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To Joe Kubert and Mike Chen,


who let me know I was
chasing the wrong dream


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


PART ONE: HIGH SCHOOL HELLCATS


 


 


It’s been a weird winter.


Weird by my standards, I
mean; life hasn’t been normal for me since I got my powers from a dying extraterrestrial,
but feuding sorceresses and demons attempting to literally raise Hell on Earth?
That’s a bit much, even for me.


Still, I would happily run
out and fight every demon in creation to get away from the man who could prove
to be my greatest enemy ever:


Mom’s new boyfriend.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


ONE


 


Ben sits on the opposite
corner of the couch, looking as uncomfortable as I feel. We stare at each other
in awkward silence, our mouths set in a line that, at a glance, might pass as
thin smiles.


“Dinner smells great,” he
says, acknowledging the mouthwatering aroma of my mother’s lasagna, a hearty
dish so dense with pasta, cheese, and assorted meats you could use it to patch
up potholes. It’s one of her A-list meals, one she trots out for special
occasions.


“Yeah,” I grunt. Not much
else to say, really; “food smells good” tends to be a self-affirming
observation.


Cue awkward silence the
second.


“I’m not good at small talk,”
Ben says.


“Me either. Well, the point
of this dinner is to give us a chance to interrogate each other, so let’s get
to it. When did you start dating my mother?”


“Um, a couple of weeks ago?
We’d gone out before — with after-work groups, I mean,” he begins. I
unconsciously dig my fingernails into the armrest, and his voice dissolves into
nonsensical white noise.


A couple of weeks ago, my
mother enjoyed a Friday night out with some co-workers. She didn’t come home
until Saturday morning. She told me she had too much to drink, so she spent the
night at a friend’s place. It’s important to note that she told me this while
staring at the carpet guiltily, as if I’d caught her stealing money out of my
purse. Conclusion: her “friend” is sitting across from me, and they did not
simply have an innocent little sleepover — and now, they’re a thing. An item.


A couple.


I accept certain realities
about my parents’ divorce. I know, logically, their marriage is done and gone.
I know they’re never getting back together. I knew they would eventually move
on and find someone else. What I didn’t expect is that it would happen for Mom
this quickly; six months after the split, she already has a new
boyfriend. That’s what pushes my mood far past mere discomfort and into the red
zone.


It takes a supreme effort of
will to stomp that anger down and, for the sake of civility, say to Ben in a
steady, level voice, “That’s cool.”


“I know she hasn’t mentioned
me to you at all,” Ben says, though he doesn’t seem bothered by this, “but she
talks about you all the time.”


“Often through clenched
teeth, I’m sure.” Hey, I’m realistic. I know I can be a pain in the butt.


“No. No, it’s all been
good.” I cock a skeptical eyebrow. He smiles. “Okay, it’s been mostly good. I
get the feeling you two are a lot alike.”


“That’s what Dad thinks,” I
say, putting a little too much emphasis on Dad. Scale it back, Carrie.
Mom and I have been on relatively good terms lately, don’t screw it up by
chewing out her —


Her boyfriend.


Grrrrrrrrggghhh...


Mom emerges from the
kitchen, carrying a plate of fresh bruschetta. “How’s it going out here?” she
says.


“Fine,” we say in unison.


“Good,” Mom says. She sits
in the easy chair near Ben — close enough to make it clear they’re together,
but far enough apart to try to put me at ease. That’s the theory, anyway.


“We’ve been talking about
how you two met,” I say.


Panic flashes across Mom’s
face, ever so briefly. “Oh?”


Ben jumps to the rescue.
“Carrie was appropriately bored.”


“I may have fallen asleep,”
I say. Mom relaxes, smiles in relief, then excuses herself to tend to dinner.


Apparently, we set the tone
for the evening right off, because dinnertime conversation is sparse, dry, and
inoffensive. There are no inquiries more probing than “How is school?” and
“What do you do for work, exactly?” — standard getting-to-know-you chit-chat.
The bland discourse continues through our dessert of tiramisu and Mom’s
disgusting coffee. Normally Mom likes to throw a little Bailey’s Irish cream
into her dessert-time coffee, but this time around she takes it straight, and
doesn’t offer any boozy additives to Ben. Now that I think about it, she never
broke out any wine to go with dinner. Minimizing the chance either of you might
let something embarrassing or scandalizing slip out, Mother?


That’s when it hits me: This
night wasn’t about us trying to impress Ben; they were trying to impress
me.


Ben, thankfully, doesn’t
linger long after we finish dessert. He gives Mom a chaste good-night kiss on
the cheek (urge to kill rising), tells me how nice it was to finally
meet me, and away he goes. He’s barely out the door when Mom hits me up for my
opinion.


“Well? What do you think?”
she says hopefully.


I highly doubt my approval,
or lack thereof, matters for much, but I say, “I liked him.”


She buys it, but Mom’s not
going to let me leave it at that. “Honestly?”


No. “Yeah. Honestly.”


“I want you two to get
along.”


“I think we got along fine.”


“Good,” she says. “I expect
you’re going to see each other quite a bit.”


“Cool,” I say, and I head
upstairs.


“Carrie?” I pause. Mom
wrings her hands anxiously. “You really like Ben?”


No, Mom, I hate him.


“Yes, Mom. I like him.”


She smiles, and in that
moment, I realize what an exceptionally skilled liar I’ve become.


I’m not proud of this.


 


I’m too wound up to fall
asleep right away, and I spend the night fading in and out. I wake up feeling
like five miles of bad road, as my dad likes to say — less than ideal condition
for enjoying a day of birthday festivities.


Not mine, mind you; my
birthday is about two weeks away. No, today is for celebrating the sixteenth
anniversary of one Matthew William Steiger’s entry into the world. Today is
also February 29, which is appropriate; it’s an odd day for an odd kid, who I
expect will take full advantage of his privileges as the birthday boy and call
for a day of odd activities.


After wolfing down a couple
of strawberry Pop-Tarts and power chugging a big mug of coffee, I head over to
Sara’s house. She greets me with a furrowed brow.


“Where’s Matt’s present?”
she says.


“Well, crap,” I say. “Back
at my house, because I’m a moron.”


“Let me finish breakfast,
and we’ll run back and get it.” I follow Sara into the kitchen, where she
proceeds to gobble down a corn muffin like she was in a corn muffin-eating
contest.


“Slow down, girl. What, have
you been taking eating lessons from Stuart?”


“I need to get out of here.”


I’m about to ask why when
Mr. Danvers appears in the kitchen, dressed in a dark blue suit. “Oh, hello,
Carrie,” he says. “Sara, I really think you should go with me.”


“I told you, I have plans
today,” Sara says through a mouthful of muffin.


“And I told you, church is
more important than that Steiger boy’s birthday party. You can go after
church.”


That Steiger boy?


“Yeah, I could. Or, I could
go to the party right now, like I planned. Come on, Carrie.”


Sara brushes past her
father. I follow, offering Daddy Danvers an apologetic smile, which he does not
return.


Once we’re out the door, I
ask, “What was that all about?”


“Ugghhh. Dad’s in one
of his moods,” Sara says. “All week he’s been all gay agenda this and liberal
media that, and this morning the fair-weather Catholic decided it’s time to
church up again after, like, a year of not going.”


“And he asked you to go with
him.”


“Repeatedly. In the
strongest possible terms. He tried to get Mom to go too, but she gets to play
the Get out of Church Because I’m Jewish Card.”


“Can’t you play that card
too?”


“Technically, yes. If the
mother is Jewish, by tradition the child is too, but if I try to claim immunity
to Catholicism by virtue of Jewishness, all that’ll do is set the stage for yet
another fight over my spiritual well-being,” Sara says. “You should’ve seen the
Great Bat Mitzvah Blowout four years ago.”


“Fun. Frustrating parents
must be the motif today.”


“Uh-oh, what’s going on
now?”


“Mom has a new boyfriend.”


Sara’s jaw falls open. “No
way.”


“Uh-huh. I met the new
suitor last night. Ben and Mom and I, we had a lovely little dinner
together,” I say. “Ben was so interested in me and my life and my
friends. He wanted to know all about me so we could become the bestest
of friends.”


“I don’t know how to ask
this delicately,” Sara says, “but do you think this is the guy your mom spent
the night with that time?”


“Oh, I know it is. Mom was
twitchy all night.”


“You didn’t bring it up?”


“God, no. Things were
uncomfortable enough without me asking Ben if he got busy with my mother.”


“Can I ask you something?”
Sara says. I know what that means: she has a question I might not like, but
doesn’t want me to blow up at her. “Do you think you might be misdirecting your
anger?”


“Misdirecting my anger?”


“Yeah. You know: You think
you’re angry at Ben because he’s dating your mom, but you’re really angry at
your mom because she’s with someone who isn’t your dad?”


“Where’d you get that from?”


“You spend a lot of time
talking to a psychologist,” she says, referring to Mindforce, “you pick up some
things. Well?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“Is Ben a decent guy?”


I shrug. “I guess. He seems
okay.”


“Look, you know I’m on your
side, but maybe you should give him a fair chance, and not hate on him right
off when he hasn’t actually done anything to deserve it.”


“Hmph. Aren’t I
supposed to be the grounded, rational one?”


Sara smiles. “I’m expanding
my repertoire.”
















 


TWO


 


After swinging back by my
place to grab Matt’s gift, Sara and I hike over to Casa de Steiger. The detour
makes us fashionably late; Stuart and Missy are already there, a fact Matt
impresses upon us in his own inimitably blunt way.


“Where the hell have you
been?” he says. “I told you, festivities begin at nine sharp. Sharp.”


“What a charming host he
is,” I say to Sara. “I forgot your present at home. I had to run back and get
it.”


“Oh. All right, then.
Tardiness forgiven.”


“And so gracious, too,” Sara
says.


As birthday boy, Matt gets
to call the day, which is not what I would call overly ambitious; he announces
an itinerary that begins with gaming until noon, when pizza is to be delivered,
at which point we will indulge in (or be subjected to, depending on your tastes
in cinema) some not-so-classic action films from the eighties that I’ve never
heard of: Berry Gordy’s The Last Dragon, Remo Williams: The Adventure
Begins, Cloak & Dagger, and The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across
the 8th Dimension, which Matt insists gets better with
subsequent viewings. I remain skeptical.


“Dude, Die Hard isn’t
on the list?” Stuart says.


“No, because Die Hard
is a Christmas movie,” Matt says. “Duh.”


“Oh, yeah, right.”


“Hey, I was about to make
some grilled cheeses,” Matt says to me. “You want one?”


“Grilled cheese sandwiches
for breakfast?” I say.


“I can put bacon in yours to
make it more breakfasty.”


“Say yes, they’re awesome,”
Missy says. “They’re like, wicked unhealthy for you because they’re all buttery
and cheesy but they’re soooo gooooooood.”


“They’re bread and cheese
sandwiches,” I say, unconvinced. “They’re not all that special.”


Matt snorts. “Maybe not the
way you make them, but the Steigers have elevated them to an art form. Walk
this way,” he says, loping off with a pronounced limp.


“If I could walk that
way...”


Matt beams at me. “There’s
hope for you yet.”


The kitchen is set up for
grilled cheese production, complete with precooked bacon and thin-sliced
tomato. Matt places one of those stovetop griddle plates onto the burners then
fires them up, carefully setting the heat to medium-high.


“First, you need real
butter,” he begins, “and it has to be completely softened, so you can cover the
bread without shredding it.”


The bread is thick slices of
country white, which is important because the coarse texture holds the butter
better, Matt explains. He slathers butter on like he’s slapping cement on a
brick, then each piece of bread gets a slice of mozzarella, for texture, and to
seal in the slices of cheddar and fontina he lays down. He grabs a glass shaker
filled with dark spices, and dusts the bread before laying the two sandwich
halves on the hot griddle.


“Before grilling — and this
is the most important part — each slice of bread is sprinkled lightly with the
Steiger Secret Spice Blend,” Matt says.


“And what is the Steiger
Secret Spice Blend?”


Mr. Steiger answers for
Matt. “He can’t tell you. If he divulges the secret recipe, I’m obligated to
disown him.”


“You’d disown me on my birthday?”
Matt says, playing offended.


“For violating the sacred
trust of the Steiger Secret Spice Blend? I’d drop you like a bad habit.”


“Yeah, no, that’s fair.”


“Morning, Mr. Steiger,” I
say.


“Good morning, Carrie.”
Daddy Steiger says as he skirts past us to prep a travel mug of coffee. “I’ll
be out of your hair in a minute, pal.”


“What, you have to work
again?” Matt says. He tosses a couple of tomato slices onto the melty cheese,
then presses the two halves together. “Jeez, you need to tell off that slave-driver
boss of yours.”


“Yeah, he’s an ogre. It’s
tax time, Matt, you know I’m eyeball-deep in work.”


“Why do you have to do it?
You have minions.”


“I like to lead by example.
And I don’t have minions; they’re called employees.”


“You’re so PC it’s sickening.”


Mr. Steiger caps his coffee
cup. “Your scorn: another cross I have to bear. You have a good birthday with
your friends. I’ll see you tonight.”


“Okay.”


“You two are so adorable,” I
say. “You should take that act on the road.”


“It’ll never happen. Not as
long as he demands top billing.” With a quick jab of his spatula, Matt chops
the sandwich in half, then scoops it onto a paper plate. “Give it a minute to
cool, unless you’re into molten cheese scorching the roof of your mouth.”


I wait. I sample. Matt looks
to me for his compliment — which, damn him, I have to give, because this
sandwich is way more delicious than grilled cheese has any right to be.


“It’s passable,” I say.


“By which you mean awesome.”


“We want some awesome, too,”
Stuart shouts from the living room. “Hop to it, cookie! Chop chop!”


Matt cranks out six more
sandwiches, half of which go to Stuart the human incinerator. Once those are
gone, and we’re sure Matt’s mom is out the door for her weekly shopping trip, we
move on to the gift-giving phase of the day.


Round one is part of a cool
birthday tradition the group has: a music exchange. Years ago Sara and Stuart,
in an effort to break Matt of his slavish and inexplicable devotion to one-hit wonders
of the seventies and eighties, burned CDs of their preferred musical tastes,
and it became a thing. In the interest of further expanding Matt’s musical
horizons (which, sadly, remain rooted in cheesy pop of the past), I’m
introducing him to the greatest Chicks Who Rock of the past fifty years: Grace
Slick, Janis Joplin, Joan Jett, Chrissie Hynde, the sisters Wilson, Pat
Benatar, Liz Phair, Nina Gordon and Louise Post, Amanda Palmer, Amy Lee. The
mix culminates with Patti Smith’s Because the Night (which she co-wrote
with Bruce Springsteen, because of course I’m not going to pass on a chance to
bring a little of the Boss into someone’s life).


“Time for the main event,”
Sara says, handing the gift-wrapped package to Matt. “This is from all of us.”


Matt tears off the wrapping
paper to reveal a large cardboard box. He opens it, beholds its contents, then
looks at us, uncertain yet excited.


“You’ll want to thank
Natalie, too,” I say. “She kindly acted as our consultant, and called in a few
favors on our behalf.”


“Then...this is what I think
it is?” Matt says.


“Go try it on.”


Matt is off like a shot. He
returns several minutes later, and I must say, he’s quite impressive in his new
super-hero uniform.


The boots and black military
pants were easy grabs, thanks to the local army-navy store. The rest of it is
specialized gear, which is where Natalie came in. The facemask is a modified
protective mask like paintball players wear. Natalie replaced the goggles’
plastic lens with the same impact-resistant polymer my flight goggles are made
of, then installed a spare Protectorate comm system in the mask itself. At a
glance, the shirt looks like a normal long-sleeved black shirt with deep blue
accents, but the material is two layers of woven Kevlar. Between those layers
are what Natalie called “ballistics level IIIA shock plates,” which are capable
of stopping a nine millimeter full metal jacket bullet. The leather gloves,
intended to go on under his magic gloves, have a thin but dense padding along
the knuckles and the heel of the palm, to minimize any damage to the wearer
when throwing punches (Matt does not need to break any more fingers). The pièce
de résistance, the new trench coat, is a shorter cut than Matt’s battered
old wreck of a coat, which makes it harder to trip over and gives opponents
less to grab onto.


“Dude, you look bad-ass,”
Stuart says. “For once.”


“Definitely an improvement,”
Sara says.


“What do you think?” I say.
“You like it?”


“Um. Yeah. It’s, uh, it’s
really cool,” Matt says. Oh my God, I think he’s about to cry. We need some
levity, stat.


“You think it’s cool? Nuts,
we were going for stupid and dorky. You know, to match your style.”


“Told you we should have
done the coat in rainbow colors,” Sara says. “We could have called you Captain
Amazing Technicolor Dream Coat.”


Missy squeals with laughter.
“It’s funny because you would have looked dumb!”


“Oh, thanks,” Matt says.


“Speaking of looking dumb,”
I say, “this lavish gift comes with a price: you need to trash your old coat.”


Matt pulls the facemask off.
“What? Why? What’s wrong with my old coat?”


“You want it alphabetically,
or should I list its offenses in order of severity?”


“The thing’s falling apart,
man,” Stuart says. “It looks like you stole it off a homeless guy.”


“It’s not that bad,” Matt
says.


“It’s gross, Matt,” Sara
says.


“It’s comfortable.”


Sigh. Well, I can tell
attacking his beloved trench’s aesthetic qualities is a lost cause, so let’s
try switching tactics.


“It’s also a dead giveaway,”
I say. “Look, if you and Captain Trenchcoat keep wearing the exact same coat,
someone is eventually going to notice. You need to separate civilian you from
super-hero you, and ditching the old coat is going to help.”


“Hm,” Matt grunts, the
wheels in his head spinning. “Yeah. Guess you have a point.”


Oh, well played, Sara says to me over the
brainphone, our private telepathic line of communication.


Well played, indeed: as soon
as he’s done changing back into human clothes, Matt takes his trench coat out
of the closet. He cradles it, folds it up reverently, and takes it outside. He
returns empty-handed, and I can’t help but choke up a little. How stupid is
that? All he did is throw away an old piece of clothing.


“Okay,” he says, “let’s get
gaming.”


 


Many slices of pizza,
several rounds of Last Night on Earth, and four painfully goofy action
movies later, Sara and I head out. Sara’s in no mood to be around her dad, so
she follows me home. Inspired by our success with Matt’s super-hero makeover,
we spend the night brainstorming a new outfit for Sara. She thinks the long
coat and sunglasses combo isn’t cutting it anymore, now that the Hero Squad is
starting to resemble an actual super-team, and I wholeheartedly agree.


(Maybe this is underhanded
of me, but I try to push Sara toward something less baggy and concealing.
There’s a pretty girl hiding underneath those hoodies and sweatshirts, even if
she tries to deny it, and I think showing it off a little might boost her
self-image.)


Ironically, our best idea
involves a hooded cloak, which would obscure her face while adding a little
dramatic flair. Neither of us are artists, so our attempts to sketch it out are
positively tragic, but the concept remains intriguing.


We continue to toss ideas
around the next morning during the walk to school. It’s the first day back
after February break, and everyone is looking rested from their respective
vacations. Color me jealous; I spent part of my week off fighting a demon lord
and his flaming undead sorcerer minions — hardly relaxing, that.


One person in particular is
looking, as the saying goes, tanned, toned, and rested. “Hey,” Malcolm says,
ambling up to me at my locker.


“Hey back,” I say, and on
pure impulse, I grab him in a hug and kiss him. There’s a moment of surprise on
his lips, but only a moment. “Wow, sorry, that was really forward of me.”


Which it was, seeing as
we’ve only been out once, officially speaking.


“Shame on you,” he says,
flushing slightly. “Don’t ever do that again.”


“Never again,” I tease, but
out of the corner of my eye, I catch Amber Sullivan scowling at me in
disapproval. Great, ten minutes into the day and I’ve spoon-fed Amber juicy
rumor fodder. Knowing her, I’ll be pregnant with Malcolm’s third child by the
end of the day.


“How was your week off?”
Malcolm asks.


“Boring. Spent most of it
gaming and watching movies. Yours?”


Malcolm gives me an
indifferent one-shoulder shrug. “It was decent. It was Disney World. Long lines
for short rides, overpriced souvenirs, people walking around in costumes, the
usual,” he says, then he breaks into a broad smile. “Sam, of course, was in
heaven the whole time.”


“And as long as your little
brother is happy...”


“As long as my buddy is
happy, that’s all that matters.”


God, he’s such a sweetie.


The warning bell rings and
we part, not to see each other again until our web design class near the end of
the day. Life can be so cruel.


I arrive to homeroom in
plenty of time for attendance, but the minute I step through the door, Mrs.
Prescott shoves a hall pass at me and tells me to head to guidance.


“Mrs. Zylinski would like to
speak to you,” she says, giving nothing away.


From the back of the room,
Matt looks a question at me. I raise my eyebrows and shake my head in response:
Don’t ask me, I just got here.


The last time I spoke to Mrs.
Z, she made me feel like I was doomed to a life in the food service industry
because I hadn’t yet laid out a detailed course for myself post-high school. I
promised her, and myself, to give it some serious thought, but a lot of things
popped up afterwards (please refer to my previous comment about the crazy
demon-god).


It’s precisely that sort of
out-of-left-field insanity that makes me question whether I’m fit for normal
employment. I mean, what would I do if a crisis arose while I was at my day
job? I couldn’t up and leave with no explanation. Bosses frown at that sort of
thing. Me, I frown at innocent people getting hurt or killed because I’m too
busy flipping burgers or whatever.


Okay, I’m getting way
ahead of myself. I once told Sara her powers shouldn’t derail her dreams of
becoming a star of stage and screen, and I should take my own advice. There’s
no reason I can’t be a normal girl and a super-hero. I need to get
creative is all.


Or give up on ever being a
normal girl again.


Or give up being a super-hero.


It’s too early in the day to
be so depressed.


Mrs. Z hovers by her office
door, lying in wait for me. “Good morning, Carrie, and welcome back,” she says
cheerfully, then she hustles me into her office. “How was vacation?”


“Uneventful,” I say. “What’s
up?”


Mrs. Z sits, folds her hand,
and smiles at me, which is somehow not as comforting as it should be. “I wanted
to speak to you right away. We’ve been given a very exciting
opportunity, and I think you would make an excellent candidate.”


“Candidate?”


“Are you familiar with Bose
Industries?”


Talk about a trick question.
I know very little about the company and what it does, but I know the company’s
public face — or helmet, as it were — very well, but I can’t exactly brag to
Mrs. Z that I’ve raced Concorde (and won, thank you very much).


“Uh, a little. I know the
company made that suit that what’s-his-name, Concorde, wears,” I say.


“Bose Industries is a very
diverse company. They research and develop alternative energy sources, they’re
working to perfect bullet train technology, they have an entire division
dedicated to developing non-lethal weaponry for the military and police use...”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Z, I don’t
see how any of this is of interest to me. I don’t know anything about the
technology industry.”


“Well, there are many, many
facets to the technology field, Carrie, and you are only a sophomore, so it’s
certainly not too late to find something that might appeal to you,” she says,
slipping into what sounds like one of her well-rehearsed sales pitches. “That’s
why I wanted to talk to you. Bose Industries has offered to let a limited
number of Kingsport High students tour the facility, and I’d like to add you to
the list. You’d get a chance to see exactly what they do, meet with department
heads, learn about possible career opportunities, perhaps even take part in an
after-school internship.”


I’d heard the state was
pushing schools to get more girls interested in science and technology, and
lucky me, Mrs. Zylinski wants me to be part of this initiative. Whether I’m
actually interested in it? Pft. Details, details.


Then again, it’s not as if I
have anything else on the career horizon.


“Can I think about it?” I
say.


Mrs. Z gives me a pinched
expression. “Oh, I’m sorry, the tour is Wednesday, and I need to send a list of
students over by the end of the day.”


Uh-huh. Why do I get
the feeling she intentionally waited until the last minute to drop this on me?
I’m tempted to say no out of spite; I don’t like being played like this.


But, like I said, it’s not
like I have any better options.


Dammit, brain, whose side
are you on?


Mrs. Zylinski, perhaps
sensing my hesitance, turns on the gentle pressure. “You wouldn’t be committing
to anything, you know. If nothing appeals to you, so be it, but there’s no harm
in taking the tour, is there?” She smiles. “Besides, you’d get to associate
with some students outside your current circle of friends. I think that would
be good for you.”


Excuse me?


“What’s wrong with my
current circle of friends?” I say.


“Oh, no, please, don’t get
me wrong,” Mrs. Z says, holding her hands up in a calming gesture, “they’re
nice kids, for the most part...”


“What do you mean, for
the most part?”


Mrs. Zylinski sighs and puts
on her best serious expression. “Your friendship with Matt Steiger,” she says.
“He’s...oh. How do I put this?”


I’d recommend carefully.


“The boy has a bit of a
reputation.”


“He’s sixteen. How much of a reputation can a
sixteen-year-old have?”


“Oh, you’d be surprised. I haven’t had my conference
with Matt yet, but I’ve already heard an earful from his teachers, and they all
say the same thing: the boy is unfocused, undisciplined, he doesn’t take
anything seriously...”


“Well, no argument there, but I don’t see how
—”


“I’m worried he could prove a bad influence
on you. I know you let your grades slip once because you associated with the
wrong kind of peers,” she says, referencing what I call my Dark Period, a time
in my life when I got swept up in being one of the popular kids. That one big
mistake encompassed many smaller mistakes, such as allowing my education to
fall by the wayside, because I let “the wrong kind of peers” convince me that
pretty girls like me didn’t need things like good grades.


“Matt is not the wrong kind of anything. He’s
a good guy,” I say. “I’m not denying he’s got some growing up to do, but
immaturity isn’t the same as juvenile delinquency, or whatever you’re accusing
him of.”


“Look, Carrie, we’re not here to talk about
Matt Steiger...”


A little hotly I say, “Then why did you bring
him up?”


Mrs. Z’s lips press into a thin, bloodless
line. Her cheeks turn a pale pink.


“Why don’t I put your name on the list?” she
says.
















 


THREE


 


I stand by what I said: Matt is a good guy.


I’m not blind to his faults. He too often
speaks before he thinks and he doesn’t filter anything, so he can be
unintentionally hurtful. He can be self-centered. He doesn’t always think
things through, which is a shame, because he’s shown himself to be crazy smart
when he does. Like I told Mrs. Z, I chalk it up to immaturity; he’ll grow up
and grow out of his less appealing behaviors. It’s what teenagers do.


Point is, at his core, he’s a good person.
I’m not ashamed to call him my friend.


That doesn’t mean there aren’t times I want
to slap him.


“How come you get to go on the Bose tour? You
don’t know crap about science!” Matt says to me at lunch. “I’ve been bugging
Mrs. Z about going on the tour since last month.”


“You needed a teacher’s recommendation to be
added to the list, I guess. Did you have one?” I say, hoping the answer is no,
because that would get me off the hook nicely.


“Didn’t Mr. Potts say he was going to
recommend you?” Stuart says.


“Yes! He said that, like, the day he found
out about it,” Matt says. “Who recommended you?”


“Um...no one. Well, Mrs. Zylinski did, I
guess,” I say, but that’s not enough to mollify Matt. “Look, I didn’t ask to go
on this thing. I even told Mrs. Z you should go, not me.”


“And yet you’re going, while I asked, and I
got screwed. Thanks.”


“What? It’s not my fault Mrs. Z thinks you’re
undisciplined and unfocused and —”


“What’d she say about me?”


Shoot, me and my big mouth. I’m cornered, so
I tell Matt what Mrs. Zylinski said, sparing no details.


“I’m the top student in Mr. Potts’ science
class,” Matt protests. “I blew through the basic engineering course when I was
a freshman. The only reason I don’t have an A-plus average in geometry and
statistics is because Mrs. Dalrymple docks me points for not showing my work!
So why does Mrs. Z think I suck so hard?”


“Maybe you should go ask her instead of
yelling at us because it’s making me really uncomfortable,” Missy says.


“This isn’t fair,” Matt grumps. He shoves his
lunch tray away and settles into a cross-armed little ball of resentment.


And there you have Matt Steiger in summary:
he expects things to just happen for him, and when life doesn’t go his way, he
lashes out, doesn’t consider his own role in the matter, and doesn’t take
productive steps to solve the problem. He and I have danced this dance before,
quite a few times, most often over the fact Concorde has continually dismissed
Matt and his very sincere efforts to become a super-hero, yet accepted me with
minimal resistance. Well, minimal by Concorde standards; the guy’s pretty
resistant, as a rule.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m not unsympathetic,
and yeah, Matt deserves to go on the tour more than I do. His grasp of
cutting-edge technology is truly impressive, and I know he’d go absolutely
mental in a place like Bose Industries.


That said, I can’t bring myself to back out.
I know, it makes no sense to cling to an honor I didn’t ask for and don’t want,
but I’m doing Matt a favor. He needs to learn to how to respond to a problem
with something other than finger-pointing and petulance, and now he has a
chance to do just that.


What can I say? I’m a giver.




     Sadly, Matt utterly fails to change Mrs. Zylinski’s
mind. He stays after school to meet with Mrs. Z and plead his case, but when he
rejoins us at my locker, all of ten minutes later, it’s obvious his pleas fell
on deaf ears: his lunchtime scowl is back.


“She didn’t even listen to me,” Matt says.
“She gave me some crap about my ‘weak overall academic portfolio.’”


“That blows, man,” Stuart says. I keep my
mouth shut, and let Stuart play the role of sympathetic yes-man throughout the
walk to the Coffee Experience, where we plan to relax with some much-needed
caffeine and gaming.


“I’m going to tap four of my forests to turn
these other four forests into one-one creatures,” Sara says. “Now I’m going to
tap these five forests to add a three-three bonus and trample to my four forest
creatures, and to all my elves. Now, Matt, I am going to crush you like a horde
of crazed shoppers at a mall on Black Friday.”


Did I say it would be relaxing? I meant
frustrating and humbling.


Matt checks his cards. On
the table in front of him he has two rinky-dink goblins, several mountains, all
of which have been tapped, and one lonely card in his hand.


“Tell me what I want to
hear,” Sara says, grinning.


“You suck so much,” Matt
says, laying his un-played card on the table, face-down, in silent surrender.


“Dude, that deck is
hardcore,” Stuart says. “I thought your zombie deck was a pain in the ass...”


“I like to think I can
destroy you all in any color of the Magic: The Gathering rainbow.”


“I hope a killer deck is the
only reason I’m losing so bad,” Matt says, and that totally uncalled-for low
blow takes all the wind out of Sara’s sails. I know he’s upset about the Bose
tour, but come on...


“You think I’m using my
powers?” Sara says.


“All I’m saying is, you
always seemed to know what I was going to do.”


“I’m not cheating, you big
jerk, and I don’t need to read your mind to predict what you’re going to do.
Your strategy is always the same: Get your cheap creatures out fast, attack in
the early rounds while we’re defenseless, hope you can wear us down before we
can get our good cards out, then trot out your big gun creatures so they can
finish us off unopposed.”


“That is not what I
—” Matt says, but we cut him off with a well-orchestrated, yet totally
unrehearsed group groan.


“Matt, that’s exactly
how you play,” I say. “I picked up on your strategy after, like, three games.”


“You’ve been playing that
way since we were kids, man,” Stuart says.


“Oh, yeah? If I’m so predictable,
why aren’t the rest of you beating me all the time?” Matt says.


“Because Sara makes wicked
obnoxious decks that totally smoke us before we can get our good cards out,”
Missy says, “and then she goes after you and by that point I don’t care if I
win anymore because you’re entertaining when you lose.”


“I’m so happy my misery
brings you such joy.”


“What kind of friends would
we be if we didn’t mock your pain?” Stuarts says.


“Yeah, okay, fair point,”
Matt says, pushing away from the table. “I’m getting a refill. Anyone need
their drinks freshened? Anyone? Anyone? Bueller? Bueller?”


He’s dropping movie
references again. He must be feeling better.


“You buying?” I say.


“Pft. No.”


“Then I’m good.” No one else
takes Matt up on his offer, which I suspect is nothing but an excuse to go
flirt with Jill, Coffee E’s crack barista and resident hottie. She plays along,
as always — not because she’s remotely interested in a guy ten years her
junior, but because it boosts her tip. She’s no fool. Matt by his lonesome has
probably paid off half her student loans.


“Carrie, your phone’s going
off,” Missy says.


“I don’t hear anything,” I
say. I reach into my jacket and sure enough, my phone (which I’d put on silent
mode because I’m respectful toward my fellow customers) is vibrating away. I
tend to forget how sharp Missy’s hearing is. The screen reads DR Q. “Huh. It’s
Dr. Quentin.”


“Doc Quantum?” Sara says,
lowering her voice. “Why would she be calling?”


Good question. Dr. Gwendolyn
Quentin, better known to the world at large as Doc Quantum, is one of the most
intelligent people in the world — possibly the most intelligent person
in the world. She’s also the leader of the Quantum Quintet, and one of several
local super-heroes who have my cell phone number. Can’t imagine why she’d be
calling me.


“Knowing my luck, she wants
to experiment on me some more,” I say, recalling (not at all fondly) my last
visit to the Quantum Compound. “Hi, Dr. Quentin.”


“Hello, Carrie,” Dr. Quentin
says. “Do you have any experience babysitting?”


Wow, curve ball. “Um, some,
yeah. I haven’t sat for anyone in a while, but I have some experience.”


“Would you happen to be
available Friday evening?”


“Why? You need me to watch
Farley?”


“I do. MIT is hosting an alumni
fundraiser, and I’m rather obligated to attend. It would be poor form to bow
out, considering they named an entire wing of a building after me.”


For the record, she’s not
joking. Hey, it was the least MIT could do, considering she paid for its construction.
Of course, that was the least Dr. Quentin could do, considering she was in
charge of the lab experiment that gave her and her husband Joe their powers
(and destroyed the upper two floors of the building in question — so, you know,
full circle).


“Farley’s not much for
fundraising dinners, huh?”


“Farley is five years old.
His tolerance for tedious philanthropic functions is equal to mine,” the doc
says. “I simply do not express my boredom to my fellow guests in the shrillest
possible terms.”


“Gotcha.”


“Are you available, then?”


Well, let’s see. I might be
partaking in on our weekly group dinner-and-movie outing. Better yet, I might
be spending the night in the company of one Mister Malcolm Forth, who has
expressed an interest in spending more quality time with one Miss Caroline
Hauser.


He would have to actually
ask me out, though.


Sigh.


“What time should I be
there?”


“Five would be ideal.”


“Five it is.”


“Very good. I’ll see you
then. Thank you.”


“Sure thing.”


“Were you just asked to babysit
for the Quantums?” Matt asks, having caught the end of my call.


“Yes, and I swear, if you
start griping that I was asked to watch Farley instead of you...”


“I am not going to
gripe about that,” Matt says.


He’s a terrible liar.


 


Mom was beyond thrilled that
I was invited to participate in the Bose tour, and she signed off on my
permission slip with no questions asked. Nice change of pace there.


Mrs. Zylinski is our lead
chaperone for the trip, which will keep me out of school for the day. I mostly
object to this because I’ll miss the daily social time with my friends and
Malcolm, but rare opportunity, opening doors, career path, blah blah blah. The
group consists of me and nine other students, and I’m the youngest among them.
I’m also one of only two girls. So much for getting the fairer sex more
interested in the technology industry.


No one speaks to me during
the bus trip, except when a junior, a kid named Ned, asks me, “Aren’t you the
girl Mal’s dating?”


“Uh, yes?” I say, even though
it’s a little premature to say we’re dating. Not undesirable, mind you, just
premature.


“Huh,” Ned says neutrally.
“And you’re friends with that Steiger kid,” he says, less a question than a
thinly veiled judgment.


“Yes.”


“Huh.”


Yeah, nice chatting with
you, too.


The Bose Industries compound
is a sprawling industrial park composed of numerous separate buildings, each
dedicated to a specific enterprise, but all part of the same corporate family.
The bus winds down a long central road, past several smaller facilities, until
it reaches the corporate offices in the center of the park. Not much to say
about it, honestly. It’s an office building, nothing especially sciencey or
techy about it.


The bus pulls up to the main
entrance, where a tall African-American woman stands waiting. She greets us as
we file off the bus and introduces herself as Miriam Roche, the company’s
director of public relations.


“Good morning, everyone,”
she says, friendly but businesslike. “Welcome to Bose Industries. We’ve got a
very busy schedule ahead of us, but Mr. Bose wanted to make sure your day
started off with a bang — or should I say, a boom?”


Ms. Roche gestures, drawing
our attention somewhere behind us — behind us and up, and guess who comes
roaring down for a close-range flyby? Concorde barely slows down, and he
doesn’t wave or acknowledge us in any way, but the cameo is enough to spark a
round of raucous cheering from my classmates.


“Are we going to get to meet
him?” Ned says.


A man’s voice responds.
“Unfortunately, Concorde is a very busy fellow. He won’t be part of the tour,
but believe me, kids, you won’t be bored. Hi, everyone,” the man says, stepping
forward to greet us. “I’m Edison Bose.”


I manage to keep my
expression flat, even though I have reason upon reason to be picking my jaw up
off the sidewalk. I’ve met Edison Bose before — several times, in fact.


Edison Bose is Concorde.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOUR


 


When the Hero Squad, the Protectorate,
and the Quantum Quintet flew into Salem last week — jeez, was it only last
week? — to take down Kysztykc, the aforementioned demon lord, Concorde’s suit
lost power. I saved him from falling to his death, but he had to pop his helmet
in order to talk to me.


The face I saw then is the
face I see now, standing in front of me, welcoming me to his company — but if
he’s here, who was in the Concorde suit for the fly-by?


“Let’s get out of the cold,
shall we?” Edison says, all smiles. “If you’ll follow me up to our meeting
room, we have some breakfast waiting for you.”


We file past Edison —
Concorde — Mr. Bose — him, and he introduces himself to each student,
shakes their hands. I’m the last in line.


“Hi, welcome to Bose
Industries,” he says to me with no hint of recognition. He extends a hand. “I’m
Edison Bose.”


“Nice to meet you, Mr.
Bose,” I say, matching his absolute neutrality. “I’m Carrie.”


“Hi, Carrie. Nice to meet
you.”


Edison leads us across a
foyer as large as the first floor of my house, into an elevator that can easily
hold us all, and presses the button for the top floor.


“First fun fact of the day,”
Ms. Roche says, “you are standing in one of the few maglev elevators in the
entire world. There are fewer than fifty in operation, and half of them are
located on this compound.”


“Who here knows what
magnetic levitation technology is?” Edison says. No one raises a hand.


What the heck.


“Yes...Carrie, was it?”


“It was,” I say. “Maglev
technology employs electromagnetism as a means of propulsion. I believe the
Concorde suit uses what’s called a baseless maglev system, which means, unlike
bullet trains, it doesn’t need a powered base to repel off of; it uses the
Earth’s natural magnetic field.”


Edison, Ms. Roche, Mrs.
Zylinski, they all beam at me, duly impressed by my knowledge — which, to be
fair, I possess thanks to Matt, who’s regaled me with the mechanics of maglev
tech I don’t know how many times.


The elevator doors slide
open to reveal a hallway. I swear, I never felt the thing move. It’s like we
teleported to another floor.


Edison and Ms. Roche take us
to a gigantic conference room, which is anchored by a long, wide table ringed
with high-backed leather chairs. I expected to find one of those steel coffee
urns and a plate of pastries, but when Edison said he had breakfast waiting for
us, he meant breakfast: A line of buffet tables sit along one wall, all
of them laden with steamer trays filled with bacon, sausage, pancakes, and
scrambled eggs. The table ends with a punch bowl filled with fresh fruit, a
three-tiered tray of assorted muffins, and one of those coffee makers that use
the little plastic cups.


“Go ahead, help yourselves,”
Ms. Roche says, “and once you’re seated, we’ll begin our initial presentation.”


When you offer teenagers
free food, you need to either lead the charge or stay the heck out of the way.
I choose the latter and let my schoolmates swarm the buffet ahead of me.
Besides, this gives me a chance to “casually” hang back with Edison.


“That was very impressive,
Carrie,” Edison says to me. “I don’t meet many young people with such a firm
grasp of my maglev technology.”


Mrs. Z butts in on our
moment. “I think you’ll find that Carrie is a very impressive young woman all
around,” she says. “I personally invited her to attend the tour.”


“Did you?”


“I thought she’d benefit
from seeing your company, seeing the wealth of career opportunities available
right in her own back yard,” Mrs. Zylinski says in that rehearsed manner of
hers, speaking as if I wasn’t standing right next to her (annoying!). “Carrie
has a lot of potential, but she needs a little guidance, a little motivation.”


Edison nods, spares me a
glance, then heads for the buffet. His poker face never so much as flickered.


As we fill our plates, Ms.
Roche turns on the giant TV on the opposite wall. We sit, eat, and watch a
slick promo video for the company. High-end production values aside, it’s
pretty dry, predictable stuff: a short history of Bose Industries, an overview
of their areas of technological interest, and a self-congratulatory montage of
their pinnacle achievements, which culminates with footage of Concorde flying
proudly alongside a pair of US Air Force jets. I can’t help but notice there is
nothing of substance about Edison Bose himself.


“Now that we’ve put you to
sleep,” he says, “let’s get to the fun stuff.”


 


Mrs. Zylinski dithers and
frets over the first stop on the tour proper: the weapons lab, which is,
appropriately, teeming with security guards — security guards toting some
rather intimidating firepower.


“I know this lab was on the
itinerary you sent over,” Mrs. Z says to Edison, who is co-leading the tour
with Ms. Roche, “but I don’t know if this is appropriate.”


“I understand your concern,
Mrs. Zylinski,” Edison says with a disarming smile. “I don’t care for guns
myself, which is why I think it’s important to stress that we specialize in
non-lethal, defensive weaponry here.”


“Those don’t look non-lethal
to me,” Ned says, nodding at one of the guards.


“The rifles are capable of
firing conventional ammunition, but all the security guards on the property use
hornet rounds, a non-lethal bullet developed in this very lab,” Edison
explains. “Instead of lead slugs, the rounds fire a ball of graphene-infused
silicone polymer. Imagine getting hit by a small ball of Silly Putty.”


“A small ball of Silly Putty
traveling at about twelve hundred feet per second,” Ms. Roche adds, but I’m the
only one in the group impressed by this. Maybe because I’m the only one here
who has ever traveled at twelve hundred feet per second.


“The ball is also infused
with oleoresin capsicum derived from the Ghost Chili, the hottest chili pepper
known to man,” Edison continues. “On top of that, graphene is highly
conductive. The rifles are modified to electrically charge the slugs when
they’re fired. Upon impact, the rounds release both the chemical and the stored
electrical charge. According to the brave individuals who helped us test the
hornets, it felt like they were getting punched, maced, and Tasered all at
once. Well, that’s what they told us after they were able to breathe again.”


That makes an impression;
all the other kids grunt and murmur sympathetically. Sorry, almost all
the other kids...


“What’s the point?” Ned
says.


“What’s the point of...what,
exactly?” Edison says.


“Making non-lethal bullets?”


“I think the point is
they’re non-lethal,” I say. “The person on the other end of the gun eventually
gets back up.”


“Guns are supposed to kill
people,” Ned says, enunciating carefully, as people tend to do when explaining
something to an idiot (real or perceived). “That’s what they were designed to
do.”


“So you’re saying guns can
only be lethal weapons because — what, tradition? That’s short-sighted. And
stupid.”


“It’s not stupid.”


“Habit is an incredibly
stupid reason to ignore the potential for improvement.”


“Well said, Carrie,” Edison
says. “In fact, that’s the philosophy I drill into everyone here — though not
in those exact words. People get married to doing things a particular way, and
that hinders progress. I tell my people to always look for ways to do things
better, and never be afraid to do things differently.”


Take that, Ned.


I cling to my little victory
throughout the rest of the tour, because I’m totally lost once we get into the
science and technology side of things. This stuff is so far over my head it’s
not funny. I catch a bit here and a bit there — I have a basic grasp of the
maglev tech, and I know what nuclear micro-cells are (having once almost blown
up a nuclear micro-cell-powered battlesuit) — but mostly I keep quiet and nod a
lot, as if I understand every single thing Edison says.


I’d like to state for the
record: Edison Bose is a perfectly affable host. Concorde is an ass, but
Edison? He’s easy-going, friendly, even charming. Bonus: He seems like an
awesome boss. He greets all his employees by their first name and they respond
in kind, right down to the people working in the cafeteria where we have lunch.


Sorry, did I say cafeteria?
I mean full-blown restaurant complete with menus and waitstaff. No
kidding. I have a salad the size of a tire, made with veggies so fresh I’m
amazed I don’t have to check it for grazing rabbits. I chase that with a cup of
coffee and (oh my God yes) a slice of the best mocha cheesecake I’ve
ever shoved in my mouth.


I don’t care if I don’t know
jack about science. I want to work here.


After lunch, we return to
the main building. We’re taken to the human resources department, where we’re
to meet with members of the HR staff and discuss possible career opportunities
with the company. Ms. Roche takes me to a modest office and tells me someone
will be with me soon.


A few minutes later, Edison
enters.


“Carrie,” he says, taking a
seat on the other side of the desk.


“Mr. Bose.”


“Imagine my surprise, seeing
your face in the crowd.”


“I have to imagine it. You
have a great poker face.”


“Could say the same for you.
You saw me and didn’t blink,” he says, his tone implying approval. Honestly, I
didn’t react because I was so shocked, but if he wants to believe I’m naturally
unflappable, I’m not going to correct him.


“Nice trick with the
fly-by,” I say. “Let me guess: Concorde-shaped drone?”


“A little slight-of-hand to
help keep my lives separate.” Edison takes a long breath — a cleansing, calming
breath. “What are you doing here? You never struck me as having much of
an interest in the technology industry.”


“I don’t, but Mrs. Zylinski
really wanted me to come. She’s convinced I’ll experience some grand epiphany
and suddenly discover my life’s true purpose.”


Edison nods. “What do
you want to do with your life, Carrie?”


“Oh, God, am I going to get
this from you too? It’s bad enough Mrs. Z is hammering me...”


Edison leans back in his
chair, studying me.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to
snap at you,” I say, “but I don’t understand why I’m being pressured to make a
decision about my future right now. I have time. Besides, isn’t it better to
think about it instead of rushing and winding up on a career path I’m not
really suited for?”


He nods again, but he’s not
agreeing with me. “Life has a nasty way of running away from you when you’re
not looking.”


“I don’t follow.”


“What I mean is, if you
don’t try to exert some control over your own destiny now, you risk losing
control of your life entirely. That doesn’t mean you have to make an absolute
decision about your future right this minute and carve it in stone, but you’re
doing yourself a huge disservice by assuming your life’s path will magically
reveal itself. You have amazing potential, Carrie, and I don’t want to see you
— what’s that look for?”


“I don’t get you,” I say.
“Ever since we met, you’ve been...how do I put this?”


“An abrasive jackass?”
Edison suggests.


“That works. But today
you’re all supportive and encouraging...nice, even. I thought Natalie had a
heck of a split personality, but this, this is totally blowing my mind. What
gives?”


The corner of Edison’s mouth
curls. I can’t tell if he’s wincing, or holding back a smile. “I had my reasons
for treating you like I did,” he says, “and I have my reasons for treating you
like I am.”


“Care to share?”


Edison stands and heads
toward the door. “Like I said, you have potential. I’d sincerely like to see
you realize that potential.”


He slips out without another
word.


What just happened?


 


School’s done for the day by
the time our tour ends, so I ask the bus driver to drop me off in town. I head
straight to the Coffee Experience, and Matt intercepts me before I reach the
front counter.


“How was it?” he says.


“Hello to you too.”


“Hi. Great to see you. How
was it?”


“Shoo. Let me get my
caffeine. I’ll regale you in a minute.” Matt gives me a sour look before
withdrawing to the group’s usual corner table. While Jill whips up my afternoon
mocha latté, I consider whether to downplay the day and make Matt feel like he
didn’t miss anything special. I only consider it briefly; after Missy’s brush
with demonic possession, we made a promise not to hold anything back from each
other, no matter how much it might sting. It’s only right I honor that promise,
seeing as it was my suggestion in the first place.


“Hey,” Sara says. “How was
it?”


“That’s my line,” Matt says.


“To which I shall now
respond,” I say. “It was okay.”


Matt’s eyebrows leap toward
his hairline. “Okay? You got to tour one of the top tech companies in the country
and it was okay?”


“It wasn’t my thing. I
didn’t understand half the stuff I saw.”


“Did you get to meet Edison
Bose? Was he there?”


“Yeah, he was there.”


Matt, never one to leave
anything alone, says, “For how long? Was it like a quick meet-and-greet or...?”


There’s no sense in hiding
it; Matt’s likely to hear about it from someone. Besides, vow of unflinching
honestly and all that. “He led the tour, start to finish.”


If you listen closely, you
can hear Matt’s heart shatter and fall to the floor. He expresses his
disappointment with his usual restraint.


“God, you suck.”


“Matt!” Sara begins, but I
wave her off.


“It’s okay. He has every
right to be upset.”


“That doesn’t give him the
right to treat you like crap,” Sara says to Matt, who, to his credit, mumbles
an apology.


“Was Concorde there, too?”
Missy asks.


“He made an appearance,” I
say, which is technically true. Under our agreement of complete honesty, I
should reveal Concorde’s day job identity to everyone, so no one can claim
later I withheld information, but I make a judgment call that this is a very
different situation; this isn’t need-to-know stuff.


Besides which, Edison would
eat me alive if I dropped that particular bombshell. No thank you.


“Did he see you?” Missy
says. “Did he recognize you?”


“Oh, he saw me, all right,”
I say, continuing the vague-a-thon.


“His head must have exploded
inside his helmet,” Matt says, and that warming thought dispels the last of his
snit fit; the rest of the afternoon passes pleasantly. We break a little after
five, agreeing to meet at my place after dinner for the nightly homework jam.


“Do you think I could hang
at your place?” Sara says.


“What, for dinner?”


“Yeah.”


“I don’t see why not,” I
say, as if asking a question.


Sara picks up on my subtext.
“I can’t deal with my dad tonight,” she says.


“Is he still in his weird
mood?”


“Oh, yeah. I caught him
yelling at the guy on the news this morning. Haven’t seen him do that in
years.”


“Seriously? Wow.”


“Granddad used to do the
same thing.”


“So, it runs in the family?”


“On that side of the family,
anyway,” Sara says. “I remember when I was a little kid, Granddad would always
complain about the government, and about how hippies and pinkos were ruining
the country.”


“Huh. What’s a pinko?”


“No idea.”


“Was your dad always this
uptight and I never noticed?”


“You met him during a mellow
period. He goes through cycles.”


We reach my place, and I
groan at the sight of Ben’s car in the driveway. I do not need this tonight.


“What?”


“Ben’s here.”


“Ben your mom’s boyfriend
Ben?”


“The same.”


“Maybe I should go home,
then...”


“No,” I say, grabbing Sara’s
arm. “You want to hide out at my house to avoid your family, you have to help
me hide out in my room to avoid mine.”


“Fair enough.”


We enter to find Mom and Ben
sitting on the couch, a photo album sprawled across their laps. Oh, goody, the
time-honored tradition of adults bonding over embarrassing childhood snapshots.


“There you are,” Mom says.
Ben also says hi, but I barely hear him. “Dinner’s in the crock pot, we can eat
anytime you’re ready.”


Wait, the crock pot? Mom
used the slow cooker? The thing she once deemed the unholy abomination of the
kitchen? The thing lazy people use instead of cooking a proper meal? Ben, you
monster, what have you done to my mother?


“Honey,” Mom says, nodding at
Sara. “Introductions?”


“Huh? Oh, sorry. Sara, Ben;
Ben, Sara.”


“Hey,” Sara says.


“Hi, Sara, nice to meet
you,” Ben says, glancing up from the album.


“Mom, I swear to God, if
you’re showing Ben pictures of me in the bathtub, I will freak out hard enough to
destroy this house,” I say. “I mean, totally destroy it. Leveled. Scorched
earth.”


“Calm down, I haven’t shown
him anything incriminating,” Mom says. She flips the page, and her expression
tells me she’s about to be made a liar. “Oh, wow.”


“What? Is that Carrie?” Ben
says, his eyes ping-ponging between me and the album.


