’s form fitting cowl and says, “You don’t have a perm, do you?”

“Oh, God, no. Under this thing I’m as bald as a billiard ball. I’m a redhead, so it was either shave my head or brave Carrot Top cracks for the rest of my life,” Mindforce says with smirk. “No one deserves that.”

“No,” Sara laughs, “they don’t.”


THIRTEEN

When Matt said he’s kind of a super-hero geek? There’s no kind of about it.

While we wait for Sara to return, Matt peels off for me the history of the Protectorate (abridged). Like many super-teams, its formation was a happy accident. The Entity, a Boston-based “masked vigilante” (which is different than a super-hero how?), was tracking a domestic terrorist cell that was reportedly putting together an EMP bomb, a piece of high-end technology that can generate a massive electromagnetic pulse. Set off something like that in a major city, you take out the entire electric grid and fry every computer within range. You see that in a movie and you get a lot of dark buildings. In real life? For starters, imagine how many people would die when a half-dozen or so hospitals completely lose power. People on life support, premature newborns in intensive care, people on the operating table—all dead. At the same time you’d spark complete chaos on the streets as cars stall out, the public railway system locks up, street lights fade to black, every cell phone is rendered useless, and Internet access is cut off. Because people can be such panicky idiots, this all leads to mass rioting and looting, but forget about getting any help from the police or fire departments, because even if you could contact them they’d be dead in the water too.

In other words: with one EMP bomb, Boston would go from zero to insanity in five seconds flat.

Anyway, the Entity, a guy who’s been successfully photographed less often than sasquatch, found the terrorists at the same time as Concorde, who had been tracking the stolen tech. A big fight ensued, and by big I mean, like, explosion-filled climax of a Michael Bay movie big.

As dumb luck would have it, two other superheroes heard the mayhem and joined the fray: Nina Nitro, who “blows things up real good” (her words, not mine) and Dr. Enigma, the Protectorate’s resident expert on all things mystical. Tides turned, some bad guys fled, a few were killed in the fight, and one was captured. He refused to talk, so that’s when Concorde called in his buddy Mindforce to do his thing. Recognizing that there was strength in numbers, the heroes teamed up, tracked down the remaining terrorists, and took them down so hard their children will be born cross-eyed.

“After that, they figured they had a good thing going so they formally established themselves as the Protectorate,” Matt says. “You’d be surprised how many super-teams got together by accident. Like, almost all of them. It’s the same story, over and over: a bunch of individual heroes happen to be in the right place at the right time so they can band together and take down a common enemy.”

Drop another brick on my head, why don’t you? I get it. You think fate brought us together. Coincidence, sure, but I don’t believe fate had anything to do with us.

(Okay, a very bizarre and unlikely coincidence, but still...)

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Looks like Concorde got his suit patched up, but I can’t say the same for the guy wearing it; there’s a stiffness to his movements as he storms up to Matt and jabs a finger at him.

“Mask or no, I recognize you,” Concorde says. “There can’t be two teenagers in this town wearing the same ratty black trench coat.”

“It’s not ratty,” Matt says.

“Nah, dude, that thing’s chewed up,” Stuart says.

“Not helping.”

“And three guesses who the rest of you are,” Concorde says, taking us in. “Wait, where’s the other girl?”

I jump in before Matt can launch a snark attack. “She’s with Mindforce. She had an appointment to see him today. We came with her to keep her company and Mindforce offered to take us on a tour of Protectorate HQ.”

“He what?” Concorde curses Mindforce openly. Nice.

“Aawwwwkwaaaaarrrd,” Missy says.

I’ll say, and it’s no small relief when Sara returns with Mindforce. I get the distinct impression he’s the voice of reason for the Protectorate.

“Hi, Concorde, didn’t know you were around,” Mindforce says cheerfully, and he’s about to make introductions when Concorde says, “These are the ones I told you about. Why did you let them in here?”

“These are the—? Ohh. Huh!” Huh, indeed; I dare say he sounds pleasantly surprised. “I definitely know where to start the tour, then.”

Concorde makes a sound like a dog choking on a chicken bone. “You’re not taking them on a tour! This isn’t a bloody Six Flags!”

“Six Flags doesn’t do tours,” Matt says, unhelpfully.

“You’d best put a sock in it, kid, before I—”

“Hey, hey,” Mindforce says. “Let’s cool down, shall we? Concorde? A word?”

They tuck themselves into a far corner to have half of a calm discussion, that half coming from Mindforce. Concorde? Not so much, and he’s not pulling any punches. His volume rises and falls so all we catch are snippets of his side of the argument.

“...not a damn school for super-hero wannabes,” Concorde says. “This is only going to encourage them...I’m being unfair?! You know how I feel about...” He glances over at us, and once again I’m oddly impressed that a man in a full helmet can give us the stink-eye so effectively.

This goes on for several uncomfortable minutes. When they return I’m braced for Concorde to scruff us like kittens and throw us out.

“Sorry about that,” Mindforce says. “You ready to go?”

What? Seriously?

“Do. Not. Touch. Anything,” Concorde says.

***

I’ve seen a picture or two of Protectorate HQ, and from the outside it looks like a sprawling three-story office building like you’d see at any given industrial park in the world. Inside, depending on which section you’re in, you’d think you were in an office building, a college dorm, a health club, a jet engine testing facility—eclectic would be the word. They have an area for every conceivable purpose, and every area is constantly monitored; they have cameras everywhere, all of them feeding into a central security office. The place must have cost a fortune to build and equip.

(Where does the Protectorate get its money, anyway? Rich uncle? Corporate sponsorship? Secret gold mine under the building?)

The section Mindforce thought we’d find of real interest is also the section Concorde really doesn’t want us seeing: his workshop, which at first glance could pass as a hangar for the space shuttle. There must be a dozen tall tool cabinets scattered about, assorted work benches, thick chains ending in hooks hanging from the ceiling, and a hydraulic lift that is currently occupied by a very familiar armored hulk.

“Hey, that’s the robot,” Matt says and he dashes over to it, Concorde hot on his heels, yelling at him not to touch it even though the thing’s been half dismantled. I can’t imagine it being very dangerous in its current state.

“I wondered what happened to that thing,” Stuart says.

“We’re better equipped to store and analyze it than the police,” Mindforce says. “And it’s not a robot, it’s a battlesuit.”

“No way!” Matt says. “This is a mech? That’s awesome!”

“Are you bonkers?” Concorde says. “It almost killed you.”

“Key word being almost, and I can still be impressed.”

“Wait a minute,” Sara says. “If that’s a battlesuit, shouldn’t there have been someone, you know, in it?”

“There wasn’t someone in it, was there?” Missy says hesitantly. “Please tell me there wasn’t because that’d be really gross and I’d feel really guilty because we seriously trashed that thing and punched a hole in it which means we punched a hole in a person.”

To say I’m relieved when Mindforce tells us no, it was empty at the time, would be the understatement of the century. But that brings us back to Sara’s question, which neither Concorde nor Mindforce can answer with any certainty.

“Concorde found what he believes is a communications suite in the suit’s chassis,” Mindforce says. “Correction: what he believes was a communications suite. Which one of you has the energy-based powers?”

“I do,” I say.

“Concorde’s working theory is that someone was operating the suit by remote. When you drilled through the armor, you took out the communications hardware and cut off the incoming signal. Smart move.”

“Thank you.” I should keep my mouth shut, let him think I actually knew what the heck I was doing. “It wasn’t intentional, honestly.”

“Mm,” Mindforce says. Great, now he thinks I’m nothing but a lucky idiot. Lucky I hit the suit in the right place to shut it down, lucky it didn’t have a human being inside for me to kill.

The chestplate opens like a car’s hood, but instead of an engine there is a well-padded cavity shaped for a human body that extends into the suit’s arms and legs. The wearer’s head doesn’t reach up into the suit’s head, which is more of a glorified periscope; there’s a rig in the chassis that surrounds the wearer’s head and, according to Matt (and Concorde’s not correcting him), gives him a view of whatever the head’s sensor array picks up. Concorde has to physically pull Matt out when he climbs into the chassis to get a better look at the controls set deep inside the arms.

“What’s it using for power?” Matt says. “Nuclear micro-cell?”

Nuclear micro-cell? The thing had a nuclear power source? That I somehow totally missed? Holy crap. I wish I was old enough to buy a lottery ticket, because I’m apparently the luckiest idiot in the world.

Concorde trips over his tongue. “Yeah. How did you—?”

“Come on, man, it obviously wasn’t hardwired into an exterior power source, and I don’t think there’s a car battery in here,” Matt says. “Single-source or multi-cell network?”

“What? Networked. What?”

“Yeah, that makes sense, networked power would better support the maglev flight and railgun weapons systems. It is a maglev system like your suit’s, right?”

“Yeah, it’s—how the hell do you know all this stuff?”

No lie, hearing Concorde all flustered is making me feel much better, but I’m as stunned as he is.

***

“How do you know all that stuff?” I ask en route to Coffee E following the conclusion of our tour, after Mindforce escorted us back into town via the Protectorate’s secret subway elevator mash-up thingy and thanked us for visiting and, no kidding, praised us for taking down the battlesuit. This wasn’t empty courtesy praise, either; this was a sincere “Good job.”

Wow.

Anyway...

“I read a lot of sci-fi,” Matt says.

“Which translates to a firm grasp of actual science how?”

“That’s the thing that’s so wild about that suit,” Matt says. “A fully articulated battlesuit? With a nuclear micro-cell battery network? And a maglev flight system and personal electromagnetic railgun?” He points excitedly at nothing. “Those are all, like, two steps away from pure sci-fi! Most of that tech is years away from practical application! Yeah, there are a lot of companies that have functional prototypes, but nothing like that! Railgun technology has been in development since the 1940s and all they have are these huge beasts that suck up ridiculous amounts of power and overheat within seconds!”

“Then where could it have come from?” Sara asks. “Secret government lab?”

“Maybe. Uncle Sam would definitely have the money you’d need to develop suits like that.”

“Suits?” I say. “Plural?”

Matt stops. He’s too wound up to walk and rant at the same time. “There was a marking on the chassis: THRASHER 005.”

“Suggesting there are at least four other suits out there somewhere.”

“So they’re part of a matched set, so what?” Stuart says. “What does that have to do with anything? Doesn’t explain where it came from or why it showed up in Kingsport of all places.”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed,” Matt says, “but Kingsport’s become the capital for renegade technology.”

“There’s a thought,” Sara says. “Maybe ARC lost control of another robot.”

I’m skeptical. This thing, Thrasher 005, is a quantum leap over the ARC ‘bots. The ARC robots are Model Ts. Thrasher 005 is the Millennium Falcon.

“It’s also not a robot,” I say, and that’s been nagging at me all afternoon for no reason I can put my finger on.

I’m still rolling thoughts around in my head when we reach the Coffee Experience. It takes up the whole ground floor of what is seventy-five percent an old building. The new parts are very new, as in the repairs were completed maybe yesterday. Wood shingles so pale they’re nearly white jump out from the surrounding shingles, which are what Dad calls New England Weathered Gray, a color that occurs naturally following years of exposure to the elements.

We enter, and I understand right away why the boys love this place. It smells incredible in here, warm and earthy, and I swear I’m ten times more awake just from the contact high, but I’m sure Matt and Stuart are less interested in the coffee than in the dark-skinned college-age girl working the front counter.

“There are my favorite fellas,” she says with a big, beaming smile. “I was wondering if I’d be seeing you two today.”

“Wild horses and all that,” Stuart says.

“We have literally been counting the days until we again got to pay homage to the greatness of Jill, Goddess of Caffeine,” Matt says. “And now, at last, that most excellent day is here.”

And then, no kidding, they bow to her. Insert rolling of eyes here.

“Really? You haven’t been cheating on me with that hussy Dunkin’ Donuts, have you?” Jill says with a mock pout that, okay, I admit it, is weapons-grade sexy. The boys feign offense.

“My dear lady,” Matt says, “that pink-and-orange painted hussy is poor substitute for...” and he gestures grandiosely at Jill, who smiles coyly.

Without asking for an order, Jill whips up two lattés with extra espresso shots. The drinks cost three bucks a pop. The boys fork over fives and don’t ask for change back. I want lessons from this woman.

Her demeanor totally changes when Sara and Missy and I step up to order. The boys got Sex Kitten Jill. We get Gal Pal Jill. “Hey ladies, good to see you,” she says, and she points to Sara and Missy in turn. “Usual? Usual?”

“Orange whip? Orange whip?” Matt says from somewhere behind me. “Three orange whips!” I swear he’s speaking in a foreign language sometimes.

“Yeah, please,” Sara says cordially enough, but I feel, literally feel a hot flash of jealousy come off her. I’d forgotten her empathy work both ways, that she projects emotions as well as feels them in others.

“Same here,” Missy says. “Jill, this is Carrie, she’s new but she’s cool so you’re probably going to see her with us a lot since she’s hanging out with us now,” she rattles off and, without pausing for breath, she turns to me and says, “once you tell Jill what your usual is you never have to order again because she’s got like a super-computer for a brain.”

“Hi, Carrie. What do you take?”

“Can you do a mocha latté, extra foam?” I ask.

Jill snaps her fingers. “Easy-peasy,” she says, and off she goes.

“You do know she only flirts with the boys to boost her tips, right?” I say to Sara on the sly.

“I know,” she says like she doesn’t care, she’s cool with it, but I can tell she so is not.

(For the record: Jill’s mocha lattés rock. Consider me a Coffee E convert.)

As Sara and I walk home for pre-homework dinner I realize, “I never asked you how things went with Mindforce.”

And for that I feel bad. We’d all fallen into another zany brainstorming session about the mech, Thrasher 005, and it occurred to me that if someone had been controlling Thrasher remotely, it made sense they’d take it for a spin through Kingsport. Matt explained that in the late nineties, when the tech companies started to move in, they dumped a buttload of money into upgrading the town’s broadband infrastructure so they could transmit massive data loads. During the last round of upgrades a few years back, they set up Wi-Fi connection points throughout the center of town. You could sit anywhere on Main Street and get free broadband access. It’s a perfect test environment, and that got me to thinking, what if we’re only assuming the ARC ‘bots went berserk because of an A.I. glitch? What if they were actually early trials for whoever was controlling Thrasher?

Of course, none of this speculation came close to answering the more important question of who’s behind it, but Matt is convinced that our culprit is a local boy. He pointed out that Thrasher had no lag time to its reactions (I’ll trust him on that), and that had to mean its operator was very close by. Like, somewhere in Kingsport close by.

“It went okay,” Sara says, reminding me I’m supposed to be talking to her now. “It was sort of like Life as a Psionic 101, lots of basic stuff. Apparently I have a serious iron deficiency.”

“How come?”

“Something to do with how my powers work. I guess psionics naturally use up a lot of iron and electrolytes.”

“Huh. Can you fix it?”

“Mindforce told me to take iron supplements, eat a lot of iron-rich foods, drink a lot of sports drinks.”

“Yummy. The Sara Danvers Liver and Gatorade Diet,” I say, which gets a chuckle. “Will that help your control at all?”

“I don’t think so. I have to be better about doing the exercises he taught me.”

“Have you not been doing them?”

“I try them when I’m in class, but Mindforce says what I need to do is practice with someone one-on-one,” she says somewhat miserably.

“Your parents don’t—?”

Sara doesn’t let me finish. “No.”

Right, let’s step back from that sore subject. “I’ll help you practice. If you want.”

“You will?”

“If you think it’d help, sure.”

Sara shakes her head. “You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to, but I want to. After we break for the night I can stick around and...well, I don’t know what you need me to do, but...”

“Thank you,” Sara says, her voice cracking ever so slightly. You’d think I’d offered her a free puppy.

Then I remember what she said about people being scared of her powers. Maybe Sara only thinks they’re afraid because no one’s offered to help her? Or, maybe, they actually are afraid of her.

Either way, kind of depressing.

I’ll flash forward and spare you the dreariness of us sitting around doing homework in Sara’s living room. It was not a thrilling evening...except for when Matt recited an extremely filthy monologue from From Dusk Till Dawn, and that was more traumatizing than thrilling, so I’ll spare you that too.

We lock ourselves in Sara’s room, a shrine to Johnny Depp, which does not surprise me in the least. I have my Springsteen CDs in a place of honor in my room, Sara’s altar is a wooden DVD rack on top of a dresser that holds every Johnny Depp/Tim Burton movie on Blu-ray. She owns all four Pirates of the Caribbean movie posters and each one of them gets its own wall; Johnny is staring at us from every direction. This I can get behind.

Sara sits cross-legged on her bed. “All right,” I say, sitting opposite her. “Let’s roll. What do I have to do?”

“The idea is that I imagine I’m building a brick wall to keep out unwanted outside thoughts,” Sara says. “All you have to do is give me something to block out.”

“So I just...think at you?” She nods. “Anything in particular?”

“Hmm. I don’t think so. Just think softly to start.”

Think softly? Oh, right: thoughts have volume.

“Ready?”

“Ready.”

So, here I go, thinking softly. I’m thinking. Thinking. Thinky-think-think. Maybe I should think of something interesting? Or would that be too distracting? I suppose I could think of something interesting as long as I think softly. Think softly. Jeez. Weird. Oh, crap, I shouldn’t have thought that, I don’t want Sara thinking I think she’s weird. Hm. She’s not reacting. Did she not hear me? Is she blocking me out?

“No, I’m not,” she says with a drawn-out sigh. She’s already getting frustrated.

“So let’s go again,” I say. “Come on.”

“All right.”

And we do, and it ends the same way.

“Dammit! I can’t get this!” she says. “I’m doing what he told me to do and it’s not working!”

“Hey, hey, easy,” I say. “I know this might sound weird, but maybe you’re trying too hard. This is a concentration exercise, right?”

“Yeah...”

“I read once that when you’re concentrating, you’re not, you know, putting effort into it, that you’re supposed to be relaxed. You try by not trying.”

“Very Zen...or very Jedi.”

“So? Go again?”

“Okay,” she mumbles.

“Relax. Don’t try.”

“Don’t try. Got it.”

Instead of random mumbo-jumbo, I start singing the Eagles’ Best of My Love in my head, a nice, mellow, soothing song. Music to relax by. You know we always had each other baby, I guess that wasn’t enough, but here in my heart, I give you the best of my love...

The tension slides off Sara’s face and her eyes go out of focus. A thousand-yard stare, Dad calls it.

Ohh ohh oh ohhhhhhhh sweet darlin’, you get the best of my love, ohh ohh oh ohhhhhhhh sweet darlin’...

“Are you still thinking?” Sara says urgently.

“Uh-huh.”

“It worked,” she says softly, as if afraid to break the spell. “I can’t hear you. Quick, think louder, just a little.”

When the truth is found, to beeeeeeeeeee liiiiiiiies...and all the joy, within yooooooooou diiiiiiies, don’t! You! Want somebody to love? Don’t you need somebody -–

“Nothing!” she says.

“Try something,” I say. “Try dropping your defenses and putting them right back up.”

“Okay. Keep going.”

I like. Big. BUTTS and I cannot lie, you other brothers can’t deny!

“Baby Got Back? Really?”

“I know the whole song, it’s my secret shame, I blame my mom, now shut me out again!”

And she does. “Think at me real loud,” she says. “Loud as you can.”

THE HIGHWAY’S JAMMED WITH BROKEN HEROES ON A LAST CHANCE POWER RIDE! EVERYBODY’S OUT ON THE RUN TONIGHT BUT THERE’S NO PLACE LEFT TO HIDE! TOGETHER WENDY WE CAN -–

“I can’t hear you!” Sara shouts, and she throws herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck so tightly it actually makes it tough to breathe, but it’s okay because Sara is thanking me over and over and I think she might be crying and the emotion is pouring out of her and into me and now I’m crying – -

“Oh, jeez, I’m sorry,” she says, but she says it with the biggest smile I’ve ever seen on anybody. “I don’t mean to—I didn’t—”

“I know, it’s okay, it’s cool,” I say, wiping tears off my cheeks in a mirror-image of Sara.

Sara looks around her room as if seeing it for the very first time. “I’d forgotten how quiet the world is,” she says.

She thanks me all the way to the front door. I tell her she can stop but she grasps my hand and says, “You don’t understand. This is the first time I’ve felt like I can maybe control this stupid power of mine. I was starting to think I’d never control it and it would drive me crazy and I’d...”

She looks down at the floor. A horrible gnawing sensation fills my stomach. I’m glad she doesn’t finish her sentence.

“Any time you want to practice, let me know,” I say. She nods.

“You want some company for the walk home?”

“I’m good. Besides, what good is it to walk me home if you have to walk back to your place alone?”

“I didn’t say I was going to walk home with you,” she says cryptically, then she shuts the door. I said I could keep you company.

We have a lovely conversation as I walk home, shivering slightly the whole way for want of a jacket I totally didn’t need a few hours ago. Welcome to midOctober in New England, the most bipolar of months, meteorologically speaking.

And here we are, I say as I reach my front walk. Thanks for the company.

Sure, she says, and I glance back toward Sara’s place, down the street and around the corner and ten minutes behind me. Her “voice” hasn’t faded in the least.

Wow. You’ve got some serious range.

Yes and no. I learned early on that once I...hmm. How do I put this? Once I recognize someone’s mind, I can communicate with them no matter how far away they are. It’s like I’ve set up a direct line to their brains.

That’s it.

I know how we can find our mystery man.


FOURTEEN

“You do?” Matt asks. “How?”

“I’ll tell you at lunch,” I say, because I’m not going to say anything in a crowded hallway. I know, you’d think a crowded lunchroom wouldn’t be a great place to hold private discussions either, but when everyone is going out of their way to ignore your very existence, you could plot a bank heist without worrying someone will accidentally overhear you.

“Fine, keep me in suspense. Do I get a hint at least?”

“Let’s just say you’ll be very pleased with your girlfriend.”

“My what?”

“Sara. Duh.”

“Sara’s not my girlfriend.”

“What?”

“I’m, she’s not, we’re not...you know,” he stumbles. “We’re not together.”

“You’re not?”

“No,” Matt says. “We’re just friends.”

Aw, man. He got the I just want to be friends speech, and here I go rubbing salt in the wound. Great job, Carrie. Open mouth, insert foot, swallow up to kneecap, die a little inside.

“Who told you that?”

Not that I needed anyone to tell me Matt’s totally into Sara, what with it being blindingly obvious and all, but I say, truthfully, “That girl Amber said you were—”

Matt sputters. “Amber? What does she know? That dope couldn’t find her way out of an open garage with a roadmap and a Sherpa. Don’t listen to her. She kills brain cells.”

Fault successfully diverted. Guilt, however, remains.

Lunchtime arrives soon enough, and today’s featured atrocity is what passes for pizza in public schools. You know what I’m talking about: a slab of a bread-like material topped with a flavorless red sauce, allegedly made from tomatoes, and shredded mozzarella that has been exposed to a picture of a hot oven.

“I think this is the school’s brilliant strategy to combat teenage obesity,” Matt says.

“I know, right?” Missy says, handing her pizza over to Stuart.

“And such small portions,” he says.

“To business,” Matt declares. “You said you figured out how to trace our techno-hijacker?”

“You did?” Sara says.

“You gave me the idea,” I say.

“I did?”

“You said once you recognize someone’s mind, you can connect to them psychically no matter where they are.”

“Yeah. Wait, no. I can’t—I mean, yeah, in theory...”

“You think Sara could locate the guy?” Matt says.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Sara says. “I felt his presence a couple of times, but that’s not the same as getting into his head.”

“Hmph. That plan went out the window real fast,” Stuart says.

“But what if we could reestablish a connection so you could get into his head?” I say.

“Yeah, but don’t we have to find him first?” Missy says. “And we can’t find him because Sara can’t find him until we find him but we can’t do that until Sara finds him and I think I hurt my brain.”

“We can find him,” I say.

In fact, everyone sitting in this cafeteria right now could find him.

When Roger Manfred was at MIT, he had a roommate during his freshman year who kept to himself, completely, and all the time. If he spoke it was to convey important information only. Phone messages, he never forgot to deliver. Actual conversation? He couldn’t be bothered with that. He preferred sitting on his bed and reading or working on assignments to interacting with people. He drove Manfred crazy. Sharing a room with him was as good as solitary confinement.

Archimedes makes that kid look like a chatterbox.

Manfred: “I’m going to go grab something to eat. You want anything?”

Archimedes: “Ehnn.”

Manfred: “You’re starting to stink. Could you please take a shower?”

Archimedes: “Mm.”

Manfred: “How much longer do we have to stay here?”

Archimedes: “Not sure.”

“What do you mean, you’re not sure?”

“...”

“Archimedes!”

“What I mean, Roger, is I’m not sure how long we’ll be staying here because I’m not sure if it’s safe to expose ourselves.”

“To who?!” Manfred says, his arms flapping. “You don’t know anyone is after us! That’s nothing but paranoid speculation!”

“Or, we haven’t seen any sign of pursuit because we’re in hiding,” Archimedes says with an infuriating air of disinterest.

“Trying to prove a negative?”

“There’s no need to be rude.”

“I’m making a point,” Manfred says. “Here’s another point: we wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t hacked a top-secret network and hijacked someone else’s hardware! But I guess some habits die hard, huh?”

“Before I achieved humanity, ARC’s robots were the only means I had to interact with the outside world. The battlesuit?” Archimedes ponders the question and says, “I wanted to see if I could do it.”

Manfred clenches a fist, and it doesn’t go unnoticed.

“You should be proud of yourself, Roger. Isn’t that a defining trait of humanity? Testing one’s limits to discover what one is capable of? You sought to create an artificial personality that replicated the behaviors of a human being and you’ve succeeded, very impressively. Pardon my immodesty, but you’ve created something amazing in me.”

“And fat lot of good it does either of us.”

“You’re right. You’re right,” Archimedes says soothingly. He unfolds himself from the Buddha-like lotus position in which he’s remained for much of the past week, in doing so releasing a stench of stale sweat that makes Manfred’s eyes water. He stands, stretches. “I’ve been unforgivably short-sighted. Instead of hiding out and losing myself in the virtual world, I should have been laying the groundwork for our triumphant return. There are a few ducks we need to get in their rows before we can—”

The phone strapped to Archimedes’ arm vibrates, which is not unusual; he’s received a few calls from Ashe Semler’s underlings checking in—nothing of consequence, but this number is unfamiliar.

With a simple mental command, Archimedes accepts the call. “Hello?”

“Uhhh, Jeff? Is that you?”

“I’m sorry, you have the wrong number.”

“Oh. This isn’t 555-2356?”

“No, it’s 2355.”

“Oh. Oops! I’m sorry!” the girl says before hanging up.

“Well?” I say.

“I got him,” Sara says.

***

Batman has his Batmobile. Wonder Woman has her invisible jet. We, the Team With No Name, have the crosstown bus.

I know.

Worse, we may be completely wasting our time. Sara managed to establish a mental wiretap on our target, who calls himself Archimedes, but the connection is not as strong as it is to any of us. She says it’s like listening to a weak radio signal; images and sounds, everything Archimedes is seeing and hearing, fade in and out. She caught one fleeting glimpse of a Motel 6 logo, and there’s only one of those in town, so here we are. If he’s in another town? We get to hang out here until the bus swings back around in an hour.

I’d like to think that one day, many years from now, we’ll look back on moments like this and laugh.

“He’s here,” Sara says.

Oh thank God.

“You’re sure?” Matt says.

“He’s...there,” she says, pointing at a window on the second floor.

“All right,” Stuart says. “What’s the plan?”

“Plan?” Matt says.

“Aw, dude, don’t tell me...”

And we will all laaaaaaaaaaaaaugh...

With a minimum of bickering, we pull a serviceable plan out of our butts. Matt produces a motel keycard to let us in a side entrance, since strolling in past the front desk clerk probably wouldn’t go over well, and we change into our so-called super-hero outfits in a supply closet (the less said about that huge chunk of awkwardness, the better for my dignity. Did I mention we’d laugh about this someday?).

“Now what?” Stuart says as we head toward Archimedes’ room. “Do we bust the door down and get all up in his face or what?”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Matt says.

“Sweet.”

“Maybe we should try something that doesn’t involve making a ton of noise,” I say.

“Like what?” Matt says. “Knock on the door and say ‘Hey, guy, we’re here to haul you down to the police, could you let us in’? And what if he’s armed?”

“Sara? I mean, Psyche? Is he armed?”

“I don’t think so. Ow,” she says, pressing her fingertips into her temples. “I can’t—he’s too much, I need shut this guy out.”

The others, they exchange uncertain looks. Matt starts to speak but I wave him quiet and mouth Give her a minute.

“Okay,” Sara sighs. “Okay, I’m good.”

“What did you do?” Matt says.

“I needed a sec to throw up my defenses.”

“You can do that now? Since when?”

“I’ve been doing a little work with Carrie.”

Matt shoots me a hard look. “What, you can practice with her but not with me?”

“She offered to help me.”

“So did I! A bunch of times! But I guess you’d rather practice with someone you’ve known, like, two whole weeks than with me, huh?”

“Hey!” I say. “I was only—”

“This isn’t about her,” Sara says, “or about you.”

“I’m not making this about me.”

“The hell you’re not.”

“Are we really doing this now?” Stuart says.

“No, we’re not,” I say. “Matt, I offered to help Sara out, she said yes, I wasn’t trying to step on your toes, so chill out. Sara, you should talk to Matt later because you’ve hurt his feelings. Stuart, get ready to force open the door. Not break, force. Try to keep the noise to a minimum. Missy.”

Our littlest ninja blinks at me expectantly.

“Great work. Keep it up.”

“Yay me!”

Now that that’s settled, it’s time to act like superheroes.

Stuart easily pushes the door open, as if it wasn’t locked at all, and we file in. Not the most dramatic of entrances, but at least we don’t jam up in the doorway. Things are improving.

“Nothing funny, either of you,” Stuart says. He might be only fifteen, but he’s burly enough to give the order decent weight.

One of the two men in the room, the marginally younger of the pair, jumps off his bed and gawks at us in a combination of alarm and confusion. The other guy, who looks and smells like he hasn’t bathed in weeks, is a little too calm for my liking. Going to have to watch him.

The standing man sputters and stammers and finally spits out, “What is this?! What are you doing in our room? Who are you people?”

“We’re the...the Hero Squad,” Matt says in his best authoritative voice, “and we’re bringing you in.”

“The Hero Squad?” Stuart says. “Oh my God...”

“Not now...” Matt says through clenched teeth.

“But dude, the Hero Squad?”

“It was the only thing I could think of!”

“Way to improv, Robin Williams.”

Dear Lord, I would like to order one lightning bolt, for immediate delivery.

“We know you two are behind the battlesuit that tore up Main Street,” I say, hoping to put this crazy train back on the rails, and then I notice the grubby hobo has a cable running from his head to what appears to be a smartphone strapped to his forearm. “Archimedes, I presume?”

He tenses. That got his attention. “You’re not what I was expecting,” he says.

“The Protectorate was busy so we’re covering this one,” I say. I know, I’m not authorized to namedrop, but if these guys think we’re with the Protectorate they might...look at me like they have no idea what I’m talking about?

“The Protectorate?” Archimedes says. “No. No, that’s not right.”

“I’ll tell you what’s not right: the killer funk you slobs are generating,” Stuart says, sliding past me. “I’m opening a window before we all pass out.”

“What you think is beside the point,” I say. Act like you’re in control, Carrie. Perception is reality. “We know that battlesuit is yours.”

“But it isn’t,” Archimedes says. “I stole it.”

“From ARC.”

“No, not from ARC.” He chuckles. “That suit is light-years beyond anything ARC could create.”

“Then who?”

There’s sharp pop and a tinkle of shattering glass and a deafening hiss, like someone has set the air itself on fire, and I duck a split-instant before an airborne Stuart takes me out.

Archimedes power-rolls off his bed and joins me on the floor. “Ah,” he says. “I believe that would be who I was expecting.”

Missy practically teleports into my arms. “There’s someone outside!”

“We’re on the second floor,” I say.

“He’s flying! Like you! Except not like you because you get all glowy and he’s wearing a scary suit with wings!”

I hope those wings make him a bigger target, because no way am I sticking my head up to check exactly where he is. If his weapon can flatten Stuart so easily...

I jump up and let him have it with both barrels—or hands, as the case may be. I’m firing blind but the metallic bang tells me I connect, and the crash of metal on asphalt confirms it. There’s nothing beyond the shattered window but open sky.

Archimedes throws me over the bed and runs for the door, calling out to someone named Roger. By the time I get back to my feet both Archimedes and his friend are gone.

I’m about to give chase when I catch sight of Matt curled on the floor in a fetal position, his arms wrapped around his head. He’s half underneath Stuart, whose entire chest is bright red, like he has a nasty sunburn, and it’s smoking, no lie, his chest is smoking, and then I remember there’s some winged armored guy outside who’s got to be in a seriously foul mood.

Dammit, there’s too much going on. I don’t know what to do. What do I do?

“Carrie?” Sara says, peeking over the edge of the bed.

“Check on Stuart and Matt,” I say, moving toward the hole that was once a window, “do what you have to for them, then go after Archimedes, you and Missy.”

“What about you?” Missy says.

Our attacker is down (on the ground, specifically) but not out. His battlesuit has wings like Missy said, batwings made of metal. The helmet makes me think of a lion’s skull because of its golden-brown mane, and he’s lying on top of a segmented scorpion tail attached to the back somewhere. His suit is made to intimidate.

“You’re dead, you lousy little—” he says, his voice cold and synthesized, and the tip of his tail emits a piercing whine. I drop as a corkscrewing energy blast punches a hole in the ceiling above me. It’s not exactly right to call it an explosion, but chunks of stucco and wood and concrete spray me as though a grenade went off on the roof.

And then I do what any sane person would do in a situation like this: I jump out the window.
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Energy blasts pour out of me like machine-gun fire, something I’ve never done before, but I’m not complaining; half my shots miss and chew up the parking lot, but the rest connect, and lion-scorpion-bat guy is screaming bloody murder at me.

I ease up, mostly because I’m afraid I might kill the man if I don’t. His armor looks intact but he’s going to need a million dollars’ worth of bodywork.

“I have a lot more where that came from,” I say, my voice trembling, “so don’t try anything funny.”

“Sweetheart,” he says as he struggles to stand, “you have no idea who you’re screwing with.”

“Neither do you.”

“Heh. True enough. The name’s Manticore.”

Vaguely familiar, but I’m not placing it. “Lightstorm. Pleasure’s all yours.” That’s right, pal, I’m bad.

“Not yet it isn’t,” Manticore says.

There’s no whine this time, no warm-up before the pitch, and he nearly tags me. The tail snaps up over his head and spits a beam at me, short and sweet, not the same killer zap as before, but what it lacks in quality, Manticore makes up for in quantity. Rapid-fire blasts chase me across the parking lot before I remember, hey, there’s a whole sky above me.

Don’t judge. I’m not fleeing. I’m not escaping. I’m staging a strategic withdrawal. I’m retreating so I can regroup.

Manticore is not on board with this plan. A bolt sizzles past me. Manticore is coming up on me fast, his steely wings at full extension, his tail arced up over his back and lobbing hot death my way.

I level off and floor it. Mach one comes and goes and for a few seconds Manticore falls behind, but then there’s a boom, like distant thunder, and he starts regaining lost ground. What’s powering that suit?

Outrunning him now feels like a losing proposition so it’s time for Plan B. It takes me maybe a full second to loop around and come up behind him, and now he’s the target. I fire. He dodges. He screws up my brilliant plan by returning fire. I veer out of harm’s way. It’s a panic move on my part, and by the time I recover he’s coming at me from above, tail blazing, forcing me to make another clumsy evasive maneuver.

I have badly underestimated this guy—or badly overestimated myself. Either way I’m in trouble because I’m clearly the amateur here. Manticore owns the sky. If I can’t get really brilliant really fast, he’s going to own me.

So I let him.

A volley comes way too close for comfort. It’s a near miss but I play it like a hit, complete with girly scream (I hate myself for that, but hey, that’s showbiz). I turn my power off and go into freefall. Manticore doesn’t follow. Soon he’s a dark dot against a backdrop of blue, and then he’s gone.

I power back up once I start to see the details of a town below me coming into focus. Not a big town, not like Kingsport, more along the lines of a quaint little New England town that has bed and breakfasts instead of motels and mom-and-pop stores instead of Walmart. I touch down near a big old church, and I’m more than slightly stunned when I read the sign at the side of the road: Londonderry Presbyterian.

As in: Londonderry, New Hampshire.

I’m in freakin’ New Hampshire. Five minutes ago I was in Massachusetts.

Oh, crap...how do I get back?

“Carrie!” Missy cries out.

“Lightstorm,” Matt grunts. “Use her super-hero name.”

“Oh, God,” Sara says. She tries to roll Matt onto his back but he resists. “Are you okay?”

“I took a Stuart to the face.”

“Dude, I’m right here,” Stuart hisses. Sara resists touching a finger to the angry red welt splashed across his chest. “What hit me?”

“I don’t know,” Missy says, casting an eye toward the shattered window, “but it sounds like Carrie’s wailing the crap out of him.”

“Good. Tell her to save a piece for me,” Stuart says, forcing himself to sit up. “Ow.”

“I’ve never heard you ow before,” Sara says.

“Yeah, I don’t like it either.”

Matt rolls onto his hands and knees, his breathing shallow and labored. “Where’s what’s-his-name?” he says. “Archimedes?”

“Oh, crap,” Sara says, “we were supposed to go after him.”

“He got away?”

“He took off when—”

“Never mind about us. Go get him.”

“Matt, you’re hurt.”

“I’m fine!” Matt says, convincing no one. “Get him before he gets away!”

“More than he already has,” Stuart says. “I got this, you go.”

Reluctantly, Sara and Missy step into the hallway and, each in her own way, pick up the scent.

“That way,” they say over one another.

Without comparing their hunches, they take off in pursuit. The trail leads down the hallway, down the stairs, and through the front lobby, where the desk clerk babbles excitedly into the phone about explosions and people shooting lasers at one another.

“Where’s Car—Lightstorm?” Missy says when she does not spot said laser-shooter.

