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PART ONE: LONG WAY
HOME


 


My name is Caroline
Dakota Hauser. On Earth (yes, this is an important detail), most people know me
as Carrie. A few know me by the name Lightstorm, but no one has called me that
in a while (for reasons that will become clear in a minute).


More recently I’ve come
to be known by the nickname “Fargirl,” or by my shiny new title of lieutenant, both
of which I earned as a member of the Vanguard, an intergalactic peacekeeping
force under the command of the Kyros Alliance. Think of the Alliance as a sort
of cosmic United Nations representing worlds spread across the other side of
what we Terrans call the Milky Way. As a Vanguardian, I’ve experienced
incredible things I could never put into words. I’ve seen stars and planets and
nebulae and stellar phenomena humans don’t even know exist, much less have
names for. I’ve flown through deep space and given physics the finger by
warping across the galaxy in the blink of an eye. I’ve met beings from hundreds
of distant, alien worlds. And I played a small but pivotal role in bringing
down the Black End, a terrorist army hell-bent on destroying those worlds.


I’ve experienced
incredible things.


The question is, was it
all worth losing eight months of my life?
















 


ONE


 


“Carrie, it’s August.
You’ve been gone for eight months.”


Sara’s revelation hits
me like a fist to the stomach. I teeter back on my heels, my head spinning. She
tightens her grip on my shoulder to steady me.


“Eight...?” I manage,
but that’s as far as I get. What could I possibly say? I know I’ve been gone
for a long time, but eight months?


“Lieutenant? Are you
all right?” Commander Dorr asks, a faint note of concern hiding in his flat,
emotionless voice.


“I’m — I need a
minute,” I say, pulling free of Sara’s grasp and shuffling away from what was a
few minutes ago a battleground. I returned to Earth in time to help my team,
the Hero Squad, put down a super-villain gang, and it was like I landed in the
middle of the best welcome-home party I could have imagined. How twisted is
that? Standing alongside my friends, fighting for our lives against a bunch of
superhuman whack-jobs — that’s what my concept of normal has become.


“Lieutenant,” Dorr
says, joining me.


“Commander, I really
need you to back off,” I say.


Commander Dorr, by human
standards, lacks certain social graces. He’s blunt to a fault, stingy with his
sympathy, and has no problem stepping on people’s toes in the interest of
getting the job done, so I shouldn’t be surprised that his response to my
request is a flat-out, “No.”


“No?”


“I outrank you,
therefore you lack the authority to dismiss me.”


“Oh my God,
seriously? You’re going to pull rank on me now? After I found out I’ve lost eight
months of my life?”


“You did not lose
eight months of your life; you chose to dedicate them to the Vanguard. As did
I. As did every last one of your comrades. You haven’t made a unique sacrifice,
Lieutenant Hauser. Nor have you made the ultimate sacrifice.” He leans
in, looming over me. “You got to return home. How many of your friends cannot say
the same?”


A cold fist grabs my
heart and squeezes. He’s right, damn him. I’m home. I’m with my friends. I can
pick up where I left off. It won’t be easy, but I have the chance to reclaim my
life. Zqurrl can’t say that. Pardo-En and Grafton Grun can’t say that.


Erisia can’t say
that.


“Don’t you ever get
sick of being right all the time?” I say.


“No,” Dorr says. I
can’t help but laugh, but it’s a gray, empty sound. “If I am no longer needed?”


“I think I can handle
things from here.” I straighten up and extend a hand. “Commander, it’s been an
honor.”


Dorr grasps my hand
briefly, his version of a handshake. “The honor was mine, Lieutenant.”


“That’s what I meant.”


Dorr narrows his eyes
at me, and I swear I see a teeny-tiny smirk appear on his scaly lips. He nods a
goodbye to me, powers up, and takes off. I watch him until he’s nothing but a
pinpoint of light high in the summer sky, and for a few minutes after that.


Sara appears at my
side. “You are back, aren’t you?” she says. “For good?”


“I’m...I’m back-ish,”
I say. “I won’t be making any more unannounced departures, if that’s what you
mean.”


“Good enough.” She
takes my hand. “I missed you so much. We all did.”


“Yeah. Me too.”


Sara takes me in her
arms and holds on to me like she’s scared I’m going to vanish again, despite my
promise. Guess I can’t blame her.


“I’m not going
anywhere,” I insist.


“You better not,”
Sara says, laughing. “You helped us take out the Landsharks, that means you
have to help with the cleanup.”


“The Landsharks?”


“Hey, we don’t name
them; we just kick their tails and ship them off to Byrne. Come on.”


I rejoin the team — my
team, which has a stranger in their midst, someone in a blue-and-white
battlesuit that bears a more than passing resemblance to Concorde’s.


Matt catches me
eyeing the new guy. “This is Skyblazer,” Matt says.


“Hi,” Skyblazer says
with a small wave.


I force a smile. “Hi.
So, what?” I say, turning to Matt. “Is he my fill-in or something?”


“He’s part of a local
super-team, the Wardens,” Sara says. “We work together on occasion.”


“Ah.”


The wail of sirens
heralds the approach of the New Hampshire State Police. Half a dozen black-and-gray
cruisers come roaring up the highway and screech to a stop at the edge of the
hot zone. Minutes later, a familiar sense of controlled chaos settles on the
scene as the Landsharks and their gun-toting associates (who call themselves,
no lie, Remoras) are rounded up, stripped of their weaponry, handcuffed, and,
where applicable, fitted with suppression collars that neutralize any natural
superhuman abilities. The police sit the prisoners down against the cruisers
and stand watch over them, shotguns cradled in their arms to dissuade any thoughts
of escape. Matt takes point on filling the police in on the events leading up
to the takedown, and as he goes over the events of the day, it hits me that his
mask is tilted up to expose his face. He’s not even trying to hide his true identity.
And he isn’t wearing his magic gloves, either; leather gauntlets cover his
hands and forearms instead. What’s that about?


And what’s up with
the Pelican’s new, sleeker profile? It looks more like the Quantum Quintet’s
Raptor now, and I’m pretty sure I see a missile launcher array mounted on its
fuselage, right above the cargo bay doors and just below the broad disc that
houses the airship’s maglev system. Maybe Concorde decided it was time for an
upgrade?


Speaking of things
tangentially Concorde-related...


“Hey,” Skyblazer
says, snapping me out of my mild daze.


“Hey.”


“So, uh, you were
really in outer space?”


“I was.”


“And you met aliens? Honest-to-God
extraterrestrials?”


“You mean like the
one who flew off a few minutes ago?”


“Uh...yeah...”


“Uh-huh. Thousands of
them.”


“Wow. I’m jealous. That
all sounds so cool.”


“Oh, yeah, it was,” I
say, my voice tight. “I mean, once you get past the staggering body count.”


“The what?”


“Oh, did the Squad
forget to mention that? I was in outer space meeting all kinds of cool aliens
because I’d been recruited to fight a war, so I saw lots and lots of death and
destruction. That kind of took the fun out of things, you know?”


“Oh. Um,” Skyblazer mumbles.
That’s right, Concorde Lite, slink away.


“Don’t you think that
was a little harsh?” Sara says.


“He asked,” I say, barely
reining in the impulse to snap at her for eavesdropping.


“Was it really that
bad?”


“Worse.” Sara lays a
hand on my shoulder, and that’s when I become aware that my entire body has
clenched into a giant, solid knot of rigid muscle. Someone could smash a chair
over my back, and I wouldn’t feel it. “I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t
want to think about it.”


“Okay. You don’t have
to.” Sara smiles. “You know what? I think you should let us take care of the
cleanup and go see your mom, let her know you’re back. She’s been worried sick
about you.”


She doesn’t mean it
as an admonition, but that’s how it lands — and she’s right. As weirdly
therapeutic as fighting bad guys and cleaning up the mess afterwards is, I have
to prioritize and take care of what’s really important first, even if it scares
the living hell out of me. I’d rather fight the Black End again all by myself
than face Mom after what I’ve put her through.


“What day is it?” I
ask. “Is she home? Is she at work? Is she out somewhere with Ben?”


An expression I can’t
quite identify flashes across Sara’s face. “It’s Tuesday. She’s at work.”


“Call her. Tell her
to go to the roof of her building.”


“I’ll take care of it.
See you at home.”


I fire up my headset,
lay in a course for Boston, and blast off to take what’s going to be the first
and most difficult step toward getting my life back on track.


 


***






At Mach one, it takes
me a little more than five minutes to fly from the outskirts of Manchester, New
Hampshire to Boston, but that’s more than enough time to envision a dozen different
mother-daughter reunion scenarios. Some start more happily than others, but all
of them end with Mom screaming me stupid for disappearing like I did.


I’d deserve it. I
took off without a word of warning, literally vanishing from the face of the
Earth, and left her wondering for the better part of a year whether I was alive
or dead and if I’d ever come back — and that’s on top of leaving her to deal
with the out-of-left-field shocker that I had a whole secret life as a
super-hero. I dumped a butt-ton of misery on her. She’s earned the right to
tear me a new one — and if she does, I swear to God I will stand there and take
it and be grateful for every last air-scorching profanity she throws at me because
it means I’m alive to hear it.


My onboard GPS guides
me to Mom’s office building, a ten-story deal in the heart of the city. I touch
down on the roof and wait, passing the time alternately pacing in circles and
trying out different poses, as if there’s a certain specific way one is
supposed to stand when greeting a loved one following an extended absence.
There isn’t, for the record — nor is there a perfect greeting for such an
occasion. What could I possibly say to her that will explain my decision or
excuse what I did? Everything I try out feels so pathetically —


“Carrie?”


The sound of her
voice sets my heart racing and causes my stomach to fold in on itself.


Mom looks very smart
and oh so fashionable in her dark blue suit jacket and matching skirt, but any
sense of professionalism and dignity falls apart when I reach the slack-jawed,
pop-eyed look of pure shock on her face. I fumble my headset off and stick it
in a pouch on my belt. I try to speak, but whatever I was going to say,
whatever stupid, inadequate greeting I had ready catches in my throat and comes
out as a strangled sob. The next thing I know we’re in each other’s arms, both
of us bawling. She’s holding me so tightly, tighter than she’s ever held me
before. Her fingernails dig into my back, like she’s hooking herself into my
flesh in case something tries to take me away from her again.


“I’m sorry,” I finally
say. It comes out as a thin, hoarse squeak. “Mom, I’m so sorry...”


“Shh,” Mom says.
“It’s okay, baby. I don’t care. I don’t care.”


I step back — or,
more accurately, Mom lets me step back — and take Mom in. In the high summer
sun, every last little wrinkle and crease stands out in sharp relief. I see
early hints of crow’s feet lurking near her eyes and laugh lines that, at the
moment, have absolutely no laughter behind them. For the first time in my life
I think, My God, Mom looks old, and my heart breaks all over again.


“You should care,” I
say. “You should care that I left you and I hurt you and I’m a miserable excuse
for a daughter —”


Mom takes my face in
her hands and, somehow, musters a smile for me. “I don’t care. You’re back now.
That’s all that matters.”


I drag my sleeve
across my face, sponging up a waterfall’s worth of tears. “I’m still sorry.”


“I know. I know you
are.” She looks me up and down. “New uniform.”


“Vanguard standard
issue.”


“It looks good on
you. I like it better than the old outfit, personally.”


“You’re taking this a
lot better than I thought you would.”


“I’ve had time to
acclimate.”


“Yeah. Eight months.”
I start to cry again. “Mom, I’m so sorry.”


“Carrie, it’s okay. I
know you are.” She takes my hands. “We can worry about apologies and
explanations later. Let’s just be happy you’re back, okay?” Her smile flickers.
“You are back, aren’t you? You’re never going to go away again?”


“I’m not,” I say, a
fresh lump of guilt settling in my belly. Way to go, Carrie. It took you, what,
ten whole minutes to start lying to your mother again? Good hustle, kid.


“Come on,” Mom says,
leading me toward the stairway leading down into the building. “Let’s go tell
my boss I’m leaving early so we can go home and get you settled back in.”


“Uh, Mom? Maybe I
should fly ahead and meet you at home.” She gives me a questioning look. “Come
on, I can’t follow you around your office dressed like this. I know it’s not my
old uniform but I think it’s close enough it might set off a few alarms, don’t
you?”


“Oh. You don’t know,”
she says, and an anxious tingle slithers through me.


“I don’t know what?
Mom? What don’t I know?”


“Carrie, I’m so sorry.
You don’t have a secret identity anymore,” she says, wincing, and before I can
even begin to recover from that news bomb, she detonates another one. “And it’s
my fault.”
















 


TWO


 


“I don’t — you —
what?” I stammer. “How do I — your fault? What?!”


“Honey, calm down,”
Mom says, patting the air, “it’s okay.”


“It’s okay? It
is not okay, Mom! You just told me I don’t have a secret identity anymore! Do
you have an idea how bad this is?”


“Carrie, no one
has a secret identity anymore.”


I freeze up, the
indignant, panicked rant I had locked and loaded now jammed in the chamber of
my brain. It was a good rant, too, all about the importance of secrecy and
discretion in the super-hero community — which, it seems, is no longer a thing.


Mom amends her
statement. “All right, a few people do still have secret identities, but most
super-heroes dropped them not long after you left. The entire Squad went
public. So did Edison Bose. In fact, it was his announcement that inspired
other super-heroes to go public.”


“Uh-huh. Now would
you like to tell me the part about how this is all your fault?” I say,
rebuilding my head of righteously indignant steam.


“It’s a long story.
I’ll fill you in on the way home, I promise. Come on.”


She heads downstairs.
It takes me a few seconds to convince my feet to follow her.


 


***






Mom works for VMA —
short for Visionary Marketing and Advertising, which is (duh) a marketing and
advertising agency. It’s a nice, upscale firm that occupies two whole floors of
the building. We descend to lucky floor number seven, where we step off the
elevator and into a big cubicle farm. It’s nice and bright and clean and
modern, but it’s still a bunch of stalls for human cattle. The partition walls
are low to create a faux open-office environment, which is a nice way of saying
no one who isn’t an executive gets any privacy. As we cross the office, a few of
Mom’s coworkers look at me with mild curiosity, but most of them don’t give a crap;
after a passing glance my way, they go right back to work. I should find that
comforting.


I should, but I
don’t.


Mom pauses outside an
open door leading to a generous private office and raps on the steel frame. A
man in a Polo shirt and khakis, bland office casual attire, looks up from his
monitor.


“Hey, Christina,
what’s up?” he says.


“Hi, Chip. Sorry to
bother you,” Mom says. Before she can make her introduction, Chip gazes past
her to get an eyeful of me. “This is my daughter, Carrie.”


Chip breaks out in a
big grin, and he hustles out from behind his desk, hand outstretched in
greeting. “Carrie! It is so nice to finally meet you!” he gushes.


No kidding, he’s gushing.
Over me.


“Christina has told
me so much about you, I feel like I already know you. She says you’ve been in
outer space? Is that right?” he asks much the way he’d ask a ten-year-old about
her time at summer camp.


“Um, yes?”


“Wooowwww.
That’s something else. I bet you have some amazing stories.”


I plaster on a fake
smile and nod because I swear to God I have absolutely no idea how to respond
to any of this. He’s acting like it’s all perfectly normal to meet an
employee’s space-faring super-hero daughter, and it is seriously weirding me
out.


“As a matter of fact,
she just now got back from outer space, and I was hoping to take off early to
help her settle back in,” Mom says. “The presentation for Thursday’s all
buttoned up, so —”


Mom doesn’t even
finish making her request before Chip waves her off. “No, you two go on. Spend
some quality mother-daughter time together.”


“Thanks. See you
tomorrow.”


“See you tomorrow. It
was so nice meeting you, Carrie,” Chip says, shaking my hand again.


“You too,” I say,
then I follow Mom to her office a few doors down. Wait, what? “Mom, you have an
office now?”


“Hm? Oh, yes,” she
says. “It came with the promotion. I was named project manager for the Bose
account back in, what? March, I think?”


“The Bose account? As
in Bose Industries? As in Edison Bose?”


“Mm-hm. Edison’s been
a client for years, but when he found out I worked here, he insisted I take
over his company’s account.”


“Uh,” I grunt, having
nothing of substance to say about this totally unexpected instance of worlds
colliding — but that’s okay because I have plenty to say about the
nameplate sitting on Mom’s big, expensive, executive-quality desk. It reads
CHRISTINA BRIGGS. Not CHRISTINA HAUSER; CHRISTINA BRIGGS.


“I thought it was
very nice of him to recommend me,” Mom says, scooping some file folders into a
snazzy leather laptop bag emblazoned with the VMA logo. “Considering how badly
I tore into him, he could have easily —”


“How badly you —? Why
did you tear into him?”


“Ah, well, after Sara
filled me in about, you know, about you and the Squad, Brian and I met with
Edison — Concorde, I should say, we didn’t know who he really was at the time —
and I laid into him pretty hard. I blamed him for what happened, for
encouraging you and your friends...” She throws her hands up. “I was distraught
and I took it out on him.”


“I’m sorry,” I say. Fourth
time I’ve apologized, and it still feels weak and worthless.


A tall, skinny guy
who might as well be wearing a bright orange T-shirt reading INTERN in big
block letters appears behind me. “Christina? I finished reviewing the PowerPoint
presentation for —” He does a double take and beams at me with a dopey fanboy
grin. “Oh my God, you’re her! This is you! You’re you!”


“Yes, I am. And
you’re you,” I say, wondering whether it would be rude to run away. I’m rather inclined
to say no, no it wouldn’t.


“Tad,” Mom begins,
“this is my daughter Car—”


“Lightstorm, yeah, I
know!” Tad says, whipping out his phone. He throws an arm around my shoulders and
snaps off a selfie. “Oh, man, my friends are going to be so jealous I met you.”


“Tad,” Mom says. The
ambient room temperature drops ten degrees. “What was that about?”


“I was going to post
this on Instagram.”


“No, you’re not.
Delete that picture, right now.”


“But I —”


“You touched my
teenage daughter and took a picture of her without her permission. Delete it.
Now.”


“Come on, Christina,
she’s famous now. She has to expect this kind of stuff.”


Mom’s eyes flash, and
she goes into that calm-before-the-crapstorm state she enters when she’s on the
verge of completely losing her mind. I’ve seen this eerily blank expression on
many an occasion. It’s never not terrifying.


“Maybe you should
expect to lose your paid internship and kiss any letters of recommendation
goodbye,” she says. “And it’s Ms. Briggs.”


Tad the intern taps
his phone a couple of times and shows Mom the screen to prove he deleted the
photo. Mom dismisses him with a flick of her hand. Tad slinks off.


“Whah.
Hardcore mama bear action,” I say.


“Oh, please, you’ve
seen worse.” Mom laughs. “You’ve been on the receiving end of worse.”


That is true — and by
all rights, I should have caught some of that maternal rage by now, but
no. Mom is displaying impossible, almost godlike levels of chill.


We walk back to the
elevator. As Mom reaches for the call button, the doors slide open, and Ben
steps off, his nose buried in a file. He stops short of bowling us over.


“Oh, sorry,
Christina,” he says. He squints at me, like he’s not sure whether I’m real. “Carrie?”


“Ben,” I say, and on
impulse, I hug him. He returns the hug, albeit awkwardly. Can’t blame him for
being thrown off. I think this may be the first time I’ve ever hugged the man.


“Hey. Hi. Are you
back?” He chuckles. “Dumb question. Obviously you’re back.”


“Yeah, got back maybe
an hour ago?”


“Ah. Okay. Good.
Well, uh, it’s nice to see you again.”


He smiles, nods at
me, nods at Mom (sans the smile), and dashes away.


“Is everything okay
with you two?” I ask. “Ben was acting kind of — I don’t know. Off. And you
didn’t say a word to him.”


Mom sighs. “Ben and I
aren’t together anymore.”


“What?” I say with
genuine dismay. I won’t lie; I did not like the man at first, not one bit, but
that was all on me. Mom had been divorced from Dad all of three months when she
first hooked up (and yes, I do mean hooked up) with Ben. I hadn’t yet
come to terms with the split, so I was not in the right frame of mind to
welcome a new guy into my mother’s life. Eventually, I pulled my head out of my
butt, made peace with the fact Mom had moved on, accepted Ben, and all was
well.


I spend the elevator
ride waiting for Mom to fill me in. We get off on the ground floor. We leave
the building and cross the street to the neighboring parking facility. We get
on and off another elevator. Mom still hasn’t said a word.


“Are you going to
tell me what happened with you and Ben?” I prod.


“When I said it was
my fault you don’t have a secret identity anymore?” Mom says. “That’s not quite
true; it’s only partly my fault.”


Mom, inconsolable
over my disappearance and the surrounding circumstances thereof, turned to Ben
for comfort, which is totally understandable; that’s what boyfriends are for.
Besides, it would have been impossible for her to keep a secret like that from
him.


“Two days after I
told him, he went out drinking with some of our coworkers and decided to run
off at the mouth,” Mom says. “It was all over the office the next day.”


“So you dumped him?”


“Not right away.” We
reach Mom’s car. She sets her briefcase down on the trunk and leans against the
rear fender. “I was furious at him for betraying my trust, but that wasn’t what
pushed me over the edge. It was the fact he was completely unapologetic about
it. He hurt me, he hurt you, and all he could say was, ‘I made a mistake, big
deal, let’s move on.’ He wouldn’t accept any responsibility for himself.”


“Mom, I’m sorry,” I
say yet again. The words have become nonsensical noises without any meaning.


Mom smiles and says, “It’s
okay,” and I just can’t take it anymore.


“Stop saying that!
It’s not okay!” I explode, my voice echoing off the concrete walls. “I ran off
and scared the hell out of you and made you miserable and I screwed up your
relationship with Ben and it’s not okay! Mom, please, yell at me! Chew
me out! Tell me what a crappy daughter I am but stop telling me it’s okay!”


I fall back against
the neighboring car, gasping for breath. My chest hurts. My stomach hurts. And
what does my mother do? She gives me a comforting, loving smile I don’t deserve
and hugs me.


“You should be so
pissed at me,” I say.


“I can’t be angry
with you, honey. I just can’t,” Mom says. “I’m too relieved and grateful and
happy that you’re home safe.”


That should make me
feel better. It doesn’t.


“And what happened
with Ben has nothing whatsoever to do with you. We were having problems well
before you left. We weren’t going to last.”


I repeat: should make
me feel better; doesn’t.


“I’m still sorry,” I
say.


“Don’t be. Seriously.
I’m doing fine without him.” Mom unlocks the car and tosses her briefcase in
the back seat. “All right, you. Let’s get you back home where you belong.”
















 


THREE






It’s official:
Christina Hauser — sorry, Christina Briggs has achieved a state of perfect
mellow that nothing can harsh upon. It takes us a half-hour of crawling through
Boston traffic to reach the highway, and she doesn’t curse out the other
drivers. Not once. We get onto Route 93 and reach cruising speed right away.
Rush hour is a couple hours off, so it should be smooth sailing all the way
back to Kingsport.


“You must have a
million questions for me,” I say for the sake of breaking the oppressive silence.


“Only a few hundred
or so,” Mom says. “Sara filled me in on a lot of the backstory — how you got
your powers, starting up the Squad, et cetera.”


“Hit me. What else do
you want to know?”


“It can wait until we
get home.”


My foot taps an
anxious rhythm on the floor, and I swear the air conditioner isn’t doing any
good. The air in here feels hot and heavy, and all I can hear is the low,
steady drone of the road beneath us, but it isn’t enough to drown out the other
sounds, sounds only I can hear and wish to God I couldn’t. I turn the radio on
and crank the volume. A schmaltzy soft rock station comes on, and never in my
life have I been so grateful to hear “I’m All Out of Love.”


Mom turns the music
down. “You okay over there?”


“It was too quiet.
Can we please talk about something? Anything?”


“Sure, honey. Is
there anything you want to know? A lot’s happened while you were away.”


“I’m becoming aware
of that, Ms. Briggs.”


Mom purses her lips
and nods. She was waiting for this one. “You’re not Carrie Briggs, if that’s what
you’re wondering.”


“It isn’t.”


“After Ben and I
broke up, I had an epiphany: I’d made a mistake by getting serious with him.”


“Because he turned
out to be a bad boyfriend?”


“He was not a bad boyfriend,”
Mom says with a mild frown, “and he wasn’t the problem. Not really. I’d been
out of a sixteen-year relationship with the first and only man I’d ever been
with for — what? Six months at most? — when I got involved with Ben. I hadn’t
taken any time to figure out who I was as an individual.”


When she puts it like
that, it’s hard to be upset with her for ditching her married name. She moved
to Kingsport after the divorce to start a new life, but getting into a
relationship with Ben turned it into a soft reboot. Dumping him gave her a
chance to do it right, and that included reclaiming her pre-marriage identity.


“Any other surprises
I should be aware of?” I say.


Mom considers the
question for a minute. “None that you should hear from me.”


Fair enough.


 


***






There must be a word
for what I feel when I see my home for the first time in months, a swell of joy
and relief tainted with a very specific sense of disorientation, the kind you
feel when you see something familiar from a different angle for the first time.
There has to be a word for this sensation. If there is, it’s probably
German. The Germans have a word for everything.


My chest tightens as
Mom eases the car into the driveway. Granddad’s car is gone. Mom must have sold
it. I always thought I’d get it when I got my license — an achievement I should
have unlocked already. Maybe Mom would have given me the keys for my
seventeenth birthday.


I’m seventeen. I
turned seventeen five months ago.


“Honey?” Mom says.


“I’m okay,” I say
automatically.


We go in, and my
low-grade disorientation doesn’t get any better. It doesn’t get any worse, but
it doesn’t go away. I think the living room is exactly as I left it but I can’t
be sure. Has the couch always been perfectly positioned in the dead center of
the room? Is that a new TV?


“While I do like your
stylish new outfit,” Mom says, “maybe you’d like to change into something a
little more comfortable?”


“This is
comfortable,” I say distantly as I take in the living room, searching for a
single detail that doesn’t fill me with doubt. I could have sworn the carpet
was a darker color.


“That is definitely
new,” I say out loud, pointing at the Siamese cat that comes trotting out of
the kitchen, meowing like a fire engine siren on full blast.


“That’s Wednesday,”
Mom says. “A co-worker needed to get rid of him, and since we don’t have to
worry about Dad’s allergies anymore, I thought it’d be nice to finally have a
cat.”


Wednesday sniffs my
foot experimentally, and I apparently pass muster because he starts rubbing up
against my leg.


“Hi, Wednesday,” I
say.


He meows at me. We’re
buds now.


“Go change,” Mom
says. “I’ll get you something to eat.”


“Yeah. Okay. Sounds
good.”


I reach the top of
the stairs, and I actually have to pause for a moment to reassure myself that
yes, my door is on the immediate left. My bedroom is on the left of the hallway
and overlooks the backyard. Sara’s room, Granddad’s old room, is on the right,
halfway down, and Mom’s room is at the end of the hall.


My room smells stale,
as if this is the first time anyone’s stepped foot inside since I left. No
one’s touched my bed, that’s for sure; it’s as unmade as the day I —


Huh. I remember that
I didn’t make my bed that morning. I didn’t have time. Edison called me at
stupid o’clock in the morning and told me to go watch the news. I went right
downstairs and turned on the TV, and there it was, the Nightwind,
hovering off the Kingsport shore. It was the day everything changed for me. Somehow,
I remember that morning so vividly.


That’s a good sign,
right?


I peel off my uniform
and grab a pair of jeans out of my dresser. The denim is coarse, like burlap. I
pull on a plain cotton T-shirt that scrapes my skin like sandpaper. Everything
itches, and nothing feels like it fits me properly, but I totally forget all
about it when I head downstairs, and the unmistakable aroma of my mother’s
lasagna hits me. My stomach rumbles, and I start salivating like Pavlov’s dog.


“Oh my God, I missed
that smell,” I say. “I had no idea how badly I missed that smell.”


“Thought some lasagna
might pick you up. Is that a tattoo?” Mom asks upon noticing the symbols
marking my inner forearm.


“Yes and no,” I say, turning
my arm to better show off my little souvenir from my time in space. “I guess a
tattoo is as accurate as anything, but it’s actually the melanin in my skin manipulated
at a genetic level. It’s more like a big, organized freckle than a tattoo.”


“Huh,” Mom says,
continuing her frankly baffling trend of not freaking out about anything.
Teenage daughter is a super-hero? Okay. Same daughter takes off for deep space
for several months? Cool, whatever. Comes home with (metaphorical) ink? Neat,
let me see it. She takes my arm and leans in for a closer look. “What is it?
Like a tribal design, or...?”


“It’s Joennese for
‘Fargirl.’ It was my nickname in the Vanguard.”


“They must have liked
you if they gave you a nickname.”


“Not really. It was
meant to be insulting, but I decided to throw it in their faces by owning it.”


“That’s my girl.” The
microwave beeps. Mom grabs an oven mitt and removes a steaming hot plate of
pasta and meat and cheese and her patented secret sauce, and it looks and
smells so good I could cry. “Go sit.”


I head into the
dining room. Mom sets the plate down along with some silverware. She apologizes
for not having any garlic bread to go along with it, but who cares? It’s a big
plate of my favorite normal human food. She could slather it in shaving cream,
and I’d still eat it.


“What would you like
to drink? A little wine, maybe?” Mom asks.


“Wine? I didn’t age that
much while I was gone.”


“I was wondering
about that. You look older. I thought maybe relativity was a factor and you —”


“Relativity?” I
laugh. “Where’d that come from?”


“What’s so funny? I
know what I’m talking about,” Mom says with an air of mock offense. “I’ve
learned a lot about science hanging out with Gwendolyn.”


Whoa. Stop. Hold on.


“Gwendolyn?” I say.
“Not Gwendolyn Quentin.”


“Yes, Gwendolyn
Quentin.”


“How do you know Dr.
Quentin?”


“After you left, Sara
asked Gwendolyn to come over so I’d have someone to talk to. You know, someone
who understood what I was going through and could help me process everything.”


“Oh. Did she? Help, I
mean?”


“So much. Having
someone who could relate to what I was dealing with made all the difference. We
became friends pretty quickly after that. We get together for lunch whenever
she’s in the city.”


“Huh. Cool,” I say,
and it is, but I have a hard time picturing my mother and Dr. Quentin having
regular lunch dates. What could they possibly talk about? All they have in
common is super-hero children, and I can’t imagine they’d get too much mileage
out of such a narrow topic.


“I’ve even had dinner
with her family over at the compound,” Mom boasts. “Joe’s a great cook. You’ve
had his baby back ribs, right?”


And she made it
weirder.


“Oh yeah. The man is
a master of the barbecue grill.”


“That he is. And an
utter sweetheart.” Mom pauses. “Farley misses you something fierce. I bet he’d
love to hear from you.”


“I’ll put him high on
my list of people to call.”


“Maybe your father
should be at the top of that list.”


I freeze, a forkful
of lasagna halfway to my mouth. “He deserves more than a phone call. I should
go see him, today.”


“I think that’s a
good idea. First, you should eat before your food gets cold.”


I take my first bite
of my mother’s legendary lasagna and breathe a contented sigh, but it’s a
reflexive reaction. All the ingredients are there, literally, and I should be
in the throes of a full-body foodgasm, but the lasagna tastes...I don’t know.
Lacking. Bland. Strange. What the hell, lasagna? Where’s the magic?


“As good as you
remember?” Mom asks.


“Oh yeah,” I lie.


“You should let Sara
know. She made it.”


“...What?”


“Mm-hm. Sara wanted
to expand her repertoire beyond Tex-Mex and Indian food, so I let her take a
crack at the lasagna recipe. Pretty good for a first effort, I’d say.”


That has to be it. It
doesn’t taste like my mother’s lasagna because it isn’t. It’s a decent
simulation, but it’s not the real deal. That’s why all the flavors are off. Has
to be.


For the sake of propriety,
I put on a show of eating the food with enthusiasm, complete with the
appropriate yum-yum noises. Mom sits and watches me with a big grin — which is
crazy awkward, but I’m not about to tell her to stop. Mom could insist on
watching me sleep, and I wouldn’t turn her down, not after everything I’ve put
her through.


Sara comes home as I scrape
the plate clean. Okay, maybe her lasagna wasn’t all that bad.


“Hey, you,” she says.
Her cloak is draped over her shoulder, but she’s otherwise still in her
super-hero ensemble.


“What are you doing
in uniform? What if someone saw you?” I say, and then I remember. “Oh, right.
No more secret identities.”


“You told her, huh?”
Sara says to Mom.


“It came up,” Mom
says, “but I’m letting you handle most of it.”


“Oh, thanks ever so
much. Is there any lasagna left or did you scarf it all down?” Sara asks me.


“No, still plenty
left,” I say.


“Good, I’m starving.”


“Busy day, I take
it?” Mom says.


“Didn’t start off that
way,” Sara says, heading into the kitchen, “but Skyblazer called us in for an
assist, so we had to fly to New Hampshire.”


“Yeah, about that,” I
say. “Who was flying the Pelican? I didn’t see any of the Protectorate around.”


“Don’t need them
anymore. I got certified to fly over the summer.”


“You did?”


“Uh-huh. I have all
kinds of licenses now.”


The conversation
pauses long enough for Sara to heat up her leftovers. She joins us at the table
and between mouthfuls tells me she spent the late winter and early spring
getting her pilot’s license (at Edison’s expense, no less), and then once she
was small aircraft certified, she learned to fly the Pelican. And this is all
on top of getting her driver’s license.


“You’re a pilot and
a driver?” I say.


“Yep,” Sara beams.
“No more relying on Matt to play chauffeur. I can drive us wherever we want to
go.”


“You have your own
car, too? What’d you get?”


Mom jumps in before
Sara can answer. “I’m letting her use Dad’s car.”


“...Oh.”


“Carrie,” Sara
begins, but I cut her off.


“No, it’s okay. It’s
all good. I mean, no one was using it. No sense letting it sit there and rust
away.”


My performance is
convincing enough to fool Mom, but Sara’s not buying it. I didn’t think it
would. Telepathic connection or no, Sara knows me way too well.


It’s okay. Really, I say, firing up the
long-disused brainphone.


I told her I didn’t
want it,
Sara says, her mental voice strong and clear. She said she’d rather let me
use it than sell it to some stranger.


Guess I can’t blame
her for that.
I smile. It’s nice to have you in my head again.


Back at you, sis.


“Hate to eat and run,
but I have to eat and run,” Sara says, rising from the table. “Call’s in a
couple of hours and I need to grab a shower.”


“Call?”


“For my show. I’m in
the Kingsport Theatre Guild’s production of The Sound of Music.”


I jump up so fast I
knock my chair over. “What? No way! Are you Maria? You’re Maria, aren’t you?”


“Sadly, no, but the
woman playing Maria is amazing.”


“She’s Liesl,” Mom
says, “and she’s pretty amazing herself.”


“I don’t know if I’d
call my performance amazing,” Sara says with false modesty.


“‘The golden-voiced Sara
Danvers shines in the role of Liesl, imbuing the oldest Von Trapp daughter with
vulnerability and endearing spunk,’” Mom says. “Direct quote from the Kingsport
Chronicle.”


“Sara, that’s
awesome,” I say.


She gestures for me
to follow her upstairs. “I’ll tell you about it while I get ready.”


Meg encouraged her to
try out for the Kingsport High School spring musical, which happened to be Wicked.
The chance to play Elphaba, originally portrayed on Broadway by her musical
hero Idina Menzel, was too tempting to resist, so she went for it. She fell
short, but not by much. Sara was cast as Nessarose and understudied for the
girl cast as Elphaba, who got the role because she was a stronger actress. Ms.
Moreno, the drama club adviser, suggested Sara take some acting classes and try
out for community theater productions to get a little more experience, so she
did. She was cast as Little Red Riding Hood in a late spring production of Into
the Woods, and that led to her role in The Sound of Music. Ms.
Moreno saw her in both shows and has hinted that she would be a strong
contender for a lead role in the school’s spring musical — The Addams Family,
of all things, but I can easily see Sara rocking the Morticia look.


I wait in Sara’s room
while she grabs a shower, and I spend the time telling myself that everything
is the same as it was when I left. It’s the same bed as before, the same
dressers, the same little desk where her laptop lives…


The photo mounted on
the wall above the desk is definitely new, and it takes me a minute to
recognize Sara. I’ve never seen her so dolled up. She looks gorgeous. Her hair
cascades over her shoulder in loose ringlets, and she’s dressed in a black
formal gown, complete with matching arm-length opera gloves. She’s casting a
smoldering glance over her shoulder, toward a girl seated at a grand piano. Her
I recognize right away thanks to her distinctive head of platinum blonde hair: Meg
Quentin, who’s dressed in a white bustier and a black tuxedo jacket. She returns
Sara’s gaze with equal intensity, and it’s a miracle the picture frame isn’t
melting from the heat they’re both throwing off.


Sara returns, wrapped
up in her bathrobe, her hair bound up in the traditional post-shower towel
turban. “I needed that,” she says. “Ah, you noticed the photo.”


“Hard not to. You two
look amazing,” I say. “What’s this from?”


“Meg got hired to play
at this uber-fancy cocktail party in Boston, some kind of fundraiser for a
women’s shelter, and she asked me to join her. We spent the night performing
old torch songs. It was...” Sara sighs softly and bites her lip. “It was one of
the best nights of my life.”


It must have been.
The mere memory of it is turning her cheeks pink.


“I guess that answers
one of the questions I wanted to ask,” I say. “You and Meg are still together?”


“We are. Team Dantin
is going strong.”


“Team Dantin? Seriously?”


“Stuart insisted on
portmanteauing us. He said we deserved portmanteau status and Dantin was the
best he could come up with. His other suggestion was ‘Smeg.’”


“Ew.”


“Exactly.”


Sara grabs some clothes,
and I follow her back to the bathroom, so she can finish prepping and primping.


“Since we’re on the
subject of love lives, how’re the others doing?” I ask. I have a lot of
catching up to do, so I might as well start here.


Sara makes a face.
“Depends on who you’re asking about,” she says. “Let’s get the bad news out of
the way...”


And the bad news is
very bad: Zina dumped Matt, rather abruptly. Sara skims over the details
because “I’d have to tell you, like, three other stories just to establish
context,” but the long and short of it is that Zina broke up with Matt because
reasons, those reasons weren’t entirely unjustified, but she didn’t handle things
as delicately as she could have.


The same could be
said for Natalie’s ex Derek, who one day out of the blue announced he was
planning to attend grad school out west and had no interest in taking Natalie
with him. She was totally blindsided, Sara says, and it wrecked her hard.


“She’s mostly bounced
back, but it took her a long time.”


“You’re done
depressing me, right?” I say. “Now we’re at the part where you tell me how
everyone else is living in a sappy rom-com and they’re all as happy as you and
Meg, right?”


“Not quite, but
close. Stuart and Peggy are still together and doing well.”


“Peggy? Do I know
her?” I say. The name is ringing a bell, but it’s not ringing very loudly.


“She works with
Stuart at the youth club. I think they’d just started dating when you left, but
they were keeping it on the down-low.”


“Ah.”


“Uh, let’s see. Oh,
Edison is seeing someone, kinda-sorta, and Missy is dating Bo and Tynan.”


“Missy’s what the who
the what?”


“Yeah, it’s an
unusual situation.”


“Inexplicable is more
like it. Missy is seeing Bo behind Tynan’s back and vice-versa?”


“No no, nothing like
that. It’s more like Missy’s their official permanent third wheel. She hangs
out with them a lot, joins them on dates, that sort of thing. We joke that
she’s in a relationship with both of them but doesn’t realize it. Word of
warning,” Sara says, holding up an accompanying finger of warning. “Missy does
not appreciate the joke.”


“Gotcha.”


Sara finishes futzing
with her hair and nudges me out of the bathroom so she can get dressed. I head
back downstairs to find Mom settled in on the couch with a glass of wine.


“You going to go
check in with your father?” she asks.


“Yeah,” I say. I tell
myself the sudden flutter in my stomach is Sara’s sub-par lasagna and not a
case of nerves. “Mom?”


“Hm?”


“How has Dad been?
Have you talked to him at all?”


“We haven’t spoken
much lately,” Mom says, but she can’t bring herself to look me in the eye. “Every
once in a while, I call him to check in, see how he’s doing, but they’re very
short conversations.”


“He freaked out when
I left, didn’t he?”


“To be fair, we both
did.”


In other words, yes,
he freaked out. Great. If this mountain of guilt gets any higher, it’s going to
need its own Sherpa.


Sara jogs downstairs,
her phone pressed to her ear. “Uh-huh. Yeah. I’ll tell her.” She pockets her
phone and says to me, “That was Edison. He says welcome back and he’d like to
see you tomorrow if you’re up for it, at his office, around noon.”


“Ah, debriefing sessions
with Edison,” I say. “I did not miss those.”


“No one does. Okay,
off I go to entertain the masses.” Sara gives me a goodbye hug and says over
the brainphone, Keep Friday night open. I’ve been saving a comp ticket for
you.


Why am I not
surprised?


I’ll be there, I say.


“Have a good show,
honey,” Mom says.


Sara leaves. I should
leave too, get this over with. Yep, here I go. Off to see Dad. Zoom.


“You’re scared to see
him,” Mom says.


“No,” I say. “Maybe.
Yes.”


“He deserves to know
you’re back.”


“I know. Okay, for
real, I’m going.”


“Carrie?” Her lips
curl into a giddy smile. “Can I watch you take off?”


“Seriously?”


“I’ve never actually
seen you use your powers.”


How can I refuse?


I run back upstairs
to grab my headset and tell Mom to follow me out to the backyard. It’s still
bright out, so my exit won’t be quite as dramatic as it could be, but what can
you do?


“Might want to stand
back,” I say, and I boot up my headset and lay in a course for Dad’s house.


Mom’s face goes slack
as I power up and rise a few feet off the ground. Her expression is one of
complete awe. Okay, forget what I said about the lack of drama.


“Oh,” Mom gasps.


I rocket skyward,
level out, and hit Mach one. The sonic boom echoes behind me like a distant
thunderclap.


That was for you,
Mom.
















 


FOUR


 


I reach Cape Cod quickly
enough, but I waste several minutes orbiting high above my father’s beachside house
while I work up the courage to get this over with. My internal debate is quite
lively.


He’ll be happy to see
you.


Sure, maybe, when
he’s done yelling at me for putting him through the emotional wringer.


He might yell. He
might not. You’ll never know until you actually go down there, so woman up and
let’s do this.


Easy for you to say.


Did Mom yell at you?
No, she did not, and if she didn’t go ballistic...


Good point.


I know. So stop
waffling already. Go.


Fine.


I descend and touch
down in Dad’s driveway — which, I notice immediately, has a second car in it.
He has company. Maybe I should come back later.


Uh-uh, don’t you dare
wuss out now. Get in there.


All right, all right.
God, you’re a pain in the ass.


Each step toward the
house is an act of will. I’m drenched in nervous sweat by the time I reach the
door. I raise a hand to knock. It’s shaking. I wind up pounding on the door
like I’m an angry neighbor come to complain about the sad state of the greenery
between our properties.


The door opens, and that
nagging sense of disorientation I’ve fought with all day comes roaring back
with a vengeance because the person who answers is not my father. I do know
her, however; it’s my Dad’s maybe-sort-of girlfriend.


“Oh my God, Carrie?”
Tonia says.


“Tonia. Hi,” I say.


“What did you say?
Who is it?” Dad says from somewhere within the house.


Tonia stammers. I
stammer back. Such sparkling conversationalists we are.


“Tonia?” Dad says,
appearing over her shoulder. His mouth falls open. “Carrie?”


“Hi, Daddy,” I say.


Dad practically
body-checks Tonia out of the way to get to me.


Over the course of my
life, I’ve never seen my father cry. Tear up a little, sure, on occasion, but
never all-out cry. I now have the dubious honor of being the reason
Daddy’s bawling in front of me for the very first time. His entire body
shudders with each breath, and he threatens to crush me in his arms. Eventually,
reluctantly, he lets me go.


“You’re back,” he
says with a relieved but joyless smile.


“Got back earlier
today, yeah,” I say.


Dad escorts me
inside, and this time it is not my imagination; the house is indeed different
than I remember it — not radically, but there are some prominent changes in the
décor. There are — dare I say it? — decidedly feminine touches here and there: fresh
flowers in a vase on the mantle; pastel yellow summer-weight curtains, complete
with matching valances; and I suppose you could call the African-American teenager
sitting on the couch a feminine touch. Tonia’s daughter, I’m going to guess?
Her head is clamped between a pair of oversized headphones, and she doesn’t so
much as glance up as I enter. She’s lost in her own little world.


“We were about to sit
down for dinner,” Dad says. “Would you like to join us?”


“I’m not hungry. Mom
stuffed me with lasagna,” I explain, “but I’ll sit with you. If that’s okay?”


“Of course it’s okay,
honey. Right?” Dad says to Tonia.


“Of course,” Tonia
says. I’d describe her response as polite.


“Oh, that’s Tonia’s
daughter, Kelly,” Dad says. “I’d introduce you but as you can see, she’s very
busy.”


Dad whisks me into
the kitchen. Tonia follows us in. She folds her arms and leans against the wall,
her expression neutral. Dad lifts the lid of a crock-pot, releasing a cloud of
steam carrying the mouthwatering aroma of his beef and barley soup.


“Maybe I am a little
hungry,” I say.


“Okay.” Dad throws
his hands up and shakes his head. “I don’t know what to say.”


“I can think of a few
things,” Tonia says icily.


“Excuse me?” I say.


“Tonia, please,” Dad
says.


“Brian, this girl
left you a nervous wreck for weeks,” Tonia says. “Do you remember what a mess
you were? Now she shows up on your doorstep, out of the blue, and you’re going
to pretend she didn’t up and disappear on you?”


“I’m not pretending
anything.”


“Neither am I,” I
say. “I know what I did.”


“Do you?” Dad asks Tonia
again to back off, but that’s not going to happen. She’s got a lot on her mind,
and she’s in a sharing mood. “Do you know about the solid week Brian spent
holed up in this house, so distraught he could barely bring himself to get out
of bed? Did you know about the epic bender that landed him in the drunk tank?”


My heart turns to ice.
“Daddy, I’m so sorry,” I say to my feet.


“Yeah, well, sorry
isn’t going to cut it,” Tonia says.


“I am not talking to
you,” I snap, a surge of anger temporarily smothering my shame and remorse.
“You made your point, now back off and let me talk to my father. Alone.”


Tonia looks past me
to Dad. “Please,” he says. Tonia withdraws, and here I am, standing in the
kitchen with a father who I unknowingly, unthinkingly destroyed, silence
pressing down on us.


“Daddy,” I say.


“I just need to know
one thing,” he says. “Are you done? Are you finally done with this insanity?”


“No,” I say without
pausing to think about my answer. “I’m not done with any of it — not with the
Squad, not with the Vanguard, none of it.” His face hardens. “Daddy, I’m sorry,
but this is my life now. It’s messed up and it’s weird and yes, it’s dangerous,
but I can’t walk away from it.”


“Can’t? Or won’t?”


“Either. Both.”


“Even knowing how
much it hurts me? And your mother?”


“You mean my mother
who’s being a lot more accepting of this than you are?”


“Oh, she is, is she?
Did she happen to mention what a train wreck she was after you ran off to play
spacegirl? Did you ever stop for one second to think about how your decision
would affect her, or me, or —”


“No, Daddy, I
didn’t,” I shoot back. “I didn’t think about it at all. I screwed up. That’s on
me, I accept that, but all I can do is say I’m sorry.”


“No, what you can do
is put a stop to this stupid, reckless life you insist on —”


I cut Dad off there.
“No, you know what? I’m not having this debate with you again. If you can’t
accept my life, as scary as it is, then I guess I’m going to have to learn to live
with that too.”


I turn on my heel and
march toward the front door. Kelly remains oblivious to my presence.


“Carrie, stop,” Dad
says, chasing me all the way out to the driveway. He reaches for me. I pull
away. He looks at me pleadingly, his anger gone.


My anger’s gone, too.
What I feel now is akin to mourning.


“Daddy, if we haven’t
figured this out by now, we never will,” I say — my grand exit line.


An instant later, I’m
hundreds of feet off the ground. I barely hear Dad call out my name.


 


***






Mom is right where I
left her: on the couch, drinking wine. “How’d it go with your father?” she
asks, somewhat rhetorically. She can tell how it went; it’s all over my face.


I join her on the
couch. I sit there for a minute, staring off into space, and then say, “I want
to ask you something, but I want you to answer me honestly.”