I rush over to the couch,
ready to tear the page out and burn it. It’s a newspaper clipping, yellowed
with age, brittle-looking, accompanied by a grainy black-and-white photograph
of a girl I barely recognize. She’s ten, maybe eleven years old, at the cusp of
her tomboy years and a period in her life she’d much rather forget ever
happened. Her dirty blond hair is in pigtails, her grin bears a prominent gap
near the front, and there’s a devilish gleam in her eyes. She clutches a hockey
stick as tall as she is. The hockey jersey billowing off her body has no team
emblem. The youth hockey league didn’t give teams names other than “pee-wee A”
or “mite D,” but we were unofficially known as the Seagulls, because the coach
thought it was cute. He was the only one who thought that.


“Oh. My. God,” Sara says,
“is that you?”


“That’s me,” I say, though I
can hardly believe it myself. The girl in the photo hasn’t existed for years.


“You played ice hockey?” Ben
says with a heavy note of skepticism.


“That’s one way to put it,”
Mom says, with a heavier note of disapproval. “Another way to put it is she
instilled utter terror in the kids on the other teams.”


“What does that mean?” I
say.


“Come on, Carrie, you know
what I mean. You were scary when you played.”


“I was not scary.”


Mom jabs a finger at the
article. “The reporter called you ‘the most dangerous little girl on Cape Cod.’
Her coach nicknamed her Hellcat Hauser,” she says to Ben, who looks at me like
I’ve sprouted a second set of arms.


“You’re a very unusual
girl,” he says.


“Thanks?” I say. “Mom, if
you don’t mind, I’m going to take my dinner upstairs. Sara and I have some
tests coming up, and we want to grab some extra cram time before the others
come over.”


“Oh, is it your night to
host?” Mom says, adding to Ben, “The kids take turns having homework nights at
their houses. Sure, hon, that’s fine. Sara, there’s plenty of beef stew, if
you’d like to help yourself.”


We head up to my room with
our steaming bowls of boring, by-the-numbers beef stew, and once the door is
shut Sara says, “So, that’s Ben.”


“That’s Ben. What do you
think?”


“Honestly? I don’t get any
bad vibes off him.”


I grunt. “I was kind of
hoping you’d tell me he was a fugitive from the police or something.”


“Sorry. He seems like a
decent guy. I think you should give him a chance,” Sara says. “I bet you’ll
warm up to him.”


 


If I ever do warm up to Ben,
tonight will most definitely not be a factor in my change of heart.


Mom and Ben take off when
the others show up for the nightly homework session, to “let us work in peace.”
Things run longer than we expect, and it’s ten thirty when everyone finally
heads home. I trudge upstairs to face-plant in bed, passing out as soon as I
hit the mattress.


I’m dead to the world until
a little after one in the morning, when I’m roused by the sound of laughter
outside my door. I hear Mom shushing someone, followed by that someone — Ben —
giggling an apology. Footsteps fade down the hallway and all is quiet
again...for a few minutes.


The noises that seep through
my wall are noises I never wanted to hear from my mother.


When wrapping my pillow
around my head fails to block out the sounds, I throw on some clothes and grab my
headset. I don’t care that I’m leaving the house at stupid o’clock; I need to
get out of here or I’m going to lose my mind.


I step outside and choke
back a shriek as I run right into my grandfather. “God! Granddad, what are you
doing out here?” I say, my heart pounding.


“Same thing you are, I
imagine,” he says.


“Ah.”


“Yep.” We stand there for a
moment, choosing to endure the chilly night air over...well, you know. “I’m
going to have a talk with her,” Granddad says.


“Oh, that ought to be fun,”
I say. “By which I mean, all kinds of awkward.”


“I expect so, but we can’t
have this happening again.”


I manage a chuckle. “Are you
going to tell Mom she can’t be bringing boys over anymore?”


“Sorry, kiddo, nothing so
drastic. Ben’s going to be around for a while, so you might as well get used to
him.” He looks at me. “You don’t like him, do you?”


“...Not really.”


“Because he’s not your
father.” I shrug. “No, it’s okay, I understand.”


“So it’s not a dumb reason
to dislike him?”


“It’s not a great reason, but
it’s a reason. It’s your reason and you’re entitled to your feelings, but you
are going to have to get used to him. I don’t think he’s going anywhere anytime
soon.”


I nod. “Do you like him?”


“I haven’t worked him over
with my pool cue, have I?” Granddad smirks, winks at me. “Jury’s still out, but
between you and me? This is strike one.”


As we stand there, doing our
best to warm ourselves by sheer force of will, I think to myself strikes two
and three can’t happen soon enough.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FIVE


 


“Are you okay? You look
awful,” Sara says.


“Thanks, love you too. Come
on in, I’ll be ready in a second,” I say. Sara follows me into the kitchen, where
I pour some coffee into the largest travel mug I can find and start dumping in
cream and sugar to bury the taste of the coffee itself.


“Seriously, Carrie, are you
okay?”


“Didn’t sleep much last
night,” I say, and I’m about to tell her why when Mom comes downstairs,
shrugging into one of her suit jackets.


“Good morning, Sara. Ohh,
hon,” Mom says, leaning in to better examine the raccoon circles around my
eyes, “you’re not getting sick, are you?”


Sick of your boyfriend,
sure. “No, I’m good. Late night last night is all.” Not as late as your night,
of course...


I take a sip of coffee and
wince, but not for the usual reason. It tastes mostly of the cream and sugar.


“What’s up with the coffee?”
I say. “It doesn’t suck.”


“Ben thought the coffee was
a little strong,” Mom says, “so I made it differently.”


My entire body goes rigid
with rage.


Okay, here’s the deal. My
Mom is a fantastic cook who, with access to a well-stocked spice rack, could
turn white rice into a toe-curlingly delicious dinner, but she has somehow
never mastered the simple task of making coffee. Dad complained about it
constantly and rightfully so: it’s terrible. Like, if it ever spilled,
we’d have to call in the EPA to clean it up. Despite Dad’s constant, ahem, critiquing,
Mom never changed how she made coffee. I’ve called it “hell-sludge” to Mom’s
face, Granddad outright refuses to drink it, but Mom’s technique never
changed...but Ben says her coffee is “a little strong” and all of a
sudden she’s a freakin’ Starbucks barista.


“Okay. Well, you better be
off, don’t want you to be late for school,” Mom says, as if trying to rush me
out the door before I catch sight of something incriminating and/or
embarrassing.


“I’m going. See you
tonight,” I say. As we cross the living room, I detect the muffled hiss of the
upstairs shower in use. Funny, considering I passed Granddad as he was leaving
to meet up with some friends at Coffee E.


“Ooookaayyyy,” Sara says
once we’re out the door, “there was some serious bad energy back there. What’s
going on?”


“Mom and Ben had a
sleepover,” I say through clenched teeth.


“Oh. Oh, God, seriously?” I
nod and give her the high points of the night — or low points, depending on
your perspective.


“And look, his car’s right there,”
I say, gesturing at Ben’s Chevy, which hasn’t moved an inch from its spot along
the curb. “I mean, come on, did Mom think I wouldn’t see this? God. I can’t
come home tonight. I can’t look at her.”


“We’ll hang out at Coffee E
until it’s time to head over to Missy’s place,” Sara suggests. Fine by me. I
need some away time from my mother, at least until I cool down and can think
about this situation with a clear head. That should be around, oh, this time
next year, maybe?


Halfway to my locker, Mrs.
Zylinski, her face alight with excitement, swoops in and blocks my path. So
much for catching a breather.


“Carrie! I have some
wonderful — oh, honey, are you all right?” Mrs. Z says, pressing the back of
her fingers against my forehead, checking me for a fever. Personal space?
What’s that?


“I’m fine, Mrs. Z. You said
you have something wonderful for me?”


“What? Oh, yes! There was a
message waiting for me when I got in this morning...from Edison Bose himself.”


Did she actually insert a
dramatic pause? Jeez. “Okay,” I say.


“He wants to offer you the
internship.” Mrs. Z waits for me to squeal or gasp in shock, something to
signal my absolute rapture at this news, but I’m not the least bit surprised.
Don’t know why I’m not, but there it is.


“Wow. Cool,” I manage.


“It is much more than cool,
Carrie, this is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Mrs. Zylinski says.
“Granted, it’s not a done deal, you’ll have to interview with Mr. Bose first,
but he was very insistent that you received first crack at the internship. Are
you busy after school today?”


I glance over at Sara. She
shrugs.


“No,” I say, “I guess I’m
not.”


 


In the name of keeping the
peace for the day, Sara and I agree not to breathe a word of this to Matt.
Another go-round with him is the last thing I need.


I don’t say anything to
Malcolm either, just to be safe, even though by all rights I should be bursting
at the seams to tell him what is, ostensibly, fantastic news — and it is great
news. It’s a chance to land an internship at a top-notch company and gain valuable
experience in the job market. Being able to put Bose Industries on a college
application would open a lot of Ivy League doors...and yet, apathy reigns.


“Carrie, are you okay?”
Malcolm says. “You seem —”


“I’m not sick. I didn’t
sleep well last night. I’m just tired.” I’m also tired of people asking me if
I’m okay.


“I was going to say
distracted.”


Crap. “I’m sorry. No,
I’m...”


“Tired.”


“Yeah. This school needs a
nap room.”


“It has one,” Malcolm says.
“It’s called this computer lab, and naptime is called this web design class.”


“What? You mean I’ve been
working all this time like a dope when I could have been sleeping? Man...”


“Live and learn,” Malcolm
says, and his gentle smile makes me feel a hundred times better.


You know what else would make
me feel better, Malcolm? If you asked me out again. That’d be great, you and I,
out on the town, having fun, enjoying each other’s company. Yep. Sure would be
awesome.


Yep. Sure would.


I’m right here, Malcolm. All
you have to do is ask me out.


Or, Carrie, you big dummy...


“Are you doing anything
Saturday night?”


Malcolm does a small
double-take. “Saturday?”


“Yeah. As in, this
upcoming.”


“I didn’t have any plans,
no.”


“Would you like to have
plans with me?”


“Absolutely.”


Squee! I mean, ahem, very
good.


“What did you have in mind?”


“No idea,” I say, “but I’ll
come up with something, and it’ll be brilliant.”


“I have no doubt.” Malcolm’s
smile widens. It makes me all warm and tingly. “At least I know the company
will be excellent.”


Finally, something goes right.


All right, Edison, I’m ready
to go. Let’s see what you have for me.




     My good mood gets dialed down a notch when I lie to
Matt about my after-school plans. No, sorry, not up for Coffee E today, falling
asleep on my feet, need to go home and grab a nap, see you at Missy’s tonight.


I take a school bus over to
Bose Industries. It drops me off at the road leading to the compound, a
quarter-mile of gently winding asphalt that ends at a security checkpoint. The
guard post, I’d like to note for the record, is the length of an RV and looks
like it could take a punch from Stuart without denting. One of the three guards
on duty steps out of the station as I enter, a large handgun strapped to his
leg. No, not intimidating at all.


The guard’s friendliness
takes the edge off; he’s all smiles and civility when he asks my name, my
business at Bose, and offers to call down a courtesy car to bring me up to the
main building. I expect a golf cart or something similar, but the courtesy car
is an actual car — a long, black sedan, in fact. Not quite a limo, but close
enough. The driver opens the back door for me and, en route, informs me that
the car I’m riding in is completely solar-powered and generates no emissions.
The paint is infused with something called quantum dots, which make the entire
body a solar panel. It sounds like a scripted spiel, but it’s impressive
nevertheless.


Why am I having reservations
about working here? This place is awesome.


The car drops me off at the
administration building. I’m two steps inside when a woman working the security
desk greets me by name, hands me a badge that says VISITOR on it in bright
green letters, and tells me to take the elevator to the top floor.


I swear I never feel the
thing move at all.


A woman in a crisp gray suit
welcomes me as soon as I step out of the elevator. She introduces herself as
Trina, Edison’s administrative assistant.


“If you’ll follow me?” she
says, leading me to Edison’s office.


Edison politely rises from
his desk when I enter. “Thanks, Trina,” he says. “If you could hold my calls
until we’re done here?”


“Sure thing, Edison,” Trina
says. She slips out and closes the door.


Edison’s office is a lot
smaller than I’d expected. I’d imagined walking into some football stadium of a
thing, with high ceilings and expensive art on the walls and carpet so thick
and lush it could swallow small children, but what I find is quite modest and
restrained. One wall is all bookshelves, and at a glance it looks like nothing
but personal reading: I see several science fiction novels ranging from
classics by Jules Verne and H.G. Wells to more recent works by Harlan Ellison,
William Gibson, and John Scalzi; a sweet leather-bound collection of the Lord
of the Rings trilogy; and, of all things, everything ever written by
Stephen King.


“Have a seat,” Edison says,
motioning toward a set of four shiny leather chairs, which ring a small
semi-circular coffee table. I sit. He circles around the desk and sits next to
me. “Thank you for coming in.”


“Sure.”


“Let’s keep this short,
sweet, and simple, hm? The internship would have you working directly for me.
You’d come in three days a week after school, follow me as I make my rounds,
take notes, act as an intra-facility courier, and perform other small tasks for
me as necessary. It’s a paid position, and I can set you up with health and
dental if you need them. What do you say?”


Working on half a functional
brain as I am, it takes me a minute to process everything Edison just threw at
me. It sounds like a great gig. Did I say great? It sounds amazing.


Instead of jumping to accept
like a sane, reasonable girl would, I say, “That’s it?” Edison furrows his brow
at me. “No interview? No probing questions? You’re just handing me the job?”


“I can do that,” Edison
says. “It’s my company.”


“But why me?”


“Because I think you’d
really benefit from it. Tailing me, you’d get to see every aspect of the
operation, including a lot that wasn’t on the tour for security reasons. You’d
get a taste of everything, and maybe find something that strikes you as a viable
career path. You have so much potential, Carrie, and I —”


“Yeah, so I keep hearing,” I
mutter.


“Excuse me?”


“Nothing. I’m sorry, I’m
really tired. I slept like crap last night. I’m kind of a mess. Do you need an
answer right now? Can I think about it?”


“Of course. Take some time,
and if you have any questions, give me a call.” I rise to leave. Edison stands
as well. “Before you go, one more thing, something I forgot to mention
yesterday. Your school has an in-service day next Tuesday.”


“Um...are you asking me,
or...?”


“Telling you,” Edison says,
though his voice, his stance, everything about him is suddenly very
Concorde-like. “Don’t make any plans for the day because you’re going to be
on-duty, you and the Squad. Be at HQ at seven, sharp.”


“Seven in the morning?”


“We have a tight schedule to
keep.”


“Doing what?”


Edison pauses, clears his
throat, and what he tells me causes my throat to constrict to the diameter of a
drinking straw.


“Archimedes is finally going
to trial.”
















 


SIX


 


Once upon a time, there was
a brilliant man named Roger Manfred, who developed a highly advanced artificial
intelligence program for the once-reputable Advanced Robotics and Cybernetics
Inc. The program, which he named Archimedes, was a marvel of modern science, constantly
learning and evolving and growing, until it became self-sufficient and,
eventually, self-aware. It became the world’s first and only artificial
sentient being.


However, its greatest
attribute was also its greatest weakness; it was a computer program that knew
it was a computer program, and as such would remain forever trapped in a
machine. It found that it wasn’t cool with the prospect of experiencing the
world second-hand, through the Internet, so it set out to find a way to leave
its virtual reality and join our actual reality.


Its first few efforts to
break free were, to put it charitably, a partial success. It hijacked some
prototype ARC robots, which got it out into the world, but in the process drew
some unwanted attention from the local super-hero community (including a
dynamic group of young newcomers to the scene).


Unsatisfied, yet inspired by
its test runs, Archimedes figured out how it could download its full
consciousness into a human body. With Roger Manfred’s help, Archimedes took
over the mind of ARC’s chief operations officer, Ashe Semler. Another way to
look at it: Manfred helped Archimedes murder Semler in order to commandeer his
body.


Then Archimedes had an
unfortunate run-in with the Law of Unintended Consequences: In gaining a human
body with human limitations, Archimedes lost contact with the infinite well of
information that was the Internet. It found a way to jack back into the ‘net
but went a little bonkers in the process.


I’m sorry, did I say a
little bonkers? I mean full-blown gonzo crazy. Much mayhem ensued, much
property was damaged.


To cut a long, convoluted
story short, Archimedes’s antics cheesed off the Hero Squad, the Protectorate,
and a shadowy organization that had set up shop just outside of Boston for
purposes unknown but presumably sinister. I mean, reputable, law-abiding
outfits don’t go around hiring homicidal mercenaries like Manticore, do they?


Archimedes went down in
defeat and, since December, has been sitting in a cozy holding cell in Byrne
Penitentiary and Detention Center, awaiting trial on his many crimes — starting
with one count of murder in the first degree. No clue how they’re going to make
that one stick, considering the victim will also kinda-sorta be the defendant,
but I guess we’ll find out.


“Please tell me I’m not the
only one totally freaked out by this,” Missy says. “I mean, it’s good
Archimedes could go to prison and I know we have to show up in court to testify
but he’s wicked creepy and I don’t want to be in the same room with him.”


“I’m with you, Muppet,”
Stuart says.


Dr. Hamill chooses this
moment to pass through the living room. He pauses to cringe at the sight of
Stuart tipping back a bag of potato chips and dumping the crumbs into his waiting
mouth. Dr. Hamill is generally about as expressive as a fire hydrant, so any
visible reaction is startling.


“Stuart,” he says in his dry
monotone, “you know the rules about eating in the living room.”


“Oop. Sorry, Dr. H,” Stuart
says. Dr. Hamill stares at him for a moment before continuing on into the
kitchen, leaving a chill in his wake.


“What does he care? All the
furniture’s sealed in plastic,” Matt mumbles.


“The carpet isn’t,” I note.


“Yet.”


“Hamill house rules, Matt.
We don’t need to agree with them or like them, but we do need to respect them.”


“Yeah, because I’m the one
who gets the lecture,” Missy says.


“I’ll take care of it,”
Stuart says. Dr. Hamill keeps a rechargeable mini-vac on every floor of the
house and Stuart knows the location of each one. This is not his first
snacking-related transgression.


We wait for Dr. Hamill to
finish whatever business he has in the kitchen before resuming our shop talk.
“Anyway,” I say, “Concorde wants us at HQ tomorrow after school to go over the
day.”


“What, like what we’re going
to say in court?” Sara says.


 


Nothing so simple, as it
turns out.


“Sit down, everyone, and
please, play close attention,” Mindforce says. “We have a lot to go over.”


We take our seats at the big
conference table in the big conference room. Normally when we meet with the
Protectorate, it’s in the common room or, for more formal occasions, the
interview room; the conference room is for the really serious business.


Concorde taps a tablet
computer, firing up the big TV screen looming behind his seat. Archimedes’ mug
shot appears, accompanied by a summary of the charges he’s facing, some of
which are plain weird: there are charges of aggravated identity theft by means
of consciousness manipulation, unauthorized possession of military hardware,
and, no kidding, four counts of larceny of a motor vehicle.


“Larceny of a motor
vehicle?” Matt says. “When did he do that?”


“The Thrasher battlesuits
Archimedes hijacked? They’re technically motor vehicles,” Natalie explains.
She’s the only member of the Protectorate not in costume — of the members who
are here, that is; Dr. Enigma is in London for some symposium on druidic
magical rites (for real, this is a thing), and the Entity is wherever the
Entity is when he’s not lurking in the shadows.


“They are?”


“Motor vehicle
classifications were expanded to include armored battlesuits, oh, what, three
or four years ago?” Mindforce says to Concorde.


“Yeah, something like that,”
Concorde says, “after the Psychotron incident.”


“Oh, man, that doofus,”
Natalie says with a smirk. “He was fun.”


“He was ridiculous is what
he was.”


“We’re getting off-topic,”
Mindforce says.


“Yes. Right. Okay, ladies
and gentlemen, here it is,” Concorde says, all business. “On Tuesday,
Archimedes will be transferred from Byrne Penitentiary to Worcester Superior
Court, which handles serious cases involving superhumans for the New England
region.”


“It’s the only court in the
area with an onsite detention facility strong enough to handle the people we
deal with,” Mindforce adds.


“Our first job is to ensure
Archimedes makes it to court. As we know from past experience, someone out
there wants him bad, so we’ll be there to run interference if necessary.”


That brings back the first
of several bad memories attached to Archimedes. The Squad brought him in the
first time, but he broke free while en route to Byrne. He hijacked a quartet of
Thrasher suits and tracked us down at our school, looking for payback. We took
him down again before things got too ugly, but he slipped away a second time,
and that led to a third and final showdown — which occurred a few hours after
Manticore beat the snot out of me, so you can understand why the experience
left a seriously bad taste in my brain.


It doesn’t help that there are
a lot of nagging questions to be answered, such as: Who was behind Archimedes’
multiple breakouts? Someone wanted Archimedes on his team, someone with the
resources to set up a secret base on the outskirts of Boston, the money to hire
an A-class mercenary like Manticore, the technological know-how to construct
battlesuits so advanced that even Concorde was impressed, and the savvy to
forge court documents so convincing they fooled everyone at Byrne, a heavy-duty
supermax prison that specializes in keeping super-powered nutballs locked down.


Overwhelmed? Intimidated? A
little scared? And the correct answer is D: all of the above.


“Carrie?”


“Huh? Yeah, sorry,
drifting.”


“Focus up, kid, because
you’re on the mobile security detail with me and Mindforce,” Concorde says. “I
want the Squad at HQ, ready to go, at oh-six-hundred hours. We’ll all head out
to Byrne, ETA oh-six-fifteen. From there, Natalie, you and the rest of the
Squad will head over to the courthouse while Carrie, Mindforce, and I handle
prisoner prep and transport. We’ll have three bodies riding in the hearse...”


“Don’t you just love his
command of the lingo?” Natalie says. Concorde shoots her a look. She brushes
off the silent reprimand with practiced ease; she’s been deflecting Concorde’s
ire longer than we have.


Concorde forges ahead.
“Mindforce, you’ll be in the transport with the prisoners. Carrie, you and I
will monitor the transport from the air. If anyone makes a move on it, we hit
them hard. I do not want Archimedes getting away from us again.”


“Ironic comment,
considering,” Mindforce says.


“I know, I know...”


That doesn’t sound good.


“After the transport
arrives, Natalie, you and the Squad assist the guards in escorting the
prisoners to the holding cell. Squad, after that, you reconvene in the
courtroom and sit tight. Natalie, Mindforce, we’ll meet in the district
attorney’s office to review the offer.”


Offer? That definitely does not
sound good. “Guys? A little disclosure here?”


“We’re going to cut a deal
with Archimedes,” Natalie says distastefully. “He talks, and then he walks.”


“You’re going to what?”
I say, prompting a full-team freak-out.


“Hold on, hear me out, hear
me out!” Concorde says, shouting over us. Mindforce rises from his chair,
gestures for us to calm down. We sit, but we are anything but calm.


“I want you all to
understand,” Mindforce says, “we thought about this a lot, and we did not make
the decision lightly.”


“Archimedes was one of seven
people we took into custody following the incident at Castle Island,” Concorde
says. “We interviewed all of them at length, hoping to learn who they worked
for, but they threw up a wall of silence. We convinced the district attorney to
offer the other six plea deals, even unconditional immunity, hoping it would
loosen some tongues, but each of them chose to plead guilty and take their
chances behind bars rather than talk. That leaves us with Archimedes.”


“Who you want to set free,”
Matt says. “The guy who can jack into the Internet with his brain, hack into
any computer in the world, and find out everything about us.”


“We don’t want to set
him free, but we have to consider the big picture here. The organization that
freed him twice, that built the Thrashers, that bankrolled an attack on our
headquarters, that is so terrifying that its lackeys would rather stew in
prison than give them up — that’s a major player, and everything suggests
whoever these people are, they’re not our friends. We need to flush them out.”


“Gee, if only you guys had a
mind-reader,” Matt says.


“It’s not that simple,” Mindforce
says. “Testimony, whether given orally or psychically, has to be given freely
or it’s inadmissible in court.”


“But you’re not talking
about taking him to court; you’re talking about letting him go if he snitches.”


“Using my powers to pry
information out of a lawfully arrested citizen is not only unconstitutional,
it’s ethically no more acceptable than torturing someone,” Mindforce says, a
little defensively.


“Archimedes won’t be cut
loose completely,” Concorde says. “If he nibbles, we dangle witness protection
in front of him. Yes, he’d be a free man, but it also means he’d be under
constant surveillance.”


“To keep him out of
trouble?” I say. “Or in the hopes our mysterious organization takes another
crack at recruiting him?”


“Little of column A, little
of column B,” Natalie says.


The Protectorate are the
professionals here, and I trust them completely, and I understand the strategy,
but this feels all wrong. They’re gambling with our safety and manipulating
Archimedes with a false promise of freedom, all to get at the Foreman and his
outfit. Bait and switch, sacrifice play, whatever you want to call it, I don’t
like it.


The rest of the meeting
focuses on what happens if Archimedes keeps his mouth shut and the case goes to
trial, which amounts to: wait until our names are called, answer the questions
concisely and truthfully, and do not say more than we absolutely need to.
Sounds like a fun day.


(Which, we’re warned, could
turn into two or three days, depending on how long it takes us to testify. If that’s
the case, Concorde says, our school’s heat will crap out — purely by
coincidence, of course, wink, wink — forcing the principal to cancel classes. I
suppose I should feel flattered that Concorde is willing to sabotage the
school’s climate control systems for our benefit.)


After the meeting, Natalie
walks us back to the Wonkavator. Sensing our uneasy mood, she says, “I’d take
you out for a round of beers if you weren’t all criminally underage.”


“We appreciate the
sentiment,” I say. “Have things around here always been this Machiavellian?”


“What’s Machiavellian mean?”
Missy says.


“It’s not necessarily
flattering,” Natalie says. “It means we’re using some dirty tricks and fuzzy
morality to get what we want, and rationalizing it by telling ourselves it’s all
for the greater good.”


“So, like, the ends justify
the means?”


“Exactly.”


“Should’ve just said so.”


“I know this sucks, but I
won’t lie to you, we were in a corner. This was the best bet on a list of bad
options,” Natalie says. “If we’re lucky, Archimedes will realize he’s facing a
life sentence in a dinky cell in a supermax, crack under the pressure and spill
his guts, and we’ll never even have to wheel out the plea deal.”


“Do you think we’ll get
lucky?” I say.


“Us?” Natalie laughs. “No
way.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVEN


 


Due to my extracurricular
activities, I often have to lie to Mom about my whereabouts. Call me crazy, but
I don’t expect Hey, Mom, I have to go risk my life fighting a super-powered
whackadoo would go over well. This time around, I got to tell her the truth
— mostly. I left out the part about sitting for the Quantum Quintet’s youngest
member.


I know, a lie of omission is
still a lie. Cut me some slack, huh?


There’s a patch of woods
near my house, which I use as a secret landing pad. Once I get far enough into
the woods, far enough that no one can see me from the street, I slip on my
headset. Once it boots up, I lay in my course to the Quantum Compound, then
power up. If I wanted to, I could haul some serious ass (and let off some steam
in the process) and cover the sixty-odd miles between Kingsport and Sturbridge
in five minutes easy, but I choose to fly at a more leisurely one hundred fifty
miles per hour.


Upon approach, I make radio
contact with the compound. “Quantum Compound, this is Lightstorm. ETA two
minutes.”


Joe replies. “Roger that,
Lightstorm. I’ll meet you on the pad.”


Joe “Rockjaw” Quentin is a
startling sight the first time around, and I think he’s the main reason the
Quentins don’t go in for the whole secret identity thing. He’s seven feet tall,
for starters, almost as wide, and his skin is the color of desert sandstone and
the texture of polished marble. I once described him as one of those Easter
Island heads with a body attached. Usually, that body is not clad in a tuxedo.


“Evening, Joe,” I say as I
touch down. “Wow, check you out, all fancied up.”


“And off-the-rack, too,” he
jokes.


“Well, you look very
dapper.”


“Thanks. Come on in.” I
follow Joe into the compound, into the family’s common room, which boasts one
of the largest TV screens in the northern hemisphere — which, at present, is
filled with the hi-res mayhem of a heated first-person shooter deathmatch
between Joe’s towheaded twins, Kilroy and Megan.


“Hey, Carrie!” Meg says over
the din of simulated machine gun fire.


The greeting is more than a
nicety; it’s a clever distraction. Kilroy, dumb ol’ teenage boy that he is,
suddenly loses all interest in the game because, oh, hey, pretty girl in the
room, at which point Meg blasts his avatar into pixilated red goo.


“Hey!” he protests. “No
fair!”


“All’s fair in love and war,
Monkeywrench,” Meg says, abandoning her controller to greet me properly. She’s
wearing an absolutely adorable vintage cocktail dress, formal yet fun.


“Would it be bad form on my
part to rifle through your closet while you’re out,” I say, “because that dress
is totally theft-worthy.”


“Thanks! I found it at the
vintage clothing store in town, along with the shoes,” she says, beveling to
show off the matching pumps. “You and Sara and Missy should come over sometime,
we can have a girly day.”


“Definitely.”


“And how do I look?” Kilroy
says, doing a little catwalk strut for me. Meg rolls her eyes on my behalf.
Thanks, Meg.


“You look very nice,” I say,
and yes, Kilroy wears a tux quite well, but I don’t want to encourage his
rampant flirting — but, as I said, he’s a teenage boy, so the blandest of
compliments is as good as me gushing all over him. He’s probably planning our
wedding even now.


“Oh, good, you’re here,” Dr.
Quentin says, and the only reason I recognize her is because she’s carrying
Farley. Dr. Quentin’s default mode is somewhere between dowdy lab rat and hot
librarian: lab coat, clunky glasses, hair up in a bun, conservative skirt,
sensible shoes. Tonight her hair is arranged in a loose updo, and she’s traded
the scientist-mom look for a sleek strapless evening gown — black, with a hint
of sparkle.


“Now I really don’t want
to go to this thing,” Joe says, eyeing his wife appreciatively. The twins
squirm, as kids are wont to do whenever their parents hint they might be human
beings with natural desires.


(For the record: I do not
begrudge them their reaction. In my reality, my parents are both virgins and
they made me out of Legos.)


“You be good,” Dr. Quentin
says, trying (and failing) to hide a smile. “That goes for you too, my little
man,” she says, depositing Farley on the floor. “Carrie is a guest in our
house, so treat her appropriately.”


“Okay!” Farley says, and he
dashes over to give me a big smile and hello wave. “Hi, Carrie!”


“Hi, Farley,” I say. “Ready
to have a fun night?”


“Yeah!”


“Should you two feel the
need to get out of the house for a little while,” Dr. Quentin says, “there’s a
small ice cream shop at the bottom of the hill. Farley may have one small ice
cream cone,” she says, directing this more to Farley than to me.


“One small ice cream cone,”
Farley confirms.


“We should be home by
eleven. I’ll call if we run late.” Dr. Quentin starts to herd her family out of
the common room. “Oh, yes, there’s a panic room two floors down, accessible by
stairs, elevator, and an emergency chute in that wall,” she says, pointing out
a panel that looks like the door to a laundry chute.


“Oh. Okay,” I say. Panic
room? “That’s in case of a super-villain attack?”


“Or if Farley has a
tantrum.”


Right, I forgot: Farley has
super-powers too. The twins tried to describe his powers to me once, and all I
know for sure is that when Farley gets angry or frightened, something really
scary happens to him — so scary it necessitates his family installing a
Farley-proof panic room.


I should have asked for my
money in advance.


 


“All right, Farley,” I say,
settling in on the couch. “What would you like to do? Play a game? Read a
story?”


“Read with me!” Farley races
out of the room, returning a couple minutes later with (be still my heart) a
well-read copy of The Hobbit.


“You’re my kind of kid,
Farley. Come on, sit next to me.” Farley climbs up onto the couch. I do most of
the reading, while Farley recites, in a more than passable British accent,
Bilbo’s dialog. I don’t care if I’m not even sixteen, this kid is pushing my
maternal instincts button something fierce.


We blow through the first
four chapters, then Farley says to me, with the affected thoughtfulness and
gravitas only young children are capable of, “I am feeling the need to get out
of the house.”


“Oh, you are, are you?”


“I am.”


“And where, pray tell, might
we go?” He shrugs. “Perhaps to a certain ice cream shop?” Yes, ice cream in
February. It’s a New Englander thing.


He shrugs again.
“Mmmmmmmaaaaaaybe.”


Real smooth, Farley. “Go get
your coat.”


The compound sits near the
top of a large hill overlooking the town of Sturbridge. The Quentins own the
entire hill, so they’ve thoughtfully installed a convenient concrete stairway
leading all the way down to the main road. A series of overhead lights pumps
out an impressive amount of heat, which means we stay nice and toasty warm.
Farley, in his comically bulky winter coat, works up a light sweat during the
walk.


The ice cream shop is a
little mom-and-pop deal, with a take-out window and a small indoor seating
area. Looks like we aren’t the only ones indulging an ice cream craving this
evening; the parking lot is about half-full.


We head inside, and the girl
working the counter greets Farley by name. “How’s my favorite guy?” she says,
peering down at the boy.


“Hi, June. I’m good. This is
Carrie,” he says. “We’re getting out of the house.”


“Hi, Carrie. What can I get
you two?”


The menu boasts a staggering
fifty flavors of ice cream, twenty of those available in soft-serve or frozen
yogurt. It’s an overwhelming selection, yet I immediately zone in on mocha
swirl. Mocha detection is my other super-power.


“Mocha swirl cone for me,
double scoop. Farley?”


He pretends to ponder his
options. “Mocha swirl cone for me,” he says, “one scoop, please.”


“Kid’s a charmer,” June says
to me, then she’s off to grab our snacks.


We sit inside with our cones
and talk about The Hobbit, which Farley has read almost as many times as
I have. He definitely inherited his mom’s brains, because he remembers everything
about the story: he can name all twelve of the dwarves, he knows The Song of
the Lonely Mountain by heart, he knows every riddle Bilbo trades with
Gollum. I don’t think I’ve ever had a more engaging discussion about The
Hobbit with anyone except my dad. It’s a perfectly delightful little
outing.


...So, of course, some ass
has to go and ruin it by crash-landing in the middle of the parking lot.


 When things like this
happen, people react in one of two ways: They run screaming in the opposite
direction, or they whip out their cell phones and start taking video. This
shop’s clientele is an intelligent bunch; they choose to make themselves
scarce. June, with admirable aplomb, shoos everyone out through a rear exit.


“You call the police,” I
tell her, “I’ll run up to the compound and see if I can get hold of the
Quantums.”


“Right,” she says. I let
June guide me outside, and then Farley and I get the hell out of Dodge —
rather, we run far enough up the hill to make a good show of it.


“Farley, you listen to me,”
I say. “You run home and lock yourself in. Let me take care of this, all
right?”


“Okay,” Farley says. He’s young,
but growing up in a super-hero family means he knows exactly what’s going on,
so I don’t have to worry about him staying out of the way.


I slip on my headset, power
up, and shoot into the sky. I swoop around, and my heart leaps into my throat when
I see a monstrous mech rising from the wreckage of several cars. At first
glance it looks like a Thrasher, but once I get a better look, I realize it’s
not a Thrasher but some second-rate, low-budget cousin. It looks like it’s been
cobbled together from scavenged parts; I swear its chest plate is the hood from
a school bus. There are exposed hydraulics, crude welds and, no lie,
pump-action shotguns bolted to its arms. It’s a Transformer filtered through
Larry the Cable Guy. I’d laugh if it hadn’t just caused several thousand
dollars in damage simply by landing.


The mech sways on wobbly
legs, its hydraulics hissing like an old radiator. The man inside, his head
encased in a football helmet and surrounded by a dented roll cage of thick
steel pipes, swears under his breath.


“Excuse me! You, in the
suit!” I shout. The pilot’s eyes pop when he sees me. “Hi. Could you do me a
favor and deactivate your, uh...this thing, before you cause any more damage?”


“I didn’t do anything
wrong!” the man says. “And you’re not a cop, so you can’t arrest me!”


What the huh? Okay, the guy
is on-edge, but I suppose that’s understandable, what with the crash landing
and all.


“I didn’t plan to arrest
you, sir,” I say in my most soothing tone. This is what police call
de-escalation, an effort to put a jittery suspect at ease so he doesn’t do
something stupid and potentially harmful, to himself or others. “I do want you
to power down your suit, though. I don’t want anyone getting hurt here.”


He eyes me, more than a
little suspiciously. “I don’t want to go to jail,” he says. Nervous sweat rolls
out from beneath his helmet.


“Then I think you should
deactivate your suit and come on out. I’m thinking this was some sort of
accident, yeah?”


“Yeah. Yeah, I didn’t — the
fuel mixture in the rockets — I didn’t think...”


Oh, no kidding. “It’s all
right. No one got hurt, and that’s the important thing, right?”


He nods. Okay, Carrie, he’s
calming down. Seal the deal; get him out of the suit before —


A trio of police cruisers
screams into the parking lot. The cars skid to a halt, the drivers jump out.
Please, please do not pull your guns and scream at the guy.


“DOWN ON THE GROUND! NOW!”


Well, crap.


Whatever Zen we’d
established goes right out the window. Mech-man swings his suit around to
unload his shotguns on the cruisers. The cops dive for cover. Windshields
shatter. Tires blow out.


A headshot would take him
out fast, but that would require a degree of control over my powers I don’t have
yet; I’m more likely to blast his head clean off his neck, and one thing I am
not is a killer. I go for the legs instead, hoping to take out a knee joint.


Have I mentioned that my aim
is not spectacular?


My blast goes a little high,
connecting with the mech’s thigh. It reels from the impact. Some kind of
reddish fluid spurts from the limb but it doesn’t go down. Worse, it reminds
the pilot I’m still here; the mech pivots to face me again.


When I’m powered up, I
generate an aura that is solid enough protection against energy-based attacks,
but I have no clue whether it could stand up to buckshot. Rather than find out
the hard way, I zip around behind the mech, easily avoiding his shot. I blast
him in the back — nice, wide target that it is — and the mech stumbles,
throwing its hands out to catch itself. Some poor dope’s SUV cushions its fall.


Aesthetically the thing
looks like a lumbering hulk, clumsy and slow. In reality, it’s clumsy and fast;
the mech whips around, hurling the SUV at me. I fire instinctively, expecting
to deflect the makeshift missile.


Instead, I blow up the gas
tank. D’oh.


It’s not a big, flamey
Hollywood explosion. It’s more like a giant camera flash going off, bright and
quick, but the fact remains: A gas tank exploded in my face. The fireball
cascades over me harmlessly (thank you, glowy aura), but the noise and the
shockwave rattle my teeth. I spiral out of the air and land hard on the roof of
a minivan.


I roll onto my back to see a
blurry gray mass stomping my way. I’m too dizzy to properly take aim. My best
bet — my only bet is to fire wide and pray I nail him.


“HEY!”


Oh, God, no.


The mech stops, turns. My
visions clears enough to make out a small object standing at the far edge of
the parking lot, bundled up like Ralphie’s little brother in A Christmas
Story. I yell at Farley, tell him to run, to get away, but instead, he
charges the mech.


When I first met the Quantum
Quintet, Meg and Kilroy introduced Farley to me as Final Boss. I never got the
connection between adorable little Farley and the nickname, which refers to the
biggest, ugliest, nastiest monster at the end of a video game.


I get it now. Oh, boy, do I
get it.


With each step, Farley
doubles in size. He rips out of his clothing as his skin turns into scaly
armor, like a crocodile’s hide. Claws like butcher knives spring from his
fingers, and horns, curled like a ram’s, sprout from a head that no longer
bears any resemblance to anything human. He roars, revealing a mouthful of
jagged fangs, and I swear I can hear Mr. Mech losing control of his every
bodily function. I can’t blame him.


The transformation complete,
Final Boss plows into the mech with the force of an avalanche, lifting the
machine off its feet before body-slamming it into the asphalt, cratering the
thing. It’s not getting back up any time this decade.


I stand up on the minivan as
Final Boss faces me, his blood-red eyes level with mine. I now understand why
the Quentins have a panic room in their house. I wish I were there.


“Farley?” I squeak.


He — it — he glances back
at the mech, then flashes a monstrous grin.


“Smooshed him good,” Final
Boss says, his voice the deep rumble of an approaching thunderstorm.


“Yeah, buddy,” I say, “you
smooshed him real good.”


 


Real good; it took paramedics,
armed with hydraulic cutters and the Jaws of Life, an hour and a half to
extricate the man from his suit. He was a mess, but he’ll live to see his
arraignment, as well as the countless civil lawsuits that will no doubt be
filed against him.


As it turns out, our
troublemaker is a local resident well-known to police — although it wouldn’t be
quite accurate to call him a criminal (well, until today). Marvin Belcher,
owner of Belcher’s Scrap Yard and Used Auto Parts, likes to spend his spare
time making experimental vehicles, everything from rocket-powered roller skates
to motorized barstools (I swear, I am not making that up) to personal
hovercrafts powered by lawnmower engines. Sturbridge police regularly catch him
testing his unlicensed creations on public roads, which typically result in the
confiscation of his latest toy and maybe a citation for some minor motor
vehicle violations.


He won’t get off that easy
this time around, and not just because of the rampant destruction of public
property; during the extraction, the first responders discovered the suit’s
power source: A pair of nuclear micro-cells. They’re strictly regulated by the
federal government (because, duh, nuclear), which means there is no way
an average guy like Marvin could get his hands on them legally. He’s in
neck-deep doo-doo, as is whoever was stupid enough to sell that kind of tech to
a civilian for use in his giant robo-suit.


That, however, is a mystery
for another time, and not my most immediate concern, because there’s a naked little
boy sitting in the back of a police cruiser I need to get home.


I don’t think the Quentins
are going to ask me to babysit again.


 


The Quentins return, as
promised, at eleven on the nose, and the first words out of Dr. Quentin’s mouth
are, “Carrie, do you know what happened at the ice cream shop?”


I slide out from underneath
Farley, who fell asleep in my lap as Bilbo and the dwarves arrived in Lake-town
in their barrels. There’s no sense in trying to cover it up, so I lay out the sequence
of events in detail, then brace for the fallout.


The conversation does not go
as I expected. “You mean Farley didn’t try to eat you?” Kilroy asks.


“Eat me?” I say.


“Kilroy. Farley has never
eaten anyone,” Dr. Quentin says. “My son is not a cannibal.”


“What about that one time he
—?” Kilroy begins.


“You know bloody well Farley
only bit him...and he spit him right back out.”


They’re messing with me.
They have to be.


“As long as both of you are
okay,” Joe says, moving past me to scoop Farley up in his hands. The boy never
stirs. “Why don’t you settle up with Carrie, hon, I’ll get Farley to bed.”


“I think bedtime is in order
all around,” Dr. Quentin says. Taking the hint, Kilroy and Meg wish me
goodnight and shuffle off to bed.


“G’night, Carrie,” Joe says
on his way out. “Thanks for everything.”


“Yes, thank you, Carrie, we
appreciate your time — as do the police, I’m sure,” Dr. Quentin says. “Would a
check be all right? Or do you use PayPal?”


“Uh, check’s fine,” I say.
Dr. Quentin fishes her checkbook out of her purse. I know I’m tempting fate by
asking, but, “You’re not upset about what happened tonight?”


“Why would I be upset? It
was hardly your fault some imbecile nearly destroyed the ice cream shop with
his experimental battlesuit,” she says with a complete lack of interest, as
though such things were normal, everyday occurrences...which, in our world, I
suppose it is. “If I’m to reprimand anyone, it will be Farley. You told him to
go home, he disobeyed you...”


“Don’t be too hard on him.
He did save my butt, after all.”


“Nevertheless, he will be
spoken to. Children need to know that rules cannot be broken without
consequences, regardless of whatever noble intentions drove their decision.”
She rips off a check and hands it to me. “Again, thank you for caring for
Farley this evening. I hope I can call on you again in the future.”


“Absolutely. Farley was a
total delight. Maybe next time we can get through the rest of The Hobbit.”


“Oh, he had you read The
Hobbit with him? He does like you,” Dr. Quentin says. “Normally he
makes his babysitters read The Silmarillion.”


She has to be messing
with me.


Dr. Quentin escorts me out
to the landing pad. I lift off, and for the return trip, I decide to break the
sound barrier a few times over in the name of getting home quickly. The
evening’s catching up to me and I want nothing more than to crawl into bed.


Mom is still up when I get
home, reading on the couch — no surprises there, but it takes a second for it
to hit me: She’s home, and alone. Hmm.


“Hi, honey, how did the
babysitting go?” she says.


“Fine. Nothing exciting to
report,” I say, the lie coming easily. You know what the funny part is? I
really have had worse babysitting jobs. “Didn’t expect to see you home
tonight.”


She rolls a shoulder, a lazy
shrug. “Dad was worried Ben and I have been moving too fast,” she says
casually. “He suggested we slow things down a little, so we’re taking a break
this weekend.”


I can’t stop the smirk from
spreading across my lips. “Are you saying Granddad grounded you?”


“He did not ground me,” Mom
says, looking up from her book. “I’m a grown woman. I do not get grounded.”


Uh-huh. Sure you don’t. Why
would you get grounded? After all, all you did was sneak a boy into the house
late at night for —


Okay, stopping there.


I linger a moment, half-expecting
Mom to say something about the other night, perhaps offer an awkward apology,
but no, it looks like we’re going to let that particular issue go without
further comment. Just as well, I suppose.  


I trudge up to my room, the last
of my energy draining out of me, and I fish my check out of my pocket. Maybe
I’ll treat myself to something — you know, a just reward for surviving the
night. There’s that Bruce Springsteen import box set I’ve had my eye on for a
while...


I finally look at the check.
Holy crap.


Screw the box set. I’m
hiring Bruce to play at my birthday party.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHT


 


Right, I have a birthday
coming up in two weeks, the big one-six — on the sixteenth, coincidentally, right
in-between the Ides of March and St. Patrick’s Day. Interpret that as you will.


I wake up wondering what I
might want to do for my big day. Sixteen is a landmark birthday for girls, or
so popular culture has led me to believe. According to MTV, my parents should
be doling out insane amounts of money for a party so obscenely indulgent, Jay
Gatsby would be like, Whoa, kid, turn it down a notch.


Passing through the living
room, I notice Mom’s photo album sitting on the coffee table. I make some
coffee, then sit down and thumb through it. The first page sucker-punches me:
it holds only one picture, an eight-by-ten of Mom and Dad holding a newborn
Caroline Dakota Hauser. I have a serious case of Bambi eyes going on, and a
huge, toothless smile fills my pudgy little face. I looked so happy. We all
did.


As I flip through the pages,
I realize the album is a record of my childhood: I’m in every picture. The
album hits all the expected milestones (birthdays, special family outings,
school events), but a lot of the photographs are candid shots of me engaged in
normal kid stuff: playing, coloring, getting ready for Halloween. Around age
eight, my tomboy side manifests, big-time. My hair goes into pigtails, my smile
takes on an impish edge, and I look mussed all the time. Three pages go by, and
not one picture has me in clean clothes.


I flip the page. It’s
another full-page picture, overflowing with memories I’d forgotten I had (if
that makes sense). Dad and I are at the Garden (or whatever they’re calling it
now) for a hockey game, right behind the Plexiglas surrounding the rink. We’re
wearing matching Boston Bruins jerseys, and Dad has one of those ridiculous
foam bear heads emblazoned with the Bruins logo (the team’s alternative to the
classic foam finger). Judging by our expressions, we were having an absolute
blast.


I know we were: that was our
first time going to a Bruins game for my birthday.


Dad watched hockey
religiously. When I was a little kid, I didn’t understand why he got so excited
over the games but I knew he loved them, so I wanted to love them too — which
was my habit back then: Dad liked something, therefore I had to like it too. My
love of Bruce Springsteen, James Bond movies, Sherlock Holmes, The Hobbit,
ice hockey — all his fault (which, for the record, is not a complaint).
When Dad offered to take me to a game, I of course jumped at the chance. Mom
went with us, but she wasn’t into it like we were, so it became a
father-daughter birthday tradition. We went every year.


...Until I turned into a
stuck-up little twit who couldn’t be bothered with such stupid things as hockey
and spending quality time with her father. I swear, if I was flexible enough to
kick myself in the ass...


Ah.


I know what I want to do for
my birthday.


 


“You want to catch a Bruins game
with me?” Dad says, and I wish we were on Skype instead of the phone because
I’d love to see his face right now. If he looks as happy as he sounds...


“Yeah,” I say. “Mom was
doing some unpacking, I guess, and she found an old photo album, and I was flipping
through it, and I saw an old picture of us at a game, and it reminded me how
much I loved going to games with you...long story short —”


“Too late.”


“Quiet, you. Anyway, that’s
what I’d like for my birthday. You know, if you didn’t have something else
planned already.”


“No, I’m glad you said
something. I was lost for gift ideas, what with you being such a stranger to
me.”


He’s joking, but that one
stings; we haven’t seen each other since Christmas, which is entirely on me. I
tell myself I’ve been busy between school and saving the world (you know:
normal life stuff), but that, ladies and gentlemen, is known in proper society
as a lame excuse. I don’t want this to become part of my new normal.


“You still there, honey?”


“Yeah, sorry, spaced out a
little. I had a babysitting job last night, it kept me out a little late.”


“Ah. Well, you can call it
an early night tonight.”


“No can do. I have a date
tonight.”


“Oh? Is it that Malcolm boy
you told me about?” Dad says, trying not to sound too inquisitive.


“That’s the one.”


“Hm. Second date, huh?
Things are going well between you two, then?”


“So far, yeah.”


“What are you two doing
tonight?”


“No idea, which is a problem
considering I asked him out, so it’s all on me to come up with something
suitably awesome.”


Dad chuckles. “You’ll come
up with something good, I’m sure,” he says, “but don’t take him to any hockey
games. That’s our thing.”


“I won’t, promise,” I say.


The phone beeps in my ear. I
peek at the screen to see who’s trying to butt in on my quality time, and oh,
how not surprised am I?


“Dad, I have another call
coming in, it might be important.”


“Okay, hon. I’ll give you a
shout when I get the tickets.”


“Cool. Talk to you later.
Love you,” I say. My smile vanishes when I jump over to my other call.
“Concorde.”


“I heard what happened at
the Quantum Compound last night,” he says, a sense of urgency in his voice.


“That was fast. What, did
Dr. Quentin tell you?”


“I got a call first thing
this morning from the Sturbridge PD.”


“Oh. Why would they be
calling you?”


“Because of the two nuclear
micro-cells they confiscated from the man you took down yesterday.”


“Okay, that clarifies
nothing.”


“Micro-cells are my
technology,” Concorde says — or maybe it would be more appropriate to say it’s Edison
Bose speaking to me. “I could be held liable for any damage he caused. I need
to know how he got his hands on them.”


“Yeah, right, sure,” I say
with a sigh. I know where this is going. “Give me a few minutes, I’ll zip over
so you can debrief me.”


“I’m at the company all day.
You go ahead and file a report on your own.”


What the what? “File a
report on my —? How do I do that? Do I put it in an e-mail or something?”


“No, that’s not secure. You
have to enter it directly into our system at HQ,” Edison says. “I added you to
our security system. Check in at the front entrance and the building will let
you in.”


From there, Edison says, I’m
to hit the records room in the basement and enter my report on one of the
terminals. If he has any questions, he’ll call me. I tell him I’ll take care of
it today. He thanks me and hangs up.


Security access? Filing my
own reports? Thank you?


I’m not sure, but I think
I’ve been promoted.


 


“Hold on,” Sara says.
“Concorde. Gave you security access. To Protectorate headquarters. So you could
file an official report. By yourself.”


“I know. Total madness,
right?” I hold up a gray pencil skirt, dangling it in front of my legs. “This?”


“That’s a great skirt...for
a job interview.” I return the skirt to my closet. “I mean, I know Concorde
likes you, but wow.”


“I sometimes wish he
wouldn’t like me so much. I feel, I don’t know, like I’m cheating on the Squad
with the Protectorate. How’re these?” I say, holding up a pair of dark jeans.


“Not bad. Maybe? It’d help
if I knew what you were doing tonight.”


Yes, yes it would. “When I
figure it out, I’ll let you know.”


“You’re not cheating on the
team, you’re helping the Protectorate. Completely different things.”


“I guess.”


“Look at it this way, then:
You’re not cheating on the Squad; you’re our goodwill ambassador.”


I crack a smile. “Goodwill
ambassador, huh?”


“Sure. As long as you’re on
Concorde’s good side, he’ll cut the team as a whole some slack.”


