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Chapter 1
 
   The bus nearly threw Emma Earl to the floor as it slammed on its brakes.  Only her finely-tuned reflexes from nearly six years as the Scarlet Knight kept her upright.  She braced herself against a pole for a moment and then made her way past a few passengers to the doors in the back.
 
   Once on the curb, she ran her hands over her turquoise suit to smooth out the wrinkles.  There wasn’t much she could do about the frayed fabric along the seams.  She might have retired the suit, but it was the best one left in her closet.  If she didn’t get this job, she might show up to her next interview in rags.
 
   She took out her compact to check her makeup and hair.  The makeup had survived the bus trip, but her hair needed smoothed down.  She did what she could with her hands; she would need to visit Sylvia at some point to get it cut.  
 
   Now that she looked as good as she could manage, Emma opened the front door.  She strode up to the front counter and forced herself to smile at a girl with acne and braces who was probably still in high school.  “Hello, I’d like to speak to the manager,” she said.
 
   “Hold on a second.”  The girl hurried away, which left Emma to stand alone at the counter.  She peered behind the counter to watch the employees work.  She tried to imagine herself among them.  It certainly was a long way from the Plaine Museum, but at this point she couldn’t be picky.
 
   The girl finally returned with a boy not much older than her.  The nametag on his blue shirt identified him as Cody.  Emma stuck out her hand for him to shake.  “Hello, Mr. Zale.”
 
   “Um, hi,” he said.  “We can do this over there.”
 
   She followed him to a corner, where they sat in a booth away from anyone else.  Cody opened a folder and looked through her application.  “You’re a doctor?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “I earned my doctorate six years ago from the University of California-Berkeley.  I graduated at the top of my class.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  So you cut people open and stuff?”
 
   “I’m a geologist.  I specialized in the study of meteors.”
 
   “Really?  So why do you want to work here?”
 
   “I’m looking for new challenges,” she said.  She hoped her voice didn’t waver too much for him to pick up on the lie.  In reality she needed a job—any job—after the director of the Plaine Museum had fired her nine months ago.
 
   “Challenges?” Cody said.  “A monkey could work at this place.  I mean, most of the people here are idiots.”
 
   “I promise I’ll work as hard as I can, Mr. Zale.”
 
   “Uh-huh—”
 
   Another boy, this one armed with a bucket and rag, paused from cleaning the tables to stop at theirs.  He stared at Emma for a moment and then the recognition kicked in.  “Oh, wow, it is you, isn’t it?”  The boy put down his rag to pull out a receipt.  “Could I get your autograph?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You are her, aren’t you?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” Emma said, albeit weakly.  This had happened on every one of her interviews so far.  If they didn’t recognize her from the start, it would occur to them at some point.
 
   Cody looked up at the interloper.  “Aren’t you supposed to be doing something?”
 
   “Dude, it’s the Heartbreaker Killer!”  He slapped Cody on the shoulder.  “She was all over TV for killing all those people.  She cut their hearts out.  It was sick!”
 
   Cody stared at Emma for a moment and then his eyes widened.  “Holy shit!  It is you.  I thought I’d seen you before.  Shouldn’t you be in jail or something?”
 
   “The police cleared me of all charges.”
 
   The boys snorted in unison.  “What was it like to cut out those hearts?  I mean, all that blood—”
 
   “I didn’t kill anyone!” Emma shouted.  Heads all over the restaurant turned in her direction.  Most of them would probably recognize her as well.  She took her purse off the table and stood up.  “I’m sorry to waste your time, Mr. Zale.”
 
   “Wait!” he reached for her arm.  Emma allowed herself a moment to hope this time things would go differently.  “What’d you do with all those hearts?”
 
   She shook his arm away and then stomped outside.  She marched to the bus stop to wait for the next bus.  As she waited, she covered her face with her purse so no one would see the Heartbreaker Killer cry.
 
   ***
 
   The day got worse when she arrived home to find her apartment door padlocked shut and a notice pasted up.  She took down the notice to study it.  “I’m being evicted?” she said to herself.
 
   “That’s right,” said a harsh female voice.  Emma spun around to see an old woman behind her with arms folded across her saggy chest.  “You’re three months behind in the rent.  I ain’t putting up with no deadbeats.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lang.  If you could just give me more time—”
 
   “I’ve given you enough time.”
 
   “Could I at least get some of my things?”
 
   “You want me to let you in there so you can barricade yourself inside?  Or maybe you’ll torch the whole place.  I seen your kind before.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “I heard that before too.  You can get your stuff back when you pay me what you owe.”
 
   “But I don’t have it!”
 
   “Then you can’t have your stuff.  Shouldn’t be that difficult for you to figure out, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “This isn’t fair!”
 
   “Life isn’t fair,” Mrs. Lang said, though Marlin had already told Emma this enough times that she should have believed it by now.  “You’d best get out of here before I call the cops.”
 
   “I’ll go.  I don’t want any trouble.”  Emma turned back to pad down the hallway and outside.  She turned the corner, into one of Rampart City’s many alleys.  She sat down on an overturned milk crate to think.
 
   She was homeless now.  It was hard to believe that in such a short time she could go from an assistant director with a six-figure salary to a vagrant.  She had lost everything now except the clothes on her back and contents of her purse.  Everything else was trapped in the apartment.  Emma thought of her collection of books and scientific journals, a collection she would never be able to replace.  Mrs. Lang would probably burn these out of spite since it was unlikely she could find a buyer for them.
 
   Of course Emma could get her things back.  It wouldn’t be difficult to summon the scarlet armor and then use the magic gloves to break the padlock.  She would have to wait until nightfall and then she could do it—
 
   Emma shook her head.  That would be a felony and make her unfit to be the Scarlet Knight.  She would have to find a way to get the money or maybe in a few days she could convince Mrs. Lang to let her in to get a few things.  For now she would have to wait.
 
   She heard a squeak above her.  Someone else might have screamed at the sight of a two-foot-long rat, but Emma knew the rat with the distinctive streak of silver along its back.  Because of the stripe reminiscent of a skunk she called him Pepe.  He had been a frequent visitor of the apartment in recent months; he popped up from her toilet to deliver messages from the Sewer Rat and to check up on her.
 
   Emma spoke to him in a series of squeaks and hisses, the rat language she had learned when she had stayed with the Sewer Rat.  “What are you doing here?” she asked Pepe.  He replied he had come up from the toilet to find the apartment abandoned and everything in boxes.  “No, I’m not moving away.  I’ve been evicted.”
 
   The rat didn’t understand the concept of eviction.  His home was his family’s nest and no one ever bothered to ask him for rent.  “It means I can’t live there anymore.  I’m not sure where I’m going to live now.  Maybe I’ll have to come down there with you and Jim.”  To live with the Sewer Rat—whose real name was Jim Rizzard—would be a last resort, but the way things were going it might come to that.
 
   Pepe asked about the boxes piled up in the apartment.  Emma had to admire how quickly Mrs. Lang had worked to pack up Emma’s things.  She must have planned it for some time.  “They’ll have to stay there.  I can’t go in to get them unless I pay her.”
 
   The rat hissed an unfavorable opinion of this before he scampered off the fire escape.  Emma thought Pepe had gone until he returned a few minutes later with a small box in his powerful jaws.  “You can’t do that.  It’s not right.”  The rat didn’t understand this concept either.  To a creature who lived in the sewers and rummaged through trash for food, the idea of ownership didn’t make sense.  “It’s her territory.  I can’t intrude on it,” she said.  She hoped Pepe would understand that.  He did, but not as Emma had hoped.  “You can’t intrude on it either.  It’s not right.”  Ethics were another sticking point.  “You just can’t.”
 
   Undeterred, the rat pushed the box off the fire escape.  Emma caught it before it fell.  She looked inside and saw her degrees from Northwestern and Berkeley as well as some of the scientific journals in which she had articles published.  She supposed she might as well keep these; they wouldn’t have any value to Mrs. Lang.  “Thank you, but don’t take anything else out of there.  Because I said so, that’s why.”
 
   The rat grumbled about this, but obeyed.  He hopped down the fire escape ladder to leap onto her shoulder.  Emma had long since learned not to squirm at this.  She patted Pepe’s head as if he were a cat  “I’ll be all right,” she told him.  “You and Jim don’t have to worry.”  The rat wasn’t convinced about this; he expressed his concern in a quiet burst of squeaks.  “It’s going to be fine.  I’ll have to find somewhere to stay for the night, that’s all.  I’ll come down to let you know in a couple of days.”  She patted the rat on the head again and then Pepe scampered off to return to the sewers.  Emma waited until he was gone before she sunk down on the crate to put her head in her hands. 
 
   ***
 
   It took three transfers before Emma could get on a bus to the historical district.  By the time she reached Becky’s door, the box Pepe had recovered for her had become dented and torn along one side.  Emma stuck a hand in her pocket and felt her last two quarters.  
 
   She had to wait a full two minutes after she knocked for the door to open.  “What are you doing here?” Becky asked, her voice more angry than concerned.  In the last nine months Becky had gained back the weight she had lost before her ruined wedding to Steve Scherr—and then some.  Her bulk filled the doorway to keep Emma out.
 
   “I need your help,” Emma said.  “I’ve been evicted and I don’t have anywhere else to go.  Could you let me stay here for a little while?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?  Don’t you have enough room?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good time for that.”
 
   “Becky, please, I don’t have anywhere to go.”
 
   “Why don’t you go sleep in the Sanctuary?”
 
   “There isn’t a bed down there,” Emma said.  At one point she had a cot down there, but after the evil Black Dragoon—who had used Becky’s body—blew up the Sanctuary, the cot and everything else had been destroyed and she didn’t have the money to replace it.
 
   “Then go back to the sewer with your boyfriend.”
 
   “Jim’s not my boyfriend.  We’re just friends.”
 
   “Whatever.  I’m sure he’s got a bed for you.  Him and his friends.”
 
   “Becky, please.  You’re my best friend.  I need your help.”
 
   Becky considered this for a minute.  Emma thought she might give in or at least allow Emma to stay for one night until she could figure something out.  Instead, Becky took a step forward; her big stomach pushed Emma back.  “This is the house Steve and I bought.  It was supposed to be where we’d raise our family.  I’m not going to let you live in it.”
 
   “Please, Becky—”
 
   Becky pushed Emma back another step.  “I want you out of here right now or I’m going to call the cops.”
 
   “The police?  But you’re my friend.  I need you.”
 
   “You were my friend.”  With that Becky stormed back into the house; she slammed the door behind her.  Emma stood there for a moment in shock.  Then she finally let out the tears she’d held back.  She staggered off into the night—alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   With no money and night about to fall, Emma saw little choice but to walk down the street, to an older part of the historical district.  She wasn’t surprised to find the door already ajar for her.  “Well it’s about time you got here, dear,” said an old woman’s voice.  But the woman to whom this voice belonged did not look old; if anything she looked younger than Emma, her hair as golden as the Scarlet Knight’s cape and skin as smooth as a newborn’s.  “I thought you’d take all night.”
 
   “I’ve been evicted,” Emma said, though she knew Ms. Chiostro already knew this.  “I thought maybe you’d let me stay here until I can find somewhere else.”
 
   The witch put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “Of course, dear.  We have plenty of room.  You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s no trouble at all.  In fact it will be nice to have another young person in the house.  Sylvia is such an old grump.”
 
   “Well—” Emma let her voice trail off.  It was still difficult for her to accept Ms. Chiostro’s transformation nine months ago.  To that point the witch had looked to everyone like a woman in her sixties, though she was in actuality over five hundred years old.  A near-death experience had prompted her to embrace life more fully to the point she’d made herself into a woman in her young twenties.
 
   There were still some mannerisms and attitudes Ms. Chiostro couldn’t erase.  She patted Emma’s arm and said, “Why don’t you make yourself more comfortable, dear?  You’re not going to work tonight, are you?”
 
   “I should.  There’s a lot to do.”
 
   “Nonsense!  After the day you’ve had, you need a rest.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “You just follow me.  I’ve already made up a room for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma followed the witch upstairs to a guest bedroom.  From the lack of dust, Emma assumed Ms. Chiostro had cleaned it recently.  Emma took a step back in shock at the boxes piled up in the corner.  “Those are mine?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  We couldn’t have you running around naked.”
 
   “But that’s not right.  Mrs. Lang—”
 
   “Oh, please, what is that old biddy going to do with your clothes and books?”  This carefree use of magic was another part of the change from Ms. Chiostro’s near-death experience.  In the past she had frequently lectured Emma not to rely too much on magic.  As if she’d read Emma’s mind, the witch wagged a finger at her.  “There’s nothing wrong with using magic to right an injustice.”
 
   “She’s only doing her job.”
 
   “It’s terrible what’s happened to you after all you’ve done for them.  How many lives have you saved?  And now they’ve made you a pariah.”
 
   “It’ll blow over in time.”  Emma had told herself this for the last nine months and still things hadn’t blown over.  She had started to wonder if perhaps it was time for her to leave Rampart City and start over.  But she couldn’t leave things as they were with Don Vendetta and her criminal syndicate still entrenched and Becky still angry with her.  
 
   “Until they do, you can stay with us.  And if you play your cards right, Sylvia might have a job for you.”
 
   “Thank you so much for this.”  Emma couldn’t stop herself from breaking into sobs.  “I didn’t know what else to do.  Becky—” She couldn’t finish this thought; the words stuck in her throat.  Ms. Chiostro took Emma’s head to lean against her shoulder and patted her head like Emma was a small child.
 
   “I know, dear.  You have to give Rebecca time.  It takes a long time to recover from losing someone you love.  You know that.”
 
   Emma thought of her parents, who had been taken from her eighteen years earlier in as violent a manner as Steve Scherr had been taken from Becky.  She hoped it, like everything else, would only be a matter of time, but that didn’t make this any easier.  “I know.”
 
   “Now, you change and then get some sleep.  In the morning everything will look better.”  Ms. Chiostro gave Emma one last pat on the arm before she left her alone to change.
 
   ***
 
   It took a few moments the next morning for the events of the previous day to come back to her.  She at first didn’t recognize the bedroom with its floral wallpaper and antique oak fixtures.  Then she remembered that she had been evicted from her apartment and that Ms. Chiostro had taken her in when Becky flatly refused her.
 
   It didn’t come as a surprise when Ms. Chiostro opened the door to bring in a tray loaded with a cup of tea and plate of pastries.  “Good morning, dear,” Ms. Chiostro said.  “Are you feeling any better?”
 
   “A little.”  She closed her eyes a moment before Ms. Chiostro opened the curtains to let in sunlight.  With a start Emma looked over at the clock to realize it was already noon.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had slept so long without it being the result of a concussion.  “I overslept,” she said before she remembered she didn’t have anywhere to go.
 
   “Take it easy, dear.  You deserve a little nap after what’s happened.”
 
   Emma took a sip of tea and then bit into a pastry.  After three months of tap water and ramen noodles, both tasted like ambrosia.  “Thank you.  I promise I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I can.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  There’s plenty of room in this drafty old house.”  While Emma ate her breakfast—or brunch really—Ms. Chiostro rummaged through the boxes magically taken from Emma’s apartment.  She held up a lavender blouse to her body.  “I don’t suppose you’d let me borrow this?”
 
   “It’s no problem.  You can borrow whatever you want.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro’s voice turned shy as she said, “I thought maybe the two of us could go out tonight.  There’s a new club I’ve been dying to visit over in the Trenches.  I’d pay for everything, of course.”
 
   “I couldn’t let you do that.”
 
   “Please, it’s nothing.  It’d be good to have a wingman for a change.  Sylvia never wants to go anywhere besides the shooting range.”
 
   “I might have other things to do.”
 
   “We won’t be there all night—or at least I hope not.”  The way Ms. Chiostro winked prompted Emma to shiver.  She wondered if any of the men who came home with the witch had any idea who they were involved with.
 
   “I suppose, at least for a little while.”
 
   “Great.”  Ms. Chiostro reached into another of the boxes to take out a black skirt.  “I think I’ll go make some alterations to these for tonight.  When you’re done with breakfast, go down to the basement to see Sylvia.”
 
   “Right.”  After Emma finished her cup of tea and pastries, the tray disappeared with a puff of smoke for dramatic effect.  She went down the stairs to the basement, which Sylvia had converted into a combination hair salon and bunker.
 
   Like her sister, Sylvia had suffered a near-death experience thanks to Isis.  In her case she had lost a hand to the goddess’s toxins.  In its place she wore a metal claw, which at the moment held a comb that she ran through an older woman’s hair.  Sylvia didn’t look up as she said, “I thought you might sleep all day.  If you’re looking for something to do, you can start by sweeping up the hair.  Make sure you get all of it and then put it in the incinerator.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Emma found a broom against a stack of grenade crates.  While Emma swept the hair into a pile, Sylvia and her customer discussed the latest in portable missile systems.  Emma had nothing to contribute on this topic, as she didn’t use any weapons besides the Sword of Justice.
 
   Once she cut the old woman’s hair, Sylvia and her customer got down to their real business.  “I can give you three hundred units at ten thousand apiece.  That’s practically giving them away,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Three million dollars?  I can’t afford that.”
 
   “Then you can always fight with rocks and sticks.  Those are pretty cheap.”
 
   The old woman considered this for a moment.  “Very well.  I’ll have the money for you tonight.  You had better have the product.”
 
   “I’ve never broken my word yet.”  Sylvia spun the barber’s chair around and held up a mirror with her claw.  “I think that length is good for you.  Just don’t go getting your head blown off.”
 
   “I’ll try.  Thank you.”
 
   Once the old woman had gone back up the steps, Sylvia turned to Emma.  “She’s with a group in one of those countries that used to be part of the Soviet Union.  They’ve been taking some heat from mercenaries fronted by some big shot over there.  Something about mineral rights.  Sounds like a worthy cause to me.”
 
   Sylvia’s rule when she sold weapons was that she never sold to those who used the weapons for an unjust cause.  Anyone who tried to use her weapons in such a manner would find they wouldn’t work.  “You missed a spot over there.”  The old witch gestured with her claw at a bit of gray hair on the floor.  Since a witch could use hair to work powerful spells, Sylvia was always careful to destroy any left behind in the basement.
 
   Emma swept the hair and then dumped it into the incinerator where it could cause no future problems.  With a sigh she leaned against the broom.  “Agnes said I had a job for you.  This isn’t it.  Or at least not all of it.  You already know about the deal going down tonight.  I thought you might help with security.  I’ll give you a thousand bucks.  All you’ll probably have to do is stand around.”
 
   “I don’t think I could use the armor for profit like that.”
 
   “You don’t have to wear the armor, unless things go to shit on us.”
 
   Emma considered the offer.  A thousand dollars for almost nothing was too good to pass up.  “What time is this?  I promised your sister I’d go out with her tonight.”
 
   “Nine o’clock, down at the docks.  It shouldn’t take long.  Then you and Agnes can go whore yourselves around.  Or at least she will.  You’ve got better sense than that.”
 
   “Thanks.  I think,” Emma said.
 
   “In the meantime you can give me a hand loading up the truck.”  Sylvia chuckled to herself at this pun.  Emma had a bad feeling it was going to be a long night.
 
   ***
 
   The docks in Rampart City were a center of commercial trading—and a center for crime.  Often the two intermingled with guns that came and went in exchange for cash.  Emma had often visited the docks in the Scarlet Knight’s armor to break up major drug or weapons deals.  Nine months ago she had even helped apprehend Don Vendetta at a nearby warehouse.
 
   She tried not to think about this and the illegality of what she and Sylvia were about to do.  She knew Sylvia only sold her weapons for noble causes, but it was still against the law.  This was in part why Emma did not have the scarlet armor on as she stood next to a pile of used pallets.  The other reason was that the armor might scare the potential buyers away before the exchange could be made.
 
   Sylvia had offered Emma the use of any weapons in the bunker, which included her cache of magic weapons.  She opted for a short sword that Sylvia claimed had once belonged to Perseus in ancient times.  The sword didn’t have the same feel as the Sword of Justice, nor could it cut through everything, but it would be better than to drag around the club of Herakles.
 
   “It’s not them double-crossing us that you have to worry about,” Sylvia said.  “The bigger problem is if any of the don’s thugs find out about what’s going down.  They’ll want their piece of the action.”
 
   Emma searched the sky for any helicopters or airplanes that might work as the don’s spotters but didn’t see anything.  She swept the goggles around the green-tinged docks, but still didn’t see anything.
 
   From the harbor came a foghorn.  It blew four times—two long and two short bursts.  This was the signal that Sylvia’s buyers were on their way.  Emma checked her watch to see they were right on time.  With any luck the exchange would go quickly and then she could meet Ms. Chiostro over at the club.
 
   “Having fun moonlighting?” a voice hissed in her ear.  Emma didn’t turn around; she knew her goggles wouldn’t be able to see the ghost next to her.
 
   “Don’t start with me,” she whispered back.
 
   “Maybe after this you can apply as an enforcer with Don Vendetta.”
 
   “Leave me alone.  We’re almost finished here.”
 
   “I hope she’s at least paying you well.”
 
   “I am,” Sylvia said.  “Now get lost before I cast you out.”  To back up this threat, Sylvia used her good hand to pull out a knotted string from a pocket.  Though it looked like an ordinary piece of string, with the right words it could become a powerful talisman.
 
   “I’m just reminding her of her responsibilities.”  
 
   “She knows her responsibilities.  Leave the poor girl alone.”
 
   Marlin grumbled something under his breath; the words became softer until Emma couldn’t hear anything.  “Is he gone?”
 
   “For now.  He’ll probably come back to shove his nose where it isn’t welcome.”
 
   That was one of the ghost’s exceptional gifts along with nagging Emma should she ever shirk her duties even a little.  In this case he had a point that to protect Sylvia’s weapons wasn’t much different than to work for Don Vendetta.
 
   “Don’t let him bother you.  We’re doing a good thing.  And you’re making some money so you won’t have to live on the street.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Emma said with a sigh.  
 
   The foghorn blew its signal again and now Emma could see a light approach.  Within a few minutes, a small boat appeared out of the gloom.  From the nets and other accoutrements, Emma surmised it was a fishing boat pressed into service to carry the weapons.  No doubt a larger ship waited out at sea.  The fishing boat would at least be far less conspicuous than a freighter.
 
   She tightened her grip on the sword when she saw a machine gun mounted on the bow manned by two people.  Clearly the buyers didn’t want to take any chances that Don Vendetta or anyone else would interfere with their business.  What if they decided to use that machine gun to kill her and Sylvia and simply take the weapons?  The sword suddenly felt far less useful.
 
   “Don’t worry, these are good people.  They aren’t going to screw us.”
 
   “I hope not.”  She looked around the area again in case anyone tried to sneak up on them.  From what she could tell, no one else was around.  Too bad Marlin had gone off to sulk or he might have been able to help look for intruders.
 
   The fishing boat came closer; the woman Emma had seen at the salon earlier joined the men at the bow.  She hopped onto the docks before the boat’s engine came to a stop.  After she tossed a rope to the men at the bow, the woman approached Sylvia.  Her eyes settled on Emma.  “Did you bring anyone else?”
 
   “No.  Emma is my assistant.  She’s just here to help make sure it goes smoothly.  Did you bring anyone other than those two boys?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  Now, since we both have better things to do than stand around out here, let’s get this over with.  You have the money?”
 
   “It’s on the boat.  One of my sons will bring it.  You have the weapons?”
 
   Sylvia jerked her thumb to the U-Haul truck behind her.  “They’re in there.  You want to inspect them?”  The woman nodded.  “Emma, why don’t you escort her?”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma let the woman go first and kept the sword at the ready.  She couldn’t see any bulges that might be a weapon, but that didn’t mean the woman didn’t have something hidden on her person.  She probably should have patted the woman down, but it was too late now.
 
   Emma unlocked the back of the U-Haul and raised the tailgate to reveal crates of weapons stacked up.  The woman climbed up into the back of the truck to open one crate at random.  Emma watched her closely for any sudden movements.  The weapons were unloaded and the ammunition in separate crates, but that didn’t mean the woman couldn’t use one of the rifles or rocket launchers as a club.
 
   As the woman opened another crate, Emma heard a familiar squeak.  She turned to see Pepe skitter towards her.  “Not now,” Emma hissed at the rat.  “I’m busy.”  She spun back around to find the woman pointed an assault rifle at her.
 
   Emma’s heart pounded in her chest loud enough to blot out any other sounds.  Had the woman managed to load the weapon in the moment Pepe had distracted Emma?  Emma closed her eyes as the woman pulled the trigger.  The weapon clicked harmlessly.  “Yes, this will be satisfactory,” the woman said.  She put the weapon back.  Emma breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “I’ll drive them up the dock for you,” Emma said.  She tried to keep the agitation out of her voice.  
 
   “Yes, thank you.”  The woman hopped down from the truck and then began to saunter back towards her boat.
 
   Emma glared down at the sewer rat.  “You could have gotten me killed.”
 
   The rat squeaked an apology and then told her why he had come to find her.  From some of his brothers, Pepe had heard about trouble at the Rampart City Zoo.  He couldn’t be more specific except to say that someone was harassing the animals inside.
 
   She looked back towards Sylvia and the boat and then down at Pepe.  The rat gave her the equivalent of puppy dog eyes.  “All right, I’ll get over there to check it out.  Let me just drive these over first.” 
 