“Okay.”


“I mean I want one
hundred percent, pure, undiluted, brutal honesty.”


“I think I can handle
that.”


Deep breath, Carrie.


“I’m not done with
the Vanguard,” I begin. “I won’t be taking off unannounced again, but I will be
going back out there — mostly to learn more about my powers and maybe help
train new cadets, but some day the Vanguard might need me again, and if they
call, I have to go.”


“All right.”


“And in the meantime,
I plan to go back to the Squad.”


“I expected as much.”


“Are you okay with
that?”


“Honestly?”


“Honestly.”


Three long sips of
wine later, Mom says, “I’m trying to be.”


“Really?”


“Really. I wasn’t for
a long time — Sara will verify that — but the more I’ve learned about what you
kids have done as the Hero Squad, the more I talk to people like Gwendolyn and
Edison, the more I understand why you do what you do. I wouldn’t say I’m
entirely comfortable with your choices, but I understand them.”


“Thank you,” I say. “Just
for trying to understand me, thank you.”


“Brian still hasn’t
come to terms with it, has he?”


“No. And he doesn’t
want to.”


“I’m sorry, sweetie.”
Mom chuckles. “I know Briggs women have the reputation for being stubborn as
mules, but the Hauser side isn’t that much better.”


“I don’t know what to
do, Mom. There’s this Grand Canyon-sized rift between us and I don’t know how
to fix it. Dad won’t be happy until I quit but I can’t do that. I can’t.”


“I don’t know what to
tell you, hon. Your father has to come around in his own way, in his own time.”


My throat shrivels up
so badly I can’t speak above a hoarse whisper. “What if he never comes around?”


“He will,” Mom says
with ironclad conviction. “You’re his little girl. He’ll come around.”


I give Mom a weak
smile. “I’m holding you to that.”


Mom raises her glass
in toast. “Let it never be said I passed on an opportunity to be an
I-told-you-so.”


 


***






Mom and I spend the
evening catching up, but neither of us offers up anything too meaty — and, truth
be told, she does most of the talking, and ninety percent of what she says is
work related. She’s become quite the accomplished low-level corporate
executive, and she absolutely loves working with Edison (a claim few people can
make). Every once in a while, she tries to tease out of me a story about my
time with the Vanguard, but that’s a lost cause, at least for the present.
Everything is too raw, too fresh, like a wound that has yet to start scabbing
over. Thankfully, she doesn’t push.


Around ten, Mom goes
to bed. I grab my laptop from my room and head back downstairs. My body is
still on Kyros Prime time, with its ridiculous thirty-hour days, which means my
sleep patterns will be a royal mess for a while, so I might as well take
advantage of it and start catching up on the world.


I turn on the TV for
some background noise and, to begin my reacclimatization, read up on what’s
become known as “the Great Unmasking,” the movement that began when Edison Bose
very unexpectedly revealed his secret identity as Concorde at a Bose Industries
holiday party. In the weeks that followed that catalytic event, a majority of
the nation’s super-heroes dropped their secret identities, and for the most
part, it’s been no big deal. If anything, it’s further normalized the existence
of superhumans in society and enhanced the public’s trust in them.


Now, that isn’t to
say there hasn’t been some fallout, but it’s hit in some unexpected places.
Several professional athletes have been banned from their sports after
admitting to having super-powers that gave them an unfair edge, while the
federal government is scrambling to establish screening protocols to identify
psionics who work in government offices — particularly those who might have
access to anyone carrying sensitive secrets around in their brains, which is
sparking some heated debates over the Constitutionality of cataloging American
citizens for any reason.


This is all part of
the latest developing chapter in the history of superhumans in the US. In the
course of researching the Great Unmasking, I find a Time magazine article
charting the superhuman community’s highs and lows over the past half-century
or so, and I spend a good chunk of the night soaking it in. It’s fascinating
stuff.


So-called “mystery men”
had been around for the better part of the Twentieth Century, but it wasn’t
until the mid-Sixties when people with preternatural abilities began popping up
on a regular basis. They were met with a mix of fascination and deep suspicion,
and that’s how it was until the late Seventies, when the US and the then-Soviet
Union entered into a different kind of arms race and did their best to entice
known superhumans into military or government service.


(Curiously, there’s no
mention whatsoever of operations like Project Moreau, the black ops government
project that created genetically engineered superhumans like Missy and Buzzkill
Joy.)


As the Cold War wound
down, the Age of Super-Heroes kicked into high gear and costumed crimefighters
became more commonplace. There was a token amount of fretting and harrumphing
from politicians, who were understandably wary of private citizens taking the
law into their own hands, but all but the most ardent critics became supporters
following what the media whimsically dubbed “the San Andreas Rumble.” Long
story short, a super-villain named (I kid you not) Disaster Man tried to set
off a doomsday device at the San Andreas Fault with the intent of triggering a
catastrophic earthquake. He never got to test the theory thanks to the timely
intervention of the Californians, one of the nation’s first formal super-teams.
They saved hundreds of thousands of lives, turned super-heroes into a national
phenomenon (the “Super-Boom” of the Nineties), and inspired politicians to
enact Good Samaritan laws that allowed super-heroes to act as independent
law-enforcement agents.


Of course, there have
been missteps along the way, and the public’s trust in super-heroes has waxed
and waned following various triumphs and tragedies, but the Great Unmasking has
boosted public confidence levels in the nation’s super-hero community to
historic highs (according to an April Gallup poll).


At least something
good came out of my epic stupidity.


I’m in the kitchen
making a cup of tea when Sara returns home from her show. Wednesday, who I
haven’t seen all night, trots along at her heels.


“Hey, you,” I say.
“How’d the show go?”


“Another flawless
performance,” Sara boasts. “How’s your night gone? Did you go visit your dad?”


“I did.”


“Uh-oh. What
happened?” Sara asks. I tell her. “Oh, Carrie, I’m so sorry.”


I shrug. “It’s out of
my hands. Only thing to do now is put my daddy issues on the back burner and
move on to the next challenge.”


“One problem at a
time,” Sara says, invoking Bart’s mantra.


“Yep. Pretty much.”


Sara stays up with me
for a little while and regales me with stories from her shows. She practically
performs every anecdote, changing voices and gesturing expansively. Every word,
every motion has such life and energy.


“What’re you grinning
at?” she says.


“You. I don’t think
I’ve ever seen you this happy.”


“I don’t think I’ve
ever been this happy. Why wouldn’t I be? I have an amazing girlfriend who loves
me, I have a great family, I have friends all over the place...”


The mixed blessing of
our psychic connection is that we can see past each other’s surface selves,
whether we want to or not. I can feel the nagging fear lurking beneath her
smile.


“But?” I say, and she
knows better than to respond evasively.


“Sometimes I get
scared I’ll lose everything,” she says. “Sometimes I feel like the universe is
giving me all this joy just so it’ll hurt that much more when it’s all taken
away. I tell myself I’m worrying over nothing...” She perks up slightly. “I
can’t decide if that’s thantophobia or more like cherophobia.”


“Ooh, listen to you,
with your fancy words,” I tease. “Someone’s been hanging around Bart a lot.”


“I have, actually. I
pick his brain whenever I get a chance. Figure it’ll help me hit the ground
running in my intro to psychology class.”


“Intro to psychology,
huh? You thinking about following in Bart’s professional footsteps?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.
Doesn’t hurt to at least feel it out a little, you know? See if it has some
lasting appeal?”


“Sounds like a good
plan. Unless you’re going to constantly analyze me, then I’m against it.”


“But fraulein,” Sara
says, affecting a convincing German accent, “I sink you are a ferry interesting
case, vurzy uf furzer study, yah?”


For the first time in
a long time, too long, I laugh a full-throated, from-the-gut laugh. God, it
feels good.


“Hey,” I say. “You’re
not going to lose anything.”


“No?”


“No. Not Meg, not
Mom, not your friends, and definitely not me.”


Sara gives me a funny
smile. “Check you out, getting right back to doing what you do best.”


“What’s that?”


“Helping other
people.”


“Is there a clinical
term for that, future Doctor Danvers?”


“There is. It’s a
serious but unfortunately too-rare condition known as being a good person. I’m
afraid it’s incurable.”


“There are worse
things.”


“Like being too tired
to function. Come on, let’s go to bed.”


“No, you go on. My
body hasn’t adjusted back to Earth time yet. I’m going to stay up, see if I can
recalibrate the ol’ body clock.”


“All right. See you
in the morning.” Sara pauses at the base of the stairs. “I’m glad you’re back,
Carrie.”


“So am I.”


All things
considered, I am happy I’m back home. Even with my relationship with Dad in the
toilet. Even with my clothes feeling like they’re scouring my skin off. Even
with food tasting like cardboard and the air smelling funny and even the
gravity feeling wrong.


No, really. I’m happy
I’m home.
















 


FIVE


 


I don’t sleep. At
all.


The combination of
the universe’s worst case of jet lag and a metric ton of pent-up stress keeps
me wide awake all night long, with only the drone of the TV to keep me company.
I cycle through channels at random, jumping from the twenty-four-hour news
networks to home shopping channels to reruns of sitcoms that were old when my
parents were kids. I don’t pause to watch anything, nor am I actually interested
in any of it; I just need some background noise while I do my research. By
sunrise, I’m feeling quite well-informed, if a little worried. The Great
Unmasking had a generally positive effect on my little corner of the world, but
another major event that involves me? Not so much.


For the most part,
humanity has always grasped the concept of extraterrestrial life in the abstract
and been open to the possibility of inhabited worlds elsewhere in the universe.
While there are a few notable, documented cases of a human encountering
intelligent alien life here on Earth (my fateful meeting with Lt. Yx being
among them), mankind as a whole didn’t seriously accept extraterrestrials as
undeniable fact — not until last December, when a big honking spaceship parked
itself off the Kingsport shoreline and removed all doubt. It sent shockwaves
across the globe, and everyone is still processing it.


Naturally, the
scientific community went bonkers (mostly in a good way). Edison, Dr. Quentin,
and Tisha “TranzSister” Greene have been at the forefront of that robust
discussion, sharing their experiences aboard the Nightwind and with the
Vanguard with the astronomy, biology, and theoretical physics communities, among
others. That isn’t to say it’s been all fun and games for Team Science, however.
Our first major encounter with alien life was not a pleasant one, so
understandably, it’s put the entire world on edge; people are terrified this
was a first strike and at any moment, things could go all-out War of the
Worlds. Edison, in his capacity as leader of one of the nation’s
premier super-teams, has been called before Congressional subcommittees six
times to testify on the Kingsport Landing (man, the media loves its punchy
nicknames, doesn’t it?). Each time, he’s insisted in the strongest possible
terms that the Landing was a unique incident and that the Kyros Alliance has
absolutely no interest in attacking, invading, conquering, or otherwise
molesting planet Earth. He’s right, of course, but he has no idea how close
Earth came to a less than cordial follow-up visit from the Vanguard. That would
have gotten real ugly real fast, and no one would have walked away a winner.


What was it I said to
General Gretch? If you’re dumb enough to screw with my people, you’re going
to know you’ve been in a fight. We might go down, but if we do, I guarantee
we’ll take as many of you with us as we can.


Based on what I’ve
read, I totally called that one. Every major industrialized nation is frantically
working together to draft accords dictating their unified military response in the
event of an alien invasion.


Look at that. A small
step toward world peace, and all it took was a common, if imaginary, enemy.


When I finally look
up from my laptop, the six o’clock news is coming on. Above me, an alarm clock screeches.
I follow the muffled thump of footsteps as they plod down the hall. Sara’s
awake, which means Mom will be up soon too. I peel myself out of the couch,
leaving a vaguely Carrie-shaped dent behind in the cushion, and head to the
kitchen to make some coffee.


Wednesday watches me,
his bright blue kitty eyes intense, as my first attempt goes south, big time.
I’ve grown so used to making dammas I get the grounds-to-water ratio all wrong,
so the coffee comes out as murky hot water. I try again, but I still can’t say
whether I got it right. I need a second opinion.


And here she comes
now, and my, doesn’t she look professional this morning? Sara’s wearing a gray
pencil skirt, a pinstripe vest over a white button-up shirt, her hair is in a
loose up-do, and she’s finished off the ensemble with —


“Glasses?” I say.
“Since when do you wear glasses?”


“Hm? Oh, right,” Sara
says. “I got these a few months ago. I finally admitted I was a touch
farsighted and needed glasses for reading.”


“Ah. Well, they look very
nice. Really brings the whole sexy receptionist look together.”


She smiles, greatly
pleased with my compliment. “Fitting, considering that’s my job.”


She learned to drive,
learned to fly the Pelican, established herself as a rising star of the local
stage, and she has a job? What, did someone give her a time turner for
her birthday?


“Where do you work?”


“The Protectorate’s
Main Street office.”


“What? Where’d
Catherine go?”


Back to school,
according to Sara. Apparently, Catherine has always wanted to be a graphic
designer, but she never felt like she could take time away from the
Protectorate to make it happen. Sara happened to mention she was looking for a
job, and that prompted Edison to hire her to cover for Catherine while she took
some summer classes.


“She’s going to keep
taking classes part-time, so I’ll fill in for her a couple days a week,” Sara
says.


“Cool,” I say, though
the mention of gainful employment makes me wonder about my job status with
Crenshaw and Associates. One more thing to add to my already stupidly long to-do
list. “When is my meeting with Edison? Noon?”


“Noon-ish. If you
want to hang out in the office with me until your appointment, you’re more than
welcome to.”


She doesn’t have to
go in for a couple of hours, though; she got up early to spend time with me, so
we take our coffee and a light breakfast of strawberry Pop-Tarts out to the
dining room.


“Did you sleep at
all?” Sara asks.


“No, but I didn’t
expect to. I figure I have another two or three good hours in me before I’ll be
ready to attempt sleep. Got a lot of reading in, though. I’m now up to speed on
the Great Unmasking and the Kingsport Landing...”


“Great. That’s two
fewer insanely complicated things I have to try to explain. That leaves, oh, only
a hundred or so topics to cover.”


“Easy-peasy.”


“Morning, girls,” Mom
says. She grabs a cup of coffee for herself and joins us. “What’s on the agenda
today?”


“Go to work. Work.
Come home. Enjoy a relaxing night with the family. It’s nearly impossible to
get a decent audience for a mid-week show so they give us Wednesdays off,” Sara
explains.


“Hang out with Sara
for a while, go see if I still have a job, debrief Edison,” I say. “That last
one should take me to dinnertime. You?”


“Oh, let’s see,” Mom
says. “I’ll probably spend the day agonizing over my presentation to Edison and
his merry band of executives. Ah, and I do have to call the school and let them
know you’re back.”


“Yay?”


“I think it’ll be
good for you,” Sara says. “You need to get back into a normal routine and school
is as normal as it gets.”


Mom clears her
throat. “You should tell her.”


Sara doesn’t follow
at first. “Oh. Yeah. That.”


“That?” I say. “What that?”


“I’ll leave you to
explain it to her,” Mom says. “Have a good day you two. See you tonight.”


Mom kisses Sara on
the head, and then me.


Sara, and then me.
I’m the runner-up for parental affection.


“I don’t know how to
break this to you gently, so I won’t,” Sara says. I lay my hands on the table
to show her I’m braced for whatever she’s about to lay on me — except I’m
totally not. “Mr. Dent is the Foreman.”


I stare at her,
waiting for her completely deadpan expression to crack. It doesn’t. Come on,
Sara, not funny. Don’t mess with my head like this.


“Oh my God, you’re
not kidding,” I say.


“I wish I was,” she
says. “I really wish I was.”


To get to that
mind-blowing plot twist, Sara has to backtrack more than a year — to last June,
specifically, when the Squad took down Damage Inc., a quartet of loser
super-villain wannabes who cobbled together some construction worker-themed
weapons and costumes and then tried to rob the Kingsport Credit Union. We
stopped them cold in less than two minutes, they went to jail, end of story.


Except it was far
from the end of the story. Damage Inc. resurfaced about a week after I left, sporting
shiny new weapons and outfits courtesy of our old enemy the Foreman. They
banged up Sara pretty badly (she promises to show me the scar later), and they
would have made a clean getaway if it hadn’t been for that meddling Psyche. She
caught one of them, the Riveter, and he sat in jail for several days before his
buddies attempted a rescue. They broke him out of the district courthouse and,
again, almost got away clean, except it was Matt who interfered the second time
around.


Unfortunately, he
wasn’t quite as successful as Sara. Damage Inc. kicked the crap out of him and
took him hostage. Before he could affect an escape, the Foreman showed up
looking to repossess his equipment. He murdered Damage Inc. and was about to
pull the trigger on Matt when he broke free. During the ensuing fight, Matt
unmasked our mysterious foe, and it turned out we knew who the Foreman was all
along; he was, and always had been, our assistant principal, Carson Dent. As
best as anyone can figure out, he was planted in Kingsport High School to spy
on the team, but the hows, whys, and wherefores remain unanswered. Matt wailed
the living hell out of the Foreman/Mr. Dent, but he paid Matt back in kind. Matt
was in the hospital for a month or so afterward, laid up at home for a month
after that, and in physical therapy for weeks after that.


(Side note: this is
when Zina dumped Matt. She was totally down with having a super-hero boyfriend,
right up until the moment she realized Matt wasn’t playing some game. The risk
factor was real and very high — too high for her tastes, so she dropped Matt
like a bad habit the day after his epic beating. Stay classy, Zina.)


The Foreman has yet
to resurface, but there are signs he may be back in action. Over the past few
months, there’s been a surge in criminal activity involving genetically and technologically
enhanced superhumans. People like the Landsharks have been popping up not just all
over New England but across the country, which is concerning. It suggests the
Foreman’s operation is a lot bigger than we thought it was. Why he’s
outfitting aspiring super-villains is a matter of speculation, but the
consensus is he’s recruiting potential operatives as part of some endgame from
which nothing good could possibly come.


Yes, by all means,
let’s add that to the big pile of scary that is my life.


“Why did I come back
to Earth again?” I say.


“Because you love
your friends and family,” Sara says.


“Damn you and your
unassailable logic.”


Sara gulps down the
last of her coffee. “We should get going. I have an established reputation as a
punctual employee to maintain.”


 


***






I hang out at the
office for a while and watch Sara attend to her duties. She starts her day by
sorting out the cranks and crackpots from the voicemails and e-mails received
overnight. Ninety percent of the messages come from trolls and whackos. Most of
the legit calls are about mundane issues, and those get relayed to the police.
Only a precious few are forwarded to Edison. After that, it’s a lot of sitting,
monitoring the Protectorate’s social media accounts, occasionally answering the
phone or dealing with visitors, and light filing. The bulk of Sara’s day is
occupied with a project to index several years’ worth of team reports by tagging
them with keywords for easier cross-referencing. Sara, the madwoman, took this
on voluntarily.


“It keeps me employed,”
she says.


“Yeah, I can
appreciate that,” I say. “On that note...”


“Call me if you need
anything.”


“I will.”


The Protectorate’s
public office is a stone’s throw away from Town Hall Square and the area we
call the Bizarre Coincidence Complex, a cluster of small offices occupied by
child psychologist and family therapist Bart Connors, CPA Wil Steiger, and
attorney Sullivan Crenshaw — respectively Mindforce of the Protectorate, Matt’s
dad, and the Protectorate’s lawyer. Our personal and professional lives were
overlapping long before any of us realized it.


I enter the offices
of Crenshaw and Associates, and Roger the receptionist starts to deliver his
usual chipper welcoming spiel (Hello! Welcome to Crenshaw and Associates,
I’m Roger, how may I help you today?). He gets as far as “Hello!” before
veering off-script.


“Carrie!” he says.
“You’re back!”


It’s nice that people
are happy to see me. It is, and I appreciate it, but I am getting sooo
sick of hearing people proclaiming, “You’re back!” Yes, I know I am. Thank you
for pointing that out, Captain Obvious.


“Hi, Roger,” I say.
“Is Mr. Crenshaw available? I just wanted to say hello, touch base...”


“For you, he’ll make himself
available. Hold on a sec.”


Roger buzzes Mr.
Crenshaw and tells me to sit tight. The phone rings, preventing Roger from
engaging me in small talk, but someone else steps up to attend to that duty.


“Carrie?”


“Gordon?” Once again,
context throws me off. I’ve met Stuart’s brother Gordon before, quite a few
times, but I knew him as a scruffy, unemployed slacker fresh out of law school.
The man standing before me now is a well-groomed, well-dressed lawyer.


“Hey, it is you!
Stuart said you were back.”


He did? Since when do
Stuart and Gordon have normal human conversations? Usually they can barely
stand to be in the same room as each other.


“Yeah, yesterday. What
are you doing here?” I say. It sounds more like an accusation than I mean it
to.


“I work here now,”
Gordon says with a little gesture of presentation, as if he’s inviting me to
check him out in his expensive new suit (which he probably is. I am uncomfortably
aware of his crush on me). “Stuart heard through Edison Bose there was an
opening, gave me the heads up, so I put in for it and here I am.”


“Oh. Cool. Good for
you.”


“Thanks. I admit,
this isn’t the field I expected to go into, but super-hero law is really quite
fascinating.”


“Yeah, I know. I used
to work here.”


“Hey, that’s right.
Maybe we could get together sometime, talk shop a little.”


Mr. Crenshaw
unwittingly saves Gordon from the humiliation of getting shot down in flames.
“Carrie!” he says, and God love him, he does not tell me that I’m back. “Oh,
wow, it’s so good to see you! How are you?”


“I’m good, thank
you.” I glance over at Gordon. “Shouldn’t you be off impressing your boss here
with your initiative, work ethic, and go-getter attitude?”


“I should,” Gordon
says, and off he goes to get.


“What brings you by,
Carrie?” Mr. Crenshaw says. “Making the rounds and saying hello to people,
or...?”


“Yeah, mostly,” I
say. “I’m meeting with Edison in a little while to go over some stuff but I had
some time to kill, so I thought I’d drop by, say hi...”


Hope that you’ll tell
me I still have a job here and I can come back anytime I’m ready? No? Yeah, I
didn’t think so.


“Well, if you find
you have any legal issues to resolve stemming from your, ah, absence,
give me a call and we’ll get things squared away for you.”


I thank him and say
goodbye, then linger a couple of seconds in the vain hope Mr. Crenshaw will
tell me to be back in the office bright and early tomorrow morning.


No such luck. Carrie
Hauser is officially unemployed.
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“He should be here
any minute,” Candace says, glancing at her phone.


“Will you relax?”
Drake says. “He’s probably running late. Everyone’s late nowadays. That’s
assuming he shows up at all.”


“Who’d go through all
the trouble of finding us and then not show up for the meeting he arranged?
Except maybe the police,” Candace says, answering her own question.


“If — and I stress if
— this is some kind of sting, cops wouldn’t ask us to meet them in a diner
during lunchtime.”


He’s right. Candace
knows this on a logical, intellectual level, but Drake’s voice of reason is competing
with a much louder inner voice that’s convinced their waitress is an undercover
cop. Every time she disappears into the kitchen, she’s relaying information to
a SWAT team, and any minute now, every other diner in the place will pull out a
gun and a badge and order them down onto the floor, and thus will their
relatively short but eventful career come to an ignominious end.


“Candy. Relax. The
cops don’t even know who we are,” Drake whispers.


“Someone does,” she
says, and some primal instinct draws her attention toward a man entering the
diner. He’s too indistinct to be that way naturally, she decides; he’s put a
little too much effort into blending in. She tenses as the man, with his beige
T-shirt and Gap jeans and extremely average build, walks straight toward their
corner booth.


“Candace. Drake. I’m
Jason X. May I?” the man says, sitting. Even his voice is generic. “Thank you
for meeting with me. I believe we have a great deal to discuss.”


“We could’ve
discussed it online,” Candace says.


“The Internet isn’t
as private as you might think. Simply making contact with you was risky.”


“And talking about —”
Candace catches herself. “Talking business in a crowded diner isn’t?”


“People tend to be
too absorbed in themselves to pay attention to others. The women in the booth behind
me have been on their phones ever since they sat down twenty-one minutes ago. Nevertheless,
discretion would be wise. Your waitress will be coming by in —” He glances at
his watch. “— approximately two minutes, so we should be quiet until she’s out
of sight again.”


“Two minutes? How do
you know that?” Drake asks.


“I scouted this diner
ahead of time. During the lunchtime rush — which begins around 11:20 AM and
peters out around 1:34 PM — your waitress, Mary, checks in with every table in
her area in seven-minute intervals on average. She starts with this corner
booth, works her way down, then heads into the kitchen until her next circuit.”


Drake laughs. “Man.
You’re detail-oriented, aren’t you?”


“That’s my particular
gift. Part of it, I should say.”


“You don’t sound like
a superhuman,” Candace says. “You sound autistic.”


“My nephew’s
autistic.” Jason smiles. “But he’s a bright, energetic, loving boy, so I’ll
take that as a compliment. No, I am what’s called an enhanced neurocognitive. I
process information at a greatly accelerated rate, I possess hyperthymesia,
which means I remember every single detail of my life, and I have an eidetic
memory — what people often refer to, somewhat incorrectly, as a photographic
memory.”


Curious, perhaps a
bit skeptical, Candace opens her menu, displays it to Jason (if that is his
real name) for a three count, and snaps it shut. “What was the fourth item down
on the left-hand page?”


“Candy, jeez,” Drake
says.


“All righty, folks,
you ready to order?” Mary says, notepad at the ready.


“I would like the
open-faced Thanksgiving Sandwich,” Jason says, “which comes with fresh,
thin-sliced lean turkey breast, garlic-rosemary mashed potatoes, and rich
turkey gravy, all piled high on a bed of chestnut stuffing and served with a
side of cranberry sauce and a flaky buttermilk biscuit. Oh, and please add a
second biscuit for the fifty-cent up-charge. Coke for my drink.”


“Man knows what he
wants,” Mary muses. “And you two?”


“Cheeseburger,
medium, all the fixings,” Drake says. “Root beer.”


“Same,” Candace says.


“I’ll put that right
in,” Mary says.


“Carlos is working
the grill today so our food should arrive in nine minutes,” Jason says. “Thank
you for choosing the turkey, by the way. If you’d picked the Reuben I would
have been very unhappy. I hate sauerkraut.”


“Handy talent,” Drake
says.


“You have no idea.
All right, we have time before our food arrives so let’s get down to business.
I represent an organization that’s taken an interest in you two.”


“An organization?”


“I’m afraid that’s
all I can really say about that. While the level of secrecy with which they
operate has recently been compromised somewhat, my employer prefers it if I
play things close to the vest. But, in the interest of earning your trust, I’ll
gladly fill in some rather large blanks for you — such as how you obtained
those fine suits you keep locked up in the back of your SUV.”


Candy stiffens. “You
know about the suits?”


“I know more about
them than you,” Jason says. “Tell me, do either of you remember meeting a man
named John Nemo?”


“Doesn’t ring a bell,
no,” Drake says. “Candy?”


“I don’t think so.”


“You wouldn’t. My
predecessor had a truly unique ability to erase his presence from people’s
memories, which made him a valuable asset. He was, for lack of a better term, a
talent scout. He sought out potential operatives for the organization — people
with natural abilities, like me, or people like you, who had the right
disposition but no powers, who they outfitted with weaponry. He’d send them off
on little missions to test their capabilities under real-world conditions. If
they succeeded, they’d be brought into the fold. If they failed because the law
or some super-hero took them down? They’d have no one to sell out. Complete
deniability on our end.”


Drake leans forward,
his brow creased in troubled thought. Jason’s story rings true, for the most
part. He and Candace had never been A-list criminals, despite their somewhat
fanciful dreams of becoming the next Bonnie and Clyde, but they had a sound track
record — several successful scores and no arrests. They’d never aspired to becoming
something as lofty and, in Drake’s opinion, as silly as so-called super-villains
— not until the day Candace found in her pocket a business card bearing a
Newark street address but no name of any kind. She had no idea where it came
from, but she felt compelled to seek out the address. Drake’s efforts to talk
her out of it were half-hearted at best; though he never admitted as much to
her, he too felt the same compulsion.


Their destination was,
by all outward appearances, a perfectly normal pawn shop, but in the back, they
discovered an armory straight out of a science fiction movie. To this day,
Drake swears he saw an honest-to-God Terminator tucked up against a wall amidst
racks of exotic firearms. The man who ran the armory kitted them out with suits
of armor that must have cost small fortunes, and yet he demanded no payment.
That part, he said, had already been taken care of.


Drake received
Typhon, a bulky suit that promised to effortlessly repel gunfire, enhance his
strength to superhuman levels, and project something called supercharged plasma.
Candace received Echidna, a more streamlined suit that jacked straight into her
nervous system, granting her mental control over a set of a dozen “offspring” —
spheres the size of billiard balls, each one a weapon unto itself. The
offspring could project beams of intense heat or release a stream of powerful
acid or deliver a neurotoxin that could paralyze or, in sufficient
concentrations, kill, and so much more.


They took the suits
and practiced with them in secret. Once they’d grown comfortable with their new
tech, they ventured out and returned to their thieving ways, with even greater
success than before. The heists went off more quickly and smoothly than ever,
and their getaways were spectacularly destructive. They sacrificed some of their
already acquired notoriety — police didn’t know wanted bank robbers Drake Anzo
and Candace Tanith were in the suits — but the new legend of Typhon and Echidna
proved just as satisfying.


And then came the day
they decided New Jersey had nothing more to offer and, on  a whim, they left
for Springfield, Massachusetts. There they encountered the city’s local
super-hero, Deuce X. Machine, a muscle-bound idiot who offered no challenge
worth mentioning. Disappointed, they retreated to a motel to wait for...what?


“We were supposed to
wait here for something,” Drake says.


“Yeah,” Candace
agrees, “but I can’t remember what.”


“That would be Nemo’s
last order compelling you to await his return,” Jason says.


“So where is he?”


“As I understand it, Mr.
Nemo met with an unexpected and tragic end. That unfortunately left his many
contacts high and dry. Prospects all up and down the East Coast have been stuck
in a holding pattern, with no clue what they were waiting for or why.”


“We’ve been in this
stinking city for seven months,” Candace says in a frustrated growl. “Every time
we think about leaving, we — we don’t. We sit in our fleabag scumbucket motel
room night after night, eating cheap takeout and wondering why we aren’t
packing our bags and going back to Jersey.”


“And for that, my
organization apologizes sincerely. They had more immediately pressing matters
to address, but now that they’ve done so, they’ve sent me to continue Nemo’s
good work. I’m here to discuss your future with our organization, if you’re
still interested.”


“We’re not
disinterested.”


“Uninterested.
Disinterested means you’re neutral and have no stake in a given matter —
though I suppose that applies accurately enough to this situation.” Jason
checks his watch. “Lunch will be here in thirty seconds. What do you say we eat
and talk this over some more? Perhaps in the privacy of your fleabag scumbucket
motel room?” He looks to Candace. “Assuming you want to go back there, that is.”


“Not especially,”
Candace says.


“I thought as much.
Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven...”


“Here you go, one
Thanksgiving Sandwich,” Mary says, sliding a plate in front of Jason, “and two
cheeseburgers. I’ll be right back with your drinks.”


“Thank you, Mary.”
Jason shrugs. “I was a little off that time,” he says to Drake. “It happens.”


“We’re none of us
perfect,” Drake says.


 


***


 


“And you are...?”


As a courtesy, I
landed outside the front security gate leading to the Bose Industries complex.
I could have easily dropped down in front of the corporate office building and
walked right in, but I wanted to be professional and considerate. And what do I
get for my good manners? I get stonewalled by a security guard high on his own authority.


“Lightstorm,” I say.
“Come on, Lusk, you know me. I’ve been here dozens of times.”


“So where’s your
costume, Lightstorm?” Lusk says with a faint sneer. Man, what crawled up
your butt and died?


“One: don’t say my
name so sarcastically. It’s rude. Two: it’s a uniform, not a costume. And
three: my uniform is at home because I didn’t think I’d need it because
I’m pretty sure you don’t get a lot of glowing, flying girls showing up and
asking to talk to Edison.”


“You can’t be too
careful nowadays. You got any ID on you?”


Oh, screw this.


I power up and fly into
the heart of the compound (sorry, Lusk, but not sorry). I touch down outside
the main office building and enter to a much warmer welcome.


“Lightstorm, hello,”
says the receptionist. Oh, I know her name. What is it? Mendes? Mendelssohn?
Men-something. “Mr. Bose is expecting you. Go on up.”


I thank Men-whatever
and take the elevator to the top floor, where I find Trina, Edison’s personal
receptionist, chatting with a smart-looking young man in a navy polo shirt and
khakis. I repeat: a polo shirt and khakis. My God, has the whole world gone mad
in my absence?


“Hey, stranger.
Klaatu barada nikto,” Matt says.


“Yes, and a happy
clatter barracuda necktie to you too,” I say.


“I thought you’d be
more comfortable if I spoke in an alien tongue.”


“I don’t want to hear
about your tongue, alien or otherwise.” I notice a pair of thick leather
bracelets around his wrists. “Interesting choice of fashion accessory. Did
biker chic become a thing while I was gone?”


“Right, you haven’t
seen these yet. Check it out.” He holds his arms up like a surgeon prepping for
surgery and says, “Schrodinger’s cat is alive.”


In the time it takes
me to blink once, the bracelets transform into the leather gauntlets I saw on
him in Manchester — fingerless gloves with dense padding around the palms and
knuckles to absorb impact.


“What the what?”
I gawk. “What happened to your magic gloves?”


“These are them!”


While he was laid up
in the hospital, Matt kept himself occupied by playing around with the specs
for his thunder gun, the weapon he designed to duplicate Concorde’s concussion
blasts. He lost it during the fight with Damage Inc. and wanted to avoid a repeat,
so he started toying with the idea of making the tech wearable.


Meanwhile, unlikely lab
partners Doctors Quentin and Enigma were working together to reconcile certain
scientific and magical theories. Dr. Quentin, once an avowed critic of magic,
had become convinced that Arthur C. Clarke’s third law — any sufficiently
advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic — applied in real life and
wanted to find a way for technology and magic to work hand-in-hand. When Matt
found out about their little pet project, he wondered if it would be possible
to combine his magic gloves with thunder gun tech. He pitched the idea to
Astrid and Dr. Quentin, who brought in Edison and Tisha, and over the summer,
Team Science figured out how to do just that. The end product was the thunder gauntlets,
a perfect hybrid of his so-called Schrodinger’s gloves and the thunder gun. When
active, the gauntlets can produce any physical object Matt can envision and
fire debilitating concussion blasts. When deactivated (using the phrase
“Schrodinger’s cat is dead”), they transform into seemingly innocuous leather
bracelets.


“My name is on a
research paper with three of the most brilliant scientific minds of this
century and the world’s foremost authority on all things magical and
supernatural,” Matt says. “If that doesn’t get me into MIT, nothing will.”


“Plus, your ‘How I
Spent my Summer Vacation’ essay will probably get a decent grade,” I say.


“The cherry on the
sundae.”


“Carrie?” Trina says.
“Edison will see you now.”


“Thanks. Are you
going to be sitting in on the grand debriefing?” I say to Matt.


“Man, I wish.
Seriously, I’d love to, but alas, I am a very busy adult with many important
things to do.”


“Busy, I can believe,
but an adult? Ha. Ha, I say.”


“Go ahead and laugh.
Your contempt sustains me. After you’re done, want to grab lunch with me down
in the cafeteria?”


“Sounds good. I’ll
text you when I’m done.”


“Cool,” he says, and Matt
the very busy adult marches off to attend to his many important things.


Edison isn’t alone in
his office. A woman in a smart blue suit finishes up a quiet conversation —
quiet and, judging by how close she’s standing to him, personal.


“I’ll let you go,”
she says.


“All right,” Edison
says, smiling in a way I’ve never seen him smile before. “Talk to you later.”


Edison, like a
gentleman, escorts her to the door. She stops and extends a hand in greeting.
She’s tall, pretty, and has what I’d call a sturdy build; hers is the physique
of someone who works out regularly.


“Hi, Carrie. Lia
Pershing, Forward Robotic Concepts,” she says as if that’s supposed to mean
something.


“FRC handles
prototype development and production for our robotics and cybernetics
projects,” Edison explains. Ah, now I remember. Last year, Bose Industries
bought out what was left of Advanced Robotics and Cybernetics, the fine people
who gave us Archimedes, and outsourced the work to some company in — Delaware,
I think?


“Edison’s told me so
much about you I feel like I know you already.”


“I assume if I’d been
around, Edison would have told me all about you,” I say.


“I certainly hope
so,” Lia says, tossing Edison a smile over her shoulder. “It was nice meeting
you, Carrie.”


“Yeah, same here,” I
say to her back as she strides out like a very busy adult with many important
things to do. Seems to be a lot of that going around. “Your girlfriend seems
nice,” I say to Edison.


“She’s not my
girlfriend,” he says.


“That’s not what I
hear.”


He rolls his eyes.
“Our relationship is strictly professional.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Fine. We are seeing
each other, yes, but on a casual basis. It’s nothing serious.”


“Uh-huh.”


Edison leads me back to
his big fancy executive desk and invites me to have a seat. “It’s good to see
you again,” he says warmly.


“You too, boss.”


“I’ll warn you, at
some point I am going to insist that you tell me all about the advanced
technology you saw.”


“Sorry, Edison, no
can do. Earth is officially classified by the Kyros Alliance as a gray-listed
world. That means the planet’s technological capabilities have yet to be
formally assessed, which means I am expressly forbidden from sharing Alliance
tech with you or anyone. I probably shouldn’t have brought my phone back with
me.”


“Your phone?”


“I had it retrofitted
with a virtually indestructible case, and the battery can hold a full charge
for ten years. Oh, and I recharge it by exposing it to sunlight for a couple of
minutes.”


Edison does not shock
easily, but when I tell him about my cool phone upgrades, his eyes pop like a
kid discovering a puppy under his Christmas tree.


“And you can’t let me
look at it,” he says.


“Nope. Sorry.”


He frowns. “That is
the most disappointing thing anyone has ever said to me.”


“If it makes you feel
any better, my status as a lieutenant in the Vanguard means Earth is by default
a provisional member world, so who knows? You might yet get to play with some
cool alien toys.”


“Here’s hoping. Lieutenant,
eh? Impressive,” Edison says with utter sincerity. I shrug modestly. “Sounds
like your time in outer space was eventful.”


“...You could say
that.”


He spreads his hands.
“Well? Any good war stories? Or are you forbidden from sharing those too?”


“I have war stories,”
I say flatly, “but none of them are good. They all end with a lot of people
dying.”


“Oh. Oh, Carrie, I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean —”


“I know. It’s okay.”


“If you need to talk
—”


“I don’t.”


“Okay.” He clears his
throat. “Anyway. I assume Sara has filled you in on some of the key events of
the last eight months or so?”


“What she didn’t tell
me, the Internet did. I know about the Great Unmasking, the fallout from the
Kingsport Landing, Mr. Dent-slash-the Foreman...”


“Those would be the
greatest hits. A matter of ongoing concern, and perhaps a more pressing issue
for us, is the recent uptick in criminal activity involving superhumans.”


“Yeah, Sara mentioned
that, too. You think the Foreman is outfitting wannabes, looking for people who
might make the cut and move up to professional super-villain status?”


“That’s our working
theory. Super-heroes all across the country have been a lot busier than normal,
but the real problem is, we can’t trace anything back to a source. We busted a
black market weapons dealer in the South End last year, but the suppliers got
smart and stopped handling direct sales. Everyone we’ve taken down since then
has gotten their tech through an anonymous middleman. We’re running around
putting out fires when we need to be nailing whoever is handing out the
matches.”


“Send me in, coach,”
I say. “I need something to do and I have plenty of time to do it in.”


“I appreciate that,
but we have to take care of some necessary business first. When you’ve fully
settled back in, I’d like you to write up a report about your experiences with
the Vanguard. I’d like as much information as you’re at liberty to divulge.”


I can’t help but note
the careful phrasing here. He’s not asking for as much information as I’m comfortable
providing but as much as I can provide. Edison’s determined to get the
full gory details out of me.


As if to prove me
right, he then says, “And I want you to schedule a day to sit down with Bart.”


“Is that necessary?”


“I don’t know. Is
it?”


He’s got me there.


“Look, Carrie, I’m
thrilled you’re back, personally and professionally, but before I put you back
on the active roster, I have to know you’re fit for combat duty,” he says, and
I involuntarily tighten up when he says combat duty.


“Why do I have to
talk to Bart?” I say, more sharply than I intend.


“Because I think you
need to. You said it yourself; you saw some horrible things out there. I don’t
want to put you back out in the field if you can’t handle it. This is a matter
of safety, Carrie — yours and your teammates’.”


That shuts me up but
good. I can be a bit reckless, I know that, but my recent experiences are a
painful reminder that my actions have consequences beyond myself.


“You’re currently
red-listed due to your MIA status — which you no longer are, obviously — but I
won’t reactivate you until I’m convinced you’re ready,” Edison says. “Assuming
you even want to come back to the team, that is.”


“I do. Absolutely. I
need some semblance of normalcy in my life.”


Edison laughs. “What
does it say about us that we consider our lives normal?”


“It’s all about
context.”


“That it is.”


“Edison, please. I
need to do something.”


His eyes narrow to
slits, but I can still see the internal debate going on behind them. “I can
give you something, if you’re amenable to it. It wouldn’t be terribly exciting,
but it would be helpful.”


“Yes. Whatever. I’m
amenable. That’s my middle name now, Carrie Amenable Hauser.”


“I like Dakota
better.”


“Shut up and give me
an assignment already.”


“Matt tells me you’ve
met Skyblazer.”


“Yeah, yesterday.
What’s his deal, anyway? Did you give him an old Concorde suit or something?”


“Oh, no,” Edison says
with a distinct note of irritation. “That suit is, for want of a better word, a
bootleg version of mine. Well, my suit from two upgrades ago. It’s not a
perfect copy but it’s close enough to piss me off.”


“Where did he get
it?”


Edison makes a
thoughtful sound, then says, “I think you should ask Dennis directly. That’s
his story to tell. What I will say is, you can trust him. Sara did a little
poking around in his head — with his permission,” he adds quickly, “and I personally
grilled him at length. He’s a good kid and he has some natural talent, but he’s
inexperienced. He could use some training.”


“And that’s where I
come in.”


“If you want the job.
I think he’d benefit from your expertise.” Edison drops his voice, as if he
doesn’t want anyone to hear him confess, “Something tells me you could fly
circles around me now.”


I can’t resist
smirking. “You wouldn’t be wrong.”


“Then you’ll do it?”


“Consider me
on-board. How much of a drill sergeant do you want me to be?”


“Full Metal
Jacket,” Edison says. I’ve never seen the movie, but I get the gist. “No
mollycoddling, no kid gloves. Push him hard — to his limits and beyond.”


“Done and done.”


“Excellent.” He
smiles. “Welcome back, Carrie.”


“It’s good to be
back.”
















 


SEVEN


 


Before I leave to
join Matt for lunch, Edison gives me Skyblazer’s number. His real name is
Dennis Antar, but that isn’t for public consumption. Skyblazer and his fellow
Wardens are among the minority of super-heroes who maintain secret identities,
even within the profession; according to Matt, they initially refused to share
their real names with the Squad.


“Maybe you should
give him a call first and warm him up for me,” I say.


“Yeah, good idea,”
Matt says, digging his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll shoot him a text now.”


“Thanks. Why are they
so protective, anyway? Pretty much everyone else has gone public.”


“For the same reason
we were so protective: they don’t want their parents stopping them.”


I take a bite of my
open-faced roast beef sandwich. The meat is tender and perfectly seasoned, the
gravy is hot and savory, but I might as well be eating school cafeteria food. I
glance at the slice of cheesecake I picked out for a dessert, almost
accusingly, like I’m preemptively blaming it for being as bland as everything
else I’ve eaten since I got back.


“I get that,” I say,
“but it’s all worked out for us.”


“Yeah, but it was a
long, ugly, painful process. I mean, after I landed in the hospital my Dad was
—” Matt frowns. “Wait, did Sara tell you about that?”


“She did, yeah, and
about the Foreman.”


“Try not to spread
that last part around,” Matt says in a conspiratorial hush. “As far as the
general public knows, Damage Inc. was killed fighting with me.”


“Okay.” It takes
Matt’s comment a minute to register. “Wait, what?”


“Uh-huh. Officially
speaking, I killed Damage Inc. — in self-defense, of course.”


“But — what? Why? How
did that get hung on you?”


“You can thank Edison
for that,” Matt grumbles. “He didn’t want people freaking out that a
super-villain had infiltrated the high school to spy on us, but in order to
erase him from the story he had to pin Damage Inc. on someone, and since there
were plenty of eyewitnesses who saw me fighting them minutes earlier...”


Of all the things
that could have changed in my absence, why did Edison’s infuriating habit of
covering up the truth have to remain a constant? And it’s bad enough he’s
doctoring the facts, but to do it at Matt’s expense? I have half a mind to
march back up to Edison’s office and tear him a new one.


“So it’s okay to let
people think you killed four men but not to let anyone know our assistant
principal was really a criminal mastermind?” I fume.


“It’s not like anyone
had any better ideas. And it wasn’t like my parents’ opinion of my life choices
could have gotten any worse. Anyway, speaking of Dad —”


“Yes, sorry, you were
saying?”


“I was going to say,
Dad was never happy about my super-hero side-gig to begin with and nothing’s
made things any better. We still fight about it. I can’t even say they’ve
gotten used to it, much less accepted it. Stuart’s parents have at least moved
into a nice home in the state of denial. Obviously, Dr. Hamill is cool but we
don’t know if Mrs. Hamill will ever come back.”


“What happened with
Mrs. Hamill?”


“Oh,” Matt says with
a pained grimace. “Sara didn’t tell you that part?”


“Obviously not.”


The story’s short,
but it packs in a whole lot of misery. When the Squad finally decided to come
clean with their respective families, Dr. Hamill had to confess to his wife he
not only knew about Missy’s secret life as Kunoichi, he was the reason why she
had superhuman abilities. The revelation that Missy was a government-funded
science experiment and Dr. Hamill was the head Frankenstein proved too much of
a shock. Mrs. Hamill ran out on her family, stayed with her mother on Long
Island for a while, and returned after the holidays to pack up all her
belongings. She’s currently living nearby in Quincy, but she’s shut Dr. Hamill
and Missy out of her life. She refuses to talk to either of them.


“Oh, God, poor
Missy,” I say.


“Yeah, but the girl’s
hanging tough. Between her dad, Stuart, her uncle Seiji, us, Astrid, and Bo and
Ty, she has a solid support system. Hell, even the Entity’s like a bizarre father
figure to her.”


“I’m not about to
even try wrapping my head around that.”


“It’s better that
way. Anyhoo, back to Skyblazer.”


“Yes, Skyblazer.
What’s he like? If I’m going to be putting him through his paces, I’d like to
know something about the guy.”


“He’s good people,”
Matt says, and I consider that a glowing endorsement; Matt does not praise
people freely. “He’s got some competence issues but that’s his inexperience
talking. He tries hard and he wants to learn — which is more than I can say for
his teammates. They’re arrogant, they’re stubborn, they don’t want to listen to
anyone who tries to share their experiences...”


“I don’t know anyone
like that.”


“Yeah, yeah, pot,
kettle, black, et cetera.” Matt checks his phone. “All right, back to
the grind for me.”


“Okay. Group dinner
soon?”


“Group dinner
tonight,” Matt declares. “You, me, Sara, Stuart, Missy — the classic lineup. No
bagging out.”


“Yes sir, sir,” I
say, throwing Matt a salute.


“Better get used to
that. I am team leader now, after all.”


“And I thank you for
keeping my seat warm in my absence.”


My friendship with
Matt has always been a touch on the contentious side. We tend to butt heads
regularly, neither of us are shy about calling each other out if we feel it’s
warranted, and we’re not above taking an occasional cheap shot at one another.
That’s our relationship. It can get testy at times, but at the end of the day,
I love him, and I know he loves me.


I also know Matt does
not hold his emotions back. If he likes you, you know it. If he doesn’t, you
know it. And if he’s mad at you, you damn sure know it. Maturity has mellowed
him out somewhat, taught him to temper his feelings with tact, but people
always know exactly where they stand with Matt Steiger.


“It’s not your seat
anymore,” he says with the straightest face I have ever seen on the boy. “You
gave it up when you abandoned us.”


To his credit, he
doesn’t walk off without giving me a fair chance to respond. He stands there
for a couple of minutes, waiting for me to offer up a defense, but all I can do
is stare at him like an idiot.