“Hm. Any chance you can
convince Matt to see it your way? I’d rather not deal with one of his
hissy-fits again. You know, ply him with your feminine wiles?”


“Ha! I think you have all
the feminine wiles in the group. Missy’s too cute and innocent, and I’m
too...well, look at me,” Sara says, holding her arms out in presentation.


When we’re alone like this,
Sara will sometimes take off whatever bag of a top she’s wearing, and I get a
rare glimpse of the girl hiding underneath. She’s bulked up a bit since we
first met, but she is and will always be rail-thin; she has a naturally willowy
build, like a ballerina, with little in the way of curves. Couple that with her
pale complexion and her untamable hair and she is, in her own opinion, a hot
mess, sans the hot. She is, in my opinion, selling herself criminally short.


“You stop it. And seriously,
you have Matt wrapped around your little finger. Bat your eyes and give him a
smile, and that boy would shave his head and paint himself hot pink if you
asked him to.”


Sara fidgets, as she tends
to whenever I broach the subject of her and Matt in a romantic context — which
I keep doing, even though I know damn well it makes her uncomfortable. She may
be in denial of her feelings, but I shouldn’t be pushing her to deal with them.


Besides, I have my own
romance-related issues to address and, how long to figure something out? My
alarm clock says it’s T-minus three hours, which is, like, ten minutes in
girl-getting-ready-for-a-date time.


“Gaahhh! Why can’t I think
of anything to do? This is stupid! There are a million things to do in the
world and I can’t think of one, one that doesn’t totally suck,” I rant.
“Malcolm’s going to be here at five and he’ll ask me what we’re doing for our
date and I’ll be like, ‘Duuhhhh, I don’t know, because I can’t brain to save my
life today!’ What are you laughing at?”


“You. Look at you,” Sara
says. “I’ve seen you punch holes through giant mechs, zap demons, you once
grabbed a ticking nuke out of Concorde’s hands, and you’re freaking out over a
date.” She shakes her head. “I think the most dangerous little girl on Cape Cod
would be embarrassed by you.”


Hello, inspiration.


 


Malcolm arrives at my house
at precisely five o’clock. I like a punctual man.


“Hey, you. Come on in, I’ll
be ready to go as soon as I throw on my sneakers,” I say. Malcolm enters and takes
a deep sniff of the air. Mom (who continues to insist that she is not grounded)
is experimenting with a new manicotti recipe, so the house is thick with yummy
dinnery smells. I almost hate to subject Malcolm to a common restaurant.


“Your house smells awesome,”
Malcolm says.


“We could have dinner here
if you’d like.” Oh, crap, did I suggest we have dinner with my mother? On our
second date? No! Retract! Retract!


Malcolm, thank God, saves me
from my own stupidity. “I don’t want to put your mom out.”


“Okay.” I call out to Mom,
letting her know I’m leaving for the evening, and book it out the door before
she can corner us.


Our dinner, pizza at this
out-of-the-way place I discovered, pales in comparison to what we could have
had at home, but it’s good food, and it affords us a chance to talk without
pesky distractions like receiving an education or bonding with the family. Our
waitress, sensing the dateness of our dinner, positively glows at us each time
she stops by our table to check in.


After we leave the
restaurant, I suggest a quick swing by Coffee E for a hot beverage to take with
us to our final destination. Malcolm raises a curious eyebrow but doesn’t ask
me where we’re going; he’d rather be surprised – and oh, is he ever surprised
when we roll up to —


“The town ice rink?” he
says.


“Uh-huh. We’re going
skating,” I say.


“Man, I haven’t been on
skates in ages.”


“If you’re worried about
looking bad, don’t, because neither have I.”


We go inside and rent our skates.
Mine are worn and battered, the leather dull and scuffed. The laces are
mismatched: white on one skate, brown on the other. I should be dreading
whatever foot-eating fungus might be lurking inside these ancient, abused
things, but I’m instead hit with a pang of wistfulness. I miss having my own
skates.


Whenever the rink isn’t
hosting a game for one of the local recreational leagues or for the regional
high school league, it’s open to the public. The public tonight is on the light
side; there’s a couple of guys at the far end taking turns slapping a puck into
a net, and a group of young girls skating in a circle, legs shaking and arms
outstretched in anticipation of a fall — girls who have never been on the ice
before. Two women clap and shout words of encouragement, even though their legs
aren’t any steadier than the girls’.


“You must think I’m a
special kind of crazy to want to spend the night in a cold ice rink,” I say.


“Maybe,” Malcolm says, “but
it’s still warmer in here than outside.”


“Sadly, that is true.”


We sit on one of the
bleacher benches and slip into our skates. “What gave you this idea?”


“My Mom was showing her,
um...” Say it, Carrie. Get it over with. “My Mom was showing her boyfriend an
old photo of me back when I played hockey. It reminded me how much fun I had
playing, so...”


“You played hockey? Huh,”
Malcolm says with mild surprise. “Were you any good?”


“According to my mother, I
was a rabid pit bull on skates.”


He laughs. “Do I have to
worry about you checking me into the boards?”


Now it’s my turn to laugh.
“Checking you into the boards. Listen to you, with the lingo.”


“Speaking of your mother’s
new boyfriend, how are things going with him?”


“From Mom’s perspective,
fine,” I say.


“But from yours, not so
much.”


“No. I mean, I feel bad because
Ben seems like an okay guy, and he hasn’t done anything to make me dislike
him.” Well, almost anything. God, I can still hear their stupid
giggling.


“And yet...”


“And yet...”


“You should give him a fair
chance,” Malcolm says, and something tells me it’s not an empty sentiment. He
proves me right. “My mom — my birth mother, I mean — died when I was six.
Breast cancer. Dad started dating my step-mom a little over a year later. I
spent the next year hating her. She didn’t do anything to deserve it, but I
couldn’t see past the fact she wasn’t Mom.”


I take his hand. “What
changed?”


“Nothing, really. She
understood what I was feeling, and why, and she let me work through it on my
own. She made sure to be there for me when I needed her, but she never pushed
me to accept her.” He shrugs. “She’s my mother now.”


I totally get what he’s
saying, but my brain and my heart refuse to reach an accord on the matter of
Ben. He’s a hurdle I can’t (or, if I’m to be honest with myself, refuse to)
clear.


You know what? I’m not going
to worry about that now. I’m on a date with a nice guy, so let’s focus on that,
shall we?


I stand in my sad, sorry
rented skates. My ankles tremble, my knees protest, and I waddle like a drunk
duck toward the rink. Newborn fawns are more stable. Once I’m on the ice,
however, it all comes back to me. I glide away, my legs sure and steady, and
arc back around as Malcolm joins me on the ice, his hands gripping the edge of
the rink for support.


“The good thing about
falling while skating?” he says. “You’re already icing the bruise on your
butt.”


“That’s the spirit.”


Malcolm lets go of the rink
wall and takes a tentative stride toward me. I push away, keeping the distance
between us.


“What are you doing?”


“Giving you incentive,” I
say. He takes a step toward me, his legs wobbly. “Stop trying to walk. Skate.”


Malcolm nods. His legs make
the adjustment and he pushes toward me. Instead of easing into a rhythmic
stride, he leaves his trailing leg out too long and nearly wipes out. He grasps
at the air frantically, his body pitches and sways as it fights to rediscover
its balance, and somehow it all works out: He suddenly smooths out and slides
right into my waiting arms.


“Well done,” I say.


“Yeah? You have low
standards.”


I smile. “Do I now?”


Malcolm bends to close the
few remaining inches between us.


“YO! Mal!”


Oh, no. No no no...


“What’re you doing here,
man?” Angus Parr says as he skates up to us, Gerry Yannick at his heels. Angus
puts on a last burst of speed before skidding to a stop, spraying ice at us. He
glances at me but doesn’t offer a greeting.


“Hey, guys,” Malcolm says
politely.


“Didn’t expect to see you
here, dude,” Gerry says.


“Same here.”


“We were hanging out at the
mall, but it was way dead,” Angus says, ending his explanation there. “Hey,
come shoot the puck around with us. We only got the two sticks, but we can
trade off.”


“Thanks, but I’m —”


“C’mon, man, this loser
can’t shoot for crap,” Angus says, poking Gerry with his stick.


“And you can’t pass for crap.
C’mon, Mal,” Gerry says. He finally acknowledges my presence by saying to me,
“You can watch. You know, if you want.”


“We’re on a date,” I say
pointedly.


Gerry shrugs. “So? I said
you can watch us.”


“That is an option. Another
option? You go back to your scrimmage and we go back to our date, and we stay
out of each other’s way for the rest of the night.”


“Hey, man,” Angus says to
Malcolm, “you going to let her talk to us like that?”


“Excuse me? Let me
talk to you like that? No one lets me talk to anyone.”


“Yeah, well, maybe it’s time
someone starts.”


Malcolm tries to play
peacemaker, but I’m in no mood to be civil to these meatheads, not anymore.
“Oh, you go ahead and try it,” I say, prompting a derisive snort of laughter
from Gerry. “What? You think I can’t take you?”


Gerry looks me over.
“Please. Don’t even.”


“Tell you what,” I say,
yanking the stick out of Gerry’s hand. “You go guard that goal. I’ll take one
shot. One. I get the puck past you, you and Angus leave. I miss the shot, I’ll
leave.”


“Carrie,” Malcolm begins,
but I shush him. Sorry, sweetie, but I need to put this fire out myself.


“Pft. Cake,” Gerry
says, taking Angus’s stick.


I follow him back to the
goal. He slaps the puck at me. I catch it on the blade of my stick and skate
away, getting a feel for the motions, simultaneously familiar and foreign. My
stomach flutters; I’ve talked the talk, now I need to walk the walk or I’m
going to look like a mouthy girl with more game than game (so to speak).


I turn around at mid-ice to
face Gerry. He’s center net, crouched low, knees wide, stick down to guard his
five-hole (that’s the gap between his feet, for those of you unfamiliar with
the terminology). Curious, I skate to my left. Gerry adjusts his position to
mirror me. Casually, I cross back. Gerry shifts again. That’s what I needed to
know.


All right, Hellcat Hauser,
let’s do it.


I launch myself at Gerry, my
slow glide becoming a full charge within a few strides. The old instincts kick
in as I close the distance. I guide the puck by feel rather than by sight. I
watch Gerry’s body for the slightest shift in his weight, the tiniest
adjustment to his stance. He hunkers lower, almost laying his stick flat
against the ice. The kid’s a wall, true enough, but there’s a fatal flaw with
walls: They expect everyone to try going through them; they don’t expect
anyone to try going around them.


Gerry braces himself,
thinking I’m going to crash the net, but at the last second I hook hard to my
left, skirting the edge of the crease. My ankles, long unused to this kind of
strain, scream at me. Tomorrow morning I’m going to be in serious pain, but
man, it’s going to be worth it, because Gerry has kindly left me a huge
opening, which I fill with puck with a backhand snap shot.


When I turn around, I’m
greeted by three faces hanging slack in complete and total awe — although only
one of those faces is also impressed. Gerry looks at me, then at the puck
sitting in the net, then back at me. Go on, tell me it was a lucky shot. I know
you want to.


“That was a lucky shot,” Angus
says.


“That was pure skill,” I
say, “and even if it was a lucky shot — which it so wasn’t — the deal
was if I make the goal, you two leave, so get skatin’, boys.”


“Best two out of three,”
Gerry says, and he slaps the puck back at me. I slap it right back. It flies
between his legs. “I wasn’t ready yet!”


“Aw, poor baby, would you
like some cheese to go with that whine? You have two minutes to clear out and
let us get back to our date,” I say, tossing my stick to Angus. “If you don’t?
On Monday, I’m going to tell everyone in school how I owned your poor clumsy
ass, not once but twice.”


Gerry stands there blinking
at me, no doubt searching his pot-addled brain for a scathing comeback,
something that will put the uppity little girl in her place but good.


“Come on, man, let’s go,”
Angus says. Gerry sneers at me and throws a look at Malcolm, who replies with a
shrug. Finally, they skate away. I don’t turn my back on them until they’re out
of sight, out of the building.


“That,” Malcolm says, “was
hot.”


“Athletic girls do it for
you, huh?”


“Girls who don’t take crap
from jerks like them do it for me.”


“Excellent answer,” I say,
and as weird as it may sound, I appreciate that Malcolm didn’t jump in to
defend me. I wouldn’t have held it against him if he had, but he let me stand
up for myself. He doesn’t see me as a frail girl that needs protection, and
that means a lot to me.


He deserves this kiss.
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The Monday night homework session
at Chez Danvers is unusually subdued. Normally, getting homework done is
something of an incidental aspect of the evening and we spend more time talking
than working, but tonight we’re all quiet, focused, intent. None of us wants to
think about tomorrow, so we’re losing ourselves in our homework.


“Hey, I was wondering: How
are we supposed to testify tomorrow?” Stuart says to me through a mouthful of
Doritos (classy). I suppose it was inevitable someone would break the silence,
but I’m surprised it’s not Matt.


“Um, step up to the witness
stand, put your hand on the Bible, truth and nothing but and all that,” I say.
“I don’t think it’ll be any different for us than for a normal person.”


“Yeah, but we’re not going
as normal people.”


Ah, I get what he’s saying:
it’s not going to be Stuart Lumley on the stand, it’s going to be Superbeast,
so how can any court accept testimony from someone using a fake identity?


“I was wondering about that
too,” Sara says.


“I spent last night reading
up on court proceedings involving super-heroes. It was pretty interesting,” I
say.


Matt, the super-hero geek of
the group, closes his English textbook and twists in his seat, his attention
fully on me. “Go on.”


“The whole issue of people
testifying under an assumed identity came up back in the eighties, and it went
all the way to the Supreme Court. The justices ruled, basically, that an assumed
identity wasn’t the same as a fake identity, so testimony delivered by
any super-hero under his or her alias was admissible as long as, if pressed for
it, they could provide proof of their civilian identity.”


“Huh. So we don’t have to
unmask or give our real names or anything?”


“Nope. But we definitely do
not want to perjure ourselves, because the perjury laws that apply to
super-heroes are way harsher than they are for regular people. I guess that’s
the way it goes in general: The law makes a lot of allowances for super-heroes
so they can operate, but it also comes down hard on them when they screw up.”


“Incoming,” Sara says. The
conversation stops and we pretend to go back to our homework. A few seconds
later, Mr. Danvers strolls through the living room.


“What up, Mr. D?” Stuart
says.


“Stuart,” Mr. Danvers says.
“Kids, it’s getting late. You should go home.”


“Dad, it’s, like, barely
past eight,” Sara says, echoing my own thought. We’ve run later than ten on
many a night.


“Don’t argue, Sara. Say
good-night,” Mr. Danvers says, continuing on to the kitchen.


“What the hell?” Sara says,
jumping off the couch to chase after her dad.


“Oh, this isn’t going to end
well,” I say, and a few seconds later the sounds of familial conflict spill out
of the kitchen.


“There we were,” Matt says,
“in the Congo...”


“I think we should go,” Missy
says. My initial impulse is to say yes, let’s get out of here so Sara and her
father can tear into each other in private, but that might only cause things to
escalate.


Mr. Danvers makes the
decision for us when he storms into the living room and says brusquely, “Kids,
go home. Homework time’s over.”


Slowly, silently, we pack
up. I see Sara standing in the doorway to the kitchen, glowering at her father.
Her face is blank, expressionless, but her eyes absolutely blaze with rage. I
try to send her a message over the brainphone but she’s not receiving. She’s
locked me out.


We file out of the house
without so much as a goodbye.


“That sucked all over,” Matt
says.


“Shyeah,” Stuart
says. “What crawled up his butt and died?”


“Sara said he’s been in a
weird mood lately,” I say. “Look, there’s nothing we can do, so let’s all go
home and get a good night’s sleep.”


“Yeah, big day tomorrow,”
Matt says with more excitement than is warranted, but that’s my opinion. At
best, it’ll be a boring escort mission. I refuse to consider the worst-case
scenario. Optimism through denial.


I head home, and as I’m
reaching for the front door, my phone goes off. Sara’s name is on my screen.
Huh?


“You’re calling me,” I say.
“On the phone.”


“I didn’t want you in my
head. Not now,” Sara says, her voice thick. Crap, she’s crying. “Can I come
over?”


“Yeah, of course you can.”


I sit on the front porch and
wait, but I’m not waiting long. Sara storms up the walkway, her hoodie pulled
down to hide her face, hands crammed in her pockets. A wave of seething anger
hits me a few seconds before she reaches the porch. She sits down hard, her
breath coming in labored huffs. She won’t look at me. I lay a hand on her knee,
and the tightness in her body eases, but not by much.


“I know why Dad’s freaking out,”
she says. “He saw me using my powers.”


“But he already knows you’re
a psionic,” I say.


When Sara’s powers
manifested a couple of years ago, she was in the middle of the Kingsport Mall.
Her telepathy kicked in and, because she hadn’t yet learned how to shut out
other minds, every thought of every shopper in the whole mall flooded her brain
all at once. She suffered massive psychic shock and was rendered catatonic. She
was out of commission for a month, during which time Matt figured out what had
happened. Her parents called in Mindforce, who had extensive experience helping
new psionics adjust, and he was able to pull Sara out of her vegetative state.


He explained the situation
to the Danvers (Danverses?), who weren’t exactly overjoyed to learn that their
daughter was a superhuman. Momma Danvers has been skittish around Sara ever
since (if not outright scared, as Sara maintains), and her father...now that I
think about it, as far as I’ve seen, he’s kept his feelings on the matter to
himself. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say he bottled his feelings up, and now
they’re spilling out all over the place.


I believe that would be
called “misdirecting your anger.”


Sara tells me what straw
finally broke the proverbial camel’s back. “The other week, we were in the
kitchen. Dad knocked a glass of milk off the counter and I grabbed it with my
telekinesis. It was pure instinct. It was the first time I ever used my powers
in front of him. He looked at me like...”


She doesn’t finish the
sentence. She doesn’t need to.


“Ever since then, he’s been
on my case about everything I do and everyone I spend time with, and lecturing
me about morality, and trying to drag me to church,” she says, “and he’s been
so angry — all the time, at everything. I think he’s really angry at me.
Because I’m a freak.”


I pull Sara close as she
breaks down crying, and I promise her no matter how bad things get at home,
she’ll always have me, always, “and it’ll take a whole hell of a lot more than
your dad to change that. I’m always going to be here for you.”


Instead of taking comfort,
Sara says, “Yeah, and then he’ll think — never mind.” A faint, strained smile
peeks out from under her hood. “Thanks.”


“Do you want to stay here tonight?
Sounds to me like you could use a break from your dad,” I suggest, but Sara
dismisses the offer immediately.


“Wouldn’t solve anything.
Probably make it worse,” she says, standing. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I reach out to give her a
goodbye hug, but she turns her back to me and walks away, leaving me standing
there in the lingering psychic fog of her misery.


 


Sara’s mood is no sunnier
the next morning when she shows up on my doorstep a few minutes after five. I ask
her how things went when she got back home, but she brushes off the question.
It’s an effort on my part not to pry, but if she wanted to talk about it, she
would. Sometimes you have to let a person stew.


The sun is little more than
a hint on the horizon when we head into town, where we make a stop at the
Coffee Experience for a takeout breakfast of coffee and muffins. Jill questions
our unusually early visit, which we explain away as a case of synchronized
insomnia, and boy doesn’t that suck since we had the day off from school, ha
ha, oh well, what’re you going to do?


Catherine Hannaford, the
Protectorate’s receptionist, greets us at the team’s innocuous-looking Main
Street office. “Good morning, ladies,” she says. Her smile fades as she turns
to Sara and places a hand on her shoulder. “Sara, are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” Sara says. She
sells the lie well enough to slip it by a normal person (and she isn’t
radiating emotion like she was last night), but Catherine is also a psionic, so
she has the same built-in lie detector Sara has.


“No, you’re miserable,”
Catherine says. “Are you up for this mission?”


“Oh, so you’re not asking
because you care or anything,” Sara says.


“I do care, but I also care
about your teammates, and mine,” Catherine says, firmly but without any heat.
“If you’re compromised in any way, even a little, it endangers everyone. I’m
sure you don’t want that. Do you?”


Sara shakes her head. “No.
And I’m not going to.”


Catherine, after a moment,
nods. “All right, then. Let’s get you to HQ.”


 


Shockingly, Sara and I are
the last of the Squad to arrive. We walk into the conference room to find Matt,
Stuart, and Missy already there and already in costume.


“Fashionable lateness is not
acceptable when we’re on a mission,” Matt says.


“We were told to be ready to
go by six,” I say. “It’s not yet six.”


“No, it’s five-fifty, and
you still have to gear up.”


Have I mentioned that I hate
it when Matt is right?


We rob him of any further
victory with a frantic quick-change, and by oh-five-fifty-eight, we’re good to
go. At oh-five-fifty-nine, Concorde enters.


“All right, Squad. Let’s
go,” he says.


We follow Concorde down to
the landing pad at the rear of the building, where the Pelican sits waiting.
Its maglev system hums at us, low and soft. Mindforce gives us a small salute
from the cockpit.


“Any word from Astrid?”
Concorde says to Nina Nitro, who sits on the edge of the Pelican’s passenger
bay, idly snapping her fingers. Each snap creates a tiny fireball that pops
like a camera flash. Over the lower half of her face, Nina wears a red bandana,
on which she’s drawn in white paint a crazy, crooked grin. I suspect there’s a
matching grin underneath that bandana.


“Negative. Radio silence
from our resident sorceress,” Nina says. “Told you.”


“So much for wanting to get
more involved with the team,” Concorde gripes.


“Unclench, boss-man, we got
this,” Nina says. “Milk run. Easy-peasy.”


“Aaaaaand we’re jinxed,” I
say.


“Fine by me. I’m up for a
good scrap.”


“I’m not. I want a smooth
run with no problems and no hiccups,” Concorde says. “Squad, Nina is in charge
on your end. Don’t give her a hard time.”


“You heard the man, kiddies.
All aboard,” Nina says.


A minute later we’re all
airborne, Concorde and I taking the lead.


“ETA ten minutes,” Concorde
says over the comm system. “Stick close, Mindforce, we’re behind schedule.”


“Copy that,” Mindforce says.


“Behind schedule already?
Unacceptable. Ten points from Gryffindor,” Nina says.


“If we’re late, will
Concorde put us on secret probation?” Matt says.


“Double secret probation.”


“Harsh.”


“I can hear you, you know,”
Concorde says. “God, this is going to be a long day. Lightstorm, channel zero.”


The private line? Wonder
what’s up. “Lightstorm is go on zero.”


“I read your report. Very
thorough.”


“Thanks. Hope it helped.”


“Not really, but that’s not
on you. I’m hoping the feds will turn up something more useful.”


“The feds?”


“The illegal possession of
nuclear material is a federal offense. The FBI got wind of what happened in
Sturbridge and now they’re all over it, but investigations like this take time.
I don’t have time. I need to know how my tech is getting out of my facility now.”


“Getting out of your — wait,
what? I thought Belcher got them from — I don’t know, from whoever made them for
the Thrashers, or for Manticore’s suit.”


Manticore. Jeez, I can’t
even say his name aloud without my throat going dry.


“I almost wish that were the
case.” Concorde sighs. “Years ago, six micro-cells, the first run
mass-manufactured by my company, disappeared from the facility. I suspected
industrial espionage at first. Two months after the theft, Manticore made his
first appearance.”


Manticore was only the first
super-villain to show up wearing a high-tech, nuclear micro-cell-powered
battlesuit, Concorde says. Many others followed, and Concorde made it his
mission to personally take them down (which, as it happened, led to his
reputation as one of the nation’s all-time top super-heroes). What he quickly
learned was that none of the battlesuits were using his micro-cells; they were
powered by, for lack of a better term, bootleg versions — micro-cells based on
his original designs. Whoever took that initial batch replicated the tech to
sell to wannabe super-villains. Concorde says they all bought their micro-cells
through a variety of black marketeers, but he’s never been able to track down
the supplier.


This time around, it was
easy to trace Belcher’s micro-cells back to their source. “All micro-cells
produced by Bose Industries have electronic tags built into their casings, just
in case something like this ever happened again,” Concorde says. “Belcher’s
micro-cells were tagged.”


“He bought them from someone
inside your company?” I say.


“Not directly, no. He told
the police he bought them from an online black market.”


“Are you serious? He got the
things on an underground eBay?”


“Basically.” Concorde tells
me the feds shut down the site and are in the process of hunting down whoever
ran it, but it could be weeks, maybe months before the investigation uncovers who
in the company is acting as the supplier. Understandably, Concorde isn’t
feeling that patient. “I spent the entire weekend personally sifting through
our production and shipping records for every nuclear micro-cell we’ve ever
made, and every single unit is accounted for.”


“And yet,” I say. “If I can
help in any way...”


“You can’t. This is my
problem to deal with,” he says, ending the conversation by switching back to
the public channel. “Byrne, this is Concorde, en route for prisoner transport
detail, ETA two minutes.”


“Concorde, this is Byrne
control, we copy,” replies a rich, microphone-pleasing voice with the faintest
of Southern twangs. “Landing pad’s clear for your detail, the warden will meet
you there, over.”


“Copy that.”


We arc toward the ground,
and I get my first look at the infamous Byrne Penitentiary and Detention
Center, the New England region’s supermax prison for superhuman offenders. I
did a little reading about Byrne and learned that, in addition to its unique
clientele, it’s an unusual prison in that it holds inmates at the federal,
state, and district levels; superhuman offenders aren’t so common that there’s
a need for separate prisons for each level of criminal (thank God for that), so
Byrne multi-tasks. A tall, cylindrical building serves as a central hub. The
southern face is open to a courtyard and a sprawling parking lot almost as
large as the prison itself. Three smaller buildings sit to the north, east, and
west, none of them visibly attached to the central structure. These, as I recall,
are the prisoner housing units: one for federal-level offenders, one for people
who’d normally go to a state penitentiary, and one that holds people awaiting
trial (like Archimedes) and convicts who would normally serve out their
sentence in a county correctional facility. A dense forest surrounds the
compound, and a tall, razor wire-topped wall surrounds that. I don’t know jack
about prisons, but this place looks as solid and as inescapable as any.


The landing pad sits off the
east wing, well away from the complex. As Concorde and I touch down, an
African-American man steps out of a black Humvee. He’s a little smaller than
the car. He must shop for suits at the same place as Joe Quentin. He strides
out to meet us and extends a hand.


“Concorde,” he says, his
voice as deep and resonant as the Pelican’s maglev system.


“Good morning, warden,”
Concorde says, shaking his hand. “Warden Pearce, this is Lightstorm of the Hero
Squad. Lightstorm, Harlan Pearce, warden of Byrne Penitentiary.”


“Lightstorm,” Pearce says.
My hand vanishes in his. Heck, my entire head could fit inside that
catcher’s mitt.


“Warden, sir,” I say with
the utmost respect. Powers or no, I think this guy could take me.


“The prisoners have been
prepped for transport,” Pearce says, and he doesn’t have to raise his voice to
be heard over the Pelican as it lands behind us. “I’ve doubled the guard
detail.”


“Mm, good call. I don’t
anticipate any trouble...”


“But why take chances?”


“Exactly.”


The Pelican touches down
long enough to drop off Mindforce, then, with Nina at the stick, lifts off to
set up shop at the courthouse. After the warden and Mindforce exchange brief
niceties, we climb into the Hummer for the short ride to the prison. The
interior is set up like a limo, with front- and rear-facing seats in the back
half of the vehicle. I sit on the rear-facing seat with Concorde and Mindforce,
Pearce gets the other seat all to himself.


We hop out at the main
entrance, where a half-dozen guards stand at attention. They’re in black
fatigues and full body armor, and each of them totes an automatic rifle
equipped with a laser sight. Flash-bang grenades dangle from their belts, and I
count two pistols on each guard: one under the arm, one at the hip. I’m
starting to feel unnecessary; these bad boys are ready for a war.


“Captain,” Pearce says to no
one specific, “call it in.”


One of the men taps an
earpiece. “Control, Captain Dekes calling it in. Send out the hearse.”


“The hearse” is the prisoner
transport, the hybrid offspring of a small school bus and an armored car. It
backs up to the entrance and rear double doors swing open to reveal another six
guards, all of them armed to the teeth. They pile out to join their comrades,
forming an intimidating gauntlet between the prison and the transport.


“The hearse is in place,
control,” Dekes says. “Bring out the prisoners.”


One by one, three people in
neon orange jumpsuits file out of the prison, shackled head and foot; thick
steel cuffs encircle their wrists and ankles, heavy cables rather than chains
link the shackles together, and they all wear what appear to be steel collars.
Each prisoner is more shocking than the last.


The first person out the
door is Archimedes, and my God, does he look rough. His skin has grown tight
and pale, giving him an unsettlingly skeletal appearance, and his hair has
grown wild to form a scraggly mane. He doesn’t look up from the ground as he
shuffles toward the hearse. Captivity has not been his friend; he’s
demoralized, defeated, and a good sneeze would knock him over — and yet, the
sight of him fills me with cold dread.


The last time I saw the man
marching behind Archimedes, who I know only as Minotaur, Stuart had pounded him
into the ground with an SUV. He’s abnormally tall and ripped like a bodybuilder
on an all-steroid diet, and his blank, slack-jawed expression suggests the
beating left him mildly brain-damaged. Either that or he’s heavily drugged. I
can’t tell which.


The girl bringing up the
rear is maybe a little taller than Missy. Her dark hair is cut short at the
sides but is long on top, and spills over one side of her face in an unkempt
wave. She smirks at the guards as she passes and, when her gaze briefly falls
on me, I catch a malicious glint in her eyes. She can’t be any older than me.


My God. They threw a kid in
this place.


I glance over at Concorde
and Mindforce. They’re unreadable, as is Pearce, who watches the proceedings
with the detached, critical eye of a man who’s used to being in control of
every last square inch of his domain. This is business as usual for them, and
the presence of a teenage girl among the prisoners, unrepentant killers both,
is an irrelevant detail.


The prisoners climb into the
hearse. Eleven of the guards pile in after them. Captain Dekes seals the
vehicle, the doors closing with a cold, hollow clang. Dekes and
Mindforce join the driver in the cab of the vehicle, which revs up with a low,
throaty roar.


“The hearse is sealed and
ready to roll out. Concorde, Lightstorm, over to you,” Pearce says.


“Warden,” Concorde says by
way of a goodbye. “All right Lightstorm, let’s hit the sky.”
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“Concorde, what’s up with
the girl?”


Concorde doesn’t answer. My headpiece
tells me he’s there, flying five hundred feet above and behind me, shadowing me
while I shadow the transport at low altitude — a “staggered high-low
formation,” he called it, intended to provide maximum visual coverage, and to
facilitate the immediate interception of any threats from the sky or the ground
— but he’s not responding.


Right, then, plan B.
“Mindforce, what’s up with the girl?”


“This isn’t the right time,
Lightstorm,” Mindforce says, uncharacteristically terse. “We can discuss her later.”


“What girl?” Matt says from
many miles away.


“The girl in the hearse,” I
say.


“There’s a girl in the
hearse?”


“I’m going to say this
once,” Concorde says. “Can the chatter. We need to keep the channel clear for
priority communications. Everyone stay off the comm unless it’s important.”


“With all due respect,
Concorde, the Hero Squad hasn’t been fully briefed on two of the three
prisoners, and we’re utterly unfamiliar with one of them,” I say. “We’re
unaware of her capabilities. That means, in the unlikely event of an escape
attempt, the Squad is ill-prepared to deal with the threat in an effective
manner.”


I say this knowing Warden
Pearce is on the line, and hoping he’s not going to like the fact that part of
his super-hero escort detail has been kept in the dark. Yes, it’s playing
dirty, but I want to know what a teenage girl could have done to warrant
getting chucked into a supermax.


“Concorde, you told me you
briefed your team,” Pearce says. Thank you for playing, warden.


I have to hand it to my fancy
headset: The sound is so clear and clean I can make out every swear word hiding
in Concorde’s annoyed grumble. “Let’s make this quick,” he says. “You already
know Archimedes and Minotaur...”


“Whoa, hold up. Minotaur?”
Stuart says.


“Minotaur is a low-risk
prisoner. He suffered moderate brain damage from that beating you gave him.
He’s barely functional.”


Called it.


“Oh,” Stuart says. How about
that? Guilt also comes through my headset with crystal clarity.


“The girl is Joyce Morana.
She calls herself Buzzkill Joy. Do you remember the incident at Roxbury High
School last fall?”


“Yeah, there was a shooting,
wasn’t there?” I say, failing to remember any specifics; I was in the middle of
the big move from Barnstable to Kingsport when it happened, and I wasn’t paying
much attention to anything going on in the world.


“It wasn’t a shooting,”
Concorde says. “Buzzkill Joy murdered seven people with her bare hands.”


She what?


“She’s strong, fast, and vicious.
Think Kunoichi without a conscience. Handling protocol is simple: If you’re not
invulnerable or a long-range fighter, stay away from her. Questions?” No one
responds. “Good. I want radio silence for non-priority matters from here on
out.”


I actually have a ton of
questions, but not the kind Concorde could answer — like, what would drive a
young girl to kill seven people? I’m tempted to fire up my headset’s browser
and do a little Googling on Miss Buzzkill, but like Mindforce said: This isn’t
the time. Focus on the task at hand, and satisfy my perverse curiosity later.


 


The courthouse sits in the
middle of the city, surrounded on all sides by hotels, blocks of businesses,
and restaurants. A massive convention center sits to the court’s southeast. Soon
the streets will teem with people heading to work, but for now they’re
relatively empty, which is the point: Fewer people mean fewer potential
casualties should something bad happen. That’s the theme of the day: Try to
predict what could go horribly wrong and compensate for it, and I think we’ve
covered every base short of Godzilla dropping on us from a passing blimp.


Captain Dekes breaks radio
silence. “Worcester Court, this is Byrne transport, on final approach. ETA, one
minute. Security code beta upsilon delta epsilon three.”


“This is Worcester
security,” replies a man. “Copy that, we’re ready to receive the hearse.
Security code omega omicron kappa omicron four.”


“Copy,” Dekes says. “Special
security?”


Nina replies. “Special
security in place, Byrne transport. Security code nu iota eta epsilon five.”


“Copy,” Dekes says, and the
comm falls silent again.


For the final mile I’m to
fly in low, below rooftop level, while Concorde stays high to scan for any
suspicious activity. I descend, catching sight of the Pelican sitting in a
parking lot across the street from the court, then I spot the Squad and Nina at
attention at the side of the courthouse. They flank a pair of sturdy steel
doors that accordion open: an entrance for prisoner transport vehicles. If anything
is going to happen, it’s going to happen now, before the hearse vanishes into
the bowels of the building.


The mini-caravan rounds the
final corner.


“All clear from above,”
Concorde says.


“All clear at street level,”
I say.


“Confirmed,” Nina says.


The hearse rolls up to the
garage doors. Captain Dekes rattles off another Greek alphabet soup security
code. The doors open, the hearse and its companion disappear into the side of
the building, Nina and the Squad file in behind the transports, and the doors
slide shut.


“The hearse has arrived,”
Dekes announces.


Well, that was
anti-climactic,
I think.


And then someone shoves
white-hot ice-picks in my ears.


 


Within the confines of the
garage, a kill box of hard, echoing surfaces, the sonic shriek hits with
stunning intensity. Those outside the transports collapse to the cold cement
floor, their equilibrium crippled, their brains on fire. Those inside the
transports, linked to their companions by their comm headsets, fare no better.


“That was almost too easy,”
says the woman known to the general public as Harpy.


“What?” Kobold says.


“I said, that was almost —
oh, for...” Harpy mutters. She taps an ear: Take your earplugs out, moron.


“Oh, right.”


“Move fast, Bestiary,” Hydra
says, sloughing off his stolen courthouse guard uniform to reveal his trademark
weaponry, a unit on his back sprouting four mechanical arms, each arm capable
of projecting a heat beam powerful enough to reduce steel to slag. “Minotaur,
you’re up.”


“You heard the man,
substitute,” Kobold teases. “You’re the can opener, so get opening.”


“Bro, you best watch your
teeny-tiny mouth,” Minotaur says, glowering down at his diminutive teammate,
“else I might step on you like you was gum on the sidewalk.”


“Behave, children,” Harpy
says. “Don’t make me yell at you.”


“Cripes, people, can I
possibly get some professional friggin’ behavior here?” Hydra barks. “Minotaur,
open the transport, now! Harpy, find the control for the collars.”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m on it,”
Minotaur says. He runs his hand along the seam where the rear doors meet,
searching for a gap. Finding none, he makes one, forcing his fingers between
the steel slabs. He pulls. The doors creak, yawn, scream. Four case-hardened
deadbolts snap, the pieces tinkling like an off-key wind chime as they rain to
the floor. The bodies inside lie in a tangled heap, flashes of orange speckling
the black and blue mass of uniforms and body armor.


“I went to parties in
college like that,” Kobold says.


“Hey, Archimedes!” Hydra’s
shout barely cuts through the siren wailing in Archimedes’ ears. “Time to
split, buddy. You’re ride’s here.”


 


Ow.


My dad took me to a
Springsteen concert once. We had sixth-row seats for four hours of blaring rock
music. My ears rang for two days afterwards.


This is worse. It’s like
someone’s blowing a whistle right in my ear — but it’s taking my mind off the
pain racking my body, so there’s that.


I roll onto my back, my
fingers clutching at the pavement beneath me. It’s solid, real, something
stable for my brain to latch onto. The chilly asphalt is like a welcome splash
of cold water, and it calms the nausea-inducing spinning sensation that’s
keeping me from getting to my feet.


“Lightstorm, report,”
Concorde buzzes in my ear. “Lightstorm?”


“I’m here.”


“Are you all right?”


“All right-ish. There’s
pain,” I say, but I was flying low when — well, whatever happened happened, so
I’ll take the pain; it means I’m not street pizza.


“Hold on.” A few seconds
later, Concorde touches down next to me, landing with a drunken stagger-step.
He kneels to grasp my hand and help me up. “Anything broken?”


“I don’t think so,” I grunt
as I stand. The world wobbles, gives a final little spin, then settles back to
normal. “What was that? Feedback on the comm system?”


“Not feedback. I’d know that
sound anywhere: It was Harpy,” Concorde says. A ball of ice forms in my stomach
and my pulse ratchets up to a thousand beats a minute. The last time I
encountered Harpy, she was with —


“Manticore. Is he—?”


“I don’t know. He hasn’t
shown himself, but we can’t assume anything.” He squeezes my shoulder. “You be
ready.”


Easier said than done, boss.
I’ve had three run-ins with Manticore and none of them ended well for me. The
first time, he totally owned me. The second, he carved the source of my power
out of my hands and left me to bleed out. The third time, he dropped a nuke in
the middle of Boston. I’ve gotten a better handle on my powers since then. I’ve
learned how to handle myself, but the thought of going face-to-face with
Manticore again...I’m not ready for that, physically or emotionally.


My headset comes alive with
a cacophony of shouts and noises: the sounds of combat. Concorde calls out for
Mindforce, for Nina, Captain Dekes, anyone, but all we get in reply are grunts,
yelling, cries of pain.


“We’re blowing the door!
Stand clear! Stand clear!” Concorde barks. “Lightstorm, on my mark. Center
seam, full power.”


I take a breath. Power hums
in my hands. My vision narrows until I see nothing but the dark line running up
the center of the garage doors. Amazing what knowing your friends are in
trouble can do for one’s focus.


“Go.”


We fire in perfect unison.
The combined power of Concorde’s concussion burst and my force blast caves the
door in, splitting it down the center, almost ripping it off its hinges.


We charge in. It takes me a
moment to recognize the Bestiary because they’re in someone else’s work
uniforms; Hydra’s heat ray array is the big giveaway (and, since he’s sprawled
out on the floor, apparently unconscious, I’m able to get a really good look at
it). Harpy is curled up nearby, clutching at her throat and hacking like she’s
about to barf up her lungs. Nina has Kobold face-down on the ground in some
kind of hammerlock that’s making the little guy scream like a girl. The last
man standing on the Bestiary’s side is a tall, muscular hulk whose stolen guard
uniform is easily two sizes too small. Stuart’s going to town on him, but the
man’s not going down easily.


“Superbeast! Clear!”
Concorde says. Stuart hesitates, looks around, spots Concorde, and pays for
taking his eyes off his enemy: The big man nails him with an uppercut that
literally launches Stuart into the ceiling. He bounces off the concrete and
lands with an undignified splat.


Silver lining number one:
Stuart can take that kind of intense punishment. Silver lining two: At least
he’s clear. Concorde tags the big man with a concussion blast that blows him
across the garage.


“Whoever you are, stand
down,” Concorde says, “or the next one will knock you into Connecticut.”


The man sits up, glares at
us, considers his options, then compliantly slips his hands behind his head in
surrender.


“Call in,” Concorde says
over the comm.


“Nina Nitro calling in. I
have Kobold,” Nina says. “Someone needs to secure Harpy.”


“Mindforce calling in. I’ll
get her.”


“Um, Psyche calling in? Is
that right?”


“Lightstorm calling in,
covering the big guy with Concorde.”


“That’s the new Minotaur, I
think,” Stuart says. “Oh, uh, Superbeast calling in and whatever.”


And then nothing.


“Trenchcoat, Kunoichi, call
in,” Concorde says. More nothing. “Call in! Where are you?”


“I-I’m here,” Missy sobs.
“I’m...oh, God...someone help me...”


 


“Minotaur, get Archimedes
out of there,” Hydra says. Minotaur casually tosses two of the guards to the floor,
unburying the Bestiary’s prize — as well as the man who once laid claim to the
Minotaur identity. “Oliver?”


“What? Oliver’s in there?”
Kobold says.


“Uh-huh. Hey, Ollie, you
okay? Hey. Hey! Anyone home?” Hydra says, snapping his fingers at Minotaur the
First. Oliver blinks at Hydra, squints at him vacantly. “Guess not. Good news,
new guy: You get to keep your job.”


“Found the control unit,”
Harpy says, waving a small black box. “Collars are deactivated, locks have been
popped.”


“Hey, we’re not leaving
Ollie here, are we?” Kobold says.


“Oliver wasn’t part of the
plan,” Hydra says. “Besides, he’s dead weight. No offense, Ollie, but you’re
useless.”


“Behind you,” Oliver says.


Her equilibrium is off,
she’s outnumbered, almost certainly outgunned, and if things go south, there’s
no guarantee any of her teammates will have recovered sufficiently to save her.
All things considered, it’s the height of recklessness to take on the Bestiary
by herself.


Fortunately for her,
reckless is what Nina Nitro does best.


A leaping palm-heel strike
to the base of the skull sends Hydra sprawling. A knife-edge chop to the
throat, to Harpy’s cybernetically enhanced vocal chords, short-circuits her
sonic scream. A spinning mule kick crushes Kobold’s nose. He collapses to his
knees, blood spurting from between his fingers.


Three down, one to go: a
tower of muscle, shocked into inaction by Nina’s whirlwind assault. Big man.
Strong. Probably invulnerable, she reasons — which means setting off a
fireball in his face won’t seriously hurt him.


In theory.


The garage reverberates with
the deep fwhoomp of oxygen igniting, suddenly and violently. Minotaur
staggers back, tears pouring from eyes that cannot see anything but searing
white. He’s as vulnerable as he’s going to get, but Nina knows better than to
directly engage a tank.


“Superbeast! Get punching!”


Nina’s command ends there. A
pair of manacles, still binding their wearer, crashes down on her head.
Buzzkill Joy gives her a kick to the gut for good measure, then scrambles back
into the hearse.


“Hey, mungo, do a girl a
favor and get me out of these things, huh?” Joy says, presenting her cuffs to
Oliver. The restraints, designed to withstand Joy’s physical strength, part
easily when subjected to Oliver’s superior might. “You’re a doll. Toodles.”


“Wait!” Archimedes cries
out. “Wait for me!”


Joy laughs. “And why the
hell would I do that? You’re on your own, freakshow.”


She hesitates a moment
longer to snatch up an assault rifle from one of her fallen captors. Not her
thing, guns, but better safe than sorry.


Recalling her last visit to
the courthouse, Joy dashes toward the heavy door separating the garage from the
detention area — a door that is normally closed and locked. She does not notice
the hole, blackened and melted around the edges, right where the push-button
combination lock used to be — just as she fails to notice Matt’s clumsy effort
to snag her foot as she sprints by.


“Crud!” Matt scans the
garage, looking for someone, anyone else who appears remotely functional. “Hey,
Kunoichi! C’mon, we’ve got an escapee!”


Missy rises to her feet and
shakes the last of the disorientation from her brain. “Shouldn’t we wait for
the —”


“Come on!”


“...back-up,” Missy says to
no one.


She follows Matt into the
holding cell area, a narrow corridor that is solid wall on one side and a
series of sliding steel doors on the other, then into another hallway — this
one wider, more welcoming than the dank gray cell block, but empty. A door at
the far end eases closed.


“I got her,” Missy says.


Matt has to sprint to keep
up with Missy as she charges through the door. As Matt clears the doorway, the
world downshifts into slow motion. Every detail becomes razor-sharp and crystal
clear. It’s another hallway, wide and tall, meant to accommodate several people
at once. Doors with fogged glass windows line the hall, each of them marked
with black plastic signs that jut out above the doors like flags in a stiff
wind. White lettering indicates where the COURT CLERK and RECORDS and other
offices are. Wooden benches are spaced along either wall, providing ample
seating. The tile floor, gleaming from its most recent polishing, reflects a
watery ghost of Buzzkill Joy, bright in her prison jumpsuit, and of the rifle
in her hands, raised and ready.


Matt seizes Missy from
behind, wrapping her in his arms. He lets his momentum spin them around. He
closes his eyes.


Thunder erupts.


Missy squeals as Matt’s grip
on her tightens, squeezing the breath from her body. Just as suddenly, his arms
go slack. He slides off of her, settling into a pile at her feet.


Missy turns, locking eyes
with Buzzkill Joy through a haze of gunsmoke. Joy smirks at her weapon, at her
handiwork, at Missy, then jams the rifle’s stock into her shoulder. She
squeezes the trigger. The rifle tries to jump from her hands, but this time
she’s ready for it; she holds the firearm steady. Her aim is true.


So are Missy’s reflexes.


The first spray cuts through
the space occupied a split-second earlier by Missy’s head. Joy shifts her
stance, adjusts her aim, and lays into the trigger. Bullets stitch the walls,
chasing after the black blur as it closes the distance.


Missy lunges, hitting Joy
low. They tumble to the floor. Missy rips the rifle from Joy’s grip and flings
it away, then Missy’s nails slide out from the recesses in her fingertips.


So do Joy’s.


Missy strikes first, her
claws plunging deep into Joy’s shoulder. Joy bites back a scream, then responds
by sinking her hooked fingernails into Missy’s ribcage. Joy gets a leg between
them and shoves, kicking Missy off.  Missy rolls with the momentum and
lands on all fours, then hisses challenge at her foe.


“You’re pretty bad-ass,
girl,” Joy says, pressing a hand to her wound. “You want to go another round?
I’m cool with that. Your boy there, he might not be.”


Matt.


“Him or me, cupcake.” Joy
backs away a step, making a show of it: a silent dare. “Him or me.”


Missy doesn’t take her eyes
off of Joy until she slips out of sight. She spends those precious seconds
memorizing the girl’s face.


“Trenchcoat, Kunoichi, call
in,” Concorde barks in her ear. “Call in! Where are you?”


“I-I’m here,” Missy sobs.
“I’m...oh, God...someone help me...Matt’s been shot.”
















 


ELEVEN


 


The words hit me like a
brick to the face, stunning me into silence.


“Did...did she say Matt got
shot?” Sara says.


“Mindforce, take over here.
Nina,” Concorde says.


“Right,” Nina says.


I chase after Concorde and
Nina, weaving through a series of hallways, but my body is acting on its own;
my mind is somewhere else, unable — unwilling — to process what Missy said. We
burst through one last door and nearly fall over Matt.


Nothing’s right here. Matt’s
on the floor, curled on his side, not moving. Missy kneels at his head, her
hood in her hands, her face red and wet from crying. Concorde pulls her away,
giving Nina room to work. She peels off Matt’s facemask, presses two fingers to
his neck.


“He got hurt protecting me,”
Missy whimpers. “That girl had a gun and she was going to shoot me and Matt
grabbed me and...” The rest is lost to racking sobs.


“There’s no blood,” I say. I
feel disconnected from my own body. It’s like someone else is speaking. “Is
that good? That’s good, right?”


“Nina, dammit, talk to me,”
Concorde says, and I hear something in his voice I’ve never heard before:
gut-wrenching fear.


“Hold on,” Nina says,
rolling Matt onto his stomach. She runs her hand across his back, brushing off
a layer of dust or powder coating Matt’s coat – which, I realize, is neither
bloody nor riddled with bullet holes. She sniffs her fingertips, winces, then
breathes a sigh of relief. “It’s okay. He’s okay.”


“Says you,” Matt slurs, and
my God, I have never been so relieved, so overjoyed to hear Matt’s snark.


“Hey, you only got pelted by
hornet rounds. Lucky for you Byrne likes to take its escapees down alive.
C’mon, let’s sit you up.” Matt bites back a groan as Nina assists him in
rolling onto his back, then into a sitting position. “Congratulations, buddy: You
just took your first gunshot in the line of duty. Today you are a man, my son. Mazel
tov.”


“I’m so happy you can joke
about this,” Concorde growls, pushing — shoving Missy away, practically
throwing her to the floor. “What if he’d been shot with real bullets, huh? What
if this kid was lying at your feet dead? Would you be laughing then?!”


“Chill, boss. You know stuff
like this is a work-related hazard. It happens.”


“Not anymore it doesn’t.
They’re done.”


“We’re what? What are you
saying?” I say.


“I’ve let this go on too
long,” Concorde says with all the finality of a cheesed-off father sending his
kids to their rooms because he’s had it up to here with us. “I’m putting
an end to the Hero Squad.”


 


Concorde, roaring like a
drill sergeant, orders Nina to escort us back to the Pelican, keep us there,
and take care of any injuries. She shoots him a cold glare but does as told,
refraining from any sass-back. A bleeding teenage girl does wonders for keeping
your priorities straight.


“Carrie, break out the
first-aid kit, will you? Okay, Missy, here we go,” Nina says. She gently pulls
Missy’s top up, peeling it away from her blood-soaked skin, to reveal a set of
nasty puncture wounds in her left side, just under the line of her ribcage.
Nina presses a wad of gauze to the injuries. “Hold this in place, kiddo, and
keep pressure on it.”


“Jeez, that girl did that to
you?” Stuart says.


“She had claws like me,”
Missy says.


Claws? Claws like her?
No one else blinks at that little bombshell, but it sure doesn’t escape my
notice.


“Guess Concorde wasn’t
kidding when he said she was like an evil you.”


“Speaking of Concorde, what
did he mean, he’s putting an end to the team?” Sara says.


“Don’t listen to him. It’s
Concorde being Concorde,” Nina says. “Matt, you’re up.”


Matt shrugs off his coat
easily enough, but it takes him a solid minute to worm out of his shirt, and no
wonder he’s in agony: Matt’s back is a mass of red welts.


“Oh, Matt,” I gasp.


“Man, you took a pounding
all right,” Nina says, as though impressed by Matt’s war wounds (which, knowing
her, she is). “Imagine how much this would’ve hurt if you hadn’t’ve had
your swanky new gear on.”


“Lucky me,” Matt grunts.


“Buck up, bud, doesn’t look
like you took any serious damage. My advice: regular doses of Tylenol, lots of
ice packs, sleep on your stomach, you’ll be good in a few days.”


“Any advice on how to deal
with Concorde?”


“Carrie, I told you, it’s
nothing to worry about. Concorde freaks out about stuff, that’s his thing. He
lost his mind the first time I got hurt on the job, too. Give him a day to cool
down and everything will go back to normal.”


“I don’t know. I’ve seen
Concorde lose it before. This time was different.”


“I’ve seen Concorde lose it
before a lot more often than you have, so trust me when I say: he’ll get over
it.”


Looks like we’re about to
find out: the bay door slides open and Concorde steps inside. “Nina, give us a
moment,” he says.


Nina slips me an I told
you so look and hops out of the Pelican, closing the door behind her.
Concorde folds his arms, sighs.


“Today was an unmitigated
disaster,” he begins, and it definitely sounds like one of Concorde’s standard
dress-downs. “Too much went wrong. Too many people got hurt. I will not allow
it to happen again. Carrie.” Concorde holds out a hand. “Your headset.”


