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For the geek girls of the world
You don’t need anyone’s permission or approval
 



 
PART ONE: WRAPPED IN AN ENIGMA
 
When we last left our heroes...
That’s how stories like this start, right? I’m still new to this.
We all are, truth be told — and by we I mean the Hero Squad, Kingsport, Massachusetts’ hot new teen super-team: Carrie “Lightstorm” Hauser (a.k.a. me), Stuart “Superbeast” Lumley, Sara “Psyche” Danvers, Missy “Kunoichi” Hamill, and (ahem) Matt “Captain Trenchcoat” Steiger.
(Yes, I am aware Matt’s super-hero name sucks. Painfully aware. We’re working on him.)
Anyway, when we last left our heroes, we’d prevented a major catastrophe (i.e., a nutjob in high-tech armor blowing up Boston with a small nuke), but failed to tie everything up in a neat little package (i.e., said nutjob escaping, along with the mysterious organization that hired him). More win than loss, sure, but we only scored the win because we got a lot of help from the Protectorate, the nation’s A-list super-team.
So yeah, Inauspicious Debuts ‘R’ Us.
Nevertheless, some good has come out of it. Concorde (super-hero, co-founder of the Protectorate, full-time jerk) has, begrudgingly, accepted that we’re serious about making a go as super-heroes. He’s not helping us, but he’s agreed to take a step back, observe from a distance, and step in only when necessary.
There. You’re all caught up.
Now, hold on tight. Things are going to get real hairy real fast.
 



 
ONE
 
“Wake up, Lightstorm. Your team needs you.”
I sit bolt-upright in bed, jumping from Dead to the World to Holy Crap I’m Awake in 1.5 seconds. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“What? Nothing...except everyone’s at the restaurant except you,” Matt says. “Where are you?”
“I was sleeping,” I snarl into my cell phone, “like all right-thinking people should be on New Year’s Day.”
“It’s almost noon. Why are you still in bed?”
Well, for starters, I’m a teenager; sleeping late on weekends, that’s our thing. And second, “I stayed up last night to watch the ball drop.”
“Seriously? You do the whole New Year’s Rockin’ Eve thing?”
“Yes.”
“Pft. Lame televised party is lame. Get dressed and get over here, we’re hungry.”
“I needs to feed!” Stuart says somewhere in the background.
“The gods of Chinese buffet, they taunt Stuart with their bounty. I fear he won’t last much longer. Only you can save him.”
“Okay, I get the hint. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
Pre-lunch prep is nothing more than jumping into some jeans, a sweater, and my sneakers. “Going to meet the others for lunch back later bye!” I shout out to Mom, zipping through the living room before she can corner me to demand my full itinerary. New Year’s Resolution Number One: get Mom used to the fact that I’m within arm’s reach of adulthood and need to fly free.
Speaking of which: remember what I said about being at the restaurant in five minutes? I meant that literally.
The woods near my house are covered in a light coating of winter frost. Frozen leaves crunch beneath my feet in a pleasant New Englandy way. The sky peers through trees stripped naked by the change of seasons. It’s a wintery gray, bright and dark at the same time. The clouds look close enough to touch. All you have to do is reach for them.
So I do.
I’m a few hundred feet in the air when I remember to slip on the ultra-high-tech goggles Concorde gave me for Christmas. I’m not yet in the habit of putting them on before going airborne, but I should make that New Year’s Resolution Number Two: goggles first, flying second, because among their many cool features, they have a transponder that lets the local Air National Guard base know I’m, as they put it, “a friendly” and not something they need to shoot down.
They’re also GPS-equipped, which means all I have to do is say, “Plot course, Silk Sails, Kingsport,” and the on-board computer does the rest. A simplified map appears on the lenses, along with a red line, like in an Indiana Jones movie, showing me which way to fly.
The trick, once I arrive, is finding a place to discreetly land. Silk Sails, which we affectionately call Junk Food because of the decorative Chinese junk sitting in the Koi pond out front, is in the middle of town, which is sorely lacking in green space. I have to touch down in a thicket of trees behind a nearby housing complex, and having to fight my way through waist-deep brush to reach open ground makes me —
“Late,” Matt says without looking up from the lavish buffet. He scoops some tangerine chicken onto his plate, then wags the steel serving spoon at me. “You said five minutes.”
“Happy New Year to you too.”
“We started without you,” Matt says, pointing out the obvious.
“And by we, he means them,” Sara says. She and Missy were thoughtful enough to wait, but the boys? No such courtesy. In fact, Stuart is already on his second plate of food.
“Hey, man, Junk Food doesn’t go all-you-can-eat except on special occasions,” he says, “so I gots to grab the bull by the horns while I can.”
“Or the crab by the rangoons, as the case may be,” Matt says.
“The rangoons are the tastiest part of the crab.”
“Knock it off,” Missy says. “I like crab rangoons and you’re making them sound dirty and gross.”
“Of course they are,” I say, “they’re boys.”
“Who are also dirty and gross,” Sara adds.
“Say that again and I’ll flick a booger at you,” Matt says. Ah, the witty repartee of the American teenage boy.
Plates piled high with food, we sit in a corner booth and gorge like piranhas, pausing only to slurp tea and attempt something resembling conversation.
“Wharweegondodishwikind?” Matt says through a mouthful of steamed pork bun.
“Could you repeat that?” I say. “Perhaps after swallowing?”
“I said, what are we going to do this weekend? We should think of something epic. We have tomorrow plus the weekend before we have to go back to the drudgery factory.”
(Translation: back to school.)
“We could watch the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy — extended editions, of course. Or get in a killer game of Arkham Horror,” Stuart suggests. “Ooh! I bet we could tackle all of Temple of Elemental Evil!”
“Whatever we do, you’ll either have to start without me or wait a little bit. Yes, again, you poor thing,” I say to Matt when he gives me a disapproving look. “I’m supposed to see Mindforce tomorrow morning.”
“What, does he need to interview you again about the Archimedes thing?” Matt says.
Time to make a tough decision: come clean and embarrass myself, or execute evasive maneuvers and lie about why I’m seeing Mindforce.
No, I’m blowing enough smoke at my mom. I can’t do it to my friends too. Honesty, best policy, yada yada.
“It’s a therapy session,” I say into my lo mein, and the Great Chinese Food Massacre grinds to a halt. Stuart is frozen in time, a chicken finger hovering in front of his open mouth.
“Therapy?” Matt says, like the word itself is unfamiliar.
“Yeah.”
“Why do you need therapy?”
“Oh, gee, I don’t know,” Sara jumps in. “Might have something to do with Manticore maiming her.”
“You got better.” Sara punches him in the shoulder on my behalf. She’s a good friend. “What? She did.”
“I think your first New Year’s resolution should be to stop acting like such a thoughtless ass all the time.”
“Sara, it’s okay, let it go,” I say.
“I will not let it go. What Manticore did was...it was torture,” she says to Matt. “It was cruelty for the sake of it, inflicted on your friend, and for you to blow it off like it’s no big deal —”
“So there we were,” Stuart says, “in the Congo.”
“Were there monkeys in the Congo?” Missy says.
“Yes. And they were all wearing hats.”
“Huh?” Am I missing something here?
“That’s our signal that a conversation is getting awkward, so we should change the subject,” Matt explains. He resumes eating as if nothing had happened.
“Going to get more food,” Sara says, forcing her way out past Matt. I say I need more rice, even though I have plenty, and follow.
“What was all that about?”
“It was about Matt acting like an insensitive jerk. Again,” Sara says, angrily scooping barbecued pork onto a fresh plate. I put a hand on hers. She stops, but she won’t look at me. “I felt it.”
“You felt what?”
“...I felt what Manticore did to you,” she says. “I don’t know how or why. Maybe we have some kind of subconscious connection because we’ve, you know, been in each other’s heads so much, I don’t know.”
She remembers the day as well as I do, she tells me. It was the day I was going to try and smooth things over with Concorde, maybe undo some of the extensive damage we’d done in his eyes by — well, simply by existing, by daring to call ourselves super-heroes. Sara was on her way into town to meet the others at the Coffee Experience. They were going to wait for me while I made my well-rehearsed pitch for a truce. She remembers feeling a rush of fear, unprovoked and pointless, and then, out of the blue, an invisible fist punching her in the side. She crumpled to the sidewalk as a wave of vertigo washed over her.
“It felt like I was falling. A jogger stopped to ask me if I was okay,” Sara says. “I couldn’t answer him because all of a sudden I couldn’t breathe. I felt terrified and angry at the same time, and then...”
Sara fumbles her plate onto the edge of the buffet counter. Her hands are shaking. So are mine.
“It was like he did it to me, too,” she says. “I know what you went through. Matt has no right —”
“Stop,” I say, taking her hands in mine. “This isn’t how I want to start the New Year. No more fighting amongst ourselves, no more dwelling on the bad stuff we can’t change, okay? I want to spend the day with my friends having fun and being happy.”
“Okay,” Sara says. “Okay. A day of fun and happy.”
“Followed by a year of fun and happy. Right?”
“...Right.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
TWO
 
Sure could use some of that fun and happy now. I know this is for my own good, but I am not looking forward to this.
“How were your holidays? Do anything special?” Mindforce says. We’re in Protectorate HQ’s common room instead of in the interview room, an attempt to create a relaxed atmosphere; the interview room, all bare walls and hard chairs, is built for interrogation, while the common room has a big TV, comfy furniture, a small kitchen area — all the comforts of home. Mindforce hands me a bottle of cream soda, ice-cold, my preferred brand and everything. He sits across from me, crosses his legs, steeples his fingers, and a couple seconds later undoes it all, as though he realizes he looks too much like a psychologist (which is, in fact, his day job). He’s trying so hard to make this feel like something other than what it is. Maybe too hard.
“Are you asking because you want to know about my holidays,” I say, “or is this mindless small talk to put me at ease before we get into the heavy stuff?”
Mindforce smiles gently. “A little of both.”
Called it. But he’s trying, and I should try to, or else what’s the point of being here?
“Christmas was good. My dad came by for a while. That was a nice surprise. I got this awesome pair of shades and some cool clothes from some friends of mine.”
“You earned it. You proved yourself and then some.” He pauses. Unable to think of a smooth segue, he says, “How have you been sleeping?”
Here we go. “Okay, I guess.”
“Still having the nightmares?”
“I...I think so.” The nightmares in question, mental horror movies in which I’m the victim and Manticore is the unstoppable psycho, haven’t been as vivid or distinct as they were the first couple of weeks, but, “I’ve been waking up a lot in the middle of the night, and I feel like...I feel like I just got off a roller coaster — breathing heavy, heart racing, shaking, sweating. I screamed once, woke up Mom and Granddad. I don’t remember anything, though.”
“Night terrors. They’re not unheard of in people suffering from...” Mindforce hesitates, clears his throat. “Post-traumatic stress disorder. That isn’t an official diagnosis,” he adds quickly, “but there’s no question you suffered severe psychological trauma.”
“Well, duh.” It slips out. Mindforce takes it in stride. “How do I get un-traumatized?”
“The traditional approach is extensive therapy. Medication, in extreme cases, but I consider that a last resort. I dislike medicating people unnecessarily. Don’t worry, I don’t think we’re anywhere near that option.”
Good. I don’t want to spend my high school years doped up. “When you say extensive therapy...”
“I mean sessions like this, for one. I also mean finding ways to take back your power.”
Take back my power? I wouldn’t have taken Mindforce for a Dr. Phil pop-psychology type.
Mindforce leans in, folds his hands on the table. “Manticore. What he did to you. He made you feel helpless.” It’s not a question. I nod anyway. I take a huge gulp of soda, but it doesn’t wash away the desert that’s sprung up in my throat. “And you’re scared — terrified — on a profound level, of feeling helpless again. Part of your recovery needs to be finding ways to make you feel in control again.”
“Train me,” I blurt out. “Teach me how to use my powers. Teach me how to fight.”
“Carrie, I —”
“Manticore took me down because I didn’t know how to fight back. I was running on pure instinct, and it wasn’t enough. You want to help me take back my power? Then teach me how to use my power.”
I brace for some pushback, line up some counter-arguments. Mindforce isn’t Concorde, so he’s not going to refuse me without thinking about it first, but I am asking a lot. This isn’t a help me with my math request, this is a let me borrow your Lamborghini so I can learn how to drive
for my big NASCAR race request.
“I thought you might say that,” he says. “What are you doing tomorrow?”
 
As it turns out, Mindforce was not offering to train me, not quite yet. We need to “address some preliminaries” first.
“Preliminaries?” Sara asks. “What does he mean by preliminaries? By the way, Noxious Ghoul coming at you.”
“He wants me — all of us to undergo some testing,” I say. “And I’m blocking with my Killer Bees.” Sara eyes my seven untapped forests, wrinkles her nose at me.
“Like, school tests or medical tests or IQ tests or what?” Missy says.
“Mindforce wants to test our powers, find out exactly what we can do, how they work, what our limits are.”
“Are there going to be needles? I don’t like needles.”
“I don’t know, Muppet.”
“Not what I had in mind for our Saturday, but I’ll take it,” Matt says. “I’m going for another soda, anyone want anything from the kitchen?”
“Got more Doritos?” asks Stuart, who has already pounded down two bags in as many hours.
“Yeah, Mom knew you were coming.”
“Sweet.”
Having sampled all four of my friends’ parents’ hospitality, I have to say Matt’s parents win for Best Hosts. The parental units at Casas de Danvers, Hamill, and Lumley embrace the philosophy of retreating to a far corner of the house and leaving their young guests alone. My mom likes to float through on occasion to see how everything is (which is annoying), but, because Mom is a cookaholic, there are almost always yummy leftovers in the fridge. This goes over extremely well with Stuart the Bottomless Pit. Matt’s folks tend to leave us be, but whenever they know we’re coming over for games or movies or whatever, they’ll stock up on munchies. Speaking of the parents...
“Passing through, don’t mind me, kids,” Matt’s dad says. “Have to run to the office for a few hours.”
“It’s New Year’s Day, Dad,” Matt says. He tosses a fresh bag of Doritos to Stuart.
“And here I thought I had too much to drink last night celebrating Arbor Day,” Mr. Steiger says.
“No, if it was Arbor Day, you’d still be drunk.”
“I do love trees. I’m like the Lorax. Without the Wilford Brimley mustache.”
“Or the Wilford Brimley diabeetus,” Matt says, Brimleyesque.
“That’s ‘cause I eat my oatmeal,” Mr. Steiger says in his own spot-on Wilford Brimley impression. Matt is definitely his father’s son. “I’ll be home for dinner. Bye, kids.”
“Working on a major holiday?” I say to Matt. “That blows.”
“Such is the thrilling life of a certified public accountant at the start of tax season,” Matt says. “Anyway, back to our business: when do we have to be at Protectorate HQ?”
“Mindforce said eight if we can make it,” I say, “but we’re not going to be tested there. They’re going to take us to the Quantum Compound out in —”
“The Quantum Compound? For real? Awesome!”
“Yeah, that’s about the reaction I expected,” Sara says. She slaps down a Dark Ritual and then a Feeding Frenzy. “Target creature loses X power and X toughness for every zombie I have in play, which is ten.”
“And I...crap, I die,” I say, and I toss my very dead Killer Bees into my discard pile.
“I hate your zombie deck,” Missy says.
“We all hate her zombie deck,” Stuart says.
“Which is why I love my zombie deck,” Sara says. “My zombie deck feeds on your hate.”
“Is Doc Quantum going to be there?” Matt says. “Is Doc Quantum going to test us personally?”
“I don’t know, and I don’t know, and it’s your turn,” I say.
“Would I look like a huge fanboy if I asked Doc Quantum to autograph my copy of Discover with her on the cover?”
“Probably,” Sara says. “C’mon, play your turn so I can kill you horribly.”
“Should we dress up? I mean, like, in our costumes?”
“You shouldn’t, your costume sucks,” Stuart says. “Will you pay attention to the game?”
Alas, the game is a lost cause; Matt has shifted into full-tilt super-hero geek mode. There is no coming back.
 
He’s still geeking out the next morning when we converge on the Protectorate’s office on Main Street (however, in an impressive show of restraint, he did not bring his magazine for autographing purposes).
Natalie is there to let us in and escort us to HQ via the Wonkavator, which I’ve decided is the official name for the Protectorate’s secret subway elevator mash-up thingy. Natalie is in her full Nina Nitro regalia, which prompts me to ask, “Should we change into our costumes for this?”
She shrugs. “Your call. The Quantums are cool — you don’t have to worry about secret identities around them, but if you’re more comfortable putting on the outfits, go ahead.”
Matt, eager to impress, suggests we go in costume. I hate to say it, but I’m with him. The Quantum Quintet is one of the top super-teams in the country, and showing up in street clothes feels...I don’t know. Unprofessional, I guess.
We change after we get to HQ. I step out of the bathroom, all super-heroed up, and Matt’s face drops. I totally forgot, he doesn’t know about the new costume.
“Where’d you get that?”
Natalie — I mean, Nina (she’s on-duty now) — answers for me. “Looking sharp there, kiddo,” she says. “Looks like it fits perfectly. Concorde thought it would be too small, but what does he know about women’s clothing sizes?”
“Concorde gave that to you?”
“It was a group gift,” I say, which doesn’t help. “It came with the transponder goggles,” I add, but it’s way too little, way too late. Matt glances down at his sad quote-unquote super-hero outfit, the BMX facemask-and-trench coat combo we’ve told him so many times looks lamety-lame-lame, and I swear he’s one step away from stripping naked in front of everyone. The others are less put out, thankfully; I can handle only so much guilt at a whack.
“That’s how cool I want to look,” Sara says.
“That’s how cool I already look,” Stuart says, striking a pose in his sleeveless leather vest (which, honestly, isn’t that much better than Matt’s get-up, but I don’t have the heart to say it).
“Mm, almost. You need something better than the shades.”
“Yeah, maybe. But it’d be a crime to hide this handsome face from the world.”
Concorde and Mindforce are waiting for us at the Pelican landing pad behind HQ. Concorde steers me away from the airship, closes the rest of the team in, and slaps the cockpit window. Mindforce flashes a thumbs-up before firing up the Pelican. A low-frequency note, the hum of its maglev system, ripples through me as the ship lifts off.
“You’ve been going up a lot,” Concorde says. There’s nothing judgmental in his tone, but everything he says to me feels disapproving.
“How do you know that?”
He taps my goggles. “Our systems record your flight activity.”
“You’re tracking me?”
“Don’t take it personally. My activity’s logged too, as is every registered flyer’s. It’s all part of doing business.” He doesn’t explain further. “Right. Time for your first test. Show me what you got.”
“What do you mean?”
Concorde activates his suit. “Let’s race.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE
 
I follow Concorde into the sky. We climb higher, higher. I steal a glance at the ground beneath me. Fine details become patches of texture and color, and those merge to become large blocks of muted greens and grays and browns. God, I love that.
My headset’s heads-up display ticks off our altitude. Five thousand feet. We punch through the ceiling of dark clouds. Ten thousand feet. Fifteen thousand. Twenty thousand. We’re in commercial airplane territory now. The sky is crystal blue, like the waters of a Caribbean beach. It’s gorgeous up here.
“How are you doing?” Concorde asks.
“Fine. How much higher are we going?”
Concorde stops. “Here should be good.”
Here is 29,853 feet above sea level. Holy crap. Have I ever been this high before?
Concorde is staring at me. “What?” I say.
“You think you’re good to go?”
“Yeah, sure. Ready when you are.”
“Then try to keep up,” Concorde says, and off he goes. He breaks the sound barrier almost immediately.
I hit mach one immediately, no almost about it. I catch up to him within seconds. He lets me keep pace for a little while, then races away. My display switches from measuring my speed in miles per hour to increments of mach — as in, I am moving at M1.5 and rising. The display reads M2 when I catch up to Concorde. He pulls away again. I match him again at M3.
“Still okay?” he says.
“Fine and dandy.”
He grunts. “We’re almost there. Let’s take it down.”
We descend. My headset tells us we’re in (or rather, above) Stockbridge. By car, the trip would take more than two hours, and that’s in favorable traffic. We’ve been in the air less than ten minutes.
“Quantum Compound, this is Concorde, on final approach, ETA one minute.”
A woman responds. “Copy that. Someone will meet you on the pad.”
“Copy that.”
We zero in on a sprawling facility in the middle of a heavily wooded slope overlooking the town of Stockbridge. From above, it looks like a flying saucer parked atop a small industrial park. A circular landing pad marked with bright yellow paint, a giant bull’s-eye, sits at one corner of the complex.
A girl about my age walks out onto the pad, waves to us as we touch down. She’s as pale as Sara, and her hair is such a light blond it’s nearly white.
“Morning, Concorde.”
“Good morning, Meg. Nice to see you again,” Concorde says. I’ve never heard him speak so politely to anyone, certainly not to any of the Squad. “Meg, this is Lightstorm of the Hero Squad. Lightstorm, Megan Quentin, a.k.a. Megawatt Quantum.”
“You can call me Meg,” she says, extending a hand.
“I’m Carrie,” I say, since we’re being so casual and friendly and all. “You throw lightning, right?”
“That’s my go-to party trick, yeah, but basically I generate bio-electrical energy I can discharge in a variety of ways. Right now I’m trying to figure out the right balance of voltage and amperage so I can act as a human defibrillator.”
“Seriously? That’s cool.”
“Right?”
“The Pelican’s five minutes out,” Concorde says. “We ready to go here?”
“Yep, the dungeon’s almost ready,” she says to Concorde, causing my stomach to twitch. The dungeon?
 
People and their unnecessarily scary nicknames. The dungeon is the compound’s subbasement, a heavy-duty, super-reinforced warehouse-size testing ground for superhuman abilities, the most advanced such lab in the world, designed by —
“Doctor Gwendolyn Quentin,” says the woman better known to the world as Doc Quantum, by all accounts the smartest human being on the planet. She’s also the leader of the Quantum Quintet, but she doesn’t dress the part of a super-hero: she’s in a conservative white blouse, a knee-length tweed skirt, a lab coat, sensible shoes, her hair is up in a bun secured by a pen, and a pair of thick-framed glasses perch on her nose. Aesthetically speaking, she’s more of a hot librarian from a music video.
Shock of shocks, the boys are totally into it. Concorde makes the introductions, and Matt and Stuart slide into Proper Young Gentlemen mode with their careful enunciation and ramrod posture. I want to shake them and scream She’s married! And way older than you! in their faces, but logic, reality, perspective — these things mean nothing when you’re dealing with hormonal teenage boys.
“I love the compound,” says Matt, who has so far seen the landing pad, a hallway, an elevator, the control room of the testing facility, and nothing else, “but I thought the Quantum Compound was in Worcester?”
“It was, until last winter,” Dr. Quentin says, “when the mayor requested in the strongest possible terms that we leave the city.” She snorts indignantly and mutters, “You cause one brief city-wide blackout to power a miniaturized supercollider, and everyone flies off the handle.”
I look a question at Concorde. “She’s not joking,” he says. “That actually happened.”
Oooookay...
Dr. Quentin takes us in, contemplates us. “I’ll begin with you,” she says to Stuart. “You’re a standard tank, yes?”
“Tank?” Stuarts glances at Mindforce for clarification.
“Super-hero community lingo for anyone with super-strength and invulnerability,” he says.
“Oh. Okay, yeah, tank it is.”
Dr. Quentin Hrms, a noise that hints strongly she doesn’t find Stuart all that fascinating. “This shouldn’t take long. Megan, please take the others to the common room until I call for them.”
“Could we maybe get a tour of the compound?” Matt asks, full of hope.
“I don’t see why not,” Dr. Quentin says, adding firmly, “anywhere but the bunker, Megan.”
“Sure. Come on,” Megan says.
The last thing I hear before we step out of the dungeon is Dr. Quentin suggesting to Stuart that he take off his shirt, “Because I need to shoot you, perhaps several times.”
Yeek.
 
The compound reminds me in many ways of Protectorate HQ, but with a greater sense of organization. The team’s workspaces, like the dungeon and Dr. Quentin’s main lab, are in one wing of the complex, personal spaces are in another, public areas meant for visitors such as us in another. Everything is clearly defined and, no kidding, labeled; the hallways and doors are all prominently signed, even the bedrooms. Seriously, Megan’s room has a placard on the wall reading MEGAN’S BEDROOM like it was a business office. I suspect this is Dr. Quentin’s doing. She strikes me as a serious neat freak.
“I know this isn’t as exciting as you might have expected,” Megan says. “Most of the best stuff is down in the bunker.”
“What’s the bunker?” Matt asks.
“It’s a military-grade subterranean vault where Mom keeps all the super-dangerous stuff. Only one way in or out, secured with a series of biometric locks, rigged with sensors and defense systems up the yin-yang, and it’s deep enough so if we have to activate the self-destruct sequence, it won’t take half the mountain with it.”
I’m noticing an unsettling ability among the Quentin women to say absolutely terrifying stuff like it’s no big whoop.
Megan leads us into the common area, where she says hi to...well, you know those big stone heads on Easter Island? Imagine one of those with a body, complete with skin the tawny color of desert sand, but with a sheen like polished marble. It — he — puffs on a steaming mug of coffee I could submerge my head in, and takes a gulp.
“Hi, honey,” he says in a resonant baritone.
“Dad, this is the Hero Squad,” Megan says, introducing each of us by our real names. “Everyone, this is my dad, Rockjaw Quantum.”
“You can call me Joe.”
“Hi Joe,” Missy says with a cheery wave. “You’re huge.”
“Maybe a little.”
“And that,” Megan says with a tired sigh, flipping a hand at the figure sprawled across a leather couch, “is my twin brother Kilroy.”
“Kilowatt Quantum, master of the electromagnetic pulse, thank you very much,” Kilroy says, tossing his comic book onto the coffee table. He makes a beeline for me, takes my hand, and bows like he’s going to kiss it. “A pleasure, my dear.”
What, do all teenage boys turn into total meatheads in front of attractive women? I might have to cut Matt and Stuart some slack in the future.
I said might.
Kilroy repeats his greeting with Missy and Sara (although, I can’t help but notice, he’s significantly less drippy with plain-Jane Sara, which raises my hackles). “Can I get you ladies anything? We have tea, diet soda...”
“Would you maybe like to make some finger sandwiches and petit fours too, you big girl?” Megan sasses.
“Shut up, Sparky.”
“Bite me, Monkeywrench.”
“Kids, not in front of company,” says Joe, who now has a small child shimmying up his arm like a monkey. He perches atop Joe’s shoulders, and throws his arms in the air triumphantly.
“Conked daddy!” he crows.
“Sure did, buddy, you conquered Daddy good.”
“That’s Farley,” Megan says.
“We call him Final Boss,” Kilroy says.
“Final Boss?” I say.
“Yeah, because he can...”
“He sort of, uh,” Megan says, fishing for a description.
“He does this thing.”
“Yeah, but only when he’s really mad or really scared.”
“It’s cool because he...” Kilroy poses like a monster in an old black-and-white horror movie, arms raised, hands curled into claws. “It’s wild.”
“You have to see it for yourself.”
“Yeah.”
“Yeah.”
Well, glad to have that cleared up.
A speaker set into the ceiling beeps at us. “Megan, are you there?” Dr. Quentin says.
“Right here, Mom.”
“I’m done with Stuart. Send the psionic in.”
“Okay.”
“The psionic? I have a name,” Sara says to the speaker.
“Yes, you do: it’s Sara Danvers, but you’re also a psionic, so my summons was technically accurate,” Dr. Quentin says. “Bring her down, please, Megan. I’d like to throw things at her.”
“Coming, Mom. Come on.” Sara throws us a panicked glance as Meg grasps her hand to pull her out of the room.
“Did she say she was going to throw things at Sara?” Missy says.
“I think she was joking,” I say.
“Probably not,” Kilroy says. He gives me his best come-hither smile. “Want to see my room?”
I think I’d rather have Dr. Quentin throw things at me.
 
I dodge Kilroy’s clumsy advances by engaging in the fine art of conversation with Joe, who is very forthcoming about his, shall we say, condition, the result of one of his wife’s early experiments. Even before she was the smartest person on the planet, Dr. Quentin was among the world’s top brainiacs. She earned her doctorate (sorry, her first doctorate) in theoretical physics at age seventeen, which she parlayed into a fat government grant to develop new sources of renewable energy. What she came up with was a process that, in Joe’s words, “Did something to neutrinos to induce a reaction in fissionable material...don’t ask me, that stuff’s all way over my head.”
Whatever it was, it went kerflooey one day when Joe was visiting the lab. A half-dozen lab assistants died a slow death by radiation poisoning. Joe and Dr. Quentin, then three months pregnant with the twins, not only survived, they mutated. I’ve heard stories of radiation sparking mutations, but I always thought it was an urban legend. I now have seven feet of stony-skinned proof standing in front of me.
(I’m trying so hard not to touch Joe. I’m curious to know what his skin feels like, but groping my host, that’d be way rude.)
“Gwen, she went from genius to super-genius. Me? Well, I suppose it goes without saying I didn’t look like this before.” Joe says this with no hint of self-pity or resentment or anger. His condition, the way he is, however you want to phrase it, he accepts it, doesn’t lay blame on his wife, even though he has every right to do so. This is one classy man.
It’s nearly lunchtime when Megan returns to bring me down to the lab, and honestly, I don’t want to go. So far Dr. Quentin has, yes, as promised, shot Stuart repeatedly, thrown series of increasingly large objects at Sara, and run Missy through an obstacle course that included a gauntlet of air cannons, which pelted her with tennis balls. God only knows what Dr. Quentin’s going to do to me.
“You’ll be fine,” Megan says. “And hey, once Mom’s done with you, she’s offered to spring for pizza before you leave.”
“Wait,” Matt says, “what about me?”
“Oh, Mom didn’t mention you. Hold on. Mom?” Megan says to the ceiling speaker.
“Yes?”
“You haven’t seen Matt yet, should I bring him down too?”
“...I suppose,” she sighs.
Ouch.
 
Matt walks out into the center of the dungeon, pulls on his gloves. I wave to him from the observation room overlooking the lab. It’s like a box for sports reporters, with a NASA control room stuffed into it — a very Star Trek. Dr. Quentin and Concorde hunch over a wide touchscreen set into a center console, and poke glowing buttons that have no obvious functions. Mindforce and Nina, out of their element amidst all this high technology, stay toward the back of the room, out of the way of the scientists.
(That’s when it hits me: Concorde seems very much at home here, and he’s spouting technobabble as readily as Dr. Quentin. Curiouser and curiouser, cried Alice.)
“Matt, explain to me, succinctly, how your gloves work,” Dr. Quentin says.
“Uh, I don’t know,” Matt says. “I think of something, and I pull it out.”
“I hold four doctorates, young man, you can go into more detail than that. You won’t confound me.”
Matt shrinks into his trench coat. I hope none of her degrees is in medicine, because Dr. Quentin’s bedside manner kind of sucks.
“I, uh, I envision something I want, I put my hands somewhere where I can’t see them, and whatever I’m thinking of just sort of, I don’t know...materializes?”
“Show me.”
“Okay.” Matt reaches into his jacket and pulls out a Milky Way. “I’m hungry,” he says.
“A chocolate bar doesn’t impress me. Impress me or stop wasting my time.”
Whether by accident or design, Dr. Quentin fires Matt up, and he sometimes does his best work when he’s indignant. He shoves the candy bar into his mouth, and proceeds to pull out of his coat a fire extinguisher, a basketball, a bottle of drain cleaner, a teddy bear, a bag of confectioner’s sugar, and finally a pen, which he holds in the air for inspection.
“I believe this is yours, Doc.”
Dr. Quentin checks her pockets, then her hair, which has fallen down around her shoulders. Her eyes come alive with curiosity.
“Fascinating,” she says, Spock-like. “Matt, have you ever produced a very specific item like that before?”
Matt shrugs. “I don’t think I ever tried.”
“Try again.”
For his next trick, Matt memorizes the serial number of a five dollar bill, which Dr. Quentin slips into her lab coat pocket. He pulls that same bill out of his own coat pocket. She describes in exacting detail a wedding photo hanging on her bedroom wall. Matt shows it to her. She shows him a tablet computer synched to the main console. The five of us gasp in unison as it vanishes from Dr. Quentin’s hand. No lie, we’re all staring at it, we blink, it’s not there anymore. Matt waves it at us, smirking.
“Impossible,” Concorde says.
“I don’t care to label anything as impossible,” Dr. Quentin says. “What do we have for readings?”
Concorde consults the main display. “No radiation signatures matching any known profiles,” he reports. “Very minor changes in air pressure, I assume from the item appearing in the testing area, but that’s it. Nothing else of consequence.”
“Nothing? You’re certain?” Dr. Quentin shoulders past Concorde, angrily taps the control panel, scowls.
“I specifically scanned for Hawking radiation, because I knew you’d theorized he was creating a Lorentzian traversable wormhole, but there’s nothing, no trace of any kind of electromagnetic radiation whatsoever.”
Dr. Quentin releases a slow, growling breath. “In lieu of any evidence to the contrary, I must assert my original hypothesis: your gloves are magic,” she informs Matt, uttering the word magic with pronounced disgust. “You’re done. Clear the lab.”
“Can I get a please, maybe?” Matt says.
“Please, get your magic gloves the hell out of my lab.”
“I’d like to know a little more about how they work,” Concorde says.
“Then go consult that sorceress with whom you associate. That is why you keep her around, yes?”
“Dr. Quentin, it’s not his fault his gloves are magical,” I say, feeling a little silly in doing so. I mean, come on, I’m defending magic Mickey Mouse gloves.
“I despise magic. It defies all the laws of the natural universe, and I’ll have no truck with it.”
“What if my powers turn out to be magical?”
“Then I’ll consider this one of the most crushingly disappointing days of my life. Get down there. Make me happy.”
 
The first few minutes of my test involve standing in the middle of the lab, doing nothing while a mechanical arm sweeps me head-to-toe with a scanner. Dr. Quentin tells me to hold out my hands. The scanner hovers over them, emitting a pulsing red light, like a bar code reader at the supermarket.
“Look at that,” Dr. Quentin says, awestruck. “Look at that!”
I look to the control room. Dr. Quentin is wearing a giddy smile. Looks like I made her happy. Go me.
Concorde appears over her shoulder. “That’s impossible.”
“There’s that word again. This is...oh, my...”
“What? What is it?” I say.
“You have stars in your hands.”
I have what?
“I’m sorry, that was rather hyperbolic, but for want of a better description, it was accurate enough,” Dr. Quentin says. “The objects in your hands are super-condensed plasma, almost identical to the plasma of which stars are composed.”
“They sure didn’t look like stars. They looked like, I don’t know, yellowish marbles.”
“Excuse me?” I tell Dr. Quentin about my run-in with Manticore, my stomach churning from the too-fresh memory of him carving the source of my power out of my palms. Breathe, Carrie, oxygen is your friend...
Concorde turns to Dr. Quentin. The control room microphone barely picks him up, which makes eavesdropping a challenge. “Assuming these are artificial constructs,” he says, “it’s possible they automatically revert to an inert state when removed from their host to avoid an uncontrolled fission reaction.”
“Very likely,” Dr. Quentin says, “but that means the plasma is rendered coherent by something other than a gravitational field.”
“It’s also possible the plasma itself is naturally inert. They don’t generate the energy independently, but act as a conduit to a larger primary power source.”
“Trans-galactic energy transmission?”
“If those things are receptors rather than self-contained generators, it would explain a lot.”
“Hmmm. Intriguing hypothesis.”
Mental note: pay more attention in science class so I can understand what the heck they’re saying.
Dr. Quentin keeps the scanner running as I power up and put on a little show. I glow, I float, I fly, I zap some targets. Dr. Quentin mm-hmms and grunts and I sees.
“Concorde tells me when you flew here this morning, you achieved a speed of mach three at approximately thirty thousand feet above sea level,” she says.
“That’s right.”
“Hmm. Let’s try something: I want you to take a deep breath, let it out completely, then refrain from inhaling again until I tell you to do so. And please stay powered up.”
“Uh, okay.”
“Proceed.” I proceed. “While we’re waiting, I’m going to ask you some questions. Please respond non-verbally as best as you can. Understood?”
I nod.
“You’re in high school now, correct? A sophomore?”
I nod.
“How are your grades?”
Two thumbs up.
“In every subject?”
I shake my head and make a plus sign with my fingers.
“Bad at math?”
Nod.
“Tsk. Pathetic.”
The questions fly at me with no clear rhyme or reason. Dr. Quentin asks about my parents’ divorce and my relationship with my mother, if I own any pets, what my favorite color is, what sort of movies I like, how many books I read, what I think of the president...
“Are you romantically involved with any of your teammates?”
Whoa, that’s a curveball. I shake my head.
“Are you romantically interested in any of them?”
Nope. Not even a little.
“Someone on the Protectorate, then?”
What?! No no no no no...
“Gwendolyn,” Concorde says.
“I need to keep her distracted. You have your methods, I have mine.” I raise my hand. “Yes?”
“Can I start breathing again?”
“Why? Do you need to?”
“Well, yeah,” I say, “I think I do.”
“Do you?” Dr. Quentin says, smiling impishly. “You haven’t breathed for nearly four minutes.”
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Here are a few of the many interesting things I learned today:
One: Stuart can dead-lift a little over seven tons (Joe Quentin, by comparison, can dead-lift about eighteen tons), and he’s tough enough to take a direct hit from an air-to-ground missile without harm. Something stronger, like one of those bunker buster jobs, would bang him up, and it would hurt like hell, but it probably wouldn’t kill him. Probably. This Dr. Quentin determined by shooting Stuart with a special bullet (which she designed, naturally) that measured how Stuart’s skin responded to the impact.
Two: Missy, while not Stuart strong, is still freakishly strong. An athletic fifteen-year-old Missy’s size should be able to bench-press in the neighborhood of ninety pounds. Missy topped out at 185. Also, her reaction time (“The time between the presentation of external sensory stimulus and the subsequent behavioral response,” according to Dr. Quentin) is about three times that of a normal human.
Three: Sara needs to practice, practice, practice. The nature of her powers was a known quantity, but Mindforce wanted to see how well she handled her telekinesis, and the answer was like a caveman with a club. She could throw up a shield and hit things with a telekinetic battering ram like nobody’s business, but catching things thrown at her? Delicate manipulation? Fail. She tried to work a Rubik’s Cube using her telekinesis, and wound up blowing it to pieces.
Four: Matt has magic gloves. Dr. Quentin hates magic. Moving on.
Five: wow, where do I begin?
For starters, I’ll begin by saying I apparently should not have been able to make the flight to the Quantum Compound. Between the severe decrease in air pressure, the thin oxygen content, and the below-zero temperatures, I should have been half-dead from hypothermia and hypoxic hypoxia (in simpleton’s terms, a serious lack of oxygen) long before I broke the sound barrier.
And hey, speaking of that! Instantly accelerating from a dead stop to mach one could have killed me, or at the very least caused me to black out. Stay with me, because this gets a little complex. A human traveling at supersonic speed pulls about nine gs (one g being equivalent to the normal force of gravity on a stationary subject). A human flying at mach one in what pilots call an “eyeballs out” position (flat on their belly, head leading the way) can tolerate about twelve gs for several minutes before bad things start to happen — losing consciousness, for example, caused by g-forces pushing all the blood in the body away from the brain. That’s why pilots wear special suits when flying supersonic aircraft for prolonged periods.
I don’t have one of those. So, you might ask, how am I able to fly at stupid crazy speeds without dying? According to Dr. Quentin, when I’m powered up, my entire body completely transforms into the same coherent super-condensed plasma my power sources are made of. I literally become a living star.
Mind blown.
“That is nuts,” Sara says. “I thought you just got all glowy.”
“So did I, but no, it’s a full-body transformation. Dr. Quentin said any physical sensations I experience when I’m powered up are psychosomatic responses: I believe I should be breathing because I have no reason to believe I shouldn’t.”
“Did Dr. Quentin really say she wanted to write a paper on you?”
“I think she’d dissect me if she could,” I say to the mocha latté I’ve been holding in my hand for the past ten minutes. Every time I go to take a sip, I wonder: do I really desire the delicious combination of chocolate, coffee, and steamed milk (expertly prepared by Jill, queen of the Coffee Experience baristas), or is it raw instinct tricking me into behaving like a human?
As unnerving as the concept of becoming a not-human humanoid star kind of thing is, I’m actually more freaked out by how much potential I have. Dr. Quentin hit me with a quickie course on the nature of stars, and sure, ninety percent of it went way over my head, but I grasped the basic concept: I can manipulate light, heat, various forms of radiation, electromagnetism, and gravity. In theory, I’m capable of bending light to become invisible, projecting energy as harmless as a flashlight beam or as destructive as a nuclear bomb, increasing or negating gravity in other objects, emitting an electromagnetic pulse that’ll kill any electronics within range — Dr. Quentin thinks I’ve barely scratched the surface of my abilities.
Overwhelmed? Yeah, just a little.
“Guess I got off lucky, then,” Matt mopes. I feel bad for the guy. He has no luck when it comes to meeting his super-hero icons; he grew up idolizing Concorde only to learn he’s a complete tool, then the greatest scientific mind of our age harshes on him, just because he had the dumb luck to find his grandfather’s magic gloves.
“She doesn’t hate you, you know,” I say. “I bet if you got a chance to talk science with her, she’d be all over it.”
“Yeah, like I’m ever going to get another chance.”
“I promise, when I figure out how to do something new with my powers, I’ll offer to show off for her so you can come with me, and then you can dazzle her with your keen grasp of all things sciencey.”
This does not mollify him; Matt shrugs apathetically. Okay, let’s try something else.
“Dr. Quentin mentioned someone on the Protectorate who could look at your gloves, didn’t she?”
“Yeah, she was referring to Dr. Enigma,” Matt says. “She’s the team’s go-to expert on magical stuff.”
“There you go. Next time I talk to Concorde, I’ll see if he can set something up.”
“Oh, thanks ever so.”
“What’s with the sarcasm? I’m trying to help you.”
“Sure, maybe you could ask him to make me a cool suit like yours too.”
“I kid you not, there we were,” Sara says, “in the freakin’ Congo.”
“Seriously?”
“Well, don’t dump on Carrie because the Protectorate gave her a costume and not you. It’s not her fault your outfit looks like ass.”
“You cannot make your own candle burn brighter by extinguishing someone else’s,” Missy says.
“That’s deep, Muppet,” Stuart says. “Is that something from Grandpa Mifune?”
“No, it was my fortune yesterday, remember?”
“Oh yeah. The fortune cookie, it is wise.”
“And yummy.”
“Are you done now?” Sara asks Matt. “Can we get back to enjoying our Saturday or are you going to be in a snit all afternoon?”
“Okay, fine, I’m done. See? Snitless.” Matt flashes a plastic grin at us. “Happy guy, right here. Ready for fun.”
So yes, he is going to be in a snit all afternoon, I think at Sara, but I bet if we can distract him enough, he’ll forget all about this morning.
He does have the attention span of a five-year-old, doesn’t he? Sara says.
“We were going to game, right?” I say. “So let’s do it. Let’s go kill orcs, or Cthulhus, or whatever.”
“I like this plan and am proud to be a part of it,” Stuart says.
We pick up our drinks and head out. The cloud cover has broken up to reveal a bright midwinter sun, but the afternoon air remains biting and chilly. Or does it? Am I just imagining that it’s cold out because I expect it to be cold out?
Man, this is going to mess with my head for a long time.
“Ow,” Sara says, her face tight.
“What’s wrong?”
Sara shuffles to a halt, and grinds the heel of her palm into her temple. “Something. Headache. I don’t know.”
Suddenly, Missy crashes into me, granting generous passage to a woman who barges past us without breaking stride, and without uttering a word of apology. The boys’ eyes follow the blonde in the long leather coat, and they smile in adolescent admiration.
“Hello, nurse,” Matt says.
“I hate to see her leave but I love to watch her go,” Stuart says.
“Something’s wrong with her,” Missy blurts out, and Sara nods in frantic confirmation.
“Very wrong,” Sara says.
“If that’s wrong, I don’t want her to be right,” Stuart says.
“I’m serious! There’s something wrong with her.”
“What do you mean, wrong?”
“I don’t know. She’s...I don’t know, she’s —”
“She smelled weird,” Missy says. “She didn’t smell like a person. I mean, she smelled like a person but not like a person, not like a normal person.”
“She’s throwing off psychic energy like crazy, but I can’t sense her at all,” Sara says. “Her mind’s like a void surrounded by a thunderstorm.”
Uh-oh. Matt has that look on his face. “We should follow her,” he says. “Come on.”
“Follow her? Why?” I say. “She hasn’t done anything.”
“Part of being a good super-hero is trusting your instincts, and we’ve got two sets of instincts telling us something is up.”
I look to Sara. She shrugs in half-hearted agreement. Well, we did want to distract Matt...
“If this goes sideways,” I say, “I think we should all get matching frames for our restraining orders.”
We tail the woman at a respectful distance, watching for anything that marks her as a danger rather than a mere curiosity. At first she does nothing noteworthy, nothing to justify our suspicions, but then she swerves off the sidewalk and marches into the street, never pausing to check traffic. Brakes squeal, tires screech, and a Toyota fishtails to a crooked stop. The woman doesn’t so much as blink at any of it.
“HEY!” the driver of the Toyota shouts, leaning out his window to better launch a profane tirade. Finally, the woman stops. She turns, giving us a good look at her. She’s all in black, and the number 666 sprawls across her chest, the characters sloppy, like graffiti. She considers the car for a moment, holds up her hands as if in surrender.
If only.
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Her hands burst into flames, but she’s not showing any signs of pain. Fat bullets of white fire leap from her hands onto the Toyota, chewing it up. The noise — a series of pops, like the pwoof of a gas stove burner coming to life, amplified a thousand times — echoes down Main Street. The driver runs for the hills as his car erupts — not an explosion per se, but in the blink of an eye it transforms from an object to a blazing tower, the flames leaping ten, fifteen feet high. The air shimmers and twists from the heat. Pavement bubbles. The paint on nearby vehicles blisters and blackens.
“That’s not good,” says Matt, master of the understatement.
“Get dressed, fast,” I say, slapping my goggles on. “I’ll keep her occupied.”
The gang dashes off for a quick-change, while I take to the air. Powering up in plain sight like this isn’t the brightest thing to do, but civilians are too busy running for their lives to pay any attention to me.
“Hey!” I shout.
The woman turns to face me. “And who might you be, sunshine?” she says. Her grin is as good as a neon sign reading I AM MONKEYHOUSE CRAZY. Whose dumb idea was it to buy time for the Squad?
Oh, yes, mine. Never mind.
“The name’s Lightstorm,” I say. “And you are?”
“You can call me Stacy Hellfire, sweetheart, and I’m just passing through,” she says. “Don’t mind me.”
“You want to tell me what happened here?” And take your time so my back-up can do whatever they plan to do. God, I hope they have a plan.
She considers the slagheap-in-the-making thoughtfully, then says, “He was rude.”
“Okay. So, Stacy, how about I ask you, politely, to put the...uh, fire down and tell me what you’re doing here?”
“Can’t talk. Woman on a mission.”
She raises her hands, thus ending our cordial exchange, but before she can nail me, she flies backwards, as though a psionic with an excellent sense of timing nailed her with a telekinetic battering ram. Stacy hits the ground hard enough to leave a crater.
Now what? Sara says.
Stay on her! I say. She might be down, but something tells me she’s far from out.
Matt’s voice joins the mental chat room. Don’t have to tell us twice, we saw what she did to that car.
The aftermath is a show in and of itself. The fire thins out, revealing the charred skeleton of the car’s frame as the body panels melt into a pool of molten goo. It’s like watching a candle burn away at high speed. The flames, hungry for more, spread to the road and show no signs of slowing down.
Is there a plan?
Beat her into unconsciousness, Matt says. Duh.
Oh, brilliant.
Before I can ask how we’re going to get close enough to do that, Stuart sails past me, the apex of his leap taking him directly over my head (!), and lands near our new friend. At first thought it’s a sound theory: get Stuart, he of the invulnerable skin, to take her down. However, as one old science teacher of mine liked to say, nothing ruins a great theory like an ugly fact — and in this case, the fact is: she reduced a car to puddle in under two minutes.
Stacy sits up. I shout out a warning that comes too late. Stuarts yelps and staggers back, gouts of flame splashing off his chest. He screams and flails away, tearing his leather vest off. The thing is ash before it hits the ground.
What happens next is nothing less than a miracle of good timing. I power up for a blast, planning to flatten Stacy Hellfire, while Matt and Sara converge on Stuart. Matt pulls a fire extinguisher out of his coat, and Sara assumes a defensive position, ready to deflect a follow-up attack that doesn’t come because Missy, in no more of her costume than her ninja hood, springs out of nowhere. She rakes the woman across the face, leaving four ragged red streaks. Missy is barely clear when my energy blast connects, knocking Miss Flamey-Hands back to the ground. If either Missy or I had been a fraction of a second off, we’d all be dodging crazy flaming mayhem, and Missy would be a smear on the sidewalk.
Like I said: a miracle.
A short-lived miracle at that: Stacy gets right back up, shooting wildly. Bullets (or whatever they are) punch holes in the sides of buildings, dig fist-sized craters in the ground, slice through abandoned cars. Everything they touch catches fire; metal, stone, whatever, it all goes up like paper. Liquid fire splatters over the invisible dome of Sara’s telekinetic shield. The shots aren’t penetrating, but who knows if that will last.
Stacy pauses, her face a mask of rage. She spots Missy crouched behind an SUV, and the reckless assault finds its focus.
This woman has taken a fair beating so far, so I decide to amp up my attack, thinking (hoping) a solid blast won’t kill her. My aim, which isn’t fantastic in the best of circumstances, is a little off: I tag her in the shoulder, causing her to jerk as she fires. That saves Missy, but it doesn’t take Stacy down. I expect her to swing around toward me, but instead she finds a target in the street and throws a swirling tornado of white flame at —
Oh, crap. Missy, run!
I tell Sara to close her shield and brace herself, and me, I hit the open sky, because that’s the only way I’m getting out of range of the tanker truck full of home heating oil before it goes up.
Sara has her own ideas. She gestures at the truck as though reaching out to grab it. There’s a flash and a throaty WHOMP, and for a fraction of a second there is a perfect globe of roiling flame in the middle of the street. Sara cries out, then collapses. The fireball loses cohesion and hits the pavement with a splash, as though someone had dropped a gigantic water balloon filled with napalm.
I can’t help but gawk stupidly at the scenario in front of me: Sara and Stuart are flat on their backs, unmoving and injured, and Main Street is one step away from pulling a full Chicago.
(You know: the Great Chicago Fire? Mrs. O’Leary’s cow? Look it up.)
Matt waves to me from the ground, points at something. The phrase better late than never pops into my head as Concorde appears next to me, demanding to know what the hell is going on. I’d love to point a finger of blame at Stacy Hellfire, but I don’t see her anywhere. She’s gone.
I’m getting mighty sick of the bad guys giving us the slip.
 