   Emma slammed the tailgate shut and then climbed into the driver’s seat.  The U-Haul’s engine coughed to life.  It didn’t take long for it to chug up to the dock, where Sylvia and her buyer waited.  Emma left the sword on the seat as she hopped down.  “Can you finish this without me?” she asked.  “Pepe says there’s something going on at the zoo.”
 
   “We should be fine here.  You want a ride?”
 
   “If you could that would be great.”
 
   “No problem.  Just stand back.”  Emma took a few steps from the truck and then hissed at Pepe to climb onto her shoulder.  She closed her eyes as the witch took hold of her arm.  Even with her eyes shut, Emma could sense the flash of light as she disappeared from the docks.
 
   “Here we are,” Sylvia said.
 
   Emma opened her eyes to see they were in the cafeteria of the zoo, which at the moment was dark and empty.  “I can take it from here,” she said.
 
   “Sure. I’ll see you back at the house later.”
 
   Sylvia disappeared with another flash of light.  Emma regretted her last words when her vision cleared and she found herself surrounded by lions.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Four lions—three female and one male—encircled her.  She thought they might be stuffed until one of the females nudged her with its warm muzzle to knock Emma to the floor.  The lions pressed closer to decide if she was food or not.
 
   There was no way for her to summon the red armor and put it on, not before the lions could tear her apart.  And yet there was no way she could fight four big cats without the armor.  Maybe they would decide to pass her by and look for something else to eat.
 
   That something else ran across Emma’s chest.  Pepe leaped from Emma’s chest onto the floor, directly in front of the male lion.  The lion took a swipe at the rat, but Pepe had already shot between his legs to skitter away.  The lion roared with rage and turned away from Emma, as did the other three females.
 
   This gave Emma the opportunity she needed to hop over the counter, into the kitchen.  She threw open the freezer and shut the heavy door behind her.  That should be enough to keep out the lions or any other predators long enough for her to change.  “Mekka lekka weep ninnebaum,” she said.  With a flash the red case of armor appeared next to a carton of shredded lettuce.  Emma changed as quickly as possible into the armor; she wondered how long Pepe could keep the lions at bay.
 
   Once she lowered the helmet over her head, she went back over to the door.  Before she opened it, she tried to think of how she could incapacitate the lions.  She scanned the racks of food until she found what she needed.  She hefted a box onto her shoulder and then went back into the kitchen.
 
   The lions huddled in one corner, where they hissed and snarled at a garbage can.  The can’s opening was too small for the lions to fit their paws inside to fish Pepe out and its metal sides strong enough to resist their claws as well.  “Good boy,” she said to herself.  
 
   She opened the box and found stacks of frozen hamburger patties.  She took a handful of these to jam into the kitchen’s microwave.  A steak would work better, but that wasn’t on the menu at the cafeteria.  The smell of the meat thawing prompted the lions to turn in her direction, but not enough to prompt them to come her way, not when they had a fresh rat dinner so close.
 
   “Hang on,” she called to Pepe in ratspeak.  A few seconds later the microwave beeped to indicate the patties had unthawed.  They were still raw, but soft enough to at least approximate real meat.  Emma reached into the microwave to grab one of these and then hurled it towards the lions and the trapped rat.
 
   One of the female lions sniffed at the meat as it had done to Emma earlier to decide if the patty was edible.  The lion gulped down the hamburger patty in one bite and then began to look for more.  Emma tossed another patty that landed a few feet away from the trashcan.  The lion padded after it, followed by her companions.  They growled at each other; the male one finally snagged the patty.
 
   From there it was easy enough for Emma to lure the lions into the kitchen.  Once they had gotten behind the counter, she opened the door to the freezer.  She tossed a half-dozen thawed patties in the back of the freezer.  The lions followed after them; they didn’t pay any attention to Emma until she slammed the door behind them.  She waited for a moment to listen to the lions claw at the door ineffectually before she went over to the garbage can.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked.  Pepe crawled out; he looked none the worse for wear.  “You’d better get back to the sewers.  I’ll handle things here.”
 
   The rat didn’t need to be told twice; Pepe streaked across the floor towards the bathroom.  Emma hoped nothing had decided to take up residence in there.  She didn’t have time to check as she could already hear a ruckus outside.
 
   It soon became clear that someone had opened the doors to the habitats.  She examined the door to the lion’s habitat; whoever was responsible hadn’t tried to be subtle about it.  The locks had been smashed, pieces of them on the ground.  The strange thing about this was the locks were made of solid steel.  To break them like this meant the perpetrator was exceptionally strong.
 
   She had only to follow the roars and bleats of the animals to catch up to the perpetrator.  She stopped in front of the primate house, where she saw a dark figure hunched in front of the door.  “Stop right there,” Emma said.
 
   The figure turned around and rose up to a height of nearly seven feet.  He wore a black trench coat and fedora that put her in mind of the old Shadow character.  From what Emma could see, the man didn’t carry a weapon.  “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “Koschei,” he said in a voice that sounded as if it came from a synthesizer.  
 
   “Put up your hands, Mr. Koschei.  I’m afraid I have to turn you over—” Before Emma knew it, the man lunged at her.  She tried to step aside but was a second too late.  A gloved fist caught the side of her head and threw her back at least fifty feet.  She lay dazed on the ground to watch as Koschei used his fist to bash open the locks to the primate house.
 
   Emma followed him inside.
 
   ***
 
   The screech of the primates prevented Emma from hearing anything else inside.  She scanned the primate house for Koschei with the helmet’s visor.  Something soft splattered against her helmet; from the smell she knew what it was.  “Thanks a lot,” she grumbled.
 
   “Serves you right for coming after visitor’s hours,” Marlin said.  He hovered next to a tree used by the zoo’s chimpanzees.  
 
   “Someone is releasing the animals.  I have to stop him.  Do you want to help or not?”
 
   The ghost paused as if to consider this.  “I suppose I’ll have to help, though it would be much more fun to watch them throw feces at you.”
 
   “He’s a big man wearing all black.  He’s probably still in here.”
 
   “I’ll go check.”
 
   Emma didn’t wait for the ghost; she made her way along the path that led through the primate house.  She could see Koschei had shattered more locks.  Most of the primates hadn’t grasped the concept of their freedom yet and remained in their habitats.  A baboon lunged out of its cage; a claw raked harmlessly across her chest.  She gave it a light push to send it back into its habitat.  The baboon bared its teeth for a moment before it slunk away.
 
   “He’s at the other end of the building,” Marlin says.  “You’ll have to hurry to catch him.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma broke into a run, but she didn’t get far before she found herself flying backwards.  She thought at first Koschei had ambushed her, at least until she saw the silverback gorilla knuckle out of its habitat.  Like the baboon, the gorilla bared its teeth and roared; it pounded its chest to prove its superiority.  
 
   “Easy,” Emma said.  She wished she knew how to speak to gorillas.  She slowly rolled onto her left side.  The gorilla glared at her but made no attempt to stop her.  Then she rolled across the floor; the golden cape wrapped around her as she did so.  The gorilla shrieked with rage as she disappeared.  It continued to roar as she appeared behind it; she wrapped one arm around its thick neck.  
 
   The armor protected her as the gorilla banged her repeatedly into walls of the habitats and while she continued to apply pressure around its neck.  Somehow she managed to hold on for thirty seconds, until the gorilla’s body finally went slack from the sleeper hold.  She rolled the primate back into its habitat; her head still spun as she did so.  
 
   There wasn’t any time to rest as she could hear a door bang open.  She reached the opposite door of the primate house in time to see the front gates yawn open.  To her horror, a pair of elephants stomped through the opening.  Emma didn’t have any choice but to go after them.
 
   ***
 
   One of the obnoxious duties of a police captain was to make public appearances.  As a sergeant and then a lieutenant, Lottie Donovan had rarely had to shake hands and wave to the public.  Since she’d been promoted to captain nine months earlier, she found she spent a lot more of her time these days involved with the politics of the job.
 
   It wasn’t all bad.  Besides the substantial pay increase and added insurance benefits, she also got a front row seat for the Founder’s Day fireworks tonight.  Still, she couldn’t help but think there were a lot of better things she could do at the moment, real-life fireworks around the city that she could stop.
 
   Lieutenant Cielo, her aide, leaned over in his chair to whisper, “A lot of crackpots on the phones tonight.  We’ve got at least ten calls about animals running through the streets.”
 
   “Animals?”
 
   “Yeah.  Big ones:  elephants, rhinos, hippos, and such.  It’s crazy.”
 
   “Has anyone checked with the zoo?”
 
   “We’ve got a black-and-white heading over there.  You don’t think it’s a prank?”
 
   “Maybe one or two calls, but ten?  It’s either mass hysteria or something’s up.”
 
   “Should we head back to the office?”
 
   Captain Donovan looked around at the dignitaries on the stage with her.  The last thing she wanted was to set off a panic.  “We’ll stay put for now, but keep on it.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Captain Donovan flinched at this, still unused to people addressing her as a superior officer.  She wondered again why she had accepted the promotion.  But then it was either her or some corrupt idiot like Captain Kramer had been before he received his just reward.  At least with the promotion she had more authority to put heat on Don Vendetta and the rest of Rampart City’s criminal underground.  Not that it had done much good so far.
 
   The mayor finished a dull speech on the city’s bright future and motioned for a ten-year-old girl to be brought forward.  She was a fourth grader at Madison Elementary who had won some kind of essay contest about Rampart City’s future.  The girl looked scared to death as she read her essay, her cheeks flushed red and eyes focused on the paper.  “In the future everyone will be happy,” the girl said just as the ground began to rumble.
 
   At first Captain Donovan thought someone must have lit off the fireworks too early.  But there were no colored explosions in the sky.  She leaned towards Cielo to ask him about it when the crowd began to part and people began to scream.  
 
   A moment later Captain Donovan saw the elephants.  Two of them charged through the crowd gathered in Executive Plaza to watch the fireworks.  Captain Donovan squinted at them; her mouth went slack when she saw a red-and-gold figure atop one of the elephants.  “What the fuck is she doing?” the captain asked herself.
 
   Beside her, Cielo said, “What do we do?”
 
   “Get these people out of here and call animal control.”  Captain Donovan bolted from her seat to snatch the little girl who had gamely continued to read her essay.
 
   “Is that an elephant?” the girl asked.
 
   “Yes, it is,” the police captain said, not sure what else she could say.  “Where’s your mommy and daddy, sweetheart?”
 
   The girl opened her mouth to answer but only a scream came out.  Captain Donovan saw the elephants weren’t alone.  A mix of other African creatures came after them:  giraffes, gazelles, rhinos, and hippos.  The animals stampeded through the crowd; people screamed as they tried desperately to get out of the way in time.
 
   The stage definitely wouldn’t deter the animals much.  The mayor’s security team was already hustling him away towards Robinson Tower, where he would be safe from the rampage.  Captain Donovan decided to follow suit; she carried the little girl over her shoulder.  The girl shouted for her parents and pounded the captain’s back to get her to let her go.
 
   “We have to get you to safety.  Your parents can take care of themselves.”
 
   Captain Donovan had neared the front doors for Robinson Tower when she saw something lunge towards her out of the corner of her eye.  Reflexively she spun around to protect the girl as the creature collided with her.  Teeth sank into her left arm, which prompted her to scream.  The little girl’s scream echoed this though the creature hadn’t bit her.
 
   A shot rang out and something heavy fell against the captain’s body.  She turned her head to see a vaguely dog-like head with rows of sharp yellow teeth.  The weight fell away as Cielo pushed the body off of her.  “What was that?” she asked.
 
   “A hyena, I think.  Oh shit.  We’d better get you to the medics.”
 
   “In a minute.”  Captain Donovan rose to her feet; she still carried the little girl despite the pain in her left arm.  The doors to Robinson Tower opened to allow her inside.  She collapsed to her knees just as she reached the security desk.
 
   ***
 
   It was one in the morning before Emma gave up trying to find the rest of the animals—and this Koschei character.  She had eventually herded the elephants back into the zoo, where zoo personnel were ready with tranquilizers.  The rhinos and hippos proved even more difficult; the former nearly gored her and the latter nearly stomped her.  As she stripped off the armor at Ms. Chiostro’s house, she could already see bruises.
 
   Ms. Chiostro waited for Emma in front of a new nightclub called the Blue Angel, where she put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine.  Did I ruin your evening?”
 
   “We still have plenty of time.  Come on.”  The bouncer didn’t give them any trouble as they went inside.  The loud techno music was enough to give Emma a headache, but she didn’t say anything.  
 
   At the bar, Emma ordered a whiskey.  She rarely drank more than the occasional glass of wine, but this had certainly been the kind of day to warrant something stronger.  She gulped it down in one shot before she signaled for another.
 
   Ms. Chiostro patted her on the back.  “Are you feeling all right?  We can go home.”
 
   “I don’t have a home,” Emma said.
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’m sorry.  I meant we could go back to my house if you’d like.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.”  She drained the second glass of whiskey as quickly as the first.
 
   “How about we dance and get our minds off of all this?”  Emma didn’t have much choice; Ms. Chiostro had already pulled her off the stool to the dance floor.  Despite her exceptionally good reflexes, Emma didn’t have the rhythm for dancing, but from the look of it, neither did Ms. Chiostro.  They imitated the people around them as best they could, though Emma was certain they must look like idiots.
 
   It wasn’t bad enough to keep two young men from deliberately bumping into them.  “Hi,” one of the men said to Ms. Chiostro.  “You guys looked a little lonely.”
 
   “Oh, we were,” Ms. Chiostro said.  Her voice took on a higher pitch to sound younger.  “My name is Agnes.  This is Emma.”
 
   “I’m Brad.  And this is Brett.”  From their beefy forearms, Emma wondered if they worked for Don Vendetta.  If not her, they might work for another gang in the city.  Or they might just be athletes.
 
   The latter turned out to be the case.  As they clumsily danced to another song that sounded very similar to the first, Brett told her he was a heavyweight on the Rampart City State wrestling team.  “That’s nice,” Emma said.  She tried to sound impressed.  The wrestler went on to quote his statistics while Emma pretended to listen.  She turned her head to see Ms. Chiostro already had her hands on Brad’s rear.
 
   “Would you mind if we go back to the bar?” Emma asked.
 
   “Whatever you want, babe.”    
 
   At the bar, Brett suggested they get a bottle of tequila.  Emma could already sense he wanted to get her drunk; she didn’t want to think what might happen then.  They clinked their glasses together and then took their shots of tequila at the same time.  Emma slapped the bar as the liquor burned down her throat.
 
   “Oh yeah!” Brett shouted.  “Let’s do it again.”
 
   “OK, but first I need to use the little girl’s room.”  Before Brett could protest, she patted his arm.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   She didn’t like to lie, but it seemed the only way out of the situation short of demonstrating a few new holds to the wrestler.  She found an unoccupied stall and then sank down on the seat.   She buried her face in her hands.  
 
   She looked up when Ms. Chiostro poked her.  “Come on, dear, it’s four o’clock.”
 
   “I was asleep for two hours?  What about Brett?”
 
   “I think he found someone else to play with.  So did that skunk Brad.  Let’s go.”  With a flash of light, they appeared in the guest bedroom—thankfully without any lions nearby.  With a relieved sigh, she collapsed onto the bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   It took Emma a moment to locate the clock the next morning.  When she saw the pile of her things in the corner of the room, she remembered this was not her apartment.  She had been evicted from her apartment and come to stay with Ms. Chiostro until she could get back on her feet—whenever that might be.  Memories of the prior night came back to her slowly:  the deal on the docks, the escape from lions in the zoo cafeteria, the battle with a gorilla in the primate house, and the attempt to herd elephants and other huge animals back to the zoo before they killed anyone.  Then of course there was the club with Ms. Chiostro and her new friends Brad and Brett.  
 
   With a groan Emma rolled onto her back to stare up at the ceiling.  It sounded like a good idea to stay in bed all day.  Maybe she could put herself into a coma for six months or so, after which things might start to look better.
 
   As happened whenever she thought this way, she reminded herself of the things she had to do—in particular that the Scarlet Knight had to do.  She couldn’t waste any more time asleep; people needed her.  With another groan, she rolled out of the bed.
 
   Downstairs, she found Ms. Chiostro in the kitchen.  Her witch’s intuition had already told her to make Emma a sandwich and pour a cup of tea for her.  “I thought you might sleep all day,” Ms. Chiostro said.  She sounded perfectly chipper, as if she hadn’t been out most of the night.  
 
   “I considered it.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro reached into her pocket to produce a green stone vial.  “I fetched a hair of the dog potion if you’re feeling a bit hungover this morning.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.
 
   “Now, dear, there’s no need to be depressed.  Things will start looking up soon.”
 
   “I suppose they can’t get much worse,” she said and then regretted those words almost instantly when the noon news came on.
 
   The top story was of course the escaped zoo animals that had trampled through Executive Plaza.  And there on the lead elephant was Emma as she clung desperately to the animal to steer it away from the people.  She put both hands to her face; she already knew how this would play out.
 
   It didn’t come as any surprise when the anchorwoman said, “Last night a herd of elephants led by the vigilante known as the Scarlet Knight ran amok through Executive Plaza.  Early reports indicate no fatalities but at least two-dozen were injured from the stampede, including Captain Charlotte Donovan of the RCPD.  The department has yet to release a statement on the incident.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro patted Emma on the shoulder.  “It’s not so bad.  At least no one was killed.”
 
   “I suppose, but everyone’s going to think I did it.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll understand.”  
 
   Almost instantly she would regret those words as a reporter came on the screen in front of police headquarters.  Behind him was a crowd of people who carried signs with clever slogans like, “End the Knight.”  Someone had gone so far as to create an effigy of her with a mannequin and the Halloween costume for another superhero.
 
   As if this wasn’t bad enough, the reporter said, “We’re here with one of the organizers of this protest, Dr. Dan Dreyfus.”  
 
   Emma stared wide-eyed at the screen as Dan said, “It’s time the police stop tacitly endorsing this criminal and put her in prison where she belongs.”  Before the reporter could say anything else, Dan pried the microphone away.  “There were women and children in that plaza who could have been killed by her sick prank.  We have to stop her now before it’s too late.”
 
   The reporter took the microphone back, but Dan had already turned to the crowd to lead them in a chant of, “Ban the Knight!”
 
   Ms. Chiostro mercifully punched the button to turn off the TV.  “I’m sure they’ll calm down eventually.”
 
   Emma shook her head.  She knew Dan wouldn’t stop until he had put an end to the Scarlet Knight.  He thought she was responsible for the death of his wife Isis nine months earlier.  In a way that was true, although Isis wasn’t really dead; a part of her lived on as an infant in the custody of Ms. Chiostro’s coven.  There was no way she could tell Dan that or that his wife had been possessed by an evil spirit.
 
   “Finish your lunch, dear, and then I think Sylvia has some more work for you downstairs.”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma bit into her sandwich; the peanut butter and jelly tasted sour in her mouth.  Work would be just the thing she needed right now to take her mind off what she had just seen, not that she could ever forget it.
 
   ***
 
   It promised to be a long day in the office.  So far Becky had taken two-dozen calls from angry residents over the stampede that had ruined the fireworks.  She did her best to calm these people and assure them the city council would hold an emergency session to deal with the issue.  No such session was officially scheduled yet, but Becky needed something to tell these irate people.
 
   When she got a minute, she knocked on the door to her boss’s office.  Councilwoman Napier called for her to come inside; she didn’t even look up from her work as she said, “I take it we’re getting a lot of flak about the fireworks last night?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  I’ve promised them you’ll call for an emergency session of the council.”
 
   Napier, recently named the council president, finally looked up from her work.  “And why would I do that, Rebecca?”
 
   Whenever Napier’s voice took on that icy tone, Becky was always transported back to the third grade when she’d stood in front of the principal’s desk.  She cleared her throat before she said, “To make a token gesture to reassure people.  Add money to security for next year’s fireworks or something like that.”
 
   “Can we afford to add extra security to the fireworks?”
 
   Becky had already anticipated this question; she’d run some figures past the treasurer’s office.  “I think we can make it work.”
 
   “All right, let’s do it then.  See if you can get a quorum together for this afternoon.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Becky knew this was a dismissal; she backed out of the office only to bump into a familiar face.
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Scherr,” Dan Dreyfus said.  “Do you have a minute?”
 
   “I actually have to make a few phone calls.”
 
   “It’ll only take a minute.”
 
   “All right.”  She motioned Dan into her office and then closed the door behind him.  “Can I get you a drink of water or anything?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”  He waited until she sat down before he said, “I was hoping you could get me a meeting with your boss.”
 
   “The councilwoman is very busy these days as you might expect.  I’m not sure—”
 
   “It would just be for a few minutes.  There’s something urgent I need to discuss with her.”
 
   “Is it about the fireworks last night?”
 
   “In part.”
 
   “I can assure you, Dr. Dreyfus, that the council is going to do everything in its power—”
 
   “No you’re not.  You’re going to make some token gesture like adding a few more security guards to make people feel better.”
 
   “That’s part of our response, certainly.”
 
   “Can’t you get me a few minutes with her?  I’d consider it a personal favor.”
 
   Becky looked across the desk at Dan, at the pleading in his eyes.  She could see why Emma loved him so much.  Such a passionate, sensitive man didn’t come along too often.  Becky had found such a man only for him to be violently snatched away.  “All right, but I can’t guarantee you more than a couple of minutes.”
 
   She led Dan back to Napier’s door.  She went in first and said, “Excuse me, ma’am, Dr. Dreyfus from the Plaine Museum would like to see you.  I told him you might have a few minutes available.”
 
   Napier looked up from her work.  “Rebecca, I’ve told you not to make promises you can’t keep.  We have a lot to do—”
 
   “He just needs a couple of minutes, ma’am.”
 
   Napier stared at her for a moment before she finally nodded.  “All right, send him in.”  As Becky started to turn, the councilwoman wagged a finger at her.  “You had better make sure this is quick.”
 
   Becky led Dan into the office to one of the chairs in front of the desk, but he remained standing.  “Madam councilwoman, I’m sorry to take up some of your valuable time.”
 
   “Not at all.  I always have a few minutes for someone from the Plaine Museum.”  The councilwoman put on the friendly smile she reserved for the cameras and major donors.  “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I’m sure you know about what happened at Executive Plaza last night.”
 
   “Yes and I can assure you the council will take strong action to make sure nothing like that happens again.”
 
   “That’s good to hear, but I think you need to attack the root of the problem.  The strongest message you could send to the people of this city that you’re committed to their safety is to issue a resolution condemning the vigilante tactics of the Scarlet Knight and demanding that the police stop turning a blind eye to her.”
 
   Becky took an involuntary step back in disbelief.  Dan had at one time loved Emma and now he unintentionally wanted to put her into jail.  Napier must have seen her reaction as she asked, “What do you think, Rebecca?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “I think Dr. Dreyfus has a good point.  There’s been nothing but trouble since that woman first showed up.  I’m not convinced she isn’t the Heartbreaker Killer.  The police wound that investigation down awfully fast, wouldn’t you say, Doctor?”
 
   “Yes.  The police need to bring her in and put her away for the good of everyone.”
 
   “But she’s helped people too,” Becky said.  She had been one of those people six years ago when some thugs jumped her in an alley.
 
   “People she put in danger in the first place like last night,” Dan said.  Becky thought of Steve; the shooter had probably aimed for Emma that day in the church.  Or at the very least he had shot Steve to send the Scarlet Knight a message.
 
   “Do you think we can get the votes for something like that, Rebecca?”
 
   Becky turned her thoughts away from her dead husband to the more practical battleground of the city council.  “I think so, ma’am,” she said quietly.
 
   “Good.  Then let’s get that emergency meeting set up.  Dr. Dreyfus, I’d like it if you would attend.  I’m sure Rebecca can get you a good seat.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Becky said.  She hurried to her office; she locked the door behind her to think about what she had lost—and what she was about to lose.
 
   ***
 
   In her nearly fifteen years with the Rampart City Police Department, Lottie Donovan had taken one sick day.  She had never even come down with a case of the “blue flu,” which had made her very unpopular back in her early days.  Whenever she felt she should stay in bed, she reminded herself that crime didn’t take sick days.
 
   But she didn’t have any choice today.  She was stuck in the hospital for observation, her left arm still wrapped in bandages from the hyena bite.  She had tried everything—which included threats of arrest—but the doctor refused to let her go.  At least until they could make sure she didn’t have rabies or anything else from the animal.
 
   Her status as a police captain and the possibility of her getting some rare disease from the hyena had given her a room to herself.  The nurses wouldn’t let any of her officers visit, nor would they allow anyone to send in reports for her to read, which left her with nothing to do but stare at the television.  She couldn’t help but shake her head as she watched detectives on the screen solve a case in a half-hour, followed by prosecutors putting the people responsible in jail in another half-hour.  In real life it took days or weeks of work to find a criminal and months to try him or her.  That is if someone like Don Vendetta didn’t silence any witnesses or bribe the jury—far too common occurrences in Rampart City.
 
   She turned the channel to a talk show; the accusations reminded her of domestic disturbance calls from her time as a beat cop.  In those days things had been a lot simpler:  go to a scene, try to calm everyone down, arrest anyone who got out of hand, and then file a report.  She didn’t have to worry about politics.  With a sigh she turned the television off and rolled over onto her right side.  
 