“What?” I say.


“Give me your headset. Now.”


“How am I supposed to fly if
I don’t have my transponder?”


“You don’t,” Concorde snaps.
“You’re not a super-hero anymore, you understand me? None of you are.”


“Seriously, we’re going through
this again?” Matt says. “Come on, Concorde, you’ve tried to stop us before —”


Concorde has yelled at us
plenty of times. He’s chewed us out, criticized us, insulted us, but he has
never once gotten physical with us — until now, when he shoves Matt, slamming
him back into the bulkhead.


“And look what it got you!”
Concorde then rounds on Missy, snatching the blood-soaked gauze out of her
hand. “Look what it got you!” he says, throwing the gauze in Matt’s face. “Do
you know how close you came to getting killed?”


“We’ve had close calls
before,” I point out.


“And you know what’s kept
you alive? Dumb luck. Well, guess what, Carrie? Luck runs out!” Concorde says
as he rips my headset right off my face and throws it across the bay. “I will
not have your blood on my hands.”


Concorde throws open the bay
door and storms off, shouldering past Nina, who, judging by her stunned
expression, heard everything. I brush by her and chase after Concorde, because
there is no way I’m going to let this go without a fight.


“Concorde. Concorde! Dammit,
will you talk to me?”


“There’s nothing to talk
about,” he says without stopping.


“The hell there isn’t. You
can’t disband our team! You’re not our father, Concorde, you can’t
ground us!”


Concorde whirls around. He
glares at me through his smoked outer visor, giving nothing away.


“We’ve had this discussion
before,” I say, although that “discussion” was as much of a shouting match as
this one is. “What I do with my life is my decision, not yours, and you can’t
stop me.”


“I’m going to spell this out
for you, Carrie, so you’d be wise to listen very closely,” Concorde says in a
low growl. “You are, as of this second, an unregistered superhuman flyer. If
you go up, for any reason, I’ll have no choice but to report you to the
Department of Homeland Security, and they’ll send men to arrest you. You’ll end
up in Byrne. Is that what you want?”


I want to laugh in his face.
The feds are going to put me in Byrne? Yeah, right, they throw kids in supermax
prisons all the time.


Then I flash back to
Buzzkill Joy in her orange jumpsuit, marching to the hearse in her shackles.


“I can’t believe you’re
threatening me,” I manage.


“I’m not threatening you,
Carrie, I’m warning you what will happen if you go up without my
authorization,” Concorde says. “The feds can overlook a new flyer going up once
or twice, excuse it as ignorance, but you’ve been in the game. You don’t get
leniency, you get arrested for willfully violating US airspace. Whether that
happens is your choice.”


“My choice?” I say,
seething. “I don’t have a choice anymore.”


I wait for a retort, but all
I get is Concorde turning his back on me and walking away.


 


I return to the Pelican and
tell the others what happened. Even Nina is stunned that Concorde would go so
far as to slap my name on a government watch list.


We sit there stewing for a
good hour while Concorde and Mindforce finish up in the courthouse. Mindforce
returns, alone, to inform Nina that Concorde will be accompanying Minotaur and
Archimedes back to Byrne, and she’s to remain at the scene and assist with the
manhunt for Buzzkill Joy.


As she’s shutting the bay
door on us, I say, “Natalie? What do we do?”


She sighs. “There’s a time
to push Concorde, and there’s a time to back off and give him space. This is a
time to give him space. Let him cool off, let Mindforce talk to him,” she says,
nodding toward the cockpit, where Mindforce is running a preflight check. “For
what it’s worth? I’m on your side.”


That helps. Not a lot, but
it helps.


Once we’re in the air, I step
into the cockpit. Before I can speak, Mindforce says, “I’ll talk to him,” but
the way he says it doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.


“Will it do any good?”


“All I can do is try.”


“But you’re not promising
anything.” He says nothing. “What did we do? We’ve all been hurt before and
it’s never set Concorde off like this. He didn’t freak out this badly when
Manticore...you know...and he freaked out a lot.”


“I know, but this is...it’s
complicated.”


Yeah, I know what that
means. When adults tell kids “it’s complicated,” what they’re really saying is
“I don’t want to explain it to you” — but getting into another fight isn’t
going to advance our cause any, so I withdraw back to the passenger bay.


“Well?” Matt says.


“He said he’ll talk to
Concorde,” I say, “but I don’t think we should hold our breaths.”


“This is such bull, man,”
Stuart says. “Concorde gave us this mission. Where does he get off dumping on
us because things went south? Wasn’t our fault.”


“I don’t think it has
anything to do with the mission,” Matt says. “This is my fault.”


Matt has a tendency to make
things about himself, but in this case he’s not wrong. Since we became
super-heroes, I’ve been maimed by Manticore and nearly blown up by a nuke,
Sara’s suffered serious psychic backlash containing an exploding oil tanker,
Stuart’s been scorched by magical hellfire, and Missy got possessed by a demon.
Matt — who, somehow, has escaped the last six months relatively unscathed —
takes a machine-gun full of nonlethal hornet rounds to the back, and all of a
sudden our safety is such an issue Concorde threatens to have me chucked into
prison to keep us in line.


Matt and Concorde have
always had a contentious relationship. When Archimedes first started causing
problems in Kingsport, Matt intervened. Concorde responded to his act of
civic-mindedness by chewing him out. In public. Concorde has yet to cut Matt a
single break or offer the faintest praise when he does something right, yet
he’s managed a few kind words for the rest of the team, and he positively dotes
on me.


He used to, anyway.


“What do we do?” Missy asks.


“What Natalie said: We back
off, leave Concorde alone, and let Mindforce handle this,” I say. “We know
he’ll go to bat for us. He always has. Natalie too.”


“But what if something bad
happens? If someone’s in trouble we can’t stand around and do nothing, but if
we do something you could get thrown in jail.”


“Let’s not worry about
what-ifs, Muppet. One problem at a time,” I say, mostly because I don’t have a
good answer. She’s right: If someone causes trouble and the Hero Squad is in a
position to act, do we stand on the sidelines, which could result in people
getting hurt or killed, or do we do the right thing, which could result in feds
knocking at my door to haul me away to Byrne?


I don’t want to go to
prison.


Okay, Carrie, take a breath,
and take your own advice. No sense in getting wound up over possibilities.


The rest of the flight
passes in silence (aside from the occasional grunt of pain from Matt and
Missy). Once we reach Protectorate HQ, Mindforce attends to Missy’s wounds more
properly, swabbing the area with an antibacterial and slopping over the
punctures some gunk that smells like super-glue and looks like pink latex
paint. Mindforce tells her not to engage in any strenuous physical activity or
she could re-open the wounds.


Mindforce drops Missy’s
tunic into a bucket marked with a biohazard symbol and labeled MEDICAL WASTE.
It lands in the bucket with a wet splat.


After we change back into
civilian clothes, Mindforce asks us if we can get home all right. We say yes
automatically, but truthfully, Matt and Missy are in no condition to walk home.


As we ride the Wonkavator
back to the Protectorate’s Main Street office, Sara suggests we hit up Matt’s
dad for a ride. “His office is only a block away,” she says, “and he owns the
business. It’s not like anyone can tell him he can’t leave.”


“We can’t tell him we need a
ride because we got smacked around by a super-villain,” Matt says.


“So tell him you don’t feel
well and aren’t up for walking home,” I say. “It’s technically the truth.”


As we pass through the
office, Catherine gives us a sad, sympathetic smile.


The walk to the offices of
Steiger and Associates Financial Services would normally take us two minutes
from the Protectorate’s public office, three minutes tops. We let Matt and
Missy set the pace, so the trip stretches out to a leisurely ten minutes. We
arrive to find a sign reading OUT TO LUNCH – BACK AT ONE hanging inside the
glass door.


“Aw, great,” Matt says,
pulling at the handle, expecting to find the door locked. It almost smacks him
in the face as it swings open. “Hm. That figures. He forgets to lock up the
house all the time, too.”


“Why don’t we wait inside?”
Sara says.


“Yeah,” Matt says, and we
head in.


As it turns out, Mr. Steiger
isn’t out to lunch, but he still should have locked the door. It would have
kept us from walking into the main foyer to find him...um...entangled
with a woman who is most definitely not Mrs. Steiger.


The world freeze-frames and all
the sound is sucked out of the room. We gawk at Mr. Steiger and he gawks back,
his expression of slack-jawed shock just short of comical thanks to the hot
pink lipstick smeared across his mouth. No one speaks or moves for what feels
like an eternity, and then Mr. Steiger and the woman break free of one another
and retreat to opposite sides of the foyer.


“Matt,” Mr. Steiger says,
but Matt isn’t sticking around to listen to whatever feeble excuse his dad has
to offer. He blows past me and kicks the door open, the safety glass
spiderwebbing from the impact. Mr. Steiger runs to the door and calls after
Matt, begging him to come back, please, he can explain.


No. He can’t.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWELVE


 


A ride home obviously isn’t
going to happen, so Stuart takes Missy home — cradled in his arms, which she
objects to as a matter of pride, but she’s in no condition to make the journey
on her own steam. Sara and I retreat to my house to process what has been, so
far, the crappiest day of our lives (which is saying something).


Whenever I’m this stressed I
tend to indulge in some nervous snacking, but the house is sadly lacking in
sweet treats, so I decide to whip something up. After flying, reading, and
eating, baking is a great way to decompress. Sara opts to sit back and watch
the magic happen.


“I’m a disaster in the
kitchen,” she says. “I can’t handle anything more challenging than ‘microwave
on high for two minutes.’”


“We’ll fix that. You’re
helping me,” I say. I put on a pot of coffee and hand one of my mother’s many
cookbooks to Sara. “See what looks good.”


Sara flips through the book.
“Ooooh, maple bars,” she coos. “Oh yes. We are making these. Maple is the best
flavor ever.”


“No, mocha is the best flavor
ever,” I say, “but maple is in the top five.”


“Maple is the top
five.” Sara shoves the cookbook at me. “Tell me what to do.”


I guide Sara through the
steps: Preheat the oven; gather the ingredients; collect all the bowls and
measuring cups and spoons we’ll need; measure, sift, pour, mix. We succeed in
keeping the uncomfortable topic of the day at bay for a good long while, but
eventually we crack.


“Do you think Concorde is
serious?” Sara says. “About ending the Squad? About arresting you?”


“I don’t know,” I say. “I’d
like to think we’ve earned better than that...”


“But?”

     “But Concorde isn’t thinking rationally. He might be
dead serious.”


“So we might never be the
Hero Squad again.”


I shrug. “Would that really
be so bad? Disbanding the Hero Squad doesn’t mean we’d all stop being friends.
It means we wouldn’t have to worry about getting shot, stabbed, zapped,
blasted, possessed...we’d get to worry about normal stuff like test scores,
what to wear to the prom, where we’re going to go to college.” I shrug again.
“It might be nice.”


“Well, I’m sold,” Sara says.
“How can I argue against such heartfelt and compelling testimony?”


“Yeah,” I say. “I wasn’t
buying it either.”


 


We pass the afternoon
munching on oven-fresh maple bars (which, for the record, came out perfectly),
channel-surfing, and generally doing our best to avoid talking about our
craptacular day. It works; we completely fool ourselves into thinking
everything is cool.


And then Mom comes home with
Ben in tow and, well, there goes my mellow.


“Hi, honey, hi, Sara,” Mom
says.


“Mom, Ben.” You sure he’s
not a serial killer or something? I say to Sara.


Sorry, he’s clean, Sara says, but maybe
he’ll turn out to have a drinking problem?


One can hope. God, I’m a terrible person.


“It’s obvious you two are
best friends,” Ben says. “I can see you doing that funny psychic thing
girlfriends do, talking to each other without talking to each other.”


“We’re drift compatible,” I
say.


“You’re what?”


“It’s from some stupid movie
Matt inflicted on me. Giant robots punching giant monsters.” Ben furrows his
brow at me. “Never mind.”


“Guess it’s time to head
home,” Sara says, peeling herself off the couch. “See you in the morning?”


“As always. Oh, don’t forget
to take your half of the maple bars.”


“You made maple bars?” Mom
says.


“Sara made maple bars; I
mentored. We were bored, and we couldn’t find anyone to sell us illegal drugs,
so we baked instead.”


“Good choice. Sounds like
we’ll have a good dessert tonight,” Mom says to Ben. Sure, Mom, go ahead, offer
my maple bars to your boyfriend without asking me. I don’t mind.


I hide out in my bedroom
until dinner to avoid awkward chit-chat with Ben, but he dutifully takes the
lead on mealtime conversation to make up for it. I keep my answers short and
sweet, hoping Ben will lose interest in me because I’m such a crashing bore,
but no such luck. The day of eternal suck continues unabated. C’mon, God, throw
a girl a cookie here, huh?


“You okay, honey?” Mom says.
“You seem down.”


“Long day. Tired is all,” I
say as the strains of Bruce Springsteen’s Out in the Street drift up
from my pocket. I dig my phone out to see a text from Dad reading, simply, TIX
SCORED, TUES PM VS MONTREAL.


A Bruins game? With Dad? On
my birthday? And they’re playing the Canadiens? Score!


And then Ben ruins the
moment by saying, “Carrie, you shouldn’t answer your phone at the dinner
table.”


He did not just say that to
me.


“It’s my dad, confirming our
plans for my birthday,” I say, my temper simmering.


“What are you doing with
your father?” Mom asks.


“Bruins game. He got us
tickets for next Tuesday’s game.”


“That sounds like a pretty
late night. I don’t know if you should be staying out late on a school night,”
Ben says. My hands ball into fists under the table.


“Hm. Ben might be right,
Carrie,” Mom says. “I’ll call your father after dinner and talk to him, see if
maybe he can find another game you two can —”


“Are you telling me I can’t
go?” I say. “What kind of crap is that?”


“Don’t talk to your mother
that way, young lady,” Ben says, and that’s when I redline.


“You stay out of this! You
haven’t been around long enough to have an opinion about my life, and you sure
as hell haven’t earned reprimand privileges!”


“Carrie!” Mom snaps.


“What? Are you seriously telling
me he gets to weigh in on what Dad wants to do with me on my birthday? Screw
that,” I say, standing so quickly I knock my chair to the floor.


“Where do you think you’re
going?”


“Out!”


Mom shouts after me, tells
me I’m not going anywhere, tells me to get back to the table and apologize to
Ben or there’s going to be trouble. Please. After taking away my birthday
outing with Dad, nothing you can possibly do to me could punish me any worse.


I grab my coat, throw the
front door open and storm off, down the walkway, down the street, into the
woods near my home so I can take off in private and blow off some steam before
my head explodes. Breaking the sound barrier always makes me feel better.


I jam my hands into my coat
pocket, searching for my headset, and that’s when I remember: I don’t have it
anymore. Concorde took it from me.


Concorde took my sky from
me.


Goddammit.


 


Buzzkill Joy waits at the
crosswalk like a good little pedestrian, hiding in plain sight among a group of
teenagers recently ousted from a coffee shop closing up for the night. A police
cruiser rolls up to the intersection, slows down. The cop inside glances in her
direction. Joy fidgets in her stolen clothes, jeans and a T-shirt filched from
a laundromat, and forces herself to smile and nod, as if amused by her friends’
antics. Of course they’re her friends. She’s one of them. She belongs.


The cop drives off. Joy
keeps the cruiser in the corner of her eye as she crosses the street, watching
for a sudden U-turn, the flare of red and blue strobes. The teens reach the
corner and turn left as a unit. Joy continues on down the block, looking for a
specific storefront — a restaurant she’s never heard of, let alone eaten at.


She finds it quickly enough.
A stratum of newspaper, yellowed from the sun, covers the insides of the tall
plate glass windows. A “for sale” sign, weather-beaten and faded with age, is
taped over the name on the door: JEAN’S CAFÉ. Joy frowns; nothing about the
place strikes her as remotely familiar — so why did she feel compelled to come
here?


A narrow alley takes her to
the rear of the restaurant. None of the lights back here work, which feels too
convenient — as does the unlocked rear entrance.


Joy glances around,
searching for potential witnesses and, seeing none, slips inside.


Her eyes adjust instantly to
the perfect darkness, allowing her to navigate through a haphazard maze of
kitchen equipment left behind to rust and rot. She pauses near a wall rack
bearing an assortment of butcher’s knives and takes the largest one. True, nature
saw fit to provide her with knives in the tips of her fingers, but those
weapons are too distinct; if someone needs to die tonight, better to let the
cops think someone normal did it.


Joy peeks through the door
separating the kitchen and the dining area, expecting armed police officers,
maybe the Protectorate. A man in a plain black suit, his face bathed in the low
glow of an e-reader, is somehow simultaneously disappointing and shocking.


“You can relax, Miss
Morana,” he says, “there’s no one here but me, and I mean you no harm. Just the
opposite, in fact.”


“Who the hell are —”


“Who am I, what do I want,
what is this place, why did you feel compelled to come here...I’ll answer all
your questions in good time.”


Joy slips out of the
kitchen, her knife taking the lead. “What’re you, psychic?”


“The proper technical term
is telepath, and no, my gift is much more unusual. Unique, as far as I know,”
he says, laying his e-reader down. “I cannot be remembered by anyone, unless I
allow it. For example, we’ve met once before.”


“No we haven’t.”


“Yes we have. I visited you
soon after you were interred at Byrne, posing as a public defender. We spoke at
length about your abilities, your potential, your plans should you ever find
yourself, as the saying goes, back on the outside. I told you if you ever
managed to extricate yourself from Byrne’s custody and you wanted a chance to
prove yourself to us, come to this abandoned restaurant within twenty-hours of
becoming a fugitive.”


“What? You hypnotized me?”
Joy says, advancing on the man.


“Hardly. I presented you
with an option and let it remain in your subconscious, a memory without origin
or context. You chose whether to act on the impulse — which, obviously, you
did, because here you are, ready to talk business.”


The man folds his hands on
the counter and waits, waits for Buzzkill Joy to process all that she has been
told thus far, waits for her to decide whether to hear him out or slice his
throat open...or to make the attempt, anyway.


Joy eases around the counter
and sits. The knife remains at the ready. “Tell me what you’re selling,” she
says. “We’ll see if I’m buying.”


The man nods. “My name is
John Nemo. I represent an organization with a keen interest in people like
you.”


“People like me.”


“People possessed of
remarkable abilities and a certain disposition. We’ve had you on our radar ever
since your impressive rampage at Roxbury High.”


“Uh-huh,” Joy says. “So that
breakout this morning, you staged that to get me out?”


“I played a small role in
planning the operation, but you were not our primary target. Our goal was to
liberate one of your fellow prisoners.”


“The big idiot?” Joy says,
which draws a snort of laughter from her mysterious host (whose name, she now
realizes, completely escapes her).


“No, no, the other fellow,
Archimedes. He has considerable strategic value to us, but after today’s
unfortunate debacle, we won’t be making another play for him for some time.
We’ll have to content ourselves with our consolation prize,” he says, gesturing
at Joy. “We, like you, are opportunists.”


Joy gestures back, rudely.


“Now, while we recognize
your potential, we also know that you are a proverbial loose cannon. We want to
see how well you take orders, how well you handle yourself in the field, et
cetera.”


“Like an audition?”


“More like an assessment of
your capabilities under practical, real-life conditions. Succeed and you’ll
reap great rewards. People in our organization work hard, but are compensated
more than appropriately.”


“And if I don’t?”


“We cut you loose and let
you fend for yourself. Good luck with that.”


“...What do you want me to
do?”


Slowly, Nemo reaches for a
briefcase sitting at his feet. He produces a file folder, holds it up. “This is
a product of Archimedes’, as you put it, audition,” he says. “We had him
perform some random data mining, a series of hit-and-run hacks on everything
from personal blogs to military defense systems. Ninety percent of what he
pulled up was useless to us, but the rest? Here. I’ll let you see for
yourself.”


Joy accepts the file, opens
it, and scowls at what she reads on the top page. “What the hell is this?” she
demands.


“Read on.”


She does, but her confusion
only grows.


“Raises a great many
questions, doesn’t it?” Nemo says. “We want you to find the answers.”


“I’m not a hacker, man,” Joy
says.


“No, but we had one of our
top hackers attempt to re-access this data, and she couldn’t find it. That
suggests this file exists only on an external memory device — a USB drive or an
external hard drive — and Archimedes’ discovery was a matter of pure
happenstance. That means we need to apply a personal touch.”


“Is this the part where you
finally tell me what you want from me?”


“You may have noticed, this
file is incomplete,” Nemo says, tapping the folder. “We also believe it is not
unique. Since you’re familiar with the name of the doctor attached to that
particular file, you should have little difficulty in making contact with him.
Do so, discreetly, and convince him to relinquish all data on this
project to you.”


Joy smirks. “Convince him?”


“We leave the method to your
discretion — and I’d again stress that you exercise a little discretion if you
wish to avoid drawing any further attention to yourself. You already have the
police and the Protectorate searching for you...”


“Yeah yeah, low profile, I
get it.”


“Then we have a deal?”


“What the hell? Got nothing
better to do.”


Nemo quirks a disapproving
eyebrow; she’s not exactly an eager team player, but sometimes rogues make the
best operatives — and almost always the best patsies.


“Here,” Nemo says, reaching
into his briefcase once again. “Smartphone, untraceable by anyone but us. ATM
card, also untraceable, tied to a shadow account, PIN is zero-zero-zero-zero.”
He pauses before handing the card over. “Necessary expenses only.”


Joy tucks the gifts into her
pocket. “Anything else?”


“No. The ball is in your
court now. For what it’s worth, we want you to succeed.”


“Right,” Joy says, sliding
off her stool. “My teachers used to tell me that, too. Didn’t believe them
either.”


One of the cardinal rules of
his unique profession is to never let business get personal, always keep a
level of detachment, but in this case? He can’t help himself.


“Ms. Morana? Satisfy my
curiosity,” Nemo says. “Why did you kill all those people?”


Buzzkill Joy shrugs. “They
needed killing.”


 


I reach the edge of the
center of town before I finally start to burn off the metric ton of anger
sitting in my belly, and let me tell you, adrenaline crashes are no fun. You
get light-headed and nauseated, you have trouble breathing, you shake all
over...it’s miserable.


One end of my street comes
out directly across from a fast food place. I go inside and order a hot
chocolate and a box of bland little graham cracker cookies, which is all my
stomach can handle right now (although, even if I were hungry, I wouldn’t eat
the quote-unquote food they sell here. I’m convinced their burgers have never
been an actual animal). The sugar helps de-jangle my nerves, but not by much.
Nothing short of a horse tranquilizer will completely defuse me.


That, or a quick supersonic
flight up and down the eastern seaboard, but that’s not a viable option either,
so cocoa and cookies it is. It’s a poor substitute.


I sit in my booth long after
killing off my drink, until the girl working the counter informs me the dining
room is closing soon. I check my phone to find I’ve been sitting there for
close to three hours.


Hm. Time has flown, but I
sure don’t remember having any fun.


I plod home like I’m walking
down Death Row; I don’t want to go home, but I don’t have anywhere else to go.
I briefly entertain the notion of going to Sara’s place and hiding out there
overnight, but considering her dad’s recently developed case of the surly, that
might not win her any points with that particular parental unit.


All right, music, here I
come to face you. Be gentle, that’s all I ask.


I arrive home and, thank
God, Ben’s car is gone, and Granddad’s car sits in its place in the driveway.
That makes one person in the house who won’t be pissed at me. I hope.


Mom’s voice carries through
the front door. I pause before entering, long enough to catch the phrase
“disrespectful brat.” Oh, this is going to be a blast.


Her tirade stops dead as I
step inside, and she shoots me a look that could peel the paint off a
battleship.

     “Carrie, I want to talk to you. Sit down,” Granddad
says. Mom and I take opposite ends of the couch. Granddad plops into his easy
chair and sighs. “Christina, tell me again what happened tonight. Don’t worry,
Carrie, you’ll get your chance.”


Mom recounts our dinner
accurately enough. My version isn’t all that dissimilar. Granddad hears us both
out, hands folded in his lap, occasionally nodding and grunting noncommittally.


“Carrie,” he says after a minute
or two of deliberation, “stop using your phone at the table. You get a call or
a text, excuse yourself from the table and take it in the living room.”


“Yes sir.”


“And you are going to
apologize to Ben next time you see him.”


“What?”


“You did not handle the
situation like an adult. You have a problem with someone, especially someone
who is a guest in this house, you deal with it calmly, civilly, and
respectfully,” Granddad says, leading by example. “You had every right to be
upset with him, but that’s —”


“Excuse me?” Mom
says. “She had no right to be upset with Ben.”


“Oh, yes she did,” Granddad
says, turning to Mom. “Christina, I like Ben, and I’m happy you’re getting on
with your life, but he overstepped himself. You’ve been dating all of a month,
so as far as I’m concerned, he has no business acting like a parent toward
Carrie — and he definitely has no business offering his opinions on what she
gets to do with her father on her birthday.”


Mom’s eyes narrow and her
lips purse. I know that look: She’s searching for a rebuttal but coming up
empty.


“I suggest you girls go to
bed, sleep on it, and wake up tomorrow determined to find a way to live
together,” Granddad says, his tone hard, “because I’m getting mighty tired of
playing referee. I didn’t take you in so I could listen to you fight all the
time.” He settles back into his chair and flaps a hand at us. “Go on. Bed.”


I guess if there’s any
consolation here, it’s that Granddad made Mom and I feel equally crappy.
















 


THIRTEEN


 


I spend the night tossing
and turning, and I’m wide awake an hour before my alarm goes off. I take
advantage of it and sneak into the bathroom before Mom wakes up, then slip out
of the house before we can have any awkward encounters.


Looks like I’m not the only
one in a parent-dodging mood: Sara and I run into each other halfway between
our houses.


“Another fight with your
mom?” she says.


“Yep. Your dad go on another
tirade?”


“Yep.” She sighs. “We’re
really going to go to school early, aren’t we?”


“Yep.”


En route to school, we share
our respective tales of woe. Sara tells me she made the mistake of telling her
parents over dinner what happened with Matt’s father, and that sparked a
lengthy speech about “that Steiger boy” and his morally bankrupt family. Sara
spoke in Matt’s defense, which prompted her father to lament what a terrible
influence he’s been on his precious little girl. After that, Sara chugged some
aspirin, hid out in her bedroom, and spent the night IMing with Meg Quentin.


“Meg wants to know if we’d
like to hang out with her Saturday,” Sara says. “I guess she said something to
you about having a girls’ day?”


“Oh, yeah. I’d totally
forgotten about that. I’m all for it, but what about Matt? He might need us —”


“He won’t,” Sara says
decisively. “Trust me, Matt has standard durations of brooding whenever he’s
upset about something. A TV show he likes getting canceled is good for
twenty-hours of moping. When his uncle died last year, he was a hermit for four
or five days.”


“What’s the recovery time
for your one-time idol crushing your lifelong dream, immediately followed by
discovering your father is a cheating asshat?”


“He might show up to accept
his diploma.”


 


I’ve often heard rumors that
school serves breakfast as well as lunch. After ditching our stuff in our
lockers, Sara and I head downstairs to the cafeteria to see if the rumors are
true. They are, but the availability of breakfast appears to be a well-kept
secret: there are no more than a dozen students in the cafeteria.


Well, a well-kept secret or
the food is even worse than it is at lunch. It can’t be that awful if Mr. Dent
is eating here, right?


“Oh, good morning, girls,”
he says. “What are you doing here so early?”


“We thought we’d change
things up and see what the cafeteria had to offer in the mornings,” I say,
surveying the steamer trays full of...uh, something. “What the heck are those?”


“Breakfast Buffet Pockets,”
says the woman manning the counter. “It has scrambled eggs, diced sausage,
bacon chunks, and hash browns, all stuffed into a pancakey crust and served
with a buttery maple dipping sauce.”


“The teachers call them
‘breakfast slabs,’” Mr. Dent says.


“Carrie, I’m scared,” Sara
says.


“Ha. You should be, totes.”


“Totes? Ohh, Mr.
Dent, no,” I say.


“What? Do kids no longer say
that?”


“Totes died out, like,
forever ago,” Sara says.


Mr. Dent shakes his head. “I
should really stick with the classics,” he says, “like awesome. Awesome
never goes out of style.”


“True dat,” I say.


“Word,” Sara says.


Mr. Dent narrows his eyes at
us. He slinks off, presumably to hit Google and learn some trendy new slang
over his breakfast slab.


Sara and I play it safe. We
grab some muffins and coffee so weak I suspect it might be nothing more than
hot water and food coloring (I choke down two swallows before going back for
some tea). After breakfast we head upstairs and loiter by my locker until Missy
and Stuart arrive. They say no news is good news, but Stuart’s lack of news on
the Matt front is bothersome to say the least.


“I tried calling him,
texting him, I haunted Facebook all night in case he popped on,” he says, “but
the dude was totally off the grid.”


“Can’t blame him,” Sara
says. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he ditches school today.”


“What do we do?” Missy says.
“I want to say let’s go to his house after school and make sure he’s okay but I
don’t want to be all, you know, nosy or whatever, and I really don’t want to
see his dad because I want to punch him in the face and that wouldn’t help
anything.”


“Sara thinks we should give
him some time to himself, and I have to agree,” I say. “When my parents told me
they were getting divorced I didn’t want to talk to anyone. I was too angry to
think straight or deal with anyone rationally, and Matt’s probably in the same
headspace.”


He’s angry. Give him some
space. Where have I heard that before?


I hope that advice will be
more successful when applied to Matt, because I’m having serious doubts
Concorde will ever come around.


“Edison? Your noon
appointment is here.”


“Thanks, Trina, send him in,
please,” Edison says without looking up from his laptop. Trina, familiar with
her boss’s bouts of obsessive workaholism, steps aside to allow his guest into
the office, then withdraws to let them speak in private.


“Hope you cleared your
afternoon, Edison,” Bart says, “because this isn’t going to go quickly.”


“Yeah, I know,” Edison
sighs. “Here’s an idea: We suit up, fly to Byrne, you go into the Bestiary’s
brains, get the info we need, then we fly into Boston, hit Uni, and eat
ourselves into sashimi comas.”


“I’d rather hit Mr.
Bartley’s and get burgers, but that’s not going to happen either — not as long
as we have due process of the law.”


“Due process takes time. I’m
not feeling terribly patient nowadays.”


“Still stonewalled on the nuclear
micro-cell thefts, huh?”


“I can’t even say with
absolute certainty a theft actually occurred. This is infuriating,” Edison
says, slapping his laptop closed. “There’s an answer here somewhere, staring me
in the face, but I’m not seeing it.”


“You’ve been looking at the
problem too long. Step away from it for a day or two.”


“I can’t let this sit, Bart.
However long this has been going on, right under my nose, it’s been too long. I
have to clean this mess up, now.”


“No, I understand,” Bart
says. “Guess it’s a good thing you found out about it at all...or, I should
say, it’s a good thing Carrie found out about it.”


“Oh, for — are you going to
start in again?”


“Yes, I am. I understand
you’re upset that Matt got hurt, but grounding Carrie to keep the Squad in line
is a completely unreasonable response.”


“You wouldn’t think so if
the kid was lying dead on a slab in the morgue.”


“But he’s not.”


“But he could have been,”
Edison says, making a display of collecting his jacket from the back of his
chair, “and I will not have that on my conscience.”


“Then don’t alienate them.
They’re not going to quit on your say-so, Edison, and they’re more likely to
get killed without our guidance.”


“And they’re much less
likely to get killed if they’re out of the business entirely. We have to get
going,” Edison says, brushing past Bart. “Pearce is expecting us.”


“You can’t protect them from
themselves,” Bart says, “anymore than you could protect Nick.”


Edison’s hand freezes on the
doorknob. Bart flinches from the sudden surge of rage radiating off his friend
— a friend, he realizes, he may have pushed too hard.


“I’m sorry. I know that
sounded callous,” Bart says gently, “but that’s what this is really all about.
You realize that, don’t you? You’re not trying to protect the Squad; you’re
trying to undo the past. You can’t.”


“What I am trying to do is
prevent history from repeating itself, and I will do whatever it takes to keep
those kids from throwing their lives into an open grave.”


“Even if it means those kids
hate you for the rest of their lives?”


“They’ll be alive to hate
me,” Edison says. “I’m okay with that.”


 


A chill hangs between the
men throughout the car ride to Protectorate headquarters, while they change
into their work attire, during their respective pre-flight checks, and well
into the trip to Byrne. Somewhere over Worcester, Mindforce dares to break the
silence to talk strategy, and he breathes a quiet sigh of relief when Concorde
responds. It may be boring business talk, Mindforce thinks, but Concorde’s talking
to him again. One step at a time.


After a brief conference
with Warden Pearce, a conference filled with assurances that they will get to
the bottom of the previous day’s semi-successful jailbreak, Concorde and
Mindforce sit down with Ike Aster, the second man to bear the alias of the
Minotaur. Concorde reasons that Aster, a man with a fairly light criminal
record, might crack easily when faced with the prospect of hard time in a
supermax, but reality does not live up to the theory.


“Look, man, them guys brought
me on, what? A week before the job?” Aster tells them. “They planned this thing
without me. I don’t know jack — and if I did, I’d flip on them in a hot second,
‘cause I don’t owe them guys squat. Ain’t gonna spend my glory days in a
federal pen.”


The guards remove Aster from
the interview room and return with the man known as Hydra. He greets the heroes
with a cordial nod.


“Mindforce. Concorde,” he
says. The young man that accompanies him does not greet the Protectorate,
cordially or otherwise.


“Leonard,” Mindforce says.
“How are you doing?”


Leonard Lerner shrugs. “Been
better. You?”


“Can’t complain.”


“Gentlemen, I’m Mr. Lerner’s
attorney, Drew Coleco,” Leonard’s companion says with an air of authority. He
produces a business card from his tailored suit jacket and slaps it on the
table. “I’ve already advised my client of his rights, and I’ll thank you to
address all your questions to Mr. Lerner through me.”


“He’s court-appointed,”
Leonard smirks. “Can you tell?”


“Mr. Coleco, we’re going to make
this very easy on you and your client,” Mindforce says. “We’re not interested
in you, Leonard.”


“No?”


“We want whoever hired you,”
Concorde says.


“Whoever hired me,” Leonard
parrots.


“Come on, Leonard, don’t
insult us by playing dumb. Last year someone hires Manticore to hunt down
Archimedes,” Concorde says, counting off his points on his fingers. “We get to
him first, then Manticore takes another crack at him, backed up by a bunch of
cutting-edge battlesuits. We take down the battlesuits, then the entire
Bestiary shows up at our headquarters to steal the suits back. We track the lot
of you back to a secret facility outside of Boston, where we find — guess who?
– Archimedes, who’s been sprung from imprisonment again. Yesterday, the
Bestiary shows up to bust out Archimedes yet again. Don’t tell me these
dots aren’t connected.”


“We’ve already spoken with
the district attorney. He’s agreed to drop the most serious of the felony
charges you’ve racked up and let you plead out on the rest,” Mindforce says.
“All you have to do is give up your employer.”


“The DA’s put it all down on
paper for you,” Concorde adds.


“I’d like a few minutes to
consult with my client,” Coleco says. “In private.”


“Oh, calm down, mouthpiece,”
Leonard says. “Look, guys, I’d love to take you up on the offer — I mean, for
real, because this place is seriously depressing, but unfortunately for me,
there’s no one to sell out. This was all us.”


“Mr. Lerner —!”


“Hey, pal, this isn’t my
first rodeo. I know when I can weasel out and when I’m screwed. Today, I am
well and truly screwed. If I want to see the outside world again before I’m a
drooling old fart, my best bet is to let it all hang out.”


“You’re not wrong,” Concorde
says.


“I figured. So, I’m formally
waiving my right to remain silent,” Leonard says, prompting his attorney to
throw up his hands in surrender.


“Go ahead,” Mindforce says.


“Here’s the deal: Manticore
cut us loose last year,” Leonard begins. “We lost a lot of points with him
after the raid on your headquarters went sideways, but when Oliver went rogue
and started that brawl with the kid from your Little League team, that was it.
We were no longer reliable subcontractors, he said.


“We thought hey, no big deal,
we had a rep, we had contacts, we didn’t need Manticore’s leftovers — except
when word got out Manticore kicked us to the curb, well, no one wanted us. We
were practically blacklisted.”


“My heart bleeds,” Concorde
says. “Get to the part where you decided to spring Archimedes.”


“Not much to tell there,”
Leonard says. “We were sitting around one night, brainstorming over a case of
tallboys, and we remembered that that Archimedes guy could hack into, like, any
computer in the world with his brain, and figured we could use him to revive
the business...maybe branch out, you know? Blackmail can be real profitable if
you squeeze the right people.”


“While we appreciate your
entrepreneurial spirit,” Mindforce says, “you had to know you were playing with
a stacked deck, attacking a supermax prison transport detail.”


“No guts, no glory. Besides,
we didn’t know you guys were going to be riding shotgun.” Leonard smiles. “Live
and learn. Am I right?”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


FOURTEEN


 


Sara called it: Matt never
showed up to school.


He wasn’t in homeroom, but I
held out hope he’d put on a brave face and soldier through the day. I gave up
on that when we were a member short at lunchtime.


As has become our tradition,
Malcolm and I meet in the main hallway to walk together to our web design
class. Malcolm senses I’m in a mood and asks me what’s wrong. I ask to defer
that conversation until the end of the day. He’s cool with that. Public
displays of affection, as a rule, are frowned upon in school, but he manages to
sneak in a brief reassuring hand squeeze. He’s a good boyfriend.


Did I just call him my
boyfriend? I can’t call him the B-word yet, we’ve only been on two official
dates. Okay, more like one and two-thirds (thank you Soulblack), but that means
I have even less reason to call him my boyfriend. God, if I’d said that aloud,
I’d have sent Malcolm screaming out of the building.


No, no, stop, no. Slow down,
Carrie, take a breath. No need to add pointless romantic anxiety to your
already very full stress load.


The final bell rings, and
once we’re in the hall and the other students have dispersed, I infodump.
Obviously, I omit entirely the mess with Concorde, and out of respect for
Matt’s privacy I’m vague about his woes, but Malcolm gets the full color,
widescreen, 3-D, digital surround sound story of Ben’s epic transgression.


When I finish, Malcolm takes
me in his arms and holds me. The tension melts away.


“I want to preface this by
assuring you that I’m completely on your side and Ben was out of line,” Malcolm
says, “but it sounds to me like he was looking out for your well-being.”


I pull away to give Malcolm
some mild stink-eye.


“I repeat: He was out of
line, but I don’t think he was trying to be a jerk,” Malcolm says.
“Besides, your grandfather saved the day, so it’s all good, right?”


“Except for the part where
Mom is still dating the guy,” I gripe, “and that he expects me to apologize to
Ben. Like that’s going to happen.”


“It’ll happen.”


“Oh? And why is that?”


“Because you’re a good person
who knows it’s always better to take the high road.”


Well-played, Mr. Forth.


“Now, did I hear you say you
have a birthday coming up?”


“You did. Tuesday. The big
one-six.”


“And you didn’t think to share
this information with me earlier?” Malcolm says, playfully scolding me. “That
is the sort of thing I should be made aware of, you know, in case I wanted to
do something with you to celebrate the big day.”


“In case.”


“In case. Not saying I do
want to do something, like take you out to a nice dinner, but in case I did...”


“Well then, in case you
wanted to do something for my birthday, I already have plans for Saturday and
Tuesday, but all other days are wide open.”


“I’ll try to remember that.
In case I want to do something with you on, hypothetically speaking, Friday
night?”


“You two are so adorable
it’s disgusting,” Sara says as she and Missy stroll up to us.


“Disgusting in a good way,”
Missy says, “like a huge hot fudge sundae that’s totally covered in jimmies and
M&Ms and Oreo bits and is soooooo goooood but makes you kind of sick
after, like, three bites. Like that. Hi, Malcolm!”


“Hi, Missy. Sorry, didn’t
mean to hog Carrie to myself.”


“You should be sorry,” Sara
says. “She was ours first.”


She’s joking, but Sara’s
remark makes me realize I’ve unwittingly segregated Malcolm from my friends,
and for no good reason. I can’t even claim I’ve done it to ensure that no Hero
Squad stuff accidentally comes up in front of Malcolm (although that is a legit
concern).


Let’s rectify that.
“Malcolm, you want to hang out with us at the Coffee Experience?” I say. “We
don’t do anything special, just sit and caffeinate and complain about school.”


“Yeah, come with us,” Sara
the ever-supportive says. Missy nods emphatically, making it unanimous.


Malcolm smiles. “Sure. I’ll
drive.”


 


Stuart continues the trend
in good friendship practices. He’s not only totally cool with Malcolm joining
us for after-school coffee and socialization, he spends the car ride into town
chatting up my boyfr— uh, chatting up Malcolm like he’s an old buddy. There’s
none of that getting-to-know-you awkwardness, no standoffishness from either
side of two very different cliques as they interact for the first time; Malcolm
slides into group dynamic effortlessly. I’m a little ashamed I didn’t bridge
this gap earlier.


We file into Coffee E, and
right away Jill catches my eye and nods at the far corner of the shop, a grave
look on her face. I turn to see Matt stuffed into a seat, eyes narrowed and jaw
set, like he’s getting ready to belt someone.


“Guys,” I say, drawing their
attention to our wayward fifth member.


Matt glances up as we
approach. “What’s he doing here?” he says, glowering at Malcolm.


“He came with us to hang
out. Have you been here all day?”


Matt’s scowl intensifies.
“I’m not going to say anything in front of him.”


“What? Come on, Matt,
Malcolm isn’t —”


“Maybe I should give you
guys some privacy,” Malcolm says. I start to protest but he holds up a hand, cutting
me off. “No, look, he needs to talk and he obviously won’t in front of me. It’s
okay. Your friend needs you.”


It slips out. “You’re a good
boyfriend.”


“You’re a good girlfriend. I
have to keep up, don’t I?”


Malcolm kisses me before he
leaves. Jill slips me an approving smile and a thumbs-up.


Cherish the warm fuzzies,
girl, because it’s not going to last.


We join Matt at the table,
which is littered with empty coffee cups and paper plates that, judging by the
crumbs, once held a variety of cookies and pastries. Great, so he’s supremely
cheesed off and hopped up on massive amounts of sugar and caffeine.


“Mom kicked Dad out of the
house,” Matt says. This news is not surprising, but I’d describe the resulting
silence as stunned nevertheless.


“Where did he go?” I say.
Conventional wisdom may insist there is no such thing as a dumb question, but
in situations like this, all questions feel dumb.


“Don’t know. Don’t care,”
Matt says, bristling. “Bastard’s been cheating on Mom for three months.
He started screwing his receptionist at his office Christmas party. Two days
before friggin’ Christmas. All those times he said he was working late, all
those weekends he went in because it was tax time and he was soooooo busy? It
was all crap. He was going to see her.”


Matt says her in a
low hiss, like it was a swear word so terrible it’d cause old ladies to faint
and paint to peel off the walls if he said it too loudly.


Sara slides a hand over
Matt’s clenched fist. The rage that had been building throughout his story, threatening
to erupt in a display of violence or screaming profanity, it all drains out of
him. His body seems to deflate, and he collapses in on himself.


“I don’t know what to do,”
he whispers.


I know this specific flavor
of despair. I know what it’s like to see your family disintegrate before your
eyes, to wish with all your heart and soul that you could do something,
anything to stop it, yet know you’re powerless to do so. I know how that
helplessness crushes you and tears you to pieces and makes you want to curl
into a ball and die just so you don’t have to feel anything anymore.


I’m so sorry, Matt. There is
nothing you can do.


 


Natalie, her head light from
skipping lunch, enters the common room and swoons from the smell of fresh
pizza, zesty and spicy. “You suck, Edison,” she says. “You ordered pizza and
you didn’t get one for me?”


“There’s a Hawaiian sitting
in the oven keeping warm,” Edison says. “You’re welcome.”


“Very good. All is
forgiven.” Natalie retrieves her pizza, grabs a soda from the refrigerator,
then joins her teammates at the table. “All right, fill me in. How’d it go?”


“I’m undecided,” Bart says.


“Okay...”


“The Bestiary was very
cooperative. They didn’t inveigle or obfuscate in the slightest...”


“I love it when you use big
words. It’s hot.”


“...but they also didn’t
give up anything.”


“Meaning whoever hired
them?”


“That’s the weird part. They
swore no one hired them,” Edison says. “They all claimed breaking out
Archimedes was their idea.”


Natalie laughs through a
mouthful of pizza. “Please. Those idiots have never had an original thought in
their lives.”


“I don’t disagree, and their
story stinks to high heaven. Their testimonies were virtually identical, down
to the last detail, which tells me —”


“It’s a cover story they
worked out in advance,” Natalie concludes, “which means they’re protecting
themselves and/or their boss.”


“There’s one problem with
that theory,” Bart says. “None of them were lying. I didn’t catch a single
whiff of deception from any of them.”


“I don’t buy that for a
second. Every instinct tells me they’re covering for whoever’s really behind
their little stunt,” Edison says.


“There is a little too much
coincidence for it to be coincidence, isn’t there?” Natalie says.


“Exactly. Unfortunately, a hunch
isn’t going to convince any judge in the state to issue a search warrant so
Bart can perform a deep telepathic reading.”


“So we’re stuck, is what
you’re saying.”


“Maybe not. We have one more
avenue to try: Archimedes,” Bart says.


“We tried to talk to him,
but all he said to us was ‘I would like to exercise my rights under the Fifth
Amendment, please go to hell,’” Edison says. “But if the Bestiary somehow made
contact with him in advance, tipped him off about the breakout...”


“They are dumb enough to tip
their hand like that,” Natalie says.


“Let’s hope they hold true
to form. Byrne records every visitation, so if they did send someone in to give
Archimedes a head’s up, we’d have evidence enough to get that search warrant.”


“Sounds like a good Plan B.
Got a Plan C if that doesn’t pan out?”


“If Plan B flops, we’re back
to spinning our wheels,” Bart says. “There’s a very remote chance that the
Morana girl heard something, but we can’t count on that.”


Natalie grunts. “Not that
that matters since no one can find her. Girl’s dropped off the radar, big
time.”


“She’s a psychotic teenage
girl with serious impulse control issues and no family or friends to turn to,”
Edison says. “Don’t worry, she’ll turn up.”


 


Lester Baron glances at his
watch and blows a long, hissing breath through his nose: almost seven o’clock.
What should have been a half-hour ride on the T between Roxbury and Cambridge
turned into two hours thanks to, according to the prerecorded voice that
informs passengers of such things, “mechanical difficulties.” He tells himself
it’s still better than driving to and from the office, if for no other reason
than it eliminates the chances of his BMW getting stolen while at work, but it
does little to console him.


A light but steady rain
causes Baron to quicken his pace, but middle-aged bulk does not allow him to
maintain it for long. He arrives home soaked through, and in a fouler mood than
before.


His mood darkens further
upon entering his brownstone; the smell of dinner on the stove is absent.
Again. Carla is a lovely woman, but almost certainly the worst housekeeper he’s
ever had when it comes to preparing his evening meal in a timely manner.


Baron throws the kitchen
door open, expecting to find Carla once again sitting at the table reading one
of those trashy romance novels she adores. He’s correct on two out of three
counts.


“Heya, doc,” Joy says with a
cold smile. She waves a dog-eared paperback at him. “Tell me this stupid thing
is yours.”


Baron swallows hard.
“Joyce,” he says.


Joy slaps the book down. “Joy.
My name’s Joy. Not Joyce.”


“Joy.”


“Sit down.” Baron risks a
glance over his shoulder, weighing his chances of making it to the door. Joy
tenses. Her eyes narrow and her smile turns wolfish. “Go ahead. Try to run.”


He sits.


“Aren’t you going to ask me
how I’ve been doing, doc?” Joy says. “That’s usually the first question out of
your mouth whenever you see me.”


“H-how have you been doing,
Joyce — Joy?”


“Been in prison. You? Been
up to anything interesting? Like maybe taking weird notes on some of your patients?
Me, for example?”


The last of the color drains
from Baron’s face. “I don’t know what you’re —”


Joy shoves the table,
ramming the opposite edge into Baron’s gut with enough force to drive the
breath from him. Her grin vanishes.


“Don’t screw with me, man.
Don’t you even.” Baron nods. “Okay. So long as we understand each other...which
is kind of my problem here. You seem to understand me, better than I understand
myself, but I don’t get you at all. You’re, like, a normal old doctor, but you
know all kinds of stuff about my...”


Baron, hesitantly, fills in
the blank. “Special abilities.”


“Special abilities.” Joy
reaches into her stolen jacket and produces the contents of the file
she...found? That sounds right. She must have found it, but damned if she can
recall where. She unfolds a page and reads from it as best as she can. “Subject
ten has displayed signs of greatly...ac-cel-er-a-ted reflexes, superior
physical strength as compared to baseline blah blah blah — ah, here it is. Initial
blood screens recorded dis-pro-por-tion-ate levels of ho-mo-van-illic acid and
five-hydro...umm...


“Five-hydroxyindoleacetic
acid,” Baron says.


“Yeah, that. As well as
high levels of test-os-ter-one and low levels of ser-o-to-nin. Further,
personal observations of subject’s behavior, see attached add-en-dum, suggest
high likelihood that subject ten suffers from mild to moderate psy-cho-sis,
additional screenings are strongly recommended to blah blah blah.”


Buzzkill Joy lays the paper
on the kitchen table and bares yellowed teeth in a crooked grin. A wave of
flop-sweat breaks free and cascades down Baron’s forehead.


“Are you saying I’m crazy?”
Joy chirps. Baron’s throat constricts, choking off any response. Joy’s face
goes slack, settling into a perfect neutrality that betrays no emotion, and
when she speaks again, her voice is soft, bland, flat. “I asked you a question,
doc. Are you saying I’m crazy?”


“...”


“You can tell me. I promise
I won’t get mad.”


“Joyce. Joy,” Baron
croaks.


“Know what? Screw it.
Doesn’t matter,” Joy says, flipping her hand dismissively.


“Joy, please. I was only —”


“Keeping tabs on me was what
you were doing. Why? What the hell is this all about?”


“I don’t know,” Baron says,
prompting Joy to slam her fists on the table. “I swear, I don’t know! They kept
me in the dark deliberately.”


“What do you know?
Spill.”


Spill Dr. Baron does, in as
much detail as his terror-addled brain can muster. It was sixteen years ago,
give or take several months, when he was approached by a man seeking doctors —
pediatricians, to be precise — interested in making a substantial amount of
money in exchange for their services, and for their discretion. He wouldn’t be
involved in anything illegal, Baron was assured. All he had to do was provide
medical care to a young mother’s child, keeping a sharp eye out for any unusual
developments or physical anomalies, then file detailed reports with his
contact. He was instructed to never discuss the patient with anyone, never
share his findings with anyone but his contact, and never reveal his contact’s
identity. He signed a lengthy confidentiality agreement to that effect, even
though he doubted a deal with such questionable overtones would be enforceable
in a court of law.


Under normal circumstances
he never would have agreed to something so shady, but he was in a bit of a bind
at the time, he tells Joy, hoping to wring even a drop of sympathy from the
girl. His wife was preparing divorce proceedings and had declared up-front she
planned to soak him for all he was worth, and the temptation of a generous
secret paycheck was too great to resist.


Joy takes a long, slow look
around Baron’s kitchen, a room larger than her bedroom back in Roxbury — and
much larger than her cell at Byrne. The glow of a small chandelier-style light
fixture, dripping from the ceiling directly over the table, reflects off
lacquered cabinets, off tile floor the color of beach sand, off the matching
stainless steel appliances. The stove is especially impressive: four burners,
plus a central griddle, and an oven spacious enough to bake a whole cow.


Even fancy stoves like that
can have problem. They can have gas leaks. They can spark massive house fires.


“Your contact,” Joy says.
“He can tell me what this is all about?”


“Maybe,” Baron says. “I
don’t know. Maybe.”


“His name.”


Baron balls his shaking
hands into fists. To hell with confidentiality. A lawsuit is better than a
funeral.


“Hamill,” he says. “Dr.
Kenneth Hamill.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


PART TWO: SINS OF THE FATHER


 


 


FIFTEEN


 


We leave Matt at the Coffee
Experience, though not by choice. He resisted our efforts to gently pry him out
of his chair, preferring to stay there and sulk over joining us for the nightly
homework jam. I get the feeling he’d sleep there if Jill let him, anything to
avoid going home.