Within minutes, the fire department arrived on the scene and began spraying down everything, the police handled crowd control and took initial statements, and paramedics tended to the injured. There were no fatalities, thank God, but lots of nasty burns, and enough psychological trauma to keep Kingsport’s shrinks busy for the next decade. Mindforce and Nina kept to the side, letting Concorde direct traffic. Everyone followed his orders, immediately and to the letter. No one challenged him or gave him any lip. Watching him in action reminded me that, as infuriating as he could be, he was the seasoned pro here.
Concorde didn’t lay into us right away; he knew his priorities. When he did start in, he was courteous enough to wait until we were all back at Protectorate HQ, so the Hero Squad wouldn’t make the front page of the paper for getting dressed down in public. Better yet, we weren’t subjected to his standard rant about what a bunch of amateurs we were. Oh no. Instead, he gave us grief for trying to handle things on our own instead of calling him in — like I personally promised I would.
“That woman was blowing the bejesus out of everything,” Matt argues. “Did you really want us to stand there with our thumbs up our butts while we waited for you to show up?”
“Yes, because then they wouldn’t have gotten injured,” Concorde says, waving at the far wall of the medical bay, where Mindforce is bent over an examination table, gently probing a six-pack of extremely nasty burns spread across Stuart’s torso. His skin is lobster red and covered in blisters the size of quarters, and no one is more shocked about this than Stuart.
“I wasn’t injured,” Sara protests from the neighboring table, but she’s not very convincing. Her face is pinched and tight, and she’s paler than normal.
“Maybe not in the conventional sense,” Mindforce says, “but you did experience heavy psychic backlash.”
“Keeping a tanker full of oil from turning Main Street into a crater,” Matt says, never one to squander an opportunity to throw our success, however small, in Concorde’s face.
Concorde, never one to squander an opportunity to put Matt in his place, responds, “And she was lucky she succeeded.”
“Why is everything we do lucky?” Matt shoots back. “Would it kill you to admit we did something right?”
“No, but it might kill you.”
“Could we not do this now?” I say. “There’s a crazy woman out there with flaming hands and serious impulse control issues. Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, be back out there looking for her?”
“She’s got a point,” Nina says.
“First things first,” Mindforce says. “We need to know exactly what we’re up against.”
“You mean you don’t know who she is?” I say.
“Based on your description of her, no, she’s no one I’ve ever heard of.”
“Me either,” Concorde says.
“I think we should call in Enigma,” Nina says. “This sounds like it might be in her wheelhouse.”
Concorde makes a noise that’s half sigh, half grumble. “Yeah, you’re right,” he concedes. “Hold on.”
While he fires up his helmet-phone, Matt and I check in on our wounded. Missy is perched on a stool next to Stuart’s bed, eyes wide with worry. Stuart offers her a wobbly smile.
“I’m good, Muppet, don’t you worry,” he says, propping himself up on his elbows.
“You better be,” Missy says. “Otherwise I’m kicking your butt.”
“Warning received.”
“Enigma’s en route,” Concorde says, rejoining us. “Should be here in ten, fifteen minutes.”
The room suddenly goes black — not as in, the lights have gone out, more like the light has pulled a 180 and become impenetrable darkness. Things return to normal as quickly as they went wonky, and there’s a soft whoof of displaced air.
“Or now,” Concorde says.
“Everyone,” Nina says, “this is my girl Dr. Enigma, our resident expert on all things magical, mystical, and supernatural. Enigma, this is the Hero Squad.”
“Hey, guys. Where’s my patient?” says the most drop-dead gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in my life. I may be attractive (I say immodestly), but next to her, I’m a monkfish. She’s tall, shapely, and has a face I can only describe as angelic. Hair a vivid shade of flame red, which I refuse to believe is natural, cascades from her head in wild waves. Two matching locks of pure white, one above each temple, frame her face, giving her a slightly punky edge that only makes her more fetching. Jeans and a T-shirt shouldn’t look that amazing on anyone.
Nina gestures at Stuart. Enigma shrugs off her leather jacket, then slides in next to Mindforce to take in Stuart’s injuries. Eager to impress, he chokes back the pain and offers his best roguish smile.
“Hey. How you doin’?”
“Hey there, cutey,” Enigma says. “And what happened to you, hmm?”
“Injured in the line of duty,” Stuart says. “Protecting the public. Fighting the good fight. You know how it goes.”
“Oh, please,” Concorde mutters.
“Pay no attention to him,” Enigma says. “I don’t.”
“Stuart’s invulnerable,” Mindforce says.
“Uh-huh,” Enigma says, her curiosity piqued. “Someone want to tell me who or what did this to him?”
“He got burned,” Matt says, his eye glazed over in adolescent lust. I can’t blame him, honestly, but come on.
“He was blasted by a woman who shot impossibly hot fire from her hands,” I say, and Enigma shoots me a hard look.
“Fire from her hands?” she says. “You’re positive?”
“I’m positive. Not the kind of thing you see every day.”
“Shoulder-length brunette hair, by any chance? Little on the chunky side?”
“No, blonde and slim.”
“Son of a...” Enigma says, mumbling something under her breath I can’t quite make out, something that sounds like “jumped hosts.”
“Then we are dealing with someone or something supernatural?” Mindforce says.
“The evidence doesn’t lie. Sorry to break it to you,” she says to Stuart, “but physical invulnerability doesn’t count for jack against magic.”
“And you know who did this?” Concorde says.
“Oh yeah.”
“Suggestions?”
“I want to check a few things first.”
“Make it quick. She’s still on the loose.”
“Ask me nicely.”
“This is part of your job.”
“No, it actually isn’t,” Enigma says with the sunniest of smiles, “so until it’s your name on the bottom of my paycheck, you do not order, you ask.”
“...Please, put a rush on this,” Concorde says.
“I will do my best. In the meantime,” she says to Stuart, “apply holy water three times a day until the blisters fade. It’ll help with the pain and speed up healing.”
“Uh...seriously?” he says, but there’s no mistaking her tone; she is not joking.
 



 
SIX
 
It took us until Sunday to get around to gaming, and by then none of us were up for anything too involved; instead of our planned daylong Arkham Horror game, we played traditional board games with some decidedly non-traditional house rules. In Monopoly, for example, rolling double sixes causes Godzilla to roam the board, destroying houses and hotels.
Matt’s invention, of course. Don’t get me started on how the kid likes to play Clue.
School resumed on Monday with its usual post-Christmas vacation mix of quiet resignation, and that weird high that comes with starting a new year. It’s all psychological, I know, but there is with each January first an undeniable sense of renewal that invigorates the soul. Everyone’s like, All that crap I dealt with last year? So done with it. Everything I never got around to doing? I’m going to do it, this time for sure!
For me, that attitude is usually dead by the middle of the month — and yet, I want to believe this year will in fact be different, better, less strange. No traumatic family issues, no personal upheavals, no near-death experiences at the hands of a murderous mercenary — nothing but puppies and sunshine for the next 362 days.
This time for sure.
“Did you make any New Year’s resolutions?” I ask Sara as I finish transferring my books from my locker into my backpack. God, this thing’s heavy. Mountain climbers tackling Everest probably carry less on their backs.
“I don’t believe in New Year’s resolutions,” Sara says. “If I wanted to improve myself, why should I wait until the first of the year? Besides, I’m half-Jewish; my New Year was, like, three months ago. Heads up, authority figure coming.”
By which she means Mr. Dent, the assistant principal, who’s coming straight at me with a businesslike look on his face. “Carrie, good, there you are,” he says.
“Here I am. What’s up?”
“Mrs. Zylinski would like to see you after homeroom.”
I rack my brain to match a title to the name and come up blank. “Mrs. Zylinski?”
“Guidance counselor,” Sara says.
“Ah. Okay. Sure. No problem.”
Mr. Dent smiles, nods, then dashes off to perform other assistant principally duties.
“Wonder why Mrs. Zylinski wants to see me?”
“It’s nothing big,” Sara says. “Every sophomore gets called in at some point to talk about their future plans. You know, what you want to do for a career, where you want to go to college, blah blah.”
“Oh, okay. Did you have your conference already?”
“Yeah, few months ago.”
“And?”
She shrugs. “I don’t know what I want to do with my life. I’m not really interested in much of anything I could turn into a career.”
“No, not true. You love to sing and dance, you’re into musical theater, you could go to school for that.”
“A theater degree?” Sara scoffs. “Might as well quit school and start waitressing right now.”
The first bell rings and, after checking in at homeroom, I head to the guidance office and meet Mrs. Zylinski, a heavy-set woman in a sweater one could charitably describe as festive (and, uncharitably, as a visual interpretation of an acid trip). She leads me into her office, shuts the door, sits at her desk, and makes a bit of a show of flipping open a file folder with my name on it.
“Sorry to call you in so abruptly,” she says without looking up from the paperwork she’s pretending to read. “You should have been scheduled for a meeting with me last month, but you got lost in the shuffle because you transferred in after the start of the school year.”
“Bureaucracy,” I say. “Whatcha gonna do?”
She gives me a thin smile. “Hm. Yes. So. Carrie. Let’s talk about your future.”
“Okay.”
“Kingsport High is very involved in helping students realize their full potential, and that involves looking ahead to life after graduation,” Mrs. Z says. It doesn’t sound entirely rehearsed. “I know you might think now that you’re too young to plan for college and a career, but believe me, graduation day sneaks up on you.”
“Okay.”
“Tell me, where do you see yourself after high school?”
Good question. I don’t have a good answer. Considering my unusual side interests, I first see myself alive and in one piece, but that’s not what Mrs. Z wants to hear.
“I haven’t thought about it,” I confess.
Mrs. Z quirks an eyebrow at me. She sighs through her nose, flips through a couple of pages in my file. “According to your academic records, you were a solid A student throughout elementary school, and then in eighth grade your performance took a bit of a downturn.”
A downturn? Try a nosedive, Mrs. Z.
“Yeah, I, uh, I guess you could say I fell in with a bad crowd,” I say. “Nothing serious, it wasn’t like I was spending all my time drunk or stoned or anything stupid like that. I started hanging around people who didn’t much care about school, and I let them drag me down, but that stuff, that’s all in my rear-view mirror. I’m all about turning things around and getting back on track, academically speaking.”
There’s a pair of turtle shell-frame glasses nested in Mrs. Z’s hair. She plucks them out, makes as if she’s going to slide them on, then places them on the desk and folds her hands. Her face is very serious. It’s Lecture Time.
“Carrie, you have potential. Your little...academic detour aside,” Mrs. Zylinski says, tapping a finger on my file, “you’re clearly a very intelligent young woman, and I’ve heard nothing but praise from your teachers. I’m surprised and, frankly, disappointed you don’t have a plan for the rest of your life.”
“Life has a habit of not playing along with my plans,” I say, and that gets a smile.
“Life is what happens in-between the plans you make, Carrie. But think how much worse it would be if you let life make all your decisions for you.”
 
Mrs. Z handed me a bunch of pamphlets, told me to think about my career options, told me to stay focused on keeping my grades up, and to “think about what I said.” Make plans so life doesn’t make them for me? Sure, easy to say, but how I could possibly make any plans so bulletproof they can’t be completely derailed by my side job (which, I would like to note for the record, was never anywhere on my list of things I wanted to be when I grew up)?
“You think there’ll still be a market for web designers by the time we graduate?” I ask Malcolm, who sits next to me in my web design class. “I mean, technology isn’t going to leap forward so much that the Internet all goes right into your brain and makes web design an obsolete profession, right?”
“I don’t think they’ll be wiring people’s brains for the Internet anytime soon,” Malcolm says. Oh, could I prove him wrong on that one. “I guess anything’s possible, but I think web design has a more secure future than, say, newspaper journalism.”
“Maybe. I just don’t want to waste time learning a skill that’ll be useless by the time I hit the job market.”
Malcolm turns in his seat to face me. “You got the talk from Mrs. Z, didn’t you?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Mm-hm. I had a similar anxiety attack after I met with her last year.”
“So you didn’t have any grand life plans when you were a sophomore either?”
“God, no. I wasn’t thinking about that stuff, not until she started hitting me with all these downer scenarios of me flipping burgers or mowing lawns my whole life, then I was all like, ‘Ahh! Must find life’s purpose! Must not toil in minimum wage service job!’ ”
“Oh, you got the Scared Straight version, huh?”
“Big time.”
“Did it work? Are you now focused like a laser beam on your golden future?”
“Hardly,” Malcolm says without any concern, “but I’ve got some ideas. I’m paying more attention to the things I like to do, the things I’m really good at, things I could maybe turn into a job...” There’s a pregnant pause. “I’m re-thinking some of my priorities.”
“Like?”
Malcolm looks around for potential eavesdroppers, then leans over to me and says in a half-whisper, “I’m thinking I might not go out for the team next year.”
“Really?” I say, sincerely stunned. Malcolm is team captain, a killer wide receiver (so I’ve been told; I know jack-all about football), and all by himself, he balances out the bad rep the team gets thanks to obnoxious jerks like Angus Parr and Gerry Yannick. “Malcolm, that’s...that’s huge.”
“Yeah.” He shrugs. “I mean, sure, I’d miss it, but that’s not where my future is, you know? There are better things I could be doing with that time. Hey, do me a favor? Keep that between us, huh? Last thing I need is to spend the rest of the year listening to Coach Fowle or the guys riding me about quitting.”
“Yeah. Sure,” I say. I mime zipping my lip. “Code of silence.”
He smiles. “Thanks.”
 
And that is the last dose of normalcy for me for the day.
As per what has become standard operating procedure, the gang convenes at my locker so we can plan our after-school shenanigans. Granted, we rarely deviate from hanging out at Coffee E or the Carnivore’s Cave, but it’s the dead of winter in New England. Without snow on the ground to frolic in, build stuff out of, or stuff down each other’s pants, there’s not a whole heck of a lot to do that doesn’t involve sitting inside where it’s warm.
“Crazy idea here,” I say. “We could go to someone’s house and get right to the homework.”
“You’re right, that is crazy,” Matt says. “Jeez, Mrs. Z really got into your head, didn’t she?”
“She didn’t get into my head, but she’s right, I should be — we all should be thinking a little more about the next few years. High school doesn’t last forever —”
“Thank Cthulhu.”
“— and I don’t want to leave high school only to get stuck at a cash register until I’m old and gray.”
“We have jobs lined up,” Matt says like I’m slow. “They involve taking down bad guys and making the world a better place. Duh.”
“That’s not a job, Matt,” Sara says.
“Tell that to Concorde. That’s all he does.”
“He doesn’t get paid to be a super-hero, dude,” Stuart says, “he’s, like, in that guy’s pocket, the tech company guy.”
“Edison Bose.”
“Yeah, him. Concorde’s his corporate mascot or something, right?”
“He’s not a mascot. When he’s not a super-hero, he’s, like, a living public relations campaign for the company.”
“Whatever. Point is, Stuart’s right,” I say. “Concorde has a day job, more or less.”
“So does Mindforce,” Sara says.
“And Natalie’s in college so she doesn’t have a job right now; but she’ll have a job when she gets out of school so she doesn’t have to be a super-hero all the time,” Missy says, “unless she goes to grad school, then she’ll still be in college and won’t have a job and will still be a super-hero. Maybe. If she wants to.”
“So, what, after high school you’re going to quit the Squad?” Matt huffs.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do, about anything!” I say. “God, Matt, life doesn’t begin and end with the team, you know.”
Matt’s jaw drops open, as though my statement was the most scandalous thing he’s ever heard in his life. Thankfully, Sara cuts off whatever indignant rant he’s getting ready to spew out all over me.
“Carrie, is that your phone?”
I’m about to say no, it must be someone else’s, because I turned my phone off when I got to school and haven’t —
Oh no.
“What?”
“That is my phone.” I doubt anyone else has Bruce Springsteen’s Rosalita (Come out Tonight) for their default ringtone. “But I haven’t turned it back on.”
Missy’s eyes pop. “You don’t think...?”
I do think. The last time my phone turned itself on, Archimedes was testing out his influence over all things electronic and computerized — but it can’t be him, right? He’s still in Byrne Penitentiary, right? We filled out depositions for his court case and everything! Concorde wouldn’t make us do that if he weren’t going to trial, would he?
Sara, picking up on my skyrocketing anxiety, lays a hand on my shoulder. Human contact, it helps ground me.
Teeth clenched, I look at my phone to see who’s calling. “Who’s Astrid?”
“Who’s Astrid?” Stuart echoes.
“I don’t know anyone named Astrid.” I press the little green phone icon on the touchscreen. “Hello?”
“Hi, Carrie, this is Dr. Enigma.”
“Oh, hi!” I say. Whew! Hooray for unfounded panic. “Hi, Dr. Enigma, uh, what’s up?”
Matt and Stuart perk up at the mention of her name. Boys.
“I have some information on your playmate from Saturday,” Enigma says, “thought you might want to bring your team by to get the low-down. You busy?”
“No, we’re out of school for the day, so...”
“You know where That New Age Shop is in south Kingsport?”
“I don’t, no.”
“Forty-two Kingsport Road. My apartment is on the second floor, forty-two and a half. Take bus thirteen,” she says, and she hangs up.
“What did she want?” Missy asks.
“She wants to meet with us at her place.”
“Oh. Wait, how did she get your number? And how did she call you when your phone was off?”
And why did my phone bring her name up, when I know for a fact she’s not in my directory? And how the heck did she know which bus we should take?
No, not creepy at all.
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I bring the others up to speed. The boys gloss over the weirdness, and jump right into making themselves presentable for Dr. Enigma. As they primp and preen, they speculate about what she’s into so they can adapt their personalities to match. It’d be cute if it weren’t so pathetic.
“I bet she hates stage magic,” Matt says.
“Why would she hate stage magic?” Stuart says.
“Because she can use real magic. People like Criss Angel and David Blaine, they’re, like, poseurs compared to her. It’d be like how Godsmack would feel watching a bad Godsmack tribute band.”
“Ahh, gotcha,” Stuart says, now that the theory has been placed in a familiar context.
South Kingsport has a heavier Old New England vibe than the center of town, with lots of old buildings that have been maintained and repaired, but never replaced or refurbished. Most of them look like they might have originally been houses or fancy seaside inns a century ago; the more modern structures are the oddballs in the line-up.
The bus drops us off at the head of Kingsport Road, near (isn’t this convenient?) a corner coffee shop that Matt says is owned by the same guy who owns the Coffee Experience. The Isle of Java (love the name) is number five on Kingsport Road, so we cross the street and start walking.
We find number forty-two a couple blocks down. The ground floor of this quaint brick building houses a New Age shop called, no kidding, That New Age Shop. I’m torn: is that clever or completely lame?
“You said Dr. Enigma was at forty-two and a half?” Matt says.
“Yeah,” I say, and I see what he’s getting at: there’s a small slab of brick wall where a door leading to the second floor should be. I’m about to suggest we look around back when a voice calls down to us. Enigma is leaning out a second floor window.
“Come on up. The door’s unlocked,” she says.
“What door?” I say. “There’s no door he—”
There’s a door here.
Dr. Enigma flashes a playful grin. No, not creepy at all.
I expect to walk into an apartment decorated with animal skulls and an iron maiden, but the décor is surprisingly, disappointingly mundane. It has a first apartment feel, complete with mismatching furniture and a lack of regular housekeeping. Matt’s face brightens when he spots a Reservoir Dogs movie poster hanging on one wall.
“Pardon the mess,” Enigma says. “Haven’t had much time or, frankly, inclination to clean.”
“We understand. You’re a busy super-hero,” I say, and she laughs at me.
“No, I am most definitely not a busy super-hero,” she says, her fingers making air quotes around super-hero.
“But you’re part of the Protectorate,” Missy says. “And you have a super-hero name.”
“I’m an associate member of the Protectorate,” she clarifies, tapping one of the fuzzy black ears on Missy’s cat ear headband for emphasis. “I advise them on cases involving anything supernatural, mystical, magical, or extradimensional, and on occasion, when they need some extra firepower, I lend a hand, but if I ever, ever put on a dopey costume — no offense — Mindforce is under orders to slap me. As for my name, it’s not my super-hero name, it’s my name.”
“Your real name is Astrid Enigma?” I say.
“Astrid Lilith Enigma,” she announces, “and I do in fact hold a doctorate, in parapsychology. But you guys can call me Astrid.”
“We can do that,” Matt says.
“Good. Can I get you anything before we get down to business? Soda? Juice? Coffee?”
How about a mop to clean up the drool pouring out of the boys’ mouths? Enigma — Astrid is wearing plaid flannel pajama pants, a tank top that exposes a matching pair of tribal-style tattoos snaking across her collarbones, and her hair is up in a messy knot, but she might as well be prancing about in a skimpy bikini, the way Matt and Stuart are acting.
“No, we’re good, thank you,” I say. “You said you had some information for us?”
“I do. I thought you’d want to know what you’re dealing with.”
“Yeah, absolutely, but, uh, isn’t the Protectorate handling this?”
“This is your case, isn’t it?”
“Oh yeah, we’re all over this,” Matt says with a hair too much enthusiasm.
“Got some payback to dish out,” Stuart adds.
“Don’t be so gung-ho, hotshot,” Astrid says. “This isn’t your everyday, run-of-the-mill super-powered nutter.”
“Then what is she?” I say.
Astrid leads us over to a dining nook with a high pub-style table, where an iPad lays incongruously among a half-dozen books, each the size of the unabridged dictionary in the school library. “The woman you fought a couple days ago, I’ve encountered her before. More specifically, I’ve encountered the thing riding her.”
“The what doing what?”
“Stick with me, because this gets a little weird. The woman you called Stacy Hellfire is the latest meat suit for a particular imp I’ve run into quite a few times. It’s a sick little thing. Prefers women for hosts, and likes to give them cutesy names like Stacy Hellfire. The last time we crossed paths, it called itself Dina Diablo, and before that, Acheron Jane.
“I suppose you could think of it as a demonic mercenary. Most entities of that nature resent being summoned and bound into service, but this one, it loves the chance to cause trouble on our world. And it’s got a frustrating knack for escaping before I can snuff it.”
“Um, question?” Matt says, raising a hand. “You’re telling us we fought a woman who was possessed by a demon?”
“That’s the long and short of it.”
“A demon,” Matt repeats. “From Hell.”
“Hell’s real?” Missy squeaks.
“The Hell, where the souls of the damned experience eternal torment to pay for their earthly sins? No one knows if that actually exists, not even me,” Astrid says. “That remains one of the great mysteries of the universe. What I can tell you is that there are several alternate planes of reality that have been mistakenly identified as Hell; everything people think they know about the Hell is based on these other dimensions — many of which are home to creatures one could rightly call demons.”
“And this — what did you call it? — imp came from one of these not-really-Hell places?” I say.
Astrid picks up, of all things, the iPad, and pulls up an image of a bizarre creature. It’s humanoid, in that it has a head, arms, and legs, but it’s twisted and hideous. Two corkscrewing horns protrude from its head, and a stringy tail hangs off its backside. The image is in black and white, a hand-drawn illustration, but I imagine its skin to be the color of rotting meat.
“That, ladies and gents, is an imp. In Hell, quote-unquote, this is the lowest of the low,” Astrid says. “Imps are like cockroaches: numerous, stupid, filthy, and useless, except to demons higher on the food chain. However, even a weak demon is powerful by earthly standards, which is why some morality-impaired magic-users use them as servitors — disposable minions,” she says, predicting my next question, one of several whirling around in my head. Look, I’ve just been informed that I share the universe with parallel dimensions filled with monsters, so you’ll have to forgive me if my brain is not firing on all cylinders at the moment.
“If it’s a minion,” I finally say, “that means someone sent her — it — here for a reason.”
“And I have a good idea who and why,” Astrid says, her tone turning dark. “The who is a necromancer by the name of Black Betty. She’s powerful, skilled, and an expert at causing trouble.”
“Necromancer?” Matt says. “As in, she raises and controls the dead?”
“That’s the colloquial definition, but in my circles it refers to anyone who deals with heavy-duty dark magic. As a rule, necromancers are bad, bad news. They tend to be unstable.”
“Unstable. By which you mean —”
“Screaming insane, and Black Betty goes above and beyond the call of duty there, which is what makes her so dangerous. Normally, it’s damn near impossible to figure out what her game is.”
“Normally? You think you know what she’s up to this time?”
Astrid pokes at her iPad, pulling up a map of Massachusetts. It’s marked with four red dots, starting up near the Massachusetts/New Hampshire border. “Four libraries have been broken into over the past week or so: the one at Bradford College in Haverhill,” she says, pointing to the first dot, “the Ipswich Public Library, the Boston Historical Library, and the Mugar Library at Boston University.”
“That’s where my dad works,” Missy says. “Not in the library, he works in the genetics lab, but he told me someone broke into the library and trashed the place for no reason.”
“Oh, there was a reason, all right. You might ask, what is so special about these libraries?”
“Really awesome periodicals sections?” Matt says, eliciting a polite snicker from Astrid. A grin stretches across his face (and, I notice, a scowl of equal intensity appears on Sara’s).
“All of these libraries have, in their respective historical collections, items once belonging to one Mister Howard Phillips Lovecraft.”
Astrid says this with an air of gravity that is totally lost on me, but Matt and Stuart gawp in unison.
“The H.P. Lovecraft?” Stuart says.
“The H.P. Lovecraft.”
“Who?” I say, and Matt reacts — well, like he always does when I say I don’t know someone.
“Only the greatest horror fiction writer ever,” he says.
“Except writing fiction wasn’t his day job,” Astrid says. “Little-known fact: Lovecraft was himself a paranormal investigator. He amassed what was at the time the most extensive collection of arcane research in the world. After his death in 1937, his collection was dispersed to various academic and historical institutions throughout Rhode Island and Massachusetts.”
“You think Black Betty is looking for something that used to belong to Lovecraft?” I say.
Astrid taps her nose. “You got it. And not just any something.”
“If you say the Necronomicon, I swear I’m going to crap a brick in my pants,” Matt says.
Astrid smirks. “Then I won’t say it. This place is messy enough as it is.”
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She’s teasing. Sort of.
Astrid thinks Black Betty might be looking for the book Lovecraft took as his inspiration for his (semi-) fictional Necronomicon: the Libris Infernalis — loosely, the Infernal Book, a collection of major-league dark magic.
“So dark, anyone who reads more than a few pages at a time risks going completely mad,” Astrid says. “Not such a big deal for Black Betty, considering she hasn’t been on speaking terms with sanity for years.”
“And she thinks it’s here in Kingsport?” I say. “In our public library?”
“That is a reasonable assumption.”
“Is it?”
“Doesn’t matter. Black Betty won’t stop until she finds the book, and she obviously has no qualms about making a mess in the process, so we have to stop her — but first, we have to put down Stacy Hellfire.”
“Put down?” I do not like the way she said that.
Astrid sighs heavily. “Once an imp has grafted itself onto a human soul, that’s it. I haven’t found a way to kill the parasite without killing the host,” she says, her gaze passing over her collection of books, “but that’s a mercy, honestly. The mortal form can’t handle playing host to a demonic parasite for long before it burns out. It’s not a pretty way to die.”
“Death by Dr. Enigma doesn’t sound all that pretty either,” Sara says, her voice cold and flat.
“I promise you, Sara, I’m not taking this lightly, but our options are limited, and the few options we have all suck. Whether we like them or not is irrelevant.” She straightens up and looks at each of us in turn. “This is the game you’re playing now, kids, and sometimes you have to do things that twist your guts into knots for the sake of the greater good...not that that’s always a consolation.”
I both love and hate this woman. She’s not talking down to us. She’s not withholding information. She’s not telling us to step back, let her handle this. She’s treating us like equals. She’s the anti-Concorde. And yet, despite her assurances to the contrary, she’s writing off a human life with appalling indifference.
“I understand if this is too much for you,” she says. “I can handle it myself, if that’s what you want. I’d rather have you there so we can watch each other’s backs, but I won’t fault you for —”
“No,” Matt says. “This is our problem too.”
“Right. Then I suggest we all get dressed for the occasion,” Astrid says, “because we have an ambush to set up.”
 
Due to the lousy economy, the town of Kingsport has had to scale back all over the place to make ends meet. Potholes have gone unfilled on some roads (such as mine, where there is a crater in front of the neighbor’s house large enough to swallow an SUV); teachers, cops, and firefighters have been canned; and the main branch of the Kingsport Public Library now closes at six at night instead of eight. While this sucks for the town’s active readers, it also means that if and when Stacy Hellfire shows up, the Hero Squad (plus one) can take her down with a minimum of collateral damage, and without any civilian injuries.
Maybe.
I know this is a dumb statement, but it’s really quiet in here. From my perch atop one of the high stacks, sitting next to Missy, I can make out Astrid’s feet crunching softly on the carpet as she paces around the circulation desk. Stuart is stationed in the periodicals section, Matt and Sara among the rows of waist-high shelves for reference books. For the occasion, Matt produced for himself a bandolier of flash-bang grenades, handy devices that stun and disorient targets with (as the name suggests) a blinding flash and a deafening bang. I can hear him fiddling with the pins, making them jingle like an off-key windchime. There is a palpable calm-before-the-storm vibe in the air.
None of us speak — not because we’re trying to maintain a low profile (which we are), but because we’re numb over what we’re here to do; we came here knowing someone could die, and we’d be the ones pulling the proverbial trigger. I know super-heroes, like cops, sometimes kill people in the line of duty, when there’s no other option, but it’s sobering to be part of that equation for the first time. Calling it a mercy killing does nothing to ease the weight pressing down on us.
“Carrie?” Missy says in a tiny whisper.
“Yeah?”
“Is Astrid really going to kill Stacy?”
I sigh. “Looks like,” I say, taking little comfort in the fact we won’t be the ones pulling the proverbial trigger. Sure, because simply aiding and abetting an allegedly justifiable homicide, that’s no big whoop.
Missy’s ninja hood completely covers her face, except for her eyes, and they tell the story of what’s going on in her head. “I hate this.”
“I hate it too, Muppet,” I say, “but I honestly don’t know what else to do. This is so far above our heads — demons and possession and magic books...”
“I know. Still hate it.” She pulls her hood up so she can pout at me unimpeded. “We’re never going to do something like this ourselves, right? We’re never going to kill someone because we can’t figure anything else out, right?”
This girl’s going to make me cry. “I promise,” I say, wrapping arm around her. “We’ll always find a way.”
God, please don’t make a liar out of me.
Astrid snaps her fingers. It sounds like a gunshot.
“We have incoming,” she says, and without a gesture or a magic word of any kind, she melts into the shadows, becoming virtually invisible. Neat trick.
We get ready. Matt crouches down behind the shelves and slips a grenade out of his bandolier. Stuart ducks down where he is; he is, grudgingly, on emergency back-up duty (the last thing he needs is to add to his collection of second-degree burns). Missy and I lay flat atop the stacks. She’s on-call to run interference, and me, I’m there to blast the bejesus out of Stacy.
Technically, the Hero Squad is Plan B. Plan A is for Astrid to bind Stacy Hellfire physically, then expel the demon — in the process, also expelling the human soul to which it has attached itself.
She swears it will be painless. We have no choice but to take her at her word.
Before we engaged in our little breaking-and-entering, Astrid set up something she called a ward, a kind of magical tripwire, to alert her when anything remotely magical in nature crossed the perimeter. The ward extends a mile out in every direction, so we have a few minutes to sit, sweat, and wonder how we’re going to live with ourselves if Astrid’s plan succeeds.
We wait.
The library echoes with a bizarre FWAM noise — Stacy Hellfire incinerating the lock — followed by the squeak of hinges, then the clop of her boots on the stairs leading up from the foyer.
Like it or not, it’s go time.
I can’t say who got the drop on whom, but the library goes from zero to crazy in a heartbeat. Streaks of light crisscross the foyer. Hellfire misses Astrid, barely, and strikes the shelves behind her, igniting the books. A bolt of energy flies from Astrid’s hand, hitting the corner of the circulation desk and splashing across its surface like liquid light.
Stacy goes to town. Astrid throws up a shield, a glowing disc twice her height, and backs away under the assault. With that exchange, we leave Astrid’s field of expertise and shift into ours; the admitted non-super-hero knew she’d be no good if things turned into a stand-up fight, so now it’s up to us to give Astrid a fresh opening.
“Fire in the hole!” Matt shouts. Missy and I cover our ears and close our eyes. The flash-bang goes off with a high-pitched boom.
I open my eyes. Stacy is firing blind, literally. An overhead light fixture explodes. Windows shatter. Carpeting disintegrates into ash.
Stuart takes the opening, charging Stacy like a linebacker. By Stuart standards it’s a gentle shove, but it’s more than enough to send her flying. Stacy slams into the short stacks near Matt and Sara, folding in half over the unforgiving steel shelving, but she bounces back like a rubber ball, then swings around to find Stuart.
Sara! I say. Hit her!
Sara jumps to her feet, tags Stacy from behind with a telekinetic punch. Stacy goes sprawling again, into the center of the floor. She’s an open target, so I let her have it. We each throw off a wild shot. Hers misses. Mine connects, punching her in the chest, and driving her into the circulation desk. Her next attack goes low. The stacks rock beneath my feet, books going up like they were doused in gasoline. Missy and I jump clear. I go up, nearly smacking into the ceiling. She goes down, landing on her feet, but with more force than she expected; she flattens like a pancake.
The others emerge from hiding, cautiously; Stacy lies slumped against the circulation desk, perfectly still, her hands extinguished, but I definitely do not trust her to be down for the count.
“Ow,” Missy says, pushing up to her hands and knees.
“You okay, Muppet?” Matt calls out.
“I think so.”
Astrid gestures. All the fires flutter, then wink out of existence, leaving behind a disgusting ash that reeks of sulfur. “Missy, back away from —”
Whatever else she says is drowned out by Missy’s startled shriek as Stacy grabs for our ninja, seizing her face.
Astrid reaches them first. She grasps Stacy by the head, like she’s going to whip out the catfight rulebook and pull Stacy off by her hair. The air crackles. Astrid releases a charge of magical energy. I can feel it from here, an all-over prickling sensation, like I’ve been covered in fire ants. Someone screams. The prickling turns hot and painful, a sensation akin to a powerful electrical shock, and I go rigid. Something slams into me. Correction: I slam into the floor, and I flop there uselessly, unable to control my own body.
The world snaps back into focus as though someone flipped an override switch in my head. I can move again, and man, I can tell I’m going to have a bruise the size of Utah on my backside.
I wasn’t the only one who took the hit, either: Missy, Stacy, Astrid, they’re all splayed out in front of me. I can’t see Sara or Matt, but Stuart crawls into my field of vision, dragging himself over to Missy.
“What the...?” I manage, though to me it sounds like Whuhwuh?
Astrid responds with a grunt and a groan. “Psychic backlash,” she says. “Sorry, should have warned you about that.”
“Missy,” Stuart says, scooping her up in his arms. He shakes her gently, and my God, the look on his face twists my stomach into a granny knot. I’ve never seen him so terrified. “Muppet? Missy? Missy!”
She moans, and Stuart shrinks into himself, uttering a breathless thank you to God.
“Stuart, clear her out,” I say, remembering there is someone else we need to worry about, but Astrid waves a dismissive hand at us: Stacy Hellfire is no longer a concern. A weird bluish smoke drifts off her body. Her eyes are blank, glassy, like doll’s eyes, her face utterly expressionless. Statues in wax museums look more lifelike. It takes a second for the smell to hit me, a sharp odor of ozone and sulfur, with an undercurrent of burnt meat. My throat goes dry, my stomach spasms. Stacy Hellfire — whoever she really was — is dead.
Oh God, I’m going to be sick...
Missy moans again. Stuart hugs her close. “Hey,” he says. “How’re you doing? You okay, Missy?”
Missy grasps Stuart’s face, forcing his head back. She giggles.
“The name’s Melissa Pandemonium.”
 



 
NINE
 
Stuart yelps as Missy rips at his face. Her hand comes away bloody — impossible under normal circumstances, but these are far from normal circumstances, even for us.
Missy is on her feet in a flash, eyes glinting with maniacal glee. She lashes out. Astrid trips over her own feet and topples backwards, a happy accident that saves her from getting her throat torn open. Missy lunges for her. I fire on pure instinct, tagging Missy in mid-leap. The blast throws her down the stairs, into the main foyer. She twists in mid-air, lands on her feet with catlike grace, then bolts for the exit.
“What are you doing?!” Stuart says.
“She was attacking Astrid! I had to stop her!”
“She doesn’t know what she’s doing! She’s not in control of herself!”
“You think I don’t know that?” Stuart is right on my heels as I cross to the stairs. “That doesn’t make her less dangerous!”
“She’s right,” Astrid says. “Missy’s not herself. The imp must have jumped hosts before I could smoke it.” She follows this with a string of profanities I’d find impressive under better circumstances.
“We have to go after her.” Stuart’s halfway down the stairs when Astrid stops him, hard.
“You know what I’ll have to do when we catch her.”
Stuart hits her with a desperate, despondent look. “There has to be a way to get it out of her without killing her.”
“Stuart...”
“Find a way,” I say. “We’re not giving up on Missy, and we’re not going to let you...” I wave vaguely, unable to finish the sentence. “Find a way. Do an exorcism or something.”
Astrid exhales sharply, bites her bottom lip. “An exorcism ritual would expel the demon, but it would also expel the human soul it’s bound itself to. There is no way to remove the imp without killing the host.”
“Find. One.”
“I don’t know how, dammit!” she says, her nose inches from mine. “If I knew a way to save Missy, you think I wouldn’t use it?”
“You told us, once an imp has grafted itself onto a host, it was too late,” I say, “but that thing just jumped into her. Maybe it doesn’t have its hooks in Missy yet, not completely. Stacy Hellfire took our best shots and came back for more, so why would it run now, unless it knew it was vulnerable?”
Astrid’s hand goes up like she’s about to smack me. Instead, she jabs a finger at me. “You might be brilliant. Come on.”
We run outside. Two cars sit smack in the middle of the street, both of them trailing fresh skid marks. The drivers stand outside their vehicles, looking plenty confused. Our world and welcome to it, people.
First things first, Astrid says, and that’s finding Missy, but that’s the easy part. The imp is throwing off psychic static like it’s radioactive, but Sara’s been in Missy’s head enough times she can maintain a connection — a weak connection, but it’s enough.
“Get gone, girl,” Astrid says. “The longer Missy’s possessed...”
She leaves the thought unfinished. She doesn’t need to fill in that particular blank.
I take off, flying high enough to clear any power lines (hitting one of those in the dark? Last thing I need). Sara enters my head to guide me; through her, I sense the psychic fog off in the distance — a beacon to home in on.
I find Missy sprinting across what the Kingston Middle School calls with straight-faced sincerity an athletic field, really nothing more than a huge back lawn where kids play soccer and flag football. Her speed, combined with her ninja couture ensemble, render her practically invisible until she hits the edge of the field, near the well-lit and, thankfully, very empty parking lot. I give her a shot across the bow to halt her escape. She turns to face me as I touch down.
“Missy, stop.” I throw my hands up, ready to knock her down if she comes at me, but she doesn’t. Maybe the thing inside her is interpreting my gesture as one of peace...or maybe? Maybe I’m right, and the imp isn’t in full control yet. “Missy. It’s me, Carrie. I don’t want to hurt you. You know that. And I don’t think you want to hurt me.”
She grins a vile, crooked grin. Her eyes flash with madness.
“Please don’t do this,” I plead. “C’mon, Muppet...”
That’s when it happens: her face goes slack, and she blinks hard, like she’s snapping out of a trance. Missy is still in there.
NOW!
The air behind Missy shimmers, warps, and spits out Astrid and the Squad. Stuart is on top of Missy before she knows he’s there, seizing her in a bear hug. She screeches like a banshee and thrashes in his grip, her feet pedaling air furiously.
Astrid moves into position. She spares me a glance. Her expression says it all: she’s not making me any promises she can’t keep.
Reluctantly, nervously, I nod. And then I pray.
The thing inside Missy spits curses like a drunk Marine, but Astrid is unfazed. With a calm that definitely qualifies as eerie, Astrid lays a hand on Missy’s chest and speaks, the first time I’ve heard her say anything to accompany her spellcasting.
“Deus cui próprium est miseréri semper et párcere súscipe deprecatiónem nostram ut hunc famulum tuum teneatur peccati compedibus conceditur misericordia tua,” she says, the words pouring from her like machine-gun fire. “Exi ergo impius exi scelerata exi cum omni fallacia tua quia hominem templum suum esse voluit Deus...”
Missy stiffens, her face twisting in agony. Astrid repeats her incantation, and again, and again, the chant increasing in volume with each chorus.
“Exi ergo impius exi scelerata exi cum omni fallacia tua quia hominem templum suum esse voluit Deus GET OUT OF HER YOU SON OF —!”
The roar that erupts from Missy is like nothing I’ve ever heard in my life and, dear God, I hope to never hear again: the dying scream of an abomination that should never have been allowed to walk this world. She goes limp, like someone has stolen her skeleton, but Stuart is there to catch her. His face is a mask of despair. He can’t bring himself to speak for fear that he won’t get a response, now or ever.
Missy’s eyes flutter open. “Stuart,” she says dreamily. “Hi.”
“Hey, Muppet,” Stuart says, tears spilling down his cheeks, mingling with his blood. He hugs her close. She’s too exhausted to respond in kind.
“M’sleepy,” Missy mumbles, and then she slips into unconsciousness.
“Take her home,” Astrid says. “Put her to bed.”
“Will she be okay?” Matt says.
“She’ll be wiped out for a few days. Let her sleep it off, she should bounce back.”
There’s something off about the way she says that. I catch Astrid’s eye. She shakes her head at me. I say nothing.
“Let’s get her home,” Matt says.
“Carrie?” Astrid says. “Hang back a minute.”
“You guys go on,” I say. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” They take off, Missy a softly snoring ball in Stuart’s arms. “And don’t forget to take your costumes off before you get home.”
Astrid lays a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. Then she pulls me into a smothering hug.
“Good call,” she says into my ear.
“I didn’t know what I was talking about,” I confess. “I was guessing.”
“Don’t complain. It worked.”
“Yeah. Is she going to be okay? Really?”
She hesitates. “The documented cases of people escaping possession are few and far between, and from what I’ve read, those who do escape don’t come away totally unscathed,” she says. “Once someone has had such intimate contact with a demonic entity, their soul is forever tainted.”
“But it was only for a few minutes,” I say. Like I know what I’m talking about.
“All that means is maybe the after-effects will be minor. Don’t say anything to her about it, but keep an eye on her. If anything weird happens, if she behaves at all strangely, call me, immediately.” Astrid gives me a friendly slap on the shoulder, the universal sign for catch you later, and begins the long walk back to the library. “I’ll take care of Stacy. Get gone.”
“Hey.” She stops. “The Libris Infernalis.”
“What about it?”
“It’s not actually in the public library, is it?”
Astrid laughs. “Of course it isn’t,” she says before vanishing into the night. “I have it.”
 