“I don’t know,” Sara says distractedly as she reaches out with her superhuman senses, feeling for her quarry. “Come on.”

Following their respective invisible trails, the girls sprint down the long motel driveway, down along a four-lane road that hums with rush hour traffic. Sara’s lungs burn, on the edge of collapse, but she can’t go back to her friends empty-handed. She can’t return as a failure. She can’t. She won’t.

“There!” she huffs, pointing at two distant figures loping down the sidewalk ahead of them, struggling to maintain a fugitive’s pace.

“I got ‘em!” Missy says and she races away, leaving Sara to wonder how much Missy was holding back—and how much more she’s capable of.

Missy sails past her prey and skids to a halt, cutting off their escape route. “Stop right there! You’re coming with us!”

Manfred makes a sour face at the diminutive figure in black and, with a dismissive shake of his head, throws a punch that misses its nimble target by a wide margin.

“Could we not fight, please?” Missy says. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You don’t want—?” Manfred pants. “Oh, for...”

Manfred lunges and, again, misses, but succeeds in driving Missy into Archimedes’ waiting arms. He seizes the girl in a bear hug and lifts her off the ground. Before Manfred can capitalize, a force slams into him, hurling him backwards.

Too hard, Sara thinks. Not that she feels bad about it.

“RogYAAAAHH!” Archimedes yelps as fingernails as sharp as steak knives dig into his ribs. Missy squirms free and cocks a fist. “No! Please!” he squeals, throwing his hands out to ward off the blow. “Please don’t hurt me anymore, please...”

“You going to give us any more trouble?” Sara says. Archimedes sinks to his knees to show his compliance.

“You swear?” Missy says. “You swear you’re not trying to trick me?”

“He’s not,” Sara says. “He’s terrified of you.”

“He is?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Oh. Cool.”

“You need to let me go,” Archimedes says.

“After everything we went through to find you?” Sara says. “Fat frickin’ chance.”

“That man, the man in the armor. Someone sent him to find me.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what he wants from me or who sent him,” Archimedes says. “I just want to get away from him. I’ll go back into hiding and I won’t cause any more trouble, I promise. I promise. Please.”

Through the static of his fear, Sara senses the truth in his words, and for a moment she considers his plea—but only for a moment.

“No. You’re coming with us.”

“No,” Concorde says as he glowers down at heroes and fugitive alike, “you’re all coming with me.”
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First, let me say this: New Hampshire is really pretty in the fall.

Second, I’d like to give a big shout-out to whoever invented the GPS app for smartphones (and I’d like to kick myself for not thinking of that sooner).

When I finally make it back to the motel, I find a scene uncomfortably reminiscent of our Main Street brawl, but on a smaller scale; the damage was confined to one motel room window (Manticore’s fault) and a small patch of parking lot—technically my fault but I’m shifting the blame to Manticore, who hasn’t shown his steel-plated face again. Maybe he saw that the big guns had arrived and is somewhere far, far away, gloating over my untimely demise.

Concorde and Mindforce are there among the small army of cops, and Concorde goes absolutely ballistic when he finds out who we’d been tangling with. He screams us stupid for I don’t know how long, tells us to never mess with the guy again, if we ever see him call the Protectorate and then get the hell away, we’re all so damn lucky we got off as light as we did, et cetera.

But Concorde isn’t chewing us out for the sake of it, like normal; he is seriously freaked out about this. Like, Mom and Dad just found out you smoked weed and drank beer before driving your little brother home in their car even though you have no license-level freaked.

“Concorde and Manticore have a history,” Mindforce says in a way that tells me that will be the only explanation I get and I should not push it.

I expect Concorde to send us on our way after his dressing-down, but instead he pushes us off to the side and says, “Don’t go anywhere.” So we go nowhere while he and Mindforce attend to whatever it is real super-heroes attend to after a fight. There’s a lot of talking to the police, to the EMTs checking on the other hotel guests, to the hotel manager and staff.

I catch sight of Archimedes and Manfred sitting in the back of a police cruiser. Manfred is as miserable as you’d expect someone in the back of a police cruiser to be, but Archimedes, he looks—I don’t know. His face is utterly blank, like he’s in shock, until he happens to glance in my direction, and wow, if looks could kill Archimedes would be wiping out three generations of my family.

Concorde and Mindforce return and pull them out of the cruiser. “Let’s go,” Concorde says, but he’s not talking to Archimedes and Manfred.

We follow them around to the back of the motel, where I learn how non-flyer Mindforce gets around. The vehicle occupying an entire block of parking spaces makes me think of a military chopper if it had been designed by Apple. iCopter. In place of rotors there’s a wide flat disk, and when Mindforce starts it up it emits a hum like Concorde’s suit but on an arena concert scale. More of that—what did Matt call it?—maglev technology, I assume.

The others pile in and the iCopter lifts off. Once it’s clear, Concorde powers up. “I hope you know how lucky you are,” he says. “Manticore should have killed you.”

Not could have killed me; should have killed me.

“I know,” I say. “He was better than me. A lot better. That’s why I played dead. I knew I couldn’t beat him.”

I hate that I can’t see his face. Whatever he’s thinking about me, it’s his secret.

“Hm,” is all he says.

I guess when we got the HQ tour, Mindforce forgot to show us the small hangar at the back of the property where he parks the Pelican—so-named because it’s white, it flies, and it holds a lot of cargo. iCopter is a way cooler name.

We parade Archimedes and Manfred into HQ and into a holding area in the basement, an off-white room with individual cells. They have Star Trek-style sliding doors and the same electronic controls as on the Protectorate’s secret subway. iJail.

Concorde follows Manfred into one of the cells. “What’s going on here, Manfred?” Concorde says.

“You know him?” Mindforce says.

“Roger Manfred, head of Advanced Robotic Concepts’ artificial intelligence department. No one’s seen him or Ashe Semler for over a week,” he says with a nod toward the neighboring cell.

“And no one will see Ashe Semler ever again,” Manfred says. “He’s gone.”

“Explain,” Concorde says. “Now.”

What Manfred says chills me to my soul. It’s crazy talk, a wild sci-fi tale about a sentient artificial intelligence that enters the real world by invading a man’s brain like a virus, erasing his memories and overwriting a new persona. I can’t imagine what that must have been like for Ashe Semler, to feel his very identity being eaten away and taken over by an invader and being helpless to stop it.

It’s a totally irrational reaction, but I really really want to break this guy’s face.

Concorde’s hands are balled into fists. I think he shares the sentiment.

In the medical bay, Matt is finally free to strip off his face mask. He has dried blood smeared across his face, the stain of a bloody nose.

“It’s not broken,” Mindforce says, pressing his thumbs on either side of Matt’s nose, “and there’s no sign of a concussion.”

“Go me,” Matt says, accepting an ice pack.

“What happens now?” I ask.

“What happens now is the five of you go home,” Mindforce says, and the dismissive edge in his voice catches me off-guard.

“I meant with Archimedes.”

“I know what you meant. That’s not your concern. We have a process and it doesn’t involve you.”

“So that’s it?” Matt says. “We do the legwork and you guys get the credit?”

“Dammit, Matt, this isn’t about—” Mindforce stops himself, takes a breath. “You need to understand something. Manticore isn’t just some tricked-out bank robber. He’s a hardcore mercenary, and if you’re standing between him and a paycheck, he will murder you, and it doesn’t matter that you’re a kid.”

Mindforce conspicuously glances in my direction when he says that.

“You’ve played your part. This is in our ballpark now,” he says. “You kids, go home.”

Concorde herds us onto the secret subway thingy. He wants to make absolutely sure we do as we’re told for once. I half-expect him to walk each of us home and personally tuck us into bed.

“Okay, so,” Matt says, “bit of an anti-climax, sure, but I think, all things considered, we did good.”

No one rushes to agree with him.

“C’mon. So we didn’t completely ace it right out of the gate, but there’re super-teams out there that’ve had worse debut adventures.”

“Name one,” Stuart says.

“There was a team from Detroit a few years back,” Matt says without missing a beat. “Called themselves the Gangbusters because they were going after all the street gangs. Said they were going to clean up the city.”

“How bad was their first outing?”

“They were killed by the 8-Mile Kings,” Matt says. Stuart laughs, but Matt’s not joking. “Seriously, man. They got gunned down.”

“Oh, dude. That’s harsh.”

“Yeah. So, see? At least we’re doing better than them. The Gangbusters, I mean, not the gang.”

“Yeah, okay,” Stuart says, “we didn’t do so hot. So what? Judas Priest’s first couple albums kind of sucked, but they got awesome.”

“I guess we didn’t make a complete mess of things,” Sara says.

“We found the bad guy and brought him in. Sort of,” Missy says. “I mean, he would have gotten away completely if we hadn’t’ve found him.”

“Exactly,” Matt says. “Right now, we’re the unsung heroes of the day, but if we keep at it, we’ll be right up there with the Protectorate. We need more experience, that’s all.”

Experience, he says. That’s all. Right.

This is what Mom would call a catch-22: we need experience to become better super-heroes, but we’re not going to last long enough to get better without some experience. It isn’t like we can request starter super-villains. This isn’t a video game where we get to start out fighting low-level fodder and work our way up to the boss monster.

Matt’s looking at me, waiting for me to back him up. He wants me to join his Affirmation Chorus with a hallelujah and an amen, and I can’t do it.

“Why are we doing this to ourselves?” I say. “What’s the point of all this? Really? Why are we doing this?”

“Because we’re super-heroes,” Matt says, like that’s all the justification anyone needs.

“No, we’re not. We’re a bunch of dumb amateurs, and it’s a miracle we haven’t been killed.”

“That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You had a close call with Manticore and it’s freaked you out.”

“Yes! It has!” I say, and saying it out loud drives home the ugly, terrible truth: someone tried to kill me. He knew I was just a girl and it didn’t matter. Suddenly the air feels too thin and my head spins and I think I might vomit. “He tried to kill all of us! Doesn’t that bother you?”

“It’s something we have to get used to if we’re going to do this,” Matt says dismissively.

“But why are we doing this? Huh? Seriously, why? Why are we risking our lives fighting giant robots and psychotic killers?”

“Because we’re super-heroes,” Matt says again, and that’s when I completely lose it.

“Stop saying that! That’s not a reason! Don’t you have a real reason for wanting to do this? Come on, Matt, give me something! Tell me you’re avenging someone’s death! Tell me you’re atoning for some huge screw-up! God, tell me you’re nothing but a bored teenage boy looking for a cheap thrill, but tell me something!”

All he can do is gawp at me. His mouth is moving but no sound comes out. I’ve asked him the one question no one has ever asked, the one he can’t answer—the one he needed to hear. His lip quivers like he’s going to start crying, but I have no sympathy for him.

“Anyone? Do any of you have a reason?” I say, my throat raw. “Have any of you stopped for a single second to think about why you want to do this? Or are you all just following Matt’s lead?”

I look to Sara. She’s staring at the floor. Missy, her eyes are everywhere but on me. Stuart—

“Because we can,” he says, and color me shocked, but he was honestly the last one I expected to say anything. He and Matt, they’re a full-fledged bro mantic couple, and Stuart’s the loyal wingman. “A lot of crap happens in the world, y’know? People get hurt and killed, and a lot of it happens because people, the people who can do something, they don’t step up. It’s always someone else’s problem. Maybe that’s why the world is such a mess, because no one wants to be the one to try and fix it.”

“Evil triumphs when good people do nothing,” I say.

“Right. Yeah,” Stuart says. “You wanted a reason. There you go.”

The transport glides to a stop, then rises. The doors slide open and Miss Hannaford greets us with a smile none of us can return.
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“All right, you,” Concorde says. “Wake up.”

It’s an unnecessary order; Archimedes never fell asleep. The cot was comfortable enough, and heaven knows he was exhausted, but the silence, as the saying goes, was deafening—not the silence of his cell, but the silence that fell when Concorde disconnected the phone that was his lifeline to the virtual world and left the wire dangling from his skull, useless. It was as if Concorde left it there deliberately to taunt him. He seems the type, Archimedes thinks, a petty man who likes to lord his control over others.

“What happens now?” Archimedes says.

“You’ll be transported to Byrne, outside of Worcester. It’s a supermax for...people like you. You’ll cool your heels there until we figure out what to do with you.”

Archimedes sits up, so he can better face his captor. “Off to prison I go, just like that?” Archimedes says. “No police, no courts, no lawyers? Am I not entitled to due process?”

“You’ll have your day in court,” Concorde says, less than convincingly. “The process is different for people like you.”

“People like me,” Archimedes repeats.

“Unconventional individuals who commit unconventional crimes. You require special treatment on every level.”

“It sounds so nice when you put it that way. Special treatment. Not at all like I’m being thrown into a secret government prison.”

“Cry me a river. Get up.”

Concorde rouses Manfred with equal brusqueness, having no sympathy to spare for the men, and leads them down to the hangar, where an unusual vehicle awaits. It is at first glance deceptively mundane: plain white and unmarked by any identifying logos or insignia, and to an uneducated eye it could pass easily as a commercial box truck. A very select few would recognize it as a modified military-grade armored transport. The back doors yawn open like a great devouring mouth awaiting its daily feeding. Each wall is lined with a bench welded directly onto the frame.

Concorde hands his charges off to four men in black paramilitary uniforms and armed with compact automatic rifles. In this line-up, it is the man in the business suit who stands out as incongruous.

“What is this?” Manfred says. “Where are you taking us?”

“We’re going to disappear,” Archimedes says. “Concorde is sending us somewhere where we’ll never bother anyone again.”

“Your friend is being a little melodramatic,” says the man in the suit, who introduces himself as Albert Fresch, “your attorney pro tem. I assure you, neither of you are about to be ‘disappeared.’ Once we arrive at Byrne, after you have been processed as detainees, your arrests will be released to the media, and you will be provided with a liaison from Amnesty International to ensure your continued humane and legal treatment under the Superhuman Defense Act.”

“It’s more than you deserve,” Concorde says, “but we’re still the good guys.”

Two of the guards grasp Archimedes by the arms and lead him toward the cargo area. His mouth curls into a bitter snarl.

“Of course you are.”

“...at which point you may opt to retain me as your representative in court, or you may hire a private attorney. I will, of course, immediately turn over all documents relevant to your case.” Fresch waits for an acknowledgement from the handcuffed men and, receiving none, forges ahead. “It would expedite the process if I could get your personal information now, then we won’t have to waste time at Byrne.”

“Yes, wouldn’t want to dilly-dally in getting us into our cells, would we? Why am I part of this? I didn’t do anything!” Manfred says, appealing to the line of uniformed men sitting across from him. “He was the one controlling that battlesuit!”

“I was wondering when you’d get around to throwing me under the bus,” Archimedes says.

“Don’t try to guilt me. I’m not the one who threatened innocent lives and wrecked half of Kingsport.”

“I would like to state for the official record, Mr. Fresch, that my current condition is a direct result of an act of assault conducted by Mr. Manfred here on this body approximately—”

“Whoa whoa whoa, slow down, fellas,” Fresch says. “I’m not taking any formal statements yet, and I’d be very remiss if I did not advise you that any spontaneous utterances could—I’m sorry, hold on.”

Fresch dips into a pocket inside his suit coat to silence the jaunty electronic tune.

“That’s a nice smartphone you have there,” Archimedes says.

“What? Oh, thanks,” Fresch says, giving his clients the briefest of peeks at the device. “Where was I?” he says, but the words are smothered by a boom that tears through the mobile prison cell like cannon fire. The vehicle lurches, buffeting its occupants about. Archimedes feels the transport lose momentum and glide to a stop.

One of the guards, a burly man with no discernible neck, gets to his feet and presses his face to a small steel grate separating the cab from the cargo area. “Chase?” he says into the gray smoke filling the cab. “Payne? Hey! Hey!”

“What’s going on?” Fresch says. “What happened?”

Another guard touches a finger to the earpiece of his radio headset. “Byrne dispatch, come in, this is transport two,” he says, “forty-five minutes out of Protectorate HQ...”

“Weapons hot!” burly no-neck says, weapon safeties snapping off in response. “Two and two, Burke, Delgado, take the left! Go! Go!”

The guards spill out the back over Fresch’s protests, weapons poised, but none of them get off a single shot.

They twitch and dance to a deadly tune Archimedes instantly identifies. He’s heard it before. He’s played it before, on a hulking armored instrument of destruction.

Forty-five minutes out of Kingsport, the guard said. Well outside the range of its bandwidth-rich atmosphere, but not outside a major cell phone carrier’s robust 4G network.

Ashe Semler was not the most physical of men, and Archimedes, technically, has never been physical, but his kick is nevertheless straight and true and drives Fresch’s skull straight back into the transport’s unforgiving wall. He pitches over face-first, barely conscious, the phone tumbling from his jacket.

“What?” Manfred says, his panic-stricken brain unable to form a complete question. “What?”

“If this doesn’t work,” Archimedes says, his fingers flying, “I want you to know: no hard feelings.”

Manfred turns ashen, his eyes wide and fixed on something over Archimedes’ shoulder.

“You.” The voice is flat, cold, artificial. “Out. Slowly.”

“Hello...Manticore, is it?”

“I said out,” Manticore says, his tail whining dangerously.

Accepting the indignity of the situation for the moment, Archimedes backs out on hands and knees until he slips over the rear bumper and is standing face-to-face with his liberator—or his new captor, if he has overestimated his own brilliance. He gasps despite himself; he had not seen his assailant the last time except in a single fleeting glimpse, and he now sees that Manticore is every bit the monster he pretends to be.

“I see you brought back-up,” Archimedes says.

“Not my choice. My employer insisted on sending these goons along,” Manticore says in acknowledgement of the four Thrashers looming large over his shoulder. “You know how much that burns me? My reputation took a big hit thanks to you and those punk kid friends of yours...”

“Believe me,” Archimedes says, somewhat emboldened as the embers of a grudge kindle in his chest, “they’re no friends of mine.”

“Shut it, freak. Point is, I don’t like being shown up. Lucky for you, my orders are to bring you in alive.”

“Oh? Am I so important?”

“Someone thinks so,” Manticore says, giving Archimedes an appraising once-over. “Frankly? I don’t see what’s so special about you.”

Archimedes allows a smile. “Because I can do this,” he says as four railguns power up and take aim at Manticore’s back.

“What the hell? What do you idiots think you’re doing?” Manticore barks, rounding on his giant companions.

“It’s not me!” one of the pilots says. “Something’s overridden my controls!”

“Mine too!” the other three say in sequence.

Manticore turns to interrogate his quarry, only to find him gone—running for cover as the Thrashers unleash a lethal steel rain. The war machines tear into the mercenary and he cries out in shock more than in pain, but as he falls to a knee, the assault driving him to the ground, he knows his armor cannot repel the assault indefinitely. His wings flare and the microjet that propels his suit roars to life, hurling him skyward. The guns follow his course, spitting death until he is far out of range.

“One fewer thing to worry about,” Archimedes says, returning to admire his new toys.

“Buddy-boy, I don’t know what you’ve done to our suits,” one of the pilots says in his best macho growl, “but you best undo it, or else.”

There’s a delay after Archimedes sends his command into the air via his stolen smartphone, but he achieves the desired effect: the chasses pop of their own accord, exposing their dumbfounded, slack-faced pilots.

“How did you—?”

“Same way I do this,” Archimedes says, ordering each suit to raise its gun arm on its exposed neighbor. “Now. Who is in charge here?”

“...You are.”

“That’s right,” Archimedes says. “I am.”


EIGHTEEN

There are certain things that a typical high school student never wants to hear. The principal wants to see you is near the top of that list, followed by I expect to see you in detention after school, I’d like to speak to you after class, and my personal least favorite, I know you can do better than this.

But the number one announcement no high school student ever wants to hear: “Attention, all students. Code Red. Repeat, Code Red. This is not a drill. Until further notice, the entire school is in lockdown.”

I’m in the girls’ room when Mr. Dent comes over the P.A. system to drop that little bombshell (ooh, that may have been a poor choice of words). We had Code Reds at my old high school and drilled them as often as evacuations for fire alarms, so I know the procedures inside and out: if you’re in a classroom, stay there; if you’re in a hallway, immediately enter the nearest classroom; if you’re in a public area such as a bathroom, the gym, the auditorium, or the cafeteria, follow the instructions of the nearest staff member or, if no staff member is available, remain where you are and, if possible, lock all doors and do not open them for anything until a school official gives the official all-clear. Above all, stay off your cell phones in order to keep emergency lines open.

Of course, the bathroom has no lock on the door so I’m left to hunker down in a stall. Real dignified. Worse, I’m blind and deaf in here.

Sara?

Carrie, where are you?

In a bathroom on the second floor. Any idea what’s happening?

No, but something funny is going on. I’m in the computer lab and we completely lost Internet access a couple minutes ago.

Open up the mental chat room. Let’s see if anyone else has any news.

We’re open. Guys?

Hey, Matt says. Anyone know what’s going on?

Not a clue, Stuart says, but Angus Parr is taking bets you’re roaming the halls with a machine gun.

God, what a tool.

Guys! Missy says, toeing the line between urgency and complete panic. I’m in the library and I looked out the window and there’s another one of those big mech suit things standing right in front of the school!

Holy crap, the Thrasher?

Yeah, except I don’t think it’s the same one we fought because there’s no big hole in the chest!

We thought there might be other Thrashers out there somewhere and I guess this proves the theory, but What is it doing here?

It can’t be Archimedes again, Matt says. Concorde said he was getting sent to Byrne today.

Byrne?

Byrne Penitentiary and Detention Center. It’s an uber-high-security prison for superhumans out near Worcester. Before Concorde kicked us out of HQ yesterday I overheard him say something to Mindforce about shipping Archimedes out there.

So who’s in the suit this time? Sara says.

Better question, Matt says, is why is it here?

It’s here for us, I say. It has to be.

What do we do? Missy says, and that, as my granddad likes to say, is the $64,000 question.

We call the Protectorate, I say, and I brace for Matt’s rebuttal.

She’s right, he says. Let them handle Thrasher. We’re stuck inside anyway, so we’ll play defense on this one.

I want to hug the boy.

Sara, I’m clear, give me the Protectorate’s number; I’ll make the call. She psi-mails me the number, but I never punch it in because my phone is showing no reception at all. I check my Internet connection and the 4G is dead too. How is that—wait, Sara said the computer lab was totally off line too. Is the Thrasher suit doing this?

Or, maybe, its controller?

I step out of bathroom and almost slam into Mr. Dent. He jumps back with a startled curse. “Carrie, what are you doing out here?”

“I was in the restroom when the Code Red went off. I’m sorry,” I say, channeling Missy to sell my fake fear, “I was all alone in there and I started to freak out and I know I’m not supposed to leave and—”

“It’s okay, Carrie, it’s okay, we should be safe, as long as we stay inside.

“Should be safe? What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

Mr. Dent looks at the cell phone in his hand with a resentful grimace. It’s a school-issued model all the teachers and staff have. They come with the walkie-talkie feature that makes that wicked annoying chirping noise. “No one can get an outside line,” he says.

“You mean you can’t call the police?” He shakes his head. “So what do we do?”

“Stay inside. That’s all we can do for now. They don’t seem to be doing anything, so maybe someone driving by the school will—” An expression I can’t place appears and, as quickly, disappears, and he gives me a smile I’m sure is meant to be reassuring. “Get back to your class, okay?”

“Won’t the door be locked?”

“Nuts, you’re right. Go back into the bathroom. It’s not ideal, I know...”

“No, it’s okay. If you think I’ll be safe there.”

He gives me a pat on the shoulder and off he goes.

And off I go. Did you guys hear all that? I say, racing toward the nearest stairwell.

A total communications blackout? Matt says. No way that’s a coincidence.

Dude, Stuart says, did Mr. Dent say “they”? Like, as in, more than one?

Yeah, I caught that too. Hold on.

There’s a door marked ROOFTOP ACCESS—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY at the top of the spiraling staircase. It’s locked but a quick zap takes care of that, and one more flight of stairs takes me onto the roof. The high school stretches off in every direction and I can’t see squat from here, so I pick a direction at random and, as I reach the edge, crouch low. I peer out over the back parking lot near the woods, and sure enough, there’s a Thrasher standing there, identical to the one we smoked the other day.

I think we’re surrounded, I say.

You need to get out of here, Matt says. Get to Protectorate HQ. Get Concorde.

I’m about to do just that, but when I power up I realize the flaw in this plan: I’m a human signal flare. Archimedes would have to be totally blind to miss me taking off, and there’s no way I could bring back help before he turns the school into Swiss cheese.

My cell phone goes off and I almost yelp in surprise. I drop flat and fumble with the thing, desperate to silence it. It’s a text message, from an unknown sender. How’d that get through?

Oh.

SEND ME THE HERO SQUAD.

Guys?

Did you get the text too? Matt says. Everyone in the classroom got it.

Same here, Missy says. Everyone’s phone went off all at once, like the last time.

It is Archimedes. I don’t know how, but that doesn’t matter. He’s here and he’s got I don’t know how many nuclear-powered battlesuits surrounding the school—a school filled with kids who were never a part of this fight, but now they’re all very literally in the crossfire. He’s playing the waiting game for now, but his patience will run out eventually, and we can’t count on help arriving in time—not the police, not the Protectorate.

We have to do something.

It’s all on us, I say.

You mean it’s all on you, Matt says. We’re stuck in here with everyone else.

And there are problems number one and two: I need to get the team out because I sure can’t take on multiple Thrashers by my lonesome, but more importantly, we need to get the kids and the staff clear.

Then what? We barely beat one Thrasher suit and that was by pure luck. We had no clue what we were up against...but this time we do. That may be our only advantage.

I have an idea, I say, because calling what I have in mind a plan might be too charitable, but the others, they’re on-board and ready to go.

God, please don’t let us screw this up.

I power up and step off the roof. The Thrasher zeros right in on me. The gun arm stays where it is but I don’t trust it.

“Here I am, Archimedes. Funny running into you again,” I say with more confidence than I feel. “I thought you were on your way to Byrne?”

“I was, thanks to you and your friends,” he says. “Didn’t quite work out that way. Where are the others?”

“They’re coming, cool your jets...or your maglev propulsion system, as it were.”

The railgun charges up. “I want them out here now!”

I’m gone before Archimedes can get me in the crosshairs of suit number one. A second Thrasher is covering the north side of the building, near the main staff and student parking lot. It raises its gun arm. I zip around behind it.

“They’ll get here when they get here,” I say. The suit spins around, I spin with it.

“Stand still!”

“That’ll happen. Come on, Archie, talk to me, what’s this about? You trying to take us out so we don’t capture your sorry butt again? Oh, don’t tell me you’re on a revenge trip. Didn’t think you were that petty.”

Or that dumb, but he’s obviously not thinking straight. Maybe this is a case of be careful what you wish for: Archimedes wanted to be human and now he is, to a fault.

“Petty?!” he says. “I was almost a prisoner again because of you! All you had to do was let me go—!”

I don’t catch the rest because I’ve moved on to Thrasher number three at the front of the school. I float directly above its head, which rotates up to track me (thank God I didn’t wear a skirt today). The gun arm can’t quite follow; its range of motion isn’t that great, it would appear.

“Hold still, damn you!” Archimedes roars. The suit does a funny little dance as it tries to shake me out of its blind spot. “Hold still!”

That’s right, nutbag, focus on me. Forget about the school and its hundreds of convenient hostagesslash-targets-slash-bargaining chips.

“Hold still, hold still,” I say, summoning forth the awesome power of mockery all teenage girls possess. “Bite me, you whiny loser.”

“I’ll blow you out of the bloody sky you arrogant little—!”

So, there are at least three Thrashers but only one Archimedes. In the first two suits I confronted, there was a brief but noticeable delay in responding to me. As I learned from Matt, in technical terms this is called a lag, and it happens when information is transmitted over a great distance, or when the available bandwidth is inadequate. In this case? It means one person is multi-tasking beyond his ability to do so.

This suit? No lag.

My blast blows the suit’s head off, rendering Archimedes blind and deaf. The suit flails comically and sends a burst of panic fire into the air. So far everything is going according to my idea-not-quite-a-plan.

The second piece of the puzzle falls into place: three other Thrashers arc over the school like incoming missiles. I might not have had the goods to take on Manticore, but I’m betting I can keep a trio of remote-controlled battlesuits occupied long enough to make it past step three.

The school’s clear! I say. Sara, go!

With the school in lockdown, there are only so many ways to get everyone out of the building at once and point them in the right direction, so we’re going to attempt a controlled stampede, and Sara’s going to crack the whip. The entire building is currently your proverbial seething cauldron of anxiety. The kids don’t know what’s going on so they’re imagining all kinds of scenarios, none of them good, and the staff, who know what’s happening and know they can’t do a thing about it, feel powerless and frustrated. What we have here is a high school full of raw emotion at the simmering point, and Sara’s going to turn up the heat.

It’s a gamble, this part, because we—I am trusting Sara to have the strength to pull it off without losing herself. She lets her defenses drop and allows the emotion to flood into her, which she broadcasts back out, which kicks the anxiety up a notch to fear, which she takes in and sends back out...it’s a vicious circle that widens with every cycle until the entire school is teetering on the edge of a full-blown freak-out.

And then, when she’s managed to touch, even if lightly, every mind in the place, Sara sends out a single, simple message:

ESCAPE.

Matt and Missy and Stuart, their job is to drive the herd toward the now-clear rear of the campus. That’s the easy part considering they’re caught up in the feedback loop too; they’re going to want out as much as anyone.

Now it’s back to me. I need to buy them time to get their heads together, and that means keeping Archimedes busy a little while longer. I blast into the sky, rising to meet the Thrashers and then shooting past them. They rev up their railguns as I’m screaming past them in the opposite direction. It takes them a few seconds to reverse course; they stall, flip around, turn to pursue, prime their weapons, and get ready to turn me into a colander. I circle around. I’m beside them, above them, on their other side, below them. The Thrashers flip, roll, spin trying to keep me in sight—Archimedes literally doesn’t know which way is up anymore.

Carrie! Sara says. The building’s clear!

Then get ready, I say, because you’ve got incoming.

I drop straight down, but not so fast Archimedes loses track of me. This time I want him to know exactly where I am. He doesn’t disappoint; the Thrashers follow me in tight formation and pour on the speed. Good boy, Archie. That’s exactly what I wanted: pedal to the metal and eyes on the prize.

Pay no attention to that thing called the ground.

I veer off at the last possible second. The Thrashers? Not so much. They plow into Archimedes Prime like meteorites and scatter like tenpins. They turn cartwheels across the lawn before collapsing into humanoid heaps of metal. I’ll hand it to whoever made the things, they’re durable; aside from a few shallow dents and a scrape or two in the paint job, they’re intact and in fighting shape. Well, we’ll take care of that.

All yours, I say.

Stuart grasps one of the Thrashers in a headlock and, with a quick twist, pulls the head clean off before Archimedes can reassert his control—and then, because he’s Stuart, he spikes it like a football.

“Boom, baby!” he crows.

“Don’t get cocky,” Matt says.

“Didn’t mean to steal your job,” Stuart retorts.

“Two to go,” I say, but they don’t need me babying them. One of the suits gets to a knee and raises its gun. Missy charges in and Archimedes makes the mistake of trying to follow our cute little human blur. As he brings his gun-arm about Stuart pounces, pulls, and Thrasher number two goes blind.

Now is when things can get bad. Archimedes only has one useful drone left and he’s not waiting to get it back on its feet. From a prone position he opens fire, sending Matt and Sara running for cover—behind Stuart, the best cover they could ask for.

How soon he forgets about me. Another head goes flying. The gun cycles down and the suit goes limp, splaying onto the lawn like a drunk who’s lost the will to crawl home.

All the suits have fallen still. Nothing moves.

“Is this like the end of a horror movie when the killer everyone thinks is dead jumps back up for the last scare?” Stuart says, and no one responds, because we’re all anticipating that very thing.

Therefore we can’t be faulted for flinching when the chestplate of one of the suits springs open with a pop and a wild-eyed, red-faced Archimedes scrabbles to his feet.

“Back off!” he screams at us, his arm in the air as if in triumph. “Back off or I will blow us all to kingdom come! Every one of these suits has a self-destruct system that can level this entire town and I’ve primed them all!”

“Hey, man, hey, let’s not go crazy,” Matt says, taking a step toward Archimedes.

“I said back off! I’ll do it! I’ll kill us all!”

“You don’t want to do that,” Matt says, his hands up in a gesture of peace and good will. “I think you want to leave here alive as bad as we do.”

“Not if it means going to prison,” Archimedes says, his face slick with flop sweat. “Never again.”

“I get it. Live free or die, that kind of thing?”

“Exactly. So you’re going to let me go, get it?” Archimedes shakes his arm at Matt, shows him his smartphone interface thing. “We all walk away or we all die. What’s it going to be?”

Matt chooses option three: he’s going to ignore the threat, which Sara has kindly informed us is complete B.S., and drop him like a bad habit. Matt charges him and delivers a knockout haymaker. It’s a damned satisfying sight.

It’d be more impressive if Matt didn’t follow it up with a howl of pain.

***

“Mother pus bucket, that hurt,” Matt says, cradling fingers that have swollen to twice their normal size.

You’ve never actually punched a person before, have you? I say over the brain-phone so the paramedic won’t overhear.

I’ve punched someone before.

Uh-huh. Sure you have.

The paramedic hands Matt an ice pack and shoos him off so he can tend to another student. Early word is that our brilliant idea to start a semi-controlled panic got people out of harm’s way, but not without a few injuries. Nothing serious, thankfully, an assortment of bumps and bruises, but I’m sure Concorde will have a few choice words for us nevertheless.

That is, when he finishes up at a scene that feels all too familiar: police officers, firefighters, paramedics galore swarming about a shredded landscape. Mr. Dent and Principal McGann talk to Concorde while Mindforce waves in a ginormous flatbed truck, which I assume is there for the Thrasher corpses. Maybe Concorde will be so thrilled to have four more toys to dismantle he’ll only yell at us for a little while.

Guess we’ll find out, because here he comes.

“How are you kids doing? Everyone okay?” he says. He sounds concerned. What the heck?

“Uh...yeah. We’re okay,” Matt says. “Hurt my hand. Might have broken some fingers.”

“Well, it looks like the paramedics have taken good care of you.” He leans in. “And be thankful that’s the worst you got,” he growls.

I get it. There are people within earshot so he has to play nice. It’s a temporary stay of execution, but I’ll take it.

“You’re not going to throw us a bone, are you?” Matt says through a fake smile.

“No I am not,” Concorde says, and this one time I can’t be mad at him for stealing the spotlight, because guess what the Hero Squad forgot in their rush to save the day? That’s right, our lame costumes. Wasn’t that brilliant? Luckily the only person who saw our faces was Archimedes, the guy going straight to Byrne (do not pass Go, do not collect $200), and he doesn’t know us from a hole in the wall. Officially speaking, the Protectorate once again swooped in to save the day and the Hero Squad was nowhere in sight.

“Why don’t you all go home?” Concorde says, all nicey-nice again. “I bet your parents are worried sick.”

Oh. Oh, crap.

I don’t know who exactly gave the order to evacuate the school, but when the stampede started no one questioned it and everyone bolted for the exits. Me, the others, we got into the woods behind the school and kept on running. We were so freaked out we didn’t dare go back until we heard the sirens, and then the police wanted to take statements from all the witnesses, and that’s why I didn’t call right away to let you know I was fine.

That entirely plausible line of bull is what we fed our parents when we got home. I can’t speak for the others, but my mom bought the whole story without question—although I think she was so relieved that I was alive and unharmed I could have told her I’d cut school to go hang out at Coffee E all day and she wouldn’t have cared.

We spend the evening sitting on the couch, my mom’s arms wrapped around me like she plans to never let me go. She mutters something about moving someplace else, this town is way too dangerous, but I’m going to chalk that up to nerves. She doesn’t mean it. She can’t mean it. I don’t want her to mean it.

“I have a headache,” I say. “Think I’m going to go to bed.”

“Okay, hon. Aspirin’s in the medicine cabinet,” she says. She kisses me on the head and says she loves me and that’s that.

That’s that.

It galls me to keep lying to her, but I have to think about the bigger picture now. If I tell Mom what I really did today, she’ll figure out in no time flat who my teammates are, and that would lead to a series of well intentioned Are you aware of what your child is doing? phone calls to their folks, and that would launch a crazystorm of freaked-out parents, and that would lead to my four new friends becoming my four new cheesed-off ex-friends. I can’t bear the thought of having them taken away from me.

I’m sorry, Mom. I need this.

But it’s a good trade-off, right? I mean, yeah, lying to Mom makes me a candidate for Bad Daughter of the Year, but all super-heroes do it. They all have secret identities they keep from their loved ones. It’s part of the business. Mom would only worry herself sick if she knew. Besides, I—we did good today. We took down a serious super-villain and that’s no small thing. Sure, it wasn’t a pitch-perfect outing as a super-team, but we nailed the bad guy and saved a lot of lives, so in the end it’s all good, right? Sure it is.

And Carrie Hauser of the Olympic Rationalization Team sticks the landing to win the silver medal.


PART TWO: SMELLS LIKE TEAM SPIRIT

NINETEEN

“All righty, now that everyone’s here we can get started,” Matt says. “I’d like to thank you all for coming tonight.”

“What coming?” I say. “It’s my house.”

“I hereby call this first official meeting of the Hero Squad to order,” Matt announces, rapping his hand (the one without two broken fingers) on the coffee table like a gavel.

“Dude,” Stuart says, “I thought we weren’t going to use that dumb name.”

“That’s one of the items on tonight’s agenda.”

“We have an agenda?” I say. Matt flaps a piece of notebook paper at me. I can barely read what he’s written; his handwriting is one small step above cave paintings. I’d blame it on the fingers, but it always looks like that.

“First order of business is to call the roll,” he says. “Signify your presence by saying aye.”

“Matt, we’re all sitting right here,” Sara says.

“Psyche,” Matt says, pressing on.

“I’m right here. Everyone is right here. Sitting in front of you.”

“Kunoichi?”