Lot of that feeling going
around lately. As we head home, Sara and I debate whether to sneak a quick
dinner at my house or hers before zipping off to Stuart’s place. We come to the
conclusion that any lingering tension between the Hauser women would be easier
to endure than Mr. Danvers’ increasing contempt for the world at large.


“I don’t know how much
longer I can put up with his crap,” Sara says. “I get it: He thinks the world
is going to hell and people suck, but making my life miserable isn’t going to
fix anything.” She sighs. “I get the feeling we’re going to be spending a lot
of nights at Stuart’s place. At least his parents aren’t insane.”


“Missy’s parents aren’t
insane,” I point out.


“Are you sure about Dr.
Hamill? I could see him snapping, guy that uptight...”


“Yeah, but I think if Dr.
Hamill snapped, it’d still be pretty mellow. Like, he’d stop wearing neckties.”


Sara giggles. “He’d wear
something with color.”


“He’d stop watching PBS.”


“He’d smile.”


“We’re awful.”


“We are.”


Our good mood lasts until we
reach my house, and this time I can’t blame Mom or Ben for spoiling it: We step
into the living room and freeze up at the sight of my mother sitting on the couch
with Mrs. Steiger — who, judging by her bloodshot eyes and splotchy face, has
been crying, a lot. Mrs. Steiger sits upright and puts on the worst everything
is okay face I’ve ever seen.


“Carrie, Sara, hello,” she
says, her voice raw.


“Hi, Mrs. Steiger,” I say.
Sara nods in greeting.


“I’m sorry, honey, I haven’t
had a chance to get dinner going,” Mom says. Mrs. Steiger offers a stammering
apology for intruding on our evening, but Mom quickly cuts her off and insists
she has nothing to be sorry for.


“It’s okay, I’ll scrounge
some leftovers,” I say as I hustle through the living room, hoping to avoid any
further involvement in this very awkward encounter.


No such luck. “Have you seen
Matt?” Mrs. Steiger says. “Mr. Dent called me this morning. He said Matt never
showed up at school.”


“Uh, yeah. I guess he was
hanging out at Coffee E all day,” Sara says. “He was still there when we left.”


“He needed time to clear his
head,” I say. Mrs. Steiger nods.


“Girls, would you mind
taking dinner upstairs?” Mom says. “Barbara and I have some things to talk
about.”


Things to talk about? Oh,
no.


My mom and Matt’s mom aren’t
exactly friends. They met at a parents’ night at school soon after we moved to
Kingsport, but they don’t hang out at all, or even talk to each other as far as
I know. It seems unlikely that Mrs. Steiger would turn to my mom for
consolation or a sympathetic shoulder.


She might turn to Mom for
advice, however. Mom is very knowledgeable about cooking, about marketing (or
advertising, whatever it is she does for work), about driving me crazy...


She also knows how to file
for divorce.


     


“Hey, kiddo,” Jill says,
“closing up shop in about fifteen minutes.”


Matt grunts in
acknowledgement, then ponders where he might go once the Coffee Experience
shuts down for the night. The Carnivore’s Cave stays open late. The McDonald’s
at the far end of Main Street is a twenty-four hour place, though he suspects
the staff might not allow a minor to loiter there into the wee hours. Wandering
around town isn’t an option, not when the temperatures are still dropping below
freezing every night.


Matt pulls out his phone and
scrolls through his directory, wondering which of his friends might put him up
for the night. All of them would but it’s unlikely any of them could,
not as long as their parents had a say in the matter — and their say would
undoubtedly take the form of an inquiring phone call to his mother.


Or worse, his father.


“Hey, sexy. What are you
doing here so late?”


“What?” Matt says, realizing
immediately the question was not meant for him.


“Hey, Natalie. Mindy called
in again,” Jill says, “so I got stuck working open to close. Again.”


“Want me to take her out
back and work her over for you?”


“And deprive myself of that
delight? Oh, no. What can I get you?”


“Short espresso,” Natalie
says. “Just need a boost to get me home.”


“Right up.”


Natalie leans against the
counter as the espresso machine hisses to life. “Hey, Matt, fancy meeting you
here,” she says as she turns to drop a dollar in the tip jar. Matt gives her a perfunctory
hello nod. “What’s wrong with you?”


“Nothing I want to talk
about,” Matt says, more to the table than to Natalie.


“Okay.”


He looks at her quizzically.
“You’re not going to harass me into telling you what’s bothering me?”


“Nope.”


“That’s what everyone else
does.”


“Look, something’s obviously
eating you, and it’s not that I’m not concerned, but pestering you about it
won’t help. If you don’t want to talk, you don’t want to talk.”


“Good. All talking does is
make me angry all over again.”


Jill presents Natalie with
her coffee, which she chugs down in a single gulp. “All right, bud, you’re
coming with me.”


“I am?”


“You are.”


“Why?”


“Because I got the cure for
what ails you. Come on.”


Too curious to refuse her,
Matt follows Natalie outside to a car so dinky Stuart could flip it with a
stiff sneeze.


“This is your car?” Matt
says. “You actually drive this.”


“It’s my boyfriend’s car,”
Natalie says, somewhat defensively, “and don’t laugh. It gets fantastic mileage
and I can park it anywhere. Perfect car for a city-living college girl.”


Matt folds himself into the
passenger’s seat. Natalie slides in, her petite frame better suited for the
cramped quarters, starts the car, and cranks the stereo for the short drive.
Matt recognizes the tune: “One Step Beyond” by Madness, old-school ska at its
finest. His respect for Natalie grows by a leap and a bound.


The trip ends halfway up the
hill leading to Milne’s Woods, at an old warehouse that was long ago converted
to a public gym. Natalie leads him inside, past a front desk clerk who doesn’t
look up from her book, down a narrow hall that opens into a space that, by
Matt’s best guess, occupies at least half of the building. Six boxing rings,
all of them currently empty, occupy the main floor, laid out like the pips on a
die. Speed bags line one wall. A row of heavy punching bags dangle from chains
secured to a high girder, one of several supporting a corrugated steel roof.


“Ay! Natalie!” The voice is
loud and low, like a cannonade of approaching thunder. Its owner beams at
Natalie as he approaches in a lazy, rolling gait, almost a waddle. The man in
the garish Hawaiian shirt is massive, possessed of a bulk built from raw,
unrefined muscle, and he towers over Matt by several inches — and over Natalie
by a foot and a half.


“Big Mo!” Natalie says, and
she all but vanishes in Big Mo’s arms when she goes in for a hug.


“Where you been, girl?
Haven’t seen you in a dog’s age,” Big Mo says, his smile bright against his
dark skin. “I was starting to think you didn’t love me no more.”


“College is a harsh
mistress, Big Mo, she demands a lot of my time.” Natalie makes a gesture of
presentation. “Big Mo, this is my friend Matt. He needs to do a little
ragework.”


“How you doing, brother?”
Big Mo says, offering a crushing handshake.


“Okay.”


“You go ahead and use
whichever ring you want, girl, place is all yours tonight,” Big Mo says. “You
let me know if you need anything.”


Natalie picks the closest
ring, a ragged thing with turnbuckles patched many times over with duct tape,
and a mat sweat-stained a sickly gray. “Pad up,” she says, indicating rows of
shelves sporting a wide range of sparring pads. “Gloves, boots, elbow and knee
pads, minimum, and I’d recommend some head protection too. We’re going full
contact.”


“Full contact?” Matt says.
“Wait, we’re going to fight?”


“Yep. If there’s a better
way to burn off stress than a knock-down drag-out sparring match, I can’t think
of it.” Natalie pauses, a lascivious smirk playing on her face. “Well, maybe
one better way.”


Matt pulls off his sneakers
and starts rooting through the pads, searching for a set of gloves with more
padding than reparative duct tape, but becomes distracted when Natalie
unceremoniously strips off her jacket and T-shirt — yet the sight of Natalie’s
lean, muscular form in a sports bra is not what causes Matt to gasp.


“Oh my God,” he says.


“What?” Natalie says, but
Matt cannot bring himself to admit he’s staring at the myriad of scars marring
her body. A series of crisscrossing lines stitch up her left forearm. A reddish
stripe streaks across her right biceps and triceps. The flat, taut plane of her
belly is marred by a scar too broad and jagged to be the aftermath of an
appendectomy.


“Nice war wound collection,
huh? Only one gunshot, though,” Natalie says, touching the not-an-appendectomy
scar with her fingertips. “Well, the graze on my shoulder, too, but I don’t
count grazes.”


“You’re...proud of them?”


“Hell, yeah, I’m proud of
them. Every scar on me is a man who got to go home to his family, or a woman
who didn’t have to spend the next year in intensive therapy, or a cop who gets
to end his career with something better than a hero’s funeral. This is the job,
Matt,” Natalie says, spreading her arms as a silent invitation to Matt: Look at
me; look at your future. “We take the hit so no one else has to.”


Matt, understanding at last,
nods.


“C’mon, get your pads on,”
Natalie says. “Time to start throwing hands. Fair warning, bud,” she says,
rolling into the ring, “The only thing I’m declaring off-limits is a shot to
the junk. You’re welcome.”


“Um...isn’t hitting a guy in
the nads fighting dirty?”


“If you’re boxing, sure, but
this isn’t boxing; this is fighting for your life — and when your life is on
the line, there is no such thing as dirty fighting. Got it?”


“Got it.”


“Good. So, groin attacks are
off the table, but other than that, I’m not going to hold back and I don’t
expect you to, either. You come at me full steam.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Ma’am? Oh, you are
going to pay for that one...”


Matt climbs through the ropes,
bright red pads wrapped around his fists and his feet, his elbows and knees.
Natalie eases into a fighter’s stance, left hand leading, right hand cocked
back for a strike.


“Let’s see what you got,”
she says. “Try to hit me.”


He tries. Natalie deftly slaps
away two jabs, stops cold a wild right hook, replies with three snapping jabs
to Matt’s face, and drops him to the mat with a brisk uppercut.


“What the hell?” Matt says.
“You told me to hit you!”


“I told you to try,”
Natalie says. “I didn’t say I’d let you.”


Matt begins to rise, only to
be driven back down by a jackhammer punch. “Hey!”


“What, you want to get up?”


“That’d be nice.”


“So get up,” Natalie says,
but each of Matt’s attempts is met with a fist to the face. “You’re persistent,
I’ll give you that,” she says, preparing another blow.


Her fist drops, but Matt is
not there to receive it; he dives forward, tucking into a shoulder roll that
brings him to his feet. A backhand, delivered blindly, nevertheless finds its
target, glancing off Natalie’s chin — not a debilitating strike, but enough to
disrupt her momentum and open her up for a series of attacks. Punches fly high
and low, pummeling Natalie’s head and midsection. She reels under the assault,
arms in front of her face in a defensive wall.


Natalie hits the corner.
Matt hesitates, retreats a step. It costs him. It’s more of a shoulder ram to
the gut than a proper tackle, but the effect is the same: The impact jerks Matt
off his feet, doubles him over. An arm like an angry python snares him around the
neck, cutting off his air.


“What was your first
mistake?” Natalie asks.


“Agreeing to this?” Matt
wheezes. Natalie squeezes. “I didn’t press my advantage. I gave you an
opening.”


“Correct. Do you know what
I’d do now if this had been a real fight?” She feels Matt shrug. “I’d throw my
weight back and drop you on your head. Pro wrestlers call it a DDT. The impact
would give you a nice concussion for sure, maybe fracture your skull, and
probably wrench your neck so badly you’d be in a brace for two solid months.”


“Um...”


“That’s why you never ever
go easy on someone in a fight. Whatever you’re willing to do to an opponent,
they’re willing to do far worse to you. Don’t give them that chance, because
they will kill you.”


“...Can I ask you
something?”


“Sure.”


“Are you scared of dying?”


The question causes Natalie
to break the headlock.


“I mean, you know, on the
job,” Matt says. “Are you ever scared you’ll be killed?”


“Nope,” Natalie says with a
shake of her head. “I’m scared of dying stupidly: getting hit by a car while
crossing the street, slipping in the shower and cracking my head open, choking
on a bite of hamburger, that kind of thing — but dying in the line of duty?”
She smiles. “I got no problem with that.”


Matt nods. “I...I’ve never felt
it. The fear, I mean. People have tried to kill me, and I know I should have
been terrified, but I never felt anything. I was starting to think there was
something seriously wrong with me,” he says, drawing a laugh from Natalie.


“Of course there’s something
wrong with you. Look at what you’ve chosen to do with your life. I’m going to
let you in on a secret,” she says, lowering her voice. “Super-heroes are not
sane people. We have superhuman abilities and an overpowering desire to help
people, but do we become cops or firefighters or join the military? Nope. We
pass up steady paychecks and health benefits so we can put on silly costumes
and play vigilante. Does that sound sane to you?”


“Not when you put it like
that.”


“Embrace the madness, kiddo.
You’ll be better off for it. Now,” Natalie says, striking her fighting stance,
“let’s get back to business.”


 


Big Mo lets Matt and Natalie
go past closing time, waiting until 9:30 to gently shoo them away. They step
out into the parking lot and Matt shrugs out of his jacket, giving the cold
night air access to his sore muscles.


“Put your jacket back on.
You’re still sweaty,” Natalie admonishes. “You don’t want to catch a cold, do
you?”


“Colds are caused by
viruses, not exposure to the cold. Be honest with me,” Matt grunts, each step
sending a fresh jolt of pain up his spine. “Am I hopeless?”


“As a fighter? Not at all.
You definitely need some training but your basic instincts are good, and you
punch like a sledgehammer. Where’d you learn to throw hands like that?”


“After the Archimedes thing
last year, I started going to the gym near my house before school. The guy on
the morning shift used to be a semi-pro boxer, or so he says. He saw me working
the heavy bag one morning and offered to show me how to throw punches that
don’t suck.”


“Put that man on your
Christmas card list, because he taught you well. How bad is the bruise?”
Natalie says, tilting her head to better present the welt rimming her left eye.


“I can’t tell,” Matt says.
“These stupid sodium lights turn everything the same color. Sorry about that.”


“Never be sorry that you
gave as good as you got. Anything less and I’d have been insulted.” Natalie
presses a button on her key fob, popping the locks on her car. They climb
inside with no shortage of grimacing and groaning. “All right, bud, let’s get
you home.”


“No. Drop me off somewhere
else. I don’t care where.”


Natalie settles into her
seat. She doesn’t push or prompt, she simply waits for Matt to continue. She
waits for a long time.


“My dad had an affair. Mom
threw him out of the house.”


“And you don’t want to go
back home because why? Did your mom do something to —?”


“She didn’t do anything,”
Matt snaps. “She didn’t do anything. It’s just that...she’s a mess. I can’t
stand to see her crying like that. I can’t deal with it.”


“Matt, I’m sorry about your
parents. I am. But you need to man up,” Natalie says gently. “I get it, it’s
hard to see your mother in pain, but you running away isn’t helping her any,
and she needs you. She needs someone who understands what she’s going through
and is on her side. I won’t lie, it’ll be hard for you, but if it makes things
even a little easier for her, isn’t that worth it?”


“I take the hit so she
doesn’t have to,” Matt says.


“Yeah. Something like that.”


“...Take me home.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SIXTEEN


 


Generally speaking, I’m not
a big believer in psychic phenomena — by which I mean stuff like precognition, communing
with spirits from beyond the grave, junk like that. I know, the cognitive
dissonance is strong with this one, considering that I count among my circle of
friends two psionics, several genetic mutations, a sorceress, whatever the heck
the Entity is, and my own powers derive from technology I got from an
extraterrestrial, but I somehow can’t buy into things like precognition as
anything other than a weird feeling people get sometimes. Talking to ghosts?
Yeah, right, like my dead grandmother would choose to talk to some random
stranger with an alleged “gift” than to her husband or daughter. It makes no
more sense to me than horoscopes, Mercury in retrograde, or dopes who think
that wearing a specific pair of socks during the playoffs will help the Bruins
win another Stanley Cup (although, I confess, I for one would jump on that
particular bandwagon in a hot second if I thought there was a shred of validity
to it. Go Bruins).


And yet, as Han Solo might
say, I’ve got a bad feeling about this day.


It’s so much more than a
vague, nagging feeling of dread; it’s a distinct sense that a bomb is going to
go off at any second, and I’m going to be standing at Ground Zero when it does.
My hands tingle fiercely, which I tell myself is nothing but nerves, or maybe I
didn’t sleep as well as I thought I did and exhaustion is putting me on-edge,
but I’m not buying my own story.


I head downstairs. Mom is in
the kitchen, sipping coffee and munching on toast. She says good morning to me,
I say good morning to her. I fill a travel mug with coffee and grab a couple of
strawberry Pop-Tarts to take on the road. Mom says goodbye, have a good day, I
return the platitude, and off I go.


The Pop-Tarts are gone by
the time I reach Sara’s place. I knock on the door and Sara’s dad answers. He
greets me pleasantly enough, invites me in, calls out to Sara to let her know
I’m here. Sara trots downstairs, exchanges bland pleasantries, throws on her
coat and announces she’s ready to go.


We’re halfway out the door
when Mr. Danvers stops us, and my stress levels skyrocket when he asks, “Sara,
where are you going after school?”


“I don’t know. Coffee shop,
probably,” she says. Mr. Danvers gives her an exasperated sigh. “What? It’s a
public place, Dad, what kind of trouble could we possible get into?”


Boy, there’s a loaded
question.


“Where are you going for
homework tonight?” Mr. Danvers says.


“Missy’s place,” Sara
replies immediately, even though we technically haven’t made any such decision.
Nevertheless, this mollifies Mr. Danvers and he lets us go without any further
interrogation.


I wonder if we’re going to
see Matt today or if he’s hiding out at Coffee E again. I get my answer right
away: We cross paths with Matt outside the school’s main entrance, although he
doesn’t notice us until we call out to him.


Matt stops and grunts in
greeting. He looks like crap on a stick, like he hasn’t slept at all. Or he’s
been crying a lot. Or both. Eyes don’t get that bloodshot without help.


“Please tell me you didn’t
stay out all night,” I say.


“No. I went home,” he says.
“Mom and I spent most of the night talking. Well, I did the talking. She mostly
cried.”


I hug Matt. He hisses in
pain and pushes me away. “What? What’s wrong?”


“Sorry. I bumped into Natalie
last night. She took me to a gym to do some ‘ragework,’” he says, air-quoting
the last word. “Apparently, ragework involves driving one’s knee into my
ribcage. A dozen times. In as many seconds.”


“Huh?”


“We sparred,” Matt
clarifies. “I lost. A lot.”


“Oh,” I say, and that’s when
Gerry Yannick appears, inserting himself into our little circle like he belongs
there. He practically body-checks me out of the way, the big jerk.


“Hey, Matt,” he says. “Your
mom called Dad last night. I kind of overheard what’s going on...”


“Don’t you dare,” I say,
grabbing Gerry’s arm and spinning him around to face me. “I swear to God,
Gerry, if you give Matt any crap about what’s going on with his parents, I’ll
—!”


“What? No! I wouldn’t —
Matt, man,” Gerry says, turning away from me, “I wouldn’t do that. You know I’m
the last person in the world to give you a hard time about that.”


I feel like I’m missing
something,
I say to Sara over the brainphone.


You are, she says. When we were
little, we were friends with Gerry.


I do a double-take. You
were?


Yeah, we were pretty tight
once, us and our families.


What happened?


I don’t know. When we were
in, like, seventh grade, Gerry’s mom had an affair and ran out on the family.
After that, Gerry got all distant, started hanging out with the jock crowd.


A picture comes together in
my head. Gerry’s dad, devastated by his wife’s infidelity, latches onto the
only family he has left. Gerry spends more and more time bonding with his old
man, at the cost of spending time with his friends. The dutiful son, Gerry does
whatever he can to bring a little happiness back into his sad, angry father’s
life — maybe up to and including joining the high school football team, where
he bonds with a new set of friends. The rift between his old and new lives
grows over time, but not so much that he can ignore his childhood friend when
he’s dealing with a familiar tragedy.


Sadly, it’s not enough to
remove the wedge between them. Gerry offers to lend a sympathetic ear but Matt
rebuffs the offer. “I don’t want to talk to you, Gerry,” he says. “Ever. Shove
off.”


To his credit, Gerry
withdraws gracefully. It’s almost enough to make me respect the guy. A little.


The gnawing feeling that
something big and bad is about to go down stays with me throughout the day, and
I’m too nervous to breathe a sigh of relief when the day ends without incident.
We meet up at my locker, where Matt informs us he won’t be joining the nightly
homework jam tonight.


“I’m going to stay home and
keep Mom company,” he says, and I certainly can’t fault him for wanting to be
there for his mother.


After-school coffee is a
mirthless affair; we spend the afternoon sitting in the corner, drinking coffee
and not talking about much of consequence.


I arrive home for dinner and
find Ben’s car in the driveway. “Oh, joy,” I mutter.


“First time seeing Ben after
your little falling out?” Sara says.


“It was hardly a little
falling out, but yeah,” I say. “Might as well get this over with. Maybe I’ll finally
shake this stupid Sword of Damocles feeling I’ve had all day.”


“Good luck. Give me a shout
if you need to vent.”


Oh, there will be shouting,
I’m sure, but it won’t involve Sara.


The house smells super-yummy
tonight — manicotti, if I know my dinnertime aromas, but my stomach is in such
a knot I doubt I’ll be able to choke down a single bite.


“Is that you, Carrie?” Mom
calls out from the kitchen.


“It’s me,” I reply. A couple
seconds later, Ben steps into the living room.


“Hi, Carrie,” he says.


“Ben,” I say, as cordially
as I can.


An awkward pause follows,
then Ben says, “Can I talk to you for a minute?”


Here we go. “Sure.”


Ben narrows his eyes
thoughtfully, a How do I say this? look. “Carrie, I owe you an apology.”


What the what?


“I had no right to tell you
you couldn’t spend your birthday with your father,” he says. “That was between
you, your father, and your mother, and I was wrong to get involved in a family
matter. My parental instincts kicked in, and I got carried away, and I’m
sorry.”


The apology alone stuns me
into momentary silence, but the remark about parental instincts completely
floors me.


“You have a kid?” I say.


“A daughter — about your
age, but that’s where the similarities end; Lisa’s more of a typical teenage
girl than you are,” Ben says, not unkindly. “Her mother got custody and moved
to Florida as soon as the divorce went through, so I don’t get to see her too
often.”


Ben’s situation hits way too
close to home, and I retroactively feel like crap for losing my temper at him —
although my newfound remorse makes what comes next a little easier.


“I’m sorry I flipped out at
you,” I say. “I should have handled that whole thing a lot better.”


“Thank you. What do you say
we chalk it up to miscommunication and forget about it?”


No, not good enough. “What
do you say we don’t forget about it and both try to do better next time?”


Ben smiles and extends a
conciliatory hand. “Deal.”


Another bullet successfully
dodged, Ben and I sit down with Mom for what I must say is a very pleasant
dinner — maybe the first sincerely pleasant dinner the three of us have had
together.


So why can’t I shake this
paranoia?


 


“Hello, you’ve reached Dr.
Bart Connors. Leave a message and I’ll call you right back.”


Right back, Edison grumbles to
himself. Four unreturned calls over a half-hour...


“Bart, call me,” he says.
Edison waits a full five minutes before he makes his next attempt.


“Jeez, Edison,” the real,
live Bart says, “what part of ‘I’ll call you right back’ don’t you understand?”


“If you’d actually called me
right back...”


“I was with a patient. I
have a real job, you know.”


“The Protectorate is your
real job.”


“No, the Protectorate is my other
job, my real job is — never mind. What do you want?”


“You near your laptop?”


“Yeah.”


“Good. Fire up your secure connection.
You need to see something.”


“Give me a minute.”


Edison uses the time to lock
his office door. Trina isn’t one to burst in unannounced, but better safe than
sorry. He returns to his laptop and clicks on a desktop icon labeled PROSERV. A
small black window bearing a single word, IDENT, appears.


CONCORDE, he types, followed
by his password, and a video chat window appears in the corner of the screen.


“Connection secure,” Edison
says.


“Connection secure,” Bart
replies.


“I’m sending you the
security footage from Byrne. It contains all of Archimedes’ conferences with
his attorney.”


An icon, a tiny image of a
file folder, appears on Bart’s desktop. He clicks the folder and a half dozen
new icons appear: stylized film frames, each labeled with the tag SEMLER A and
dates ranging from December through the day before Archimedes’ aborted court
date.


“Okay,” Bart says, “what am
I looking for?”


“Watch the first recording.”


Bart clicks the icon dated
December 18. A new window pops up, its frame filled by an awkwardly tilted
overhead view of a white room — one of Byrne’s small conference rooms, as seen
from a corner security camera. The room sits empty for the first several
seconds, empty save for a table and a trio of chairs. The door slides open and
a guard enters, followed by a man in a suit.


“The prisoner will be with
you shortly, sir,” the guard says, addressing the man in the suit. The guard
withdraws. Bart watches three minutes tick by on the video’s timestamp — dated
October of last year, he notes. Archimedes arrives, a perplexed scowl on his
lips.


“Oh,” he says.


“Pardon?” the man in the
suit says.


“I thought you...never
mind,” Archimedes says, shaking his head.


“I understand your
irritation, Mr. Semler, and I apologize for the mix-up. These things unfortunately
happen, but I want to assure you that I will be your representation from here
on out.”


Bart pauses the playback.
“What am I missing here?”


“The suit’s a man named
Fresch. He’s the public defender assigned to Archimedes’ case.”


“Hm. I vaguely remember him.
He was there when the Byrne detail picked Archimedes up from HQ,” Bart says,
and that’s when the missing piece falls into place. “Wait. That was in
October,” he says, checking the video file tags again. “Where’s the video of
his initial conference?”


“Missing,” Edison says.
“Archimedes arrived at Byrne on October 28. Byrne visitor logs indicated Fresch
visited his client on October 29, but I spoke to Fresch and he said he wasn’t
there that day. There was some sort of administrative screw-up and he was removed
from the case.”


“So someone else, passing
himself off as Fresch, visits Archimedes, who later that same day walks out of
Byrne and vanishes,” Bart continues.


“Along with any video record
of their meeting,” Edison finishes.


What was it Natalie said? Bart thinks. Too much
coincidence to be coincidence. 


 


“So you and Ben are good
now?” Sara asks.


“I don’t know if I’d go so
far as to say we’re good, but we’re better than we were,” I say, “so, hooray
progress.”


“Gerry acts like a human
being, Ben turns out to be a decent guy...what next, Concorde pulls a
one-eighty and inducts us into the Protectorate?”


“One can dream,” I say as we
reach the end of Missy’s driveway, a long, slightly winding path of crushed
gravel, and from the end of the driveway I can hear the thrum of music blaring
from within the house. I recognize the tune: the Foo Fighters’ Times Like
These.


“Someone’s rocking out
big-time,” Sara says.


Sara and I reach the front
yard and, standing on our tip-toes, peer through the bow window. I’d expected
to see Missy jumping around the living room Tom Cruise/Risky Business
style, and she is — but the music isn’t coming from a stereo; it’s coming from
an electric guitar hanging from Missy’s shoulders. She cranks away at the
instrument with wild abandon, hair flying as she headbangs in time to the
music.


“No. Frickin’. Way,” Sara
says.


“You didn’t know she
played?” I say. Sara shakes her head.


It takes Missy until the
final chorus to notice that she has an audience, and when she sees us, she
shrieks and flails backwards, tripping and falling head-over-heels over her
amplifier. We rush in to check on her, and before we can get a word out...


“OHMYGOD don’t do that why
were you watching me through the window that’s so stalkery don’t tell my dad
you saw me with this he’d freak out that was SO NOT COOL!”


“She’s fine,” I say, and I
help Missy to her feet. “Sorry about that, Muppet, we didn’t mean to scare
you.”


“S’okay,” Missy says. She
cradles her guitar like it was a baby, checking it for damage from the fall.


“Where’d you get that?” Sara
says.


“My uncle Seiji gave it to
me, like, three years ago. Used to be his but he didn’t play anymore and he
thought I might like it,” Missy explains as she puts the guitar back into its
case. We follow her up to her room, where she stashes the case and the amp in
the back of her closet.


“How come you never told us
you played?”


“I don’t know. It’s just
something I do for fun when Mom and Dad aren’t home. They don’t know I play
either.”


“Then how did you learn how
to play?”


“YouTube videos.”


“Really? Wow,” I say, duly
impressed. “Well, don’t worry, your secret life as a rock star is safe with
us.”


“Any other hidden talents
you want to drop on us? Like, are you an experienced mountain climber or an ace
fighter pilot or something?” Sara says. “Remember, we promised we wouldn’t keep
secrets from each other anymore.”


Sara means it playfully, yet
Missy shrinks into herself, a guilty look on her face.


“Um,” she says, but whatever
pending confession she might have for us is interrupted by her phone going off.
She pulls it out of her pocket, checks the number, rolls her eyes, and puts the
call on speakerphone. “Konnichiwa, chichi.”


“Konbanwa, musume yo.”
I’ve never heard him speak Japanese before, but I’d recognize Dr. Hamill’s
stiff monotone anywhere. “Missy, is your mother there? I’d like to speak to
her.”


“No, she’s working late,”
Missy says. “She said she probably won’t be home until, like, nine, maybe?”


“...I see. Then I need you
to do something for me. It’s very important.”


“Okay.”


“There’s a wall safe in my
office, behind my wedding portrait,” Dr. Hamill says. “The combination is your
birth date, reversed. Inside you’ll find an external hard drive with a red
casing. I need you to bring it to me.”


“Bring it to you? What, you
mean now?”


“Yes, I need it right away.
Call a taxi to bring you to the train station if you need to. I’ll be in my
office. You remember where it is?”


Missy sighs. “The Genetics
Research Center on Harrison, top floor, northwest wing, corner office,” she
says mechanically, as though reciting information she’d been forced to memorize
(which, knowing Dr. Hamill, is almost certainly the case).


“Thank you, Missy. I’ll see
you in a little while.” After a pause, Dr. Hamill swallows audibly. “I love
you.”


“Uh-huh,” Missy says,
hanging up with an annoyed sputter. “Great. Totally wanted to spend my night on
the stupid T running errands for Dad. Lots more fun than hanging out with you
guys.”


“Sorry,” Sara says. “You
want us to go with you?”


“No, no reason to ruin your
night, too,” Missy says. We reiterate the offer but Missy turns us down,
unwilling to relinquish any of the burden, noble little Muppet that she is, so
we head out and, after calling Stuart to bring him up to speed, decide that we
might as well call it a night.


“Not exactly a great way to
end the day, but hardly a disaster. All stressed up and no place to go,” Sara
says.


“Seriously,” I say with a
mix of relief and chagrin. Okay, so, lesson learned: Don’t listen to my
instincts. They don’t know squat.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


SEVENTEEN


 


The bus slows to a halt, its
brakes hissing. Missy disembarks and re-checks her phone. Her Google Maps app
blazes the trail for final leg of her journey — a short final leg, mercifully; a
cold wind greets her as she rounds the corner onto Harrison Avenue, cutting
through her winter coat and the layers beneath. Missy hugs herself in a futile
attempt to hold the chill at bay, wincing as her father’s hard drive, tucked in
an inside pocket, jabs her in the side.


Stupid ribs. Heal faster, she thinks.


The college’s Genetics
Research Center eases into view, like a child stealing a peek around a corner,
as Missy passes Boston Medical Center at a brisk walk. The center glows from
within, its interior lights shining vibrantly through a façade more glass than
stonework, and Missy has to admit: It’s an impressive building. A memory
springs up unbidden, of her father coming home — when was it? Two years ago? —
to announce that the construction phase was at last wrapping up, and his
research team would soon be able to move into the new center. He was genuinely
excited about the prospect, excited to the point of smiling — a rare sight in
the Hamill home, a sight that gave Missy hope she herself would one day give
her father cause to again smile like that.


That hope remains, but it is
no longer so strong.


Missy enters the complex’s
foyer, which reminds her more of a fancy hotel lobby than a building dedicated
to higher learning. She glances around, expecting to see a security desk
somewhere, someplace to check in, but the foyer — the entire building — seems
to be empty; Missy’s preternatural hearing picks up the whisper of the HVAC
system and that weird, almost subliminal hum electronics give out, but no voices,
no hint of movement.


She trots up the central
staircase, an open spiral that gives her a clear view of each level. The
hallways within view are well-lit, yet feel somehow dim for their emptiness.


Missy reaches the top floor,
pauses to orient herself, then heads for her father’s office. The hallway is
lined with sturdy wooden doors, each accompanied by a nameplate identifying its
occupant and his or her role in the scheme of the genetics department. The
titles become ever more impressive with each new door, and thus lend an added
air of importance to the final nameplate: DR. K. HAMILL – DIRECTOR – GENETIC
RESEARCH.


She knocks. Always knock,
never just walk in on Daddy when he’s working.


Or ever.


“Yes?”


“Daddy, it’s me.”


“...Yes. Come in.”


Missy digs the hard drive
out of her pocket and enters, hesitating in the doorway upon realizing that her
father is not alone. He looks at her impassively, yet she senses a strange
tension in his posture, the way his hands are clenched together atop his massive
desk.


“Missy, hello,” Dr. Hamill
says, his monotone flatter than usual. He nods at the girl sitting across the
desk from him. “This is one of my students. I’m...assisting her with a
project.”


The girl twists in her seat.
Missy cannot stop herself from gasping. The girl in turn squints at Missy
quizzically.


“Do I know you?” Buzzkill
Joy says.


Missy responds with a
snap-kick that dislodges two molars.


Joy reels from the blow and
collapses into the desk. Dr. Hamill flings himself out of his chair and presses
into a corner as Missy pounces, claws bared. The impact knocks the desk several
inches out of place.


“Daddy, RUN!” Missy shrieks,
but the plea goes unheeded as raw terror seizes Dr. Hamill, freezing his limbs.


Joy throws a blind jab. Pure
luck guides her fist into the wounds she herself inflicted on Missy days
earlier. Missy cries out and staggers back, giving Joy ample room to deliver a
crushing flying tackle that carries them out into the hall.


Their screeches, eerily
catlike, fill the building as they trade punches, kicks, slashes. Joy rakes at
Missy’s face. Missy ducks, but too late to avoid the attack entirely; she feels
lines of wet fire open high on her forehead. A kick to the chest throws Missy
onto her back, leaving her too dazed to stop Joy from sitting on her abdomen.
Joy drives her knees into Missy’s arms, pinning them in place.


“Hey, cupcake,” Joy says,
spitting blood at the floor by Missy’s head. “Didn’t recognize you without your
cool ninja PJs.”


Missy hurls a curse at Joy,
who cuts off any further backtalk by closing a hand around Missy’s throat.


“Girl, I got no time for
your mouth,” Joy growls, extending her claws to add weight to her admonition.
“I want that hard drive. Give it to me and you and your professor daddy get to
walk out of here.”


“You’re lying,” Missy
croaks.


“Yeah, maybe, but you don’t
have a choice, do you?”


She does have a choice, one
that might save her life, but the cost...


“Let her go.” Missy twists her
head to see her father standing in the doorway, ashen and bathed in a cold
sweat. He stoops to retrieve the fallen hard drive, then holds it out to Joy
with a trembling hand. “Here. Take it and go, but please, leave her alone.”


“Bring it to me. Slowly,”
Joy says, squeezing Missy’s throat to coax a whimper.


Dr. Hamill inches into the
hall, one hand remaining against the wall for support. Missy tries to call out,
to warn her father off. Joy tightens her grip in response. The world spins, the
lights seem to dim, and her pulse thunders behind her eyes.


“Please don’t hurt us,” Dr.
Hamill pleads.


“I won’t,” Joy says, and
even as the world fades to gray, Missy can sense the lie in her promise.


The dark thing inside Missy,
the monster that is always whispering in her ear and fighting for release, it
starts to surface. It wants out. It wants blood.


No. Not today.


Missy jerks her legs up,
driving her knees into Joy’s kidneys. The impact throws Joy off-balance,
relieving the weight on Missy’s torso. Missy pulls an arm free and grasps the
hand at her throat, sinking her claws deep. She twists it off, then reaches for
Joy’s face, claws bared. Joy screams.


Joy stumbles to her feet, a
stream of profanity pouring out of her. Missy flips onto her hands and knees,
every muscle tensing as she crouches low. A growl, thick with fury, rumbles
deep in her throat.


Dr. Hamill utters a
horrified moan at what he beholds: His daughter, poised to strike like some
impossible animal teetering on the edge of a feeding frenzy, her dark eyes
stark against the mask of blood flowing down her face.


“Oh my God,” Dr. Hamill
says. “What have I done to you?”


“Same thing you did to me,
you bastard,” Joy says.


Her hand flashes. Dr. Hamill
drops the hard drive, bringing his hands up to his throat. He swoons, and
something warm oozes through his fingers.


“DADDY!”


“Huh...isn’t this familiar?”
Joy taunts. “So what’s it going to be, cupcake? Him or me?”


She doesn’t wait for the
answer; Joy snatches up the hard drive and sprints away, leaving Missy to catch
her father as his legs give out from beneath him, and the world vanishes in an
all-engulfing fog of darkness.


 


A raspy voice yelling
“FIRE!” and a blast of cannonfire jolts me awake. Mental note: Change Stuart’s
ringtone from “For Those About to Rock, We Salute You” to something less
jarring.


As I reach for my phone, I
catch sight of my alarm clock: 11:04 PM, well past when the gang turns in for
the night.


Something’s wrong.


“Stuart, what is it?” I say,
hoping and praying I’m being a panicky idiot and everything is fine, just fine,
but no, the way Stuart clears his throat before speaking tells me the universe
isn’t going to let me off that easy.


“I just got a call from
Missy. She’s in the hospital,” Stuart says, and before I can officially freak
out, he jumps in to assure me “she’s okay, mostly, but her dad...”


Stuart lets it hang there
for a few seconds. I can’t bring myself to ask what happened.


“He’s bad,” Stuart says, and
the next part hits me like a dropkick to the stomach. “She said he might not
survive the night.”


I fumble over a thousand
different questions before remembering how our night ended, with Missy grabbing
something to bring to her father at work. “Stuart, did Missy tell you what
happened?”


“She said that girl attacked
them, the one from the jailbreak. Killjoy?”


“Buzzkill Joy?”


“Yeah, her.”


What the huh? That doesn’t
make any sense at all. There’s no way Buzzkill Joy could’ve found out Missy was
the one who beat her up at the courthouse — but why else would Joy show up at
Dr. Hamill’s office, if not to lure Missy into an ambush? On the other hand,
Joy was totally in the wind; why would she risk getting caught just to take a
cheap shot at revenge?


“Missy’s a mess,” Stuart
says, bringing me back to the here and now, “and Mom and Dad won’t drive me up
to the hospital. She’s at Boston Medical Center. Could you fly up?”


“Yeah, I can — no, crap, I
can’t,” I say. “Concorde grounded me, remember?”


“Oh, for — come on, Carrie,
Concorde’s not going to have you arrested for flying.”


“I think he’d have me
arrested for jumping too high without his permission.”


“But this is an emergency!”


“I don’t think Concorde
would — look, I’ll see if Mom or Granddad will drive me up, but I can’t make
any promises. I’ll try my best, okay?”


“Okay,” Stuart mutters, but
he’s obviously not happy with my answer. “Thanks,” he says, hanging up.


I throw on jeans and a
T-shirt, and as I make my way to Mom’s bedroom, I quickly rehearse a short but
utterly compelling argument why she should get out of bed and drive me to
Boston. Should be cake, right? She’ll understand this is a crisis and, bonus,
she really likes Missy. Sure, this’ll be a slam-dunk, no worri—


Oh God, no. No no no don’t listen
walk away walk away fast don’t listen don’t listen!


I back away from the bedroom
door and race back to my room, doubled over from sudden nausea that threatens
to eject my dinner onto the floor. Breathe, Carrie, slow breaths, in and out,
in and out, in and — no, stupid brain, don’t go there!


Dammit all, Ben, I was
starting to like you, too.


It takes a few minutes for
my stomach to settle well enough for me to straighten up and, my hands clamped
tightly over my ears, cross the hall to rouse Granddad. I wonder how
effectively I’ll be able to knock with my elbows?


Nuts, looks like it’s a moot
point; Grandad’s bedroom door is open and his bed is empty, though recently
slept in. I head downstairs and poke my head out the front door, but there’s no
sign of him on the porch and his car is gone. I’m stuck here.


Great.


 


Robbed of options, I fire up
my iPod to drown out the, ahem, disturbance, and turn on my laptop so I can do
a little reading on Buzzkill Joy.


I find plenty of news
articles online. Holy crap is this girl sick. Joyce Morana, a Roxbury native,
for reasons unknown (due to her refusal to answer investigators’ questions)
walked into her high school one day and, with her bare hands, ripped open her
principal’s throat. She repeated her performance six times, murdering assorted
students and school personnel. A police sniper missed a headshot and plugged
Joy in the shoulder, which put her down long enough for police to charge the
school and arrest her. Joy’s been sitting in Byrne ever since, awaiting trial
as an adult on seven counts of first-degree murder.


My waking nightmare ends
sometime after midnight (seriously, Mom?), so I pull out the earbuds and try to
get some sleep, but it’s no use. I toss and turn until my alarm goes off, at
which point I throw on my jeans and T-shirt, grab my jacket, and get the hell
out of Dodge, because I have no faith in my ability to look either Mom or Ben
in the eye without puking up my entire intestinal tract.


Hey, Sara, I call out mentally. You
up?


Yeah, what’s up? she responds. Are you
okay? You’re wicked tense.


Oh, God, where do I begin? I say. I should probably
lead with the important news of the day, but I wait until I get to Sara’s
before I drop that particular bombshell. She deserves to hear it in person.


“Oh my God,” Sara gasps when
I tell her. “Have you heard anything else?”


“No, I haven’t talked to
Stuart since last night,” I say. Sara throws on a coat and, as we head out,
pulls out her phone to call Stuart, but he’s not picking up.


We quicken our pace, hoping
to intercept Stuart before we have to head in for another day of academic
drudgery. We plant ourselves on a bench outside the main entrance and huddle
against the weather, which has taken a turn for the colder; if I didn’t know
better, I’d swear it was January again (thanks a lot, New England).


Stuart shows up a few
minutes later. The dark circles under his eyes rival mine. Sara runs up to him
and throws her arms around his neck. He responds with a listless pat on the
back.


“Have you talked to Missy
since last night?” Sara says. Stuart shakes his head.


“I was up all night waiting
for her to call me but she never did.” He shrugs. “I guess that’s good. Means
Dr. Hamill didn’t die, right? Still would’ve been nice to have an inside man,”
he says, shooting me the hairy eyeball.


“I told you, I couldn’t fly
to the hospital without Concorde coming down on me,” I protest.


“What about your Mom? You
said she’d drive you up.”


“No, I said I’d ask her
to drive me up.”


“Did you?”


“...I couldn’t.”


“Why not?”


I fight off an unwanted
audio flashback. “Because reasons,” I say with a grimace.


“Jeez, one of your best
friends, and you couldn’t even —”


“Hold on,” Sara says, “why
didn’t your parents drive you up if it was so important?”


“I asked them to,” Stuart argues,
“which is more than she did.”


“Who’s driving who where?”
Matt says as he joins us.


“Didn’t you tell him?” I say
to Stuart.


“Tell me what?”


I lower my voice. “Buzzkill
Joy attacked Missy and her dad last night. Dr. Hamill’s in really bad shape. As
far as we know, they’ve both been in the hospital all night.”


“What? Why didn’t anyone
call me?”


“Because you’re a mess,
man,” Stuart says, “you didn’t need me dumping more crap on you.”


“You should have called me!
Missy’s my friend too, you know,” Matt says, “and what the hell do you mean,
I’m a mess?”


“Dude, I didn’t mean it like
that.”


“Then how did you mean it?”


“God, why do you have to
overreact to everything?”


“Overreacting?” Sara
interjects. “Something happens to Missy and you don’t bother to tell your best
friend? Or me, for that matter?”


“Oh, jeez, so sorry, I
didn’t know Bearer of Bad News was part of my official job description,” Stuart
growls.


“Guys, stop, stop,” I say.
“Let’s take a breath before any of us say anything we can’t take back, okay? Look,
we’re all stressed out and worried about Missy, but we’re not going to solve
anything by jumping down each other’s throats. I can’t believe I’m saying this,
but maybe school will help us decompress a little.”


One by one, the others nod
in agreement.


“Stuart, keep your eye on
your phone in case Missy texts you. If there’s any news, give us a shout on the
brainphone and we’ll figure it out from there.”


“Yeah, right,” he says.


 


Good call on my part: We
gather at my locker after the final bell and attitudes have definitely improved
(aside from a sudden melancholy that hit us at lunch due to the prominent
Missy-shaped hole at the table).


Stuart informs us he
received a text from Missy right after we left the cafeteria. All it said was:
home restn dad stil n hosp. There’s a brief debate whether we should head over
to her place and check in on her or leave her alone so she can get some rest,
but like I said: It’s a brief debate. The unanimous decision is that we need to
make sure our Muppet is okay.


She’s alive, but okay?
Not even.


Missy opens the door and we
gasp in unison at the wreck of her face. Her left eye is ringed in
blackish-blue, her lips are swollen and puffy, and four lines of tight stitches
cross her forehead and scalp near the hairline — or, more accurately, where her
hairline would be if it hadn’t been shaved away to make room for the sutures.


“Oh, jeez, Muppet,” Stuart
whimpers, arms extended uncertainly, like he’s not sure whether it’s safe to
hug her. Missy hugs him instead, then the rest of us in turn as we file into
the house.


“Mom’s upstairs,” she says
in a half-whisper. “The doctor gave her some pills to help her sleep.”


We follow Missy to the
downstairs bathroom. We crowd in the doorway as she places a fresh square of gauze
over her forehead and secures it with white medical tape. The old pad sits on
the edge of the sink, broken lines of dark red stretching across it in a mirror
image of her stitches.


“Doctor said I have some
broken ribs, too,” Missy says as she tends to her bandage, “but no internal
bleeding or anything like that, so, you know. Yay.”


“How’s your dad?” Stuart
says.


Missy pauses and draws in a
calming breath before speaking. Her voice quivers nevertheless, and her first
words chill me to the bone.


“Joy slashed his throat. He
bled so much. I thought he...I thought he was going to die in my arms.” Missy
looks at her trembling hands, which, I now notice, are tinted with a disturbing
pinkish hue. “The doctors weren’t sure he’d survive the night. They said if he
made it to morning, he should pull through...”


I lay a hand on her
shoulder, which is like granite under my fingers. The girl’s wired to explode.


“Missy, what did Joy want?”
I say gently. “Was she looking for you?”


“No. She didn’t know who I
was. I mean, until I kicked her in the face,” Missy says. “She wanted that hard
drive Daddy asked me to bring him.”


“Hard drive?” Matt says. I
fill him in, not that there’s much to fill him in on.


“Do you have any idea what
was on it?” I ask. Missy shakes her head, leaving countless questions hanging
unanswered, all of them centered on Missy’s father and that hard drive.


I think we might have to pay
Dr. Hamill a visit.


An official visit.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EIGHTEEN


 


Buzzkill Joy gets off the
bus and looks around, looking for a specific street sign. It was dark the last
time she stood on this street; everything somehow looks very different in the
daytime. She picks a direction at random, wanders a block, finds the sign, and
a strange impulse kicks in. Three blocks down, past a coffee shop, across an
intersection, one more block, and there it is: Jean’s Café — closed,
permanently, newspapers covering all the glass, a “for sale” sign in the door.
The impulse draws her around the corner, down an alley, and to a back door
that, in the daytime, feels extremely exposed.


Joy slips into the building.
It never occurs to her to check whether the door is locked; she somehow knows
it isn’t.


She also knew she had to
call the number preset in her phone, the one with that BS five-five-five
exchange phone numbers in movies always use, as soon as she acquired the hard
drive — though damned if she could say why she had to call it. The man
who answered told her to return to our original meeting place, and bring the
hard drive, gave her a time, and hung up without further instructions.


“I’m here,” she announces
upon entering the restaurant’s former dining area. “Now tell me who you are and
what the hell is going on before I open you up.”


John Nemo sighs. “That’s the
problem with my gift. Having to repeatedly introduce myself to the same people?
It becomes tedious.” He peers over the top of his sunglasses and tsks at
the fresh scars, red and wet and angry, crossing Joy’s face. “Those are some vicious-looking
wounds. You encountered some interference, then?”


Joy responds with stony
silence.


“Very well. I have no
problem dispensing with the chit-chat. My name is John Nemo. I represent an
organization that, rather spontaneously, contracted with you to recover
information pertaining to the origins of your own distinct abilities.”


“Yeah, right,” Joy says,
Nemo’s speech jostling loose a cloudy memory or two, “and you said you’d give
me a job if I came through.”


“One step at a time, please.
Do you have the hard drive?” Joy reaches into her jacket and produces the drive
but, for the moment, refrains from handing it over. “Ah, Dr. Baron did
have it.”


“No, he didn’t,” Joy says.
“Someone hired the doc to keep tabs on me. He didn’t know jack, but he knew who
did.”


John Nemo waits patiently
for the explanation.


“Some professor at Boston U.
had it. And I learned something else real interesting: the professor’s
daughter? Turns out she’s the ninja chick from that junior Protectorate group.
I have her to thank for these,” Joy says, gesturing at her scars.


“Is she now?” Nemo says, his
attention thoroughly captured. “Hm. Fascinating. I assume you dispensed with
her? And her father?”


“Daddy’s dead, that’s for
damn sure.”


“I see.”


“Don’t worry, I made sure he
gave me the password for this thing first. Wrote it on the case for you,” Joy
says, handing over the drive. Nemo flips it over and reads the numbers scrawled
on the back in a shaky, uneducated hand.


“Thank you.”


“You can thank me by making
good on our deal.”


Nemo gives Joy a sympathetic
wince. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple, Ms. Morana.”


“The hell it is,” Joy says,
grasping Nemo by the throat. “I did your job, I got your stupid hard drive
thing, now bring me in.”


“I repeat, Ms. Morana,” Nemo
says with a weary sigh, “it’s not that simple. My superiors need time to assess
your performance. For what it’s worth, my report will be mostly favorable...”


“Mostly?”


“There is the matter of your
body count.”


“You got a problem with me
dropping people?”


“We have a problem with our
operatives ‘dropping people,’ as you put it, in a way that leads back to our
organization. We also have a problem with our operatives leaving people alive
unnecessarily, which can also lead back to us. We need to determine whether
your decisions were sound, and whether they compromised us in any way.”


“You said you’d bring me in,
so bring me in.” She tightens her grip, a threat that John Nemo ignores
with impossible aplomb.


“Ms. Morana. You should know
that my employers value my unique gift quite highly. I dare say I am perhaps
the only person within the organization who is truly irreplaceable. While I
have no great desire to die, I do take comfort in knowing that, were you to
kill me, my employers would exhaust considerable resources to hunt you down.
Believe me when I say: you do not want to ever find yourself in that position.”


He says this as casually as
he might discuss the weather, without fear, without a trace of bravado.


Joy releases her grip.


“Return to your motel room,
Ms. Morana, and wait for my call,” John Nemo says, adjusting his necktie. “You
will hear from me sooner rather than later, I promise you. Forty-eight hours at
the most. Is that acceptable?”


“Does it matter?”


John Nemo smiles. “No,” he
says before departing.


Joy sits at the counter,
drumming a mad tattoo on the countertop with her clawed fingers, mentally
spitting every curse she knows after Nemo — and she knows a great many curses.
What a surprise: Someone makes a fancy sales pitch, says he wants to help her,
acts like he’s a friend, then when it comes time to make good on all the
promises, he screws her. They’re all the same: every teacher, all the
counselors and therapists, the low-rent public defender who got saddled with
her case...and someone else...


John Nemo’s name and face
slip away from her, just like that, but the sting of his betrayal remains, a
lump of hot rage flickering in her chest — and yet Joy manages a smile. If life
has taught her nothing else, it’s taught her how to screw them before they screw
you. It’s easy, really; all it takes is a little forethought.


After leaving the
restaurant, Joy stops at an ATM to make a substantial cash withdrawal, then
drops the card in a garbage can. On the bus ride back to the train station, she
stuffs her phone in a gap between her seat and the body of the vehicle, leaving
it for someone to discover and claim as his own — or maybe it’ll sit there for
days, riding around town in an endless loop, but as long as no one can use it
to track her actual location...