      Meanwhile...
“She’s just a devil wo-man, with evil on her mi-ind, beware the devil wo-man, she’s gonna get you...”
It’s a nice little neighborhood, she thinks as she counts off the street numbers. It’s quiet, cozy, full of quaint, small-town New England charm — not at all the kind of neighborhood she ever expected Astrid to settle down in.
Well, truth be told, she never expected Astrid to settle down, period. But, alas, the wild child has long since been tamed by life as a respected academic. How sad: not even thirty, and she’s already an old woman. Perhaps their parting of the ways was inevitable.
No time for sentimentality, Bets. Eyes on the prize.
Number forty-two. Black Betty takes a step back to better take in the pathetic sight of That New Age Store, the final nail in the coffin containing Astrid’s street cred within certain circles.
“A friggin’ New Age store, Astrid?” Black Betty mutters. “Tsch. What did I ever see in you?”
Oh, yes: your to-die-for collection of arcane knowledge.
Black Betty slides her hand along the brick wall where, by all rights, a door leading to the second floor should be. It looks real enough and, more impressively, feels real enough. It has texture, and radiates absorbed winter cold like real brick would. She kneels, her fingers detecting an irregularity in the sidewalk. A whispered word causes her hand to glow, and that glow reveals a line of runes chipped into the cement, about the width of a door.
At least you thought to change the locks, she thinks, bending closer to inspect the characters, taken from a language long dead and forgotten. It’s a decent ward, as wards go, but it’s nothing but camouflage; a glamour on the door, more than enough to deter the average would-be visitor — and, perhaps, lull extraordinary visitors into a false sense of security. Black Betty probes deeper, and yes, there it is, a second ward, designed to repel anyone tainted by black magic.
Anyone — or one specific someone.
This is the first test — the last, too, if the bypass she was given fails to do its job. Black Betty reaches into her jacket pocket, removing a crystal vial no larger than a salt shaker. She turns it in her fingers, watching the dark liquid within ooze about the interior. She removes the stopper and, as though tossing back a shot of tequila, downs the contents.
Tangy. Lightly salty. A hint of spice. A mild zing of copper. A fine vintage, all in all.
Bypassing the illusion, that’s as simple as willing herself to disbelieve the lie. A door appears, a door bearing the number forty-two and a half on it. Black Betty takes a breath, braces herself to learn whether her little bit of sympathetic magic will be enough to fool Astrid’s protections.
If not? Well, it’s been a fun ride.
She lays a hand on the door handle, utters her cantrip to pop the lock. She pulls.
Black Betty stands in the open doorway for a full two minutes, savoring her triumph – the first in a series, collect the whole set.
The spell should shield her from any other wards — that was what her partner promised, but she didn’t survive this long by trusting in others. Black Betty expands her senses and climbs the stairs, scanning for any other traps. Astrid, it appears, has grown a tad paranoid since their parting: every step is rigged with a different ward sensitive to dark magic. Step three is primed to detonate in a spray of splinters. Step seven is set to spontaneously combust. Step thirteen — Oh, bravo, Astrid — is tainted with a magically enhanced flesh-eating virus. None of them trigger; the bypass spell, powered by a draught of very special, very unique blood, holds.
It holds all the way up the stairs, into Astrid’s apartment (Oh, honey, this place is tragic), but that’s where the spell’s usefulness ends. The next part, the critical step in the plan, is all on her.
Black Betty spends a few minutes studying the door, studying it on levels unknown to those without power, determining its strengths, its flaws, looking for that one crippling weakness that might allow her passage.
There.
Maybe.
“Screw it. No guts, no glory,” Black Betty says, taking a small measure of satisfaction in the knowledge that, if she fails at this juncture, the resulting mess would force Astrid to finally clean up her depressing dump of a home. Or move out.
Yeah, take that, bitch.
The door swings open. The sanctum is hers.
“Bam-a-lam.”
 
How do you define suckage? I define it as changing out of my costume and into human clothes in the woods near my house, at night, in the middle of a New England winter. I cannot wait for spring to get here.
(Mental note: figure out how to manipulate my body temperature while flying so I never again have to risk turning into a Carriesicle.)
Mom springs up from the couch as I enter the house. Crap, she has the Worried Parent Look going on. That’s never good.
“Where have you been?” she says. “I’ve been calling you for two hours.”
“Oh, nuts, sorry, forgot to turn my phone back on after school,” I say, which is only a small lie; no actual forgetting was involved.
“Carrie, damn it all, what if there had been an emergency?”
I strip off my jacket and, through sheer force of will, pretend I am not still freezing to death. “Was there?”
She plants her fists on her hips. “That is not the point, and you know it.”
“Mom, I’m sorry, I forgot, okay? No biggie.”
Much scowling ensues. “Did you also forget to come home for dinner?”
“We were doing homework at the coffee shop. We lost track of time, then we had to take Missy home because she got sick.”
The anger slides down a notch. “What’s wrong with Missy?”
“Don’t know. Flu, maybe? I heard a lot of kids in school were out sick today...”
“Oh,” she says. “Well, I hope for her sake it’s not the flu.”
Success. Parental wrath: calmed.
“Carrie, honey, please be better about turning your phone on, okay?”
“I will.”
Mom nods. “Dinner’s in the fridge if you want to heat it up,” she says, moving past me. “I’m hitting the hay early. We apparently have a big start-of-the-year staff meeting tomorrow, I don’t want to fall asleep in the middle of it.”
“Good call. Good night.”
Mom heads upstairs; I head into the kitchen. The gut-wrenching terror of the night has released its hold on me, and my God, am I starving.
I wish I could say such tense exchanges with my mom are rarities, but no, they happen on a semi-regular basis. My secret life as a part-time super-hero kicked in only days after we moved to Kingsport, and thanks to a couple of fairly destructive throwdowns in town, including one at school, Mom got it in her head we’d moved to a war zone (she has no idea I was personally involved in said throwdowns, but that’s irrelevant). For a while, she was actively looking around for a new place to live. Granddad talked her down, and the possibility of moving hasn’t come up for a few weeks, but all it takes is me coming home late or “forgetting” to turn my cell on after school, and it sparks a full-on anxiety attack. Man, she’s going to be a total basket case when I start dating again.
To be fair, not-so-little things like a demonically possessed woman blowing up half of Main Street aren’t helping my situation.
Whenever she has one of her fits, I wonder if I should tell her what I do in my spare time. Then I wonder: what would that accomplish? It definitely wouldn’t make her less paranoid about my safety. On the other hand, it might kill the idea of moving away. She could relocate us to the other side of the country, and I could fly back to Kingsport in a few minutes, so what would be the point?
Halfway through my late dinner of veal parmesan, the meal my mouth loves but my conscience hates, Sara calls.
“Hey. Wanted to let you know, we got Missy home okay. We told her mom she got sick after school, might be the flu.”
“Great minds think alike,” I say, peering out into the living room to make sure Mom or Granddad didn’t slip in. “I told Mom that same thing after she grilled me for getting home late.”
“That old tune...”
“Tell me about it.”
Sara pauses, then says, “I don’t like Dr. Enigma.”
Gee, I never noticed. “We’re going to need her,” I say. “I mean, come on, magic. That’s so out of our league it’s not funny.”
“I know, but...”
“But?”
“Carrie, she killed some poor woman. She didn’t think twice about it, she didn’t hesitate, she didn’t care she was killing someone —”
“I don’t think she didn’t care,” I say, but Sara barrels over me.
“— and she was ready to do the same thing to Missy. If you hadn’t stopped her, she would have.”
“Yeah. I know.”
“She’s dangerous. We can’t trust her.”
I won’t deny that Dr. Enigma is more hardcore than the others in the Protectorate — cold sometimes, maybe even brutal, but I can’t help but think Sara’s dislike is rooted in something else: everyday jealousy. Astrid is a gorgeous woman, no question, and Matt, clueless doofus that he is, didn’t even try to hide how bad he was crushing on her, so it’s natural Sara feels threatened. Stupid, I know, it’s not like Astrid would ever get romantically involved with a fifteen-year-old, but no one ever said love promoted clarity of thought. Times like these call for bland reassurances, not rebuttals.
“Let me worry about Astrid. If we can do this without her, we will, but we’d be dumb to shut her out completely.”
“Yeah. Okay.”
She’s hardly mollified, but it doesn’t matter, because mine is an empty promise; every instinct tells me Astrid isn’t out of the picture quite yet.
 



 
TEN
 
Officially speaking, Missy is laid up with the flu.
Stuart called her folks this morning to see how she was doing. Mrs. Hamill reported that Missy was out like a light, running a slight fever, but she seemed to be comfortable, though that news did little to put Stuart at ease.
“She’ll be fine. Missy’s a tough little Muppet,” I tell Stuart before we part ways for the morning. He grunts, nods, and puts on a brave face that fools no one.
The first thing he does when we get out of school is call Missy’s house. No one picks up, presumably because the parental units are off at work, so Stuart tells us he’s going to hike over and check in, make sure she’s okay. As the rest of us debate whether to join him in his well-intentioned but ill-advised act of breaking and entering, my phone buzzes in my pocket (because, dutiful daughter that I am, I turned it back on as soon as I got out of the building).
“Uh, boy,” I say, reading the screen. “Guess who?”
“Astrid?” Matt says hopefully. Sara scowls.
“No.” I pick up, and as I suspected, we’re receiving another royal summons from His Majesty King Concorde the First. He wants an immediate full report on last night’s shenanigans. Man, this guy and his debriefings.
“What about Stuart?” Sara asks.
“He’s got more important things on his mind,” Matt says. “Let him do what he needs to do.”
“Agreed,” I say, and we head into town.
The first stop, as always, is Coffee E for some liquid enthusiasm, then it’s over to the Protectorate’s public office. Ms. Hannaford, the team’s psionic secretary, shuffles us into the Wonkavator.
Astrid greets us in the subbasement. “Sorry about this, guys,” she says. “I tried to tell Concorde this could wait, but you know how he is.”
“No biggie. It’s all part of the job,” Matt says, all cool and devil-may-care. Yes, Matt, very smooth, I’m sure Astrid is fighting to keep from throwing herself at you.
She leads us upstairs. “That was good work last night.”
“Good, but not great,” I say. “We should never have let things get so out of hand.”
“Things could have gone down a lot worse, but they didn’t, thanks to you,” she says to me.
“Don’t be too impressed. I told you, I had no clue what I was talking about.”
“Don’t sell yourself short like that.”
“I’m not, I’m being honest. I got stupid lucky. You’re the expert on...those kinds of things.”
“And look what almost happened. Sometimes, kiddo, it’s counterproductive to know it all...or believe that you do. It’s harder to think outside the box when you’re convinced you have all the answers. On the rare occasion something completely stumps you, you don’t look for other options, you just assume there are no other options.”
“You outsmart yourself.”
“Exactly. Happens to the best of us. How’s Missy doing?”
“Guess she’s been asleep all day,” Matt says. “Stuart’s checking on her. That’s why he’s not here.”
“Good on him.” Astrid pauses at the door to the interview room, sighs, and utters what has become our mantra for these debriefings. “All right. Let’s get this over with, shall we?”\
 
“Here we are again,” Mindforce says with half-hearted cheer. I guess he had better plans for the day, too.
“At least we made it through the holidays without an incident,” I say. “That’s a decent stretch of nothing, right? I mean, it’s not like super-powered weirdoes pop up out of nowhere and cause trouble for no good reason all the time.”
Mindforce purses his lips and slides Concorde a look.
“They don’t, right?”
“It’s...not constant, no,” Mindforce says, “but we deal with random minor superhuman incidents a lot more often than we deal with red-level threats.”
“Red-level threats?”
“It refers to any major incident involving superhumans with a high body count potential. Would-be world conquerors, terrorist groups, et cetera — the sort of crises people think we handle all the time, but the reality is less exciting. More often than not, we’re taking down lone rogues like this Stacy Hellfire character.”
“But where do they come from?” I say.
“Same places normal human criminals come from. At their core they’re simply people driven to extreme measures by desperation, greed, weakness...”
“Insanity,” Astrid adds. “Black Betty, case in point.”
“And thus endeth the lesson,” Concorde says irritably. “Let’s get on with this.”
Mindforce starts recording, and off I go, recounting the Stacy Hellfire incident in all its flamey, possessiony, magicy glory. Concorde says nothing until I finish, and then, like a lawyer in a cheap courtroom drama, he crosses his arms and says,
“And why didn’t you bring the Protectorate in on this?”
Before I can respond, Astrid jumps in. “That was my call.”
“Oh? Care to explain?”
“Not really, no,” Astrid says with a sarcastic smile.
“Oh, dammit, Enigma...”
“Do I have to again remind you, I’m not part of your team? I am a consultant. You ask for my assistance, I provide it, but I am not at your beck and call, and I do not have to run everything I do by you...and I don’t need your permission to ask them to watch my back,” Astrid says, gesturing at me.
“No, you don’t, but the Hero Squad are young and inexperienced, which is why they’re operating conditionally, and under our authority. They are our responsibility. Secondly, this isn’t about who’s in charge. This is about taking down a serious threat to public safety, and doing so in a way that minimizes risk, to the public and to them,” Concorde says, poking the air in my direction, “but you didn’t do that. You put them in the line of fire, and Missy got hurt because of it. That’s on you. So spare me the attitude, and get your priorities straight.” 
Astrid’s eyes flash. Her fists clench. Concorde does not back away.
I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again: the only thing worse than a jerk like Concorde is a jerk when he’s right.
Mindforce clears his throat softly. “Okay,” he says. “I think we’re all set.”
 
God, that was awkward.
Astrid cleared out fast after my debriefing, leaving Matt and Sara to be grilled without any moral support. Sara couldn’t have cared less, but I think Matt felt...I guess jilted would be the right word.
Before showing us the door, Concorde gave us firm orders not to act on any information that might come to us by way of Astrid — not without checking in with him first. We agreed, and curiously, it wasn’t as painful to give in to Concorde as it usually is. What happened to Missy was still too fresh in our minds.
Speaking of the Muppet, she bounced back pretty quickly (I think; I don’t know what the normal recovery time from demonic possession is). She was still snoozing away when Stuart, using the spare key the Hamills hide inside a fake rock in the yard, slipped into the house to check on her. He sat with her for a while, and she never once stirred.
She woke up Wednesday morning, still wiped out, but hungry. She wolfed down a huge breakfast, then conked out on the sofa until dinnertime, when she again gorged herself. On Thursday, when we all stopped by to visit, she was awake, and had been for much of the day, but her energy levels were nowhere near normal, as evidenced by the fact that she spoke only in short sentences that each expressed a single thought. Didn’t care for that at all.
Today she is mostly back to normal. Her parents kept her home anyway, to avoid a relapse, so we invade the Hamill home laden with Chinese from Junk Food and extra controllers so we can, to the chagrin of the ever-dour Dr. Kenneth Hamill, Mario Kart our cares away (a pox on you, Rainbow Road).
Throughout the night, we keep one eye on Missy, looking for any uncharacteristic behavior, any sign that the imp, as Astrid put it, tainted her. She swears a few times in Japanese, but come on, getting blue-shelled when you’re in the lead? Cursing is totally justified.
During a break in gaming, I check my phone. I have a voicemail from “C” — my not-so-clever label for Concorde. Guh. All he says is, “Call me back, please.”
Please? Must be serious if he’s asking nicely. I slip into the bathroom for some privacy, and he must be sitting on his phone, because he picks up after one ring.
“Carrie.”
“Hey. What’s up?”
“How is Missy doing?”
Huh. He actually sounds concerned. “She’s okay. We’re at her place now. She’s up, she’s moving. Not back to a hundred percent yet, but she’s good.”
“Good. That’s good.” He pauses. “Do you think she’s up to come in to HQ tomorrow?”
“You don’t like us having full weekends off, do you?”
“Look, I’m only —” he snaps, then he stops. I hear him take a breath, then he says gently, “I spoke to Enigma. She told me about her...concerns about Missy. We want to give her a quick once-over, make sure there’s nothing to worry about. That’s all.”
Nuts, why is this guy making it so hard for me to dislike him lately?
 



 
ELEVEN
     
Mrs. Hamill was not thrilled at the idea of letting Missy out of the house, not so soon after getting over “the flu,” but, “Mom I’ve been stuck in this house all week and I’m going crazy and I want to go hang out with my friends and they aren’t going to let anything happen to me I’ll make them promise to bring me home if I start to feel cruddy so please can I GOOOOOOOOOOO?!” was a very convincing argument.
“I don’t even care that we’re going to spend the morning at HQ,” she chirps as we hike into town, a subdued but noticeable bounce in her step. The sight is as happy-making as the smile on Stuart’s face. This was a rough week for both of them.
Mindforce meets us at the Wonkavator. He smiles at Missy, and for a moment I think he’s going to hug her.
“Let’s get you up to the medical bay,” he says, sans hug.
 
“Hop up on the table,” Mindforce says.
Missy’s eyes pass, with suspicion, from Mindforce to Concorde to Dr. Enigma. “You’re not going to stick me with a needle, are you?” she says. “I don’t like needles. They hurt.”
“We might want to draw some blood,” Concorde says.
“Might,” Mindforce stresses. “Astrid told us there might be some lingering after-effects of your...recent unpleasantness, so we want to give you a quick check-up to make sure everything is normal. If we think we need to draw blood...”
“Like there’s a blood test for demonic possession,” Astrid mutters to herself, softly enough that only Missy catches it.
Missy slides onto the examination table, her stomach gurgling unhappily. The stainless steel is cold beneath her hands.
“How have you been feeling?” Mindforce begins.
“Okay. I was wicked tired right afterwards and I slept a lot but I’m okay now. Is it weird I slept a lot?”
“No, not at all,” Astrid says. “In fact, I’m betting the only reason you’re on your feet so soon is because you have such a strong constitution. So I’m told,” she says with a nod at Concorde.
“What are you looking for, anyway?”
“I’m not sure, honestly. I think this is a case of we’ll know it when we see it.” Mindforce picks a penlight out of a squat cabinet of medical instruments. He flashes it into Missy’s eyes, as though administering a routine eye exam. “Missy, how’s your night vision?” he says, his brow knit in curiosity.
“Oh, I see in the dark real good. Always have.”
“Hm.”
“What?” Concorde says. He shifts his helmet’s smoked outer visor out of the way, and hunches slightly to match Mindforce’s point of view. Mindforce flicks the light back and forth, back and forth. “Huh.”
“What?” Missy says. “Is something wrong?”
“Not wrong,” Concorde says, “but definitely interesting. Show me your teeth.”
“Show you — what? Mindforce?”
“It’s okay. Go like this,” Mindforce says, flashing his teeth in a manner that toes the line between comical and disturbing. Missy mimics him. Another round of fascinated grunts follows.
“Guys, talk to her,” Astrid prods. “You’re freaking the girl out.”
“Yeah you are,” Missy says, but Concorde ignores them both. He grasps Missy’s hand and leans over it, his visor nearly touching her fingertips.
“Relax your hand.” He pinches Missy’s index finger right above the top knuckle. The double-thick fingernail, curved and ending in a wicked point, slides out, a dagger leaving its sheathe.
“AAAAH! AAAAH!” Missy pulls her hand free and flails away. “What did you do? What did you do to me why did my finger do that that was freaky it never did that before what’s wrong with me?!”
“Dammit, Concorde, what the hell is your problem?” Astrid says, snaring Missy in an unwanted but very much needed hug.
“I didn’t do anything to her!”
“Concorde, please,” Mindforce says. “Missy, it’s all right, nothing is wrong with you.”
“Says you!”
“Explain this to her now,” Astrid says, “or I swear —”
“Missy, I promise you, this is all perfectly normal,” Mindforce says in his most soothing tone. “For you,” he amends.
“Your powers derive from genetic mutation, same as Mindforce’s powers, and Sara’s, and Stuart’s,” Concorde says, “but in your case, you’ve developed secondary physical characteristics. It’s not common among superhumans, but it’s not unheard of. If anything is odd here, it’s that your secondary characteristics are very specific to a non-human organism.”
“What’s that mean?” Missy says.
“In English,” Astrid says.
“Your eyes appear to have what’s called a tapetum lucidum, a reflective layer in the back of the eyeball,” Concorde says. “Your upper and lower canine teeth are slightly elongated, and your fingernails...well, those speak for themselves.”
“All of which are distinctly feline traits,” Mindforce finishes.
Missy unconsciously touches a hand to her ever-present cat-ear headband, as if saying goodbye to their innocent novelty.
“It’s fascinating, really,” Concorde says. “Physical manifestations like yours can be progressive or regressive, but in natural mutations they’re always along the lines of the human genome. Cross-species manifestations like yours...hmmm...”
“What?” Missy says. “Is something wrong with me?”
“No. No, nothing’s wrong,” Concorde says — a little too quickly, Missy thinks. “Don’t mind me. Thinking out loud. Let’s finish this up and get you out of here.”
 
Missy is gone all morning. The Protectorate brings her back to the common room few minutes after noon, by which time we’re all starving to death (Stuart especially, despite the fact he helped himself to several slices of leftover pizza from the Protectorate’s fridge).
“About time. I was starting to think you’d taken her hostage,” Matt says.
“Nothing to worry about. We were being thorough,” Concorde says.
“That’s one word for it,” Astrid says, slipping an arm around Missy’s shoulders. “C’mon, guys, I’ll take you back to the office. And go buy yourselves some lunch, on us. Give them some money,” she says to Concorde.
“Excuse me? I don’t think so.”
“It’s the least you can do for keeping them here so long. And be grateful I don’t make you cover my lost income. Not all of us are crazy rich, you know. Some of us work for a living.”
Concorde, grumbling, reaches into a pouch on his belt. He pulls out some cash, and shoves a twenty at me.
     “That’ll feed Stuart. Barely,” Matt says. Astrid flicks her fingers at Concorde: Fork it over, cheapskate, the gesture says, and he slaps another twenty in my hand.
“Spend wisely.”
As promised, Astrid accompanies us back to the office, where we part ways (much to the boys’ disappointment and, not coincidentally, Sara’s delight). Before departing, Astrid says something for Missy’s ears alone. Missy nods mechanically, then hugs Astrid tight around the neck. Whatever passed between them, Missy’s not sharing with us.
We hike down to the Carnivore’s Cave to enjoy our free meal, in which chili cheese fries feature heavily. We normally don’t indulge because they’re way expensive, but hey, we’re not paying for it.
Except we are, it turns out. “Looks like it’s not a totally free lunch,” Matt says, studying the check. “We have enough to cover most of the food but not all of it, plus we have to leave a tip.”
“How much?” Sara asks.
“Check is $61.74 with tax, so the tip is $11.11, that makes the total $72.85, we have forty bucks from Concorde, so we each have to kick in $6.57,” Matt says without pausing once to think about it.
“That’s not bad,” Stuart says, “but I think we should go back and hit Concorde up for more lunch money for eating up half our Saturday. Ha! Lunch? Eating? See what I did there?”
Two things strike me at once. One: how the heck did Matt figure all that out? In his head? That fast? And two...
“Did you guys catch what Astrid said about Concorde?”
“What’d she say?” Matt says.
“She made a crack about him being rich.”
“Yeah, she did, didn’t she?”
“I heard Natalie say something similar a while back.”
“Makes sense,” Stuart says. “Dude’s got to have some serious scratch to make a suit like his.”
“Except he didn’t make it,” Matt says, swinging into super-hero geek mode. “Bose Industries developed the maglev suit and gave it to Concorde.”
“Maglev?” I say. I know Matt’s thrown that term out before...
“Magnetic levitation,” he says. “Edison Bose pioneered the technology. You know, like what those Japanese bullet trains use, except the suit is freestanding: he doesn’t need a magnetic base to repel off. It’s uber cutting-edge. Why he gave that kind of cool tech to a tool like Concorde...”
“Can we stop talking about Concorde?” Missy says. “He said things I didn’t like and asked me questions I couldn’t answer and he got mad at me because I couldn’t answer them and Astrid told him to stop acting like such a huge d-bag but it didn’t help and he was mean to me.”
“Astrid called Concorde a d-bag?” Matt says.
“Uh-huh.”
“I think I’m in love.”
Countdown to Sara bristling in three, two — there she goes.
“You haven’t told us how the exam went, Muppet,” I say. “Clean bill of health, I assume?”
Missy’s eyes narrow. “Don’t wanna talk about it.”
“But you’re okay, right?” Stuart says.
“Said don’t wanna talk about it. I’m fine. Shut up. Let me eat.”
“The Congo,” I say. “Monkeys, hats, et cetera.”
“Yeah,” Stuart says, eyeing Missy. “Right. The Congo.”
 



 
TWELVE
 
Something I’ve noticed about the super-hero biz: it tends to run hot and cold.
During the Archimedes case, we had periods of several days when nothing would happen, then things would go berserk and everything would happen all at once, then it would quiet down again. All told, that mess took close to three months to clean up.
It’s been a few weeks since we nearly burned down the library, and it’s been quiet — yes, I’ll say it, too quiet. Black Betty — assuming that is in fact our culprit — hasn’t made another move, or so Astrid assures us. She’s been keeping an eye on Kingsport, looking for any unusual magical activity (I can’t imagine what qualifies as usual magical activity), and so far, nothing to report. The only other bite came a few days after our second encounter with Stacy: the John Hay Library at Brown University in Rhode Island — which has in its collection a rare, original Lovecraft manuscript for The Shadow Out of Time, according to uber-geek Matt — was broken into and ransacked, but nothing was reported missing. The trail went cold after that.
Speaking of cold: winter has gone out of its way to be miserable and unpleasant, and maybe that’s why neither the Hero Squad nor the Protectorate have had much to do. Freezing temperatures, high winds, and the occasional heavy snowfall seem to be keeping all the bad guys inside where it’s warm. 
The same goes for us, and I’m okay with that, but you want to hear something ridiculous? We’re getting itchy for a fight. How stupid is that? Here we are, living normal lives for a change, slogging through schoolwork during the week so we can relax and have fun gaming on the weekends, and what are we all secretly hoping for? A reason to risk our necks.
We’re dumb.
I’ve been trying to put the downtime to good use in a variety of ways. I’ve been plugging away at my much-hated math class to nudge my grades up (so far, so good); I’ve been helping Sara with her exercises so she can better control and fine-tune her telepathy (again, progress has been made); I’ve been exploring possible career options so I don’t feel so much like a loser with no future (still treading water there); and my cleric in our Dungeons and Dragons campaign is up to level ten, so I can turn low-level undead like nobody’s business.
Look, all work and no play and all that.
I can’t say whether I’m making any progress in my weekly sessions with Mindforce. Every Friday we sit, we talk — correction: I do most of the talking while he nods and mm-hms and occasionally asks pointed and uncomfortable questions that force me to confront things I’d rather wipe from my memory...which, I guess, is the point of such questions.
“Y’know, you could always ask him how you’re doing,” Matt suggests at lunch.
“Maybe,” I say. I thought of that too, but I’m a little afraid of the answer.
“I have to see him today too,” Sara says, “so let’s hit him up together. Maybe between the two of us, we’ll make up one completely sane person.”
“We’re not insane,” I say, “we’re...psychologically interesting.”
“I’d have gone with traumatized,” Matt says.
“Oh, thanks ever so much for your sympathy, Captain Tactless.”
“What? Am I wrong? Bad stuff happened to you, it messed you up a little. Getting all P.C. and saying you’re ‘psychologically interesting’ or whatever doesn’t make it all go away.”
Not unlike Concorde, Matt is especially infuriating when he’s right.
I spend the rest of the school day giving myself a pep talk, convincing myself there’s no harm in asking Mindforce for an assessment. I mean, how bad could it be? If I were a basket case, I’d be on medication or in a hospital, right? So what am I worried about?
What am I worried about?
 
Matt, Stuart, and Missy plant themselves at Coffee E while Sara and I head over to Protectorate HQ. We don’t talk at all during the Wonkavator ride. Whatever’s gnawing at me, it’s on Sara’s mind too.
Mindforce is there to greet us at the end of the line. For some reason, so is Natalie.
“Ladies,” she says.
“Carrie, you’re with Natalie today. Sara, you’re with me,” Mindforce says, and they head upstairs for their session.
“Change of pace today?” I say.
“Come on,” Natalie says, beckoning. I follow her through the bowels of HQ, and we stop at the door leading to Concorde’s workshop. Natalie pulls out of her pocket something that looks like an oversized cell phone, pokes at it.
“You told Mindforce you wanted to learn how to use your powers more effectively,” she says.
“Yeah...”
“Because you want to feel empowered. No pun intended.”
“I guess.” Natalie arches an eyebrow. Looks like noncommittal pseudo-answers aren’t going to cut it with her today. “Yes. I want to...I don’t want to feel...you know...”
“I don’t know. Tell me.”
She waits. Damn her, she’s going to make me say it.
“Helpless.”
There it is. I wasn’t scared of what Mindforce might say about me; I was scared of what he’d make me say about myself, but it looks like that duty’s been assigned to Natalie, for reasons that aren’t clear yet.
Natalie glances at her little tablet computer. “Your energy blasts. That’s your go-to offensive move, yeah?”
“Yeah. They’re pretty all-purpose.”
Natalie takes me into the workshop. “Doc Quantum thought you might be firing off some form of laser beam,” she says as we weave through a mini-maze of work stations, messy rows of steel tables covered in strange tools and electronic components, “but there was no heat component. What you were throwing off was more like a focused gravity pulse — pure force, nothing but impact.”
“Okay...”
“But you have generated heat with your blasts before.”
I never thought about it before, but, “Yeah, the very first time I used them. I accidentally melted a plastic garbage can with them.”
“How did that happen? What made you shoot to kill at a garbage can?”
“Ummm...I don’t know, honestly. I was dragging the can out to the curb, it was really heavy, I got frustrated, next thing I know, zap, all melty. But that was the only time I’ve ever done that, as far as I can remember.”
“Not quite,” Natalie says with a gesture of presentation that directs my attention toward (oh, wow) the Thrasher armor the Squad trashed during our very first outing as a team. The Protectorate confiscated the battlesuit so Concorde could examine it inside and out, and he obviously took that job seriously: the suit is spread out all over the floor, and I do mean spread out; he’s almost completely dismantled the thing, to the point it’s unrecognizable as the massive armored humanoid we took down. It’s like one of those 3-D jigsaw puzzles, fresh out of the box.
“Concorde’s getting a lot of mileage out of this thing, isn’t he?” I say.
“I don’t see the guy smile often, but he’s like a kid at Christmas playing with this bad boy — which, I’d like you to note, went down because you did that to it.”
Natalie points at the chassis, the only piece of the suit still in one piece (more or less), but she wants me to see something specific.
“What am I looking at?”
“This.” Natalie kneels down, and runs a finger along the edge of the hole I put in the chassis. It takes a minute for me to catch on: the edge is smooth, and there are no signs of cratering. A force blast would have left the hole rough and jagged, but this...I didn’t punch through —
“I melted through,” I say. “How did I do that?”
“That’s what we’re going to figure out,” Natalie says.
 
Mindforce takes Sara not to the medical bay, not to the interview room, but to the common room, where he invites her to sit at the table in the kitchenette.
“Soda?”
“No thanks, but I’ll take some Gatorade, if you have it,” she says.
He smiles, and brings her a bottle from the fridge. “Sounds like you’ve developed some good habits.”
“I am trying to live the life of a good little psionic,” Sara says. “Lots of iron-rich foods, supplements if I need them, I keep an eye on my electrolytes...”
“It shows,” Mindforce says, taking a seat across from Sara. “Your color is looking better.”
“Yeah, I’ve upgraded from deathly pale to pasty.”
“Sleeping better?”
“Much.”
“Have you been practicing?”
“I have. Carrie’s been a huge help.”
“Good. Good.”
Sara presses her fingers to her temple, and squints at her mentor. “I’m sensing...I’m sensing a ‘but’...”
Mindforce laughs. “A small one. You’re doing well on the basics, but I think it’s time to start pushing you a little. Based on your performance at the Quantum Compound, it’s clear that your control over your telekinesis —”
“Sucks.”
“Needs work. We’ve been focusing on your telepathy out of necessity, and I don’t want you to neglect your exercises, but I believe you’re ready for the next level.”
With a thought, Mindforce pulls Sara’s drink across the table. It slides toward him, like a hockey puck gliding across ice, and comes to a smooth, gentle stop.
“Take it back,” he says.
She does, but much less gracefully; the bottle lurches across the table, topples. She falls out of her chair avoiding the wave of red liquid that splashes at her.
“Nuts.”
“It’s okay,” Mindforce says. He gestures with a finger, as though bidding Sara to stand, but it’s the bottle that rises, righting itself. A second motion, a twirling of his spread fingers, gathers the spilt liquid into a quivering sphere that, with a third gesture, morphs into a twisting column, which arcs in mid-air and returns to its container. Mindforce mimes grasping the cap. It rises, flips, and spins onto the mouth of the bottle.
“Showoff,” Sara says in an awestruck hush.
“Maybe a little,” Mindforce concedes, “but it was more of a demonstration. Did you notice what I did?”
“Uh, yeah, hard not to.”
“I mean this part,” he says, recreating his various hand motions.
“I thought you were being dramatic.”
“Not at all. Do you remember the trick I taught you to shield your mind from outside thoughts?”
“Yeah. You told me to imagine I was building a wall around me.”
“Visualization. That’s all this is,” Mindforce says, extending a hand and closing his fingers around an imaginary bottle, causing the real one to rise from the table and hover before Sara. “Looks silly, yes, but it’s effective.”
Sara thinks back to the team’s encounter with Stacy Hellfire, to the oil tanker, to the explosion she contained by force of will alone — a force she shaped with outstretched hands.
“Yeah,” she says, “I guess it is.”
 
“Not that I mind,” I say, “but why am I with you today instead of Mindforce?”
“He thought it would be good for you to do something a little more active,” Natalie says as she leads me into an unfamiliar section of HQ. “Sometimes, you can only go so far talking it out, so he asked me to do a little training with you.”
“Again, not that I mind, but why you? Why isn’t Mindforce doing this?” Or, God forbid, Concorde the control freak.
“Couple reasons. Our powers aren’t exactly in the same ballpark, but they’re close enough that I could help you work through things better than the guys.”
“And the other reason?”
“Sorry?”
“You said there were a couple of reasons. What’s the other one?”
Natalie’s hand hovers over a keypad next to a sturdy steel door. She glances at me, then punches in the code that opens the door.
She leads me into a massive room, not unlike Doc Quantum’s test lab: the Protectorate’s training room, she explains. “We’re well underground, and the walls are military bunker quality, so you’re safe to cut loose.”
“Cool.”
Natalie plays with her tablet. A panel in the far wall slides open to reveal a target, about the size of a garbage can lid, mounted on a steel-frame rig. The target glides out onto the floor. Best guess, there’s a hundred feet between me and it. Oh, I hope she’s not going to test my aim.
“Give it a zap,” Natalie says. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“From here?”
“From here.”
Nuts. All right, I can do this. Big target, stationary, I can take my time — easy shot.
And behold, the power of positive thinking! I take aim, fire, and tag it. Not a bull’s-eye, granted, but it was a solid hit.
“Okay. Not bad. Now, how about you stop screwing around and hit it for real?”
“Excuse me?”
“That was pathetic. That blast might have knocked down a five-year-old. Might have. Come on, enough with the amateur hour crap. Thrill me.”
What the huh? Where did this come from?
I take aim and let off a second shot. The entire frame rocks from the impact.
“Big whoop,” Natalie says. “Still not impressed.”
“What’s with the attitude?” I say. “I’m trying to hit —”
“You’re Mickey Mouse-ing it is what you’re doing. That sucked. I said to blast that thing, so blast it!” she says, leaning into me, her voice rising to a shout. “Give me a smoking crater or stop wasting my time! Go big or go home, little girl!”
This time, I don’t bother with aiming. Fire three.
The blast obliterates the frame, almost vaporizes it. The room echoes with an earsplitting BOOM and the clang of metal on metal as chunks of debris — flaming chunks — ricochet off the walls, the floor, the ceiling.
Uh. Wow.
Natalie whoops like I scored the winning touchdown in the Super Bowl. “YEAH! That’s what I wanted to see!” she cries. “That was awesome!”
Yes, it was, but I feel a little stupid for getting played so easily. “You got me riled up on purpose, didn’t you?”
Natalie spreads her hands: guilty as charged. “Hated to go R. Lee Ermey on you like that, but after you told me the garbage can story, I thought an agitated emotional state might ramp you up, get you to think less about what you were doing.”
“I guess I can’t argue with the results. R. Lee Ermey?”
“The drill sergeant from Full Metal Jacket.” I shrug. “He was in the remake of Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and the remake of Willard, and The Frighteners. Oh, he was one of the toy soldiers in Toy Story.”
No wonder I can’t follow her: she’s speaking fluent Matt.
“You’d recognize him if you heard him. Anyway, the point was to get your body familiar with that specific mode of attack,” Natalie says. “Using your powers is like any other learned behavior: you start off fumbling around stupidly, maybe getting it right once or twice on instinct, but with time and repetition, it becomes second nature.”
“Cool. Although I hope screaming in my face isn’t going to be a regular part of the lesson plan.”
“Sorry, kiddo. I’m going to do whatever it takes to get you up to speed,” she says, adding a pat on the shoulder that says nothing personal. “If you’re serious about the super-hero gig, you need to be ready for any situation. You need to be ready to handle whatever’s thrown at you, because if you’re not, you —”
She falls silent. Her eyes drop to the floor. Her grip on my shoulder tightens.
“What happened?”
She gives me a thin, pained smile. “I had my ass handed to me.”
She was sixteen when it happened, Natalie tells me, at the very beginning of her career as a super-hero. She chanced across a liquor store robbery in progress, and she figured it would be an easy grab. She had powers, she knew a little taekwondo, there were only two of them, neither of them armed — what could possibly go wrong?
Everything, as it turned out. Natalie took down one guy with a single well-placed sucker-kick to the face, but the other one...the other one was as big and as tough as a Humvee, and he took Natalie’s best shot without blinking an eye.
Then he went to work.
It’s funny how you can see someone several times, stand right next to her, yet completely miss details that, once noticed, can never be un-noticed. Natalie Guerrero is an attractive young woman — pretty enough to turn heads while walking down the street, but approachable. She has dark eyes, black hair she wears in an adorable asymmetrical bob, and whenever she smiles, it’s an impish little smirk that suggests there is a bit of a bad girl hiding in there. Somehow, I never before noticed the little bump high on the bridge of her nose, from where it had been broken and reset. I never noticed the scar, faded over time, forming a pale crescent that brackets her right eye, or the similar line that starts underneath her left nostril, traces the edge of the indentation under her nose, passes over her lips, and ends at the rise of her chin. All these details have been invisible to me until now, until Natalie’s confession.
“I only spent two days in the hospital,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper, “but an experience like that, it stays with you, long after the wounds have healed.”
I swallow hard. “How long?”
By way of an answer, she says, “Don’t tell yourself you can handle this alone, Carrie. You can’t. I couldn’t. I won’t let you repeat my mistakes. Got it?”
Natalie pulls me into a hug and holds me tight for several minutes. I think it’s for her as much as it is for me.
 



 
THIRTEEN
 
I meet Sara back at the Wonkavator. She looks as tired as I feel.
“I am,” she says. “Oh. Sorry. That slipped through. I’m —”
“I’m with you. This was...this was an exhausting day.”
“But a good one.”
“But a good one.”
“Good to hear,” Mindforce says, trading satisfied smiles with Natalie. “And as a reward for your hard work, we will tell Concorde to leave you alone for the weekend. If any crises arise, we’ll handle them.”
“Sounds awesome,” I say.
Let’s not tell Matt, Sara think-says to me.
Agreed.
Sorely in need of caffeine, we rush back to Coffee E where, to my surprise, I find the gang sitting with, of all people, my grandfather.
“Oh, hello, honey,” Granddad says. “How did the tutoring go?”
Tutoring? I didn’t — oh. Must be the cover story the guys fed him.
“Went well,” I say. “Not the best way to spend a Friday afternoon...”
“Well, I appreciate the extra work you’re putting in,” he says, standing to kiss me on the forehead, “and so does your mom — who, by the way, is out tonight with her co-workers, but that doesn’t mean your regular weekend curfew isn’t in effect.”
“The movie gets out around eleven, so I should be home by midnight, easy.”
“What are you seeing?”
“We’re going to the Main Street Movie House to see something called Buckaroo Banzai.”
“The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension,” Matt says, “newly restored print, with the extended intro sequence.”
Whatever that means. I should have brought Natalie along to translate. “I’ve been told my life will never be complete until I see it.”
“Well, can’t have that now, can we? All right, hon, you have a good night. Boys, Missy, Sara.”
“Greg, m’man, catch you later,” Stuart says, trading fist-bumps with my grandfather.
Fist bumps. With my grandfather.
My world no longer makes sense.
 
Neither did that movie.
“It’s not supposed to make sense!” Matt says as the crowd flows out around us, dragging with them the aroma of stale popcorn and movie theater floor (a tangy-sweet combination of spilled Coke and crushed Junior Mints that lingers on the senses long after you wish to God it would go away). “It’s not supposed to fit in neat little boxes, conceptually or narratively, which is what makes it so freakin’ brilliant!”
“I’m sorry, but the whole movie seemed weird for the sake of being weird,” I say.
“YES! Exactly!” Matt raves, nearly clocking a passing couple in the face with his flailing arms. “Buckaroo Banzai was a mocking response to the glut of cliché-ridden, by-the-numbers sci-fi adventures born of the Star Wars era of genre filmmaking.”
“Uhh, okay. I’ll take your word for it. Maybe it would’ve made more sense if I’d actually seen Star Wars.”
Matt freezes, a look of bone-deep shock on his face. “You — how — never saw — are you kidding me?” he manages. “You’ve never seen Star Wars? How have you lived your whole life without ever seeing Star Wars?!”
“Well, I mean, I’ve seen bits and pieces of it on TV,” I say sheepishly, “but I’ve never gotten around to, you know, watching it beginning-to-end. But I know the good parts! I know ‘Use the Force, Luke,’ and I know Darth Vader is really Luke’s father...”
“That was The Empire Strikes Back!”
“Ummm...that was the one with the teddy bears, right?”
“That was Return of the Jedi, and they’re called Ewoks, you clueless twit! EWOKS!”
How I held onto a straight face for this long is beyond me, but his anguished cry of “EWOKS!” proves too much, and I fall to the sidewalk, laughing so hard I can barely catch a breath. The dam breaks and Sara, Stuart, and Missy lose their minds right along with me. We sound like a pack of crazed hyenas.
“Wait, were you messing with me?” Matt says.
“Of course I was messing with you!” I squeal, the winter night literally freezing my tears on my cheeks. “Come on! Who hasn’t seen Star Wars?”
“Seriously, dude,” Stuart says.
“The funny part was when you believed her!” Missy giggles.
“Ahhhh, that was golden. Well played, Miss Hauser, well played.”
“Thank you, thank you, I’ll be here all week.”
Matt, mustering the last of his dignity, announces, “I’m going home now. I’ll thank you to wait until I’m out of earshot before you relive your grand jest,” he says to me before marching off.
“Dude, wait up,” Stuart says. “Later, ladies.”
“You do know Matt’s already plotting how to get you back,” Sara says as we begin the long, bitterly cold march home.
“What’s he going to do? Spout obscure movie quotes at me until my brain melts?”
“Nah, but he might kill off your cleric,” Missy says.
“He’s not above fudging dice rolls in the name of revenge,” Sara says.
“Oh, he better not,” I say, more indignant than I should be over the threat of fictional murder. “I worked really hard to build Aurora to level ten, and she just got that cool mace of disruption, and my God I’m a Dungeons and Dragons nerd. When did that happen?”
“You’ve always been one of us, Miss Hauser,” Sara says in a sinister voice. She fishes her phone out of her jacket. “Uh-oh, movie ran later than we thought. It’s almost midnight.”
“Oh, crap,” I say, digging for my own phone. “Mom’s going to freak.”
“Still got you on the short leash, huh?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Fly home, we’ll be okay.”
“No, I don’t watch to ditch you. Hold on.” I call Mom’s cell directly, figuring she’s holding it in her hand at this very moment, glowering at it, like it’s the phone’s fault I’m not home yet. After a half-dozen rings, it goes to her voicemail. “Hi, Mom, movie got out late, walking home now with Sara and Missy, see you soon love you bye.”
“She asleep?”
“Maybe. Wish I were asleep,” I say, keenly aware of my waning energy levels.
“Same here. Today was rough.”
“What’d you two do?” Missy asks.
“Natalie made me destroy stuff,” I say.
“Mindforce tried to teach me to use my telekinesis without destroying stuff,” Sara says, “which is way harder than it sounds, but he told me if I — what did he call it? — physicalize? I can’t remember what he called it, but he said if I —”
Sara stagger-steps to a halt. She wavers, like she’s about to fall over, and her eyes go out of focus.
“Sara? You okay?”
“I. Um. Oh.”
Missy and I skitter away, dodging the splash as Sara doubles over and bazooka-barfs all over the sidewalk. She drops to her hands and knees, retching uncontrollably, but her first volley completely emptied her stomach; it’s nothing but painful dry heaving for the next couple of minutes.
“Oh, God...” she moans. Missy and I rock her back into a kneeling position. Her skin is so white it practically glows under the streetlights.
“Are you okay?” I ask. At moments like this, all possible questions are equally stupid.
“I don’t know,” she rasps. “What the hell was that?”
“Aside from disgusting?” Missy says.
“One minute I was fine, and all of a sudden it was like someone was, I don’t know...it was like someone was squeezing my entire body. I felt hot and dizzy and I hurt all over...”
“How are you now?” I ask. “Can you stand?”
“I think so,” Sara says, and she does, but Missy and I keep our hands under her nevertheless. We act as human crutches all the way home, where we pass her off to her parents, who dutifully hustle her into bed.
Bed. Sounds like a plan.
 