   So far the only problems from the bite were occasional bouts of pain and an itch underneath the bandages.  The former could be taken care of with a pill but there was nothing to do with the latter.  At least not until she could take the bandages off.  She rubbed her left arm along the sheets, not that this did much.
 
   The nurses had initially taken her cell phone, but brought it back later when she promised not to make any phone calls with it.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t send or receive text messages.  When her phone buzzed, she reached over to pick it up with her injured arm.  The text was from Lieutenant Cielo, who was in charge while she recuperated.  The text said simply, “Bad news, Cap.  Turn on Ch 5.”
 
   Captain Donovan rolled over to turn on the television.  She switched it to channel five in time to see the headline at the bottom of the screen:  “Council Condemns Scarlet Knight.  Demands Her Immediate Arrest.”
 
   “Oh shit,” Captain Donovan said.  As she listened to the report, she uttered a few more curse words to herself.  They had pinned the stampede last night on the Scarlet Knight and demanded the police force do everything in its power to arrest the vigilante.  
 
   “It’s time we send a message to the people of this city and the rest of the world that we will not tolerate outlaws like this,” said new council president Napier.  Captain Donovan wondered if Don Vendetta had written that little speech or if one of her henchmen had done it.  Certainly the Scarlet Knight’s arrest would be a boon for the don and her buddies.
 
   Never mind that the Scarlet Knight obviously wasn’t behind the zoo caper.  From their numerous meetings, Captain Donovan knew the vigilante wasn’t the type to pull pranks like that.  More to the point, she wasn’t dumb enough to be seen on one of the elephants in the stampede.  If she had really been behind it, she could have simply opened the doors and then taken off.  Not that any of these politicians with their hands in Don Vendetta’s pocket would ever think about that.  
 
   She continued to curse under her breath as she started to compose a text.  Not to Cielo or anyone on the police force but to the anonymous address she used to communicate with the Scarlet Knight.  After she typed her message, she sagged back against her pillow to wait.
 
   ***
 
   Even after she lost her job and sold off other possessions like her motorcycle, Emma had refused to give up the luxury of her BlackBerry.  In part this was because she needed a phone number so potential employers could call her.  Mostly it was so she could know whenever Captain Donovan sent a message to the Scarlet Knight.
 
   As she helped Sylvia validate whether a sword could have belonged to the ancient French hero Roland, the BlackBerry rang with the special tone reserved for Emails from Captain Donovan.  Emma hurried out of the vault to pick up the electronic device.
 
   Usually she and the captain met at the band shelter of Robinson Park around midnight.  This time Captain Donovan’s message wanted the Scarlet Knight to meet her at St. Joseph’s hospital, Room 4080.  And she wanted to meet ASAP.
 
   “It’s probably a trap,” Sylvia said.
 
   “She wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Maybe someone else got a hold of the Email.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  It has her phone number.”
 
   “They could probably fake that.”
 
   “Maybe.  I can’t take the chance.”
 
   “So you’re going to walk into a hospital in that getup?”
 
   “I’ll be careful.”  Emma had to admit that Sylvia did have a point, as it wouldn’t be easy to get into the hospital.  She couldn’t just walk inside, not in the red armor and cape.  “Can you give me a ride there?”
 
   “Sure.  We can bring a little backup—”
 
   “We won’t need any guns.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  Trust me.”  They took Sylvia’s truck, which wasn’t much faster than if Emma had put on the armor and bounded across the rooftops like she usually did.  It did make it easier for her to get out by the front doors of the hospital and walk inside, clad in her old lab coat from the Plaine Museum.
 
   No one paid any attention as she strode purposefully to the nearest elevator until she was just a few feet away.  Then an elderly woman in a wheelchair motioned to her.  “Doctor, can you help me?  I’ve been waiting forever.”
 
   “Oh, well, yes, of course,” Emma stammered.  She took the woman’s chart to examine it.  Though she wasn’t a medical doctor, she had read up on Alzheimer’s and related diseases when Aunt Gladys had been diagnosed with it.  From what she could tell, this woman was in the early stages of the disease.  Emma wrote down an order for neurological tests that would check for possible Alzheimer’s.  “Don’t worry, ma’am, someone will be with you soon.”
 
   “Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Emma left the chart at the front desk for a nurse and then hurried into the elevator.  She punched the button to the fourth floor; she waited until the elevator was between floors to hit the stop button.
 
   She had never tried to change in an elevator before, but the hospital elevator was large enough to accommodate her and the case of red armor.  Once she fixed the helmet to her head, she dropped the lab coat into the case and then pushed the button for the elevator to resume its journey.  Before the doors opened, she wrapped the cape around herself.
 
   When the doors did open, there was nothing inside, at least to the naked eye.  Emma made her way carefully along the corridor; she passed within inches of a security guard.  The only problem came when she reached the door to the room Captain Donovan had indicated.  She had to wait until the security guard looked in the opposite direction before she could twist the knob and slip inside.
 
   She took a look around the room and saw only Captain Donovan in one of the beds, her left arm bandaged.  There might be other officers waiting to trap her in an adjoining room, but Emma doubted it.  In any case, she could always throw herself out the window to escape.  
 
   She dropped the cape and asked, “What happened to you?”
 
   “A hyena bit me thanks to that little zoo stunt.  I assume that wasn’t your handiwork?”
 
   “There was someone else behind it.  I didn’t see his face.  He called himself Koschei.”
 
   “Great.  I’ll have someone look into it.”
 
   “Is that what you wanted?”
 
   “No.  I don’t suppose you’ve seen the news?”
 
   “About the demonstration?”
 
   “Worse than that.  The council passed a resolution demanding your immediate arrest.”
 
   Emma looked around for a trap.  “Are you going to arrest me?” 
 
   “I don’t think I could if I wanted to, not right now.”  Captain Donovan held up her injured arm.  “I just want to strongly suggest that you take it easy for a while.  Keep out of sight until this blows over.”
 
   “It takes a long time for things here to blow over,” Emma said.  It had been nine months since the Heartbreaker Killings and things still hadn’t blown over for her.
 
   “At least give me time to look into this Koschei character.  If we can bust him and prove you didn’t cause that stampede then some of the heat will die down.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment.  She didn’t want to back down and go into hiding, not now with that lunatic on the loose.  “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.  Then she wrapped the cape around herself and disappeared.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   That night, out of respect to Captain Donovan, Emma didn’t venture out as the Scarlet Knight.  Instead, she spent the rest of the day at the public library, to search the computers for something on this Koschei.  All she could find were Russian folk tales about a vindictive wood spirit.  Which meant Koschei was probably some kind of code name, not the man’s real name.  Or perhaps it really was a vindictive Russian spirit, though why it would be in Rampart City she had no idea.
 
   “Probably some animal rights kook,” Sylvia said on the drive back to her house.
 
   “I don’t think there are many animal rights kooks who can punch through locks.”
 
   “I don’t know of any Russian spirits who can do that either.”
 
   She waited until she sat in the parlor with both witches to ask the question she had dreaded.  “Could this person be related to Isis or the Black Dragoon?”
 
   “Oh, no dear, I don’t think so.  Isis is gone and the black armor destroyed,” Ms. Chiostro said.  She paused a moment before she added, “It could be some other kind of demon, I suppose.”
 
   “Not like any I’ve seen,” Sylvia said.  “What about that little shit Marlin?”
 
   “He hasn’t found anything yet,” Emma said.
 
   “He’s probably been too busy peeking in women’s showers.”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “That’s what he says.”
 
   “Please, Sylvia, let’s not get distracted.”  Ms. Chiostro glared at her sister.  Despite that she looked like Sylvia’s granddaughter, her gaze still held its big sisterly authority.  “I’m sure he’ll turn up again eventually.  In the meantime it might be best for you to lie low.”
 
   “You mean I should let criminals run rampant?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Just be more careful.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  Emma retreated to the guest bedroom to lie down though she wasn’t tired.  She wasn’t surprised when Marlin showed up around midnight.  “I’m not going out tonight.”
 
   “Why?  You on holiday?”
 
   “Have you seen the news?  Every cop in the city is going to be looking for me.”
 
   “The cops here couldn’t catch a cold.”
 
   “They’re not all bad.”
 
   “Right.  That’s why you keep so busy at night.”
 
   “Not tonight.”
 
   “You’re really going to back down like this?  I thought you were braver than that.”
 
   “Maybe if you found this Koschei character I could turn him over to the police and this situation could be resolved.”
 
   “Maybe if you gave me a better description than a tall man in a black fedora and coat I’d have better luck finding him.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  That’s all I saw of him.”
 
   “Yes, well, I’d better go look.  Someone has to do something.”  With that the ghost faded through the wall.  Emma had little doubt he’d search for this Koschei just so he could gloat.
 
   He didn’t return by the time Emma fell asleep around two in the morning with a book of Russian folklore on her chest.  She awoke much later with the book pinned under her; one corner poked her right breast.  She turned to the clock and saw it was ten in the morning—early for her these days.
 
   In the basement Sylvia still examined the sword believed to belong to Roland.  The equipment in the basement wasn’t quite as good as that of the Plaine Museum, but it was adequate for their purposes.  With a sample of the steel in the blade and an overall examination, Emma shook her head.  “I’d say it’s no older than 16th Century.  There’s no way it could belong to one of Charlemagne’s soldiers.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.  I knew I couldn’t trust that worm.”
 
   “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “I’ll take it back for a refund.”  From the violent way Sylvia shoved the blade into its sheath, Emma knew that would not be a pleasant conversation.  “Thanks for the help.”
 
   “Sure, I—” she stopped as the BlackBerry rang.  From the tone it was not Captain Donovan.  “Hello?”
 
   “Dr. Earl?  My name is Katarina Markova.”  Though the woman had a Russian name, her voice had the accent and enunciation of someone from Western Europe or Scandinavia.  “I was wondering if perhaps I could meet with you to discuss a potential job opportunity.”
 
   “A job?  Yes, of course, I’d love to discuss a job.  When would you like to meet?”
 
   “I thought perhaps at one o’clock at the restaurant in my hotel.  The Sheraton.  Do you require any directions?”
 
   “No, I know where it is.  I’ll be there.”  Emma hung up the phone and then played the call back in her mind.  The woman had not given anything more than her name, which seemed suspicious.  The Russian name and the European accent indicated in all likelihood the woman did not work for an American institution.  It could be something entirely harmless, or it could be a trap.  She thought of Koschei and the stories she had read.  It could be the vindictive Russian spirit wanted to trap her.  If so, he would get a lot more than he bargained for.
 
   ***
 
   Emma patted the back of her head; Sylvia had given her a quick haircut so she wouldn’t look quite so shabby.  Combined with an even quicker shower and makeup job, she felt at least ninety percent human.  She only hoped this Katarina Markova didn’t see her arrive in Sylvia’s half-ton truck.  But she supposed that was a little better than the bus.
 
   She walked into the lobby of the Sheraton and glanced at the people to see if any of them might resemble Koschei without the coat and hat.  None of them looked big enough, though at least one man seemed wide enough.  With some lifts in his shoes he might pass as Koschei.  She hurried past him, into the bar.
 
   She didn’t have to look for her contact; a blond woman in a dark suit walked up to her and extended one hand.  “Dr. Earl, it is so good to meet you.  I am sorry to call on such short notice, but my flight was delayed.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  It’s no problem.”
 
   “Let’s have a seat over here in the corner.”  Markova led Emma to the corner table; she sat in the seat against the wall so Emma would have her back to the entrance.  That would make it easy enough for that man in the lobby to saunter in and get the drop on her.  Still, there was little Emma could say about it now.
 
   Markova already had a briefcase at the table, which she reached into to take out some papers.  “I am sure you are wondering about the nature of this opportunity.  I would like to reassure you that it is nothing illegal or dangerous.”  Though she hated to think cynically, so much time around Marlin, not to mention all the evil she had seen as the Scarlet Knight, had rubbed off on her.  Whatever this job was, it was probably both illegal and dangerous.
 
   The woman slid the papers over for Emma to examine.  At the top of the stack was a map of Russia, with a corner near the Ukranian border highlighted in red.  “I work for a businessman in Russia who has recently purchased what we believe to be a large field of oil and natural gas reserves.  But before we can begin operations, we require a thorough geological survey.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not really my specialty.”
 
   “You are a geologist, no?  With a PhD from the University of California Berkeley?”
 
   “Yes, but most of my work has concerned meteors.  There has to be someone more experienced in this.”
 
   “Perhaps, but even in Russia you have quite a reputation.”
 
   “I see.  How long do you estimate this survey would take?”
 
   “No more than three months.”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t leave the city for that long.”
 
   “We would compensate you quite handsomely.  If you turn to the third page of the packet you will see that what we are offering is more than generous.”
 
   Emma turned to the page to study the salary and benefits offered.  Her mouth dropped open in shock.  They offered her twice what she had made at the Plaine Museum as an assistant director—more than even the director made—for three months of work.  Three months that she would be away from Rampart City.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yes, I understand.  It is difficult to leave your home.”  The woman’s lip trembled as if she was about to cry.  “My employer is in very difficult circumstances.  His family has taken care of me since I was a young girl, treating me like one of their own.  I love him like a father.  But there are others who want to see him fail.  They have delayed our attempts to have the fields surveyed.  That is why we have come to you.”
 
   Emma looked at the woman on the verge of tears.  She could sense the desperation in the woman’s voice.  Still, how could she leave the city for three months?  “Can I have a day or two to think about it?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  The woman handed a business card to Emma.  “Please call me when you have made a decision.  I will be here.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma stood up to go, but then stopped herself.  “I was wondering: have you ever heard of someone called Koschei?”
 
   “Only in stories my grandmother told me.  He is a mischievous spirit who often preys upon young women.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “I just read something about it recently.”
 
   “I see.  I hope to see you again soon, Dr. Earl.”
 
   Emma nodded to the woman and then went out to the front of the hotel.  She could hear Sylvia’s truck long before she saw it.  To jump onto the passenger’s seat was a challenge in a skirt, but Emma managed to do it and protect her modesty.  “How’d it go?” Sylvia asked.
 
   Emma explained what Markova had offered her.  “It’s too good to be true,” the old witch said.  Emma couldn’t disagree with that assessment.
 
   ***
 
   Though she knew Captain Donovan would be furious, Emma went out in the scarlet armor that night.  She bounced her way back to the Sheraton and used the fingers on the gloves to scale the side of the building.  To find Markova’s room had been as easy as calling the front desk earlier, though she had made sure to hang up before the woman could answer.
 
   Not unexpectedly, Markova had a suite near the roof of the hotel.  A lucky break for Emma was that the woman had not shut the blinds so Emma could peer into the suite.  At the moment it looked as if Markova watched television and talked on the phone.  Emma wished the armor could let her hear the conversation, but there was nothing to amplify sound.
 
   She wasn’t sure what she had expected to find—a hat and fedora hanging up maybe—but something hadn’t felt right in that meeting.  She had tried to determine Markova’s employer, but the woman’s personal records dated back only a decade.  The employer listed on those records was a holding corporation that was owned by another holding corporation.  Both of these facts indicated something very shady.
 
   She moved farther up the side of the hotel, to the roof.  It wouldn’t be hard for her to use the gloves to open any lock on the door of the roof so she could make her way into the hotel.  From there she could get into Markova’s room to find out about her.
 
   She didn’t get that far.  A shadow detached from one corner of the roof and enlarged into the man she had seen at the zoo.  “Koschei.”
 
   “You are not as smart as I had hoped if you came here,” he growled.  There was no further time for talk as he hurled himself forward.  Emma took a step back; she knew from experience—and a bruise on her abdomen—not to let him land a punch.  He launched a haymaker that she easily rolled away from.
 
   She got to her feet and found he had somehow reversed direction so that he was ready for her.  If not for her quick reflexes he would have taken off her head.  Instead, his punch sailed high to shatter the corner of a wall.  Emma hit him back in the stomach; her punch didn’t cause him to so much as flinch.  Her leg sweep managed to at least topple him.
 
   This gave her an opening to spring away from him, across the rooftop.  She had enough time to pull the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  The blade glowed bright yellow as Koschei came near her.  “What are you going to do with that?”
 
   “Nothing, so long as you turn yourself over to the police for what you did at the zoo.”
 
   “I do not fear your pathetic law enforcement agencies.  They can do nothing more to me than that sword of yours.”  He started towards Emma.  She tightened her grip on the Sword of Justice.  The sword could cut through any material on Earth, which included the armor of the Black Dragoon.
 
   “Don’t do this,” she said.  “Surrender now and you won’t be hurt.”
 
   “I can smell your fear.  Beneath that armor you are nothing more than a scared little child.  A pity.  I thought you might be different from the others.”
 
   Koschei took another step closer, until he was only inches from the Sword of Justice.  With a deep breath, she forced herself to swing the blade.  To her horror, Koschei somehow moved quickly enough to seize her wrist.  He twisted, which prompted Emma to scream in pain and drop the Sword of Justice.  He tightened his grip on her wrist and threw her across the roof, where she slammed into a wall.
 
   “You’d better get up,” she heard Marlin hiss into her ear.  “This is one tough bugger.”
 
   “No kidding.”  Emma sat up to see Koschei loping towards her.  The Sword of Justice lay on the roof where she had dropped it.  With her thoughts she guided it into the air and then sent it towards Koschei.  She aimed for his left leg, to hamstring him.
 
   She didn’t know how, but he jumped into the air an instant before the blade would have sliced into him.  She tried to bring the Sword of Justice back around, but he easily batted it away.  “This might be time to retreat,” Marlin said.
 
   “You might be right.”  Emma got to her feet; her legs wobbled a little beneath her.  She wrapped the cape around herself so she would disappear to Koschei’s eyes—or so she hoped.  He looked around the rooftop for a moment to search for her.
 
   “You are as cowardly as I thought.  No matter, I will find you and finish you.  Then I will keep your head as my trophy.”
 
   She circled around him slowly, careful not to let her boots make any sound.  When she was directly behind him, she let the cape drop to launch a powerful kick.  He tried to turn around, but not in time to catch her.  The kick caught him in the side with enough force behind it to make him reel back.
 
   Emma could only watch in horror as Koschei stumbled over the edge of the roof and then plunged over the side.  By the time she reached the edge, he was already gone.  Nevertheless, she threw herself after him.  There was nothing about the scarlet armor that would allow her to accelerate her rate of descent.  As a scientist, she knew there was no chance she could stop his fall.
 
   Koschei didn’t scream as he fell.  To her ears it sounded more like laughter.  He turned himself in midair to look up at her with a grin on his face.  That grin remained in place even after he slammed down onto the pavement, just inches from a minivan.  Cars screeched to a halt and some slammed into each other.  There was nothing Emma could do but snap her cape up to use it as a parachute.  She coasted the last few feet to land on the sidewalk.
 
   Koschei remained on the pavement, his body embedded several inches into it.  Curious people had already started to get out of their cars.  Emma wrapped the cape around herself and then began to run.
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t go back to Ms. Chiostro’s house.  Instead, she opened a manhole cover to descend into the sewers.  With the cape wrapped around her body she made her way along the sewers so Pepe or Jim wouldn’t find her.  She didn’t want to see anyone, not after what had happened.
 
   She climbed up the ladder into the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum.  The floor still bore the scorch marks from the bomb that had gone off nine months ago.  That bomb had killed Percival Graves, her old friend and mentor.  The Black Dragoon had killed him, but Emma had brought him down to the Sanctuary where the Dragoon waited for them.
 
   That was the first death she was responsible for, though until now she had never killed anyone directly.  She bent down to squeeze into the ruins of the Sanctuary and collapsed onto a pile of ruined electronics she couldn’t afford to replace.  As she took off the helmet, the tears began to flow.
 
   “What are you crying about?” Marlin asked.  “You wanted to find that bugger and you did and now he got what he deserved.”
 
   “I killed him.”
 
   “So what?  He was evil, the sword told you that much.  There’s nothing wrong with killing evil people.”
 
   “There is for me.”
 
   Marlin snorted at this.  He had regaled her with stories about previous Scarlet Knights who didn’t have any problem killing their opponents.  Even Percival Graves had shed blood while he wore the scarlet armor.  She had lived with the blood of her parents on her hands for almost fifteen years and had sworn she wouldn’t have any more of it.  Now she had killed a man.  Admittedly he was evil and he had tried to kill her, but that didn’t make it any better; it didn’t make her any less responsible.
 
   “Really, you should have known this would happen eventually.”
 
   “It didn’t have to happen.  I could have found some other way to stop him.”  She replayed the scene on the roof again.  “I only wanted to knock him down.  I didn’t mean to do that.”
 
   “Oh, come now, girl, it’s the nature of the beast.  Sooner or later you were going to have to kill someone.”
 
   “No!  I’m supposed to be better than an animal.”  She began to unbuckle the breastplate, followed by the rest of the armor.  “I don’t deserve this.”
 
   “That’s why you do deserve it.  There’s no one better than you to do it.”
 
   “You’ll have to find someone.”  Emma left the armor in the Sanctuary.  It would vanish itself into the case for the next Scarlet Knight—whoever that might be.  It wouldn’t be her.  Not anymore.
 
   She waited until she reached the surface to find one of the few functional payphones left in the city.  She had memorized the number for Katarina Markova already.  The woman answered on the second ring.  “Dr. Earl!  It is good to hear from you.”
 
   “I’ve decided to take the job,” Emma said.  There was nothing left for her in Rampart City but blood and guilt.
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Chapter 6
 
   Emma packed for the trip to Russia that night; she planned to slip out before anyone noticed, but she wasn’t surprised to see the witches waited in the parlor for her.  “You’re taking a trip?” Ms. Chiostro asked.
 
   “I’m going to Russia for a couple of months for a job.  It’s too good to pass up.”
 
   “You’re just going to leave?  What about your other job?”
 
   “It’ll still be here when I get back.”  Emma forced herself to smile.  “People haven’t been too happy with me lately anyway.”
 
   “This is a damned fool idea,” Sylvia said.  “You don’t know anyone over there.  What if you run into trouble?”
 
   “It’s just a geological survey.  How dangerous can that be?”
 
   “I don’t like it,” Sylvia said.  “They offer you this out of the blue.  And why you?  There have to be three-dozen geologists between Moscow and here they could have asked.  Smells like a trap to me.”
 
   “Don’t be so paranoid, dear,” Ms. Chiostro said to her sister, who waved away her hand.  The witch pulled Emma aside to press a rusty thimble into her hand.  “This charm will help keep you safe.  Make sure you keep it on you at all times.”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro wrapped Emma in a hug, then stepped back to look at her like a mother about to send her child off to school for the first time.  “Take care of yourself, dear.  And make sure you wear something warm.  It’s very chilly over there even at this time of the year.”
 
   Emma gave the witch a hug and then shook Sylvia’s hand.  Then she picked up her suitcase and went outside to see a limousine waited for her.  The driver scuttled around to open the back door for her.  Markova was already inside; she looked perfectly refreshed even though it was three in the morning.
 
   “I was very glad to get your call, Dr. Earl.  My employer is glad as well.”
 
   “That’s good,” Emma said.  She spotted the phone between her and Markova.  “Can I use your phone?”
 
   “Of course you may.”
 
   Becky didn’t pick up the phone until the seventh ring.  Her voice sounded thick with sleep as she answered.  “I’m sorry to wake you,” Emma said.  “I’ve got a new job—in Russia.  I’m going there now.”
 
   “Russia?”
 
   “It’s for a geological survey.  It’ll only be a couple of months.”  Emma looked over at Markova, who conspicuously tried to appear as if she couldn’t hear the conversation.  “I just wanted you to know that I’m sorry for everything that’s happened between us in the last couple of months and that no matter what you’re always going to be my best friend.”
 
   The phone was silent for a few moments until she thought Becky had fallen asleep.  Then her friend said, “Be careful over there.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “See you later.”
 
   “You too.”  Becky hung up the phone to break the connection.  Emma looked down at the floor of the limousine and replayed Becky’s words in her head.  They hadn’t been exactly heartfelt words, but it was better than what Becky had said a few days earlier when Emma was evicted.  She supposed at this point that was the best she could hope for.
 
   Emma hung up the phone at last.  There was no one else for her to call; Jim didn’t have a phone down in the sewers.  She wished she could leave him a message, but she wouldn’t have a chance, not with Markova around.  She would have to explain things when she got back—if she got back.
 
   ***
 
   Markova’s employer had arranged for a LearJet at the city’s smaller, private airport.  This meant Emma didn’t have to wait in line or have to take off her shoes and jewelry or allow someone to paw through her unmentionables.  The limo pulled up onto the tarmac so she had only to walk ten feet to where the plane waited and then up the steps.
 
   A stewardess waited in the doorway for her.  “Welcome, Dr. Earl.  Please sit where you would like.  The pilot will be taking off once everything is aboard.”
 
   The plane was sumptuously appointed with leather seats with enough room for Emma to stretch her legs out fully.  There was even a couch in the back if she felt like a nap.  The couch beckoned to her, but she couldn’t lie down until they had taken off and were in the air.  
 
   As the stewardess had indicated, this didn’t take long.  The limo driver stashed Emma’s bag in the plane and then drove the car away.  Once the limo was away, the LearJet began to taxi into position.  Emma tightened her grip on the chair’s armrests; she had never enjoyed flying, not even with the indestructible red armor.
 
   “You needn’t worry, Dr. Earl.  This plane is very safe.”
 
   “I’m sure it is.  I just get a little nervous around planes.”
 