“Matt,” I say, my
voice cracking as I cue up that number one hit on the Carrie Hauser playlist,
“I’m sorry.”


“I know you are,” he
says, “and I will forgive you. It just won’t be today.”


And that, ladies and
gentlemen, is where I stand with Matt Steiger.


 


***






I fly home, turn on
the TV, brew up some coffee, and take out my phone. I scroll down my directory,
pausing on MATT STEIGER for a moment while I debate whether to call him and try
to patch things up. I already have one man I care about angry with me. I can’t
handle two.


No. This needs to be settled
face-to-face, not over the phone.


I continue on to the
entry simply titled “SB” and press the call button. It rings a few times before
Dennis picks up. “Hello?”


“Hi, Dennis?”


“...Yes?” he says
with curiosity and caution.


“This is Carrie
Hauser. We met the other day.”


“Oh. Oh! Um, yeah,
right. Could you hold on a minute?” The line goes quiet for a bit. “Hey. Sorry.
I needed to find someplace private. Hi. What’s up?”


“Well, I had a
meeting earlier today with Edison. He said you’d expressed an interest in doing
some training and he asked if I could take care of it.”


“Oh,” he says, his
disappointment obvious.


“Problem?”


“No. No...”


“Dennis, we have a
rule in the Squad: no secrets, no lies. You have something to say to me, say
it.”


“No, it’s not — it’s
just that —” He sighs. “I was hoping Edison would train me.”


“Edison is busy. I’m
not. And, frankly, I could blow him out of the air without breaking a sweat,” I
say, trying on my new drill sergeant persona for size. “I’m here, I’m
available, and I’m offering. Take it or leave it.”


I swear I can
literally hear him gawping at his phone.


“Um,” he says.


“Is that a yes?”


“Yes?”


“You don’t sound too
sure.”


“Yes. Okay. Yeah, I’d
like to train with you.”


“All right. You free
tomorrow?”


“Uh, yeah. Sure.”


“Name a meeting place
and I’ll see you there at nine hours round.”


“You’ll see me when?”


I realize upon
repeating myself I gave him the time in Kyros Alliance format. After I correct
myself, Dennis gives me the address of an abandoned mill in Manchester and says
to meet him on the roof.


“I’ll be there,” I
say.


“All right. See you,”
he says.


I look down.
Wednesday is sitting at my feet, staring at me.


“Well, that ate up
five whole minutes of my afternoon,” I say to her.


Wednesday makes a low
noise, like an apathetic grunt, and stalks away, tail high.


 


***






While a nap is sorely
tempting, it wouldn’t help me reset my body clock. A pot of coffee, the TV, and
nonstop pacing around the living room keep sleep at bay until dinnertime, when
I fly into town to meet Sara at work. She’s on the phone when I arrive. She
waves at me, points at the phone, and rolls her eyes.


“Yes, sir, I remember
the landing very well. I was there,” Sara says with strained patience, “but I
assure you, there have been no new landings since then and there are certainly
no alien shapeshifters living among us.”


“There are no alien
shapeshifters, period,” I say.


“Mr. Reese? Did you
hear that? My friend Lightstorm, who recently returned from an eight-month
mission with the Vanguard, an extraterrestrial peacekeeping force, has informed
me that there are no shapeshifting alien races at all.” She listens for a
moment and sighs. “I know she isn’t a shapeshifter because I’m a telepath and
I’ve been inside her mind. She is one hundred percent human.” Another pause,
another sigh. “I am not a — you know what? I’m going to give you the name
of a psychologist in town. I strongly recommend you give him a call.”


Sara gives the caller
a name and a number and a perfunctory goodbye, hangs up, removes her glasses,
and executes a flawless headdesk. This judge scores it a ten.


“That sounded like an
interesting discussion,” I say.


Sara sits up. “The
guy’s convinced his wife has been replaced by an alien shapeshifter. I think he
might have a legit case of Capgras syndrome.”


“Sounds plausible.” For
the record? I have no idea what Capgras syndrome is. “Ready to go?”


“As soon as I close
up shop. Give me a minute,” she says, and she makes her final checks of the
Protectorate’s e-mail and social media accounts.


“Matt’s pissed at
me,” I say.


Without looking up,
Sara says, “Well, yeah. He has been for a while. You dumped all your
responsibility as team leader in his lap and he wasn’t ready for it. He’ll get
over it.”


“Will he? Matt’s a
professional grudge-holder.”


“Not like he used to
be. He’s mellowed out a lot. He’s forgiven Zina for dumping him and they’re on
good terms. He’s patched things up with Gerry Yannick. He even tried to make
peace with his cousin Terry — not that Terry Jr. wanted anything to do with
him, but Matt made the effort. The boy’s grown up on us. Yes, he is dealing
with some lingering resentment toward you, but he will deal with it.”


That makes me feel a
little better — and yet, I wouldn’t blame Matt if he never forgave me.


Some small part of me
doesn’t want him to.


 


***






Sara and I drive over
to our go-to Chinese restaurant Silk Sails, a.k.a. Junk Food. Riding in Granddad’s
car feels right and wrong at the same time. Sara sitting behind the wheel is
the wrong part.


We’re the first to
arrive. The woman working the hostess’s station greets Sara by name and asks if
she’d like the team’s regular table — and that’s how she puts it: the team’s
regular table. The hostess leads us to a corner booth that can easily
accommodate the Squad plus three to five guests, depending on how much we
squish. Our waiter also calls Sara by name, asks her how she’s doing, asks
about Meg...


“Hey, I know you,” he
says, finally acknowledging my presence. “You used to hang out with these guys,
didn’t you?”


“Uh, yeah. I’ve been
away for a while.”


He snaps his fingers.
“You’re Lightstorm!”


“Yeah...”


“Cool! Well, it’s
nice to see you again,” he says before dashing off to grab our drink orders.


“I don’t know if I’ll
ever get used to that,” I say.


“I know I haven’t,”
Sara says.


“Haven’t what?” Matt
says, sliding in next to Sara. Stuart and Missy scootch in on my side. Missy immediately
throws her arms around my shoulders and makes a contented noise. Yeah, that’s
the good stuff.


“Gotten used to
people recognizing us as the Hero Squad.”


“Oh, that. Yeah, no,
it’s still weird.”


“I hear that. Half
the kids at camp call me Mr. Superbeast,” Stuart says.


“Camp?” I say.


“The youth club’s
summer camp. I’m a counselor. Like, a head counselor. I’m all important and
stuff.”


“You can tell he’s important
because he has a whistle,” Missy says. “Summer camps don’t give out whistles to
just anyone.”


“No they do not,”
Stuart says, and he spreads his arms in a gesture of presentation. “Check it
out, people. The band is back together!”


“Yay!” Missy cheers.
“I like bands. I like being part of bands. Bands are good. You’re good. I
missed you.”


“Missed you too,
Muppet,” I say. She squeezes me and makes another happy noise — a totally
unexpected kind of happy noise. “Missy? Are you purring?”


“Oh, yeah, I do that
now,” she says like it’s no big whoop. “Ooh, and check out my eyes!”


She opens her Muppety
eyes wide. Her pupils are no longer perfectly round like normal human pupils;
they’ve contracted into slits, like a cat’s eyes.


“Get. Out,” I say,
marveling.


“I know! Cool, right?
I purr and I have cat eyes and my canine teeth got a little longer, which I’m
okay with but Dad had to find a new dentist for me because my old one got
wicked freaked out, and I have to shave my legs and my pits like every other day
or else they get stupid fuzzy and itch like crazy.” Missy does a small double take.
“Ha! Haven’t done that in a while.”


“Huh. So, do I have
to worry about you turning into a were-cat, or...?”


Matt answers for her.
“I asked Dr. Hamill about it and he thinks the development of pronounced feline
characteristics, as he called them, is going to plateau as soon as she reaches
full maturity — so no, Missy will not go all Nastassja Kinski on us.”


Whatever that means.


When the food comes, the
party kicks into high gear. We eat. We talk. We goof around. On so many levels,
it’s business as usual, yet I can’t help feeling like I’m the odd girl out. A
lot of the conversation goes past me rather than through me; the others talk
about work, their side-projects, their relationships, crack in-jokes I’m not in
on, refer to missions I wasn’t part of. It’s like they lived entire lives while
I was gone.


No one asks me about
my time in space. It’s stupid to be upset about that because I don’t want to
talk about it anyway, but there it is.


Sara clinks her squat
little ceramic teacup with her spoon to get everyone’s attention. “Ladies and
gentlemen,” she says, raising her cup.


“You’re going to
embarrass me, aren’t you?” I say.


“Oh, yeah. Ladies and
gentlemen, here is to the triumphant return of Lieutenant Caroline Dakota
‘Fargirl’ Hauser — super-hero, Vanguardian, sister, and friend.”


“To Carrie,” my
friends say in unison. That’s when the waterworks kick in.


“Speech!” Stuart
says.


“Speech!” Missy seconds.


I wipe my face on my napkin.
I clear my throat several times, but I still can’t speak. I can’t look any of
them in the eye. I don’t deserve these people.


“Okay, no speech
then,” Sara says, taking my hand. “Maybe we should call it a night.”


And we do. We file
out, the hostess wishing everyone goodnight by name — everyone but me, that is
— and head to our cars in the rear lot.


“You going to Sara’s
show before it closes?” Matt asks.


“She has my comp set
aside for me,” I say. “You?”


“No, I have a science
nerd night with Edison and Gwendolyn and Tisha, but we all saw it already. I
think Stuart’s going again, though. Peggy couldn’t make it for opening night.”


“Ah. Cool.” I
hesitate a moment. This doesn’t feel like quite the right time or place for
this, but if life has taught me anything, it’s that right times and places
don’t come around often and don’t last long. “Matt?”


“Yo.”


I glance at Sara. She
nods and gets in her car, granting Matt and I as much privacy as we’re going to
get in a public parking lot.


“What you said to me
at lunch? You were right; I did abandon you. I never stopped to consider how my
decision would hurt all the people I love. What I did was stupid and selfish. I
dumped a ton of misery on everyone, you and Sara especially, and you didn’t
deserve that. I was a crap friend and I am so sorry.”


He lets out a long
sigh. “You are such a pain in the ass.”


“I know.”


“Here I was, ready to
be mad at you for — I don’t know. A couple of weeks, at least? Now what am I
supposed to do?”


I risk a smile. “Stay
angry anyway? I mean, you had it all planned out.”


“Ehn,” he
grunts. “Too much effort.”


He opens his arms and
gestures for me to bring it in. I bring it in, gladly and gratefully.


And that is where I
stand with Matt Steiger.
















 


EIGHT


 


I sleep like garbage.


Not because I’m not
tired — that isn’t the problem. The problem is that my bed is the most
uncomfortable thing I’ve ever laid on. The mattress is a stone slab, the pillow
is a sack full of gravel, the sheets are steel wool. The only reason I fall
asleep at all is because I’ve been awake for thirty-something straight hours, but
that isn’t enough to keep me out all night. I wake up a lot, always sitting up
with a start, a panicked cry catching in my throat. I look around, wonder where
the hell I am, remember that I’m in my own room in my own house on my own
planet, and lay back down to let the radio lull me back to sleep so I can do it
all over again a half-hour later — and always after experiencing something that
falls just short of a full-fledged nightmare. It’s the same dream, over and
over, a dream of fireworks going off against the backdrop of a stark black sky.
They explode in an array of colors, but they don’t go off with the usual pops
and booms and crackles. Each firework detonates with a scream.


By the time I give up
and drag my sorry self out of bed, Mom and Sara have been up for a while and
are getting ready to leave for work. Mom asks me what I’m up to today, I tell
her everything, and she’s totally cool with it.


Let me unpack this
slowly. My mother asks me what I have planned for the day — not to be nosy, not
because she wants to keep tabs on my whereabouts and activities, but because
she is genuinely interested. I answer her honestly and thoroughly, without a
shred of hesitation, resistance, or resentment. She doesn’t question or
criticize my response, and she seems sincerely happy that I am getting back
into the super-hero game.


There’s no denying
it: I officially have a better relationship with my mother than with my father.
I have never before been able to say that.


That motivates me to
call Dad to see if we can try to iron things out between us, but that motivation
peters out as soon as I pull up the directory. My thumb hovers over Dad’s name
for a minute or two before I shove my phone in my pocket without placing the
call.


I eat a lame
breakfast of bland coffee and flavor-impaired strawberry Pop-Tarts in front of
the TV, stare at said TV for a while without ever really paying attention to
what’s on, and then head upstairs for a quick shower. After that, I suit up,
throw on my headset, and blast off from the backyard.


I was five the first
time I ever went to New Hampshire. Mom and Dad took me to some amusement park,
but I barely remember it. I didn’t step foot in the state again for ten years,
and that second visit was purely accidental. I’d engaged Manticore in a
dogfight, and, after realizing how badly outmatched I was, I tried to outrun
him. When that failed, I played off a near miss as a direct hit and went into
freefall, hoping against hope Manticore would think he’d killed me. It worked,
but by the time I shook him off, we’d passed into New Hampshire airspace. That
was almost two years ago.


(Two years? Is that
all? Jeez, it feels like that happened a whole lifetime ago.)


My GPS guides me into
the heart of Manchester, a city brimming with New Englandy charm. From the sky,
I can make out several old mill-style brick buildings situated along the edge
of the Merrimack River, which runs through the west side of the city. My
destination is a mill near the Notre Dame Bridge. As I come in for a landing, I
make out not one but four figures waiting for me on the roof.


“Skyblazer, good
morning,” I say as I touch down, and I put on my most professional smile.
“These are your teammates, I assume?”


“Yeah, I told them we
were going to do some training and they wanted to meet you,” Skyblazer says.


First, he introduces
a twig of a girl dressed in a bright green leotard and a pair of pilot’s
goggles — their speedster, Zip. She nods at me and mumbles a hello through a
mouthful of doughnut. She polishes that one off, digs another out of a Dunkin’
Donuts bag, and devours that one before Skyblazer finishes introducing me to
Magnum Hand, a teenage boy with lean, tight muscles — a martial artist’s body. Lurking
at the rear of the group, hiding in a light hoodie and behind a pair of
pitch-black sunglasses, is an African-American girl who, judging by her tight,
pained expression, would rather be anywhere but here.


“Rando, I presume?
Hi. Nice to meet you,” I say, extending a hand.


“Uh-huh,” she says.
Her hands remain stuffed in her pockets. Oooookay...


“You’ll have to
excuse her,” Skyblazer says. “Her hyper-senses are on today. It takes her a few
hours to acclimate.”


“Right, you wake up
every morning with a different power set,” I say.


“Done your homework,”
Rando says. She gives me a once-over. “So you’re the big deal space girl.”


“Um, yes?”


Rando looks me over
again. “I don’t see it.”


“Rando,” Skyblazer
says, using the exact same tone Sara and I use whenever Matt is being rude.


“It’s okay,” I say. “So,
Skyblazer, I thought we’d start out with a basic assessment — run you through
your paces, see what you can do, so on — and from there I can work up a
training regimen to help you bolster your strengths, shore up your weaknesses,
and —”


“Waste of time,”
Rando mutters.


“Excuse me?” I say. Rando
starts. “That’s right, I heard you. You have something you want to say to me?
Do me the courtesy of saying it to my face instead of mumbling under your
breath.”


She doesn’t back
down. “I said, this is a waste of time. Skyblazer doesn’t need training. None
of us do. We’re doing fine on our own.”


“I see. Tell me, how
long have you been doing this?”


“Almost a year.”


“Uh-huh. And how many
bad guys have you taken down?”


“Lost count.”


“Let me rephrase the
question, then: how many super-villains have you taken down? A ballpark
number will be fine.”


“We captured a whole
gang of them two months ago,” Rando boasts. “A bunch of Byrne escapees.”


“Oh, you did? I see.
The four of you caught them all by yourselves, did you?” Rando’s smug
expression melts. “I was briefed on that mission. I know you worked with the
Squad. And I know that you made a mess of things.”


“We did not —”


“I don’t want to hear
it.”


I get right in her
face. My inner Commander Dorr is primed and ready, but Rando’s made it clear
that she’s the type of person who responds to aggression with more aggression.
Playing tough girl will get me nowhere, so let’s try a softer touch and appeal
to her better nature. I mean, there’s a reasonable person in there somewhere,
right?


“Rando, a lot of
people have died doing this job, people who had a lot more training and
experience than you have,” I say. “You want to be a super-hero? Then do it
right, for your sake and the sake of your team. The Hero Squad made a lot of mistakes
early on —”


“And everything
worked out fine for you guys.”


“Because we didn’t do
it alone. We barely did anything on our own at first. We had the
Protectorate helping us every step of the way.”


“Just because you
needed someone to hold your hand doesn’t mean we need it.”


“They didn’t hold
our hands,” I say, my temper simmering. Inner Commander Dorr is coming out
to play. “They shared their experiences with us. They taught us how to do
things better, how to do them right. That’s what I’m here to do — not to make
friends, certainly not to indulge your ego. I’m here to keep you and your team
from getting killed.”


Rando snorts. “Yeah?
And how many others have you helped to not get killed? Huh? Come on,
Lightstorm, tell me how many people are still alive because of you. I bet it’s
a whole lot.”


Her words land hard,
but it’s her tone and her arrogant smirk that push me over the edge. I jab a
finger up under her chin. She tries to pull way. I grab a handful of her hood and
press my fingertip into the soft underside of her jaw.


“Feel that? You
feel that?” I bark. “Now imagine my finger’s a steel blade. Manticore had
me like this once, back during my first mission, and he was ready to push that
blade straight up into my brain. You know what saved me?” Rando gives a tiny
shake of her head. “Luck. Not my powers, not my skill as a fighter, not instinct
— dumb luck. And you know what? Dumb luck doesn’t last forever. You only get to
screw up so many times before it comes back to bite you in the ass.”


I let her go. She
gives me a military-grade death glare.


Okay, I deserve that.
I went too far. That was more old-school Concorde than Commander Dorr. Dorr was
blunt, but he was never cruel. Walk it back, Carrie. You can salvage this.


“When someone offers
a helping hand, you don’t slap it away; you accept it. Now can the attitude,
get your priorities straight, and grow up.”


And that, ladies and
gentlemen, concludes my lame non-apology. Good job, Carrie. Way to win her over.


“Bitch,” Rando
snarls, “you ever touch me again, I swear —”


Well, that makes it
easier. “You know what? I’m done talking to you.” I turn to Skyblazer. “What’s
it going to be? Do you want my help or not?”


He looks to Rando, as
if seeking her permission.


“Uh-uh. This is your
decision, not hers,” I say.


“Rando,” Skyblazer says.


“Whatever. I don’t
care,” Rando grumbles.


“Okay. Uh, yeah,
sure, let’s do this,” Skyblazer says to me, although any enthusiasm he might
have had is long gone.


This is not how I
wanted this to go. For a moment, I seriously consider saying screw it, I’m
going home, but all that’s waiting for me there is an empty house, a lot of
terrible daytime TV, a cat who looks at me like I’m the one who doesn’t belong
there, and more boredom than I can handle. Giving up isn’t going to do me any
good — me, or Skyblazer.


“All right,” I say. “First
order of business is to assess your capabilities.”


“Um, well, I can fly,
obviously, and I can hit —”


“Uh-uh. Show, don’t
tell.” I nail Skyblazer with a concussion blast no harder than a friendly punch
to the shoulder. “Tag. You’re it.”


I blast off.
Skyblazer follows a few seconds later and hits Mach one almost immediately. I
fire up my communications system and patch him in.


“If you were trying
to impress me with that, you only half succeeded. You broke the sound barrier
too close to the ground. You no doubt scared the bejesus out of the entire city
and maybe shattered some windows.”


And probably gave
Rando a killer migraine, but I don’t feel bad about that.


“Oh. Oh, jeez, I’m
sorry,” he says.


“Don’t apologize to
me. Apologize to the people whose property you damaged for the sake of showing
off and pray they won’t sue you for showering them in glass. You want to
impress me? Prove to me you can handle that suit responsibly.”


We reach cruising
altitude for commercial airplanes in a few minutes. Skyblazer is still with me,
but he’s holding back now; my HUD shows the gap between me and the little dot
labeled SKYBLAZER growing. I level out and settle into a steady Mach
one-point-two.


“Nothing but open sky
all around us,” I say. “Come and get me.”


The gap shrinks,
albeit slowly, which stands to reason if he’s wearing a suit that’s basically
the Concorde armor two generations ago. His acceleration, top speed, and
maneuverability won’t be as good, and I assume the same could be said for his
weapons systems. Let’s test that.


“Hey, Skyblazer! Are
you going to try to tag me or what?”


He fires. With a
quarter-mile between us, his concussion blast fully dissipates before reaching
me. He creeps up to Mach one-point-five, bringing me within an eighth of a
mile, and fires again. The blast makes contact, but it’s more of a firm
pressure against my feet than a solid hit. Still, he did get me, so now I’m it.


That doesn’t last. I
pull a hard right, arc around behind him, nail him with a concussion blast of
my own as I fly past, and then resume my previous position. The entire maneuver
took me one whole second.


“You’re it,” I say.


“What was that?”
Skyblazer says, his voice jumping an octave.


“I tagged you. Now
you’re it and you have to tag me. That’s how the game works.”


“But you’re faster
than I am. Like, a lot faster.”


“That is correct.
What are you going to do about it?”


We reach the edge of
the Atlantic. Skyblazer flirts with Mach one-point-six but can’t sustain it. He
peels off a series of concussion blasts, but this time I don’t hold still for him.
I don’t put too much effort into my evasive maneuvers, but I don’t have to; my
sparring partner’s aim is about where mine was when I started out.


And then Skyblazer
does something interesting. He climbs at a forty-five-degree angle to get above
me, a move that increases the distance between us. It seems counterproductive,
but he’s going somewhere with this, and I’m curious enough to let him see it
through.


After gaining several
thousand feet in altitude, Skyblazer power-dives on an intercept course. Nice
trick; he’s using gravity to goose his acceleration. His speed eases past the
Mach one-point-five threshold but doesn’t quite reach Mach two. The gap closes until
I’m within range and then he cuts loose with another concussion blast. It’s not
an incapacitating hit, certainly, but this one has a little pepper on it. He
rockets by and throws another blast. It’s a near miss, so points for effort.


Time to change things
up. I drop in right behind Skyblazer, tailing him in his blind spot, and toss a
few zaps his way. He bobs and weaves around my attacks. Low right, low left,
high right, middle left, center off, reverse the pattern, repeat. I accelerate
toward him. He rolls onto his back to let loose a defensive volley. I drop down
beneath it. He rolls around to keep me in his sights. I climb; he rolls. No
matter where I am in the sky, he adjusts so there’s always line-of-sight
contact — not that it helps. Not one shot comes close to landing.


“Time out,” I say,
coming to a stop. Skyblazer swings around to join me in a steady hover miles
above the ocean.


“How’d I do?” he
asks, hope tempered with acceptance. He’s every student asking his teacher how he
did on a big test he studied for so hard but knows in his heart he failed
anyway.


“Honestly?”


“...Yes. Honestly.”


“You have a lot of
work to do. Your speed is limited, your range is limited, your —”


“I know. I know, and I’ve
been trying to figure out ways to upgrade the suit, but —”


“The suit is only
part of the problem. You could upgrade it until it’s as good as Concorde’s but
that won’t fix your terrible aim. You don’t know how to compensate for the fact
both you and I are constantly in motion. You always fired at where I was, not
where I was going to be — which leads into another issue. You have three
dimensions to work with and you barely used them.”


“I got you good
once,” Skyblazer says half-heartedly.


“Because I let you. I
mean, I saw you coming from a mile away, almost literally.”


“Oh.”


“I will say that was
some decent creative thinking on your part,” I say, but as easily as the Carrie
doth throweth a bone, the Carrie doth taketh the bone awayeth. “It was
creative, but it wouldn’t have worked on me in a real fight.”


“What would have
worked? Anything?”


“Running away.”


“Really? That’s my
winning strategy?”


“Your winning
strategy? No, but it’s the strategy that might save your life. There’s always
going to be someone out there stronger, faster, smarter, and more powerful than
you. You have to come to terms with that now, so when the day comes you find
yourself outmatched — and trust me, that day will come — you’ll make the choice
that keeps you alive to fight another day.”


“Uh-huh,” Skyblazer
says, folding his arms. “I bet you’ve never made that choice.”


“I have, as a matter
of fact: the very first time I fought Manticore. The guy kicked my ass all over
the sky. There was no way I was going to beat him, so I played dead and prayed
he’d go away.”


That confession takes
the wind out of his sails. “Oh. Was that the time he, um...”


“Threatened to shish
kebab my head? No, that happened the second time we fought. My record with
Manticore currently stands at five-and-oh, and I’m alive to tell you that
because I was smart enough to know when to back down.”


“I’m sorry. That
sucks.”


“Yeah, it does. So
does dying.”


He lets out a long
sigh. “Yeah, it does.”


Something tells me
there’s a story here, perhaps the one Edison alluded to, but I haven’t earned
the right to hear it yet. The guy doesn’t know me, doesn’t trust me, and
nothing I’ve said or done this morning has given him a reason to like me. It’s
on me to change that.


“You know, it’s
funny. When we first met Concorde, he was such a jerk toward us. He was
constantly dumping on us, and for the longest time we didn’t know why,” I say.
“It was because he was scared.”


“Scared?”


“That we were going
to get ourselves killed. In hindsight, it was totally justified. We were in way
over our heads. Concorde didn’t help the situation by copping an attitude, but
I understand now why he behaved that way.”


“Are you saying you’re
worried about my team?”


Wasn’t where I was
going with that, but now that he mentions it? Yeah, I’m worried. The Wardens
are the Squad two years ago, arrogance and all, and Rando reminds me so much of
Matt back in the day it’s scary.


“I’m saying I’m sorry
I was so harsh toward you and your friends. I’ve been through a lot lately. My
head isn’t in a good place and —” I stop myself. That isn’t an apology, Carrie,
that’s making excuses for acting like a bitch. Try it again. “I’ve been where
you are and I should have known better than to behave the way I did, and I’m
sorry.”


“Thank you,”
Skyblazer says. “And I’m sorry I didn’t back you up with Rando. You’re doing me
a favor and I should have told her to lay off.”


I smile. “Does that
mean you still want to train with me?”


“Yes. Absolutely.”


“Fair warning, I’m
not going to pull any punches with you.”


“I’m okay with that.”


“You might hate me
sometimes.”


“I’ll get over it.”


“All right. When do
you want to start?”


“Right now.”


He catches me in the
gut with a point-blank concussion blast and flies off. In my energy form, his
cheap shot causes more surprise than damage, but it takes me out of the game
long enough for Skyblazer to put a couple of miles between us.


“Tag,” he says. “You’re
it.”


I think I like him.
















 


NINE






“Are you sure this is
the place?” Candace asks.


“This is the address
he gave me,” Drake says, checking his hand-written note one more time, just in
case he missed something in his first six readings. He’d expected an abandoned
warehouse or a seedy motel, not an old mill that had been rehabilitated into
upscale condominiums.


“Might as well go
in.”


“Yeah.” Drake says.


They sit in their SUV
for a few more minutes.


“Okay. For real. Not
doing any good sitting here like dummies.”


They cross the
parking lot, scanning the area for any signs of a set-up — a van parked along
the side of the road for no reason, someone trying too hard to be inconspicuous
as he walks his nondescript dog...


The main entrance
leads into a small foyer sealed by a glass-panel door. The foyer is well lit,
clean, and as far as Drake can tell, free of security cameras. Curious, he
peeks inside a wooden cabinet mounted on the wall and finds an assortment of
lockboxes, the kind real estate agents use to store keys for properties they’re
showing.


“What number was it?”
Candace asks, eyeing a wall panel listing the residents. Half the nameplates
are blank.


“Four-oh-four.”


Candace locates unit
four-oh-four and presses the silvery call button. The nameplate is among the
blanks, yet someone is there to buzz them in. They enter, passing through a spacious
lobby, and take an elevator to the fourth floor. Their destination is a unit
tucked in a far corner of the mill.


After wrestling a final
moment of doubt into submission, Drake knocks on the door. Jason X answers
immediately and greets his guests with a mild smile.


“You’re six minutes
late,” he says.


“We wanted to make
sure everything was kosher,” Drake says.


“I wasn’t
reprimanding you; I expected you’d dawdle out of excessive caution. Come in.”


“Can you blame us for
being squirrelly? I didn’t think you’d ask us to meet you at your place.”


“Oh, I don’t live
here. I chose this location because so many of the units are empty. Any
residents who aren’t at work won’t think twice about complete strangers coming
and going. They’ll assume we’re potential buyers come to look at one of the
available apartments, such as this one — which is quite nice, I must say. I’m
seriously considering renting one myself.”


Jason leads them inside,
into an open floor plan apartment devoid of furniture. Two men and a woman clustered
together in the kitchen pause in their conversation.


“Allow me to
introduce the other new recruits,” Jason says with a small gesture of
presentation. “This is Skadi.”


“Hey,” says the tall
woman. Pale blonde hair falls to her broad, densely muscular shoulders. “You
can call me —”


“Ah! No real names, please.
For the present I’d prefer it if we all stuck to our code names.”


“Works for me,” Drake
says.


Jason introduces the
two men in the group collectively as ThunderStorm. They offer nods in greeting.
Drake takes in their upper-middle class ensembles and decides they’d be more at
home in an upscale country club than participating in a clandestine meeting
with wanted super-villains.


“Nice to meet you,” Thunder
says, offering a hand.


“Yeah, same here,”
Drake says. “Are you two brothers?”


“Spouses,” Storm
corrects.


“Ah. Sorry. I saw the
matching polo shirts and khakis...”


“I understand. Yes,
we’re one of those couples who tend to dress alike,” Thunder says. “Nauseating,
I know.”


“Is this everyone?”
Candace asks.


“Not everyone,” Jason
says. “Some of our other members have their own projects. I hope you’ll get to
meet them later.”


Drake cocks a
suspicious eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t we meet them?”


“Ah, that is the very
topic we’re here to discuss. Having reviewed John Nemo’s notes on his potential
recruits, I learned that he had yet to draw solid conclusions on several of
them, present company included. He wasn’t convinced you could handle yourselves
in a real-world, high-pressure situation.”


“You want us to prove
ourselves,” Skadi says.


“I wish I could say
it’s merely a formality,” Jason says, pacing an idle orbit about the room, “but
a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. My organization is merely being
pragmatic.”


“We do have a track
record, you know,” Drake says.


“A handful of
successful bank jobs do not a super-villain make. Now, don’t think I’m
dismissing your past successes. It takes a respectable level of competence to
escape capture repeatedly, but let’s be honest: none of you have faced a real
challenge to your abilities. Fortunately, Nemo left a great many projects
unfinished. If you were to successfully tie off one of these loose ends...”


“I’m game,” Thunder
says.


“Me too,” Storm says.


“Count me in,” Skadi
says.


“Typhon? Echidna?”
Jason says. “If you’re uncertain about proceeding, you have but to say so and
you can go your own way, no questions asked and no feelings hurt.”


“Uncertain? Hell,
no,” Drake says. “This is the first time in months we’ve felt like we actually
have a purpose. Right, Can — uh, Echidna?”


“Yeah,” Candy says,
the corner of her mouth quirking nervously. “Sure.”


“Excellent,” Jason beams,
“because I had something very specific in mind for you. Tell me: have you ever
heard of the Wardens?”


 


***






For two solid hours,
Skyblazer takes abuse like a champ and asks for more. He screws up, gets called
on it, feels like an inept idiot for a couple of minutes, shrugs it off, and
gets right back to work. Like I said, he has a lot to learn, but man, he is a dedicated
student — and I tell him so when we break for a lunch. We partake of mediocre food
truck barbecue atop the Notre Dame Bridge, a steel suspension bridge spanning
the Merrimack River. The food’s pretty meh, but the company’s nice, and the
view of the city’s awesome.


“I have a great
teacher,” Skyblazer says, taking a bite of his pulled pork sandwich. If nothing
else, I’ve earned enough good will that he’s letting me see his face. He has
the complexion of a Middle Easterner, though I couldn’t guess his ethnicity
beyond that. His eyes are dark yet somehow bright at the same time, though I
only see them in profile; he never looks directly at me.


“Great view,” I say. He
grunts through a mouthful of food. “Is this where you go to get away from it
all?”


“Sometimes.”


“How’d you find it?”


He shrugs. Okay, he’s
not up for small talk. Back to business, then.


“We should figure out
a training schedule,” I say. “We can get a lot of work in before school starts.
You are still in high school, yeah?”


“Mm-hm. Starting
senior year,” Skyblazer says, brightening. “Technically I’ll have enough
credits to graduate before Christmas break but Dad wants me to stay and finish
the year out. I’m trying to convince him to let me enroll in this program that
lets me take community college courses while I’m still in high school. Any
credits I earn would get rolled over when I go to MIT.”


“Oh, you’re
MIT-bound? Nice.”


“I haven’t applied
yet,” he admits, “but that’s where I want to go. Anyway, a training schedule,
yeah. You probably have a million things going on...”


“Not so much, but why
don’t we say Tuesdays and Thursdays to start?” I suggest. “We’ll meet right
here at nine and see where the day takes us.”


“Cool.”


I close my Styrofoam
takeout container and hand it to Skyblazer. “Here, you can have my leftovers.”


“Didn’t you like the
food?”


“Oh, it was fine,” I
lie, “but you could use the extra calories. I mean, look at you. You’re built
like a yardstick.”


“A manly yardstick,” he
corrects.


“Yes, very manly.” I
stand. “Your homework for the week —”


“Not even back in
school and already I’m getting homework,” he gripes playfully.


“Read up on basic
aerial combat. There are a lot of solid techniques you’d benefit from knowing,
including some that will help you compensate for your speed and range
limitations.”


Skyblazer tosses me a
salute. “Aye-aye, captain.”


“Lieutenant,
actually, but you can call me Carrie.”


“I’m Dennis.”


“It was nice to meet
you, Dennis.”


“You too.”


I smile all the way
home. For the first time since I got back, I feel like I’m in a good place. I
feel useful, like I have a real reason to be on this planet again.


Here’s hoping it
lasts.
















 


TEN


 


Jessica pinches the
ignition key between her thumb and forefinger and draws a breath, bracing herself.
She turns the car off, and there it is again, that rattling sound, like a
quarter pinging about inside a coffee can. She releases her breath as a
whispered stream of profanity.


It’s okay, be cool.
The car’s still under warranty, she tells herself, but that kindles her
temper rather than cools it. A brand-new car should not be making such noises.
Were the dealership not fifty minutes away, back in Burlington, she’d drive the
damn thing down there right now and make them fix it on the spot.


Not make them
like that, though. No, she’d persuade them like a normal person would,
with a compelling argument based on the facts. It’s a four-month-old car and
shouldn’t be having problems already. She needs it to get to work. She needs it
to get anywhere. That’s the tradeoff for her solitude; all the
necessities of life are miles away, and there’s no public transit to speak of
this far in the boonies.


Plenty of good
reasons to see things my way. No need for extreme measures. Just talk
to them.


Jessica heads inside,
changes out of her work clothes and into comfortable sweats, and rehearses her
pitch as she makes a dull but satisfying chicken Caesar salad for dinner. She
scrutinizes every word, every turn of phrase to ensure her expectations are
expressed clearly and dispassionately. Once dinner is eaten and the dishes put
in the sink to soak, she pours half a glass of white wine and steps out onto
her porch to practice her speech aloud.


“Whenever I turn off
the car, I hear a rattling noise coming from the engine,” she says to an audience
of one, a rabbit nibbling at the edge of her lawn. Someone else is having
salad for dinner, too, she muses. “It started a week ago. I have no idea
what the cause might be. I’d like you to take a look and fix the problem,
please, and I’d like to point out that the car is only four months old and is
still under warranty. Thank you.”


Direct yet civil,
hits all the points, doesn’t sound accusatory or confrontational.


She recites the
monolog again, many times over, finding spots to add gentle emphasis,
experimenting with different inflections, and carefully adding beats to make
the flow of her words sound, ironically, less rehearsed — tricks she retained
from her high school drama club days. As a teen, she lost several meaty roles because
of her stiff line delivery, but on occasion, she was able to inject enough soul
into an audition to land a halfway decent part — something that required more
of her than to walk onto the stage, hit her mark, say her one line, and then exit.


Only once did she exploit
her special ability to land a lead role — Kim MacAfee in Bye-Bye Birdie
— and that ended disastrously. She had enough control over her power to
influence a single mind — that of the director — but it would be years before
she could affect a large crowd, so the opening night audience saw her for the
mediocre thespian she was. They were polite enough to let her finish the show
without booing her, but the director caught an earful afterwards — mostly from
angry parents, utterly baffled as to why their own daughters had been passed
over for the role in favor of, in the words of one irate stage mother, that
no-talent twit.


Jessica’s theatrical
career ended that night, but she carried the many lessons she learned, good and
bad, into her adult life, although it took her a long time to realize which
were the right lessons. Almost too long.


Jessica fishes her
phone out of her sweatpants pocket to call her office. To her astonishment, her
supervisor’s voicemail answers.


No, that can’t be. Stephen’s always
there.


“Hi, Stephen, it’s
Jessica. I wanted to let you know I may be a little late getting in tomor—”


Aside from a fox den
a few yards into the woods surrounding her home, Jessica’s nearest neighbor is
more than a mile away, well outside her range, and that neighbor is a perfectly
lovely retiree and widower — certainly not a man capable of radiating such
powerful hatred. Nor is he the type of man who would skulk about in the tree
line.


A long-dormant
instinct awakens. Jessica throws up a wall of telekinetic force a heartbeat
before a sharp crack, the unmistakable report of gunfire, fills the air. She
feels the impact through her shield, right about head height. She knows only one
person who could make a shot like that — or would want to take it.


Muzzle flash betrays
her attacker’s position in the trees. Slugs ping off her shield, each shot hitting
like a boxer’s knockout punch. She retreats into her house, chased by a series
of tight, carefully controlled bursts of gunfire. She slams the door shut and
backs away, her shield still up.


A grenade’s next. That
lunatic loves her grenades.


The door explodes in
a spray of debris and shrapnel, turning the living room into a meat grinder.
Her shield saves her from getting shredded to pulp, but it does nothing to
muffle the accompanying boom or blunt the shockwave. Jessica reels, stumbles, falls
to her knees, a banshee screaming in her ears.


The floor shudders
beneath her. A dust storm stinking of drywall and scorched wood fills the room,
burning her eyes, her lungs. She blinks away tears well enough to make out the thing
looming over her — a colossus in the approximate shape of a person, its outer
skin mimicking the look of plate steel.


“I got her,” the giant
says, its voice tinny and hollow.


Jessica’s first
telekinetic ram causes the hulk to rock on its heels. A second staggers it. A
third, powered by rising panic and boiling rage and sheer desperation, blows it
through the back wall. The juggernaut rips a trench across her back lawn and
rolls to a stop.


Now’s your chance. Get
up, dammit. Get up. Run.


She stands, bracing
herself against the crushed remains of her couch. Dizziness threatens to pull her
back down. She fights it. Exhaustion turns her legs to jelly, her feet to leaden
weights. She fights it.


Jessica’s heart
stutters as a humanoid blur coalescences into a coherent if startling image,
that of a man melting through the wall, ghostlike. Black pits in place of eyes,
set against a face painted with a bleach-white skull, bore into her. She lashes
out with a telekinetic ram. She reaches out with her power to grasp a toppled
easy chair and flings it. She pours her fury into a telepathic assault that
should reduce the horrible vision to a quivering, mindless mass. Nothing stops
the specter’s advance. It reaches out to her, like the grim reaper itself
coming to claim her mortal soul. Immaterial fingers slide into her head and
ignite a firestorm in her brain. The world disappears in an explosion of color
and light.


She screams.


 


***


 


Jessica opens her
eyes to a darkening sky and to a circle of vague, watery shapes towering over
her.


“I told you I should
have handled this,” someone says — a man, his voice as ghostly as morning mist.


A woman speaks next,
a woman Jessica knows well. “And I told you she was mine to kill.”


“And you did such a bang-up
job,” says the steel giant.


“Shut it, Leviathan.
You could have just bombarded the house, so don’t criticize my tactics.”


“I have air-to-air
missiles, Grimm, not air-to-ground missiles.”


“If you’d aimed them
at the ground, they would have become air-to-ground missiles. Idiot.”


“Knock it off. She’s
coming to,” a third man says.


A weight settles on
Jessica’s chest — someone’s foot. Her vision clears. The woman looking down on
her, dressed in black fatigues and military-grade body armor, has hard features
and harder eyes — the eyes of someone who has stared into the proverbial abyss
and welcomed the darkness when it stared back. A scar, old and pale, runs from
the corner of her lips to the arc of her jaw. Jessica gave her that scar — that
and another, deeper, hidden scar that also never fully healed.


“Jess,” Jane Grimm
says.


“...Please,” Jessica
croaks.


“Please what, Jess?” Grimm
shifts her weight to press down on Jessica’s sternum. “Please what?”


“Please, leave me
alone,” Jessica whimpers.


“And why would I want
to do that? After all the trouble we went through to find you?”


“Come on, Grimm,”
Steampunk Leviathan says. “Get on with it.”


“I said shut it!”


“Back off,
Leviathan,” the third man says. “This is her kill. Let her do it her way.”


“Let me remind you,
Faultline, letting her do it her way is what caused this mess in the first
place,” the ghost-man says in his otherworldly murmur.


“Quit your bitching,
Zombi. I’ll make this quick,” Grimm says. “Not painless, though.”


Jessica finally
notices the pistol in Jane Grimm’s hand.


“Please,” Jessica
weeps. “This isn’t my life anymore. I’m not that person anymore!”


“You think it’s that
simple, Jess?” Grimm says. “You call a mulligan and I forget how you destroyed
my life? Is that it?!”


The pressure on
Jessica’s chest increases. A dull pain spreads into her arms, into her belly, like
a heart attack building to critical, and her head throbs in time with her quickening
pulse.


“I’m sorry,” she says,
expending the very last of the air in her lungs. “Jane, I’m sorry.”


Jane Grimm thumbs off
the safety, pulls back the slide, and slips her finger onto the trigger.


“I’m not,” she says.
















 


ELEVEN


 


I glance at my alarm clock.
The display blinks over to 12:00 AM. I’ve been lying in bed wide awake for three
hours.


Getting a good
night’s sleep seems to be a lost cause, so I grab my laptop, head downstairs,
turn on the TV, plant myself on the couch, and poke around the Internet, hoping
the tedium will lull me to sleep. No such luck. I sit there all night and into
the morning, until Sara comes down to grab breakfast. Wednesday follows her
like a loyal minion.


“You’re up early,”
she says, almost as a question.


“I never fell asleep,”
I confess.


“Carrie, that’s not
good.”


“My sleep patterns
are still screwed up. Not much I can do about it.”


“Maybe you should
pick up some kind of sleep aid.”


“I’d rather not
resort to taking drugs.”


“They’re not drugs;
it’s medication.”


“So were those pills
Bart used to give you to suppress your telepathy so you could sleep,” I
counter, “and I don’t remember you ever taking them.”


Sara frowns but
doesn’t push the matter further.


I follow her into the
kitchen to set up the coffee maker. This time, I get the prep right on the
first try. See? All the old habits are coming back to me.


“What do you have
going on today?” Sara asks as she sticks a couple of Pop-Tarts in the toaster
oven for me. “Are you training with Dennis again?”


“No, not until next
week. Tonight I’m going to see this awesome show featuring a hot young actress
who is electrifying the Kingsport community theater world, but first I have a
meeting with Principal McGann.”


“You do?”


“Apparently. Mom
called Mrs. McGann a couple days ago to let her know I’d be coming back to
school, and she said she wanted to meet with me and Mom in person first.”


“To welcome you back
with a big smile?”


“Probably not.”


“Yeah, no, probably
not. Once you’re done there, why don’t you meet me at the office for lunch and
let me know how things went?”


“Sure, cool.”


“Good. I don’t like
the thought of you sitting in the house all alone all day.” She hesitates. “Since
you’re checking things off your to-do list, maybe you could see if Bart has a
free slot this afternoon?”


Real subtle, Sara. “I
will take care of it.”


“When?”


“I will take care of
it,” I repeat, my temper spiking.


“Carrie —”


“I know, Sara. I know
I have to talk to Bart and I will take care of it, so stop pushing.”


“...Okay.”


I refrain from
commenting on the flash of skeptical side-eye she gives me.


Barely.


 


***






“You know,” Mom says,
looking around, “I think this office had this exact same ugly paint job when I
was here.”


“Toothpaste green is
a timeless color,” I say.


“Do the bathroom
stalls have doors? Halfway through my freshman year they removed all the doors
so kids couldn’t hide in the stalls and smoke.”


“Seriously?” Mom
nods. “No, we have doors.”


“You kids nowadays
are so spoiled, getting to pee in private.”


The receptionist
peeks up over the tall counter separating the waiting area from the office
proper. “Ms. Briggs? Carrie? Mrs. McGann will see you now.”


We pass through a
miniature cubicle farm where during the school year various administrative
assistants sit typing and filing and e-mailing and photocopying. Only the
receptionist is on duty today, and judging by the sour face she gave us upon
arrival, she’s less than thrilled about that. At least you have a job, lady.
More than some of us can say.


Principal McGann’s
office door is closed for some reason. Mom knocks and waits for Mrs. McGann to
call us in.


“One moment,” Mrs.
McGann says.


“Someone likes her
little power plays,” Mom remarks.


“What?” I say.


“The closed door when
there’s almost no one else in the entire building? Making us wait for her
summons? She’s trying to show us she’s in charge. Watch, she’ll be sitting down
when we go in. She’ll stand, make us go to her to shake her hand, ask us to
sit, and then she’ll wait for us to sit before she does. It’s all about
displaying her power over us.”


“Man, you’ve got this
corporate shark lifestyle thing down, don’t you?”


“It’s been educational.”


And Mom proves
herself a good student because Mrs. McGann acts exactly as she predicted.


“While I don’t want
to rush things, Mrs. McGann, I would like to make this quick,” Mom says. “I do
have a job to get to.”


“Of course, Ms.
Briggs, and I think we can accommodate you,” says Mrs. McGann, who then takes
her sweet time looking through the contents of a file folder — presumably my
student records. Mom slips me a knowing look. “As you may be aware, Carrie, a
lot has happened while you were, um...”


“In outer space,” I
say.


“Away. Your friends
in the, ah, Hero Squad? We’ve had to make some changes to our school policies
to reflect the presence of superhuman individuals such as yourself. You can download
a PDF of the current student handbook from the school website and read it on
your own time, but the long and short of it is, if you derive your, ah,
abilities from any weapon or device, you are not permitted to bring it on
school grounds.” She looks at me over her glasses. “Is that how you derive your
powers?”


“Technically, yes,
but they’re implants in my hands. I can’t take them out.”


“Then we would have
to consider your abilities innate. That means they —”


“I know what innate
means.”


Mrs. McGann smiles a
thin, bloodless smile. “What I was going to say was, if your powers are innate,
there are no explicit restrictions on their use, but if you use them in a
manner that violates any existing school policy, you would be subject to
disciplinary action. Do you understand?”


I understand she’s
speaking to me like I’m ten years old and that I’d really like her to knock it
off, but in the interest of diplomacy, I smile and nod agreeably.


“Excellent.” Mrs.
McGann wastes another minute examining my file. “Now, onto the matter of your
academic standing,” she says, her fake plastic smile disappearing. “Reinstating
you as a student isn’t a problem, we can do that easily, but due to the fact
you missed more than half of your junior year, I’m afraid you will have to
start the coming school year where you left off.”


“...What?”


“She has to repeat
her junior year?” Mom says.


“Well, whether she
repeats the whole year is up to her. She’s received partial credit for the
quarter she completed — with excellent grades, I might add,” Mrs. McGann says,
like that’s some great consolation prize that’ll make me feel so much better
about getting held back a whole friggin’ grade!


“I see,” Mom says
with a sigh. “All right.”


“All right? That’s
it?” I say. “I’m not going to be a senior with my friends and all you can say
is all right?”


“Carrie —”


“If you buckle down,
take some extra classes, you should be able to accrue enough credits to be
eligible for graduation by holiday break next year,” Mrs. McGann says.


Mrs. McGann recoils
as I jump to my feet. “Next year?!”


“Carrie!” Mom cows me
with a look. I sink back into my seat. “I’m sorry about that, Mrs. McGann.”