“Aye,” Missy says with a sigh of resignation.

“Lightstorm?”

“Is this really necessary?” I say.

“This is an official meeting.”

“Then where’s our recording secretary?” I counter. As sick as this sounds, I would like to get this over with and move on to the serious business of studying for my math test. Better to pull the Band-Aid off fast, that’s my philosophy.

“Huh. Good point. Okay, Miss Hauser, if you’d take the minutes?” Matt says, gesturing at me imperiously.

“Pft. Nice try.”

“You have the neatest handwriting. And you’re detail-oriented.”

Correct on both counts, but, “Sorry. Not happening.”

“But I appointed you. That’s my right as chairman.”

“Ah, but you’re only the chairman pro tempore. You’re not chairman for the same reason I’m not the secretary: committee officers must first be nominated, the nomination must be seconded, and then the motion must pass by a vote of the simple majority.”

“What huh what?” Matt says, dazzled by my knowledge of parliamentary procedure. In my younger days, I spent many a night sitting in town planning board meetings with my dad. Believe it or not, I preferred it to staying with a babysitter; any Dad time is good Dad time.

“I nominate Carrie for chairman,” says Stuart (I mean, Superbeast. Official meeting, you know).

“Second!” Missy says.

“What?” Matt (I mean Captain Trenchcoat) says.

“All in favor?” Stuart says. Stuart, Missy, and Sara respond in the affirmative. “All opposed?”

“No!”

“And I abstain,” I say, because it would be crass to vote for myself (even though I am totally worthy of the position). “So, motion passes with three in favor, one against, one abstention.”

“Congrats, madam chairman. Chairwoman. Chairperson. Chairbabe,” Stuart says.

“Thank you, and I promise not to abuse the authority you’ve granted me.”

“What the hell just happened?” Matt says.

“What happened is you just got owned, son,” Stuart says. “Parliamentary process slam!”

“I nominate Matt for vice-chairman so we don’t have to listen to him whine all night,” Sara says, and Stuart seconds the motion. It passes unanimously.

“I would now like to turn this meeting over to our vice-chairman, since he’s familiar with the agenda,” I say, hoping that will mollify him.

“Thank you,” Matt says.

“After all that nonsense, you better have something worth talking about,” Sara says.

“I do, as a matter of fact. There’re some things I think we need to discuss seriously, now that we’re officially a super-team.”

I don’t know how official we are on that count. Okay, granted, we have powers (check), we have super-hero names (check), we have costumes (that kind of suck, but check), and we’ve fought a couple of supervillains (check—and won, double check), but as far as certain parties are concerned, we’re nothing but a bunch of adolescent wannabes who have no business getting into the crime-fighting biz. Concorde hasn’t made any serious effort to shut us down, but he’s one of the biggest of big wheels in the super-hero community. He could do it if he put his mind to it—which he hasn’t, but I don’t know if it would necessarily be a bad thing if he did. Ask me if our first mission as a team was successful due to our raw talent or to a ridiculous amount of dumb luck and I couldn’t give you a convincing answer. I don’t know myself.

We might get a better sense of that in a couple of days. We’re scheduled to meet with Concorde and Mindforce to make formal statements for their investigation, and I expect to get an earful from Concorde. For now, however, we’re apparently going to avoid the hard questions and tackle such trivia as...

“Our team name,” Matt says. “I think we’re agreed it blows big-time.”

“It sounds so made-up,” Missy says. “I know that’s because we made it up, like, in the middle of something so we weren’t really thinking about picking one of the good names we thought up but you know what I mean about it sounding made-up.”

“And whose fault was that?” Stuart says.

“Blame accepted,” Matt says, “but let’s move past that, okay? The only people who know about that name are Archimedes and Roger Manfred, and they’re both sitting in the cozy confines of Byrne Penitentiary. It’s not like everybody has heard of the Hero Squad.”

“You obviously haven’t been paying attention to the local news,” I say.

Matt’s face falls. “No, whaaaaaaaat?”

“The Protectorate held a press conference after the mess at school. Mindforce mentioned us.”

“Us meaning the Hero Squad,” Stuart says.

“Yep. He didn’t know what else to call us so he told reporters that the Hero Squad assisted the Protectorate.”

“The Hero Squad,” Stuart grumps. “Fan-frickin’tastic.”

“Wait a minute,” Matt says. “Assisted?”

Oh, how fast the boy’s priorities can shift.

“We didn’t assist! We found Archimedes and Manfred, we brought them in...”

“And we are all in agreement with you,” I say, “but there’s not much we can do about it. Or about the crappy team name getting out to the general public, so why don’t we move on to the next agenda item before your brain explodes?”

“Fine,” Matt says. “Item two: costumes.”

“Okay, this I can get behind,” I say. Call me vain, but a yellow jumpsuit is all kinds of heinous, aesthetically speaking.

“I’m only bringing it up so we can think about what we might want for outfits. I’m cool with mine,” he says, prompting a group eye roll, because he’s the only one cool with it.

“I like my costume because it’s a ninja suit and I’m a ninja,” Missy chirps. “Sort of.”

“Close enough,” Sara says. “I think mine needs a lot of help.”

“Yours and mine both,” I say. “We should brainstorm.”

             “I think you should do a spandex bodysuit kind of thing,” Matt says.

“Oh, why, because I’m a female super-hero and that’s what they wear? Something tight that shows off my body and gives boys something to ogle?” I say, and if I sound testy it’s because I’ve done some research on super-heroine outfits, and I swear they were all designed by teenage boys. Everything is skintight and low-cut and shows off more leg than your average Rockette, and there’s no good reason for me to follow suit. No pun intended.

“Uh, no,” Matt says, “because you fly and something form-fitting would be more aerodynamic. Loosefitting clothes cause wind resistance and drag and destabilize you.”

“Oh.” And Carrie Hauser breaks the world record for longest jump to a conclusion.

This marks a turning point in the agenda. The silly stuff dispensed with, we move on to the reasonable issues: getting ourselves in the habit of calling each other by our super-hero names while in costume so we don’t accidentally spill our secret identities; figuring out how to quickly and discreetly change into our (ahem) costumes; making sure we keep all references, no matter how vague, to our secret lives completely off Facebook and Twitter. It’s all about protecting ourselves now, protecting our private lives and, by extension, our families. Matt, our resident super-hero nerd, says despite popular belief, there have been few documented incidents involving a crazed super-villain taking revenge against a super-hero by going after his loved ones, but it has happened. Good enough reason for us to keep our mouths shut.

(All the more reason to be grateful Archimedes is tucked away in Byrne. I’d hate to think what that maniac might do to us if he ever got out.)

We cover a lot of bases over the course of the night, come up with game plans for responding to a variety of scenarios, probable and improbable.

At no time do we come anywhere close to discussing the possibility of me unwittingly cheesing off the U.S. Air National Guard.


TWENTY

At the risk of sounding boastful, I’m a highly intelligent young woman. In middle school, on the leading edge of my Dark Period, a school psychologist gave me an I.Q. test. I don’t know what my score was because there was some stupid rule about students not knowing their own scores, but whatever it was, it made my parents’ jaws drop, literally—which, I trust, is because my score was so high and not because they were shocked to learn I wasn’t a total moron.

Anyway, my point is I’m crazy-smart. I learn fast, I retain knowledge, I can figure out almost anything, given time. Not much throws me off.

And then there is mathematics.

It is my nemesis, academically speaking. I hate it, and I hate it because the advanced stuff consistently stumps me. The basic stuff, addition and subtraction and the like, that’s cake. I start to get lost in the realm of percentages and fractions and it goes downhill from there. Square roots cause my brain to lock up. Merely mention exponents and I curl into a fetal position.

I say all this to explain why I am soaring hundreds of feet above the earth instead of heading to the Coffee Experience with my friends for post-school caffeine. I had an algebra test today, and, despite my many hours of studying (including the entire day the school was closed so they could clean up after our fight with Archimedes), I have the utmost confidence that it kicked my butt. I’m predicting a C, maybe a C-plus.

Because failure and I do not get along, I told the others I needed to take a quick spin to clear my head. I knew as I lifted off, climbing so high only passing birds could hear my grumbling, it wouldn’t make the mediocre grade go away, but it would help me ignore it for a while. Everyone needs to get away from their problems now and then, right?

At this altitude, Kingsport is a wonky mosaic of awkward shapes and muted colors: green patches of woodland, smaller gray and beige blocks marking larger commercial buildings and their parking lots, freckles of rooftop black. Cars are tiny specks of motion. People are invisible. The sounds of the world can’t reach me. There’s nothing up here but the whoosh of wind and the roar of a pair of fighter jets as they scream past.

Their sudden appearance, to put it mildly, scares the crap out of me and I stop short, my heart pounding like it’s trying to escape my chest and parachute to safety. The jets shrink to dots as they speed away and then bank hard, swinging back in my direction, circling around in a wide arc. They pass me again, far to my left, and one of the jets does a funny little wibble-wobble of its wings as it streaks by.

Curious, I follow.

I catch up to the jets in no time and match their speed, which catches one pilot by surprise judging by his double take when he spots me. I drift close, almost close enough that I could reach out and touch the canopy, and give a friendly wave. He responds with three hand gestures: he points at me, then himself, then at his feet. No, not his feet. He’s pointing at the ground.

I nod, flash a thumb’s up, and follow at a respectful distance. The other jet falls in line behind me. It’s carrying an imposing rack of missiles underneath its diamond-shaped wings that, without meaning to, sends a clear message: don’t try anything funny. Having no idea what anything funny might be to these guys, I try to maintain a steady speed and a steady course and avoid any sudden moves. A few uneventful minutes later, the lead jet dips and we begin our approach.

I know Stafford Air National Guard Base by reputation only. It’s not in Kingsport but in the neighboring town of Weymouth, but I hear the jets all the time. It’s a familiar and oddly comforting sound; there was an Air National Guard base on Cape Cod, where I grew up, and the distant roar of jets flying overhead was normal background noise. I never knew what the jets actually did, then or now, but I assume engaging super-heroes who stray into their turf isn’t part of their standard mission.

As I glide down toward the runway, I catch sight of a trio of people in military uniforms standing outside the air control tower, on a wide walkway ringing the high control room. There’s a spotlight mounted on the railing, flashing at me. Figuring at this point I’m safe from catching a butt full of machine gun fire, I break off.

The two men are armed with nasty-looking rifles and glare at me like they’re waiting for an excuse to use them. They have to squint to look at me, but not the woman with them, who has a severe air about her. Her deep blue uniform is perfectly pressed, and there’s not a trace of lint to be found. There’s a rainbow block of medals as big as my fist above her left breast, and the nametag above her right breast pocket reads COFFIN, which does nothing to comfort me.

“Hello,” I say. “Ma’am.”

“What’s your name?” she says. Her voice is soft and level. Nevertheless, I feel like I’m being chewed out.

“Lightstorm, ma’am.”

“Well, Lightstorm,” she says, repeating my name as if it were a profanity, “are you aware you were violating my airspace?”

“I was?”

“You were. You showed up on my radar screens as a bogey, which means I had to scramble my jets in case you were something dangerous.”

“Oh.” Wow, their radar can pick up something as small as a person? I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so scared I’m about to get hauled away to some secret military prison...or maybe Byrne, which would be infinitely worse. I do not want to be Archimedes’ neighbor.

(I wonder if Byrne is anything like the Protectorate’s holding cells, all smooth and white and clean? iGitmo.)

“Tell me I’m wrong that this isn’t your first time causing a panic for my base,” Coffin says.

“You’re not wrong, ma’am. I’ve been in your, um, airspace a few times.”

“Mm-hm. Do you have any idea how much it costs Uncle Sam every time I have to send my planes up?”

“No, ma’am.”

“A lot. More than you’ll ever see in ten lifetimes,” Coffin says, yelling at me without raising her voice. “I have better things to do with my pilots’ time and the government’s money than chase unregistered flyers. You read me?”

“Yes...general?” I say. It’s a complete guess—and completely wrong.

“Colonel. I work for a living.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you have an explanation for yourself?”

“No, ma’am. I’m new to this. I’m sorry. If I knew I was causing problems, I swear I would have—”

She silences me with a gesture. “Dismissed,” she says to the men, who hesitate a moment before giving the colonel a pair of crisp, synchronized salutes. They turn in unison and march off.

Colonel Coffin sighs, shakes her head. “Girl, you make it bloody hard to work up a lather. Are you always this polite?”

“Not always,” I admit.

“Mm. And do you always glow like that?” she says. She pulls a pair of mirrored sunglasses from her pocket, snaps them open, slides them on. Like she wasn’t intimidating before. At least she’s not non-yelling at me anymore.

“Not always.”

“You’re with that new group, right? The Hero Squad?”

I suppress a cringe. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Awful young to be doing that sort of work.” There’s nothing judgmental behind the statement.

“You’re not the first to say that. But I—my friends and I—we have these powers, so we feel like we have a responsibility to use them to do something good in the world.”

It sounds wicked cheesy, but Coffin buys it. “If that means you’re going to be around for a while, you need to get a transponder so we don’t have this kind of mix-up again.”

“A transponder?”

“A device that broadcasts a signal that identifies you as a friendly to all civilian and military air control systems,” Coffin explains. “Concorde is in charge of dispensing them for flyers in the New England region.”

Concorde? Aw, nuts.

“Talk to him. He’ll walk you through the process and register your transponder with the DOD.”

“DOD?”

“Department of Defense. Transponders are entered into the military systems through them.”

“Ah. Um...is it safe for me to...?”

“I’ll alert air traffic that you’ll be taking off,” Coffin says, jerking her thumb at the control room behind her. She digs out of her pocket one of those small leather wallets for business cards. She hands me a card but her name’s not on it. No one’s name is on it, just a phone number with, no kidding, a 555 exchange, like in the movies.

“This is good for one week. Until you get your transponder, each time before you go airborne, call that number. After you get your transponder? Give this to Concorde,” she says, tapping the card.

“Out of curiosity,” I say, “what happens if I don’t get a transponder?”

“Burn the card. And consider yourself permanently grounded,” Colonel Coffin says. She turns to leave. “You seem like a nice kid,” she says over her shoulder. “I’d hate to have to order you shot down.”

“Shoot you down?” Sara says. “Was she serious?”

“As a heart attack,” I say.

“Harsh,” Stuart says.

“And you have to ask Concorde for a transponder so you can fly legally?” Matt says, uttering a brief stream of profanity and taking an angry slurp of his latté. “Yeah, that’ll happen.”

“Thank you, Captain Optimism,” I say, even though I worry he’s not wrong.

“What are you going to do if he says no?” Missy says.

“Failure is not an option,” I say brightly, and my façade succeeds in deflecting the conversation onto more, shall we say, down-to-earth topics: Halloween, Matt reminds us, is but a few days away...

“So we really need to figure out what we’re doing for costumes. Things have been so nuts lately we let it slide, but we’re getting into crunch time. On the plus side, now that we have a fifth,” he says, gesturing at me, “our possibilities have expanded considerably.”

“Let’s go as AC/DC,” Stuart proposes. “Missy would make an awesome Angus Young.”

“Yeah I would!”

“Yeah, but we went as the Ramones last year,” Sara says. “Doing a band two years in a row?”

“No, good point,” Matt says. “Hmmm. We have enough for all the Marx Brothers, including the relatively unknown Gummo Marx, or the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.”

“I thought there were only four Turtles?” I say.

“The Turtles plus Splinter. Or, if we want an allTurtle theme, the female Turtle they introduced in the short-lived live-action series from the nineties, Venus DeMilo.”

How Matt knows some of this junk...why he knows this junk...

“Ooh! The Simpsons!” Missy says. “We have the right number of people, we have two boys and three girls...”

“I like the way Snrub thinks,” Stuart says, appropriately.

“All in favor?” I say in my official capacity as chairwoman, and the motion is met with a resounding group “Aye!”

Costume talk goes on until we break for dinner. Sara walks me home and says she’ll swing back in an hour so we can hike over to Missy’s house, which is hosting the nightly homework session for the first time. Well, for the first time since I joined the group. I’m told that Missy hosts rarely because of her father Dr. Ken Hamill, who, according to local legend, is a stern and humorless figure who can kill a buzz at fifty paces. Homework nights at the Hamill household tend to be dull affairs that, shock and horror, focus almost exclusively on homework. I’m perversely curious to meet the man, if for no other reason than to compare and contrast father and daughter.

“Mom, I’m home!” I call out. Here in the House of Hauser this normally mundane ritual has become a formal check-in and, for my mom, cause for celebration. It means I’ve survived another day in a town she is certain is trying to kill me (oh, if only I could blow this off as baseless parental paranoia).

“Hey, honey, how was school?” she says from the kitchen, where something marvelous is cooking, as always. I live in fear of the day she decides she’s too tired to make anything after a hard day at work. Tonight is not that night. She dusts some fish fillets with one of her many top-secret spice blends and drops them into a pan of olive oil. I inspect a pot on the back burner. It’s full of mixed vegetables, steaming to perfection.

“Looks like we have a very heart-smart menu this evening,” I say.

“I noticed my pants were getting a bit snug,” Mom says as though this is no big deal. Trust me: whenever a woman’s jeans start feeling tight, it’s a big deal.

“Really? I haven’t had any problems.” She gives me a sidelong glance that tells me I’d best not sass her anymore. I make no promises. “Wait, only two of us tonight? Where’s Granddad?”

“Bowling night.”

“Since when does Granddad bowl?”

“He hasn’t in ages,” Mom says, “but he decided to take it up again.”

“He’s been going out a lot lately.”

“I know what you’re thinking. He’s not trying to get away from us.”

“Really?”

“Maybe a little,” she says, but she’s smiling. “But in a good way. You know how withdrawn he got after Mom died. It’s good he’s getting out again, seeing his friends.”

And that there is what you’d call the leitmotif of the Hauser-slash-Briggs family. We’ve all been going through periods of personal upheaval followed by periods of trying to find our “new normal,” and we’re all hitting our respective grooves. Granddad has been reconnecting with his old hobbies and friends, Mom has been getting together with co-workers—dinner party here, cocktails there—and I have the Hero Squad. I guess for me it’s more like I’ve found my new abnormal.

The only one who hasn’t readjusted is my dad. I talk to him a few times a week and when I ask him what’s going on, his answer always falls into one of three categories: work, stuff around the house, and “nothing much.” He never mentions anything that sounds remotely like a social life, not so much as a beer with buddies after work or a Friday night movie. He hasn’t found anything to fill his life now that Mom and I aren’t in it.

Crap. Now I’m all depressed.

“Speaking of friends,” Mom says, “where is homework night tonight?”

“Missy’s place.”

“You haven’t been there before, have you?”

“Nope.”

“Where does she live?”

“She lives right along, um...what’s the name of the main road out there? The road we’re off of?” I want to say Outhouse Lane but I know that’s not right.

“Brickhouse Lane.”

“Yeah. But farther down, like, heading toward the highway.”

“Okay. You planning to walk?”

“Yeah, Sara’s coming by after dinner and we’re heading over together.”

“Okay, good. When do you expect to be done? Usual time?”

“Maybe I should just file weekly schedules,” I say. “That way we can skip over this whole thing where you try not to sound like you’re grilling me even though you totally are.”

Mom turns to face me, hands on her hips: stern Mom Pose Number One. “I have a right to know where you’re going to be, you know,” she says. “It’s part of my job description, keeping track of you.”

“Yeah, but that last time you wanted a detailed itinerary was—”

When she was worried sick about me; when I was hanging out with a very questionable class of teenagers. We were typical bored, apathetic adolescents who spent our leisure time annoying mall cops with our mere presence, but Mom knew we were one unlocked liquor cabinet away from serious trouble. I didn’t see that at the time. I only saw a nosy pain-in-the-butt mother. This time she’s not worrying that my friends will lead me astray, she’s worried—terrified that one day I’m going to be walking down the street, minding my own business, when some super-powered whackadoo drops out of the sky to splatter me all over the landscape (again, if only I could dismiss this as Much Ado About Nothing – Parental Edition).

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Mom,” I say. “I’ll be fine.”

A half-dozen emotions flash across her face before she settles on a thin smile.

“Call me when you’re on your way home,” she says.

“Hey Sara, hey Carrie,” Missy says through clenched teeth. “Come on in, my dad’s home, I’m so sorry.”

“I thought he was working late,” Sara whispers as we slip into Casa de Hamill, a house as clean and tidy inside as it is outside. If this were one of those fancy gated communities, this would be the impossibly perfect model home they’d show to potential buyers.

“He was supposed to but there was a power outage, so he came home,” Missy says.

“Melissa.” Missy cringes at hearing her full name. I peer over her head and see her parents in the next room, sitting at a fancy antique dining room table. Mother Hamill smiles at us. Father Hamill does not.

“Yeah?”

“Invite your friends to wait for you in the living room” Father Hamill says, “and come finish your dinner.”

“Coming. What he said,” Missy says to us. “Oh, don’t turn on the TV.”

“Seriously. Don’t turn it on,” Sara says as we take a seat on a couch that is, no kidding, sealed in transparent plastic. I thought only old ladies with a million cats did that.

We sit in near-total silence, near total except for the squeak of plastic beneath my butt and the clink of silverware against porcelain drifting in from the dining room. There’s no conversation whatsoever.

Eerie, isn’t it? Sara says via telepathy. Our practicing is paying off; she can turn our psychic telephone on and, more importantly, completely off easily.

I’ll say. It feels like a funeral home, minus the mirth and whimsy.

Sara snickers despite herself. I catch Father Hamill give her a look that is simultaneously neutral and disapproving. I’ve never met a man who expressed himself entirely in subtext.

I pass the time examining from afar a half-dozen photos in identical silver frames positioned precisely atop a mantelpiece, like elite soldiers standing at attention. One is a wedding photo. One is a family photo taken quite some time ago (Missy appears tiny even by Missy standards). She’s in two other pictures. In one she’s hugging an Asian man who is not her dad (her uncle, I later learn), in the other she’s wearing a bright leotard and holding a trophy nearly as tall as her, a testament to her glory days as an aspiring young gymnast—a pursuit that’s been on indefinite hold since the family moved to Kingsport a few years ago (the schools here don’t offer much outside of the traditional team sports). In every single photo, Missy is sporting that big Muppety grin of hers. How such a small face can contain such a huge smile...

Ten minutes pass before Missy returns, her mouth drawn into a tight line. “Carrie,” she says with an air of formality, “these are my parents, Patricia and Kenneth.”

“Hello, Carrie, it’s nice to finally meet you,” Mrs. Hamill says, and the first thing that strikes me is how mismatched the Hamills are: she has a touch of middle-age plumpness, he’s skinny as a rail; she’s the tallest person in the room by a couple of inches, he’s almost as short as Missy; she’s wearing a casual blouse and jeans, he’s in a suit the Secret Service would reject as too severe; she’s smiling, and I have sincere doubts Dr. Hamill has ever experienced a facial expression in his life—which is all the stranger considering that, now I see them side-by-side, I can see a lot of Dr. Hamill in Missy’s face, which is always bright and happy (in that respect, she definitely takes after her mother).

“It’s nice to meet you,” I say, shaking her hand.

“Hello, Carrie,” Dr. Hamill says. He does not offer his hand. “That would be short for...?”

“Caroline, but everyone calls me Carrie.”

“Mm.”

Translation: as far as he’s concerned, I’m Caroline.

“Would you girls like anything? Water, lemonade?” Mrs. Hamill offers.

“I’m good, thank you,” Sara says, enunciating carefully. She’s standing straighter, too.

“Same here, thanks,” I say.

“Well, if you change your mind, you just let us know, ‘kay?” Mrs. Hamill says. I catch the faintest note of a Southern drawl. Conversely, Dr. Hamill speaks without a hint of an accent or any undue inflection. He’s almost mechanical. If the academic field ever dries up for him, he could make a nice living recording announcements for public transit systems.

“I’ll be in my study,” he announces. “Unless there’s an emergency, I’d appreciate it if I wasn’t disturbed. I have quite a bit of work to complete for tomorrow.”

“Too bad about the power,” I say. Dr. Hamill, with the merest twitch of his eyebrow, asks me why I’m attempting to engage him in conversation. Apparently, I’m setting a precedent. Or crossing a line.

“You know about that?” he says.

“Missy mentioned it.”

“Mm,” he says. “Have a productive evening.”

“Arigato, chichi,” Missy says.

It’s there, for a split-second, as fleeting as a lightning bolt: a slight dip in the corners of Father Hamill’s mouth. Yes, people, he definitely frowned.

Missy remarked a while ago that her parents don’t act like people in love, and that comment comes back to me as the Hamills part ways without a word to or a glance at one another. Each acts like the other isn’t there. I repeat, I wouldn’t wish divorce on Missy, but now I at least understand where she’s coming from.

Once the parental units clear the living room, Missy proclaims with an impish grin, “Dad hates it when I speak Japanese at him.”

“But he’s Japanese,” I say.

“Not by choice.”

The boys show up partway through A Brief History of the Hamill Family, a dissertation by Missy Hamill, age fifteen. Missy’s grandparents, Daisuke and Yikiko Mifune of Tokyo, immigrated to America and, wanting their children Seiji and Kenjiro to fit in, pushed them hard to “act American.” Seiji, Missy’s uncle, resisted, but Kenjiro did exactly as told. The Mifunes’ plan worked too well and Kenjiro remade himself as a perfect American, to the point of legally changing his first name to Kenneth and, when he got married, taking Patricia’s last name instead of vice-versa.

“Crime against humanity, you ask me,” Matt says. “Who’d want to ditch a cool last name like Mifune? You could have been Missy Mifune. You could have told people you were related to Toshiro Mifune.”

“Who?” I say, and Matt looks at me with an increasingly familiar expression, a fine blend of distress, disappointment, and disbelief.

“I’m adding Seven Samurai to the long and growing list of movies you’re going to borrow from me.”

The nightly homework jam proceeds as usual, with each of us grumbling about our respective academic roadblocks: we ladies have formed a united front against mathematics (plus, Missy hates Spanish, mostly because it isn’t Japanese, which the school doesn’t offer); Stuart has a grudge against anything under the general umbrella of social studies; and Matt, Matt spreads his apathy in a thin, even layer over every subject (except, I note, science). He doesn’t complain as much as he looks for any excuse to do something more interesting. I’ve noticed that half the time he blows his homework off entirely and punches it out during home room the next morning.

The awkward moment of the night comes when I hit the kitchen for a glass of water and bump into Dr. Hamill, who is waiting for the tea kettle to boil.

“Dr. Hamill,” I say in my most respectful tone.

“Caroline,” he says. “How is the homework coming?”

“It’s coming along. It doesn’t want to but I think we’re slowly but surely beating it into submission.”

He gives me the slightest of nods. Okay, not much for the jokes, this guy.

“Melissa tells me you’re exceptionally intelligent,” he says. The unexpected compliment throws me.

“Uh, yeah, I guess so. I don’t like to brag...”

“You should be proud of your intellect.”

“Oh, I am, don’t get me wrong but, well, you know how it is when you’re the smartest person in the room.”

Dr. Hamill looks at me and his eyebrows arch and his lips purse ever so briefly. I’m not sure, but I think he just agreed with me.

“It’s shameful how our society sees fit to heap scorn on the educated,” he says, flicking the stove off before the kettle can whistle. “People are so quick to praise meaningless feats of physical prowess, reward those willing to play the fool on a television reality show.” He turns to face me full on. “I try to impress this on Melissa. It’s comforting to know at least one of her friends seems to be of a like mind.”

I have no idea how to respond to that. What he said was one part praise, one part expression of hope for his daughter, and one part steaming dump on Matt, Sara, and Stuart.

“Missy has good people in her life,” I say. “They care about her a lot. You should be pleased that she has friends who love her so much. She could do a lot worse.”

“Mm.”

Translation: she could do a lot better. I decide right then that I don’t much care for Dr. Hamill.

“Back to it,” I say, and I leave without ever getting my drink.


TWENTY-ONE

“Mr. Semler?”

Archimedes cannot bring himself to correct the guard. “Yes?”

“Your attorney’s here,” the guard says, his voice thin and tinny through the speaker. “I’m going to take you to the conference room so you can speak to him in private.”

My attorney, Archimedes thinks bitterly. That fool Fresch, a man who claims to be an ally, a friend. No such thing, not for him. He rises from his cot and a rueful laugh slips out. All he wanted was to be part of the real world. Now he finds himself more alone, more isolated, than he ever was as an elaborate piece of software “living” in a virtual reality.

The cell door pops open with a soft hiss and slides into a recess in the wall. “What’s funny?” the guard asks.

“Nothing,” Archimedes says. “Nothing at all.”

The officer is gentle, respectful as he guides Archimedes out of the cell and down a sterile white corridor. Byrne Penitentiary and Detention Center, he quickly discovered, is not dissimilar to the Protectorate’s detention area in terms of aesthetics, but is immeasurably more secure. The guards are armed and armored, every inch of space is monitored by cameras and complex sensor arrays, and every door is sealed tight by foolproof electronic locks that scan handprints and retinal patterns and require a voice ID confirmation—and these are only the security measures he can see. Who knows what might be hiding in the ceiling, the walls, the floors to stop an escapee dead in his tracks, perhaps literally.

The guard deposits Archimedes in a small room with two chairs and a table, all of which are secured to the floor. The man who greets him is not Fresch but he has the air of a lawyer, complete with that characteristic smugness, and yet—and yet, he is so unremarkable that, were anyone to press Archimedes for a description, he would be unable to say anything more useful than He was a middle-aged white man with dark hair.

The man waits until the guard leaves. “Hello, Archimedes,” he says. “Mr. Fresch has been removed from your case. I’m representing you now. You and a few other new arrivals, actually, but for the present I’m interested in you and you alone. Sit, please.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Please sit.” The man takes a seat and folds his hands on the tabletop, bringing to Archimedes’ attention the fact he has no briefcase with him. “I don’t want a confrontation. We tried that approach with you already and, well, we all know how that turned out, don’t we? Yes we do.”

Archimedes stiffens, his fists clenching involuntarily.

The man holds up a finger. He takes a cell phone from his pocket, plays with the touch-screen, and lays the device on the table. “There,” he says. “Now we can speak openly. Should anyone ever review the security system’s records, they’ll discover that there was some sort of mysterious glitch in the audio.”

“Who are you?” Archimedes demands. “Who sent you?”

The man pats the air. Calm down, the gesture says. “My employer is very upset with you. It’s bad enough you stole one very expensive battlesuit and let it fall into the Protectorate’s hands, but five?” The man shakes his head. “Now, we do appreciate that you didn’t kill the pilots, that was noble of you, but your thievery, I’m afraid, cannot go unaddressed.”

Archimedes rubs the bare back of his neck, his fingers running over a small bump of scar tissue. He feels naked, defenseless.

“Unaddressed,” he says. He swallows hard in preparation for his next question. “Are you here to kill me?”

“If my employer wanted you dead, Manticore would have taken care of that right off the bat—and then we wouldn’t find ourselves in this mess, would we? No we wouldn’t. But, to the point: my employer is very impressed with your, ah, unique skills. By all rights you should have never found our network, much less hacked it, and yet...” He leaves the thought unfinished. “We could use a man like you. Our organization, that is.”

“You’re offering me a job,” Archimedes says with a nervous titter.

“I’m offering you an opportunity to willingly cooperate with us,” the man says, deadpan. “I want to be clear on one point: if we can’t tap your potential, it’s in our best interests to ensure that no one else turns you against us. We have people everywhere—well, almost everywhere—and if you say the word, I’ll make one phone call and those people will see to it you walk out of here by the weekend. Or you can spend the rest of your life as a prisoner of this facility. Our people can also make sure that happens.”

“...The Protectorate will look for me,” Archimedes says.

The man smiles. “They’ll look,” he says. “They won’t find you. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, the minute you leave this building, you will cease to exist.”

At this, Archimedes’ mood takes a bounding step away from terrified and toward cautiously intrigued. “And what do I have to do for you?”

“What you do best,” the man says, spreading his hands expansively. “Explore the virtual world. Seek out knowledge. Acquire information. You wouldn’t have free rein, you understand, you’d go where you were told, but believe me when I say, we plan to send you to some very exciting places.”

“I see. Will you give me some time to think about it?”

“Sorry, no, this is a very limited-time offer—as in, I need an answer now. I hate to rush you, but there have been some recent developments that have forced us to push up a few of our timetables, and we need you on board immediately. So,” the man says. “What do you say?”

Archimedes inhales, tasting flat, re-circulated air that is maintained at an unwavering temperature that is neither too cool nor too warm. Perfect. Controlled. Artificial.

It tastes like captivity.

“Where do I sign up?” Archimedes says.

My dad’s birthday is today.

Brian Franklin Hauser was born a mere thirty-three years ago today to Henry and Amelia Hauser, formerly of Kingsport, Massachusetts, now of whichever town in Florida old people go to retire (I think it’s called “the entire state of Florida”). Among his greatest achievements: establishing a successful civil engineering firm, memorizing every line of dialog in every James Bond movie ever made and, if I may be so immodest, siring me.

This is his first birthday alone.

A little over one month ago (has it really been only a month?) my mother and I packed the last of our belongings into a moving truck and left the only life I ever knew, which included my dad. As long as I live, the image of him standing on the porch, waving goodbye to me, his face fixed in an I-am-not-going-to-cry-if-it-kills-me grimace will remain forever burned into my mind. Not a day passes when I don’t think about him, and time has not dulled the pain of his absence.

(If I were the kind of girl who dabbled in angsty emo poetry, that would be a solid opening stanza.)

Anyway, like I said, this is his first birthday alone, by which I mean without me. Maybe it’s more accurate to say this is the first time I can’t be with Dad to celebrate his birthday. No ceremonial bequeathing of gifts, no birthday cake that I made with my own two hands, none of that. This year, he gets to open a package mailed to him on my behalf by the good people at Amazon.com and an evening phone call.

Paaaaarrr-tay.

Hope my game face is up to the task. I don’t want to ruin the mood by getting all weepy, but today has tipped off a major emotional domino effect; remembering Dad’s birthday made me realize Halloween is right around the corner, and after that it’s Thanksgiving, and then it’s on to Christmas, and every one of those holidays is jam-packed with Dad-centric memories...memories I won’t be adding to this year.

Crap, I’m tearing up already. Get it out now, girl.

When Sara shows up to walk with me to school, it takes her all of three seconds to ask what’s wrong. She doesn’t say anything or offer lame advice like most people do; she simply lets me vent, which is what I need. Added bonus: by the time we meet up with the others at school, I can fake a good mood well enough that no one suspects otherwise, which means there’s no repeat performance of my tale of woe. Share your problems once, it’s unburdening. Share them twice or more, it’s whining.

Morning classes keep my mind occupied and prevent a relapse, and I’m feeling remarkably chipper by lunch. In fact, I seem to be the only person not sweating about our after-school obligation.

“Are they going to do anything like hook us up to a lie detector?” Missy says. “I mean, they know we wouldn’t lie to them, don’t they?”

“I doubt they’ll use a lie detector,” I say.

“Nah,” Stuart says. “I bet Mindforce’ll just go in, take a look in our heads, get what he needs and boom—out.”

“That doesn’t sound much better,” Missy says. “How do I know he won’t accidentally see anything...you know.” She drops into a low whisper. “Naughty.”

“You don’t think naughty thoughts,” Stuart says. “Doesn’t happen.”

“All they’re going to do is interview us, ask us some questions,” I say. “It’s not an interrogation.”

I know this isn’t an interrogation, but man, it sure feels like it.

The interview room is an inoffensive shade of beige, yet it manages to feel oppressive and dark. The only furniture is a table and two chairs, one for me, one for Mindforce. He’s the good cop. Concorde is the bad cop. He stands, arms folded, and I know he’s glowering at me under that helmet.

Mindforce fiddles with a tablet computer. “All right, we’re recording,” he says. He lays the tablet on the table and smiles at me. “Take your time with this, Carrie. We’re interested in getting all the little details, so even if something seems utterly irrelevant...”

He lets the sentence peter out and he gestures to me: proceed.

So I proceed, recalling the entirety of the Hero Squad’s debut adventure, from my first encounter with a renegade prototype military robot on the streets of Kingsport all the way down to the big throw-down with Archimedes and his remote-control battlesuit army on what used to be the front lawn of Kingsport High School.

That was a crazy couple of weeks now that I think about it. I wonder if super-heroes’ lives are always so nuts?

“How did Archimedes find you?” Concorde says. “How did he know you’d be at the high school?”

“I have no idea. Educated guess?” I say. “I mean, there are only so many places a bunch of teenagers would be in the middle of the day.”

“Let’s backtrack a bit,” Mindforce says. “Exactly what did Archimedes say to you when you first found him? You said he mentioned someone else who was looking for him.”

“Yeah. Ummm...hold on,” I say, trying to envision the scene. The experience is less than a week old but it’s already gotten fuzzy in my memory.

“Close your eyes,” Mindforce says. “Take it a few steps back and walk through it. You and the others arrive at the motel, go inside...”

“We go inside,” I start, picking up on the prompt, “change into our costumes, Matt and Sara get into a stupid argument, we find the room...I tell Stuart not to kick the door open and cause a ruckus. He forces the door. We enter the room.”

My brain relaxes and loosens its grip on the memories. I can envision Archimedes sitting on one bed, Roger Manfred on the other. I can practically smell the funk in the room—that sour odor of old sweat.

“Manfred gets to his feet, starts yelling at us,” I say. “Matt announces us as the Hero Squad, we give him grief for picking such a stupid name, I try to get things back on track and tell them we know they’re responsible for siccing the battlesuit on Main Street, and Archimedes says...”

My eyes snap open.

“He says, ‘You’re not what I was expecting.’ I lie to him, tell him we’re with the Protectorate, figuring that might intimidate him into cooperating with us, and he says, ‘No, that’s not right.’ I tell him I know the Thrasher suit is his and he says, ‘It isn’t. I stole it.’ ”

Mindforce and Concorde lean in, hanging on my every word.

“That’s when Manticore showed up and started blasting the place to pieces,” I say. “I don’t know if he said anything after that. I was too busy trying not to get killed.”