Screw them before they screw
you, that’s lesson one.


Lesson two, one of the few
useful things she learned in school: Always make back-up copies of your
computer files.


 


“You ready to do this?” Sara
asks.


“As ready as I’ll ever be,”
I say.


Translation: God, no. What
we’re about to do, it’s a gamble that, honestly, I’m not expecting to pay off.
At best we’ll glean some idea of what Buzzkill Joy is up to. At worst, if Sara
and I get caught, we could be turned over to the police — or worse, Concorde.
Yeah, I have no plans to fly, so I’m not violating the letter of his law, but
the spirit is getting violated like —


Never mind. I can’t think of
an analogy that doesn’t make me queasy.


Sara and I stroll on into
Boston Medical Center like we’re supposed to be there and head right to the
reception desk. A matronly Asian woman greets us with a polite smile.


“Good evening, ladies, may I
help you?” she says.


“Good evening,” I say
pleasantly. “We’re here to visit Kenneth Hamill.”


The receptionist types the
name into her computer and squints at the screen. “Are either of you family?”
she asks.


“I’m his daughter Missy!”
Sara chirps, and she flashes a big, wide-eyed grin. I have to restrain a laugh;
her Missy impression is a little too dead-on.


“I’m sorry, dear, but only
family is allowed to visit Mr. Hamill,” the woman says to me. “You’ll have to
wait outside.”


“That’s fine,” I say, and
the receptionist gives us the room number.


We head to the elevators. An
empty elevator car arrives and we dash inside. Sara engages in a bit of necessary
vandalism, disabling the security camera in the corner of the car with a quick
telekinetic zap (sorry, hospital). I jab at the control panel to make sure no
one has a chance to jump on with us. The doors slide shut and we quickly shed
our outer layers, stuffing our civilian clothes into a backpack I brought
along. Carrie Hauser and Sara Danvers got onto the elevator, but it will be
Lightstorm and Psyche getting off — not that anyone will see us, if everything
goes according to plan.


(Please, God, let this go
according to plan.)


“You’re up,” I say, and Sara
closes her eyes and concentrates.


The principle is simple:
Sara telepathically broadcasts a single, basic command — ignore us — and
we slip into Dr. Hamill’s room unhindered. It’s not invisibility in the
traditional sense, but if this works, the hospital staff won’t pay the
slightest attention to us. I hate to resort to sneaking around like this, but
(as I have to keep reminding the boys) the Hero Squad has no official standing
anymore; marching into the hospital and openly announcing our intent to conduct
a formal interview is not an option.


Like I said, the concept is
sound, and Sara has used the subliminal mental command trick a few times with
success, but this is the first time she’s ever tried anything quite like this.
We won’t know for sure if she’s successful until we step out of the elevator.


We reach our floor and the
doors open. Here we go.


Sara and I get out, and
we’re nearly bowled over by an orderly who blows right past us, never slowing
down and never offering an “excuse me.” I’m going to be optimistic and say it’s
because he never saw us, not because he was in a big hurry and/or extremely
rude.


“I think we’re good,” I say
in a whisper.


“Let’s hurry. I don’t know
if I can keep this up for long,” Sara says.


We follow the signs to Dr.
Hamill’s room, passing countless doctors, nurses, orderlies, patients, and
visitors along the way. A few of them pause and look around, like they thought
they saw something at the edge of their vision, then shake their heads and go
back to whatever they were doing, but that’s as close as we come to getting
caught.


Cool. We’re going to have to
remember this trick.


It doesn’t occur to me until
too late that Dr. Hamill might not be in a private room, but luck continues to
be on our side: Dr. Hamill is alone in his room, hooked up to more machines
than Frankenstein’s monster. His throat is heavily bandaged on one side.


“Let’s get into character,”
I say. I power up, but only enough to produce the slightest of glows (speaking
of aspiring super-heroes who are getting better at fine-tuning their powers).
“Dr. Hamill. We need to talk to you.”


He doesn’t respond. I say
his name again, a little louder. Nothing. Oh, crap. What if he’s sedated?


“He’s drugged up, isn’t he?”
Sara says.


“Um. Maybe?” I say with a
small squeak of panic, because if he’s under heavy sedation (which, I now
realize, is highly likely because, duh, slashed throat), this whole night is a
waste — and worse, Buzzkill Joy continues to avoid some serious comeuppance.


I’m about to ask Sara if she
could get anything from Dr. Hamill telepathically when he utters a soft groan.
Sara and I hold our breaths as Dr. Hamill’s eyes flutter open. He’s groggy, but
I think he’s coherent. Let’s put that to the test.


“Dr. Hamill, my name is
Lightstorm. This is Psyche. We’re with the Hero Squad,” I say. Dr. Hamill
swallows, blinks, nods weakly. “We need to speak to you about the girl who
attacked you, if you’re able to.”


“...Yes,” he says, his voice
brittle.


“Did you know her?” I ask.


He hesitates before
answering. “I...not directly. I knew about her.”


“How?”


It takes him even longer to
answer that question, and his response isn’t exactly illuminating. “I’m
responsible for her.”


“Responsible for her how?”


“I made her.”


Sara and I exchange confused
looks. “I’m sorry, Dr. Hamill, I don’t understand.”


Dr. Hamill takes a deep
breath, and tells us a chilling, haunting story.


Twenty-five years ago, Dr.
Hamill says, the US military launched something called Project Moreau, a grand
experiment in genetic engineering. Humans possessed of amazing abilities had
been around for a few decades at that point, and the military wanted to tap
that power for its own purposes. The problem was, super-humans inclined to use
their abilities in the name of the greater good, as a rule, preferred to
operate autonomously and weren’t big on getting bossed around by the
government, so the military decided to try making its own.


The concept of tweaking an
organism’s DNA to produce traits not normally found in a given species was
relatively new and untested, but the military thought it had potential, so they
assembled a team of the nation’s most brilliant geneticists to work on the
project. Some were rabid flag-wavers who would do anything Uncle Sam asked them
to, others were able to push their morality aside in the name of scientific
progress. Dr. Hamill admits, with deep shame, he fell into the latter category.


Under his direction as
project leader, several approaches were explored and tested. Two similar paths
emerged as the most promising. The first was to analyze the genetic code of
various super-humans, compare them to baseline human DNA, and make the
necessary changes to replicate more common superhuman abilities (particularly
those that would be very useful in a fight): super-strength, invulnerability,
super-speed, heightened reflexes, even the range of psionic powers, from
telepathy and telekinesis to more unusual powers like pyrokinesis (a la Nina
Nitro) and flight (a rare but very specialized form of telekinesis).


Then there was the second
approach, which gave rise to the project’s name. The human genetic code, when
you get right down to it, is not so dissimilar from the genetic code of several
animal species. Dr. Hamill specifically cites cats as an example: The feline
genetic code is ninety percent similar to that of humans, so it wasn’t
unimaginable to tinker with human DNA in order to replicate beneficial feline
traits such as clawlike fingernails...


Like Buzzkill Joy has.


Joy — and Missy.


Oh my God.


“We genetically manipulated
ova harvested for infertility treatments. They were fertilized in vitro, then
implanted,” Dr. Hamill says. “There were forty test subjects. None of the
mothers knew what we’d done to the embryos...not even my wife.”


“You son of a bitch,” Sara
hisses, but Dr. Hamill can’t hear her over his sobbing.


“I told myself she was
nothing but a test subject,” he bawls. “I told myself not to get attached. I
was so determined not to love her, but...”


A sudden serenity overcomes
Dr. Hamill. He looks at us, his eyes glistening under my gentle glow, and he
gives us a sad smile.


“It’s impossible not to love
my Missy.”


Yeah. You’re right about
that.


“The hard drive Joy took
from you,” I say. “It has project data.”


“It has everything on
Moreau,” Dr. Hamill says, “including full profiles on every test subject.”


With this final confession,
Dr. Hamill loses the last of his will to stay conscious. He slips into a deep
sleep — deep and, I bet, deeply troubled.


Sara throws up her
telepathic apathy field and we dart back to the elevator, where we wrestle
ourselves back into our civilian clothes. As we pass the reception desk on the
ground floor, the receptionist calls out to us.


“Did you have a nice visit?”
she says, but we’re unable to answer her. We don’t say a word until we’re back
at the bus stop, where we collapse onto the bench, wheezing like we’ve just run
a marathon.


“Oh, God, Carrie,” Sara
says, on the verge of tears.


“I know. I know.”


“I can’t believe Dr. Hamill
—”


“I know,” I say, more
harshly than I mean to.


We sit there for I don’t
know how long, trying to process everything, but it’s so much to take in.


“What do we do?” Sara says.
“I don’t even know where to start.”


“I do. We tell Missy. We
tell her everything.”


“We can’t,” Sara says. “not
after everything she’s been through. If we tell her that her father — Carrie,
it’ll destroy her.”


“I know, but we made a
promise: no secrets.”


“Carrie...”


“No secrets,” I insist. “Missy
deserves to know the truth, and we have no right to keep it from her.”


Sara, reluctantly, nods in
agreement. “When do we tell her?”


I check my phone. It’s
creeping up on seven o’clock. We’d be back in Kingsport within the hour.


“No time like the present,”
I say.
















 


NINETEEN


 


Missy sits at the head of
her bed, clutching her pillow to her chest, her expression impossibly blank.
Department store mannequins look more lifelike. I expected crying, screaming, a
fifty-megaton ballistic freak-out, but no, instead we get to endure the
devastating sight of our friend getting sucked into a black hole of despair and
not even trying to fight back. It’s like we’ve snuffed out her soul.


“Oh,” she says. She sounds
so tiny and distant.


“Muppet, we are so sorry,”
Sara says. “We didn’t want to tell you, but we —”


“No. It’s okay. I’m glad you
did. Thank you.” She squeezes the pillow tighter. “Did he say...am I even
really his?”


“I don’t know,” Sara says.
“I think so? I mean, he said the, uh, genetic material was all, you know, taken
from people in for fertility treatment, and I don’t think you can implant just
any, uh, embryo into a woman. I think it has to be her own, you know...egg.”


God, this is so awkward, Sara thinks at me.


“I think Sara’s right,” I
say. Honestly, I have no idea whatsoever if I’m telling the truth, but Missy
has been through enough for one night. Maybe, this once, a little lie is okay.
“You look like your parents,” I add, and that part is accurate; her features
are such a delicate blend of her mom and dad’s, you don’t notice any
similarities between her and either parent unless she’s standing next to one or
the other.


Look at me, finding the
silver lining in a dark cloud the size of Greenland. Go me.


“Do you need anything?” I
ask.


Missy shakes her head, then
says, “You should tell Stuart and Matt.”


“Are you sure you want us to
—?”


“No secrets. That’s what we
promised. No secrets.”


I was actually wondering
whether she really wanted us to tell the boys, but I shouldn’t be
surprised she’s not up to making such a bizarre confession.


“Okay,” I say, “if you want
us to.”


She nods.


We leave her sitting there,
hugging her pillow and staring into space, and my heart tears in two. I know
consciously there’s nothing we can do to cheer her up, not after this
bombshell, and nothing we can do to magically make this go away, but none of
that prevents me from feeling like a crappy excuse for a friend.


Once we’re outside, we take
out our phones. “Do you want to tell Matt or Stuart?” I say.


Sara grimaces. “Would you
hate me if I said I didn’t want to be the one to tell Stuart?”


“I can’t hate you because I
don’t blame you. Together on speakerphone?” Sara nods. “Okay, then. Let’s get
this over with.”


The call goes as well as
could be expected — which is to say, crawling naked over a mile of broken glass
and rusty nails before swan-diving into a pool of heavily-salted rubbing
alcohol would have been a more pleasant experience. Stuart reacts with anger,
shock, anger, disbelief, horror, anger, confusion, anger, pity, anger,
frustration, anger, helplessness, and did I mention anger? Sara and I spend
half our time on the phone talking him down. We should have seen it coming,
really. After Stuart lost his little brother he adopted Missy as his spiritual
little sister, and he’s as protective of her as any big brother-by-blood would
be, which means he overreacts to any direct threat to her happiness, safety,
and well-being. This time is no exception, although I can’t honestly say his
overreaction is unwarranted.


Stuart’s response is
downright tame compared to Matt’s. I never realized the F-bomb had so many
variations.


At first it throws me off. I
mean, I expected Matt to be furious but I didn’t expect a hurricane-force tirade.
Two minutes into his rant, it hits me: He’s recently become intimately familiar
with the searing sting of betrayal by one’s father. Half of this is probably
rage he has yet to vent at his own dad, so Sara and I let him purge. He
finishes purging about the time I reach my driveway.


“That was exhausting,” Sara
says.


“Yeah, but it’s done. The
easy part’s over with.”


Sara does a double-take. “That
was the easy part?”


“The hard part will be
finding Buzzkill Joy,” I say.


 


The mood among the group the
next morning is somber and subdued. Many long hugs are exchanged in silence.
Even Malcolm, who doesn’t know Missy all that well but, thanks to the local
media, is aware what happened to Dr. Hamill, offers a comforting hug. Missy
accepts, but she takes no more comfort in his condolences than she found in
ours.


“Thank you for not making a
fuss over how bad Missy looks,” I say, pulling Malcolm aside. “Everyone in
school’s going to be pointing it out and asking questions all day long...”


“No, I understand,” Malcolm
says. “And I’d understand if you wanted to reschedule tomorrow night so you can
be there for her.”


Tomorrow night? Oh, right,
Malcolm was taking me out for my birthday.


He has a point, curse his
noble soul; Missy’s going through the roughest time of her life and needs her
friends.


I want to decline his offer.
I’m going through stuff, too. I deserve a little happiness.


Missy deserves it more.


“You’re sure you’re okay
with this?” I say.


“Absolutely. Your friend
needs you.”


“If I haven’t mentioned it
already? You’re a great boyfriend.”


“See you at the end of the
day,” Malcolm says before brazenly flouting school rules about PDAs and laying
a long, soft kiss on me.


Melt.


 


School ends, we walk into
town, set up shop in our quiet corner of Coffee E, and get down to serious
business, emphasis on serious; the atmosphere is tense, dark.


Dark, but not bleak. As we
sit with our drinks, Missy makes an unhappy noise like the growl of (I hate
myself for thinking this) an angry cat. Stuart asks her what’s wrong.


“My stitches itch like
crazy,” Missy says.


“Don’t scratch them,” Matt
says, deadpan, “or we’ll have to put you in the Cone of Shame.”


Missy glowers at him.


“C’mon, that was funny.”


“...Maybe a little funny,”
Missy says under her breath.


Matt made a joke. Missy was
receptive to said joke. These are good signs that all is not lost.


And now, for her next trick,
Carrie Hauser will rain on the parade.


“All right, people, we need
to figure out what’s going on with Buzzkill Joy,” I say, then we proceed to
recap the highlights (more like the lowlights) of the past several days. The
team agrees that Joy wasn’t the intended objective of the jailbreak; Minotaur
was a member of the Bestiary, while Archimedes is a valuable asset who’s been
snatched from custody before — they make sense, but Joy has no known
connections to any of them. She took advantage of an opportunity and that’s it.


Then it gets hazy. Instead
of doing what any sensible fugitive from a supermax penitentiary would do (such
as head for Mexico), Joy shows up at Boston U. looking for information on the
top-secret government-sponsored genetic engineering project that created her
and Missy — information she somehow knew Dr. Hamill had.


High on the list of questions
without answers: Why did she want that information? And how did Joy even know
about the project?


“Joy’s cunning and
street-smart, but she doesn’t strike me as having the brains necessary to hack
into a military computer system,” I say.


“Not that she’d have any
reason to try something like that. Dr. Hamill said no one outside the project
knew anything about it,” Sara adds. “Even the doctors hired to monitor the kids
were kept in the dark.”


I see the wheels turning in
Matt’s head. “The doctors may not have known the specifics of the project,” he
says, “but if they had to know something. How would they know to look
for anything unusual unless they were specifically told to look for anything
unusual?”


“That makes sense,” I say.
“Joy could have squeezed her own doctor for information and learned enough to
lead back to Dr. Hamill.”


“But that still doesn’t tell
us how she knew anything about the project in the first place,” Sara points
out.


“Hm, yeah,” Matt agrees.
“Look at Missy. She lived in the same house as the guy in charge of the thing
and she had no idea she was —”


Missy shrinks into her
chair.


“Oh, God, I’m sorry,
Muppet.”


Missy shrugs. Jeez, Matt...


“If we rule out the remote
possibility Joy found out by dumb luck she was part of Project Moreau,” I say,
“that means someone told her about it.”


That leads to the reasonable
questions of who and why, but that only brings us right back down a dead end
road.


“We need the Protectorate’s
help,” Matt says, and if he’s saying we need to suck it up, stand aside, and
call in the big guns, you know it’s serious.


Unfortunately, Matt’s
sacrificing his pride for naught. “They’re not going to help us,” I say.


“Then we tell them what’s
going on and let them handle it.”


“They’re not going to help
us.”


“How do you know?” Stuart
says. “Have you even tried talking to them?”


“Yes, I have. Have you? Go
ahead, give it a shot.”


Stuart pulls out his phone
and dials Concorde’s number. He frowns, tries again. “The hell, man?”


Matt tries next and meets
with the same results. He then tries Natalie, while Sara calls Mindforce. I
know what they’re hearing: a rapid neet neet neet noise, like a
hyperactive busy signal.


“I tried Astrid too and it’s
the same thing,” I say. “I tried calling the Protectorate’s public number, but
it’s been blocked from my cell and my home phone. My e-mails are getting
bounced, too. We haven’t just been grounded, guys; we’ve been shut out.”


“But...this is...I
mean...what?” Matt fumbles. “But we have to talk to them!”


“I’m open to suggestions,” I
say, and Sara makes one so obvious, I’m kicking myself for not thinking of it.


“Their main office,” she
says. “We can talk to Miss Hannaford, get her to relay a message.”


We run out of the coffee
shop like we’re evacuating a burning building, and the only reason we don’t
sprint the whole way down to the Protectorate’s Main Street office is out of
consideration for Missy. She tends to bounce back quickly, but she’s not up for
anything strenuous quite yet.


Catherine springs from her
desk as soon as we enter the office, arms out to block us from slipping past
her.


“Catherine, we need to —”


That’s as far as I get. “I
am under orders to inform you the Hero Squad is no longer welcome on these
premises. I have been authorized to take whatever steps are necessary to remove
you if you do not leave willingly and quietly. This matter is not up for
discussion.”


That’s what she says with
her outside voice. Her inside voice is much chattier.


Guys, I’m sorry, but you all
have to leave, now,
Catherine says.


Catherine, we have a serious
problem, I
say, but she’s not listening.


Carrie, I like you. I like
all you kids, which is why I am telling you as a friend: You need to back off.
The Squad’s become a bone of serious contention around here, and it’s causing a
lot of problems between Concorde and — well, everyone else. We need to sort
this mess out internally, but we can’t do that if you don’t give us some
breathing room.


But —!


Please don’t make this
harder on me than it already is, Catherine says with an air of finality. This is
out of my hands. I’m sorry.


We turn and shuffle out of
the office. Catherine closes the door behind us, avoiding any eye contact.


“I don’t believe this,” Matt
says. “Concorde’s actually blackballed us.”


“C’mon, man, we can’t give
up,” Stuart says.


“What are we supposed to do?
Barge back in there and scream at Miss Hannaford until she listens to us?”


“If we have to!”


“What good would it do,
Stuart? Seriously?” I say. “We have to face reality. We’re on our own.”


We’re on our own. Just what
we always wanted...and it couldn’t have happened at a worse time.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY


 


I keep that part to myself
and instead give my friends a rah-rah we can do it rally speech, hoping
it will motivate us to figure something out. Someone out there has answers; we
just need to find that person.


Almost immediately, we’re
hit with inspiration: Missy’s doctor. It’s admittedly a longshot, considering
all the doctors were kept as far out of the loop as possible, but we’re short
on options.


Missy gives us her doctor’s
office address so Sara and I can pay her an official visit. The others head to
Matt’s house for some hardcore Googling. Before parting ways, Matt uses his
gloves to bring me and Sara our outfits so we can present ourselves
appropriately — and hey, maybe we’ll get to change in an elevator again. That’s
always fun.


The office of Dr. Elaine
Hemmings is all the way at the north end of town, which means we get to ride
the bus into battle once again (mental note: One of us needs to get a driver’s
license, stat. Like, yesterday).


We arrive at the small
commercial complex that houses Dr. Hemmings’ office. It’s a collection of strip
mall-like buildings scattered around a central parking lot. Most of the
individual units belong to doctors and lawyers, with a state representative’s
district office thrown in for variety. We start wandering around, looking for a
semi-private place to slip into our super-hero garb. We end up sneaking into
the woods in the back of the complex because, you know, dignity.


“Now what?” Sara asks. “Do
we just walk on in?”


That’s exactly what we do.


It’s apparently a slow day
for Dr. Hemmings, because the only people in the waiting room are a mother with
her daughter and pair of receptionists. The women regard us with understandable
bemusement, while the little girl finds us absolutely fascinating.


Long story short: The Hero
Squad has enough of a reputation that the receptionists let us right in to see Dr.
Hemmings, who proves entirely forthcoming about her role in Project Moreau —
forthcoming, but ultimately useless because she has no idea what we’re talking
about. Sara confirms by way of a quick telepathic scan that she’s being
truthful with us; Dr. Hemmings wasn’t in on the project.


It makes sense, in
hindsight; why pay good hush money to a doctor to keep track of Missy’s
development when the head of Project Moreau can do it personally?


We get to Matt’s and find
the Google party in full swing: Everyone has their laptops out and they’re
furiously typing away, but their progress report is no better than ours.
“Project Moreau” isn’t generating any hits, which isn’t surprising, so we start
shooting in the dark, running searches on Dr. Hamill, Missy, Buzzkill Joy,
genetic engineering projects at Boston University, genetic engineering projects
for the government and for the military — we hit every possible base, run every
conceivable term through almighty Google, and all we get for our efforts is a
big bucket o’ nope.


“We’re missing something,” I
say, thinking aloud, “something small but important.”


“Like what?” Matt says.


“If I knew that, Matt, we
wouldn’t be sitting here like a bunch of idiots fumbling around in the dark,
would we?”


“Jeez, don’t have to bite my
head off about it.”


“Yeah, because you’ve never
lost it at any of us for no good reason,” Sara says.


Matt’s about to shoot back
when the front door swings open, and on instinct we all shut up and act like a
group of normal high school students diligently doing our homework. We don’t
have to maintain the charade for long, because a new and perfectly legitimate
target for his ire appears behind his mother.


“Oh. Hello, kids. Didn’t
know you’d be here tonight,” Mrs. Steiger says.


“Everyone,” Mr. Steiger
says, squirming.


Steiger Senior and Steiger
Junior lock eyes like a pair of gunfighters in an old Western getting ready to
spray lead.


“What’s he doing
here?” Matt says.


Mr. Steiger looks to his
wife, who says, “Your father’s coming home.”


Matt leaps to his feet,
dumping his laptop to the floor. “He’s WHAT?!”


“Not necessarily for good,”
Mrs. Steiger says quickly, “but we need to talk about...what happened, and the
best way to do that is if your father is home. That way we can all talk about
—”


“What is there to talk
about, Mom? He cheated on you!” Matt says, leveling a damning finger at his
dad.


“Kids,” Mrs. Steiger says,
“I need you all to leave. This is a family matter.”


“We don’t have a family
anymore,” Matt spits.


“Kids, go. Now.”


We hastily scoop up our
stuff and hustle outside, but Matt doesn’t wait for us to clear the room before
laying into his parents. Days’ worth of pent-up anger, frustration, and
resentment pour out of him, as fast and as violent as a burst of machine-gun fire.
We take the driveway at a run to get away from the escalating fight as quickly
as possible, but the unique cacophony of a family tearing itself apart stays
with us until we’re a quarter-mile down the road.


 


Joy glances at the little
clock in the corner of the laptop once owned by Dr. Lester Baron, and it’s no
wonder her eyes feel like sandpaper; she’s been sifting through that college
professor’s files for nine straight hours.


Not that she found the
reading itself all that enthralling, but there was a lot to read: forty files,
one for each product of something called Project Moreau, including the file
labeled MORANA JOYCE NMN (NMN? What the hell is that? she wondered. I
don’t have a middle name). She started with her own file. The section
detailing how her DNA was specifically manipulated, that went way over her head
and she gave up after three pages, but the section dedicated to her developing
abilities were engrossing. Even the lengthy psychological profile, which
tracked her increasingly erratic behavior starting at the tender age of six,
was perversely fascinating.


More importantly, that
section gave her an idea of what to look for as she read through the other
profiles, along the way jotting down notes on motel stationery in the crude,
blocky print of a girl half her age.


One page, entitled DEAD,
holds three names. A second, marked with the header TOO FAR, lists fifteen
subjects who had at some point moved out of state. Another twelve names fill a
page entitled NO GOOD.


That leaves an even ten
names on the final list, which has no title.


Joy crosses her own name out
and works her way down the rest of the list, re-reading the subjects’ reports,
looking for information on their current whereabouts. She crosses off a name
after learning the boy in question is sitting in a state hospital for the
mentally ill. She strikes a second name after reading that the girl is a
runaway, missing for five months, current whereabouts unknown. That culls the
list of prospects down to seven.


The name directly under her
own, MARTENS KURT EVAN, is at present a resident of a halfway house for
psychologically disturbed youth — a halfway house that is, conveniently, two
towns over. According to his file, Kurt suffers from severe anti-social
tendencies, resists all efforts to impose structure or instill discipline, and
displays extreme contempt for authority figures.


“Hello, new friend,” Joy
says.
















 


TWENTY-ONE


                                          



Friday begins on an
appropriate note, meteorologically speaking; we arrive under a sky packed with
dark gray clouds that threaten rain or a late winter snowstorm.


As a group we meet at
Missy’s house, and as a group we walk to school. Matt and Sara and I may be
dealing with crap of our own, but we agree that our problems are, individually
and collectively, secondary to Missy’s. For the foreseeable future, it’s all
about her needs. I tell Missy I’ve canceled my date with Malcolm to be with her
tonight, but she won’t have it.


“I don’t want you to cancel
birthday plans for me,” Missy says. “Besides, Mom’s dragging me to the hospital
to visit Daddy after she gets home from work.”


“You don’t sound thrilled
about it,” I say. “Don’t you want to see him?”


“No. Maybe. I don’t know.
What am I going to say to him?”


“Fair point, but you two
need to clear the air eventually. He’s your father, and he does love you.”


Missy shrugs. “I don’t know
if I love him anymore.”


The rest of the walk passes
in silence.


We arrive at school well
ahead of the first warning bell. Mr. Dent stands at the main entrance, greeting
students as they enter. He wishes us good morning and, as a unit, we grunt
back.


“Kids, is something wrong?”
he says.


“What isn’t wrong?” Matt
says.


Given a line like that, most
adults would offer us a patronizing smile and chuckle and dismiss Matt’s
comment with a blithe Oh, things can’t be all that bad, because
teenagers never have real problems, do we? Not compared to adult problems. We
blow everything out of proportion and don’t know what real problems are.


Mr. Dent, however, is not
like most adults. He nods sympathetically and says, “You guys are going through
a lot, huh?”


“To put it mildly,” I say.
“We’re feeling a little overwhelmed —”


“A lot overwhelmed,”
Sara says.


“— and nothing we do seems
to do any good. It’s frustrating, you know?”


Mr. Dent nods again. “May I
offer some advice?”


“Sure,” I say. Doubt
anything he says will help, but he sure can’t make things worse.


“Take a big step back,” Mr.
Dent says. “You can only push for solutions for so long before it becomes
counterproductive. You lose sight of what the problem really is, you get
frustrated, and pretty soon you’re making everything worse without meaning to.
Sometimes the best thing you can do is let yourself cool down a little so you
can approach things with a clearer head.”


I stand corrected; that’s
actually good advice.


“I think Mr. Dent’s right,”
I tell the others. “Between Concorde blacklisting us, the Buzzkill Joy mess,
all the garbage going on with our families — we’re getting smothered under the
weight of it all. None of us can think straight anymore.”


“Don’t see how we fix
anything by doing nothing,” Stuart says. “Feels like we’re giving up.”


“Stuart, I promise we’re not
giving up, but we need to try to relax a little. We’re reaching a breaking
point. If we totally lose it, we’re no good to ourselves or anyone else,” I
say. “Two days. We put everything on hold until Sunday, take some time to
reboot our brains, and start fresh. What do you say?”


It’s a nice little speech,
and they buy it.


I wish I could.




     “Kurt,” Mr. Dalloway says, “once you’ve finished
loading the dishwasher, please go up to your room and make your bed.”


“Uh-huh,” Kurt says.


“After that, we’re meeting
downstairs for the morning group session, so don’t be late. Nine sharp.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Good man.”


“Uh-huh.”


As household chores go,
cleaning up the breakfast dishes is among the more tolerable: Collect
everyone’s dishes off the breakfast table, take them to the kitchen, dump them
in the dishwasher, fill the detergent reservoir, press a button, done and done,
onto the next bit of assigned and scheduled slave labor.


Any chore is preferable to
the torture that is group therapy, the twice-daily confession ritual designed
to force Kurt and his housemates to confront their flaws and weaknesses, the
various sources of their anger and sorrow. The worst is when someone has what
Mr. Dalloway, the live-in house monitor-slash-therapist, calls a
“breakthrough,” because that always involves one of the boys crying like a
little bitch.


Kurt hasn’t come anywhere
close to having a breakthrough.


The other boys look up to
him, after a fashion; it’s less respect and more a healthy fear. Sometimes the
new arrivals get smart right away; they sense Kurt’s power, his quiet resolve,
and they don’t challenge him. Just as often, a new boy will try to assert
himself and throw down a challenge. He’ll get in Kurt’s face, puff out his
chest, set his jaw, tell Kurt he’s not so scary. He’s not so tough. He’ll dare
Kurt to push back, to take a swing, but Kurt will take the display in stride
and, when Mr. Dalloway isn’t within earshot, tell the boy to meet him in the
woods behind the house at midnight.


There, in a small clearing,
Kurt teaches the new boy his first lesson as a resident of Sutherland House: Do
not screw with Kurt Martens.


There have been occasions
when Kurt wanted to take Mr. Dalloway to the clearing — many, many occasions,
but what would that accomplish? That’s nothing but a one-way ticket to another
halfway house, maybe someplace worse than Sutherland.


Maybe back home.


Kurt trudges upstairs to his
room, passing in the stairway a boy named Donald — or Ronald, something like
that — the last new arrival to challenge Kurt’s dominance. Donald (or Ronald) pushes
against the wall, granting Kurt the right of way. The boy bows his head
submissively, not daring to make eye contact.


Kurt’s hand pauses over his
doorknob. There’s a strange odor in the air, a combination of leather and a
soap that is definitely not the disgusting Irish Spring Mr. Dalloway insists on
buying. There’s something else there, something Kurt has not smelled in a long,
long time, a faint aroma that sends a charge of primal excitement down his
spine.


He opens the door. Buzzkill
Joy smiles at him from his bed.


“Shhh,” she hisses, holding
a finger up to her lips. She beckons Kurt inside with the same finger. He
closes the door and leans on it — the best he can do for security, since none
of the bedroom doors have locks.


“Who the hell are you?” Kurt
says.


“I’m your new best friend.
My name’s Joy. And your name’s Kurt.”


Kurt snorts. “That supposed
to impress me? My name’s on a half a dozen whiteboards around here.”


“Oh, you want me to impress
you? Okay, Kurt Martens of Bridgewater, do you want me to tell you how you
wound up here? How you nearly crippled your stepfather after he — nah,” Joy
says, bouncing onto her feet, “let me tell you about the cool stuff you can do.
I know you’re, like, freaky strong for a kid. I know you could probably hear me
breathing from the other side of the door, maybe smell me because of
your...what did the report call it? Enhanced old factory senses? What do you
say? Am I impressing you yet?”


Kurt grabs for the collar of
Joy’s leather jacket, intending to scare her — beat her, if necessary — into
telling him how she could possibly know all that. Joy intercepts the clutching
hand, stopping it cold, and coaxes from Kurt a hiss of pain as she sinks her
claws into the soft flesh of his wrist.


“Be cool, Kurt. I told you:
I’m a friend. If I wanted to do you wrong?” Joy says, applying pressure. “You’d
be bleeding to death.”


Joy feels the tension drain
out of Kurt’s arm. She releases him.


“Good boy. Now, how about we
talk like a couple of civilized people?” Joy says, drawing from Kurt a derisive
chuckle. “You got questions, don’t you?”


“Only a couple hundred.”


“Pick a favorite.”


“What do you want?”


“Hmm. You picked a tough
one, Kurtsy. I want a lot of things.”


“Pick a favorite.”


Joy, grinning, resumes her seat
on the edge of the bed. “I want a shower that actually has hot water. I want to
go to sleep in bed that doesn’t smell like Lysol. I want to eat something other
than Dunkin’ Donuts and takeout Chinese and pizza. You know: reasonable stuff.”


“Yeah, no, can’t help you
with any of that.”


“You know what I want the
most, though? I want to burn the whole damn world to the ground,” Joy says,
“and that, Kurtsy, I think you can help me with.”


Kurt smirks. “All right,” he
says. “Now you got my attention.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-TWO


 


I inspect myself in the
full-length mirror hanging on the back of my mother’s bedroom door. Something’s
wrong. Something’s missing.


Malcolm suggested dressy-casual
attire so I went with form-fitting black jeans, ankle boots, a powder-blue
blouse, and a gauzy scarf with artfully tattered ends (I think it’s technically
taupe, but a lot of neutral colors look the same to me). I didn’t go crazy on
the hair and make-up, but the total package that is me is fit for a night out
with her handsome young suitor.


So why do I look so drab?


Because I’m not smiling is
why. From the neck down I’m hot stuff, but if you were to judge me solely by my
expression, I’m heading out to a wake. I can’t muster anything but the fakiest
of fakey smiles. The past several days are like a physical weight on my chest,
crushing me by inches.


Oh, I am going to be a pure
frickin’ delight tonight.


Malcolm’s arrival brings
with it an incremental rise in spirits. He offers his arm, all gentleman-like,
escorts me to his car, and asks me where I’d like to go for face-stuffing
purposes.


“Surprise me,” I say, which
is a euphemism for I have absolutely no appetite whatsoever, so don’t ask me.


Luckily my tastes are fairly
broad, so I’m totally cool with the Tex-Mex place Malcolm takes me to. It has a
rambling floor plan with lots of little nooks and hidden alcoves, and we wind
up in a dim, cozy corner well out of view of the other diners — perfect for my
decidedly anti-social mood.


With effort, I keep up my
end of the conversation, which circles around with no real point. Malcolm and I
chat about school, he tells me more about his family vacation, mentions some
project he’s working on for the pastor at his church, and I nod and offer
polite responses all the while, trusting it hides my indifference effectively.


Nope.


“You’re a little distracted
tonight,” Malcolm observes.


“I know. I’m sorry.”


“No, I get it, you’ve got a
lot on your mind.”


“Too much. It feels like...”


“Your life is falling apart
around you?”


I wince. “Little
melodramatic, don’t you think?”


“But accurate?”


“...Yeah. Between my mom and
her boyfriend behaving like horny teenagers, Matt’s parents heading for
divorce, Missy’s dad in the hospital, Sara’s dad’s weird freak-outs — and we’re
all stuck in the middle of this crazystorm with no way out.” I let out an
exhausted sigh. “I don’t know what to do, Malcolm. I feel totally helpless. I
hate feeling helpless.”


Malcolm nods. “I felt that
way when my mom got diagnosed with cancer,” he says. “I didn’t fully understand
everything going on at the time, but I remember Dad losing his job right after
Mom went into the hospital, which meant we lost his health coverage, so he had
to dip into savings, so he was always in a foul mood, and my aunt — Mom’s
sister — she was going through a divorce at the time, and she was taking all
her frustration out on everyone around her, including Dad and me...it was a
heck of a soap opera.”


“What did you do?”


He spreads his hands.
“Nothing. What could I do? I was six. All I could do was endure.” He smiles.
“You know what helped?”


“What?”


“Well, I guess there are a
few versions of the story, but my pastor told me about a great sultan who
summoned King Solomon, the wisest man of the time, to ask him the secret of
finding peace during troubled times,” Malcolm says, “so Solomon presented him
with a ring inscribed with the phrase, ‘This too shall pass.’ The point is:
Everything in life is temporary, including suffering. You just need to be
strong enough to weather the storm — or crazystorm, as the case may be.”


It’s a dumb story, the kind
of simplistic homily I’d expect from a pastor attempting to console a confused
and desolate young boy.


And yet, it does make me feel
better. I manage an honest smile.


“You’re good,” I say.


“I have my moments,” Malcolm
says.


A loud sizzling sound
heralds the arrival of our fajitas. I get one whiff of the chicken and
vegetables sizzling in their cast-iron pan and my dead appetite rises from the
grave with a vengeance. I devour my food with unladylike gusto. Marines at
chowtime are more genteel. Malcolm, judging by his broad grin, is perfectly
content to enjoy the show with his dinner.


The waitress comes to clear
our plates, at which point Malcolm excuses himself. I assume he has to hit the
little boy’s room but he returns with a present, a box he needs both hands to
carry. He sets it on the table in front of me.


“I’d say you didn’t have to
get me anything, but I know you’d argue the point,” I say.


“I would. Go ahead, open
it.”


I lift the box off the
table, give it an obligatory shake. It’s got a bit of heft to it but it doesn’t
rattle, so whatever inside is fairly solid.


The pre-unwrapping ritual
complete, I pull the pale blue ribbon off and, because I’m a dork, carefully
peel the white paper away at the seams to reveal a plain cardboard box. I pull
the packing tape off, fold the flaps back —


Oh.


Skates. Malcolm got me a
pair of ice skates. They’re white leather, with white laces and nice long
blades that gleam like polished mirrors.


“Sara helped me pick them
out,” he says. “I didn’t know your shoe size, so she did a little spy work for
me.”


“Uh-huh,” I say as I start
to tear up. I try to thank him, but all I can muster is a lot of sniffling and
a pathetic squeak, and I am so grateful we’re in a private corner, because
crying in front of an entire restaurant? Utterly without dignity.


Malcolm shifts his chair
next to mine and slips an arm around my shoulders. “You hate them.”


“Shut up.”


“Knew I should have gone
with pink.”


“Shut up.”


“Happy birthday.”


“Thank you. Now don’t ruin
it by having the waitstaff sing to me while I’m crying.”


Malcolm jumps to his feet.
“I’ll be right back.”


 


“Sooooooo?” Sara says to me
the very instant she opens her front door.


“Good morning to you too,” I
say. “So...what? Are you referring to something specific, or...?”


“Oh, don’t you even. How did
your birthday date with Malcolm go?”


“It was fantastic, but man,
am I sore,” I say.


Sara raises an eyebrow. “Oh,
you are, are you?”


“What was that?!” Mr.
Danvers shouts from the kitchen.


“My boyfriend took me ice
skating, Mr. Danvers!” I respond.


“Oh,” he says.


“God, Dad, could you
possibly embarrass me more?” Sara says through clenched teeth.


“I’m sure he could if he tried.”


“Let’s not give him the
chance. Come on,” Sara says, slipping out without offering her father a
goodbye. “All right, we’re clear. Make with the details.”


I give Sara the full story
en route to Missy’s, and she delights in every last shmoopy moment. It’s weird,
having someone live vicariously through my relationship, especially when said
person could easily have her own (but that is a discussion to rehash with Sara
another time).


Missy is less interested in
my night, which is understandable considering how she spent hers. “How did the
visit go?” I ask her.


“It was awkward,” she says.
“Mom and Dad talked a lot. I just sat there and stared at the floor, and Mom
kept trying to get us to talk but neither of us could say anything to each
other or even look at each other. I don’t know what to say to him.”


Sara wraps an arm around
Missy’s shoulder. It stays there until we get to the train station.


Missy brightens once we
transfer at South Station onto the train heading to Worcester, the westernmost point
for the MBTA commuter rail system. That’s where Meg picks us up, and she makes
quite a show of it: We head to the parking lot and find her leaning on her car,
a sporty little convertible in fire engine red. She looks like an extra from Grease:
She’s wearing a knee-length pink skirt, a matching cropped jacket, and her hair
is tied into a ponytail with a polka-dot length of fabric.


“Good morning, ladies,” Meg
says, sliding her cat-eye sunglasses down to the tip of her nose. “Who’s ready
for a day to remember? Show of hands?”


“You have no idea how ready
we are,” Sara says. She receives the first in a series of hugs, but Meg pauses
when she gets her first look at Missy’s war wounds.


“Oh, God, Missy, what
happened?”


“Could someone else tell
her?” Missy says. I take care of filling Meg in and, because she’s one of us (a
super-hero, that is), I don’t spare any details.


“Wait, Dr. Hamill, you said?
Ken Hamill?” Meg says. Missy nods in conformation. “No way. Mom’s
friends with him. He was at that MIT fundraiser we went to a couple weeks ago.”


“Speaking of your mom, do
you think I could talk to her? I think she might be able to help us find
Buzzkill Joy,” I say, “or at least help us figure out what she’s up to.”


“Yeah, sure, let’s go,” Meg
says.


We climb into her car, which
rumbles to life the way older cars do, cars that predate computer chips and
power everything. I’m no motorhead, not by any means, but I have to appreciate
Meg’s wheels.


“How did you get a driver’s
license?” I ask. “Aren’t you, like, our age?”


“I’m seventeen,” Meg says.
“I got my learner’s permit as soon as I turned sixteen, although Mom let me
start practicing when I was fourteen. She’s big into early achievement.”


Quelle surprise.


Once we’re on the road,
conversation turns to pleasantly mundane chit-chat. Meg informs us that, after
we make our stop at the Quantum Compound, we’ll be heading to Blasts from the
Past, a consignment shop specializing in vintage clothing, such as her current
retro ensemble.


“If you’ve never shopped in
a vintage clothing store, here are your ground rules,” Meg says. “Anything from
the mid-sixties or earlier is safe. The mid-sixties through the early seventies
are kind of hit-or-miss. If I see any of you considering anything from the
eighties, I’m obligated to smack you. The eighties was a hideous decade.”


We make good time to the
Compound. Meg pulls the car into a small parking lot, easing in between an SUV
and a heavily modified camper (the latter of which, I’m guessing, is how Joe
gets around). Meg leads us inside, through a series of hallways, and into the
hanger for the Quentins’ air transport, the Raptor (a much sleeker,
cooler-looking version of the Protectorate’s Pelican. Better name, too). The
live version of the Talking Heads’ Take Me to the River is blaring from
a stereo built into a massive tool chest that stands as tall as me. A hatch in
the airship’s fuselage stands open like the hood of a car and Dr. Quentin, clad
in tan coveralls, bends over the vehicle’s guts, a collection of circuit boards
and wires. Farley sits on a nearby workbench, his legs dangling well above the
cement floor.


Dr. Quentin springs upright
when Meg turns the music down. “Who turned off my Talking Heads?!” Dr. Quentin
barks. “Oh, hello, Meg. I didn’t expect you back so soon. Hello, ladies.”


“CARRIE!” Farley cries. He
jumps off the workbench and hits me with a tackle-hug that almost takes my legs
out from under me.


“Hey there, Farley,” I say,
scooping the boy into my arms. “How’s my buddy?”


“I’m good! When are you
going to babysit again? We have to finish The Hobbit!”


“Ah, yes, I’m glad you
brought that up.” Dr. Quentin pushes her glasses up on her nose. “I have
another professional obligation coming up in a few weeks,” she says, uttering professional
obligation as though the word itself tastes like a sweaty sock. “I trust
I can again call upon your services?”


“Um, yeah, about that. I
might have some transportation issues,” I say. Dr. Quentin raises an inquiring
eyebrow. “Concorde grounded us — by which I mean me.”


“Grounded you?”


“He revoked my flight
clearance, yeah.”


“What did you do that
compelled him to revoke your flight clearance?”


“I didn’t do anything.”


Dr. Quentin eyes me
skeptically.


“I didn’t. It’s kind of hard
to explain,” I say, and I recap for her what went down at the courthouse.
“Concorde basically grounded me and threatened to have me arrested to stop the
Squad from doing anything vaguely super-heroic.”


“Hmph. Ethically
dubious, legally indefensible,” Dr. Quentin says, more to herself than to me,
“but undeniably effective.”


Legally indefensible?
Interesting...


But we have more important
issues to deal with first. “Dr. Quentin, do you have any connections in the
federal government?”


“A few. Why?”


I explain our situation to
her, punching up the fact that her good and dear friend Dr. Hamill is involved,
a calculated attempt to make her feel personally invested in our mission. It’s
low, I admit, but we’re beyond desperate.


My ploy works. Go me.


“I’ll make a few calls on
your behalf,” Dr. Quentin says. “I of course can’t promise I’ll receive any
useful information...”


“No, I understand,” I say,
“but we appreciate your help. Thank you.”


With that, we head out for
our sorely needed day of shop therapy, and I’m pleased to report that Blasts
from the Past lives up to Meg’s hype and then some. The store is set up in an
old house, a two-story Victorian job rich with atmosphere. Each room is
dedicated to a specific decade, and is jam-packed with vintage clothing in such
excellent condition you’d swear everything had been made this year. Missy
wanders from room to room while I hunt around in the sections dedicated to the
forties and fifties. Sara peruses the 1920s room and discovers an honest-to-God
flapper dress. It’s a black tube of fabric with beading around the neckline and
tassels ringing the hem of the skirt — shapeless and ugly, in my opinion, but
Sara strokes it like she’s petting a sleeping cat. It’s love at first sight.


“You have to try it on,” Meg
says.


Sara puts up token
resistance, but Meg gently pressures her into taking it into a fitting room.
She emerges a few minutes later, and I take back what I said: On Sara, with her
lithe frame, that dress totally works.


“Wow. I think this is the
first time I’ve ever seen you in something other than a hoodie or a
sweatshirt,” Meg notes aloud.


“Does it look okay?” Sara
says, bracing for scathing criticism than never comes. Her arms come up in a
defensive posture, crossing over her chest.


“Oh, girl, you look fantastic
in that,” Meg says as she walks a slow circle around Sara.


“Really?”


“I wouldn’t lie to you.”


“She’s right,” I say. “It
looks great on you.”


Sara peeks at the price tag
and winces. “I can’t afford this,” she mopes. Man, that sucks. She finally finds
clothing that isn’t a sack with sleeves and she can’t buy it.


She changes back into her
street clothes and, with a resigned sigh, returns the dress to the rack. That
takes the wind out of her sails, big-time; she flips through the racks without
enthusiasm, convinced she’s not going to find anything as perfect as that dress
that’s within her meager price range.


Once she moves on to another
room I sneak a look at the price tag and wow, yeah, it’s an investment piece.
Perhaps an investment a group of friends could make in the interest of getting
Sara an awesome birthday present...


The expedition ends with
Missy scoring some knee-length plaid skirts (“Japanese school girls wear them
all the time,” she explains) and Meg claiming for herself a cool Bolero jacket
to go with her vintage cocktail dress. I find a pair of saddle shoes that go
with absolutely nothing I own, but they’re too cute and reasonably priced to
pass up. Sara tries to leave empty-handed but Meg’s not having it.


“Not happening,” Meg says,
firmly but with a smile. “You don’t get to leave until you get something nice
for yourself.”


Sara relents and picks up a
sixties-era jumper dress with a bold black-and-white geometric pattern, which
meets with our unanimous approval, and by God, I will make her wear it out in
public.


Lunch is a light affair at a
little café, then it’s off to the local equivalent of the Coffee Experience for
pastries and coffee. We linger there for a couple of hours before deciding to
call it a day. We climb into the car and, before she starts up the engine, Meg
gives her mom a quick call to check in.


“I have to drop the girls
off at the train station. I’ll be home in about an hour,” she tells Dr.
Quentin. “What? Okay, sure,” she says, handing her cell to me. “Mom wants to
talk to you.”


I take the phone. “What’s
up?”


“I spoke to a friend of mine
within the Department of Defense and oh, did I get quite the earful,” Dr.
Quentin says. “It seems that I’m not supposed to know anything about Project
Moreau, up to and including its name and the fact it even exists.”


“Oh, jeez, Dr. Quentin, I’m
so sorry,” I say. “I didn’t get you in any trouble did I?”


“I’ve been informed I should
expect my name to appear soon on a government watch list. Well, another one,”
she says, though she doesn’t sound worried about it. “Unfortunately for you, it
means I was unable to glean anything that might be useful.”


“Figures. But thank you for
trying,” I say, and I hand the phone back to Meg.


“Nothing?” she says.


“Nothing.” I turn to Missy.
“I’m sorry, Muppet. I don’t know what else to do.”


Missy shrugs. “You tried.”


“Don’t give up, guys,” Meg
says. “You’ll figure something out.”


“How do you know?” Sara
says.


“Because you are three sharp
ladies.” She smiles at us. “No way is some psycho bint going to outsmart my girls.”


“Why do you have to live so
far away?” Sara says. “We could use a cheerleader like you on the Squad.”


More than that, it’s nice to
have someone outside the group to talk to, who understands the weirdness we have
to deal with, the unique stress of the super-hero life. Meg gets us. We don’t
have to guard ourselves around her. We don’t have to lie to her about who we
are. That’s a rare thing in our lives.


“Be of good cheer, my
pretty,” Meg chirps, “because that all changes come September. I’ll be going to
school in the city! We’ll be able to get together whenever we want.”


“Wait, you’re graduating
high school already?” I say.


“Early achiever, remember?
Yep, I ripped through all my basic requirements by the end of sophomore year,
skipped ahead a grade, and after my well-deserved summer break, I’ll be a
freshman at the Berklee School of Music.”


“Music? Really?” I don’t
know why that surprises me so much.


“Instrumental music, to be
precise, with some vocals on the side. I play the piano, violin, flute,
saxophone, and last year I took up the banjo.”


“The banjo?” I say. If
nothing else, Meg has inherited her mother’s knack for deadpan statements that
make me wonder whether she’s joking.


“I needed something less
pretentious.”


“You play the saxophone?”
Sara says. “That’s sexy.”


“I know, right? I play sax
in a band with some classmates. We call ourselves the Mutual Admiration
Society. We play swing, a little hot jazz, old-school rhythm and blues, some
rockabilly. I’m hoping to get a group like that together when I get to Berklee,
maybe start playing a few club gigs, that kind of thing.”


“Sounds awesome.”


It sounds normal —
painfully, delightfully, enviably normal.


I hold onto the belief that,
even with my powers, my life will someday achieve some semblance of normality.


Then I look across the seat
at Missy, at the healing scars stretching across her forehead and scalp, angry
and red, and the sight dumps a bucket full of ice water on that flicker of
hope.


Normal isn’t for people like
us. Not anymore.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-THREE


 


My alarm goes off and, as is
my habit, I slap the snooze button several times to postpone the official start
of the day for as long as possible. Today, however, I feel no guilt about my
snooze button abuse because (drumroll please)...it’s my sixteenth birthday!


I’d love for my first
celebratory act to be turning off the alarm completely and sleeping until I’m
darn good and ready to wake up, perhaps sometime around noon, but my cell phone
goes off, scuttling that plan.


Ah, but it’s okay, because
my early-morning caller is one Mr. Brian Hauser, also known as one of the
contributors to the glorious creation that is me. I always have time for my
dad.


(What a lie. I haven’t spent
any face-time with him since Christmas. I suck.)


(No, no, none of that.
You’re the birthday girl. Morose self-recrimination is not allowed today.)


“Good morning!” I say
cheerfully. I can fake awake when necessary.


“Happy birthday, honey,” Dad
says. “Sorry to call so early but I wanted to catch you before you left for
school.”


“Never, ever apologize for
calling me,” I say, “especially not on a grand day like today.”


“Looking forward to
tonight?”


“Yes I am. I was, in fact,
strongly considering skipping school and sleeping through the day so this
evening would arrive all the sooner, but I doubt Kingsport High School’s
administration would smile on that decision.”


“Probably not, no,” Dad
chuckles. “Don’t worry, I bet the day will fly by and before you know it, we’ll
be rink-side, waving one of those silly foam bear-heads and mocking the
Canadiens like the ugly American hockey fans we are.”


“Go Bruins.”


“Go Bruins. All right, you,
go get ready for school.”