Mrs. McGann nods. She
doesn’t take her eyes off me.


“Obviously, my
daughter and I have a few things to discuss. Thank you for your time. I’ll be
in touch.”


I keep it together
until we’re outside. “What is there to discuss, Mom? I can’t go back to school
as a junior.”


“Why? Because your
friends are going to be seniors?” Mom says.


“Yes! And I should be
a senior too!”


“Carrie, you missed
six months of school.”


“So now I have to do
it all over again?”


Mom stops and faces
me — by which I mean she stares me down, hardcore. Talk about power plays.


“I’m sorry, Carrie,
but I will not let you take a shortcut on your education. You have a future
outside of the Squad and the Vanguard, and you need to dedicate yourself to
that as much as you do to being a super-hero or a space cadet. Space ranger.
Whatever the appropriate term is.”


“Mom,” I whine, a
feeble final protest — feeble because I know in my heart she’s right.


“The answer is no,
Carrie, I will not skip you ahead.” She sighs, and in very Mom-like fashion,
brushes a stray strand of hair out of my face, tucking it behind my ear. “If
you’re willing to do the work, we can look into getting you some after-school
tutoring or something, see if we can get you up to speed so you can at least
graduate with your friends. Okay?”


It’s the best offer
I’m going to get. “Okay.”


“I have to get
going,” she says apologetically.


“I know.”


“Have fun at the play
tonight. Tell Sara I said break a leg. Don’t wait up for me.”


“All right.”


Mom gets in her car
and drives away, leaving me standing there in the middle of an empty school
parking lot.


 


***


 


Lunch in the form of
takeout from Carnivore’s Cave is waiting for me when I meet up with Sara a
little before noon.


“You complained about
the crappy barbecue Dennis made you eat,” she says. “I thought a little of the
good stuff might cheer you up.”


“Good call,” I say,
opening my Styrofoam container. My mouth gushes as the delicious aroma of
smoked beef brisket hits my nose. “Did you get the insanely buttery mashed
potatoes and gravy too?”


“Duh.”


“Fantastic.”


And it is fantastic.
I scoop a big spoonful of mashed potatoes into my mouth, and for once, my food
tastes like something. Half the container is gone before I even touch my
brisket.


“What’s the good news
from the school front?” Sara asks.


And there goes my
appetite.


“It’s not good news,”
I say, stabbing my plastic fork into my brisket. “I basically have to do my
junior year all over.”


“What? Oh,
Carrie, I’m sorry.”


“I asked Mom to skip
me ahead anyway but she’s not having it. I have to dedicate myself to my future
outside of the Squad and the Vanguard, she said.”


“I guess I can
understand where she’s coming from, but still.”


I shrug. “Hope your
day’s been better than mine.”


“It hasn’t been
worse. Phone’s been a little busy but that’s about it.”


“Anything interesting?”


“Nope. The usual
assortment of crackpots and people who think we’re the police department.”


“Fun.”


“Ehn, no
biggie. Gives me time to brush up on my lines and songs for the show tonight. I
want to make sure you see a pitch-perfect performance. Oh, now what?” Sara grumps
as the phone interrupts our peaceful lunch. “Wait, no, this is coming in
through the Protectorate HQ line. This might actually be something,” she says
hopefully. “Hello, Protectorate HQ, this is Psyche. Yes, hello! Yes, I remember
you from the conference last month. What can I do for you?”


For the next few
minutes, Sara mm-hms and uh-huhs and I sees. At one point,
she enters something into the computer, after which she spends the rest of the
one-sided conversation staring intently at her screen.


“Thanks very much for
the info, Ranger,” she says. “I’ll pass it along to Concorde right away. If we dig
up anything useful, we’ll be sure to let you know. Okay, thanks. Bye.”


“That sounded serious,”
I say.


“It’s serious, all
right. That was the Green Mountain Ranger, he works up in Vermont. He got
called in this morning to consult on a homicide in Highgate, a town on the
Canadian border. The victim was a superhuman named Jessica Lee.”


“A super-hero?”


“No, a super-villain.
Sorry, I should say a reformed-slash-retired super-villain, although when she
was active she was a C-list bad guy at best.” Sara pivots the monitor so I can
see the file on Jessica Lee, who went by the unfortunate code name of
Influenca. “She was a psionic who used her powers to compel people to send her
money.”


“She Nigerian Princed
people?”


“Uh-huh. It was
pretty slick, in its way. She’d telepathically plant a suggestion in someone’s
head to mail her, like, five or ten bucks in cash each month. She did this to
something like three hundred people in the Chicago area, all chosen at random
so there’d be no way police could connect the victims and establish a pattern.”


“How did she get
caught?”


“She didn’t — not for
that, anyway. Eight years ago, she hooked up with a bunch of other
super-villains. They tried to set themselves up as the new crime bosses for all
of Chicago, but the Second City Centurions took them down before their plan
went anywhere. Jessica flipped on the rest of the gang to get the charges
against her dropped. However, during the investigation, the police noticed her
funky financials. She wound up confessing to her scam, did some time for that,
got out of jail, quit the life, and moved to Vermont to start over.”


“Or did she?” I
wonder aloud.


“According to the
Ranger, she was legit. When she moved to the area she reached out to the
Ranger, told him everything, and insisted she wanted to put the past behind
her. For a couple of years, he checked in on her regularly but she never gave
him any cause for suspicion, so he left her alone.”


“If that’s the case,
why would the police think to call the Ranger in for a consult? I hate to say
it, but people are murdered all the time.”


“True, but not like
this. The woman’s home was trashed, by which I mean something huge dropped
through the center of the house and plowed through a wall on its way out.”


“Yeah, that is weird.”


“And vaguely familiar.
Not the hole in the house part, the dead super-villain part. Why does it sound
familiar?” Sara says. I’m about to suggest calling Matt — if anyone would know
off the top of his head it’d be him — but Sara beats me to it. “Matt would
know,” she says, taking out her phone.


So much for feeling
useful.


“Hey, Matt. Sorry to
bother you, but I wanted to run something by you,” Sara says. “I got a call,
like, two minutes ago from the Green Mountain Ranger. He was called in on a
homicide and the victim’s a retired super-villain. The evidence suggests there
was a big fight leading up to her murder. Have there been any other cases like
this?”


Mm-hms and uh-huhs
and I sees.


“Thanks.” Sara hangs
up. “Apparently, there’s been a rash of similar murders over the past several
months, all involving super-villains, but this is the first one in our area
Matt’s aware of. He’s going to look into it after work.”


“Sounds like the
game’s afoot.”


“Itching to get back
in action, huh?”


“Looking to take out
some frustrations on the first available bad guy, more like, but it’s a moot
point either way. I’m still technically red-listed. Edison won’t put me back on
full active duty until I talk to Bart.”


“Which you’ll do
when?” Sara prods.


“When I’m ready, dammit,”
I snap. Sara recoils. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to talk about it yet, to you
or Bart or anyone.”


“I think that means
you need to talk about it.”


I shrug.


“Carrie, I don’t know
what to tell you. If you don’t talk to Bart, Edison won’t reinstate you, and
you know Edison as well as I do. He’s not going to compromise.”


“I know.”


Sara considers me for
a moment and says, “Are you scared that Bart won’t clear you?”


“No,” I say
automatically. “Why wouldn’t he clear me?”


“Because something is
eating at you and you’re repressing like crazy. I know you’re having nightmares
because I can feel them from across the hall, and I’ve noticed you really hate
it when things are too quiet. You always have the TV or the radio on at home. Come
on, Carrie, you can’t keep living in denial like this. Talk to me.”


“Maybe I would if I
thought you’d treat me like your friend instead of your patient. If I want
someone telling me how I’m repressing and in denial, I’ll go talk to Bart.”


“Great. Do it. I want
you to talk to him.”


“I will, but I have
more important things to deal with right now, like having to take my junior year
all over again! I’ll talk to Bart when I’m ready, okay? So back off!”


“No. I am not going
to back off,” Sara says, sounding so much like Mom when she digs her heels in
it’s creepy. “You’re in pain, and as long as you’re hurting, I’m going to be
right here pestering you until you get the help you need. You’re my best
friend. You’re my sister. I love you.”


That hits home, and
not just because of the pure sincerity behind the sentiment. I said those exact
same words to Sara when she was having her King of Pain-induced psychotic
break. She was slipping away from me, and that was my desperate, last-ditch
effort to save her from disappearing entirely. I failed.


Sara doesn’t.


“I love you, too,” I
say. “And I promise, I swear I will talk to Bart.”


“When?”


“You tell me. Call
him and make the appointment. I’ll be there.”


Sara shoots off a
text. She gets a reply a couple minutes later. “Bart’s got a pretty full
schedule but he says he’ll block off Wednesday afternoon for you.”


“...Okay.”


“Really?”


“Yes. I promised you
I would.”


She squeezes my hand.
“Thank you.”


I muster a weak
smile. “You can thank me by giving me that pitch-perfect performance tonight.”


“Done and done.”
















 


TWELVE


 


After lunch, I go
home and resume my couch sit-a-thon. I fire up my laptop, intending to nose
around online for tutoring services, but my heart’s not in it. I haven’t always
been an exemplary student, but even during my Dark Period, when I valued
looking pretty and being popular over academics (and pretty much everything
else of real importance), my grades were never so awful I faced the prospect of
repeating a grade.


The worst part? I
brought this all on myself. I can’t blame Mrs. McGann or Mom or anyone. I’m the
one who took off for eight months without sparing a single second to consider
how it might impact my life.


“Idiot,” I say out
loud. “Big, stupid, impulsive idiot.”


From the armrest,
Wednesday meows in agreement. Thanks, cat.


My laptop dings at
me. I jump over to the Facebook tab on my browser and see a PM from Dennis
waiting for me: You there?


Hey. What’s up? I write back.


Not much. Doing my
homework like a good student :)


Please don’t mention
homework or students or anything school-related.


Uh-oh. Something
wrong?


Long story.


Okay. I’m sorry.


You don’t even know
what you’re sorry for.


No, still sorry
though.


Thanks.


Should I leave you
alone?


I almost say yes. No,
it’s okay. I could use a distraction.


I looked up those
aerial combat maneuvers you told me about and tried them out this morning. Is
there a trick to pulling them off without getting completely disoriented?


Hm. Tough question.
When I started combat training with Concorde, he had all kinds of tricks and
tips for me, but a lot of them were of the show-don’t-tell variety. There were
no lectures or explanations, just a lot of hands-on lessons.


What are you doing? I write. Are you busy?


Not really.


Sara did want me to
get out of the house.


Good. Suit up and
meet me on the bridge in 15.


 


***


 


Dennis and I spend
the afternoon driving air traffic controllers across New England crazy. I
imagine that by the end of the day #lightstormsucks will be a trending
topic on Twitter. We end the session with a Starbucks stop, and we take our
drinks to the bridge.


“Thanks for coming
out,” Dennis says. “I really needed this. I wasn’t getting it on my own.”


“You’re welcome. I
needed this too. If you hadn’t messaged me, I probably would have spent the day
sitting on my butt sulking,” I say. Instead, I’m sitting atop the Notre Dame
Bridge looking out over scenic Manchester. I understand why Dennis likes to
come here.


“Glad to be of
service.”


“You’re not going to
ask what happened?”


“I wasn’t going to. I
figured it was something personal, and we don’t really know each other too
well, so...”


“We should probably
fix that. Training partners need to know and trust each other, right?”


“Yeah, okay. So what
happened?”


“I learned that I
don’t get to be a senior this year. I have to do my junior year all over.”


“How come?”


“Because I missed
half of eleventh grade gallivanting around the Milky Way playing space
cowgirl.”


“Ah. I’m sorry. I know
how much that sucks.”


“You do? Mr.
I’m-Going-to-MIT got held back?”


“No, not me. My
brother Kyle.”


“I didn’t know you
had a brother.”


Dennis’s expression
darkens. “He died last year,” he says, a verbal gut-punch.


“Oh, God, Dennis, I’m
so sorry,” I offer as both a condolence and an apology. “I didn’t mean to —”


“It’s okay,” he says
with a forgiving smile. “Really, it’s cool. Besides, we’re supposed to know and
trust each other, right?”


“I still feel like a
total ass.”


“Don’t. You didn’t
know. It’s not like I talk about him much.”


The impulse to ask
him what happened is there, and he seems to want to talk about it — and he
does, but his opening is not at all what I expected.


“This was his suit.”


“Your brother was a
super-hero?” I say, and Dennis grimaces. Oh, God, what did I step in this time?


“No.” He hesitates,
like he’s building up to something — and boy, is he ever. “I think he was a
super-villain.”
















 


THIRTEEN


 


I sit there gawping
at Dennis, trying and failing spectacularly to think of a response that isn’t
totally stupid or insensitive, but what could I possibly say after a revelation
like that?


Heck with it, let’s
go with the foremost question on my mind. “Are you sure? I mean, I know the
players around here fairly well and I’ve never seen that armor before I met
you.”


“I don’t know what
else fits,” Dennis says.


Kyle Antar always had
a chip on his shoulder thanks to being a second-generation Iraqi immigrant
growing up in a predominantly white state in post-9/11 America, Dennis says. Long
before he graduated high school, he made plans to join the army — not so much
to serve his country but to prove a point to every racist idiot who ever gave
him grief or questioned his loyalties.


Kyle was dispatched
to the Middle East almost immediately after finishing boot camp. He served
honorably for six years before he was caught in an IED explosion. He took a
piece of shrapnel in the calf — a minor wound, and by all rights, he should
have been treated, released, and sent back into the field. Instead, he got a
Purple Heart and an honorable discharge. He fought to stay in, but the army
insisted he’d done his duty and earned his ticket back to the states.


“He was convinced the
army used his injury as an excuse to get rid of him,” Dennis says.


“Did they?”


“I don’t know. I’ve
heard of the military discharging personnel of Middle Eastern descent for
stupid reasons, so maybe? It almost doesn’t matter. Perception is reality, you
know?”


Kyle spent four
restless, angry months at home before returning to action in a different way.
He became a “private military contractor” (which is a fancy way of saying he
became a mercenary) with a firm called Gladrock and work for them for two years.


“One day last year,
out of the blue, he came home and told us he’d resigned from Gladrock, but he wouldn’t
say what he was doing for work.” Dennis frowns. “He wouldn’t say much of
anything, actually. He got a place of his own in town but he kind of cut us out
of his life. Dad was worried sick Kyle had gotten involved with some terrorist
group.”


“But you think he
became a super-villain?”


“Like I said, it’s
the only thing that fits.”


Kyle’s radio silence ended,
permanently, almost a year ago when his body was found on the shore of the
Merrimack River, not too far from the very bridge we’re sitting on — the bridge
that police believe Kyle jumped off, Dennis says. The cops asked the family to
let them into Kyle’s apartment to look for a note or some other evidence to
back their theory. They didn’t find anything, but Dennis did.


“Growing up, Kyle
always kept a journal, so I poked around his bedroom hoping maybe he’d kept it
up as an adult,” he says. “He did. I found it under his bed. I stuffed it in my
jacket and took it home to read it. That’s when the key fell out.”


“A key?”


“To a storage unit. I
freaked. All I could think was that Dad was right and Kyle had gone off the
deep end and he had guns or bomb-making materials stashed somewhere, so I
tracked down the unit to check it out.” He chuckles, ruefully. “I had no idea
what I’d do if I found anything, but I wasn’t exactly thinking straight, you
know?”


“I know,” I say. I
remember what a basket case I was after Granddad died. Common sense and I were
not on speaking terms for a good long while. “Is that when you found the suit?”


“In a big case marked
‘Skyblazer Armor Mark III.’”


“And that’s when you
realized Kyle might have been a super-villain.”


“Yeah. But you said
you never heard of him, so maybe he hadn’t gone public yet?”


“That’s entirely
possible. I know someone out there has been outfitting wannabe super-villains
with tech. Your brother might have been one of them,” I say, and I immediately
regret my words. “Oh my God, that was such a stupid thing to say. Dennis, I am
so sorry.”


“It’s okay.”


“No, it’s not. It was
thoughtless and insensitive and —”


“Carrie, stop.” He
lays his hand over mine. “Look, I’m not happy that I was right about Kyle but I
don’t blame you for that. And I can’t pretend he was something he wasn’t.”


“I don’t want you to
remember your brother as a bad guy.”


“He’s not. He
wasn’t,” Dennis amends, “but he was always angry, always lashing out. He never
learned how to deal with all the crap the world threw at him. I didn’t want to
be like that. I didn’t want to end up like Kyle.”


“So you took his
super-villain suit and decided to become a super-hero.”


“Because that’s what
any sane kid would do, right? Big bro was a bad guy so I became a good guy to
make amends. You know, right after I took it apart to see how it worked and
read the instruction manual.”


“There was an instruction
manual?”


“Right? How crazy is
that?”


“You’re asking the
wrong girl. My bar for crazy is a lot higher than yours. You actually took the
suit apart?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Just like that. You
took apart a cutting-edge flying suit and put it back together?”


“I didn’t completely
take it apart,” he says, like that makes it somehow less impressive. “I cracked
open the helmet, poked around a little in the maglev modules, removed what
looked suspiciously like a GPS tracking chip...whoever gave Kyle the suit
definitely wanted to keep tabs on him.”


I hate myself for
asking, but the perverse curiosity is too much. “Dennis? You said your brother committed
suicide. Do you think...did you ever consider that maybe all that anger finally
got to be too much?”


“I never said Kyle
killed himself; I said the police said he killed himself.”


“But you don’t
believe them.”


“It doesn’t add up. I
read the police and coroner’s reports —”


“They let you have
copies of the reports?”


Dennis winces. “Not
exactly. Did I mention I’m something of an accomplished hacker?”


“You did not.”


“Good. That means you
have plausible deniability. Anyway, the coroner said Kyle’s injuries were
consistent with a fall of approximately three hundred feet. The Notre Dame
Bridge is only one hundred and thirty feet above the river at its highest
point, which is where we’re sitting right now.”


I gaze down at the
river below us. Part of my training with Concorde involved how to respond to
uncontrolled freefall conditions, which in most cases amounts to closing your
eyes and praying for a miracle, but I know that under certain circumstances
it’s possible to survive “augering in,” as he called it. There’s a wealth of
variables, from your speed at the time of impact to the angle of approach to
what the landing surface is like, but a straight fall into water from a height
of one hundred thirty feet is within the realm of survivability. You’d be
seriously messed up, and you might well drown afterwards, but the impact itself
isn’t necessarily lethal. A three-hundred-foot fall, however?


“Did anyone actually
see Kyle jump?” I ask.


“The police have a
statement from a cyclist who was crossing the bridge at the time. He claimed he
saw someone fall, and all things considered I think it’s safe to say it was Kyle,”
Dennis says, “but no one saw anyone actually jump off the bridge, and no one
reported anyone climbing on it beforehand. You’d think someone would
have noticed something like that.”


“Yeah,” I say, but I’m
hesitant to offer an opinion. There’s ample evidence to suggest the police got
it right, that a lifetime of rage and frustration caught up with Kyle and he
had a nervous breakdown, but there are also enough holes in the story to raise
reasonable doubt. Either way, there’s something about the story striking me as somehow
familiar. I can’t say what, exactly, but when my gut talks, I listen.


I notice the time on
my headset’s HUD. It’s almost five? Wow, where did the day go? “I should take
off. I’m going to see Sara’s show tonight and I need to get ready.”


“Okay. Thanks again
for coming out.”


“Anytime.”


“Careful, I might
take you up on that. All right, get going. I don’t want you to get caught up in
rush hour traffic,” Dennis says, pointing skyward.


“Very considerate of
you. See you later.”


“See you later.”


 


***






Even after taking the
time to go home for a shower and a light dinner of leftovers, I’m the first
person at the theater. I’ve never been here before. It’s a cool historic
theater from the 1930s located at the edge of Milne’s Woods, which means it’s
nice and quiet. I wander around outside, listening to a gentle symphony of
nature sounds, feeling more relaxed than I’ve felt in forever, until they open
the doors. I pick up my ticket at the box office and then head into a little
lounge to wait. I’m not alone for long.


“Good evening, fellow
patron of the arts,” Stuart says, entering arm-in-arm with a girl who is at
best passingly familiar. “All right, since none of us knows for sure whether
you two have actually met each other? Carrie, this is Peggy; Peggy, Carrie.”


“Hi, Carrie,” Peggy
says. “Nice to finally meet you for real.”


“Same here. Man, I
feel so underdressed now,” I say, taking in Stuart and Peggy and their
respective ensembles. Stuart’s hair is tied back in a ponytail, and he’s wearing
a button-up shirt and khakis, and Peggy’s rocking the Little Black Dress
action.


“I thought it’d be
fun to doll up for an evening of legitimate theater. I even wore my formal
leg,” she says, extending said leg. I don’t get what she means at first. It
looks like a normal leg sheathed in a sheer black stocking, but then I catch a
glimpse of the artificial knee joint peeking out from under the edge of her
skirt.


“I told her to go
with the one with the racing flames on it but she said it was too gaudy,”
Stuart says.


“I told you, that’s a
monster truck rally leg, not a community theater leg,” Peggy chides playfully.


“What if we were
seeing a community theater play about monster trucks?”


“Ooh, that’s a
stumper.” Peggy grins. “Waiting for Grave Digger.”


“The Importance of
Being Bigfoot.”


“Monster Mutt and
Towasaurus Wrex are Dead.”


“You’ll pay for the
whole theater seat, but you’ll only need —”


“The ehhhdge!”
they finish together.


As if I didn’t feel
underdressed enough, Meg Quentin appears at my shoulder in one of her awesomely
adorable retro ensembles, a black 1950s-era cocktail dress with a scooping
neckline. Her hair is tied back with an oversize black velvet bow, and for a slightly
whimsical finishing touch, she’s wearing vintage saddle shoes. Yeah, well, I’m
wearing my nicest jeans and a clean T-shirt, so take that, fashionistas.


“Did I say you could
start having fun without me?” Meg says. “Stuart. Peggy, darling.”


“Megan, dear,” Peggy
replies with an affected haughty tone. They lean in for back-and-forth air
kisses, which has the feel of a personal ritual.


“Last but certainly
not least,” Meg says before hugging me and planting a noisy kiss on my cheek. “God,
I have missed you.”


“Missed you too,” I
say.


Meg steps back to
check me out. “Damn. Space agrees with you, girl, you look great. Hello, what’s
this?” she says, noticing my tattoo. I explain its meaning and hope that’ll
satisfy Meg’s curiosity well enough. It does; she doesn’t hit me up for any war
stories, thank God.


An usher announces
that the theater is now open for seating. Meg slips her arm around mine, and we
follow Stuart and Peggy in to our super-sweet front row center seats (thanks,
Sara!). The usher asks us to turn off our phones, informs us there will be one fifteen-minute
intermission, tells us to enjoy the show, then trots off to fetch another group
of theater-goers.


“You know, I don’t
think I’ve ever been ushed before coming here,” Stuart says.


“I think the world
would be a much better place if there was more ushing,” Peggy says.


“Definitely be more
orderly.”


“Fact.”


“I love them,” Meg
says to me. “Second-cutest couple in the super-hero world.”


“Gee, I wonder who
the first-cutest is?” I say.


“As if there was any
question.”


“I’m glad you were
here to take care of Sara while I was gone. Thank you.”


“The caretaking was
mutual,” Meg says, smiling.


“Then I’m glad you
were here to take care of each other.”


“Me too.”


The lights dim. I
look around the theater, and every single seat is occupied. It’s literally a standing
room only crowd.


I’ve of course seen
the movie version of The Sound of Music (who hasn’t?), but seeing it
live, even in a relatively small venue like this, creates an intimate, personal
connection between the cast and audience movies simply can’t duplicate — and
never more so than when Sara is on the stage. She is flat-out amazing. She hits
all the right notes as Liesl, convincingly conveying all the misplaced
confidence and moments of childish naïveté of a teenage girl teetering on womanhood
— and when she gets to her spotlight number, “Sixteen Going on Seventeen,” she kills
it. Meg spends the entire song with her hands clasped to her chest, her
eyes alight. I’ve never seen a human being look at another like that — not Mom
and Dad at their happiest, not Dr. Quentin and Joe...


My ex, Malcolm, never
looked at me like that.


Sara’s been through
so much crap in her life, she deserves to have someone so very much in love
with her, and I should be — I am happy for her, but I can’t deny I’m a
little jealous.


Okay, a lot
jealous.


That one little
emotional detour aside, I’m lost in the show from start to finish. Three hours
zoom by, and next thing I know, I’m on my feet, applauding and hooting along
with everyone else, with only Meg outdoing me in the wild adulation department.


Sara deserves that,
too.


 


***






Twenty minutes after
the curtain falls, Sara joins us in the lounge for the post-performance
reception. Kid-friendly non-alcoholic sparkling cider and pre-sliced Cracker
Barrel cheese for everyone.


“You were incredible!”
Meg squeals before sweeping Sara into her arms for a kiss that is perhaps a bit
too racy for mixed company.


Yow, strike the perhaps
a bit part. I think I’ll politely turn my back until they’re done.


Okay, they should be
— nope, still going. Jeez, get a room, you two.


When she finally
comes up for air, Sara gasps and says, “I take it you liked the show.”


“It was okay,” Meg
teases. “It was fabulous. You were fabulous.”


“Carrie? What did you
think?” Sara asks with more than a little trepidation.


“Sara, you were
fantastic,” I say. “I knew you were a good singer but I honestly had no idea
you were that good.”


“If you don’t land
that part in the spring musical, there’s going to be rioting in the halls of
Kingsport High,” Stuart says.


“Because you’ll start
one?” Peggy says.


“Shyeah. Why
should sporting events get all the quality civil unrest?”


“I should go mingle a
little,” Sara says. “The board of directors likes it when their actors kiss up
to the longtime patrons.”


“Cool. Want to grab a
late dinner with us after?” Peggy asks.


Sara and Meg exchange
looks, communicating without saying a word — and yet, I sense, without jumping
onto the brainphone. This is the kind of connection you only see in tight
couples.


“I think we’ll pass,”
Sara says. “Meg and I haven’t had a lot of face time lately, so...”


“Say no more,” Stuart
says. “I’ll eat something on your behalf.”


“It’s thoughtful of
you to take that bullet for me.”


“I’m a thoughtful
guy. Carrie, you in?”


“I’m not all that
hungry,” I say.


“Then come for the
company. I insist. See?” Peggy says, raising an emphatic index finger. “This is
me insisting.”


Far be it from me to defy
the finger.


 


***






Peggy takes us to the
Country Kettle — which, I learn, is where she and Stuart had their first date.
That factoid twists the knife lodged in my heart; this is where Malcolm and I
had our first official date too.


The ghost of my love
life hovers over me throughout the evening. Stuart and Peggy banter nonstop, an
easy, breezy exchange that reminds me so much of how Malcolm and I were with
each other. It’s an effort to be happy for them. The urge to let myself sink
into resentment and self-pity is strong.


“Why do they list the
BLT as the BLT club sandwich?” Peggy says as she studies her menu. “Isn’t a BLT
by definition a club sandwich?”


“Maybe it’s got,
like, twice the B, L, and T,” Stuart theorizes.


“Order one and find
out. I don’t want to live with the mystery.”


“You order one. I
want a burger.”


“Then order a BLT
burger club.”


“Yeah, but the
burgers come with L and T automatically. If I order a BLT burger club I’d have
no baseline to tell if I got extra L and T. I’d need to order a control
sandwich. You know, in the name of good science.”


“You keep pondering
the deep questions. I need to hit the ladies’ room,” Peggy says. “If the
waitress comes, order for me. You know what I like.”


“Got you covered,
babe.”


I wait until Peggy is
out of earshot. “I like her. I like her a lot.”


Stuart grins. “Yeah.
Me too.”


“I think you more
than like her.”


“Well, yeah.”


“You better hold onto
her or I’ll murder you.”


“We’ll see.”


“What do you mean, ‘We’ll
see?’ You do love her, don’t you?”


“I’m crazy about her,
but...” He shrugs. “This time next year, she’ll be off at college somewhere.
She’s looking at schools in-state but she’s been looking in New York, Florida,
California...who knows where she’ll end up? And I don’t know if I can keep up a
long-distance relationship. Or if I want to.”


“I don’t like the
thought of you giving up on such an awesome girl.”


“Believe me, I’m not
giving up on her. Look, me and Peggy, we’ve talked about it a lot — where we’re
going as a couple, I mean — and we both decided to play it by ear and enjoy
what we have and not mess things up by worrying about what might or might not
happen.”


“I guess that’s
reasonable,” I say, “but I don’t like the thought of anyone breaking up with
anyone. Sara told me about Natalie and Derek, and Matt and Zina.”


“Uh, boy. Yeah.”


“What?” Peggy says,
rejoining us.


“Zina dumping Matt.”


“Ah. I wasn’t really
around for that. I did get to see the aftermath of the Matt/Miranda debacle,
though. That was a spectacle.”


“The who what?” I
say.


“You know Miranda
Carradine, right?” Stuart says.


“Well enough.” Miranda
runs in Amber Sullivan’s bitchy little circle, which is all I need to say about
that. “Wait, don’t tell me Matt and Miranda dated?”


“I wouldn’t call what
they did dating. Okay, long story short, after we went public, Miranda
started hitting on Matt because she was all turned on by the idea of dating a
super-hero.”


“And he fell for it?”


Peggy fixes Stuart
with an expectant look. “I might have noodged him into inviting her to a party
at Peggy’s,” he admits. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”


“Nope.” Peggy says. She
waves a hand. “Continue.”


“Anyway, they spent a
few weeks running hot and heavy, then Matt realized they had nothing in common
—”


“And that she wasn’t
a pleasant person,” Peggy interjects.


“— so he broke it
off.”


“Miranda went ballistic.
Seventy tweets in one week telling the world how much of an asshat Matt Steiger
was. Seventy.”


“Credit where it’s
due, though; she had a knack for creative hashtags.”


“That sucks,” I say.
“Poor guy. He hasn’t had a good year, has he?”


“He’s had better, but
you know Matt. He bounces back pretty quick. Like you.”


Yeah. Like me.
















 


FOURTEEN






After a dinner that
never rises above the level of bittersweet, I fly home. Peggy insists that I
take off in front of her so she can see me in full Lightstorm mode with her own
eyes. What else could I do but indulge her? She gave me the Emphatic Finger again.


I head up to my room
even though I’m not tired. No, that’s not exactly true; I’m utterly exhausted,
but it’s on a mental level rather than a physical one. I expect I’m just going
to lie in bed and stare at the ceiling and stew in my own memories.


And if I had actually
been sleepy? The sight of Sara and Meg standing in the hall outside Sara’s
room, the former in her bathrobe and the latter in the process of zipping up
her dress, would have shocked me wide awake for the next month.


Meg lets out a
startled yip and then a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God. Sorry, I thought
you — um, hi,” she says, her face reddening.


“Hello,” I say
coolly.


“I was, uh, just
going. Leaving.” Meg gives Sara a chaste peck on her bright pink cheek and
dashes down the stairs. “See you tomorrow.”


“Sure,” I say. Tomorrow?
Did we have plans I totally forgot about? Whatever. Not important right now.


Sara squirms. “Heeeyyy,”
she says.


“Is that what you
meant by face time?” Her gaze drops to the floor. “How long has this been going
on?”


“Remember that lounge
gig I told you about?”


“Yeah.”


“Since that night.
Who knew singing steamy love songs to your girlfriend would be such a turn-on?”
she says, trying to play it off as a joke.


“Does Mom know?”


“That Meg and I are,
um, active? Yeah. I told her the next day. Meg insisted. She wanted to be
completely open about — you know. Us. Doing stuff.”


“How did she take
it?” I ask, fully expecting to hear that Mom went as apehouse on Sara as she
did when she learned I’d slept with Malcolm.


“Surprisingly well. She
sure wasn’t thrilled about it but she didn’t blow up at me.”


My fingers curl in on
themselves until my nails are digging into my palms. Are you kidding me? I tell
Mom I had sex once — once! — and she lays into me like a meth-fueled badger,
but Sara says she’s sleeping with Meg and Mom shrugs it off? How the hell is that
even remotely fair?


“So Mom’s totally
cool you two are getting busy in your room?” I say, unable to suppress a bitter
sneer Sara doesn’t see because she’s gone back to staring at the floor.


“Christina doesn’t
know about that part,” she confesses. “She asked us not to, you know, do it in
the house.”


“God, Sara!”


“I know...”


“What would you have
done if Mom had walked in on you just now instead of me?” Sara’s silence goes
on way too long. “Sara?”


“Before Christina left
for work, did she tell you not to wait up for her tonight?”


“Yeah,” I say,
recalling that Mom said exactly that. “So?”


“When she says don’t
wait up? That means she doesn’t expect to come home.” She clears her throat.
“If you know what I mean.”


Groaning, I slump
against the wall and sink to the floor.


Sara kneels down next
to me. “Don’t be mad at her. This is something she needs to do.”


“Oh, really? My
mother needs to spend the night God knows where with God knows who? Why does
she need to do that? Huh? Why?” I rant, but there’s nothing behind it. I
should be outraged. I should be livid. I should be exploding (maybe literally),
but I can’t muster the energy. I just can’t.


“She’s regressing.
That’s my theory, anyway.”


“What do you mean, regressing?”


“Carrie, Christina
never got to have a normal teenage life. She got pregnant at sixteen by the
only man she’d ever dated, married him, and spent half her life with him. Then
she got divorced and almost immediately got into another serious relationship. She’s
never had a real opportunity to date other people or at least play the field a
little, you know?”


My stomach churns at
the thought of my mother playing the field. “I can’t deal with this. Not
tonight. I can’t.”


“Come on,” Sara says,
coaxing me to my feet. “Let’s get you to bed. Get some sleep, clear your head.
I think after we’re done with the meeting you should sit down and talk to your
mom.”


“Maybe.” I pause in
my doorway. “What meeting?”


“The all-hands
meeting tomorrow morning at HQ?” Sara says as if I’m supposed to know what the
heck she’s talking about. “Matt sent out a notice a few hours ago. You didn’t
get it?”


I take my phone out,
thinking I must have forgotten to turn it back on after the show, but that
isn’t the case. It’s on, but there’re no messages or missed calls or HeroNet
alerts waiting for me.


Matt totally forgot
about me.


 


***






My night isn’t a
sleepless one, but it might as well be. I nod off for an hour at a time at
most, wake up with a start thanks to the dreams, and then lie there for a while
listening to the radio and fuming over getting frozen out of some big team
meeting until I fall asleep again. Sleeping like crap is somehow worse than not
sleeping at all.


It’s a little after
five in the morning when I finally give up and head downstairs to make coffee
and brood some more. It isn’t the most productive use of my time, but it helps
keep my mind off my mother. You know, the woman who should be asleep upstairs
in her own bed but isn’t because she’s “regressing” and making up for her lost
childhood or some crap like that. Dress it up all you like, Sara, it amounts to
the same thing: she’s sleeping around.


All the deferred
anger of last night hits me at once with the impact of a tsunami. I take out my
phone and call Matt.


“Huh?” he mumbles.


“What the hell, Matt?
You called some big important meeting but didn’t bother inviting me?”


“Huh?” he says again,
completely awake this time. “What are you talking about?”


“Sara told me about
the meeting happening today. I didn’t get an alert. What, did you forget I’m
alive or something?”


“You didn’t get —?
Why didn’t you get the alert?”


“I don’t know! You’re
the inconsiderate asshat who froze me out, you tell me!”


“But I — hold on a
minute.”


Sara stampedes down
the stairs and runs into the kitchen — dressed, I’ll note, in her bathrobe and
nothing else, just as I left her last night. I look past her, half-expecting to
see Meg sneaking out the front door.


“Carrie, what’s
wrong?” she asks. I don’t answer. One aggravating, frustrating customer at a
time, please.


“Carrie,” Matt says.


“I thought we were
good,” I say.


“What?”


“Us. You and me. I
thought we were good. I thought you’d forgiven me for leaving but you haven’t,
have you? You’re still pissed and this is how you’re getting back at me, you
vindictive son of a bitch!”


I hurl my phone
across the kitchen. Sara snags it with her telekinesis before it hits the wall
and brings it back to her hand.


“Matt?” she says. “Hey,
look, I need to — what? Oh. Okay. Yeah, I’ll tell her. Bye.”


“What? Tell me what?”


In a soft, level
voice, Sara says, “The reason you didn’t get the alert is because Edison still
has you on the inactive roster, which means you won’t get HeroNet alerts for
anything less than a red-level threat. Matt had nothing to do with it. He
thought you got the notice.”


“Oh. Ohhh,
dammit,” I moan, pressing my palms into my temples to ward off a growing
headache — the back end of a massive adrenaline surge as it subsides.


“Carrie —”


“I know, I know, I
overreacted. I’ll apologize when I see him, I’m just — I’m frazzled is all. I
didn’t sleep well last night.”


“Again.”


“I’m okay.”


“Maybe you should sit
this one out and try to get some rest.”


“I’m okay,” I insist.
“It’s just a team meeting, Sara. I can handle a meeting.”


“But —”


“I. Can handle. A meeting.”


“Okay,” Sara says.
“But on the way home, we’re stopping by the drug store and getting you some
kind of sleep aid, and then we’re coming right home and you’re going to bed.”


“Yes. Fine.
Whatever.”


“You go sit. I’ll
make breakfast.”


I sit, and I mope.
Sara brings out fresh coffee that tastes like watery mud and omelets that taste
like plastic, and she spends the meal making inane small talk — bland,
inoffensive chit-chat that won’t upset me — and watching me out of the corner
of her eye, like I’m a bomb she doesn’t trust not to go off. She obviously has
something she wants to say to me, but she’s afraid to say it.


Good. I don’t want to
hear it anyway.


 


***






We drive to
Protectorate headquarters. Sorry, I should say that Sara drives. She drives my
Granddad’s car, and I ride with her. We don’t talk.


We’re the last to
arrive. The full rosters of the Protectorate and the Squad are present,
including receptionist-slash-aspiring graphic artist Catherine Hannaford. I
also see Meg milling about, conspicuously avoiding eye contact with me. I’m in
the room for all of two seconds before people are lining up to hug me. Natalie,
Astrid, and Catherine welcome me back home in turn, take a moment to admire my
tattoo, and then ruin the good vibes by hitting me with a bunch of questions
about my time in space. I choke back the urge to tell them to back the hell off
and leave me alone and focus all my energy on responding as vaguely as
possible.


Yeah, the Vanguard
kept me busy.


Training. Drills.
Patrolling space. You know.


Uh-huh, aliens all
over the place, all shapes and sizes and colors.


I made a lot of
friends.


Yep, saw lots of
action.


While I’m busy
pulling evasive conversational maneuvers, I catch sight of Sara having a quiet,
intense conversation with Matt. He glances toward me and frowns. He’s not going
to make this easy on me, is he? No, of course he isn’t. This is Matt Steiger
we’re talking about, and he’s —


“The Entity’s right
behind me, isn’t he?” I say.


“Uh-huh,” Natalie
says.


I turn, and there he
is, skulking in the corner, all faceless and weird. “You I did not miss that
much.”


“I care,” the Entity
says in his whispery monotone.


“You be nice,” Missy
chides. The Entity grunts and stalks off. I use that as an opportunity to weave
my way over to Matt. I owe him a huge apology — another huge apology. No
sense procrastinating.


Halfway there, Meg
intercepts me. “Hey,” she says.


“Morning,” I say
neutrally.


“I’m so sorry about
last night. I know that was really awkward for you.”


“It’s okay. Excuse
me,” I say, slipping past her. Matt moves too, keeping the meeting table
between us. Okay, I get it; not the right time, not the right place. Message
received.


I take a seat at the head
of the table and wait for the meeting to begin, which doesn’t happen for
several minutes. Whatever this is about, it’s big; Edison spends the time
setting up Skype connections with the entire New England HeroNet, turning the
meeting room’s big screen into a Times Square mosaic. The guest list includes, to
my surprise, the Wardens, who appear to be joining us from someone’s bedroom. Less
surprising is that they’re among the few participants in full costume.


My phone buzzes. It’s
Dennis. Why is he calling?


“Hey,” I say. “What’s
up?”


“Not much, but I
can’t talk for long,” Dennis says. “I’m Skyping in on this big important
super-hero meeting and it’s going to start any minute now.”


“Yeah? What a
coincidence; I’m at a big important super-hero meeting too.”


“How about that?”


“I know. What are the
chances?”


“Oh, hey, there you
are. Hi.”


I find the Wardens’
square on the big monitor. Skyblazer waves. “Goof,” I laugh.


“Will you stop
screwing around?” Rando says somewhere in the background.


“Got to go,” Dennis
says. “The boss is in a mood.”


“I don’t know what
that’s like at all. Talk to you later.”


“Later,” Dennis says,
and what good timing on our part.


“All right, everyone,
listen up,” Edison says, calling the meeting to order. “We’re going to get
started, so please give your full attention to Matt.”


Matt gets to call
meetings and run them? Someone’s really moved up the career ladder.


“Morning, everyone,” he
says, stepping to the head of the table, tablet in hand. “I’ll try to keep this
brief. Two nights ago, a woman named Jessica Lee, a former super-villain from
the Chicago area known as Influenca, was found murdered at her Vermont home.”


Matt throws up on the
main screen an old mug shot of the late Ms. Lee. Her picture is joined by
several more, all of them police mug shots.


“Lee is one of nine
known homicides that have occurred over the past few months in which the victim
was an active or retired super-villain.”


“Are you suggesting a
serial killer is targeting super-villains?” Natalie says.


(Sara fidgets at the phrase
serial killer. The King of Pain has been dead for more than a year, but
the memories are still alive and kicking.)


Matt’s theory is much
darker than that. “I think they were taken out by a team of rogue
super-heroes.”
















 


FIFTEEN


 


And a hush falls over
the crowd.


I look around and see
nothing but blank faces hanging slack in shock and disbelief (except for the
Entity, of course; his face is always blank). Have to admit, I’m with them;
Matt’s theory is a little out there.


One of the Skype
participants (I don’t recognize the voice) breaks the silence. “That’s the most
idiotic thing I’ve ever heard. Who put this kid in charge?”


“I did,” Edison says.


“And it’s not
idiotic. I spent hours digging into this,” Matt says, a bit defensively.
“Here’s what I found.”


What he found is a
compelling pattern that traces its possible beginning to an incident in Seattle.
A third-rater called Killfist (who deserves third-rate status for that godawful
name alone) ran afoul of local good guy Steampunk Leviathan following a bank
job that went sideways in spectacular fashion. Steampunk Leviathan intervened
and took Killfist down, but a Seattle cop was killed in the brawl. Killfist,
alias Martin Charles, should have gone to prison for the rest of his life, but
he had an ace in the hole in the form of his brother, Emilio Charles, who’s
apparently some hotshot venture capitalist with deep pockets and an army of attorneys
at his beck and call. Martin lawyered up, and the case was eventually dropped
on a technicality. Afterward, Martin wisely retired from super-villainy and
went to work for his brother. All was quiet until Martin was found dead in his
home of what the coroner wrote off as a massive aneurism.


“That was six months
ago, give or take,” Matt says. “It’s also been about six months since anyone in
Seattle has seen Steampunk Leviathan.”


“That’s called
circumstantial evidence, kid,” our call-in cynic says.


“If that had been the
only such incident I’d agree, but it’s not.”


Matt pulls up a map
of the US marked with the dates and locations of the other murders, and there’s
a clear progression. Several deaths occurred within a few weeks of one another
in the Pacific time zone, and then a series of similar incidents followed in
the Mountain and then Central zones. The most recent murders are all in the
Eastern time zone, culminating in Lee’s death.


“There’s a pattern
here,” Matt says. “Super-villain mixes it up with local super-hero; there’s a
casualty; time passes; the bad guy shows up dead; the hometown good guy suddenly
and completely drops off the radar.”


He runs down the list
of heroes who’ve gone MIA following a super-villain death: Steampunk Leviathan
of Seattle, who wears an armored battlesuit with (duh) a steampunk aesthetic;
the Redcap of Denver, a knife fighter with enhanced reflexes; La Rabia of El
Paso, a flyer and skilled martial artist; Viscous of Minneapolis, who can
generate a tarlike sludge (ew); Jane Grimm of Chicago, who’s more of a
vigilante than a proper super-hero; Red Linda of Indianapolis, who believes
she’s a vampire (Astrid insists she isn’t. I’m happy to take her word for it); Libby
Tee of Philadelphia, one of the many patriotically themed heroes in the
country; and the New York City-based duo of MTX, a speedster, and Critical, who
can charge up solid matter until it explodes.


“Another half-dozen
or so heroes have gone missing here and there, but none of those disappearances
were preceded by a murder,” Matt says. “For now we’re treating them as MPIs.”


“MPIs?” Skyblazer
asks.


“Missing, presumed
inactive,” Edison says, though he doesn’t explain to the Wardens that in this
business, “inactive” can mean anything from retiring from the life to dying in
the line of duty.


“The MPIs aside, the
evidence indicates that all these missing heroes have teamed up,” Matt says. “Influenca’s
house was trashed by something huge — suggesting Steampunk Leviathan — and
riddled with gunfire — suggesting Jane Grimm, who had a major grudge against
Ms. Lee; Grimm’s fiancée, a Chicago cop, was killed during a big fight between
the Second City Centurions and a gang of super-villains Influenca was running
with at the time.”


If there’s anyone
here who isn’t buying into Matt’s theory, Edison doesn’t give them a chance to
speak up. “The evidence might not be rock solid but we can’t ignore the wealth
of coincidences. We’ll provide everyone with a full dossier on our suspects,”
he says, addressing our Skype participants. “I want you all to review it
thoroughly and keep your eyes open for — I don’t know what we’re calling them,
but —”


“Vendetta,” Matt
says. “We’re calling them Vendetta.”


“Vendetta, then. We
need to find them fast and stop them cold before this gets completely out of
control. It’s bad enough they’re murdering super-villains. If a civilian gets
caught in the crossfire, we’re going to get blamed for failing to effectively
police our own, and we cannot let that happen.”


Oh no, certainly not.
Why take responsibility for something when we could just cover it up and
pretend it never happened?


“If anyone sees
anything, it gets called in to the HeroNet immediately,” Edison says. “I don’t
want anyone engaging Vendetta without backup.”


The Skypers sign off
one by one. Dennis slips me another wave before his little patch of screen goes
blank.


“Good job, Matt,” I
hear Edison say, “on the presentation and the research.”


He was a research
monster, wasn’t he? That gives me an idea, but if I’m going to ask him for a
favor, I’m going to have to make my apology even bigger. Now serving Carrie
Hauser’s Homemade Humble Pie, now with fifty percent more crow.


“Matt,” I say, and
that’s as far as I get before Matt hits me with one mother of a non sequitur.


“You’re acting like
Sara did when she was under the King of Pain’s influence.”


What the what? Where
the heck did that come from?


Matt gestures for me
to follow him out of the meeting room, away from prying eyes and ears. He
doesn’t speak again until we reach the common room.


“Sara didn’t want to
say it to your face because she was afraid you’d flip out on her again,” he
says, “but I’m not, and she’s right; this is the same behavior we saw in her
leading up to her breakdown — the irritability, the pushing people away, the
hair-trigger temper, the —”


“So, what? You think
someone’s gotten into my head or something?”


“I don’t know what’s
going on in your head because you refuse to talk to anyone. Sara thinks you’re
bottling up a ton of post-traumatic stress and it’s starting to push you over
the edge. She says you’re not sleeping and you’re always cranky, and now you’re
blowing up at people over nothing.”


“Getting left out of
a major HeroNet alert is not nothing.”


“No, but jumping down
my throat instead of asking me about it in a calm, rational manner isn’t
nothing either.”


Not that I needed the
confirmation, but when Matt Steiger is the one extolling the virtues of calm,
rational behavior, I know I screwed up big-time.


“I’m sorry,” I say. “Yes,
I overreacted, badly, I’ll own that.”


“But?”


“No buts. You’re
right. I’m sorry.”


Matt sighs and holds
his arms out. I slump against his chest and let him hug me.


“This is killing you,
Carrie,” he says. “I don’t know what happened to you out there but you need to
talk about it. You need to stop shutting us all out. No secrets, remember?”


“I know. You’re
right. I’m supposed to meet with Bart in a few days. I’ll talk to him then.”
Matt makes an unhappy noise. “I promise, I’ll talk to him.”


“You better.” His
embrace tightens. “We just want our Carrie back. Whatever we can do to help —”


“You can help me
right now.”