Mindforce and Concorde exchange glances, nod at each other. They must be speaking psychically so I can’t overhear anything they think—correction: that Concorde thinks I shouldn’t. God forbid I prove useful or anything.

“Do you have any idea who Archimedes was talking about?”

“We’re following up some leads,” Concorde says, no doubt expecting that to shut me up.

“Uh-huh. Can’t imagine your list of suspects is all that long,” I say.

“What makes you say that?” Mindforce says.

“For starters, I have to assume hiring Manticore doesn’t come cheap. I’ve been reading up on the guy and he’s not some goon legbreaker for a loan shark, he’s a major-league mercenary. Then there’s the Thrasher suit...”

“What about it?” Concorde presses. Despite himself, he wants to hear what I have to say.

“There are maybe a half-dozen companies in the country experimenting with battlesuit technology,” I say, “and none of them are anywhere close to making something like the Thrasher, and you’d think any company that has Voltron at its disposal would want to make a huge deal out of it, stir up some interest from the military, maybe.”

(For the record: Matt deserves the credit for digging all that up. I don’t know jack about the technology industry. I also have no idea who Voltron is.)

“That means whoever did make it has access to cutting-edge tech, and that means they have tons of cash to throw around, and they’re doing it on the down-low to avoid catching anyone’s attention. Can’t be too many outfits that fit that description, right?”

Mindforce’s eyebrows vanish beneath the formfitting cowl he wears to hide his identity. He’s impressed, which means I’m on the right track. Go me.

“Why don’t we take five? I could use a cup of tea,” Mindforce says, tapping his tablet screen.

“Before we break,” I say, sliding none too subtly into my next order of business, “I have, well, I guess it’s a favor?”

“What do you need?”

“I, uh, met Colonel Coffin yesterday. She said I need to get a transponder from you,” I say to Concorde. “What do I need to do? Is there an application I have to fill out? Should I be studying for, I don’t know, like, a learner’s permit for flyers?”

“Let me save us both the time and trouble,” Concorde says. “The answer’s no.”

“What?!” Why his answer shocks me...

“You heard me: no. You’re not getting a transponder. Consider yourself officially grounded.”

“Officially according to who? You?” I say, putting aside composure and dignity for a good old-fashioned red-faced tirade. “Who made you boss of the sky?”

“The United States Department of Defense,” Concorde says. “I am authorized by the federal government to police the skies for flyers, and I authorize them to be there, and I am not authorizing you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t think you’re responsible enough or mature enough,” Concorde says, looking down on me, literally and figuratively.

“So if you say I can’t fly, that’s it?”

“Exactly.”

“That is so not fair!” I hate myself for saying it, but I’m so pissed and so completely dumbfounded I have nothing else to throw at him.

“I think you know my response to that,” he says as his exit line.

Mindforce has been unusually silent this whole time, and he’s looking at me with disappointment I totally deserve. I could have turned this around. If I’d thought for a minute before opening my big mouth, I could have given Concorde a dozen reasons to give me a chance, to let me prove myself deserving of his trust. Instead, I validated every doubt he has about me. He sees me as nothing more than a child and that’s what I gave him.

Idiot. Stupid stupid idiot.

“I’ll talk to him,” Mindforce says. “I can’t promise anything, but I’ll talk to him.”

I nod. It’s all I can manage. If I try to talk now I might start crying, and as it is I’ve already ruined my reputation with Mindforce (salt, meet wound).

Mindforce opens the door for me. As I trudge out, he says, “The reason the superhuman community gets as much freedom and autonomy as it does is because we work with the government to police our own. Concorde takes that job seriously, and I can’t fault him for that. We have to consider the bigger picture.”

Tantrum notwithstanding, Mindforce respects me enough to give me a peek behind a very large, very thick curtain, to let me know there’s something at work here beyond Concorde’s open contempt for me and my friends.

It doesn’t make me feel one tiny bit better.

“Let’s go. We’re done,” I say as I return to the Protectorate’s common room. Sara asks me what happened but, thankfully, takes my silence as a hint to back off for a while.

We take the Protectorate’s secret underground subway thingy back to their public office in town, and instead of Coffee E I make a beeline for a bakery a few blocks over. The coffee is some of the most wretched sludge on the planet but their baked goods are top notch, and good God do I need some empty calories, stat. It’s a poor substitute for flying as a means of blowing off steam, but it’ll have to do.

Double-wide slice of mocha cheesecake, you understand me.

“Well?” Matt says expectantly.

“Concorde grounded me,” I say. “As in, officially.”

“He did WHAT?!”

“He didn’t give you a transponder?” Sara asks. “Why not?”

“Concorde said I wasn’t responsible enough or mature enough,” I say, and Matt flips out again, earning him a dirty look from the woman working the counter. Shut up, would you? I don’t want to get kicked out before I finish stuffing my face.

“That is messed up, man,” Stuart says. “You’re, like, the maturest one on the team.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t do much to prove it,” I say. “He told me no, without even pretending to think about it, and I totally lost it.”

“What did Mindforce say?” Sara says.

“Nothing. He said he’d talk to Concorde, but...I don’t know. I don’t think he has my back on this one.”

“But what are you going to do if you can’t get a transponder?”

“Yeah, the flying thing is kind of your thing,” Missy says. “Not that you can’t do other stuff like the zappy laser thing but the flying thing is, you know, your thing. I’m sorry. I get redundant when I’m upset.”

“I’ll tell you what you should do,” Matt says. “Ignore him. He’s not the boss of the sky.”

A bitter chuckle slips past a mouthful of cheesecake. “That’s what I said. Except he is.”

“Says who?”

“The government. I don’t know what the deal is exactly, but he’s got the Department of Defense on his side.”

“No way,” Stuarts says.

“Big whoop. I still say ignore him,” Matt says.

I admit it’s tempting, and I have thought about it, but I’m betting Concorde slapped my name on some super-hero no-fly list the minute we left Protectorate HQ, and I don’t feel like having the federal government on my case too. Besides...

“If I’m going to convince Concorde I deserve a transponder, I have to play the game by his rules,” I say, swallowing my pride along with the last of my cheesecake. I hate that someone else has such control over my life, but there it is. “I have to earn his trust and I can’t do that by thumbing my nose at him.”

“He’s never going to give you one,” Matt says. “He’s been looking for a way to shut us down since day one and now he has it. If you let him get away with—”

“I’m not letting him get away with anything,” I say, my temper spiking again. “I think this is the best way to handle the situation, and it’s my decision, so—”

“It might be your decision but it affects the rest of us. Did you ever think of that?”

“I’ll work around it.”

“How?”

Sara opens her mouth to intervene but it’s too little, too late. I knock my chair over as I jump to my feet. “I said I’ll work around it so back off!” I say, and I storm out, capping off my repeat performance of my new one-woman show, Carrie Hauser Flies Off the Handle.

Forget flying. Forget cheesecake. What I need now is to blast someone into next week, but of course, there’s never a super-villain around when you need one.

Instead of arriving home to yummy kitchen smells, I find Mom sitting on the couch, face buried in a newspaper. An assortment of booklets with colorful covers sits on a messy pile on the coffee table.

“You’re home,” she says as if this was an unexpected development. She checks her watch. “Oh, God, look at the time. I’m sorry, honey, I completely forgot about dinner. I’ll have something delivered. What are you in the mood for? Pizza or Chinese?”

I pick up one of the booklets. It’s a real estate guide. All the booklets are real estate guides. Mom lays the paper down. Red ink surrounds a half-dozen listings under the header APARTMENTS FOR RENT.

“What is this? What are you doing?”

She hesitates. “I’m looking around to see what’s out there is all.”

“What’s out there why?” I say, then I recall her panic-induced rant of the other day. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m keeping our options open,” she insists.

“Well, you can close them because we’re not moving.”

“Carrie, Kingsport is not the safe little town I thought it was. The weirdness with the robots was one thing, but what happened at school,” Mom says, and her composure disintegrates before my eyes. “I can’t deal with that, Carrie. I can’t stand the idea of watching you leave the house every morning, wondering if you’re coming back alive.”

“Mom, stop, you’re—you're a little freaked out is all,” I say.

“No, Carrie, I am not a little freaked out, I am a lot freaked out. We never had to deal with this kind of insanity when we lived on the Cape.”

“We don’t live on the Cape anymore, Mom, we live here, and I don’t want to move again,” I say, my agitation rising to meet hers. “I’m finally getting settled, I have friends again, and robot rampages aside, I like it here!”

“This is not up for discussion,” Mom says, her go-to retort when she’s made up her mind about something and doesn’t want to hear any arguments to the contrary. Well tough, because I’m not playing by your rules, not this time.

“It is up for discussion! I have something to say about this and you should at least hear me out!” Mom gives me a frown that could curdle milk and starts up the stairs. “Dammit, Mom, you already screwed up my life once without asking my opinion—!”

That stops her in mid-stride. Before either of us can say anything else, Granddad charges in from the den. “What in the name of God is going on?” he says. Neither of us answers. “Carrie. Why are you yelling at your mother?”

“She wants to move,” I say without taking my eyes off Mom. She looks like she’s ready to jump off the stairs at me like a pro wrestler coming off the top turnbuckle. “She wants to leave town.”

“Christina?” he says evenly. He’s not taking sides, not yet.

“It’s too dangerous here, Dad.” She doesn’t look at Granddad either. “I’m sorry; I can’t bring Carrie up in an environment like this.”

Granddad lets out a soft sigh. “Carrie, honey,” he says gently, “please go up to your room. I’d like to talk to your mother.”

“Dad,” Mom begins.

“Not a request, Christina,” he says, reminding us both where Mom gets her stubbornness from. “Go on,” he says to me.

I pass Mom on the stairs. We shift out of each other’s way, like we’re each expecting the other to throw a punch.

Once I’m upstairs the adrenaline flushes out of me so quickly I go light-headed. I sprawl out on my bed and close my eyes, seriously expecting to be awake for hours I’m so keyed up. When I open my eyes again, the clock reads 2:07 AM.

Which means my dad went to bed hours ago without ever getting his birthday phone call.


TWENTY-TWO

“Hello?”

“Happy birthday! From your loving daughter who totally didn’t forget your birthday but screwed up anyway and is really sorry and feels like ten tons of crap about iiiiiiitt...”

Dad laughs. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

“I am sorry, Daddy,” I say. “I meant to call you before bed and...yesterday was such a mess.”

“Why, what happened?”

“Let’s just say that everything else was a cool breeze compared to the blowout I had with Mom last night.”

“Uh-oh,” Dad says with an extra serving of sympathy. He and Mom did not fight often, but when they did? Big rubbery Japanese movie monsters would be like, Whoa, take it down a notch. “What did you fight about?”

I switch the phone to my other hand so I can pour myself some coffee—coffee I made, I must point out, which means it’s regular human strength and not the paint-peeling acid Mom makes.

“Mom didn’t call you after what happened at school?”

There’s a pause. “Your mom and I haven’t spoken since you left,” he says. Stupid Carrie is stupid. Of course they haven’t spoken.

“Did you see the news?” No on that count too, but Dad never did pay much attention to current events. I give him a seriously toned-down version of the great Hero Squad/Archimedes throw-down, minus any critical details his not-a-super-hero daughter could possibly know. “After everything that’s happened she’s wigged out to the nth degree and she’s talking about leaving town.”

“Leaving town? And going where?”

“I don’t know, we never got that far. Daddy, I don’t want to move again,” I say miserably. “I like it here. I have friends here and I don’t want to have to say goodbye to everyone and start all over again.”

“Do you want me to talk to your mother?”

I almost say yes. It’s so tempting. Dad always went to bat for me whenever I was on the outs with Mom (sometimes when he shouldn’t have, truth be told), and I want to ask him to come to my rescue again, but I’m already ruining his birthday phone call (his late birthday phone call) by dumping my baggage on him.

“No,” I say. “This isn’t your problem, I don’t want you getting involved.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. It’s my thing to deal with. But thank you.”

“Anytime.”

“So,” I say, switching emotional gears, “did you do anything special yesterday?”

He grunts softly, a verbal shrug. “Not really. Everyone at the office got me a cake,” he says, and my completely fake good cheer swerves right back toward sincere misery. “Oh, your package from Amazon arrived—thank you. I watched some of it last night after dinner.”

(I bought him the first season of the original Mission: Impossible on DVD. I offer a tip of the hat to Matt for suggesting it for my spy thriller-loving father.)

“If the next words out of your mouth are ‘And then I went to bed early,’ I will call you an old man.”

“I stayed up all night drinking beer and playing video games.”

“Good call.” Oh, doesn’t it figure? The conversation is finally getting non-melancholy and that’s when the doorbell rings. “Nuts, I think my ride’s here already,” I say, but as I cross into the living room Mom trots down the stairs and intercepts the play. I flash Sara the one minute finger.

“Okay, I’ll let you go then. It was good talking to you, sweetheart.”

“You too, Daddy.” And you deserve better than a late phone call and a night alone with my present-by-mail. “I love you.”

“Love you too.”

Sara gives me a sad smile from the doorway. “You spaced on calling him last night, huh?”

“The cherry on the triple-scoop crap sundae that was yesterday,” I say. “Coffee to go? It’s fit for human consumption.”

“I’m good. Ready to roll?”

Not really. I’m dreading what today might bring. I’m tempted to call in dead, but I doubt that would fly with Mom, and I’m in no mood to mix it up with her again.

“Carrie,” Mom says.

“Usual routine after school,” I say, skirting by her, “Coffee Experience, home for dinner, homework night, don’t know where yet, I’ll call, see you tonight.” I punctuate my sentence by shutting the door with slightly less force than a full-blown slam.

“What happened?” Sara says.

“That’s what I like about having a psychic friend,” I say. “It makes conversation more efficient.”

“Didn’t need my powers to feel the tension between you two. What’s going on?”

“Mom wants to move out of town.”

“What?!”

“She thinks it’s too dangerous around here and wants to leave town before I get killed.”

Sara chuckles. “Right concern, wrong reason.”

“Seriously.”

“You’ll have to tell her you can’t go. I forbid it.”

“Oh, you do, do you?”

“I do.” She throws an arm around my shoulders. “You belong to me now.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s so. She wants to take you away? She’s going to have to fight me for it.”

Man, here I was, ready to spend my day all moody and sullen and she has to go and ruin it.

And then I get my math test back and it has to go and ruin my fragile borderline good mood. As predicted, a C. Insert profanity here.

“If I said a C was better than a D or an F would that make you feel better because you didn’t get a D or an F or would it make you grumpy because it reminds you you got a C?” Missy says.

I crumple up the test and toss it in my locker. “I’ll get back to you on that one,” I say. At least the day is over and I can move on to the serious business of chugging unhealthy amounts of reasonably priced coffee-based beverages. Unless another super-powered crazy shows up and starts tearing up the center of town, in which case I might as well go home now and start packing.

Yeah, right, like that’s not in my immediate future anyway.

“I say don’t sweat it. Grades are bogus,” Stuart says. “I know they’re supposed to tell you how good you’re doing, but there’s no, whatchacallit, consistency.”

“How is there no consistency?” I say. “Everything gets scored on a point system, the points translate to a letter grade. You do great in a class you get an A, you do okay you get a C, you suck and you get an F. Sounds consistent to me.”

“Yeah, but teachers look at junk that has nothing to do with learning. There’re teachers here who knock off points for dumb crap like not raising your hand in class a lot. Who cares? If I suck out loud on tests, okay, fail me, but don’t knock me down from a B to a C because I didn’t show my work or something lame like that.”

“All right, I’ll give you that, but that’s the game we’re stuck playing. We can’t make or change the rules, so we either have to suck it up and play by the rules, or suffer the consequences for doing things our way.”

Not that I’m speaking from recent experience or anything. And not that Stuart is listening to me anymore. He’s focused on something across the hall from us, and that something is Angus Parr, that jockiest of high school jocks, who is looming large before (oh my God, this is low) a developmentally disabled student. I can’t make out what Angus is saying, but the other kid looks like he’s about to wet himself.

“Yo, Angus,” Stuart says, inserting himself into the situation. “Leave the kid alone, huh?”

“Why don’t you mind your own business, Lumley?” Angus says.

Stuart, as cool as the other side of the pillow, says to Angus, “I’m making it my business,” and then to the kid, “I got it covered, dude. You roll on out.”

The kid dashes off, schoolbooks clutched to his chest.

“Giving one of the special needs kids a hard time? That’s beyond sad,” Stuart says.

Angus throws out that old classic, “He was looking at me.”

“I’m looking at you too. You going to give me a hard time?”

Angus bears his nicotine-stained teeth. “One of these days, man,” he says, “we’re throwing down.”

“Yeah, so you keep saying, but it ain’t happened yet—and I don’t think it’s going to, not as long as you want to stay on the football team.”

Checked and mated, Angus sneers and stalks off, issuing as he makes his strategic withdrawal the time-honored battle cry of the soundly defeated: “Pft. Whatever, man.”

“You, sir, are my hero,” I say.

Stuart modestly shrugs off the accolade. “I hate bullies,” is all he says.

At lunch, Matt passes me an envelope. It contains a hand-written note that reads IOU 1 CHEESECAKE.

“It’s been brought to my attention I might have been a little out of line yesterday,” he says.

“There’s no might about it,” Sara says.

“Or little,” Stuart adds.

“Or out of line,” Missy says.

“You were a jackass,” I say.

“Blame accepted. Hence, apology extended.”

“You could simply say ‘I’m sorry.’ ”

“Okay. I’m sorry. Give me the coupon back.”

“You’re funny.”

But, because I am magnanimous in victory, I share my bounty with everyone, and we pass the night at Coffee E devouring yummy empty calories and washing it down with turbo-charged coffee drinks, and it isn’t until Jill gives us a friendly boot in the butt that we pack it up.

About halfway into my hike home, it occurs to me I should call Mom. I pull out my phone and, lo and behold, four voice mail messages from her. Four.

She picks up before the first ring ends. “Carrie?”

“Hi Mom,” I say in my breeziest, most nonchalant, my-what-an-ordinary-day-I’ve-had tone while rolling my eyes at Sara.

“Where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for hours.”

“I know, I just saw your messages. I’m sorry, I forgot to turn my phone back on after school,” I say.

“We’ve been at Coffee E all night, I’m on my way home now.”

Mom sighs wearily. “Carrie, you can’t keep doing this.”

“What keep doing this? This is, what, the second time this has happened?” No comeback. “We went for coffee, we started doing our homework, time got away from us. I’m sorry.”

“Come right home, okay?”

“I said I’m on my way. I’ll be home in, like, fifteen minutes,” I say, hanging up on her. Childish thing to do, I know, but “I am so not in the mood for this crap.”

“Hang tough,” Sara says. “Halloween is tomorrow and then it’s the weekend, so you’ll have plenty of away time. Maybe that’s all you two need is a coolingdown period.”

Maybe.

Mercifully, when I get home Mom doesn’t start in again, and instead forces some mundane chitchat. “How was your day?”

“Uneventful,” I say pointedly. “Got my math test back, felt inadequate, drowned my sorrows in a mixture of espresso and steamed milk, moved on.”

Mom nods, then she invites me to sit with her on the couch. Oh, I do not like where this is going.

“I’ve been thinking about our...conversation last night,” she says. Way to sugarcoat it, Mom. I feel the diabetes setting in as we speak.

There’s a pause, like she’s waiting for me to apologize, but I’m not taking anything back, not yet.

“I’m not convinced this town is the best place for you. For us,” she amends. “I haven’t made up my mind about anything, but I promise you that when it comes time to make a decision, I will include you in it.”

She’s reaching out, trying to make a concession. I know this, but instead of accepting the olive branch, I say, “Will my opinion even matter?”

“You don’t get veto power, if that’s what you’re asking,” Mom says without actually answering me. “If I say we’re leaving and you say you want to stay, we’re leaving. I’m not doing this to be mean, Carrie. I’m trying to do what’s best for you. Maybe you don’t see that, but it’s the truth.”

There’s the problem: I do see it, very clearly, but I don’t care. I don’t want her to keep me safe, not if it means completely uprooting me again, not if it means leaving behind the only friends I have in the world.

“Why don’t you go to bed? You look exhausted,” Mom says, leaving the debate where it is, while it’s still within the realm of civility.

I go, but I don’t sleep. I’m too wired. I lay in bed for hours, letting the sugar and caffeine work its way out of my system, letting my frustration drop from a high boil to a simmer.

Sometime after midnight, I fade out.


TWENTY-THREE

Technically speaking, Archimedes has been ferried about by limousines on several occasions, in that the body he now wears has been in limos before. With no first-hand experience to call upon, Archimedes the artificial life form can only theorize that limo rides are not normally so ominous.

“The tinted windows,” Archimedes says, tapping the impenetrably black glass. “Are they supposed to make the vehicle appear more impressive, or keep me from knowing where I am?”

“Little of both,” says his “lawyer,” a man calling himself John Nemo, a man who is much less talkative than he was during their first meeting.

“Then asking where we’re going would be—”

“Discouraged,” John Nemo says. “All will be revealed, soon enough.”

All? Archimedes muses. Not bloody likely.

The two men make their mysterious trip in silence from that point on.

Untold minutes (hours?) later, the steady hum of the limousine’s wheels upon the asphalt softens to a faint drone. Nemo offers no explanation as the vehicle stops for several minutes. When it rolls again, it is for perhaps a few feet.

“We’re here,” Nemo says, sliding out of the car.

Here could be an underground parking garage in any mall in America, Archimedes thinks, and a full garage at that. Cars of every make and model, all of them new, fill the level.

“This way.” Nemo leads Archimedes across the level to an elevator and says to no one, “Command.”

The doors slide open silently. The men enter. Archimedes senses no movement up or down, left or right, but the doors open to a brand new environment: what appears to be a perfectly normal foyer dressed in a palette of bland, inoffensive non-colors in a perfectly normal office building for a perfectly normal corporation. All this normal, Archimedes thinks, is highly unusual, as though someone put extraordinary effort to make the place appear as commonplace as possible and overplayed his hand.

Now, as for the two uniformed men cradling automatic weapons...

“Identification,” one of them says. Nemo flashes a laminated ID card, to the guard’s satisfaction. “Sorry, Mr. Nemo, I didn’t—”

“Didn’t recognize me, yes, I know,” Nemo says with a whiff of annoyance. He steps up to a pair of sliding doors, stands there for a moment. The doors part. “This will be your new office.”

Office, Archimedes decides, is not the right word for the room beyond, but he has no better label. The men and women sitting at a bank of a half-dozen computer terminals pause in their labors as Nemo and Archimedes enter. The terminals form a wide semi-circle around a large, well-padded chair that faces a wall of monitors, each screen as large as a high-end hi-def television.

“Ladies, gentlemen,” Nemo says, “this is Archimedes, our new search engine.”

“Search engine?”

“Not the most impressive of job titles, I admit, but accurate. These people,” Nemo says with a sweep of his hand, “will process the data you collect—scrub it, categorize it, forward it to the most appropriate division of our little operation...”

“Little?” Archimedes laughs. “This is not a little operation, Mr. Nemo. I don’t need to be jacked into the ‘net to know this room alone cost someone a small fortune.”

“True enough. But it’s not part of your job to worry about how big we are or how we spend our money or even why we do anything we do. We say jump? You jump, as high as we tell you, in the direction we tell you.”

“I’ve decided,” Archimedes says, “that I don’t like you very much.”

“If you dislike me,” Nemo says, “you’ll hate your boss.”

“I’m impressed,” says the man introduced to Archimedes as Dr. Cane, currently the sole occupant of a medical bay that puts the best emergency rooms in the country to shame. “It’s crude, of course, but to cobble together a functional neural interface like this,” he says, turning over in his hand the piece of improvised technology.

“I’m even more impressed you didn’t paralyze yourself inserting it,” Nemo says.

“You can show your appreciation by giving it back to me,” Archimedes says.

“Oh, no no. We can do much better than this,” Cane says, patting a heavy case on the counter. He pops the latches and presents to Archimedes a metal appliance shaped like an inverted T. He wiggles it to display its flexibility, flips it over to show Archimedes a cable jack. “This interface sits on the back of your head and neck. The inner surface is covered with a superconductive neuroskin—no need to stab at your spinal column with a sharpened wire. We’ll of course have to shave your head to get the best connection.”

“Once it’s attached and synched to your brain,” Nemo says, “you’ll be able to access any wirelessenabled computer or device within range, although you’ll be hardwired into our network for your work with us. Better data transfer rates, you understand.”

“I understand it better than you,” Archimedes says.

“And that’s one of the few things you do understand better than him.”

“Good afternoon, sir,” Nemo and Cane say in unison to the man in black. His uniform is vaguely military, the helmet that covers his head suggests a cutting edge gas mask.

“Any problems getting him out?” the man says. Two eyes of smoked black glass scan Archimedes head to toe.

“None,” Nemo says. “No one gave the paperwork a second glance.”

“Good.”

“My mysterious employer,” Archimedes says.

“Your boss,” the man clarifies. “If you need to call me anything, I’m the Foreman. Or sir. I’m in charge of this specific facility. I get my orders from my boss, you get yours from me.”

“And your boss would be...?”

“None of your business.”

“If I’m going to work for you,” Archimedes says, “I want to know exactly who is in charge.”

The Foreman’s fingers dig into the soft flesh on either side of Archimede’s windpipe.

“There’s no if here, friend. You already signed on the dotted line, and that means one thing: you belong to me, now and forever,” the Foreman says, ignoring the desperate gasps for breath, the string of saliva oozing onto his glove. “You’re my solider, just like Mr. Nemo and the good doctor here and every soul in this building, and that means you follow my orders, to the letter, without question. If you ever cross me? I will personally kill you, feed your body into a blast furnace, and flush your ashes down the toilet. Are we clear?”

Archimedes manages a nod, which wins him back his ability to breathe.

“Good. And the next time you feel compelled to challenge me, I suggest you remind yourself that you wouldn’t be in this situation if you hadn’t hacked our network and stolen our property.”

“On that note, sir,” Nemo says.

“I haven’t forgotten. Cane, how soon can you get him up and running?”

“Let’s see, total prep time and preliminary attachment should take no more than an hour,” Cane says, thinking aloud, “another hour or two for the graft to take, another hour to calibrate the interface, and if we run the diagnostics and conduct test runs immediately, we could have him ready for field action before midnight, conservatively speaking.”

“I’m feeling charitable,” the Foreman says. “Take care of all the prep now and we’ll give our new asset time for a decent night’s sleep.”

“How very generous of you,” Archimedes says.

“It’s not compassion, it’s practicality. I need you well-rested for your preliminary trials and at peak operating capacity by the weekend for your first job with us.”

“And that would be?” Archimedes asks against his better judgment.

“You’re going to help us get our stuff back.”


TWENTY-FOUR

When you’re a teenager, opportunities for fun on Halloween become annoyingly limited. As a kid you dress up and go trick-or-treating. As an adult you dress up and have a house party. Teenagers? Too old for begging for candy, too young to have a party (that doesn’t come with a high risk of getting busted by someone’s parents or the police), and opportunities to dress up are few, far between, and often discouraged.

For example: our grand plan to Simpson-ize ourselves for the day? As it turns out, last year the school passed a new rule banning costumes because they “distracted other students and interfered with the learning environment.” I have the funniest suspicion that Matt had something to do with that rule.

Determined to compensate for a mirthless day, we head to Matt’s place after school for an evening of scary movies.

“Plenty to choose from. I own all the greats,” Matt boasts. “What’s our theme tonight? Slasher flicks? Classic Universal monsters? Ghost stories?”

“Godzilla movies!” Missy says. “Because they’re fun and full of monsters but not scary monsters because I don’t like scary movies.”

“That works. Right, in honor of Missy’s heritage, tonight shall feature an evening of Japan’s greatest contribution to modern cinema. What do we want to throw in first? I have them all.”

Quelle surprise.

“Ooh! The one with Matthew Broderick!”

Matt winces like someone kneed him in the groin. “Really?”

“No, I’m messing with you,” Missy chirps. “That one sucks. Put in King Kong vs. Godzilla! I want to see Godzilla fight a monkey!”

We cram together on the couch and begin the rubbery monster slug-festival. We make it through King Kong vs. Godzilla, Mothra vs. Godzilla, Godzilla vs. the Smog Monster, (yes, that is a real movie), and halfway through the outrageously named Godzilla, Mothra and King Ghidorah: Giant Monsters All-Out Attack before we start to lose steam and decide to call it a night.

It’s 10:29 PM when I get home, thirty-one minutes ahead of my Friday/weekend night curfew, and Mom is still up, reading on the couch. There’s nothing unusual about this, honestly, but in light of her recent hyper-over-protectiveness it rubs me every wrong way possible.

We trade pleasantries, the exchange forced and perfunctory: she asks me what we did tonight, I tell her, she asks if we had fun, I say yes and announce I’m off to bed, she says good-night and I love you, I say goodnight and I love you. She fakes interest, I fake civility, and we pretend there’s no lingering tension between us.

So much for going to bed in a good mood.

Fingers crossed for tomorrow getting off on a happy note.

Archimedes automatically reaches for the clock on his nightstand, slaps it, but the screeching alarm does not stop. Right. No snooze bar. No controls at all, not that he can access. The alarm won’t turn off until his feet touch the floor.

He swings his legs out of bed and stands. The alarm falls silent. The lights in his modest apartment pop on with the suddenness of a flashbulb. Archimedes turns on the television and flips channels aimlessly. He has no real interest in any particular program, but he takes satisfaction in the fact that the control is all his—one of the precious few things over which he does have control. In six steps he crosses his quarters, passing out of the bedroom area, through the living room area, and into the kitchen area. Two steps to the right and he’d be in the bathroom, the only fully segregated section of his apartment.

An artificial voice fills the room. “Archimedes. Report to your office at oh-eight-hundred hours.”

His office. His cell away from his cell, they mean.

He showers, he has a cup of coffee and half an English muffin, he wastes fifteen minutes flipping channels for the sake of it, and at two minutes after eight, he arrives at his so-called office. The Foreman is waiting for him.

“You’re late,” he says.

“What are you going to do?” Archimedes says. “Fire me?”

“You’re rather dense for someone who prides himself on his intelligence. Trust is a privilege, not a right, and you haven’t earned any yet. Showing up late will not improve your station.”

“Something tells me no amount of good will would be enough to allow me to leave this complex.”

“You’re a valuable asset,” the Foreman says by way of a confirmation.

“I’m a human being.”

“Debatable.”

“My origins aside, I do have the same wants and needs as you do. And the same distaste for captivity. I was told I would have my freedom.”

“Freedom is a relative concept.” The Foreman checks his watch. “We are now four minutes behind schedule. If we make it to five, I’ll see to it your television gets nothing but C-SPAN, the Home Shopping Network, and Telemundo.

“...No need to be cruel.”

Archimedes’ support staff offers polite greetings as they prep their living search engine, plugging into his headset, now a permanent part of him, a cable as thick as a drinking straw, capable of transmitting an unheard of one hundred fifty terabits of data per second. He eases back into his seat and the wall of monitors comes to life, each screen displaying a test pattern.

“And what exotic locale are we visiting today?” Archimedes says.

“You’ll love it,” the Foreman says. “Today, we reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

“The Thrashers.”

“Exactly.”

“I thought your people had already attempted remote access.”

“Attempted and failed, which means the suits’ communications suites have been disabled, which means we’re moving on to plan B.”

“And plan B is...?”

“We have a team of pilots standing by. You’re going to hack the Protectorate’s systems to ensure that our transport has a clear path to their headquarters, at which point our escort will take care of any obstacles—meaning any members of the Protectorate unfortunate enough to be working the weekend shift.”

“Escort?”

A shadow falls over Archimedes. He cranes his head to view the source and suppresses a gasp.

“That would be me,” Manticore says.

My plan to indulge in the time-honored tradition among teenagers of sleeping until noontime on a Saturday is foiled by my cell phone going off at eight in the morning (also known as too frickin’ early for a Saturday). It’s coming up as UNKNOWN CALLER, and I don’t recognize the number.

“If this is a wrong number, I swear I’m going to find a way to punch you over the phone.”

“Carrie?”

“What?”

“This is Concorde.”

I would have preferred a wrong number.“Hello,” I say coolly.

“I want to see you and the others at HQ today.”

“What? But it’s Saturday!”

“Which means you don’t have school,” he says unsympathetically, “which means there’s no reason we can’t finish debriefing you. Be at the office at ten sharp Miss Hannaford is off today so Nina Nitro will let you in.”

He hangs up without waiting for my response, which I’d planned to deliver in the form of a carefully worded F-bomb. I’m tempted to say screw it, I’m not going, I have a life (unlike him, evidently), but then I remember I’m trying to run damage control on my reputation.

Sigh. To Protectorate HQ it is, then.

While getting dressed I make a round of calls to the others, who are A) equally asleep and B) equally unhappy about wasting a perfectly good Saturday sitting in a room while Mindforce asks questions and Concorde showers us with contempt.

Mom isn’t up yet so I get to slip out of the house without needing to file a flight plan. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

Once Sara shows up, we hike into town and make a quick detour to the Coffee Experience for a much-needed pick-me-up.

“I’m sorry about this,” I say.

“It’s not your fault you-know-who is acting like such a jerk,” Sara says. You-know-who? Oh, right, we’re in public now. Fortunately, as women, speaking in code is second nature.

“It kind of is. If I hadn’t blown up at him...”

“You had every right to. Man’s a control freak. Only reason he grounded you is because he could.”

“I’m not arguing that, I’m just saying it’s my fault we have to waste the day sitting in a room being interrogated-slash-patronized by his royal majesty Lord Helmet-Head the First.”

The woman ahead of us in line turns and peers at us through a pair of sunglasses. “Excuse me, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” she says, “but are you Carrie and Sara?”

We both go rigid. After all that’s happened lately, you can understand why a perfect stranger addressing us by name might cause my Paranoia-o-meter to redline.

“Yes...”

She leans in. “Hi. I’m Nina,” she says at a half-whisper, “but you can call me Natalie when we’re in public.”

Insert huge sigh of relief here. “Oh! Hi! Yeah, I’m Carrie, she’s Sara. Sorry, I thought we were going to meet you over at the office.”

“Needed a caffeine fix first. I’m normally not up this early on the weekend.”

Her comment reinforces my initial impression that Nina can’t be that much older than us. Her jetblack hair is cut in an awesomely funky asymmetrical bob that accentuates her youthful face, and if I were to pass this woman in the halls at school, I wouldn’t question whether she belonged there.

“I guess I should apologize to you too, then,” I say.

“Like she said,” Nina says, nodding at Sara, “it’s not your fault flyboy is such a butt-munch. Of course he called you in on a Saturday to make you miserable. That’s what he does. I could tell you such stories...”

Nina reaches the counter and insists on buying our coffees. She dislikes Concorde and she’s springing for our caffeine; two points in her favor. Three if you count the very cool head of hair. Which I do.

Coffee in hand, we hike down to the Protectorate’s office. Nina walks with a bounce in her step that is two or three notches short of a skip.

“Okay, I have to ask,” I say. “How old are you?”

“Turned twenty-two a couple weeks ago,” she says. “Why?”

“You seem very young is all.”

“Like, too young to be in the Protectorate,” Sara says.

“By Concorde’s standards, I was. I was barely seventeen when we teamed up,” Nina says.

“And he let you stay on the team?”

“Let me? Ha! No, I forced my way on. I earned my spot as much as he did. Not that that stopped him from giving me a hard time.”

“But he doesn’t anymore?” I ask hopefully.

We reach the office. Nina opens the door for us. “For the most part.”

Once inside, Nina slides out of her coat. She’s wearing most of her costume underneath: a leather sleeveless top, tight leather pants, and a pair of boots with steel toe caps that could withstand drop-kicking a cinder block. She completes the ensemble with a pair of heavy knee pads and thick leather elbow-length gauntlets, and then slips a red bandana and a pair of welder’s goggles around her neck.

“You don’t seem too hung up on the whole secret identity thing,” I remark.

“Not as much as some people,” she says. “I keep it quiet around civilians, but I’m not one of these uptight twits—I’ll mention no names—Concorde—who won’t even let other super-heroes know who they really are.”

Without meaning to, Nina—Natalie—pays us a huge compliment. She doesn’t see us as annoying kids with foolish delusions but as peers, if not equals. Even if it’s only sympathy because she went through the same crap herself, it’s flattering.

A knock on the door announces the others’ arrival. Matt and Stuart see Nina and I can practically smell the resulting flood of teenage hormones.

“Nina, this is Matt, Stuart, and Missy. Guys, this is Nina Nitro,” I say.

“Natalie when we’re off the clock,” she says.

“A pleasure,” Matt says.

“An honor,” Stuart says.

An embarrassment.

“Let’s get this over with,” I say.

“Word of advice,” Nina says. “Concorde might not act like the kind of guy who respects others, but he does. You have to fight like crazy to earn it, and part of that is showing him the respect he thinks he deserves. Sass-mouthing him will do you no good. Trust me on that one.”

“Easier said than done,” I say.

“True that. Hang in there. He’ll come around.”

“Sure, when we’re old enough to vote.”

“That’s when he started easing up on me.”

“So Concorde flat-out hates kids, is what you’re saying?” Matt says.

Nina pauses, considering her next words. “He hates kids putting themselves in danger. That’s why he rode me so hard at first.” She shrugs. “To be fair, I deserved it. I was a clueless little girl playing super-hero for cheap thrills.”

“And now?” I say.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for saving lives, helping people, fighting the good fight, yada yada.” Nina smirks mischievously. “I’m still all about the thrills.”

“And that’s why Concorde gives you a hard time.”

“Again, to be fair, he’s very serious about this job and he has little patience for super-heroes who don’t take the gig as seriously as he does. He’s old school. But hey, everyone has their own reasons for doing this, and they’re not always going to meet his high standards. I say if you’re being true to yourself, that’s all that counts.”

She finishes the sentiment in the dark. The secret subway thingy lurches to a stop.

“What the...?” I power up to give us some light. “Thank you.” Nina checks the car’s control panel, taps it to no effect. “Something’s wrong. HQ’s back-up generator should have kicked in the second we lost power from the grid. Hold on.”