   “This pilot is very good.  He flew for the Soviet Air Force for twenty years.”
 
   “That’s good to know.”  The plane rocketed into the air; its engines struggled for just a moment before it reached escape velocity.  Though she didn’t really want to, Emma couldn’t help but look out the window at Rampart City and watch the metropolis grow smaller and smaller beneath her.  It soon disappeared beneath the clouds, as did Emma’s problems there—at least for the moment.  She sighed with relief and then closed her eyes.  In no time at all she fell asleep.
 
   When she awoke, she heard Markova talking to the stewardess in Russian.  From what Emma could gather, they discussed what she might want to eat.  “Can I just get a cup of tea?” Emma said in flawless Russian.
 
   Markova and the stewardess turned to look at her.  “Yes, of course,” the stewardess said.  “Would you like cream or sugar?”
 
   “No, thank you.”  Emma put a hand to her head and then checked her watch:  she had slept for five hours.  “Where are we?”
 
   “We are nearing the coast of Norway.  We will take on some fuel in Oslo before flying the rest of the way.  It will be approximately seven hours before we reach Moscow if you’d like to get some more rest.”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”  Emma straightened in her seat.  She turned to the window but there was nothing to see but clouds at the moment.  She had never been overseas before, at least not in the traditional sense; she had teleported to an ancient temple of Isis in Egypt nine months earlier.  Too bad she wouldn’t have a chance to see much of Europe.  She had often yearned to see Paris, Athens, and Rome with Dan on their honeymoon, but that wasn’t likely to happen now, not with his hatred of her other identity.  But with that chapter of her life over, maybe they could work things out.  Maybe they could finally be together.
 
   “Are you feeling all right, Dr. Earl?” Markova asked.
 
   “Oh, yes, I’m fine.  I was just thinking of something.”
 
   The woman took her briefcase down from a storage rack and then pulled out a thick manila folder.  “I suppose now that we have some time I can give you a better idea of what this job entails.”
 
   Markova handed the manila folder to Emma, who began to read through the papers inside.  “My employer is Sergei Bykov.  He owns many businesses in Russia, the Ukraine, and other former Soviet states.  He acquired many of these after the fall of the Politburo.  Recently he has begun expanding into oil and natural gas.  For this reason he purchased the fields indicated on your map.  It is believed there is enough oil and natural gas to supply my country for a decade.  But we have been unable to verify this.”
 
   “That’s my job, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  We have the rest of the team and equipment in place already.  These men and women are very experienced in these matters, so it should not be too difficult for you.”
 
   “And you just need me to lend some scientific credence to it?”
 
   “You are very astute, Dr. Earl.  My employer’s investors require the reassurance of someone with your scientific background.”
 
   “I see.  What if this oil and natural gas isn’t there?”
 
   “Then it will be a terrible blow to my employer, but he will survive.”
 
   In the manila folder, Emma found annual reports for some of Bykov’s holding companies, which seemed to dabble in everything from heavy manufacturing to a chain of grocery stores.  The man was a true tycoon like Carnegie or JP Morgan.  That explained how he could afford to throw so much money at her for what amounted to her signing a report.
 
   The last page of paper in the folder was a confidentiality agreement.  “I am sure you understand that we do not want word of our findings being broadcast before the work is completed.  Such a thing could badly damage my employer’s stock.”
 
   “I understand.”  Emma signed the paper; she wouldn’t know who to leak such information to anyway.  
 
   The pilot called back for them to buckle in for the descent to Oslo to refuel.  As the plane descended, Emma could see the outline of the city.  Only then did it hit her she wasn’t in Rampart City anymore.
 
   ***
 
   Another limousine waited for them when they touched down in Moscow eight hours later.  Though it was May in the Russian capital, the air still had the chill of winter as the stewardess opened the door.  “Thank you for flying with us.  I hope you enjoy your stay,” the stewardess said as Emma started down the stairs after Markova.  
 
   A man emerged from the car, his bearish frame wrapped in a heavy overcoat.  Markova skipped to him like a little girl and wrapped her arms around him.  Emma assumed this meant the man was Markova’s employer, Sergei Bykov.  He whispered something into the woman’s ear that prompted her to stand ramrod straight.
 
   “Mr. Bykov, this is Dr. Emma Earl from America.”
 
   “It is a great pleasure to meet you, Dr. Earl,” Bykov said in perfect English.  “I trust your flight was not too rough?”
 
   “No, everything was fine.”
 
   “That is good.”  He motioned to the car.  “I will take you to my home for tonight.  We will have dinner and you will tell me about that wonderful country of yours.”
 
   “I would be honored.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but stare out the window as the limousine traveled along the streets of Moscow.  She hadn’t yet been a teenager when the Iron Curtain fell, but she could still remember her father talking about the “Evil Empire” that in recent years had become an ally—too bad her father had not lived to see that day.
 
   Though she suspected it was out of the way, the limousine went past the Kremlin with its famous onion domes.  Emma had only seen pictures of these in books; up close they looked much larger and more impressive.  She wondered what it might be like to bounce along those onion domes in the scarlet armor.  She wouldn’t get the chance to find out, not anymore.
 
   The limousine passed through the rest of the city, onto a highway that headed into less populated areas.  Along the way, Bykov and Markova chatted about mundane business matters.  Emma wished she had brought a camera along, but she had sold hers months ago and in any case it would probably be seen as a security risk.
 
   The limousine slowed to make a turn onto a side road.  There was nothing but a few trees along this road, which ignited a nervous twitter in her stomach.  More ominous were the occasional bright red signs that warned about landmines.  “We’re going through a minefield?” she asked her hosts.
 
   “It is for our protection,” Markova said.  “A man of Mr. Bykov’s stature cannot be too careful.  There are many who would like to take his assets.”
 
   “I understand,” Emma said though she really didn’t.  Not even Don Vendetta employed a minefield to protect her mansion—at least from what Emma had been able to ascertain.  Maybe not all of the Cold War paranoia had died around these parts.
 
   The road ended at a gate made of solid steel that was maintained by guards with AK-47 machine guns.  This added to Emma’s discomfort.  She felt as if she were about to enter a prison.  One of the guards exchanged a few words with the limo driver before he waved them through.
 
   Once through the gate, the grounds looked relatively normal, complete with a manmade pond among the lush green lawn.  A pair of swans glided around the pond.  “Are those pets?” she asked Markova.
 
   “Yes.  We bring them inside when the weather is too cold.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”  The limousine wound around the drive to the front of a house that resembled a miniature version of the old tsar’s palace in St. Petersburg.  “Did you buy this or did you build it yourself?”
 
   “I built it myself.  Do you like it?” Bykov said.
 
   “It’s very impressive,” Emma said and meant it.  Despite the obvious hubris involved, to build such a magnificent house was a monumental achievement.  Clearly the reports she had read on the plane had not exaggerated Bykov’s wealth.
 
   As befitted its palatial nature, the house came with butlers, maids, cooks, and a bevy of other servants.  One of these whisked away Emma’s coat and suitcase before she could protest that she could carry her own things.  “I am sure you are tired after your long journey,” Bykov said.  “Katarina will show you to your room.  I will see you for dinner.”
 
   Markova motioned for Emma to follow her along a corridor lined with paintings of Peter the Great and other Romanovs.  “Are those real?” Emma asked.
 
   “These are not the originals.  Those are kept in storage, away from thieves.”
 
   “I see.  You take security pretty seriously here.”
 
   “We must be vigilant.  Mr. Bykov has many rivals.”
 
   Those words haunted Emma the rest of the way to her bedroom.  She wondered if Sylvia was right that this might be a trap.  The minefields, armed guards, and paintings kept in storage to avoid thieves certainly didn’t make the place seem like a resort.
 
   She momentarily forgot this when Markova opened the door to the bedroom.  The room itself was enormous, with ancient tapestries and paintings—probably all reproductions—on the walls.  The bed that dominated the room was larger than the entire bedroom of her old apartment.  As a child she could have bounced on the three-foot-deep mattress for hours, but as an adult she only sat cautiously on it.
 
   “I will have someone wake you before dinner.  If you require anything, the intercom is on the nightstand beside the bed.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma waited until Markova had gone to kick off her shoes and lie down on the bed.  The silk sheets and soft mattress instantly lulled her to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   She awoke not to Markova or one of the house’s servants, but to Marlin.  She put a hand to her mouth to stifle a scream.  “What are you doing?” she hissed.  “Were you watching me sleep?”
 
   “Oh yes, that would be fascinating,” the ghost said.  “I was taking a tour of this museum while you were napping.”
 
   Emma reluctantly pulled herself into a sitting position.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I just came to see how you were getting along.  I don’t get much chance to travel outside of the city these days.  Did I ever tell you about Oleg Golubovsky?  Lived in a small town probably twenty miles from here back in the early 18th Century.  Back then most of this was forests and such.  I must say this is an improvement.”
 
   “How did you get here?  I thought you had to stay close—”
 
   Before she could finish this thought, Marlin motioned furiously for her to be quiet.  “We are not alone in here,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The room is bugged.  I noticed a couple of them in the walls and ceilings on my way through the house.  I’d suggest you not mention anything about the armor.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “They can’t hear me.  I’m a ghost.  All they’ll get is some hissing and popping—and maybe a headache.”
 
   “Right.  Anyway, I thought you had to stay close to home.”
 
   “In case you forgot, you bonded with the armor a few years ago.  That means I can go wherever you go.”
 
   “Lucky me.”
 
   “I thought so.  Saves you money on phone calls.”
 
   “Very funny.  Why don’t you leave me alone before someone notices?”
 
   “Are you really going through with this job?”
 
   “Yes.  Now leave me alone.”
 
   “Still pouting about that dead wanker, eh?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “You realize if anything happens in the city right now it’s on your head?”
 
   “Then why don’t you find someone else to do it?”
 
   “That’s not up to me.  The armor will decide when it’s through with you.”
 
   “Well I’m through with it.  You understand that?”
 
   “That’s how you feel right now, but you’ll change your mind eventually.”
 
   “Just leave me alone.”
 
   “Fine.  I’m sure there’s plenty of more interesting things to do around here than watch you sulk.”  The ghost vanished through the wall.  Emma watched him go and wondered if one of the bugs was in that wall.  She thought briefly of the old song “Hotel California;” when it came time, would they really let her leave or would they keep her here forever?
 
   ***
 
   Before dinner, Markova knocked on Emma’s door.  She carried with her a garment bag that contained a golden dress as beautiful as anything Ms. Chiostro had made for her.  Unlike Ms. Chiostro’s dresses this one didn’t fit exactly right; the skirt came down only to her knees and the shoulders were a little tight as if it were made for a smaller woman.  “It’s beautiful,” Emma said to Markova.
 
   “It belonged to Mr. Bykov’s wife.  She was very beautiful.”
 
   “I’m sure she was.  What happened to her?”
 
   “She died in childbirth.  I was thirteen at the time.  It was almost like losing my mother.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You did not know.”  Markova forced a smile to her face.  “Come, let us go downstairs.  Dinner is waiting for us.”
 
   “Of course.”  Emma followed the woman down to the dining room that was as large as the main gallery of the Plaine Museum.  Alex the mastodon could have easily fit with room to spare.  
 
   Despite that the table could accommodate at least fifty people, only three occupied it this evening:  Bykov at the head, Emma at the foot, and Markova in the middle as if to mediate between them.  A team of waiters brought out bowls of borscht.  The cold beet soup tasted sour in Emma’s mouth, but she tried not to show this.  “It’s delicious,” she said.  She had to practically shout to be heard.
 
   “It is my son’s favorite dish,” Bykov said.
 
   “Where is your son?”
 
   “Ivan is off hunting.  I have tried to interest him in business, but he prefers sport.”  Bykov shook his head like any frustrated parent.  “When I am gone, Katarina will have to look after the boy’s interests.”
 
   Emma didn’t know what to say to this, so she took another spoonful of borscht.  Bykov asked her, “Did your parents encourage your career in science?”
 
   “Oh yes, they took me to the museum a lot.”
 
   “It is good to have a child who takes her future seriously.”  Bykov threw up his hands.  “I do not know what will become of my son.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll find something,” Emma said to remain neutral.
 
   “I hope you are right.”  With a clap of his hands, Bykov signaled the waiters to take away the borscht and bring on the next course.  Emma ate little; her stomach had not arrived from across the Atlantic Ocean yet.  Her hosts didn’t seem to notice this; he had the waiters bring one course after another until they reached dessert—an apple pie.  “I thought perhaps you would enjoy that,” Bykov said.  “I had Katarina bring it with her.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you.”
 
   “You must tell me of your country.  I have long wanted to visit there myself, but there is too much to do here.”
 
   Emma told him about Rampart City, Illinois, and California.  The latter seemed to interest him the most.  She hadn’t seen much of the state since she’d spent most of her time there in her dorm.  She had to rely on what she had seen on television.  Bykov didn’t seem to notice this; he hung on her every word about sunny beaches and turquoise oceans.  “A very beautiful country.  Not like this one.  Russia is a very harsh place.  You must always remember that.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Good.  Tomorrow Katarina will take you to the fields so you may begin work.”  Bykov lifted a glass of vodka.  “May fortune smile on us.”
 
   Emma lifted her glass of vodka, but didn’t drink from it.  She just hoped they hadn’t drugged the food in addition to bugging her room.  Russia was a very harsh place indeed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   It came as no surprise Bykov had his own helicopter to ferry her to the site.  What did surprise her was the man at either door of the helicopter who operated a heavy machine gun.  Clearly Bykov’s paranoia extended beyond his own premises.  “Are you expecting trouble?” Emma asked Markova.  She had to shout to be heard over the rotors.
 
   “There is always the chance of trouble,” the woman said back.
 
   Emma heard Marlin gloat in her ear, “Well, this is turning out to be some vacation.”
 
   “This isn’t a vacation,” she snapped at him.
 
   “What was that?” Markova asked.
 
   “Nothing.  I’m just a little nervous.”
 
   “We will be there soon.”
 
   “And I’m sure it will turn out to be a real posh place,” Marlin said.  She resisted the urge to snap at him again.  “I hope the money’s worth it, though I never figured you for a mercenary.”
 
   As he usually did, Marlin disappeared before she could respond, which left her no choice but to guiltily contemplate what he had said.  I’m not doing this strictly for the money, she told herself.  She was also doing it to escape Rampart City and her failures as the Scarlet Knight.  In time Marlin and the Order would understand she wouldn’t come back and pick someone else.  Or not.  The Order’s purpose had been to check the Black Dragoon and now the black armor was destroyed.  Perhaps there never would be another Scarlet Knight.  It’s not my problem anymore, she reminded herself.
 
   The helicopter didn’t take any gunfire throughout its three-hour trip.  The gunners remained at their positions even after the chopper set down on a crude landing pad made of wooden pallets.  Only once the pilot came back to give them the all clear signal did one gunner move aside to let Emma and Markova off.
 
   A man waited for them next to the helipad, his cigarette worn down to little more than a nub.  From the grit on his tanned skin and in his dark hair, Emma knew he was one of the workers.  “You’re the scientist?” he asked in English.  He bit out the last word like a curse.
 
   “Yes.  Dr. Emma Earl.  And you are?”
 
   “Oleg.”  He said nothing more than that to her.  To Markova he grumbled in Russian, “This is no more than a child.  I’m not going to be her papa.”
 
   “I can take care of myself,” Emma said in Russian.
 
   “In America, yes, but this is Russia.”
 
   “I’m aware of that.”
 
   “Why don’t you show our guest to the camp so she can unpack her things?” Markova said, her voice icier than the wind that blew across the helipad now that the chopper’s rotors had stopped.  “Then we can discuss your concerns.”
 
   “Follow me.  But don’t get lost.”  Oleg stomped ahead of Emma, down a small hill.  At the base of the hill, she saw a field dotted with huge machines.  These machines would drill into the ground to search for pockets of oil and natural gas.  
 
   “I see the work’s already started,” Emma said.
 
   “We couldn’t wait around for you,” Oleg said.  They passed a maintenance crew as they examined one of the drills.  “Do you know anything about oil drilling?”
 
   “Not firsthand, no.”
 
   “Dr. Earl is only here to survey the soil.  She’s not going to be doing any drilling.”
 
   “Good.  I have no time for training a beginner.”
 
   “If we have time I would love to watch your crews work.”
 
   “This is not a spectator sport.”
 
   “I understand.  I just thought while I’m here I could at least get some secondhand knowledge.”
 
   Oleg grumbled something inaudible as the drill came to life.  Emma stopped to watch as the massive drill plunged into the ground and churned up the soil.  Before she could see anything else, Oleg took her arm, to yank her away.  “It is too dangerous for you to stand there.  We must go.”
 
   They walked for what must have been miles until they finally reached a circular encampment of tents.  Emma thought back to her graduate work in Montana, when she had stayed at a camp similar to this.  Back then her colleagues had thought of her as a helpless child too, but she had proven them wrong when she uncovered a meteor fragment in her first day and effortlessly determined its point of origin.
 
   Oleg ducked into one of the tents, which from the desk and papers Emma took to be his mobile office.  He located a pack of cigarettes to pull one out.  “Are you old enough to smoke?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t.  It’s bad for your health.”
 
   Oleg only laughed at this.  “I’m not worried about my health.  There are too many things here that can kill me.”  
 
   “Let us get to the point of the matter,” Markova said.
 
   “If you wish.  You’ll be working here.  My men will bring you samples to study.”
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’d like to pick the samples myself.”
 
   “I don’t need some foolish girl running around my work area getting herself killed.”
 
   “I won’t.”  She held Oleg’s stern gaze; she knew she couldn’t lose this battle of wills now or else he’d treat her like a child for the next three months.
 
   “Enough.  Dr. Earl is in charge of the survey,” Markova said.  “Unless you would like to make other arrangements with Mr. Bykov.”
 
   Only the slight paleness around Oleg’s mouth indicated his fear about this prospect.  “Very well.  It’s your life.”
 
   “And you’ll be sure to protect it.  Mr. Bykov wants her returned unharmed.”
 
   “Accidents happen.  There is nothing I can do.”
 
   “If anything happens to Dr. Earl, Mr. Bykov will be very disappointed.”
 
   Oleg took the cigarette out of his mouth to violently crush it against his palm.  “I will do my best.  You can tell Mr. Bykov that.”  He turned to Emma.  “I will have a car meet us here in one hour.  You have that long to decide where to begin your survey.”
 
   “I’ll be ready,” Emma said.
 
   ***
 
   For the rest of the afternoon she picked at the soil approximately ten kilometers from the encampment.  From what she could tell in the field, there was nothing remarkable about the dirt and rocks of the terrain.  She ran more tests back in the tent to confirm this.  That didn’t mean there weren’t pockets of oil and natural gas underground.
 
   Oleg had remained by her side throughout the day; he took his promise to Markova seriously.  He left her briefly as she studied the samples in her tent and returned with a tray of food from the mobile kitchen.  “You should stay away from the men as much as possible.  Many of them have not seen a woman in months,” he said.
 
   “Thank you for the warning, but I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Tomorrow you will be ready for deeper analysis?”
 
   “I think so.  I’d like to go back to where we were today and see what’s beneath the first layer of soil.  Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
   “Of course not.  I will arrange for the equipment.”  Oleg stood up to go.  “Goodnight, Dr. Earl.  If you need the lavatory I would suggest using a vessel in here.  Out in the dark is no place for an American woman.”
 
   “I’ll take that under advisement.”  She stared at the bowl Oleg had left her to use as a makeshift chamber pot.  It came as no surprise to her when Marlin appeared through the tent wall.  “Don’t start with me.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything.  I think it’s wonderful what you’re doing.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Fine.  Pleasant dreams.  I just hope a bear doesn’t wander in here.”
 
   Emma threw herself onto the military cot Oleg had provided for her.  The cot was little softer than the ground—and not much cleaner either.  There was no point to turn away from Marlin, but she did it anyway.
 
   From outside the tent came the sound of men arguing.  From the grunts and groans she heard, some of these arguments had turned violent.  This was accompanied by the sound of someone being sick.  It was a far cry from when Aunt Gladys had taken Emma and Becky camping when Emma was nine years old.  
 
   Back then Aunt Gladys had thought the fresh air of the outdoors, far away from the city, would help Emma to get over the loss of her parents.  They had ventured to a state park a hundred miles away, where Emma had lain in her Rainbow Brite sleeping bag to stare up at the stars.  There had only been the sound of insects, an occasional owl, and Becky’s snoring, which was like the growl of some predator.  
 
   “They’re so beautiful,” Emma said of the stars.  “Are Mom and Dad up there?”
 
   “Of course, honey,” Aunt Gladys said.  She took a hand out of her sleeping bag to pat Emma’s shoulder.  “They’re always going to be there, watching over you.”
 
   “Will I be up there someday?”
 
   “If you’re a good girl.”  Aunt Gladys’s teeth were visible in the darkness when she smiled.  “I don’t think that will be a problem.”
 
   There were no stars visible in this tent and no sounds of insects, owls, or even Becky.  And there was certainly no Aunt Gladys to comfort her.  She was alone here, Markova the closest she had to a friend.  Alone with thousands of burly, sex-starved men—it was like she was locked up with Don Vendetta’s crew.  Only now she didn’t have the scarlet armor to help protect her.
 
   A whistle drowned out the men as they continued to argue and puke.  Emma had already rolled off her cot before she felt the explosion.  Another explosive device—an artillery shell or mortar—landed closer to her tent, close enough to scatter the samples on the desk.
 
   She crawled to the front of the tent and peeked through the flaps.  Instead of arguing and throwing up, the men now screamed and shouted in confusion.  What’s going on here? she wondered.  They were under attack, but by whom?  One of Bykov’s competitors?
 
   She didn’t need long to find out as footsteps stomped towards her tent.  Emma rolled to one side to wait for the attackers.  If she were lucky, they would only peek inside, see no one there, and move on.  She wasn’t that lucky.
 
   The flaps parted and a head did peek inside.  Emma hoped they would leave, but the intruder ducked inside.  Emma wasted no time to stick out a leg to trip the attacker, who pitched forward.  A woman’s voice cried out as she banged some body part against the desk.  “Markova?” Emma asked.  “Is it you?”
 
   “You!  What are you doing here?”  The woman’s voice sounded familiar to Emma, but she couldn’t place it until the woman turned on her flashlight and held it beneath her chin as if she were about to tell a ghost story.  And in a way she was a ghost:  she was the buyer from the docks only two days ago, though it felt like another lifetime.
 
   “I’m doing a geological survey.  What are you doing here?”  Then Emma noted the AK-47 in the woman’s hands just like the kind she had bought from Sylvia.  “You’re raiding this place?  Why?”
 
   “That is none of your affair, but I would suggest you leave quickly unless you want to die here.”  For emphasis the woman leveled her machine gun at Emma’s chest.
 
   “You can try to pull the trigger, but it won’t work.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”  The woman tried the trigger, but as Emma figured, it didn’t work.  Sylvia’s magic prevented the weapons from being used in an unjust manner—which included the murder of an innocent bystander.
 
   This gave her the opening she needed to lunge forward, knock the woman to the ground, and pin her in one fluid motion.  “Now, what is going on here?”
 
   The woman told her.  Afterwards, Emma let the woman up.  “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Then you understand what we are doing.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   Before the woman could say anything else, they heard the whop-whop sound of helicopters.  Someone must have gotten word out to Bykov’s security forces.  Emma thought of the helicopter she had rode in on with its machine guns on either side.  This was clearly what Bykov had tried to protect against.
 
   “I think you’d better go.”
 
   “I will return.  I hope you will not be here next time.  It would be a shame to kill such a pretty young girl.”
 
   “I can take care of myself,” Emma said, but the woman was already gone.
 
   ***
 
   Behind the initial surge of security forces clad in body armor came Markova.  She wore a pistol at her hip, but left it there.  “Are you all right, Dr. Earl?” she asked.
 
   “I’m fine.  I don’t think everyone else fared so well.”  Sylvia’s weapons could not kill anyone unjustly, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t wound someone.  No fewer than twenty of the men had been injured by bits of shrapnel from the mortar rounds.  Though not a medical doctor, Emma had helped clean and bind those wounds as best she could.  “You want to tell me what’s going on here?”
 
   “I told you that my employer has rivals who wish to stop what we are doing here.”
 
   “Do those ‘rivals’ include residents of a nearby republic your employer has tried to destabilize?”
 
   “I am not sure what you mean, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “I mean that Mr. Bykov has been funding rebel groups inside Grakistan to destabilize the legitimate government there.  They came here tonight to take the fight to him, figuring if they stopped this dig—or at least postponed it for a while—your employer would take the hint and stop interfering with them.”
 
   “I know nothing about this,” Markova said, but the way she looked down at her feet indicated this came as no surprise to her.  
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “Please, Dr. Earl, let me explain.”
 
   “I think it would be better if Mr. Bykov explained, don’t you?”
 
   “I cannot arrange that.  Mr. Bykov is very busy right now.”
 
   “Then he’ll have to make time.”  Emma threw the few personal items she had taken out of her bag back into it.  She tossed the bag over her shoulder.  “I want to go back there as soon as we can.  Either that or I’ll go back to America and let the newspapers know.  I don’t think Mr. Bykov would like that kind of publicity.”
 