“Anything. Name it.”


 


***






My request isn’t what
Matt was hoping for, but he honors it anyway.


He fires up one of
the terminals in the records room, which is a somewhat deceptive name. There’re
no records per se in here, just the Protectorate’s personal servers — and yes,
they do store all the files and recordings from mission debriefings, but calling
it a records room makes it sound like there should be wall-to-wall filing
cabinets stuffed with manila folders. That would have some personality, some
atmosphere. A room full of servers simply isn’t as cool as a room full of old paper
with its awesome musty archive smell.


“This shouldn’t be
too hard,” Matt says. “Sara’s been an indexing monster all summer so everything
is categorized and cross-referenced like crazy. So, what are we looking for?”


“I don’t know
exactly,” I say. “Dennis told me the story of how he got his suit and I had
this nagging feeling I knew something that might be relevant.”


“But nothing specific
jumped out at you?”


I shake my head. I
replay the conversation in my head, hoping to home in on a telling detail — a
name, a location, a date...


“When did Kyle Antar
die?” I ask.


“Last year, September
11,” Matt says immediately. “Easy date to remember.”


“Try it.”


Matt enters the date
into the system. We get one hit. Matt pulls up the report, but I don’t need to
read it. I know it pretty well.


After all, I wrote
it.
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I wrestle with
whether I should tell Dennis what I learned. Normally, I wouldn’t have to think
twice about it. The Squad always observes the no secrets, no lies principle,
but I debate long and hard whether to extend that dubious courtesy to someone
outside our circle.


Sara tells me to
sleep on it, emphasizing her request by stopping at a CVS on the way home and
buying me a bottle of Unisom. When we get home, she shoves the bottle into my
hands and sends me to my room like I’m a little girl who needs to have bedtime
forced on her. I’m honestly stunned she doesn’t watch me take the pills to make
absolutely sure I honor my promise.


She should have. I
don’t take them.


So I lie in bed,
listening to the radio and staring at the ceiling and wondering whether to
share my discovery with Dennis. I go back and forth for a few hours, in turns
talking myself into and out of telling him.


It’ll be hard news to
hear, but he deserves to know. What right do I have to keep it from him?


Except it’s not fact;
it’s speculation. What good would be served by sending Dennis into an emotional
tailspin over a theory? A sound theory, sure — Matt thought it had merit — but
a theory nevertheless. Maybe I should dig around a bit more before I hit Dennis
with it.


Except there isn’t
anywhere else to dig. Once Matt read through my report, he explored a few
possible avenues but came up empty. He promised to keep looking and call me if
he found anything.


Maybe I should wait
until he finds something so I can go to Dennis with hard intel. Why upset him
unnecessarily?


Because it’s his
brother. He deserves to know.


And he deserves to
hear it from me.


 


***






I call Dennis to
arrange a face-to-face. I am not going to lay this on him over the phone or
online. All I tell him is that I learned something important, that it involves
him, and I want to tell him about it personally. He’s understandably wary, but
he doesn’t press for details.


The evening preceding
our meeting is suitably uncomfortable. I head downstairs and sit down to dinner
with Mom. Sara has a show tonight, but I put her acting chops to shame
pretending I got some restful sleep. And that I’m not the least bit bothered by
my mother’s new lifestyle. And that I’m perfectly fine keeping Sara and Meg’s
dirty little secret after we finally got to a place in our relationship where I
don’t have to lie to Mom anymore.


Yep. Totally cool
with all of it.


After dinner, I head back
upstairs, fully intending to get a for-real good night’s rest. I still can’t
bring myself to take the sleeping pills but figure I don’t need to. Exhaustion
is kicking in hard, and I expect natural processes to take their course.


Except they don’t. I
toss and turn, trying so desperately to get comfortable, but my pillow is a
cinder block, the mattress a morgue slab.


Screw this. Screw
this.


I jump out of bed,
get dressed, throw on my headset, and sneak out of the house. I run over to my
old launchpad in the woods near my house so Mom and Sara won’t see me take off,
and once I’ve escaped the Earth’s atmosphere, I warp out.


Better roll out the
welcome mat, Kyros Prime, because Fargirl Hauser is coming to visit.


 


***






“Good morning, Vanguardians.
Morning announcements will begin in five minutes.”


I roll over with a
groan. Figures I came back on a training day — but once I’m fully awake and on
my feet, I realize I don’t care because for the first time all week, I slept
well. I actually feel rested. Amazing what sleeping in your own bed can do,
huh? Excellent. I’m refreshed, clear-minded, and in a perfect headspace for
giving a friend some terrible news that could turn his entire life into a
dumpster fire.


Boy, sure killed that
buzz fast, didn’t I?


After a nice, long
shower (God, even the water here feels better), I throw on one of my spare
uniforms and step out into a hallway alive with activity. Judging by the lack
of chevrons on anyone’s uniform, I’d say I’m surrounded by fresh new cadets. I
fall in with a small group of them, and we head to the elevator.


“Good morning, Sali,”
one of the cadets says to a Cestran, one of the Vanguard’s living archivists,
as she scuttles along the hallway wall. I remember when I couldn’t stand the
sight of them.


“That wasn’t Sali,
that was Jeni,” I say to the cadet.


“It was? I can’t tell
those things apart,” he says, and then he notices the rank on my uniform. He
snaps to attention, and his skin color shifts from a pastel pink to a mottled
red. “Lieutenant! I’m sorry, I didn’t realize —!”


Yep, he’s a noob.
“It’s all right, cadet, you can relax.”


“Thank you, Lieutenant,”
he says. His skin fades back to pink, but he remains ramrod straight throughout
the elevator ride to the complex’s landing pad on the roof.


I fly to Training
Commons One and head to the mess hall. It’s as jam-packed as it was my first
day here. I weave through the sea of cadets meeting with their friends for a
good breakfast before heading out for their long, hard, unforgiving day of
training. I envy them — not because they’re in training but because they’re not
under the gun like I was. Under normal conditions, basic training takes the
better part of a solar year. It’s a slow, methodical process that builds a
cadet’s skill sets from the ground up until they’re a well-rounded, well-oiled
fighting machine. Me, I had to learn and learn fast so I’d be capable of
holding my own against the Black End.


I’d like to be able to
say I’m alive today because of that training. I’d like to be able to say that,
but my competence as a Vanguardian had nothing to do with my survival. I’m
alive because I was lucky. I’m alive because Erisia sacrificed hyerself for me.


I know I should be grateful.
Erisia didn’t die so I could go through the rest of my life as a shadow of my
former self, but there are moments — dark, fleeting moments when I dearly wish
we could trade places.


“Fargirl!”


The familiar voice
snaps me out of my morbid reverie. I follow a waving hand over to a table
populated by a handful of cadets and their superior officers, Lt. Commander Mells
and Lt. Ylena Johr.


“Lieutenant,” I say.


“Lieutenant,” Johr
says. “We weren’t expecting you back so soon.”


“I wasn’t expecting
to be back so soon, but don’t worry, this is just a little pit stop for me,” I
say, stuffing myself in at the table.


“Pit stop? Do you
mean the crater on Nantack Island?” Mells says. “That has been filled in.”


“God, I missed you,”
I say. Mells grins. “No, I mean I’m not sticking around. I, um, had a little
personal business to attend to, but I thought I’d hang around long enough to
grab some breakfast and see how everyone was doing.”


“As you can see, the
council’s determined to keep us busy. Cadets everywhere,” Johr says as
though referring to cockroaches.


Oh, wow, okay, the cadet
staring at me actually looks like a giant cockroach. Someone please tell me his
name is Franz Kafka.


“You are the
Fargirl?” it says. Its voice has an odd buzzing quality my translators don’t
filter out.


“I am the Fargirl,” I
confirm. “You’ve heard of me?”


“From us,” Johr says.
“I tell the cadets, if a girl from a primitive, backwater world can learn our
techniques, anyone can.”


“Oh, thanks ever so
much. I’ve always wanted to be an object lesson.”


“I would say Lieutenant
Johr uses you as a cautionary tale more than an object lesson,” Mells says.
“Oh. You were being sarcastic.”


“Very.”


Attendants come by
with drinks and food, and God help me, I actually kind of missed the tasteless
slurry they serve here — and I definitely missed the dammas. Ohhh, that
is good stuff.


The mess hall empties
out fast after breakfast. I say goodbye to Johr and Mells, who have cadets to
whip into shape, but I decide I’m not ready to head home quite yet. I fly to
Plaza North, which has made an astounding recovery from the Black End attack.
Everything has been rebuilt, and life has returned to normal, though not
everything is exactly as it was. A little sweet shop I found on my first visit
to Plaza North survived, but the neighboring block was flattened, and instead
of rebuilding, the shops have been replaced by a small park. I wander over,
drawn by a tall stone cylinder in the center. There’s some kind of writing all
around it, spiraling from the top of the pillar down to the bottom.


“Hey, Sara,” I say,
and my long-dormant virtual assistant implant comes to life.


“Hey, Carrie,” it
says in a perfect mimicry of the real Sara. “What’s up?”


“What’s this pillar?”


“It’s a memorial to
those who died during the attack on Plaza North, including the Vanguardians who
fell protecting it.”


Sara shows me where
Pardo-En’s name is in the spiraling engraving. He’s right near the top, where
he deserves to be.


“Miss you, dragon,” I
whisper, touching the unintelligible squiggle of his name. It takes me a while
before I can tear myself away from the park. I don’t want to leave.


Especially
considering what I have to do today.


 


***


 


Dennis asked if we could
meet up in Kingsport. If we’re going to get together as a couple of civilians,
he’d rather do it somewhere other than in his hometown. I’m a little too
recognizable as Lightstorm for his comfort, he said, and I had to agree.


He drives down after
lunch and meets me at the little bakery and café on Main Street, the one with
the awesome mocha-swirl cheesecake, so we can sit and talk over coffee and
sugary treats. Sugar makes everything better. He gets a couple of brownies,
massive chocolaty bricks with veins of caramel running through them.


“Brownies are one of
my go-to comfort foods,” he says, “and I get the feeling I might need some
comfort.”


“Good instinct,” I
say. I grab a coffee and a double-wide slice of cheesecake, my go-to comfort treat
(although I now have a bag of crunchies from the Plaza North sweet shop waiting
for me at home in case the cheesecake fails me). We settle into a corner booth
for a measure of privacy.


“Hold on a sec,”
Dennis says, sparing a moment to turn off his phone. “Rando’s in one of her
moods,” he explains. “She’s all gung-ho about patrolling Manchester in case
Vendetta shows their faces. She was not happy I was, quote, blowing off
my responsibilities to the team and to the city.”


“Did you tell her why
you were meeting with me?”


“This is about my
family. It’s none of her business.” He braces his hands against the table. “Hit
me.”


“Just like that?”


“I’m all for ripping
the band-aid off fast. Sooner you tell me what’s up, the sooner I can deal with
it.”


“Okay. But keep in
mind, this is only a theory.”


“Understood.”


“All right. Stay with
me because I’m going somewhere with this. It has to do with Manticore.”


Dennis starts.
“Manticore?”


“Yeah.” Deep breath,
Carrie. Like he said, rip the band-aid off fast. “The last time I encountered
Manticore was on September 11 of last year. I intercepted him as he was flying
through New England. Military radar picked him up right before he crossed over
the New Hampshire/Massachusetts border.”


Dennis slumps back
into his seat and stares at me in stunned silence. I know the feeling well. I
give him the time he needs to process everything.


“You think Manticore
killed Kyle?” he says at last.


“I’ll say it again:
it’s only a theory, but it fits. A clandestine organization is outfitting
wannabe super-villains with tech,” I say, counting off the first of many points
on my fingers. “Someone provided your brother with a knockoff Concorde
battlesuit. The organization isn’t shy about sending repo men to take their
toys back. Manticore has done jobs for the organization before. He was spotted
in the general vicinity of New Hampshire the night your brother died after
falling three hundred feet from a bridge that’s only a hundred and thirty feet
high.”


“As if someone flew
him out over the river and dropped him to make it look like a suicide,” Dennis
concludes.


“It fits,” I repeat.


“Better than you
know.” Dennis leans in. “The last entry in Kyle’s journal said, ‘I can’t do
this. I won’t do it. I’ve done a lot of things in my life I regret and I’m
ashamed of, but I won’t cross that line.’ Sounds to me like he was refusing a
direct order.”


“So the organization
sent Manticore to take the Skyblazer armor back and punish Kyle for his
insubordination.”


“You know, you really
need to come up with a better name than ‘the organization.’”


“Dennis? Focus.”


“Sorry. This is a lot
to absorb.”


“I understand.” I
take his hand. “I’m sorry.”


“You keep apologizing
to me for things you didn’t do.”


“I’m the one who
dumped all this horrible news on you.”


“You gave me a
possible answer to a question I couldn’t answer myself. I’m sure as hell not
happy about it but it’s a step toward getting some closure, you know? And
that’s good thing, right?”


“Yeah,” I say. “Yeah,
it is.”


 


***






We spend the
afternoon trying to figure out where we go from here — which, we conclude, is
nowhere. Manticore is notoriously elusive; he’s been operating for years, and
no one’s come close to figuring out where he disappears to between jobs. We’d
have to wait for him to show his ugly metallic face, but then there’d be the
challenge of beating him so we could question him. Granted, I have a whole load
of new tricks up my sleeve, but that’s not an ironclad guarantee I could take
him in a fight — not before he could activate his nuclear failsafe, anyway.


All this adds to
Dennis’s load of simmering anger. He puts on a good front, but it’s not fooling
anyone; he’s pissed. Why wouldn’t he be? Kyle was in all likelihood
murdered, and for all his flaws and faults, he was still Dennis’s brother.


“Can I ask you
something?” Dennis says over his fourth plate of brownies. As he predicted,
he’s needed a lot of comfort.


“Anything.”


“You said you
encountered Manticore right after he killed Kyle. Why didn’t you take him out?”


It comes off as an
accusation. I don’t hold it against him.


“He dropped a nuke in
the middle of Boston.”


Dennis’s jaw drops.
“Seriously?”


“Seriously. It’s a
nasty trick he pulls whenever he’s cornered. He sets the weapons system in his
tail assembly to overload, essentially turning it into a small nuclear bomb, and
drops it in a populated area.”


“Oh my God.”


“Yeah, he’s
stalemated me with that one three times now. The man takes sore loserdom to
epic extremes.”


Dennis mutters an
F-bomb under his breath. “I knew Manticore was a major league badass, but I had
no idea he was so...”


“Insane?” I suggest.
“Cold-blooded? Soulless?”


“I’ll go with D: all
of the above.”


“And you’d be right.
Manticore doesn’t need his suit to be a monster. He’s by far the most dangerous
person I’ve ever faced. He’s vicious, calculating, ruthless, fearless...”


“A real predator,”
Dennis concludes, but it’s the wrong conclusion.


“I wouldn’t call
Manticore a predator.”


“Why not? Sounds to
me like he fits the description.”


“He doesn’t, at all. Do
you know what a predator actually is?” I say. Dennis shakes his head. “It’s an
intelligent coward. Yes, they might be strong and fast and ferocious, but when
animals like lions or sharks hunt, they go after easy targets like the old and
the weak and hit them with sneak attacks. A predator doesn’t want to get into a
fight; Manticore isn’t afraid of a head-on confrontation.


“Now, the King of Pain,
he was a predator in the truest sense. He went after super-heroes dealing with
heavy personal issues because they were vulnerable to his psychic tampering.
He’d stalk them, get in their heads, amplify every negative emotion, and let
them self-destruct while he watched from a safe distance. He avoided fighting
super-teams and never messed with anyone he thought would fight back because he
knew he couldn’t handle it.”


“Huh.”


“Sorry, that was way
off-topic.”


“That’s okay. It was
educational.” He smiles. “I’ve learned a lot from you. I want to keep
learning.”


“I think I can
accommodate you.”


“Cool.”


The clerk on duty
gently prods us to finish our food so she can close up. Wait, we’re getting
shooed out? How long have we been here?


“Oh, wow,” I say,
checking my phone, “it’s almost five.”


“Is it? Time flies.”


“When you’re having
fun. I don’t know if this afternoon counts as fun.”


“Close enough.”


“You’re weird.” We leave
so the nice purveyor of sugary treats can clean up and go home. “See you
Tuesday?”


“Sounds good,” he
says, then he makes that funny face guys make when they’re pretending to be
coy. “Unless you’re not doing anything tomorrow. I’m up for a little extra
training if you are.”


“I’m not doing
anything tomorrow. Usual time, usual place?”


“Cool. See you
tomorrow, then.”


I stand there on the
sidewalk and watch him drive off, and even though it’ll make me late for
dinner, I decide to walk home. It’s a nice evening for it.
















 


SEVENTEEN


 


Right off the bat,
Dennis established himself as a good student. He listened to me, didn’t dispute
my critiques or take them personally, asked a lot of questions, and worked his
butt off. He had focus, drive, and dedication.


The Dennis of the
last two days makes the Dennis of the previous week look like a total slacker.
I had to make it a point to schedule breaks into our sessions so he wouldn’t
work himself to death. We took to sitting atop the Notre Dame Bridge and
engaging in the fine art of conversation, and once we started talking about
relatively normal stuff, he’d forget about training long enough to recharge his
batteries.


(I myself had almost
forgotten how important rest is, but once I figured out that I sleep better in
my bed back on Kyros Prime? I actually feel somewhat human again, she said
ironically.)


Over the course of
our chats, I learn a lot of cool things about my star pupil. He’s an okay cook
but has a knack for baking (gourmet brownies, of course, are his specialty). He
can affect any number of foreign accents with impressive authenticity. He’s a
hardcore Magic: The Gathering fiend. He plays the drums and loves
telling bad drummer jokes.


What do you call a
drummer who’s broken up with his girlfriend? Homeless.


How do you get a
drummer off your front porch? Pay him for the pizza.


What do you call a
drummer in a suit? The defendant.


“Wow, harsh,” I say,
laughing.


“Thank you, I’ll be
here all week,” he says with a little bow. “What do you say? Ready to get going
again?”


“We can afford a few
more minutes. I like our talks.”


“Me too,” he says,
smiling, “but I want to get back to work. I feel like I’m in a real groove and
I don’t want to lose it.”


“I understand, but
the candle that burns twice as bright burns half as long.”


“Deep.”


“Don’t mock. It’s
true. If you’re exhausted your judgment suffers, your reflexes suffer, you
can’t absorb information as well...learning this stuff is a marathon, not a
sprint.”


“Okay, all right, I
need to pace myself, point taken. Can we talk theory, then?”


“Sure. What theory in
particular?”


He thinks for a
moment, then says, “You’ve taught me about basic air combat tactics, you’ve
shown me how to evade a faster, more agile opponent, but what about turning
defense into offense? I can’t always run away, you know.”


“That’s entirely
dependent on the situation. Sometimes running is the only smart play.”


“But what if I’m
backed into a corner and have to fight my way out? If I absolutely had to take
down, say, you, and —”


“You couldn’t.”


“But if I had to?”


“You couldn’t.
That’s not an empty boast, Dennis; I am saying you are incapable of beating me.
I told you, there will always be someone out there stronger, faster, and just
plain better than you, and you need to come to terms with that. Otherwise it
won’t be your lack of skill that gets you killed, it’ll be your pride.”


“I don’t believe
that. No one’s invincible,” Dennis says, seething. “No one.”


“Ohhh,” I sigh, “I am
such an idiot.”


“What?”


“The extra training,
the sudden intensity, wanting to learn more about offense — you don’t want to
up your game for the sake of becoming a better super-hero,” I say, and now it’s
my turn to seethe. “You want me to show you how to beat Manticore.”


Dennis’s face
tightens. “Yes.”


“Dammit, Dennis! We
went through this already! Manticore would tear you apart!”


“Not if you show me
how to beat him.”


“I don’t know how to beat
him! I can’t teach you what I don’t know!”


“Then let’s figure it
out together. Come on, Carrie, we can do this. We can find him and we can take
him down for good. Don’t you want that?”


Every once in a while,
I experience disturbingly vivid phantom pain in the palms of my hands, right where
Manticore sliced them open so he could steal my astrarma. The wounds long ago
healed over, but sometimes I swear I can still feel them. Times like right now.


“You know what really
hurts?” I say. “That you felt you had to trick me into helping you.”


“No, Carrie, I wasn’t
—”


“We’re done here. If
you’re going to do something stupid like go after Manticore, you’re doing it on
your own. I’m not going to be responsible for getting you killed.”


I power up and take
off before he can get another word in. I’m not interested in hearing whatever
lame excuse he planned to feed me. Screw that. Screw him.


At least now I’ll
have something to talk about with Bart this afternoon.


 


***






I arrive to an empty
office; Bart’s receptionist is nowhere to be seen.


“I let her have the
rest of the day off,” Bart says. “I wanted to afford you as much privacy as
possible.”


“Thanks, but what’s
the point?” I say. “Everyone in the world knows I’m Lightstorm.”


“That isn’t what I
meant.” He gestures toward his office. “After you.”


Bart joins me after
locking the front door. He closes the office door, too, which seems like
overkill, but whatever. His office, his rules. As I sit, I notice a brand-new
box of tissues on the little end table between his chair and mine, and a
second, unopened box next to that.


Bart sits and gets
right down to business. “How are you doing, Carrie?”


I come out of the
gate strong with a massive dose of withering sarcasm, because that always
helps. “Oh, fine. Just peachy. You?”


“I’m good. I’m a
little concerned for my friend, though. Something seems to be bothering her and
I’m hoping she’ll tell me what that might be.”


“For starters, she’s
bothered by how patronizing that was. I’m not a damned five-year-old.” I groan
and bury my face in my hands. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bite your
head off, it’s just — I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right,”
Bart says with a gentle smile. The man has the patience of a saint. “It’s just
what?”


I almost hesitate to
drag Dennis’s baggage into my session, but then I remember: screw him.


“I think Manticore
was responsible for Kyle Antar’s death.” Bart sits back and listens intently as
I detail the events forming the foundation of my theory.


“It’s plausible
enough,” Bart says. “How did Dennis take the news?”


“That’s the problem. He
has it in his head I hold the secret to beating Manticore and he wants to know
what it is.”


“What did you tell
him?”


“That it’d be suicide
and I don’t want any part of it. I won’t be responsible for sending anyone else
to his death.”


Bart’s brow creases.
“What do you mean?”


“I mean I refuse to
help Dennis throw his life away.”


“Not that. You said,
‘I won’t be responsible for sending anyone else to his death.’ What did
you mean by that?”


For a moment, I lock
up, physically, mentally, and emotionally. “Nothing,” I say, but of course Bart
doesn’t fall for it because he’s not, you know, a blithering idiot.


With a sigh, he says,
“Carrie, I respect you, and that’s why I’m going to be frank here. Edison won’t
clear you to return to full active duty until I do, and I won’t clear you until
I’m convinced you’re fit to return, and I won’t do that until you tell me
what’s going on in your head.”


“You’re the mind-reader,
you tell me.”


“Carrie —”


“I don’t know what to
do! Dennis isn’t ready to take on Manticore, even if I do train him! And if I
don’t, he’ll just die faster.” I slump into my chair on the verge of tears. “No
matter what I do, his death will be on me.”


Bart pushes the box
of tissues over toward me. I push it back.


“After you recovered
from your first encounter with Manticore, what did you do?” Bart asks.


“What do you mean,
what did I do?”


“What did you do?” he
says again, emphasizing each word as if to clarify his meaning (which, for the
record, it doesn’t).


“I had nightmares for
weeks afterward.” I shrug. “That’s it. I didn’t really do anything.”


“You didn’t go after
Manticore?”


“Of course I didn’t.”


“Why not?”


“Because he would
have kicked my ass is why not. I wasn’t ready for another fight with him.”


Bart smiles. I missed
something. He made a point, and I totally missed it.


“You’ve set up a
false dichotomy in your mind: don’t train Dennis and he dies, or train him and
he dies anyway,” he says. “There’s a third option: help him understand that
he’s not ready for this fight. You knew that instinctively. You were cognizant
enough of your own capabilities that you understood on a gut level you weren’t
ready for a rematch with Manticore. Dennis might not have that level of
self-awareness but he is a smart kid, and I think he’ll listen to you.”


“And if he doesn’t?”


“That is a
possibility,” Bart concedes, “but you can’t hold yourself responsible for what
are, ultimately, his decisions. All you can do is talk to him as a peer, openly
and honestly, and let him make his own choices.”


“And if it’s the
wrong choice?” Bart then does something completely unexpected and wildly
inappropriate: he chuckles. “What? What could possibly be funny about this?”


“I once had this
exact same conversation with Edison about you.”


“You did?”


“Almost verbatim. I don’t
recall exactly when it was, but you’d approached Edison about training you and
he was convinced he was facing the same no-win scenario you are. He only saw
the two options, both of which ended badly for you.”


“What changed?”


“He realized that if something
happened to you, he’d feel worse if he hadn’t tried to help you than if he had.”
Any trace of a smile disappears. “Ask yourself that, Carrie. If, God forbid,
something happened to Dennis, would you be better able to live with yourself if
you’d at least tried to talk him out of doing anything rash, or if you’d simply
washed your hands of the whole thing and walked away?”


It’s almost a moot
question. I know myself too well; I may have moments when I say to hell with
this, I’m done, but ultimately, I’m not a quitter. I am my mother’s daughter,
and Briggs women are stubborn to a fault.


(I don’t know what
bothers me more, that I referred to myself as my mother’s daughter — a phrase I
never thought I’d utter — or that I referred to myself as a Briggs rather than
a Hauser.)


The rest of the
session is a game of psychological dodge ball. Every time Bart tries to get me
to open up about what happened to me during the Black End War, I deflect onto
something else that’s eating at me — and fortunately, I have a wealth of
alternate topics: losing my job, my father refusing to accept me for who I am, having
to repeat my junior year, Mom’s new party girl lifestyle, Sara and Meg’s
bedroom shenanigans, Matt taking over as team leader and doing such a good job
of it they don’t need me anymore...we spend three hours talking, and I never
let Bart get close to that subject.


And yet, at the end
of it all, for all the unburdening I did, I don’t feel any lighter.


 


***






I arrive home to find
Sara in the kitchen. Mom’s working late, she says, so she’s whipping up my
mother’s Slacker Spaghetti for dinner, a weekday meal Mom makes from a Ragu
base and a secret blend of spices that turns the boring store-bought sauce into
something amazing. It’s a recipe she got from her mother, who got it from hers.


And now Sara knows
it.


“Hungry?” she asks.


“Not so much,” I say.


“Did you not have a
good session with Bart?”


“It was fine, but
that’s not —” I swerve at the last second. The last thing I need today is to
blow up the domestic bliss vibe (such as it is) over something as petty as Sara
being inducted into the Briggs Family Cooking Club. “Dennis is not my favorite
person right now.”


“Why? What happened?”


I tell her. I mean to
give her the quick-and-dirty version of the story, but something inside me
snaps and next thing I know, I’m pacing a manic circle around the kitchen and
ranting like a lunatic, complete with flailing arm action. Sara lets me purge,
all the while regarding me with the same laser-focused expression Bart wears during
therapy sessions.


When I finish, Sara says,
“What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know, but
Bart said I should take some time to cool down before I make any decision.”


“Good call. I
wouldn’t blame you if you dumped him, though. I get where he’s coming from, but
that was a pretty underhanded way of —”


“You wouldn’t blame
me if I dumped him?” I laugh humorlessly. “We’re training together,
Sara, not dating.”


“You have been
spending a lot of time with him.”


“Yeah — training
him. And it’s not like I have anything else to do with myself.”


“I didn’t say it was
a bad thing.”


“Changing subjects,”
I say pointedly, “could we go out Friday? The team, I mean? I feel like I
haven’t spent any real time with you guys and Bart wants me to get back into
some of my old routines.”


Sara frowns. “I’m
sorry, I have plans with Meg Friday,” she says. “Her band’s playing and she
really wants me to go. Maybe I could beg off and —”


“Never mind,” I say.
I know a half-hearted offer when I hear it.


“I’m sorry. Everyone
else might be free. Give them a call.”


“Maybe,” I say, but
I’m not going to. What’s the point? It’s not going out with all my friends if all
my friends aren’t going to be there.


“We have tonight all
to ourselves. After dinner we can watch a movie or just sit and talk or
something.”


And that’s what we
do. Sara throws on Pirates of the Caribbean, and we sit on the couch,
gorging on some leftover cannoli I find hiding in the back of the fridge and
talking. After she trudges in from work, Mom joins us and it turns into an
impromptu girls’ night. We stay up too late; we talk; we eat a lot of leftovers;
Mom has a little too much wine. When we finally call it a night, Sara and I
follow Mom as she wobbles up the stairs, ready to catch her if she topples
over.


I get ready to crawl
into bed, hoping my emotional roller coaster of a day will see fit to let me
end on a high note, but no such luck. I check my phone, and there’s a voicemail
from Dennis waiting for me. I delete it without listening to it.


And then I awake lie
in bed for hours, staring at the ceiling and wondering why he called.
















 


EIGHTEEN


 


I get a sense of why
the next morning, after Mom and Sara leave for work, and I set about my busy
day of puttering around the house. At precisely nine AM, I get a text from
Dennis asking if I’m coming up today to train with him.


I don’t reply. I
think no answer is answer enough.


Great, so now that I’ve
blown off the only thing I had on my schedule, what do I do with myself?


On a whim, I warp
back to Kyros Prime and check in with my commanding officer, Do Lidella Det, to
see if the Vanguard needs an extra body somewhere. They have hundreds of new
cadets they need to train, so I figure they could use an experienced field
officer, right?


Wrong. They’ve got it
covered, Commander Do says, but she offers to find a regular assignment for me,
“If that’s what you really want.” I’m sorely tempted to say yes, it is, send me
wherever you want, I’m good to go. Instead I thank her and ask her to hold off
a while since I’ll be going back to school soon because, you know. Priorities.


I warp back to Earth
and touch down outside the Coffee Experience for a caffeine fix to get me
through whatever I end up doing with the rest of my day. I walk in expecting to
see my favorite barista Jill, the Goddess of Caffeine, behind the counter, but
it’s a different friendly face who shrieks my name.


“CARRIE!” Ashlyn
squeals. She bursts through the little gate separating the counter area from
the coffee shop proper like a thoroughbred going for the Triple Crown and hits
me with a tackle hug that’d shame Missy.


“That’s what I like
about this place,” I say. “Friendly service.”


Ashlyn does a giddy
little happy dance, grinning like a kid on Christmas morning. “You’re back
you’re back you’re back you’re back!” she beams, then she puts on a very serious
face. “You’re back for good, right? You’re not going to disappear on me again,
right?”


“I promise you, I
have absolutely no plans to go anywhere anytime soon,” I say with the same
funny flutter I get in my belly whenever I lie.


“Yay!” she says,
grabbing me in another hug. She takes my hand and leads me to the counter.
“What’re you having? Whatever you want, it’s on me.”


“Ashlyn, no, you
don’t have to —”


“Uh-uh. My pretend
girlfriend is back and I’m buying her a drink.”


“You never give me
free coffee,” an old man calls out from a nearby table.


“And you never tip me
more than a quarter, Russell, but you don’t hear me complaining about it,”
Ashlyn retorts. The old man lets out a bark of a laugh. “No, wait, wait, I
remember this. One mocha latté coming up.”


Ashlyn begins
cranking out a latté like a seasoned pro. “When did you start working here?” I
ask.


“Few months ago. They
were looking for summer help but the boss likes me, plus a bunch of people left
to go back to college, so I’ll be sticking around once school starts up again.”


“Cool. Is Jill
working today?”


“No, Jill’s one of
the ones who left. She decided to go for her master’s degree in whatever.”


“Jill’s gone?”


“Yeah, it sucks,”
Ashlyn says. “I liked her.”


“Yeah. Me too,” I
mope.


“Aw, why so glum,
sugar plum?”


“I’m not having a
good week.”


“You go sit,” Ashlyn
says. “I’ll let Danielle know I’m taking my break and be right over.”


I park it in a corner
booth, the one I usually occupy with my friends. Ashlyn joins me a couple
minutes later, hands me my drink, and sits next to me.


“All right, sweetie,
tell Dr. Meyer what the problem is,” she says.


“Right now my problem
is I don’t know what to do with myself,” I say. I know Ashlyn means well, but I
spent a good chunk of yesterday talking out my issues with Bart. I don’t need
to repeat that miserable performance. “I have nothing going on. School doesn’t
start for a couple of weeks, I don’t have a job anymore, Concorde won’t put me
back on the active duty roster until I — um, let’s just say I’m grounded until
further notice. I was working with another super-hero, training him and
whatnot, but that fell through.”


“That sucks,” Ashlyn
says. “I can’t help you out with the super-hero stuff, but if you’re looking
for a new job you could always work here.”


“Here?”


“Yeah! Grant still
needs a couple of warm bodies. It’s only part-time and the pay’s kind of meh, but
the tips are great!” she shouts at Russell. “Plus, you’d get to work with
me.”


“Let me give it some
thought,” I say, but what is there to think about? Me, work in a coffee shop?
Seriously? I had a paid job in a lawyer’s office; I am not going to
sling coffee for a bunch of surly old men and obnoxious teenagers for minimum
wage and tips.


“You do that. I need
to get back to the counter, but you think and drink and let me know when you
want to join Team Awesome Coffee Babes.”


“Will do,” I say.


By which I mean, no
chance in hell.


 


***






“What do you mean, no
chance in hell?” Mom says as she slides a tray of lightly seasoned chicken
breasts into the oven. It’s not an extravagant dinner, but I’m happy to eat
real Christina Hauser — er, Christina Briggs cooking and not the Sara Danvers
knockoff version for a change.


“I mean, I don’t want
to work in a coffee shop,” I say.


“Why not?”


“Because it’s a
coffee shop. It’s food service.”


“So?”


“I think it’s rather
self-explanatory, Mother.”


“You think you’re too
good for food service.”


“It’s a menial job.”


“I’m a receptionist,”
Sara notes.


“Yeah, for one of the
top super-hero teams in the whole country. That’s got some prestige,” I
counter. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”


“I don’t want you
even thinking about finding a job until we get your school situation figured
out,” Mom says, “but if your schedule allows, I think you should apply for it.
Of course, you’d first have to climb down off your high horse.”


Sara’s mouth falls
open in perfect unison with mine. Good, at least I’m not the only one completely
floored by that harshness.


“There’s nothing
wrong with food service. I worked my way through school waiting tables,” Mom
reminds me. “No, it isn’t prestigious but it’s honest work, and you are not too
good for honest work. Besides, if you think I’m going to go back to giving you
an allowance, think again. You’re almost an adult.”


“Thank you so much
for this lovely pre-dinnertime conversation, Mother,” I drawl. “Getting dressed
down always does wonders for my appetite.”


I don’t storm off; I
make a forceful yet dignified exit and retire to my room until mealtime. Bart
said whenever I start to feel myself getting wound up I should withdraw from
the situation, find someplace private and quiet, and decompress until I’m ready
to deal with whatever is chewing away at my nerves.


That would be much
easier said than done if it weren’t for Dennis texting me again. This one says,
Please call me? I want to talk.


He’s not going to
take the hint, is he? Fine, let’s do this and get it out of the way. I have a laundry
list of headaches, and it’s sure not getting any shorter.


“Hey,” he says.


“What?” I say.


“Are you doing
anything tomorrow night? I want to take you to dinner.”


And there’s jaw-drop
number two of the evening. “Are you kidding me? You’re asking me out on a date?
You do know I’m still pissed at you, right?”


“No. Yes. Wait, hold
on, let me back up. No, I’m not asking you out on a date. I want to take you to
dinner because yes, I know you’re still pissed at me and I want to apologize.
What I did was scummy and I’m sorry. I should have been honest with you.”


“Yes,” I say icily,
“you should have.”


“What do you say?
Give me a chance to make amends?”


It’s a sincere plea —
or so it seems. For all I know, this is another ploy. Let’s find out.


“Suppose I say yes. What
then? Do you expect me to train you again?”


“I’m not expecting
anything. If you said you didn’t want to train me anymore, I’d be disappointed
but I’d accept it. I’d rather lose you as a teacher and keep you as a friend.”


He leaves it there
and lets me take my time considering the offer.


“There’s a place here
in Kingsport called the Country Kettle,” I say. “Meet me there tomorrow at six.
We can talk but I’m not making any promises beyond that.”


“That’s fair. Thank
you.”


“Uh-huh,” I say,
trying to sound as uninterested as humanly possible. He’s not off the hook yet,
not by a long shot. He has a lot of metaphorical wining and literal dining to
do if he wants to get back on my good side again.


A lot.


 


***






With Sara leaving
right from work for her night with Meg, and Mom telling me not to wait up
(cringe), and Wednesday being a cat, I have no one to tell me how I look for my
non-date with Dennis. I’m wearing nice jeans and a casual white button-up
shirt, fashionably untucked — which to me says I take pride in my appearance
but I’m not out to impress, but it’d be nice to have a second opinion.


However, I am quite
confident my resting bitch face is solid.


Dennis is already there
when I touch down in front of the restaurant. He too is in nice jeans and a
button-up shirt — tucked in, I notice.


“Hi,” he says with a
nervous smile.


“Dennis,” I say, cool
and detached, determined to make him work for it. He opens the door and makes a
little after you gesture. The hostess leads us to a table near the back
of the main dining area, where Dennis pulls my chair out for me before taking
his seat. Okay, strong start, I’ll give him that.


“You look nice,” he
says.


“Thank you,” I say
without returning the compliment, which doesn’t go unnoticed; he fidgets, and
his cheeks flush, and he becomes utterly fascinated by the glass of ice water
our waitress sets in front of him.


Crap. Now I feel bad.


“So do you,” I say.


“Thanks.” He lets out
a long sigh. “This entire night is going to be awkward, isn’t it?”


“I don’t know. I
guess that depends on you.”


“Right.” He sits up
straight, his lips set in a hard, determined line. “Carrie, I — ah, dammit,” he
grumbles as his phone goes off. He sneers at it and flicks his thumb across the
screen. “Sorry. That was Rando. She is not happy with me.”


“Is she ever happy?”
I say, posing what I suspect is a rhetorical question.


“Lately? Not so much.
She was a much happier person before she got her powers and decided to become a
super-hero. Now she’s way too serious about everything.”


“What crawled up her
butt and died this time?”


“She’s mad I’m here
with you instead of out with the team on patrol. She’s utterly convinced the
Wardens will be the ones who track down Vendetta,” he says with a yeah,
right roll of his eyes. “I told her she’d have to make do without me, I had
something much more important to take care of.”


“You did, huh?” I
say, softening a little.


“Yeah. I had to try
to convince someone I’ve come to care about how sorry I am.” He leans in. “I
screwed up. I wasn’t honest with you, I took advantage of our friendship, and I
hurt you. I don’t know if I can ever make up for all that but I’d like to try,
if you’ll let me.”


When he speaks,
there’s real, raw pain in his voice as he recounts his offenses against me.
Every word is full of shame and regret, and any lingering doubts I had about his
sincerity vanish. Unfortunately, sincerity isn’t enough. Not in this case.


“Do you still plan to
go after Manticore?” I ask. “Because if you do, we have nothing left to
discuss.”


“What am I supposed
to do?” Dennis says. “He killed my brother. I can’t just walk away.”


“I’m not asking you
to walk away, Dennis, I’m asking you — I’m begging you to step back and
look at this realistically. You don’t stand a chance against Manticore and I
think you realize that.”


“Then help me,” he
pleads.


“I am helping
you. I’m telling you to slow down and accept your limitations and think this
through. You can’t beat Manticore with nothing but guts and good intentions.
It’s not enough to be stronger and faster and meaner; you have to be smarter
than him, and charging into a fight you’re not ready for? That isn’t smart; that’s
your anger talking.”


Dennis flinches. He
stares at me, his expression unreadable. A trickle of anxious sweat rolls down
the back of my neck, and I wonder, perhaps too late, if I went too far in
invoking his brother, even tacitly.


“I don’t know what to
do,” he says miserably.


“You bide your time,”
I say. “You use it to train and become the best flyer and best fighter you
possibly can be. You use it to learn everything there is to know about
Manticore. You use it to stack the deck as much as possible so that when the time
is right, you and me and Concorde and anyone else with a grudge against him can
work together to take him down — and then we drag his sorry ass to Byrne so he
can rot in a cell for the rest of his life.”


He nods. “I can do
that.”


I fix him with a look.
“Can you?”


“I can do that,” he
says, like it’s a solemn oath. “I won’t go after him on my own. I won’t make a
move unless you say so. You’re calling the shots.”


“All right.”


He risks a small
smile. “Apology accepted?”


“It’s under
consideration.”


“Okay,” he sighs. “I
was hoping I wouldn’t have to do this, but I guess I’ll have to wheel out the
big guns. I wrote a song for you.”


“You…wrote a song?”


“To apologize for
everything. I call it ‘Contrition for Carrie.’ I think you’ll like it. I almost
went with a sort of low-key, mellow tempo, but then I decided to write it to a
salsa beat to give it a little zest, you know?”


“Uhhhh...”


“I even have musical
accompaniment for it,” he says before, I kid you not, pulling a red and green
plastic kazoo out of his pocket. “Ready? Here we go. And a-one, and a-two…”


He raises the kazoo
to his lips, and I brace for the shrill, nasal impact of the first note.


“You really think I’m
going to do this, don’t you?” Dennis says with an impish grin.


“You were messing
with me?”


“Yeah.”


“You jerk!” I say,
backhanding him across the arm.


“I mean, if you want
a kazoo serenade, I can —”


“No!” I snatch the
kazoo out of his hand. “You are such an ass. That wasn’t funny.”


“You’re laughing,” he
points out.


“Am not,” I say, but
the fact I am laughing hysterically rather undermines my protest. “That’s going
to cost you, mister.”


“Is it?”


“Oh, it is. I was
ready to forgive and forget before you went all merry prankster on me, but now?
Now I’m going to take full advantage of the conciliatory dinner I was promised.”
I make a show of opening my menu. “Hmm. Filet mignon stuffed with lobster
Thermidore sounds divine.”


“Sounds expensive is
what it sounds like.”


“It does, doesn’t it?
Guess it’s a good thing I’m only messing with you back,” I smirk. “I am getting
dessert, though. Their bread pudding is amazing.”


“Go for it. Dessert
your brains out.”


“Done and done.”


“Hey.”


“What?”


Dennis gives me a
warm smile. “Thank you.”


“For?”


“Everything. Training
me. Keeping me grounded. Talking me down from my ledge of stupidity. Giving me
a chance to atone. Being my friend. For being an awesome person. Thank you.”


A wave of warm
fuzzies ripples through my chest. Haven’t experienced that sensation in a long
time. Too long.


The feeling lingers
throughout a very nice, quiet, low-key dinner. With the elephant in the room
acknowledged, we’re able to enjoy each other’s company like normal people. We
don’t discuss anything important or heavy or depressing or annoying — unless
you count Dennis’s phone vibrating every ten minutes (which I do).


“Rando is persistent,
I’ll give her that,” I say as I take a cursory look at the dessert menu, just in
case there’s something on there more enticing than the bread pudding (there
isn’t).


“You have no idea,”
Dennis says. “She can be a stubborn, stubborn girl. If she gave you half a
chance, I think you two could get along famously.”


“You think I’m
stubborn?”


“I know you are. Every
single woman in my family is the same way, so I know stubborn when I see it,”
he says, but it’s not a criticism. His phone buzzes again. “For example.”


“Maybe you should
answer it.”


“I should shut it off
is what I should do,” he says, taking his phone out. He glances at the screen. “Yeah,
I’m turning it off. Eight calls in the last fifteen minutes is a bit much.”


“Pick up,” I say, a
nervous tickle creeping into my belly. “Dennis, pick up.”


“Why, what’s —?”


“Answer your phone.”


“All right. Jeez,”
Dennis mutters, offering an apologetic grin to the frowning couple at the
neighboring table. “All right, what’s so im— Rando? What’s happening? Rando?
Misha? Misha!” he says with escalating panic. “Carrie, something’s wrong.”


“Call the Protectorate,”
I say. “Now.”


I sprint across the
restaurant, nearly taking out two waiters in the process, run out to the
parking lot, and hit Mach one seconds after lifting off. I slip on my headset
and lay in a course for Manchester.


I’m way overreacting,
I tell myself. I’m freaking out over nothing — and yet, every instinct screams
at me to hurry.


Hurry.


 


***






I tap into
Manchester’s first responders channels as soon as I’m within range. Chaos roars
in my ears. Gunshots pop like firecrackers. Men and women scream in fear, in
pain. A loud, deep whump — an explosion — briefly swallows the cries.


My headset pinpoints
the center of the mayhem and throws it up on my HUD. I’m pulling Mach three as
I nosedive into the center of the city, zeroing in on a rising plume of black
smoke. My brain sorts out the details as they come into focus: an improvised barricade
of police cruisers draws a crooked line across an intersection; pops of muzzle
flash come from a quartet of cops hunkered down behind their vehicles; cars sit
scattered along the city street, two of them engulfed in flames. As I swoop in,
a massive figure, his silvery armor gleaming in the pre-dusk sun, grabs one of
the flaming wrecks, lifts it above his head, and hurls it toward the cruisers.
The police officers shrink into balls and brace for impact.


I throw a focused
gravity pulse at the flying car — something I can only do at short range, which
means I have to get into the thick of this mess, but the unacceptable
alternative is a stack of police pancakes. The car abruptly changes course
mid-flight and crashes to earth. I fire a concussion blast at the human
catapult. He looks double-tough, so I don’t hold back. My shot bowls him over.


“Typhon!” a woman
screams. She’s armored up too, though her suit isn’t as bulky. A cluster of metallic
spheres hover nearby, orbiting her. I’m curious what they can do, but not that
curious. She gets a concussion blast too, right in the gut. She squeals and
crumples to the street.


Whether she meant to
or not, she made for a good distraction. I never see the arrow coming. It sinks
into my left shoulder, sending a jolt of pain down my arm.


The good news is, in
my energy form I’m mostly mimicking a human body. I’m nothing but a mass of
condensed, supercharged plasma in the shape of Carrie Hauser, so I don’t do natural
human things like breathe or bleed. The bad news: that doesn’t automatically protect
me from all forms of harm. Most energy attacks are useless, but I’m still a physical
object that responds to physical stimuli. In theory, you could shoot me in the
head with a perfectly normal gun, and the disruption might be severe enough to
kill me (for the record, I am not at all interested in testing that theory).
Long story short, the arrow hurts like a mother going in and even worse when I
pull it free, but I’m not at risk of bleeding out.


Since I don’t want to
go through that again, I generate a tight force field — and just in time, too; I
narrowly avoid getting an unwanted arrow tracheotomy, courtesy of a woman
dressed in an ice-blue-and-white outfit with a distinct Nordic vibe, like a
Viking huntress or something. Her bow, however, is totally modern. With
impressive, if not superhuman speed she draws an arrow from a quiver on her
back, nocks it, and fires. It’s a perfect shot, right for my heart. This one,
however, is some kind of trick arrow that explodes on contact. I barely feel
it.


I can’t say the same
about whatever hits me from behind. The impact knocks me out of the sky. I manage
to land on my feet, but none too steadily. The follow-up is less impressive. A
bolt of lightning streaks toward me, thrown by a man in an electric blue
unitard — who, I can’t help but notice, is holding hands with another guy in a
slate gray unitard. What, am I getting attacked by a WWE tag team now?


They split apart, barely
dodging my matching his-and-his blasts. My new friend the archer tags me from
behind with another exploding arrow. I swing around to zap her and hopefully
get her out of my hair. She’s more of an annoyance than a threat, but
five-on-one odds are never strategically sound. She moves like greased
lightning. My blast misses her by inches.


Again, I realize
almost too late she’s not out to hurt me; she’s out to distract me. I twist
around and open up on a flying motorcycle, blowing it out of the air before it
can take my head off — and guess what? It was another freakin’ distraction.
Typhon barrels into me like a jet-propelled rhino. My force field takes the
worst of it, but the impact launches me. I bounce off an SUV that, until this
moment, somehow succeeded in making it through this catastrophe without a
scratch. I slump to the ground, my head swimming.


“It’s not him!”
Typhon says. He backs away, keeping a respectful distance between us, and I get
my first good look at his armor. It’s smaller and a little less bulky, but the overall
resemblance to a Thrasher battlesuit is too striking to dismiss as coincidence.


“Yeah, I think we
already figured that out,” the archer says, nocking a fresh arrow.