Nina presses two fingers to her temple and narrows her eyes, the pose you see psychics in movies striking whenever they use their powers. It looks dumb in real life.

“What? What?!” she says, but she’s not speaking to us. “No, I’m in the transport, with the Hero Squad...yeah, hold tight. We’re coming.”

“We are?” I say. “What’s happening?”

Nina runs her fingers along the edge of the control panel. It springs open to reveal a shallow recess. She pulls a handle and the doors open with a pop. “HQ is under attack.”

“Under attack? By who?”

“They’re called the Bestiary. Manticore and a bunch of costumed mercs he rustles up for big jobs.”

Matt, super-hero nerd supreme, jumps in to give us the infodump as we cover the final quarter-mile on foot. Manticore, we’ve met. Minotaur is big and brawny, your garden-variety super-strong thug. On the other end of the size spectrum is a dwarf (little person? I don’t know what the right P.C. term is) called Kobold, who’s fast and agile—their version of Missy. Hydra wears an apparatus on his back sprouting four mechanical arms, each one packing a high-intensity heat ray. Their token female, Harpy, flies and has cybernetically enhanced vocal chords that make her a walking sonic cannon, which Matt assures me is plenty dangerous.

“Very good.” Nina says. “You know your baddies. That’ll help.”

She pulls the goggles over her eyes and the bandana over her face. The bandana has a crooked grin drawn on it in white, graffiti-style. Young, bouncy Natalie is gone. Nina Nitro is in charge and, no lie, Nina Nitro a little scary.

“All right. Let’s suit up and go kick their asses.”

We can hear the mayhem as soon as we enter the subbasement. Concorde’s sonic booms rattle the foundation beneath our feet.

“The workshop is on the other side of the level,” Nina says. “Come on.”

En route Nina feeds us a strategy: Stuart goes for Minotaur, Missy takes Kobold, Matt and Sara get Hydra and Harpy, and lucky me, I get Manticore. We’re not to engage them in a stand-up fight; we hit and run and let the Protectorate land the knockout blows.

Brilliant in its simplicity? Common sense? Or just plain desperate? Guess we’ll find out, because we’re coming up on Concorde’s workshop.

“Ready to rock and roll?” Nina says.

“Kind of,” Matt says.

“No,” Missy says.

“Not remotely,” Sara says.

Nina laughs. “Perfect. Stuart? Be a love and get the door.”

Stuart charges, wrenching the heavy steel door off its hinges, and we barrel headlong into a warzone.

It strikes me that our plan might be a little useless, because in addition to the Bestiary there are four Thrasher suits on their feet and spraying hypervelocity rounds in a concentrated assault on Concorde and Mindforce, whose telekinetic shield is the only thing keeping them from getting Swiss-cheesed. The air is lethal. I don’t dare go airborne.

“Fire in the hole, suckers!” A twisting column of white-hot fire leaps from Nina’s hand and explodes in the center of the scrum of bad guys. The effect is confusion more than damage, but it’ll have to do.

Minotaur, a giant musclehead in nothing but leather pants (ew) and a metal helmet sprouting ridiculous horns is the least phased of the bunch. Stuart rectifies that by hurling the door at him. It ricochets off his dumb ugly helmet. He reels. Stuart nails Minotaur with a low tackle and drives him into the wall, by which I mean into the solid brick wall. Stuart throws hands to keep him there, each punch landing with the force of a wrecking ball.

Manticore spits a curse at us and orders the Thrashers to—get the hell out of here? Wait, what?

Without hesitation, the Thrashers back out of a gaping hole that used to be a garage-style door as tall and as wide as the workshop. Manticore and Hydra cut loose with a barrage of energy blasts. The beams fragment a few feet in front of Sara, spraying sparks in every direction, outlining the edge of an otherwise invisible dome. It’s a temporary reprieve; Sara, overwhelmed, falls to her knees. Matt grabs her and we scatter for cover behind workbenches and tool cabinets. I expect Manticore to follow up, but instead he pivots and blasts Stuart. He goes sailing. Minotaur unfolds himself from the crater in the wall.

“Where’d that punk go?!” he roars, “I’m going to tear that kid’s—”

“You’re not doing anything except getting out of here,” Manticore says. “Bestiary! We are leaving! Now! Harpy!”

Harpy, who wears a feather motif lamé bodysuit that says I moonlight as a stripper, opens her mouth and fills the workshop with a shriek that rattles my teeth. A wave of sound causes the air to ripple as it picks up and hurls every little scrap of debris, turning rubble, nuts and bolts, spent Thrasher ammo into deadly shrapnel that pings off our makeshift barricades.

By the time the dust settles and our ears stop ringing, Manticore and the Bestiary—and the Thrashers—are gone.


TWENTY-FIVE

By all accounts, Concorde is a normal man in a fancy suit, but I am starting to suspect he has an actual power: super-stubbornness.

“I’m fine,” he grunts through his helmet, which he refuses to take off so Nina, the least-battered member of the Protectorate, can check him out properly. I’m not positive, but I think I see tiny spatters of blood on the inside of his faceplate.

“You sound like you got dragged down ten miles of bad road,” she says. “Take your helmet off.”

“No. I’m fine.”

“No you’re not,” I say. “Come on, guys, let’s give him some privacy.”

“You’re making me move?” Stuart whines, with good reason. His chest had barely healed from our first run-in with Manticore and now it’s raw and blistered again.

“I think Natalie will be more impressed if you show her how tough you are,” I say softly. I hate to manipulate the male ego like this, but it’s the easiest way to clear the medical bay. Predictably, Stuart puts on his brave face, slides off the examination table, and marches out. Nina throws me a wink of approval as I herd the others through the door.

“Do me a favor and see how Mindforce is doing,” she says.

We find Mindforce in the break room, one hand holding an icebag to his head, the other shoveling forkfuls of steamed spinach into his mouth. His complexion is Sara-level pasty.

“How’s Concorde?” he asks.

“Irritable and stubborn. So, you know, fine,” I say. Mindforce nods and downs half a bottle of Gatorade in a single gulp. “How about you? You look rough.”

“I’ll be all right. Nothing a steak dinner and fistful of Tylenol won’t cure. What about you?”

“I got zapped again,” Stuart says.

“My ears hurt,” Missy says.

“Got any more spinach?” Sara says. Mindforce points with his fork to the refrigerator and tells her to help herself. The freezer is loaded with boxes of microwavable steam-in-bag spinach.

I sit across from Mindforce. “What happened?”

Mindforce shakes his head. “Aside from the obvious, I don’t know. Concorde and I were in the interview room, waiting for you, going over our notes, and the power quit on us. The whole complex went dead and the genny didn’t kick in. There was an explosion, we ran down to the workshop...”

“There was no warning at all?”

“There should have been. We keep the property zipped up tight specifically in case of an attack. The perimeter is fenced off, we have ground-level motion sensors, we’re networked with military and civilian air control so we know whenever anyone passes within five miles of our airspace.” He drums his fork on the table, brow wrinkled in thought, as though saying all this aloud has made him realize “There’s no way they should have gotten close to us.”

“But,” Matt says, “you said you lost power.”

“Yes, but less than a minute before the attack. The early-warning system should have—it’s as if someone overrode—” Mindforce drops his fork and his icebag and buries his face in his hands. “Oh, damn it.”

“What? What’s wrong?”

“Where’s Archimedes?” I say. It comes out like an accusation.

“He’s in Byrne,” Matt says.

“Mindforce. Where is Archimedes?”

“He’s in Byrne,” Matt insists.

“No he’s not,” Mindforce says.

“He escaped?” Sara says.

“He was released. I don’t know how. He shouldn’t have been. We’re looking into it.”

“Maybe you should start looking a little faster,” Matt says.

“Matt,” I say, “not helping.”

“Carrie, Archimedes has seen our faces. He could find out who we are.”

“How? Knowing our faces doesn’t mean he knows our names.”

“Facial recognition software, cross-referenced through existing electronic records. Don’t tell me Archimedes can’t access that stuff.”

“We’re fifteen, Matt,” Sara says. “None of us have any records like that, nothing with our pictures attached.”

“One word: Facebook.”

Well, crap.

“Take a breath, everyone,” Mindforce says. “There’s no need to stir yourselves into a panic.”

“Says you.”

“Archimedes is involved somehow, that much is a safe assumption, but I don’t think this was his doing.” Mindforce recaps the key events leading up to today’s incident: Archimedes steals the first Thrasher; someone hires Manticore to find Archimedes; en route to Byrne (the first time), Manticore shows up to finish the job, but Archimedes turns the tables and takes off with four more Thrashers; we beat Archimedes (again) and, for realsies this time, he’s shipped off to Byrne; where someone with serious connections springs him; Archimedes drops off the radar completely; a few days later, Manticore and his goons lay siege to HQ for the express purpose of reclaiming the Thrashers (leaving behind, I noticed, the one Concorde completely pulled apart) after sliding past the Protectorate’s security and killing the power to its defense systems—something only Archimedes could swing.

“And the moral of the story is?” Matt says. “I’m still waiting to hear the part that reassures us we’re safe.”

“Someone has Archimedes on a leash,” I say. “Archimedes never cared about the Thrashers beyond using them against us, but whoever made them does care—enough to spring him out of Byrne and make him run interference for the Bestiary.”

“Exactly, and that same someone is unlikely to let Archimedes go after you again,” Mindforce says. “That risks exposure, and my sense is that whoever owns the Thrashers is trying to keep as low a profile as possible.”

“That’s a great theory,” Matt says, “but that’s all it is.”

Mindforce, reluctantly, concurs. “I can’t guarantee anything. I’m sorry.”

“You should have told us about Archimedes,” I say. “And don’t say you were trying to keep us from panicking. If you’re wrong and we are on someone’s hit list, it’s better to be scared and prepared than calm and blindsided.”

Concorde, whether he was right or wrong, would have argued the point. Mindforce doesn’t. Nevertheless, there is some merit to the theory ignorance is bliss because here comes the panic.

“What are we supposed to do now? If Archimedes is after us, he could nail us a dozen different ways and we’d never see him coming,” Matt says.

“Would he come after us at home?” Missy says. “Or go after our families? I don’t want anything to happen to Mom and Dad!”

“What if he attacks us again at school?” Sara says.

“Not much fun, is it?” Concorde limps into the room. Nina trails him, hands out like she’s ready to catch him if (or when) he passes out. “Worrying whether some super-villain is going to come gunning for you.”

“Concorde, this is not the time for an I-told-you-so speech,” I say, but he ignores me.

“Well, you better get used to it, because that’s part of the life. Don’t like it? Tough. You’ve made your first enemy, and he’s definitely the vengeful type.”

“Concorde, stop,” Nina says.

“They need to hear this.”

“Not like this we don’t,” I say, “because it’s not helping. What would help is some advice—real advice, because your standard chewing-out routine isn’t going to do us a bit of good if, God forbid, Archimedes or Manticore or whoever does come after us. If you’re truly half as worried about our safety as you say you are, stop yelling at us and help us.”

“There’s nothing I can do,” Concorde says, almost apologetically. “It’s all on you, and all you can do is keep your eyes open...but I think Mindforce is right. I don’t think Archimedes or anyone else is that interested in you. The Bestiary was here for one thing and they got it.”

“Mostly. You still have one of the suits,” I point out.

“With a com unit trashed beyond repair.”

“So?”

“With a functional com unit, Concorde might have been able to trace a signal back to the suits’ point of origin,” Matt says. “We know the suits use wireless broadband. Send a ping back on the unit’s carrier wave and you could locate its home network.”

“Which is exactly what I was trying to do,” Concorde says. “How in the world do you know all this stuff?”

“I read.”

“Anyway,” Nina says, getting us back on track, “I think the take-away here is that no big bads are going to come a-knockin’ on your door. They came here for a specific reason and it had nothing to do with you.”

“Agreed,” Mindforce says, and he tells us to go home and not to worry.

If only it were that easy.


TWENTY-SIX

I take small comfort in the fact I was not the only one who barely slept last night. The dark circles under Sara’s eyes are wicked bad today and could pass as fresh bruises. We get to Stuart’s for a much-needed day of relaxation and our host greets us with giant mugs of fresh coffee.

“You’re a prince,” I say.

“Figured you might be dragging,” he says. “I know I am.”

Missy is asleep in her seat when we join her and Matt at the gaming table. “Wow, she’s out cold,” I say, and she snaps awake instantly.

“Yeah I was,” she says. “Hi.”

“Hey, Muppet. Right, so, what’s on the fun agenda today?”

“I was thinking we could maybe pull out the Dungeons & Dragons stuff and get a dungeon crawl going?” Matt says.

“I’ve never played Dungeons & Dragons,” I say, and I know it’s a mistake as soon as the words leave my lips.

“Sold! Dungeons & Dragons it is, and we play old-school,” Matt informs me. “First edition. Four major classes, seven races, THAC0-based combat, the way God intended.”

“Half-orc assassin!” Missy says.

“Bard!” Sara says.

“Fighter class, of course,” Stuart says.

They’re all speaking English, but I don’t understand what they’re saying. Clarity is slow in coming.

“THAC0 means ‘To Hit Armor Class Zero’,” Matt explains, pointing to a line of numbers on my character sheet (I’m a cleric so the party has a healer and someone who can turn the undead. Whatever that means). “If your opponent’s armor class is a positive number, you add that to your THAC0 to get your attack roll, if it’s negative, you subtract it. A higher THAC0 means your target is easier to hit. You attack by rolling the d20—”

“Blah blah blah opponent blah blah number blah blah target blah blah blah,” I say.

“It’ll make sense once we get going,” Sara assures me. “It took me a while to get used to it.”

“Just remember,” Missy says, fiddling with her dice, “whenever you can, distract people so I can backstab them because I get extra damage.”

“What do you think?” Stuart says, holding up two character sheets. “Dwarven fighter or Drow ranger?”

“Drow,” Matt says. “The Drow are your people.”

“Don’t mock my proud Nubian heritage, man. Not cool.”

“You’re only a quarter black.”

“I’m one-quarter African-American, thank you very much,” Stuart says, nose in the air, “and you’ve met my grandmother, so you know how awesome that one-quarter is.”

“This is true. All right, ladies and gentlemen,” Matt says with an air of ceremony, “the game is The Keep on the Borderlands.”

“Dude, we’ve played that one, like, a million times.”

“But it’s the traditional introductory module for newbies,” Matt says.

“But I know where everything is. I know what all the monsters are.”

“Fine.” Matt searches through a stack of modules and pulls out one with a dark green cardstock cover. “Palace of the Silver Princess. Acceptable?”

Stuart makes a flourishy gesture. “I approve. Proceed.”

“Don’t proceed,” I say. “I need the powder room.”

“Upstairs,” Stuart says. “The downstairs can is broken. Not my fault.”

With his parents off Sunday brunching with friends, the Lumley home is quiet except for the eager chatter of my hardy companions in dungeon exploration. It reminds me of Missy’s place, except the Lumleys have a sense of style that lends personality and warmth to their home. Plus: no plastic on the furniture.

The stairway leading up to the second floor is so covered in framed photographs you can barely make out the wallpaper underneath. It’s the Lumley Family History in pictures. I spot a photo of Stuart’s parents at their wedding, and both of them are noticeably skinnier than they are now (I imagine Stuart would someday go the same way if he didn’t have a blast furnace for a stomach). Nearby there’s a formal portrait of a striking African-American woman I assume is Stuart’s grandmother. There’s a gleam in her eye that makes her instantly endearing, even in photographic form. Near that is a Sears Portrait Studio job of three obviously related young boys in matching nerdy suits. The middle boy with the unkempt, overgrown hair is giving the camera a sly, lopsided grin. I’d recognize Stuart’s How you doin’? face anywhere.

That face, now a few years older, is inhaling potato chips when I return; Stuart has a family-size bag sitting in his lap and a two-liter bottle of orange soda on the table, all for himself.

“And the gorging begins. Do you get a whole turkey to yourself at Thanksgiving?” I say, and everyone goes freeze-frame on me.

“We don’t really do Thanksgiving here,” Stuart says like it’s no big deal. I’m about to ask why but I catch Matt surreptitiously shaking his head at me and Sara slips into my head to tell me Let it slide, Carrie, don’t say anything else about Thanksgiving.

“What we do do is take you to the mystical land of Greyhawk,” Matt says, swerving us away from whatever mess I nearly drove into.

Over the next several hours we trudge through the Misty Swamp and the Moorfowl Mountains to discover the titular Palace, and along the way slay a lot of orcs and kobolds and freaky three-headed monsters and some giant killer monkeys (no lie, giant killer monkeys) to recover a legendary ruby worth a ton of gold. I walk out alive but a few years older (I got aged by a ghost), but I scored a couple of magic wands and a magic cooking pot (which I guess is way cooler than it sounds). Sara got a crystal harp, Missy got a magic dagger, and Stuart snagged a sweet ruby sword. Despite the complete lack of either dungeons or dragons, it’s a fun way to kill a Sunday.

It’s almost dinnertime when we break. I’ve eaten nothing but junk so I could use real food, but I’m not all that eager to go home and spend another awkward night barely talking to Mom. Granted, maybe all our not talking is why things are still weird between us...

Speaking of things unsaid, “Is someone going to tell me what I almost stepped in back there so I don’t do it again?”

The group shuffles to a stop at the end of Stuart’s front walk. Matt looks at Sara who looks at Missy who looks at Matt who says, “Thanksgiving’s kind of a sore subject for the family.”

“How come?”

Matt looks at Sara who looks at Missy who looks at Matt. Could the saying I’m out of the loop be any more literal?

“Just avoid bringing it up,” Matt says before abruptly taking his leave, I suspect to avoid any further probing on my part. Missy follows suit.

“Please don’t ask,” Sara says.

“I’m not trying to be a noodge,” I say.

Sara starts walking. “I know, but it isn’t my place to say anything—and don’t ask Stuart about it. Seriously. He doesn’t talk about it, we don’t talk about it.”

Matt, Sara, Stuart, they’ve known each other since they were little kids, and Missy’s been part of the group for a few years. As quickly as I became friends with everyone, I often forget I’m the newcomer. I shouldn’t be surprised there are pieces of personal history I’m not privy to. I shouldn’t be offended that they don’t automatically let me in on certain sore subjects.

I shouldn’t be. Doesn’t mean I’m not.

A phone call to Dad sets me straight. Sara’s totally in the right for not telling tales out of school, as he puts it, and I shouldn’t take it personally. Stuart’s baggage is Stuart’s to share and no one else’s, he says. I know all this, but hearing it from someone else, from him, is what I needed.

Bonus: calling Dad gives me a perfect excuse to lock myself in my room right after dinner and avoid the maternal unit. I know, I’m acting like a petulant little girl by avoiding her, but I look at it as the best way to avoid conflict; my temper has been on a hair-trigger lately and I don’t know why.

No, that’s a dirty rotten lie. I know exactly why I’ve been so pissy lately: between his birthday and the holidays coming up, I’m missing Daddy more than ever and I’m taking my frustration out at whoever gives me an excuse.

I shouldn’t. It doesn’t solve anything.

And yet, I’m finding it harder and harder to give a crap.

Monday comes, Monday goes, and in the history of Mondays, I believe this one will not go down as the Mondayest of Mondays. It felt more like a Tuesday, really: plain and dull and uneventful.

Which is perhaps why today, being Real Tuesday, has been one long bout of déjà vu. From waking up late to my hasty breakfast of coffee and strawberry Pop-Tarts (finest of all Pop-Tarts), to the walk to school with Sara, during which we discuss schoolwork and after-school plans while a light breeze blows dry autumn leaves about our ankles, to the drudgery of the school day, it all feels like a rerun of the day before.

That is, until I see something I have never seen before: Stuart looking like he’s about to kill someone.

The bell rings, freeing me from the evil clutches of math class so I can go subject myself to the cafeteria’s mad science experiment du jour, and en route I see Stuart jamming his books into his locker like a sadistic prison guard throwing an uppity inmate into solitary confinement.

“Stuart? Something wrong?”

Dumb question, that. His chest is heaving like he’s just run a marathon. “Tell Matt to call me when he gets out of school,” he rumbles.

“Wait, where are you going?”

“Home.” He leaves without another word or without closing his locker door, which now has a faint imprint of his hand in the steel.

“That’s all he said?” Matt says when I relay the news at lunch.

“Call him, he’s going home, that’s it,” I say. “But let me tell you, he looked totally apehouse. Like, one step away from taking someone’s head off.”

“He was fine this morning,” Sara says, which is true; three hours ago he was normal ol’ Smilin’ Stuart Lumley, Mr. Cool himself. “I can’t imagine what happened since this morning.”

But imagine is all we can do until the two o’clock bell sounds and lets us loose upon the world, by which point I’ve come up with any number of theories, all equally unpleasant, all equally unlikely; I highly doubt Stuart was getting kicked out of school for doing something stupid like getting into a fight or smoking.

“Stuart? God no,” Matt says, leading us out toward edge of the school grounds, well away from prying ears. “Stuart’s never been in trouble in his life. Well, except for a few scuffles with school bullies, but that’s not—”

Everyone stops and Matt looks at Sara looks at Missy looks at Matt and no one looks at me and my my, doesn’t this all feel familiar?

“Oh, Matt,” Missy says, “you don’t think...”

Matt digs his phone out of his pocket and makes the call. Sara can’t contain her anxiety, literally; I feel it like ants crawling all over my skin.

“Hey, man, what’s going on?” Matt says. His entire body sags. “Wha—? Are you frickin’ kidding me?” Missy tries to speak but Matt cuts her off with a sharp wave. He’s silent for a long time and then he says, simmering, “You want us to come over? You sure? Okay. Call me if you change your mind, all right? Later.”

“What is it?” Sara says, but all Matt does is cast an uncertain glance in my direction and chews on his bottom lip.

“Oh, for—fine. I’ll leave so you can have your private little confab,” I snap, forgetting everything Dad said to me two nights ago. “Junior member of the group and all...”

“Carrie, no,” Matt says. “Don’t go.”

“Matt,” Missy begins.

“She’ll find out eventually.” Matt gestures aimlessly, like he’s trying to mold the air itself into an explanation. “Stuart got some really bad news this morning from Mr. Dent. Next week this kid, Ronny Vick, he’s going to be going to school here.”

Missy utters a gut-wrenching whimper and latches onto Sara like she’s a life preserver, and I feel Sara’s mood shift from gnawing worry to full-tilt fury.

“Stuart has some kind of history with Ronny?” I say.

“Yeah,” Matt says. “Ronny’s the guy who killed Stuart’s little brother.”


TWENTY-SEVEN

The words hit me and I feel sick, sick with horror, sick with guilt over how bitchy I was just now. I sway on my feet and Matt grabs me by the arm to keep me upright.

That picture in Stuart’s house, the one with Stuart and two kids who look like him, one older, one younger—neither of whom I’ve ever seen in person, because one of them would be in college by now, and the other...oh my God...

“What happened?” is all I can manage.

What happened, Matt tells me, was a series of unrelated bad decisions that resulted in the worst day in Stuart’s life.

Stuart and the others, they were all in seventh grade when it happened. Missy had moved to Kingsport over the summer and was new to the group but already integrated, already as close to Stuart as she could be without the benefit of blood or romance, and she was the unwitting catalyst for the chain-reaction that led to Jeffrey Lumley’s death at the tender age of ten. None other than Amber Sullivan, harpy princess of the Kingsport school system, started picking on Missy, who in the heat of the moment shoved her—right in front of a teacher who marched both of them to the principal’s office for immediate punishment. Missy spent the afternoon in detention and Stuart insisted on waiting for her. Once released, they marched over to the Carnivore’s Cave to drown their misery in overpriced chili cheese fries.

Halfway through his second order, Stuart remembered he was under parental orders to go straight to Jeffrey’s school and escort the boy home. Jeffrey had been getting harassed by another student and, worried about the boy’s well-being, the Lumleys thought the presence of his big brother, who was far more physically imposing than a twelve-year-old should be, would keep the bully in check.

Stuart dropped his fries and ran over to Jeffrey’s school. He arrived to find a crime scene.

Ronny Vick, a kid who was two years too old for seventh grade and too much of a punk to care, had made it a daily routine to torment Jeffrey from his last class all the way to the bus. On this terrible day, Ronny added to the name-calling a shove down the front steps. By all rights Jeffrey should have face-planted, scraped his hands, skinned his knees, cried his eyes out. Instead, he cracked the back of his skull on the edge of the bottom step.

Jeffrey Lumley died in front of his classmates and his teachers, and none of them realized it until he failed to get back up.

Ronny didn’t try to run and hide. He stood there in a deeper state of shock than anyone and didn’t move an inch until a police officer took him by the arm and put him in his cruiser.

This all happened three years ago, two days before Thanksgiving. The family skipped their holiday dinner and instead prepared to bury Jeffrey. That happened the next day, forever giving “Black Friday” a cruel personal meaning.

I never met Jeffrey, I wasn’t there when any of this happened, but I’m bawling anyway, right along with Sara and Missy, for whom that day is a red, raw scar on their hearts, and Matt is barely holding himself together.

“I’m so sorry,” I sob, not knowing what else to say. What can I say? What is there to say?

“I can’t believe they’re letting him out,” Sara says, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

“He’s already out. He got out yesterday,” Matt says, tacking on a curse. “Can you believe that crap? Guy kills a little kid, spends not even two whole years in a juvie facility and gets to walk out and go right back to living his life.”

“And he’s going to be going to school here?” Missy says.

“I guess it’s part of his probation. He has to go back to school and get his diploma.”

“Let him get his GED,” Sara says. “At home. Far away from Stuart.”

“Definitely be safer for him,” Matt says.

“You don’t think Stuart would go after him?” I say.

“The guy killed his kid brother. Wouldn’t you?”

With everyone’s moods in the garbage, we scrap the nightly homework session. Matt vetoes going to Stuart’s simply to hang out and cheer him up, insisting that the man needs his space.

Just as well, because I doubt I’d be able to so much as fake a smile tonight. More likely I’d see Stuart and start crying again. I feel terrible for him, and not only for the obvious reason; I think about what he said about his family passing on Thanksgiving, and I conjure this mental image of the Lumleys sleepwalking through the day, trying to pretend that the fourth Thursday of November is nothing special, certainly not a cause for a family gathering that will forever be one person short.

I can totally sympathize on that point. Not that my case is anything like Stuart’s (thank God), but I know what it’s like to face a holiday dinner table that’s one seat shy of a full roster. I’m not looking forward to it at all, so I decide to do something about it.

Mom gets home and I’ve fully prepared my case, rehearsed every possible argument in my head a dozen times over.

“Hi, honey,” she says, surprised to see me home before her for once, but that doesn’t last long once she catches a whiff of my mood. “What’s wrong?” she says, jumping from zero to fearing the worst in a heartbeat.

“Stuart got some really bad news today. Family thing,” I say by way of avoiding the specifics. “It got me thinking.”

Mom joins me on the couch. “About what?”

Inhale deeply, steel self, dive in. “I want Dad to join us for Thanksgiving.” I give Mom a chance to push back. She doesn’t take it. “I don’t like the thought of Dad being all alone. I thought it’d be nice to have him over.”

For the record: this is all true; the thought of Dad sitting at home alone on Thanksgiving is like a knife in my gut. But, to be honest, I like the thought of my holiday without Dad even less. Ever since I was little we’ve observed an annual morning ritual of sitting on the couch and eating Pop-Tarts while we watched the Macy’s parade and mocked the ugly marching band uniforms (we’ve always had plenty of good material), and I’m not going to give that up without a fight—but, strategically speaking, I thought I’d make more headway if I opened on a less selfish note.

It doesn’t work. “I’m sure he won’t be all alone. Uncle Tyler lives in Worcester, your father could get together with him and his family. Maybe he’ll fly down to Florida and spend it with Grandma and Grandpa Hauser. He hasn’t spent Thanksgiving with them in ages.”

She’s not saying yes, but she’s not saying no. That means she’s not dead set against it. Maybe I can pull this off without resorting to playing the pity card.

“We could call him and find out.” She sighs. “If he’s got other plans, okay, I’m happy,” I lie like a rug, “but if he doesn’t...”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, Carrie.”

Fine. Pity card it is. “And I think I deserve one last Thanksgiving with my family,” I say. “I think for once I should have some input on my own life. I didn’t have any control over the divorce or which of you got me or where I went after the split, and this one time I’d like my feelings to be taken into consideration.”

The problem with dealing with my mom on any touchy subject is that she is the mistress of the poker face. Whenever I score a major point on her, or unwittingly hand her exactly what she needs to shut me down, she becomes totally inscrutable. There’s no way to know whether I should press the advantage or concede defeat.

Screw it. Fortune favors the bold. “I’m not asking for this to be an annual thing, and I don’t think I’m asking for anything unreasonable. All I want is some closure.”

“Carrie, I don’t want you to think I don’t understand how difficult all this has been on you. I do,” she says. “You’ve had to make a lot of hard adjustments lately—and so have I. Did you know I haven’t spoken to your father once since we left the Cape? I’ve wanted to. A lot. I get stressed out or I have a bad day at work or I fight with you and my first impulse, the very first thing I think to do is to call Brian,” Mom says, her voice crackling ever so slightly, “but I can’t do that anymore. I have to remind myself he’s not my husband anymore and I can’t go to him, no matter how badly I want to. This is my life now and he’s not part of it, and if I’m ever going to move on, I need to get used to that. So do you. I’m sorry, Carrie, but the answer is no. Your father cannot come for Thanksgiving.”

I want to fire back but I can’t; the anger is there, ready to erupt out of me with lethal force but all of my brilliant, unassailable arguments have vanished. I feel empty. Crushed.

Mom pats me on the leg. “I’ll go get dinner going,” she says, but my stomach feels like a giant clenched fist.

“Not hungry,” I mutter and I retreat to my room, where I sprawl on the bed and stare at the ceiling, my brain full of static that refuses to let a coherent thought form. I’d say it’s actually quite meditative except for the fact I have a knot at the base of my skull you could snap a two-by-four over.

The knock at my door snaps me out of my waking coma. My alarm clock says it’s nearly eight, but that can’t be right. No way I’ve been laying here for more than two hours. What is it with me and missing time lately?

Mom pokes her head in. “Can I come in?” I bite back a snide response. She takes my silence for permission and sits on the end of my bed—then it’s her turn to be silent. If she’s waiting for me to say something, we’ll be here another two hours.

Or not. “What?” I say.

“I think you should go visit your father,” she says. “See if he’s free this weekend or next, go spend a weekend with him. Maybe have an early Thanksgiving dinner, just the two of you.”

In a single shot, Mom succeeds in making me feel simultaneously better and worse; it’s an excellent idea, and I’m a world-class moron for not thinking of it myself and a terrible person for trying to guilt her into giving me what I want. What is wrong with me? Now I’m making up problems so I have an excuse to fight with Mom? This is the kind of stupid, childish crap I used to pull during my Dark Period, when I imagined that everything my parents did was part of some grand conspiracy to ruin my life. That is some sick irony right there.

And yet, I can’t bring myself to apologize. I suck.

“Think you can handle making dinner all on your own?” Mom says.

“...I guess.”

“What’s my first rule of cooking a Thanksgiving turkey?”

“Deep-frying is for losers who don’t know how to cook,” I say.

“Get the turkey right and the rest falls into place,” she says with a smile I don’t deserve. I paste on a weak smile of my own to mask a serious case of selfdisgust.

Mom informs me she kept my dinner warm (of course she did) so if I want it, it’s in the oven. My appetite hasn’t returned, but I force it down anyway as a lame gesture of peace on my part. After that it’s back to my room, and it’s early yet but I have no will to attempt homework; I can’t bring myself to call Dad, not in the mood I’m in, so I crawl under the covers and hope to pass out fast and emerge to a better Wednesday.


TWENTY-EIGHT

Let me tell you a little something about Stuart Lumley.

When I first met Stuart, my first impression was that he was a musclehead—a lunk, if you will, all brawn and no brain. With his muscular bulk and long hair and ripped jeans and his habit of starting every other sentence with “Dude,” he came off like he was born and bred in a mosh pit at a Godsmack concert and darn proud of it.

Oh how wrong I was. He wasn’t trying to, but in short order he changed every preconceived notion I had about him. Ask me to describe him today and I’ll tell you yes, he is still a bit of a slob, but he’s smarter than he lets on, thoughtful, sensitive, loyal, and more laid-back and easy-going than anyone I’ve ever met. He and anger simply do not exist in the same world, and I certainly would never call him a violent person.

That is until this morning, when he literally almost puts Angus Parr through a wall.

It’s a few minutes before opening bell and Sara and I are at our lockers, commiserating over the day ahead (I’m taking a makeup test in math) when Stuart ambles up to us in, as my Granddad would put it, a very hangdog fashion: hands stuffed in pockets, head low, mouth set in a frown.

“Hey,” he says, and Sara promptly hugs him. He barely responds. “Matt said he told you,” he says to me.

I nod and hold back my tears. A dozen things to say run through my head and they all sound hollow and worthless, so I say nothing and switch places with Sara. If he was a normal person I’d be strangling him, my arms are so tight around his neck.

“Do you know when Ronny’s going to start showing up?” Sara asks.

“Monday,” Stuart says. “Mr. Dent says he’s in all senior-level classes so I don’t have to worry about being stuck in the same classroom with him.”

“Still sucks.”

“I know.”

That’s when it all goes down, so fast it seems like everything happens at once. We all turn at the sound of a high-pitched moan, which comes from the same disabled boy Angus Parr terrorized last week. The poor kid is on his hands and knees, scrabbling to pick up a fallen textbook as Angus towers over him, yelling at him to watch where he’s going, shouting “You damn retard!” and that’s when Stuart flies across the hallway and shoves Angus, hard—as in, hard enough to cave in a locker door.

Before Sara or I can move, Mr. Dent is in the middle of the chaos, placing himself between Stuart and Angus. “Enough! Both of you!”

“Did you see what he did?!” Angus squeals as he tries to extricate himself from the demolished locker.

“Yes, and I saw what you were doing too,” Mr. Dent says. He pulls Angus free and thrusts a finger at him. “My office! Now! You too, Stuart! Go!”

The boys glower at each other for a second before beginning the long walk.

“Carrie, Sara,” Mr. Dent says to us as he helps Angus’s victim to his feet. “Do me a favor and take Nick to Mrs. Prescott’s room.”

“Go easy on him, Mr. Dent,” Sara says. “He’s under so much stress, he’s not—”

“I know he is,” Mr. Dent says, “and I’m sympathetic, believe me, but he’s going to have to learn to deal with it. There’s nothing he can do about it, there’s nothing I can do about it, so...”

Mr. Dent lets the conversation peter out there. He shakes his head at the crumpled locker door, mumbles something about cheap construction, and leaves to deal with his first headache of the day.

“Deal with it,” Sara sneers. “God, that’s so easy for him to say.”

It doesn’t make him wrong, though. Ronny Vick is coming here whether Stuart likes it or not, so Stuart’s got to be the one to suck it up and tough it out. I’m not saying it’s fair, because it’s not, but if the last several weeks have taught me nothing else, it’s that fairness is rarely part of the equation.

I keep my sage advice to myself because it’s clear at the lunch table no one wants to hear it; moral outrage is the mood of the day, and the flames are only fanned by the totally unsurprising news that Stuart gets to spend his afternoon in detention.

“That is such B.S.,” Matt says.

“He’s lucky he didn’t get suspended,” I say, daring to inject a little reality. “And I bet he still got off light compared to Angus. Couldn’t they kick him off the team for fighting in school?”

“Mm. Yeah,” Matt concedes, looking past me to the jock table, where Angus and Gerry Yannick and their football goon posse are giving us some industrial strength stink-eye.

“He’d best remember that,” Stuart says into his food, which is, inexplicably, still on his tray, hardly touched. “I catch him picking on that kid again...hell, I catch him picking on anyone...”

“If you catch him picking on anyone again you should let the staff handle it,” I say.

“What, like the way the teachers at Jeff’s school handled Ronny Vick?” Stuart stabs his spork into his clod of mashed potatoes. It stands straight up, like a white plastic Excalibur waiting for someone to pull it free and declare himself king of Cafeterialot. “Teachers don’t do jack to stop bullies like Ronny Vick or Angus Parr. No one does.” He turns in his seat to face me. “Did you see anyone else going to help that kid this morning? Or was everyone too busy minding their own business?”

I can’t argue the point. “It’s always someone else’s problem,” I say, recalling Stuart’s words to me not too long ago.

“Exactly. Well, starting today, it’s my problem,” Stuart says as though he’s declaring war—not that his cause isn’t noble enough, but in his present state of mind I worry he’s not going to pull any punches, figuratively or otherwise. “As long as I’m around, no one is going to get away with bullying anyone in this school ever again.”

There it is. Stuart has given me exactly what I need to talk him back to earth. “Then you need to play it smarter than you did this morning,” I say. “He may have had it coming, but you can’t go mixing it up with Angus every time he acts like a tool.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would be a full-time job,” Matt says unhelpfully.

“Because eventually you’d get kicked out of school,” I say, “and you can’t stand up for anyone if you’re not actually here to do it. You really want Angus, or worse, Ronny Vick, walking around school with no one to keep them in their place?”

Please, Matt, for once, do not open your mouth.

Stuart, after giving it a little thought, grunts in agreement, then proceeds to shovel cold mashed potatoes into his mouth.

Great, crisis averted...for now, but there’s no guarantee Stuart’s better judgment will win out come Monday.

The rest of the day crawls on its belly. Even my web design course feels draggy, and I swear the clock above the classroom door hasn’t moved a single tick since the last time I checked.

The final bell sounds at last, and I’m scooping my stuff into my backpack when a classmate I don’t know by name comes up to me.

“Carrie? Can I talk to you a sec?” he says, and his approach is innocent enough, but his varsity jacket with the words TEAM CAPTAIN stitched on the right shoulder sets my teeth on edge. Jacket equals jock equals friend of Angus Parr equals brewing confrontation.

“What?” I say icily.

“Hi, I’m Malcolm Forth,” he says, extending a hand. I wait long enough to make him think I’m not going to take it before I do.