It’s eight when I wake up. I consider calling Sara to see how she’s doing, but decide against it. I shoot Matt a quick text — Sara got sick last pm, got her home ok, letting her sleep in — and roll out of bed in search of coffee. With luck, Mom will be sleeping in and I’ll get to make my own, so I don’t have to suffer her industrial-strength paint stripper sludge.
Looks like that’s not going to be a problem; her bedroom door is open, and she’s not in bed — and hasn’t been. Mom’s morning routine is always coffee first, bed-making last, and unless she got up crazy early...
Mom never came home last night.
I head downstairs, pushing away the tiny surge of panic. Granddad is up and in the kitchen, prepping a pot of coffee fit for human consumption.
“Mornin’, hon,” he says. “How was the movie?”
“Weird and confusing. Granddad, did Mom ever come home last night?”
Granddad frowns at me. “She didn’t come home?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Hm. That’s odd,” he says, “but I’m sure she’s fine. She’s an adult, she can take care of herself. She would have called if there was a problem.”
Sure, because when you roll your car into ditch, first thing you do is call your daughter to let her know everything’s cool. I check my phone. There are no messages from her, so I try calling again. Right to voicemail.
“She’s not picking up.”
“Carrie, don’t get yourself all worked up. Hey, I bet that’s her right now,” he says as my phone goes off, but it’s not Mom: Mom’s ringtone is Bruce Springsteen’s version of Pink Cadillac; the song playing now is Speed of Sound by
Coldplay, which means it’s Concorde.
(For the record, my choice of ringtone for Concorde is not as cool as it might sound; I hate that song with the seething fury of an erupting volcano.)
“What now?” I snap.
“We have an emergency. Get the Squad, get to HQ as soon as you can.”
“Look, I have something going on, I can’t just drop everything on your say-so,” I say, completely missing the fact Concorde didn’t lay into me for my rude greeting, the urgency in his summons — hell, I totally miss that he’s calling in the Hero Squad for an actual mission.
“This is an all-hands situation, Carrie,” Concorde says. “Astrid has something for us, and she’s says it’s big, possible yellow-level threat, so whatever you have ‘going on,’ it’ll have to wait.”
I’m about to tell El Jerko Grande exactly what I have “going on,” and that is the moment my mother, looking decidedly ragged, walks in. She spots me, and an odd look passes over her face. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear it was a flash of guilt.
“Never mind. Problem solved itself,” I tell Concorde. “Be there soon.”
“Good morning,” Granddad says to Mom, with a hint of disapproval. Mom may be an adult, but she’s obviously not above parental reproach.
“Morning,” Mom says. “You two just get up?”
“Where have you been? I tried calling you last night, and you never picked up,” I say.
“I’m sorry about that, sweetheart, I went out with some co-workers, we hit this wine bar in the city and, um.” She momentarily breaks eye contact with me. She’s definitely feeling guilty about something. “I overindulged. I wasn’t in any shape to drive home, so I spent the night at a co-worker’s place.”
“I was worried about you, Mom.”
“I said I was sorry, Carrie,” Mom says, a little irritably. “I had my phone off. I forgot to turn it back on.”
Why do I suddenly feel like she did this intentionally, to teach me a lesson?
“Well, now that I know you’re not lying dead somewhere, I’m heading out,” I say, darting past Mom. I pause in the front door. “And, for the record? I will have my phone on.”
 
I swing by Sara’s place. She’s awake, has been for a while.
“Feeling okay?” I say.
“Meh,” she says, making a so-so gesture. “Not terrible, but...I think I feel hung-over. Not that I’m speaking from experience...”
“Pft. Call my mom, she could tell you.”
Her eyebrows jump. “Your mom’s hung-over?”
“Yeah. Get this: she was out all night with her friends getting hammered. She got home, like, ten minutes ago.”
“Whah. Doesn’t sound like her.”
“I know. Hope this was a one-time thing. If she’s experiencing some kind of regression to her wild and crazy college years...”
“Awkward.”
“Totally. Anyway, we have to roll. Concorde’s calling us in.” Sara groans. “I know, but this sounds bad. Possible yellow-level threat, he said.”
“A what?”
“Well, a red-level threat is a ‘major incident involving superhumans with a high body count potential,’ ” I say, recalling Mindforce’s explanation, “so this would be two steps below that...assuming the Protectorate uses the same rainbow we do.”
“Oh. So, bad.”
“Yeah.”
“We should go.”
“Yeah.”
 



 
FOURTEEN
 
“You know what it sounds like?” Matt says. “Sounds like your mom got lucky.”
I am not a punchy person by nature. When someone says something upsetting to me, I endeavor to take the high road. If it’s something particularly offensive, something that presses a hot button, I might respond with an insult or two, maybe a well-placed F-bomb. I prefer to use words that hurt rather than fists. Because I’m civilized.
Matt’s comment prompts me to leap the width of the Wonkavator and drive my knuckles into the meat of his upper chest.
“OW! What the hell?!”
“Don’t you ever say anything like that about my mother again!” I scream in Matt’s face. “My mom did not get lucky, and if you say that again I swear to God I’ll put my foot so far up your butt you’ll need Stuart to get it out!”
“Sorry, dude,” Stuart says to Matt, “but I ain’t touching your butt.”
“God, Matt, do you have to blurt out every stupid thought that comes into your head?”
“Come on,” Matt says, “don’t tell me it didn’t cross your mind.”
“It didn’t, because that’s not what happened,” I say. “She had too much wine, she couldn’t drive, she stayed with a friend. That’s all.”
Matt holds his hands up as if in surrender. “Fine. Sure. Whatever you say. By the way? Ow.”
“Deserved it. Ass.”
“Would have hurt less if you zapped me.”
I laugh. “Not anymore. Natalie showed me how to turn up the volume. If I blasted you now, you’d be all like, splatto, nothing but smoldering meat chunks.”
“Which reminds me: how come you get private training sessions?”
Because I got maimed by a super-villain and still have nightmares about it, that’s why. Because it’s part of my therapy.
“They offered,” I say, “I accepted.”
“But why you? Why hasn’t the Protectorate offered to train the rest of us?”
“Uh, actually...” Sara says.
“What, seriously?”
“You can control your powers, Matt, I can’t, not entirely.”
We sway in our seats as the Wonkavator slows. End of the line. “To be continued,” Matt says.
Natalie is waiting for us on the platform. There’s no greeting for us, only a stony expression.
“Come on,” she says.
We’re taken to a conference room — not the small room we’ve become familiar with through our many interroga— sorry, interviews, but something more like a corporate board room, complete with a long, wide wooden table surrounded by high-backed chairs. No one is sitting.
“They’re here,” Natalie says, and all conversation stops. Concorde is here, as is Mindforce, Dr. Enigma, and —
“Jeez!” Matt yelps, flinching away from a dark shape standing in the corner near the door, as silent as the grave and three times as creepy. He’s tall, easily topping six feet, and dressed entirely in black: black fatigues, black military-style boots, a black leather coat that falls to his ankles, and a featureless black leather mask — no eyeholes or anything. How does he see out of the thing?
“Knock it off, Entity,” Natalie says.
“I wasn’t doing anything,” the shape says in a perfect monotone.
“My point. Squad, the Entity,” Natalie says. “Entity, Hero Squad.”
The Entity looks at us (I think), but says nothing.
“Sit down, everyone,” Concorde says. Astrid and the Entity remain standing.
“Sara, I need to know,” Astrid says, “did you experience anything last night?”
“What do you mean, experience anything?” Sara says.
“Answer the question.”
“A ‘please’ would be nice.” When she fails to receive the requested nicety, Sara says, “No, I don’t think so.”
“Yes,” I say, “when you got sick.”
“Yeah, but that was food poisoning or something.”
“When?” Astrid says.
“Midnight-ish?”
“Bad?”
“I puked. Hard. For, like, five minutes.”
Astrid and Mindforce trade meaningful looks. Astrid curses.
“Is someone going to tell us what’s going on?” I say.
“The Libris Infernalis is missing,” Astrid says.
A moment of confused silence follows, much of that confusion from those in the room who don’t know what the heck she’s talking about. Those of us who do know about the Libris, we’re wondering —
“Missing from where?” Matt says. “You said nothing was taken from any of the libraries that got hit.”
Astrid winces. “The book wasn’t in any of the libraries,” she says. “I had it.”
“Am I missing something?” the Entity says.
Concorde brings the Entity up to speed, walking him through the first incident at Bradford College, up to Stacy Hellfire’s visit to Kingsport, and on to the last (known) incident at Brown University. She lays out the theory that Black Betty was looking for the Libris for purposes unknown — although the Black Betty part is no longer theoretical.
“I found this in my sanctum a few hours ago,” Astrid says, presenting a small, hand-written note reading, THANX FOR THE LOAN — BAM A LAM. It’s “signed” with a kiss in dark red lipstick.
“I see,” the Entity says. “So, you’re telling us you had in your possession a book of extremely dangerous black magic, which is now missing, and is in the hands of someone both capable of and willing to use it. Do I have that right?”
Not once does the Entity’s voice deviate from a flat, lifeless drone. This guy elevates creepiness to an art form.
“You do realize the hits on the libraries were a distraction.”
“Yes, Entity, I know that now,” Astrid growls.
“What happened to Sara,” I say to Astrid, “that’s connected to the book, isn’t it?”
She doesn’t respond. “Enigma,” Concorde prods.
“What Sara experienced,” Astrid says, “what I experienced, what Mindforce experienced, what every psionic within a hundred miles experienced at midnight last night, was in response to the successful execution of a major summoning ritual.”
“Could you explain that for the muggles in the room?” Stuart says.
“The barrier between our world and the known alternate dimensions isn’t solid, it’s permeable — more like a net than a wall, and minor demonic entities like imps, the small fish, they slip through the net and into our dimension on a semi-regular basis.
“The big fish, they get caught in the net,” she continues, becoming more animated with each word, “unless they force their way through, or someone on the other side pulls them through. What Sara and Mindforce and I felt last night was the psychic backlash of that net ripping. Something came through. Something big.”
“Something someone pulled through the net using the book,” Mindforce says.
“...Yes.”
No one speaks, maybe because it sounds so completely ridiculous. Or, maybe because we’re indulging in some group denial. and no one wants to say aloud what we’re all thinking:
There’s a demon running around on Earth.
 
I’ll spare you the raging argument that followed, but here’s the SparksNotes version: Concorde, predictably, flipped out, yelled at Astrid for being dumb enough to have something so dangerous in her possession; Astrid countered that no one should have been able to break into her sanctum (whatever that is) to steal it; Mindforce tried to calm tempers, and get us back on-track so we could respond to the crisis; the Entity stood in the corner, said nothing, made me deeply uncomfortable.
It took a while for the Protectorate to come up with a plan of action, although I use the term “action” loosely, because the plan is little more than “hurry up and wait.” Until the demon or whoever summoned it act, there’s not a lot we can do. When they do reveal themselves, we have to be ready to go at a moment’s notice — all of us; for once, Concorde did not protest the Hero Squad’s potential involvement. Maybe he likes having other people around who feel as out of their depth as he does.
Astrid and Natalie walk us back to the Wonkavator, although they act as if we’re not there.
“I hate to defend the guy,” Natalie says, “but you know magic freaks Concorde out. Anything he can’t understand...”
“I don’t understand open heart surgery,” Astrid says, “but it doesn’t scare me.”
“You don’t understand nuclear fission either, but a nuke would scare you. That’s what magic is to him: a weapon he doesn’t know how to counteract.”
“As long as Astrid knows how,” Matt says. An awkward, telling silence follows. Way to inspire confidence, people.
“Tell me something,” I say. “If the Libris is so crazy dangerous, why did you hold onto it? Why not burn the thing?”
“I have my reasons,” Astrid says, as though that is enough to end the conversation.
“Such as? Come on, we’re going to be risking our lives over this thing. I think we have a right to know why.”
Astrid, reluctantly, nods. “Fair enough. Yes, the knowledge in that book is dangerous, but that’s not to say it’s unique. The spells and rituals might exist elsewhere, waiting to be discovered. They might be the basis for more commonly known, less potent magic. I may be powerful, but it’s a lot easier to counter dark magic if I know what I’m facing.”
I guess I can’t argue with that reasoning. Knowledge is power and all that.
“I also thought the book was safe. It’s not like I left the thing sitting on my coffee table. Black Betty bypassed half a dozen nasty wards without triggering any of them. That’s slick. I could count the sorcerers who could pull that off on one hand.” Astrid stops, turns to face us. “This demon isn’t going to stay quiet for long. Best we can do is move fast when it reveals itself, contain the damage, minimize the casualties.”
Casualties?
“Keep your phone on at all times,” Astrid says.
 



 
FIFTEEN
 
Who knew a silent cell phone could be so nerve-wracking?
The weekend passes without our phones ringing once, which may be a no-news-is-good-news situation, but I can’t help but feel that the longer nothing happens, the worse the something, when it goes down, will be.
Our one attempt at contributing to the mission falls flat. Matt, in a moment of legitimate brilliance, decides to try retrieving the book via his gloves. It’s a sound theory; we know from his session with Doc Quantum he can produce specific, unique items, but for some reason, the Libris escapes his grasp, rather literally. Maybe because he has no idea what the book looks like, he can’t visualize it properly. Or maybe whatever Black Betty is doing to stay under Astrid’s radar is also keeping the book hidden.
Ugh. I can understand why Concorde and Doc Quantum hate magic so much.
Monday comes, and school provides a decent enough distraction, at least aesthetically; the hallways are absolutely wallpapered with decorations heralding the upcoming Valentine’s Day dance. Hearts in white, pink, and red plaster the walls, everything is trimmed in lace, and Cupids stand watch on every classroom door. I’m all for holiday festivities, but this is overkill.
“Didn’t hear you complaining at Christmastime,” Matt says on our way to homeroom.
“That’s because it was Christmas,” I say, “which, as everyone knows, is the best of all holidays.”
“On behalf of Halloween: like hell it is, but I’m with you on this one. The dance committee went a little bonkers, and all this over a sham holiday.”
“Why is it sham holiday?”
“Because it’s totally made up.”
“All holidays are made up, if you think about it.”
“Yeah, but Valentine’s Day is the worst of them. The whole idea is to express love, right? Why do we need a special day for that? A special day that pressures people to shell out good money on candy and cards and flowers and jewelry to prove how much they love someone?”
“Why, indeed?”
Matt frowns at me. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, nothing,” I say in mock innocence. “I’m simply thinking it could also be a day that inspires certain people to express their repressed affections for certain other people.”
“Like who?” Matt says.
Oh my God, he’s serious. “Like you, you dope.”
It takes Matt a couple of seconds to get it. Man, this kid’s thick sometimes. “Come on, I told you, Sara and I are just friends.”
“And yet, you’re obviously still pining for her.” He shrugs. “And she obviously feels something for you, otherwise she wouldn’t bristle every time you drool over another woman.”
“I do not drool over other women.”
“Oh, there’s drooling. My point is, you’re both saying there’s nothing between you, you’re just friends, but that’s not how either of you act. Tell me, have you ever actually asked Sara out on a date?”
Matt stops outside our homeroom door. “I was going to, once. It was right before her, er...you know...manifested. I’d been working up to ask her out, then she had her breakdown. After that, I don’t know. Time never felt right.”
He’s leaving something out, but I don’t push. “Maybe the time is right now,” I say. “Never know unless you try.”
“What if she says no? How can we be friends after that?”
“Matt, if your friendship with Sara falls apart after that, it’s not much of a friendship.”
I see it in his eyes: something clicks into place. Score one for Carrie the Matchmaker.
 
If only I could work my magic on myself.
This may come as a surprise, but I’ve never had a real boyfriend. During my Dark Period — when I shut my true persona away so I could better fit in with the beautiful people at my old school — I referred to a couple different guys as boyfriends, but that was never anything more than an empty title. I didn’t love either of them, and they sure didn’t love me; I was their arm candy, their personal hottie (and, if I’d let them, their first sexual conquest), and nothing more. In my old circle of friends, these pseudo-relationships began and ended at a moment’s notice, with the involved parties trading partners frequently. That was how much any of us truly gave a crap about one another.
Nevertheless, it’s coming up on Valentine’s Day, the first one in a few years when I haven’t been with someone, and I can’t deny I’m feeling a little lonely.
     Shake it off, girl. Valentine’s Day with a fake boyfriend is worse than Valentine’s Day with no boyfriend. Of course, the whole thing would be easier to endure if I didn’t have longbow-toting cherubs mocking me from every wall of the computer lab.
“Speaking as a member of the dance committee, I want to disavow any involvement in creating the crimson nightmare that is our school,” Malcolm says, waving a finger at a trio of Cupids ganging up on the clock like primitive hunters converging on a kill.
“Ha! You failed to stop it,” I say, “so I’m holding you responsible.”
“Hm. Guess that puts me at a disadvantage, then.”
“How so?”
“I was wondering if you’d want to go to the dance with me, but if you see me as an accomplice in this crime against good taste...”
What did he say?
He’s looking at me. He expects an answer. I should answer.
“Go to the dance with you?”
That’s not an answer, idiot!
“Uh, yeah. I know we don’t really hang out outside of school, but I thought, you know...um. Sorry, I didn’t think this through past the asking you out part.”
“No, no, that’s okay, you, uh, you caught me off-guard, is all.”
“Surprise.”
To say the least. He’s right, we don’t have anything outside of school — heck, outside of this classroom, so why would he ask me out? Why not one of his cheerleader friends? Not like any of them would turn him down, the way they shamelessly fawn all over him.
(Maybe, dummy, because you’re not a vapid, pandering bimbo like them.)
“Okay,” I say.
He smiles. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“For real?”
“What, are you having second thoughts?”
“God, no.”
“Good.”
“All right. It’s a date.”
Yes it is.
I have a date.
I hope everyone else’s day is going this great.
 
A groan rises from Mr. Daschel’s students as he utters the words no high school student ever wants to hear from their gym teacher: “Hit the floor for dodgeball!”
“Yes!” Missy says, pumping a fist.
“You may be the only teenager in America who looks forward to dodgeball,” Sara says, sliding off the bleachers to join her classmates in their slow march to the far side of the field house.
“That’s because I’m the Queen of Dodgeball,” Missy says. “I am the queen and the gymnasium is my kingdom, you may bow before my greatness.”
“Such a freak,” Amber Sullivan mutters.
“Shut up, Amber,” Sara says.
“I can like dodgeball if I want,” Missy says.
“And I can think you’re a freak if I want,” Amber says. “Free country.”
Of the many varieties of dodgeball known to student-kind, Mr. Daschel prefers the version he calls “poisonball”: two students stand at the edge of a defined space, in which the other players stand. The pitchers throw their balls into the group, and anyone struck leaves the field to join the pitchers. The game progresses until one player remains. The pitchers get ten throws to eliminate the last student standing.
“Ready to defend your title, kid?” Mr. Daschel says to Missy, who has yet to be tagged out.
“The queen is ready to retain her crown, my loyal subject,” Missy says with an imperious wave of her hand.
“Into the field with you, then.”
Sara’s strategy is simple: get hit early, join the pitchers, take out Missy’s competition. Sara is the first to leave the floor.
The field dwindles quickly at first, the students forming too thick a clump for the balls to pass through easily. The pitchers’ throws become more targeted as the herd thins, yet the hits come less frequently. Missy uses her reputation to her advantage; each pitcher wants to be the one to end her streak, so they target her exclusively, and she expertly draws their throws into the remaining players, eliminating them one by one, until, once again, she stands alone.
“Ten throws to take down the reigning champion!” Mr. Daschel announces.
Unimpeded by other bodies, aided in secret by her superhuman reflexes, Missy dances, weaves, ducks, evades, and spins around each flying ball. Ten throws later, she remains —
“Queen of Dodgeball!” she crows.
Sara calls out a warning as Amber, in a moment of pure spite, hurls a ball at Missy’s head. The warning comes too late; the ball finds its mark, bouncing with a hollow, rubbery pwong off the back of Missy’s skull.
In the moment before Missy charges, Sara feels a wave of emotion explode from her — not anger, or hatred, or even that very specific rage born of an unexpected indignity, the kind that runs hot and fast and fades as quickly as it rises, but something so purely primal that it robs Sara of breath as might a physical blow to the gut.
Mr. Daschel, as stunned as anyone, hesitates before pulling Missy off the gritty gymnasium floor, off the form curled into a fetal position. Missy spits a final profanity at Amber, then as suddenly as the rage erupted, it vanishes.
“Missy, get changed and go to Mr. Dent’s office,” Mr. Daschel says. “You too, Amber.”
“Okay,” Missy says. A characteristic bounce in her step, she heads off to the locker room, slowing long enough to say to Sara, for her ears only, “Bitch had it coming.”
 
“Whoa. Whoa. Stop. Missy said what?” Stuart says.
“I know,” Sara says, “I couldn’t believe it either.”
“She snapped, just like that?” Matt says.
“Not just like that, no. I mean, Amber provoked her, but I’ve never seen Missy, you know, attack someone.”
“At least not someone who wasn’t trying to kill her.”
“Yeah, but Amber’s been picking on Missy since, like, the day she moved to Kingsport,” Stuart says. “Maybe this was the last straw or something.”
“Or...” I say.
“Or?”
“Astrid told us to keep an eye out for any unusual behavior. I’d say this counts.”
“No. Missy got fed up with Amber’s crap and overreacted, that’s all.”
“Maybe.”
“I think we should let Astrid know,” Matt says.
“It was a one-time thing, man,” Stuart says, growing agitated, “and she hasn’t been acting weird at all otherwise. Has she?”
Admittedly, no, she hasn’t, but, “Better safe than sorry, don’t you think?”
“All right, so let’s assume this was an after-effect of being possessed,” Sara says.
“Which it wasn’t,” Stuart says.
“What’s Enigma going to do about it? If she could fix it in the first place, she would have, right? So what’s to be gained by telling her about this?”
“I don’t know,” I confess.
“Then there’s no point in telling her. And besides, Missy’s fine,” Stuart insists.
I don’t like it, and neither does Matt, but there’s no arguing with Stuart on this one...and he does know Missy better than the rest of us. Maybe he’s right.
We agree to loiter in the library until Missy gets out of detention. En route, we bump into Gerry Yannick and Angus Parr, Kingsport High’s answer to Crabbe and Goyle. We try to skirt by them, but they form a rather effective two-man wall.
“Hey, Hauser,” Parr says. I brace for a crapstorm about Amber and Missy’s scrap, but instead he says, “Hear you’re going to the dance with Mal.”
I can almost hear my friends’ eyebrows shooting up into their hairlines. Lucy is gonna have some ‘splainin’ to do.
“That’s right,” I say. “Is that a problem?”
“Problem? Hell, it’s about time you ditched these losers and started hanging out with cool people,” Angus says, adding to Matt and Stuart, “unless you two homos are going to the dance together.”
“Wow. Calling us gay? That’s the best you can do?” Matt says, unfazed. “It’s always sad when a once-great artist uses up all his A-material.”
“Dude, there’s nothing wrong with being gay. And if I was gay, I could do a whole lot better than him,” Stuart says, jerking a thumb at Matt.
“What do you mean, you could do better than me?”
“Look at me, man. I’m a catch.”
“And I’m not good enough for you?”
“Hey, you’re my best friend and all, but you’d be a lousy boyfriend.”
“What? You’re crazy, I’d be a great boyfriend.”
“Pft. Please. You need to work on your sensitivity issues a lot if you’re ever going to be boyfriend material.”
The truly hysterical thing about this conversation: they’re not staging it to mess with Gerry and Angus. Nevertheless, it’s more than enough to put off the jocks, who trade bemused glances before pushing past us.
“So,” Sara says. “Malcolm Forth, huh?”
“Yeah...”
She grins. “Nice.”
“Oh, yeah, flirting with the enemy,” Matt sneers. “Real nice.”
“What enemy? Malcolm’s a nice guy. He’s not like those two,” I say, waving after Gerry and Angus.
“See, he’s the kind of guy I could bring home to meet Mom and Dad,” Stuart says.
“Oh, shut up,” Matt says. “Carrie, if Malcolm is so great, why is he friends with Gerry and Angus and Amber? Huh? They’ve got to have something in common, right?”
“They do have something in common: the football team, and that’s it,” I say. “Malcolm doesn’t hang out with them outside of football season.”
“Yeah? Sounded to me like the team’s going to be one big happy family at the dance.”
“If only I had my own group of friends to go to the dance with,” I say. “Why don’t I?”
That one lands hard. Too hard, in fact; my zinger not only stops Matt cold, the shrapnel catches Sara and Stuart, who suddenly can’t look me in the eye. It never occurred to me that Matt wasn’t the only frustrated wallflower.
Dammit. I hate it when I outsmart myself.
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Fortunately, all was forgotten as quickly as ever, and once Missy escaped detention, she and Sara were happy to join me at the mall for some dress shopping (the boys were perfectly content to go to Matt’s house and fire up the PlayStation until homework time, and I was perfectly content to let them).
“I’m surprised you don’t already have something you could wear,” Sara says, flipping through a rack of little black dresses with a distinct air of longing in her eyes. If there is any justice in the world, we’ll be coming back later this week to help Sara pick out something that isn’t a hoodie or a Baja or a sweatshirt.
“I threw out most of my party wear before we moved. I’d outgrown it all,” I say — by which I mean, I realized that I’d been dressing like a cheap tramp, and was so disgusted with my trashy wardrobe I pitched it all in a fit of retroactive embarrassment.
“You should get a red dress because it’s Valentine’s Day,” Missy says, considering a fire engine red number, “unless you think everyone’s going to be wearing red because it’s Valentine’s Day, then I think you should do something else. That’s not red. Or pink, ‘cause pink’s ugly.”
Hm. She sounds completely normal — which, under the circumstances, qualifies as a little strange.
“You seem to be in a good mood, Muppet,” I say, “considering how badly your dad’s going to freak when he finds out you got detention.”
“Yeah he is,” she mopes.
“Should be grateful all you got was a day of detention,” Sara says. “You looked like you were going to tear Amber apart.”
Missy shrugs. “Betcha she’ll leave me alone now.”
 
      Missy was right on that point: on the few occasions Amber and Missy cross paths in the halls, Amber all but burrows into the wall trying to put as much distance as possible between them. Not the best way to establish détente, but at least Amber isn’t making any effort to get back at Missy.
On a happier note, I found my dress for the dance at the first store I checked, a sexy silver job — sexy, yet conservative compared to my past standards: the hem comes to just above the knee. Bonus: I already have a pair of shoes that match, so no need to spend money there.
(Yes, I know these are petty concerns. I know I should be more worried about Missy’s inexplicable violent mood swing, or that we haven’t heard from Astrid or Concorde all week, or even the fact that Matt never manned up to ask Sara to the dance, but dammit, I’m going on my first real date in forever, and I’m going to be self-centered tonight.)
Sara and Missy have come over for the pre-show that is my primp and preen routine, not so much to assist but to engage in girl talk and, I think, live vicariously through me.
“So, is this a full-blown date date,” Sara asks, “or are you going straight to the dance?”
“There was talk of a light dinner first,” I say as I unroll my hair from its fat curlers; I’m going for waves here, not a perm. God, I’d look ridiculous with a perm. “I guess there’s going to be a lot of food at the dance, so no need to pig out in advance.”
“Okay, dinner first. And after the dance...?”
“Sara!”
“Well...”
“Jeez, you sound like Mom. Except not so suspicious and disapproving.”
“What do you mean?” Missy says.
“She got all squirrelly when I told her I had a date,” I say. “Started grilling me about Malcolm, what we were doing, where we were going, what time I was leaving, what time I was coming home...”
“Sounds like business as usual to me,” Sara says.
“The song was the same, sure, but Mom sounded...I don’t know. She was really intense. It wasn’t the normal interrogation routine. I thought for a minute she was going to tell me I couldn’t go.”
“That would have sucked,” Missy says.
“No kidding.”
“If you don’t mind me playing devil’s advocate,” Sara begins.
“Advocate away.”
“Considering what you told us about your last few, uh... romantic interests, let’s call them, your mom has decent reason to worry about who you’re going out with.”
“Yeah, but I’ve gone so out of my way to prove to her I don’t hang out with people like that anymore. I mean, you guys are nothing at all like my old friends.”
“Because we’re awesome,” Missy says.
“Exactly. So why would she think I’m going back to dating punks and losers?”
“Because moms worry about their daughters,” Sara says.
“Dad wouldn’t be that way.”
Sara casts a skeptical eye my way.
“No, that’s not true, he’d be way worse. This one guy I went out with for a couple weeks, Kyle Moss, came to the house to pick me up. Dad looked him square in the eye and said, ‘Kyle,’” I say, mimicking Dad’s stern tone, “and gave him one of these.”
I grasp Sara’s hand and give her a long, slow handshake, topped by a squint-eyed glare of harsh, unforgiving judgment.
“Oh, wow,” Sara says, duly impressed.
“This goes on for a full minute, then Dad says, ‘I expect my daughter back, safe and intact, by nine.’ Kyle went white as a sheet. I was home twenty minutes early.”
“Don’t blame him.”
“Safe and intact?” Missy says.
“As in, if Kyle had attempted to get into my panties, Dad would have spent that night burying him in a shallow grave.”
“Ohhh. Good for him.”
“Yes. Embarrassing at the time, but looking back, I’m grateful for it,” I say, though I suspect I might not look back so fondly at whatever implied threats Mom plans to level at Malcolm.
Malcolm’s ETA is six. By five-thirty I am perfectly coiffed, my hair falling in wide spirals, and in my dress, which gets a round of oohs and aahs from my girls. And now, the waiting in eager anticipation (played off as cool disinterest for the benefit of my mother).
“I am officially jealous,” Sara says before she and Missy depart for whatever platonic shenanigans they have planned with the boys.
“You know, it’s not unheard of for girls to ask boys out,” I say. “In fact, because it’s a leap year, it’s actually expected.”
“Huh?” Missy says.
“Dad told me about it once. It’s a day when girls are encouraged to ask boys out, instead of waiting for the boys to ask them.”
Sara makes a face. “I don’t know. It’s also Matt’s birthday. Group rules, the birthday kid calls the day’s activities.”
“Matt was born on Leap Year Day?”
“I know. Guy can’t do anything normally, right?”
All right, looks like getting these two together is going to be a long con, but I’ll worry about them later. Tonight is all about me me me.
I take a seat on the couch, and pretend to be not at all eager to dance the night away. Feels like I haven’t gone dancing in forever. Nuts, did I remember deodorant? Pretty sure I did. Maybe I should re-apply, just in case...
Man, I’ve never been this anxious before a date before. What’s wrong with me?
Mom wanders in from the kitchen. “You look very nice,” she says. The compliment is sincere, but offered with reservations.
“Thank you.”
“I know this is a school dance, things might run late...”
“Be home by midnight, firm deadline, no excuses.”
“And keep —”
“My cell on, I will keep it on vibrate, I promise.”
She nods. “Okay,” she says, returning to dinner prep.
The next four minutes feel like four hours. How I keep from literally — very literally — flying across the room when he finally knocks...
“Hey,” Malcolm says. He’s dressed, totally by coincidence, in a silvery-gray suit that matches my outfit without crossing that line into creepy-couple-in-identical-ensembles territory. No tie, though, which adds a casual flair.
I like. I like lots.
“Hey. You look...” There’s no other word for it. “Amazing.”
“Aw, you beat me to the first compliment. Now mine’s going to sound obligatory.”
“Don’t let that stop you. Praise away, please.”
“You look astounding.”
I’ve never been called astounding before. My face feels hot. Oh, I hope I’m not blushing. Unless he thinks that’s cute.
Gah! Why I am I such a spaz tonight?
Malcolm glances past me. “Am I expected to —?”
“Submit to parental inspection and intimidation? Oh, yes. Enter freely, and of your own will.”
“Better than ‘Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.’”
“I’m trying to be comforting. Mom! Time to do your Mom thing!”
“My ‘Mom thing?’ You mean saying hello?” Mom, warmly enough, extends a hand. “Hello, Malcolm.”
“Ms. Hauser,” Malcolm says, remembering his coaching (“It’s Ms. Hauser, not Mrs. Hauser”). “Nice to meet you.”
“Nice to meet you.” She gives Malcolm a once-over, barely hiding her surprise. “Don’t you two make a sharp couple?”
“I think so,” I say.
“Well, Malcolm, I hate to give you the ‘care and feeding of my daughter’ spiel...”
“Carrie said she has a midnight curfew, and I plan to have her back by eleven. I’m not much of a night owl, plus I have church in the morning.”
Oooh, playing the churchgoer card. Nicely done, sir.
In a moment of my worlds colliding, which is becoming increasingly common, Granddad pops his head out of the kitchen. “Malcolm?”
“Mr. Briggs?”
“Hey! I thought I heard your voice,” Granddad says, emerging to shake Malcolm’s hand. “I didn’t know you were Carrie’s date.”
“Well, I didn’t know this was the granddaughter you’re always talking about.”
“You know each other?” I say.
“Sure, from church,” Granddad says, and without realizing it, he cements Malcolm in my mother’s eyes as a stand-up guy.
Win.
 
The high school guys I knew back when I lived on Cape Cod, the ones who had cars, they either drove what were derisively called Daddyllacs — fancy cars their well-off parents bought for them — or beaten-up pieces of junk that barely ran. In the latter case, the self-styled cool kids always had sporty cars, Firebirds and Mustangs and the like, and they worked very hard to pretend they were a hot set of wheels despite the massive patches of primer, the blotches of rust, the cracked windshields, and the faulty mufflers.
Malcolm drives an old Toyota (can’t say what model), used but in good condition — a sensible car, not a hey look at me car.
     Our restaurant is a little place on the north side of town, not quite nice enough to be considered fancy, but better than one of those chain places that litter the walls with faux antiques and pop culture tchotchkes — a sensible restaurant.
The conversation is mostly getting-to-know-you talk. Malcolm knew my parents were divorced, and that I was born in Kingsport but raised on the Cape, but that’s about it. I knew he was the football team’s captain and star wide receiver, he has a little brother, and earlier tonight I learned that he went to the same church as my grandfather, and that he looks mighty fine in a suit, but that’s where my knowledge ended.
So, yeah, a lot to talk about — and we do talk a lot. Gab gab gab, all throughout dinner, all throughout the car ride to the school.
“I once again disavow any involvement in the decorations,” he says before we enter the field house. “I will take full credit for the music, however.”
The décor, honestly, is not all that terrible. It’s mostly streamers and balloons, and there’s a huge hand-painted banner proclaiming HAPPY VALENTINES DAY (no apostrophe) looming over a line of buffet tables laden with food. Round banquet tables, for the guests, are situated along the edge of the gym, leaving plenty of room for a dance floor. A student DJ is running the music, which at present is generic modern R&B, to set the mood.
“The music needs to get a whole lot better before I’ll be impressed,” I say.
“Trust me,” Malcolm says. “I have something special planned. You’ll love it.”
We weave through the crowd to claim a table. A lot of kids say hi to Malcolm as we pass, a few say hi to me, sometimes by name. I only know their faces. We find an empty table and lay our coats over two chairs, the traditional method of marking our territory, then head for the buffet.
“Three varieties of punch available,” Malcolm says, “also my idea.”
“So quick to take credit for the successes, yet so quick to pass the blame for the failures. Not very noble of you,” I say, teasing.
“Well, see, I’m trying really hard to impress this cool girl...”
“Uh-huh.”
“Maybe trying too hard?”
“Maybe a bit.”
“Whoops. Heads up, obligatory but unwelcome socialization ahead.”
By which he means, Gerry and Amber, and Angus and some girl I don’t recognize, are standing between us and the punch bowls. Gerry and Angus — who have dressed for the occasion in their cleanest T-shirts — have loathsome personalities to begin with, but the way they have their arms around their dates makes me cringe: their arms are slung around the girls’ necks, one step away from being headlocks. It’s not a gesture of affection; the boys are making sure their property doesn’t stray.
“MAL!” Angus booms. “About time you got here, bro!”
“Angus,” Malcolm says, trading polite high-fives with his teammates.
Angus and Gerry give me a blatant once-over. Amber doesn’t bat an eye, which tells me she’s used to her man openly ogling other girls — so used to it, she doesn’t bother with so much as a symbolic protest.
“Damn, honey! Mmmm-mm!” Angus says to me, as if this is somehow complimentary. I offer a strained smile by way of a token thank-you.
“Excuse us, guys, grabbing some punch,” Malcolm says.
“Tell me that psycho midget friend of yours isn’t here,” Amber sneers.
“Missy,” I say, stressing her name, “is home, so you can relax.”
“She tell you what she said to me?”
Great, she’s in a confrontational mood. Rise above it, Carrie, rise above it.
“She didn’t say, I didn’t ask. Whatever happened between you two, it’s between you two.”
Amber leans into me. “She told me she was going to tear my face off with her bare hands and eat it while I watched.”
My initial reaction is one of disbelief, because Missy is — well, she’s Missy, and something that outrageous would normally never come from her. Normally.
I can’t leave it alone. “Tell me something: what, exactly, is your problem with Missy? What did she ever do to you?”
“Why don’t you ask her father?”
My, that was cryptic and evasive. “What does Missy’s dad have to do with this?”
Amber gulps down her punch with an angry flick of the wrist. “My dad was in line for head of the genetics department at Boston University. Missy’s dad got the job.”
“Let me see if I’m following your thought process here,” I say, air-quoting thought process. “Your dad lost a promotion to Missy’s dad, so your response is to pick on Missy. And that accomplishes what, exactly? Does it get your father the job? Does it punish Dr. Hamill?”
Amber squirms.
Malcolm plays the unwitting hero, rescuing both of us from this uncomfortable moment. “Got our drinks,” he says.
“Thanks,” I say, taking my cup in one hand and Malcolm’s arm in the other.
 
The evening picks up from that point — once the dance music starts, to be precise, and yes, Malcolm deserves all the praise in the world for the selection, a mix of playfully cheesy eighties tunes, high-intensity modern pop (Katy Perry, The Killers, Pink, Lady Gaga), and danceable classic rock. The playlist hits its pinnacle when Malcolm’s “something special” fires up: Bruce Springsteen’s Cadillac Ranch. That’s when I leave it all on the dance floor. For three minutes and seven seconds, the rest of the world goes away; there’s nothing left but me and the music.
I collapse in my chair, panting and sweating (oh, now I really hope I remembered to put on deodorant). Malcolm grabs our cups.
“Punch,” he wheezes. “I’ll go...back in...”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll be here.”
Okay, so Malcolm can’t dance to save his life, but if that’s his only flaw, I’ll take it.
Ugh. Speaking of flaws, here come Angus and Gerry, and they look none too steady on their feet. I learn why when they flop down in the chairs on either side of me, and I find myself suddenly engulfed in a pungent marijuana haze. If I go home reeking of weed because of you two jackasses...
“Gentlemen. Something I can do for you?”
Angus squints in concentration, gestures aimlessly for a few seconds. “Why?”
“Why...what?”
“Steiger and Danvers. Why do you hang with those guys? You seem. Like. You know. Cool.”
“Cool is relative,” I say. Angus goes a little cross-eyed. Looks like I’ll have to use small words. “I like them. Sara’s my friend. And Matt’s a good guy.”
“He’s a frickin’ weirdo.”
“So?” Angus spreads his arms, as if his previous statement should stand as its own proof. “Yes, Matt is weird. That doesn’t make him bad. Or unworthy of friendship.”
“He’s a jerk. And a loser.”
Oh, well, if the stoner who likes to pick on special needs kids says Matt’s a loser...
Malcolm returns with our drinks and, seeing my little dilemma, motions for me to join him. “Excuse me,” I say, rising. “Got to go.”
“Sorry, shouldn’t have left you unprotected like that,” Malcolm says. “Here.”
“Thanks.” I kill the cup in one big swallow. Hi-C and club soda should never taste this amazing. “No worries. They’re too high to be a concern.”
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Malcolm huffs, rolling his eyes. “Meatheads. Football season ends and all of a sudden, they think they don’t have to watch their step. They’ll never get back on the team, the way they’re going.”
“But that’s not your concern anymore, is it?”
“No. No, it’s not.”
“Then you made up your mind?”
“Yeah. I am officially retired from the sport to pursue my intellectual betterment. Still not public knowledge, though, so if you don’t mind...”
“Lips are sealed.”
Malcolm gives me a warm smile. “Are they?”
“Mm-hm. Besides, I have a few secrets of my own.”
“Share?”
“Maybe. Have to earn it.”
“Challenge accepted.”
My, is it hot in here, or is it me? I feel pleasantly light-headed, and there’s a soft buzzing in my ears...
“I think that’s your phone,” Malcolm says, gesturing toward my coat.
Yes. My phone. That’s what it is. Of course it is.
“If that’s my mom,” I grumble, but I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket, and it’s worse than that. Much worse.
“No,” I say, “no, no, not now, not tonight...”
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“What?” Malcolm says. “Is it your mom?”
“Yes,” I say without pausing to think about my lie. “Hold on.”
I retreat into a secluded corner of the gym and pick up the call. “Please tell me you butt-dialed me,” I shout over the music.
“Sorry, Carrie, this is the real thing. We need you, ASAP,” Concorde says. “Mindforce is scrambling the Squad, and as soon as they’re here, we’re lifting off. Meet the Pelican en route, he’ll brief you.”
I want to say I can’t because I don’t have my headset, it’s not buttoned up securely in my inside jacket pocket — but that one lie, of all the lies I’ve spouted lately, somehow I can’t tell it.
“I hate you for this,” I say.
“I’ll live.”
“What’s wrong?” Malcolm says as I scoop up my jacket.
“I have to go home, now,” I say through clenched teeth. “Mom’s being weird, I don’t know why, but she decided I’ve been out late too much, blown too many curfews, so she’s pulling the plug on me.”
“Aw, man, that sucks. I’m sorry.”
“No, I’m sorry. This has been such a great night, and you don’t deserve to have it end this way.”
Malcolm takes me in his arms. “Neither do you,” he says, and he holds me. I don’t want him to let go. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”
“No,” I say, perhaps a little too quickly and insistently. “No, look, I don’t want to drag you away from your friends...”
“I think they’ll survive without me.”
“I appreciate it, really, but I want to walk home, I’m all, you know, pissed off. I need to burn this off before I get home.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah. I’ll be fine, I’m only ten minutes down the road. I’m good.”
“Okay.”
“Yeah. Thank you. I’m sorry.”
It isn’t until I’m in the air that I think to myself, You big idiot. You should have kissed him.
 
The Pelican is airborne all of five minutes by the time I catch up to it. Can’t effectively “scramble” a team that doesn’t have a car, I guess.
Nina Nitro pops the Pelican’s side hatch for me. I touch down inside the hold. The Squad is all present, accounted for, and suited up. Sara gives me a sad smile. Thanks, girl.
“Welcome aboard. Say, look at you, hot stuff,” Nina says as I strip off my coat. “Oh, bugger, you weren’t on a date, were you?”
“Valentine’s Day dance,” I mope.
“Welcome to the life,” Nina says, but not without sympathy. “I can’t count the number of times I’ve ducked out on my boyfriend.”
“How do you manage it?”
“With a lot of creative storytelling. It’s hard, believe me. That’s why most super-heroes don’t date outside the business; no need for deception. Most crossover relationships don’t last.”
And thank you for ending my night on such a cheery, upbeat note. “Matt, could you get my uniform?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’ll try,” he says, “I mean, I need to remember exactly what it looks like, so I —”
“You know damn well what it looks like, so stop screwing around and get it!”
Matt’s mouth falls open. Sara elbows him. He pulls his gloves on, reaches into his trench coat, hands me my uniform, then my boots. Without a proper changing area to be found, I slip my uniform on over my dress.
“Well? Someone going to brief me or what?”
“We’re heading to Newburyport,” Nina says. “Town’s gone crazy.”
“What happened?”
“I told you: the town has gone crazy.”
 
The first reports came in a little before nine, courtesy of the Boston media, Nina tells me, and as is often the case with such things, the details were at first sketchy: some sort of riot had erupted in Newburyport, a seaside town on the northern coast of Massachusetts. Cause unknown, parties involved unknown.
The state police cordoned off the town after two news vans foolishly ventured in. One of them was broadcasting live when the mob swarmed on them, gibbering in some bizarre language — a language Astrid identified as belonging to an ancient race of humanoids that died off long before man walked the earth.
(I’ve given up on questioning how Astrid knows the weird stuff she knows. It’s better for my sanity that way.)
That was the sign Astrid had been waiting for. She put out the call to action and, along with Concorde, went to Newburyport to scout ahead. She has yet to report back.
“So what do we do in the meantime?” I ask.
“We wait,” Nina says.
“There could be innocent people getting hurt.”
“I know. I know, but we can’t go in blind. Especially if we’re dealing with magic, because outside of Astrid, none of us know jack —”
The light inside the cabin turns inside-out, becomes impenetrable inky blackness. When it vanishes, Astrid is standing between me and Nina.
“Warn me next time, please,” Mindforce shouts from the cockpit.
“Sorry,” Astrid says. “Guys, it’s bad.”
“What’s going on?” Nina says. “Is it the demon?”
“I think so. The riot’s definitely supernatural in origin. The dark energy, it’s like smog, choking the air. We’re looking at a madness plague.”
“When you say madness plague...”
“I’m speaking somewhat metaphorically. A handful of known demonic entities throw off a powerful aura that causes, after prolonged exposure, psychotic behavior. Looks like things finally boiled over tonight.”
“Prolonged exposure. As in, about a week since someone brought a demon into our world,” I say, and my God, it’s scary how easily that all rolled off the tongue.
“Bingo. There’s no protection against it, but when we go in, we won’t all instantly turn into raving lunatics.”
“Small relief.”
“It’s an advantage. So is the fact that the effect is completely localized within Newburyport. Concorde and I talked to the staties working the perimeter, and the afflicted haven’t tried to break through, not once. Everyone is staying within town lines. That means the effect, and by extension its cause, is anchored to the town.”
“Concorde’s back from his initial recon,” Mindforce announces over the Pelican’s PA system. “Patching him in now. Concorde, go.”
“Copy that. Is Lightstorm there?”
“Right here,” I say.
“Good. Enigma, is everyone up to speed?”
“Good to go. What’s the play? Are we helping the police on containment?”
“Sorry, it’s not going to be that easy. It looks like this effect hasn’t hit everyone. The staties have received several calls from people sheltering in place all across town. They’ve tried to send men in, but they can’t get through the mobs, so we need to go in from the air. The staties relayed the GPS coordinates from the civilians’ phones to me, and I’m relaying them to you now, Lightstorm.”
A little pinwheel appears on my headset’s head’s-up display, spins for a second, and is replaced by the message DATA RECEIVED.
“I want you to hit the sky. We’re the eyes above; our job is to pinpoint trapped civilians. Everyone else, you’re going to run interference from the Pelican as needed, and you’ll transport people out in small groups. Minimal force on the affected civilians, people, they’re still innocents.”
“Rescuing people’s all well and good, but it doesn’t take care of the real problem,” Astrid says. “This won’t stop until we find the demon.”
“That’s all on you,” Concorde says.
“That’s the way I want it.”
“Then let’s go. We have people to save.”
 