“We have to go!” the
armored woman says, pleading.


“Where is he, girl?”
Typhon says. “Where’s Skyblazer?”


What?


Pure white flames
erupt from Typhon’s hands. They have a bizarre, almost liquid quality; the
flames drip down instead of flickering up. The asphalt sizzles and smokes where
droplets of the water-fire fall. It’s unlike any fire I’ve ever seen before —
on this planet, that is. How in the world did someone figure out how to
generate supercharged plasma?


“Tell me where he
is,” he says, “or I’ll kill you too.”


“No, please!” the
armored woman wails. “Please don’t, she’s just a kid!”


“She’s a dead kid if
she doesn’t start talking!”


“Drake!”


“Dammit, Echidna! Code
names!” Typhon barks at his partner, and in doing so, he takes his eyes off me
for a split-second.


That’s all I need.


My concussion blast
blows Typhon across the street, through a front of a small clothing boutique,
the boutique itself, and right out the back. One of the tag team twins, the
elemental, drops a startled F-bomb before laying into me again. It’s a pretty
light show, but it’s totally ineffective. His partner, however, is more
substance than style. He hits me with a burst of pure force that staggers me. I
respond in kind, taking him off his feet.


“We need to get out
here! Now!” the archer shouts.


Before I can take her
down, the boutique erupts with all the fury of Krakatoa. A wall of white flame
sweeps through what’s left of the shop, eating everything in its path before
spilling out onto the street like a wave breaking on the shore. The armored
woman, Echidna, runs for cover as the plasma wave cascades across the street,
turning the asphalt to molten slag. Typhon emerges from the holocaust, completely
unscathed.


“Little bitch,” he spits.


I brace for an attack,
but he doesn’t aim at me. Instead, he turns his insane flamethrower hands on
every car within sight. They catch immediately, paint blistering and flaking
off, tires bursting from the heat before melting into acrid black puddles,
windshields dripping free of their frames like they were made of wax.


Oh, crap. The gas
tanks.


Something hisses, a
low, guttural sound. I expand my force field and brace myself.


Six cars go off like
bombs in rapid succession, spraying flaming shrapnel. Shards of steel and glass
ricochet off my force field. A moment later, all the debris propelled skyward
by the blasts rains down. Typhon’s freaky water-fire, its job done, dissipates
and the natural fires it started take over, spreading to wooden benches and small
trees planted along the sidewalks, to more cars, to buildings, until the street
looks like Hell itself has burst through the ground.


I hit the sky, rising
above the growing pyre to reacquire my targets, but they’re nowhere to be seen.
They couldn’t have gotten far. They have to be hiding somewhere, waiting for —


My heart skips a beat
as I catch a glimpse of a neon orange shape lying in the middle of a side
street, next to a car flipped onto its roof. My brain can’t quite make sense of
it. The shape is clearly a person, but the limbs are all wrong; they have more
bends than they have joints. Another human form lies nearby, dark and
motionless. This one is wearing a leather jacket. A few feet away from that, a
pair of legs peek out from behind an SUV rolled onto its side.


I become distantly
aware of a cacophony of voices buzzing in my ears. Police are moving in,
cautiously, weapons drawn. Staties are on their way in to assist. Firefighters
want an update. Someone asks if it’s safe for them to move in yet. Buried in the
din is Concorde telling me he’s airborne and en route. The Protectorate is
scrambling the Pelican now and will be right behind him. He demands a situation
report. I can’t answer. I’ve gone numb — mind, heart, and soul.


Dennis comes on. He’s
finally on his way. He wants to know what happened. He asks if his friends are
okay. I force myself to speak. The words come out rough and raw.


“Dennis. I’m
sorry...”
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The Pelican’s cargo bay
door slides open. Concorde, his posture weary, closes the door behind him and
takes his helmet off. I’ve seen Edison angry more times than I can count. I’ve
seen him annoyed, frustrated, occasionally demoralized, but I’ve never seen him
look outright defeated — not until this very moment.


“How is he?” Edison
says as though Dennis wasn’t sitting right there. In a sense, he isn’t. I’ve
been with him for, I don’t know — an hour, maybe? He hasn’t moved or spoken at
all. I tried holding his hand. His fist wouldn’t unclench. I tried hugging him.
It was like embracing a department store mannequin.


How is he? There’s no
answer to that.


Edison hunkers down.
“Dennis. Your friends. Their parents don’t know about their secret identities, do
they?”


Dennis gives a tiny
shake of his head.


“Then we need to make
a very important decision. In situations like this, when a super-hero is —” Edison
stops himself. “In situations like this, we’ve taken steps to maintain a super-hero’s
secret identity. We can do that for your friends, but that isn’t my call to
make; it’s yours.”


“What?” Dennis says,
so softly he’s almost inaudible.


“I hate to burden you
with this but they’re your friends. It’s your call.”


Dennis stares at
Edison without really seeing him. His mouth moves but no sound comes out.


“Give us a minute?” I
say.


Edison nods. He slips
his helmet back on and steps outside. The cargo bay door shuts with a soft click.


“I don’t know what to
do,” Dennis says.


I try to take his
hand again. My fingers close around a chunk of granite. He looks at me, a
desperate plea somewhere deep in his cold, empty eyes.


“I think their parents
deserve to know the truth,” I say. “Nothing will make this easier on them.
There’s no way in the world to soften a blow like this, but maybe, someday,
they’ll be able to take some comfort in knowing their children died doing
something noble.”


Dennis nods. “I
should tell my parents, too.”


“No,” I say
with such force that it even surprises me. “Dennis, you cannot tell them. You
have to keep your identity a secret from them — from everybody.”


“Why?”


“Please, just do it.
You have to trust me.”


“Why?” he presses.


God, no, Dennis,
please do what I tell you. Please don’t make me say it. I can’t bear to hurt
you more than you’ve already been hurt.


“Why?” he
says. He’s not going to let it go.


“The people who
killed your friends were looking for you,” I say. “For Skyblazer.”


“...They were what?”


“I think they were
sent to retrieve the Skyblazer armor. When they couldn’t find you, they tried
to draw you out by going on a rampage.”


“This was my fault?”
Dennis says, cracking.


“No. Dennis, listen
to me. This is not your fault. Do not blame yourself for this.”


“But they were
looking for me! If I had been here, I —”


“If you’d been here
you would have been killed along with your friends.”


“You don’t know that!
I could have helped! I could have saved them! I could have — ohh, God...”


When my grandfather
died, I shut down emotionally. I built a dam to keep my grief in check and
spent a few days on auto-pilot before it all got to be too much. When the dam
finally burst, it was ugly. I’m forever grateful to Stuart for being there when
it happened. I needed someone, anyone to keep me from falling apart so
completely that I’d never be able to put myself back together. Stuart was that
someone for me.


All I can do now is
be that someone for Dennis.


 


***






Once he composes
himself well enough, I give Dennis his cover story, following Edison’s cardinal
rules for effective lying.


Dennis and I met
online through a mutual friend. We decided to get together and meet in real
life. Dennis drove down to Kingsport for a dinner date. We had a good time. During
the drive home, he heard about the incident in Manchester on the radio and
curiosity got the better of him. He went to check it out and caught a glimpse
of Rando — of Misha being zipped into a body bag. As of tonight, he doesn’t
know what happened to them and can only assume she was an innocent bystander.
When the truth about Rando, Zip, and Magnum Hand’s secret lives becomes public
knowledge, Dennis will be completely floored and claim total ignorance of their
alter egos — and because the Wardens in their daily lives weren’t a tight,
insular little clique like the Hero Squad was back in the day, that part of the
story should come off as sufficiently plausible. His parents should be too
shocked and saddened to examine the lie too closely.


Edison signs off on
my cover story and sends Astrid back to Kingsport so she can retrieve Dennis’s
car. I wait with Dennis in the Pelican. I try talking to him to keep his mind
occupied, but he’s not having it. Mostly he sits there staring off into space.
Sometimes he cries.


A couple of hours
later, Matt pokes his head in to let us know Astrid’s back.


Dennis strips out of
the Skyblazer armor and rolls it up around his helmet. He glares at the bundle
hatefully, as if accusing it of bringing all this misery into his life.


I know exactly what
he’s thinking. He could choose right now to step away from the super-hero life for
good and go back to being a normal teenager. All he has to do is hand me the
suit and walk away, and that’ll be it. The life will be behind him, and after
he finishes mourning, he can get on with the important business of finishing high
school, going to college, getting a job, finding a wife, raising a family, spending
time with boring, mundane friends — all the things I sometimes doubt I’ll ever
have.


Instead, he tucks the
mass under his arm, and I discover there’s one last tiny piece of my heart left
to break.


Nighttime has fallen,
which makes the task of getting Dennis over to his car a little easier. We
sneak out of the hot zone while the Protectorate and the Squad run interference
with the first responders and the media. As we make our way to the distant side
street where Astrid left his car, I remind Dennis how important it is to stick to
the story I gave him and, above all, to keep his secret identity to himself.


“I know you think you
can trust your parents with it, but believe me, you can’t,” I say. “The entire
world knew who I was all of a week after my mom found out.”


Dennis throws the
Skyblazer armor into the trunk. “I don’t know if I can do it,” he says.


“You have to. For
your parents’ sake, you have to, otherwise you’re drawing a big, fat bull’s eye
on yourself and your family.” He nods. I take his hand. “You’re not alone in
this, Dennis. I’m going to be here for you, every step of the way. You need me,
for any reason, you call. Okay?”


“Yeah.”


I try to give him a
hug. He backs away, shaking his head.


“I’m sorry,” I say.


“No, it’s —” he says
without finishing the thought.


Dennis drives off,
leaving me standing there feeling powerless and helpless and more useless than
I’ve ever felt in my life.


 


***






Sara arrives home
around midnight, a wide, contented smile on her lips. The smile withers when
she sees me curled up in the corner of the couch.


“Carrie? What’s
wrong?”


There’s no way to
soften the blow — not that I’m in the mood to do so. “The Wardens are dead.”


The color drains from
Sara’s face. “What?”


“Dead. Killed by a
group of super-villains — which you would have known if you’d responded to the
alert Edison sent.”


Sara stammers and
sputters, unable to get out a single intelligible word. “Dennis?” she finally manages.


“No. He was with me.
He’s fine.” I shake my head. “No, he’s not fine; he’s a mess. His friends are
dead and the people responsible got away and he’s a total mess.”


“Oh, God,” Sara moans
as the shock begins to subside. She presses one hand to her mouth and the other
to her stomach, like she’s about to vomit. She whimpers incoherently and tears pour
down her cheeks.


“Where were you
tonight?” I say.


“Where —? With Meg.
You know we had —”


“You mean with
Meg,” I say — an accusation. “Did you two have your phones off?”


Sara cringes. She
can’t look me in the eye anymore.


“Doesn’t matter,” I
say. “Nothing you could have done.”


“Carrie,” Sara sobs.


“Go to bed. It’s
late.”


“Carrie. I’m so
sorry.”


“I know.”


She reaches out to me
with a trembling hand but pulls it back without touching me. She heads
upstairs. I hear her bedroom door close. Then I turn on the TV so I can’t hear
her cry herself to sleep.
















 


TWENTY


 


Jason checks his
phone and frowns. A full hour has passed since he received his last message
from his operatives, since Typhon reported they’d managed to sneak out of
Manchester and were searching for a van or a truck to steal, something large
enough to transport the entire strike team. The radio silence could signify so
many things, so few of them good. Had they been captured? Were they even now
sitting in a holding cell, spilling their guts to the Protectorate?


He glances out the
window, braced for the sight of police cruisers swarming on his chosen
rendezvous point, a long-abandoned motel overlooking the highway, but the
parking lot below is dark and empty — and so it remains for several long
minutes, until the silhouette of a box truck rolls into sight, its headlights
extinguished. Jason watches the truck approach at a crawl, tentative and
suspicious, before disappearing from sight beneath the canopy covering the main
entrance.


He heads downstairs,
willing himself to take the steps one at a time, forcing a relaxed pace lest
his underlings catch a whiff of the anxiety roiling beneath his calm exterior.
He pauses just outside the grand ballroom to straighten his clothes and push a rogue
lock of hair back into place. Quite by chance, he steps into the beam of an
emergency light mounted above the double doors — a spotlight for his grand
entrance.


Jason gets as far as,
“Ladies, gentle—” before a projectile in the form of Echidna’s helmet sends him
scrambling for cover.


“You SON OF A BITCH!”
Candace roars.


“Candy, calm down,”
Drake says.


“Don’t tell me to
calm down!” She charges Jason, slipping past Drake’s half-hearted attempt to
block her path. “You didn’t tell us they were children! You sent us to murder
children!”


Jason dives under an
armored fist. Candace sinks her forearm in the wall behind him.


“Dammit, Candy, stop
it!” Drake says, this time throwing himself bodily in Candace’s path.


“Let her go,” Thunder
says. “I have half a mind to kick his ass myself. She’s right,” he says to
Jason. “You should’ve told us the Wardens were a bunch of kids.”


“I gave you all the
intelligence necessary to carry out your mission.” Jason picks himself up. “I
didn’t divulge their ages because it wasn’t relevant.”


“Or because you knew
we wouldn’t kill children,” Candace says.


“I assumed you would
do what was necessary to meet your objective — which you did not, I’ll point
out.”


“Yeah, but only
because our target was a no-show,” Skadi says. “You never told us what we were
supposed to do if Skyblazer never showed up.”


“Variables are always
part of the equation,” Jason says, “and how you handle them speaks to your
competence as a potential operative — as does how you proceed from here.”


“How we proceed? I’m
ready to proceed right to Mexico,” Storm says.


“Running away is an
option, yes. Or we could take time to regroup and craft a plan for hunting down
Skyblazer.”


“You mean killing
Skyblazer,” Candace spits. “How many more kids do you expect us to slaughter?”


“As many as
necessary,” Jason X says. “They are the enemy, Echidna, which means if they
get in your way, regardless of their age, you take them out. Is that
going to be a problem?”


He spreads his arms,
presenting the question to all present.


“That depends,” Skadi
says. “Are you going to withhold intel from us again? Because that I do have a
problem with.”


“Point taken. A solid
team requires trust, and you can’t have trust without complete openness,” Jason
says, “so no, I will not withhold information from you, no matter how trivial
it seems.”


“Then I’ll kill
whoever you want.”


Jason looks to ThunderStorm,
who look to one another. “As long as you’re straight with us, we’re on-board,” Thunder
says.


“I don’t believe
this,” Candace says. “You people are sick.”


“Is that your final
answer?” Jason asks.


“You’re damn right it
—”


“Candy, stop, hold
on. Give us a minute?” Drake says.


Jason turns away to
grant his holdouts a modicum of privacy.


 


***


 


“Candy, come on,”
Drake says. “This is what we always wanted, isn’t it? A chance to make a real
name for ourselves? To go down in history, right next to Bonnie and Clyde?”


Candace blinks away
tears. “Bonnie and Clyde never killed kids, Drake. Is that what you’re asking
me to do? Is that what you’re asking me to do?”


“Oh, Candy, I didn’t
— no. No, of course I wouldn’t — Candy, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


“I know.”


“So what do we do?”


“We walk away. We
don’t need them or their fancy suits. Let’s just walk away.”


Drake glances over
toward Jason and his teammates, now a tight circle in the center of the
ballroom, their whispers a low drone of white noise.


“That might not be an
option,” Drake says.


“What’s it going to
be, Typhon?” Jason says, ending his impromptu conference. “Do you intend to
remain with the team? Or are you and Echidna a package deal?”


Drake locks eyes with
Candace, the woman with whom he’s shared most of his adult life, a woman who
never took a formal vow of for better or for worse yet stayed right by his side
through years of worse, always hopeful the better was right around the corner.


A woman who, for a
wonderful but all-too-brief moment in time, was to become the mother of his
child.


 


***


 


“We’re out,” Drake
says. “Both of us.”


“Shame,” Jason sighs.
“I had such high hopes for you two.”


“Yeah, well, sorry to
disappoint.”


“I’m sure. Very well,
then, if that’s your decision, I’ll thank you to strip off your suits. Perhaps
their next owners will have a better grasp of their priorities than you.”


“No,” Drake says,
affecting a casual air, “I think we’ll hold onto them for a little while
longer.”


Jason’s smile, thin
as it is, shrivels. “Those suits aren’t your property — and I think by now
you’re well aware of what lengths my organization will go to in order to
reclaim what’s theirs.”


“I don’t plan on
keeping them for good. Just long enough to put a safe distance between us.”


The smile returns,
with a wolfish edge. “Why, Mr. Anzo,” he says, wielding Drake’s real
name like a weapon. “Don’t you trust me?”


Skadi tightens her
grip on her bow. A faint whiff of ozone overlays the pervasive sour smell of
mold and dust.


“Hell, no,” Drake
says.


The ballroom erupts.


Drake reels from a
tight blast of concussive force. A burst of supercharged plasma meant for his
erstwhile allies goes rogue and sprays the ceiling, instantly blackening the
acoustical tiling. An arrow tipped with an explosive head passes through a
second wave of unnatural flame and detonates before reaching Candace Tanith’s
head. The explosion is as good as cannon fire in the confines of the ballroom.
Jason staggers, his ears ringing with a siren’s wail.


And then brilliance
rivaling daylight fills his vision, and he screams as raw agony like he’s never
felt before, paradoxically hot and cold at the same time, consumes him.


Jason X plummets
headlong into darkness.
















 


TWENTY-ONE


 


The days immediately
following the Manchester incident are a blur, like a half-remembered dream — or
nightmare, more accurately.


The Wardens’ deaths,
quickly dubbed “the Manchester Massacre” by the media, were all over the Saturday
morning news. It was the lead story on every channel and every reporter seemed
to be reading from the same script. Young heroes killed in action. Suspects
still on the loose. Downtown Manchester closed off until further notice.


A clearly exhausted Edison
held a brief press conference that morning. Somehow, he maintained a sense of
poise as he addressed a ring of microphones while camera flashes went off in
his pasty, raccoon-eyed face like a miniature lightning storm. He spent a few
minutes confirming and denying various rumors, firmly but politely declining to
answer questions about the Wardens’ true identities, and assuring the press that
further information would be released as the investigation progressed. He
finished by informing the media that the Wardens’ families had been notified
and that they were asking for privacy in this time of loss.


“What about
Skyblazer?” a reporter shouted out. “Where was he during all this?”


“Skyblazer was not
involved with this incident,” Edison said. “He’s currently in seclusion
mourning the loss of his friends and teammates.”


I spent the rest of
that day under a dark cloud of dread. I knew it would only be a matter of time
before the media revealed the Wardens’ identities, and I was terrified that when
they did, Dennis’s name would be on the list. Reporters hate unanswered questions,
and they have no compunctions about filling in blanks that really don’t need to
be filled in if it’ll make for a good headline or juicy sound bite, collateral
damage be damned. The evening news came and went without a single mention of Dennis,
thank God, and I breathed such a sigh of relief I actually felt light-headed.


Speaking of the
intrusive media, people from our local news outlets — the Kingsport Press,
Kingsport Chronicle, and Kingsport Report — all graced us with phone calls
asking for comment on the incident. Sara fielded the calls and offered a terse
“No comment” to each of them before hanging up. We eventually had to unplug all
the landlines in the house because the guy from the Chronicle, Dorian Shelley,
wouldn’t leave us alone. The asshat actually showed up on our doorstep that
afternoon, a tiny digital recorder in hand, practically begging me for an
interview. Since I’d been spotted in Skyblazer’s company several times over the
previous couple of weeks, he thought I’d be able to provide some exclusive
details. Fortunately for Shelley, my mother screamed him off the property
before I could blast him into next month.


Edison waited until
Monday before calling me in for my debriefing. He took Sunday as a recovery day,
but it didn’t help much, judging by how ragged he looked as I recounted the
events of that night in a dead monotone, like I was reading the world’s most
boring grocery shopping list.


Meanwhile, Matt dug
up as much information as he could on the Wardens’ killers, which wasn’t all
that much. He identified Typhon and Echidna quickly enough, mostly thanks to
(and I can’t believe I’m saying this) Deuce X. Machine. He had a run-in with
Typhon and Echidna in Springfield last year, and before that, they were
identified as suspects in a handful of bank robberies in New Jersey. The
archer, Skadi, made her first appearance last fall during a bank robbery in Providence,
Rhode Island — barely a week after Typhon and Echidna made their public debut.
Two weeks before that, the team of ThunderStorm (one name, two people) pulled
off an armored car heist in downtown Hartford, Connecticut.


And then these three
sets of previously unknown super-villains, who popped out of the woodwork
within a month of each other, who had no apparent connection to one another,
all decided to converge on Manchester for the express purpose of hunting down
Skyblazer.


This has the
Foreman’s stink all over it.


Unfortunately,
they’ve all gone underground, so until one of them shows his or her face, we’re
stuck in a holding pattern. All we can do is continue to nose around and hope
something useful turns up.


That’s what I told
Dennis every time I spoke to him. I Skyped him twice a day to see how he was
doing, which was as well as could have been expected — which is to say,
craptacular. He never made eye contact with me, and he never spoke above a
whisper — when he spoke at all, which wasn’t often.


I didn’t say much
either. When Granddad died, everyone kept telling me he was at peace, he was in
a better place, blah blah blah. None of that comforted me; it made me want to kick
them in the teeth. I knew the sentiments were well intentioned, but I’d have
preferred it if they’d kept their mouths shut, so I gave Dennis the
consideration I never got. I told myself that at a time like this, I don’t have
to say anything; I just have to be there for him. He needs support more than
empty platitudes.


I guess I’ll find out
if that’s true soon enough. The first funeral is tomorrow.


 


***






After a great deal of
discussion, the Squad makes the hard call to restrict our presence at the
Wardens’ funerals to me and me alone. While none of us have secret identities
anymore, my extended absence means I’m a little less recognizable than my
teammates. I should be able to blend in with the other mourners better than if
all five of us went — especially since Edison is convinced the local media
vultures will be there circling the services.


However, Matt is
absolutely adamant about attending Rando’s funeral, so I’ll be riding up with
him today. We agreed to maintain a reasonable distance from Dennis as a
precaution and simply be faces in the crowd. We’ll quietly pay our respects and
then slip away unnoticed.


“I still wish I was
going too,” Sara says, “at least for Dennis’s sake.”


“I’ll let him know
you were thinking of him,” I say. “If I get a chance to talk to him, I mean.”


“Thanks. I’m worried
about him.”


“Me too.”


Sara touches my arm.
“How about you? How are you doing?”


“I’m fine.” Sara
frowns at me. “I’m fine.”


“You suffered trauma too,
you know. You were the one who found the bod— who found the Wardens. And you’re
still dealing with whatever happened to you out in space. You’re bottling so
much up, eventually it’s going—”


I slam my coffee mug
down on the counter hard enough to break off the handle. “Dammit, do you think
you could go one day — one stinking day without psychoanalyzing me?” I snap.
“You’re not my therapist and I’m not your patient, so back off.”


Very calmly, Sara
finishes off her coffee and places her mug in the sink. “Sure. Why not?” she
says, her voice level. “You’re fine.”


She blows past Mom
without saying a word. “Well, good morning to you, too,” Mom says to Sara’s
back. “Something wrong?” she asks me.


“She’s upset is all,”
I say. “Funeral day.”


“Ah. Yes.” Mom comes
in for a hug. I get the feeling it’s more for her sake than for mine, judging
by how tightly she’s holding me. The possibility of me dying in action isn’t quite
the abstract concept it once was. “When’s the funeral?”


“One. Matt’s going to
pick me up around eleven.”


“Okay. Tell him to
drive safely,” Mom says, and that’s the heaviest our morning conversation gets.
She talks a little about work and some new Bose Industries marketing campaign
to promote the work being done at the Forward Robotic Concepts facility,
complains about having to interview fall intern applicants in a few weeks — boring,
normal stuff — and then heads out, travel mug of coffee in hand.


I’m showered, made
up, and dressed in my best funeral ensemble by nine, and that’s with me taking
my time. There’s nothing on TV good enough for mindless background noise, so I
run up to my room to find a movie to throw on. Everyone in the Squad has a
favorite movie or two they watch whenever they need a pick-me-up. Matt loves The
Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the Eighth Dimension. Sara’s go-to is The
King and I. Missy will put My Neighbor Totoro on repeat. Stuart’s
happy-making viewing is Over the Garden Wall. Mine is Goldfinger,
which I concede is a weird choice for an uplifting viewing experience, but it’s
the quintessential James Bond movie, and Bond flicks always cheer me up.


But this time, for
some reason, it doesn’t. Halfway through the movie, I turn it off in disgust. What
happened to the suave superspy who nobly fights for queen and country I’ve
always loved? All I see now is an emotionally arrested, mean-spirited, sexist
douchebag. I don’t get it. I grew up watching these movies with Dad, and they
always made me happy.


Maybe it’s because
Dad and I are on such rocky ground nowadays. I mean, we haven’t spoken since I
got back two weeks ago.


Wait, back up. It’s
been two weeks? Two weeks and he hasn’t called me once, or texted, or e-mailed
me. And now that I think about it, he hasn’t mentioned me at all on Facebook or
Twitter, not even after I got home. Everything he’s posted on social media has
been about work or Tonia and Kelly — his new family, complete with his new surrogate
daughter who gets all the love and attention because she isn’t trying to
do something important with herself. Me, I risk my neck to make the world a
better place and what does that get me? Frozen out by my own father. How is
that even fair?


I take my phone out
and stab the screen with my finger. It rings six times before Dad picks up. Six
times. I’m actually shocked he doesn’t let it go to voicemail.


“What the hell, Dad?”
I say before he can get a word out. “Two weeks I’ve been home! Two friggin’
weeks and you haven’t called me once to ask me how I am or tell me you miss me.
What, are you going to act like I don’t even exist because I’m doing something
you don’t approve of?”


“What? Carrie, I
don’t — hold on,” Dad says. I hear him excuse himself to someone and then close
a door. “Carrie, honey, calm down. Tell me what’s wrong.”


“What’s wrong? You’ve
been ignoring me is what’s wrong!”


“I haven’t been
ignoring you.”


“Then why haven’t you
called me? Huh? You haven’t made one single attempt to talk to me since I got
back.”


“You haven’t called
me either, you know,” Dad snips. “Communication’s a two-way street.”


“Really? You’re
trying to turn this around and make it my fault? Okay, fine, you want to play
that game? Let’s play. If I had called you, what would you have said to me? You
would have asked me to quit again, wouldn’t you?”


“Yes, Carrie, I would
have.”


“And I would have
said no. Again. Then what? What would you have done?”


“...I don’t know.”


“I’ll tell you exactly
what you would have done. You’d’ve stuck your head right back up your ass,
because pretending I don’t exist is so much easier than trying to accept me for
who I am.”


“Carrie, that’s not
fair.”


“No, you know what’s
not fair? Cutting me out of your life because I’m not living my life on your
terms.”


“Carrie —”


“Screw you, Dad.
Screw you!” I scream into the phone, which then goes sailing across the living
room. Sara’s not here to catch it this time, so it bounces off the wall and
drops to the floor with a thump — still in one piece and fully functional.
Thank you, Kyros Alliance technology for saving me from my own temper.


Morning talk shows,
all of which seem to be hosted by gangs of sassy women or hyper-perky duos, keep
me company until Matt arrives at eleven on the nose, dressed in his all-purpose
black suit. I’ve mostly calmed down by then. Mostly.


“Hey,” he says. “You
ready to go?”


“No,” I say.


“Yeah. Me either.”


 


***






Traffic is surprisingly
light. We make it through Boston in under a half-hour.


“Should be smooth
sailing the rest of the way,” Matt says.


“Uh-huh.”


“We might have time
to grab lunch if we’re hungry.”


“I’m not.”


“Okay. Um, I know
this is a dumb question, all things considered, but are you okay?”


“No.”


Matt shrugs: Well?


“Can I ask you
something?” I say.


“Sure.”


“You said your dad
still hasn’t gotten used to you being a super-hero.”


“Nope.”


“Do you think he ever
will?”


“Honestly?”


“Honestly.”


“No,” Matt says very
matter-of-factly. “I don’t think he ever will.”


“Oh.”


“I take it things
with your dad haven’t improved?”


“No,” I say,
recounting my earlier tirade. “I’m starting to think he’ll never come around
either, and that hurts so much. I want him on my side, you know?”


“He is on your side,
Carrie, but he thinks being on your side means doing everything he can to talk
you out of doing something that could get you killed.” He shrugs again. “I
can’t blame him, really. Not after what happened to the Wardens.”


“I guess.” Matt’s
making sense, but I’m in no mood to be reasonable, so I do what anyone would do
when confronted by an unwelcome dose of common sense and change the subject. “I’m
a little surprised you were so set on attending Rando’s funeral.”


“Misha,” Matt
corrects.


“Misha. I was under
the impression you two didn’t like each other.”


“We didn’t get along
at first, no. I thought she was an arrogant ass who was trying way too hard to
prove herself to the whole world.”


“Gee, doesn’t that
sound familiar?”


“Yeah, yeah...”


“What changed?”


“I got to know her a
little better. We trained together a few times — on the down-low, of course,
because God forbid her friends find out she asked someone else for help. When
she turned off the attitude, she was really cool. She was smart, had a weird
sense of humor, knew so much about horror movies it put me to shame...” His
cheeks flush slightly. “I actually had a little crush on her.”


“You did?” He nods.
“Did you ever ask her out?”


“No. I think she
wanted me to but I never did.”


“Why not?”


“I wasn’t up for it.
I was still stinging from my breakup with Zina and wasn’t in a good headspace —
as evidenced by my spectacularly ill-advised rebound fling with Miranda
Carradine.”


“Not one of your
finer moments,” I say, cracking a smile Matt doesn’t return. “I’m sorry about
that. Zina, I mean.”


“It’s okay,” he says,
his mouth set in a grim line. “At least I got to walk away from my worst day
ever.”
















 


TWENTY-TWO


 


Just before I turned
fourteen, my grandfather had a mild heart attack. I remember, albeit vaguely,
visiting him in the hospital. He was in good spirits, but it was largely a show
for Mom, who was a total wreck. Grandma had been dead less than a year, and the
pain of losing her was still raw. It was the last thing Mom wanted to talk
about, but Granddad, keenly aware of his own mortality, insisted on discussing
his final arrangements. I don’t recall most of the conversation. All I do
remember, for whatever weird reason, is Granddad expressing his hope that it’d
be sunny for his funeral. He wanted us to know that even on such a sad day, the
sun would always come up in the morning. Our lives would go on.


For the record, it
was sunny the day of Granddad’s funeral, like he wanted.


Today is a gray day. Steely
clouds cover the sky, and a light but persistent breeze makes it feel like late
autumn rather than late summer. Just as well. I doubt any amount of sun could
bring the tiniest glimmer of hope to Misha Rimbeau’s family and friends.


Matt and I hang out
in the back of the church during the memorial service, a standing room only
affair that features a long parade of Misha’s friends taking turns at the
lectern to eulogize her. They recall a girl with a penchant for bad puns and biting
one-liners, who had an encyclopedic knowledge of old horror movies, who
possessed a powerful sense of right and wrong and had been known to throw down
with school bullies, boy or girl, whenever they stepped out of line. She racked
up suspensions like she was getting paid for them, but she didn’t care about
the repercussions for herself. She gladly accepted her punishment if it meant
another student could feel safe at school. That she turned out to be a
super-hero surprised no one (or so the speakers claim). It made sense that
Misha would use her gifts to help others. That’s who she was.


We don’t spot Dennis
until we get to the gravesite. At a glance, he’s simply another face in the
crowd, like us, but the look in his eyes transcends mere sorrow. The only mourners
in a deeper pit of despair than him are Misha’s parents and younger sister, a
girl maybe ten years old who can’t stop bawling into her mother’s skirt. Mrs.
Rimbeau pats the girl’s head and whispers something to her, and for a moment, my
imagination transforms Mrs. Rimbeau into my mother and Mr. Rimbeau into my
father. I blink away the illusion, spilling tears down my cheeks.


Edison, back when he
was hell-bent on discouraging the Hero Squad from the life, asked me to consider
what my death would do to my parents. I refused to let that image into my head
because God forbid I let cold, hard reality interfere with my decision to risk
life and limb. Now I can’t make it go away.


Matt slips an arm
around my shoulders and holds me close for the rest of the service.


Once the coffin has
been lowered into the ground, mourners file by the family on their way back to
their cars. Dennis offers his condolences and moves on. It’s quick and clean
and discreet. Misha’s family won’t remember him. He makes brief eye contact
with us as he shuffles over to his car. Once the crowd has thinned out, we join
him.


“Hey,” I say.


“Hey,” he says.


I don’t give the
awkward silence any time to sink its hooks into us. I wrap my arms around
Dennis. After a moment, he reciprocates.


“I’m going to take
off,” Matt says to me. “Think you can find your way home?”


I nod and give Matt a
faint smile, a silent thank-you.


Dennis and I linger
for several minutes after Matt leaves. Dennis spends the time staring at
Misha’s open grave, his expression pensive. I have a good idea what he’s
thinking: that could have been him lying in that coffin. This could have been
his funeral.


This should
have been his funeral.


He eventually tears
himself away, and we end up at a nearby café. We sit in a corner booth and
order some coffee to justify our presence.


“Thank you for coming,”
he says.


“Of course,” I say. I
reach across the table and take his hand. “And I’ll be here tomorrow, and the
next day.”


The corner of his
mouth twitches. It’s the closest I’ve seen him come to smiling in days. “Have
you found them yet?”


“No, but we’re
looking. Edison’s made finding them his top priority, but it might take time. We
don’t know who any of them really are. We don’t have any real names or faces to
trace.”


“Then how can you
find them?”


“We have some ideas.”


“Like what?”


“Like drawing them
out. Making them come to us.”


“How would you do
that?”


I hesitate. This
falls under the category of things I maybe shouldn’t tell Dennis because it’s
going to suck to hear, but maybe should because he has a right to know. For
better or worse, I tell him the truth.


“By using you as
bait. They want the Skyblazer armor, we know that, and Edison’s certain if you went
back out, they’d make another run at you.”


Dennis stiffens.


“I told Edison it
wouldn’t work. I said that after what happened, you’d never put the suit on again,
for any reason.”


“No,” he says, but
his tone confirms my nagging suspicion — my fear that he would be willing to
suit up again, and I don’t see that ending well. He’s bottling up a butt-ton of
rage, and that does not lend itself to sound decision-making. He wouldn’t be
satisfied with simply playing bait; he’d want to take his pound of flesh
personally. He’d throw himself headlong into the fight with no regard for his
own safety.


“We’ll find another
way,” I say, “and I promise you, when we take these people down, you’ll be the
first to know.”


He nods, and we go
back to sitting in silence, our coffees untouched and growing cold.
















 


TWENTY-THREE


 


Darius Templeton,
alias Magnum Hand, is buried on Thursday. He’s recalled by his family and
friends as a friendly, laid-back kid and an avid martial arts enthusiast who
dreamed of becoming the next Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan. Lena Brahms, alias Zip,
is buried on Friday. She’s remembered as an energetic, outgoing girl and a talented
artist who drew, painted, and sculpted obsessively.


The days have a
disorienting Groundhog Day vibe to them. I fly to Manchester, insinuate
myself into the mourners, maintain a low profile throughout the memorial and
graveside services, and meet up with Dennis afterwards so we can retreat to a
coffee shop and commiserate in peace. Dennis is a little more talkative each
day, but only a little. There’s not much to say. I wish I could tell him we’re
making progress on our hunt for the Wardens’ killers, but they’ve gone
underground. Unless they show themselves again or trip up somehow, we’re at a
dead end.


I tell Dennis not to
give up hope. I swear to him we will get these people and bring them to
justice. He says he believes me. I don’t think he does.


Determined to make
good on my vow, I spend the weekend at Protectorate HQ sifting through all the
reports, all the news stories, and kicking myself for not recording the
incident on my headset.


The rest of the Squad
helps me out as best they can. Matt and Sara hit the Protectorate’s database to
review what little we have on Typhon and Echidna and company, while Stuart and
Missy read through the reports to make sure I didn’t miss anything. Nothing
useful turns up. These people are totally in the wind.


Matt insists our only
course of action is to run with Edison’s idea to put Dennis out as bait or,
failing that, put someone else in the Skyblazer suit. “Edison could do it,”
Matt says. “It’s practically Concorde armor.”


“You’re assuming
Dennis didn’t dump the suit,” I say.


“Did he?”


“I don’t know,” I
say, though I strongly suspect he didn’t.


“Ask him.”


“I will.”


 


***


 


And I do as soon as
Sara and I get home. Sara heads into the kitchen to help Mom with dinner (what
with my services there being totally unnecessary), and I run upstairs to call
Dennis. I update him on the investigation, which takes all of two minutes, and
then, reluctantly, I ask him if he still has the Skyblazer armor. Dennis says
he does, but it’s stashed away.


“Matt had the idea of
putting a ringer in the suit,” I say.


“Putting out a
decoy,” Dennis said.


“Basically, yeah.”


“I’m not comfortable
with that.”


“Why not?”


“I’m just not.”


“It’s the only idea
we have, Dennis. We spent all weekend sifting through every last shred of intel
we have and came up empty. If you won’t do it and you won’t let anyone else
wear the suit, all we can do is sit and wait.”


“I never said I
wouldn’t do it.”


“You did, actually.”


“I never — that
wasn’t what I meant.”


“You’re not ready to
go back into the field.”


“I don’t think that’s
your decision to make.”


“And I don’t think
you’re clear-headed enough to make the right call. You’re still dealing with a lot
of anger and guilt.”


“Pft. You’d
know all about that, wouldn’t you?”


I flinch as though
Dennis had reached through the screen to smack me in the mouth. “What’s that
supposed to mean?”


“Nothing. I didn’t
mean to — I’m not — I haven’t been sleeping well. I’m tired.”


“...And?”


“And what?”


“And how about an
apology?”


“For what?”


“For what? For
that stupid crack you made. I’m trying to help you, you know. Maybe you should
be a little more grateful.”


“Grateful for what? You
haven’t done anything but run around in circles. The people who killed my
friends are still out there, and you don’t know who they are or where they are.”


“And that’s my fault?
I’m doing my best here, Dennis! I’m trying to do right by you!”


“By making decisions
for me?”


“By stopping you from
doing something incredibly stupid — again! First it was Manticore, now it’s
Typhon and his goons — Jesus Christ, Dennis, do you want to die?”


“Maybe I deserve to
be dead!”


Dennis echoes my horrified
gasp. Before I can stammer out a coherent word, he terminates the call.


“Oh, God,” I pant, my
head spinning. I’m shaking. I can’t breathe. I want to throw up.


Mom and Sara burst
into my room. “Carrie?” Sara says. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” I say.


“That wasn’t nothing.
We heard you all the way downstairs,” Mom says.


“I’m fine.” Sara
breathes an exasperated sigh. “What?”


“Carrie, how long are
you going to keep telling us you’re fine?” she says. “You’re not fine and you
know it. I know it. Christina knows it. Everyone knows you’re not okay
and you need to stop lying to us — and to yourself.”


“Oh, really? I
need to stop lying? Funny, you don’t seem to have a problem with me lying to
Mom about you and Meg screwing around in the house.”


“Carrie!”


Mom turns bright red.
“You’re what?” she says, glowering at Sara. “Dammit, Sara, you promised
me you and Meg would keep that out of my house! How could you do that to me?”


I snort. “Easily,
since you’re so busy whoring around,” I mutter, which turns Mom’s deathgaze on
me.


“Excuse me?”
It comes out in a strangled hiss. “What did you say?”


“What the hell is
wrong with you?” Sara says.


“Why don’t you tell
me, Dr. Danvers? All you’ve done since I got back is analyze every little thing
I say and do, you must have me all figured out by now. Hell, you’ve practically
been me for the last eight months! You know what?” I grab my headset off
my desk and barrel past Sara and Mom. “You want to be her daughter? Job’s
yours. Have fun.”


Mom and Sara chase me
down the stairs, calling my name. I stick my headset on and, once I’m outside,
throw myself into the air, out of range of their shouts — out of sight and out
of mind.


And yet, no matter
how high I climb, no matter how fast I go, no matter how hard I push myself,
it’s not enough to extinguish the raging blaze in my chest threatening to
reduce my heart to a dead cinder.


Somewhere over
western Massachusetts, a call to my phone relays to my headset. I almost ignore
it without checking the number, assuming it’s Mom or Sara calling to chew me
out, but it’s Dennis’s number. Now what?


“Dennis, this really
is not a good time,” I say, but the man who replies definitely is not Dennis.


“Uh, hello?” the
caller says. He’s older and speaks with a slight accent I can’t quite place.


“Who is this?”


“This is Dennis’s
father. I’m sorry to bother you, but do you know where Dennis is?”


“Where —? Uh, no, but
I was talking to him a little while ago.”


“Did he say anything?
He ran out of the house a few minutes ago and he seemed very upset. He took his
car but he left his phone behind. This was the last number he called. Did he
say anything to you? He’s been in such a state since his friends — after what
happened to his friends. I’m worried about him. Do you know where he is?”


I change course and
head north, to New Hampshire.


“I think I do,” I
say.


 


***






Called it. I find
Dennis in the Skyblazer suit, sitting atop the Notre Dame Bridge and gazing out
onto the city. He doesn’t acknowledge me as I touch down.


“Your father called
me,” I say. “He’s worried about you.”


“I’m fine,” he says.


The universe has a
cruel sense of humor.


I sit next to him.
Sunset is a good hour away, but the summertime blue sky is already fading at
the edges, easing into a deep purple. There isn’t a cloud in sight in any
direction. It’s going to be a beautiful night.


“You’re not fine,” I
say. “You’re hurting. You’re hurting more deeply than you’ve ever hurt in your
life. You’re distraught, you’re angry, you’re frustrated...”


Through clenched
teeth, Dennis says, “You don’t know what I’m feeling.”


“No, Dennis, I do. I
know exactly what you’re going through.”


“You don’t know
what I’m going through!” he screams. “You don’t know anything about
what I’m going through! My friends are dead! Your friends are all still alive! So
how do you know what I’m feeling? Who did you ever lose? Huh?!”


“You have no idea who
I’ve lost. You have no idea,” I say, fighting to keep my temper in check,
but it’s a losing battle. “I’ve lost so many people I cared about. And you know
what? I actually saw them die. I didn’t come in at the end after it was all
done, I was right there!” I wail as a dam that’s been on the verge of
bursting for days, for weeks finally lets go. “I can’t close my eyes
without seeing them die all over again! I can’t get it out of my head and it’s
eating me alive! I can’t sleep and I barely eat and I’m always so angry!
Everything in the world pisses me off! I hate food because it tastes wrong and
I hate my bed and my clothes because they feel wrong and I barely recognize my
friends or my family and no one needs me anymore! It’s like — it’s like...”


I throw my hands up.
I don’t know what it’s like. I don’t have the words.


Dennis, however,
does. “Like you don’t belong in your own life.”


That one little
sentence shocks me into silence; I try to respond, but I can’t.


“That’s how Kyle felt
after he got back from the Middle East,” Dennis says. “When he left, I was a
little kid and Dad was still married to our mom. He comes back and I’m grown,
Dad and Mom are both married to other people, most of his friends from high
school have gone away and the ones who stuck around have completely changed —
and it pissed him off so much that we had the audacity to keep living
our lives. On top of that he was always complaining about how food tasted off,
his clothes felt weird, his bed was uncomfortable...nothing felt normal
anymore.”


“All he wanted was to
go back to the life he left behind,” I say, “but it wasn’t there anymore.” 


“No,” Dennis sighs, “and
Kyle never gave himself a fair chance to get used to the world all over again.
I think that’s why he wound up joining Gladrock.”


“It felt familiar,” I
say, thinking about my secret jaunts back to Kyros Prime just so I could sleep
in a comfy bed.


“Yeah.” Dennis smiles
humorlessly. “I guess I know what you’re going through too.”


“Great. Matching
his-and-hers neuroses.”


“What do we do about
it?”


“We stop lying to
ourselves. We stop pretending that we’re okay, because we’re not. We’re both messes
and we need to admit that. We need to get help.”


“You want help?”
someone says. The voice is tinny and squelchy, as if it’s coming through a
bullhorn.


I jump up, my hands
flaring, as the source of the question descends into view, the thruster jets on
the back of his armor roaring. He settles in front of us in an unsteady hover,
the setting sun gleaming off the faux-steel plating of his bulky battlesuit.


“Let me make you an
offer,” Steampunk Leviathan says.
















 


TWENTY-FOUR


 


We follow Steampunk
Leviathan to the roof of a nearby mill undergoing renovations. Thanks to Matt’s
briefing, I recognize three of the people waiting for us. The woman dressed in
black fatigues and cradling an assault rifle is Jane Grimm, the man in the
brown bomber jacket is Critical, and the woman in the red-and-green unitard is
La Rabia. I don’t remember the African-American man with the skull facepaint or
the guy in brown and tan military fatigues, but there’s no question who they all
are.


Hello, Vendetta.


“Lightstorm. This is
an unexpected surprise,” the sepia-toned soldier guy says as we touch down. He extends
a hand in friendship. “Faultline. It’s an honor to meet you.”


I turn off my aura
and shake his hand, but I don’t return the smile. “No offense, but aren’t you
supposed to be dead?” I say.


“I believe you’re
thinking of my father, the original Faultline,” he says, and a piece of a
puzzle I wasn’t aware I was assembling falls into place, though I can’t quite
see the picture forming. I let Faultline make his introductions. He identifies
the African-American man as Wyte Zombi, and my mental puzzle fills in another
hole.


“What can we help you
with?” I say casually. I throw a quick glance over my shoulder to let Jane
Grimm know I see her circling around behind me.


“You have it
backwards; we want to help you.” He turns to Skyblazer. “We heard about what
happened to your teammates. You have our deepest condolences.”


“Thanks,” Skyblazer says,
his tone neutral.


“We all understand
what you’re going through,” Faultline says, which makes me want to punch him in
the mouth on principle. “You see, we’ve all lost a friend or a colleague or a
loved one to super-villains who never truly paid for their crimes. That’s what
brought us together; we’re on a mission to right some long-unpunished wrongs.”


“A mission? Why don’t
you call it what it is?” I say. “It’s a vendetta.”


“I wouldn’t call it
that.”


“That’s what we’re
calling you.” Faultline raises an eyebrow. “The Protectorate. They’re calling
you Vendetta.”


Faultline’s smile
wavers. “I see. Well, the Protectorate’s emotionally charged label
notwithstanding, we believe our cause is righteous.” He turns back to
Skyblazer. “We’re dedicated to hunting down those who’ve escaped justice and
making them pay. That’s what we’re offering you, Skyblazer: a chance to find
your friends’ killers and exact justice.”


“You mean revenge,” I
say.


Faultline bristles,
and for a fleeting moment, his smile turns into an angry grimace. He shakes it
off and sticks the fakey grin back on.


“We want you to join
our cause, Skyblazer,” Faultine says, pressing on. “Join us and I promise you,
we’ll help you find justice for your teammates. You help us attain our ultimate
goal and we’ll help you attain yours.”


“Your ultimate goal?”
I say.


“We have a very
specific endgame here, Lightstorm. We’re hunting the worst monster to ever
terrorize our community, a man who’s escaped his comeuppance for far too long.
We’re after the King of Pain.”


And with that, the
puzzle completes itself. The original Faultline was the King of Pain’s first
victim. Airstrike, one of Wyte Zombi’s teammates on the Justice Krewe, was
another. Vendetta has been working their way west to east, toward the King of
Pain’s last known location in Kingsport, and all the people they’ve killed
along the way were side-quests on the path to taking out the boss monster.


“Out of curiosity, what
happens if and when you find the King of Pain?” I ask. “You call it quits and
all go back home? Or do you find a new windmill to tilt at?”


“Is that what you
think we’re doing?” Faultline says.


“I think you’ll never
be satisfied. You take down the King of Pain, you’ll find another big bad to
hunt down, and another after that. It’ll never end.”


“Isn’t that what this
life is anyway? Fighting against an endless tide of evil?” Grimm chimes in. “We
catch criminals, throw them in prison, they get out and go right back to their
old ways — over and over, without an end in sight. All we’re doing is breaking
the vicious cycle.”


“By killing people.”


“People who deserve
to die. People like the monsters who slaughtered the Wardens,” Faultline says.
“What do you want, Skyblazer? Do you want to see your friends’ killers sitting
in prison? Or do you want to see them buried?”


That Skyblazer
doesn’t immediately tell them off sends a chill down my spine.