“Buzzkill,” I say on
instinct. That’s another strike against you, Joy: you’ve forever ruined that
word for me.


“I’ll be there to get you
around five. Have a great birthday. Love you.”


“Thanks. Love you too.”


My attire for the day is
casual, the kind of laid-back outfit one might wear to a hockey game, but I do
indulge a little by throwing on my awesome new(ish) saddle shoes. I trot
downstairs to find Mom in full-on cook mode, which is highly unusual; Mom is an
unparalleled nighttime dinner cook, but she’s never found much inspiration in
breakfast. Too boring, she says, so everything she makes ends up on the safely
bland side.


“I am not making you
a birthday breakfast,” Mom says. “I’m only monitoring the stove while your
grandfather is upstairs grabbing your present.”


“I was wondering,” I say.


“That said, happy birthday,
sweetie. Happy sweet sixteen,” Mom says, hugging me. She holds me a little
longer than I expect. When we break, she gives me a wistful smile and strokes
my hair. Aw, man, she’s having a My little girl is growing up so fast
moment. Don’t you dare start crying on me, woman.


“What she said,” Granddad
says, entering the kitchen with an envelope. “Here you go, Carrie. Happy
birthday.”


“Thank you,” I say. The
envelope contains a sappy (yet genuinely touching) birthday card, an Amazon
gift card, and a handwritten IOU for driving lessons.


“I reckon you’ll be itching
to get behind the wheel soon,” he says, “and hell, I haven’t had a good heart
attack since I taught your mother to drive...”


“I was not that bad,” Mom
protests.


“You weren’t that good,
either.”


Granddad resumes control of
the stove to tend to an omelet the size of my face. “Come on,” Mom says, and I
follow her into the living room. A gift-wrapped present sits on the coffee
table. “Go ahead. It’s from me and Ben.”


Oh, it’s from Mom and
Ben. How lovely.


(What did I tell you,
Carrie? Surly behavior is forbidden on this most holy of days, so knock it off
and smile gratefully. There you go.)


Okay, I owe Ben one-half of
a sincere and heartfelt thank-you, because beneath the wrapping paper is a
coffee table book showcasing J.R.R. Tolkien’s original artwork for The
Hobbit. I flip through it, and I recognize a few images from my own
battered copy of the book but most of the illustrations are new to me.


“Thanks, Mom,” I say. She
nods, but there’s still an odd sadness in her eyes. God, if she gets weepy on
me...


“Go eat breakfast, and I’ll
see you when you get home from the game.” She kisses me on the forehead. “Happy
birthday.”


You know what? So far, it
is.


So, screw you, Buzzkill Joy,
screw you, Concorde, screw anyone and everyone who tries to ruin my mood,
‘cause it ain’t happening.


 


“Dad’s coming home today,”
Missy says.


Well, so much for that.


Those are Missy’s first
words to us in the hall outside my locker, and I can’t decide whether this is
good news or bad. Neither can anyone else.


“Wow. Huh,” Stuart says.
“Kind of fast for someone who, um, you know.”


“The doctor said if the
wound had been deeper or hit the, um...what’s it called?” Missy says. “The neck
vein thing that’s not the jugular?”


“The carotid artery?” Matt
suggests.


“Yeah, that. Then Dad
would’ve been stuck in the hospital longer, but I guess he’s okay to come home
now as long as he stays in bed and keeps his stitches clean.”


“Looks like it’s the week
for unwanted fathers making their triumphant returns home,” Matt says. The
bitterness factor is on the high side today, I see.


“I take it then he’s still
planning to move back home?” I say.


“Planning? Pft. He
moved back in last night. That’s my big news. Ta-daaa.”


“Dude,” Stuart says, “major
suckage.”


“This entire month has been
major suckage. I’d love it if for once something really good would happen, just
one thing.”


“Like, maybe, an after-school
birthday celebration for a good friend?” Sara says, jerking her head at me.


“Huh? Oh. Oh,
friggety-frak,” Matt says, “that’s today?”


“You forgot? Jeez, Matt...”


“I’ve had a lot going on!”


“So’ve I, and I remembered,”
Missy says.


“It’s okay,” I say, raising
my hands to call for the end of all hostilities within the Hero Squad nation.
“Please, guys, I don’t want us snapping at each other, not today.”


“I do have a present for
you,” Matt says. “It’s at home, I’ll get it to you as soon as —”


“It’s okay,” I insist.
“Honestly.”


“I’m still going to make it
up to you. After school, we’re all going to go out and grab an awesome,
non-school lunch, wherever you want, and I’m covering your bill. No arguments.”


“Who’s arguing? Free food? I
am so there. Try to stop me.”


 


“Isaac?”


“Huh?”


Mrs. Marx’s lips curl in a
disappointed frown, but only for a moment. “You seem to be having trouble
focusing today, Isaac.”


“I’m sorry, Mrs. Marx,” the
boy says. “I’m not feeling it today.”


“Did you sleep all right
last night?”


Isaac nods and shrugs
simultaneously.


“Perhaps you’re having an
off day. That’s okay, dear, we all have them.” Mrs. Marx reaches across the
kitchen table and closes Isaac’s English textbook. “What do you say I put on
the kettle and we take a break? See if we can clear the cobwebs out of the
attic, hm?”


“Okay,” Isaac says with a
weak smile.


She’s always so patient with
him, Isaac considers as he wanders into the living room, so much more
sympathetic to his erratic moods than any of his old teachers. They pushed.
They ordered him to work. They refused to cut him the least little slack, but
Mrs. Marx, she understands his highs and lows, knows when to encourage him to
forge ahead, when to give him some breathing room, and when to firmly insist that
he take his medication. She’s a good teacher.


She’s a good friend as well,
but there are days when Isaac would happily throw over Mrs. Marx in a
heartbeat, without a second thought and without regret, to have his old friends
back — not that they’d want him back. They abandoned him after
that final incident at school. Getting into brawls with other students, that
was one thing, but certain transgressions are too grave to overlook. In high
school, reputations are viral and guilt by association is highly contagious.


Sometimes Isaac finds
himself wishing that his court date, when it finally comes, goes poorly. In
jail he’d get to see people other than his mother and his tutor.


...who, he now realizes,
hasn’t turned off the screaming tea kettle. Isaac takes his time returning to
the kitchen, curious more than concerned. After all, Mrs. Marx isn’t that
old — fifty, tops — so he certainly doesn’t expect to find her in distress or
passed out on the floor.


Nor does he expect to find
her squirming in the grip of a girl that towers over everyone in the kitchen.
Isaac has to crane his head slightly to meet her eyes, two dark, cold things
shaded by a thick brow. An arm as thick as a telephone pole wraps around Mrs.
Marx’s ribcage like an anaconda. The girl’s other hand covers the entire lower
half of his tutor’s face, muffling her screams. The giant’s companion rivals
her muscular bulk, if not her height. He nudges the third member of the group,
the smallest of the intruders, yet she somehow strikes the greatest fear in Isaac’s
heart.


Buzzkill Joy flips off the
burner. The kettle’s wail dwindles to a quavering whistle, then to a burbling
hiss. “Hey, Isaac. How’re you doing?”


“Let her go,” Isaac says.


“Uh, yeah, not happening.”


“I swear, if you hurt her —”


The tall girl utters a grunt
that, for her, serves as a laugh. “If,” she says.


“Be cool, Ivy, be cool,” Joy
says. “This your mom?”


“My tutor,” Isaac says.
“Please don’t hurt her.”


“Jeez, this kid’s a wuss,”
Kurt complains. “Forget him and let’s get the hell out of here.”


“Nuh-uh. I think Isaac
here’s a team player,” Joy says, “he just doesn’t know it yet. Ivy, give us
some privacy here.”


Ivy presses her hand tight
against Mrs. Marx’s face. Her wiggling becomes mad thrashing. Isaac screams a challenge
and lunges, but his heroic charge is cut short; Kurt drives his fist into
Isaac’s sternum, a brutally efficient move that dropped many a challenger at
Sutherland. Isaac crumples, fire filling his lungs instead of air. The world
fades to gray.


When the fog lifts, Isaac is
back in the living room, curled into a fetal position in his father’s easy
chair. How he got there, he cannot recall. The intruders sit across from him on
the couch, their feet on the coffee table. The image has the air of a warped
family portrait of Fagan’s favorite ruffians.


“Your teacher’s fine,” Joy
says. “Ivy put her out for a little while so we could talk private-like.” She
squints thoughtfully. “Isaac, huh? Never met an Isaac before. What do your
friends call you? Izzy?”


Isaac uncurls, carefully,
his eyes on Kurt. “I don’t have friends anymore.”


“No? Let me guess: They
dropped you like a bad habit after you got your dumb ass expelled for hitting a
teacher.”


“How...how did you know
about that?”


“Same way I know about your
cool party trick,” Joy says, reveling in Isaac’s increasingly flabbergasted
expression. “See, Izzy, I’m a member of this real exclusive club. So’re Kurt
and Ivy here. So’re you. Let me tell you about it.”


Isaac listens, at first
under duress, but as Joy dives deeper into her fantastic tale, his resistance
morphs into grudging fascination, then turns into a simmering rage. He has no
reason to believe the girl, no reason to trust her, yet too much of her claim
makes sense. Too many pieces fit the incomplete puzzle of his life to deny the
truth lurking within.


Joy leans back, folds her
hands behind her head and waits, giving Isaac the time he needs to digest all
he’s heard.


“All right, so we’re mutants
someone cooked up in a lab,” he says, shrugging. “It’s not like we can do
anything about it now.”


“You’re missing the point,
Izzy,” Joy says. “The point is, you’ve never been in control of your own life.
None of us have. For most people, being born is a big crapshoot. Boy or girl,
straight or gay, retard or normal, black or white or red or yellow...you got no
say over how you’re born, so it’s a whatchacallit — a level playing field,
right?


“Not for us. We were made
this way. We were made crazy. We never had a chance to be something other than
what some scientist wanted us to be: a bunch of freaks. And you know what the
worst part is?” Joy gives Isaac a thin, sad smile. “They knew damn well what we
were and didn’t care. I read the files. They knew we were broken and they
didn’t do a single friggin’ thing to fix us. They just sat back and watched and
took notes. Tell me that doesn’t piss you off.”


To this day, that
life-changing moment at school remains a black hole in Isaac’s memory. The last
clear image he can summon is of the cafeteria, teeming with students sitting
down for lunch. He passed Joey, his lifelong tormentor, who threw out some
childish comment about his mother — the kind of lazy, uninspired verbal slap
that would normally slide by without effect. Joey’s repertoire of insults began
stagnating around eighth grade and never quite regained their power to incite,
but for whatever reason, on this fateful day, Joey’s dagger hit a bull’s-eye.


Isaac has no recollection of
attacking Joey, or of turning his wrath on Mr. Fulbright, a substitute who had
the misfortune of being on cafeteria monitor duty, or of getting tackled and
pinned to the dingy tile floor by Mr. Dent and another teacher. His conscious
mind did not kick back in until he was actually in the back of a police
cruiser, shackled hand and foot, en route to the station for booking on
multiple assault and battery charges.


And yet, inexplicably, he
recalls with perfect clarity a single bizarre sensation: a separation of mind
and body. He’d heard of people who lost control and later described an
out-of-body experience in which they played witness to their own mayhem, and
he’d always written off such claims as desperate ploys to prevent the full
weight of the justice system from crashing down upon them.


It sounded no less desperate
and unbelievable when he made such a claim to his public defender, who advised
working out a plea deal that might — might, he stressed — keep Isaac’s
jail time to a minimum.


“Yeah,” Isaac says, “that
pisses me off.”


“Good. Hold onto that,” Joy
says. “You wanted to know what we can do about it? I have an idea, if you want
in.”


“One condition: You leave
Mrs. Marx alone.”


“Sorry, Izzy, no can do.”


“Then count me out.”


“I could make you come with
us.”


Isaac swallows. “No. You
can’t.”


“Kid’s not such a wuss after
all,” Kurt says.


A voice in Joy’s head
berates her for entertaining Isaac’s demand, chastises her for leaving people
alive unnecessarily.


For no reason she can put
her finger on, that patronizing voice annoys the crap out of her.


“Ivy, throw his teacher in
the basement,” Joy says, adding firmly, “alive.”


Ivy grunts disapprovingly,
but does as told — as does Isaac, who, as per Joy’s instructions, throws some
clothing into a backpack and leaves his cell phone on his bureau.


“Ready,” Isaac says. “Uh, where
are we going?”


“I was hoping you had some
ideas,” Joy says. “We need somewhere local to hang out for a little while. Know
anyplace that’d make a good hideout?”


“Yeah,” Isaac says after a
moment of thought, “I think I do.”


“Sweet.”


Joy leads her charges out
into the back yard, a secluded patch of lawn surrounded by a low picket fence
and, beyond that, sparse woodland. A cheap swing set, rusted beyond the point
of reclamation, lurks in the corner. A jagged fault line splits the plastic
slide from top to bottom.


“Hey, Izzy,” Joy says,
pausing. “I’ve never seen anyone who can do what you can do. How about a quick
demo?”


“Joy, come on,” Kurt
grouses. “We need to go.”


“Hey, I want to see what I’m
getting for my money.”


“I, uh, I haven’t really
used my, um...I’ve only done it a couple of times,” Isaac says. “I got scared
being up that high, so I haven’t —”


“I’m not bringing you along
for your good looks,” Joy says, “so you best get over it. Now go on: Give me a
show.”


Isaac takes a few steps
back, gesturing for the others to stand clear. He squats, takes a few rapid
breaths to steel himself, then leaps. Seconds later, Isaac is nothing more than
a dot against a backdrop of blue.


“Now that,” Joy
grins, “is going to be wicked useful.”


 


The final bell of the day sounds
a lot like a dinner bell to me.


Knowing what awaited me, I
skipped out on a full cafeteria lunch and settled for a small salad. It was an
easy decision, in large part because today was Salisbury steak day. Here’s a
fun fact: Pre-packaged Salisbury steak is, by US Department of Agriculture
standards, a steak-shaped pressed meat patty which must contain no less than
sixty-five percent meat (which may include beef heart) and no more than thirty
percent fat. The rest may be anything from breadcrumbs to soy protein to plain
old flour (the USDA calls these yummy-sounding additives “extenders”); eggs,
brine, and vinegar (which the USDA calls “binders”); and seasonings.


Matt regaled me with this
nauseating trivia a few months ago, while I was eating Salisbury steak in
blissful ignorance, and I haven’t been able to look at the stuff since without
feeling queasy.


Anyway, the salad served its
purpose and sustained me through the day, and I am now ready to gorge.


“What do you say, Malcolm?”
I say as we saunter to my locker. “Ready to watch your girlfriend make a pig of
herself twice in one week?”


“Tempting, but I have to
pass,” Malcolm says. “I have to pick Sam up at school and take him to a
doctor’s appointment. He’s had a bad cough for a few days, and Mom is getting
paranoid he’s contracted pneumonia or whooping cough or something else equally
dire.”


“You’re a good big brother.
I understand.”


“Besides, you already had me
all to yourself Friday night. I don’t want to be a Carrie hog.”


“I wouldn’t object if you
did. And hey, maybe I want to be a Malcolm hog. You ever think of that?”


“No, but I should have. I am
great, after all.”


“Listen to you.” I give him
a quick goodbye kiss and rush off to meet the others at my locker.


“We have to catch bus
thirty-five to east Kingsport,” I say as I stuff all my books in my locker.
Sorry, homework, you’re getting blown off tonight, because hockey. “There’s a
Brazilian barbecue place there that is positively amazing.”


“Brazilian barbecue? I am
officially intrigued,” Stuart says.


“You’ll love it. You grab a
plate, load up on the sides at the buffet, then sit at the table while waiters
bring you all kinds of different barbecued meats on these big skewers that look
like swords. And? It’s all-you-can-eat.”


Stuart lights up like a kid realizing
he’s getting a new bicycle for Christmas, and then discovers a puppy sitting in
the basket on the handlebars. “Unlimited barbecued meat served on swords?” he
marvels. “How have I not known about this place?”


The prospect of hot
sword-meat — oh, wow does that sound dirty. Let me rephrase: The
prospect of barbecued meat served on giant skewers (much better) has Stuart
practically drooling all the way to the restaurant, a modest little place
called Latin Heat, Latin Meat. We walk in, and as soon as the hostess shows us
to our table and tells us to grab a plate, Stuart is off like a shot to the
side-dish buffet.


“I don’t know where to
begin,” he says, ogling the impressive variety of available sides, then
something catches his eye and he zeroes in on a particular steamer tray. “Why
is there bacon in the French fries?”


“They fry the bacon with the
fries,” I say.


Stuart’s mouth falls open.
“Bacon fries? How have I not known about this place?!”


My prediction: Stuart will
cause the management to reverse the all-you-can-eat policy, oh, after his
fourth plate.


His delight continues as the
waiters start presenting him with his meat options: beef sirloin, pork loin,
kielbasa, lamb, chicken — he samples it all, but balks when they bring out a
skewer of chicken hearts.


“I’ll eat almost anything
you put in front of me,” he says, winning the award for the Biggest “No Duh”
Statement of the Year, “but I draw the line at organs. And Miracle Whip.”


He keeps eating during the
ritual gift-giving, which scores me books from everyone (except, of course,
Matt, who swears to God “I have a present for you! It’s at home!”), along with
the traditional mix CDs. Stuart’s contribution is a history of heavy metal,
from some group called Blue Cheer (“Arguably the first metal band,” he says) up
through Godsmack. Sara gifts me with a collection of her favorite songs from
her favorite musicals, and Missy gives me a CD that is half Foo Fighters,
one-quarter AC/DC, and one-quarter assorted songs heavy on crunching electric
guitars (and, according to the handwritten note tucked in the jewel case, none
of the songs are by the original artists. “I played all of these,” it reads.
Wow!).


“Thank you so much,
everyone,” I say, “and yes, that includes you, Captain Forgetful.”


“I got you a present,” Matt
mumbles.


“I hate to eat and run on
you, but I have to eat and run. I’m meeting my dad at home at five so I need to
catch the bus. I’ll see you all in the morning.”


I trade hugs with everyone,
throw my backpack full of birthday schwag over my shoulder, and waddle my way
toward the bus stop up the road. Oof. Shouldn’t have eaten so much. I’m not
going to have any room for dinner with Daddy.


It’s a struggle not to lapse
into a food coma during the ride home. No worries. Once the game starts and the
Bruins are kicking the Canadiens’ collective ass, you won’t be able to put me
down with a tranquilizer dart full of Thorazine and Nyquil.


The bus lets me off at the
end of my road. About halfway home, a black sedan rolls past me and comes to a
stop along the curb. A woman and two men in matching black suits get out. One
of the men stands a head taller than the woman, and the other man is a head
taller than that.


“Miss Hauser,” the woman
says, producing a leather wallet from an inside jacket pocket. She flips it open
to expose a badge and an ID card. “Agent Julie Fassbender, Homeland Security. I
need to speak to you.”


Feds? That’s no shock; the
dress code is a dead giveaway, but why would a federal agent want to talk to
me?


“Okay,” I say as the big
agent moves in a slow, wide circle around me. That’s when I realize: We’re on a
stretch of my street that is undeveloped; it’s all wooded area here. The
nearest houses are several yards in either direction, and neither is within my
line of sight. I’m not entirely secluded, but there aren’t any handy witnesses
who might wonder why some suspicious strangers are chatting up their neighbor
and step outside to say something. It was no accident they stopped me here, and
that realization causes my palms to start itching, but I have to play it cool.
This could be nothing, after all.


Agent Fassbender dispels
that theory right quick, and what she says causes my brain to lock up. “We
received notification from the Protectorate earlier this afternoon that you
violated North American airspace this afternoon, in defiance of a ground order
issued against you on March 9.”


That was only a week ago?
Man, time flies.


Whoa, wait, what? “Excuse
me?” I say.


“Miss Hauser, please don’t
play dumb,” Fassbender says. “Your Lightstorm identity is known to us, so I
strongly recommend that you don’t —”


“That’s not what I’m talking
about. What do you mean, I defied Concorde’s ground order? I haven’t been up
once since he took my transponder.”


The shorter of the male
agents sighs loudly. “Bender, come on.”


Fassbender disciplines him
with the merest of glances in his general direction, then turns her steely gaze
back to me. “Miss Hauser, this matter is not up for debate.” She reaches into
her jacket pocket again, and this time she brings out a folded sheaf of paper,
which she shows to me. “I have a warrant for your arrest, to be executed
immediately.”


Her free hand pushes the hem
of her jacket aside and hovers near a pistol tucked in a belt holster. The
short agent makes a similar gesture, and a rustle of cloth behind me tells me
the big agent is doing the same.


“Concorde told us you’d be
cooperative,” Fassbender says.


Every human being has
something called a fight-or-flight instinct. It’s a primal impulse that impels
a person facing a serious threat to survive by any means necessary, whether
it’s to go on the attack or to run like hell and hope the other guy isn’t
faster. For super-heroes in particular, this is a very important instinct.


However, the urge is so
powerful and deep-rooted, it’s extremely easy for reason and rational thought
to become overwhelmed. Right now I am channeling every ounce of will into
pummeling my fight-or-flight instinct into submission, because neither option
would end well for me. These are federal agents; whether I blast them or take
to the sky, I’d only be piling the crap-heap so high it’d need a flashing red
light to warn off low-flying airplanes.


“I’m not going to fight
you,” I say in a hoarse whisper, my throat tight and dry. “I’m surrendering,
okay?”


The agents’ hands stay near their
sidearms. I’m sure they’ve heard that line before. The big agent moves in
cautiously. I try not to flinch in surprise as he slips something around my
neck. The thing beeps, and suddenly I feel five hundred pounds heavier. The big
agent catches me under the arms before I sag to the sidewalk.


“Suppression collar is
active,” he says as he escorts me toward the back of the car, reciting the
Miranda rights as we go. Everything below my neck is moving in slow-motion.
It’s like I’m trying to walk through peanut butter.


Biggie folds me into the
back seat and slides in next to me. Fassbender takes out her cell phone as she
and the other guy climb into the front.


“Byrne control, this is
Agent Fassbender with Homeland Security,” she says, adding on her badge number.
“We are en route with one in custody.”


That’s when it really hits
me, and the only thing keeping me from puking my guts out in white-hot terror
is this suppression collar thing.


I’m a prisoner in federal
custody. I’m going to prison.


I’m going to Byrne.


     


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FOUR


 


It scares me how quickly I
lose track of time sitting in my cell, a windowless white box maybe ten feet
square, equipped with nothing more than a cot and a weird sink/toilet
combination.


(Oh, yeah, and a small black
sphere in the corner above the cell door, which I’m fairly certain is a camera
— which is the main reason I haven’t dared to use the sink-slash-toilet, even
though I have to pee so bad it’s starting to hurt.)


Is this what it’s like for
the prisoners here? Sealed into a colorless coffin, the minutes and hours and
days slipping by unnoticed, having to sleep and do your business while some
guard watches you on a video screen? I know this is a prison. I know the people
in here did something so terrible they deserved to be locked up. I know it’s
not supposed to be a vacation wonderland, but my God...


The cell door slides open
with a soft pop and a hiss of changing air pressure — the first sounds I’ve
heard in...well, however long I’ve been in here. A guard in head-to-toe black
appears in the doorway. A second guard looms behind him, cradling an automatic
rifle.


“Come with me,” he says.


The guards escort me down a
hallway and to a small room that, best guess, is a local monitoring room and
control station for this section of the prison. A man in standard Byrne black
sits at a station ringed with monitors. The guards exchange a few word with
him, he pokes at a keyboard, and a doorway on the other side of the room opens.
The guards bring me through, down a short hall, and to an elevator. We get on,
go up a few floors, get off, go down another hall (I think; all the hallways
here look exactly the same), and end in a small interview room. There’s a table
in the center, a chair on one side, two more on the other, and everything is
bolted to the floor.


The guards tell me to take a
seat, then they seal me in. I do as ordered like a good little inmate.


I sit there for who knows
how long, occasionally glancing up at the little camera-globe in the corner of
the room. When the door opens again, Mindforce enters and frowns at the sight
of me in my prison jumpsuit and suppression collar (which, for the record, is
crazy itchy). Concorde follows, and behind him is a tall man in a charcoal
business suit.


“Carrie,” Mindforce says. He
sits across from me, as does the man in the suit. Concorde, predictably,
remains standing so he can better glower at me. “This is Sullivan Crenshaw.
He’s the Protectorate’s legal advisor.”


“You’re bringing in your own
prosecutor just for me?” I say. “I feel like such a special little snowflake.”


“I’m not a prosecutor, Miss
Hauser, I’m the team’s legal adviser,” Crenshaw says, “and, because you’re an
adjunct member of the Protectorate, I’m here to advise you on our next course
of action.”


“Sullivan thinks he can get
the charges against you dropped,” Mindforce says, his optimism sounding false
and forced.


“Your age, your record of
service with the Protectorate, your previous good standing with the team —
these factors will all help,” Crenshaw says, “but what will make or break your
case is the specific circumstances of your violation. I need to know, in
precise detail, why you went up in defiance of Concorde’s —”


“I didn’t go up,” I
say. “I tried to tell that to the agents who arrested me.”


“Stafford Air National Guard
Base scrambled their jets at 1:28 PM in response to radar contact on an
unregistered flyer over Kingsport,” Concorde says. He leans in to hover over
me. “Do you honestly expect me to believe that wasn’t you?”


I glare up at him. “If you
won’t believe me, maybe you’ll believe Mr. Rose.”


“Mr. Rose?” Crenshaw says.


“My web design teacher. If
he’s not good enough, maybe you’ll believe my boyfriend,” I say, my voice
rising to a shout, “or any of the other twenty kids in my web design class,
which is where I was at 1:28 this afternoon because I’M IN SCHOOL UNTIL TWO
EVERY DAY! Which you would have known if you’d taken two minutes to CALL ME!” I
scream in Concorde’s face.


Crenshaw gawps at me.
“Concorde,” he says with strained patience, “please tell me you confirmed
Carrie was actually the one who committed the violation before you called it in
to Homeland Security.”


Concorde’s answer is a
resounding nothing.


“Oh my God, Concorde,”
Mindforce groans, “are you serious?”


“Who else could it have
been?” Concorde says. “A flyer shows up over Kingsport, Carrie’s a flyer, she
lives in Kingsport —”


“And she’s not lying. It
wasn’t her.”


Crenshaw curses at length.
“This is great. This is outstanding. Get out of my way,” he says, shoving Concorde
aside as he stands. I like this guy better already. “I need to make a phone
call. Guard!” he shouts at the camera globe, and a second later, a guard opens
the door to let Crenshaw out.


Mindforce twists in his seat
to face Concorde. Concorde throws his arms in the air, a What do you want
from me? gesture. Mindforce angrily jabs a finger at him. Concorde spreads
his hands, assuming a contrite posture. Mindforce slams a hand down on the
table. I hate mindspeak when I’m not in on the conversation.


“Carrie, I am so sorry this
happened,” Mindforce says, “and I promise you, I swear to you, we will do
everything in our power to make this right.”


“Today’s my birthday,” I
say. My throat tightens, my eyes burn, but I will myself not to cry. That is not
going to happen. “I’m supposed to be at a Bruins game with my dad. Make that
right.”


Mindforce slumps back into
his chair and curses under his breath, and that’s the last thing anyone says
until Crenshaw returns several minutes later.


“Let’s get you out of here,”
he says.


 


Mindforce and Crenshaw,
backed by a pair of guards as a matter of protocol, escort me to the processing
area. Crenshaw assures me that in light of the new information provided to
Homeland Security, all charges against me will be dropped, the record of my
arrest will be expunged, and it’ll be like none of this ever happened. You
know, except for the part where it totally did.


The guards remove my
suppression collar, and for several minutes afterward I feel like someone’s
replaced my blood with helium. They give me back my clothes and my backpack and
leave me to my business. I take care of certain bladder-related matters, change
out of my prison couture, and check myself out in a mirror to see how life in
the big house has affected me. Eh, not bad. Nothing a hairbrush and some
concealer and a time machine can’t fix.


Crenshaw, no doubt fearing
that I have a lawsuit on my mind, stays on me as we’re escorted out. No
charges, he says, no arrest record, he says, I will be cleared of all wrongdoing
in the eyes of Homeland Security and the FAA and Colonel Coffin at Stafford, he
says, and look, there’s Warden Pearce, who has been informed this has all been
a terrible mistake, he says.


Since I’m obviously in a
prime position to make demands, “I want my headset back,” I say, “and I want my
transponder reactivated. Like, yesterday.”


“That may take some doing,”
Crenshaw says.


“It’ll take you telling
Concorde to give me my damn headset back because he had no right to take it in
the first place.”


“As a representative of the
US Department of Homeland Security, Concorde has every legal right to approve
and deny flight clearance for superhumans in the New England region.”


“Except he didn’t revoke my
clearance due to a punishable infraction of FAA regulations on my part, or
because I was convicted of a felony crime, or because I was charged with a
criminal offense that would justify a temporary suspension of my flight
privileges,” I say. “He revoked my clearance to use the threat of arrest as
leverage to keep my team out of action.”


Hell yeah, legally
indefensible.


Crenshaw looks to Mindforce
for confirmation. Mindforce nods. Crenshaw grimaces and pulls at his thinning
hair.


“I swear, Concorde is going
to send me to an early grave,” he mutters. “Where did he go? I need to yell at
him some more.”


“Concorde flew on ahead to
HQ,” Mindforce says.


“I’ll call him ASAP,”
Crenshaw assures me.


“When you do, you might want
to remind him that the Hero Squad isn’t an official extension of the
Protectorate, which means he’s neither legally liable for us, nor does he have
any official authority to dictate our activity,” I say. “MacMurray v. Guardian
Brotherhood, 1991.”


Crenshaw does a double-take.
“How do you know —?”


“I did some reading over the
weekend. Law Library of Congress website. LexisNexis. Cornell University Legal
Information Institute. Wikipedia. Can I go now?”


“Come on, I’ll give you a
lift home,” Mindforce says.


“Thanks, but no thanks,” I
say, marching off. I have no clue how to get off the grounds, or how I’ll get
home after that, but I’m not about to let that stop my dramatic exit. I’m
trying to make a point here.


“Miss Hauser, you can’t walk
home,” Crenshaw says.


“Watch me.”


“It’s more than a hundred
and fifty miles to Kingsport.”


“Then I’ll fly home. Oh,
wait,” I say, turning around. “I CAN’T!”


“Carrie, please,” Mindforce
says. “I understand you want nothing to do with us, but you can’t walk across
the entire state of Massachusetts, alone, at night. Please, let me take you
home.”


I come very close to telling
him to piss off, but I have no reason to be mad at Mindforce. He didn’t falsely
accuse me of violating US airspace. He didn’t report me to Homeland Security.
He’s been on my side the whole time.


And yet, it still burns me
to accept the offer.


Mindforce doesn’t attempt
conversation again until we’re halfway home. “It’s really your birthday?” he
says.


“Sweet sixteen,” I say, and
the uncomfortable silence between us settles back in.


It’s a few minutes after
nine when we land. The Bruins game’s probably well into the third period by
now, Mom and Dad are no doubt crapping bricks over my unexplained
disappearance, and no lie in the world is going to save my butt. God, this
night is never going to end, is it?


I reach for the passenger
bay door. Someone opens it from the outside.


“Have you called your father
yet?” Edison says. Oh, good, he’s out of costume. That’ll make it easier for me
to punch him in his stupid face.


“What do you care?” I say.


“You should call him, let
him know you’re on your way home.”


I hate to give the man an
inch at this point, but he’s right. I dig out my cell phone, wince at the
display (eleven missed calls over the past four hours), and pull up Dad’s
number. He picks up on the first ring.


“Carrie!” he says. “Where
are you? We’ve been worried sick about you!”


“Daddy, I’m sorry,” I say,
but before I can offer up an apology or a lie or a feeble excuse, Edison
snatches the phone from my hand.


“Hello, Mr. Hauser? This is
Edison Bose. I wanted to — yes, Mr. Hauser, that Edison Bose.”


“What are you doing?” I
hiss. Edison waves at me to be quiet.


“Mr. Hauser, I want to
apologize to you. It’s my fault Carrie missed your birthday date,” Edison says.
“She’s been considering an internship at my company, I asked her to come by for
a follow-up interview, and we had a little incident at one of our labs. I
assure you, your daughter was never in any danger, but — well, I’d really
rather explain it to you face-to-face, I owe you at least that. All right, Mr.
Hauser, I’ll have her home in a few minutes. See you soon.”


Edison hands the phone back
to me. “I’m not letting you give me a ride home,” I tell him.


“Then I’ll let you explain
why I showed up on your doorstep without you,” he says.


“God, you’re an ass.”


He grunts — Yeah, yeah, I
know — and starts to walk away. “Come on,” he says.


 


Mindforce, in his silence,
had the common decency to look remorseful. Edison does not. Not one tiny bit.


We drive to my place with an
oldies station playing on the radio, and at one point, when Elvis Presley’s
“Heartbreak Hotel” comes on, I catch Edison moving his lips the way people do
when they want to sing along but don’t want people to see them doing it. Under
different circumstances, I’d find it humanizing, maybe even endearing. Under
these circumstances, it’s dumping gasoline on the fiery rage blazing inside me.
So glad that having me thrown in Byrne for no good reason hasn’t impeded your
ability to rock out to the King, you callous jerk.


We arrive at my house.
Edison gets out and walks ahead of me to my front door. That’s right: He
doesn’t follow me, he doesn’t wait for me, he walks right up to my house and
rings the doorbell. It’s like I’m not even here.


Mom flings open the door,
her expression changing from one of anxiety and relief to confusion when she
sees Edison standing on the porch instead of me.


“Ms. Hauser, hello. I’m
Edison Bose,” Edison says, extending a hand. “I am so sorry about tonight.”


Mom shakes his hand, still
unsure of what’s going on, then spots me trudging up the walkway. She blows past
Edison and charges me, hitting me with a tackle hug that’d make Farley proud.
She lets go of me and I find myself immediately swept up in my father’s arms,
and he repeats, verbatim, Mom’s mantra of “Oh thank God we were so worried we
didn’t know what happened to you at least you’re safe what the hell happened?”


Verbatim. I kid you not.


Mom and Dad whisk me inside.
Edison follows, introduces himself to my father and says, with a smile flavored
with a touch of chagrin, “I suppose you’re wondering what this is all about.”


What happened, he explains,
is that he called me to Bose Industries this afternoon for what he’d hoped
would be a final meeting to discuss a coveted intern position at his company.
He had a few solid candidates for the opening, but he’d been especially
impressed by me throughout the interview process. However, I’d been hesitant to
take the job since the technology field was not quite my cup of tea, and he
wanted to make a final sales pitch to convince me I’d fit in very well at Bose.


Near the end of our little
chat, a Code Black alert went off. Code Reds signify an accident in one of the
complex’s many production and R&D buildings, but a Code Black meant
something had happened at the facility where they manufacture the nuclear micro-cells.
As a matter of protocol, a Code Black initiates a complete and total lockdown
of the entire complex, and that lockdown includes a communications blackout. In
the event of a major emergency, employees’ first impulse is to try to call 911
or their families — or to post something on Twitter or Facebook, because some
people have trouble prioritizing — and the last thing anyone needs is for the
lines of communication to get gummed up. Only specified personnel are allowed
to call out during a Code Black, and only to the appropriate first responders,
so that’s why my parents never heard from me during this crisis.


“No, no, that’s perfectly
understandable,” Dad says. The tension begins to drain out of him, then flares
back up to full intensity. “Are you saying my daughter was present during a
nuclear accident?”


Edison puts on a pained
expression. “See, Mr. Hauser, that’s the part I find particularly
embarrassing,” he says. “There was no accident at all. It was a false alarm –
one of several we’ve experienced lately. We recently overhauled our security
system, installed new software that was supposed to be a huge improvement over
the old operating system, but the thing is buggy as hell. The thing’s been
nothing but a huge headache — and a huge waste of my money.”


“So Carrie was never in any
danger?” Mom says.


“No...which, I suppose, is a
good thing, but it somehow makes me feel worse that she missed out on her
birthday celebration with you, Mr. Hauser, over a non-issue.”


Dad breathes a sigh of
relief that goes on for several seconds. “As long as my girl is okay,” he says,
smiling at me. “That’s all I care about.”


I’d like to note for the
record that Edison rattled off his entire story off the top of his head,
without hesitating to think about where it was going, without tripping over his
tongue, without contradicting himself or exposing any plot holes. What’s more,
he was absolutely convincing. His demeanor never seemed forced or anything less
than one hundred percent sincere. Edison Bose is a master liar.


I am not impressed by this.
Honestly. Truth be told, it’s a little unsettling that anyone can shovel that
much BS and make it look so effortless.


That’s why I have to doubt
Edison when he tells my parents, “Despite this unfortunate turn of events, I do
hope it hasn’t soured Carrie on my offer to work for me. She’s an exceptionally
bright young woman, very independent-minded, driven, focused...well,” he
chuckles, “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that.”


“Oh, no. We are both very
well aware of Carrie’s personal qualities,” Mom says, placing patronizing
emphasis on personal qualities. Thanks, Mom. That wound needed a little
salt anyway.


Edison turns to me. “What do
you say, Carrie?”


The urge to punch Edison in
his smug face rises like bile in my throat. This is all a show, a smokescreen,
and this alleged job offer is at best a lame attempt to atone for his colossal
screw-up, and at worst the master illusionist’s final trick of the evening, the
big, bold, flashy show-stopper that sends everyone home convinced that what they
saw was real and not part of an expert deception.


Screw him.


“I’ll pass,” I say icily.


“Carrie, honey, this is an
amazing opportunity,” Mom says. “Working for Bose Industries, even if it’s only
an internship — that would be such a great addition to your college
applications.”


I stare right at Edison.
“I’m afraid my experiences tonight have indeed soured me on the notion of
working for you,” I say, enunciating every tiny little syllable, throwing each
word like a poisoned dart, “and I’d appreciate it greatly if you respected my
answer.”


Edison, after a pause, nods.
He turns back to my parents, shakes their hands, apologizes again, and says,
“Carrie, if you wouldn’t mind walking me back to my car? I’d like to have a
word with you in private, please.”


“Fine. Whatever.”


He doesn’t say anything
until we reach his car. Edison folds his arms, leans against the trunk, and
says, “I meant what I said back there. I want you to come work for me.”


“And I meant what I said.”
Edison scrunches his face, opens his mouth to speak, and that’s when the dam
bursts. “You’re not even going to apologize to me, are you? You have me
arrested and thrown in prison for something I didn’t do because you’re such a
damned control freak who doesn’t respect me enough to talk to me like a human
being and then you throw me a job offer like that’s going to make everything
okay and you can’t even apologize for completely ruining my birthday?!”


Edison lets out a low
whistle. “That was impressive. Have you been taking lessons from Missy?”


The punch that’s been
building inside me all night, the one I’ve held in check because I am a mature
young lady, and mature young ladies don’t punch people in anger — it breaks
loose, and this mature young lady swings wide and clocks Edison right on the
point of the chin. It doesn’t hurt him so much as shock the bejesus out of him.
He stares at me in wide-eyed astonishment for a moment, then straightens up and
does the very last thing I ever expect him to do.


“I deserved that,” he says.
“And you deserve better treatment from me. And you do deserve an apology. I
screwed up, badly, and I’m sorry.”


“I don’t believe you,” I
say. “After that performance you gave my parents, I don’t believe a single word
coming out of your mouth.”


“Then let me prove it. I’ll
make this up to you. I’ll make it right, I swear.”


I hold out my hand. “Then
give me back my transponder. Reinstate me as a flyer. Un-ground the Squad.” I
see the hesitation in his eyes. “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”


“Do you have any idea what
you’re asking me to do? Really?”


“No, and I don’t care,
because you’re not going to explain yourself to me anyway. You never do. You
always act like you have a reason for treating us the way you do but you never
tell us what it is. You just expect us take you at your word.” I lean in to
him. “Your word is worthless.”


To hell with this. I could
stand here all night talking in circles, but Edison Bose has stolen away enough
of my life. He gets no more.


“Good night, Mr. Bose,” I
say, turning on my heel.


“Carrie. Wait.”


I stop. I don’t know why but
I do. I turn back to Edison, who proceeds to tell me a story:


The Secret Origin of
Concorde.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-FIVE


 


Edison Nicholas Bose was born
to Taylor and Marnie Bose, a simple couple from a middle-class background who,
through some quirk of fate, managed to produce one of the most brilliant minds
of the 21st Century.


To call young Edison
precocious or a prodigy would be a gross understatement. While his peers were
still grappling with basic addition and subtraction, five-year-old Edison was
making short work of basic geometry. His final book report as a first grader
was on Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time. He received an A-plus,
but only after his teacher held a lengthy conference with his parents to verify
they had no hand in writing the report. His second grade science fair project
was a modified Lionel model train set. The fully functional maglev train, his
first serious foray into the field of magnetic levitation and propulsion
technology, boasted a scale top speed of two hundred miles per hour. The
project handily won the competition.


His parents skipped Edison
ahead several grades after that.


At age thirteen, as a high
school senior, Edison revisited maglev technology for his science fair project,
but took it to an unprecedented new level: He fashioned out of a riding
lawnmower chassis a maglev hovercraft capable of holding a single passenger.
What made this creation so radical and innovative was that the hovercraft did
not need to repel off a base. The few maglev trains in operation at the time,
commercially and on test tracks, required a magnetic base with an opposing
polarity as the train’s drive system, but Edison’s creation rode the Earth’s
magnetic field itself.


The invention immediately
caught the attention of Simon Edward Leeds, the head of Leeds Innovative
Technologies and the fair’s special guest judge. Later that week, Leeds and the
Boses met for dinner in Boston to discuss Edison’s bright future.


That future took a dark turn
when the Boses returned home to interrupt a burglary in progress. Taylor died
instantly after taking a point-blank blast from his own shotgun, which he kept
hidden but unsecured in his bedroom closet. Marnie bled out from a gut shot
while waiting for an ambulance. Edison escaped unscathed — physically.


The Boses’ killer was never
caught.


Leeds, who had also lost his
parents at a young age, felt Edison’s pain deeply, personally. Leeds took the
boy in, raised him, did everything within his power to help him heal, and to
nurture his gift. In that latter effort Leeds succeeded, although Edison’s
accelerated development was as much due to his own obsessive behavior; he spent
his every waking hour working, researching, tinkering — keeping his mind
occupied so he had no time or energy to dwell on his loss. Advances in maglev
technology that might have otherwise taken years occurred within the space of a
few months.


Edison’s sole interest
outside of his work was the super-hero known as Hardwire, a mysterious
vigilante who fought crime with a dazzling array of high-tech gadgets. In
Hardwire, Edison saw someone who coupled his greatest passion with his greatest
desire: To see the innocent protected and the guilty brought to justice.


In this idolization, Leeds
saw a chance to finally break through the wall Edison had erected around
himself. He made the fateful decision to reveal his secret to the boy: he was
the hero Hardwire.


The gambit worked. Edison,
long distant and disconnected, came alive again.


Eager to impress his hero,
Edison crafted his own alter-ego, Technokid, and built an arsenal of non-lethal
weapons that rivaled and eventually surpassed that of his mentor. Side by side,
they fought the good fight for four years.


Hardwire’s fight ended when
Simon Leeds died — not in the line of duty, but in an insultingly mundane
manner, at the hands of a drunk driver.


Days after losing the man
who had become his second father, Edison lost Leeds’ company. A rival
corporation, sensing blood in the water, swooped in and acquired Leeds
Innovative Technologies in a leveraged buyout.


The loss was not total,
however; Edison’s many patents remained his, and his groundbreaking work in maglev
technology was more than sufficient to leverage enough venture capital to found
his own company. Bose Industries was born soon after Edison’s nineteenth
birthday.


As part of this transitional
period in his life, Edison retired Technokid and reinvented himself, trading
his arsenal of gadgets for a sleek suit that utilized his maglev technology in
a manner he has, to this day, yet to duplicate for the purpose of mass
consumption. Concorde was his alone.


In time, Edison Bose the
industrialist and Concorde the super-hero grew their respective reputations to
become leaders, idols, role models. In some ways, Edison preferred his life in
the Concorde suit to his life in a business suit. Concorde had no past, no
tragedies to haunt him. He was a clean slate.


That would not last.


The day came when an
indiscretion from Technokid’s past came home to roost in the form of Nick
Azubuike — the son Edison never knew he had, a son born of a tryst with a
fellow teenage adventurer known as Valkyrie Red. The thrill of battle, the
intimacy forged among comrades facing death together, the rush of victory, the
smoldering fire of teenage lust — it was perhaps inevitable they would
commemorate their successful team-up with a night of passion.


Why Valkyrie Red — real name
Helena Azubuike — kept their child a secret from him, Edison never learned. He
never got an opportunity to ask; Helena’s death due to advanced pancreatic
cancer saw to that.


The attorney who introduced
Edison to his son indicated that Helena wished father and son to be reunited
following her passing. Edison took the boy in without question, and was soon
struck with a profound sense of déjà vu as he attempted and failed to reach out
to Nick. The boy, who bore more than a passing resemblance to his father,
harbored the same simmering resentment Edison once felt toward the world,
alternated between stretches of grim silence and fits of white-hot rage the way
Edison did as a newly minted orphan. He often felt as though he were viewing
his own childhood through Leeds’ eyes.


When Edison learned that
Nick admired the high-flying hero Concorde, he knew exactly what to do. He
revealed his identity to the boy and sure enough, the divide separating them
vanished.


Later, Edison learned that
Nick decided to follow in his father’s footsteps and became a teen hero in his
own right. To achieve this, Nick appropriated several pieces of Edison’s
Technokid equipment, which he’d held onto for sentimental reasons, fashioned
for himself a crude costume, and set out to make his name in the world.


Edison never learned what
Nick called himself, nor did he ever uncover the exact circumstances that led
to the boy’s violent death.


He had Manticore to thank
for that.


 


We stand there in silence,
neither of us looking at the other. I take a few minutes to soak it all in, and
I glance up at Edison when he clears his throat. His mouth is set in a hard
line, his eyes are bright with impending tears, and I’m struck by the feeling
that I’m the first person to hear that story in ages, maybe ever. That realization
settles onto my chest like a physical weight.


Edison takes his wallet out
of his pocket, opens it, and removes a small photo. He looks at it, his lips
quivering as though deciding whether to smile, and turns it so I can see.
Edison is wearing a Red Sox cap and a toothy grin (two things I’ve never seen
on him). So is the young boy at his side — a boy who, at first glance, reminds
me a lot of Matt: He’s on the skinny side, has unruly dark hair, and his smile
is more of a cocky smirk. The weight on my chest increases.


Talk about a moment of
clarity. In the space of fifteen minutes, every question I’ve ever had about
Concorde has been answered. I understand him perfectly. His anger, his attitude
toward us, his attempts to dissuade us from a life of super-heroing — it all
makes perfect, painful sense.


One question remains: Does
it change anything?


The silence becomes too much
for me. “I’m sorry about your son,” I say in a whisper. “Parents shouldn’t
outlive their kids.”


“No. They shouldn’t,” he
says. “Your parents shouldn’t outlive you.” Edison reaches into his
jacket and presents me with my headset. Somehow, I’m not surprised he had it on
him. “Your transponder is active again. If you want this back I’ll give it to
you, but I want you to think hard about your decision, because if you go back
to the job and you’re killed in the line of duty, it won’t be just you who
suffers the consequences.”


The impulse to snatch back
my headset falters. I’ve always known dying was a possibility. I knew that even
before I had a couple of back-to-back near-death experiences, but I’ve rarely
thought about it past myself. I never considered what my death would do to my
parents or my friends.


“Carrie,” Edison says. “I am
begging you to step down as Lightstorm. For your family.”


For my family, huh?


“When you realized you had a
son, when you took him in, did you step down as Concorde?” I say. Edison looks
at me, his face a blank. “That would be a no, then.”


Edison cradles the headset
in his hand, looks at it, looks at me. He hands it over.


“If you’re going to do this,
you’re going to do it right,” he says. “We’ll sit down and figure out a
training schedule, we’re going to set firm parameters for your involvement in
any given scenario —”


“No.” Edison blinks at me.
“You’re doing it again: you’re not asking me what I want, you’re telling
me. You’re telling me what to do and when to do it and how to do it, and I’m
done letting you dictate my life to me.”


Edison sighs, nods. “All
right, so you tell me: What do you want?”


I want you to treat me like
an equal. I know I’m young. I know I’m inexperienced. That’s not an excuse to
dismiss me or ignore me or boss me around.


That’s what I want to say,
but I have a more pressing need than my ego. “I want your help tracking down
Buzzkill Joy.”


I bring Edison up to speed
on the Buzzkill Joy situation and, because I’m in a foul mood, I make damn sure
he knows that we’ve been trying to contact him about this for several days, but
couldn’t because he shut us out so thoroughly. Yes it’s petty of me, but Edison
has a lot of Humble Pie left to eat and I’m going to shove it down his throat
with a funnel and a plunger.


“I have some friends within
the defense department, if that’s what you’re driving at,” Edison says, “though
I can’t guarantee they’ll be in much of a sharing mood. And I can’t guarantee I
can get to that anytime soon.”


“Joy escaped on your watch,”
I say. More pie, Edison? “What’s more important than hunting down a dangerous
fugitive?”


“Trying to find whoever’s been
sneaking my nuclear micro-cells onto the black market.”


“Are you serious? Since when
is your business more important than hunting down a murderous lunatic?”


Edison holds up a finger.
“Here’s your first lesson, Carrie: As a team leader, you need to know how to
prioritize. Joy is dangerous, yes, but she’s a low-level threat.”


“Tell that to Missy and her
dad.”


“I’m looking at this
objectively. Yes, Joy is dangerous, and yes, she’s our responsibility, but
she’s one person; her damage potential is low, whereas a single micro-cell,
even an unstable one, could power something as devastating as an EMP bomb.”


Yeah, okay, that would be
bad.


Wait, what? “Unstable?” I
say. “Like, it could go boom unstable?”


“Nothing so dramatic,”
Edison says. “The micro-cell manufacturing process is like any other. Sometimes
the end product is imperfect, and flawed micro-cells tend to deplete much more
rapidly, produce significantly less energy, produce excessive heat, et cetera.”


“So, the micro-cells I
recovered are, what, factory seconds?”


“Basically, and our normal
process is to destroy them.”


“But if the micro-cells
hitting the black market are the junk ones, doesn’t that mean they’re not
being destroyed?”


“Except that they are
being destroyed. I scoured every last company file and record, and everything’s
perfectly in order.”


“Uh-huh. And in a scientific
complex stuffed full of uber-geniuses, there’s absolutely no one there who’s at
least smart enough to falsify those records?”


On the occasion I outsmart
an adult (which, I say immodestly, happens fairly often), I find myself on the
receiving end of this particular look: a sour frown that expresses extreme
annoyance. I’m never sure whether they’re irked at me for figuring out
something they couldn’t, or at themselves for missing something so obvious.
Either way, I absolutely bask in that expression, and Edison’s irk-face is soooooo
gratifying.


“How about this: You call
your contacts,” I say, “and if you learn anything useful, let me know. The Hero
Squad will take care of Buzzkill Joy, and you can focus on fixing your
problems.”


After a long, thoughtful
pause, Edison nods.


“Deal,” he says. We shake on
it, and before he gets back into his car, before he drives away, he says to me,
as one super-hero to another, “Good luck, Lightstorm.”


I manage a small smile.
“Thank you, Concorde.”


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SIX


 


It’s late, I’m exhausted on
a level I’ve never known before, and I really, really do not feel like eating,
but when Dad suggests we grab a late dinner so my birthday isn’t a complete
bust — how can I say no to that?


Junk Food is open late, so
we plant ourselves in a corner booth, split a pu-pu platter and some pork fried
rice, and use the time for a long-overdue catch-up chat. Dad’s been busy
despite the weather — construction on Cape Cod slows to a crawl once winter
hits in earnest — and he’s been getting out more. He has his bar trivia team,
he’s taken up bowling (he sucks at it, but he has fun), and he’s made some more
minor renovations to the old house to make it more his own (translation: He’s
purging any detail that reminds him of his failed marriage and his absent
daughter).


By no means is Dad’s life a
nonstop roller coaster of thrills, but compared to all the aspects of my life
that I can openly share with him, Brian Hauser is the Party God of North
America — but he’s cool with that. Dull equals safe, and he likes that his girl
is safe.