“What can I do for you?”

“You’re friends with Stuart Lumley, yeah?” Yep, called it. “Could you give him a message from me?”

“Why don’t you talk to him yourself?”

“I tried after lunch,” Malcolm says. “He doesn’t want any part of me.”

“Can’t imagine why.”

Malcolm gives me a half-smile. “I know what you’re thinking, but seriously, I’m not trying to start trouble.”

“Angus started the trouble,” I say.

“Yeah, he did, and I’m putting an end to it,” Malcolm says. Now he has my attention. “I told Angus, from now on he lays off the other students—especially the special needs kids,” he says with a trace of anger, “or he’s not only off the team, he’s banned from the athletic program, permanently. I already spoke to Coach Fowle and he’s completely on-board. He doesn’t like his guys acting like a bunch of Neanderthals, so...”

So he’s on my side, is what he’s saying. Great. Another Carrie Hauser triumph, brought to you by snap judgment.

“Anyway, I wanted Stuart to know he doesn’t have to worry about Angus anymore,” Malcolm says. “Heck, if Angus picks on a special needs kid again Stuart’ll have to fight me for the first spot in line to kick Angus’s head in.”

“I’ll tell him,” I say. “Look, I’m sorry I was—”

“No, it’s cool, I understand. If I were you I wouldn’t want to talk to me either.”

“Still, I shouldn’t have been so...I’ve been going through some stuff lately and I’m not in a good headspace.”

“Sorry to hear. Hey, I’ve got to get to practice,” Malcolm says, swinging his backpack over his shoulder. “Thanks for listening.”

“Sure,” I say, and off he goes, tossing me a thank-you smile and a good-bye nod I don’t feel like I deserve, not after giving him a hard time he didn’t deserve.

Mm, crow. Tastes like shame and regret.


TWENTY-NINE

Stuart makes it to Friday without any further encounters, although he and Angus can’t keep from shooting death-glares at each other whenever they pass in the halls. Things are tense, but I expect Angus will be old news come Monday.

That is why the gang dedicates the weekend to cheering Stuart up in advance of what will no doubt be one of the hardest days of his life. The plan is to spend Saturday at his place watching old Arnold Schwarzenegger movies (why anyone considers Conan the Barbarian a classic is beyond me) and Sunday gaming at Matt’s place.

Unfortunately, I’ll have to send good vibes from afar because I’m heading to the Cape. Sara decides to hang out while I pack a weekend bag, which is impossibly modest for a teenage girl: a couple changes of clothes, one pair of pajamas, and a travel bag of cosmetics so small I could bring it onto an airplane without the TSA giving me a hard time. If the Women’s Union ever found out I travel so light, they’d revoke my membership.

“What are you going to do with your dad? Anything special?”

“I’m making Thanksgiving dinner for us tomorrow night.”

“Yeah?” Sara says, impressed.

“Well, a mini-dinner, more like,” I say. “Turkey breast, mashed potatoes, gravy, stuffing, some mixed veggies, heat-and-serve rolls. Nothing too ambitious, seeing as it’s my first-ever attempt at a solo holiday meal.”

“If you’ve inherited your mom’s cooking genes, you’ll do fine,” Sara says. “I’d be more worried about how we’ll do without you.”

“What do you mean?”

“What if something happens? I don’t know if we can handle an emergency by ourselves.”

“Oh, stop. Nothing will happen. And if it does—which it totally won’t—you guys can handle it. You don’t need me.” Sara appears highly skeptical of that. “You’ll be fine, you have Matt.”

“Yeah...”

“Come on, I know he’s a big goof, but you know he’s not as dumb as he acts sometimes.”

“He’s also not as smart as he likes to think he is. Honestly? When things go down and start to get hairy? I’m not looking to Matt to tell us what to do.”

Oh. Wow.

“Anyway,” Sara says. “What else have you got planned, besides dinner? Catch up with your old friends, maybe?”

That’s not happening. My old old friends, the good ones, I severed those ties when I joined the StuckUp Pretty Girls Club, and the bimbos I wasted nearly two years of my life with? I cut them loose when I pulled my head out of my butt. I have no chance of reconnecting with the former and no desire to reconnect with the latter.

Not that I’d dedicate any energy to the effort in either case, because “This weekend is all about me and my dad. I haven’t seen him since September, and who knows when I’ll get to see him again.”

“Is he only allowed to see you, like, once a month or something?”

“Oh, no! No, nothing like that. He can see me whenever he wants. Mom and Dad have joint legal custody. It’s the distance, coordinating schedules, stuff like that.”

“Oh, okay. That’s good. That your parents have joint custody, I mean. That means they didn’t have a big fight over you, right?”

“No. I mean, I don’t think they did. I don’t know what happened, actually. One day they told me I was going to live with Mom and that was it,” I say, anger creeping up on me. “They didn’t talk to me about it at all, didn’t ask me what I wanted, they...I don’t know. I feel like they divvied me up like their DVDs and their books and the furniture and Mom won a coin toss or something.”

“If they’d asked what you wanted, you would have stayed with your dad.”

It’s not a question; she knows. “You know what sucks, though? When I first moved to Kingsport, all I wanted was to go back home. Then I met you and Matt and Stuart and Missy and I was glad I went with Mom. And then she started talking about moving away and I went right back to wishing I’d stayed with Dad.”

“Have you talked to her about it? Moving away?”

“She said she’ll talk to me before she makes any decisions, but that’s nothing but an empty promise. If she decides to leave town, what I want won’t matter. Again.”

We jump when Granddad knocks at my bedroom door, which I realize now was never completely closed. Crap, has he been standing outside the whole time?

“You all packed?” he says. “We have to get moving if we’re going to get you on your bus.”

“Ready for adventure,” I say. I grab my backpack and head downstairs. Sara refuses to let me get into the car until she can hug me goodbye.

“Have a good weekend,” she says with her outside voice, and then, with her very inside inside voice, Shout if you need me. I’ll hear you.

Back at you, I say. And keep an eye on Stuart. I’m worried about him.

Yeah, me too.

I climb in and buckle up and brace my feet against the floor and dig my fingernails into the seat, because my grandfather is a little bit of a maniac behind the wheel. He’d freak out a demolition derby driver.

“Do you know why your mother moved back home?”

The question is so out of the blue it takes me a couple seconds to process it. “Because it’s cheap?”

“That’s part of it. It’s mostly because she knows in her heart of hearts she’s almost completely incapable of living completely on her own.”

Wow. Harsh.

“I don’t say that to be mean,” he says, reading my expression, “I’m saying it because it’s true. Ever since you came along your mom’s always had a big safety net: your dad, me, your grandmother, Brian’s folks...she’s never had to live all on her own.” He takes his eyes off the road long enough to meet mine. “She’s never had to raise you on her own.”

“Are you trying to say you think she should move out so she can learn to be more independent,” I say, dreading that that’s exactly what he’s saying, “or that she shouldn’t move out because she can’t hack being a single parent?”

“I’m saying this is the first time she’s ever been the only person responsible for you, and she’s scared to death she’s going to screw up,” Granddad says, “so you might want to cut her a little slack.”

Universe, consider me duly chastised.

I make it to the bus on time, but that’s the only thing punctual about this trip. The bus sits in the station ten minutes past our scheduled departure time and we get caught in rush hour traffic three times, so I’m an hour late when we reach the end of the line in my old home town of Barnstable. That’s an hour with Dad lost.

My simmering anger vanishes when I step off the bus and the very first thing I see is one Mister Brian Hauser standing on the platform. I swear he looks exactly as he did when I left, right down to the ratty leather bomber jacket he’s had since high school, except this time he’s smiling.

I throw myself into his arms and we don’t say anything for the longest time. When he speaks it’s to say, “Missed you, kiddo.”

I nod into his chest. If I try to talk now I’m going to start crying.

Dad grabs my bag, marveling at how tiny it is, and leads me to his truck in the parking lot. There’s the obligatory how-was-your-trip small talk as we drive home—to his house, I mean, which, like Dad, hasn’t changed one bit since I left. It’s as if time froze in my absence, waiting for my return before starting up again. Even the inside looks mostly the same. The differences are trivial: a bare spot on a wall missing a picture that made the move with me to Kingsport, a distinct lack of cheesy romantic comedies in the DVD rack. It still feels like my home. It makes me happy. And a little sad.

But I force the bad feelings out because they have no place in my life this weekend.

It’s amazing how quickly we fall into a familiar groove. We order a large Hawaiian pizza, break out the cream soda, throw On Her Majesty’s Secret Service into the Blu-ray player, and proceed to eat with all the restraint of starving coyotes. We talk the whole time, about important stuff and trivial stuff, his work stuff and my school stuff. He mentions in passing how his tavern trivia team is laying waste to all comers every Thursday at some bar on Main Street, and I almost shriek in delight to hear he’s actually going out and seeing people.

We avoid heavy subjects. There’s no talk of Mom or the divorce or her recent freaking out or her threats to move. We don’t say how much we’ve missed each other or wish aloud that things had turned out differently. We’re simply two cool people shooting the breeze and pigging out to classic Bond.

We finish the pizza and we keep talking.

The movie ends and we keep talking.

We kill the whole six-pack of soda and we keep talking.

It’s nearly midnight when the first yawn slips out and Dad suggests going to bed so I’m ready for a big day of cooking tomorrow. Is it lame that I’m so excited to spend a day in the kitchen?

No, it isn’t. Not for this.

Dad leads me upstairs, his arm around my shoulders, and says “Here we are” as if he were apologizing.

I realize why when I open the door to what used to be my room. When I left, this room was stripped down to nothing. I return to find a new paint job, a new bed, a small nightstand, and a matching dresser. It’s been transformed into a generic, inoffensive, allpurpose guest room. And I’m the first guest.

Sensing my shock, Dad takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze. I fumble for something to say, but all that comes out is, “See you in the morning.”

Dad kisses me on the head.

I pull the curtains, turn off the lights, and baptize the bed. The white noise of the ocean that is—was my back yard is comfortingly familiar, but that’s the only thing that is. The mattress is too firm, the sheets are so crisp and new they feel coarse against my skin, and the air tastes mildly of fresh paint. The room is pitch black but it can’t hide the blank walls from my imagination, which replaces every missing poster and picture and stick of furniture.

Feh. My own room in my own house with my dad sleeping right down the hall and I’m homesick beyond belief.

You know what’s pathetic? We moved to the Cape when I was four, five years old and lived in an apartment until I was twelve, yet here I am, mourning my bittersweet homecoming to a house I lived in for all of three years.

One sleepless hour later, I grab the pillow and blankets and head downstairs to crash on the couch.

“That,” Dad says, easing himself onto the couch with a satisfied grunt, “was an excellent Thanksgiving dinner.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. You did a great job, honey,” he says, holding out an arm, an invitation to sit next to him. “You definitely inherited your mom’s talent for cooking.”

Or at least her recipes, along with all the little tricks and tips she uses to guarantee perfection. Make a little tinfoil tent for the turkey to brown the skin and keep the meat moist. Use low-sodium chicken broth instead of water in the bottom of the roasting pan. Use real butter in everything, not margarine. Steam the vegetables, don’t boil them, and always add the seasoning after cooking, not before or during. It’s as much science as art, which is ironic considering that I suck at science only slightly less than I suck at math.

“Good thing you take after her there,” Dad says. “I’ve learned the hard way I can barely boil water without detailed instructions.”

“Then hooray for tons of leftovers.”

“Hooray indeed. So,” he says, trying very hard to sound casual. “How is your mother doing? She still talking about moving?”

“Talking about it, no.”

“But it’s still on the table?”

“Yeah. She said if she makes a decision she’ll talk to me about it first...”

“...But?”

I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. She’s already told me that it’s her decision and hers alone. She might as well go ahead and do it and tell me when it’s too late for me to say anything, like when you and Mom—”

I swear I can actually hear the gears in my brain lock up and come to a screeching halt.

“Like when we divorced,” Dad says, finishing my thought, although not quite accurately.

“Like when you told me I was going to live with Mom,” I say like it’s an accusation. Dad’s lips press into a tight line. The question I’ve always wanted to ask Mom and Dad but never could finally escapes. “Why didn’t you ask me what I wanted?”

He says nothing for a long time.

“We avoided talking about you until the very end, when we’d tied up every other loose thread and couldn’t put it off any longer, and when we did, the first thing we agreed on was that we wouldn’t talk to you. We told ourselves that we didn’t want to put you in such an awkward position, making you choose between your parents...but that’s not true.” He bows his head as though giving confession to a priest. “Truth is, I was terrified you’d choose your mother and she was terrified you’d choose me, so we made the decision on our own.”

I want to be angry at them for denying me an opportunity to speak my piece on the matter, but I understand why they did what they did. I can say now, after the fact, who I would have chosen, but if they had offered me a choice, would I have made it? Or would I have looked into their faces and wussed out because I couldn’t bear to hurt either of them?

“How did you decide who got me?”

“It wasn’t a decision so much as your mother beat me to the punch,” Dad says. “She said ‘I want custody of Carrie’ and, well, you know how your mother can be. When she makes up her mind and digs in her heels, there’s no force in Heaven or on Earth that can move her.

“I wanted you, kiddo, I did.” He pulls me close and kisses me on the head. “But that would have meant fighting your mom in court, and that would have gotten real ugly real fast. As tough as the divorce was on us things never got nasty, but a custody fight would have made it nasty, and we—all three of us—might have walked away hating each other, and I didn’t want that.”

“So you let her win,” I say, my resentment toward Mom flaring up.

“It wasn’t a contest, honey. It was a lousy, lousy time in all our lives that nothing could fix and nothing could make better,” he says. “The best we could do was try to keep it from getting worse. And you’re the reason we tried.”

And with that, the anger I’ve felt toward my mother, the anger I’ve been holding on to for weeks—no, the anger I’ve been clinging to ever since the divorce, that I’ve allowed to take me over and rule my life, it slips away, drains out of me. It’s a very real, very physical sensation, one that steals away the last of my energy and sends me into a deep, dreamless sleep in the cradle of my father’s arm.

Or I’m sliding into a food coma, but I’m feeling idealistic.

Either way, it’s early morning when I wake up. I’m still on the couch, still fully dressed, and wrapped up all nice and snug in a heavy quilt I don’t remember Dad pulling over me. Man, I conked out hard.

Dad wakes up soon after, and our Sunday can be summarized as follows: breakfast at this little restaurant down on Main Street we used to go to all the time, back to the house for classic Connery Bond movies through a light lunch, and gab gab gab gab gab throughout.

The talking stops when we realize it’s time for me to go. Our mutual silence creates a weak illusion that time is slowing down for us, letting us wring every bit of happiness out of a weekend neither of us wants to end. At the bus station we hug until the driver tells us he has to leave, but we still don’t say anything. We part without saying goodbye.

The bus ride home is a ninety-minute-long blur. My iPod stays in my bag so I can replay the memories of my weekend in peace.

Mom is waiting to greet me on the bus station platform. I’m happy to see her again.

I’m happy to see her.

Huh.

“Hey, stranger,” she says as I step onto the platform. “How was the weekend?”

“Good,” I say, understating things by a factor of a million or so. “We had a good time.”

“And how did dinner go? You do me proud?”

“I think it’s safe to say your culinary legacy will live on.”

“Yeah?”

“Yep. I don’t know if I’m ready to challenge you for the title of Queen of the Kitchen, but everything was greeted with happy nomming noises.”

I toss my bag in the back of the car and off we go. “I’m glad you two had a good weekend,” Mom says. “I think it was good for you. You seem happier.”

“It was. I am. Mom,” I say, “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain. I know my attitude has royally sucked lately, and I’m sorry.”

She smiles. “Thank you, honey.”

“That’s not to say I’m rolling over and giving up. I like it here. It’s finally starting to feel like home, and if you tell me we’re moving, fair warning, I’m going to fight it. You’ll have to drag me out of Kingsport kicking and screaming.”

“I told you I would talk to you if I—”

“You told me you’d give me a chance to say something, but you made it clear what I want ultimately doesn’t matter,” I say, my words free of anger, “and that’s not good enough. I want some control over my own life. Is that such an unreasonable request?”

The car turns onto Main Street. Few of the curbside parking spaces have cars in them and the first block of storefronts is dark, telling signs of the day and the hour, and the wintery turn of the weather is keeping pedestrians off the sidewalks.

“People don’t always get total control over their lives, Carrie,” Mom says. She’s not reprimanding me. This sounds more like a Here’s a simple fact of life, kid speech. “Things happen beyond your or anyone’s control, and the best you can do is roll with it, try to make the best of the situation.”

In other words, her previous statement stands: it’s her call, and I can like it or lump it.

We pass a row of stores at the corner of town hall square, near where we first encountered Archimedes—rather, the Thrasher suit he hijacked. Like all of the stores along Kingsport’s main drag, these are small mom-and-pop operations, locally owned businesses with no nationally recognizable names attached. A children’s bookstore sports a number of freshly patched holes stitching up its brick façade and a plate glass window so new they haven’t yet repainted the store’s name on it. The neighboring business, a skate-surf-and-ski shop, wasn’t as lucky; its windows are sealed with sheets of plywood, OUT OF BUSINESS THANK YOU KINGSPORT written on one in neon orange spraypaint. Farther down, a sign hangs in a tiny bistro announcing that it’s closed for repairs until its grand reopening. The date listed on the sign is last Saturday. It goes on for another dozen storefronts, scars that have yet to heal, some that never will.

All this damage, it causes my temper flare up again. These businesses are people’s livelihoods, their dreams made real. Some of them are dealing with setbacks from which they’ll recover, eventually, others have been dealt a fatal blow, but none of them asked for this to happen and none of them could have done anything to stop it, and it pisses me off.

...But it feels different this time. It’s not pointless anger at the unfairness of the world spilling out in every direction. It feels clear, focused.

It feels like purpose.


THIRTY

Monday arrives.

It’s not accurate to say I wake up to a bright, sunny day because that implies I slept. I’d say Sara looks like she had a similar night, but then, she always looks like a distant cousin of Gomez and Morticia Addams.

“I’m not ready for this,” Sara says.

“I don’t know what to be ready for,” I say, the many grim scenarios that deprived me of a good night’s sleep rerunning in my brain. All of them end with Stuart reducing Ronny Vick to a greasy smear. “I have a weird question.”

“What’s that?”

“I know you can read minds, but do you think you could control them?”

Sara purses her lips in thought. “I don’t know. Maybe? You mean like when I cleared out the school when Archimedes showed up?”

“I was thinking something more precise. Like, you tell someone to freeze and they freeze.”

“Why?” she asks more out of suspicion than curiosity.

“I’m worried Stuart’s going to totally lose it when he sees Ronny Vick,” I say, “and if he does, there’s not much any of us can do to stop him. I thought, maybe...”

“I could override his brain if he goes after Ronny, shut him down? I don’t know. Pushing people’s buttons is one thing, but actually getting them to do what I tell them to? I’ve never tried anything like that.”

Nuts. The only option I can think of and it’s shaky at best.

“I don’t think anything will happen,” Sara says with forced optimism. “Nothing like that, I mean. Stuart’s not that kind of person.”

“Normally. This isn’t a normal situation.”

“No,” Sara agrees.

All morning long I feel like I’m waiting for a bomb to drop. Every time I change classes I scan the faces in the hallway, expecting to see a hard-faced manchild covered in badly drawn prison tattoos stalking about like a serial killer in a teen slasher movie.

My imaginary Ronny Vick is nowhere close to reality.

We compare notes at lunch and none of us have seen Ronny or heard any rumors floating around in class. You’d think that the arrival of a kid convicted of manslaughter would be big news, but the grapevine has been (pardon my poor choice of words) dead quiet, and we wonder if the Vick family changed plans at the last minute when they realized their kid would be going to school with his victim’s big brother.

That hope is dashed as we file out of the cafeteria and, halfway up the school’s wide main staircase, Stuart stops and locks eyes with a boy making his way downstairs. He’s unremarkable in every way possible, from his hair to his clothing down to his sneakers. Until now he was simply another face in the crowd, and not a memorable one, but now I know exactly who he is. Ronny Vick goes sheet-white and his fingers lock onto the wooden center handrail. It’s a deer-in-the-headlights moment and Stuart is the speeding car.

“Stuart,” Missy says, laying a hand on his forearm, and her touch snaps Stuart out of his daze. Ronny does not move a muscle, does not so much as blink, as Stuart circles around and, with Missy as his guide, clomps up the stairs like a man in a trance. We reach the top of the stairs. Ronny hasn’t budged.

I’m not so much proud of Stuart as I am relieved. The hardest part’s over. Stuart came face-to-face with his boogeyman and they both walked away from the encounter.

Matt starts to say something but Stuart doesn’t stick around to hear it; he storms off, and it’s the last we see of him all day.

We learn later that Stuart left school—as in, he walked straight out the front entrance without telling anyone and kept on going. This we learned when Mr. Dent stopped me in the hall between classes and asked me where he might have gone.

He doesn’t answer his phone when Matt and Missy try it, but Stuart is not a hard person to track down. After school we head to Carnivore’s Cave and, lo and behold, there he is in our corner booth, picking at a plate of chili cheese fries that grew cold and rubbery a long time ago.

“Stuart. The hell, man?” Matt says, tactful as ever.

“I had to get out of there,” Stuart says. “I thought I was ready to see him again. I thought I could handle it.” He picks up a French fry, raises it to his mouth, then puts it back on the plate. “I can’t go back to school. Not as long as he’s there.”

“Stuart,” I say, but he doesn’t give me a chance to talk sense into him.

“I wanted to kill him. At first I was...I don’t know. I saw him and my brain went blank, you know? Everything I ever wanted to say or do to the guy, I couldn’t remember any of it, and then it hit me all at once and...” He mimes grabbing Ronny Vick by the throat, his hands trembling as though even now he was fighting the impulse to crush the life from his brother’s killer.

“You have to go back to school some time.”

“Screw that noise. My parents can get me a tutor and home-school me. They can afford it.” He fixes me with a gaze full of desperation, of utter defeat. “If I go back there, I’m going to kill him.”

It’s not that I don’t believe Stuart when he says that. I don’t think he would sink that low, but I don’t truly know what’s in his heart. Maybe he would and he knows it, and maybe that’s why he’s talking about leaving school. He’s sure not looking out for Ronny’s wellbeing, and he’s not scared of the guy; he’s scared of what he might do in a moment of weakness. He’s scared of becoming the thing—the person in the world—he hates the most.

“At least the rest of this week is taken care of,” Matt says. “I think you’re getting suspended for leaving school.”

Stuart shrugs it off. “Whatever.”

Matt called it. Sara and I arrive at his house for the nightly homework jam, and he informs us it’ll be a not-so-happy foursome; Stuart got suspended for two days, to which his parents added a total grounding, absolutely no contact with the outside world until Thursday.

During his absence, a funny thing happens: Ronny loses his anonymity. On Tuesday we pass Ronny at the cafeteria entrance after lunch, and Gerry Yannick shouts out (and I do mean shouts out) “Hey, killer! How’s it going?” This isn’t a friendly nickname either but a verbal kidney punch, full of venom. The next day, on the two occasions I see Ronny in the halls, I notice other kids staring at him, giving him a wide berth as they pass, occasionally greeting him as killer.

I ask Matt if he outed Ronny. He denies it and I have no reason to doubt him. For good or ill, Matt is the type of guy who will tell you to your face if he hates your guts and give you an itemized list of reasons why. That said, he’s none too broken up over the attention Ronny’s getting. Heck, he’s positively reveling in the kid’s newfound infamy.

My late great-grandmother (and namesake) Carolin (without the ‘e’), a woman of stout German stock, called this feeling schadenfreude: a sense of happiness derived from someone else’s misery. She told me it was a natural reaction, but certainly nothing to be proud of. She’d probably be a bit disappointed in me because, honestly, I’m not feeling a lick of sympathy for Ronny.

To my surprise, when Stuart is released from home confinement and returns to school on Thursday, very begrudgingly, he’s not the least bit pleased to hear of Ronny’s torment. He’s not sorry for the guy, not at all, but it’s not cheering him up at all.

“I know what you need,” Matt says at lunch. “Penguins.”

“Penguins!” Missy echoes gleefully.

“Penguins?” I say.

“There’s a penguin tank at the aquarium in the city,” Sara says. “We go there whenever we’re in need of a super-strength pick-me-up. You’ll love it.”

“I’m sure I will, but it’s not about me, right, big guy?” I say. Stuart’s mouth gets halfway to a smile before giving up.

His uncharacteristic melancholy is concerning enough, but what really worries me is his reaction, or lack of one, to what we witness as we’re leaving the cafeteria. At the bottom of the stairs Gerry and Angus, deliberately and with malice aforethought, plow into Ronny. Ronny falls hard and whacks his head on the railing. The jocks, they put on blatantly false expressions of surprise and offer lavish but utterly insincere apologies. Ronny says nothing. He touches a hand to his scalp and his fingers come away pink with blood.

“Oh, did you crack your skull on the stairs?” Gerry says, bending over Ronny. “Gee, killer, that must suck. At least you’re getting back up.”

Gerry flashes Stuart a smile and slaps him on the shoulder, a gesture of camaraderie, and Angus gives him that upward-chin-tilt-reverse-nod guys give each other, as if to say, Got your back, buddy. Angus freakin’ Parr! The same meathead Stuart almost flattened last week!

To a casual observer, Stuart might seem indifferent to the whole episode, but I’m close enough to see the faintest of smirks playing on his lips.

This isn’t the Stuart Lumley I know.
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Matt checks his copy of the train schedule and then his cell phone, comparing the times. “Seven minutes late,” he says as the commuter train rolls to a lazy stop. “All right, gamblers, check your slips.”

Sara unfolds a piece of paper the size of a playing card. “Nuts. I had one to five minutes late.”

“I had sixteen to twenty,” I say.

“I got eleven to fifteen,” Stuart says.

“Six to ten!” says Missy, winner of today’s round of Late-Running Train Lottery. “Free lunch for me!”

“Better than free lunch for Stuart,” Matt says. “I only have a couple hundred in my bank account.”

“A couple hundred? Woo-hoo, look out Harvard, here comes Matt Steiger,” Stuart says, and we smile at the first joke we’ve heard from him in days.

We climb aboard the nearest car and take the center seats, which face each other across a table riddled with graffiti. “That one’s imaginative,” Matt says, pointing to a particularly vulgar phrase written in magic marker.

“I don’t know what that means and I don’t want to because it might be icky,” Missy says. “Is it icky?”

“Oh yeah,” Stuart says.

“Ew.”

“You just said you don’t know what it means,” I say.

“Ew on principle.”

“Here we go,” Matt says as the train jerks beneath us. “Boston ahoy!”

“Boston ahoy?” I say.

“It’s a seaside city. Ahoy is appropriate.”

“I’d’ve gone with ‘Boston ho!’ ” Stuart says.

“Are we going to make it to the aquarium in time to see the morning feeding? ‘cause the only thing better than penguins is watching penguins eat,” Missy says. “And swim. And slide on their bellies. And waddle around. Okay, penguins are always awesome but I want to see them eat.”

“If the transit system doesn’t screw us,” Matt says.

“Big if, dude,” Stuart says.

“Shyeah. Anyway, if there’re no more delays we’ll get there in time for the nine o’clock feeding. If we miss that, I say we putter around for a while, grab lunch, then head over for the two-thirty feeding.”

“I like this plan and am proud to be a part of it.” Stuart says. “Seriously, guys, I appreciate this.”

“It’s what we’re here for, brother. Today’s a day off from downer life crap,” Matt declares. “No Ronny Vick, no Angus Parr, no Concorde, no super-villains. Any further mention of these forbidden topics will be met with swift and brutal punishment.”

“Such as?” I say.

“Depends on the person. Like, if Missy breaks protocol, I’ll tell her dad she’s planning to major in philosophy at a community college.”

“Harsh!” Missy says.

“Mwa ha ha.”

The evil laugh goes to waste; none of us tempts fate, nor wants to. Stuart’s not bearing this burden alone. It stretches across the shoulders of his friends who knew Jeffrey and feel his loss—not as keenly as Stuart, certainly, but Ronny’s return opened more than one old wound. This day is a day of recovery, of reinvigoration, for everyone.

Nothing bad will happen. I declare it so.

News. News. Cartoon so simplistic it insults the intelligence of the children for whom it was meant. News. News. Infomercial. News. Insulting cartoon imported from Japan. News.

No wonder shut-ins tend toward the eccentric, Archimedes thinks; modern television programming is enough to rot the strongest of minds. Garbage in, garbage out, as the saying goes.

Nevertheless, Archimedes has been unable to go for more than a half-hour without the drone of the TV, his only company aside from the two guards stationed outside his room to prevent him from straying off his level. You haven’t earned wandering privileges yet, the Foreman had told him. Or unsupervised Internet access privileges, premium cable stations privileges, or talking to people privileges. Oh, he’s free to talk to the guards, his support team, the various and sundry support staff he encounters in-between his room and his office, but they say nothing to him in return.

(He assumes they’re under orders to keep silent. He asked his guards if that was the case. They didn’t answer.)

They’re saying something now though, to someone in the hall, and they do not sound welcoming. Who could it be? Archimedes wonders. Whoever his employer is, he believes in the sanctity of weekends; the facility runs on a skeleton crew Saturdays and Sundays, and everyone here is someone who should be here, but whoever the guards are addressing...

Someone shouts, then utters a brief, shrill cry. Someone opens the door without unlocking it, splitting the door jamb effortlessly. The man who enters has to duck under the top of the frame, and when he straightens, his bald head almost brushes the ceiling.

“I want to talk to you,” he says. “You’re the Internet guy, right? The guy who can control computers and junk?”

“And you are...?”

“I’m Minotaur. One of Manticore’s—”

“Yes, I know you now. By reputation, that is. You should have worn that foolish helmet of yours, I might have—”

Minotaur pokes a finger into Archimedes’ sternum. Archimedes tries to wail in pain, to call for help, but his lungs refuse to work.

“I got more where that came from if you give me lip again,” Minotaur says, picking Archimedes off the floor one-handed and tossing him onto his bed. “Answer the question. You the Internet guy?”

Archimedes nods from a fetal position.

“You can control computers and cell phones and stuff like that?” Archimedes nods. “Good. You’re going to help me with something.”

“Help...you?” Archimedes croaks.

“That punk kid I fought when we grabbed your fancy robot suits. I want to know where he is.”

“Where...I can’t...”

“Don’t screw with me, man.”

“I’m not—aaaagggh! Give...I can’t...give me...” Minotaur folds his arms and waits until Archimedes can breathe again. “I’m not screwing with you. I can’t find him.”

“Can’t as in can’t, or can’t as in won’t?”

“I can, as in it’s within my capabilities,” Archimedes says, “but I can’t, as in the Foreman hasn’t given me clearance to do anything he hasn’t directly ordered me to do.”

“He’s not the boss of me, I’m freelance. You think I care what that guy says?”

“No, but I do. My entire life is in his hands.”

Minotaur’s fingers wrap around Archimedes’ face, covering it like a catcher’s mask. The stinging stink of sweat fills his nose. “Then here’s what we’re going to do,” Minotaur says. “You’re going to tell your weird boss I threatened you. You’re going to tell him I said if you didn’t do what I told you, I was going to pop your head like a zit. Got it?”

He presents the scenario as a ruse, but Archimedes has no doubt the threat is quite real.

“Are they dead?” Archimedes says, stepping over one of the two guards now lying face down in front of his apartment.

“Nah. Don’t worry. They’ll be fine.”

“Doubtful. While popular entertainment would have you believe otherwise, a person who does not revive right away after being knocked out has almost certainly suffered a concussion. The longer they’re out, the more likely it is they’ve suffered serious brain damage.”

“That a fact?” Minotaur says, unconcerned. “Huh. Learn something new every day.”

Minotaur makes short work of the office door. The interior lights flicker out automatically. As Archimedes sets to work booting up the system, he dares to ask, “What do you plan to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you’re looking for one of the Hero Squad. Why? What are you going to do?”

“Going to pay back the little turd for showing me up in front of the others is what I’m going to do.”

Archimedes pauses. “Revenge? Really? Because someone, briefly, got the better of you in a fight?”

“Hey, pal, you know how humiliating it is to get owned by a kid?”

“Why no,” Archimedes drawls, “I have absolutely no idea what that feels like.”

“It sucks. Kobold and Hydra have been riding me ever since that job and I’m sick of it.”

“So you plan to do what, exactly? Ambush the boy in public and beat him up?”

“Short and sweet and to the point.”

He doesn’t deserve the advice—in the lingo of the institution, he hasn’t earned the privilege—but Archimedes offers it nonetheless. “It’s a bad idea. You may think you have all the angles covered but you don’t. Too much can go wrong and if—when it does, you’ll be worse off than you are now. Trust me, I’m speaking from bitter experience. The smartest thing you can do is—”

“The smartest thing you can do,” Minotaur says, “is shut up and find. That. Kid.”

“Your funeral.”

Archimedes plugs himself in and settles into his seat. Minotaur stands at his head and rests his hands on either side of the headrest, a silent threat: no funny business, no excuses. A portion of Archimedes’ mind enters the virtual world and he begins the necessary detective work, using what little he knows about the Hero Squad as a starting point. The Kingsport High School network, hardly a challenge the first time he hacked it, welcomes him with open arms. It takes one second to find the database containing students’ academic and personal records, less than a second to sift out the females, and another full second to scan the photographs.

Hello, Stuart Dean Lumley of 23 Forest View Drive.

The next stop is the customer database for the nation’s largest cell phone carrier, which produces no results, but he hits pay dirt with the second-largest carrier in the form of records for LUMLEY, FOSTER of 23 Forest View Drive. Two numbers are listed under his name, one of which was assigned six years ago, the other only two. Within a nanosecond he’s located that number and tapped the phone’s GPS chip.

“Perhaps this is your lucky day,” Archimedes says. “It appears your friend is on his way into the city. Based on his current location and heading, the speed at which he’s moving, I would say he’s on a commuter train en route to South Station. Conservative estimate, he should be at the station in ten minutes.”

Minotaur grins. “Perfect.”

***

The gods of travel remain uncooperative; thanks to a couple of short delays (both of them unexplained, as is typical for Boston’s public transit system) the train enters South Station at 8:45 AM, “Which means there’s no way we’re going to make it to the aquarium for the morning feeding,” Matt says sourly.

“Then we go with Plan B,” I say. “Let’s go to Faneuil Hall, poke around there for a while, get food, then head over to the aquarium.”

“Yeah, minor setback, man,” Stuart says. “The penguins will still be there after lunch, waddling for our amusement.”

It’s cold out but not unbearably so, so we opt to make the rest of the trip on foot rather than leave ourselves to the tender mercies of the MBTA. We can only deal with so much tardiness in one day.

“Y’know, I have heard rumors of Boston trains running on time,” Matt quips, “but I always thought it was a local urban legend. Like the Boston Clown Scare of 1981.”

“The what what now?” Stuart says.

“My dad told me about it. He said in 1981 the whole city was freaked out by stories that men dressed as clowns were driving through the city kidnapping kids. Police actually issued a public warning and everything, even though they couldn’t confirm a single report.”

“Dude. That’s wicked creepy.”

“Even if it isn’t true,” Sara says over her shoulder. Her eyes pop, and as I’m asking her what’s wrong, she whirls around and her hands snap out. I turn. There’s an SUV hovering two feet from my face. Sara lets it drop to the sidewalk and topples into Matt’s arms, her skin as white as chalk.

That means she’s in no condition to stop the flying Toyota. We scatter as the car skips off the SUV like a stone on a pond, flips in midair, and lands on its roof.

“Hey, kid! Remember me?” It’d be darn near impossible to forget that stupid helmet, which, at the moment, is the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen, because its wearer is standing in the middle of the street.

Minotaur found us. He knows who we are.

“I owe you some pain, son! You come take your beating like a man,” he says, spreading his arms wide in invitation, “and maybe I’ll let your friends leave in an ambulance instead of a hearse!”

“Five against one,” Matt says. “We can take this guy.”

That’s optimistic. Sara’s fighting to stay awake, I doubt Missy’s fingernails could penetrate Minotaur’s hide, and Matt...well, he’s Matt.

“Matt, get Sara clear,” I say.

“Missy can get Sara clear,” Matt protests. “Who put you in charge anyway?”

“Do what she says!” Sara says.

Minotaur doesn’t give us time to finish our poorly timed argument. The motorists and pedestrians have wisely cleared the scene, but there are plenty of light poles around. Minotaur snaps one off at the base and, gripping it like the world’s largest baseball bat, charges.

Screw Concorde’s ground order. I shoot skyward while Matt and Missy carry Sara clear. Stuart, he stands his ground. It looks like he’s going to take the attack but he dodges to the side at the last minute. The steel light pole hits the street with a deafening ring. Stuart grasps the end, wrenches it from Minotaur’s grip, and swings for the bleachers. The blow staggers Minotaur—momentarily.

“Not bad, boy,” he says, laughing. Stuart, foolishly, barrels toward him. Minotaur stops the charge cold with a kick to the chest. He grabs Stuart by the hair and pitches him overhand. He spins in a high arc over Atlantic Avenue and caves in the side of a tour trolley abandoned by its riders.

I hit Minotaur from above. It takes him off his feet but again, he recovers quickly. Fortunately, so does Stuart. The tackle would snap a normal man in half. Minotaur, he folds under the impact but doesn’t break. They hit the sidewalk, shattering concrete like it was glass, and let the fists fly. There is no martial artistry in their brawl, no grace, only brute force channeled into punches thrown helter-skelter like two boys scuffling in a schoolyard—boys capable of bench-pressing Cadillacs.

Sara enters my head. Carrie, we have to do something, he’s going to kill Stuart!

No he’s not, Matt says. Stuart can take this chump.

We can’t just stand around and do nothing! Missy says, and I’m with her. This may be a grudge match as far as Minotaur is concerned, but playing by his rules will get us all killed.

Things go from bad to worse when a Boston police cruiser flies in, siren screaming, and screeches to a stop. The officer jumps out, gun drawn, shouting instructions neither Minotaur nor Stuart are about to heed.