“Is that what your
friends would want?” I ask him. “To bloody your hands in their name? That’s not
who you are. You’re better than that.”


“I — I don’t —” Skyblazer
stammers.


“Lightstorm.”
Faultline lays a hand on my shoulder. “May I speak to you privately?”


“You want to move the
hand first?” I say.


He lets go of me,
then leads me across the roof, just far enough away from his cohorts to create
an illusion of privacy.


“May I speak
frankly?” Faultline asks oh-so-politely.


“Oh, please do. I
intend to.”


“It’s obvious you
have an issue with our methods.”


“Murdering people in
cold blood? Yeah, I have a huge issue with that.”


“Is that what you
call it? I call it balancing scales that have been long out of balance.” He rests
his hand on my shoulder again. “Surely you agree —”


“Move the hand.”


He does. “Surely you
agree our justice system is imperfect?” He waits for a response. He gets an icy
glare instead. “All we’re doing is righting wrongs that were never properly
redressed in the first place.”


“To your
satisfaction,” I counter. “I read the files on your victims. Some of them did
in fact pay for their crimes, but you decided they hadn’t paid enough.”


“And some of them
never paid at all,” Faultline says, letting his anger show, just a little. It’s
all part of the performance. “People like the King of Pain. I know he was in
your backyard and that he slipped away, again, and I couldn’t take it anymore.
Knowing that bastard was still out there somewhere, stalking his next victim —”


“He’s dead,” I announce
unceremoniously.


Faultline blinks at me.
“What?”


“He’s been dead for
more than a year. I know because I was there when it happened. You’ve been
hunting a ghost this whole time.”


Faultline searches my
face for the slightest hint I might be lying to throw him off. When it finally
sinks in that I’m telling the truth, his whole body sags, like he’s deflating.


“So now what?” I say.
“Moby Dick is dead, Ahab. What do you do now?”


His response doesn’t
surprise me in the least. “The King of Pain isn’t the only monster running
around free. The Wardens’ killers are still on the loose.” Faultline
straightens up and gives me a smile lacking the used car salesman vibe of
before. This one has a wolfish edge to it. “What about your old playmate
Manticore?” he says, and out of the corner of my eye, I see Skyblazer’s head
snap around. “How many times has he escaped capture? How much death has he left
in his wake? How many opportunities to take him out have you missed because you
fought him alone?”


Too many, but I’m not
about to admit that to him.


“I’ve heard how
powerful you are. If we joined forces, we could stop Manticore permanently.” He
grabs my arm. “We could stop anyone.”


“Hand. Move it.”


His grip tightens. “Don’t
be stupid. Think about how much good we could do!”


“I am doing good. I
stop bad guys the right way — and the next bad guys I plan to stop are you and
your happy little band of murderers.”


Faultline’s face
hardens, and he shakes his head as if in remorse. “I am sorry,” he says.


A massive electrical
charge courses through my body, powerful enough to knock me out for a week — if
I’d actually shifted all the way back to my physical form, that is. Thank you,
healthy sense of paranoia.


My point-blank
concussion blast blows Faultline off his feet and sends him flying, almost off
the roof, and that’s the spark that ignites the powder keg. Jane Grimm lays the
butt of her rifle into the side of Skyblazer’s head, dropping him to his knees,
and then shoulders her weapon. Panels on Steampunk Leviathan’s armor pop open
to expose clutches of miniature missiles. Critical’s hands glow an angry red.


“You want to do
this?” I say. “Fine.”


I power up full throttle
and rise into the air. They squint, shield their eyes, turn away, unable to
look directly at me. You psychopaths think you can take me? Well, you’re about
to learn the hard way just how badly out of your league you are because you’re
not facing a teenage girl, or a super-hero, or a Vanguardian.


I am a pissed-off
cosmic goddess, and you sons of bitches are going to burn.


“Let’s go.”


Steampunk Leviathan
is the first to take his shot. A half-dozen missiles scream toward me, trailing
dark smoke. They detonate against my force field, bathing me in fire and
shrapnel. Jane Grimm joins the assault, firing half-blind in my general
direction. The bullets that connect melt on contact. Droplets of molten lead
rain down on the rooftop.


My first retaliatory
blast knocks Grimm flat on her ass. The second caves in Steampunk Leviathan’s
torso. He staggers. He’s tough, but he’s still a man in a suit. I know how to
handle those. A second blast bowls him over. He crashes to the roof and flails
on his back like an overturned turtle.


Something hits me
from behind. The impact sends me spinning. I twist in mid-air and manage to
land on my feet. A rooftop HVAC unit, its gray paintjob marred by a
Carrie-shaped scorch mark, sits in a heap on the roof. The guy who threw it, a
tall man rippling with bodybuilder muscles, beckons to me, daring me to come at
him, bro.


I shake off the disorientation
and take aim, realizing too late he’s a distraction (dammit, girl, learn
from your mistakes already!). I never see Wyte Zombi coming. He passes
through me like a ghost, and for a moment, my brain goes haywire, and I lose
control of my body. It takes every last ounce of focus I have to stay powered
up.


“Stay down,” Wyte
Zombi says.


“Screw you,” I spit.


I lash out, throwing
a wave of energy. It passes through Wyte Zombi harmlessly but wipes out the muscle
guy. He spins head over heels and nearly takes out the figure crawling over the
edge of the roof, a small man wearing a blood-red hood and wielding a dagger
with a curved blade. The Redcap, I presume.


He’s not the only new
player in the game. A woman in red-white-and-blue regalia and carrying an old-fashioned
saber appears on my left. To my right, a woman covered in a full-length black
cloak stalks into position, backed by a rail-thin man in a skintight yellow
bodysuit. Behind me, a vaguely humanoid black blob advances on Skyblazer. Libby
Tee, Red Linda, MTX, and Viscous, respectively.


I don’t recognize the
woman in, of all things, a hot pink track suit, but she makes her power set
clear right away. She gestures, and white-hot fire explodes in my head — a
psychic attack. I haven’t had a lot of training in warding off a telepathic
invasion, but I know how to keep her from tearing my mind apart long enough to
take her down. A blast to the gut drops her.


Vendetta comes at me
from literally every direction. I zap anything that moves, driving them back
and clearing a path to Skyblazer. If anyone thinks to grab him as a hostage, I
am well and truly screwed, so my priority now is to get him clear.


A focused gravity
pulse drives Steampunk Leviathan to his knees. Critical throws a pulsing red
orb my way. It explodes on contact. I feel the shockwave through my force field.
A machine gun spray of energy sends Redcap and Libby Tee running for cover. MTX
darts around the rooftop almost faster than I can track him, trying to draw my
fire. I splatter Viscous across the roof with a wide concussion burst. I help
Skyblazer up so we can get the hell out of here.


And then he tags me
with a close-range concussion blast.


I stagger back, more
from shock than from the impact. The chaos around me screeches to a dead stop,
and we all gawk at Skyblazer.


“Dennis?” I squeak.


“Run,” he says. His
weapons systems hum dangerously. “Run, or I can’t be held responsible for what
happens.”


“Dennis, please, this
isn’t you. This isn’t you. You aren’t like them. You don’t want to do
this.”


“You had your chance,
Carrie. You promised me you’d find the people who killed my friends and you
haven’t. Time to try something new.”


“Something new? This
isn’t trying something new, this is giving up! This is —”


I hesitate. I have
one last card to play, but it’s the most desperate of desperation moves. This
will either pull him back from the edge or send him right over it — but what
other choice do I have?


“This is what Kyle
would do,” I say. “You said you never wanted to become like him, but giving
into your anger is exactly what your brother would do.”


“My brother?”
Skyblazer says, boiling over. “My brother would still be alive if you’d had the
guts to put Manticore down for good when you had the chance! But you didn’t!
You let him go three times — three times!” he roars, advancing on me.
“Kyle’s dead because of you!”


Skyblazer brings his
hand up level with my head. I can feel the power building in his gauntlet,
causing the air to vibrate. Vendetta closes in around me, waiting to strike.


“Dennis...”


“I said run,” he says.
“Or you’re going to die.”


I blast off at Mach
one. The shockwave flattens Vendetta and knocks La Rabia out of the sky. I’ll
be long gone by the time they recover — but that means Vendetta will be long
gone by the time I can round up reinforcements.


Vendetta and their
newest recruit: Dennis Antar, alias Skyblazer.


 


***






I call Edison as soon
as I enter Massachusetts airspace. He tells me to meet him at his home. Minutes
later, I touch down on the back deck of his luxury beachside mini-mansion, a
secluded, ultra-modern deal that overlooks the Atlantic. Under the
circumstances, I’m unable to appreciate either the house or the view.


Edison ushers me
inside. “Tell me what happened,” he says.


He guides me into a
kitchen as large as the entire first floor of my house, and we sit at a small
breakfast bar. I tell him everything, sparing none of the painful details. He
listens, utterly expressionless the whole time.


“What do we do?” I
say.


“I don’t know.” He
lets out a long hiss of a sigh. “I don’t know. This is — this is a mess. I need
time to think.” He musters a smile for me. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.
For now, let’s just be thankful you’re okay.”


Something inside me
collapses, and weeks of repressed anger, frustration, grief, and guilt erupt in
a hot, ugly explosion.


“But I’m not,” I sob.
“I’m not okay.”


I slip off my stool
and onto the floor, wailing like an infant. Edison kneels down, and I fall weeping
into his arms. He holds me as everything I experienced out in space, all the
death and destruction I witnessed, every terrible black memory I’ve tried so
hard to ignore comes pouring out of me. I cry until my voice is a brittle croak,
until I have no more tears left, until I feel completely hollow inside, until
I’m spent in body and soul.


“My God, Carrie,” Edison
says. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry. How you managed to endure all of that...”


“I don’t know if I
did,” I rasp. “I feel so broken. I don’t know how to put myself back together.”


“If you’re looking to
me for advice, don’t. I’m not the best example of how to handle life-altering
trauma productively,” he says, referring to his dead son Nick without actually
uttering his name — which in and of itself stands as testament to how poorly
he’s dealt with that particular loss. “This is what Bart’s for. Do you want me
to call him?”


“No. I can’t do this
again. Not tonight.”


Especially not since
I have something else deeply unpleasant and painful to do first.


 


***






Sara doesn’t look up
from her book as I enter. She doesn’t acknowledge me at all, not even when I sit
on the couch at her feet.


Where do I begin?


“I’m sorry, Sara. I’m
sorry for everything,” I say. “For betraying your trust. For all the times I
snapped at you. For pushing you away.”


Her eyes flit my way,
briefly, then go back to the book she’s pretending to read. What I say next,
however, gets her full attention.


“The last day of the
war, I went into deep space with the Vanguard. We launched a full-scale attack
on the Black End. It was an all-or-nothing gambit. We were determined to stop
them, no matter what the cost. The cost was more than three hundred lives.”


I take out my phone
and pull up a selfie I haven’t looked at since I returned home. The other
person in the photo with me has delicate features that could pass as either
male or female, and long, pale blond hair. Erisia’s giving the camera a healthy
dose of side-eye as if to say, What are you doing now, you weird Earth girl?


“This is Erisia. Hye
was my best friend in the Vanguard.”


“Hye?” Sara asks.


“Gender-neutral
pronoun,” I explain. “Erisia saved my — Erisia sacrificed hyerself to save my
life. The only reason I made it back is because of hyer.” My throat closes up.
My eyes burn, but no tears come. I’m cried out for the rest of the decade.


I stand up and notice
Mom in the entryway between the living room and the dining room. She heard
everything; there’s nothing but pity in her eyes.


“What happened to me
out there doesn’t excuse what I said to you — either of you,” I say. “I’m
sorry.”


With nothing else to
offer — nothing that could begin to repair the catastrophic damage I’ve done to
my family, who’ve done nothing but try their damnedest to break through the
wall I threw up because I was too gutless and weak to deal with my crap — I
trudge upstairs.


A few minutes later,
Sara knocks on my door. She peeks in and, when I don’t send her away, slips
into my room. She lies next to me on the bed.


“Are you in trouble?”
I ask.


“Christina didn’t
punish me, if that’s what you mean, but I lost pretty much all her trust. That
hurts.”


“I’m sorry.”


“I know. And I’m
still kind of mad at you. But you weren’t entirely wrong,” Sara admits.
“Christina asked me to respect one rule when it came to Meg and me, you know,
being together, and I broke it — and on top of that I asked you to help me
cover it up. That was a lousy position to put you in.”


She doesn’t go so far
as to apologize, but that’s okay. I haven’t earned it.


“After you left and
Christina calmed down, we talked a little. I think she feels bad too,
about...um.”


“Her active social
life?” I suggest.


“Yeah. Well, not so
much about having one, but about ignoring how you feel about it. You should
probably brace yourself for a profoundly uncomfortable conversation with her
about that.”


“I’m starting to
think the rest of my life is going to be nothing but uncomfortable
conversations,” I say, and I give Sara a condensed version of what I told Edison
about the Black End War. “I’m going to tell Bart everything next time I see
him. No more holding back. I want to get through this. I want to get better.”


Sara takes my hand.
“That’s all I want too, and I’ll be with you every step of the way, if you’ll
let me.”


“I’ll let you.”


“Promise?”


“Promise.”


She smiles. “We will
get through this. We just have to focus on getting you well again. One problem
at a time, right?”


“Easier said than
done,” I say. “I didn’t tell you what else happened tonight.”
















 


TWENTY-FIVE


 


The next morning, I
call the Squad together for a private meeting at the Protectorate’s Main Street
office, marking only the third time since my return we’ve all been in the same
room together. That’s depressing — but nowadays, what isn’t?


First order of
business is to bring Matt, Stuart, and Missy up to speed on everything, and I
do mean everything. I’m not sure what upsets Matt more: learning that my time
in outer space was not a lighthearted Star Wars-esque romp of an
adventure; or hearing that Dennis has switched sides.


“I don’t believe it,”
Stuart says.


“Dennis attacked me,”
I say. “He threatened to kill me.”


“And it looks like
he’s gone into hiding with the rest of Vendetta,” Sara says from her desk. “I pulled
up the Manchester PD activity logs for the past twenty-four hours, and the
Antars filed a missing person’s report on him a little after midnight.”


Stuart shakes his
head. “No. I don’t buy the swerve.”


“Swerve?” Missy says.


“It’s a pro wrestling
term for when, like, a babyface turns heel out of the blue — usually for no
reason that makes any kind of sense, but it’s pro wrestling, so who cares?”


“What doesn’t make
sense?” Matt fumes. “He lost his brother to Manticore and his friends to
Massacre —”


“Is that their name
now?”


“Unless you want to
keep calling them ‘those guys who killed the Wardens.’ Anyway, point is, Dennis
lost people he cared about to super-villains who never got their comeuppance, Vendetta
comes along and promises to do the job we couldn’t —”


“Matt,” I begin,
ready to dress him down.


“That’s not a
criticism, Carrie, but you have to admit, we’ve been spinning our wheels for a
while now. I get why Dennis jumped ship. I don’t approve, obviously, but I
understand why he threw in with them.”


“But Dennis is a good
guy,” Stuart insists.


Matt unceremoniously shoots
that argument out of the air. “So was everyone in Vendetta until they decided
not to be anymore.”


“I’m with Stuart,”
Sara says. “Dennis is a good person. I’m not giving up on him.”


“Yeah, good luck with
that,” I mutter.


“Carrie, come on. You
know Dennis better than any of us.”


“I thought I did,” I
say to no one in particular.


“Maybe none of us
knew him as well as we thought,” Matt says. “Doesn’t matter. He’s with Vendetta
now so we have to treat him accordingly. The best we can hope for is to stop
him before he crosses a line he can’t uncross.”


“Which means finding Vendetta,
but that’s easier said than done,” Sara says.


“Did you try tracking
his comm?”


“First thing I did
when I got in this morning. He’s off the grid.”


“Which shouldn’t come
as a surprise,” I say. “If he was able to identify and remove the tracking chip
from the Skyblazer suit, taking his comm offline would be cake.”


“Yeah,” Matt says,
thinking.


“Tell me you have an
idea. We need to stop Vendetta before they go after their next target.”


“Not that we know who
that is,” Missy notes.


“They’re going to go
after Massacre,” Matt says.


“How do you know?”


“That’s what they
promised Dennis,” I say, catching on. “Now they have to make good on that
promise or risk losing his loyalty.”


“Exactly,” Matt says.
“Fortunately, Vendetta doesn’t know where Massacre is any more than we do, so at
least we’re on an even playing field.”


“No; we have the
advantage.” Matt looks a question at me. “If we go public with the intel we
have, we turn them into wanted fugitives, which would limit their ability to
move around freely.”


“And split their
focus between hunting Massacre and staying out of our crosshairs,” Matt says,
smiling. “Good call.”


Matt and Sara take a
few minutes to update the Protectorate’s file on Vendetta, adding to the roster
Faultline Jr., alias Charlie Johnstone, and the other two previously unknown
quantities I encountered. Matt identifies Tracksuit Barbie as a psionic named
Olive Johnstone, alias Mentallica, alias Faultine’s sister; and the tank as Bret
Kovalic, alias the Dallas-based Maxxar — and once he pins down Maxxar’s
identity, it’s easy to connect him to the King of Pain’s victims list. Kovalic
was friends with a brawler who went by the code name Texas Roundhouse, who ate
a shotgun a few weeks after crossing paths with the King of Pain. No surprise,
they’re both on Matt’s list of MPIs. 


While Sara works the
information up into a press release, Matt calls Edison so he can sign off on our
plan. We figure it’s a done deal, but Edison is not on board.


“We can’t go public
with that information,” he says over speakerphone.


“Why not?” I demand.


“Because they’re
super-heroes.”


“That’s debatable.”


“And it would be a
debate of semantics. They’re part of the community and that’s enough to present
a problem. The reason super-heroes get to operate as freely as we do is because
we have the public’s trust, and we keep that trust by policing our own. If the
public were to find out that a group of super-heroes went on a murder spree,
and that we failed to put a stop to it, we risk compromising that trust.”


“Seriously?” Matt says.
“We risk losing the public’s trust because we haven’t taken Vendetta down, so the
best way to maintain that trust is to not take them down?”


“Dude, that’s
stupid,” Stuart says.


“I didn’t say we
won’t stop them,” Edison says, “but we have to do it quietly.”


“You mean you want us
to cover up the truth?” I say. “How does that help anything?”


“Carrie, you need to
look at the big picture.”


“Don’t give me that
big picture crap, Edison! Our priority shouldn’t be preserving our public
image; it should be stopping a gang of killers, saving lives, and pulling
Dennis out before it’s too late!”


“I’m sorry, but the
answer is no.”


“Then I’ll release
the information myself.”


Edison is a
remarkably talented man. The line goes completely silent, and yet it feels like
he’s screaming bloody murder at me.


“You will do no such
thing,” he says, and by God, that’s an order.


“Edison, these people
have literally gotten away with murder for months because they’ve been flying
so low under the radar even we didn’t pick up on it. Secrecy is their most
valuable weapon. If we take that away, we cripple them. They wouldn’t be able
to show their faces without risking exposure, which is the one thing they do
not want. Yeah, maybe we’ll have to deal with a PR headache for a while, but
what’s the lesser evil here?”


“I am not debating
this with you, Carrie, I made my decision — and if you were thinking straight,
you would —”


“If Carrie’s not
thinking straight, then neither am I,” Sara says. “I’m with her. We need to go
public with this.”


“Yeah we do,” Missy
says.


“Hells yeah,” Stuart
says.


“Matt?” Edison says.


Matt doesn’t even
have to think about his answer. “Edison, I’d trust Carrie on her worst day more
than I’d trust anyone else on their best. If she thinks we need to take this
public, I’m with her, all the way.”


With an angry snort
of a sigh, Edison says, “Let me think about it,” and then hangs up.


“He’s not going to go
for it, is he?” Missy says.


“He might,” Matt
says, totally unconvinced.


“And if he doesn’t?”
Sara asks.


“We do it anyway.”


“No. I’ll do it,” I
say.


“We’ll do it.”


“If we defy Edison’s
orders, he’ll go ballistic. Let me take the heat for it. You can say you tried
to stop me.”


“Uh-uh. No way,” Sara
says. “We’re not throwing you under the bus like that.”


“Technically, I’d be
throwing myself under the bus.”


“Stop arguing,
Hauser,” Matt says, all leader-like. “Whatever we do, we do it together.”


Everyone murmurs in
agreement. I give my friends a drawn smile. “I missed this so much,” I say.
“Us, I mean.”


“We haven’t really
had much together time, have we?”


“We haven’t for a
while,” Sara says. “We all got so busy over the summer with our jobs and our
other friends.”


“Relationships,”
Stuart adds.


“Getting ready to go
back to school,” Missy says.


“Getting ready to apply
to colleges,” Sara says.


“Family stuff,” Stuart
says.


“Well, crap,” Matt
huffs. “Guys? I think we’re turning into adults.”


In almost perfect
unison, we throw back our heads and wail, “NOOOOOOOO!” A real hivemind moment,
that.


“We’re too young to
be old!” Missy says.


“This is unacceptable,”
Sara says. “We need to put a stop to this, like, yesterday.”


“Only one thing to do
about it,” Matt says. “Hole up for the weekend, just the five of us, break out
the board games, and eat junk food until we’re so loaded up on grease and sugar
and caffeine we turn the bathroom into a Roman vomitorium.”


“Dude, I was totally with
you until the vomitorium,” Stuart says.


“Yeah, gross,” Missy
says.


“Okay, we’ll exercise
a measure of restraint on the junk food binge. Other than that?” Matt says,
spreading his hands. “Who’s in?”


“Absolutely,” Sara
says.


“Yes, please!” Missy
chirps.


“I’m down,” Stuart
says.


“Do I need to ask?”
Matt says to me.


“No. You don’t,” I
say with something that feels like real happiness.


 


***


 


Jason peels off the
final strip of gauze bandage. It went on white. It comes off shot through with
pink and yellow. He drops it in the wastebasket with the rest of the old
dressings, then carefully teases free the square of gauze covering his right
eye. He blinks, but a haze like a dense fog stubbornly remains. His vision in
the other, however, is perfectly clear, so he can see just how little his face
has healed. The thing staring back at him from the bathroom mirror is worthy of
a horror movie villain.


When he regained
consciousness, the loyal lackeys who pulled him to safety insisted on taking
him to a hospital. Such severe burns were beyond their meager first-aid skills.
He refused, despite the pain, despite the damage. A hospital meant proper
treatment and a chance to heal, but it also meant questions and possible exposure,
so he opted for a motel room and sterile dressings and generous amounts of
antibiotic ointment, reasoning that if he could avoid dying of sepsis long
enough to pull a victory out of the ever-widening jaws of defeat, his employer
would reward him with a new face.


The squeal of rust-stained
hinges announces his minions’ return. “Did you find them?” he calls out.


“Not really,” Skadi
says.


“Not really?” Jason’s
sudden appearance in the bathroom doorway causes ThunderStorm to recoil in
unison. “What do you mean, not really?”


“We followed the
tracking chips in their suits to Stockbridge, near the New York border,” Skadi
reports. “We found the armor but not them. They ditched the suits in a
dumpster.”


“Meaning we have no
way to track them anymore,” Thunder says, directing his comment to the less
disturbing sight of an old yellow stain on the carpet.


“They’ve been heading
west this whole time. Maybe they’re going back to Jersey,” Storm says.


“A reasonable
assumption,” Jason says, the lack of lips causing a slight lisp, “if you
overlook the fact New Jersey is more southerly than westerly.”


“They could be faking
us out,” Skadi says. “They lay down a false trail and make a run for Canada
while we’re looking at New Jersey or wherever.”


“I say we should cut
our losses and get back to our original mission,” Thunder says.


“Oh? Is that what you
say?” Jason says.


“I just think —”


“Look at me, sir. If
you’re going to attempt to usurp my authority, at least have the decency to
look me in the eye.”


Thunder swallows. “Jason,”
he croaks. “Mr. X. Our mission was to recover the Skyblazer armor and that’s it.
Anzo and Tanith aren’t our concern anymore.”


“I agree,” Storm
says, meeting Jason’s gaze with effort. “Without their armor they’re not a
threat to us, so why waste time hunting them down?”


“Because I want them
to see what they did to me!” Jason roars, jabbing a red, fleshless finger at
what remains of his face. “I want them to see what I’m going to do to them for
betraying us!” He rounds on Skadi. “You’ve been rather quiet. Surely you have
an opinion?”


“Plenty of them,” she
says with an easy smile. “On the one hand, Siegfried and Roy have some valid
points.”


“Siegfried and Roy?” Storm
says. “Really?”


“On the other, Typhon
and Echidna are a couple of loose ends, and I get the distinct impression your
boss isn’t the kind of guy who digs loose ends.”


“No,” Jason says. “He
is not.”


“So, my opinion,
since you asked, is that we sit tight and wait.”


“That’s your brilliant
strategy? Sit tight and wait?”


Skadi shrugs. “We
don’t know where anyone is and we have no way to find them.”


A frustrating truth,
Jason concedes. Until one quarry or the other reveals themselves, the hunt is
at a standstill — but that doesn’t mean he can’t prepare.


“Who’re you calling?”
Skadi asks.


“As the old saying
goes: a good friend will help you move; a great friend will help you move a
body,” Jason says, pulling up on his phone the first on a considerable list of
names. “I am fortunate enough to have many great friends.”


 


***


 


The morning passes in
a state of low-grade anxiety. We sit around the office speculating about the
possible fallout from defying Edison after he shoots down our idea — and we’re
positive he will shoot it down. Edison’s taken some morally dubious steps in
the past in the interest of maintaining the Protectorate’s reputation (such as covering
up the King of Pain’s death at Sara’s hands, to cite a particularly relevant
example) and our expectation is that his need to keep the team spotless and
squeaky-clean in the public eye will win out over doing the right thing.


I’m sincerely and
pleasantly stunned to say that he proves us wrong. Edison calls us back to say
he’ll hold a press conference that afternoon and will release everything we
have on Vendetta — everything except for Dennis’s involvement, and that’s one
secret I’m comfortable keeping.


I wish I could say
Edison searched his soul and came to realize that a little bad publicity is a
worthy tradeoff for catching Vendetta. I wish I could say that, but I
don’t believe it for a second. More likely, he knew we’d go around him if he
stuck to his guns, which would fracture the Squad and the Protectorate on top
of creating an even worse publicity nightmare. We’re facing a war on two fronts,
and the last thing we need is a schism within our own ranks.


Or maybe I should say
their ranks. Edison ends his phone call with a firm request that I come
over to his office right away, and I get the nasty feeling my temporary
suspension from the team might not be temporary for much longer.


 


***






“Come in,” Edison
says.


I bite down on a
smart-ass crack about already being in. No need to make this worse than it’s
going to be. I cross the office and stand in front of his desk at attention:
head up, eyes forward, shoulders back, hands clasped behind me. I know when I’m
about to be dressed down, so I might as well play along.


Edison settles back
in his chair, crosses his arms, and levels an icy gaze at me. “Let’s get
something straight here,” he says. “There is a chain of command on this team
and that chain ends with me. When I give you an order, I expect you to follow
it. I don’t give a damn whether you like it, but I do expect you to do what
you’re told — and I promise you, if you ever, ever threaten to disobey
me again, there will be consequences. Do I make myself clear?”


“Oh, abundantly,” I
say coolly, “but if you want me to follow orders without question, here’s an
idea: maybe you shouldn’t give me crap orders.”


Edison’s complexion
turns a lovely shade of red. “Excuse me?”


“You were ready to
bury the Vendetta mess to preserve the Protectorate’s public image. You wanted
to put our needs ahead of taking down the bad guys and saving lives and pulling
Dennis out before he completely flushes his life down the toilet, and that is
total bull—”


“There’s more at
stake here than saving your boyfriend,” he says. “I told you, there’s a bigger
picture we need to consider.”


“You want to look at
the big picture? Fine. Here’s a big picture for you: you created Vendetta.”


“I did what?” Edison
sputters.


“You created
Vendetta, through your secrecy and your lies. This all started because the King
of Pain dropped off the radar after hitting us. Faultline and Mentallica thought
he’d slipped away yet again and it pushed them over the edge. If they’d known
he was dead, if you’d simply gone public with the information instead of
burying the truth, they wouldn’t have launched this sick crusade of theirs,
more than a dozen people would still be alive, and we wouldn’t be faced with
the very real possibility of a super-hero war — and that’s something I don’t
think even you can cover up.”


Edison stands up. It
is so on now.


“Might I remind you,
young lady, you were part of that decision,” he says. “We took a vote on how to
handle the matter and you voted to keep everything under wraps.”


“Yeah, I did,” I
admit, “but I was wrong. Sara wanted to take responsibility for what she’d done
and I should have respected that.”


“Even though it could
have ended with your best friend getting sent to prison for murder? Even though
it almost certainly would have compromised your secret identity?”


“Even though,” I say
with iron conviction. “I acted selfishly. I put myself and what I wanted before
doing the right thing. So did you. Now look where we are. I refuse to repeat my
mistake. If that pisses you off? So be it. You want to punish me for it? You go
right ahead. After the year I’ve had, I’m not afraid of anything you can throw
at me.”


Edison lets out a low
hiss and pinches the bridge of his nose as if staving off a migraine. “You are
such a pain in the ass,” he says.


“So are you. This
isn’t the first time you’ve asked us — or worse, tried to manipulate us — into
doing something morally suspect, and every time, you’ve fed us some line about
the big picture or priorities or the greater good. I’m starting to think you
just don’t care about right or wrong anymore.”


For the briefest of
moments, his expression falters. The mask of righteous indignation he’s worn so
comfortably on so many occasions slips. “Of course I care,” he says.


“Then maybe the
problem here is that you and I have different ideas of right and wrong.”


“Maybe — but I can’t
have you undercutting my authority whenever we don’t see eye-to-eye.”


“And I can’t blindly
follow someone I don’t trust.”


The mask slips a
little more.


“I have to call the
press conference,” he says, almost as an apology. “You should suit up.”


“Suit up? Why?”


“Because you’re going
to be right there with me.”
















 


TWENTY-SIX


 


I peek through the
door leading into the big Bose Industries conference room. There are reporters
and camerapeople here representing all the major Boston media outlets, along
with a few folks from southern New Hampshire and Vermont, plus the usual
suspects from the Kingsport press. Super-villains and alien terrorists? No big
whoop, but the thought of public speaking makes me break out in an anxious
sweat. How stupid is that?


Edison joins me,
dressed in his Concorde suit sans the helmet. “Is that new armor?” I ask. The
modules on his forearms and legs that house the suit’s maglev tech look
smaller, sleeker.


“Hm? Oh, yes. I
finally swallowed my ego and let Gwendolyn upgrade the suit.”


“Swallowed your ego?”


“Gwendolyn built the
Raptor based on my specs for the Pelican. Because she is who she is, she took
every element of my design and made it better, and I didn’t take it well. It
was my tech and it galled me that someone else improved on it. She’s been
offering for years to upgrade the Concorde armor but, as a matter of pride, I
refused.”


“Why the change of
heart?”


“The Foreman’s
organization is arming criminals with serious firepower. My gut tells me he’s
building toward something.” He hesitates. “There’s a war coming. We need to be
ready for it.”


My stomach seizes up
— not so much because he says the W-word but because I think he might be right.


“Are you ready?”


“I guess so,” I say.


I slip on my headset
and follow Edison in. The room falls quiet as we skirt around the audience of
media types and take our place at the head of the room. Edison steps up to the
lectern. I fall into position behind him, off to his right so all the cameras can
get a clear shot at me — which is when my gnawing anxiety identifies itself. I’ve
been in front of the media before but never like this, never when every last
person in the room knew who I really was behind the proverbial mask. I feel so exposed.


“Ladies and gentlemen,
thank you for coming on such short notice,” Edison begins. “I’m going to
address a very serious situation that’s come to our attention recently — a
situation, I regret to say, that should have come to our attention much
sooner.”


He doesn’t hold back;
he spills everything about Vendetta. He details their (alleged) crimes. He
names names. He accepts the blame for failing to become aware of Vendetta’s
activities sooner. The only details he sits on are Dennis’s involvement and what
ultimately happened to the King of Pain. I wholeheartedly support redacting
that first bit of damning information, but not so much on the second. I hate
the deception, but Edison made a decent point: we need to clean up one mess
before we make another.


Dorian Shelley from
the Kingsport Chronicle takes advantage of a pause in Edison’s address to slip
in a question. “Concorde, what’s your plan for finding and apprehending
Vendetta?” he asks.


“I’m going to let my
colleague Lightstorm answer that,” Edison says, stepping aside for me.


“Why can’t you answer
the question? Why are you letting some girl answer?”


“Real professional,
Dorian,” Walt Rivers from the Kingsport Report says.


“Shut up, Walt.”


I step up to the
lectern and futz with the mic. Deep breath, Carrie. It’s just a room full of
normal people who aren’t trying to kill you. You got this.


“Good afternoon,” I
say. No one responds. Okay, fine, be that way. “We can’t divulge our exact
strategy for dealing with Vendetta, but we’re honestly hoping to avoid a
conflict with them altogether.”


I look to Edison. When
it comes to dispassionate here-are-the-facts speeches Edison is in his element,
but he’s ill-equipped to make an emotional appeal to anyone’s humanity. He is,
to a fault, a thinker. I’m more of a feeler. That’s why he brought me here.


He nods.


“The people we’re
calling Vendetta were once respected and revered as heroes, people who
selflessly put themselves before others — and I can tell you from personal
experience, that is a heavy burden to bear,” I say. “You might wonder how we
endure the strain. We endure because we have people in our lives who love us,
ground us, lend us strength when our own fails. We cling to these people
fiercely because we’re terrified of what might happen if we were to lose that
anchor.


“Those in Vendetta
have all experienced that loss, and it broke them. They’re not monsters; they’re
good people who lost their anchors, and now they’re adrift. We don’t want to
fight them; we want to help them. That’s why we — that’s why I am asking
them to turn themselves in. I want to end this peacefully. I want to make this
right. I believe those good people are still there. And I’m not giving up on
you.”


“And what will you do
if they don’t turn themselves in?” Shelley asks.


Edison steps forward
to field the question, but I answer instead. “Then we will do what’s necessary
to safeguard the public, prevent further loss of life, and bring Vendetta to
justice. We will do so with great regret, but we will nevertheless do the job
the public has entrusted us to do, and we will not let sentiment or sympathy
stand in our way.”


I find one of the TV
cameras and stare straight into the lens. The last thing I say, I say directly
to Dennis.


“You still have a
chance to do the right thing. Please don’t throw it away.”


 


***






“I thought your
speech the other day was excellent,” Bart says.


“Thanks,” I say. “Not
that it’s done any good. They haven’t turned themselves in, obviously, and no
one’s spotted them.”


“It’s only been two
days. This might take a while.”


“I guess.”


“As with many things,
the key is patience.”


“Speaking of which,
thank you for being patient with me. I know I haven’t been the most
accommodating...well, patient.”


“But you’re ready to
talk now?”


“I am,” I say. I
spend the next several minutes standing at the very edge of an emotional cliff
as I tell Bart everything, ready to fall into that abyss once again. Somehow, I
remain standing.


When I finish, Bart
reaches over and takes my hand. “I’m so sorry, Carrie,” he says. I nod a
thank-you. “I hate to ask such a cliché question, but how are you feeling?”


“Like crap,” I say, smiling
reflexively. “Not all the time, but a lot of the time.”


“When you say you
feel like crap —”


“I feel tired a lot.
Not sleepy but tired, like I have no energy to do anything — but if I don’t do
something to keep my mind occupied, I get super moody and every little thing
makes me sad or angry. And even when something happens that should make me
happy, sometimes it feels like...I don’t know. Like I’m lying to myself about
feeling good.” I smile that empty, humorless smile again. “You know what the
really crazy part is?”


“What?”


“I’m grateful when I
feel anything at all, even when it’s bad. I have these moments when it’s like I
go completely dead inside and I’m nothing but a Carrie Hauser-shaped husk
pretending to be a person. At least when I’m sad or angry I’m feeling something.
I don’t like feeling nothing.”


I look to Bart and
wait for him to impart to me a single piece of advice that will fix everything
wrong with me. It’s a foolish hope, I know, but if anyone could do it, it’s
him.


Instead, he lays down
some reality. “This isn’t something we’re going to be able to address in a
handful of sessions. Depression is a long-term problem that requires a
long-term solution, and you have to dedicate yourself to making that solution
work,” he says. “It won’t be easy. There will be times when you’ll want to give
up and let the depression win. I have faith that you’ll be strong enough to
deal with it, but ultimately it won’t be my faith that sees you through; it’ll
be your own.”


Finally, the tears
come. “What if I’m not strong enough?”


“You have people in
your life who love you and will lend you strength when your own fails, but you
have to let them. You think you can do that?”


This time, despite
the tears, despite the ache in the center of my chest that makes me want to
curl up into a ball right there in Bart’s office, my smile is completely real.


“Yeah. I can do
that.”


 


***






After my session, I
walk down the street to have lunch with Sara. My girl is on top of things. I
walk into her office and takeout barbecue is waiting for me — beef brisket, hot
and fresh. It smells delicious, but a memory of mediocre takeout barbecue atop
the Notre Dame Bridge floats through my head and any enthusiasm I had for my
meal vanishes.


“Good timing,” Sara
says, handing me a little packet containing white plastic cutlery and a single tissue-thin
napkin. She waits until I’ve settled in at her desk before asking the
inevitable question. “How’d it go today?”


“It went. I don’t
know if I made any progress, though.”


“You did,” Sara says
quite decisively.


“Not enough. I don’t
like feeling this way. I want to be better now.”


“I know. I get that.
But this is a process and it’s going to take time. The important thing is —”


“That I keep going to
therapy and I talk openly about what I’m feeling. I know. Bart hammered that
into me pretty good.”


“Not what I was going
to say, although that is important too. What I was going to say was, the
important thing is for you to understand that even when you feel like you’ve
made progress, it isn’t a step toward being cured or fixed or however you want
to phrase it. You could be dealing with this for the rest of your life, so you
can’t think of the process as moving toward an ultimate goal. The goal is to
always make progress.”


“But if I’m always
making progress, doesn’t that mean I’ll eventually shake this off?” I say. I do
not like the thought of feeling cruddy for the rest of my life. If that’s what
I have to look forward to, what’s the point of even trying to get better?


“Have you ever heard
of Zeno’s dichotomy paradox?”


“Is this some science
thing I’ll need Matt to translate?”


“No, this is some
philosophy thing Meg told me about.” Sara grabs a pen and draws a line on the
small notepad she keeps next to the phone. “The conceit is that when you travel
any path, you must first travel half the distance toward your destination,” she
says, marking the halfway point on her line with a small X. “Once you’ve
reached the halfway point, you then travel half of the remaining distance —”
She jots down another X. “— and after that, half of that remaining distance,
and so on. The paradox is, even though you’re constantly moving forward, you’ll
never actually get to the end of your journey because there will always be half
the distance in front of you.”


“So I’m always going
to be a mess is what you’re saying.”


“I’m not saying that
at all. As long as you keep moving forward, things will continue to get better.
You might never be one hundred percent again, but you’ll have more good days
than bad. I still have bad days, but they’re fewer and farther between. Even
Meg has bad days sometimes.”


That almost makes me
spit-take my iced tea all over Sara’s desk. “Meg? But she’s always so bright
and sunny.”


“Not always. More
often than not, but not always. Sometimes all you’re seeing is the happy face
she puts on for other people. Fake it until you make it, you know?”


“And when she can’t
fake it?”


“It can get bad. She
had one day a few months ago that was...it was rough,” Sara says, choking up at
the memory. “She didn’t want to get out of bed. She didn’t want to talk to me. She
just wanted to be left alone. I’ve had a few days like that myself.”


“How do you handle
it?”


“All you can do is
ride it out. I won’t lie, it’s tough. I’ve had days when I was convinced I
hadn’t made any progress and I was always going to be a pathetic basket case,
but I made it through. I thought about Meg. I thought about Christina. I
thought about Matt and Missy and Stuart, about Ty and Bo.” She smiles. “I
thought about how I needed to be here when you finally came home. I found ways
to help me deal with it. You will too.”


I hope so. I really
hope so.


A man and a woman hurry
into the office and immediately set off every alarm I have. There’s something
familiar about them, though I can’t put a finger on it. They slam the door shut
and move as far away from the big picture window as they can get.


Sara, I say over the
brainphone.


I know, she says.


Play it cool. Let’s
not tip them off.


Right.


I power up in stealth
mode. Sara stands, puts on a pleasant, professional face, and says, “Good
afternoon. May I help you?”


“We want to turn
ourselves in,” the man says.


“We want protection,”
the woman says.


“Protection?” Sara
says.


“From the others. We
think they’re hunting us.”


“Hunting you? Who’s
hunting you?”


“Who are you?” I demand.


They shrink away from
me — and for a damned good reason.


“My name is Drake
Anzo. This is Candy Tanith. We killed the Wardens.”
















 


TWENTY-SEVEN


 


Edison arrives within
minutes. Drake and Candace — alias Typhon and Echidna — shrink under his
deathgaze.


“What’s their story?”
he says.


“I ran a quick
background check while we were waiting for you,” Sara says. “Drake Anzo and Candace
Tanith. No adult arrest records but they’re suspects in several armed robberies
in the New Jersey area, including one that resulted in the deaths of two police
officers.”


“Killing cops was no
biggie, but killing teenagers, apparently, crossed a line,” I say. “After the
Manchester Massacre, they had a major crisis of conscience and bailed on their
buddies. They’ve been on the run ever since.”


“How come they didn’t
go back home?” Edison says.


“They thought that’d
be the first place Massacre would look for them, so they kept moving until they
could figure out what to do. Then they saw our press conference the other day
and thought we’d be able to protect them.”


“Where are their battlesuits?”


“They realized Massacre
might be tracking the suits somehow so they ditched them.”


Edison grunts
thoughtfully. “Stands to reason. I found similar chips in Damage Inc.’s gear.”


“Not that you need
further evidence our mystery organization outfitted our perps here,” I say with
a nod toward our guests, “but they said Massacre has a secret sixth member — a
handler named Jason X, who answered to an unseen, unnamed superior.”


“I already ran the
name,” Sara says, anticipating Edison’s next question. “All that came up was
that stupid Friday the 13th movie.”


“They said they never
learned anyone else’s real name so there’s nothing to track down there, and Massacre
would meet at random locations so they have no idea where they might be.”


Edison looks to Sara
for confirmation. “They’ve been telling the truth so far,” she says.


“Which means we’re at
a dead end — again.”


Edison’s brow furrows
in thought for a moment, then he storms up to Anzo and Tanith. They recoil and
tighten their grips on each other.


“Give me one reason
why we should help you,” Edison says. “You’re cop killers. You’re child
killers. Give me one good reason why I should give a damn whether either of
you live or die.”


Tanith, with no
lead-in or buildup, bursts into tears. “We’re sorry! We’re sorry!” she sobs
hysterically. “We didn’t mean to!”


“We swear, we didn’t
know they were kids,” Anzo says. “We didn’t know.”


“They’re dead,
regardless. You’re going to answer for that,” Edison says.


Tanith buries her
face in Anzo’s chest and weeps.


“Sara, call the
police station. Tell them to send a cruiser over.” Edison turns back to Anzo
and Tanith. “You’re going to confess to everything you’ve done. Everything.”


“Then what?” Anzo
says.


Edison shrugs
apathetically. “Then you’re the justice system’s problem.”


“Look, man, we came
to you for help.”


“You mean you came to
us hoping we’d run out, take care of your problem for you, and then let you go.
That’s not how this works. We’re not trading one set of killers for another.”


“Oh, come on, man,
you can’t hang us out to dry like that!”


Tanith grabs him by
the arm. “Drake, no.”


“Candy, baby —”


“I can’t do this
anymore,” she says with such exhaustion, such resignation. The weight of Candace
Tanith’s world is crushing her, and she doesn’t have the strength to bear it
anymore — the strength, or maybe the will. I don’t need Sara’s psychic lie
detector to tell me it’s totally sincere. I almost feel sorry for her.


Almost.


 


***


 


A Kingsport cop shows
up to transport Anzo and Tanith to the police department for booking. Edison
says he’ll talk to the chief and take care of making any necessary statements
on the Protectorate’s behalf, then heads out.


I pass the rest of
the afternoon hanging out with Sara at the office. After she closes up for the
night, we go home to get dinner started — and by we, I mean Sara
stands back and lets me reclaim my rightful spot in the family unit as the
back-up cook. It’s a small gesture but a meaningful one.


Sara’s upstairs when
Mom comes home to find me happily laboring away at the stove, whipping up a
batch of her cheater pasta sauce. I know, not terribly ambitious of me, but
what can I say? I’m out of practice.


“How was your day,
honey?” Mom asks, grabbing a bottle of wine out of the fridge.


“Okay,” I say. “Had
my session with Bart, hung out with Sara, captured a couple of fugitive super-villains.”


“Really?”


“Don’t be too
impressed. They turned themselves in at the office and then we took them to the
police station. Boring stuff, really.”


“Nothing wrong with
boring. Where’s Sara?”


“In her room, talking
to Meg, making plans for the weekend.”


Mom pours herself a
half a glass of wine and leans on the counter. “I was thinking.”


“About?”


“What do you say we
go out to dinner Friday night, just you and me? Go get something to eat, maybe
hit the mall afterward and do some back-to-school shopping...”


It’s a nice offer and
a lovely idea, but my stupid brain can’t let me say yes gracefully. “Do you
really want to spend your night with me instead of...whoever?”


“Of course I do. I
wouldn’t ask if I didn’t —”


“Feel guilty?”


Mom sets her wine glass
down on the counter. “That I haven’t been spending as much time with you as I
could? Yes, I’ll admit to that, but I don’t feel guilty or ashamed of my social
life, if that’s what you want to hear.”


“But I don’t like
that you’re so...”


Mom says the word I
can’t quite bring myself to say. “Promiscuous?”


“Yeah. I don’t like
it.”


“And I’m not thrilled
that my only child risks her life on a regular basis,” Mom counters, “but I
understand why you do it and I respect your decision. All I’m asking is for the
same consideration in return.”


She has me painted
into a corner, but I throw out one last plea anyway. “I worry about you.”


“And I worry about
you. I always will. But I can’t let my anxiety stop you from living your life.”


Before I can think of
another line of argument, Sara dashes in. “Carrie, you have to see this.”


I follow her into the
living room. She turns on the TV and starts flipping channels. “Meg had the TV
on, and guess who popped up on the evening news?” she says. “Here it is.”


She lands on a
channel running video recorded earlier today at the Kingsport Police
Department, a press conference at which Edison announced that two suspects in
the Manchester Massacre had been apprehended and were now in custody.


“Drake Anzo and
Candace Tanith have been positively identified as Typhon and Echidna, two
members of the group we’re calling Massacre,” Edison tells a tight circle of
reporters all shoving mics in his face. “They were arraigned about an hour ago
in Kingsport District Court on multiple charges, including three counts of
murder in connection with the deaths of the Wardens, and are currently being
held without bail in the Plymouth County Correctional Facility. The
Protectorate will keep the members of the press apprised as this case moves forward.”


“Do you think?” Sara
says.


“Oh, I do think,” I
say. The high-profile press conference, the full disclosure of names and
locations, it all adds up to one thing:


Edison just threw
Anzo and Tanith out as bait for Vendetta.
















 


TWENTY-EIGHT


 


This is not my night
for winning debates.


After dinner, I call
Edison to confirm my suspicions, and he tells me flat out that yes, he’s using
Anzo and Tanith to draw out Vendetta — and worse, they don’t know it.


 I lay into him hard.
Once again, he’s rationalizing an ethically dicey decision, but all I bring to
the argument is righteous indignation; it galls me to admit it, but his strategy
is rock-solid. We reasoned Vendetta would want to cement Dennis’s loyalty by
taking out the people who killed the Wardens, but Faultline and his cronies
presumably don’t know where Massacre is hiding any more than we do. Without
actionable intelligence, all we can do is wait for Vendetta to show themselves
— or flush them out with a tempting target.


Edison doesn’t expect
Vendetta to take a shot at Anzo and Tanith while they’re sitting in jail, so they’re
technically getting the protection they wanted, but he is hoping for an
attempted hit during one of their many visits to the courthouse as their cases
progress. His plan is to insert members of the Protectorate and the Squad in the
security details, undercover, and wait for Vendetta to make their move. Since
the court dates will be publicly available information, Vendetta won’t suspect
a trap.