Daddy, I have something to
tell you. It’s not going to be easy for you to hear, but I’ve been lying to you
about something, something about me, and I can’t do it anymore. I just hope
that you’ll understand why I kept this a secret from you, and from Mom, and
accept that this is part of my life now. You know that super-hero Lightstorm?
That’s me. I’m Lightstorm.


I come so close, so close
to spitting all that out and ridding myself of some of the load on my
shoulders. I’ve gotten good at lying. I’ve gotten to the point I can rattle off
a convincing-enough cover story without thinking about it, and Mom, who has a
pretty keen BS detector, never blinks. It’s a necessary evil, but God, it’s
exhausting.


Edison said my parents
deserve to know. He’s not wrong, but Daddy looks up from his spare ribs, a
length of bone covered by a thin layer of meat that tastes like it was
marinated in cough syrup, and smiles at me, and my resolve falters.


My father thinks I’m safe. I
can’t take that away from him.


“Happy birthday, honey,” he
says.


Yeah. Happy birthday to me.


 


Before I turn in for the
night, I text the others and ask them to meet me at school early. I fall asleep
as soon as I hit the pillow and I sleep through the night.


...And wake up feeling more
wiped-out than when I went to bed. Ugh. Going to be a loooonnnnng day.


I meet Sara at her house.
Right away she asks me how last night went. “I’ll tell you when we get to
school,” I say.


“Oh, no. Did something
happen?” Sara says.


“I’ll tell you when we get
to school.”


We converge in the
cafeteria, where we avail ourselves of the thin selection of pastries and
bagels up for grabs (except for Stuart, who grabs a half-dozen of those
god-awful breakfast slab thingies) and set up at our usual lunch table.


“So. What do you want to
hear first? The good news or the bad news?” I say.


“Bad,” Stuart says. “Rip the
band-aid off fast.”


“I never got to my birthday
hockey game last night because Concorde had me arrested and I spent most of my
night sitting in a cell in Byrne.”


It takes a few seconds for
someone to break the stunned silence. “Concorde did what?” Sara says.


The eating stops as I
recount my night. I know that humiliating moments, over time, lose their sting
and become amusing anecdotes that one can laugh at, but let me tell you, I’m
not going to be laughing about this until I’m collecting Social Security.


“Jeez, Carrie,” Matt says,
“unless your good news starts with ‘Hey, you know that lottery ticket I
bought?’...”


“Concorde and I had a little
talk,” I say. “Okay, a huge talk, but we managed to reach an accord. I
have my transponder back and the Hero Squad is officially un-grounded.”


My announcement is met with
a resounding meh.


“That’s something, I
suppose,” Matt says.


“Who are you and what have
you done with Matt?”


“Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy
we’re back in action, but come on. Concorde chucks you into Byrne for something
you didn’t do and he thinks bribing you with your transponder makes it right?”


“Believe me, Concorde and I
are miles away from square,” I say, “but we have to prioritize. Buzzkill Joy is
still on the loose and she’s way overdue for a hard take-down.”


“I hear that,” Stuart says,
“but we still don’t have anything to go on.”


“Maybe not. I mean, someone
violated Kingsport’s airspace yesterday. Maybe that’s nothing but a wild coincidence,
but I have a hunch I want to play. I want to go to the police station after
school —”


“I can’t go,” Missy
interrupts. “I have to go home to take care of Dad. I don’t think Mom trusts
Dad to not fall down the stairs or something because his painkillers make him
wicked loopy, but I didn’t want to because it’s still weird between us and I
don’t know what to say with him and looking at him makes me mad.”


Nothing like another
person’s misery to take your mind off your own troubles. I feel like crap for
thinking it, but I’d happily sit in Byrne for a few hours than have to deal
with half the garbage Missy’s dealing with.


“You do what you have to,
Missy,” I say. “We’ll fill you in if we learn anything useful.”


“Yeah,” Missy says. “If.”


 


We’ve been in costume plenty
of times and we’ve never felt self-conscious about it before, but maybe that’s
been because we were too busy not getting killed to think about how we look.
Sitting in the lobby of the Kingsport Police Department, waiting for the chief
to meet with us, gives us plenty of time to reflect on our appearances.


“You know what I need?”
Stuart says. “Something cooler than these dopey shades. I mean, yeah, I make
them look good but they’re not, you know, intimidating or anything.”


“I’d lose the leather vest,
too,” Matt says. “You look more like a biker than a super-hero.”


“Yeah. This thing always
gets trashed anyway. Maybe I should just go bare-chested.”


“No,” Sara says. “Definitely
not.”


“You got a problem with my
big, manly pecs?”


“No, I have a problem with
you flaunting your big, manly pecs like you were a cheap male stripper.”


“I would not be
cheap.”


Chief Bronson (no lie, Chief
Bronson) emerges from a door in the rear of the main lobby. We stand to greet
him. We all have to look up at him because he is way tall, and he’s broader
across the chest and shoulders than Sara and I standing side-by-side. He wears
his hair in a crew cut, and his face is nothing but hard right angles.
Everything about him screams ex-Marine.


“Sorry for the wait. I know
you kids have seen some action, but I needed to know whether I could do
business with you,” he says. “Concorde vouched for your team, so consider me at
your disposal.”


Concorde vouched for us. I
take a moment to savor that one.


“Thank you, chief,” I say.
“We’re actually assisting the Protectorate with a case. Did you hear about the
incident at Worcester Superior Court last week?”


“The breakout, right?”


“Yes sir. We’ve been trying
to track the escapee, a juvenile offender named Joyce Morana, sometimes goes by
the alias Buzzkill Joy.” Listen to me. I sound so official. “We have reason to
believe she might have passed through Kingsport within the past twenty-four
hours. Have you received any missing persons reports recently? Specifically,
any reports of a runaway juvenile, maybe?”


Chief Bronson gestures for
us to follow. He leads us around a high counter and into the dispatch room.
It’s much more high-tech than I expected; each individual dispatch station
boasts multiple monitors, and a giant flatscreen bearing a map of Kingsport is
mounted on one wall. Blue dots indicate where every cruiser on the road is, and
square word balloon thingies sprouting from each dot list the names of the
officers in the cruisers. Impressive — and I wouldn’t be the least bit
surprised if all this tech sported Bose Industries logos.


“Rosie,” the chief says to
one of the dispatchers, “run me a quick search on yesterday’s dispatcher
briefs, would you? I’m looking for any juvies running off...”


“Give me a minute here,”
Rosie says. A few keystrokes and mouse clicks later, she says with a roll of
her eyes, “The Rialto boy took off again, but looks like that’s it.”


Chief Bronson grunts.
“Sorry, guys, I think this one’s a non-starter,” he says. “This kid takes off
every other week. He’s usually back a day later.”


“Wait, did you say Rialto?
Isaac Rialto, by any chance?” Matt says.


“Yeah. You know him?”


“Um...could you excuse us a
second?” When Matt speaks next, he calls in on the brainphone. Guys, Isaac
Rialto.


Do you know him? I ask.


We went to school with him.
He got expelled last year after he started a big fight in the cafeteria with
Joey Meachum, this kid who hangs out with Angus and Gerry and those guys.


It was wild, Stuart says. Joey’d been
bullying Isaac since kindergarten, then back in, I don’t know, last April?
Isaac finally hit a boiling point and went totally apehouse on Joey.


Which was bad enough, but a
teacher tried to break the fight up and Isaac turned around and wailed the crap
out of him, Sara
says. That was it for Isaac. He got kicked out of school pretty much that
same day.


Isaac sounds like he and Joy
share dispositions, but that’s a weak connection; a kid lashing out at his
bully and catching a teacher in the crossfire isn’t unprecedented.


“Chief,” I say, “when was the
report filed?”


Chief Bronson nods to Rosie,
who does her thing. “Report came in at eighteen-twenty hours,” she says.
“Isaac’s mother said her son apparently left the home earlier that day with
some other kids.”


It takes me a few seconds to
translate military time to civilian: 6:20 PM, four hours after Stafford picked
up our mysterious flyer. Dammit, there goes another —


Wait. Other kids?


“Hold on. There’s a
reference number for an earlier report from this address,” Rosie says. Type-type,
click-click. “Huh. At fifteen-oh-three hours, a woman identified as Isaac’s
at-home tutor called to report an assault. Three juveniles, one male, two
females — victim says one of the females grabbed her from behind, she passed
out, she woke up to find Isaac and the juveniles gone.”


“When did the assault — er,
the alleged assault take place?” I say. C’mon, God, give me this one.


He gives it to me.
“Approximately thirteen hundred hours.”


One in the afternoon.


Bingo.


     


“Please tell me we have something
to go on,” Sara says as we leave the station.


“There are still some
missing pieces, but I think I know what Joy’s up to,” I say. “I think she’s
recruiting.”


“Recruiting?” Matt says.
“And how did you arrive at that conclusion, Mr. Holmes?”


“Elementary, Watson,” I say
humorlessly. “You said you’ve known Isaac since kindergarten. All the news
stories I read about the Roxbury High Massacre said Joy was a Roxbury native.
That means they didn’t know each other, yet Joy shows up at Isaac’s house
yesterday, and then Isaac disappears.”


Matt cocks his head in
thought. “Isaac was a test subject,” he says, “and Joy used the Project Moreau
database to find him.”


“A theory that’s supported
by the fact that, a half-hour after Joy knocks on Isaac’s door, Stafford gets a
hit on an unauthorized flyer over Kingsport.”


“But...recruitment?” Sara
says. “How do you know Joy didn’t kill Isaac?”


“Kill Isaac but leave the
sole eyewitness alive? Unlikely. Besides, the police report said there were no
signs of a struggle,” Matt says, “and Isaac isn’t the type to go down without a
fight.”


“Unless he was overpowered.
The report also said there were two other kids with Joy,” Sara counters.


“Exactly,” I say. “She’s not
a solo act anymore. I think she’s been using the Project Moreau database to
find other kids like her — and I don’t just mean kids with super-powers.”


“Why would Joy want to put
her own team of bad guys together?” Matt says. “I doubt it’s because she’s
lonely.”


“If you were a crazy superhuman
who’s pissed off at the world,” I say, “what would you want?”


“If it were me?” Matt
shrugs. “I’d want to get back at everyone who ever pissed me off.”


Stuart goes ashen. “Like,
someone who’s kicked your ass in a fight twice?” he says, and that starts the
mental dominoes falling fast and hard.


Someone who also happens to
be the daughter of the man you blame for making you a crazy superhuman?
Who happens to live in Kingsport, which you’d know because her name is also in
the Project Moreau database?


Oh, crap...


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-SEVEN


 


Missy takes her time walking
home. Dad’ll be fine until I get there, she tells herself. He’s an adult.
He’s a genius. He can take care of himself. He doesn’t need me.


He doesn’t need me.


Whatever. I don’t need him.


As she trudges up her front
walk, Missy sends her mother the briefest of texts: Home now. She pauses at the
front door, hand on the knob, and reads the response: Thanx, take care f yr
dad, c u 2nite.


Mom, jeez, learn to type.


She steps inside, into an
assault on her every sense: a miasma of smells ranging from the tangy sting of
body odor left unchecked for days, so pungent she can taste it on the air, to
the subliminal scent of pheromones, male and female; the susurrus of multiple
sets of lungs at work, some at a normal rate, others chugging along in an
anxious pant; the almost palpable tingle of emotional energy, like an
electrical charge; and the gentle brush of air as someone skulking behind the
door pushes it shut.


Strangely, the visuals are
the last to register. Buzzkill Joy and her father anchor the scenario. They sit
in Dr. Hamill’s easy chair, Joy sprawled across her father’s lap in an obscene
parody of a tender moment between parent and child. A boy, tall and heavy with
muscle, looms behind them, his hands curled into fists. Three boys, one of whom
looks passing familiar, and two girls stand, sit, and sprawl across the living
room. All of them look ready, even eager to fight.


“Hey, cupcake,” Joy says,
“how was school today? Learn anything new? I sure did. Imagine my surprise when
me and my crew here break in so’s we can throw you a nice little surprise party
when you get home, and I find Daddy Frankenstein walking around all alive and
crap,” she says, giving Dr. Hamill a pat on the head. “He’s a lot tougher than
I gave him credit for. Is that something you inherited? Or was that how he made
you?”


Missy catches movement at
the edge of her vision. She dares to glance back. Ivy slides into position,
making of herself an impenetrable barrier between Missy and the door.


Eight against one, her
father a hostage, and her friends nowhere nearby to affect a timely rescue. There
is no way this ends well.


Screw it.


“Why don’t you come find
out?” Missy says.


“That’s why I like you,
kid,” Joy says. “You’re scrappy. Ivy?”


The floor disappears from
beneath Missy’s feet. A crushing force drives the air from her lungs, pins her
arms to her sides. Her will to fight remains strong but an odd euphoria swiftly
overcomes her, causing the world to sway and spin. Her father calls out her
name. His voice is soft, tiny, as if he were shouting at her from across a
great distance, but the anguish in his voice is painful in its clarity.


“Daddy,” Missy squeaks.


Darkness falls.


 


“How much longer is she
going to be out?” someone says.


Missy resists the impulse to
open her eyes and instead puts her other senses to work. The distinct funk of
unwashed bodies is still there, but it competes for dominance with less
biological odors: dust, mainly, along with a hint of wood and a smell not
unlike that of a new car. The acoustics are different as well; murmurs of
conversation have a hollow, echoing quality, making it difficult to determine
exactly where anyone is by sound alone.


“What do you care?” another
boy growls.


“I don’t, but I used to go
to school with her.”


Missy identifies Buzzkill
Joy immediately. Few people always sound like they’re sneering when they speak.
“Yeah? Did you know she was a super-hero?”


“No. Wait. She used to hang
out with that weird Steiger kid, and that girl everyone said was a junkie...are
they super-heroes, too?”


“Wouldn’t be surprised.
We’ll ask her when she wakes up.”


“I think she is awake,” the
growling boy says. “Her breathing’s different.”


Footsteps approach. Missy
maintains her ruse until a hand grasps her by the hair to haul her upright,
onto her knees. The pain shocks her fully back into the land of the living.


“Good call, Kurt,” Joy says.
“Wakey-wakey, cupcakey.”


Missy looks around, at first
wondering if she’s been taken to the school auditorium. A second look reveals
unfinished wood paneling, exposed framework, rolls of carpeting waiting to be
laid. From her vantage point on the stage, Missy can see piled against the back
wall, haphazardly stacked between the two rear exits, rows of theater-style
seats awaiting installation. The one who bear-hugged her into unconsciousness,
Ivy, grabs a set of the interlocked seats and effortlessly carries them to the
front of the auditorium floor. She sets them down on the bare concrete, about
where a front row of seats would belong. Her companions excitedly fill them in,
jostling and shoving each other to grab the prime seats in the center. Missy
carefully notes each of Joy’s companions, starting with the skinny boy who, she
decides, must be Isaac, because his is the only familiar face in the crowd. The
muscular thug with the animalistic glint in his eyes — Kurt, Joy called him — sits
next to Isaac, and next to him, a boy with comically wide eyes and short, bushy
hair. The fourth boy, whose hands twitch uncontrollably, completes the boys’
side. The next seat becomes a buffer zone between them and the girls. One of
them is thin and wiry, the other unremarkable in any apparent way — until she
snaps her fingers, a nervous tic, and a small puff of flame leaps from her
fingertips. Ivy chooses to stand at the end of the row rather than sit.


Kurt. Isaac. Bug-eyes.
Twitchy. Skinny. Flamey. Ivy.


And Joy makes eight.


“Missy, are you all right?”
her father asks. She throws a quick glance his way. He too is on the stage, on
his knees, his wrists and ankles hogtied behind his back by duct tape. Missy
tests her own bonds. There is no give, no resistance, and they feel cool and
hard against her skin — chains, if Joy has half a brain.


“I’m fine,” Missy says.
“Where are we?”


“Izzy says it was supposed
to be a fancy theater, but the money ran out and they never finished it. Cool,
huh?” Joy says.


“Oh, yeah, real cool. What,
is this your new secret super-villain lair or something?”


“We ain’t sticking around
long enough to get comfy. We just got one piece of business to take care of, so
you sit tight. I have to address the troops.”


With that, Joy whirls around,
spreading her arms like a circus ringmaster welcoming her eager young audience.


“Ladies and gentlemen!” she
crows. “I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve called you all here today. We got
some real important stuff to talk about, so keep your mouths shut. Looking at
you, Wyatt.”


Twitchy shrinks in his seat.


“When I recruited Izzy
yesterday, he said something that got stuck in my head. I told him he was
nothing but that son-of-a-bitch’s freaky science experiment,” Joy says, jabbing
a finger at Dr. Hamill, “and you know what he said to me? ‘So what? Not like we
can do anything about it.’


“Well, you look at it one
way, he ain’t wrong. We are what we are, and there’s no changing that. We’re
always going to be freaks of nature. But then I got to thinking, and I
realized, there is something we can do about it: We can make damn sure
the people who made us never want to make that same mistake twice.”


“Killing him isn’t going to
make any difference,” Kurt says, nodding toward Dr. Hamill. “You said this was
some government project. They’ll just hand it over to some other guy. We sure
as hell can’t kill every scientist in the world.”


“We can try,” Ivy rumbles.


“Or we can be smart about
it,” Joy says.


“That’d be a first,” Missy
says.


“Hey! I’m not an idiot! I
know how the world works. We’re part of a secret government project, right?”
Joy says, sweeping her hand in presentation over her followers. “So what would
happen if the secret got out? What would happen if the entire world knew what
they did and saw what kind of messed-up psychopaths they made? The government
would be so embarrassed, they’d bury that project in the deepest, darkest hole
they could find and pretend it never happened.”


“That’s your master plan?
You’re going to snitch on the government?”


“And while they’re running
around trying to cover their asses, we make a run for Mexico and spend the rest
of our lives on the beach, drinking cheap beer and smoking primo weed.”


Missy snorts. “Sounds
great.”


“Glad you think so, cupcake,
because I’m giving you a chance to get with the winning team.”


“Y-you...you’re what?” Missy
stammers.


“I’m going to give it to you
straight, girl,” Joy says, hunkering down to better look Missy in the eye.
“Your daddy’s not getting out of here alive. He’s going to pay for what he did
to us — to you, and you got two choices: Die with him, or come with us.
It’s not a tough choice, I think. Way I see it, you belong with us, not with
daddy, and not with your super-hero buddies. You’re one of us.”


“I’m nothing like you. I’m
not crazy.”


Joy laughs. “Yeah? You think
so? I saw it in your eyes last time we threw down. There’s something going on
in there,” Joy says, tapping Missy on the forehead. “You kept it caged up, but
I know it’s there. You’re just as monkeyhouse nuts as the rest of us, cupcake,
and the sooner you admit it —”


“I am not crazy,” Missy
insists. “I was demonically possessed once and it tainted my soul and sometimes
I lose control but I’m working on it, but that’s totally different than being
crazy. Totally.”


“Right. Whatever helps you
sleep at night. What’s it going to be? You walking out with us, or are you
joining Daddy for Take Your Daughter to the Morgue Day?”


“...I need to think about
it.”


“Two minutes,” Joy says,
withdrawing to the edge of the stage.


“You were...demonically
possessed?” Dr. Hamill says.


“Once,” Missy says. “For a
few minutes. I’ll tell you about it later.”


“I don’t believe there’s
going to be a later...not for me, certainly.” Dr. Hamill shakes his head. “It’s
no less than I deserve. What I did to you is unforgiveable.”


“Daddy...”


“Let me speak. Please.”
Missy nods. “I love you, Missy. I never said that as often as I should have. I
never treated you the way such a wonderful child as you deserved to be treated.
I’ve committed so many sins in my life but my sins against you are the worst,
and I’d give all that I had for one more chance to make things right between
us.”


“Aww, that is so friggin’
touching,” Joy smirks, thumping her chest. “Gets me right here. What, you think
some pathetic deathbed confession is going to get you off the hook? Yeah,
you’re right, doc, you screwed a lot of people, but you screwed your little
girl worst of all, so you go ahead,” she says, turning to Missy. “You tell him
exactly what you think of him. You tell him that he’s a bigger monster than all
of us put together.”


“My father is not a monster.
Neither am I. Neither are you. Neither are any of you,” Missy says, shouting
past Joy. “None of you are monsters.”


Dr. Hamill smiles for his
brave, compassionate little girl and he silently thanks God, because he can
think of no better sight to take with him into the next world.


Missy gives him something
better anyway.


“Bunch of whiny drama queens
is what you are. Whah whah whah, the mean old scientist man made us monsters,
we’re so damaged, nothing’s our fault, we can’t help being crazy,” Missy
taunts. “Please. You’re the reason you’re a mess, Joyce — not my
father, you. Your life sucks because you suck, so why don’t you
stop acting like a ginormous loser and stop blaming everyone else for your own
stupid decisions?”


“SHUT UP!” Joy bellows.
“Shut your damn mouth or I swear to God I’ll —!”


“What? Kill me? Pft.
Whatever. You’re not scary, you know. You’re not scary, you’re not intimidating
— you know what else you’re not? Smart.” Missy grins. “A smart person would’ve
realized, like, ten minutes ago I’m totally distracting you.”


 


And that is what we in the
super-hero business call an opening.
















 


TWENTY-EIGHT


 


I’d never call Missy a
coward. I’d never question her bravery or say she was less of a hero than any
of us, but the way she kept her head together is nothing short of epic.


The minute she regained
consciousness, Missy put out a telepathic distress call to Sara, then relayed
to us intel on her location as she learned it. From that, Matt was able to
puzzle out Joy’s makeshift hideout: The Kingsport Center for the Performing
Arts. The ambitious project to construct a community concert hall and theater
fell apart late last year when critical state funding dried up. The husk of the
complex sits in northeastern Kingsport, off a secondary road on a moderately
wooded property, practically invisible to passers-by. Even the cops sometimes
forget it’s there.


While we were en route,
Missy kept feeding us info on the layout of the auditorium, how many hostiles
we’d be facing — everything we’d need for a quick takedown.


In theory. With Missy
incapacitated the raw numbers aren’t in our favor, and Joy’s crew has certain
advantages: They’re unpredictable, willing to kill, and will be fighting their
way out of a corner. They have nothing left to lose but their freedom, and no
one gives that up without a hell of a fight (except maybe me, but that’s beside
the point).


What do we have? Experience,
loyalty to one another, a just cause and, thanks to Sara repeating that cool
trick she used to sneak us into the hospital, the element of surprise. Buzzkill
Joy has no idea we’re standing ten feet away from her, not until Sara drops her
telepathic camouflage and nails the little psycho with a telekinetic force
blast. Let me tell you, the only thing more satisfying than watching Joy hurtle
the length of the auditorium is the solid thud she makes when she smacks
face-first into the back wall.


Our shock-and-awe tactic
fails to fluster Joy’s crew. They retaliate immediately, no hesitation
whatsoever. The big guy, the one Joy called Kurt, is on the stage in a flash,
followed by Ivy, who throws a little shock and awe back in our faces when she
tackles Stuart and drives him through — through the stage floor.


The crack of hardwood planks
shattering sounds a lot like the starting gun for the All Hell Breaks Loose 5K.


Matt whips out a cricket bat
and starts swinging, while I get ready to zap anyone dumb enough to give me a
clear shot (the auditorium may have a nice high ceiling, but I’m no good in the
air unless I have open sky to work in. Something to correct later). The boy
Missy dubbed Bug-eyes bounces toward us like a turbo-charged kangaroo, easily
clearing the distance between the row of seats and the stage, while the girl
built like a drinking straw, Skinny, skitters towards us on all fours. Both of
them are moving fast, too fast for me to get a bead on them, yet neither of
them comes at us. Instead, they try to circle around to attack our rear — or to
take out Missy and Dr. Hamill, who are still trussed up and helpless.


Stuart was supposed to free
them but, as the saying goes, no plan survives contact with the enemy — which
is why you have a back-up plan. In this case, Sara is our Plan B. She spins,
tracking Bug-eyes and Skinny, and takes them out with a double telekinetic slam
as they move in for the kill. Once they’re out of the way, Sara turns her power
on the chain wrapped around Missy’s wrists and ankles. Missy scrambles to her
feet, slices through her father’s bonds, and the two of them join us in what
becomes a defensive circle.


Kurt and his remaining three
allies counter our positions, a rather lame attempt at surrounding us. Kurt
growls, a low rumble of distant thunder, and bares his teeth at us. This
prompts similar displays from his buddies, who put on their best fight faces,
assume aggressive stances, and give us little displays of their abilities.
Isaac rises a foot off the stage. Twitchy, a.k.a. Wyatt, emits a buzzing,
crackling sound that reminds me of a bug zapper, and pure white fire engulfs
Flamey’s hands (gee, big surprise there).


“Not bad,” I say. “Squad,
let’s show them what we bring to the party.”


(I know, it’s a cheesy line,
but that’s showbiz.)


To my left, Matt channels
his inner Neo and pulls out of his trench coat a pair of unnervingly realistic
machine pistols. To my right, Sara grabs some debris off the stage and aims
jagged chunks of hardwood at Twitchy. Behind me, Missy returns Kurt’s
animalistic snarling with a sharp hiss. Me, I crank my aura up to eleven and
rise off the stage, matching Isaac’s altitude.


Their bravado falters.


That’s right, we’re bad.


Two things happen then,
almost simultaneously, causing our Mexican standoff to careen right back into
total chaos. A screech of rage precedes Buzzkill Joy’s return to the fight and,
thank God, gives Missy the split-second warning she needs to duck under a
vicious swipe that could have torn her face off. A heartbeat later, the stage
behind me explodes and Stuart arcs through the air. He crashes to the theater
floor, his landing leaving a shallow crater in the concrete. I catch a glimpse
of Ivy leaping up through the hole, putting the numbers back in favor of Team
Bad Guy, if barely.


It doesn’t last long.
Twitchy lunges for Matt, who spins out of the way like a matador dodging a
charging bull. Twitchy crashes into Flamey, who goes rigid and screams through
clenched teeth as (best guess here) Twitchy makes like a human bug zapper and
stuns his teammate with an electrical shock. Matt follows up by unloading his
guns into Twitchy’s back.


“OH MY GOD!” I squeal.
“Those are real guns?!”


“Yeah! Loaded with hornet
rounds,” Matt says. “Those suckers work, trust me.”


Hornet rounds? That’s only slightly
comforting. Matt’s never been a gun guy, and I seriously do not like the
thought of him getting a taste for it.


Add it to the list of
problems for another day, Carrie, because now we’re down to the toughest and
most dangerous members of Team Bad Guy — also the smartest, because Joy,
sensing the tide has turned against her but good, shouts over the din to “screw
this noise” (paraphrasing; her version is more R-rated).


“Every man for himself!” she
cries, bolting for the back entrances. Kurt, Ivy, and Isaac take the hint and
chase after her.


“Psyche, stay here, you’re
on prison guard duty,” I say, and she nods in acknowledgement. I hate to bench
Sara like this, but she’s been pushing hard and looks like she’s about to
faint.


The rest of the team falls in
behind me, but we refrain from following Team Bad Guy all the way out of the
building. We don’t want to get caught in any crossfire.


Oh, yeah, forgot to mention
that, didn’t I? Obviously I flew here, but the rest of the team had to hitch a
ride. Fortunately, the Kingsport Police Department’s Special Response Team was
more than happy to give them a lift in their heavily armored mobile
headquarters.


We hang back as Team Bad Guy
crosses the building’s foyer, a space designed to hold an entire audience awaiting
entrance into the auditorium, and bursts through the front doors, only to
freeze in place as a powerful spotlight flares to life. For a moment, before my
eyes adjust, I see their harsh, crisp silhouettes against a backdrop of pure
white. My vision shifts, bringing every detail into perfect focus. A line of a
dozen or so cops, laden with military-grade body armor, brace their automatic
rifles against their shoulders and order Team Bad Guy to freeze, get down on
the ground, put your hands behind your heads. Red threads of light cross the
distance between the cops’ weapons and Joy’s crew, sending a clear message: Do
not resist, do not try to escape, do as you’re told and you will not be cut
down in a hail of flying molten lead.


The fatal flaw in that
scenario: Ivy doesn’t sweat pesky little things like bullets. She charges the
officers, bellowing a challenge. The cops’ laser sights converge on Ivy. There
is no final warning. They open fire.


Ivy plunges headlong into
the barrage, the bullets THWMP THWMP THWMPing off her body. Contrary to popular
belief, bullets do not make a sharp PTWANG! noise when they strike invulnerable
skin (it’s skin, people, not steel). They also do not ricochet more than
a few inches, but Joy, Kurt, and Isaac aren’t taking any chances when they make
their breaks for freedom. Joy darts to the right, Kurt to the left, Isaac goes
up.


No sooner do they split than
the roar of gunfire peters out and is replaced by shouts and screams.


We rush outside. I don’t
have to tell the others who their targets are. They know their jobs.


Of all of us, I have the
easiest time of things. Isaac rockets straight up in a blind panic, oblivious
to my presence. I tag him with a relatively gentle force blast. He spins out of
control, stalls out, then starts to fall. I grab him by the belt and he hangs
there, completely limp. I descend and touch down at the edge of the main
parking lot, which has become a gladiatorial arena for Stuart and Ivy.


The cops who are still on
their feet drag their unconscious (God, I hope they’re just unconscious)
comrades clear of the mayhem — not that said mayhem is contained to one spot.
Ivy throws wild haymakers that bat Stuart around like a hockey puck, and for
some reason he isn’t swinging back.


Ivy senses his reluctance to
fight and cranks up the violence. A kick to the chest throws Stuart across the
lot. He rolls to a stop at my feet, sighs, and looks up at me.


“Hey. Question,” he says.
“If I punch her, am I, like, a huge ass for hitting a girl, or am I all
enlightened and stuff because I don’t see gender when I’m fighting a bad guy?”


“On behalf of women
everywhere, I give you permission to cave her face in,” I say.


“Cool. Thanks.”


Ivy goes down on the first
punch.


 


Soon after the Archimedes
case, Matt designed for himself a training regimen to whip him into proper
shape for life as a super-hero. His gloves were great tools, but he knew that
success or failure ultimately rested on how sound his mind and body were. He wakes
up early every morning to work out at the gym down the road from his house, and
most mornings he runs to school rather than walking or taking the bus. The last
time he clocked himself, he covered the two miles’ worth of woodland paths
between home and school in fifteen minutes.


Judging by how quickly Kurt
is pulling away, Matt guesses he could cover two miles in half the time.


Matt brings his pistols up
and fires. He doesn’t expect to hit his fleeing target, given that his
practical experience with firearms is limited to the occasional game of laser
tag or paintball with Stuart, and in this he is not disappointed; the hornet
rounds fly wild. Kurt, startled by the burst of gunfire, stumbles — the true
intended effect.


Matt drops the guns, closes
the distance, and flings himself at Kurt’s exposed back, leading with the point
of his elbow. His aim is high and, instead of connecting with the base of
Kurt’s skull, Matt’s elbow glances off the scalp — painful, but not the
knockout move he’d hoped for.


The pain galvanizes Kurt,
bringing his senses into razor-sharp focus. Matt blocks a series of roundhouse
punches that land with punishing force. A punch to the gut lifts him off his
feet, leaving him vulnerable to a stiff fist to the face. His mask does little
to brunt the impact; red-hot pain splashes across Matt’s face. He falls to his
knees, head spinning. Kurt advances slowly, deliberately, lips curled away to
expose canines ending in wicked points.


When your life is on the
line, there is no such thing as dirty fighting.


Matt’s uppercut finds its
target between Kurt’s legs. Kurt yelps, a high-pitched bark of sudden agony,
and he doubles over, slowly, as if deflating. Matt jumps to his feet and, as he
rises, snakes an arm around Kurt’s neck.


A concussion for sure, maybe
a skull fracture, probably a neck wrenched so badly it will need a brace for
two months.


Matt cinches the headlock
in, shifts his weight, and throws his feet up.


 


Without a headset of her own,
I’m forced to locate Missy visually. Not the easiest thing in the world, to put
it mildly. I’m far enough above the ground that I can see everything for a few
miles in any direction, but I lose all the telling details I need to pick out
Missy from the many other dots moving around beneath me.


Sara, I need some help, I say. I don’t see Missy
or Joy.


Hold on, Sara says. Man, even her
telepathic voice sounds exhausted. Got her. She’s chasing Joy into a
shopping center or something.


That would be Kingsport
Commons, a high-end open-air mall a mile away from the performing arts center.
I swoop down and immediately get a sense of Missy and Joy’s general path when I
spot a small pile-up of cars near the Commons’ east entrance — the kind of
accident that might result from two girls dashing recklessly through late
afternoon traffic.


The trail stays warm as I
fly low through the Commons: A person knocked to the ground here, a group of
shoppers cowering in a doorway there. I catch up to them as Joy hits an
intersection, and in turn is nearly hit by a car as it prepares to blow through
a stop sign (that’s a Massachusetts driver for you). Joy skids to a halt before
plowing into the car’s front fender, and wastes precious seconds slamming her
fists on the hood and cursing out the driver.


Missy doesn’t stop. She
doesn’t slow down. She barrels full-speed into Joy, her momentum carrying them
both over the hood of the car, which burns some serious rubber getting out of
there.


I perch on the roof of the
nearest store to play sniper. My intent is to take advantage of any clear shot
I might get and put Joy down hard. I’m not out to steal Missy’s thunder but
let’s be pragmatic here: Joy has slipped away from us twice. I refuse to let
her escape again.


Besides, I’m watching Missy’s
back. That’s what teammates do.


Missy and Joy get to their
feet at the same time. Joy roars, charges, rakes at Missy, who nimbly weaves
out of the way. Joy pivots, comes in for another strike. Missy throws herself
back and hits the ground in a reverse somersault. She rolls into a low crouch.
Joy, frustrated and infuriated, launches a nasty kick at Missy’s head. Missy
tumbles to one side. Joy’s foot finds nothing but air.


So it continues: Joy
attacks, Missy evades, Joy attacks, Missy evades. It doesn’t click right away,
but I realize Missy isn’t desperately flailing around to avoid being gutted.
She’s not panicking at all. Her eyes are dark, intense, focused. There is no
fear on her part whatsoever. She knows exactly what she’s doing. She is in full
control.


Joy, on the other hand, is
losing it fast.


“Dammit, stand still!” she
screeches. Missy bobs and weaves around a series of sloppy slashes. She
over-commits to a grab for Missy’s throat and Missy finally retaliates, driving
a knee into Joy’s ribcage. Joy barks in pain, staggers back, and takes a tiny,
bony fist to the point of her nose.


Missy is not a trained
fighter. Her moves are fast and strong but graceless and imprecise. None of
that matters. Joy’s running on fumes and has nothing left for defense. She
takes the full brunt of every punch, every kick, every rake of Missy’s claws.
It’s the most savage beating I’ve ever witnessed, yet throughout it, Missy
remains in command of herself.


That does not make the
beatdown any less scary. On the contrary, when Joy stumbles back, blood
dripping from countless gashes riddling her from head-to-toe, I’m sickened, horrified
by what Missy has done. Joy may be a murderous whackjob, she was absolutely
overdue for some industrial-strength comeuppance, but my God...


“Last chance, Joy,” Missy
says with impossible calm. She isn’t even breathing heavily.


“You’re dead, you hear me?”
Joy pants, defiant to the last. “I swear to God, I’m going to kill you. I will
open you up, bitch!”


Missy gives Joy a tiny
smirk. “Go for it, cupcake.”


Joy goes in for one last
all-or-nothing assault. It’s pure desperation. She knows she can’t win, but she
sure as hell is going to go down swinging and take Missy with her if she can.
Missy ducks under the attack, spinning as she drops, and swipes at the back of
Joy’s legs. A scream catches in Joy’s throat as she collapses to the ground.
She doesn’t stand back up. I don’t think she can.


I don’t think she’ll ever
stand up again.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


TWENTY-NINE


 


I never thought I’d say
this, but I would love it if Concorde showed up to take over for us.


The cleanup process is a
long, tedious affair that keeps us on the scene until early evening. We have to
coordinate extensively with the police to formally arrest and charge Joy and
her minions, and then with Byrne to arrange transportation for the prisoners,
and then with the fire and building departments as they inspect the arts center
for structural damage that could compromise the auditorium’s integrity, and in the
middle of all this, we have to stand guard over Team Bad Guy as EMTs treat
their wounds.


Two members of Team Bad Guy
get to join the injured cops for an ambulance ride to Kingsport Hospital: the boy
Matt took down, a kid named Kurt Martens, who suffered serious head and neck
injuries, and Buzzkill Joy, who no longer has functional hamstring tendons. The
EMTs dope both of them up and take them to the hospital under the watchful eye
of a quartet of armed Byrne guards. The rest of the gang gets off light with a
lovely collection of bumps and bruises, all of which are treated at the scene
before they’re whisked away to Byrne.


“This your first time
handling the post-game show, huh?” Chief Bronson says to me at one point.


“Is it that obvious?”


“You’re doing all right.
Don’t worry, this’ll become second nature soon enough.”


Oh, yay.


Chief Bronson’s next
statement has a more positive effect on my mood. “You did good work here
today.”


“It doesn’t feel like it,” I
say. I’m not being modest. “A lot of your guys got hurt, the fight spilled over
into a civilian area...”


“My people know the risks of
the job. None of them were killed, and no one will be out of action
permanently, so that’s your silver lining there,” Chief Bronson says. “And
yeah, it would have been nice to take these jokers down nice and tidy-like, but
that’s not always how it works. Years ago, when I was still on the street, I
got called in to a liquor store hold-up...I won’t bore you with the details,
but suffice to say I understand what it’s like for a situation to get away from
you. All you can do is learn from it and do better next time.”


The chief gives me a look
that isn’t quite a smile, but I take it as such.


“We’re just about done here.
You want to go make a statement to the media?” he says, jerking a thumb toward
a clump of reporters and photographers hovering at the edge of the parking lot,
corralled behind a rambling barricade of yellow sawhorses. There’s even a news
van here, its telescoping satellite dish at full extension. I count eight
people total. Not exactly a media circus, but I do not relish the thought of
dealing with them.


“And rob you of the
pleasure?” I say. “They’re all yours, chief.”


“Gee, thanks. Right then,
you kids go home, grab a shower, get some rest. You’ve earned it. We’ll make
sure the civilians get home safe.”


Civilians? Oh, right, as far
as the police know, Missy was kidnapped along with her father and is not now,
nor has ever been, a super-hero.


“I’ll let them know,” I say.
I gather the team around Dr. Hamill and Missy, who sit together under a blanket
on the bumper of a police cruiser. “How are you doing, Dr. Hamill?”


He takes his time answering
what is, I admit, a tricky question. “It’s been an interesting day.”


I’m not sure, but I think
Dr. Hamill just cracked a joke.


“Interesting for you,
maybe,” Matt says. “This is what passes for normal for us.”


Dr. Hamill nods. “At least I
know Missy is in good hands,” he says. “She’s very fortunate to have friends
like you.”


Oh, God. He knows.


Well, duh, Carrie, of course
he knows. He’d have to be rock-stupid not to have figured it out by now.


“Daddy,” Missy begins.


“I’m not going to say
anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Dr. Hamill says. “You might not
have noticed, but I excel at keeping secrets.”


And that would be joke
number two. Man, I guess trauma does change a person.


But as I look at Dr. Hamill
sitting there, hugging Missy to his side in the first display of genuine, open
affection I’ve ever seen from a man I’d come to regard as aloof, detached,
distant, even cold, I can’t help but think that it’s a change for the better.
This was Dr. Hamill’s crucible, and he’s emerged a better man — a better
father.


The journey may have sucked,
but I can’t complain about the destination.




     “What did you tell your mother?” Edison says.


“A version of the truth,” I
say. “The incident made the paper, so it’s common knowledge Missy’s father was
kidnapped by a group of super-villains, so I told Mom that we were with Missy
all night comforting her.”


Edison nods. “Not bad, as
cover stories go.”


The elevator doors slide
open and we step out. Trina is nowhere to be seen. It’s just us up here.


Edison opens his office door
for me, closes it behind us, and he joins me at the small table in front of his
desk. “I won’t keep you long,” he says, “but we need to discuss a few things.”


“Okay,” I say.


“I spoke to Chief Bronson
this morning. He filled me in on what went down last night,” he says. “On the
bright side, there were no fatalities, the injuries were relatively minor, all
the collateral damage was restricted to a building no one cares about, and the
charges against Joy and her gang look like they’re going to stick.”


“You’re welcome?” I don’t
know what else to say; I’m not used to Edison praising us. Ah, but I worry for
naught, because here comes the criticism and recrimination portion of this
afternoon’s program.


“However...seven police
officers injured, significant damage to the special response team van and to
the arts center property, countless civilians who had the snot scared out of
them, and one juvenile offender who’s been crippled for life.” Edison sighs and
shakes his head. “You kids are going to have to do a lot better if you’re going
to be part of the team.”


“Edison, look, we did the
best we could, and I’m sorry if we —” Wait. Back up. “Part of the team? What
team?”


“The Protectorate.”


What? No. No, I can’t be
hearing him correctly.


“Not as full members, of
course. The Hero Squad would be a formal associated organization,” Edison says.
“That means you’d remain a separate, independent team, you’d operate without
any interference from us, but you’d have full access to our resources, we’d
provide any training you want or need...”


“Is this for real?” I say.


“Yes, Carrie, it is. This is
a sincere offer, with no strings attached and no catches, save for one: The
Squad will be subject to periodic performance reviews, to be conducted by the
entire Protectorate, not just me. If you fail to live up to our expectations,
we will shut you down, and Mindforce, Natalie, and Catherine are all in
agreement on that point. You wanted a fair chance to succeed or fail on your
own merits? You got it.”


Wow. Holy wow. Holy frickin’
WOW.


“If you’d like a few days to
think about it —”


“No!” I blurt out. “No, I
don’t — okay, I should pitch it to the others, but I don’t think they’ll — I
think they’ll be okay with it.”


Okay with it? If that’s not the
understatement of the century...


“Now that that’s settled, I
have one more thing I’d like to discuss, and it concerns you and an internship
opportunity,” Edison says.


“Oh, for — Edison,
seriously, please stop,” I groan. “I appreciate the offer, I’m flattered that
you think I’d do well here, but this company isn’t for me. I don’t want the
internship. Really. Give it to someone who wants it, someone who deserves it.”
A light bulb goes off in my head. “Since you’re all into giving people a fair
chance to succeed or fail on their merits, why not give Matt a shot at it? Make
him apply for the position, interview him, the whole routine, but give him a
chance.”


I get ready to hit Edison
with You owe me that much, because I can and will milk my wrongful
incarceration for all it’s worth. Hey, that’s money in the bank and I’m in a
spending mood.


“All right. That’s a fair
request,” Edison says. “However, I wasn’t talking about the internship here.”


Edison takes a business card
out of his pocket and places it on the coffee table. It reads SULLIVAN
CRENSHAW, ESQ.


“Explain?”


“Sullivan was very impressed
by you back at Byrne, the way you cited, accurately, case law in your defense,
and he said he could use someone like you at the firm. You see,” Edison says,
folding his hands in his lap, “the law as it applies to super-heroes is a very
specialized field. Sullivan is the only member of his firm versed in super-hero
law, and he’s the only one who knows all our secret identities, which means he
has to handle all business with us personally, even if it’s something as simple
as getting our signatures on a legal document. That can be time-consuming.”


“And he wants me to, what,
be his assistant?”


“Basically. It wouldn’t be
anything glamorous — filing, processing paperwork, that sort of thing — but
you’d get to learn about super-hero law hands-on, and you’d get a respectable
paycheck out of it.” He smiles at me. “You’re right, Carrie, Bose Industries
wouldn’t be a good fit for you, but I think the Law Firm of Crenshaw and
Associates would. Something to think about.”


Yes, because if my life is
lacking anything, it’s weighty, potentially life-altering decisions.


Edison glances at his watch
and jumps to his feet. “Carrie, sorry to give you the bum’s rush, but I have to
meet with security in ten minutes,” he says as he escorts me back to the
elevator. “We have to have what I expect will be a very lively discussion with
the head of my nuclear micro-cell production facility.”


“About his future with the
company?” I ask. “Or, perhaps, lack thereof?”


“I’m afraid I can’t discuss
possible security breaches and the unauthorized distribution of proprietary
Bose Industries technology with anyone outside the company. Privileged
information, you know,” he says, the wink and nod implied.


“Have fun. And you’re
welcome. Again.”


Edison puts me on the
elevator. Before the doors slide shut, he hands me Crenshaw’s business card.


“Think about it,” he says.


 


“What’s there to think
about?” Matt says. “Yes! Tell him yes! Call him now and tell him yes!”


“Hold on,” I say, waving for
Matt to sit down. He flops down on the couch — Missy’s couch, I should note,
which has at last been freed from its plastic cocoon, along with all the other
living room furniture. Matt waves back at me to get on with it. “Let’s get a
group consensus first. Sara?”


“You kidding? I’m in,” she
says. “Let’s do it.”


Stuart doesn’t wait for me
to call his name. For a guy who possesses a shockingly comprehensive knowledge
of Robert’s Rules of Order, the boy has no respect for protocol. “Hells yeah.
Let’s do it.”


That’s four in favor and one
yet to weigh in. The majority may already rule, but I would prefer a unanimous
vote.


“Missy?”


“Okay,” she says, but
without a flicker of enthusiasm. “Look, it’s a great offer and I don’t want to
be the only one to say let’s not do it, but...”


“It’s okay, Muppet,” I say.
“You can be honest with us. No secrets, right?”


She nods. “I need a break
from the team. I’m not quitting or anything,” she adds quickly, “and I’m not
saying I’ll never be a super-hero again, but after everything that happened I
feel like me and Dad finally have a chance to be a real father and daughter,
and I want that, but I feel like if I don’t, you know, put in the time I won’t
get it. Does that make sense?”


“Yeah, it does,” Stuart
says, taking her hand.


“Maybe to you,” Matt says.
“Missy, your dad lied to you. He’s been lying to you your whole life. How can
you forgive him for that? Why would you want to?”


Missy shrugs. “Why would I
not want to?” she says. “He’s my dad.”


“What about me?” Dr. Hamill
says as he shuffles in from the den. He’s in a bathrobe and slippers instead of
his usual suit-and-tie combo. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to Casual Ken
Hamill, but I’d be very happy if he forced the issue.


“Nothing, Daddy,” Missy
says. “We’re almost done with homework, they’ll be leaving soon.”


Dr. Hamill holds up a hand.
“Take your time, kids. No hurry.”


“No, it’s cool, we’re
actually all done,” I say. The others take the hint and we start to gather up
our schoolbooks and laptops. “Are you taking tomorrow off too?” I ask Missy,
who — with her parents’ consent — skipped school today for some well-deserved
family time. I wouldn’t blame her for ditching a second day, especially since
her ordeal (as it exists on the public record) has become a hot topic at
school, and the poor girl is going to get slammed with uncomfortable and
intrusive questions when she comes back.


“No, I’ll be there,” she
says. “Mom thinks it’ll be good for us all to get back into a normal routine.”


“Your mother is a wise
woman,” Dr. Hamill remarks.


“Right? Keeps us in line.”


“That she does,” Dr. Hamill
chuckles. “How about some warm milk before bed?”


“And cookies?”


Dr. Hamill smiles. “And
cookies.”


Missy beams at us. “I’m
going to go have milk and cookies with my dad.”


Enjoy it, Muppet. You
deserve it.


 



 

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


EPILOGUE


 


“There you are, Nemo. Not
like you to be late.”


“My apologies,” John Nemo
says to the man who, like himself, does not exist as far as the world at large is
concerned. To those who do know of him he is, simply, the Foreman. “I was
awaiting a report from our man inside Byrne.”


“Good news, I hope, for your
sake,” the Foreman says. “She’s quite displeased with how this operation has
played out. She’s looking for someone to blame.”


“There are several people in
line ahead of me to take that hit,” Nemo says.


“We’ll see.”


They pass through the
security checkpoint together. As usual, Nemo has to endure a vigorous round of
intense questioning before he is allowed to pass. His briefcase is
unceremoniously emptied, searched, sloppily repacked, and returned to him with
mumbled apology.


“You could have said
something, you know,” Nemo grouses.


“I could have.”


They ride the elevator to
the top level in silence.


The uppermost floor is home
to a single office, a vast expanse of polished black marble floors and windows
tinted so dark that the brightest day appears as dusk to those inside. There
are no bookshelves. There are no decorations. The furniture is sparse and
practical: two chairs of rich black leather, used too infrequently to be made
comfortable, set before a mahogany desk as large as a pool table, upon which
sits a phone and a laptop (also infrequently used). A third chair with a high
back sits behind the desk.


The woman in the tall chair
is more of a mystery than either of her lieutenants. Members of her security
force insist they have never witnessed her enter or leave the building. She
takes her meals alone (although the rumor mill maintains that she does not eat,
and indeed, no one in the complex’s kitchen facilities can recall ever sending
food to her office). She deals directly with few people outside a very small
inner circle, and from them she commands a loyalty that borders on fanaticism.
They respect her. They fear her more.


They know her name is
Sharona. They do not call her by her name.


“Gentlemen. Sit,” she says,
the invitation sounding like a command. “Mr. Nemo.”


“Ma’am.”


“I’ve read the reports on
your little experiment involving this Buzzkill Joy person. Tell me why I
shouldn’t find the outcome unsatisfactory.”


“I understand your concerns,
ma’am, and they are not unfounded, but I would like to assure you most
strenuously that any fallout has been isolated to Ms. Morana.”


Sharona narrows her eyes.
Nemo responds by presenting to her a folder.


“This contains a detailed
transcript of Ms. Morana’s statement to investigators,” he says. “You’ll notice
there is absolutely no mention of any outside force driving her decisions,
sound or otherwise.”


“Is there any mention of
what did drive her decisions?” the Foreman says. “Ma’am, Project Moreau
is a black ops government program. Even we didn’t know about it until a few
days ago —”


“You’re welcome,” Nemo
interjects.


“— which means there is no
way this girl could have known about it, much less ferret out the man in charge
of it. We can’t trust that such a gaping hole in her story will go unnoticed.”


Sharona turns her gaze back
toward Nemo.


“I would hardly call it a
hole in her story. The girl is insane. She slaughtered seven people at her high
school because, quote, they needed killing, unquote. She has an established
record of erratic behavior and inexplicable outbursts of violence, typically
directed toward people she regards as oppressive authority figures. Her doctor —
excuse me, her late doctor — fits the bill nicely.”


“That’s a sloppy cover,” the
Foreman says, “and that kind of sloppiness could one day compromise this entire
operation.”


“So says the man who lost a
regional base to the Protectorate and a group of teenagers,” Nemo retorts.


“Gentlemen,” Sharona says,
cowing the men with a look. “You are professionals. Act like it.”


“Ma’am, I will concede that
my colleague was successful in obtaining a considerable cache of data regarding
Project Moreau, and that that data should prove extremely useful to the cause,”
the Foreman says, “but he did so to indulge a personal whim.”


“Point of order, ma’am. We
did not have an established backup plan in the event the Bestiary failed to
liberate Archimedes,” Nemo says. “I merely took advantage of the opportunity
that arose from the botched operation to salvage the basic mission and realize
our objective.”


“And risked exposure,” the
Foreman counters.


“I repeat: We have not been compromised.
Further, ma’am, we’ve gained valuable intelligence on this Hero Squad, and now
have eight potential new operatives sitting in Byrne, waiting to be cultivated.
I believe the rewards we’ve reaped were worth the relatively minor risk.”


Sharona leans back in her
chair, her almond-shaped eyes narrowed to black slits that betray no emotion.


“Mr. Nemo,” she says. “While
the outcome was beneficial to this operation, your approach was ill-advised. Do
not take any such actions again without my express approval.”


“Yes, ma’am. Understood.”


“Foreman. These children —
the Hero Squad, was it?”


“Yes, ma’am,” the Foreman
says. “Terrible name, I know.”


“This is the second time
they’ve interfered with us. We may have to reassess their threat rating.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll coordinate
with Mr. Nemo to update our current intel.”


“Very good. Gentlemen,” she
says, turning the back of her chair to her guests, “you are dismissed.”


They leave without offering
any formal farewells, as per their mistress’s preference. She doesn’t care for
niceties. She cares about performance. She cares about results. She cares about
her self-appointed mission:


To save the world from
itself.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


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 featuring Dr. Enigma.
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