The first few pick-ups are surprisingly easy. We hit the State Street area, a long row of brick buildings — businesses, mostly, a lot of them with upper-floor apartments. People have barricaded themselves in their apartments and on rooftops. The crazies (sorry: the affected civilians) can’t get to them, but for us it’s simply a matter of assisting people onto the Pelican, then flying them out to a staging area the staties set up at their highway blockade, on the safe side of the Newburyport/Newbury line. An occasional piece of flying debris pings off the side of the Pelican, but we avoid any direct engagement.
As we start moving outward, to the surrounding blocks, the affected get smart. They set trash on fire before throwing it, and they aim for the civilians rather than the Pelican. Sara does her best to deflect the worst of the assault, and Matt drops flash-bang grenades to keep the mob disoriented, but that only buys them seconds at a time; the mania gripping these people, it’s granting them an almost superhuman resilience.
As nerve-wracking as things are for my friends closer to the ground, it’s terrifying for me to see it all play out. I feel helpless, useless as I watch hordes of the affected surge through the streets, like blood flowing through the angular veins of Newburyport, and zero in on the Pelican. Each time the Pelican returns, Mindforce picks a new target, well away from its previous spot, to grant the teams extra time to make their next pick-up. The affected home in on it, swarm, attack. The Pelican leaves, returns, picks up civilians while dodging flaming garbage, over and over. Lather, rinse, repeat.
The process is tedious. It’s harrowing. It’s exhausting.
The explosion definitely wakes me up.
“What the hell?” Concorde says over the comm system. “God, please don’t tell me that was a gas main.”
It’s Astrid who responds. “I found him! I found the —”
The rest is drowned out by a second, smaller blast. It came from the wharf area to the north.
“Enigma?” Concorde says. “Enigma? Astrid!”
“I’m not doing any good up here,” I say. “I’m going.”
“...Be careful.”
 



 
EIGHTEEN
 
A short burst of speed gets me there in two seconds, “there” being a public parking lot near the wharf. There’s a crater, shallow but wide, in the approximate center of the lot, and acrid black smoke hangs low over the area. A number of cars are on their sides, their roofs, and bear what are unmistakably scorch marks — and yet, there’s no sign of fire anywhere. So what were those huge booms we heard?
My question in answered, deafeningly, when a ten-foot-tall cyclone of black smoke spins into view and — I guess bursts is the best word to describe it. The air vibrates with a thunderous whoomp that I feel forty feet up. An SUV tumbles end over end across the lot.
A killer cloud, huh? Not what I expected, but it’s something to blast — so I do, and I don’t hold back. I must do something right, because the cloud screams, screams like a helium-filled cat getting run over by a lawnmower, and then it vanishes.
“Neat trick,” Astrid says, causing my heart to leap. Perfectly understandable reaction, when you consider she is hovering three feet away from me. “What did you hit it with?”
“You fly, too?”
“When I need to. Mostly I teleport. What did you hit it with?”
“Energy blast. Coherent white light with a side of focused gravity pulse, according to Doc Quantum.”
Astrid makes a disgusted noise. “Quantum. Stuck-up little...”
“Catty later. Demon now.”
“Yes. Right. LOOK OUT!”
Astrid warps away, and I dive to the side a split-second before a corkscrewing missile of luminous black smoke takes us both out. I brace for a follow-up attack, but this thing isn’t flying; it loses momentum after passing me, and arcs back toward the ground. It lands atop a car, pancaking it, then skitters away.
It’s moving too fast for me to get a lock on it (mental note: must work on aim!), but Astrid pops back in, right in its path, and makes a big wax-on-wax-off gesture. The cloud slams into a shimmering half-globe of magical force, ricochets off, and, staggers across the parking lot.
“Flank it,” Astrid calls up to me. I drop, and swing around until I’m at the thing’s three o’clock, while Astrid advances on its twelve.
Astrid waves at it, a backhanded flick. A wave of energy ripples through the air. The cloud falls apart, transforming from mist to liquid as it hits the ground, splashing like ink at the feet of a man — or something approximately man-shaped. It had to have been human at one point (it’s dressed in the remnants of a business suit), but its limbs are too long for its body, and they have extra angles, which give them the appearance of having been broken and badly reset. Mist, glowing as if under a black light, cascades off his body.
The thing’s head snaps left and right, searching for us. It spots Astrid first, then does the last thing I expect: it smiles, spreads its crooked arms, and bows low. Imagine the screechy squeal an electric guitar makes when you drag a pick down its strings, and you get a solid idea of what its voice sounds like.
“Ahhh. This pays homage to thee,” it says, “if this is correct, that this addresses the Lady of Shadows.”
“I am the Lady of Shadows, and I would know your name, demon,” Astrid says, a command that carries with it a hint of formality, “and your purpose here.”
“This name is this own,” it hisses, “but you may know this as the Soulblack, the Mind Cancer, the Eater of Order, and this purpose is this nature, no more.”
“Meaning?” I say. The demon turns to me and grins, his mouth stretching much wider than a human mouth ever could — a literal ear-to-ear smile. Oh, I am so freaking out right now.
“It wasn’t summoned with a specific purpose,” Astrid says. “Someone called it up, then cut it loose. Is that correct?”
“Not so loose this was allowed to leave this village, but aye, it is truth enough,” the Soulblack says.
“Name your master, demon.” It makes gurgling sound, like it’s hawking up a wad of phlegm the size of a bowling ball: a laugh. “I said, name your master. I would know who summoned you.”
“But this master would not be known, and by this master’s will.”
“Whoever summoned it told it not to narc him out,” I guess.
“Right. Well then, Soulblack, Mind Cancer, Eater of Order,” Astrid says, cracking her knuckles, “down to business.”
“Aye.”
It lashes out in my direction, spraying its freaky black liquid cloud stuff at me. I rocket skyward, out of the wave’s way, and fire back. More by accident than design, my shot connects. The Soulblack wails, crumples from the impact, but I sense I’m not damaging the demon; I’m damaging the man it’s using.
I feel sick.
Astrid fans her fingers. Crushed asphalt springs off the ground, spraying the Soulblack in what should be lethal shrapnel. The Soulblack flinches, startled rather than injured, then (ew) vomits its black yuck at Astrid, expelling the stuff with fire hose velocity. Astrid conjures a shield, deflects the attack, and gives me an opening.
“What are you doing to it?” Astrid shouts up to me.
“Blasting it!”
“You’re hurting it!”
“Kind of the idea, yeah!”
The Soulblack lurches at Astrid, rage twisting its face into a grotesque mockery of a human expression. It shrieks in a language unlike anything I’ve ever heard.
“Yeah, right back at you,” Astird says. “Carrie! Cover your eyes, it’s going to get bright!”
She strikes a pose, arms outstretched to the sky. The air grows brighter, as if dawn were arriving several hours ahead of schedule. My eyes adjust instantly to the change (another perk of my power, I’m assuming). Within seconds, night has transformed into day. The Soulblack screams. The mist coming off its body turns a sickly gray; its skin starts to blister, peel, char. It bellows what sounds, despite its alien tongue, distinctly like a profanity.
The Soulblack explodes in a burst of anti-light, a sphere of midnight in the middle of this impossible midday.
There’s a shape in the middle of the void. Something not remotely human.
Oh God.
 
“Look at me.”
It’s Astrid, but all she is is a disembodied voice. I can’t see anything but blobs of muted, mushy color floating in a sea of hazy black.
Hands, warm and a little sweaty, grasp my face, jostle my head about on the loose spring of my neck.
“Look at me,” Astrid says again, and my vision snaps back to normal. It’s nighttime again. Astrid’s nose is tip-to-tip with mine. Her stare is intense, boring into me.
“Okay,” I say. “Looking. Looking at you.”
She looks back, hard, then sighs in relief. “Sorry. Had to make sure you weren’t insane.”
“Was that even a question?” I slump back against a car, perhaps the only one in the parking lot that hasn’t been reduced to a pile of smoldering wreckage. Astrid sits next to me.
“You caught a glimpse of a demon’s true form. That’s more than enough to break the average human mind.”
“I see.”
“Yes, you did, even though I told you to look away.”
“Point of order: you never said anything about sanity-destroying true forms. You told me to shield my eyes because it was going to get bright. Should be more specific next time.” Astrid grunts by way of an apology. “Neat trick, by the way.”
“Thanks, but you gave me the idea. The Soulblack didn’t like what you were dishing out. I theorized you were generating solar energy, or close enough, so I pulled together all the ambient sunlight reflecting off the moon.”
“You...pulled together all the ambient sunlight?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Uh. Wow. Cool.”
Astrid shrugs: shucks, weren’t nothin’. We sit there for a minute, the silence between us taking a turn for the awkward.
“That demon. He knew you.”
“Indirectly,” Astrid says. “By reputation. I have power. That tends to attract attention, often from all the wrong people.”
“Or demons.”
“Or demons.”
Or people possessed by demons, like the poor man who had the incredibly bad luck to be picked as the Soulblack’s sock puppet. He’s lying nearby, his body contorted as though he died from a seizure so violent it popped all his joints out of place. His skin is chalky and dusty, like used charcoal. Identifying the remains may well be impossible. We may never know who he was.
“Did you ever find out who Stacy Hellfire was?” I say. “I mean, before she...you know.”
“Huh? Oh. Yeah. I talked to a friend of mine in the Kingsport PD; he took a look through recent missing persons reports...Moira Steenbergen. Sophomore at UMass, went missing two days before Stacy Hellfire popped up.”
“Moira Steenbergen,” I say, committing the name to memory.
“She’s on my revenge list, too,” Astrid says, “and trust me, when we nail Black Betty, she’ll pay for each and every name on it.”
“Explain something to me. What does she get out of this? Aside from chaos and destruction for the sake of it.”
“She gets chaos and destruction for the sake of it. She’s an anarchist, Carrie, she doesn’t need a reason.”
“How are we supposed to stop someone like that? If there’s no method to her madness, how do we catch her before she pulls something like this again? Or something worse?”
“That’s my job. Let me worry about it.”
“You’re not in this alone, you know. We can help. We want to help.”
“No offense, but you’re out of your depth here. Black Betty is playing by a different set of rules, and if you don’t know how to play the game...”
She leaves the thought unfinished, but I get what she’s saying: this is a specialized hunt, and we don’t have the right tools. Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though.
“Come on, kiddo, we’ve got some cleaning up to do. Night’s not over yet.” She glances up at the sky, the stars clear and crisp in the winter night sky. “Oops. Actually, it is. Good morning.”
Good morning?
I pick my headpiece up off the ground and jam it on my face. The display tells me it’s 12:50 AM — almost an hour after curfew, almost two after I promised to be home.
I am so dead.
 



 
PART TWO: CULT OF PERSONALITY
 
NINETEEN
 
At top speed, I manage to get home by one. With nowhere to stuff my costume, I strip it off, and tuck it under a big rock near my woodland launchpad. My dress is wrinkled as hell, I’m wearing my boots instead of the shoes I left in, but I’m betting Mom is going to overlook such petty details, what with her seeing me through a red cloud of maternal rage and all.
As I expected, she’s awake, sitting on the couch. She doesn’t look up from her magazine as I enter.
“Mom, I’m —”
“Go to your room,” she says. “We are going to talk about this in the morning after Granddad leaves for church.”
Well, world, it’s been nice knowing you.
I do as I’m told, without any backtalk. I’m way too tired to be worried or afraid or to start concocting a cover story. I conk out as soon as I hit the mattress.
My alarm clock reads 10:23 AM when I finally wake up. I stare at it, watch the minutes tick away. At 11:02 AM, I decide I can’t stay my execution any longer, so I head downstairs to face the shrill, screeching music.
Mom is in the kitchen, sipping coffee and reading the Sunday paper, like nothing is wrong. Again, she doesn’t look at me as I enter. I stand there for a couple of minutes. The silence is, as they say, deafening.
Hold your breath and dive in, Carrie. Nothing ventured, no one screamed at.
“Should I assume I should go back up to my room and stay there until I’m thirty?”
“You promised me, Carrie,” Mom says, her voice level. “You promised me up, down, left, and right you would be home by curfew. You promised me you would have your phone on.”
“I know.”
“Well?” She still isn’t looking at me.
“We left the dance, and we went to the Dunkin Donuts in town to grab a coffee,” I say. “We got to talking and we didn’t stop. We were having a good time, and I didn’t want it to end. We lost track of time.”
“And your phone?”
“In Malcolm’s car.”
Mom inhales, exhales, lets the bomb drop. “You’re grounded for the week. Straight home after school. No hanging out with your friends after school, no homework groups — straight home, straight to your room. Your phone and your laptop stay down here. I don’t want you IMing or texting with anyone.”
“Okay,” I say. “I’m sorry.”
Now she looks up at me. “I’m tired of hearing how sorry you are,” she says. “I’m tired of the apologies, I’m tired of your excuses, and I’m tired of your irresponsibility. God. This is your freshman year all over again.”
The chilly attitude, I can understand. The punishment, I can accept. The accusation I’m sliding back into crappy habits I continue to regret to this day? That’s the one that hurts.
I silently pour myself some coffee, grab a package of Pop-Tarts, and retreat to my room.
Sara? I think as loud as I can. Any chance you’re there?
Muh. Hey, Sara says in a sleepy thought-voice.
Sorry, did I wake you up?
Mm. Not really. Kind of. Yes.
Sorry.
No, s’okay. I should probably get up so my parents can yell at me.
Yeah, I just had my sentence handed down. Grounded for a week.
Ouch.
No, that’s fair. I can live with that.
I should be so lucky. The rest of us didn’t get home until almost two. We told our parents we hit the theater for a midnight movie.
I had a romantic post-dance coffee with Malcolm, as far as Mom is concerned.
Oh, if only. Hey, other than fighting crazy people and demons, how did the night go?
It was fantastic, I say, the memory breaking through the misery to bring a smile to my face. Malcolm was a total gentlemen, we talked all night, danced our butts off...
Awesome. At least that went well.
Until.
Yeah, until. Okay, might as well get this over with. I’ll give you a shout after I find out how screwed I am.
Okay. Good luck.
 
Should have saved some luck for myself, because oh, do I need it.
“Dad’s back from church,” Mom says, appearing in my doorway after a token knock. “He told me something very interesting.”
“Okay,” I say, keeping my nose deep in my book (in times of trouble, The Hobbit is my go-to comfort reading material). What she says next gets my full and undivided attention.
“He was talking to Malcolm this morning. Malcolm told Dad you left the dance rather suddenly, around nine-thirty or so, claimed that I called you and told you to come home. Care to tell me what this is all about?”
My brain seizes up. I can’t so much as grunt in response, much less pull a new, plausible, airtight alibi out of my butt. Mom stares at me expectantly. I stare back stupidly.
“Well?” Mom says. “Are you going to tell me where you really were? And why you lied to me, and to your date?”
“...No.”
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
“I said no,” I say, but I’m operating on auto-pilot. There’s no conscious thought guiding me, nothing but reckless instinct. “I’m not telling you where I was.”
Mom shuts the door. This is going to get loud.
“Yes, Caroline Dakota Hauser, you are.”
“No, Mother, I am not. I’m done reporting my every move to you,” I say, my body sliding off the bed of its own volition. Apparently, I’m going to meet my untimely demise standing up. “I can’t leave this house without telling you where I’m going to be every single minute of every single day, and it’s not because I did something to deserve getting stuck under your microscope. That I could understand — but that’s not it, is it?
“No, you’re still scared that something bad is going to happen to me. You’ve been this way ever since that mess in town last year, and you don’t get that you’re basically punishing me for something I didn’t do. It needs to stop, Mom, because wringing detailed itineraries out of me isn’t going to protect me from whatever random crap life is going to throw my way.”
Not among the world’s great speeches, but it may have done the job: Mom’s face softens. She sets her fists on her hips and ponders my sage, if defiant words.
“That may be,” she says, “but that doesn’t excuse the fact that you broke your curfew and lied about why. You’re my daughter, and a minor, and that makes you my responsibility. Now: tell me where you were last night. I’m not asking again.”
Crap. Now what?
For a moment, I seriously consider telling Mom the truth. Mom, I’m a super-hero. I’m Lightstorm. I fight bad guys. Simple as that, all secrets laid bare. I mean, I hate lying to her, a lot, and letting her in on my, shall we say, extracurricular activities would —
Would what, Carrie? Make life easier? Pft. That’s highly unlikely. I tell Mom I spend my free time fighting giant mechs and international mercenaries and demons, she’d chain me up in the basement trying to keep me safe. I’d only trade one massive headache for another.
A new idea hits me. It’s bold. No, not bold: crazy, maybe even stupid — the kind of idea that, if it fails, will blow up in my face so spectacularly there’d be no way to recover.
Screw it. Fortune favors the stupid.
“All right, Mom, tell you what,” I say. “I’ll tell you where I was, if you tell me where you really were last Friday night.”
Mom makes a startled choking noise. “Where I was —? Excuse me?”
“When you came home the morning after, you couldn’t look at me. You didn’t make eye contact with me once,” I say, recalling the scene with perfect clarity. “That tells me, you didn’t simply have a little too much to drink. I’ve seen you drunk a few times, and you’ve never been embarrassed by it, so why would you act embarrassed this time around — unless what I in fact witnessed was the Walk of Shame?”
Mom goes slack-jawed. My pulse thunders in my neck, in my ears. Nervous sweat gathers on my scalp and prepares to jump. I predict a closed-casket funeral.
Her mouth opens and closes, but nothing comes out. She can’t decide what to do with her hands, and it strikes me that Mom is suddenly unable to look me in the eye. Again.
“I can’t believe...” she mutters before darting out of my room.
That’s when the last of my self-control gives out. I collapse to my knees, panting, sweating, dizzy, nauseated. Holy crap. Dodging bullets, energy blasts, dark magic — none of that compares to the rush of staring down my mother and winning.
The thrill of my dubious victory vanishes almost instantly, and is replaced by a crushing depression as I realize that Mom never disputed me.
Matt was right: my mom was with another man.
She was with someone who wasn’t my father.
 
“What can I get you?” the bartender asks.
Bliss Fellows grimaces at the beer selection offered by this so-called “British-style pub”: the usual line-up of flavorless, watery domestics; a handful of decent microbrews; a token offering of Americanized brews from the homeland. She settles for the least offensive option.
“Pint o’ Guinness,” she says.
The bartender grabs a glass. “Is that a real accent, or are you playing with me?”
“I’m speaking the Queen’s English, love. I don’t have an accent; you do.”
“Well, your non-accent is awesome.”
“Ta.”
His clumsy effort to boost his tip fails; she leaves six dollars, and lets him keep the extra fifty cents — which she considers taking back after taking her first sip; the beer is ice-cold.
Bloody Americans. My soul for a proper pint.
Bliss tucks herself into a corner booth for privacy, but it’s an unnecessary precaution; it’s mid-afternoon, in the downtime between the lunch and after-work crowds, and her presence nudges the pub’s total body count into double-digits.
She’s halfway through her second cold Guinness (bloody Americans) when Black Betty walks in, drawing stares from man and woman alike as she struts across the pub, all skintight black leather and attitude.
“Black Betty,” Bliss says, raising her glass in a toast.
“Bam-a-lam,” Black Betty says, sliding into the booth.
“God, you still say that?”
“You know me. I’m all about showmanship.”
“You’re showing, all right,” Bliss says, gesturing at Black Betty’s ensemble. “Where you going after this? Biker rally, or’re you teaching a pole dancing class down at the Y?”
“I was thinking of going to the library to read to the kids. Black Betty’s Story Hour.”
Bliss laughs at the mental picture that forms. “Y’know, you’re putting on quite the show for someone who’s allegedly trying to keep a low profile.”
“I am a walking paradox. Ready to order here,” she says, flagging down a passing waitress. “Hello, darling. A glass of white wine for me, another beer for her, and tell me, what is your best single-malt scotch?”
“We have, um...oh, I never get the name right,” she says, searching her memory. “Laga-something?”
“Lagavulin?” Bliss offers.
“Yes, that’s the one. Twenty-one years old. It’s pricey, though.”
“As fine scotch should be,” Black Betty says. “Keep it on-deck, darling. If our little meeting here goes well, we’ll be sealing the deal with two glasses of that.”
“You do know how to incentivize a woman,” Bliss says.
Black Betty waits for the waitress to return with their drinks, then presents Bliss with a sealed manila envelope.
“And what is this?”
Black Betty sips her wine, leaving on the glass a lipstick stain the color of dried blood. “One piece of a masterful jigsaw puzzle I am putting together, with the assistance of an all-star team of sorcerers,” she says. “Zaina le Blaq. Holocaust Bob. Mad Hector Jones.”
“Mad Hector Jones? Ain’t he the one who still lives at home with his mom?”
“Why do you think he’s so mad? Now, I assume you heard about the incident in Newburyport?”
“Hard not to. And I’d appreciate fair warning next time,” Bliss says. “I was with a gentleman caller that evening. I don’t think he’ll be calling me again. Spontaneous hurling tends to ruin the romantic atmosphere, yeah?”
“I’ll make it up to you.”
“Ain’t the same.”
“No, I suppose not. Back to business, yes?”
“Sure. You can start by telling me what’s in the envelope. I’m not one for mysteries.”
“You, my dear, now hold in your hot little hands two pages from the Libris Infernalis.” Bliss chokes on a mouthful of stout. “Specifically, you hold one of the book’s many delicious summoning rituals, such as the one I gave to Zaina for the Newburyport ruckus.”
“Get out.”
“Really.”
“Lying witch.”
“Witch, yes, guilty as charged. Lying?” Black Betty smiles. “Not this time.”
“Where’d you find it?”
“I always suspected Astrid had it. The trick, if you will, was getting to it, but a distraction here, a distraction there, a little assistance from another interested party...”
Bliss runs a finger along the edge of the envelope, along the sealed flap, curious and excited and, yes, more than a little scared. “What’s this one do?”
“Oh, you’ll love him. I chose him specifically for you.”
“And what do I do with him?”
“I have two conditions. One,” Black Betty says, counting off on her fingers, “you perform the summoning within the next three days. Two, you perform the ritual in Gloucester, in a very specific location. After that? Dealer’s choice. You can cut the demon loose right away, let him stew a few days to whip up his fury — hell, let him sit in his summoning circle until his host burns out, if that’s your preference.”
Bliss squints at Black Betty. “What’s the play here, love? You said this was part of a puzzle. What’s the endgame?” Bliss leans in, whispering conspiratorially. “You’re not out to end the world, are you?”
“That, dear, is insulting. You really think I’d be interested in something so predictable? Besides, I like the world. It’s where I keep all my stuff.”
“What, then?”
“Need to know information, Bliss, need to know...and you haven’t yet earned the privilege. You want to see what’s going on behind the scenes? Then swear your service to me, and follow my instructions like a good girl.”
The cordial mood darkens. “I’m not your dog, Betty.”
“No. What you are is an anarchist, like me, and I am offering you a chance to unleash some righteous chaos,” Black Betty says, tapping the envelope. “With that comes the benefit of possessing an utterly unique summoning ritual, and, if you play ball, power like you’ve never known.”
Bliss considers the pitch. “You playing me straight, Betty?”
“Ah, a wise question, but — let’s be honest — one I could never answer to your satisfaction. You’ll have to take me at my word, and let the chips fall where they may.” Black Betty extends a hand, imperially, like a queen expecting her subject to kiss her royal ring. “Do we have a deal?”
“I ain’t shaking that hand,” Bliss says. “But I am drinking that top-shelf scotch.”
Black Betty grins. “Then let me tell you about the glory days that lie ahead for the likes of you and me...”
 



 
TWENTY
 
“How stupid is that?” I say to Sara on our way to school the next morning. “Mom and Dad split, like, six months ago. I know they’re divorced, I know they’re never getting back together, but when I realized that Mom...you know...it hit me all over again. I should be past this.”
“Mourning’s a funny thing,” Sara says. “My grandmother died, like, three years ago, and to this day, Mom will have these weird...I don’t know what you’d call them. Flashbacks, maybe? Relapses? Anyway, she’ll be making dinner, or working on stuff she brought home from the office, or sitting watching TV, and all of a sudden she starts crying. I ask her what’s wrong, and she says, ‘Oh, I was thinking about your Grandmama.’”
“I thought time was supposed to heal all wounds.”
“Yeah, but it’s not like there’s a formula for these kinds of things. Plus, it’s only been six months for you.”
“I guess.”
“On the bright side, it sounds like your plan worked.”
True. Mom hasn’t said anything else about...well, she hasn’t said anything, period. I didn’t go downstairs all day, except to collect my dinner, which Mom served to me without comment. She was equally silent this morning as I passed through the kitchen to snag a travel mug of coffee, without so much as a perfunctory good morning passing between us.
This is what one would call a Pyrrhic victory: sure, I achieved my goal, but the cost was so high, it barely qualifies as a win.
A light snow kicks up as we reach the edge of school grounds — not enough to warrant a cancelation, which is just as well; it’s not like I’d get to hang out with anyone I’d like to spend time with.
Such as (hello, ironic timing) one Mr. Malcolm Forth, who catches my eye and —
Oh. Oh, crap.
“Hey,” he says coolly.
“Hey,” I say, and I brace myself as best as I can. I know what’s coming.
“I was talking with your grandfather at church yesterday. He said your mom never called you Saturday night. She never made you go home.”
“Malcolm, I can explain,” I say automatically, but I don’t have an explanation, or a cover story, or a bluff, or any justification for throwing myself on the mercy of the Malcolm. I’ve got nothing.
“I’m waiting,” Malcolm says, folding his arms.
That’s when Sara pushes past me and says, “Malcolm, it was my fault.”
“Your fault?” Malcolm says.
“Sara, what are you doing?” I say, but Sara waves me quiet.
“Carrie, I can’t let you take the heat for this,” she says with an implied wink and nod. “Look, a few years ago, I had a, um...I had a breakdown,” she says to Malcolm, as if in confidence.
“A breakdown?”
“Yeah. I’m still working through it, and I sometimes have these anxiety attacks. Saturday night, I had a real bad one. It was a pointless freak-out over nothing, but I locked myself in my room, and I didn’t want to talk to anyone but Carrie,” she says, tossing an affected grateful smile my way. “She came over and talked me down. Took her all night.”
“You did?” Malcolm says, looking at me with sense of admiration I totally don’t deserve.
“She did. She knows I’m sensitive about it, which is why she told you her mom was calling her home. It’s my fault your night was ruined, so please don’t take it out on —”
“No, no, it wasn’t ruined, I was...I didn’t know.” Malcolm apologizes for his reaction, and I smile appreciatively, even though this entire scenario is turning my stomach inside-out. “Can we talk about this more? Maybe after school?”
“Sorry. This is a case of no good deed goes unpunished,” I say. “I still broke curfew, so I’m grounded for the week.”
“Oh. That sucks.”
“Yeah. Sucks.”
“Well, let me know when you’ve been freed from solitary.” He places a hand on my shoulder, gently. “Are we okay?”
“We’re okay.”
“Hope you’re okay, too,” he says to Sara.
“Yeah,” she says. “Doing great.”
Malcolm, shivering from the cold, covered in a light dusting of snow, dashes inside. I turn to Sara.
“That was nice of him to ask how I was doing,” she says. “I like him.”
“You didn’t have to do that.”
Sara shrugs. “You didn’t have to let a girl you barely knew practice her freaky psionic powers on you. I owed you.”
School rules against public displays of affection be damned. I throw my arms around Sara and hug her tight. “Thank you,” I say, my voice cracking.
“That’s what friends are for,” she says. “If you want me to repeat my award-winning performance for your mom, I —”
“No. No. Absolutely not. You’re only taking one bullet for me on this one.”
“Okay, but let me know if you —”
“I won’t change my mind. Decision made. Foot put down. I have spoken. Et cetera.”
“Ooh, so forceful. It’s sexy. No wonder Malcolm likes you.”
I let that one linger: Malcolm likes me.
Maybe this week won’t completely suck after all.
 
At lunch, I learn that of the five of us, I am the only one to suffer any significant parental wrath. Missy got grounded for the weekend; Dr. Hamill did not care that she was “at a midnight showing of the original The Thing from Another World” — Matt’s official cover story. Matt, Sara, Stuart, their parents were all like eh, whatever, don’t let it happen again, please.
“My mom never punishes me,” Sara says, like that’s a bad thing. “She treats me like that kid in that old episode of The Twilight Zone, the one where everyone gets sent to the cornfield.”
“It’s a Good Life, starring Billy Mumy,” Matt says, filling in a blank no one needed filled in.
“What happens if your parents think to check the theater’s show schedule?” I ask him.
“They’d see that the Main Street Movie House was showing classic B-movies from the fifties all night,” he says, “culminating in a midnight screening of the newly restored version of Howards Hawks and Christian Nyby’s The Thing from Another World.”
“Matt memorizes the schedule every week,” Sara says.
“Insta-alibi.”
“Lucky you. I don’t think midnight movies will cut it with Mom,” I say, “and I sure can’t use that if I have to duck out on Malcolm again.”
Matt gives me a look. “Are you two dating?”
“Gee, that didn’t sound judgmental one bit. For the record, we are not dating, but I think it highly probable that we will go out again.”
The look sours. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Oh, you don’t? Tell me, o wise one, why my dating someone isn’t a good idea.”
“It’s not the dating someone part, it’s the dating someone outside the group. Outside the business.” Listen to him. Outside the business. “It’s one more person we have to keep secrets from, and it’s tough enough keeping our parents in the dark, much less a boyfriend.”
“Natalie’s done all right with her boyfriend, and he’s quote-unquote outside the business.”
“Exception to the rule. All I’m saying —”
“All you’re saying is, you don’t want me to have a social life.”
“You have a social life.”
“Dude, we are not a social life,” Stuart says.
“What? We have fun.”
“You so don’t get it, do you?” I say, but why should I be surprised that Captain Cold Feet can’t wrap his brain around the concept of boys and girls going out together, and doing things other than watching movies and playing games?
“I get it,” he says (yeah, right), “what I’m saying is —”
The conversation drops stone-cold dead when Missy, without looking up, without a hint of emotion, says, “Matt, just because you’re such a huge wuss you can’t ask Sara out on a date doesn’t give you the right to piss all over Carrie’s love life, so either man up or shut up.”
Eyes pop. Jaws drop. Shocked expressions are traded. Missy looks at each of us in turn, gives us a tell me I’m wrong shrug, then calmly resumes eating.
“Just sayin’,” she says.
 
Missy threatening to literally deface Amber in a moment of anger, okay, I could maybe — maybe — excuse that away. They have a history. I could understand Missy hitting a saturation point and totally losing it, but to read Matt the riot act like that? In front of everyone? And be so blasé about it? And not understand why the rest of us were so shocked?
“You okay?” Malcolm says.
“Huh? Oh, yeah. Fine. Why?”
“You’ve been staring at the screen for five minutes. I know mocking up a website for a paint store isn’t the most thrilling assignment...”
“Eh, I think the weekend is catching up to me, is all,” I say, which isn’t far from the truth. “Nothing an early bedtime won’t cure.”
“Yeah, I’m with you there. But hey, we only have to kill, mmm, twenty more minutes,” Malcolm says, glancing at the clock. “After that, freedom, sweet freedom.”
“Free is relative for some of us.”
“Oh, right. Sorry.”
“No biggie.”
“Hey, even though you’re grounded, would it be cool if I gave you a ride home? I looked out the window a little while ago, and it’s really coming down, and I don’t want you walking home in that mess, and I thought —”
“You thought correctly,” I say. “I’d love a ride home, thank you.”
“Okay. Cool.”
The next twenty minutes of my web design class flies by, propelled by giddy anticipation. I shouldn’t be this excited over a two-minute car ride, but it’s more than that: this is my second chance with Malcolm.
He accompanies me as I swing by my locker to grab my coat. We pass Sara in the hall. She slips me a big smile and a thumbs up.
I’m going to want details, she says via the brainphone.
We step outside and wow, did it pick up. Fat white flakes pelt me in the face, each one delivering a tiny icy sting, but we take our time walking to the student parking lot. Malcolm keeps a hand on my arm the whole way, to keep me from falling on the slippery sidewalk...or so he says.
His car is under a blanket of snow. He hands me his keys, asks me to start it up while he clears the windshield. I break one of the cardinal rules of respecting a man’s car by playing with the stereo. I skim several stations, looking for something very specific. Come on, Radio Gods, don’t fail me...
I land on some generic pop song. The tune is instantly forgettable, and I couldn’t name the artist for the life of me, but it’s slow, soft. It’ll do. I turn up the volume.
“What are you doing?” Malcolm asks.
“Making up for Saturday,” I say, holding out my arms. “We never got our last dance of the night.”
Malcolm chuckles, lays the scraper on the hood, embraces me. There in the parking lot, oblivious to the worsening snowstorm, we turn in a slow circle for the remainder of the song, through a station identification announcement, and into a commercial for an auto parts store.
“We should hit the road,” Malcolm says, “before it gets any worse.”
“We should,” I say. It takes us another minute to act on our own advice.
Malcolm makes the trip at half the speed limit, extending the drive to nearly ten minutes. He pulls up to the curb in front of my house, shifts the car into park. The ride is over way, way too soon.
“Here you go,” he says. “See you tomorrow.”
“See you tomorrow,” I say, but I don’t make the slightest effort to get out of the car.
What the hell.
I lean over to give Malcolm the belated good-night kiss he richly deserves. There’s surprise on his lips. At first.
We part. He blinks at me. “Um,” he says.
“Drive safely,” I say, sliding out of the car.
He waits until I’m at my front door, until I’m stepping inside before pulling away from the curb — slowly, because of the snow, but I imagine it’s because he doesn’t want to go.
I don’t want him to go.
All right, girl, enough with the gooey mush stuff, you’ve been on one date with the guy — albeit, one pretty awesome date (rampaging demon notwithstanding).
Granddad’s car wasn’t in the driveway, which means I have the house all to myself for a while. I manage to kill a half-hour blowing through homework, while bad daytime TV drones on in the background. Get off my stage! You are the father! Jer-ry! Jer-ry! Jer-ry! Uck. How can people watch this garbage?
One show features a feuding mother and daughter, which hits, no pun intended, a little too close to home. I shut off the TV and, taking advantage of the fact Mom won’t be home to confiscate my phone for a few hours, call Dad at his office.
“Hey, hon,” he says cheerfully, “this is a nice surprise. What’s up?”
“Not much. Stuck at home, killing time, thought I’d call.”
“You snowed in up there?”
“Not so much. Strict maternal discipline is keeping me inside today.”
“Uh-oh. Do I want to know what happened?”
“Don’t worry, nothing too controversial. Went to the school dance Saturday, got swept off my feet by a handsome gentleman caller, stayed out too late, brought the wrath of Mom down on my head for breaking curfew.”
“Ah.” I detect a note of concern. Understandable, I have to admit. During my Dark Period, I regularly stayed out past my curfew, and back then I couldn’t claim to have been out with a nice guy. “How long are you out of action?”
“All week.”
“All week? That seems a little harsh.”
“Well...truth be told, I didn’t take the judge’s sentence with grace and dignity.”
Dad sighs. “Another fight?”
“I know, I know, I feel lousy about it, but, in my defense, Mom way overreacted to begin with.” Dad grunts neutrally. He’s not taking sides, not yet. “I don’t know what’s going on, Dad. Everything that happens between us lately, it gets blown out of proportion. We go from zero to catfight in five seconds flat, sometimes over completely stupid stuff. We can’t disagree about anything without tearing into each other.”
“You know why you and your mother butt heads so badly, don’t you?”
“Yeah. Because we’re totally different people with nothing in common.”
Dad’s laugh is so loud it hurts my ear. “Ohhh, honey, no, you two are not totally different people; you’re more alike than either of you would ever care to admit.”
“Like fun we are.”
“Like fun you’re not. You’re both aggressive, headstrong, willful, ridiculously smart, sometimes too much for your own good...”
“Dad, headstrong and willful mean the same thing.”
“Yeah, like that. And you both hate looking weak. So, you two have a disagreement, you dive in, guns blazing, and of course neither of you is going to back down and let the other one win.”
“Great, so we’re living in a warzone until I leave for college?”
“Unless one of you decides it’s time to act like the bigger man. Woman, rather. It’ll be hard for one of you, I know, but someone there has to take the high road.”
Oops, careful there, Dad, you’re dropping hints all over the place. And yet, “Point taken. Thanks.”
“Anytime. I hate to chat and run, but I have to take some plans over to town hall before it closes.”
“Okay. Love you.”
“Love you, sweetie.”
The Father, he is wise.
 
Mom gets home late because of the snow. “Dinner’s almost ready,” I say as she enters the kitchen, cocking a perplexed eyebrow at me.
“You’re making dinner?”
“You were running late, I had nothing to do, Granddad was complaining he was getting hungry...”
“I was not complaining!” Granddad says from the living room.
“Fine! You were expressing your needs in a very insistent manner!”
“Oh,” Mom says, unsure what to make of this unexpected sight, of her daughter removing from the oven a casserole dish full of stuffed shells, which she made with her own two hands.
(All right, Mom prepped them last night, all I did was take them out of the fridge and put them in the oven, but I’m taking credit for making dinner anyway. So there.)
“I got this,” I say. “Go sit down.”
I can almost call dinner completely normal. Granddad takes care of the lion’s share of mealtime conversation, which means Mom and I can avoid talking to each other entirely. That might sound callous, but the tension between us, while diminished, is still there, and the way I figure it, if we’re not talking to each other, we’re not fighting with each other.
Once the dirty dishes are in the washer, Mom says to me, all businesslike, “All right, Carrie...”
“My homework’s done, my laptop is on the coffee table,” I report, “and I’m heading to my room. Good night.”
“Carrie.” I turn. She holds out her hand. “Your phone?”
It’s a sad statement on my generation that adults think they can punish us simply by taking away our technology, as if we’re incapable of entertaining ourselves without something that needs to be plugged in. But hey, it makes her feel like she’s disciplining me.
In a moment of ironic timing, my phone vibrates in my hand as I hand it to Mom. It takes effort, but I resist looking at the screen to see who’s calling.
It’s probably nothing important.
 



 
TWENTY-ONE
 
“She’s still not picking up,” Concorde says. “Someone else try her.”
“It won’t do any good,” Sara says. “She’s been grounded.”
Concorde tilts his head, like a dog failing to understand his master’s command. “Grounded. Carrie.”
“Yeah.”
“Carrie got grounded.”
“Yes. Because she broke curfew Saturday night, because she was busy fighting a demon, and couldn’t think of a decent alibi to feed her mom.”
“Hm. Well,” Mindforce says. “That’s a problem.”
“One for another time,” Astrid says.
“Yes, right, one crisis at a time.”
“We should be so lucky,” Concorde says, conducting a quick attendance, double-checking the corner of the conference room in case the Entity, as he is wont to do, slipped in unseen to lurk in silence. “All right, people, listen up. This is going to be quick, because we have to move. There have been no casualties reported so far, but we can’t count on that trend holding up. Two hours ago, give or take, there was another, um...”
“Breach of the barrier between realities,” Astrid says.
“Yeah, that.”
“We know that part, believe me,” Sara says, the sour tang of vomit persisting in her mouth.
“This time, the, uh...”
“Breach of the barrier between realities,” Astrid says.
“The breach occurred in Gloucester, and apparently, whatever came through was let off its leash right away,” Concorde says. “Within a half-hour of the, uh, the...”
“Breach of the barrier between realities. Why is that so hard for you to say?”
“Within a half-hour of the breach of the barrier between realities — happy now? — our system red-flagged a series of 911 calls to the Gloucester PD. Our system scans first responder communications for unusual activity,” Concorde explains, “and it picked up several reports of people being attacked by bizarre assailants.”
“Bizarre how?” Matt asks.
“You’ll love this,” Nina says. “People claimed they were attacked by, among other things, giant spiders, giant snakes, circus clowns, and their dentists.”
“I’ll take Things People Are Terrified Of for two hundred, Alex.”
“Bingo,” Astrid says. “That means we’re dealing with some sort of phobophage — a fear demon, something that generates raw, primal terror, then feeds off the resulting psychic energy.”
“Great. How’re we going to take down something like that?” Stuart says.
“I have some ideas,” Astrid says. “Trust me.”
 
“You know how we can beat this thing?” Matt says. “Call Stephen King’s lawyer, and tell him a demon is plagiarizing It.”
“Heh. We all float down here,” Nina says.
“So glad you two find humor in this,” Sara says, gazing out the Pelican’s porthole window. “We’re only going to be facing a demon that can look like whatever scares the holy hell out of us.”
“Believe it or not, we’re better off with this thing than we were the Soulblack,” Astrid says. “Phobophages want to keep their prey alive. You can’t scare the dead.”
“Yeah, that’s real comforting.”
“I don’t want to find it because it’s going to look like a zombie and if it looks like a zombie I’m going to wet myself,” Missy says.
“Zombies aren’t real,” Astrid says. “Whatever you might see, it won’t be real. Remember that. Yes, there is a demon hiding behind the illusion, and that demon is dangerous, but that’s why you’re to remain in constant radio contact with me,” she says, tapping her earpiece.
“Scream in white-hot terror, you’ll come a-runnin’,” Stuart says. “Got it.”
“Good. Any last questions?”
“Yeah. This demon. Human host again?” Sara asks.
“I have yet to meet a demon that can exist on our plane outside of a host.”
“Uh-huh. And what are the chances we can save this one? Good? Or should we plan to add another name to the body count?”
“We’re getting to him early on in the possession. As we’ve learned, that gives me an advantage; its hold on the host won’t be that strong...”
“But?”
“But, this won’t be like purging the imp out of Missy. This is a major-league demonic entity, something I almost certainly haven’t encountered before. I can’t make any promises.”
“No,” Sara says, turning back toward the window. “Of course you can’t.”
Astrid sidles up to Sara. “Do you have a problem with me, little girl?” Astrid says, her words lost to the others, drowned out by the low thrum of the Pelican’s maglev system.
“I have a problem with how quickly you give up on saving people. You’re supposed to be a super-hero.”
“I told you: I am not a super-hero, and you don’t know jack about what we’re dealing with,” Astrid says. “This is my playground, not yours, and I know the rules better than you ever will, so don’t you dare lecture me about who can be saved and who can’t.”
“You said Missy couldn’t be saved,” Sara says. “Tell me again how you’re so awesome at determining who lives and who dies.”
“...Get ready to move out.”
 
Concorde and the Pelican touch down at US Coast Guard Station Gloucester. Nina pops the bay door, filling the airship with stinging, biting air, fresh off the frigid Atlantic.
“Hope you’re wearing your thermal undies, boys and girls,” she says, “because we’ve got some damn fine New England winter out there.”
“Way ahead of you,” Matt says. “We made sure to layer up. Well, most of us did.”
“Let it snow, baby,” Stuart says, his bare arms refusing to display gooseflesh.
“What’s the plan?”
“This thing isn’t moving in any clear pattern. Incidents have been reported all over town,” Concorde says. “There are a few areas where the attacks seem to be concentrated, so we’re going to check those first. If we find anything, we contact Enigma and run interference until she gets there.”
“Don’t worry, you won’t have to run for long. I’ll be right here, ready to move,” Astrid says. “Concorde, I suggest Mindforce and Matt form one team.”
“Captain Trenchcoat,” Matt says. “We’re on duty.”
“Captain Trenchcoat. Sara — sorry, I mean Psyche should go with Nina. The psionics are more likely to pick up on any negative psychic energy, so they should work the perimeters of the search area. If they pick up anything, I can help them triangulate the demon’s position.”
“Sounds good,” Concorde says.
“Superbeast, I want you here with me. I don’t do physical combat, and I’d like someone watching my back, just in case.”
“Looks like you’re with me, Missy.”
“Kunoichi. Uh, I don’t fly.”
“For this op, neither do I,” Concorde says, motioning at the sky, a shroud of gray so deep it borders on black. “Okay, we’re at the southern edge of the center of town, so I want a trident pattern for the initial sweep. Mindforce, take the west, Nina, take the east, I’m going up the middle.”
“Got it,” Nina says.
“Constant contact, people. Keep up the chatter, and if anyone sees anything one step beyond perfectly, painfully normal, call it — and no unnecessary risks. Let Enigma handle the heavy lifting.”
Concorde pauses for final questions, but there are none. There is nothing now but the mission.
“Go.”
 