“And you kept this
all from Anzo and Tanith why?” I ask.


“If they don’t know
about our plan, they can’t inadvertently leak information to the wrong person,”
Edison says. “We’ve known for a while the organization uses civilian operatives
in undercover positions. If Anzo or Tanith —”


“Yeah, I get it,” I
say miserably.


“Carrie, I want you
to know I didn’t come to this decision lightly. I took what you said to me to
heart. I truly did, but I can’t let these people run free. I can’t.”


“No, I get that.” I’m
not just saying that, either. The Manchester Massacre hit way too close to home
for him. He knows better than any of us what the Wardens’ parents are going
through, and he wants to bring them the closure he’s never been able to realize
for himself. “And when the time comes, I’ll be there.”


“Assuming I’ve
cleared you for duty, I’d be happy to have you.”


Oh, right, that whole
I’m too much of a walking psychological disaster to trust in combat thing.
Guess I shouldn’t hold my breath.


“I need something to
do,” I say.


“I understand,” Edison
says, but he hangs up without making any offers or suggestions.


“I hate it when we’re
right,” Sara says.


“I hate it when
Edison’s right,” I say.


“You really think
sticking Anzo and Tanith on a hook and dangling them out for Vendetta is the
right thing to do?”


“The right
thing to do? God, no, but it’s the strategically sound thing to do. The
Vanguard used me to lure Galt out of hiding, and that gave us the intel we
needed to hunt down the Black End.”


“But you were in on
the plan. You agreed to it.”


“I was ordered to
agree with it,” I say, but Sara’s point stands nonetheless. By using Anzo and
Tanith without their knowledge or consent, we’ve reduced them to disposable
assets. We’ve dehumanized them.


Was it always this
complicated? I swear there was a time when this life was so straightforward. A
super-villain would pop up, do something objectively awful to assure us that
yes, he was a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad person, we’d kick his ass,
and that was that — no handwringing, no heavy moral debates, no second-guessing
whether we’d done the right thing. Was it really that black and white, or was I
too young and stupid to see all the shades of gray? And now that I see them,
will I start to slide toward the darker end of the moral grayscale until I’m
like Edison, sacrificing my principles when they become inconvenient and rationalizing
it as doing what I have to in the name of the so-called greater good?


“Sara?”


“Yeah?”


“I’m considering
doing something that could get me in a lot of trouble with Edison. Like, thrown
off the team amounts of trouble.”


“The Squad’s your
team,” she says, “not the Protectorate.”


That’s all I needed
to hear.


 


***






I seriously consider
going over Edison’s head, but if I’m going to do what I know in my heart is the
right thing, I have to do it the right way, all the way through, or else I’m
just a ginormous hypocrite.


Edison makes time for
me on his morning schedule. Since this is a formal request I’ll be filing, I
suit up before I fly over to his office. I even land outside the complex and allow
myself to be subjected to Lusk’s completely unnecessary third degree before I
go in. That’s how committed I am to doing this properly.


Trina sends me right
into Edison’s office, where I find him sitting behind his desk, reading
something on a tablet with mild interest. “Morning,” he says, laying the tablet
on his desk. “What’s up?”


I stride up to his
desk and assume an at-attention, all business stance. “I want to talk to Anzo
and Tanith,” I say, “as soon as possible.”


“Why? They gave up
all the intel they had. Do you have a new lead, or —”


“I want to tell them
about our plan.”


Edison squints at me.
“And why would we want to do that?”


“Because it’s the
right thing to do. They deserve to know that we’re putting them in the line of
fire, and why.”


“Carrie,” he says in
something that’s half a sigh and half a grumble, “we talked about this already.”


“I know.”


“And you agreed to
the plan.”


“I went along with
it. And then I had second thoughts.”


“Which are
irrelevant. It’s my call, and I made it; you’re not telling them a thing. Is
that clear?”


“I didn’t come to ask
your permission, Edison; I’m letting you know I plan to tell them.”


“Oh, for — I am not
doing this with you again,” Edison says, getting to his feet so he can better chew
me out. “I’ve always allowed you to speak your mind because you’re a smart girl
and I do respect your opinions, but —”


“Excuse me? You’ve allowed
me to speak my mind?” I say, seething.


“— but there’s been
damn little respect coming back my way, and I am done tolerating your
insubordination. Done. We can’t function effectively as a team if you’re going
to constantly challenge my orders, or worse, ignore my authority altogether.”


I toss my headset
onto Edison’s desk, then dig my Protectorate ID card out of my belt pouch and
flick that at him.


“What’s this?” he
says.


“You’re right; we
can’t function effectively as a team,” I say, “so I’m withdrawing from the
Protectorate.”


“You’re quitting?”


“I didn’t say that.
I’m still Lightstorm. I’m still part of the Hero Squad. I just don’t want to be
associated with you anymore. You’re sick of my insubordination? Well, I’m
sick of you lying and hiding the truth and manipulating people and your by
any means necessary attitude. No, I don’t respect your authority, because
you’ve given me little reason to. You’ve completely lost sight of what it means
to be a super-hero.”


Edison leans over his
desk. “I’ve forgotten more about being a super-hero than you’ll ever know.”


“You’ve forgotten,
all right. You’ve forgotten that we’re not supposed to just beat up the bad
guys and throw them in prison; we’re supposed to be better than them. They’re
the ones who break the rules and take shortcuts, not us. They’re the ones who
don’t give a damn who gets hurt or killed, not us.”


“Drake Anzo and
Candace Tanith sure as hell didn’t care who they killed — or have you
forgotten what they did?”


“I know exactly
what they did,” I say, the terrible memory of Rando and Zip and Magnum’s broken
bodies flashing through my mind.


“Then tell me what
they’ve done to earn the tiniest shred of kindness.” He spreads his arms. “Tell
me. What have they done to deserve your compassion?”


It’s a fair question.
Honestly, they haven’t done anything to deserve it. They murdered two cops and
took them away from their families. They murdered three kids and took them away
from their families — and, if indirectly, they drove a good person, someone I came
to care about, to throw his life away for the sake of a shot at revenge, and I
hate them for it. I want them to pay for all the pain they’ve caused. I
want them to suffer. I want them dead.


It’s not the first
time in recent history I’ve felt such raw, burning hatred for someone — and that’s
the problem.


“They haven’t done a
thing to deserve my compassion,” I say, “but they’re getting it anyway.”


“Carrie —”


“Edison, I was
literally in a war. I killed hundreds, maybe thousands of people without
ever really thinking about what I was doing. I didn’t let myself think about
it. I had a job to do, so I shut down my own humanity and took away theirs so I
could do it. That is a dark, ugly path, and I don’t want to go down it ever again.
I need to be better than that. I need to see Anzo and Tanith as human beings so
I know I’m still a human being.”


Ever so slightly,
almost imperceptibly, Edison’s expression softens.


“My principles are
not negotiable,” I say, “and I don’t need your approval or your permission to
do what I believe is right.”


I cross the office,
my head held high. I’m reaching for the door when Edison calls to me.


“Carrie.”


I turn. He stands at
his desk for a moment, waiting for me to come back to him. When I don’t move,
he comes to me.


“If this blows up,
it’s on you,” he says, and he hands me my headset.


“It won’t. For all
their faults, Anzo and Tanith sincerely love one another. They’ll do whatever
it takes to keep each other safe.”


He nods. “That is
strategically sound.”


“It’s like I know
what I’m doing or something.”


 


***


 


The Plymouth County
Correctional Facility is located in the closest thing you’ll find to a Middle
of Nowhere in the town of Plymouth. It was built to replace the former
correctional facility, which opened its doors in 1994 and celebrated its tenth
year of service by getting partially destroyed by an inmate with superhuman
abilities. Rather than repair the old facility, the county built a new one
farther away from populated areas. After the incident, everyone agreed it would
make Plymouthites feel safer if they tucked the new jail somewhere out of the
way.


(Side note: at the
time of the breakout, Byrne Penitentiary had long been in the concept phase. After
the incident, the state decided to get Byrne up and running as quickly as
possible so the local correctional facilities, none of which were properly
equipped to handle superhumans, would never again have to face a similar
scenario.)


The current correctional
facility embodies something called a “podular” design model that reminds me of
Byrne. Individual cells are clustered around a common area, and that entire
“pod” is totally isolated from other pods at all times. Inmates in any given
pod never interact with anyone outside their own little prison neighborhood —
not at mealtime, not in the exercise yard, not in any other shared area like
the library or medical center. The idea is to minimize interaction and
communication between inmates, which reduces the possibility of a mass breakout
attempt and contains riots to one small section of the facility. The connecting
corridors can be sealed off at strategic points to restrict movement between
the pods and the common areas. It’s an impressively thoughtful design.


I learn all this and
more from the facility’s assistant superintendent, Eamon Drummond, as he leads
me through one of the long, wide corridors to a private room reserved for
meetings between inmates and their attorneys. He’s quite accommodating, perhaps
a little overly so. I suspect he might be trying to impress me.


“Here we are,” he
says, stopping in front of a solid-looking steel door inset with a small
window. He nods to the woman guarding the door, who punches in a code on a small
keypad. The door unlocks with a soft buzz and a small click. “Let the officer
know when you’re finished here. I’ll come get you and take you to temporary
holding over in the men’s wing.”


I thank him and step
inside. The room is small and simple, two chairs and a table. A security camera
lurks in the corner, peering down at Candace Tanith in her standard-issue
inmate jumpsuit.


“Candace.”


“I already told you
everything I know,” she mumbles.


“I know. I’m here to
tell you something.” I sit across from her. She doesn’t look at me. “Concorde
briefed the media on your arrest yesterday.”


She shrugs: so
what?


“He did that to goad a
group of rogue super-heroes known as Vendetta into making an attempt on your
life,” I say. That gets her attention. I give her a brief history of Vendetta
and lay out Concorde’s plan, sparing no detail, and brace for Tanith’s
reaction.


“Oh,” is all she
says, without the slightest flicker of outrage.


“I promise you,
Candace, we’re going to do everything we can to keep you and Drake safe.”


“Why? We don’t
deserve your protection,” Candace says, a tear slipping down her cheek.


“I say you do.”


“I was going to be a
mother.”


That catches me way
off-guard. “What?”


“I got pregnant a
couple of years ago. Three weeks after I found out, I lost the baby. I thought
God was punishing me for all the bad stuff I’ve done. Drake convinced me it was
just one of those things, you know? Women miscarry all the time. I believed him
and we went right back to knocking over banks. I was the one who shot those
cops in Jersey.” She bows her head. “I figured if God hated me anyway, I might
as well give Him a good reason.”


“What about the
Wardens?” I say. “Did you also kill them to give God some high octane hate
fuel?”


Tanith recoils as if
I’d slapped her. “I didn’t kill any of them, I swear,” she whimpers. “When I
realized they were all kids, I begged Drake and the others to stop. I begged
them. I begged them.”


I don’t need Sara or
Bart to tell me whether she’s lying; the pain and remorse in her voice are all
too real. Candace Tanith saw Massacre was about to cross a line they could
never uncross, and she failed to put a stop to it. In her mind, that’s as good
as pulling the trigger herself, and it’s going to haunt her for the rest of her
days. It feels almost cruel to want her to have a good, long life.


A cry of pain, cut
short at its peak, echoes in the hallway outside the interview room. I’m
halfway to the door when it tears free of its hinges with a short, sharp screech
of rending steel. A hulking mass of (for lack of a better term) humanity fills
the opening. He’s covered head to toe in rust-red plates and scales, and for
the life of me, I can’t tell if it’s some kind of battlesuit or his skin.


“I found her!” he
shouts.


My blast blows him
clear of the doorway. He bounces off the opposite wall, a solid slab of
cinderblocks painted institutional off-white, leaving a crater.


“We have to go,” I
say, booting up my headset.


“What’s happening?”
Tanith says.


I grab her by the arm
and haul her to her feet. “Stay close and do exactly what I tell you.”


I peek out into the
hall. A burst of gunfire pings off my force field, right about head level. I
spread out the field so it includes the unconscious corrections officer. I drag
her into the interview room as bullets — no, not bullets; hypervelocity
rounds — pepper me. With the officer out of harm’s way (relatively speaking),
I step out again and return fire. My assailant, a man in military-style body
armor cradling a massive machine gun straight out of Aliens, scurries
for cover around a corner. His companion, however — a woman rippling with bulky
muscles — stands there and takes my salvo like it’s nothing, a cocky grin on
her face. More of Vendetta’s lower-profile allies, I assume.


Once my comm system
is online, I put out a priority alert to the Protectorate and the Squad. Edison
responds right away, says he’s en route, but by my best guess, it’ll take him
ten minutes to suit up and fly here. The Squad will need at least that long to
meet at HQ and get the Pelican in the air. The only thing standing between
Vendetta and Tanith is me.


Alone, isolated, and badly
outnumbered. Doesn’t this feel familiar?


The she-tank charges,
barreling through my blasts as effortlessly as she might run through a spring
rain.


“Get ready to move!”
I yell at Tanith. I take her frantic head-bobble as a nod.


She-tank leaps, her
fist cocked for a big flying Superman punch. Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.


At the height of her
arc, I fire off a gravity pulse. She-tank’s trajectory takes a hard
ninety-degree angle, and she belly flops onto the floor with a satisfying
splat. The tile splinters from the impact.


“Candace, go!”


Tanith scrambles past
me, her arms wrapped protectively around her head, and bolts down the hall
toward the nearest door. I follow, spraying energy behind me to keep Mr.
Machine Gun pinned down. Tanith pulls on the handle and curses at the door for
having the audacity to be locked. I have to shoulder her out of the way so I
can blast my way through. I slam the door shut behind us and hastily spot-weld
it into place. It won’t hold she-tank or the human armadillo for long, but
it’ll buy us time.


A long corridor
stretches before us. A sign on the wall reads MEN’S WING, and there’s a
convenient arrow pointing the way. Excellent.


“Come on,” I say.


“Wait, where are we
going?” Tanith says.


“To get your
boyfriend, and then I’m getting both of you out of here.” Tanith doesn’t move.
“Candace, come on.”


“Why are you trying
to save us?”


“What?”


“You know what kind
of people we are,” Tanith says miserably. “Why are you trying so hard to save
us?”


“Because you’re a
human being,” I say. “You’re total garbage but you’re still a human being, and
last time I checked, my job was to save lives, so stop arguing and move your
ass.”


Tanith doesn’t get a
chance to argue further. One of the tanks (I can’t tell which one) rips the
door out of its frame. Mr. Machine Gun pops into view and opens fire. I spread
out my shield to fill the hallway. Hypervelocity rounds ricochet everywhere,
taking quarter-sized chunks out of the walls, the ceiling, the floor. I throw one
blast at the exit at the far end of the corridor, knocking the door open, and
lob another Mr. Machine Gun’s way to send him ducking for cover. That should
take him out of the equation long enough for me to get Tanith clear.


That’s the plan,
anyway, but as soon as we spill back out into the facility proper, I’m back on
the defensive, using my shield to protect Tanith first from an explosive spray
of shrapnel and then from a white-hot arc of electricity.


Oh, no.


“Hello, ladies,”
Skadi says. “Fancy running into you two here.”


Vendetta may not be full-fledged
good guys anymore, but that’s how they see themselves; in their minds, they’re
still heroes, so I could have counted on them to refrain from slaughtering
civilians and corrections officers. Unfortunately, I’m not dealing with
Vendetta.


I’m trapped in here
with Massacre.
















 


TWENTY-NINE


 


Skadi and ThunderStorm
press their advantage, hammering me with everything they’ve got. Tanith cowers
behind my shield, her panicked squeals piercing through the boom of exploding
arrowheads and crack of discharging electricity.


“Stay down!” I shout.
Tanith curls into a ball at my feet. Close enough.


I drop the shield and
send a sizzling wave of energy toward Skadi and ThunderStorm, a wall as high
and as wide as the corridor. They barely have time enough to turn around much
less run for cover — not that there’s cover to be found. The wave blows them
off their feet and hurls them away.


Tanith shrieks again
as the armadillo man barrels in, ready to rumble. She-tank is right on his
heels, and behind her, Mr. Machine Gun — and behind him, a woman in pale blue
full-body armor. They lay into me with a one-two punch of hypervelocity rounds
and a burst of arctic-level cold. It’s all sound and fury signifying nothing,
but every new player to the game turns the pressure up.


“We’ve got them
pinned!” ice girl says. “Everyone converge on the southeast wing!”


“Candace! We need to
get to Anzo and dig in!” I say — though that’s easier said than done; I know
temporary holding is in this general area, but I don’t know exactly where it is.
Okay, let’s use some deductive reasoning. Skadi and ThunderStorm were already
here when I arrived, so I must be close to temporary holding, right? Maybe I’ll
get lucky and stumble onto it.


Of course, I could
just read the signs on the wall. Duh.


I shove Tanith down
the hall and let loose with another gravity pulse. Mr. Machine Gun, the ice
queen, and the two tanks flatten. I catch up to Tanith, blast through a connecting
door, then weld it shut. We sprint to the end of the hall, up to a heavy door
labeled TEMPORARY HOLDING, and start pounding.


“Hey! Hey! Let us
in!” Tanith says.


A guard, pallid and
glistening with sweat, peers out through a small viewing window. “No way,” he
says, his voice muffled by the thick glass. “We’ve been ordered into lockdown.
No one gets in or out.”


“No, please no!”
Tanith squeals, beating on the door. “Please, they’re going to kill us!”


The guard scowls,
shakes his head, and vanishes from sight. Fine, if I have to force my way in —


Massacre breaches the
hall. Skadi strides through the center of the group, her bow drawn. Mr. Machine
Gun levels his weapon at us. The ice queen’s gauntlets flare dangerously,
glittering mist drifting from her palms. The lightning-throwing half of ThunderStorm
flexes his fingers, releasing a shower of sparks.


“You, girl, are a
huge pain in the ass,” Skadi says.


“I’ve been getting
that a lot lately,” I say.


“Tell you what. You
step aside, let us take care of our business, and we’ll let you live.”


“Seriously?”


Skadi laughs. “Yeah,
no, we’re killing you anyway. Whether we stop with you, however?” Her
smile fades. “You give us one more second of grief, I’ll kill you, and then I
will personally slaughter every last man and woman in this entire building.”


Now would be a great
time for a sassy comeback or an ice-cold counter-threat, but I don’t have it in
me. When I’m powered up, I don’t tire the same way I do when I’m in my physical
form, and not as quickly, but constantly expending energy does take a toll. I’m
not exhausted yet, but I’m fast-tracking in that direction fending off Massacre
all by my lonesome. I could really use that backup now, guys.


And, thank God, I get
it.


An explosion rips
through the ceiling. The corridor acts as an echo chamber, intensifying the
sound and the shockwave. Everyone reels from the blast, myself included, though
it doesn’t hurt me as much as it does poor Tanith, who collapses in a heap, her
hands clamped over her ears. While I’m glad for the timely intervention, I’m
stunned any of my friends would make such a recklessly destructive entrance.


They wouldn’t — but
Steampunk Leviathan would.


He drops through the
hole and lands with a steely crash. He turns toward me, showing off the nice
indentation I left in the center of his chassis, and I could swear I see him
scowling at me from behind his bucket of a helmet — but he’s not so interested
in me that he spares me more than a glance. Panels slide open on his forearms
to expose racks of tiny missiles.


Sorry, Mr. Corrections
Officer, but this place is about to become a shooting gallery, and I don’t want
to be here when it happens. I blow open the door to the temporary holding area,
drag Tanith in like she was a sack full of dirty laundry, and weld the door in
place as all hell breaks loose outside. Missiles shriek and detonate. Mr.
Machine Gun opens fire in return.


“Candy!” Anzo cries.
He emerges from a cluster of men in jumpsuits all trying their best not to look
like they’re cowering against the far wall. He shoves the guard out of the way and
scoops Tanith up in his arms like a child. “Oh, God, Candy,” he moans, then he
looks at me. “What the hell is going on?”


“Later,” I say. “Hey!
Is there another way out of here?” I ask the guard. “Like a fire exit or
something?”


“This is jail, kid,
not a movie theater,” the guard says. “There’s only one way out and it’s
through that door.”


Unless you possess
the ability to walk through solid matter, like our next special guest star. One
of the prisoners lets out a high-pitched yelp as Wyte Zombi phases through the
wall. He strides toward me with all the unearthly grace and grim determination
of a demon straight out of Hell.


How lucky for me,
then, I know someone with diabolical connections herself.


The light in the room
turns inside out, the air pressure changes, and Dr. Enigma teleports into the
dead center of the pod with Nina Nitro under her arm. Astrid gestures, flicking
her fingers at Wyte Zombi, but nothing happens — or so it seems.


“All yours, babe,” Astrid
says.


Nina meets Wyte
Zombi’s charge, leaps at him, and throws an elbow strike at his head — and she
connects. Hot damn, Astrid’s turned him solid. Wyte Zombi reels, his face
reading as much of shock as of pain. Nina follows with a rapid-fire series of
punches that culminates with a stiff uppercut that drops Wyte Zombi like a bad
habit.


“What else you got
for us?” Nina says, ready for her next victim.


“More fun than people
like us should be allowed to have. Astrid, I need you to get those two out,” I
say, gesturing toward Anzo and Tanith. “Get them as far away from here as you
can and sit on them.”


“On it,” Astrid says.


“Are you up for it?”
Nina says. “You just teleported the two of us all the way from Boston. You must
be wiped.”


“I said I got it,” Astrid
snarls before blinking out with her charges.


“Jeez, what crawled
up her butt and died?” I say.


“Don’t ask me, kiddo,
I just work here,” Nina says. “What’s the play?”


“While I’d love to
say let’s stay right here and let Massacre and Vendetta take each other out, that’s
going to leave a lot of corpses on the ground, and I’m kind of sick of my life
having a body count. We’re going out there, and if you see anyone you’re not on
a first-name basis with, pacify the bejesus out of ‘em.”


“Cool.”


I burn through my
welds and throw the door open.


The hole in the
ceiling has spread down to the wall. Daylight, along with the din of a raging battle,
pour through a giant crevice. Steampunk Leviathan lies sprawled on the floor,
twitching. The suit is riddled with bullet holes. I can’t tell if the dark
puddle spreading beneath him is oil or blood.


Nina scrambles over
Steampunk Leviathan while I take to the air to get an eyeful of the utter chaos
that’s spilled out of the facility and onto the grounds. It’s a total
free-for-all between Massacre, Vendetta, and, thank God, the Squad and the
Protectorate. It’s impossible to tell who, if anyone, has the upper hand. All I
know is a half-dozen people or so are flat on the ground, unmoving, and none of
them belong to me. The scorecard gets another point in our favor when Concorde
knocks La Rabia out of the sky with a close-range concussion blast. She
crash-lands at the edge of the battlefield, kicking up clods of grass. That
leaves Skyblazer as Vendetta’s only remaining flyer.


Massacre Version 2.0,
however, is picking up the slack there. Three people in matching armored suits
with a heavy anime aesthetic strafe me with some sort of energy weapon. The
shots that connect sting, but they don’t do any damage. My attackers rocket
skyward, their boot jets roaring.


I give chase and
catch up to the anime trio quickly enough. As I close the gap between us, the
ones in the yellow and blue suits split off with Blue Angels-level precision,
while the one in the red suit holds his (or her) course. Yellow and Blue arc
around, intending to flank me from the rear. Yeah, good luck with that amateur
hour stuff. I send energy blasts their way, figuring that should take them out
quick and easy — and then the Hubris Fairy decides to pay me a visit. Yellow
and Blue absorb my shots and never slow down or change course. Worse, when they
return fire, it doesn’t just sting; it friggin’ hurts. I haven’t felt
pain like that since I fought Galt.


No wonder; they just
zapped me with my own zap. They’re using my powers against me.


I change tactics and
throw a blast of pure concussive force at Blue as he closes in. That works out a
bit better; the impact knocks him off course, but he recovers almost
immediately and joins Yellow in trying to catch me in a crossfire. I dodge
their attack, and the only thing that saves me from flying right into Red’s
salvo like a stupid rookie is some good old-fashioned timely intervention —
from Skyblazer. He sucker-punches Red, metaphorically speaking, nailing
him in the back with a concussion blast that sends him spinning out of control.


“Don’t use your
energy attacks!” Skyblazer says as he hurtles through the sphere of engagement.
“The suits were designed specifically to counter your powers!”


Thanks, I figured
that part out already. What I can’t figure out is what the hell you’re up to.


Skyblazer swings
around, wildly lobbing concussion blasts at the Primary Colors Gang. His aim
has gone downhill — or has it? It almost seems like he’s trying to distract
them rather than hit them — and if that’s the case, it works; Red, Yellow, and
Blue all forget about me and train their weapons on the guy who’s making a
decent little side-career for himself in betraying his allies.


Whatever. It’s an
opportunity, and I’m taking it.


I burst into the
middle of the firefight to try a trick I don’t get to use often. I set off a
massive electromagnetic pulse, hoping that the Primary Colors Gang’s suits
aren’t too heavily shielded — and hey, guess what? They aren’t. Neither is
Skyblazer’s, as it turns out, but as far as I’m concerned, he’s still playing
for the wrong team, so better to take him out with the rest of the bad guys
than risk him flipping sides yet again.


Once they go into
freefall, I zip to each of the Primary Colors Gang in turn and push them into a
tight cluster. Red, Yellow, and Blue hold onto each other for dear life. They
don’t try to reach out to Skyblazer, and he doesn’t reach out to them. Instead,
he calmly levels out and spreads his arms and legs to slow his fall, exactly
like I taught him. I’d be proud of him if I didn’t hate his guts so much.


I let them plummet
for a good long time to instill them with a healthy fear of Lightstorm and then
whip up an anti-gravity field to slow the last bit of their descent. Skyblazer
lands on his feet. The others collapse to their hands and knees, trembling
violently. Yellow yanks off his helmet so he can vomit.


“All of you, out of
the armor, now,” I say, and the Primary Colors Gang dutifully start to strip
out of their suits. “You too,” I say to Skyblazer.


“Carrie, please
listen to me,” he says. “You have to trust me.”


“I said take the suit
off, Dennis,” I growl through clenched teeth.


“I’m on your side, I swear
to God.”


“I SAID TAKE IT OFF!”


Skyblazer retreats,
his hands shooting up as if in surrender — probably because he’s one wrong word
away from getting incinerated where he stands. Supercharged plasma vapor wafts
from my outstretched hand. Even with the protection of his visor, Skyblazer has
to turn away from the glare. That’s right, you son of a bitch — cower.
You betrayed my trust. You attacked me. You threatened to kill me and hooked up
with a gang of murderers. You’re not my ally. You’re not my friend. You’re The
Enemy. I don’t owe you any sympathy. I certainly don’t owe you any mercy.


I shudder violently
and a sound almost like a sob escapes my lips. I power down and drop my hand. I
don’t owe him any mercy, but I’m going to give it to him anyway.


I have to.


“Take the armor off,
Dennis.”


Slowly, he removes
his helmet and drops it to the ground. There’s such remorse in his eyes, such
regret. I can’t find it in me to care.


“Lightstorm, do you
copy?” Concorde says.


“I’m here. Go ahead.”


“We have the
situation at Plymouth contained, more or less. We’re chasing down a few runners
but everyone else has been pacified.”


“Add four more to the
prisoner count. I have half of a gay pride flag here. And Skyblazer.”


“I see,” Concorde
says after a brief pause. “Can you hold them until I can send the Pelican out
for a pickup?”


“Consider them held.
See you soon. All right, people,” I say to my captives, “the Protectorate’s coming
to take your sorry asses into custody, so have a seat. And I strongly advise
you all to play nice. I have had a royally craptacular day and I won’t hesitate
to take it out on your kneecaps if you give me any grief.”


Red, Yellow, and
Blue, now down to their civilian clothes, obediently sit on the grass amidst
their dismantled suits.


“Carrie,” Dennis
says.


“I said sit down and
shut up.”


Dennis sinks to the
ground like he’s deflating. He doesn’t say a word. He just sits there and
stares at me like a whipped puppy.
















 


THIRTY


 


Now that we’ve had
time to secure the prisoners and conduct some quickie preliminary interviews,
let’s unpack this jumbo gift basket full of crazy, shall we?


Edison’s plan to lure
out Vendetta was on its way to working exactly as he’d envisioned. Vendetta,
who had been traveling the country in a ragtag convoy of RVs and box trucks,
made a beeline to Plymouth immediately following Edison’s press conference and
set up base camp at a local trailer park (how’s that for a mental picture?),
intending to strike the next time Anzo and Tanith went to court. Because they
were in the habit of monitoring local first responder channels, they overheard
the correctional officers freaking out when the giant economy-sized version of Massacre
attacked. Faultline made the snap decision to take advantage of the situation
and kill multiple birds with one stone, which is how I got stuck in the middle
of an all-star bad guy battle royale.


Several correctional
officers were injured, some badly, but there were no fatalities among the
guards or civilian staff. Vendetta and Massacre didn’t get off so easy.
Steampunk Leviathan, Redcap, and Maxxar were killed in action, along with
one-half of ThunderStorm and three more of Massacre’s people.


And then there are
the MIAs. Wyte Zombi and Mentallica are gone, as is Skadi and God knows how
many more from Massacre. Until we get a chance to interrogate our prisoners
properly, we can only guess at how large Massacre’s full roster was.


Long story short,
we’re going to be dealing with this mess for a long time — and Faultline, sore
loser that he is, is determined to make things as ugly as possible.


“I can’t wait to see
the press conference for this one,” he smirks as we load him onto a
packed-to-capacity Byrne transport.


“How lucky for you, then,
the cells in Byrne have TVs,” Concorde says before slamming the transport door
shut.


“He’s going to be a
problem, isn’t he?” I say.


“No more or less than
anyone we arrest. Granted, he knows the game better than most, but it helps
that we already have one person ready to testify against him.” He pauses.
“Speaking of whom, Dennis would like to talk to you.”


I stiffen. “I don’t
want to talk to him.”


“I know, but I think
you should hear him out.”


“Why? There’s nothing
he can say that can possibly excuse what he did.”


Concorde lays a hand
on my shoulder. “Hear him out.”


 


***






I find Dennis in the
bay of the Pelican, slumped in one of the passenger seats. He jumps to his feet
as I enter.


“Concorde said you
wanted to talk to me,” I say, shutting the bay door behind me. “So talk.”


“I didn’t betray
you,” he says. “I swear I didn’t.”


“No? Sure felt like
it.”


“I didn’t betray you,
Carrie, I — I panicked. I thought Vendetta was going to kill you, so I pretended
to switch sides.”


“Oh, please,” I say
with an empty laugh. “I was there, remember? I heard you say you were going to
kill me.”


“That’s not what I
said.”


“You said —” I begin,
but then my memory pulls the rug out from under me. What he said was, Run,
or you’re going to die. It wasn’t a threat; it was a warning.


“I didn’t know what
else to do,” Dennis says. “Vendetta wanted me so I gave them what they wanted.”


“Let’s say for the
sake of argument you’re telling the truth. Did it ever occur to you to contact
me once you were in? Maybe let me know where you were? If you were okay?”


“I gave my helmet to
Faultline to convince him I was on their side. Besides, if they caught me
trying to contact you, they would have killed me. I had to wait until they made
their move on the prison.”


“Correctional
facility.”


“You know what I
mean. I tried to warn you we were coming. You didn’t respond.”


I glance at my
headset’s HUD. It shows one incoming comm signal from Dennis, which I missed
because I was at the time extremely preoccupied. Trying not to get killed tends
to demand one’s full attention.


His story holds
together. Then there’s the fact he helped me fight off the Primary Colors Gang,
and that he’s standing here with me and not on his way to Byrne with the rest
of Vendetta. I have every reason to believe him. I should be relieved he’s not
a traitor. I should be overjoyed.


I should be.


“Carrie, I am so
sorry,” he says. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


“I know. But you did.”
I clench my fists, digging my fingernails into my palms as hard as I can
because I absolutely refuse to start crying. “I thought you’d given up.”


“Carrie —”


“When I mentioned your
brother, you completely lost it. You weren’t acting; you were legitimately
pissed at me.”


He hesitates. “Yes. I
was. You threw Kyle in my face and I was so angry at you for that.”


“So much that you
almost threw in with Vendetta for real?”


He hesitates again,
for what feels like an eternity. “I thought about it. But I didn’t,” he adds
quickly. “I couldn’t do that to you.”


“That’s the thing,
Dennis; you did it to me anyway.” I turn to leave. Dennis reaches for me. “No,”
I say, pulling away.


“Carrie, please, I
want to make this right. Tell me what to do.”


“Leave me alone. I
can’t deal with this right now. I can’t deal with you right now and I
need you to back off. Way off.”


I step outside and
seal him back inside the Pelican. Sara leans against the hull, arms crossed.


“How’d it go?” she
asks.


“He talked. I
listened,” I say.


“I was with Concorde
when he questioned Dennis. He’s telling the truth.”


“I know he is.”


“He was in an
impossible situation. He made what he believed was the best possible decision —
and he made it to save your life.”


“I know.”


“And he is sorry for
hurting you.”


“I know. But I’m not
ready to forgive him. I don’t know if I can.”


“That’s fair. You
need to come to that in your own time, if you come to it at all,” Sara says,
putting an arm around me. “I’d just hate for you to write him off completely.
He’s a good guy.”


A tear slips down my
face.


“I know.”
















 


THIRTY-ONE


 


I spend most of
Friday sleeping. Really sleeping, I mean, hard and deep and long, and in my own
bed. It’s mid-afternoon by the time I wake up feeling badly in need of a shower
and some food. I shower but hold off on eating since I have a dinner date with
Mom at the Brazilian barbecue place, and I want to go in primed and ready for
maximum pigging out.


Dinner is fun and
relaxing and more than a little weird. I sacked out right after Sara and I got
home from Plymouth, so this is Mom’s first opportunity to grill me about the
day — although it’s hardly a grilling. She’s asked me how school went with more
interest — which isn’t to say she’s unconcerned, it’s just that her level of
concern is disproportionate to the danger I was in. She totally accepts that
this is my life. Like I said, it’s weird.


Weird, but comforting.
I’d almost go so far as to say it feels normal.


“Oh, I spoke to
Edison today,” Mom says through a mouthful of pork loin, fresh off the skewer,
served to us by a handsome man who’s been making eyes at my mother all night. I
may have to incinerate him.


(I know, I know,
mutual respect for life choices. Baby steps.)


“Work stuff?” I say.


“You stuff,
actually.”


“Uh-oh.”


“He asked me and Sara
to make sure you file your report at headquarters tomorrow afternoon.”


“Okaaayyy...”


“Edison’s organizing
a welcome home party for you.”


“A welcome home
party? Now? I’ve been home for three weeks.”


Mom shrugs. “That’s
all he said. Oh, and that it’s a surprise party and I shouldn’t tell you, but I
think throwing a surprise party for someone with PTSD isn’t necessarily the
best idea.”


“I’m not that bad.” Mom
gives me a look. “I’m not. I’m a long way from being okay, but I’m not so
tightly wound I’d panic and fry a room full of people for jumping out and
yelling ‘Surprise!’”


Mom smiles. “You will
be okay again.”


“You think so?”


“I know my girl.”


That’s true. In fact,
she knows me much better than she used to, maybe more than she ever has.


Weird, but
comforting.


 


***






“...and that’s how I,
Lightstorm, heroically saved the day, exclamation point.”


“Please tell me
that’s actually how you ended your report,” Sara says.


“No, I was totally
humble about it,” I say, saving my self-aggrandizement-free report.


Sara glances at her
phone. “Your timing is impeccable. I was supposed to make sure you were here for
at least an hour so everyone could set up in the hangar, and you nailed it
almost to the minute.”


“Go me.”


“Okay, according to
the master plan, I am now supposed to excuse myself on some flimsy pretense, go
downstairs, and let Edison know you’re almost done so he can come get you and
lure you to the hangar, again on some flimsy pretense.” She stands up. “Pardon
me, Carrie, I have to go powder my nose.”


“It is looking a bit
shiny.”


“Here I go. Zoom. See
you downstairs.”


I spend the time
going over my report one more time, looking for any critical detail I might
have missed so it’s airtight when Vendetta and Massacre start making their
court appearances on Monday. Edison said the local arraignment process is
probably going to take all week, maybe longer, and then we get into the hairy
mess of extraditions; at least a dozen other states want their crack at our
suspects, and there’s the distinct possibility Vendetta’s collective case could
get bumped up to the federal level because they crossed darn near every state
line there is over the course of their murder spree. I already said we’d be
dealing with this for a long time, but the way things are shaping up? We could
be tying off loose ends for years. I could literally be a college graduate by
the time the last bad guy has his or her day in court — and that’s including
the possible extra year of high school.


Oh, why did I have to
go there? Crap, there goes my party mood down the toilet. Maybe I can sneak out
of HQ before —


Nope, missed my
chance. Edison strolls into the records room as casual as can be. “How’s it
going?” he says.


“I think I’m done.”


“Great, thanks. I’ll
look it over tomorrow and let you know if I need anything else. So,” he says
nonchalantly, “Sara’s running some drills on the Pelican’s weapons systems so
she’ll be a while. If you want to chill down in the hangar until she’s —”


“If I want to chill
down in the hangar?” I laugh. “Oh, Edison, you were doing so well until then.
Sorry, boss, slang coming out of your mouth is against the laws of nature.”


“What? I don’t —”


“I know about the
party.”


His face falls. “Who
told you? Sara?”


“Mom. What brought
this on?”


He shrugs vaguely.
“You never had a proper welcome home. I thought it was overdue.”


“Uh-huh.”


“And,” he sighs, “I
thought — I hoped it would make amends for the way I reacted the other
day when you accused me of compromising my principles. You had a valid point
and I didn’t want to hear it, but I think I needed to — and maybe I still do.
I’ve gotten used to doing things my way and old habits die hard. Can I count on
you to keep me honest?”


It seems like an
utterly sincere, heartfelt request. Problem is, the operative word here is seems.
I don’t know if he really wants me to gut-check him or if he’s giving me some
illusory sense of power — just like I don’t know whether this welcome home party
is a legit olive branch or if he’s softening me up so I’ll be more inclined to
let his next moral oversight slide by without comment.


Bottom line? I don’t
know if I can trust Edison anymore.


“You shouldn’t need
me to keep you honest, Edison,” I say, “but if I’m going to be your Jiminy
Cricket, you have to actually listen to me. No blowing me off, no arguing, no
rationalizing — if I tell you you’re going off the rails, you have to accept
it.”


“I will try. I
promise you, I will try.”


“Good. Because if I
ever feel like you’re not? I walk. And I’m taking the Squad with me.”


“Understood.” He
gestures toward the door. “Shall we? Your guests are waiting.”


 


***






And what a guest list
it is. Not only is everyone from the Protectorate, the Squad, and the Quantum
Quintet here, but so are Ashlyn, Bo and Ty, Peggy, and my mother, all mingling
with each other like it’s no big deal.


It’s official: the
Venn diagram of my life is now one big circle.


Word that I was wise
to the party spread, so I’m spared the standard surprise party ritual — except
for Farley, who jumps out from behind the door and shouts “Surprise!” loud enough
for everyone.


“Sorry, I had to,” he
says sheepishly. “It’s convention.”


“I won’t hold it
against you,” I say.


The little guy proceeds
to regale me with every tiny detail of his life over the past eight months,
including his parents’ decision to skip him ahead a year in school.


“Mom’s worried I’ll
stagnate in first grade. She actually wanted to push me ahead to third grade
but Dad’s pretty insistent that I stay within my own peer group for the sake of
my emotional development,” he says.


He’s getting skipped
ahead, and I’m getting held behind? I’d be ripped at the kid if A) he wasn’t so
darn adorable and B) he wasn’t so much his mother’s son; at seven years old,
Farley already has a better vocabulary than a lot of adults I know. The Quentin
DNA is kicking in full blast.


For a while, he stays
glued to my side, like he’s scared I’m going to disappear on him again, but
eventually, he decides it’s safe to let me out of his sight so other people can
take turns monopolizing my attention. There are a lot of questions about my
time in space. I answer all of them. I make myself answer them. On more than
one occasion, I have to slip out of the hangar, find a quiet corner, and
decompress before I have a breakdown. To my credit, I don’t cry. Not once.


Any progress is good
progress.


I’m returning from
one of my decompression sessions when Mom stumbles into the hallway, almost
knocking me over. “Whoops! Sorry, honey,” she says a little too loudly.
Someone’s been taking full advantage of the open bar. “Is there a bathroom in
this place?”


“Yeah, there’s one
down the hall. I’ll show you.”


“Thanks.” Mom grabs
my arm for stability. “This is fun. Your friends are fun. Are you having fun?”


“I’m...I don’t know
if fun is the right word. It’s nice. I appreciate it.”


“Are you okay,
sweetie?”


“I’m okay.”


“I hope so. This should
be a happy night for you. Everyone’s here to welcome you back home.”


“Not everyone.”


“Oh. Oh, Carrie,” Mom
says, shuffling to a stop. “Honey, I’m sorry. I invited your father but — well,
he didn’t come, obviously, but he’ll get used to this, I promise. He needs time
to come around is all.”


Honestly, I wasn’t
thinking about Dad. Yeah, it sucks that he blew me off and still refuses to
even try dealing with this, but I accept that. I’d have been thrilled if he had
come, but it’s not his absence that’s eating a hole in my chest. I hate myself
for feeling this way, but there it is.


I miss Dennis.
















 


EPILOGUE


 


By his calculations,
they’ve driven seventy-two miles, give or take. It’s been all highway driving,
first on a major interstate highway and then on a state highway, judging by
their speed. They left Philadelphia International Airport at three thirty-six
and the sun has been hitting him steadily on his right side; they’ve been
driving south. Best guess? He’s in Delaware — Dover, Delaware to be precise.


What was that old
George Carlin joke? Dover, Delaware: The City That Means Well.


Jason X smiles to
himself. The heavy black hood he was forced to don after getting in the limo
might have robbed him of any visual cues, but it hasn’t rendered him helpless.
He knows where he is — perhaps not exactly, but well enough that he could
retrace the route from the airport if called upon to do so.


The limo tilts and
the acoustics change, taking on an echoing quality. They’ve descended into an
underground garage, he reasons. The limo eases to a stop. The door to his right
unlocks, opens.


“We’re here,” the
driver says.


Jason removes the
hood and steps out into, yes, a small underground garage, all concrete floors
and support pillars. Theirs is the only vehicle in sight.


“There,” the driver
says, pointing toward an elevator.


“What floor?” Jason
asks.


The driver gestures
again. “If you would?”


Jason gets in alone.
On instinct, he reaches for a control panel but finds none. The doors slide
shut. The elevator rises of its own accord — about six stories, counting garage
level, he estimates — and opens on a generously spacious office. The ceiling is
high, the lighting low, and the furniture sparse, consisting of a TV the size
of a small movie theater screen, a massive desk, a high-backed leather chair
for the desk’s owner, and two seats for guests — one of which is occupied by a
man wearing a stylized gas mask.


“Mr. Xander,” the
Foreman says, rising. “Join us.”


“And who have I the
pleasure of addressing?” Jason says, doing his level best to control the lisp
that has become a permanent part of his speech.


“This is the Foreman.
He’s my most trusted associate,” the dark-haired woman behind the desk says.
She doesn’t flinch or turn away from the ruin of Jason’s face. “My name is
Sharona. This is my operation.”


“And an impressive
operation it is, ma’am.”


“Stop fawning and sit
down,” the Foreman says.


“Do you know what it
is we do here, Mr. Xander?” Sharona asks.


“I can’t say I do.”


“I am in the business
of saving the world.”


“Saving the world?”


“From itself, to be
precise.” She eases back in her seat and folds her arms. “Have you ever taken a
good look at the world, Mr. Xander? I mean, have you ever taken the time to
fully appreciate all this planet has to offer?”


“I can’t say I have,
no,” Jason says, sensing a test within Sharona’s question.


“It’s beautiful.
Magnificent. There is life here in such abundance and variety it’s truly
awe-inspiring — and mankind is killing it by inches. They’re exhausting this
planet’s natural resources at an obscene rate, poisoning its air and water,
carelessly erasing from existence flora and fauna necessary to their own
survival. In short, the human race is committing suicide. Do you understand how
pointless that is? How tragic?”


“We have boundless
potential,” the Foreman says. “Potential we’re constantly failing to live up
to.”


“Quite right. Every so
often people prove their worth in spectacular fashion, but it’s not often
enough. Imagine what the human race could have achieved by now if they hadn’t
wasted so much time mired in petty disputes over politics, religion, skin
color, sexuality, money, arbitrary and artificial borders between lands...it’s
a wonder you haven’t destroyed yourselves already, quite frankly. I’ve taken it
upon myself to pull humanity back from the abyss before it falls in and is lost
forever.”


“I see,” Jason says.
“I must say, Miss, uh, Sharona, your organization isn’t at all what I
expected.”


“What did you expect,
Mr. Xander? Out of curiosity.”


“Ah, well, I suppose
I expected yours to be, for want of a better term, a criminal enterprise. Your use
of super-villains led me to believe —”


“Yes, I understand
how you were led to that conclusion. You see, my plans involve some rather
Draconian measures — measures that some might find abhorrent, but are ultimately
in everyone’s best interests. Those who regard themselves as good and moral
people would oppose such harsh steps, never mind carry them out — but so-called
super-villains? Throw enough money at them and they’ll execute any order
they’re given, no matter how vile. They’re a regrettable necessity.”


“I understand
completely,” Jason says. “In order to make an omelet, one must break a few
eggs.”


“I prefer a different
adage: sometimes it’s necessary to cut off a finger to save the limb,” Sharona
says, her thin smile becoming somehow — the first word that comes to Jason’s
mind, inexplicably, is reptilian. “Do you know what that means, Mr.
Xander? It means that sometimes one must make small sacrifices to achieve a
greater benefit. For example, let’s consider those two operatives of yours,
Typhon and Echidna.”


“When they went
rogue, you could have easily let them go,” the Foreman says. “You’d recovered
their armor, they knew nothing of great value — there was no reason to pursue
them once they’d turned themselves in to the Protectorate.”


“And yet, you
indulged yourself in a pointless vendetta — and not only did you fail to
realize your revenge, you cost us…how many potential operatives?”


A weight settles in
the pit of Jason’s stomach.


“I asked you a
question, Mr. Xander,” Sharona says, her smile vanishing. “How many potential
operatives did you lose?”


“Four dead,” Jason
says. “Eleven in custody. Three unaccounted for.”


“Four dead. Eleven in
custody. Three unaccounted for.”


“Sharona. Miss. Ma’am,”
Jason stammers, “I will redeem myself, I promise you. I will do better next
time.”


“Next time?”
Sharona’s laugh is loud, sharp, and cold. “What in the world makes you think
there will be a next time? I didn’t share the secrets of my organization
because I’m bringing you into the fold, Mr. Xander — oh, no. I simply wanted
you to understand the extent of the damage you’ve done before you die.”


“Before I —?”


He doesn’t finish the
thought. The Foreman doesn’t give him the chance.


 


***


 


“Shame it had to come
to this,” The Foreman says, holstering his gun. “He had such promise.”


“Yes, well, that’s
the problem, isn’t it? People squandering their potential for selfish reasons,”
Sharona says — somewhat pensively, the Foreman thinks.


“Permission to speak
freely, ma’am?”


“Always.”


“The problem, as I
see it, is the Protectorate. Our recent...internal difficulties might
have remained so had it not been for their repeated involvement, and we haven’t
had these issues in any other region. If anyone poses a direct threat to this
operation, it’s them. They need to be taken out of the equation. I recommend moving
up Operation Clean Sweep.”


“No,” Sharona says
after a moment. “I want to withdraw from the New England region.”


“You want to —? Ma’am,
with all due respect, I would —”


Sharona silences him
with a gesture. “You’re correct; the Protectorate is a problem, but our
mistake has been engaging them on their terms. They’re very effective as long
as they have an enemy they can oppose with physical force, but what happens
when they’re faced with a challenge they can’t punch or blast?”


“Then,” the Foreman
says, catching on, “you’re not suggesting a total withdrawal of our
operatives.”


“No, only our shock
troops. We build those resources elsewhere and focus on strengthening our New
England presence in other areas. We apply pressure by other means, attack the Protectorate
in ways they’ll never see coming and have no way to defend against, and break
them down until we’re ready to begin Operation Clean Sweep.”


“Very good, ma’am.
When shall we begin?”


Sharona allows
herself a thin smile.


“No time like the
present,” she says.
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