Minotaur kicks Stuart away and he goes skittering down the street. Minotaur, almost casually, advances on the cop. The cop opens fire, point blank. Bullets spark as they ricochet off Minotaur’s skin. I prepare to fire but I freeze up; my aim hasn’t improved so much I trust myself to make the shot at this distance without hitting the officer.

Minotaur raises his fists. My hesitation is about to cost a man his life.

Missy is moving so fast Minotaur doesn’t see her until well after she’s reached the cop and pulled him out of the way at the last possible instant. They hit the ground rolling. Minotaur’s hammer-blow bends the cruiser in half.

I expect my blast to fling Minotaur halfway across the city, but he’s braced for me this time and only staggers back a little. He shouts a curse at me. In two steps he reaches Missy and the cop, and before I can react, even think of reacting, Minotaur grabs a handful of the cop’s jacket and—

“Go fetch!”

Oh God...

“Oh God,” Matt says as a dark form hurtles skyward as if launched by a catapult. A streak of light gives chase.

“GUYS!” Missy’s warning cry reaches Matt and Sara a split-second before she does. She shoves them away as she passes, giving herself and her juggernaut of a pursuer a clear path.

Missy keeps running. Minotaur slows, stops, turns. “You’ll do,” he says.

Matt’s brain goes into free fall as Minotaur towers over him, his giant hands clenching and unclenching in anticipation, a sadistic leer playing on his face. A hundred, a thousand possibilities race through Matt’s mind in the space of a heartbeat and are discarded as unworkable, useless against something no physical force he could muster could possibly stop.

Minotaur cocks a fist. Matt closes his eyes. He prays and braces for the end.

He waits.

And waits.

Matt dares to crack an eye and wonders if he’s experiencing a kind of pre-death time distortion. He’s often heard that one’s perception of time slows to a crawl in the face of an imminent threat, but to experience it...

No, he realizes; time hasn’t stopped. Minotaur has.

“Don’t move don’t move don’t move don’t move don’t move—”

It doesn’t register right away, the connection between Sara’s frantic mantra and Minotaur’s sudden paralysis. Stuart’s warning, however, does.

“MOVE!”

Minotaur blinks as though awakening from a dream. His victim is nowhere to be seen.

The police cruiser drops like a war hammer wielded by some ancient, angry god. It rises and falls again on the prone form of the man calling himself Minotaur, rises and falls, again and again, until the vehicle is little more than two fistfuls of twisted, shredded steel in Stuart’s hands.

“I think,” Stuart pants, “that should do it.”

The police band is going crazy. Soon the site will be swarming with cops, perhaps a SWAT team, all of them too late to do anything useful, and soon after that the Protectorate will arrive to collect Minotaur and ship him off to Byrne.

No less than the idiot deserves.

Archimedes orders a traffic camera to zoom in on the Hero Squad as the skinny kid pulls an assortment of goggles and hoods and facemasks out of his trench coat—where does he keep it all?—and doles them out to his friends. He scans each of their faces before they disappear behind their flimsy disguises and tucks the information into a file on the main server labeled HERO SQUAD, along with video of the fight that, he hopes, will save him from losing any more of his precious few privileges.

Not that he had a choice in the matter. After all, he was threatened...
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The good news is, the cop is fine—a dozen different kinds of freaked out, but physically okay (for the record: catching people in mid-air? Not an easy thing to do).

Unfortunately, the nugget of good news is outweighed by ten tons of bad news. For starters, there’s the obvious fact that, despite the Protectorate’s assurances to the contrary, we had a bad guy come after us—Minotaur was looking for us. To his credit, Concorde is not brushing this off as a one-time thing, but it’s a small comfort...as is the fact that Minotaur is in no shape to tell us if his attack was part of some larger plan or he was playing lone gunman. Not that I feel sorry for him, but Stuart’s smackdown apparently resulted in mild brain trauma. Minotaur has been in and out of something bearing a passing resemblance to consciousness and isn’t going to be spilling his guts anytime soon.

Like I said, I’m not sympathetic. Not for a killer like him.

And that there is the capper: the Toyota Minotaur threw at us had people in it. Two of them survived but are in rough shape. The other...

One more life forever changed, forever ruined—ended—by something beyond their control.

Mindforce dropped that bombshell on us as soon as we arrived at HQ the next morning for the post-incident de-brief. I spent the first half of my time in the interview room in a state of shock and the second half crying. He said there was absolutely nothing we could have done. It wasn’t an empty reassurance but it didn’t make me feel any better or any less guilty.

At one point I looked over at Concorde in his corner, arms folded in judgment, and waited for him to lay into me. He didn’t say anything. He said nothing the whole time I was in the room. I thought he was too angry to speak until, as I was leaving, he said, “You can’t save everyone.”

Before we left HQ to spend Sunday afternoon trying to lose ourselves in Kevin Smith movies, Mindforce gave each of us a small box with a belt clip. I remarked it looked like a beeper like my dad used to carry, and as it turned out, that’s what they were in a past life. Concorde repurposed the housings and made panic buttons with GPS trackers.

“Keep them on you at all times. If anything happens, push the red button and hold it for five seconds,” Mindforce said.

“And then?”

“...Hold out as best you can until we get there.”

Hold out as best we can. Real comforting—and useless if we get ambushed again.

“I don’t know if we have a lot of other options,” Sara says, picking up on my thought, not because I’m broadcasting all that loudly but because she’s let her defenses down, completely, so she can act as our early-warning system. It’s a decent theory, but who knows if a sudden murderous impulse aimed at us is going to cut through the psychic cacophony of twelve hundred teenagers and their adult zookeepers. I suggest she save herself a migraine and put her defenses back up but she refuses, out of loyalty to us. Or out of fear for her own safety.

“Little of both,” she says. “Sorry, I can’t—”

“No, I understand, it’s okay, but please promise me something: if it gets to be too much, put the wall up.”

“I will.”

She’s lying.

It’s twisted, admittedly, but I find the best way to keep my own fear in check is to worry about the others, and there’s plenty to worry about. Sara’s teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown, Missy hasn’t been able to eat (correction: she hasn’t been able to keep anything down), Matt has buried it deep and is acting like everything’s perfectly normal, and Stuart...I don’t know what’s going on in his head. I run into Stuart at his locker and say hello. There’s an odd hesitation before he replies, like he can’t quite remember who I am or what he’s supposed to say to me. He’s been this way since—you know. Throw that on top of the Ronny Vick issue and, well, suffice it to say, the boy has a lot on his mind.

“Oh. Hey.”

It feels foolish on my part to ask him how he’s doing. I ask him anyway. I’ve noticed a bad habit in this group of avoiding touchy subjects and backing away whenever someone shows the slightest resistance to talking about anything that’s bothering them. It reminds me, in a way, of my Dark Period friends, who never wanted to hear about anyone’s problems (such as a certain girl’s divorcing parents) because it harshed their buzz.

A little life comes back into Stuart’s face. He’s about to say something when the sound of a body getting slammed into a locker catches our attention.

“Watch where you’re walking, killer,” Angus says. He and Gerry press in on Ronny Vick like the walls of a trash compactor.

“Yeah, watch your step, killer,” Gerry says. “You bump into me again? I might have to act in selfdefense, get it?”

“Leave him alone.”

Four jaws drop, mine among them.

“Say what?” Angus says, sounding as completely shocked as Ronny looks.

“Did I stutter?” Stuart says.

“Leave him—? Are you kidding me?” Gerry says. “Stuart, this is the kid—”

“I know who he is, Gerry,” Stuarts says slowly, each word its own tiny sentence, “and I’m telling you, leave him alone.”

Angus waves his arms, a precursor to a rant, but Gerry silences him with a backhand slap to the chest and a shake of his head. He throws a small nod at Stuart, a gesture of respect, if you can believe it, and leads Angus away.

“What are you waiting for? Get out of here,” Stuart says. Ronny turns to leave, glances back for final approval, or maybe to make sure Stuart’s not going to nail him with a sucker-punch, and vanishes down a side corridor.

Stuart falls back against his locker, his body shuddering with great racking breaths, sobs without any accompanying tears.

“Stuart?” I touch his shoulder. His muscles vibrate under my fingers like he’s in the throes of a seizure.

“He’s not a killer,” Stuart says. “All weekend I’ve been thinking about the day Ronny was convicted. The judge, right before sentencing, he gave Ronny a chance to say something to me, my parents. All he could do was cry and say he was sorry. I didn’t believe him. I didn’t want to. I wanted him to be a monster, but he wasn’t—isn’t. He’s nothing like...”

And then it clicks: he’s nothing like Minotaur, a man who would start a fight in the middle of a crowded city street and hurl a car filled with people and not give a damn about who got hurt or killed in the process. Stuart wanted someone easy to hate, a coldblooded murderer, but what he got was a terrified boy who would have done anything to take back the worst thing he’d ever done.

“Ronny’s not...Ronny’s nothing but a stupid kid who made a stupid mistake,” Stuart says, a strange look passing over Stuart’s face. Acceptance, maybe?

“I think I just witnessed an epiphany,” I say, and Stuart gives me a wonky smile.

“Dunno. Never had one before.”

And with that, he tosses his backpack over his shoulder and takes off for homeroom like it’s another ordinary day. I guess this is a week for profound personal breakthroughs, although I can’t help but feel Stuart’s only halfway through his particular dark tunnel.

Maybe I can guide him the rest of the way.

Thanksgiving begins early in the Hauser household. Mom gets up with the sunrise to begin the prep work for the big meal, and I know that sounds a little nuts when you consider she’s only cooking for three people, but Mom much prefers doing everything herself to getting a helping hand from anyone, including me. Ask her Is there anything I can do to help? and she’ll tell you with a sweet smile Yes. Get out of my kitchen.

Fine by me because, thanks to the miracle of Skype, I’m able to indulge in my favorite Thanksgiving tradition. A few minutes before nine I fire up my laptop, set it on the coffee table, and together Dad and I watch the Macy’s parade. My Internet simulcast, while brilliant, is a weak substitute for the real deal, but like Mom said, we have to adjust to life as it is, not try to force it back to what it was.

As if to drive that point home, Mom wanders into the living room to let me know there’s a fresh pot of coffee available, and she and Dad see each other for the first time since we moved. There’s a long, awkward silence broken only by the sound of the Today show hosts nattering on about the SpongeBob SquarePants balloon.

“Hello, Brian,” Mom says.

“Hey Christina,” Dad says.

There’s nothing behind the exchange, no tension or animosity, but no warmth either. Whatever connection they once shared, it’s gone.

Mom tips her head, a wordless reminder to me about the coffee, then slips back into the kitchen. Dad watches her leave and lets out a sigh (of relief or of resignation, I can’t guess), then admirably, if clumsily, guides the morning back onto a happier track by wondering aloud “Why do so many of these marching bands have giant feather-dusters on their hats? What happened to the classy marching band hats they had when I was a kid?”

“What, you mean the ones that look like they were stolen off a Buckingham Palace guard?”

“Those are the ones.”

“They make everyone look like a giant Q-tip.”

“I’ll have you know, those were high fashion for marching bands in my day.”

“Meaning the marching band had to be high to wear those butt-ugly things.”

And so goes the riffing, non-stop, growing progressively snarkier, until Santa Claus crosses the finish line on a giant float made to look like a snow-covered roof. In years past this made me stupidly happy because, as far as I was concerned, that marked the official start of Christmas. This year that joy is tempered by the fact it also means my Thanksgiving with Dad is over.

“This was fun,” he says, trying so hard not to let me see he’s getting choked up.

“Yeah. It was. Have a safe drive and say hi to Uncle Tyler for me.”

Dad smiles, says he loves me, and shuts his webcam off without saying goodbye.

A powerful urge to shut myself in my bedroom for the rest of the day hits, but I’m not allowing myself any self-pity today. None. Done with it. It’s hard not having my dad here, but I have no right to be miserable.

At three o’clock on the nose, the doorbell rings.

Stuart is almost unrecognizable. His hair is combed and tied back into a tidy ponytail, his jeans are bright blue and devoid of a single rip and, shock of shocks, his shirt has a collar. And buttons.

“Hey,” he says, bouncing nervously on the balls of his feet.

“Hey. Come on in.” He steps into the house and looks around like it’s the first time he’s been here. It’s strange to see him so anxious.

Granddad rises from the couch to greet Stuart with a big manly handshake. “Stuart,” he says.

“Greg m’man,” Stuart says. “How’s it hanging?”

“It’s hanging. That’s all it does at my age.”

Ew. So did not need to hear that.

Stuart, as he tends to do, straightens up when Mom enters, surrounded by an aura of yummy kitchen aromas. If he says my mother smells delicious I’m going to scream.

“Hi, Stuart,” she says.

“Ms. Hauser,” Stuart says.

“Christina,” Mom corrects. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“Thanks for inviting me. It...” Stuarts fidgets, clears his throat. “It means a lot to me. I, uh, I don’t know if Carrie told you—”

“She explained it to me,” Mom says. “She explained enough.”

She squeezes Stuart’s shoulder and wishes him a happy Thanksgiving. Stuart’s eyes well up. For the first time in a long time, it is a happy Thanksgiving for him.


THIRTY-THREE

There’s something you should know about me: I am absolutely mental for the Christmas.

I mean I do not simply love Christmastime; I mean I looooooooooooovvvvvee Christmastime. I love everything about it (okay, almost everything; I can do without the rampant commercialism). From Black Friday on, I am in full-blown jolly holiday mode. Red, white, and green dominate my wardrobe color scheme, Christmas songs take over the number two slot in my mental playlist (after Bruce, of course), and I pull out my favorite adorable elf hat, a long green-and-white striped stocking cap Grandma Hauser made for me years ago. I look like a total dork in it, but who cares? I am the avatar of the Christmas spirit. Nothing can bring me down.

Yes, my cock-eyed holiday optimism manages to gloss over any lingering angst over my fractured family, over the unresolved looming threat of leaving Kingsport, over the gnawing (though diminished) anxiety that one of Minotaur’s buddies might drop in to say hi in violent, vengeful fashion, and over my still-in-effect grounding by Concorde.

“In fact,” I announce to everyone over post-school peppermint mochaccinos (official Christmas beverage of Caroline Dakota Hauser), “I am going to draw from my bottomless well of Christmas cheer to take care of a few things.”

“Such as?” Stuart says.

“For starters, after the New Year I’m going to go see the math tutor after school once or twice a week to try to get my math scores up.”

“Voluntarily exposing yourself to more math,” Sara says. “Brave girl.”

“That’s the easy one,” I say. “I’m also going to talk to Concorde about us.”

Matt perks up. “What do you mean, talk to him about us?”

“I mean I was going to talk to him about reconsidering his ground order on me, but then I thought I could use the opportunity to talk to him about us. I mean, it’s obvious he doesn’t like us, but he’s never said why. I thought if I could get him to open up a little...”

“I think that’s something we should all be in on,” Matt says. “If it affects the whole team, we should all be there.”

“That might come across like we’re ganging up on him,” I say, a partial lie. “I think it’d be better if I play team ambassador and speak for all of us.”

“Why you? If anyone is going to represent the team, I think it should be me.” Matt looks to the others for approval but they’re all staring intently into their respective cups. “What? Why shouldn’t I talk to Concorde?”

“Dude, Concorde hates your guts,” Stuart says.

“Exactly,” Sara says. “You two can’t be in the same room for more than five seconds without getting on each other’s nerves.”

“Because Concorde hates your guts.”

“Carrie can talk to Concorde without cheesing him off. Let her handle it.”

“Maybe we should do it together,” Matt says to me.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I say.

“Why not?”

Oh, how to put this delicately?

“Because Carrie knows how to be tactful and you don’t,” Sara says. “You’d go in with a chip on your shoulder and it would turn into another stupid shouting match and we’d all end up worse off than we are now. Carrie’s the best person to speak for the team so let her do it and stop acting like you’re our leader.”

Matt’s lips press together, damming back a flood of profanity. “Fine. I don’t care,” he says as he stands and wrestles himself into his jacket. “Let her do it since I’m apparently so incapable—”

“Matt, that’s not—” I say, but he’s halfway across the coffee shop and making a beeline for the door.

“What was that you were saying about tact?” Stuart says.

“He wasn’t taking the hint,” Sara says unapologetically. “As usual.”

“Still,” Missy says. “Harsh.”

“I’ll be right back,” I say and I race after Matt. I call out his name but he ignores me and crosses the street to put some distance between us. “Will you slow down? I’m trying to talk to you!”

“Why? You have it all covered,” he says. “You don’t need me around screwing everything up.”

“Oh my God, will you stop acting like such a child?”

He rounds on me. “Oh, I’m immature too?”

All right. If this is how it’s going to be, then let’s go.

“Yes, Matt, you are, and that’s half your problem.”

“Yeah? What’s the other half?”

“That you have no mental filters whatsoever. You say whatever’s on your mind, and worse, you don’t care if you step on people’s toes—and when it comes to Concorde you go out of your way to act like a tool.” Matt starts in with a comeback. I roll over it. “Remember what Natalie told us? You’re not going to get anywhere with him if you can’t put a lid on the attitude.”

“I wasn’t going to go in with an attitude.”

“Oh, really? Then why does everyone want me to talk to him?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because you’re the team leader,” he says, dripping with resentment.

“I am not the team leader.”

“Well, obviously I’m not.”

“And whose fault is that? Don’t blame me because no one thinks you can do the job.”

Now it’s my turn to storm off, but I’m not angry. Really, I’m not, I’m simply withdrawing from an argument I know I can’t win.

So yeah, not angry, but man, is he testing my Christmas spirit.

“Looks like we’ll have to move homework night to my place,” I say upon my return. My mochaccino has gotten cold and sludgy.

“He is such a big baby,” Sara says. “I bet he’ll be fuming about this all weekend long.”

“Maybe I should talk to him when he’s cooled down a little.”

“No, leave him alone and let him fume. That’s what we always do when he gets in one of his stupid moods.”

There it is again, that impulse to step away from an uncomfortable situation and hope it untangles itself. I’m about to protest but Stuart beats me to it.

“Ignoring the problem won’t make it go away,” he says with a brief glance in my direction. “I’ll talk to him.”

“No,” I say, “I need to be the one to smooth this out. I’m the one he’s mad at.”

“You sure?”

No, but I can’t leave this hanging. Somehow this is my fault and “I have to make things right between us,” I say.

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Sara says. “Call me when you’re done; let me know if you’ve succeeded in pulling Captain Crankypants’ head out of his butt.”

“Hey there, Captain Crankypants.”

Matt scowls at me from behind his magazine. “Leave me alone,” he says. “Not in the mood.”

I let myself into his room and shut the door. His room, shockingly, is not a mess, per se; there’re no piles of laundry on the floor or unwashed dishes stacked up on his nightstand, nothing like that. What his bedroom is is cluttered, with a dazzling variety of movie memorabilia—posters, replica props, action figures, you name it. Universal movie monsters parade across the back of his desk. Neo, Trinity, and Morpheus stare at me from one wall, Indiana Jones from another. A pair of lightsabers, one red and one blue, lean in a corner. Buzz Lightyear falls with style above Matt’s head, suspended from the ceiling by fishing line. Éowyn’s battle against the Witch-King of Angmar is recreated in miniature atop a tall bureau.

“What?” he says. “Aren’t you done dumping on me?”

“Is calling you a total ass dumping on you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then I’m not done dumping on you, because you’re acting like a total ass.” With a flutter like the flapping of papery bird wings, a copy of Scientific American strikes the wall near my head. “Point proven.”

“Go away.”

“No, not until we hash this mess out. We’re not doing ourselves or the rest of the team any good letting this fester.”

“Your team, you mean.”

“It’s not my team. It’s not your team either. We’re all part of it.”

“I started the Hero Squad.”

“So you get to call the shots?”

Matt throws his arms wide: Yes! Finally you get it! “I started the team, not you,” he says, jumping to his feet. “Hell, you’re only one of us because I brought you in, so stop trying to take over!”

“I’m not trying to take over!”

“Then stop acting like it! Stop acting like you’re smarter than me or a better super-hero than me or—”

Matt’s finger hovers near the tip of my nose. His mouth works like it can’t remember how to form words anymore.

“Is that what this is about?” I say. Matt sinks back onto his bed. “You’re mad at me because you think I’m a better super-hero than you?”

“You are a better super-hero than me,” Matt says miserably, the confession crushing the last of his pride. “You came up with the plan to beat Archimedes. Sara told me that trick she used to paralyze Minotaur was your idea...”

“Matt, I’m not trying to—”

“I know. That’s what really hurts: you’re not trying,” he says to the floor. “This isn’t fair. I’m the one who wanted to be a super-hero.”

I sit next to him. “Why?” He looks a question at me. “I asked you once why you wanted to be a superhero and you never answered me.”

“I’ve always wanted to be a super-hero.”

“I know, Sara told me, but even she didn’t seem to know why.”

With a shrug, Matt says, “I want to help people.”

“You can help people lots of ways. Most of them don’t involve a funny costume. Or getting shot at by mechs or getting smooshed by a flying car. Why this?”

Matt deflects. “Why are you doing it?”

You know, a month ago I would have deflected back; I wouldn’t have had a good answer. Matt invited me in and I accepted because I was lonely, plain and simple. I wanted—needed—friends, and Matt and Sara, Stuart and Missy, they wanted me, so I went along for the ride without ever stopping to consider who or what I was getting involved with (and boy, there’s some sick full-circle irony for you).

Now? What Stuart said about bad stuff happening when people stand by and let it happen, I can get behind that, but that’s not what drives me. I found my purpose when I returned from my weekend with Dad and saw a town filled with wrecked lives and people who got steamrolled by circumstances beyond their control.

“Life’s not fair. Bad stuff happens to good people all the time and there’s nothing they can do to stop it,” I say, “but maybe I can. Normal people, they can’t do jack against someone like Archimedes or Manticore or Minotaur, but I can. And I will. Even if I have to do it alone.”

That last part, that’s a lie. Can I pull off a solo act? Maybe. But I don’t want to do it alone.

“Now. Your turn. I answered you, you answer me.”

Matt is unreadable.

“You don’t have a reason, do you? At least not a good one. Is Concorde right? Are you nothing but a bored kid playing super-hero for a cheap thrill, like Natalie?”

What Matt says absolutely floors me. Out of all the possible responses he could give, I never in a million years would have expected him to say, “I wanted to be like Concorde.”

“You...what? You wanted—what?”

“Yeah. When I was, like, five years old some super-villain went monkeyhouse in the middle of Boston, started blowing crap up. I don’t remember what his deal was, but it was all over the TV news, live coverage on every last station, and I remember Concorde—” his hand making a swooping motion “—zooming down out of nowhere and dropping the guy like a bad habit. It was the coolest thing I’d ever seen.”

Matt smiles the way one smiles when recalling a fond childhood memory.

“Afterwards, all these people were gushing over him because he’d saved their lives, and he was all like, no, it’s cool, just doing my job, but they were so in awe of him. I wanted to be like him. The guy who saves the day. The guy everyone loves.”

His sad, battered black trench coat hangs on the back of his bedroom door. He goes to it and takes from the pockets his Mickey Mouse gloves and holds them out to me, displaying them like the prized possessions they are.

“When I found these,” he says, “and realized what they could do? That I could be a super-hero like Concorde? Greatest day of my life.” Matt turns the gloves over and his smile withers. “And then I met Concorde. And I learned he was a ginormous d-bag.”

“What happened?”

“After the first ARC robot went rogue and plowed through town, I started carrying my gloves on me all the time. Just in case, you know? Then the second one showed up, and by dumb luck I was in the right place at the right time, and I stopped it.

“The thing hadn’t even stopped sparking when Concorde showed up. He asked what happened and some cop pointed at me and said ‘Right there, Concorde. That kid stopped it.’ Concorde walked over to me and I stuck out my hand and said ‘I’m Captain Trenchoat. It’s an honor to meet you, sir,’ ” Matt says, recreating the moment, “and I expected him to shake my hand and tell me I did a great job...”

Matt’s hand falls to his side. He swallows audibly.

“Right there in the middle of the street, he yelled at me. Called me a stupid kid. Asked me what the hell I was thinking. Told me to go home and never ever think about doing anything like that again.”

The gloves go back into his trench coat.

“Are you doing this to prove Concorde wrong?” I ask.

“...Pretty crappy reason to be a super-hero, huh?”

“I never meant to take anything away from you,” I say. “Not your team and not your friends. And I’m not trying to be the leader here.”

“I know,” Matt says. “But you are. You deserve to be.”

“How about instead of either of us being the team leader, we focus on simply being a team?”

Matt considers my olive branch. He nods.

“But I’m leaving Concorde to you,” he says. “Sara’s right. I can’t talk to the guy without getting fired up.”

He steps aside to let me out. I pause in the doorway. “I never thanked you.”

“For what?”

“Letting me be part of the group. For wanting to be my friend.”

“It was for your own good,” he says. “God knows how many more people you would have exposed yourself to, landing in the woods behind school like a dope.”

He means it as a joke, but he’s not wrong. All the more reason to be grateful to him.

“You’re welcome,” he says.


THIRTY-FOUR

“Archimedes. Report to your office immediately.”

Archimedes rolls over in bed. The clock tells him it’s a little past eight. “No,” he says to the loudspeaker mounted in the ceiling directly over his head. “It’s Saturday.”

“That wasn’t a request,” the voice says, shocking Archimedes upright. It does not sound so artificial this morning.

“Foreman?”

“You have five minutes. Don’t make me come get you.”

“Don’t make him make me come get you,” a second person says.

In the name of punctuality, and more in the interest of having his basic cable restored, Archimedes foregoes coffee and a shower and getting dressed. He arrives at his office with three minutes and change to spare. He fancies he sees bewildered expressions playing on the Foreman and Manticore’s masks.

“Nice bathrobe, Hef,” Manticore says.

“Simply trying to save time,” Archimedes says. His full support staff is present and preparing their systems with a distinct air of urgency. “What’s so important that it warrants bringing them in? And waking me up at eight on a weekend?”

“Don’t whine at me, pal, I’ve been awake since five,” Manticore grouses.

“And I haven’t been to bed at all. I spent my night on a red-eye flight back to Boston, so both of you can shut up,” the Foreman says.

“Oh? Care to explain? Or am I to be kept in the dark once again?” Archimedes says. The Foreman leans over one of Archimedes’ techs and types in a command. The face of a young girl, her features obscured by her glowing aura and poor image resolution, appears on the display wall. “That’s the girl who calls herself Lightstorm.”

“Correct. And she is now a priority objective.”

“She is? We’ve known about her for a couple of months. Why is she important now?”

“We’re a very large organization, and, as with any large organization, it takes time for information to filter up to the top. The reports from Minotaur’s completely unauthorized exercise,” he says pointedly to Archimedes, “only reached our mutual employer yesterday. This girl has been red-flagged as a potential high-level threat to the organization.”

“Yeah?” Manticore says. “What’s so special about some little girl?”

“That’s what you’re going to find out,” the Foreman says.

“I appreciate you taking the time to see me, Concorde. There’s been a lot of friction between you and us, and I really want to try to work this out, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to speak my piece and lay everything on the table.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about my own contributions to this conflict. I let my emotions get the better of me and I took it out on you, and that wasn’t right. But, honestly, I feel that you haven’t made it easy for me, for any of us, to actually communicate with you. There’s a wall between us, and I don’t understand why. You clearly don’t care for us, but you’ve never told us what the issue is, and I think if we could clear the air on that point, we’d make a lot of headway in our professional relationship.

“And yes, in case you’re wondering, we do intend to carry on as the Hero Squad. We aren’t taking this lightly; please understand that. If anything, we’re even more keenly aware of the risks involved, but we feel that we have the ability, even the responsibility, to try to make a difference in the world. Isn’t that why you do this?

“We’re not asking you to let us run around without supervision. Just the opposite, in fact; we want you to be there. I feel very strongly, and the others agree, that we’d benefit from your guidance and advice. We want to look at you as a mentor and teacher, not an obstacle to work around and certainly not as an adversary. What do you say? Can we put all this conflict behind us and work together for a common good?”

Aaaaaaand scene.

All right, my reflection is impressed. She should be, I kept myself awake half the night coming up with that speech. My next challenge: maintaining my composure while I recite my epic St. Crispin’s Day soliloquy with Concorde glowering at me.

“What’s on the agenda today?” Mom says by way of a faux casual inquiry. Con: she’s still asking me for a step-by-step breakdown of my every waking hour. Pro: she’s trying to be less obvious about it.

“Meeting up with the gang at the mall for some Christmas shopping, might go catch a movie after that if anything good is playing.”

“You’re still doing your shopping? Usually by now you’ve bought and wrapped everything.”

“Having an off year is all.” Such a lie. There’s a pile of wrapped gifts sitting in my closet, all the people on my list accounted for. “See you later.”

The sky is a wintery slate blue, the color of a sky that wants to snow but lacks the clouds. For now, that is. A ragged line of granite-gray peeks over the tree line and the breeze is pushing it my way.

I’ve never flown in snow before. I bet it’s amazing.

The wind picks up, a hollow howl cutting through the—wait. That isn’t the wind.

I know that noise.

Oh, crap.

I don’t think, I don’t plan, I don’t hesitate, I just go.

Within seconds I’m hundreds, thousands of feet in the air. I glance over my shoulder and sure enough, there’s Manticore, keeping pace with me. A spray of energy sizzles past me, wide and outside. I throw back a few sloppy shots he doesn’t need to try to dodge.

Mach one comes and goes. A second boom echoes somewhere behind me.

I bank hard and narrowly avoid getting fried, but Manticore reacquires me immediately. This is our first encounter all over again, but I don’t think my trick of playing dead will work a second time.

So I try the tactic I used against Archimedes, weaving and swerving and reversing course at random, pitching attacks as I find my openings. He’s not hitting me, but I’m not hitting him either because my aim still SUCKS. We’re at a stalemate, but it’s only a matter of time before one of us makes a mistake or runs out of steam.

That would be me as I fly right into a light volley. My aura, to my surprise, blunts the worst of it but I still feel the impact. It’s like getting hit with a dozen fists all at once and it knocks the wind out of me. I spiral toward the ground. Manticore follows; he’s not making any assumptions this time around and he’s not letting up. He tags me again.

I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can’t fight back. I can’t fly.

Manticore seizes me by the ankle. He drops, dragging me behind him like a sack of groceries. We descend into a forest and Manticore releases me, pitching me like a bowling ball. The world spins. I am for a moment weightless, and then gravity cruelly reclaims me. I taste dirt and blood and snow.

A shape moves toward me. I raise a hand to ward off a kick to the head but he connects anyway. He grabs a fistful of my hair and jerks me up to my knees. A blade, curved like a talon, pops out of a housing on his forearm. He jams the point under my chin.

I should be scared. No, strike that; I should be wetting myself. I’m not; I’m furious, and Manticore sees it in my eyes.

“Credit where it’s due, kid, you got some solid steel guts, but if you try anything, I will put this through your skull,” Manticore says, poking me for emphasis. “I’ve killed children before. You can ask your buddy Concorde about that.”

“Hard to do...when I’m dead,” I growl.

“Well, now, that all depends on you. I wasn’t told to kill you, so you play nice and maybe you get to leave here alive. Your powers. Where did they come from?”

Manticore gets defiant silence for an answer. The blade bites into my flesh and that’s when the fear hits.

“AAH! An alien! I got them from an alien!” I expect him to call me out as a liar and stick me again. I wouldn’t believe me either, honestly, but Manticore says, “Go on.”

“I found a dying alien. He gave me his powers. He put something in my hands.”

Manticore grabs my hand, presses his thumb into my palm, feeling around. “Hm. Looks like we’re in business. Good news for you. Mostly. Like I said, you’re a brave girl. You’ll have to be brave for just a little longer,” he says, touching the point of his blade to the palm—

Oh God no no don’t please don’t do it no please no NO—


THIRTY-FIVE

I’m floating in a sea of black, a place beyond space and time, my body weightless. The void surrounds me like a burial shroud, warm and silent and final.

The darkness begins to recede, like a night sky yielding to the dawn. A sound sneaks into my ears—a voice, I think, far-away and garbled. Someone’s saying my name.

My vision clears. Mindforce is hovering over me. “Carrie,” he says, giving me a weak, worried smile. “How are you? Do you need something for the pain?”

Pain? What pain? What is he—?

I scream as I try to push myself into a sitting position. I fall back, my hands on fire. I bring them up to my face and they’re wrapped—mummified in gauze and medical tape. I try to flex my fingers but they won’t respond.

Sara appears next to me. “Don’t try to move,” she says.

“What...where?”

“You’re on the Pelican.” She tells me I hit my panic button (I did?) and Concorde tracked my signal to Thompson Island, one of the half-dozen or so islands off the coast of Boston. When he found me he called in Nina and Mindforce, who, against Concorde’s wishes, called the Squad in.

“Carrie,” Mindforce says. “Who attacked you?”

“Manticore. It was Manticore.”

Concorde curses so much I’m stunned the air doesn’t turn black. Sara squeezes my shoulder, a gesture meant to comfort that feels instead like a taunt: hey, check me out with my fully functional hands.

“They’re still after us,” Matt says.

“No,” I say. “He was after me specifically. He wanted—he said someone sent him to take the source of my powers.”

“Your powers are gone?”

“God, Matt, that doesn’t matter now,” Sara snaps. “Oh! Carrie, I didn’t mean it doesn’t matter...”

“I know what you meant.”

“Can we get them back? Your powers?” Missy says.

Concorde jumps in before I can reply. “No.”

“What do you mean, no? There has to be some way to track Manticore,” Matt says.

“There isn’t. There’s nothing to trace—no trail from his propulsion system, no radio or broadband signal, no transponder...”

“He doesn’t have a transponder? So how does he fly around without anyone noticing? Carrie can’t go up for five minutes without showing up on the Air National Guard’s radar.”

“His suit is stealth-enabled.”

“It is? I’ve read a lot about Manticore and I’ve never seen anything about him having stealth tech,” Matt says. “Is that a fact? Or is that just your personal theory?”

“How else would he be able to—”

“A dummy transponder. Something that makes him look like a civilian aircraft on air control systems. Don’t tell me Manticore isn’t smart enough to rig something like that.”

Concorde snorts irritably. “For sake of argument, let’s say that’s the case,” he says. “We still have no way of tracking him because we don’t know what his dummy signal looks like.”

“Maybe we do,” I say. Sara helps me sit up. “I was in the air, I don’t know, around eight-thirty this morning? I would have shown up on Stafford’s radar, right?”

Matt gets where I’m going. “You would have shown up as a bogey. Concorde, call the base,” he says, “ask them if they had a second hit in Kingsport’s airspace at the same time.”

Concorde makes the call. I’d cross my fingers if I could.

“Colonel Coffin, this is Concorde. I have a situation and I need some info on activity in Kingsport airspace, around oh-eight-thirty hours today. Uh-huh. Right.” His head snaps upright. “Wait, say that again. Colonel, feed that data to the Pelican, immediately, please.”

Concorde said please. My admiration of Colonel Coffin triples.

He pushes past everyone and ducks into the cockpit. I can’t make out what else he’s saying.

“Concorde?” Mindforce says.

“Stafford had one bogey and one target that came up as a civilian aircraft,” Concorde says. “They both dropped off the radar at the same time, over Thompson Island. About ten minutes later, the civilian craft popped back up, tracked north for two miles, then vanished again. The signal vanished right over Castle Island.”

“Take us there! Manticore has to be there.” I jump off the table and promptly fall into Sara’s arms.

Graceful.

“Get her back on the table,” Concorde says. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re in no shape to—”

“This is my fight too.”

“Not anymore it isn’t.”

“I’m going.”

“You’re not. And neither are the rest of you,” Concorde says, a commanding finger sweeping past each of the Hero Squad in turn before swinging back around to me. “We’re dropping you here. We’ll be back for you, just—”

“I’m not asking for your permission!”

“And I’m not giving it.”

“Manticore stole my powers!”

“Best thing that could have happened to you.”

I feel the scream rising. “Everyone out. Now.”

Mindforce wants to stay and referee but Nina, bless her, she knows better. She touches a control panel and the side of the Pelican opens like a mini-van door. Everyone files out. Nina closes Concorde in with me.

“Why are you doing this?” I slide off the table and will myself to stay upright without wobbling, without falling over. Dammit, I will face this man standing. “Tell me. Tell me what the hell your problem is with us. Since day one you’ve been riding us and yelling at us and treating us like crap and not once—not once have you ever actually talked to us like we’re people. Well, you’re going to talk to me now and you’re going to tell me what we did to piss you off. What is it? You scared of competition? Are you jealous we have real super-powers and you’re nothing but a hired goon in a fancy suit some rich guy gave to you? Come on, tell me! Tell me why you hate us so much!”

Concorde reacts as if I’d slapped him.

“What? You think I—I don’t—” Concorde turns away, paces in a slow circle around the Pelican. He stops, slides up his helmet’s dark outer visor. “I don’t hate you, Carrie. I don’t hate any of you.”

The eyes, as Granddad likes to say, they always tell the truth. He really doesn’t.

“...I’m terrified for you.”

He’s what?

With a drawn-out sigh, he says, “You’re not the first teenage super-heroes, you know. There have been others. Quite a few, in my time. Some of them, they managed to survive to become adults. They’re in the minority.”

He lets this sink in.

“I don’t know you that well, but I don’t need to know you to see how much potential you have, potential you’ll never realize if you get yourself killed doing this. I’ve buried children, Carrie,” he says, his voice catching. “I do not want to bury another. Ever.”

I’ve killed children before. You can ask your buddy Concorde about that.

Did Concorde know the super-hero Manticore killed? Did he witness it? Maybe he failed to save the kid?

It doesn’t matter. The details, they don’t matter. This whole time, in his own ham-fisted way, Concorde was trying to save us from ourselves. Yeah, he was pushy and a little self-righteous and a huge pain in the butt, but he had our best interests at heart. It’s almost parental, really, but “I’m not your child, Concorde. It’s not your responsibility to try to save my life.”

“And it’s not your responsibility to save anyone else’s life,” Concorde says.