It feels wrong, Concorde thinks, to be on the ground like this. He’s not a ground fighter; the earth isn’t his element, but his true home, the air, is not a welcoming place this day. The street is no friendlier. The whirling snow cuts his visibility to several yards, reduces streetlights to muted glows, while the pervasive cold renders his visor’s thermal imaging setting useless.
There are no people on the sidewalks, and maybe three cars have passed them since they left the Coast Guard compound, their headlights floating, ghostlike, through the premature night. The worsening storm is keeping everyone inside.
The storm, or something else.
“For a guy who told us to keep up the chatter, you’re really quiet,” Missy says, shivering as the chill begins to seep through her uniform, through the layers of winter wear underneath.
The teams hardly need his input; they’re doing a yeoman’s job of keeping the silence at bay. Matt and Nina fill the airwaves by naming every movie they know that somehow involves snow, while Stuart serenades his teammates with a selection of Godsmack tunes. Mindforce is the only one focused on the job, but he has yet to report anything of consequence.
“Nothing in our sector,” he says.
“Zilch here, too. Die Hard 2: Die Harder,” Matt says.
“Whole lot of nothing going on over here,” Nina says. “John Carpenter’s The Thing.”
“The Shining.”
“The Grey.”
“Something’s not right,” Astrid says.
“Nothing’s right about this op,” Concorde mutters.
“No, I mean the demon’s dropped off the radar completely. I’ve been monitoring the police band, and there haven’t been any new reports since we got here.”
“What do you think? Has it gone into hiding?”
“It’s not hiding from us. Demons aren’t cowards.”
“It’s stalking us,” Concorde concludes.
“We’re juicy targets. We’re all used to overcoming fear, so it’s trying to put us on edge. It’ll soften us up first, and when it hits, it’s going to hit hard.”
“Wow, this keeps getting better and better,” Sara says.
“I wouldn’t worry too much.”
“Why not? I think worrying is a great option.”
“I don’t think you’re the demon’s prime target.”
“No?” Concorde says. “Then who is?”
“My best guess? You. You’re the only one among us I’d call utterly fearless. Taking you down would be —”
“I get it, I get it. Well, that’s great.”
“Yeah. Great,” Missy says. “What do we do?”
“Our job — which, for you, means clearing out the second something goes down.”
“What? Aw, c’mon, I want to help!”
“Don’t argue. I don’t want you getting caught in the crossfire.”
“I don’t want me getting caught in the crossfire either, but I can’t run away on you. That’s a lousy thing to do when someone’s in trouble.”
“Fine, you can watch my back, but it’s going to be from a safe distance — emphasis on distance, got it?”
Missy, reluctantly, nods.
They trudge up Pleasant Street to Burnham Park, passing homes, passing small neighborhood businesses, the lights within appearing as flickering will o’ the wisps in the snow. Missy tells herself repeatedly, insistently, the ever-shifting shadows, the flashes of movement at the edge of her vision, the strange noises slipping through the gusting wind — they’re all tricks of the storm. They have to be.
They aren’t.
“Concorde, something’s out there.”
His impulse is to dispute her, to tell her she’s imagining things, to ignore the concerns of a girl with precious little experience as a super-hero. She’s a scared child, jumping at shadows...
And that is when the shadows take over.
“It’s okay, Missy, it’s only a blackout,” Concorde says immediately. “We’re in the middle of a nasty snowstorm, it’s to be expected.”
“Concorde,” Nina says, “we still have lights here.”
He stops, checks his heads-up display; Nina’s comm system transponder puts her a mile away, to the east. Her area could be on a different circuit, he thinks.
“Same here, we have power,” Mindforce reports from three-quarters of a mile to Concorde’s west.
“Is anyone picking up anything?” Astrid says.
“Nothing.”
“I think nothing?” Sara says. “I don’t really know what I’m looking for.”
“There’s something out there,” Missy whines. “Concorde!”
Concorde’s suitcomp cycles through each available sensor mode: nightvision, infrared, thermal imaging, motion detector — he’s blind in every electronic eye.
“Where is it, Missy? Come on, girl, you’re the only one who has a bead on this thing. Talk to me.”
“I don’t know where it is, but it’s out there and I can feel it and it’s getting closer!”
“Enigma!”
“Not yet,” Astrid says, “not until it fully manifests.”
“Until it attacks, you mean. Dammit, Enigma,” Concorde says, his volume rising to overcome a surge of wind howling down the street, rushing toward him.
No. Not wind.
“CONCORDE!”
“Missy!” Concorde grabs for her, but finds only air in the space where she stood a heartbeat earlier.
A dissonant chorus erupts in his ears, frantic voices crashing against one another. Concorde tunes them out, focuses on the moment. He shouts Missy’s name, shouts for Enigma to get over here now, and gives chase to whatever is hiding in the suffocating darkness.
— except, for some reason, it doesn’t seem quite so dark anymore. He can’t make out anything past a few yards, but he can see the snow, a million twinkling fireflies twirling and spinning with the wind, as though he were the centerpiece of a jostled snow globe. He sees the ground with particular clarity, a white carpet, flawless and undisturbed, save for a shallow trench where something was dragged through the snow — something about the size of a fifteen-year-old-girl.
And he can see the blood.
It’s everywhere. Dear God, it’s everywhere.
He calls out for Missy, her name catching in his throat, lodging there. His lungs don’t want to work. There’s a weight on his chest, crushing him, a familiar weight to accompany a familiar terror, a smothering sense of helplessness.
It’s happening again. It’s happening again.
“No no dammit no dammit not again not again...”
Something slams into his chest with wrecking ball force, throws him onto his back. He throws the weight off, rolls away, rolls to his knees, the modules on his arms humming dangerously, building for another strike. It takes him a second or two to make sense of the form on the ground, and even then, his mind refuses to accept what he’s seeing.
Missy is so still...
Another you couldn’t save, the wind whispers to him. Another child’s blood on your hands.
Concorde looks up. A man stands over him, so very normal, if sorely underdressed for the weather in his jeans and T-shirt. An icy crust coats his clothes, his hair. A perverse grin plays on lips turned blue from the cold.
“Broken man,” he says, “how delicious you taste.”
He’s going to kill me, Concorde thinks distantly. Let him.
Lightning lances down from the heavens, impaling the figure on a blinding spear of blue-white energy. The strike launches the man, sends him pinwheeling through the air.
“Stay down,” Astrid says, a disembodied voice in the night. “I got this.”
Concorde obeys, though not by choice; the pressure on his chest releases and he swoons, dizzied by the blood surging back into his head. The temperature inside his suit skyrockets from the sudden release of nervous energy. Desperate for relief, he tears his helmet off. The air, clean and cold, it’s like ice water to a man dying of thirst. The dizziness abates. The fever, imaginary as it is, breaks.
None of it compares to the relief he feels when Missy stirs. She lolls onto her back, moaning.
“Missy? Hey. Hey, kid,” he says, shaking her ever so gently. Her clothes are soaked with melted snow — snow, and nothing more. “Missy? Are you all right? Missy!”
Her eyes snap open, blazing with fury. She leaps to her feet, roaring like an animal. Concorde grabs for a handful of her costume, but comes up empty.
Concorde?
Mindforce! Over here! Concorde fumbles his helmet back in place as his teammate reaches him, Matt close on his heels. “You have to stop her!”
“What? Stop who?”
“Missy! She went after the fear demon!”
“Matt, give me some light!” Mindforce charges in, homing in on the crackling maelstrom of psychic energy.
Matt pulls a pair of handheld floodlights from his coat. The beams gleam off the thinning snowfall, bathing the area in light as brilliant as sunshine, but it fails to help him make sense of the scenario before him. The elements fall into place one at a time: Astrid, on the ground, a ripening bruise on her cheek; Mindforce, kneeling next to her in a protective posture; a man, a stranger, flailing and screaming as a black blur tears into him, staining the ground with streaks of red.
Astrid cries out, something between an order and a plea. Mindforce exerts his will over the blur, orders Missy to STOP.
“Whuh?” she grunts. She sways, staggers, and crumples to the ground, kicking up a cloud of snow. The man — the demon — he collapses next to her, bleeding from countless wounds marring every inch of his body.
“Well,” he says, his laugh coming out wet and ragged, “that was interesting.”
 



 
TWENTY-TWO
 
Mom and I manage a few simple pleasantries as we get ready for our respective days: good morning, how did you sleep, how about that storm last night, so on. That puts us more or less on-schedule; whenever we have a blowout, it normally takes a couple of days to get to the point where we can talk to each other without any tension or awkwardness. By tomorrow, we’ll look like we actually like each other.
The doorbell rings. “Sara’s here. Got to go.”
“You should wait for the bus today,” Mom says. “The sidewalks are terrible.”
“We’ll be fine. Can I have my phone?”
“It’s on the coffee table. Have a good day.”
“You too.”
See? We’re all kinds of civil. Familial bliss, here we come.
I second-guess my decision to walk to school after stepping outside, because it is freakin’ freezing out. Sara, bundled up like an Eskimo, gives me a hello nod. She has some serious raccoon eyes going on.
“Hey. You okay? You don’t look too hot.”
“Tough night. You missed all the fun, and I use that term veeeerrrrrry loosely,” she says, a stuffy nose robbing her of her ability to pronounce Ns clearly.
I check my phone. There are a half-dozen calls from Concorde, all placed within a ten-minute period. “What was it?”
“Another demon. We spent an hour running around Gloucester in the middle of the storm trying to find it.”
“How did it go?” Sara hesitates. “What? What happened?”
She tells me. She tells me everything, from the first telltale wave of nausea onward, sparing no detail.
Then she gets to the worst part...
 
“Why am I on the floor?” Missy says.
“We...needed the medical table for something else,” Mindforce says, easing Missy into a sitting position. “Stuart, help her to her feet, please?”
“How’re you feeling, Muppet?” Stuart says.
“Okay, I think. What happened?” Missy shrinks as she realizes everyone in the Pelican, Protectorate and Hero Squad alike, is staring at her with a mix of emotions, none of them comforting. “What happened? I didn’t get possessed again, did I?”
“What’s the last thing you remember?” Astrid says.
“Me and Concorde were looking for the demon thing, you and Concorde were yelling at each other...um. Something grabbed me, I think?” Missy frowns. “Why are my hands all sticky?”
“I’m showing her,” Astrid says, pushing through the group.
“I don’t think you should,” Mindforce says.
“Noted.” Astrid draws Missy’s attention to the long black bag strapped to the airship’s retractable medical table. “This was the demon’s human host. What’s left of him.”
“Oh, gross,” Missy says.
“You did that. He attacked you. You attacked back. This is the result.” Astrid pauses, watching for Missy’s reaction.
Or lack thereof: “Uh-huh...”
“Uh-huh? That’s all you have to say? Uh-huh?”
“What? What was I supposed to do?” Missy says, punctuating her sentence with a shrug. “What? Why is everyone looking at me weird?”
“Dammit, I told you we should have talked to Astrid,” Matt says.
“Talked to Astrid about what?”
“Wait, this wasn’t the first time she went nuts?” Astrid says.
“She didn’t go nuts that first time,” Stuart protests.
“She kind of did,” Sara says.
“Hey!” Missy barks with a stamp of her foot. “Will someone tell me what you’re talking about because I’m confused and I don’t like it when everyone knows what’s going on except me, especially when it’s about me.”
No one speaks. None of her friends can bring themselves to tell her —
“You’re suffering from...I guess I’ll call it post-possession trauma. Your contact with the imp contaminated your soul, which makes you prone to occasional uncharacteristic behavior, such as,” Astrid says, tapping the body bag. She adds, pointedly, “And apparently other things I wasn’t immediately informed about.”
“Missy,” Stuart begins. She cuts him off with a withering glare.
“You knew? You knew something was wrong with me and you didn’t tell me?”
“We didn’t...we thought,” Stuart says, fumbling.
“What? What did you think? That I didn’t need to know? That you were protecting me because poor innocent little Missy would totally freak out because she’s totally incapable of handling bad news so let’s not tell her that she might GO CRAZY AND KILL SOMEONE?!”
“Missy,” Astrid says, “you can’t blame yourself for —”
“You shut up!” Missy says, the tears falling. “You knew too and you never said anything either! You suck! You all suck! You’re supposed to be my friends!”
Lacking a better option, Missy storms out of the bay so she can cry in the meager privacy of the Pelican’s cockpit.
 
“She refused to talk to us,” Sara says. “She wouldn’t even talk to Stuart, and if he couldn’t get her to open up...”
“God,” I say. “Poor Missy.”
“It’s our own fault. You were right. Matt was right. We should have told her.”
“We have to do something.”
“What can we do to make up for this? We completely betrayed her trust.”
I kick the question around in my head for the rest of the walk to school. The best we can do, the best answer I can come up with, is to apologize, lavishly, and promise her — promise ourselves — we will never, ever again keep secrets from each other. Keeping secrets doesn’t spare anyone any pain; it only makes the truth hurt that much more when it finally comes out.
(Says the girl who won’t tell her mother what she does in her free time. Hypocrisy, thy name is Carrie Hauser.)
We get our first chance to act on the plan soon after arriving at school, but Missy doesn’t give us an opening; we spot her while we’re at our lockers, stashing our winter layers, but she spots us first. She walks away before we can get a word out.
“She looks royally pissed,” Sara says. “I’ve never seen her that angry.”
“We might have to let her be for a while. You hurt someone that badly, you have to give them a cooling-off period,” I say, drawing on my own ample experience in such matters.
Missy helps us out with that one; she avoids us like the plague all day. She dodges us in the halls, she doesn’t make an appearance at lunch, she won’t even look at Sara during gym class, and at the end of the day, she doesn’t meet up with us at my locker.
“We screwed up so bad,” Stuart says.
“Yes, we did,” I say, and I repeat my advice to let Missy have her space. “She’ll come around. I don’t see Missy as someone who holds a grudge.”
“Until last night, I didn’t see Missy as someone who would turn a guy into coleslaw,” Matt says. Thank you, Captain Downer.
Stuart, predictably, leaps to Missy’s defense. “That was totally different. That was, like, heat of battle stuff. Doesn’t mean she’s hatin’ on us.”
On that point, I think he’s right, but, “I don’t want to take any chances. It’s uncharacteristic behavior; Astrid should know. I’ll call her on the way home.”
There is some token grumbling, most of it from Sara (who really needs to get over this jealousy toward Astrid thing), but in the end, the group agrees: we need to make a full disclosure.
I make the call when I get home, while prepping a pot of coffee. Granddad is out for the day again, so no need to worry about him overhearing the stream of profound weirdness I’m about to unleash.
Jeez, I’m about to talk about demonic possession and its aftereffects on my genetically mutated friend with a for-real sorceress. My life hasn’t been normal for a while now, but when did it get this strange?
Astrid picks up on the first ring. “Carrie.”
“Are you busy? We need to talk about Missy.”
“Hold on.” Silence fills my ear for a few seconds. “Had to lock up. Be right there.”
Before I can respond, Astrid blinks in. Even expecting it as I was, it makes me jump.
“Do you have a thing against phones?” I say.
“I prefer talking face-to-face. Makes it harder for people to lie to me. Are you making coffee?”
“Would you like some?”
“Hell, yes. I’m running on nothing but caffeine and sheer force of will lately,” Astrid says, slumping against the counter. Now that she mentions it, she does look a little haggard — and yet, damn her, still amazing. She puts the hot in hot mess. “Been putting in some long days.”
“Chasing down Black Betty?”
“Trying.”
“You’ll have to excuse my ignorance,” I say, scooping coffee into the filter, “but why can’t you just cast a Find Black Betty spell?”
“First thing I tried, but she’s working some serious counter-magic. That note she left for me? I should’ve been able to use that to home in on her like a bloodhound, but I’ve come up empty.” Astrid snorts, shakes her head. “Arrogant bitch flat-out challenged me to find her...”
“Is there no counter-spell to the counter-spell?”
“Theoretically, but I don’t know how she’s blocking me. Casting spells isn’t simply about creating an effect; I have to understand the process that creates the effect.”
“Oh, well, when you put it that way...”
“Okay, a practical example: when I hit the Soulblack with that sunlight spell? I didn’t think, ‘Boy, sure wish it was really bright right here, right now.’ I understood that sunshine was reflecting off the moon, and that diffused sunlight was shining all up and down the East Coast, and that a lens of sufficient size and shape would focus all that scattered light into a concentrated beam...”
“Like a kid using a magnifying glass to fry ants.”
“Bingo. That’s what I did, but on a much, much bigger scale.”
Okay, I am appropriately wowed.
“In my line of work, the saying ‘knowledge is power’ is very literal,” Astrid says. “If I don’t have some grasp of the mechanics of what I’m trying to achieve, I can’t make it happen. If I want to find Black Betty, I need to know how she’s staying off my radar.” She sighs. “And I am completely in the dark.”
I know that tone: that is the sound of someone unaccustomed to failure admitting they are clueless. I use it myself, on occasion.
“In the meantime,” I say. “Missy.”
“Yes. All right, give me the full rundown.” Astrid listens with her eyes narrowed, hands folded, not making a sound. She doesn’t pick up her coffee until after I tell her about Missy’s behavior earlier today, at which point she takes a long sip and says, “That much sounds to me like an angry young girl dealing with hurt feelings.”
“And the rest?”
“Not so much.”
“So what are you going to do about it?”
Astrid cocks an eyebrow. “Nothing I can do about it. There are some things magic can’t cure. This is one of them.”
“Then how about you talk to Missy? Maybe try to explain things to her.”
“She’s your friend,” she says. “Plus, you were the one who didn’t bother to tell her about the repercussions of —”
“Oh, don’t you dare try to dump this on me,” I say. This time, both eyebrows jump. “Yeah, I made a bad call not saying anything, but you could have said something to her too, and you didn’t — and you’re the expert on this stuff. You have some responsibility in this.”
Astrid glares at me. She’s not used to people reading her the riot act, and she definitely doesn’t take kindly to it. She takes a hearty swig of coffee, slides the mug over to me, and takes out her cell phone.
“You, Miss Hauser, are a brazen young woman,” she says as she punches in a number. A smirk appears on her lips. “No wonder I like you.”
 
Missy picks her phone up from the nightstand. Somehow, she’s not surprised to see Astrid’s name on the screen, even though she never gave Astrid her number. Her thumb hovers over the REJECT button, then, for no reason she can put into words, presses ACCEPT.
“What do you want?”
“I’d like to talk,” Astrid says. “Are you home?”
“Don’t wanna talk to you.”
“Missy, please.”
“...Fine. Whatever. Talk.”
“Thank you.”
Missy yelps as the lights in her room invert and, upon their return, reveal Astrid standing at the foot of her bed.
“OhmyGoddon’tdothatthat’sreallyscaryandweird!”
“Sorry, I thought it would be better to have this talk in person. May I sit?” Missy shrugs. Astrid eases onto the foot of Missy’s bed, cautiously, like a predator trying not to spook its prey. “I wanted to talk about...what happened to you. I want you to know, I understand what you’re going through.”
“Yeah, right,” Missy says, her frown intensifying. “That’s what grown-ups always say when they try to talk to kids about serious stuff.” She levels a cold eye at Astrid. “Were you possessed by a demon?”
Astrid takes a long breath. She wasn’t as braced for this conversation as she thought; the impulse to look away, to look anywhere but into Missy’s eyes, is overpowering, but she pushes the urge down and says, “My name is Astrid Lilith Enigma, the Dismal Princess, the Lady of Shadows, the Earthbound Hellmage. My mother was Emma Abigail Bruckner. My father was...his name is Kysztykc.”
“Kostok?”
“Kysztykc the Flesh Reaver, the Bleak God, the King of Shadows, the Nightmare Enigma, the Lord of the Dismal Realms.”
Missy’s claws, unconsciously, instinctively, extend, digging into the heavy quilt atop her bed.
“Your...your father’s a demon?”
“Not just any demon; a demon lord, the absolute ruler of one of those quasi-Hell dimensions I told you about — as evil as they come, and powerful beyond measure,” Astrid says. “Like any king, he’s constantly fending off would-be usurpers — and, like any king, he took steps to ensure whoever inherited his crown would be someone of his choosing. To that end, he possessed a human man and sought out a mate in my mother, a sorceress of considerable might herself, someone who’d give birth to a child capable of holding the throne as capably as he ever did.”
“You.”
“Me. You are looking at the pivotal element of a complex inheritance ritual. If, during my lifetime, Kysztykc should be slain, his power would become mine.”
“And...what happens then?”
“I don’t know. Nothing good.” She hesitates. “That’s why I had the Libris. I was looking for something, anything, that might tell me how to circumvent the ritual.”
“Oh.”
She waves a hand: beside the point. “I wasn’t feeding you a line, Missy; I truly do know what you’re going through. I know about the dark thoughts that creep into your head. I know about the impulses that make you say and do things you normally never would. I know how everything seems perfectly fine, you seem perfectly fine, yet there’s some tiny part of you that realizes something’s wrong. It’s like someone is screaming at you to wake up from a horrible nightmare, but you can’t...worse, you don’t want to.”
Missy swallows audibly. A chill gnaws at the base of her spine. “How do you fix it?”
Astrid shakes her head. “I’m sorry. You can’t. It’s part of you, now and forever. It’s like an addiction: you’re never completely free of it, all you can do is manage it.”
“So how do I manage it?”
“Be a good person.”
“Seriously?” Missy says, skeptical. “Be a good person?”
“There’s an old saying: inside every person are two wolves fighting for control of the soul, one of them good, one evil. The one that wins is the one you feed.”
“Yuh-huh.”
“I know, it sounds dopey, but I know people who fed the wrong wolf. Things...ended badly.” Astrid falls silent, momentarily lost in her own thoughts. “Well. I’ve said my piece. Thank you for letting me talk.”
“Thank you for talking to me. At least someone is,” Missy mopes.
“Yeah, I heard about that. Don’t be too hard on your friends. They thought they were doing right by you. You’re lucky to have people who love you that much,” Astrid says, wistfully, and then she is all business once again. “No one else knows any of what I told you, Missy, and it has to stay that way.”
“I won’t tell anyone, ever, I swear.”
She nods and, her business finished, Astrid Lilith Enigma, the Dismal Princess, the Lady of Shadows, the Earthbound Hellmage, vanishes.
 



 
TWENTY-THREE
 
It’s day two of the Big Mother-Daughter Blowout (Episode Number I Lost Count), and as anticipated, tensions between us have mostly vanished. We’re pleasant to one another, or fake it well enough that we fool Granddad into thinking everything’s cool. By tomorrow, we’ll be back to normal. With luck, she’ll commute the remainder of my sentence, and I’ll get to spend the weekend gaming with my friends (or rattling off my overdue debriefing statement to Concorde — in which case, keep me locked up, please).
I think it helps that Mom has another reason to be in a good mood: last night I took a break from my book (Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, my Christmas present from Stuart), went downstairs to grab a snack, and overheard Mom’s half of a telephone conversation with someone who made her giggle a lot.
Please note: she still has not disputed my accusation that she spent the night with a man. I’ll let you do the math.
On the way to school, I fill Sara in on my little chat with Astrid and her subsequent talk with Missy. We wonder aloud if it did any good.
It looks like it had some effect; Missy approaches us at my locker, her expression neutral. “I wanted to let you know I’m still mad at you guys,” she says.
By Missy standards, this is a scathing rebuke. It hurts appropriately.
“You should be mad at me first,” I say. “Astrid told me right away there might be, um, problems, and I should have said something. I don’t know why I didn’t. I don’t have an excuse, but I was wrong, and I’m sorry.”
She briefly makes eye contact. “Still mad at you.”
“That’s fair.”
“See you at lunch?” Sara says hopefully.
Missy quirks her lip. “Sure. But I’ll still be mad at you,” she says before marching off to homeroom.
She makes good on her promise: she slides into her usual seat at our usual table, says in a low voice, “Good afternoon,” then proceeds to joylessly eat her lunch (although, in the interest of full disclosure, none of us are finding much joy in today’s offering of rubbery macaroni and, ahem, “cheese”).
“Hey, Muppet,” Stuart says. “How’re you doing?”
“She’s still mad at us,” Sara says. Missy confirms this with her silence.
“But we’re going to fix that, right now,” I say. “I’d like to call an emergency team meeting.”
“Wait, why do you get to call a meeting?” Matt says.
“Because I’m the duly elected chairwoman, remember?”
Matt sputters. “You’re going to milk that, aren’t you?”
“Oh, like you wouldn’t.”
“No, yeah, I totally would.”
“Anyway. Missy.” She pokes at her mac and cheese, making a show of focusing on her lunch instead of on me. “It’s been said already, but it bears repeating: we screwed up royally, and we’re sorry, and we’re going to make sure this kind of thing never happens again.
“I want us to all promise that we will never keep secrets from one another,” I say to the group. “It’s poisonous. We’ve seen how much it hurts when we aren’t honest with each other, so let’s not make that mistake twice. Deal?”
“Hell yeah, deal,” Stuart says.
“Absolutely,” Sara says.
“Yeah,” Matt says, but he’s not looking at Missy; his eyes are on Sara. Three guesses which truth he’s wrestling with.
“All right,” I say, and I leave it at that. It’s in Missy’s hands now, but I don’t expect her to —
“I don’t like being mad at you guys,” she says. “Being mad’s hard and it’s no fun.”
“No fun for us either, Muppet,” Stuart says. Missy allows him to put an arm around her.
All might not be right with the world, but we’re getting there.
 
The day ends and, lacking a ride from my handsome suitor, whose car is in the shop, I head to my locker to swaddle up for the cold trudge home.
“This blows,” Sara says. “It’s no fun hanging out without you.”
“Gee, thanks,” Matt says.
“You guys had fun before I joined the group,” I point out. “Not that I’m not an absolute delight who adds sunshine to any gathering...”
“It’s not the same without you,” Sara says.
“Well, thank you, but it’s only for a few more days.”
“Yeah, but what are we supposed to do Friday night?”
“I had an idea about that,” Matt says, deliberately lagging behind me several steps.
“Oh?” Sara says.
“I’ve been thinking. We’re all about being honest with each other now, right? That includes being honest about, you know, how we feel about...um, stuff...”
Oh, I see where this is going. I put some more distance between us, because I don’t want to hear this if it turns into a train wreck, but it’s not enough.
“Matt, I, um,” Sara says. She takes a breath to steady herself. “I’m all for being honest with each other, but you know, if we’re honest with each other, we’d have to be honest back, and that might not be a good thing if that honesty isn’t what the other person wants to hear. You know?”
Cue awkward silence.
“Yeah,” Matt says at last. He tries to keep the sting of rejection out of his voice, but he’s not entirely successful. “I get it.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, no, it’s cool.”
“Do you mind if I walk Carrie home? I’ll meet you guys at Coffee E in a bit.”
“Yeah. Sure.” Matt passes me without a word, dashes out the school’s front entrance.
“That was all kinds of unpleasant,” I say.
“Yeah.” Sara quietly drops an F-bomb. “I’ve been waiting for him to do that for, like, forever. I thought I was ready for it. I had my answer all figured out, rehearsed it and everything.”
“It’s easier to turn someone down when he’s not standing right there in front of you.”
Sara sighs. “Yeah.”
“For what it’s worth, that was maybe the gentlest friendzoning I’ve ever heard.”
“Not gentle enough.”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Why aren’t you interested in Matt? I know he can be...oh, how to put this?”
“Frustrating? Confusing? Challenging?”
“Let’s go with D: all of the above. But he really isn’t a bad guy at all, and he obviously has it for you bad.”
“That’s part of the problem. Matt’s very...hm,” she says, thinking. “I guess passionate is the right word. He has strong feelings, about everything, but especially about me. Knowing someone loves you that powerfully? It’s intimidating.”
“I guess I get that,” I say, “but I’d think it’d be comforting too, having that kind of love in your life, something that pure and sincere.”
Sara shrugs. “Maybe, but I don’t think I’m the right person for that kind of love. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m a little broken.”
I can’t help but laugh at that. “Sara, we’re all a little broken. That doesn’t mean we’re not worthy of love.”
“It doesn’t mean I want Matt’s love, either.” She winces. “Sorry, that sounded way harsher than I meant it to. All I mean is, I don’t feel that way about him. He’s my friend, and that’s all I want him to be. It’s better that way. For both of us.”
Keep telling yourself that, Sara. Maybe you’ll convince yourself it’s true.
 



 
TWENTY-FOUR
 
Wednesday and Thursday pass predictably. Relations between Motherland and Daughterville continue to improve (however, sanctions against the independent nation of Daughterville have yet to be lifted); school is school, although the anticipation of February break next week has spirits high and homework loads low; Missy is back to her normal, chipper self, and our group screw-up has gone without further comment; my website design class provides ample opportunity for some outrageous flirting between Malcolm and me; and my afternoons and evenings? Well, I’m getting a lot of recreational reading done. I remain thankful that Mom didn’t think to confiscate my personal library. If she had, I’d be a gibbering lunatic scrawling demented rants on my walls in crayon.
Okay, it wouldn’t be that bad.
Maybe.
I’m halfway through my (by my rough estimate) ten thousandth reading of The Hobbit when I start to nod off. It’s been a couple of weeks since I’ve had a nightmare, so I’m less anxious about falling asleep. I make a mental note to mention it to Mindforce tomorrow when —
Oh, right, the grounding thing.
What do I do? Skip a week? Or make up an excuse to not come home right after school — and in doing so, risk getting caught in another lie, thus undoing all the repair work I’ve done on my relationship with Mom? Decisions, Decisions...
Carrie? You awake?
Hey, Sara. Yeah, more or less. What’s up?
I think there’s been another demon summoning. I just brought up my dinner.
Oh, no...
At least this time I was already in the bathroom.
Have you heard from the Protectorate?
No, but they usually call you.
Nuts, right, they do. And guess where my phone is?
Problem: my phone is in my mother’s clutches. You have Mindforce’s number, though, right?
Good call.
No pun intended.
Heh. The brainphone goes quiet for a few minutes. Huh. Looks like the Hero Squad is off the hook for this one.
What?
Yeah. I heard Concorde in the background, and boy, he was in a mood. He insisted we stay put this time — not like we have much choice. I know my parents wouldn’t let me out of the house at this time of night.
I look at my alarm clock. It’s almost 10:30. Yeah, neither would my mom, even if I weren’t grounded, but it’s weird for the Protectorate to tackle this one without us; the last two demons were tough enough to put down with both teams in play.
Nothing we can do about it, I say. All we can do is hope for the best and check in tomorrow.
Does that mean you’re going to bust your grounding for your weekly head-shrinking session?
Hm. I guess it does.
 
Mom, is it okay if I stay late today for my math tutoring? I say. Oh, okay, no problem, honey, she says, you’ve made some nice progress on your grades, I don’t want to see you backslide.
And that takes care of that.
I spend the last day before vacation counting the minutes until school lets out, so I can (I can’t believe I’m saying this) go to my weekly therapy session. I’m far from alone in my excitement; focus is at a premium today, and everyone is more interested in what they’ll be doing for vacation week. From the sound of it, Disney World is going to be packed with Kingsportians.
(Kingsporters? Kingsportites? Kingsportions?)
Malcolm asks about my vacation plans. I have none, and tell him so, thinking it’s leading into an irresistible invitation, but alas, his family is also Florida-bound — annual tradition, he says. The charm of the Magic Kingdom has worn a bit thin for Malcolm in his old age, but not for his little brother, who would be crushed if his big bro stayed behind.
“Can’t disappoint my buddy like that,” Malcolm says. How could I hold something that sweet against him?
The final bell sounds. Students race out of school like inmates escaping from prison. I do not exclude myself from this description.
Today is a split training session, apparently; Mindforce says he plans to observe while Natalie runs me through some more drills. Natalie’s goals for me today: get used to switching between my force and heat blasts on command, and improve my questionable aim. I am all for this plan.
“I hope you’re ready to work, because we’re going to start pushing you hard,” Mindforce says. “This mess with Black Betty reminded me how green you kids still are. Power is great, natural talent is fine, but in the middle of a fight is not the place to discover where your weaknesses are.”
“No arguments here,” I say. “Does this mean the rest of the Squad will soon get to benefit from a little mentoring?”
“Working on it. Concorde is being...um...”
“He’s being Concorde?”
“Oh, yeah,” Natalie says.
“I think the best approach is for you to set a good example,” Mindforce says. “If Concorde sees you treating this seriously, he’ll be more likely to let us bring the others in for training.”
“Hero Squad ambassador. Got it.”
“Good. Okay, let’s get started,” he says, and we’re off to the training room.
I forego a coy, offhand inquiry, and say outright, “So, what happened last night? Another demon?”
“Yes, in Lexington,” Mindforce says. I wait for more, but neither he nor Natalie say anything.
“How bad was it?” I prod.
“Bad enough,” Natalie says.
“What did it do this time? Reanimate the dead? Spit acid? Something to do with the Ebola virus?”
Mindforce and Natalie exchange glances. They look queasy.
“It was the single most revolting, disgusting experience of my entire life, and I don’t wish to speak of it ever again,” Natalie says. “Showered for a damned hour, and I swear I can still smell it.”
I think I’ll stop asking questions now.
“We’ll brief you on it tomorrow morning,” Mindforce says.
“Minus the details,” Natalie adds. “You’re welcome.”
“Tomorrow morning?” I say.
“We’re having an all-hands meeting,” Mindforce says. “The Quantum Quintet will be Skyping in from the compound.”
“I can’t be there. I’m grounded until Sunday.”
“Don’t worry about it.”
I laugh. “Oh, sure, I’ll just tell Mom I can’t finish out my punishment because I have to go to a super-hero meeting.”
“Be ready to roll by eight-thirty,” Mindforce says. “I’ll give you an out.”
 
      I don’t know what I was expecting, but I definitely wasn’t expecting my “out” to come in the form of Catherine Hannaford.
“Hello, Ms. Hauser?” Miss Hannaford says, thrusting out her hand. “I’m Cathy. Is Carrie ready to go?”
Mom, still in her bathrobe and yet to have her first sip of coffee, gawks at Miss Hannaford, looks over her shoulder at me, then back at Miss Hannaford, then back at me.
“Carrie?” Mom says. “Who is this?”
“Carrie, did you not tell your mother about the retreat today?” Miss Hannaford says, stepping inside without the benefit of an invitation. She has a plastic smile pasted on her face, her hair is pulled back into a bun, and she opens her coat to reveal a white polo shirt, which bears a colorful logo over the left breast. Normally, Miss Hannaford is on the quiet and reserved side. Now, she gives off the same vibe you’d get from an overly enthusiastic used car salesman.
“Retreat?” Mom parrots. Sorry, Mother, I’m as lost as you are.
Fortunately, Miss Hannaford nimbly fills the void. “Today’s our retreat for our student mediators,” she says, bustling over to me. “I know, weekend before February vacation, no one wants to think about working...”
“Hold on. I’m sorry, Miss...Hannaford, was it? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Miss Hannaford affects a mock-wounded expression. “Carrie! Don’t tell me you haven’t told your mother about Team Teen Reachout?” Out of pure instinct, I open my mouth to answer, but Miss Hannaford jumps back in. She plucks a business card out of her breast pocket, and hands it to Mom. “I’m the coordinator for the local chapter of Team Teen Reachout, a national program that trains high school students to intervene in crisis situations involving other teens. You know how young people hate talking to us un-cool grown-ups sometimes.”
“Oh, believe me, I know,” Mom says, eyeing the card, then me. Real subtle, Mom. “Carrie’s never mentioned this to me.”
“Oh, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. That’s one of the things I love about that girl: she’s as modest as the day is long,” Miss Hannaford says, as though I wasn’t in the room. “She’s been a great addition to the team. A real peer leader.”
“That’s, uh, nice to hear, but I’m afraid Carrie can’t make this retreat of yours.”
“She can’t?”
“Carrie broke her curfew last week. She’s grounded until tomorrow,” Mom says firmly, trying to reassert control.
“Ohhhh,” Miss Hannaford says. “This is about last Saturday.”
“Yes. She was out on a date, and came home much later than she was told to, so —”
“Oh, Carrie, I’m so sorry! Ms. Hauser, I should have called you right away to explain. We had a rather serious incident last week involving a young lady,” Miss Hannaford says softly, as if in confidence, “and Carrie was the first team member we were able to contact. Now, I can’t divulge the details to you — we do stress confidentiality, after all — but Carrie, bless her, she dropped everything and spent half the night on the phone with this girl.”
In a moment of bravura acting, Miss Hannaford shakes her head, holds up her hands, putting a slight but noticeable tremble into them, and calls up some tears to blink away.
“Oh, I dread to think of how that night would have ended if Carrie hadn’t been there,” she says, looking at me with admiration. Bravo, Miss Hannaford. Heck, I’m a little choked up, and I know this is total B.S.
“Carrie,” Mom says. “Honey, why didn’t you tell me all this?”
“Well, we instruct our mediators not to discuss their individual cases with anyone outside the program,” Miss Hannaford says. “I guess our Carrie really took that to heart.”
“Yes, no, I understand, but...oh, God, Carrie, I wish you’d said something. I feel terrible,” Mom says.
You’re not the only one. This is not the way I wanted this episode to end. I could argue I didn’t deserve getting grounded, but now Mom feels like the bad guy, and she definitely doesn’t deserve that.
“Go on,” she says, “get ready for your retreat. Punishment’s over.”
Yippee.
 
“I have to say, when the Protectorate runs a scam, you sure go all in,” I say from the passenger’s seat of a white van, which bears the Team Teen Reachout logo on either side — the same logo emblazoned on Miss Hannaford’s shirt, and on the small stack of business cards in her pocket.
“Commitment to the cover story is crucial,” Miss Hannaford says.
“Yeah? What happens if my mother decides to look up your nonexistent organization online?”
“She’ll find a very convincing website.”
“You guys made a website? For me?”
“Oh, no, it’s been in place for a few years. Super-teams all across the country use it. There’s an entire network of fake businesses and organizations set up for the express purpose of providing heroes with cover stories.”
“Really? Wow.”
“We did have to paint the van, however. That was for your benefit.”
“Thanks.”
“We take care of our own.”
Our own? Double wow.
“Miss Hannaford? Can I ask you something?”
“Sure. And it’s Catherine.”
“Catherine. How come you’re not part of the team?”
“I am part of the team.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean —”
“I know what you mean,” Catherine says, giving me a reassuring no harm, no foul smile. “I’m not cut out to be part of the costumed hero crowd. I thought about it, once, a long time ago. I decided I was too terrified of dying to be a good super-hero, but I wanted to contribute somehow, and Mindforce wanted someone trustworthy to be the team’s face to the general public, so...”
“You became their receptionist.”
“Mm-hm.”
“Worst. Origin story. Ever.”
Catherine laughs. “I won’t disagree. You don’t seem to share my concerns. About dying, that is.”
“Oh, no, I share them plenty.”
“And yet...”
“And yet.” A dark — dark? Try pitch-black — thought crosses my mind. I almost keep my question to myself, but my perverse curiosity is too great. “Catherine? What would happen if I were to...get killed?”
“Sorry?”
“You said super-heroes take care of their own. What happens when a super-hero is killed in action?”
“Ah.” She gets where I’m going. “Some heroes, they want the truth revealed, should something happen. They want their families to have proper closure. Others prefer to take their secret lives to the grave. For them, we have several prefabricated scenarios we can roll out as necessary. On paper,” she says with an implied wink, “a lot of super-heroes die in terrible car crashes.”
“Lovely.”
“Do you have a preference, Carrie?”
That isn’t a casual question; that’s an official inquiry. She’s asking me how the Protectorate wants to handle my untimely death.
“I prefer to not die,” I say, forcing a cavalier attitude. Catherine isn’t fooled, but she nods agreeably nevertheless.
“Sound plan,” she says.
 



 
TWENTY-FIVE
 
To recap: Concorde has called an all-hands-on-deck meeting of the state’s three super-teams, to discuss a series of devastating attacks by major demons, orchestrated by an insane necromancer who has thus far evaded capture, who may be building up to unleash something catastrophic, perhaps on a global level. Serious business, right?
Now picture the Protectorate’s conference room, filled with members of the Protectorate and the Hero Squad, all in costume. Now add a giant coffee urn, and platters of assorted donuts, pastries, and bagels sitting on the table. Someone actually brought a muffin basket. A muffin basket. It somewhat undercuts the severity of the crisis. It’s like I’m at a corporate board meeting to discuss stock options.
“You made it,” Sara says, pleasantly surprised.
“I’m not actually here,” I say. “If anyone, by which I mean my mom, asks, I am officially at a retreat for Team Teen Reachout peer mediators.”
“You’re where for a what?” Matt says. I give him the rundown, and instead of being pleased I’m here for the team, he says, “Miss Hannaford gave you a ride to HQ? We didn’t get a ride.”
“We didn’t need a ride,” Stuart says.
“Says you. It’s cold as hell outside.”
“I didn’t need a ride either. I got one as part of the cover story that got me out of the house,” I clarify.
“Jeez. You get rides, cover stories, training, a uniform,” Matt gripes. “How come you’re the golden child? We’re all in this together, you know.”
“Could you prioritize, please?”
The crazy-huge monitor at the far end of the room comes on. It’s the Quantum Quintet joining in via Skype — another random bit of out-of-place mundanity; two of the greatest scientific minds in the world, and they’re using a free download to communicate on a big-screen TV hooked up to a webcam. Dr. Quentin is front and center, little Farley in her lap, looking more interested in the proceedings than Megan or Kilroy. Joe sits in the background. More accurately, Joe is the background.
“All right, folks, time to get down to business,” Concorde says. “Is everyone here?”
“Hero Squad is here, Carrie just arrived,” Mindforce says, “the Entity is skulking in the corner...”
Jeez! God, give me a heart attack, why don’t you, you creepy leather freak.
“Wouldn’t kill you to announce yourself,” Concorde says. “Or respond when we call you in for a mission.”
“I responded,” the Entity says.
“We didn’t see you in Newburyport. Or Gloucester. Or Lexington.”
“That’s right: you didn’t.”
(Someone please tell me he brought the muffin basket.)
“If the Entity is done trying to impress everyone with how terribly mysterious he is?” Dr. Quentin says.
Concorde calls for everyone to take a seat, and the mood shifts; it’s time to get down to business.
“To summarize, we’ve had three incidents in the past two weeks involving — bear with me, Gwendolyn — someone setting demons loose in Newburyport, Gloucester, and Lexington,” Concorde says. “According to Enigma, the only connection is that they were summoned using spells contained in a book called the Libris Infernalis, which is in the possession of a necromancer named Black Betty.”
Yes, people, this is my life now.
“What we don’t know is exactly what’s going on.” Concorde turns to Astrid. “You’ve been working on this, so tell us: are we looking at random acts of terrorism, or is this part of something bigger?”
“I don’t know for sure,” Astrid says. “My study of the Libris was, unfortunately, limited.”
“How useful,” Dr. Quentin drawls. Kilroy smirks. Farley giggles.
“What I can tell you is this: there is no way Black Betty’s pulling this off by herself,” Astrid says, ignoring Dr. Quentin’s dig. “The simple act of reading from the book is, shall we say, debilitating, and casting a ritual summoning of such magnitude would put any spell-caster out of commission for a few days.”
“If Black Betty has help, does that mean we need to be ready for another incident?” Mindforce says.
“We have to assume so, maybe several more,” Concorde says, “which means we should be trying to figure out how to get ahead of this, instead of running around putting out fires as they pop up.”
“I have an idea about that,” Matt says, and all the sound gets sucked out of the room. All eyes turn his way, most of them questioning, a few affronted that Matt has dared to leave the kids’ table.
“Oh, I have to hear this,” Concorde says.
“Magic is ritualized whenever the caster needs to achieve a major effect, such as tearing a rift in the barrier between worlds. A ritualized approach is necessary in order to first build sufficient power, and then focus that accumulated power to create the desired effect,” Matt says, rattling off his explanation like he was — well, Astrid. “Depending on factors such as the purpose of the spell, the complexity of the ritual, and the inherent power of the sorcerer or sorcerers involved, that buildup can take hours, even days.”
“Wait, how do you know all that?” Astrid says. I can’t tell if she’s stunned or impressed. Stunpressed.
“I read your doctoral dissertation on magical energy behaviors within ritualized contexts,” Matt says. “It’s online.”
“They give people doctorates for that?” Dr. Quentin mutters to her husband. Meow to you too, Doc.
“So, if we could detect that buildup as it’s occurring, we could interrupt the ritual before it’s finished, prevent another demonic incursion, and maybe catch the spell-caster,” Matt continues. “We might not snag Black Betty herself, but it would be a lead, which is better than we have now.”
Silence reigns. Nina and Mindforce, they are among the precious few duly awed — surprised, but awed. I have to admit, I’m with them. It’s easy to forget there’s a pretty sharp brain in Matt’s head, what with him so often forgetting to use it. Dr. Quentin, however, remains skeptical, and I bet there’s a matching expression hiding behind Concorde’s visor.
And yet, he’s game to give it a shot. “Enigma? Is he right? Could you locate a buildup of magical energy?”
“Theoretically, yes,” Astrid says, “but locating a ritual in process is no easy feat. There are a lot of unknowns and variables I’d have to nail down...”
“Could we perhaps attempt to find a more reliable option than magic?” Dr. Quentin says.
“Magic is reliable.”
“Oh? You honestly believe that a discipline fraught with arbitrary rules and illogical limitations is reliable?”
“Honey,” Joe says, a well-intentioned attempt to pull his wife back.
“You absolutely hate that there’s something in this world you can’t figure out, don’t you?” Astrid retorts.
“If your so-called power made one iota of sense —”
“Ladies, please,” Mindforce says. “We need to focus on the immediate issue, which is finding a way to locate one of these power surges.”
“I have an idea for that, too,” Matt says, bringing the discussion to a second screeching halt. “Concorde, do you still own that satellite?”
Concorde owns a satellite?
“I don’t own a satellite,” Concorde says. “My employer, Mr. Bose, designed and built instrumentation for a NASA satellite, and he retains access to the satellite’s data stream, which is irrelevant, considering that satellite was intended to map the density of microwave radiation from —”
“Emitting from cell phone towers to see if there’s a correlation between cell tower placement and unusually high incidence rates among certain types of cancer,” Matt says. “Yeah, I read that report.”
“You did?”
“Point I’m getting at is: you can recalibrate the satellite’s instruments to detect other types of radiation and energy, can’t you?”
“Can you?” Mindforce says.
“Well, yes. It’s a wide-spectrum instrument suite. All we’d need to do is upload a new search profile.”
“Then upload a new profile to search for magic.”
“While I hate to crush a beautiful theory with an ugly fact,” Dr. Quentin says, “no such profile exists.”
“So build one,” Matt says.
Insert dumbfounded pause number three here.
“It’s a viable option, Gwendolyn,” Concorde says.
Dr. Quentin makes a soft growling noise, grumbles, sighs in resignation. “I’ll prep the lab,” she grumps.
“Saddle up, ladies and gentlemen,” Concorde says. “Time for a road trip.”
 