   Markova touched the gun at her hip.  “I could have you arrested.  It would not be difficult to make you disappear.  As Mr. Neversky said, accidents happen.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.”  Emma wasn’t entirely certain of this, but she felt fairly confident as she looked into Markova’s eyes.  The woman was a secretary and a negotiator, not a killer.  “I just want to talk to Mr. Bykov.”
 
   “Very well.  I will arrange it.”
 
   Oleg had survived the raid uninjured.  He couldn’t contain his joy at the news Emma was about to leave the encampment to return to Bykov’s palace.  “Good.  I told you this was no place for an American.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose not.”  Emma felt the urge to punch Oleg in his smug face, but she easily resisted it.  There was no point to get killed before she had a chance to speak to Bykov to find out what he knew.  If he knew as much as she thought he did, then he likely would have her killed—and unlike Markova he would do it with little hesitation.
 
   ***
 
   The ride back to Bykov’s compound went by in silence.  Not even Marlin showed up to gloat that Emma had left the encampment and likely would return to Rampart City.  At the moment she would have welcomed the ghost’s presence so he could warn her of any threats.
 
   For her part, Markova looked gloomily at the deck, a look of defeat evident on her face.  The only conversation came from the two gunners, who periodically signaled to each other with their hands to indicate no immediate threats.  But Emma knew threats awaited her at Bykov’s house.  What would he do when she confronted him?  As Markova had indicated, it would be easy enough for Bykov to arrange for an “accident” to befall her.  He would report this accident to the American embassy and eventually Emma’s body—what remained of it—would be shipped back to Rampart City for the witches to mourn her.
 
   What would Becky think?  Would she mourn Emma’s death or celebrate it?  Emma didn’t know anymore.  For over twenty years they had been best friends, even when thousands of miles had separated them.  Now they lived in the same city and Becky refused to see her or speak to her unless there was no other choice.  As much as Emma wanted to think Becky would regret this behavior should Emma come back in a wooden box, she couldn’t be certain.
 
   The helicopter set down on the roof of Bykov’s palace.  The gunners were quicker to let them out this time; the pilot had already indicated that the area was secure.  No one waited to greet them this time.  The sun had not risen yet, so Bykov was likely still in bed.  No matter, she would wait for him, however long it took.
 
   Markova led her across the roof to the access door.  A staircase wound down into the house, near a little-used wing used for Bykov’s guests.  Emma paid little attention to the paintings or other decorations this time; she focused instead on any sign of a trap.  
 
   She half expected Bykov to have a platoon of thugs in the dining room, but the room was empty.  Markova waved Emma to the seat she had occupied for dinner her first night in Russia.  “I will wake the cook to bring you some breakfast.”
 
   “No thank you.  I’d just like to see Mr. Bykov.”
 
   “You do not need to worry, Dr. Earl.  No harm will come to you.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”  It was a lie, but Markova gave in.  She nodded slightly before she hurried out of the room, presumably to wake her employer.  Emma remembered Marlin’s warning about bugs and wondered how many Bykov had planted in the dining room.
 
   “There are cameras in the chandeliers,” Marlin whispered into her ear.
 
   “That’s not surprising.”
 
   “It doesn’t look as if he’s going to throw you in the dungeon—yet.  You ought to call for the armor and steal that helicopter.”
 
   “I’m not doing that.”  She didn’t look at Marlin as she added, “I don’t know how to fly a helicopter anyway.”
 
   “I’m sure you could learn.  You’re a clever bugger.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   When the doors opened five minutes later, Bykov looked as if he had been up for hours already.  His suit was neatly pressed and hair combed; even his tie was straight.  He smiled insincerely as he crossed the dining room towards Emma.  “Katarina told me about the excitement you had last night.  My apologies.  If I knew such a thing would happen I would never have allowed you to go.”
 
   “That’s reassuring.”
 
   “Would you like anything for breakfast?  The cook has prepared eggs—”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”  She looked Bykov in the eye and as she suspected, she could tell he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her.  If she had the Sword of Justice she knew it would glow like one of the chandeliers.  “I want to know if you’re sponsoring illegal raids of a neighboring country.”
 
   “I am not sure I understand.”  
 
   Emma repeated what the woman had told her, that Bykov had paid mercenaries to harass the government of Grakistan.  “If the government falls, it would be easy enough for you to swoop in to purchase large tracts of property that I’m sure are as rich as where you’re already drilling.”
 
   “Even richer, if the reports are correct,” Bykov said.
 
   “So it is true?”
 
   “It could be.  I have many people working for me.  It’s possible some of them have arranged such a scheme.”
 
   “Then you had better tell them to stop it.”
 
   “Or what will you do, Dr. Earl?  Tell your American embassy to send in the Marines?  Your government would not be so foolish.  Many of them already belong to me.”
 
   “If you don’t stop it, the Grakistanis are going to come back and hit you much harder.  I can assure you of that.”
 
   “Perhaps.  In which case my country will have no choice but to put down this rogue nation and its aggressive ways.  The loss of life will be catastrophic:  women, children, the elderly.  And people in your country will watch it on their televisions and wring their hands, but in the end they will do nothing.  They cannot afford to.”
 
   Emma could sense that Bykov had her over the proverbial barrel.  For that matter he had the Grakistanis over the barrel too.  The raid last night had played right into Bykov’s hands.  He was probably disappointed Sylvia’s weapons hadn’t killed anyone so the case for war between Russia and its much tinier neighbor would be stronger.  “You haven’t won yet.”
 
   “Not yet.”  The man smiled at Emma, which prompted her to shiver.  “In any case, we have more important business to discuss.”
 
   “I’m not doing any more business with you.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice.”  Bykov whistled sharply.  The doors opened to reveal the two-dozen burly thugs Emma had expected.  They all carried AK-47s that were definitely not magically booby-trapped.  “You will do this one thing for me and in return I will let you live.”
 
   “I won’t do it.  Not unless you guarantee safety for the Grakistanis.”
 
   “You are in no position for such demands.  I could easily have you killed and replaced with someone more rational, but it would be a waste of your talents.”
 
   Though she hated to admit it, Bykov was right.  She was trapped.  Not even the scarlet armor could save her at the moment, as there was no way for her to get it on before one of the goons shot her.  “What do you want?”
 
   Bykov snapped his fingers.  Markova stepped forward with a metal box the size of a ripe watermelon.  She laid it on the table and then took a step back to allow her employer to open it.  Emma gasped when she saw what was inside.
 
   It was a meteor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   The meteor looked unlike any Emma had seen before either firsthand or in books.  Its size and glossy dark brown color weren’t all that unusual.  What made it so unusual was that it glowed.
 
   She took a step back from the meteor.  “Don’t worry, Dr. Earl.  My people assure me it is not radioactive.”
 
   “Did they tell you why it’s glowing?”
 
   “No, but you will.”
 
   “So you didn’t really need a geological survey of those fields, did you?”
 
   “Yes, but I could have found anyone to do that.  For this I require someone of your expertise.  You are the best in the field, are you not?”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “Don’t be modest, Doctor.  I’ve read your work.  It’s quite good, especially for a girl so young.  You should be proud.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell me you had a meteor you wanted studied?  Why did you lie to me about it?”
 
   “I think you can see this is something special.  I couldn’t risk someone else learning of it before I knew what I had.”
 
   Though Bykov had assured her the meteor was not radioactive, Emma still maintained her distance.  There was something special about it all right—something dangerous.  When she looked at it, she got the same feeling as when she had been around the armor for the Black Dragoon.  A warning voice buzzed in her mind to tell her to run away, not that she could with so many weapons aimed at her.
 
   “I can’t tell you much here,” she said.  “I need a proper laboratory.”
 
   “I’ve already arranged a facility downstairs for you.  Anything else you need, I will provide for you.”
 
   “And what exactly do you want me to do?”
 
   “I want you to tell me what this is worth.”
 
   “Money?  That’s all you want with it?”
 
   “Not only money, Dr. Earl.  If this meteor truly is special, then it will be the greatest scientific find ever.  And it will be my name attached to this achievement—and yours as well.”
 
   “I don’t need any glory.”
 
   “Come now, Doctor, haven’t you spent your entire professional life searching for a discovery like this?  And now I offer it to you on a silver platter.  You should be overjoyed at such an opportunity.”  He tried to put a hand on her shoulder but she shrugged it away.  “I’m not sure you’re seeing the entire picture.  You’ll never have to worry about financial security again.  You’ll have any position you want, anywhere you want.  Your name will be mentioned alongside Einstein and Newton and the rest.”
 
   “And all I have to do is sell my soul to you.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic, Doctor.  I’m doing nothing illegal here.”
 
   “Just in Grakistan.”  She narrowed her eyes to glare at Bykov.  “How did you obtain this meteor?  Who’d you have killed to get it?”
 
   Bykov laughed.  “You’re quite mistaken, Doctor.  I didn’t have to kill anyone.  It practically fell right into my lap.  Or to be more precise, it fell into my son’s lap.”
 
   “Where is he?  I might want to speak with him about it.”
 
   “As I told you, Ivan is off hunting.  Bears or women I cannot say.  There’s little he could tell you.  He was passed out drunk at my hunting lodge near St. Petersburg with some whore.  The meteor came down through the roof and nearly crushed his foolish head.  He woke up long enough to call Katarina.”
 
   “Is that true?” Emma asked Markova.
 
   “Yes.  He was unconscious again when I arrived.  I called in a hazardous materials team to make sure it wasn’t dangerous.  Then I brought it here so you could study it.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to help you?”
 
   Bykov gestured to the armed guards.  “Then you’ll end up in a shallow grave and someone else’s name will go into the history books.”
 
   Emma looked around helplessly.  There was nothing she could do at the moment but play along and hope an opportunity to escape presented itself.  “Show me this lab you’ve set up.”
 
   ***
 
   Markova led her through the kitchen, into the pantry.  A guard moved aside a box of silverware to reveal a trapdoor.  “During Soviet times, this led to a bunker,” she explained as she climbed down a metal ladder.
 
   Emma expected to find a dirt or concrete room similar to the Sanctuary beneath the Plaine Museum back in Rampart City.  Instead, she found an apartment larger and more luxurious than her own had ever been.  “There is food and water stocked in the kitchen, enough to last for several months.  And of course the bathroom is fully operational.”  Markova led Emma through the living room, kitchen, and dining room into what might have been a library but was now a makeshift laboratory.  “This is where you will be working.  I will come down every day to check on your progress and report to Mr. Bykov.”
 
   Emma had to admit that as far as prisons went, this one wasn’t bad.  Still, it was a prison nonetheless.  “Why are you doing this?  He could have contacted any museum or university in the world and turned it over for research.  There’s no need for any of this.”
 
   “My employer does not want to let the meteor out of his possession until he knows how valuable it is,” Markova said.  “Please do not make this harder than it needs to be.  Do the work and then I will make sure you are freed.”
 
   “Katarina, please, you have to see what he’s doing is wrong.  Innocent people are dying so he can make more money.  Doesn’t that bother you?”
 
   “Mr. Bykov took me in when I had no one.  He raised me like his own daughter.  I owe him my life.”
 
   “What about those other lives?  Don’t you care about them?”
 
   “It is not my concern.”  Markova took a step back.  “I will return to check on your progress.  Please do not let Mr. Bykov down.”
 
   “Katarina—” Emma tried to grab the other woman by the shoulder, but a guard stepped forward to block her; he smashed the butt of his rifle into her abdomen.  Emma dropped to her knees as she struggled to breathe.
 
   Markova barked a warning at the guard.  “I am sorry about that, Dr. Earl.  Perhaps it will remind you of the gravity of this situation.”
 
   Emma could say nothing as Markova left the bunker, trailed by the guards.  The hatch slammed shut to seal her into her underground prison.
 
   ***
 
   Most of the food in the kitchen was canned or freeze-dried, the type you would expect to find in a bunker a hundred feet underground.  In preparation of Emma’s arrival someone had brought down a variety of cheeses and vegetables.  Her stomach growled to remind her she hadn’t eaten anything since what passed for stroganoff at the encampment.  She took out some of the vegetables to make herself a salad.
 
   “This is the nicest dungeon I’ve ever seen,” Marlin said.  “I remember this one in Jerusalem in what must have been the 11th Century—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” she said.  She knew the details were likely to kill her appetite.  “I suppose you’re here to tell me to summon the armor to escape and put a stop to all of this?”
 
   “You have to admit it’s better than sitting around here.”
 
   “I’m not doing that anymore.”
 
   “So you’re just going to let them kill you because of some stupid rule you invented?”
 
   “I don’t expect you to understand.”  There were no knives in the kitchen for obvious reasons, which left Emma with no choice but to tear apart the head of lettuce.  She wished she could do the same to Bykov.  But then that was the problem:  she had killed once already, so now it would be easy enough to kill again.  Where did it stop?  And how did it make her any better than Bykov or Don Vendetta or one of their mindless thugs?
 
   “This is no time for foolish pride.  That man wasn’t anything special.  He was a lowlife who nearly killed dozens of innocent people—and you.  He isn’t worth this much trouble.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who he was or if he was a bad person.  I killed him.”  She finished with the lettuce and dropped it into a bowl.  She stared at her hands for a moment.  “I promised myself no one would ever die because of me again.”
 
   “So this is about your parents?  I thought you had gotten over that already.”
 
   “I can’t ever ‘get over it.’  Can’t you understand that?”
 
   “You’re behaving like a child.  You know you didn’t kill your parents and you know you didn’t mean to kill that man.  Stop all this sulking and do what needs to be done.  Do your job.”
 
   “Fine, I will,” Emma said.  She took the bowl of salad into the makeshift laboratory.  One of the guards had left the meteor on the worktable.
 
   “That isn’t the job I meant.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but notice the ghost stayed in the doorway, far away from the meteor.  “You can sense it too, can’t you?  There’s something not right about this.”
 
   “You mean other than it’s glowing?”
 
   “That’s part of it.”  Emma chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of lettuce.  “There’s no sense leaving here until I know what it is.”
 
   “Yes, well, good luck with that.  I’ll just leave you to it then.”
 
   Emma waited until the ghost left to push aside the bowl of salad so she could look closer at the meteor.  Her mind continued to buzz warnings, but she ignored these.  She had a job to do.  She reached out to take the meteor from its metal container—
 
   An electric charge ran through her and shot her across the room to slam into a wall.  The world around her turned dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Emma pulls the blankets over her head, not wanting to look.  Even if she does look, it won’t be there.  It’ll slither away out of her vision.  She’ll still be able to feel it there.  Through the blankets she can still feel it watch her, stare at her, as it waits for its chance.
 
   She tries to remind herself she’s a big girl now, five-and-a-half years old.  That’s too old to believe in monsters in the closet or under the bed.  Only babies still believe in stories like that.  There’s no such thing as monsters.
 
   She turns underneath the blankets to face the wall.  This does nothing to calm her nerves as it only makes her more vulnerable when the monster emerges from the closet to devour her.  Still, she refuses to turn back to face the closet.  She won’t give in.  She’ll lie here and stare at the wall and go to sleep.  In the morning Mommy will wake her up for school and she’ll open the closet door and there won’t be anything inside except her clothes and toys—only the things that should be in there.
 
   She squeezes her eyes shut and wills herself to sleep.  There’s nothing to be scared of.  She’s perfectly safe—
 
   A crash from within the closet prompts Emma to bolt from her bed.  She races down the hallway to her parents’s bedroom.  She throws open the door and then catapults into the bed between them.  Before either of them can sit up, she’s already pressed herself to Mommy and buries her face in Mommy’s nightgown.
 
   “Emma, what’s wrong?  Did you have a nightmare, baby?”
 
   “No.  There’s a monster in the closet.”
 
   “Oh, sweetie, there’s no such thing as monsters.”
 
   “What about the ones on Sesame Street?”
 
   “Those are just puppets,” Mommy says.  She pats Emma on the head.  “You know that, baby.  We’ve talked about this before, haven’t we?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what happened?”
 
   “Daddy opened the closet and there was no monster.”
 
   “That’s right.  There was no monster.”
 
   “But this time there is!  I can feel it.  I know it’s real!”  She begins to cry at this.  Mommy pats her head again.  “It’s real this time!”
 
   She feels Daddy’s big hand on her back.  “It’s all right, kiddo.  I’ll take care of it.”  He crawls out of bed and then turns on a light so he can find his glasses.  “Now, I’m going to show you there’s no monster in there and then you’re going to sleep in your bed like a big girl.”
 
   Mommy wraps her arms around Emma to lift her from the bed.  Emma clings to Mommy, her head on Mommy’s shoulder.  The warmth and softness of Mommy’s body makes her feel safe and secure, like nothing can hurt her.
 
   They follow Daddy along the hallway, back to her bedroom.  He turns on the cat ballerina lamp beside Emma’s bed.  The lamp’s dim yellow light casts shadows around the room that prompt Emma to bury her face in Mommy’s hair.  She braces herself as Daddy reaches for the closet doors.  They creak open—
 
   “There’s nothing here, honey.  Just a few of your toys fell off a shelf.”  She turns her head to see Daddy bend down to pick up a stuffed grasshopper.  “That’s all it was, see?”
 
   “No it’s not!  I can still feel it.”  She points to a corner darkened by shadows.  “It’s over there.  It’s hiding.”
 
   Mommy runs a hand through Emma’s hair.  “Now, sweetie—”
 
   “It’s there!”
 
   “What does it look like, honey?” Daddy asks.
 
   “I can’t see it.  I just know it’s there.”
 
   Daddy reaches into the corner and waves his arm around.  “See?  Nothing there.”
 
   “I know it’s there.  I know it is!”
 
   “Emma, please, you know better than to lie.”
 
   “I’m not wying!” she screams, unable to control her speech impediment.  She begins to sob; Mommy’s hair absorbs her tears.  “I’m not!”
 
   Mommy pats her back.  “All right, sweetie.  I’m sorry.  You’re not lying.  But there’s nothing here.  There’s no one in here but you, Daddy, and me.  Do you understand?”
 
   “But I can feel it.”
 
   “Everyone is scared of the dark sometimes, baby.  But there’s nothing there that isn’t there when the lights are on.”
 
   Emma knows this is true and that there is no monster, that monsters don’t exist.  But she can still feel the presence of something at the edge of her vision, just out of sight.  It’s not her imagination.
 
   Mommy passes her into Daddy’s arms.  He eases her onto the bed and looks down at her with a smile.  “It’ll be all right, honey.  I’ll stay right here until you fall asleep, OK?”
 
   “Carl, she has to learn to get to sleep on her own.”
 
   “Just for tonight, right, kiddo?”
 
   “Yes.”  She sits up to kiss Daddy on the cheek.  He pulls the blankets up to her chin and then brushes hair away from her face to kiss her forehead.  “I love you, Daddy.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetie.”  She closes her eyes, but she can feel him beside the bed, her tiny hand wrapped in his much larger one.  She can also feel the monster still there in the corner as it waits for its chance to strike.  She knows not even Daddy can protect her from it forever; one day it will emerge from the shadows to devour her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   When she woke up, it took Emma a few moments to remember she wasn’t five years old anymore and that her father was not next to the bed.  He had been dead for over seventeen years now.  She wasn’t in Parkdale or even Rampart City; she was in the bunker of an evil Russian tycoon. 
 
   “What happened to you?” Markova asked.  The woman bent down to help Emma sit up.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I touched the meteor and then there was a shock and I landed here.”  She didn’t mention anything about her dream—or rather her memory, a memory she had not thought of in twenty years.  “Did you booby trap the case?”
 
   “Why would we do that?”
 
   “I don’t know, to make sure I don’t steal it or destroy it?”
 
   “That would be counterproductive to our goals.”
 
   “True, but maybe your employer changed his mind about me.”
 
   “He would not do that, not until he gets what he wants.”
 
   Emma only grunted in response to this.  She touched the back of her head and felt dried blood, but there didn’t seem to be any other damage.  Markova offered a hand to help pull Emma to her feet.  The room seemed to tip and sway for a moment before it came to rest.
 
   “Do you require a doctor?”
 
   “No, I think I just need to lie down for a bit.  If that’s OK with you and your employer.”
 
   “Of course.  We are not monsters, despite what you might think.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re a monster.  I think he’s a monster.”
 
   “He is not.  He has done a lot of good for the people of my country.”
 
   “At whose expense?”
 
   “We can discuss this later when you feel better.  For now you should get some rest.”  Markova kept an arm around Emma’s shoulder to guide her into the bedroom.  There was more than enough room on the queen-sized bed for Emma to spread out.  Her head spun again on the way down, but Markova caught her in time.  “I think we should have a doctor examine you.”
 
   “Does that mean you’ll let me out of here?”
 
   “No.  I will have a doctor come down here.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma wished her father were here to tuck her in and kiss her on the forehead.  Instead, she had to pull up the covers herself; there was no one to kiss her.  She heard Markova’s steps fade from the room followed by a clank as the hatch shut.
 
   With a groan Emma tried to sit up, felt the room spin, and then collapsed back to the mattress.  Her eyes fell upon the closet opposite the foot of the bed.  She shivered again as she thought of the memory.  She had been so certain there was something there in the shadows.  She had the same feeling now, but again there were only shadows in the room.
 
   She kept her head straight ahead as she moved her eyes to the left to catch sight of the presence, but there was nothing.  Emma reminded herself that she was far too old to believe in the bogeyman.  She had seen enough real life bogeymen already; none of them lurked in closets to spring on people.
 
   “I can’t see it.  I just know it’s there,” she had said in the dream.  She felt the same way now.  She thought back to the buzz in her mind when she had first seen the meteor.  That same buzz had continued as she went to examine it.  Then there was the unnatural glow.  It was perhaps too early to attribute that to unnatural causes, but she couldn’t deny what she felt.
 
   The doctor Markova brought down made it clear he didn’t want to be there.  She all but had to force him into the room and then give him a light push towards the bed.  He babbled something to her in Russian before he opened his black bag.  The doctor shined a light in each of Emma’s eyes as he mumbled to himself.  Then he held up a finger and asked her to follow it from right to left and back again.  For the final part of his exam he asked her the day, year, and her name, all of which she named with little difficulty.
 
   “There seems to be no significant problem,” the doctor said.  “If these dizzy spells continue or you start to have headaches, then I will need to take you to the hospital for tests.”
 
   “Very good, Doctor.  You may go.”  The doctor bolted from the bunker.  “Forgive me, Dr. Earl.  I did not know he was claustrophobic.”
 
   “That’s fine.  He did good under the circumstances.”
 
   “I have advised Mr. Bykov of the problem.  He suggests that you rest for the remainder of the night.  Tomorrow he will expect more significant progress.”
 
   “I understand.  I’ll try not to let him down.”
 
   “Very good.  I hope you feel better in the morning, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She waited until she heard the hatch shut again to close her eyes and slip back into unconsciousness.
 
   ***
 
   When she awoke, she heard someone shout.  As the echoes faded, she realized it was her voice calling for her mommy and daddy.  Emma sat up in bed.  As in the lab earlier, she needed a moment to realize where and when she was.  
 
   She had not dreamed this time, but even as she slept, she felt something in the room with her, a dark presence.  Even now, with her eyes open, she could still feel it.  “Where are you?” she whispered into the darkness.  Nothing answered.  “Why don’t you leave me alone?”  Again there was no answer.
 
   She bolted from the bed to sprint out of the room.  She ran until she reached the ladder to the surface.  She climbed to the top and tried to turn the hatch release, but it refused to move.  She pounded the hatch with her fists until she felt pain in her knuckles.  “Let me go!” she screamed.
 
   The dark presence she felt had followed her from the bedroom.  She still couldn’t see it, but she could feel it get closer.  At any moment it would ascend the ladder to swallow her up.  She pounded on the hatch again.  “Wet me outta here!” she shouted as if suddenly five years old again.  No one answered or opened the hatch for her.
 
   She slid down the ladder to lay in a heap on the floor and sobbed.  “Weave me awone,” she whimpered.  The presence she felt continued to hover just out of range.  Emma’s chest began to ache, but still she couldn’t stop the tears.  When she was spent, she mumbled, “What’s happening to me?”
 
   She had lost her mind and reverted back to a child scared of monsters in the dark.  But she wasn’t a child anymore; she was twenty-five years old.  She had a PhD.  She was far too grown up to be afraid of the dark.
 
   She slid her back against the wall to ease herself to her feet.  Something metal tinkled on the floor.  She looked down and saw the thimble Ms. Chiostro had given her for protection.  She bent down to retrieve the thimble and squeezed it so tightly in her hand that she thought it might embed itself in her skin.  She didn’t usually believe in such things, but at the moment she believed in the power of the thimble to protect her from whatever evil spirit was down here.  
 
   She went into the bathroom to take a quick shower.  The warm water felt good after a couple of days without a bath.  At least to her own nostrils the stench of the survey camp faded away.  When she stepped out of the shower, she felt much better.
 
   Finally she could start to think again.  She had to get out of here before she lost her mind, that much was clear.  Markova wouldn’t let her go and neither would Bykov; the latter probably wouldn’t let her go even after she finished with the meteor.  That left only one way out.
 
   She took a deep breath and said the magic words, “Mekka lekka weep ninnebaum.”  She waited for the case of red armor to appear.  Nothing happened.  She repeated the phrase again in case she had somehow screwed it up the first time.  Still nothing happened.
 
   “Oh no,” she said to herself.  The armor wouldn’t come.  She was trapped!
 
   She melted to the floor to sob again.
 