“No, it’s not,” I say, “but it’s what I’m choosing to do. I have the power to help people—”

“Not anymore you don’t.”

My hands, I can’t stop them from trembling. He’s right. I don’t have super-powers anymore. I’m a normal girl again.

It doesn’t matter.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll find a way. This,” I say, thrusting my hands in Concorde’s face, “isn’t going to stop me. You’re not going to stop me. I’m a super-hero now and nothing you can do will change that. Powers or no, I will find a way.”

“Yeah,” Concorde says. “I believe you would.”
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“They don’t look all that remarkable,” the Foreman says, pressing his face close to the metal tray, upon which rest two small objects resembling pieces of polished cat’s eye. Wet blobs of blackish-red lurk beneath them like gruesome shadows.

“You wanted the source of her power, those are them,” Manticore says. “Don’t give me a hard time if they’re not living up to your expectations.”

“I was merely commenting.”

“I’d love to hear what the boys at the Baltimore lab have to say about them,” Dr. Cane says, resisting the urge to touch them. “Do they generate the energy themselves? Channel it from some primary source?”

“I’m sure the tech monkeys will be happy to talk shop with you when they’re all done,” the Foreman says. “Manticore, if you would.”

“If I would what? Hey, pal, you hired me to bring you your fancy marbles, not hump them halfway down the coast. Do it yourself. Or call FedEx.”

The Foreman sighs. “How much?”

“Five.”

“For a simple courier job?”

“Yeah, because I don’t do simple courier jobs. Consider it the cost of insulting me.”

“I wouldn’t let him go yet,” Archimedes says, his voice drifting over the facility’s PA system. “We might need him here.”

“Why?” the Foreman says. “What’s happening?”

“We have visitors.”

At some point in the past, according to Nina, a lifelong Boston girl, Castle Island (actually a peninsula, go figure) was the site of Fort Independence. Originally built in the 17th Century and rebuilt many times since, it was last active in World War II and fell into disuse, and then disrepair, and then to rubble. She has no sense of when it was purchased and turned into commercial property, or why anyone would want to build anything on a dinky little spit of land that could get wiped out by the next hurricane, but from our current perspective, the building below looks like someone sank a decent amount of cash into it.

“Appears innocent enough,” Mindforce says, echoing my thought.

“If you ignore the fact it has no signs or company logos anywhere,” Concorde says. Mindforce is thoughtfully relaying his transmissions into the Pelican so we can all share in the moment. “I can’t find anything on this place. It doesn’t even show up on Google Maps.”

“Yeah, that’s not funny at all,” Matt says.

“They’re in there,” I say without thinking about it.

Mindforce twists around in his seat. “What?”

“They’re in there. The source of my powers, I...I know they’re in there, somewhere. I can feel them,” I say. I can’t explain it further but this isn’t wishful thinking on my part. This sensation, whatever it is, it’s very real.

“What do we do now?” Nina asks. “Rattle their cage a little, see if they respond?”

“We can’t do that,” Mindforce says. “If we charge in and it is a legitimate business...”

“Well? Is it?”

Mindforce concentrates for a moment. “There are people in there...”

“Calm down,” the Foreman says. “This building uses the same type of psychic bafflers you have in your helmet. If Mindforce scans us he’ll get nothing but vague readings.”

“And you think the fact one of the most powerful psionics on the planet can’t read anyone’s mind won’t make him suspicious?” Manticore says. He takes in the flickering mosaic that is Archimedes’ wall of monitors, which shows the sky above the facility from a dozen different angles, and looks for a telltale glint of silver slipping in and out of the frames: Concorde cruising the island’s perimeter. “One of you better make a call, because I guarantee you Concorde is coming up with a plan of attack.”

“Let him. As long as we don’t do anything overtly suspicious, he has no cause to—what happened to that camera?”

Archimedes scowls at the black rectangle amidst the sea of color. “The signal’s gone.”

“Then get it back.”

“The signal’s gone because the camera’s gone.”

A second monitor winks out.

“They’re on to you,” Manticore says.

“If we’re wrong about this place, Concorde, you’re paying to replace these things,” Mindforce says, crushing a third camera with a thought.

“He can afford it,” Nina says.

I’ll file that comment away for later analysis, but for now we need to stay focused on Concorde’s plan to turn the heat up. He noticed the place was covered in cameras, some of them mounted on poles extending out from the roof and aimed at the sky—funny placement for security cameras for an allegedly mundane office building. Mindforce is disabling them one by one, blinding whoever is inside watching us.

Mindforce crumples the last camera and sets the Pelican back to hovering at the edge of the island. It’s a staring contest now. We need them to blink first.

We wait.

“We can wait them out,” the Foreman insists.

“Until they do what? We’re blind and deaf,” Archimedes says, his palms slick with sweat.

“And they’re in the dark. They won’t make a move until we do, therefore, we don’t make a move.”

“Scramble your fancy battlesuits and send them out with me,” Manticore says. “That transport of theirs isn’t packing. The Thrashers can take that, I’ll take care of Concorde. I’ll even cap him for free.”

“You make one move against my orders and you can kiss your paycheck for this mission goodbye,” the Foreman says. “In fact, you do anything without my say-so, I’ll have Archimedes here drain every last one of your accounts.”

“Oh, please don’t drag me into this...”

“Don’t make promises I’ll kill you for keeping,” Manticore says, but the Foreman is not impressed.

“Please. You’re one man. We’re a national network. You kill me and you won’t be able to show your shiny metal face in this country ever again.”

“Gentlemen, can we posture later?” Archimedes says. “We have a super-team hovering literally outside our window and we have no idea what they’re up to.”

“Unless you have a suggestion to remedy that...”

“I do, in fact. They have a secure com system, but I can piggyback onto it. We can at least listen in on what they’re saying.”

“...Do it.”

I check my cell phone. Nearly five minutes have passed since we killed the last camera and nothing’s happened.

Nina shares our impatience. “This is getting us nowhere fast. I say screw it and let’s hit the place and we’ll apologize later if we’re wrong.”

“I’m not ready to go there yet,” Concorde says.

“Sorry, Nina, he’s right,” Mindforce says. “We can’t risk attacking a civilian property. We need hard proof there’s something—”

“It’s him!” Sara blurts out. “He’s here! I mean he’s there!”

“Sara?”

“Archimedes! I can feel him in the Pelican! He’s in the system!”

***

Manticore grabs two fistfuls of shirt and slams Archimedes against his seat. “Did you hear that? You’ve been made, you damn stupid amateur!”

“I didn’t know the psychic girl was on-board!”

The Foreman shoulders Manticore away. “Archimedes, hack their control system, shut it down! Crash them!”

“I can’t!”

Mindforce breathes a sigh of relief. “Concorde, looks like we’re good, the new firewall you installed seems to be working.”

“Same here,” Concorde says. “All right, people, we have confirmation. We’re going in straight, through the front door. Mindforce, bring the Pelican in, I’ll—dammit, incoming!”

We didn’t need any further proof this was the place but we’re getting it anyway, in the form of four Thrashers rising up to greet us—and Manticore is leading the charge.

“I’ll take Manticore, you get out of here!”

“Hold on!” Mindforce shouts back to us even as the first volley of hypervelocity railgun fire strafes the Pelican, pinging against the hull like hail. “Nina, strap them in!”

I protest instinctively (it’s not like I can grab onto anything in my current state), but Nina manages to get me into a seat at the rear of the Pelican even though it’s pitching like a ship in a typhoon. I’m grateful to her, yet I resent her for unwittingly making me feel like dead weight. Without my powers I’m useless, and it’s cold comfort knowing that none of the Squad can do anything either.

“What are you waiting for?” Matt says. He has to shout over the worrisome clatter of gunfire punching through the Pelican’s tail section. “Fire back at them!”

“It’s a transport! We don’t have any weapons!”

“Don’t suppose you have a rocket launcher in that coat of yours?” Nina says.

So he pulls a rocket launcher out of his trench coat.

“You are my new favorite person in the whole wide world.”

“Heat-seeker,” Matt says, patting the mouth of the launcher, a solid steel tube with a shoulder mount and a bright red trigger. “Think you can give me a target?”

Nina laughs.

“Stuart, be a pal and keep me from plummeting to my death?” Matt says as Nina pops the side hatch. The air pressure shifts and briefly tries to suck us all out of the ship. Stuart grabs Matt by the belt with one hand and with the other digs his fingers into the hull. “The body armor’s too thick, so aim for the head or the pods on the back.”

“Easy-peasy,” Nina says, and she proves it when a Thrasher comes within range and she pitches a plume of fire across the gap, igniting the suit all along its back.

We girl-folk, we press into the hull to avoid getting barbecued by the miniature volcano erupting from the rear of the launcher. Wish Matt had warned us about that, but I’ll forgive him because the missile does its job perfectly: there’s a flash and a boom, and Nina hoots like she’d just won the Super Bowl singlehandedly.

“What the hell was that?” Concorde says.

“Air support to the rescue, baby!” Nina crows.

“We lost one of the—no, two Thrashers,” Archimedes says. The Foreman is unmoved, his mask hiding any hint of concern. “Make that three.”

“S-sir?” one of the techies says. “Sir?”

“I will shoot you dead if you try to run,” the Foreman says. “No one leaves this facility until I give the order. We have too much invested in this place to abandon it. Archimedes, mobilize security, code red.”

“That only puts a dozen or so men—”

“I am aware of that,” the Foreman says, “and so help me, if anyone questions another order or talks back instead of doing their bloody job...”

“Last Thrasher is down,” Archimedes says. “They’re coming.”

“Here’s the plan, so listen up because I’m only saying this once,” Concorde says. “Mindforce, there’s an open bay door on the north face, that’s where the Thrashers came from. Set down there. You’re with me and Nina; we’re going to keep Manticore busy.”

“What about the Squad?” Mindforce says.

“...They’re going in. Carrie, Matt, there are spare com sets in the hold, in the black case near the starboard door, I want one on each of you at all times, you understand?” We find the earpieces and slip them on. “You five go in, find Carrie’s...whatever they are, and get out. No side-trips, no heroics, in and out and gone, you got it?”

“Copy that,” Matt says.

Concorde chuckles. “Listen to you.”

Matt passes out our quote-unquote costumes as Mindforce swoops around for a landing. “I’m landing with the port side toward the building,” he says, his voice crystal-clear in my ear, as though he were standing next to me. “As soon as I touch down, go. You heard Concorde, stick to your objective.”

“And if anything gets in your way,” Nina says, “don’t hold back, because they’re not going to.”

I’d rather not think about that.

Game face, Carrie. It’s, as they say, go time.

The Pelican drops, and before the wheels touch the ground we’re out and racing across the Thrashers’ hangar and maintenance bay. Two men in orange coveralls cower against a wall as we pass and don’t lift a finger to stop us.

“Hold up,” Matt says once we exit into a wide corridor. He looks at each of us in turn and says, “Superbeast, you’re on point. If anything gets in our way, move it. Psyche, stick with Lightstorm, you’re her shield. Lightstorm, you’re our compass, tell us where we need to go. Kunoichi, you and I are watching the rear. Sound good?”

“Sounds good,” I say, slipping Matt a smile. He’s not such a bad leader.

“Let’s go.”

“The Hero Squad has entered the facility,” Archimedes says, “ground level, through the hangar, heading south. They must be here for the girl’s power source.”

“Track them,” the Foreman says. “I want half the security force placed on level four and half on level three. Tell Dr. Cane he needs to pack our prize and prepare for immediate departure.”

Archimedes dares to ask, “And the rest of us?”

“Sorry, Archimedes, but you’re not that important anymore. Our employer has placed top priority on those stones, at the expense of all else.” His mask shifts in such a way as to suggest he’s smiling underneath. “Once Dr. Cane is clear we’ll worry about you, so I suggest you wish him good luck and God speed.”

The calling, the impulse, whatever you want to call it, it’s pulling me deeper into the building, compelling me to go up. “Stairs. We need to find stairs.”

We find them easily enough. There are cameras on every landing, watching us, following us as we pass. I think we’re all tempted to smash them, but that wouldn’t hide our movement. Instead, Matt flips the bird at one. Classy.

Floor two. Three. Four. The stairs end.

“Here,” I say.

Stuart pushes the door open. The explosion fills the stairwell, echoing off the brickwork, stabbing our ears. Fire washes over Stuart, spills off onto the carpeted floor, setting it ablaze. The echo fades out and is replaced by the rattle of gunfire. Bullets ricochet off Stuart’s skin. A few bounce a second time off Sara’s shield.

“What’s the call, coach?” Stuart says. He makes a gagging sound and spits out a bullet he caught, by dumb luck, in his mouth. “Yugh. Gross.”

“Flatten ‘em!”

Stuart, grinning, goes forth to flatten.

“Matt! I mean—oh, I mean Matt!” Missy says. “Behind us!”

Matt and Missy dive out of the way. A spray of gunfire chews up the wall where they’d been standing a moment before. A half-dozen men in black body armor advance on us from below, the two in front emptying their machine guns. Sara’s shield protects us, but we’re pinned—at least until Stuart clears the hall.

Matt tells us to get ready. He pulls out from his coat a slender black canister. He pulls a wire pin free and chucks it over the shield. It falls into the center of the soldiers.

“Down! Cover your ears!” Matt grabs Sara and pulls her to the floor. I follow his lead.

A high-pitched bang contributes to our morning of hearing damage, but we get off light; the soldiers scream and moan and sway on their feet like people getting off the wildest ride at the carnival.

Missy doesn’t wait for an order. She launches herself over the railing and tears into the soldiers like a buzzsaw, all fists and feet. At the top of their game they might be able to take her, but dazed and disoriented? No way. Six men down and hey, the hallway is quiet.

Stuart leans into view. His clothes hang off him in tatters. “I miss anything?”

“Nothing worth mentioning,” Matt says.

“Dude, why are you yelling?”

“Flash-bang grenade in close quarters. Not my best idea.”

“It worked,” Sara says.

“What’d you say?” Missy shouts.

We step over the half-dozen forms scattered across the floor like downed tenpins and into some kind of lab-slash-medical bay. The feeling that drew me here, it’s gone.

No, not gone; moved. It’s somewhere beneath my feet.

“There,” I say, pointing at the floor. “Below us.”

“What, it’s moving?” Matt says. “Superbeast. Shortcut, downstairs.”

Stuart interprets shortcut as punch a big hole in the floor. He drops down into a main corridor, Missy right behind him. “I see him!”

“Get him!”

Him, whoever he is, is well and truly gotten by the time Matt, Sara, and I reach the third floor; Stuart has him pinned up against a panoramic plate glass window with one finger (show-off) but judging by the raw terror on the man’s face you’d think Stuart was about to make a gelding of him. I guess that depends on what happens next.

“You have something that belongs to me,” I say. His eyes drop to the pocket of his lab coat. Matt removes a small rectangular case like you might keep your glasses in. Maybe it’s my imagination (or maybe the blood loss is finally catching up to me), but the case seems to be humming.

I open it. Inside, nestled in a thick padded lining, are two stones a shade of swirling, scintillating yellow I’ve never seen before. My fingers don’t want to work but I make them. I lift the stones out and, through a supreme effort of will, close my fists around them.

They vibrate in my hands, grow warm, then hot, impossibly hot, like miniature suns, their radiance spreading up my arms, consuming my body. My bandages fall away as burning embers. Every inch of me sings. Every inch of me is on fire.

I’ve been screaming the whole time.

The world snaps back into focus.

Carrie? Sara says.

No.

Lightstorm.
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“Lightstorm? Lightstorm? Come in! What’s happening, are you all right?”

Concorde is frantic—understandable, I guess, what with all the agonized shrieking on my part. “I’m here. I’m okay. We’re coming out.”

“Do it fast,” Concorde says.

“Guys, clear out now,” Mindforce says. “Manticore is making a run for it and that’s never a good sign.”

Oh hell no. There is no way, no way I’m letting that monster escape.

“Go on. I’ll be back,” I say right before I blow out the window and leap out, thinking as I clear the frame Maybe I should have checked to make sure my powers are fully functional again.

No worries: they are.

Good. Because I owe Manticore some pain.

“What do we do with this guy?” Stuart says.

“Let me go, please,” Cane says. “I’m no one important. I run the sick bay is all—I give out aspirin and band-aids!”

“And occasionally sneak crazy-powerful alien weaponry out of the building,” Matt points out.

“I was only following orders.”

“Seriously? You’re going with that?”

“He’s upstairs,” Cane says. “The man who runs the facility, he’s upstairs, with Archimedes.”

“Where is he?”

“One floor up, look for a set of heavy double doors, they’re in there.”

“We need to go,” Sara prods.

“Change of plans.”

“Dude, Concorde will crap a brick,” Stuart says.

“Mindforce will crap a brick,” Sara says.

“Do we really want to let Archimedes slip away again? I sure don’t, not if I want to ever get a good night’s sleep again.” Matt says.

“Huh?”

“Minotaur didn’t find us all on his own. You really think he just happened to run into us in the middle of the city?”

“He’s right,” Cane says. “Archimedes, he tracked you. He can track you wherever you go.”

“You shut up,” Stuart says, poking Cane in the belly hard enough to knock the breath out of him. “But he’s right. As long as Archie’s on the loose he can find us anywhere, yeah?”

“I say we get him,” Missy says. “I know we’re disobeying orders but we had no idea Archimedes was here but now we know he is we can get him and send him back to Byrne because I don’t want to be scared anymore.”

“What she said.”

Matt looks to Sara. Hesitantly, she nods.

“Run,” Matt tells Cane. “And if you’re smart, you’ll run right to the Protectorate.”

“Why,” Cane wheezes, clutching his chest as though warding off a heart attack, “would I do that?”

“Because you just ratted out your boss, and something tells me he’s not a forgiving kind of guy.”

Cane’s sudden pallor stands as a silent confirmation of that hunch.

Stuart leads the charge, plunging headlong through the sealed doors to Archimedes’ chamber. Six men and women leap from their chairs and cower behind their terminals, but not the man in black, who points a damning finger at the Squad. “MATTHEW STEIGER!”

They freeze. Archimedes, his forehead shiny with flop-sweat, rolls out of his seat and takes his place behind the Foreman.

“Sara Danvers. Melissa Hamill. Stuart Lumley.” As he says their name in turn, the wall of monitors conjures images of their student IDs, their Facebook pages, their parents’ drivers’ licenses. Tax records, mortgage documents, bank statements, phone bills, electric bills, gas bills, water bills—their entire lives and the lives of their families literally flash before their eyes.

“We know everything about you,” the Foreman says, gesturing in presentation like a game show hostess showing off a grand prize sports car. “Here’s what’s going to happen, kids. You’re going to get out of our way and let us leave, or Archimedes will erase everything. Your lives, your parents’ lives, gone. In this day and age, that’s as good as a death sentence.”

Matt swallows air; his mouth has gone desertdry. “No way.”

“Don’t screw with us, Matt,” Archimedes taunts. “You make one wrong move and all that? I make it all go away before you can blink. You think you can move faster than the speed of thought?”

Archimedes corkscrews through the air, his data cable ripping free of his interface crown and swinging back to slap the Foreman in the mask.

“I can,” Sara says.

“Hmph. Right. Contingency plan, then,” the unflappable Foreman says. He raises a hand, which cradles a small black box. “This is a dead man’s switch. If I release this switch, it instantly detonates the C-4 laced throughout this building’s infrastructure.”

“Now we know you’re bluffing,” Matt says. “You blow the building, you’ll die too.”

“I’m prepared to make that sacrifice,” the Foreman says. “Your friends in the Protectorate would no doubt find a lot of very interesting things here. I’m not about to let any of it fall into their hands—and a good captain always goes down with the ship.”

“And you expect us to let you go?”

“I do. And once I’m well clear I will detonate the C-4. That should take about ten minutes.”

“How do we know you won’t set it off early?”

The Foreman shrugs. “You don’t. But you don’t have much of a choice now, do you?”

Sara, Matt says, is he for real?

I can’t tell, Sara says. His mind’s shielded somehow; I can’t read him at all.

The switch thing, can you, I don’t know, keep his hand closed?

I don’t have that kind of control, Sara says, cursing herself. More likely I’d knock it out of his hand.

Matt sidesteps away from the exit, cueing the others to do the same. The techs shove each other out of the way for the right to leave first.

The Foreman, in a final show of his power, of his contempt, strolls out, waving goodbye with his free hand.

“Enjoy the win while you can. As they say, this is only the battle,” he says. “We still have a whole war ahead of us.”

As I climb I catch sight of two dots in the distance skirting the cloud cover. One of them hurls thunder, the other trails lightning in its wake. I close in. My hands itch. My head throbs. I’m pushing too hard too soon. I keep pushing.

Concorde shoots me a look. I await his standard scornful greeting.

“Help me take this bastard down,” he says.

“Absolutely.”

We split off, swoop around until we’re flanking Manticore and then let him have it, sound and fury from the left, light and rage from the right. We bank hard, trading positions, strafing Manticore as we pass. His wings fold back and he not so much dodges as plummets out of the way. Concorde and I swing around, shadowing him, trying to dismantle him in a lethal crossfire, but damn is he slick. We can’t touch him.

Manticore soars low over the ocean, weaving and bobbing around our joint assault, then power-climbs. Concorde drops an F-bomb in my ear. “He’s heading toward the city!”

“So? He can’t lose us in the—”

“He’s not trying to lose us! We have to stop him, now!”

Something bad’s happening. This isn’t a grudge match anymore. Concorde fires recklessly, desperately.

Castle Island slides past us on our left as we hurtle down the throat of Boston Harbor. Manticore reaches the North End and stays low, skimming the rooftops to rob us of a clear shot. We pass South Station, North Station, the science museum. The skyscrapers fall behind us and we’re over, I don’t know, Cambridge, maybe? The buildings are all much shorter, more historical in appearance.

Manticore dips over a public park, almost kissing the ground, and then rockets away. His tail detaches, pinwheeling through the air.

“NO!”

“Concorde?” Concorde lands, scoops up the tail, blasts off back toward the ocean. “What are you doing? Manticore’s escaping!”

“Doesn’t matter! He’s set the nuclear microcell in his tail to overload!”

“Overload? Like—”

“Like in two minutes everything within a twomile radius gets vaporized!”

Oh my God. “Can you get it out of the city before it blows?”

“...I have to.”

I don’t like that answer. “Will you be able to get clear?” This time there’s no answer. I like that even less.

I can still catch Manticore. Catch him? Hell, without his main weapon he’s easy prey. I can take him down.

Or...

There’s no choice.

I’m moving so fast Concorde is a speck in my proverbial rear-view mirror by the time he realizes I’ve snatched the tail away from him. He orders me to stop, let him take care of it.

“I’m faster than you. I have a better chance of getting it far enough out to sea.” Not that I have unshakable confidence I can get out of the blast zone afterwards, but if either one of us has to make the sacrifice, better me than him.

I’m not trying to be noble, it’s just a fact. Concorde is arrogant, abrasive, patronizing, stubborn, and one of the best super-heroes around. The world needs him a lot more than it needs me.

For the record: this is not my teary farewell speech. I plan to live for a good long time.

“Twenty seconds,” Concorde says. The transmission is weak, cracking with static. There’s nothing around but a churning floor of blue—as far as the eye can see, no hint of land.

I apologize in advance to Greenpeace for what I am about to do.

I let go and pause long enough to watch the tail tumble end over end and drop into the ocean with a faint splash.

Zero to sonic boom in less time than it takes to blink.

“Ten seconds.”

The sky turns retina-scorching white for a heartbeat and, as quickly, fades to a warm gold. A wall of blistering hot air—the shockwave—hits a second later, followed by a high-pitched pop and a rumbling roar unlike anything I’ve ever heard in my life, like the largest thunderstorm in the history of the world is rising up from the darkest depths of Hell to slap me out of the sky.

Like I need any help there, I’m doing fine on my own; my injuries, the exertion, the stress, the plummeting adrenaline, it all hits me at once and I come dangerously close to passing out mid-flight. I keep it together well enough to avoid hitting the ocean at top speed, so it only hurts like a mother instead of killing me.

The icy water shocks me back to full consciousness. I kick, trusting (hoping) I’m pointing in the right direction. I break the surface and shake a curtain of wet hair out of my face and that’s when I see it, a fiery fist rising up from the horizon into a blackened sky. It’s a stunning, humbling, horrifying sight that sends a chill rippling down my body head-to-toe.

Either that or hypothermia is setting in. It is December.

Fortunately, my ride’s here.

“Carrie? Carrie!”

“Hey, Concorde. Give a girl a lift?”

Turns out I wasn’t the only person who got a little too close to an apocalyptic fireworks display. Seconds after I passed Castle Island on my way out, someone triggered a self-destruct sequence that reduced our mysterious facility to a heap of flaming rubble—long after the Squad got out, luckily, dragging along with them none other than Archimedes, plus the schmucks who tried to kill us, and a dozen more assorted people who apparently worked in the building. We can only guess what they did there seeing as none of them are talking.

Four Boston PD paddy wagons carted them off; they get regular person jail. Archimedes, he gets a special ride directly to Byrne courtesy of Mindforce and Concorde, which means we get to sit tight and enjoy the after-party from a safe distance, huddled among a couple of Red Cross support trucks doling out hot chocolate and sugary snacks (mental note: send generous donation and a nice thank-you card to the Red Cross).

“This?” Sara says, waving her hand at the smoldering debris, which is currently getting doused by (and this is only my best estimate) every last firefighter in the city of Boston. And I thought the post-mayhem scenes we witnessed in Kingsport were intense. “Let’s never do anything like this ever again.”

“Agreed,” I say.

“On the bright side,” Matt says, “we didn’t trash Kingsport for a change.”

That does make me feel a little better.

“How are the hands doing?”

I show Matt my palms. They’re sunburn red and itch like crazy, but they’re whole again. In more ways than one.

“So, raincheck on all the high-fives you deserve?”

“This was a team effort,” I say. “A two-team effort, in fact.”

“That would have ended catastrophically if it weren’t for you,” Sara says.

“Credit where it’s due,” Matt says.

“Back at you, dead-eye,” I say.

Matt shrugs off the compliment. “Nina’s idea,” he says.

“I was kidding about the rocket launcher,” Nina says, “but hey, who am I to complain about total success?”

“I wouldn’t call it total. Manticore and that Foreman guy slipped away scot-free, and I doubt Concorde’s going to learn anything useful from that mess,” I say, nodding at the wreckage of Bad Guy Headquarters.

“Mm, maybe, but you want to know a dirty little secret about the super-hero game?” Nina says. We lean in, our curiosity piqued. “Success is rarely ever total. There’s almost always a loose thread that never gets tied off, or someone slips away in the confusion, or you take a bad beating, or some innocent bystander gets hurt or killed. It happens, so instead of beating yourself up over the ten percent that went wrong, be thankful for the ninety percent you got right and do better next time.”

Next time. I wonder if Concorde will let us have a next time.


THIRTY-EIGHT

“How have you been doing, Carrie?” Mindforce says. “Do you feel you’ve adjusted well?”

“I don’t know how much adjusting I’ve needed to do,” I say. “I mean, everything’s back to normal. What’s to adjust to?”

“Hmm.”

“What hmm? Really, everything’s fine. I’m fine.”

“You lost your powers,” Concorde says, conducting his part of the interview from the briefing room corner, arms crossed, visor down.

“And then I got them back,” I say. “And they’ve been functioning properly. Guys, seriously, this isn’t a big deal. I got knocked down, I got up again. All part of the business, right?”

“For a superhuman to lose his or her powers, even briefly, that’s a distressing experience,” Mindforce says. “We want to make sure you’re not experiencing any lingering psychological trauma. Are you eating regularly? Sleeping well?”

I’m fine, okay? My hands have healed up, my powers work, I aced my last math test, and tonight’s Christmas Eve. Everything’s coming up Carrie.

“I’m having nightmares,” I say.

“About what?”

“Manticore. Attacking me. Chopping off my hands.” Hands that shake as I recall the misty memory of a vague dream I’ve had three, four times over the past two weeks. “Same dream, every time. I wake up covered in sweat. Then I sit in bed for an hour staring at my hands to make sure they’re really there.”

Something passes between Concorde and Mindforce. I hate mindspeak when I’m not in on the conversation.

“Would you like to talk about it?” Mindforce says. “Formally, I mean.”

“What, like, with a shrink?”

“The preferred term is psychologist, and yes, I mean with a shrink.”

“With him, specifically,” Concorde says.

“You’re a shri—psychologist?” Mindforce flashes a guilty as charged grin. I always wondered what he did for a day job.

“What do you say? You and I, alone, here at HQ, once a week after school.”

“Why?”

“Pardon?”

“Why would you do that for me? Not too long ago I was an annoyance,” I say to Concorde. “Now you want to help me. Why?”

“We have our reasons,” he says. “The offer’s on the table, take it or leave it.”

I take it.

Concorde offers to escort me to the secret subway thingy (I should ask him if it has a real name), but en route he takes me on an unannounced detour to his workshop. He ducks in and returns with—

“Is that a Christmas present?”

“Yes. For you,” he says, thrusting the gift at me with all the awkwardness of a teenage boy asking a girl for a first dance. “From Mindforce, Nina, and me.”

Now I feel like a total cheapskate. “I didn’t get you anything.”

“I have new toys to play with,” he says, jerking a thumb at his freshly repaired workshop, filled to the brim with Thrasher corpses.

“Do us all a favor? Don’t reattach the heads this time.” I take the package, which has some heft to it. First thing I do, of course, is give it a gentle shake and listen, but I learn nothing. “Should I open it now?”

“No. At home. In private,” he stresses.

Wait, Sara says. Concorde. He bought you a Christmas present?

Well, co-bought, I say, but still. Crazy, right?

It’s a Christmas miracle. Or something.

In Kingsport they say, Concorde’s heart grew three sizes that day.

Ha! You’ll have to let me know what it is.

Will do. I’ll give you a shout after dinner.

Not that I’m not curious, mind you, but first things first. On Christmas Eve, Mom takes the night off from cooking and we order in Chinese, which we devour while watching A Christmas Story. This is a longstanding and revered holiday tradition in the Hauser household, so whoever is leaning on the doorbell and interrupting our sacred ritual better be the delivery guy with our missing fortune cookies.

“Not it,” Mom says.

“Excuse me? Not it?” I laugh. “Who are you, me?”

“Answer the door.”

Christmas spirit, Carrie, Christmas spirit. That’s why DVD players have pause buttons.

Oh.

“Hey, kiddo,” Dad says.

It wasn’t a long visit. Dad was on his way to Worcester to spend Christmas with Uncle Tyler and his family and, with Mom’s consent, decided to take a little side-trip to personally deliver my presents. A little Christmas bonus, Mom called it. We exchanged gifts, he stuck around to watch a little of the movie with us and swipe some of my chicken teriyaki, and then he was back on the road.

It wasn’t a long visit, but it was long enough.

Dad gone, dinner eaten, and movie watched, I say an early good-night to Mom and Granddad and run up to my room, though my excitement over the mystery box is not what it was. What could possibly live up to a surprise Christmas visit from Dad?

The door closed and locked as a precaution, I sit on the bed with the package (I’m not ready to call it a gift) and tear off the paper to reveal a plain brown cardboard box. I lift the lid, and the first thing I see is a pair of fancy sunglasses. There are funny little widgets on the earpieces, kind of like those Bluetooth earpieces you see stuck-up executives wearing. I slip them on. The smoked lenses wrap around my face, covering my peripheral vision. They beep softly in my ears and the word INITIALIZING appears in glowing text in front of my left eye. A few seconds later, IDENT NEEDED appears on the left lens, SAY YOUR NAME on the right.

“Carrie Hauser.”

The lenses go blank.

VOICEPRINT CONFIRMED HELLO LIGHTSTORM

After a few seconds of silence: “Hello, Carrie.” Concorde’s voice. “You’re no doubt wondering what the thing on your face is.”

“Definitely,” I say, thinking out loud.

“For starters, it’s your transponder, so make sure you’re wearing it whenever you go airborne,” Concorde says and my heart skips a beat. Transponder! “The lenses are a shatter-resistant polymer, and they’re your heads-up display. The voice-activated onboard computer is GPS-equipped and linked to military and civilian air control systems, so you’ll be able to see where you are, your altitude, your orientation, and if there’s anything else in your airspace. Pay attention to that last function. I’ve flown into more than a few birds in my time and believe me, it’s no fun.

“You’re also hooked into all the necessary radio bands—commercial, first responder, military, and most importantly, the Protectorate’s communications network. I expect you to use it, a lot.” Concorde sighs at me in stereo. “I’m putting a lot of faith in you, Carrie. You’re a smart girl, and I’m trusting you to be smart enough to know when you’re in over your head. Don’t make a fool out of me.”

“I won’t,” I say.

“I’m holding you to that,” Concorde says, and I jump a foot off my bed.

“Concorde?”

“What, did you think this was a recording?”

“I did, actually.”

“Sorry, kid, it’s me in your ear, live and direct, and you better get used to it,” he says, as surly as ever. “Don’t think I’m cutting you loose. I’ll be watching you and your friends every step of the way, and if you give me a good reason to shut you down I will, by any means necessary, and I guarantee it’ll hurt. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Well, what are you waiting for? Suit up and try it out,” he says, and the earpieces fall silent.

The next thing I take out of the box feels like no fabric I’ve ever handled before. It’s as thick and tough as leather but as soft as silk, and has the slickness and sheen and stretchiness of spandex. It unfolds into a full bodysuit in yellow and white. There’s a belt and black leather gloves, and a pair of dead sexy calf-height boots sit in the bottom of the box (I’m betting I have Natalie to thank for those).

Ten minutes later, covered in my long winter coat and armed with an excuse about forgetting to give Sara her present, I’m out the door. Once in the woods near my house and well out of sight from the street, I drop my coat and slip the goggles on.

LOGIN

“Carrie Hauser.”

VERIFY IDENT

“...Lightstorm.”

VOICEPRINT CONFIRMED HELLO LIGHTSTORM

“Hello, fancy shades.”

TRANSPONDER ACTIVE

GPS ACTIVE

COMM SYST ACTIVE

The earth falls away. Trees slide past me as if they’re retracting into the ground and release me into an ice-blue sky littered with fat clouds. I rise up to meet them and they greet me with a dusting of snow, flakes as white as sunlight and as big as pennies. They touch my aura and, with a whisper-faint sizzle, vaporize.

Merry Christmas to me.

Allow me to re-introduce myself. My name is Carrie Hauser. Fifteen years old, high school sophomore, formerly of Barnstable, Massachusetts, currently of Kingsport.

You can call me Lightstorm.

I’m a super-hero.


EPILOGUE

“Welcome back, sir,” the receptionist says. “She’s expecting you.”

Of course she’s expecting me, you idiot, the Foreman grumbles to himself. He snatches back his ID, a black plastic card with a magnetic strip and no identifying marks—no name, no photo, no insigne identifying an organization as large as any mid-size American corporation but more secretive than any government black ops outfit.

The Foreman passes several pairs of security guards en route to the main elevator. Standard security was doubled at every facility after the Boston incident, the lighter weekend shifts eliminated in favor of full rosters. It strains the organization’s finances a little, but so did losing an entire outpost and the millions of dollars of technology within. An ounce of prevention and a pound of cure and all that.

The guards posted at the elevator know who he is, even without the mask, but they do not greet him as they normally would, with polite nods and Good morning sirs with a heavy dose of respect and not more than a little fear. Word of what happened spread throughout the operation like wildfire and, clearly, it’s robbed him of his prestige.

But he didn’t rise through the ranks as quickly as he did by making excuses on the rare occasion things went wrong. The same sharp, calculating mind that elevated him will save him from falling...too far, at any rate.

The doors slide open. He steps into the elevator and they close. The car rises. He hasn’t touched a single button.

He steps out on the top floor, which is accessible to its owner and whoever she invites up and no one else. He approaches the black marble desk and waits by one of the leather chairs, waits to be invited to sit. He knows the protocol.

“Ma’am,” the Foreman says.

“I finished reviewing the loss report on Boston an hour ago,” she says, waving a manila folder at the Foreman. “The total hit is eight figures, plus Archimedes.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“We lost no data thanks to the automatic backups. The facility, the hardware, the manpower, those are regrettable but acceptable losses.” She inhales slowly, exhales. “The loss of Archimedes, however? That is not acceptable.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“He might well have been the most valuable resource we’ve ever acquired, and now he’s sitting in Byrne. Again.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“What do you plan to do about that?”

“Nothing, ma’am.”

She narrows her eyes at the man who, up until last week, was her most valued, most trusted ally. “Nothing.”

“Yes ma’am. Nothing.”

“Explain.”

“If I may speak freely?” She gestures: proceed. “Ma’am, your organization’s secrecy has been compromised more in the past two months than it has been in the past five years, thanks directly and indirectly to Archimedes.”

“Without him we’ve lost an unparalleled datamining operative,” she says. “Our best hackers can’t do half what he did.”

“I recognize he’s a unique asset, but he’s not ready. He’s too independent. He needs to be broken so we can rebuild him to your liking, and there’s no better way than to leave him in prison for a while.

“Additionally,” the Foreman continues, “if we were to try and free Archimedes right away, it would raise suspicion and risk further exposure—just as it would if we were to make any further moves against the team calling itself the Hero Squad. If I might make a recommendation?”

“...Go ahead.”

“Leave Archimedes alone, leave the Hero Squad alone, leave Boston alone, at least for a while. Let things cool down. Let them forget about us. We have plenty of projects to pursue while keeping the organization out of the spotlight, and that is what we need.”

“Out of sight, out of mind,” she says, “that’s your suggestion?”

“Consider it a short-term sacrifice for long-term gain, ma’am.”

She drums her fingernails on the desk, contemplating. “I want you to stay put. I need to keep one set of reliable eyes on the Protectorate and their little youth corps.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“They’re going to be trouble, those children. Especially the girl,” she says with an unprecedented note of concern that does not go unnoticed.

“We’ll take care of her, ma’am. We’ll take care of them all,” the Foreman says. “In good time.”

“In good time,” she agrees.
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