More like a sky trip: Concorde and I take point for the Pelican, and its very full passenger bay. While en route, Concorde calls NASA to make the necessary arrangements for uploading the new search profile. He’s on an open channel, so I get to listen in on the exchange (not that I follow half of it). The NASA folks are all over Concorde’s every request, never questioning him, never challenging him, and every response ends with yessir or right away sir. Stunpressed.
“I never knew you were so connected,” I say. “Satellites, pals at NASA...don’t suppose you could score me some front-row Springsteen tickets?”
“With or without backstage passes?” he says.
Mental note: kiss up to Concorde more.
“Lightstorm, channel zero, please.”
Using my super-hero name? Directing me to the private channel? Saying “please”? Must be important.
“Clear on zero.”
“How’s Missy doing?”
Huh what huh? “She’s okay,” I say. “Why?”
“She had a close scrape during the Gloucester mission. I wanted to make sure she’d recovered,” Concorde says, way overselling the casual oh, just asking demeanor.
This isn’t about Missy, not really. Before he...you know, hurt me...Manticore told me (and this is a verbatim quote), I’ve killed children before. You can ask your buddy Concorde about that. Missy got attacked on Concorde’s watch, and the guilt is eating him up.
Maybe it’s more than simple guilt. The Gloucester summoning unleashed a fear demon, something that took the form of whatever its victim feared the most. So, what would a fear demon do when the intended target wasn’t scared of something physical like snakes or spiders? What if he feared something more conceptual, like public speaking? Or like a child dying — being murdered while he watched, helpless to stop it?
“Missy’s fine,” I say. “Not a scratch on her.”
“Good,” Concorde says. “Good.”
He’s quiet for the rest of the flight.
 
Dr. Quentin greets us at the Quantum Compound landing pad, and a tepid greeting it is. “The lab is ready,” she says. “Let’s dispense with this farce quickly, hm?”
“Fine by me,” Astrid says, and a chilly stare-down between the two women ensues.
“Ladies, gentlemen, our common room is open to you,” Dr. Quentin says to us, turning on her heel. Concorde and Astrid fall in line behind her, as does Matt.
“Whoa, where do you think you’re going?” Concorde says.
“With you guys,” Matt says. “This was my idea, remember?”
“Young man,” Dr. Quentin says, enunciating as only the truly incensed can, “Concorde and I are two of the most brilliant minds on the planet. I have an IQ that literally cannot be measured, I hold four doctorates in a range of disciplines, I’ve lectured at the most prestigious universities across the globe, MIT named an entire wing of a building after me, and I am on the president’s speed dial as a scientific consultant. What could you possibly contribute to this exercise?”
Without missing a beat, Matt says, “Explain how magic works,” and Dr. Quentin’s eyes narrow to dark slits. Oh, well, not like we’ve never been asked in forceful terms to leave a super-hero team’s headquarters before.
Dr. Quentin says, through gritted teeth, “Do. Not. Touch. My. Computers.
 
Dr. Quentin’s fingers dance across a touchscreen keyboard with countless extra keys, many of them bearing symbols Matt cannot identify as either mathematical or scientific in nature. Down in the dungeon, a mechanical arm rises from the floor, rearing up before Astrid like a cobra preparing to strike. Its scanner array awakens with a nearly imperceptible electric whine.
“Cute toy,” Astrid says. “What am I supposed to do, exactly?”
“I need you to generate magical energy,” Dr. Quentin says. “Something you can sustain for an extended period of time — and that won’t destroy my lab.”
Astrid takes a breath, closes her eyes, turns her palms toward the ceiling.
A minute passes. Two.
“Any time now,” Dr. Quentin prompts.
“I’m doing what you asked,” Astrid says.
Matt leans in, discreetly, to get a better look at a series of screens — readouts for the sensor array as it scans for heat, light, radio waves, electromagnetic energy, microwaves, X-rays, ultraviolet radiation, gamma radiation. Each and every screen insists there is nothing to be measured.
“Nothing at all,” Dr. Quentin says.
“I think you’re doing it wrong,” Matt says.
Dr. Quentin spins in her seat, glowers at him. “Oh, do tell.”
“You’re scanning specifically for known forms of energy.”
“Yes. And?”
“You’re trying to measure and define an unknown form of energy, something so out of the ordinary it doesn’t resemble anything you’re familiar with. Can you put the scanners on some kind of base-zero setting, tell them to ignore any standard compare-and-contrast functions?”
“We might as well try it,” Concorde says. “Open up the scanners.”
“Yes, let’s waste more of my day,” Dr. Quentin mutters.
“I’d like to try it, Gwendolyn. Please.”
With a pained sigh, Dr. Quentin resets the sensor array, instructs the system to ignore all the profiles in the database. With a deliberate touch of melodramatic flair, she twirls a finger in the air before pressing the button that activates the sensors.
“And away we go.”
The readouts remain dead. Glowing lines on one screen, which reminds Matt vaguely of an EKG monitor, run flat. On another screen, a series of bars in rainbow colors lie dead. A third bears digital renderings of dials, like a quartet of speedometers, all of them stuck at zero.
“Useless,” Dr. Quentin says.
“Give it time,” Concorde says.
A lengthy silence settles on the control room.
“There,” Matt says, thrusting a finger at the not-an-EKG screen as one of the lines, once straight and flat and perfect, quivers like a plucked guitar string.
“Enigma,” Dr. Quentin says, “whatever you’re doing, increase the power.”
A second later, the quiver becomes a small quake. Another line spasms once, twice. A yellow bar on the second screen grows slowly, painfully.
“I’ll be damned. We’re getting readings,” Concorde says with an excited, anxious laugh.
“But of what?” Dr. Quentin says. “None of these make any sense.”
“We’ll make sense of it later.”
“And when you do,” Matt says, “I expect many lavish thank-yous in your Nobel Prize acceptance speeches.”
 



 
TWENTY-SIX
 
I check my phone. The big brains — and Matt — have been in the dungeon a little over an hour.
Fortunately, the rest of the Quentin clan is exceptionally pleasant company. Joe is happy to chat with us while letting little Farley climb him up and down. Meg is a fine hostess, commiserating with us on the highs and lows of high school whenever she’s not asking us if we need more coffee, another soda, another snack. Even Kilroy, when he’s not flirting with the ladies of the Hero Squad, is — okay, he actually has yet to stop flirting with us, but it feels less creepy and more Aw, isn’t he cute with his awkwardly charming desperation.
“Is everything okay?” Missy says. “I know science stuff takes a long time, but I don’t know if this is too long or the right amount of time or what, and we would have heard an explosion if something had gone wrong, wouldn’t we? Or does magic not explode?”
I can’t help but smile. It’s oddly comforting to hear Missy speaking in semi-coherent run-on sentences again.
“‘There is no schedule for science,’ that’s what Gwen always says,” Joe says. “It’s not unusual for her to be tucked away in the lab for hours at a time. She takes her work seriously.”
“If you don’t mind me asking,” I say, “what do you do for a living? Aside from super-heroing.”
“I used to be head of security at MIT. That’s where I met Gwen. Nowadays, I mostly make public appearances at fundraisers for non-profits. People never get tired of paying good money to see a giant rock guy,” Joe chuckles.
I may be a little in love with this man. I can understand why Dr. Quentin, someone so very different from Joe, could fall for him, and how she can so easily look past his appearance. If only some of that humility and common man charm would rub off on his son. He’d be downright tolerable.
Not that Kilroy is a bad kid, certainly. He seems nice enough, and when he’s not trying so hard, I bet he’s actually a good guy. I can’t imagine the Kilroy apple falling that far from the Joe Quentin tree. And, for the record, I readily admit he’s easy on the eyes.
No, I’m stopping there. I am not shopping around for a new romantic interest. I will not let Matt’s nonsense about the difficulties of “dating outside the business” get to me. Screw him. If Nina can do it, I can do it.
Ah, saved from my own runaway train of thought! Team Science returns, but I can’t tell by anyone’s expression how it went.
Farley leaps off of Joe, and runs over to his mother. She kneels down, greeting him with a big smile.
“Hello there, my little man,” she says. “Have you been a good host for our guests?”
“Uh-huh,” Farley says. “Are you done spearmintin’ now?”
“Yes, Farley, I’m all done experimenting now. May I have a hug? I’ve been studying magic all morning, and you know how cranky I get when I have to deal with magic.”
“Magic’s dumb,” Farley says, throwing himself into Dr. Quentin’s arms. Astrid, to her credit, presses her lips together, trying not to laugh.
“Yes, sweetie, magic is dumb.”
“I think it’s more accurate to say, magic makes us feel dumb,” Concorde says, “but we’re all a little wiser on the subject now.”
“It went well, then?” Mindforce says.
“Surprisingly so. Gwendolyn and I have a lot of follow-up research to do, but for our immediate purposes? I think we have something.”
“We’ve uploaded the data to the satellite,” Dr. Quentin says. “NASA is making the necessary adjustments to direct the satellite’s sweep pattern over Massachusetts, so we could have some preliminary data within the hour.”
More waiting. Hooray.
Turns out, we aren’t waiting long. Soon after our little super-hero pizza party wraps up, Dr. Quentin’s tablet starts beeping.
“Ah. Here we are,” she says, tapping the screen. “Let’s see what we have.”
“Bear in mind, everyone, this is a first pass, so the data is likely to be rough,” Concorde says.
“If we have any data at all,” Dr. Quentin adds. “I, for one, shall not be holding my breath.”
Through her tablet, Dr. Quentin turns on the common room’s TV, an IMAXy monster of a thing, and brings up a satellite image of the East Coast from mid-Maine down to Rhode Island. On this screen, it’s practically life-sized.
“What are those?” Nina says, pointing out several glowing white lines crisscrossing the image.
“Ley lines — veins of raw magical energy that cover the planet,” Astrid says. “Think of them as high-tension power lines for sorcerers. We use our own life energy to initiate a spell, like a car battery providing the spark to fire up an engine, but the nearest ley line provides the power after that.”
A few of the lines enter the frame as solid white, but fade as they pass through Massachusetts — specifically, as they get close to the general Boston area. Astrid notices this too; she presses her face up to the screen, then indicates a spot where several of these ley line thingies converge.
“Hey, Quentin, tighten up on this area.” Dr. Quentin, with a soft snort of indignation, does as asked. The map zooms in on Massachusetts, centering on Boston. “Ohhhh,” she breathes, “why didn’t you see this, you stupid, stupid woman...”
“I beg your pardon?” Dr. Quentin says, bristling.
“Not you, me. Can you overlay town lines?” Dr. Quentin taps her tablet, calling up the outlines. “Now, label Newburyport, Gloucester, and Lexington.”
Finally, a hint of some rhyme or reason: ley lines run through each of the towns, entering as solid white, leaving as ghosts.
“Enigma,” Concorde says, “what, exactly, are we looking at?”
“Exactly? I can’t say, but it’s big and it’s ambitious, whatever it is. Obviously, these three towns,” Astrid says, indicating each of them, “were chosen for the summoning rituals because of the ley lines. In damaging the barrier between worlds at these precise points, it disrupted the ley lines, weakening them. They’ll repair themselves eventually, but not for two, three weeks at least.”
“Is that relevant?”
“It gives us a rough deadline, but the more important thing is what’s happening here,” Astrid says, tapping a point where several ley lines overlap. “That’s Salem.”
“For real?” I say.
“Witches congregate there for a reason,” Astrid says, straight-faced. “Salem has long been a center of power in the world, because of this convergence — which has now been compromised.”
“To what end?” Mindforce asks.
“I can’t say for certain, but in theory, by keeping some of these lines intact but damaging others, you’d have excellent conditions for certain rituals with catastrophic potential. The barrier between realities would be weakened to the point you could even bring forth a Great Ancient.”
I’m not going to ask. My brain is too full of weirdness as it is.
“You can’t say for certain? In theory? My God,” Dr. Quentin scoffs, “you’re supposed to be the world’s foremost authority on all things supernatural, and yet, you can do nothing but guess at what we might be facing.”
“And you’re supposed to be the greatest scientific mind in the world,” Astrid shoots back, “but whenever magic’s part of the equation, you throw up your hands and piss all over it instead of trying to understand it. You know: like a scientist would?”
“Could you two possibly put this stupid rivalry of yours on the back burner for five minutes?” Concorde says. “God, you sound like a couple of teenage girls fighting over whose boyfriend is cuter.”
“Excuse me?” Astrid says.
“I beg your pardon. We do not sound like that,” Dr. Quentin says.
I almost hate to stir the pot when they’re finally agreeing on something, but, “Uh, hi. I’m a teenage girl, and yeah, that is totally what you sound like.”
Well, that was dumb; now Doctors Quentin and Enigma are glaring at me, arms folded, jaws set. You know what? Screw them. It’s time to double down in the grand Carrie Hauser tradition.
“I’m not apologizing,” I say. “We’re facing — to use your words, Astrid — a potentially catastrophic situation, and you two are getting ready to catfight because you think your way of doing things is awesome, and the other person’s sucks.”
And, I realize, because they’re both strong, stubborn, intelligent-to-a-fault women with more in common than either of them would ever admit. Hello there, irony, it’s been a while.
“Here’s the plan,” Concorde says, getting us back on track (thank God). “Gwendolyn, do what you can to fine-tune the satellite scans, try to establish some baseline data, keep an eye on the ley lines that haven’t been corrupted, and on the convergence in Salem. If you see anything that suggests a growing power surge, you let me know.”
“Acknowledged,” Dr. Quentin says.
“Enigma, try to figure out what the endgame here is. I want to know every possible scenario, and every possible response to each of them, and I don’t care if you’re only making educated guesses. We need something. Protectorate, Quantums, Hero Squad, as of right now, every one of you on high alert until further notice. That means you five are ready to scramble at a moment’s notice,” he says to me and the Squad.
We’re appropriately floored. A few months ago, Concorde wouldn’t allow us within ten miles of a meeting like this. Now, we’re here, we’re contributing, and we’re on-call for a mission.
And yet, I don’t think that’s a statement on how valuable we’ve become; it’s a statement on how bad this mess could get.
 
“Black Betty.”
The voice jolts Black Betty out of her light doze. She flinches, slopping foam-frosted bathwater over the edge of the tub, and prepares to unleash an especially vicious death spell. No one ever expects to die from a sudden case of advanced scurvy.
“Oh,” she says, relaxing. “Didn’t hear you knock.”
“Didn’t need to; you didn’t lock the door. You do know I set you up in a safe house to keep you — well, safe. The least you could do is throw the deadbolt.”
“What, you telling me your wards aren’t reliable?”
“My wards are infallible — against magic. The fact that Astrid hasn’t found you stands as testament to that.” He hunkers down next to the tub. “That doesn’t mean any old body couldn’t waltz in and disrupt this lovely little spa day you have going on.”
“A hot bath and a bottle of cheap wine do not a spa day make. Speaking of wine,” Black Betty says, gesturing at the empty bottle sitting on the toilet, “be a love and fetch me a fresh one.”
He picks up the bottle, but only to move it to the floor so he can sit. “This is an official visit, Black Betty, so you’ll have to get wasted on your own time.”
“This is my own time. This was my own time. Whatever. Speak.”
“Easy, friend, no need for attitude, I bear glad tidings. I’m pleased with how things have gone so far.”
Black Betty slides a skeptical glance in her patron’s direction. “Really.”
“Really.”
“Even with Astrid’s friends getting involved?”
“Their involvement wasn’t entirely unexpected. You’ll notice they haven’t derailed the plan.”
“Yet. The Protectorate aren’t amateurs, and they aren’t idiots.”
“That is true — and that, in fact, is the point of my visit. The Protectorate by themselves? Not much of a concern, but as long as Astrid is working with them, our operation is in jeopardy.” He rises to pace idly about the bathroom, hands folded behind his back in thought. He pauses, briefly, before the medicine cabinet. A layer of steam renders his reflection a featureless, ethereal blur. “Given time, Astrid will figure things out. Once she detects the pattern — if she hasn’t already — she’ll know what we’re attempting to do.”
“Any ideas for throwing her off her game?”
“Let me remind you: I hired you to run interference.”
“Correction: you hired me to be your public face. You hired me to recruit other sorcerers to your cause.”
“I hired you to deceive,” he counters, “and now, I need you to deceive. I don’t need Astrid stopped, simply detoured.”
She sees it in his face: this is not a negotiable point.
“How fortunate for you,” Black Betty says, “I know her better than anyone.”
“So you’ve told me. Impress me, then. How do you intend on blinding her to our motives?”
Black Betty tells him. Her patron smiles.
“Hiding a lie behind an irresistible truth?” he says, nodding in approval. “Oh, very good. Not without risk, but good. How do you plan to feed this tidbit to our dear Astrid?”
“Mad Hector Jones.”
“Mad Hector? The one who lives with his mother?”
“That’s him. We’re meeting later. I’ll put the bug in his ear. He can be our sacrificial goat.”
“Cunning, efficient, effective, and willing to throw a friend under the bus.” He grins wolfishly. “No wonder I like you so much.”
 



 
TWENTY-SEVEN
 
The days that follow are an exercise in hurrying up and waiting.
After we left the Quantum Compound, Concorde blew our minds once again by putting the rest of the Squad on speed-dial, thus ending my stint as the sole liaison between our team and his (and I am not mourning the loss of that responsibility). Of course, that meant we all got to obsess over our cell phones and their taunting silence. I know mine has barely left my hand.
It’s a dubious benefit that we’re on vacation this week: sure, it means we don’t have to worry about getting scrambled during school, but we also have nothing to keep us distracted. We’ve been gaming relentlessly at Coffee E, so we’re right in the center of town if and when we get the call to action, but we’ve been unable to whip up the righteous fury that has marked many a Munchkin tournament.
I’ve considered calling Astrid, to ask if she’s come up with any theories, but harassing her won’t hurry things up any. The only line of communication with any life to it has been with, unexpectedly, Meg Quentin; she’s texted Sara a few times a day to let us know of any developments on the monitoring end of the operation — not that there’s been any developments...
The waiting, as the saying goes, is the hardest part.
My patience finally runs out a little after lunchtime Tuesday. Yes, three whole days after the big powwow, and I’m already starting to lose it. Stupid inconsiderate evil sorceress.
“We need to get out of here,” I say, pushing away from the table.
“And go where?” Matt says. “We need to stick close to the office in case —”
“Yeah, I know, I know, but I’m going stir crazy. I’m totally wired up from all the waiting.” The four mocha lattés I’ve pounded today aren’t helping. “I need a break.”
“Why don’t you, you know, take a spin,” Sara says, pointing skyward. “Clear your head.”
“Yeah. Good idea. Back in a few.”
It’s a ten-minute walk from Coffee E to Milne’s Woods, the closest spot for a covert takeoff. I slip on my goggles, check the sky above for passing aircraft and, once I know I’m clear, I go. The second my feet leave the ground, I feel better — clearer-headed, relaxed, alert, focused. In the air, I am at home. I am unburdened of the weight of my responsibilities. I am at peace. I am free.
I am getting a call.
Uh-oh. I’m getting a call. It’s Concorde. There goes my Zen.
“Lightstorm, where are you?”
“Approximately ten thousand feet above sea level.”
“Good. Gwendolyn picked up a possible spike in North Reading. I’m linking your headset to the satellite now.” A map of the state appears on my heads-up display. One town — North Reading, I presume — is covered by an orange blob.
“Got it.”
“You’re running advance recon on this op. The satellite is running a tight sweep; it should pinpoint the source of the spike by the time the rest of us get there. In the meantime, you maintain visual contact with our target, but do not act unless it becomes absolutely necessary. I don’t want you taking this on alone.”
“That’s cool, because I don’t want me taking this on alone either.”
“Good girl.”
I’m going to have to talk to him about his use of “good girl.” It’s not as complimentary as he thinks it is.
Worry about it later, Carrie. Bigger fish and all that.
A few minutes later, I’m flying high over North Reading in a long, lazy orbit around the hot zone. The blob is still very blobby, but the orange now has some subtle gradation. Yeah, that’s really helpful. At this rate, we’ll find the source of the surge in, oh, two weeks, tops.
“Lightstorm, we’re airborne,” Concorde says. “ETA, seven minutes.”
“Don’t rush on my account. There’s a whole lot of nothing going on.”
As I say that, the satellite data refreshes. The subtle shades of orange become more distinct, the far edges of the blob gaining definition and fading to a pale yellow, while a spot in the approximate center darkens to an angry red.
“Lightstorm —”
“On it,” I say, and I tighten my holding pattern to skirt the edge of the red area. “Concorde, this isn’t looking good. There are a lot of residences in the hot zone, a lot of businesses.”
“A lot of potential targets, you mean.”
“Exactly.” I call up a detailed overlay for my map. The target area contains, among other things, two schools, two churches, a housing complex, a library, and (oh, you have got to be kidding me) a fireworks company. Hey, bad guys, there’s a nice open park here, too. Don’t suppose we could convince you to fight us there? Maybe in a nice, non-flammable pond?
Looks like we’ll have to split the difference: the data refreshes again, and the red spot shrinks to encompass the high school. Pro: it’s vacation week; the building will be empty. Con: by the time we’re done, there might not be a school to return to on Monday.
(All right, some students might consider that a pro.)
Concorde and the Pelican arrive as the data refreshes one more time and confirms that our target is indeed the school. We settle into a hover, the school beneath us, and strategize.
“Mindforce, Psyche, what are you getting for a headcount?” Concorde says.
I see Mindforce in the Pelican’s cockpit, shrugging expansively. “There’s some serious psychic interference,” he says. “I’m picking up multiple targets, but I couldn’t give you a number.”
“Same here,” Sara says. “Could be three or four, could be eight or nine.”
“Does that mean shutting their brains down is not an option?” Concorde asks. Mindforce can do that to people? Yow.
“I’d have to say no,” Mindforce says, “not a reliable option, at any rate.”
“Okay. Shock and awe it is.”
 
The first shock comes when Concorde punches a hole through the roof of the field house, allowing Stuart to do his best impression of a bomb; he leaps from the Pelican, and drops through the hole.
Thanks to our telepathic link to Sara, the Squad gets to see the field house through Stuart’s eyes. It’s like we’re playing him like a first-person shooter video game (which is darn cool, once you get past the initial disorientation). A symbol has been carved into the hardwood floor, a four-pointed star kind of thing. Four people stand at the edge of the symbol, one at each point, a fifth stands in the center. None of them are armed — not with anything in the way of conventional weapons, that is; the man in the center carries a gnarled wooden staff, which he levels at Stuart. The tip flares with greenish-yellow energy.
What happens next takes mere seconds: Astrid teleports in behind the Gandalf wannabe and zaps him good; Concorde and I dive through the hole in the roof to take out two more; Stuart charges the remaining two, grabs them by their shirts, and plants them on the floor, putting just enough pepper in the takedown to knock the wind out of them — five down in as many seconds. They’re not getting up anytime soon, but none of us drop our guard; no way could it be this easy.
“That was damned impressive.” We whip around, instinctively targeting the voice — which is all we have to go by. I’m really starting to despise magic. “Five of my best lackeys and you put them down in a hot second. You make quite the super-hero, Astrid. Who’d’ve thunk it?”
“Black Betty,” Astrid spits.
“Bam-a-lam. Figured you’d have caught on to the game by now,” Black Betty says, “but, as usual, you still don’t know how to play the angles. Never fails to amaze me, how a woman with your power can be so bli—AAH!”
Astrid fires off a jolt of magical energy, seemingly at random. The blast caves in a stack of bleachers with a deafening ring of crumpling steel. It also forces our invisible foe to reveal herself: a woman dressed in skintight black leather fades into sight, hovering high above the debris.
“Ho ho! You almost had me there, honey-pie,” Black Betty says. “Heh. Story of our relationship in a nutshell, isn’t it? I play coy, you take your best shot, you miss, and I slip through your fingers. Like so.”
Whenever Astrid teleports, light goes funky. Black Betty teleports out, and she creates a vacuum so powerful it momentarily sucks the air out of my lungs.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Astrid says, and she vanishes.
“Enigma, don’t!” Concorde says to the blank spot where Astrid stood a heartbeat earlier. “Dammit!”
“You’ll find her again,” the staff-wielding goon says with a pained laugh. “Or what’s left of her, after my mistress gets done with her.”
“The leather chick is your mistress?” Stuart says. “Dude, this is getting all kinds of kinky.”
“Not that kind of mistress,” I chide.
“No? You saw the outfit she was wearing.”
“Mindforce, I need you in here ASAP,” Concorde says. “I get the feeling we’re not going to get much cooperation from Saruman here.”
Huh, a Lord of the Rings reference from Concorde — and a better one than my Gandalf crack. I am ashamed.
“Do your worst, mortal fool!” the sorcerer laughs, his eyes wild. Mortal fool? Seriously? “I serve a power far greater than any you or your doomed friends can muster! The endtimes will rain down upon your heads!”
Mindforce’s services may not be necessary; by the time he lands the Pelican and finds a way inside, Cuckoo Bananas the Wizard has regaled us in great detail about the coming storm, the dread that will consume us all, end the world, blah blah crazy sorcerer talk blah blah.
“Shut him up already,” Concorde says. Mindforce gestures at the man. He passes out mid-ramble.
While he’s out, Concorde checks his pockets for — I don’t know, identification? A concealed magic wand? A bag of Bertie Bott’s Every Flavor Beans? What he finds is far more telling: two pieces of crinkled parchment, stained with age, bearing an illustration of the symbol on the floor, surrounded by squiggly writing in a language I don’t recognize.
“Part of Astrid’s book, I assume?” Concorde says, showing the pages to me.
“Yes? Maybe?” I say. “I don’t know, I never saw the thing.”
“Hey, where is Astrid?” Mindforce says.
As if on cue, Astrid pops back, sporting a seriously cheesed-off expression. I bet that has something to do with the fresh blood smeared across her lips.
“Whoa, what happened?” Nina says.
“She sucker-punched me,” Astrid growls. “She punched me. She can’t even fight like a real sorceress.”
“Let me look.” Nina slides her goggles up out of the way and, with her fingertips, gently probes Astrid’s face. “Hm. Nose isn’t broken, so that’s good news.”
“Woo-hoo.”
“Girl, someday you need to break down and let me teach you how to throw hands.”
“Someday I need to wipe that bitch off the face of the earth. ‘I’m Black Betty, bam-a-lam!’ Annoying little...”
“Put your grudge match on hold. We need you to translate lunatic to English,” Concorde says, indicating our sleeping Saruman.
Astrid makes a disgusted noise. “Mad Hector. Man, she’s scraping the bottom of the barrel. Did he say anything useful?”
“No, it was all gibberish.”
“Gibberish to us, but hopefully not to you,” I say to Astrid, “though he did work up a pretty impressive stream of crazy. I think he was making up words at the end.”
“Why? What did he say?” Astrid says.
“The end is nigh, darkness is coming, doom is upon us.”
“No, the words you think he made up. What were they?”
There was only the one, actually, but when I tell her, she blanches.
“You’re sure?” Astrid says, her eyes boring holes through my skull.
“Positive. Why?” I say. “What’s a Kysztykc?”
 



 
TWENTY-EIGHT
 
“Enigma?” Concorde says. “You going to tell us what’s going on here?”
“Give me a minute,” she says, turning away.
“Enigma.”
“I said give me a minute, dammit!” Astrid barks before stalking off to a far corner of the field house.
“Give the woman some space,” Nina advises, so we let her brood for a while, and use the time to lug our prisoners out to the Pelican — by which I mean, Stuart throws them over his shoulders and, two at a time, lugs them out.
“Sorry about that. I needed to think this through,” Astrid says upon her return. “I’ve been poring over my books lately, sifting through a lot of lore, and I’d put together a few theories, but Kysztykc narrows them down to one.”
“And that is?”
“This whole thing is an elaborate summoning ritual. Kysztykc is far too powerful to be summoned by a something as simple as this,” Astrid says, pointing at the sigil on the floor. “Black Betty needs to weaken the barrier between worlds first. Once she does that, once she creates a flux point —”
“Which would be Salem.”
“Right. Once you have a flux point, summoning a demon lord becomes possible.”
“Going under the natural assumption that that’s bad,” Mindforce says, “how can we stop it?”
Astrid smiles. “That’s the beauty of the thing: we don’t have to. Black Betty has completely outsmarted herself.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Yeah, you lost me too,” I say.
“In order to summon a demon, any demon, you need a human host, and host bodies can’t contain that kind of power forever. Imps can ride a host for a month, month and a half at most. Major demons burn through hosts in a matter of days. A demon lord would consume a host within minutes.”
“Hold on. You’re not suggesting we let Black Betty complete the ritual?” Concorde says.
“I’m not suggesting it, I’m saying it outright. She needs to corrupt at least four ley lines to create a viable flux point, and she’s already taken down three. We let her finish the ritual, let her summon Kysztykc, he fries his host before he can do any damage — problem solved.”
Something about her explanation doesn’t sit right with me, but I can’t pinpoint what’s off about it. Then again, I’m trying to wrap my normal brain around a highly abnormal situation. Maybe Astrid’s telling the truth.
“She’s lying,” Missy says, and Astrid reacts as if Missy slapped her. “She’s lying. She wants Black Betty to summon Kysztykc.”
“What? Kiddo, that’s nuts,” Nina says. “Why would she want to —?”
“Missy, honey, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Astrid says in the soft, gentle tone with which you’d speak to a child who is severely trying your patience.
“Missy,” I say, “what’s going on?”
“I don’t know but she’s lying —”
“Missy,” Astrid says, “you need to stop.”
“— she wants to summon Kysztykc —”
“Missy. Shut up.”
Everyone starts talking at once, trying to make sense of things, trying to bring some order, but the result is a mass shouting match, with no one person able to rise above the din until —
“Kysztykc is Astrid’s father!” Missy shouts.
Bad becomes worse in an instant. Astrid, snarling, reaches out and, from ten feet away, Force-chokes Missy into silence. Before Stuart can take a single step toward Astrid, before I can blast her, Sara nails her with a telekinetic ram that drops her on her ass. Missy collapses to her knees, gasping for breath. Nina pounces on Sara, wrapping her arms around her head and neck in a sleeper hold. Matt grabs Nina to pull her off, but the Entity (where the hell did he come from?!) appears out of nowhere to lock Matt up in a full nelson.
And then everyone freezes — and I mean freezes; we all become statues, unable to move, unable to speak, unable to blink.
“Enough,” Mindforce says.
I repeat: yow.
He lets tempers cool for a bit, then disassembles the mess one body at a time, freeing me and Stuart first, then the Entity, Matt, Nina, Sara. He doesn’t free Astrid, not voluntarily. She’s released when Mindforce doubles over, retching violently. Sara likewise drops to her knees, spraying sick everywhere.
Oh, no.
I fire up my headset and pull up the satellite data. The entire town is under an umbrella of blood red.
“Guys,” I say. “We’ve been suckered.”
 
What was it Black Betty said? Figured you’d have caught on to the game by now, but, as usual, you still don’t know how to play the angles.
She anticipated Astrid would eventually puzzle out her modus operandi, so she doubled down on the last ritual within the ritual; while we were crashing the party at the school, a few miles away, in the middle of several acres of conservation land, well hidden from the public eye, a second group successfully carried out the same ritual. The resulting demon, a charming fellow who boasted such titles as the Roaming Blight and the Corrupted Reach (due, one must assume, to the fact his touch reduced organic matter to a rotted mass within seconds), was not as easy to take down as Astrid had led us to believe.
Maybe that’s because Astrid totally bailed on us.
That’s right, she teleported away with a heartfelt eff-you, leaving us to fight the demon by our non-magical selves. I’ll forego the play-by-play and simply say this: I was already in awe of Mindforce after he used his psionic powers to completely lock up seven human bodies, and then I witnessed Nina Nitro cut loose on Mister Roaming Blight. We could have cleaned up that mess with a broom and dustpan. Literally.
Of course, if Astrid had been there, we might have been able to avoid such drastic measures in the first place, but she wasn’t. She abandoned us. One more item on my list of grievances against her.
We return to Protectorate HQ late in the afternoon. I dash home to have an amiable meal with Mom and Granddad, then leave under the pretense of hanging out with Sara at her house.
Where I really go is to Astrid’s apartment. The ground floor door is locked, but that’s easily addressed with a small, concentrated zap. I’m sure she can afford a new deadbolt. Hey, I’m carrying around a lot of market-fresh anger; a minor act of vandalism is not beneath me right now. I do manage to keep my knock polite and non-destructive, however.
Astrid opens her apartment door, stink-eye already firmly in place. I respond with a mild smile. “I’d like to talk to you.”
Astrid pauses. “What do you want?”
“An explanation, for starters.”
“Pft. Kid, I don’t owe you an explanation for anything.”
My expression hardens. “You pulled a Darth Vader on my friend. An explanation is the very least you owe me.”
She opens the door. “I’ll tell you right now, I am in no mood to be lectured, so don’t —”
“I don’t give a damn what you’re in the mood for.”
Stop. Back it up, girl, this is the same knee-jerk anger that always makes things worse. Deep breath, clear your head, and continue like an adult.
Aaaaaaand go.
“I’m not here to lecture you. I’m here to understand.”
It takes her a minute or two, but she finally lays it all out, starting with her messed-up heritage — which is, in and of itself, more than enough to break one’s brain. Then she explains why she decided to sell us all out so Black Betty could complete the ritual.
“It’s a fine detail but an important one: when you summon a demon, you’re not actually bringing that entity into this world,” she says. “You’re drawing a fraction of its essence here, and planting it in a host to create an avatar — a representation of that being.”
“I play video games, I know what an avatar is.”
“Then you know that when your avatar dies, you don’t. You, the real you, continue to exist. If I kill Kysztykc’s avatar, it could create a paradox that could undo the rite of ascension.”
“Killing the avatar triggers the spell,” I say, “but, because Kysztykc is still alive, you can’t become the new Lord of the Dismal Realms. The spell goes kerflooey and you’re off the hook.”
“Exactly.”
“See? I understand. I also understand you don’t know for sure whether you’re right. You said it could create a paradox that could undo the spell. Not would; could.”
“...No. I don’t know for sure.”
“And what you said about Kysztykc burning out his host? Was that hypothetical too? Or are we facing a very real possibility of a demon lord, no pun intended, raising hell on Earth?”
She doesn’t answer, which is answer enough. I shove my anger back in its box, but it doesn’t go willingly. “Why didn’t you ask us for help? Why lie to us?”
“I’m a hellspawn,” she says, as though that answer should explain everything. “I doubt that little revelation would have gone over well — and on top of everything else I’m dealing with, I don’t need my friends looking down on me because I’m a freak.”
“Oh? Which of your oh-so-normal friends would do that? The two psionics? The genetic mutation? The other genetic mutation? The creepy leather guy? Maybe the girl with alien technology in her hands?”
My point hits home; her eyes drop to the floor.
“Astrid, I don’t look down on you because you’re half-demon,” I say. She gives me a weak smile, and I almost feel bad for what I say next. Almost. “I look down on you because you attacked Missy so you could cover up a half-thought-out longshot plan to —”
“Don’t you think if I had another option, I would take it?” Astrid hisses. Where have I heard that line before? “I lost that chance when Black Betty swiped the Libris!”
“So you jumped on the first flimsy opportunity that came along, risks be damned,” I say, the box breaking open. “You’re putting the entire world in danger for your own selfish reasons and you don’t even —”
“Oh, it is so easy for you to stand there and judge me, you arrogant, ignorant girl. I know what’s waiting for me if I don’t block the rite of ascension! You don’t!” Astrid says, jabbing a finger in my face. I hate it when she does that. It takes a supreme effort of will not to slap it away. “So don’t you dare dump all over me because I don’t want to go to Hell!”
“If you’re willing to risk every life on the planet to save your own ass, you deserve to go to Hell.” Not content to leave on that killer exit line, I pause in the doorway. “We’re going to stop Black Betty, with or without you. If you’re not with us? Stay out of our way, or I swear to God I will personally take you down.”
 



 
TWENTY-NINE
 
For the record, I’m not proud of what I said to Astrid. Yeah, she needed to hear it, but I take no joy in being the messenger.
Whether any of it sinks in, I guess we’ll see, but I don’t look forward to the moment of truth, whenever that may be. Concorde has us on stand-by again, and he told us to expect to move out sometime within the next two to three weeks, as per Astrid’s estimate, but there’s no way to predict exactly when Black Betty will make her move. We’re braced for sooner rather than later, but either way, guess what? Back to sitting on our hands and waiting.
Matt, to his credit, has given up on idle distractions; instead of gaming at the Coffee Experience, we’re killing time at the library (which, I am pleased to report, is currently under repair thanks to a generous donation from an anonymous benefactor. You can hardly tell the place nearly went up in a blaze of hellfire).
For a plain old public library, the place is shockingly well stocked with books on magic and the supernatural. Couple that with the Internet, and we’ve been able to uncover a lot of interesting, if not entirely useful, information.
“As near as I can tell,” Matt says, sifting through his hand-written notes, “no one has ever successfully summoned a demon lord, so the repercussions are nothing but guesswork, but Astrid might have been right about the host body burning out before the demon could do any damage.”
A passing librarian, overhearing this, stops to give us a questioning look. “Prepping for a Dungeons and Dragons game this weekend,” I tell her. She purses her lips in disapproval of us kids and our silly games, but moves on without comment.
“Nice cover,” Stuart says.
“I’m getting good with spontaneous lies,” I say. Again, I’m not proud. “Go on.”
“Going by what Astrid told us, along with some stuff I found online, I did the math and calculated exactly how much mileage a demon lord could get out of a host.”
“Wait, you did the math?” Sara says. “On how long demonic possession lasts? Do you know how crazy that sounds?”
“Hey, man, crazy ain’t what it used to be,” Stuart says.
“It was pretty easy, once I nailed down some benchmarks. I assigned an imp a power factor of one so I had a baseline, which made a major demon a ten, and a demon lord a hundred. I then averaged out the time it takes for a host to burn out under different —”
“You’re making my head hurt,” Missy says.
“I second that,” I say. “Get to the point.”
“Sorry. According to my calculations, a demon lord’s host body would burn out within one or two hours, absolute max, under optimal conditions,” Matt says, “If it expended any serious power, for any reason, its lifespan decreases exponentially.”
Hold on, one or two hours? That’s not a lot of time for some Kysztykc-possessed guy to find and, um, get familiar with Astrid’s mother. Heck, my first date with Malcolm lasted all of four hours. How could Kysztykc have knocked up Momma Enigma if he only had one or two —
Oh.
Oh, God. I know how. The thought makes me queasy.
“Guys, my point is,” Matt says, “I don’t think Astrid was lying to us.”
“Maybe not about Kysztykc burning out his host,” I say, “but she totally lied to us about her motives.”
“She was manipulating us, Matt,” Sara says, “and I don’t think it was the first time. And do I need to remind you what she did to Missy?”
“No,” Matt says.
“She Vadered me,” Missy says.
“I know.”
“She found my lack of faith disturbing.”
“Missy...”
“Focus, people. Let’s think about this for a minute,” I say. “Say the summoning works. According to Matt’s theory, Kysztykc can either stick around for a couple of hours, tops, because he’s not using any power — meaning he’s not causing any damage — or he can wreak havoc and cut his lifespan down to a few minutes, which I’m going to optimistically assume wouldn’t be enough time to do anything super-serious.”
“Right,” Matt says.
“Right. So what aren’t we seeing?”
“What do you mean?”
“Come on, Matt, would Black Betty really put this kind of effort into a plan she must know is a total dead end?”
Matt shrugs. “She is thirty-one flavors of crazy. Crazy people don’t think straight.”
“I think it’s job requirement,” Stuart says.
“All the more reason to think there’s something else going on here.” I grab Matt’s notes, skim through them. Ugh, his handwriting. I recognize maybe six words as actual English. “Matt, could a sorcerer take advantage of corrupted ley lines for some other purpose?”
“Not that I could find. Ley lines’re way more useful if they’re working right.”
Not that he could find. Well, I’m not surprised the Internet isn’t a treasure trove of arcane knowledge. That stuff is more appropriate to dusty old tomes like the Libris (you know: the book Black Betty has) and individuals schooled in the mystic arts (you know: like Dr. Enigma, who is persona non grata).
“I think we’ve hit a dead end,” I say, “but we should talk to Concorde anyway.”
Matt jumps on that. “I’ll call him. I can do that now. I have his cell number.”
“Dude, we all have his cell number,” Stuart says.
“Don’t ruin this for me.”
As we are all polite young people, we step outside to make the call. Concorde isn’t picking up, which is unusual (well, it’s unusual when I call him), so Matt leaves a message and, with the library closing and our stomachs rumbling, we head to our respective homes for some dinner.
For me, dinner will be a light meal of baked cod and rice pilaf. Mom must’ve had a hard day if she’s making such an easy dinner. Tread lightly, Carrie.
“Hi, hon,” Mom says. “How was your day?”
“Good.”
“The coffee shop sick of you guys yet?”
“Nah. Jill’s cool, she doesn’t mind us hanging out all day.” Doesn’t hurt that we tip generously.
“Hm. That’s nice of her. Dinner will be ready in a bit.”
Wait, that’s it? Two innocuous questions? No probing inquiries? No lengthy grilling to learn my every whereabouts? Take the win, girl, slink out of the kitchen before she —
“Oh, Carrie?”
And here it comes. Maternal nosiness prevails, all is right with the world. “Yeah?”
“I know you usually spend the weekends with your friends, but I’d appreciate it if you could be home for dinner this Saturday night.”
“Um, okay. Why?”
Mom gives me a small shake of her head. The gesture says, Oh, no reason, which tells me there is a reason, and she’s choosing not to share with me.
Rock, meet hard place. Things have been going so well between us, and I don’t want to screw that up by telling her I can’t, but the Squad is still on call. The best I can do is make an empty promise, then pray Black Betty tries to end the world on a schedule that works better for me.
Ha. Good one, Carrie.
“Sure, I can come home that night,” I say. Mom thanks me with a little more heartfelt gratitude than such a simple request deserves, and my paranoia climbs from a four to a seven. As Sherlock Holmes might say, something is most definitely afoot.
(Yes, I know the exact quote is “The game is afoot.” Don’t correct me on Sherlock Holmes. Only James Bond and Bilbo Baggins occupy more space in this girl’s heart.)
I could sure use some of that patented Holmesian deductive reasoning now. I can’t shake this feeling there’s something to Black Betty’s scheme we’re not seeing. I get that she’s nuttier than the proverbial fruitcake, but crazy people still have an internal logic, twisted and warped though it may be.
After dinner, I retreat to my bedroom to sift through everything we know, hoping to pick up on some telling detail we missed. So: Black Betty summoned an imp that, in the guise of Stacy Hellfire, hit a number of libraries that house items once belonging to author-slash-paranormal investigator H.P. Lovecraft, ostensibly to retrieve a book of powerful dark magic, which was in fact in the possession of one Dr. Astrid Enigma, who was hoping to find a way to undo a ritual spell that will, upon the death of her demon lord father, make her the absolute ruler of a Hell-like alternate dimension — which is incidental to our main challenge: foiling a summoning ritual capping off a series of ley line-corrupting summoning rituals, all pulled off by Black Betty’s minions using pages torn out of the Libris Infernalis.
Yep. Clear as mud.
Normally when I need to figure out something, I use Sara as a sounding board, but she’s as clueless about magic as I am — and with Astrid on the outs, there’s only one person who might be able to help me make sense of it all.
Sigh. I hate calling Matt. Not because he can on occasion (rare occasion) make me feel dumb, not because he can be insufferably smug about making me feel dumb, but because I know his ringtone for me is You Light Up My Life by Debby Boone, which is plain embarrassing.
“Yo, Debby, what up?” Matt says.
“Shut it, you. Are you busy?”
“Not really.”
“Good. I’ve been going over everything with Black Betty...”
“You too, huh?”
“Yeah, not that it’s done me any good. You?”
“Nope. Been surfing Ye Olde Internet since I got home, doing a little deep digging, but I’m not finding anything new. Everything I’ve read says the same thing: nothing beneficial comes from messing with ley lines. What’s the point of screwing up your own power source?”
“Good question. Black Betty’s power would be affected too, so what would she gain?” I say it aloud, and it hits me, “Maybe that’s the wrong question. What would Black Betty gain if every magic-user on the planet lost their power?”
“A totally even playing field,” Matt says. He chews it over for a few seconds. “No, still doesn’t work.”
“Why not?”
“Because that’s not the point of the ritual. Black Betty is tampering with the ley lines so she can summon this Kysztykc guy — thing, demon, whatever — not the other way around.”
Finally, something falls into place. “What if the point of the ritual is to do both? Magic is the best defense against a demon, but what if there was no magic anymore? Something as powerful as Kysztykc would be virtually unstoppable.”
“Yeah, for the precious few minutes he’s here before his host burns out.”
“Maybe he only needs a few minutes. What if this is a Kamikaze run? Kysztykc pops in and cuts loose in one catastrophic burst of evil mayhem, Salem goes up in flames,” I say. The thought chills me. “Astrid said Salem was a point of power in the world. If it’s destroyed, who knows what sort of ripple effect that could have?”
“Astrid would know.”
She would indeed. Problem is, we can’t count on her anymore.
I wonder if we ever truly could?
 
Guuhhhhh...why is someone cranking Speed of Sound? I hate that song.
Wait. Speed of Sound? Oh, crap.
I fumble by cell phone off my nightstand. The display tells me it’s one in the morning. This so can’t be good.
“Concorde? What is it?”
“I got a call from Gwendolyn. She’s picking up a spike in Salem,” Concorde says. “The Quantums are en route. I want the Squad suited up and ready to go in twenty minutes. Head to the high school; we’ll pick you up there.”
“Yeah, right, we’ll all sneak out of our houses at one in the frickin’ morning. I’m sure our parents will be totally cool with that.”
“This is a red-level threat, Carrie. Make it happen. Twenty minutes,” he says, and he hangs up.
Again, I say: oh, crap.
 