   ***
 
   She let the sobs wind down after a few minutes so again she could think rationally about her predicament.  If the armor wouldn’t come to her, there was something else she could do.  She could ask Marlin to relay a message to Ms. Chiostro; the witch would be able to help.
 
   “Marlin?  Marlin, where are you?” she said into the darkness.  “Please, I need you.”  She waited, curled into a ball, for the ghost to appear through the wall or ceiling or floor as he usually did.  He didn’t come.  “I’m sorry for what I said before.  Please help me.  There’s no one else.  Please!  I can’t stay here.  I have to get out of here.”  She wiped back the tears in her eyes.  “Marlin?  Ms. Chiostro?  Someone, please help me!”
 
   As if on cue, the hatch opened.  Emma crawled over to the bathroom doorway to poke her head out.  It obviously wasn’t Marlin, as the ghost couldn’t have opened the hatch.  It was Markova who came down the ladder.  Emma hurried to grab her towel from the floor to wrap around herself.
 
   “Are you all right?” Markova asked.
 
   “I was just taking a shower,” Emma said.
 
   “At this time of night?”
 
   “I guess I’m not on Russian time yet.”
 
   “Are you feeling better?”
 
   “A little.  I think I’ve got a touch of claustrophobia myself.”
 
   “You need to get dressed.  We must leave this place quickly.”
 
   “Why?  What’s going on?”
 
   “My employer is planning to terminate you.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “As soon as you are finished.  We must get you out of here before that can happen.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll get dressed.”  Emma could feel her cheeks blaze with heat as she hurried into the bedroom with the towel wrapped around her body.  She dug through her clothes for a dark purple blouse, dark blue sweater, and black pants.  Not the most fashionable outfit, but it would make her more difficult to see in the darkness.
 
   “Are you ready?” Markova asked when Emma returned from the bedroom.
 
   “Just about.”  She hurried into the lab, where the meteor remained in its metal case, though it no longer glowed.  She stood at arm’s length as she snapped the case shut.  She didn’t receive another shock as she tucked the meteor case under her arm.
 
   “You can’t take that with you,” Markova said.  “Mr. Bykov will be furious.”
 
   “I can’t leave it with him.  Whatever it is, it’s dangerous.  Too dangerous in the hands of someone like that.”
 
   “Very well.  Now, we must hurry.  We don’t have much time.”
 
   They climbed up the ladder with Markova in the lead.  She signaled it was safe for Emma to climb up through the hatch.  She emerged in the pantry, which at this late hour was empty.  The kitchen was similarly empty, as was the dining room.  “Where are the guards?” Emma whispered.
 
   “I’ve dispatched most of them in pursuit of an intruder.”
 
   “Are you going to get in trouble for this?”
 
   “Perhaps, if Mr. Bykov learns of my role.  Or he might simply think the clever scientist escaped all on her own.”
 
   Emma thought of her own feeble attempts to escape.  She blushed in the dark as she said, “I’m not that clever.”
 
   “That he thinks so is all that matters.”
 
   “Right.  So, let’s get going before he finds out.”
 
   They crept along the main hallway to the foyer.  Emma heard a metal click in the dark and then saw Markova with a handgun.  For a moment Emma froze and wondered if the other woman had changed her mind about freeing Emma.  Maybe this was some kind of test of Emma’s loyalty—a test she had failed miserably.
 
   To her surprise, Markova handed the pistol to Emma.  “Take this.  You might need it.”
 
   “Thanks, but—”
 
   “There’s no time to argue.”  Markova looked around frantically.  “You must follow a precise route through the minefield.”
 
   “Through the minefield?”
 
   “You cannot go down the main road or you’ll be spotted by the patrols.”
 
   “So what’s the route?”  
 
   Markova pressed a sheet of paper into Emma’s hands.  “You must be very careful not to stray from this route.  You must also be quick.  I will deactivate the security cameras in the fields for exactly five minutes.  If by then you aren’t gone, you will likely be spotted.”
 
   “I understand.  Thank you for your help.”  She wrapped Markova in a hug.
 
   The other woman pushed her away.  “Please, you must go.”
 
   Emma nodded and then hurried through the front door.  She paused for a moment to look around in case anyone was in front of the house, but didn’t see anyone.  Then she hopped over one of the red signs that warned of the minefield ahead.
 
   The map Markova had given her indicated there was no real pattern to the mines.  That was to make it so only someone with a map of the layout could get in—or out—of the compound.  She checked the positions of the moon and stars to orient the map properly.
 
   The only safe path required her to change direction frequently.  She had to dart left and then right and then back to the left in order to avoid one of the landmines.  Throughout it all, she kept an internal timer of how long she had until the cameras went back on. 
 
   Near the end of the minefield she had to jump over a sizable rock.  This required her to back up a few paces and then spring forward with the meteor case over her head.  She made it over the rock, but the weight of the meteor case threw her off balance.  She tottered forward a few steps before she managed to stop her momentum.  Sweat broke out on her forehead as she checked the map to see she was within inches of a mine.  She took a step back with a sigh of relief.
 
   At last she came to the end of the minefield, which gave way to a forest.  Emma hopped over the fence and then ran.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   The forest stretched for miles.  Emma ran through most of it; she didn’t pay attention to where exactly she went.  At this point it only mattered that she put as much distance between herself and that awful place as possible.  The meteor grew heavier the farther she ran until it felt as if she carried the Rock of Gibraltar.  
 
   She leaned back against a tree to rest for a few minutes.  She listened to the sounds of the forest and heard nothing that sounded like footsteps of humans or dogs that might be in pursuit of her.  If her escape went unnoticed, then it was unlikely anyone would notice she was gone until tomorrow.  If Bykov or his hired help didn’t peek down into the bunker it might be even longer before anyone noticed she was gone.
 
   Still, she knew she had to assume the worst.  She had to assume Bykov knew of her escape and had people out to search for her.  They had every advantage in manpower, equipment, and knowledge of the territory.  Her only advantage lay in that they didn’t know where she was.  That slight advantage could be negated at any time.
 
   If only she had the red armor, or more specifically, the golden cape with the armor.  With that she would be able to turn invisible, which would make her escape much easier.  She tried the magic words to summon the armor, but again nothing happened.  “Marlin?” she hissed into the night air.  “Marlin, can you hear me?”  The ghost didn’t appear.  She was on her own.
 
   The meteor didn’t feel much lighter, but she couldn’t afford to wait all night; she was a fugitive after all.  She tucked the case under her arm and then began to run again.  The forest became less civilized, until trees and branches practically grew together.  Branches scraped against her face and caught her sweater; she batted them away to plunge onwards.  She lost sight of the stars to navigate by so she continued in what she hoped was west.  
 
   She stopped at one point and heard the rumble of an animal.  A bear?  She couldn’t be sure and had no desire to find out.  She picked up her pace and shed the sweater to make it easier to slip through the forest, though it opened her up to more minor scratches.  She ignored the pain of these to carry on.
 
   The bear or whatever it was never revealed itself.  Gradually the forest began to thin again so she could see the stars.  From what she could tell, she had maintained a roughly western course that sooner or later would get her to the border, probably to the Ukraine.  She couldn’t be sure she would find any help there, not even from the American embassy if what Bykov had said was true, but at least it would make her more difficult to locate.
 
   When she came to the edge of a field, she set the meteor case down on the ground and then sat on top of it.  She looked up at the night sky again and wondered when was the last time she had seen the stars so clearly; in Rampart City the light pollution blotted out all but the brightest stars.  Without the sweater, she began to shiver from the northerly breeze.  She still didn’t hear anything that sounded like someone on her tail.  Maybe she would get lucky and Bykov wouldn’t find out until tomorrow.
 
   Then she heard a shot.  She felt a sharp pain in her left arm.  She looked down in surprise and saw blood spread across her arm.  Before she could see where the shot had come from, something heavy hit her in the back of the head.
 
   ***
 
   She was certain she would wake up in the oppressive bunker again with the awful shadow presence.  At least she was awake, which meant Bykov hadn’t decided to kill her—yet.  Maybe he just wanted her to be conscious when he did it.
 
   The last person she expected to see was Sylvia.  Only when the old woman began to speak in Russian did Emma realize this wasn’t Sylvia but an old Russian woman who looked remarkably like the witch.  The woman repeated whatever she had said the first time.  “Are you feeling all right?  I’m sorry my husband shot you,” the woman said.
 
   “Your husband shot me?”  Emma looked down at her left arm, which was heavily bandaged.  She remembered the pain as the bullet tore through her bicep followed by a blow to the head—no doubt the same husband.
 
   “He thought you were a thief, but you’re just a girl.”  
 
   Emma let the sexism of this remark pass.  It was just as well they thought that way or she might very well be dead right now.  “I’m sorry to intrude on your property.”
 
   “You are not from Russia,” the woman stated this as a fact, not a question.
 
   “I’m from America.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was a guest of Mr. Bykov.”  
 
   “That man is a pig.  His men murdered our daughter.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Ten years ago.  They came on a night like this, drunk.  They took her to the barn.  I heard her screams as they did horrible things to her.  Then they left her for dead.”
 
   “Didn’t the police do anything?”
 
   “He owns the police.”
 
   Things worked the same way in Rampart City most of the time.  “I’m sorry.”  The words sounded pitiful in her ears.  There was nothing she could do to bring back the old woman’s daughter; she couldn’t even save herself at the moment.  She tried to sit up, but the old woman pushed her back down.  “I should go before they find me here.”
 
   “You can’t go like that.  You must rest.”
 
   “Once they know I’ve gone, they’ll look for me.  If they find me here—”
 
   “Do not worry about it.  We will think of something.”
 
   The argument ended when an old man who was obviously the woman’s husband came into the bedroom.  “Who is this foolish girl?” he barked at his wife.
 
   “My name is Dr. Emma Earl.”
 
   “You know our language?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma felt her cheeks redden slightly at this.  She knew fifteen different languages and before she left Rampart City had been in the process of learning Gaelic, though she doubted she would ever have need of it.
 
   “She’s from America,” the old woman said.
 
   “An American would be out in the dark, sitting in my field as if she owned it.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I got lost.”
 
   “She’s running from the Wolf,” the old woman said.  Emma assumed “the Wolf” referred to Bykov.  The old man cursed loudly.
 
   “We must get her out of here, before he comes looking for her.”
 
   “We can’t turn her out like this.”
 
   “What choice do we have?  We can’t let them find her here.”
 
   “Quiet!  If you wanted her gone you shouldn’t have shot the poor girl.”
 
   “She was trespassing!”
 
   A sharp knock on the door interrupted the argument.  They had arrived.
 
   ***
 
   The old man went to answer the door.  “You see!  Now they are here!” he said before he left.  Emma felt a cold shiver at this; she had doomed them to die in a violent manner similar to their daughter.
 
   “Come,” the old woman said to her.  “We must hide you.”
 
   She reached into the closet and pulled out a flannel nightgown.  Emma assumed it belonged to the old woman until she said, “This belonged to my daughter.  Put it on.”  Emma did as she was told and found the nightgown nearly a perfect fit.  She could hear the old man talk with someone at the front door, but she couldn’t hear exactly what they said.
 
   The old woman tied a kerchief around Emma’s head to hide her red hair.  It wasn’t likely to fool anyone, not if they had a picture of her.  The old woman took care of this when she opened a trapdoor in the kitchen floor.  “Go into the cellar and be quiet.”
 
   Emma took a deep breath before she dropped into the cellar.  It was more like what she had expected the bunker to look like:  a tiny, dank room that smelled like rotten vegetables.  Overhead she heard heavy footsteps and waited for someone to pull open the trapdoor to find her there in the dirt.
 
   She felt a familiar tickle that she knew came from a rat’s nose.  She hissed a warning at it; she hoped ratspeak wasn’t much different in Russia than Rampart City.  The rat seemed to understand and scurried away.  Or perhaps he would return later with some friends to devour her.  That was if Bykov’s goons didn’t find her first.
 
   They didn’t.  She heard muffled voices followed by retreating footsteps and the slam of a door.  The trapdoor opened and the old woman looked down at her.  “It is all right now, dear.  They are going away.”
 
   “That’s good.”  Emma took the old man’s hand to help her out of the cellar.  “I should hurry and get out of here.  They might come back.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  My husband will drive you to the train station.”  The old woman’s husband voiced his displeasure about this.  “There is no choice.  Do it.”  The old man, chastised, grumbled as he retreated into the kitchen.
 
   “Thank you for all of your help, but I can walk to the train station.  How far away is it?”
 
   “Fifty kilometers.”
 
   Emma gulped at this.  Maybe she couldn’t walk there after all.  “I see.”
 
   “My husband will take you in the morning.  In the meantime you must get back in bed and rest.  I will pack some more of my daughter’s things that you can wear back to America.”
 
   “You don’t need to go to that much trouble.  My old clothes are fine.”
 
   “They are covered in blood.  Unless you want to look as if you’ve been slaughtering pigs, you should let me burn them.”
 
   “Well, all right.  Thank you.”  She let the old woman take her back to the bedroom, where she lay in the bed that presumably belonged to the elderly couple.  She wasn’t tired, but she at least pretended to sleep for the old woman’s benefit.
 
   The old woman, like Emma’s mother, knew when she pretended.  “Where did you get this?” she asked.  She held up the thimble Ms. Chiostro had given her.
 
   “A friend gave it to me.  She said it would protect me.”
 
   “Yes, this is a symbol of great power.  Make sure you keep it with you.”
 
   “Maybe I should let you have it.”
 
   “I am too old to need protection.”  The old woman’s voice left no room for argument on the topic.  She dropped the thimble onto Emma’s blankets and then went back to rummage in the closet.  Emma twisted the thimble in her hands a few times and wondered if it really did have the power Ms. Chiostro claimed.  She supposed at this point she could use all the help she could get.
 
   ***
 
   The night passed without incident.  The elderly couple let Emma sleep in their bed at the woman’s insistence.  Her husband went out to the barn presumably to sleep in the hayloft.  Emma didn’t sleep much, her mind too preoccupied that she might hear another knock on the door or feel that shadowy presence envelop her again.
 
   In the morning, the old woman made potato pancakes for breakfast, which Emma ate gratefully albeit quickly.  The old man ate just as quickly; he frequently checked the clock by the mantle for the time.  “We should be going,” he said.
 
   “You cannot go that far without a proper breakfast,” his wife said.  She would not tolerate any argument on the subject.
 
   Once they were finished, the old woman pressed a sack of clothes into Emma’s good arm.  “You will need these.  It is a long way to America.”
 
   “Thank you so much.  I don’t know what I could have done without you.”
 
   “We couldn’t let you die like our daughter.”  
 
   Emma didn’t know what to say to this, so she hugged the old woman.  To her surprise the old woman hugged her back.  “It’s been too long since I hugged her,” the old woman said.  “Perhaps it will not be much longer until I see her again.”
 
   “Don’t think like that.  They won’t come back.”
 
   “Perhaps not, but I am an old woman.  My days are few in any case.”
 
   Again Emma was tongue-tied.  She looked down at her feet.  “I suppose I better get going.  Thank you again.”
 
   She went outside with the bag filled with a dead girl’s clothes.  At the moment she wore a simple white blouse and long green skirt that made her look far more like a native than her old clothes.  She climbed into the cab of the old man’s rickety pickup; to any observer she supposed they would look like a father and daughter—or grandfather and granddaughter—out for a ride.
 
   The old woman didn’t wave as they left; she merely stared at the truck as it drove away.  Emma watched the woman in the rearview mirror until she was no longer visible.  Then she turned to the old man.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
   “It is my wife you should thank.  She thinks you look like Anna.  She had hair like yours, from my father’s side of the family.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma fingered the red hair hidden at the moment by a kerchief.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “She was a beautiful girl.  Dumb as an ox but loyal and with a good heart.”  The old man cracked a sort of half-smile at this.  “When you get back to America, what will you do?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You must tell your people of the Wolf.  You must find a way to stop him.”
 
   “I’ll try.  They might not listen.”
 
   “Make them listen.”
 
   “I will,” she said, though she felt far from certain about this.
 
   That was the last they spoke as the truck rumbled along the rough roads of the countryside.  Emma could tell from the way the old man stared at the road that he didn’t want to talk to her anymore.  He had said his piece and that was it.  Emma wondered if she could carry through on her promise to him.  If Bykov really had American politicians in his pocket, then it likely wouldn’t matter if she made it back or not.
 
   There was another option.  She could come back here with the scarlet armor.  There was little Dr. Emma Earl could do against Bykov, but the Scarlet Knight could bring down his empire.  It would be so easy to kill him and his thugs, to make them pay for the old man’s daughter, not to mention Emma and the people of Grakistan.  Too easy.  She saw Koschei plunge off the roof of the Sheraton again while she could do nothing to help him.  It was so simple to take a life; perhaps she wasn’t so different from the criminals she put away.
 
   The thought of Koschei prompted her to break the silence.  “What do you know about the Koschei?” she asked the old man.
 
   “You would have to ask my wife.  She knows far more about those fairy tales and superstitions.  I’ve never seen any wood spirits.  None of them ever helped me—or my daughter.”  The way the old man spat these words out indicated Emma should not press him any further on the topic.
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s just that I heard someone mention it and I thought you might know more about it.”
 
   “The only evil spirit you should worry about is the Wolf.”
 
   Emma nodded and then turned back to her window to look out at the countryside.  The sparse farms gradually became closer together and then gave way to clusters of houses.  They finally reached a town, though Emma missed its name.  It wasn’t much of a town, just a few shops and a train station smaller than Bykov’s bunker.
 
   The old man parked in front of the station.  Without a word he went to the back of the truck to remove the case with the meteor inside.  “What is this?” he asked.
 
   “It’s a research project,” she said.
 
   “You carried a research project with you this far?”
 
   “It’s a very important research project.”
 
   The old man snorted at this, but he carried it up to the station for her.  As they approached the station, Emma patted the pockets of the dress to realize she didn’t have any currency on her.  She had only the rusty thimble, which she doubted would have much monetary value.  The old man—or rather, his wife—had already anticipated this.  He stuffed a wad of rubles into Emma’s pocket.  “That is all we have.  It’s not much,” he said.
 
   “Thank you.  When I get home, I’ll pay you back.”
 
   The old man waved away this offer.  “We have little use of the money.  And what you mail will probably be stolen in any case.”
 
   “There must be something—”
 
   “You can tell your people of the Wolf.  That’s all the repayment I need.”
 
   “I will.”  Emma took his hand in her good one to shake it, to seal the promise.
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Chapter 12
 
   As the old woman had said, it was a long way to America.  Emma found out firsthand in her flight from the train station back to the United States.  It took three weeks by train, truck, and finally by ship to reach the docks of Rampart City.
 
   If she had managed to keep her passport with her the trip might have gone much smoother.  Without a passport or identification of any kind, she was forced to beg and borrow her way across Eastern Europe.  The train let her off somewhere in the Ukraine, where she found a chicken farmer who allowed her to ride in the back with his hens.  The stink of chicken droppings remained on her the rest of the way, not to mention a few new scars from beaks that managed to reach out through the wire to dig into her.
 
   She caught another train in Kiev; this one dropped her off somewhere in Romania when they discovered she didn’t have any travel documents.  A professor of Romanian Literature took her as far as Vienna, where he had a conference scheduled.  The professor refused to accept money; he wanted sexual favors instead, at least until she landed a right cross to his jaw.
 
   She wandered around Vienna for a day with the meteor case until a woman offered her a ride.  Instead of chickens, she had to share the car with a circus bear who frequently rumbled his disapproval of her.  At a stop for lunch, the bear had nearly taken off her already-injured left arm.  This convinced her it was time to find another ride.
 
   This time she got luckier in that a female student from Wisconsin picked her up.  The Midwestern girl was on her way to Paris, where she studied fine art—and fine artists.  Throughout the drive to Paris, the girl went on and on about the much-older artist who had taken her under his wing—in more ways than one.  By that point Emma was too tired and dirty to pay much attention; she grunted now and then while the girl rambled.
 
   The girl’s mentor/boyfriend evaluated Emma when they were introduced and announced she could make a good model once her arm healed.  Emma didn’t have the energy to mention her other careers.  She managed to see the Eiffel Tower and the front of the Louvre on her way out of the city.  She headed south with a merchant marine, who was on his way back to Marseilles.  When he mentioned the ship was bound for Rampart City, Emma asked if she could go along.
 
   “Stowaway?  If they find you—”
 
   “I won’t mention your name.”  The last of the old man’s rubles helped seal the deal.
 
   Stowing away wasn’t nearly as glamorous as books had made it sound.  She spent most of her time in a compartment near the engine room, where she listened to the clank of the machinery.  When she did pop out, it was only to snatch a few crumbs from the plates in the mess hall.  The sailor who’d driven her to Marseilles brought her canteens of fetid water every couple of days.
 
   She had to wait until the ship emptied to sneak off onto the docks.  Unable to find an operational payphone anywhere near the docks, she begged a dock worker to use his.  The man initially agreed, but then, like the professor in Vienna, insisted she pay for the phone with her body.  She settled the disagreement with a kick to his crotch, too worn out to abide by any rules of honor.  While the man twitched on the dock, she called Becky.
 
   “Emma?  How’s Russia?”
 
   “I’m not in Russia.  I’m at the docks.  I need you to pick me up.”
 
   “What’s going on?  You don’t call for almost a month and now—”
 
   “Becky, please, I’m in trouble.  I need your help.”
 
   Emma worried for a moment that Becky might spurn her as she had when Emma was evicted, but her best friend said, “I’ll be right there.  Where are you at?”  Emma gave Becky the pier number and then hung up.  She left the phone with its owner, who smartly remained on the ground.
 
   It wasn’t a surprise that Becky didn’t recognize her.  Dressed in the dirty, torn clothes of a Russian peasant, her body at least twenty pounds lighter, and her hair a wild mess of tangles, she didn’t look much like the geologist who had left nearly a month ago.  Becky walked right past her and called out, “Emma?  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m over here,” Emma croaked.  Becky turned around and for a moment Emma saw her best friend again in Becky’s eyes.
 
   “My God, what happened to you?” Becky asked.
 
   “I’ll explain later.  Just take me home, please.”
 
   ***
 
   When she looked in the mirror of Becky’s car, Emma saw a bag lady staring back at her with wild blue eyes.  Plenty of such women roamed the streets of Rampart City; not all of them carried bags or pushed shopping carts.  Emma carried the meteor case instead of a grocery bag or cart.
 
   “What is that thing?” Becky asked.
 
   “Research.”
 
   “Jesus, kid, you look like hell.”
 
   “I feel like it.”
 
   “What happened to your neck?”
 
   “Chickens.”
 
   “Chickens?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And your arm?”
 
   “Shot.”
 
   “You were shot?  By who?”
 
   “A farmer.  He thought I was a bandit.”
 
   “I can’t blame him.”  Becky shook her head.  “I thought you were going over there for a geological survey.”
 
   “Things got complicated.”  Emma thought back to her promise to the old man, what seemed like a lifetime ago.  She would have to arrange a meeting with Captain Donovan later; the police captain was honest and she might have more information on Bykov.  “I need to see your boss.”
 
   “Not looking like that you don’t.”
 
   “Later—but soon.  There’s something important I need to tell her.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Emma had hoped they would go to Becky’s house, which for one reason was closer and for another she had hoped this time apart might have allowed Becky to think of her more favorably.  Instead, Becky turned in the opposite direction, towards Ms. Chiostro’s house.  “Where are we going?” Emma asked, though she already knew.
 
   “You said to take you home.”
 
   “I thought maybe—”
 
   “I’m not taking you to my home—mine and Steve’s home.  Just drop it.”
 
   “OK.”  Emma shoved the mirror away and gave up on her tangled hair.  “What happened while I was gone?”
 
   “Nothing much.  No zoo stampedes or serial murders.  It’s been peaceful.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “You leaving was the best thing to happen to the city.  No offense.”
 
   “I understand.”  She wanted to cry, but tried to reassure herself this was a good thing.  If Rampart City didn’t need her, it would make it easier for her to go back to Russia to pay Bykov a visit.
 
   ***
 
   Ms. Chiostro already had the door open.  “Oh my goodness!” she shrieked when she saw Emma.  “What happened to you?”
 
   “I’ll explain later.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Rebecca, be a dear and start a bath.”  She turned to her sister.  “You’d better get your scissors.”
 
   “Looks like a razor would be more effective,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   “Now, Sylvia, you’re supposed to be such a hotshot stylist.  I’m sure you can figure something out.”
 
   “I could just turn it to snakes like a gorgon.”
 
   “Don’t be nasty.  Can’t you see the girl has suffered enough?”
 
   “Fine.”  Sylvia patted Emma with her hook.  “Don’t worry, I’ll get you fixed up.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma waited for Sylvia to leave before she reached into her pocket for the rusty thimble.  “And thank you for this.  It came in handy.”
 
   “Of course it did, dear.  I told you it would protect you.”  Ms. Chiostro took Emma’s arm to lead her upstairs.  “Now, you go upstairs and have a nice bath and I’ll have dinner ready when you get out.”  The witch’s expression darkened when she caught sight of the meteor case.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Research.  I’ll explain later.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  Emma couldn’t help but notice the discomfited expression on Ms. Chiostro’s face.  Perhaps the witch could sense the presence that had driven Emma mad in the bunker.  It was something they would have to discuss later.
 
   As Sylvia had said, a razor would have been a much easier way to get the tangles out of Emma’s hair.  The process to get the rats out took considerable pain and in the end left Emma with far less hair than she’d started with.  She touched the short hair that remained and tried to smile.  She looked like a boy, but that was better than a bag lady.
 
   All of this came only after three baths to get the dirt from at least five countries off her.  The scented soap managed to erase the stench of chicken feces mixed with motor oil that had plagued her for three weeks.  In the mirror, she saw her ribs as clearly as in an X-ray.  When she ran her hand along them they felt like an old washboard.  
 
   Only after all of this—and changing into fresh clothes—did she come downstairs.  The witches and Becky sat at the table to wait for her to tell them about her flight from Europe, but it would have to wait as she continually shoved food into her mouth; she barely took time to chew it.  She couldn’t even be sure what she ate; after three weeks on the run she would have eaten a raw horse if Ms. Chiostro had served one.
 
   With a hearty belch, she signaled she was finished.  Then she leaned back in her chair to tell them about Bykov, the survey mission gone wrong, the bunker, and her escape.  When Emma finished, Ms. Chiostro said, “You shouldn’t have brought that meteor here.”
 
   “Do you think it’s magical?”
 
   “No, but there’s something wrong with it.  I can tell that much.”
 
   “There’s something wrong with her,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Me?  What is it?” Emma asked.
 
   “I’m not exactly sure, dear,” Ms. Chiostro said.  
 
   “I felt it too,” Emma said.  “Is it dangerous?”
 
   “That’s hard to say.  We’ll have to find out what it is first.  In the meantime I think you should go upstairs and rest.”
 
   “I don’t have time to rest.  I need to see Marlin.  Where is he?”
 
   “I’m not sure but he’s been trying to find you for weeks.”
 
   “If he shows up here, tell him I’m going to the Sanctuary.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea, dear.  You just got cleaned up.  You don’t want to go down into those sewers, do you?”
 
   “I have to.  I made a promise to the farmer and his wife.”
 
   “I see.  Well, try to be careful, dear.  You’re not exactly in fighting condition yet.”
 
   “I understand.”  Before she left, Emma took Becky aside.  “I’m sorry about earlier.  Thank you for picking me up.”
 
   “It’s all right, kid.”  Becky looked down at the floor.  “I think you really should stay here and rest.  You look like shit.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I won’t push it.”
 
   “Of course you will.  You always do.”  Becky smiled at her.  “Just come back in one piece, all right?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   ***
 
   The sewers of Rampart City were an improvement over some of the places she had been in the last three weeks.  There wasn’t as much noise as in the compartment of the merchant ship.  And there was no bear or chickens to attack her.  There were only the rats.  
 
   The rats—those friendly with Jim Rizzard—usually came close to her to greet her like one of their own.  This time they scattered around her to remain only on the edge of her vision.  Maybe she had been gone so long they didn’t recognize her; they were only animals after all.
 
   Then she saw Pepe among the rats; his silver stripe made him stand out.  She spoke to him in ratspeak.  He stared back at her and then hissed the rat equivalent of the middle finger before he scurried off into the darkness.  The other rats followed his lead.
 
   Was he angry with her for being gone so long?  Perhaps Jim was angry with her too because she hadn’t said goodbye before she left for Russia.  She would have to find out later, but for the moment she had more immediate concerns.
 
   She climbed up into the old bomb shelter beneath the Plaine Museum and then crawled through the opening into the ruins of the Sanctuary.  Marlin waited for her there, his arms crossed over his transparent chest.  “About time you showed up,” he said.  “Where have you been?  I’ve been trying to find you for three weeks.”
 
   She gave him an abbreviated version of her flight from Bykov’s compound.  “I tried calling for the armor but it wouldn’t come to me.  Did you find someone else?”
 
   “Of course not.  Maybe the armor didn’t want to go all the way to Russia.  Or maybe it’s angry with you for trying to quit.”
 
   “Can it get angry?”
 
   “I wouldn’t put anything past it.  It is magical.”
 
   “I suppose.”  She forced a smile to her face.  “Well, I’m here now.  I need to see Captain Donovan and see what she can find out about Bykov.  Then I’m going back there.”
 
   “And if the armor won’t come when you call it, what are you going to do, ship it with Fed Ex?  Or maybe you’ll just wear it on the plane.”
 
   “We’ll figure that out later.”  She knelt down in front of the red case.  Usually the case would sense her presence; angelic faces would appear on the case to welcome her before it opened.  This time nothing happened.  She looked up at Marlin.  “Becky said everything’s been fine here without me.”
 
   “That’s what she says.  Don Vendetta has been running rampant lately.  Of course she’s been careful to keep it on the back pages, but something major is in the works.”
 
   “Just great.  After I’m done with Bykov—”
 
   “If you live long enough.”
 
   “After I’m done with him, we’ll get back on Don Vendetta, OK?”
 
   “Fine.  I’m just the Keeper of the Lore.”
 
   “Don’t pout.  I don’t need it right now.”
 
   “I’d forgotten how much I missed you.  I’m going upstairs for a spin.  I’ll find you later—if I can.”  The ghost floated up through the ceiling to fly around the Plaine Museum as he usually did when not helping her on a case.
 
   With a sigh she turned back to the red case.  As her hands came closer to the smooth finish of the case, the angelic faces appeared.  But unlike previous times, these faces didn’t grin at her; instead they glared at her, their eyes red.  “What—”
 
   Her hand touched the surface of the case.  It felt like a stove burner turned up to its highest setting.  She tried to pull her hand back, but it was stuck against the case.  An electric charge ran from the case to her hand, then up her arm, and finally to her head.  She screamed as she was launched into the air.  Before she landed, the darkness swallowed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Emma has never found her math homework difficult before.  She has already progressed beyond what the other fifth graders are doing, into calculus and trigonometry better suited to college sophomores.  It soothes her to solve the equations; it allows her mind to focus on something other than thoughts of her parents’s murder.
 
   Tonight is different.  Tonight she sits in her room and stares blankly at the page.  It’s not even a textbook, just a sheet of paper with equations written on them.  They’re the strangest equations she’s ever seen.  She can’t tell if they’re supposed to be algebra, calculus, trigonometry or some combination of them all.
 
   She looks up and feels something strange.  It’s as if someone is in the room with her, but when she looks around, she can’t see anyone.  She stares at the paper and then quickly darts her eyes to the left to catch it, but it’s already gone.  She thinks back to when she was a little girl, afraid of the bogeyman in her closet.  Back then she had been so sure there was something there in the darkness to devour her.  It’s the same feeling she has now.
 
   “Aunt Gladys?” she calls out softly.  “Becky?  Are you there?  You’d better not be playing a trick on me.”
 
   No one answers.  Emma waits for a few moments before she turns back to her homework.  The strange thing is, she can’t remember when the teacher gave her this assignment.  That’s not all that unusual as she often creates her own homework from borrowed college textbooks.  But she doesn’t remember this in one of those textbooks either.  Where had it come from?  To figure that out would go a long way to determining how she is supposed to solve the equations.
 
   She feels cold air on the back of her neck.  She turns around, but there’s no one there.  “Becky, that’s not funny,” Emma says.  She gets up from her chair to look around the bedroom.  First she opens the closet door, just as her father used to do.  She pushes aside the racks of clothes and piles of old stuffed toys in case Becky is behind these.  There’s no one in the closet except for her.
 
   She looks to the same corner as she did when she was little.  She sees the same shadows as she did then.  When she runs her hand along this corner, she gets the same result as her father—nothing.  There’s nothing more than a presence there, an ambiguous feeling of something out of place.
 
   She returns to her seat to turn back to the equations.  She looks at the first one and studies the symbols.  The symbols aren’t like anything she’s ever seen before.  Instead of plus, minus, and equal signs she sees vague squiggles.  It’s like she’s become mathematically illiterate in the last few minutes.  In disgust she throws down her pencil.  “I don’t understand.  What are they trying to say?”
 
   The door to her room opens.  She nearly falls out of the chair to see herself walk through the door.  “Aunt Gladys says it’s time to go home,” the other Emma Earl says.
 
   “Home?  But I am home,” Emma says, but something’s not right; her voice sounds different in her own ears.
 
   “I wish you were,” the other Emma says.
 
   Aunt Gladys sticks her head into the room.  “Becky, are you almost ready to go?  You know you aren’t supposed to sleep over on school nights.”
 
   “Becky?” Emma says in disbelief.  “I’m not—”
 
   She looks down at her hands to see the fingers have suddenly turned shorter and pudgier.  The chair creaks ominously beneath her and she can feel the edges of the seat bite into her rear where it spills over the sides.  “What’s going on?” she asks in Becky’s voice.
 
   She stands up to find her feet have disappeared beneath her stomach.  She runs over to the dresser and looks into the mirror only to see Becky’s face.  “No, I’m not Becky.  I’m Emma,” she says and begins to cry.
 
   Aunt Gladys puts a hand on her shoulder while the other Emma—the real Emma—edges into a corner, her face deathly pale.  “Becky, honey, I know you don’t like it over there and I wish you didn’t have to go back, but you’re scaring Emma.”
 
   “I’m Emma!”
 
   “Now you know that isn’t true.”   In the mirror Aunt Gladys pinches one of Becky’s pudgy cheeks.  A sharp pain runs through Emma.  It’s real.  She’s Becky.  The tears continue to pour down her red cheeks.  Aunt Gladys leads her to the bathroom so she won’t scare Emma anymore.
 
   “It’ll be all right, sweetheart,” Aunt Gladys says.  “You’ll be fine.  But you have to accept who you are.”
 
   Emma looks in the mirror and again sees Becky’s face.  “I’m Becky,” she says.
 
   “That’s right.”  Aunt Gladys smiles at her and then holds up a washcloth.  “Now, let’s get you cleaned up before you go back.”
 
   Emma lets Aunt Gladys dab at her cheeks with the washcloth.  Then she waddles out to the car to go to Becky’s home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Emma awoke in bed.  She lay on the soft mattress for a full minute, as the last bits of the dream faded away.  She supposed the dream was in response to the rift that had formed between her and Becky; maybe it was a subconscious message to show more empathy to her best friend.  She would have to try that later, but for now she had more important matters on her mind.
 
   Only then did she replay her last moments of consciousness.  She had gone into the Sanctuary to open the case of red armor.  But something had gone wrong.  When she tried to open it, the case sent a shock through her similar to the one she’d felt when she touched Bykov’s meteor.  It must have knocked her out.  Then how did she get back to her bedroom?
 
   She turned her head, but the only thing she could see in the darkness was the face of a clock.  Something was wrong as this clock had red digital numbers; the clock in Ms. Chiostro’s guestroom was an old analog model.  Had the witches decided to replace the clock?  Or maybe they had put her in a different guestroom.  
 
   But how had she gotten back to the house?  Marlin had probably come back down and seen her unconscious and then alerted the witches.  They might have carried her back through the sewers or used their power to teleport her to the house.  It didn’t make any difference how or why; she had to get up and return to the Sanctuary to find out why the case had shocked her.  Had the Order decided she was no longer worthy to be the Scarlet Knight?  Had it acceded to her former demand to quit?
 
   Too many questions.  With a weary sigh she sat up in bed—or tried to sit up in bed.  Her body felt as if weights had been tied to her back.  She collapsed back onto the mattress.  She must have taken a worse shock from the case than she had thought.  It might be better to rest for a while longer, until her strength returned. 
 
   She closed her eyes and fell to sleep again.  This time she did not dream, or at least she couldn’t remember any dreams.  Her eyes fluttered open to sunlight on her face.  It must be mid-morning at least, if not noon.  Injury or no, she had wasted far too much time.
 
   She turned her head from the light and confirmed she was not in her room at Ms. Chiostro’s house.  The beige walls were familiar, but not from Ms. Chiostro’s house.  She was in Becky’s bedroom!  The witches must have brought her here or maybe Marlin had fetched Becky to drag her from the Sanctuary.  After Becky’s previous rejections this didn’t seem likely.
 
   She looked down at the foot of the bed.  Someone seemed to have stacked a couple of pillows in the middle of the bed, right on her midsection.  Underneath the blankets, Emma’s hand searched for these pillows to pull them away.
 
   Her hand touched something soft, but it was not a pillow.  Her hands began to tremble as she peeled back the covers to confirm her suspicions:  the pillow was in actuality a flabby stomach.  Her flabby stomach!
 
   She held up her hands and noted how her fingers had swollen to look almost like sausage links.  She thought back to the dream she’d had after the case had shocked her.  “Oh no,” she whispered, but it was not her voice.
 
   She swung her pudgy legs over the bed and grunted as she levered herself upright.  Then she ran—more of a high-speed waddle—across the hall into the bathroom.  When she caught sight of herself in the mirror, she screamed, only it was with Becky’s voice.
 
   Emma leaned forward and took a closer look at Becky’s brown eyes.  The reflection in the mirror reached up to take a handful of dark hair, as did Emma.  She and her reflection tugged at the hair; both winced in pain at this.  Emma let go of the dark hair to take a handful of stomach fat.  She pinched it until pain lanced through her.  Conventional wisdom said if you could feel pain it wasn’t a dream.  
 
   This wasn’t a dream, but it was just like the dream she’d experienced.  She had become Becky.  “Oh no,” she said and heard Becky’s voice in her ears.
 
   The question then became:  what about her body?  She put a hand to her mouth as she wondered if perhaps the case had done more than knock her unconscious; perhaps it had disintegrated her body—that of Emma Earl.  Or maybe her real body had become so badly injured that the witches had somehow transferred her into Becky’s to save her life.  What about Becky?  Were they cohabitating in the same body right now?  Or had Becky disappeared?
 
   She watched in the mirror as her chubby cheeks turned bright red.  Tears formed in her brown eyes.  “This can’t be happening,” she whimpered.
 
   She turned away from the mirror and hurried back to the bedroom.  She threw open the closet doors to find something to wear.  She snatched the first blouse and pants she came across; she didn’t care that the blouse was green and the pants pink.  
 
   The problem then became to find where Becky left her car keys.  Emma searched the bedroom without any luck.  She waddled downstairs to check the foyer, living room, and finally the kitchen.  Becky had left the keys next to the refrigerator, along with an empty pint of rocky road ice cream.  Emma put a hand to her stomach and grimaced at the thought that Becky had eaten the entire pint of chocolate ice cream to suppress her pain.  “Oh Becky,” she whispered.  “We’ll fix this.”
 
   She grabbed the keys and then went into the garage.  She didn’t have much experience with driving a car, not to mention her body felt so unfamiliar, so she backed slowly out of the garage.  On the street she didn’t drive much faster, which prompted many drivers to honk and flash their lights at her.  She hardly noticed this; she kept her eyes on the road and her pudgy hands on the steering wheel.  It still didn’t feel right that these were her hands—at least for the moment.  Occasionally she took one hand off the wheel to flex it to confirm she was still in control of the limb.
 
   With a grateful sigh she pulled along the curb in front of Ms. Chiostro’s house.  When she got out she stumbled over her own feet, but managed to grab the door before she could fall.  Ms. Chiostro was already out of the door, racing towards her.  “Rebecca?  What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m not Rebecca.  I’m Emma.”
 
   The witch stared at her for a moment.  Then she took Emma by the elbow.  “Come inside, dear and let’s talk.”
 
   ***
 
   Ms. Chiostro led Emma into the parlor to an overstuffed armchair.  The witch squatted down to again look Emma in the eye.  “Tell me what happened.”  Emma told her about when she’d touched the case, the shock that had knocked her out, the dream that she’d become Becky, and then how she’d woke up to find the dream had come true.  “Oh my.  So you’re really Emma?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Prove it.  What’s the atomic weight of gold?” she asked.  Emma told her.  “You’re Emma all right.  This is bad, very bad.  Stay here for a moment, dear.”
 
   “Where are you going?”  Right now Emma didn’t want to be alone, though she knew a reoccurrence was unlikely.
 
   “I just need to see Sylvia for a moment.”  Ms. Chiostro brushed a tress of dark hair away from Emma’s face.  “We’re going to help you.  All right?”
 
   “All right.”  While Ms. Chiostro went downstairs, Emma looked down.  She tried to see her feet, but her stomach got in the way.  She had to swing her feet out a few inches before she could finally see them.  She swung her feet back and forth and watched in fascination as they disappeared beneath her shelf of fat.  Though she tried not to think about it, she couldn’t help but wonder if she would be stuck like this for the rest of her life.  
 
   She still swung her legs as Ms. Chiostro returned with her sister in tow.  Emma hoped they would have some kind of potion or at least a spell book they might use to help her—and Becky.  Instead, Ms. Chiostro only carried a polished leg bone that Emma guessed was a turkey bone.  “What’s that?” she asked.
 
   “We have to examine you.  Hold very still.”  Ms. Chiostro let the bone dangle from a leather strap.  The bone hovered over Emma’s forehead for a moment before it rocketed backwards.  The leather strap snapped as the bone sailed from Ms. Chiostro’s hand to break through the front window.
 
   “That’s bad, isn’t it?” Emma said.
 
   “I’d say,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   “Hush,” Ms. Chiostro said to her sister.  “But yes, this is very serious.  The bone is drawn to magic.  Whatever happened to you, it’s not giving off magical energy.”
 
   Emma looked out the broken window.  “Is there such a thing as anti-magic?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of, dear.”  Ms. Chiostro took a small leather case from her pocket.  Inside was a pair of rose-colored glasses.  She slipped on the glasses and then stared at Emma; her eyes gradually widened.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Your aura.  There’s something wrong.”  Ms. Chiostro took off the glasses to give them to her sister.  Sylvia stared at Emma and finally shook her head.
 
   “What’s wrong with my aura?”
 
   “It’s like there’s something else there, attached to it,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “Becky?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  It’s something else.”
 
   “Something dark,” Sylvia added.
 
   “Dark?  You mean like Isis?”
 
   “No, if it were Isis it wouldn’t have repelled the bone.  It’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before.”
 
   Emma gulped; she definitely didn’t like the sound of that.  “What do we do?”
 
   The witch patted Emma’s arm.  “You should stay here and rest.  Sylvia and I are going to the Sanctuary and see what we can find.”
 
   “Can’t I go too?  I don’t want to be alone.”
 
   “We won’t be long, dear.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “It will be a lot faster if we vanish ourselves there.  I don’t want to try any kind of spells on you until we know what we’re dealing with.  Mixing magic is very dangerous.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll stay here.”
 
   “We won’t be long.  I promise.”  Ms. Chiostro gave Emma’s chubby hand a squeeze.  Then she took a step back.  Emma put a hand to her eyes to shield them from the bright light that accompanied the witches’s departure.  When she opened her eyes again, Emma was alone—but she didn’t feel alone.  She could feel something else in the room; it watched her just as in Bykov’s bunker.
 
   Emma ran for the stairs.  She was winded by the time she reached the top, but still she managed to race into the guestroom and launch herself onto the bed.  She pulled the covers over her head; but just like when she was a child, she could feel something still there.  She prayed Ms. Chiostro didn’t take much longer.
 
   ***
 
   Becky could feel something was wrong.  Her mattress had become rock hard.  Had she fallen on the floor?  That hadn’t happened without the assistance of her sisters—or her mother—since she was ten.
 
   She thought back to last night.  She hadn’t been drunk; she’d stuck to ice cream to drown her sorrows.  Though she knew she was perfectly justified to keep Emma out of her house—her and Steve’s house—she couldn’t help but feel guilty.  Her best friend had looked so dirty and thin, even for Emma.
 
   Long ago, Becky had promised Emma’s mother to look after Emma like a big sister.  It was the least Becky could do after how the Earl family had taken her into their home.  Once Emma’s parents died, Becky had taken that promise very seriously.  She had watched over Emma and protected her as best as she could.  Even after Emma had gone away to college, Becky kept in touch with her to keep their friendship alive.  When Emma returned to Rampart City, Becky insisted they live together so Becky could look after her friend.
 
   That was all before Steve’s murder.  An assassin’s bullet had torn through Steve’s heart a moment before he could kiss Becky to seal their wedding vows.  Becky still couldn’t be sure if the bullet had been meant for Emma, but certainly Emma’s second job as the Scarlet Knight had drawn the assassin to the church that afternoon.  She had brought the death and destruction upon them and taken away the only man Becky had ever loved.
 
   That Becky could not forgive, no matter the promises she had made.  Still, she couldn’t help but feel guilty about it, especially with Emma in such a pitiful state.  Becky wished she could be spiteful enough to enjoy her former best friend’s misfortunes in the last nine months, but she couldn’t.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t erase the memories of the times they had shared over the last twenty years.
 
   “Are you going to lie there all day?” a familiar voice asked.
 
   Becky opened her eyes to see Marlin the ghost over her.  Stranger yet, she looked through him to see a ceiling of brown rock.  “Where am I?” Becky asked, but something was wrong; it wasn’t her voice.  It sounded like Emma’s voice.
 
   “You’re exactly where you were when I left.  Now stop lollygagging and get moving.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Becky held up a hand to her face; the fingers of the hand were long and thin to the point of being nearly skeletal.  Becky flexed these thin fingers; she watched them move as she directed.
 
   “You’re supposed to be out fighting crime, not taking a nap.”
 
   Becky sat up and immediately noted something was wrong when she didn’t feel her stomach rest on her thighs like usual.  She looked down and saw she didn’t have much of a stomach anymore.  Her midsection was caved in to again make her think of a skeleton.  “Who do you think I am?” she asked Marlin.  Again she heard Emma’s voice when she spoke.
 
   “Did you suffer brain damage while I was gone?”
 
   “Humor me.  Who am I?”
 
   “You’re Emma bloody Earl.  The one chosen—sometimes I can’t imagine why—to be the Scarlet Knight to battle evil and injustice.  Any of this ring a bell?”
 
   “Oh my God,” Becky said.  She put a hand to her head and felt the extremely short hair.  Becky remembered the haircut Sylvia had given Emma to get the rats out of her snarled hair.  “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “What are you blathering about?  Are you going to open the case and get moving or sit there asking stupid questions all day?”
 
   “You’re sure I’m Emma?”
 
   “Of course I’m sure.  What’s the matter with you?”
 
   “I’m not Emma.  I’m Becky.”
 
   “If you’re Becky you’ve certainly dropped a lot of weight in the last eight hours.”
 
   “I mean it.  When I went to bed last night I was me.  And now—”  She shrugged helplessly, unsure how to finish the sentence.  “You have to believe me.”
 
   “I’ve heard crazy stories in my time, but this one—”
 
   A burst of white light interrupted the ghost in mid-sentence.  Becky squeezed her eyes shut but it was too late to avoid being blinded by the flash.  She felt someone touch her shoulder and swatted at whoever it was.
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  It’s me,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “It’s us,” Sylvia added.
 
   Becky’s vision cleared enough so she could see the witches over her, albeit surrounded by green and purple blobs.  “What’s going on?  What happened to me?”
 
   Ms. Chiostro squeezed her shoulder.  “I think it would be best to show you.”  For some reason Becky couldn’t fathom, Ms. Chiostro put on a pair of rose-colored glasses.  She squinted through these for a few moments before she nodded to herself.  She offered Becky a hand.  “You’d better close your eyes, dear.”
 
   Becky did so, but even through her eyelids she could sense another flash.  When everything turned dark, she opened her eyes to find herself in Ms. Chiostro’s parlor.  “She must have gone upstairs.  Sylvia could you go fetch her?” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   The witch grumbled under her breath as she went upstairs.  In the meantime, Becky picked up a teaspoon.  She couldn’t see her face clearly, but she could make out the pale skin and red hair.  “What’s going on?” she asked again.  “Why do I look like Emma?”
 
   “Hold on a minute, dear.”
 
   Becky heard footsteps come down the stairs.  She gasped as she saw herself come around the corner.  “Hi Becky,” Emma said shyly in Becky’s voice.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Becky’s body didn’t have the well-honed reflexes she was accustomed to, so she was unable to sidestep before Becky lunged forward to grab her by the throat.  Emma didn’t fight back, too in shock that she was being strangled by her own body.  The good thing was that her flight from Europe had left her body weakened so Becky didn’t have time to kill her before Sylvia pulled her off.
 
   “You bitch!” Becky screamed.  “You did this!  I don’t know how but you did.”  Even with only one hand, Sylvia was more than a match for Becky.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma croaked.  She pushed aside her double chin to massage her neck.  “I don’t know what happened.  I went to the Sanctuary and tried to open the crate and then it shocked me.  When I woke up I was you.  And I guess you’re me.”
 
   Becky went still in the armchair, but her muscles looked poised to spring again at any moment.  Emma took a step back.  “I’m sorry,” she said again.
 
   Ms. Chiostro put a hand on her shoulder.  “Don’t worry, dear, we’ll find a way to fix this.  Until then you two will have to try to make the best of it.”
 
   “Make the best of it?”  Becky laughed, which sent a shiver through Emma’s body.  Becky managed to slither out of Sylvia’s chokehold to get to her feet.  Emma braced for her friend to come at her again, but Becky started for the door instead.  As she reached the front door, she turned back around.  “All right, I’m going to make the best of it.  I’m going to get some tattoos and piercings and maybe a couple pounds of heroin.  How’s that for making the best of it?”
 
   “Rebecca, please, don’t do anything foolish to Emma’s body.  We’ll sort this out.  You just have to be patient.”
 
   “The hell with being patient.  And the hell with all of you!”  Becky slammed the front door.  Emma turned to go after her, but Ms. Chiostro tightened her grip on Emma’s shoulder.
 