Eighteen minutes after I receive Concorde’s call, the Hero Squad is ready for its pick-up. The phrase “red-level threat” is a powerful motivator.
Red-level threat: a major incident involving superhumans with a high body count potential. I can’t even wrap my head around that. We could be heading into a literal war zone, with nothing less than all of humanity at stake.
No pressure.
“Someone talk,” I say. “I need to get out of my own head.”
“Is it me, or is the school seriously creepy at night?” Sara says.
Oh, I wish she’d picked up on something else, because wow, is she right. The main parking lot is empty, only a handful of lights are on, and there’s enough of a wind to coax a soft howl from the surrounding woods. The school itself is a dark, looming thing in the distance and, inexplicably, there is a single light on, its glow visible through a second-floor window. Some teacher probably forgot to turn it off before leaving for February break, but in the current context, it’s creepy as hell.
“Did you ever hear the story about the janitor who committed suicide in the school?” Matt says. “They say if you listen closely, you can still hear him mopping.”
“That’s not funny,” Missy says.
“He has a plunger instead of a hand.”
“Shut up.”
“Yoooou kiiiids,” Matt moans spectrally, “stop runniiinng innn the haaaaaalllss...”
“Gonna punch you.”
Concorde touches down, interrupting the impending punching. “Squad,” he says by way of a greeting, though I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a pleasantry. There’s nothing pleasant about what we’re heading into.
“Boss,” I say. “I assume there’ll be a briefing en route?”
“Not much to brief you on. Power spike in Salem, growing steadily, no idea what’s going on beyond that.”
And now, the big question. “How sorceress-deficient is this op?”
“Completely. Enigma isn’t picking up for me, Mindforce, Nina...”
“We don’t need her,” Sara says.
“Maybe,” Concorde says, but he doesn’t believe that any more than I do.
“Hold on,” Missy says, fishing her phone out of her ninja suit. She fiddles with it for a few seconds, puts it away. “I texted her and told her what was going on. She’ll be here in a minute.”
Cue exchange of befuddled looks. “Missy, I appreciate the effort, but I don’t think Enigma will —”
Speak of the devil, and she will appear. Astrid, dressed in a suit and tie, of all things, surveys us with a cool, neutral eye. She’s waiting for one of us to cast the first stone. Understandable; she’s given us plenty of ammunition.
“Stuff’s happening in Salem,” Missy says. “You in or what?”
“Let’s roll,” Astrid says.
 
Concorde and I take point on the mad charge to Salem, while the Pelican takes a somewhat roundabout course in order to rendezvous with the Quantum Quintet over Boston. That’ll make it a full house, or almost so; the Entity, predictably, has not responded to the call to action.
En route, Astrid gives us the lowdown on what to expect, which is frustratingly vague; she predicts Black Betty will be there, possibly with some of her followers/minions/lackeys/whatever, for the purpose of executing the ritual to summon Kysztykc the uber-evil demon god thing. Maybe. Probably.
“And our best course of action is to disrupt the ritual, which will prevent the summoning, correct?” Concorde says.
“Yes. That would be the wisest course of action,” Astrid says. It’s the answer Concorde wants, but...
“Concorde? Channel zero, please?” I say. He glances over at me, questioningly, then switches over to the private line. “What do you think? Can we trust her?”
He doesn’t answer right away. “No. Not in the least,” he says, and sure, he and Astrid don’t see eye-to-eye on — well, anything, as far as I can tell, but the admission pains him nevertheless. “That’s why we’re keeping a close eye on her. You catch her doing anything that doesn’t sit right with you? Do what you have to do. Understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good girl.”
Gaaaahhhh...
We switch back to the open channel and immediately get an earful of Doc Quantum. “— readings have been holding steady for the last fifteen minutes.”
“Doc Quantum, this is Concorde, repeat that last message?”
“Ah, there you are. I was informing your team that the power spike seems to have stabilized — or perhaps reached a plateau. The energy signature has expanded significantly, but the levels themselves stopped increasing approximately fifteen minutes ago.”
I call up the satellite readings on my headset. A dreary orange circle, perfect in its circularity, encompasses a one-mile radius around a funky little peninsula, which sprouts a second, smaller peninsula that is labeled, inappropriately, Winter Island. Salem apparently has inept cartographers.
“Enigma, talk to us,” Concorde says.
“Something’s wrong. The energy would continue to increase until the spell triggers,” Astrid says, “unless they aborted, but then the magical energy would disperse.”
“Any guesses?”
“One: Black Betty is waiting for us.”
“Or you,” I say. She doesn’t disagree with me.
“What’s the plan, Concorde?” Doc Quantum says.
“Lightstorm and I will do a high-speed flyover, get visual confirmation on our targets. Once we’ve confirmed enemy presence, Gwendolyn, you’re up.”
“Copy that, Concorde. Scramblers are ready to go.”
“Scramblers?” I say.
“You know what a flash-bang grenade is?” Concorde says. “Scramblers are the mother of all flash-bang grenades. They detonate fifty feet over the target, and flatten anything within a quarter-mile radius.”
“Neat.” And non-lethal, which I appreciate. This entire adventure has been way too deathy for my liking.
“Once the scramblers ha... off, all three t...ms will move in fo...”
“Concorde, repeat that?” I say. “You broke up a little.”
“We lost you too,” Mindforce says. “We’re hit... some int...rfe...nce.”
Yeah, and hitting it right as we reach the edge of the hot zone. That can’t be a coincidence.
“I’ve never enc...tered static li... ...efore,” Concorde says, fading in and out as thick bursts of static clog my earpieces. His next sentence is a collection of individual letters. The only full word that makes it through is an F-bomb, which is when I realize Concorde is no longer flying — he’s falling.
I dive after him. Concorde twists in midair, and he reaches for me as I reach for him. We lock hands in a big knot. I decelerate as gently as possible, to keep him from accidentally wrenching free. God, he’s heavy.
He yells at me, but it’s muffled nonsense. Best guess: his suit, somehow, has completely lost power, which means his comm system — which includes his helmet speaker — is dead. That means the only way he can to talk to me is to pop his helmet, and that means exposing his face.
I can see his face. Oh my God...
Concorde is some guy I totally do not recognize.
“Something killed my suit’s power!” he shouts. “Is your comm system working?”
“No, it’s dead, too!”
“Dammit! Dammit, dammit! You need to drop me and intercept the Pelican before it hits the hot zone!”
Guess what zooms past us at that very second.
 



 
THIRTY
 
The Pelican blows by, listing at a nose-first angle, its running lights flickering once before going out completely. The Quantums’ transport, which looks like a sleeker, slicker version of the Pelican, misses us by a few yards. The resulting turbulence nearly wipes me out of the sky.
Concorde again orders me to drop him, to go after the transports, but I ignore him. I have to trust the others can take care of themselves, at least until I can deposit Concorde on the ground. Two teams of seasoned professionals (and the Squad) should be able to save themselves.
(God, please feel free to lend a hand. I won’t mind. Really. Sincerely, Carrie Hauser.)
Once Concorde is down, I roar back into the sky, but I’m flying blind, somewhat literally; no headset means no night vision.
Sara? I lost you!
Can’t talk! Sara replies. Saving asses!
Fortunately, that brief exchange is all I need: our mindlink, when active, establishes a direct line between our brains, which gives me a psychic beacon to follow. I catch up to the Pelican in seconds. It’s falling, but not in a smooth, steep plummet like I expected; it sways and pitches, as though giant, invisible hands were grabbing at it — clumsy giant, invisible hands. Two psionics and a sorcerer aren’t enough to keep an airship the size of a semi from dropping like a rock.
Think, Carrie. Think fast.
Gravity. I can negate gravity for myself, and Doc Quantum theorized I could manipulate gravity externally as well, but how? How do I do that?
The Pelican keeps dropping. Dammit, girl, do something or they’re going to die — and die stupidly! Super-heroes don’t die in frickin’ plane crashes like a rock band!
Panic. Anger. An agitated emotional state — the kind of state that shuts down conscious thought, and lets instinct take over.
I fly underneath the Pelican, pressing my back to its belly. I will gravity to go away, and I pray: for my friends and for myself, because dammit, I did not survive two encounters with Manticore to be smushed into paste underneath a falling airship called the Pelican.
Worst. Obituary. Ever.
I come way too close to meeting that undignified end. The ground comes rushing up to meet me, rising up from the darkness, lit only by my own glowy self. I punch it, zipping clear of the Pelican as it smacks the ground, skipping off the grass like a stone across a pond. It bounces one last time, hard, then skids to a stop.
Everything is still and silent and much darker than it should be. We’ve come down in the middle of a public baseball field, but I can’t see any lights anywhere. Even the streetlights at the edge of the park are out. Whatever took out our electronics, it’s widespread.
As I swing back toward the Pelican, the side door slides open, and not on its own steam. Stuart pops his head out.
“Any landing you can walk away from,” he says, “am I right?”
“Depends,” I say. “Is everyone walking away?”
“Staggering, more like, but hey, could’ve been lots worse.”
Nina is the first person to climb out and, no surprises here, the queen of adrenaline junkies isn’t rattled in the least. “WOO! That’ll wake you up!”
“You are a sick woman,” I say. I crank up the glow, to give everyone some light to work by as they pick themselves up off the floor. I see many a bump and bruise in the Squad’s future, but I don’t see any blood, so that’s a spot of good news. Sara and Mindforce, however, look like death warmed over, and Astrid is right behind them. Great. Three of our heavy hitters, wiped out in the opening act.
“C’mon, you old ladies, up and at ‘em!” Nina says. “We got work to do!”
“Natalie, you’re my best friend, I love you, but please shut the hell up,” Astrid says.
“Any idea what happened?” I say. “Concorde’s suit lost power, my headset’s dead, I don’t see any streetlights on anywhere...”
“Not sure, but it hit us the second we passed into the hot zone,” Mindforce says.
“Yeah, I noticed that, too.”
“Luddite Field,” Astrid says. “Impedes conductivity, prevents electricity from flowing.”
That means no Concorde, no comm systems, no airships...
“Crap!” I blurt out. “The Quantums!”
“Hold on.” Mindforce closes his eyes, steadies himself against the bulkhead. “Got them,” he says, pointing. “That way. Nina.”
“On it. Ladies, you’re with me on Quantum duty,” Nina says. “Psyche, with the comms out, you’re our party line.”
“Okay. What’s a party line?” Sara says.
“Stop making me feel old. Lightstorm, hit the sky, coordinate with Mindforce to zero in on the Raptor, we’ll be right behind you. Superbeast, Trencher, stay put in case Concorde manages to find us, fill him in if and when he gets here. When we’re ready to move out, we’ll give you a shout on the brainphone.”
“Then what?” Matt says. “If the Quantums are down and electricity is all fubar, the scramblers are out of commission.”
“One problem at a time,” Mindforce says. “Get going.”
“You go,” Astrid says. “I’ll take care of Black Betty.”
“You’re staying with us,” Nina says, “until you’re told otherwise.”
Astrid does a double-take. She’s used to Concorde bossing her around, but for Nina to bark orders at her...
“Natalie, come on.”
“Nina Nitro. I’m on the clock, and so are you, Dr. Enigma. As long as you’re part of this team, you’re going to follow the game plan.”
Astrid narrows her eyes at Nina, but says nothing.
“You heard the man, ladies,” Nina says. “Let’s get going.”
 
Looks like the Quantums’ airship has fared better than the Pelican; it sits in the middle of a long strip of roadway, wheels down, as though it made a normal landing.
“Hey! Quantums! Is everyone okay?” I call out. It’s a self-answering question, as all five Quantums are outside the ship. My heart skips a beat when I see Megawatt curled up in her father’s massive arms, unconscious.
Wait. Five Quantums?
“You brought Farley with you? On a mission?”
“Do you know how impossible it is to find a babysitter at one in the morning?” Doc Quantum says. Guess I can’t argue that one. “What’s the situation?”
“The Pelican is down, but the Protectorate and the Squad are okay. We’re in something Dr. Enigma called a Luddite Field; it screws with electricity.”
“Not all electricity,” Doc Quantum says, stroking her daughter’s hair. Meg, Doc Quantum explains, dumped her power into the Raptor to keep it functional until they could land. It saved the Quantums’ lives. Unfortunately, it cost Meg dearly — and worse, the Raptor is kerflooey, and with it, the scramblers.
We’re going to have to take on Black Betty face-to-face.
 
I can’t say how long it took Concorde to find the Pelican crash site, or how long after that it took the three teams to reunite at the Raptor. I can’t say because the Luddite Field has rendered every timepiece among us useless.
And useless has become our key operative word for this mission: all our technology is dead, Concorde and Megawatt are effectively out of action, the psionics are barely standing, and Dr. Enigma, in addition to being exhausted, can’t be trusted not to throw us all under the bus.
Concorde, his helmet cracked open just enough to be heard, grunts thoughtfully. “Well. This certainly makes things tricky.”
“Tricky? Yeah, don’t oversell it or anything,” Matt says.
Concorde waves his hand, calling for silence. He folds his arms, bows his head. We all know that posture well: he’s thinking, analyzing — assessing the situation, our capabilities, our liabilities, the variables, the best and worst options available. We give the guy a lot of grief for his prickly personality, but no one will deny the fact that Concorde, when it comes to strategies, is the sharpest mind among us.
“Quantum, I need your eidetic memory. Where is our target from here?”
“The nexus was located on Winter Island, almost on top of the remains of Fort Pickering,” Doc Quantum says. “Follow this road north for approximately a half-mile, take the first right, follow the road onto the island, take the left fork after the entrance.”
“Kunoichi, you got all that?”
“Um...yes?” Missy says. Concorde makes her repeat the directions, because she’s our advance scout. Find Black Betty, make visual contact, relay information to Sara, stay out of sight, and above all, do not engage the target without backup.
I turn to wish her good luck, but she’s already gone, vanished into the night. I never heard her leave.
“Kilowatt, you’re staying with the Raptor to watch Meg and Farley,” Concorde says. Kilowatt opens his mouth to argue. “Your powers are not useful in this situation. Your sister is incapacitated, and your baby brother is here. They need to be guarded. If we manage to kill the Luddite Field, get the Raptor airborne, locate the targets, and unload with the scramblers. Until then, you’re here.”
Kilowatt nods grudgingly. “Yes, sir.” 
“The rest of us, we’re on foot, so let’s move it out. Quantum, you and I are on the sidelines, advisory roles only unless circumstances dictate otherwise. No one is to attack until we hear back from Kunoichi. Lightstorm, Enigma, if we need an emergency first strike, you’re it. Move in fast, hit hard.”
“Got it,” I say. “You have my back, Astrid?”
She doesn’t respond, and for good reason: she’s gone.
Son of a —
 
The stars should be out.
The sky is cloudless; the moon is new, cloaked in the Earth’s shadow; the blackout means there are no lights to wash out the heavens; yet there is nothing above her but blank, black night. The stars have abandoned her. Missy muffles a tiny, discomfited whine.
She pauses again, as she has every few steps along the long, narrow road leading to the island — pauses to look and to listen, to scan her surroundings for any sign of an ambush, wondering whether her heightened senses are sufficient to warn her of a magical assault, fearing they are not up to the task.
More worrisome is the strange itch at the base of her skull, a very real, almost painful tingle that has worsened with every step. She never knew such an itch before, not before a demon ambushed her, body and soul, and tore away a small piece of her when it left. She’s felt the itch a few times after that day. She felt it in Newburyport. She felt it in Gloucester.
She feels it every time she’s near Astrid.
A built-in demon detector, she decides, would be more useful if it did not make her want to claw out the back of her head.
Missy skirts the edge of the road as it leads her to a parking lot, a vast and empty plain of asphalt that has taken on the distinct chalky pallor that settles on New England roads every winter. A stiff wind sweeps over the lot, carrying with it a whisper, barely audible over the gentle rustling of Missy’s shinobi shōzoku — the soft drone of many voices speaking as one.
Pressing low to the ground, she crawls down a side path, her hands and feet silent against the gravel beneath them. She slips in and out of the low brush flanking the path, slinks ever closer to the source of the chanting. A high stone wall set into a low hill, a remnant of the 17th Century military fort that once occupied this spit of land, rises up on her left. The peak provides her with a clear look at an expanse of open field below, and her eyes easily penetrate the moonless gloom. Eight people, their arms outstretched, heads tilted toward the sky, form a circle. A ninth figure, robed and hooded — dressed appropriately for the occasion, Missy thinks — stands in the center.
Sara, I’m on the island and there’s a bunch of people here and they’re all weird and chanty and stuff.
I see them Muppet, Sara replies, stealing a glance through Missy’s eyes. Stay put and keep your head down. We’ll be there in —
Several hundred feet away, Sara echoes Missy’s startled yelp as the sandy soil erupts, spraying the acolytes with earthen shrapnel. They collapse, thrashing and wailing in agony, yet their robed leader remains untouched.
“BLACK BETTY!” Astrid’s voice rolls like thunder across the field, but, unlike Missy, Astrid does not cower in the name of stealth. She hovers over the fallen acolytes, looming, threatening to rain destruction down on her enemy. Glowing energy pours from her hands, begging for release.
“Black Betty? You mean her?” The robed man says, indicating one of the writhing forms on the ground, a woman in a black leather catsuit. He turns toward Astrid, pushes his hood away. Missy can’t see his face, but she thinks it must be a horrifying sight indeed to cause Astrid to stagger back, her mouth agape. The twin auroras swirling around her fists flicker and fade.
“Hello, Astrid,” the man says. “What? No hugs for Daddy?”
 



 
THIRTY-ONE
     
Remember when Stacy Hellfire went apehouse in Kingsport, and I had the bright idea of chatting her up instead of blowing her into next week? Yeah, I’m not letting that happen again. Never let the bad guys talk.
I come in low, strafing the ground. My blasts nail Obi-Wan Kenobi and send him sprawling. I swing around as he jumps to his feet, like I never touched him, so I touch him again, harder. Much harder.
I hear Astrid somewhere behind me, screaming at me, screaming my name, but I’m not listening to her. She broke ranks. She abandoned us. She’s not part of the team anymore.
The robed man gets up again, shakes his head, and laughs at me. Laugh this off, jerk.
He laughs it off. My second-strongest blast, he takes it square in the chest, goes spinning head over heels across the field, and he rolls right back onto his feet. The smile never leaves his face.
Two options: crank the volume up to eleven and hit him full-force, which could splatter him all over Salem; or throw some heat on it and flash-fry him. Either way, I’m faced with the very real prospect that I’m about to kill a man.
I can’t do it. The whole world is at stake, and I can’t do it.
My hesitation almost costs me. The man gestures, whipping up a short, powerful burst of wind — a focused pocket of turbulence — that knocks me from the air. I manage to catch myself at the last minute, avoiding a painful faceplant, but everything’s spinning.
I’m a proverbial sitting duck, but I’m also a convenient distraction; Missy hits the man from behind, raking his back. That, he feels. Muppet, I don’t know why you’re having better luck than I am, but keep it up.
She does. Missy lays into the man, a buzzsaw of claws and fists and feet. It’s savage and terrible, but I’m not about to stop her. Besides, it looks like I have other concerns, because the guy’s buddies are getting to their feet. Nine against two.
No, I guess it’s nine against three; Astrid throws lightning into the group, nailing one of them. The rest scatter, moving to surround us. That’s right, keep your eyes on us. Pay no attention to the super-cavalry coming to the rescue.
Under the circumstances, it wouldn’t be inappropriate to say all hell breaks loose. Stuart, a cricket bat-wielding Matt, Nina Nitro, and Rockjaw Quantum hit the sorcerers like a miniature avalanche, while the psionics hang back to cover Concorde and Doc Quantum. Astrid and I join in, blasting at anything threatening, and Missy sticks to their mysterious leader guy like Velcro. None of the bad guys can get a shot off.
(Go away, nagging thoughts that this is going down too easily. Let me have this one, huh?)
It takes us seconds to herd the bad guys together. The acolytes diligently surround their master, who is leaking blood from dozens — hundreds of gashes.
He’s still smiling.
“It’s over,” Astrid says.
“Oh, honey,” the man chuckles. He wipes the blood out of his eyes and (ew, gross) sucks it off his fingers. “You’ve been hanging out with super-heroes too long.”
“Maybe not long enough.”
He shrugs. “I’m not complaining. Actually, I’m glad you brought your friends with you. I need them for the ritual.”
Cued by a snap of his fingers, the sorcerers draw daggers with long, wavy blades. “Oh, please,” Astrid says. “You think you can take us down with those? We’re not about to become your blood sacrifices.”
The man’s grin widens. It sends a chill down my spine.
“You’re not the sacrifices, dear,” he says. “You’re the witnesses.”
It all happens too fast. The man raises a fist. His lackeys mirror him — and, judging by Black Betty’s shocked expression, not voluntarily. He drops his fist. The acolytes do likewise. They utter choked screams. They collapse.
Never let the bad guys talk.
Black Betty, the light fading from her eyes, hisses, “Bastard...you used me...”
“Evil,” the man says. “Duh.”
We stand there in stunned silence. We entered this fight not knowing what to expect, but this, none of us saw this coming.
You know what else we didn’t see coming? The spreading pools of the acolytes’ blood bursting into angry red flames. The heat, as strong as a blast furnace, forces us back. It consumes the sorcerers’ bodies, reducing them to horrific charcoal sculptures in a matter of seconds, then scorches the ground, turns it to smoldering ash that reeks of sulfur.
The robed man stands in the middle of it all, untouched.
“Astrid!” Nina shouts. “What the hell is happening?”
“Yes,” the man responds. “Hell is happening.”
Every time I think this cannot possibly get worse, it gets worse — and yet, I can’t help but tell myself this is it, we’ve reached the summit of Crap Mountain, nowhere else to go.
That’s when the barbecued corpses stand up.
Missy’s shriek damn near pops my eardrums. “Astrid you said there were no such things as zombies but those’re zombies but they’re so much worse because they’re flaming zombies!”
“Are these things dead or alive?” Rockjaw asks.
“Dead!” Astrid says. “Definitely dead!”
“Good.” He flattens one, bringing his open hand down as though crushing a bug. Unfortunately, it doesn’t stay crushed; the thing reforms immediately, rebuilding itself from the ash.
“Astrid! I would really love an explanation!” I say.
“I wish I had one! I don’t know how, but it’s the Dismal Realms! He’s bringing the Dismal Realms into our reality!”
Oh, Crap Mountain, you do keep growing — along with the patch of scorched soil, which has doubled in size since the spell activated.
“Can you reverse it?”
“...Maybe. If I can figure it out.”
This trend of self-proclaimed experts coming up short at critical moments? Do not like.
“Trencher, Enigma, fall back!” I say. “We need you and the big brains to figure out the mechanics, fast!”
“The mechanics?” Matt says. “I don’t —”
“Just go!”
They clear out, retreating to the parking lot. The rest of us shift positions to fill the gaps. The charcoal zombies counter. The master of ceremonies, the man in the robe, he stands in the center of it all.
“I can’t wait to see this. My friends?” he says. The charcoal zombies crouch, preparing to charge. “Crush them.”
 
“What is this?” Concorde asks, though he suspects no explanation could adequately clarify the situation.
“I don’t know, exactly,” Astrid says. “If I had to guess, I’d say a dimensional transit spell, but that’s never been more than magical theory.”
“A what what spell?”
“Dimensional transit spell. It causes two realities to overlap. It’s supposed to act as a bridge between dimensions, but I’ve never heard of such a ritual actually working — and if I don’t know how it works, I can’t reverse it.”
“Then figure out how it works!”
“Please do so quickly,” Mindforce says. “I don’t know how long the others can hold off those...things.”
“Or how much longer we have until the entire island is deep fried. Look,” Sara says as the flames cross over into the parking lot, bringing the asphalt to a rapid boil.
“Are you sure that’s what’s happening?” Matt says. “Are you absolutely sure?”
“No, I’m not, but I don’t know what else it could be.”
“If this spell were tearing a hole in the barrier between realities, wouldn’t the psionics be puking their guts out again?”
“Come on, Matt, what are you thinking?” Concorde says.
“Point one: all evidence suggests the spell is not establishing a rift between worlds. Point two: Astrid insists we’re standing in the presence of the Dismal Realms. Hypothesis: the spell is converting the matter of our world; it’s turning our reality into the Dismal Realms, or something like it.”
“Demonic terraforming?”
“Pretty cool, huh?”
“Not really, no.”
“Next question: how do we stop it?” Doc Quantum says.
“The fire seems to be the means of conversion,” Matt says, “so put out the fire.”
“It’s hellfire,” Astrid says, “you can’t just put it out.”
“Why not? It’s in our universe, which means it follows our rules. Fire needs fuel and oxygen. Take away one or the other, it goes out.”
“And how do you suggest we do that?” Doc Quantum says. “Unfortunately, we have an abundance of both.”
“Trust me, Charlie,” Matt says, “I got an angle.”
 
I wish the brains would hurry up and be brilliant, because this is turning into the losingest of losing fights.
The battle zone is surrounded by a raging wall of fire that continues to grow in intensity, fueled by acres of trees and winter-dried brush (not that hellfire is at all discriminating about what it incinerates). It’s slow to burn out, but where it has, there’s nothing left but blackened earth. The field has become enemy territory, and the charcoal zombies are benefitting from the home court advantage, big time, reforming as fast as we can destroy them. A cloud of ash, kicked up by the fight, hovers low over the land like fog, sickening us with its stench, obscuring our vision; the haze reduces the combatants to vague silhouettes, and if it weren’t for the fact the zombies glow like logs in a fireplace, I’d have nothing to target.
Unfortunately, the host of this party doesn’t glow; I never see his attack coming.
A bolt of blue lightning lances up from the ground. My aura takes the brunt of it, or so I assume; I can’t imagine this could hurt any more without killing me. I fall and land hard, the impact driving the breath from me. I gasp for air, but get a lungful of foul ash instead. I dry-heave so hard my eyeballs threaten to pop out of their sockets.
“Poor little stargirl.” I flop onto my back to see the robed man looming over me, blue arc fire crackling around his fingers. He’s going to go Emperor Palpatine on my helpless butt, and I can’t stop him.
He doesn’t make a sound. He doesn’t scream, doesn’t cry out, doesn’t utter so much as an annoyed grunt, as the Entity — the freaking Entity — melts out of the shadows and, with a single swift, graceful movement, snaps the robed man’s neck.
“I don’t want to ever again hear you people complain I’m not around when you need me,” the Entity says. I cough and wheeze in response. “If you’re trying to thank me, don’t bother. I don’t want your gratitude.”
I’m not trying to thank him. I’m trying to warn him that the man he killed is being very stubborn about not dying, and is about to return the spine-breaking compliment. Dammit, lungs, work with me!
Oh, hey, right: I don’t need lungs.
I power up, and the burning sensation in my chest vanishes. I let the robed man have a little taste of my pain, blasting him for all I’m worth. At this point, I doubt a full-intensity zap will do much more than piss him off for a few seconds, but man, it feels good to unload.
“Don’t bother to thank me, either,” I say to the Entity.
“Hrm,” he says.
Clear out! Mindforce shouts in my head. Full evac, now!
I reach out to grab the Entity, to pull him out with me, but he pulls his freaky vanishing act. Jeez, between him and Astrid...
Wherever he went, I hope he didn’t miss Mindforce’s follow-up message, which spells out what’s going to happen next, and he definitely does not want to be at ground zero when the big brains execute their plan.
One second into the countdown, I feel the air pressure drop. Three seconds later, I’m airborne, and high enough that I can see the full extent of the spell’s damage. The fire is eating away at the island with terrifying speed, and at this rate, Winter Island will be a wasteland within minutes — and unless this plan works, the mainland is next. If the island went up this fast, what would happen if hellfire starts eating cars filled with gasoline, homes with tanks of heating oil, or anything connected to a natural gas line? The entire city is basically a gigantic bomb, and Winter Island is the fuse.
Five seconds. I’m out over the ocean, well out of the danger zone (I hope). The island is a torch in the night, spewing noxious smoke they’re probably smelling all the way in Maine. The air pressure shifts. My God, all the way out here, I can feel the change.
I understand the basic concept of Matt’s plan. Fire needs fuel and oxygen in order to burn. Depriving it of fuel, that being the ground itself, is impractical, if not impossible, but taking away its air...
That’s where Astrid comes in. The changes in air pressure, they’re the result of a spell similar to the one she used to snuff out the fires in the library: she’s dispersing all the oxygen to create a hard vacuum over the entire island. That’s the theory, anyway, but whether she can make it happen on such a massive scale...
At ten seconds on the nose, theory becomes practice, and the result may not be dynamic, but it’s effective: the flames struggle to stay alive, flaring briefly as they consume the last of the oxygen, then they fade, dwindle, die out. In as much time as it took to cast the spell, the fire is extinguished, down to the last tiny ember. The town goes completely dark.
The darkness doesn’t last long. A few at a time, like stars coming out for the evening, lights begin to dot the landscape. I can make out the outline of streets, clusters of houses. The wail of burglar and fire alarms, roused from their unwilling slumber, call out to me over the water. There will be confusion, there will be questions, but there will be no ambulances racing casualties to the hospital. There will be no funerals.
It’s a fine night in Salem.
 



 
THIRTY-TWO
 
Well, in most of Salem; Winter Island, not so much. The soil, dry and lifeless, crunches beneath my feet. Trees reach for the sky with dead, black fingers. Nature has an astounding talent for bouncing back from destruction, but it’ll take a lot of time to bounce back from this.
“It could have been worse,” Concorde remarks.
“Please don’t say that,” I say. Oh, hey, Concorde sounds like a fast food drive-through speaker again. “I see your suit’s back up.”
“It rebooted as soon as the Luddite Field dropped — which reminds me: we need to have a chat. Follow.”
We find a relatively quiet area, away from the others, away from what must be every last firefighter in the city — who, perhaps out of a need to feel useful, hose down the ground, reducing it to a disgusting mud that stinks like rotten eggs. Your tax dollars at work, Salemites.
Concorde slides up his outer visor. “I want to make something extremely clear,” he says, sticking a finger in my face to show me how very serious he is (and man, am I getting sick of people doing that). “I value my privacy. It’s necessary if I’m to function effectively — as me, and as Concorde. It’s necessary if I’m to have a personal life. You understand me?”
“Totally.”
“I hope so, because I’m trusting you with my secret — not that I have a choice.”
“If it makes you feel any better, I have no idea who you are.”
Concorde does a double-take, blinks at me. “You don’t?”
“Nope. No clue.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously. Never seen you before in my life.”
“Oh. Okay. Huh. Well, good. That’s, uh, that makes things — you’re positive you’ve never seen me before?”
“Do you want to tell me?”
“No! No. No, better for us both this way. Look, chances are, you’ll figure it out sooner or later —”
“When I do, I won’t say anything to anyone, not even the Squad, especially not Matt, cross my heart, hope to die, would you like me to sign something in blood?”
“...That won’t be necessary,” he says.
Please note: he had to think about it.
 
Once the cleanup has begun in earnest and we all take a few minutes to breathe, we get down to the business of answering the question on everyone’s mind: what was this all about, anyway?
Kysztykc and Black Betty weren’t trying to summon anything, they weren’t trying to form a cross-dimensional bridge, and they weren’t trying to destroy the ley lines; they were trying to contaminate them by creating a wellspring of dark magical energy in the form of a little slice of Hell (or, more accurately, the Dismal Realms) here on Earth. We stopped the effect early enough that it will make the ley lines converging over Salem, in Astrid’s words, “a little sick,” but won’t pollute them on a large scale.
“If we hadn’t stopped the spell?” I ask.
“That much raw dark magic would have backed up into the ley lines worldwide, like a sewer backing up into a home’s plumbing,” Astrid says. “Necromancers, those attuned to such energy, would have been able to tap the ley lines, but they’d be at best inaccessible, at worst poisonous to most sorcerers. It would have shifted the balance of power in a major way.” She pauses.
“Or.”
“Or?”
“Or, set the stage for something else. Something huge. Apocalyptically huge.”
I glance around, and I see my own expression on the face of every one of my teammates, my friends. We dodged a bullet, big time, and we all know it.
Well, almost all of us. “That is an interesting theory,” Concorde says. “One of several you’ve thrown at us, each one worse than the last. Are you certain this time? Or do we have yet another nasty surprise waiting for us?”
“One way to find out,” Astrid says.
 
The day was saved, the dastardly plan was foiled, the bad guy was defeated. So why the hell is this nutjob still smiling?
Small comfort, I’m not the only one bugged by it. “You want to tell us who this guy is?” Nina says. “I’d like a name to put to the set of teeth I’m about to kick in.”
He wouldn’t be able to stop her. Such a unique prisoner requires a unique jailer, and Mindforce is serving that role, using his power to keep our playmate docile and immobile until we finish helping with the clean-up — although I worry he won’t be able to hold the guy for long; Mindforce has been pushed to his limits tonight, and the strain is showing.
(I wonder how Byrne will handle him? I know they have methods for containing people with superhuman abilities, but as we’ve all learned, it’s not easy to get science and magic to work together.)
“Astrid, did you not introduce me to your friends? Well. We were all a little busy, weren’t we? Hello, everyone,” he says, shining his smarmy grin on all of us. His teeth stand out as exceptionally white against the mask of dried blood coating his face. “I’m Kysztykc. I’m Astrid’s father.”
Who the what?
“That’s your dad?” Stuart says. “Dude. I thought he’d be...”
“Taller?” the alleged Kysztykc says.
“More demony.”
“He’s not my father,” Astrid says, but wow, if looks could kill...
“I’m not,” Kysztykc admits, “but I am.”
“This is the man my father possessed in order to...impregnate my mother,” Astrid says. “I always assumed he died, burned out like host bodies normally do.”
“And when you assume...heh. No, Astrid, my host didn’t die, obviously. I abandoned this shell before that happened, but by that point, my essence had fully corrupted his soul.” Missy, unconsciously, sidles up to me. I put an arm around her. She’s trembling, violently, and it’s not from the cold. “I know what he knows, he knows what I know. I am, for all intents and purposes, Kysztykc.”
Which explains why he was able to throw around magic like crazy without burning out. I think. All right, it’s official: I hate magic.
Astrid and her kinda-sorta father lock eyes. “Tell me, ‘Dad’: what did you hope to accomplish?” she says. “What was the point?”
Kysztykc snickers. “Poor girl. Still can’t see the angles. I guess you are your mother’s daughter.”
“Damned right I am. Get this filth out of here,” Astrid says, her words dripping with venom. She storms off, but she doesn’t get far.
“Speaking of Mommy? She says hello.”
Astrid locks up. Nina is right there, telling Astrid not to listen to him, he’s trying to provoke her, walk away, please, walk away.
“Actually, that’s not true,” Kysztykc says. “All she ever says is: ‘YAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!’”
He launches into a sickening outburst of shrieks, screams, and pleas for mercy in an affected feminine voice. Missy calls out Astrid’s name. Matt says he’s lying, he has to be, he’s a demon, don’t believe him. Nina grabs Astrid by the shoulders, shakes her, begs her to walk away.
She doesn’t.
Roaring, Astrid throws Nina off. Jagged forks of magical energy leap from Astrid’s hands and drill into Kysztykc. She spits curses at her pseudo-father. The screams change, become his own. It’s Emperor Palpatine executing Luke Skywalker, but infinitely more horrifying, because this is happening right in front of us. This is real.
The assault hits its climax. Kysztykc teeters on his feet, then drops to his knees, smoke wafting off his body, now a solid mass of ugly burns, and good God, the smell...
His eyes have clouded over, but they find Astrid nevertheless. “The king is dead,” he croaks. “Long live the queen.”
This adventure has been a nightmare from start to finish. I’ve seen things I once thought couldn’t — shouldn’t exist in our world, in any world. My concept of reality has been shattered and reassembled in a jagged, funhouse version of itself. I have fought monsters, figurative and literal. I witnessed what could have been the beginning of the end of the world.
None of it will haunt me more than the fact that throughout his own murder, through to his dying breath, Kysztykc never stopped smiling.
 



 
THIRTY-THREE
 
Astrid pulled her vanishing act after that – poof and gone. She’s been incommunicado since — not that any of us have made an effort to reach out to her. Too much has transpired, too many dark secrets have been laid bare, too much trust has been betrayed. No one is all that eager to welcome Astrid back into the fold.
In fact, that’s why I’ve been summoned to Protectorate HQ, why I’m sitting with the team in the conference room: to help decide what to do with Dr. Enigma.
“Why me?” I say. “I’m not one of you.”
“You might not be part of the Protectorate,” Nina says, “but you are definitely one of us, kiddo.”
“Which is why we need you to cast the tiebreaking vote,” Mindforce says. He and Nina want to keep Astrid on the team; Mindforce is inclined to give Astrid a second chance because that’s the kind of person he is, and Nina wants to support her friend. I get that, but I don’t know if I could ever forgive that kind of betrayal. Concorde, naturally, is taking a hard-line stance and wants Astrid gone. Catherine thinks the Protectorate shouldn’t have to worry about loyalty and trust issues within the group. The Entity, I’m told, has been silent on the issue. He may be reliable enough on to show up when he’s needed in a fight, but Mindforce says he’s not big on the whole bureaucracy thing.
So it all comes down to me.
As a young lady with strong opinions, and no reservations about stating those opinions, I do what one would expect when faced with making such an important decision: I waffle.
“I hate to be nitpicky, but how can you throw Astrid off the team when she isn’t actually on the team? She’s only a consultant.”
“Who has full security clearance to HQ, and knows our civilian identities,” Concorde says.
“And you’re talking about cutting her loose? You’re not worried she’ll become the world’s worst disgruntled ex-employee or something?”
“One of the many, many issues we’ve been debating,” Mindforce says. “Trust me, Carrie, we’ve spent the entire day picking this apart, and no one is budging from their initial vote.”
Which brings it back to me.
I understand why Astrid kept her parentage a secret. I can even understand why she did what she did, considering what was at stake for her, but she can’t justify anything else. She came through in the end, sure, but things could have gone catastrophically wrong. She put her friends, the entire world in danger, for selfish reasons. That’s not how a super-hero acts.
Before I can cast my vote, someone knocks on the conference room door. Can’t imagine who it is, unless the Entity decided to dabble in internal politics...
The door cracks open. Astrid pokes her head in. “Um. Hi.”
No one speaks, not to invite her in, not to send her away, not to ask her what the hell she thinks she’s doing here. One order of stunned silence for table, waitress.
She lets herself in, closes the door. She stands at the foot of the table, head bowed, shoulders down, hands folded. Everything about her is contrite. The posture is neither familiar nor comfortable.
“I screwed up. I know that’s the understatement of the century,” she says, “and I know I have no right to ask this, but...I want to be part of the team.”
“You what? You have got to be bloody kidding me,” Concorde says, rising from his seat. “You squandered whatever goodwill you had with us, so you can turn around right now and —”
“Excuse me,” I say. “I haven’t voted yet.”
“Voted?” Astrid says.
“Whether to remove you from the team,” Nina says. “I’m sorry, babe.”
“Carrie, what do you think you’re doing?” Concorde demands.
“Hearing all sides so I can make an informed decision,” I say. Concorde snorts, then sits. I turn to face Astrid, and I wait, very patiently, for her to make eye contact. It takes her a while. I’m prepared to feel nothing for her, but the pain I see in her is so raw and real.
All right, Dr. Enigma, you have one shot to make your case.
“Whatever happened to, ‘I’m not a super-hero’?” I ask.
“I’m not,” Astrid says, “but I want to learn. I need to.”
“What changed your mind?”
 
No, Astrid thinks, that’s not my head pounding; someone really is at the door.
She rises from her couch too quickly. She plants her feet, throws her hands out for balance, wills herself to remain standing despite the violent head rush.
Yes. Still vertical. Good.
The doorknob briefly proves too complex a thing for her to manipulate.
Missy smiles at her from the hallway. “Hi! It’s me. Missy. It’s almost lunchtime, why are you in your pajamas? Are those Star Trek pajamas? I didn’t know you were a Trekkie. I like them, they’re cute. I’m coming in,” she says, blowing past Astrid before she can close the door — which, in her current condition, would have provided a crippled tortoise ample time to cross the threshold. “Wow, your place stinks like booze. That is booze stink, right? I mean, I’ve smelled wine and I’ve smelled beer and I smelled sake once when my uncle brought some with him last time he had dinner at my house and I thought it smelled like rubbing alcohol and I was like, wow, how can anyone drink that stuff, but he liked it, so whatever. How’re you?”
“Very hung-over,” Astrid says.
“That sucks.”
“Yes. It does.”
“You shouldn’t drink that much.”
“I disagree.”
“Why? Did it make all your problems go away?”
Astrid cycles through several possible retorts before settling on, “Shut up.”
“Oooh. Burn.”
“Missy, what do you want?” Missy follows Astrid back to the couch. Missy sits. Astrid flops.
“I wanted to see how you were doing. Besides hung-over, I mean. I tried calling you but you were doing the whole I’m not going to pick up my phone thing again. How can people check on you if you don’t answer your phone?”
Astrid laughs, weakly, bitterly. “Moot point, kid. No one’s called to check on me.”
“No one?”
“No one but you.” She shrugs. “Whatever. I’ll be fine. There’s your answer: I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I need some time to myself is all. I need some space. I need to be left alone. And yes, that is a hint.”
“Uh-huh. Astrid?”
“Yes, Missy?”
“Cut the crap.”
“Excuse me?”
Missy takes a moment to gather her thoughts. “Cut. The. Crap. As in, cut the mysterious loner crap because no one’s buying it. You act like you don’t need anyone, but you do. And if you really wanted to be alone, you wouldn’t have joined a super-hero team, you’d make your magic door vanish, and you wouldn’t have let me in.
“I don’t know why you let people into your life and then try to push them away with your creepy sorceress routine, but it’s stupid and pointless, and maybe if you’d accepted the fact you have friends who care about you and want to help you, none of this stuff would have happened, and you wouldn’t be sitting here in your PJs hung-over because you drank too much instead of acting like a grown-up and accepting responsibility for what you did.”
“Missy.”
“Yeah?”
“You’re scary when you’re focused.”
“I know, right?”
Astrid plucks a half-empty tequila bottle off her coffee table. “I screwed up,” she says, considering the bottle. She replaces it without taking a sip. “I screwed up bad.”
“I know. But if you apologize to everyone, I bet they’d —”
“Not that. I mean, yes, I screwed up with my friends, but...do you remember what Kysztykc said before he died?”
The night is a series of vaguely connected events in Missy’s head, moments and images and emotions that have lost their context, a bad dream that refuses to be fully remembered. Kysztykc’s defeat and demise likewise defy recollection, yet his final words, incongruously, remain vivid.
“‘The king is dead, long live the queen,’” Missy says, “but I don’t get it.”
“It means I didn’t sabotage the ritual of inheritance,” Astrid says, her voice coarse, “I completed it.”
“...What?”
“Kysztykc’s power passes on to the demon that kills him. I thought by killing his avatar, it would create a paradox and screw up the ritual. Instead, by symbolically killing Kysztykc, I sealed my claim to his throne by right of blood.”
“Oh. Uh...was that the plan all along?”
Astrid shrugs. “That’s the problem with demons: you never know what they’re really up to. Completing the ritual might have been his real goal, or he could have been...” She shakes her head. “Doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter.”
“It matters to your friends. It matters to me.”
“Why? Why do you care? After all the pain I’ve caused you, why would you give a damn about me?”
Missy smiles. “I’m feeding my good wolf.”
 
Astrid’s explanation was fuzzy in spots, but it wasn’t her usual brand of evasiveness, and I saw in her a vulnerability I’ve never seen before. She was sincere. She was sorry.
That’s why I voted to let her stay on the team — after a probationary period, which is only sensible. Sincere or not, she has some amends to make, and trust to rebuild.
“Come on, Carrie, I’ll walk you to the transport,” Concorde says. Before we step onto the elevator to the subbasement, I glance over my shoulder to see Nina take Astrid into her arms. Nina throws me a nod.
“Wonkavator. It’s officially the Wonkavator,” I tell Concorde.
“The Wonkavator?”
“You know, from Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.”
Concorde makes a disgusted noise. “Hated that movie.”
“You hated Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory? The thing’s a classic!” I say. Matt would be so proud of me, laying into someone for hating a great movie. “I don’t know you anymore. Soulless monster.”
“Wait, are we talking about the old one with Gene Wilder or the new one with Johnny Depp?”
“The old one. The good one.”
“Oh, okay. Sorry, got them mixed up. Yeah, that is a great movie.” He chuckles. “Hm. Wonkavator.”
“What do you know? There is a human being in that suit,” I say, nudging him playfully. “Well, I already knew there was a human being in there.”
“Watch it.”
“You better watch it. Calling me in on big cases, showing me your face, making me the deciding vote on sensitive internal matters...might give a girl the impression she’s valued or something.”
Instead of shooting me down and putting in my place (you know: the norm), Concorde says, “You handled yourself well during this crisis.”
I should simply accept the compliment graciously, but instead I say, “The whole team did well, not just me, and they’d really appreciate hearing that. Especially Matt — who, I would like to remind you, figured out how to stop the spell, and in doing so, healed the bitter rivalry between the disciplines of science and magic.”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” I wait for Concorde to throw the Squad a bone, but it quickly becomes clear that isn’t going to happen. I leave HQ feeling more than a little irked over the slight, so in that respect, things are back to normal.
I like normal. Normal is good. Normal is comfortable.
Speaking of good, comfortable normal, it’s time to go home for a nice family dinner.
 
      Except, apparently, this is not going to be a family dinner.
“Carrie, hi,” Mom says, rising from the couch. The guy sitting next to her also gets up. He’s dressed nicely, in a dress shirt, and he anxiously smoothes his khakis out as he stands. Mom is likewise acting twitchy.
“Hi,” I say. “And hi.”
“Carrie, this is Ben,” Mom says. “He’s a, uh, co-worker of mine, he’ll be joining us for dinner.”
“Hi, Carrie,” Ben says, switching his wine glass into his left hand so he can offer me his right. “Christina’s told me all about you. I feel like I know you already.”
“Uh. Yeah. Sorry, I can’t say the same,” I say, but I’m looking at Mom when I say it.
“Well, we’re going to take care of that tonight,” Mom says before dashing off into the kitchen. “You two get comfortable. I’ll let you know when the lasagna is ready.”
Nervous mother. Strange man, groomed to make an impression. Top-notch meal.
Oh, my God.
I’m having dinner with my mother’s new boyfriend.
I want to go back to fighting demons.
 



 
BONUS!
 
You’re not done yet! Go to author Michael Bailey’s official website (innsmouthlook.com) to read a brand-new Action Figures short story.
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