   “Let her go, dear.  She needs some time to adjust.”
 
   “Not like you could catch her anyway,” Sylvia grumbled.
 
   Emma felt her cheeks turn warm at this.  There was no way she could run down Becky—not like this.  She would have to hope Becky didn’t decide to do anything crazy while she occupied Emma’s body.  “What do we do now?”
 
   Ms. Chiostro looked over at Sylvia.  “I think this is too much for us to handle on our own.  We have to see the head of our coven.  She has more experience; she’ll know what to do.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t?  What if we’re like this forever?”
 
   “You can’t think like that, dear.  We’ll find a way to change you back.  In the meantime, try to do what Rebecca would normally do.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “That’s a good girl.  Now, Sylvia and I have to go get ready.  Will you be all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”  For the first time, she noticed what she wore.  “I’d better go and change.  I can’t go to work like this.”
 
   “Be very careful.  This is Rebecca’s life, not yours.”
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”  Emma waddled back out to Becky’s car, glad to see Becky hadn’t tried to take it.  With the car she might be able to find her friend, but she supposed Ms. Chiostro was right.  Becky just needed some time for the shock to wear off.  In the meantime, Emma would try to do what Becky normally did, even if she didn’t know anything about politics.
 
   She nearly crashed the car into a tree when Marlin appeared through the passenger’s side door.  “So you’re Emma now, are you?” the ghost asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You really got the short end of the stick.  Or should I say the fat end of the stick.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “If you think those hags are going to fix this, think again.  This is the kind of magic only my master can fix.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do, cut out my heart again?”
 
   “You could try it.”
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped again.  She turned to where the ghost floated over the passenger’s seat.  “Hasn’t anything like this ever happened before?”
 
   “Of course not.  This only seems to happen when you’re involved.”
 
   Emma replayed what had happened again in her mind.  “It was your armor that did this to us.  I tried to open the case and it shocked me and then I woke up as Becky.”
 
   “If the case did that it must have had a good reason.  It was probably trying to protect itself from something.”
 
   Emma remembered the last time the armor had tried to protect itself.  She had gone mad and rampaged through the city in search of her dead mother until Becky stopped her.  Back then Ms. Chiostro had explained that the scarlet armor was like a living organism that would do anything to protect the integrity of its magic.  Its magic.  She thought of the tests Ms. Chiostro had run.  There was something wrong with her aura, something that wasn’t supposed to be there.
 
   “It’s the meteor,” she said.  “That’s what the armor is protecting itself from.”
 
   “What are you going on about?”
 
   “The meteor at Bykov’s house.  After it shocked me I tried to call for the armor but it wouldn’t come.  You couldn’t come to me either.”  The ghost stared at her.  “Don’t you get it?  Something in that meteor infected me—my aura.  The armor made sure that I couldn’t spread the infection to it by doing this.”  She poked her gut for emphasis.
 
   “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.  If the armor wanted to stop you, it could have easily killed you.  Then it could send out the Call to find someone else.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment as she drove.  She checked her rearview mirror before she shifted lanes.  For a moment she caught a glimpse of her eyes—Becky’s brown eyes.  “No, the armor couldn’t kill me,” she said.  “I bonded with it, remember?  There is still a little bit of it in me.”  She pointed to her eye.  “It did the next best thing.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.”
 
   “I won’t argue with you there.”  Emma pulled into the driveway of Becky’s house.  She thought perhaps her friend would be here, but the house was silent as she entered.  Marlin disappeared for a few moments; he returned to report there was nobody upstairs.  “Well, I guess I’d better go to work.”
 
   “Work?”
 
   “At Councilwoman Napier’s office.”
 
   “Why don’t you just call in sick?  Take a mental health day.”
 
   “For how long?  It might be weeks before we can find a way to switch us back—if ever.”  Emma started up the stairs; her legs burned as if she’d run a mile by the time she reached the top.  The bedroom looked exactly as she’d left it this morning, which meant Becky hadn’t shown up at the house.  But if Becky stayed on foot she might arrive later.  Emma turned to see Marlin hover by the ceiling.  “Try to find Becky.  Make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.”  Emma smiled tiredly.  “I want my body back the way I left it.”
 
   The ghost grumbled to himself as he disappeared back through the ceiling.  The last thing Emma heard him say was, “We never had this problem with the men.”
 
   ***
 
   The whole night and morning had been strange, but not as strange as when Emma stepped into the shower.  She hadn’t seen Becky naked since she was five years old and Mom gave them a bath together after they got into a mud fight outside.  She traced her fingers along the stretch marks on Becky’s stomach like those of a pregnant woman though Becky had never been pregnant.  
 
   She kept her eyes closed as she shampooed Becky’s longer hair and then while she ran the soap along Becky’s skin.  She ran the bar of soap underneath Becky’s gut, but stopped before her hand went any lower.  She thought of what Becky had promised to do to Emma’s body; she supposed it would be a small thing to wash Becky’s privates, but she pulled her hand away out of embarrassment.
 
   After she wrapped a towel around herself, she stopped in front of the bathroom mirror again.  She ran through every facial expression and thought of how she had been Becky’s friend for twenty years but never really thought of what it was like to be Becky.  “I’m going to take good care of you,” she said into the mirror and then smiled.  
 
   Unlike earlier in the morning, this time she rummaged through the closet more slowly to pick out a black suit and white blouse she remembered she’d seen Becky wear to work before.  She turned her head away as she reached into a drawer for a pair of panties; she didn’t want to see Becky’s underwear.  The clothes were a little more snug than Emma was used to, but they would do at least for today.
 
   As she drove into work, Emma waited for Marlin to return and update her on what Becky had done with her body.  He didn’t appear by the time she reached city hall, where Becky worked as the top aide for the city council president.  When a security guard stopped her just inside the entrance, Emma thought for sure the jig was up and she would be exposed as an impostor.  The guard asked to see her identification badge.  Emma reached into Becky’s purse until she found it.
 
   “You’re supposed to wear it at all times while in the building, Mrs. Scherr,” the guard said.  It wasn’t until the guard handed the badge back to her that Emma saw the name was listed as Mrs. Rebecca Scherr even though Becky and Steve’s wedding had not been official; Steve didn’t live long enough to sign the marriage license, a fact Emma blamed on herself.  If she had paid more attention, she might have spotted the assassin and saved Steve’s life so he and Becky could be together instead of Becky by herself, her only comfort in pints of rocky road ice cream.
 
   The guard cleared his throat to indicate Emma should move on.  “Oh, yes, thank you.”  Almost immediately after the elevator doors opened on the fifth floor, Emma’s nose detected the smell of donuts.  Her stomach rumbled to remind her Becky hadn’t eaten anything since that pint of rocky road.
 
   She followed her nose through the maze of cubicles to the kitchen, where someone had left a box of donuts.  Emma usually drank only a protein shake or can of Red Bull for breakfast, but she couldn’t stop herself before she snatched four of the donuts from the box.  She downed one in the kitchen before she even filled a cup with coffee.  The second she devoured by the time she reached the kitchen door.
 
   The other two she ate at her desk.  No one said anything about her appearance; they didn’t seem to pay any attention to her.  She wolfed down the donuts and then washed them down with the coffee before she suppressed a satisfied belch.  She wiped at the crumbs on her mouth when a young man poked his head into her cubicle.  “Hey Becky, Napier’s looking for you.”
 
   “She is?”  Emma checked the time on her computer; it was only eight-thirty in the morning.  Clearly the council president was an early riser.  “I guess I better go see her.”  Emma tried to smile; she had hoped to put off meeting Becky’s boss for a little bit, at least until she felt more comfortable in Becky’s shoes.
 
   Emma tapped lightly on Napier’s door.  “Come in, Rebecca,” Napier’s voice said.  Emma did as she was told; she opened the door just enough to let herself in.  She remained by the door until Napier said, “Have a seat, please.”
 
   Emma settled into one of the chairs across from Napier’s desk.  The older woman sat with her fingers tented, which reminded Emma of the director at the Plaine Museum; perhaps there was a secret school of management where they learned to do that to make subordinates uneasy.  “You wanted to see me?”
 
   “Yes, I did.  I ran into one of the mayor’s aides at a party last night.  He mentioned that the Russian trade minister is going to be paying our city a visit in a couple of weeks for trade talks.  I need you to coordinate with the mayor’s office to make sure everything goes smoothly.”
 
   Emma said nothing in response to this; she stared at Becky’s supervisor in shock.  The Russian trade minister?  She wondered if perhaps he was on Bykov’s payroll.  Maybe these “trade talks” were an excuse for Bykov to send some thugs over to look for Emma and the meteor.  If he wasn’t on the payroll, then maybe he could help exert some pressure on Bykov to get him to stop his private war against Grakistan.
 
   “Is something wrong, Rebecca?  You’re sweating.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her forehead to wipe the sweat away.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just a little warm in here for me.”
 
   “Perhaps you should go home.  I can ask Reynolds—”
 
   “No, I can handle it.  I’ll handle it.”  Emma smiled and hoped it didn’t look too desperate.  “I was remembering a report I’d seen on the news recently about a breakaway republic called Grakistan.  They’re being harassed by mercenaries hired by a Russian businessman named Bykov.  Maybe the trade minister knows him.  You could ask—”
 
   The councilwoman cut her off.  “We only worry about Rampart City here, Rebecca.  What happens in Russia or Grakistan isn’t any of our business.”  Napier smiled insincerely at her.  “On your way out, send Reynolds in here.”
 
   Emma stood up and nodded slightly.  “Yes ma’am.”  She dragged herself from the office, her head hung in embarrassment.  She had only been Becky for a few hours and already she’d put her friend’s career at risk.  Marlin had been right; she should have stayed home.
 
   ***
 
   Reynolds turned out to be the young man who’d talked to Emma earlier.  Before long he would probably be Napier’s top aide, all thanks to Emma running her mouth.  Of course Napier wouldn’t involve herself in the situation with Grakistan.  It wasn’t any concern of a politician in Rampart City.  It probably wouldn’t interest the Russian trade minister even if he wasn’t in Bykov’s pocket.
 
   She looked down at her chubby hands on the keyboard and felt more helpless than at the Russian farmer’s house.  She had promised to get rid of Bykov for him, but that had been nearly a month ago.  In that time she had done absolutely nothing except flee the country like a coward.  Now she was stuck in Becky’s body, unable to even touch the scarlet armor.  There was nothing she could do to help.
 
   Emma slunk back into the kitchen.  There were no donuts left, so she put money into the vending machine.  Emma scanned the rows of sugary treats.  A pack of Jolly Ranchers were the only thing not to have chocolate in them.  Emma was about to tap the button when she caught Becky’s reflection in the glass.  Emma was allergic to chocolate; Becky was not.  With this in mind, she decided to buy a Snickers bar.  The candy bar made it halfway off the rack before it got stuck.  It hung ponderously from the rack to mock her.  She pounded the machine in a rage, to exhaust her fury at her uselessness to everyone.  The candy bar still refused to drop; Emma wanted to pick up a chair to smash the machine open.  She decided against this at least until she realized there wasn’t another dollar in her purse.  Then she tightened her grip on the back of a chair.
 
   “Problem with the machine?” a familiar voice asked.
 
   Emma turned around to see Dan Dreyfus with a smile on his face.  “That one must be yours,” he said.  He gestured to the Snickers bar that teetered over the edge of the rack.
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  “It’s stuck.”
 
   Before Emma could stop him, Dan reached into his pocket for a dollar bill.  He inserted it into the machine and then typed in the number for the Snickers bar.  Not only did the stuck candy bar drop, so did a second one.  He scooped these out of the machine; he took one and offered the other to Emma.
 
   “Thank you.”  She tucked the candy bar into her purse.
 
   “You can pay me back by buying me a cup of coffee,” he said.
 
   She stared at him in confusion for a moment before she realized he’d made a joke.  She laughed timidly.  “Oh, right.  Sorry, I’m a little off today.”
 
   “That’s fine.  I have days like that too.”  Emma poured them each a cup of coffee and then motioned for Dan to sit at one of the Formica tables.  She didn’t usually drink coffee, but Becky did; she didn’t want to do anything too out of character.  As she sat down, Emma felt the seat wobble beneath her.  The way things had gone today, she wouldn’t be surprised if the chair broke to dump her on her rear in front of Dan.
 
   She tore the wrapper off the Snickers bar and took a cautious bite.  She remembered when Aunt Gladys had given her some chocolate-covered bugs when she was two; her throat had nearly closed up and hives had broken out all over her little body.  Nothing like that happened this time.  This chocolate tasted delicious, so sweet and creamy, unlike anything she had tasted.  She groaned with pleasure as the chocolate melted on her tongue.  “Wow, that is so good.”
 
   “Haven’t you eaten a Snickers before?” Dan asked.
 
   “Oh, sure,” Emma said.  To change the subject, she asked, “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “I was in the area and thought I’d come up to thank you for your help.”
 
   “My help?”
 
   “With Councilwoman Napier.  The police wouldn’t have taken me seriously without her help, not with that psychopath doing their job for them.”
 
   “Psychopath?  You mean the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “That’s the one.  It looks like we scared her back into whatever hole she popped out of.”
 
   “Oh, well—” Emma couldn’t say anything else; her lip trembled too badly.  Tears threatened to pour from her eyes, but for the moment she held them in check.  She knew Dan was angry about what had happened to Isis.
 
   “Three weeks without a sighting.  You know how much quieter it’s been?  No one releasing animals from the zoo or slaughtering people in the park.”  Becky had told her the same thing, but to hear it from Dan was enough to break Emma’s heart.  She wished she could crawl into a hole like Bykov’s bunker to hide.
 
   Instead she could only mumble, “I’m glad I could help.  I should go back to work.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’m sorry to take up so much of your time.”  Dan scratched the back of his head shyly; from experience Emma knew he was working up the courage to ask her something important.  “I thought maybe if you weren’t doing anything, I could take you out to dinner to thank you properly.”  He smiled at her and motioned with his candy bar.  “I promise it’ll be somewhere much better than this place.”
 
   “I, I—” Emma didn’t know what to say to this.  Dan had asked Becky out!  Dan, the man Emma loved more than anyone else wanted to have dinner with her best friend.  She couldn’t possibly say yes, could she?  Ms. Chiostro had said she should do what Becky would normally do.  What would Becky do?  
 
   “If you’re busy—”
 
   “No, I’m not busy.  I’d love to have dinner with you.”
 
   “Great.  How about tomorrow?  I’ll pick you up at seven if that’s OK.”
 
   “It’s fine.  Just fine.”
 
   Emma hardly noticed Dan leave the kitchen.  She remained there for a while and replayed the conversation in her mind.  It was just dinner, right?  What was the worst that could happen?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   In all her life, Becky had never run so fast before.  It wasn’t just that she had been fat even as a toddler; most of the time she had her little sisters along or Emma, who refused to run outside the park or her backyard because her mommy forbade it.  Now that she was Emma, she found her skinny legs could propel her faster than the cars that meandered along in the rush hour traffic.
 
   She wanted to scream with joy at this, but then she remembered she was supposed to be unhappy about the situation.  For twenty-six years she had tried to accept herself for who she was—the good and bad parts of her—and she’d be damned if she’d let someone change her into someone else, especially when that person was her former best friend.  She was proud to be Becky Scherr nee Beech; she didn’t want to be anyone else, especially a scrawny know-it-all with a warped sense of nobility that allowed her to save every stranger but not her best friend’s husband.  A know-it-all who had caused all of this because she had to stick her nose where it didn’t belong.
 
   Now that nose belonged to Becky and she would teach it a lesson.  As she ran, she thought about the most painful and embarrassing places to get pierced.  Wouldn’t it serve Emma right to find a stud sticking out of her labia?  Of course it would be Becky who would feel the pain at first, but no pain, no gain as they said.  To accompany the piercings she thought of getting Emma’s entire pale back covered in tattoos, or maybe one big one like a mural. 
 
   Her plan began to unravel when she found out it was too early for the tattoo parlors to be open.  She would have to come back in the early afternoon, by which time her rage would probably have ebbed somewhat.  She wanted to take her revenge now while she was still angry enough to do it.
 
   With the tattoo parlors closed, she wandered the sidewalks of Rampart City.  She came upon the high-end shopping district along Toledo Avenue, an area she rarely visited because she had little use for the clothes boutiques and jewelry stores.  The last time she had come down here was with Steve to search for a wedding ring.  They saw one in a display case with a diamond as big around as Becky’s finger.  “Someday I’ll get you one like that,” he said and squeezed her ring hand.
 
   “I don’t care how expensive of a ring I have.  All that matters is we’re together,” she had said to him and then kissed him on the mouth.  His face had turned red, as it always did whenever she showed any affection to him in public.
 
   Now he was gone and when she looked in the mirror she saw the person responsible for his death.  A tattoo or piercing wouldn’t be enough; she wanted to destroy this body.  Throw herself in front of a bus maybe or light herself on fire.  At least cut off a finger or take a razor to that pretty face.  She wanted to leave a scar the way Emma had left a scar on Becky’s heart.
 
   She stopped in front of the window for a dress shop to study a pink dress.  The sleeveless straps and low skirt made it something she would never wear because it would show off her flabby arms and cottage cheese thighs.  A ray of sunlight came from behind her to show her reflection in the window next to the mannequin in the dress.  Not her reflection—Emma’s reflection with her long legs and near-anorexic chest.  For the first time in her life, Becky could show off her body.
 
   What was it they said:  living well is the best revenge?  She imagined the fun she could have in that dress in the city’s many nightclubs.  Guys—and girls—would line up to buy her drinks and ask her to dance.  They would probably want her to do more than that—and she would be eager to do it.  She could do all of the things she could never do and that Emma wouldn’t do because of her skewed sense of morality.  If Becky played her cards right she might even cause Emma to lose her virginity—now that would be revenge!
 
   This plan also began to unravel when she patted her pockets and remembered she didn’t have any money.  Emma was completely broke, not to mention homeless after she’d been evicted from her apartment.  If Becky went back to her house she could get her purse, but she didn’t have that much money either.  The house payments and associated bills ate up most of her money and Steve’s life insurance had gone to his parents since he hadn’t changed the policy yet.
 
   “You would look great in that dress,” a man said.
 
   Becky turned to see a man probably ten years older than her with the expensive suit and slick hair of a stockbroker.  “Thank you, but I’m just window-shopping,” she said in Emma’s timid little voice.
 
   The man craned his neck to check out the price tag that dangled from the mannequin.  “I could buy it for you,” he said.
 
   “I couldn’t let you do that.”
 
   “Please, I insist.  A pretty young lady like you shouldn’t be wearing rags.”
 
   “It’s too much money.  I wouldn’t feel right about it.”
 
   “I can afford it.  Please, let me do this for you.”
 
   From the look of the man’s suit, shoes, and watch he could afford a dozen of the dresses in the window.  Becky imagined herself in the dress again and how beautiful she would look.  And she had imagined guys would chase after her and here she already had one on the hook.  “Well, OK, but you’ll have to give me your address so I can pay you back eventually.”
 
   “How about I take you to lunch and then I can give you a lot more than my address?”
 
   Becky couldn’t help but smile at this.  She had never had a man this attractive take this kind of interest in her.  She had always been the fat girl in the corner no one noticed, except for one sweet, shy young man.  She thought of Steve again, but then reminded herself he was dead thanks to Emma Earl.  Now was the time to get some payback.  It wasn’t like she would marry this guy anyway.  “Sure,” she said.  “I’d love that.”
 
   ***
 
   The dress looked every bit as good on her as she had imagined while she’d stood in front of the display window.  Her only complaints were that the bosom sagged a little due to the weight Emma had lost in her flight from Europe—weight she couldn’t afford to lose there—and she had a bandage wrapped around her left bicep from where Emma had been shot.  This didn’t seem to be a problem for the man who introduced himself as Rolf.
 
   Becky stepped out of the dressing room and turned around in the pink dress to give Rolf a good look at her.  “You look spectacular,” he said.
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “I know so.”  While the clerk went to write up the order, Rolf whispered into her ear, “I can’t wait to get you out of here.”
 
   “Me either,” she said with a girlish giggle.
 
   She left the store in the dress; she left Emma’s mud-splattered clothes in the dressing room for the clerk to dispose of later.  This would be a minor loss, but she considered it the first salvo in the war.
 
   She took Rolf’s hand as they left the store, but he soon insisted on putting his arm around her bare shoulders.  In turn she leaned against him; the warmth of his body reminded her of Steve.  But he wasn’t Steve; Steve was dead and she would avenge herself on the one responsible.
 
   As they walked along Toledo Avenue, Becky could sense people turn to catch a glimpse of her in the dress.  She couldn’t help but smile to herself as she walked; for the first time she had stopped traffic instead of prompting it to go faster.  She laughed at this.  “What’s so funny, babe?” Rolf asked.
 
   “Nothing.  I’m just happy.”
 
   “I’m happy too.”
 
   They stopped at a trendy restaurant for lunch, the kind of place Napier frequented but Becky couldn’t afford.  She looked around to see if her boss was here, but didn’t see the council president or anyone else from the office.  This helped her to relax, as did the martini Rolf ordered for her.  Of course Emma hardly ever touched alcohol.  Before she became the Scarlet Knight she had been too young and when she came of age she didn’t want to have her reflexes slowed.  Becky gulped down the martini and then shook her glass to indicate she wanted a refill.
 
   She drank two more martinis before lunch arrived.  While not strictly a vegetarian, Emma usually didn’t eat meat because it was too fatty.  Becky ordered a two-pound steak with a baked potato slathered in sour cream and butter.  Like the rest of her plans, this one unraveled when she became full after she ate a quarter of the steak and half the potato.
 
   “I guess your eyes were a little bigger than your stomach,” Rolf said.
 
   Becky laughed at this as if it were the funniest thing she’d ever heard.  As he ate, Rolf explained he was not a stockbroker but the vice-president of consumer products for a large multi-national bank.  He had recently divorced from his wife; he’d left her the house in Westfield and their three children.
 
   “I lost my husband recently too,” Becky said.
 
   “Really, what kind of heartless bastard would leave a girl like you?”
 
   “He didn’t leave me,” Becky said.  Her face turned warm from anger and the martinis.  “He was murdered.”
 
   “I’m very sorry to hear that.  How long ago was this?”
 
   “About nine months.”
 
   Rolf reached across the table to take her hand.  “Losing someone is always terrible, but I’m sure your husband wouldn’t want you to be miserable.  He’d want you to be happy.”
 
   “I am happy with you.”
 
   They skipped dessert as Rolf suggested they go back to his suite at the Rampart Arms, where he had taken up residence after his separation from his wife.  “The company pays for most of it,” he said.  The company also paid for the car that took them to the hotel.  The hotel staff didn’t seem to pay any attention to Rolf even though he’d come in with a drunken girl draped on him at noon.
 
   “Oh my God, it’s so beautiful,” Becky said once Rolf opened the door.  It got better when Rolf opened the curtains so she could see the view of the city, which included the not-so-distant Robinson Tower.  “This is like a palace.  You’re like a king.”  She giggled tipsily at this.
 
   “It’s good to be the king,” Rolf said with a wink.  He led her back to the bedroom.  She didn’t wait for his invitation to jump onto the king-size bed.  The dress came off easily enough so that she lay there in her panties and bra—probably a first for Emma Earl.
 
   Rolf took his suit off carefully, and folded the pants and jacket before he left them on the dresser.  “You know how expensive it is to press an Armani?”
 
   “No idea,” Becky said.  She motioned to him with one finger.  “Come and get me, tiger.”
 
   “Hold on,” he said.  From the pocket of his pants he took out his cell phone.  He aimed the camera of the phone at her.  “I’ve got to get a picture of this or no one at the office will believe that I fucked the Heartbreaker Killer.”
 
   This sobered Becky up faster than a dozen cups of coffee.  “What?  You think I’m the Heartbreaker Killer?”
 
   “Aren’t you?”
 
   “No!  The charges were dropped.”
 
   “Whatever.  That just means you got the right connections.”
 
   Becky rolled out of bed and slipped back into the pink dress.  She stomped towards the door until Rolf moved to bar her way.  “Where are you going, babe?  I thought you wanted this.”
 
   “You only wanted to fuck because you thought I killed those people?  You sick freak!”
 
   “Why else would I want to fuck you?  I can get a dozen coke whores like you for what that fucking dress cost.”
 
   “I am not a coke whore!”  She tore the expensive dress off her body to throw into his face.  “You can have your fucking dress back.”
 
   She tried to brush past him, but he reached out to take her arm.  “Come on, you can’t go out like that.”  He tightened his grip on her arm.  “Get back over there if you know what’s good for you.”
 
   “You’d better let me go.”
 
   “Or what?  A skinny bitch—” He didn’t get to finish this sentence.  Becky didn’t know all the kung-fu that Emma did, but she did know how to knee a man in the crotch.  Rolf howled in pain; she pushed him down to the floor and then stepped over him.
 
   Only when she got to the front door of the suite did she realize she wore only Emma’s bra and granny panties.  She hurried back to the bedroom, where Rolf still writhed on the floor in pain.  “I’m going to get you for this,” he said.
 
   She responded with a kick to his midsection.  She took the Armani suit from the dresser and then said, “I’ll have it pressed and mailed back to you.”
 
   “You bitch!”
 
   She left him to swear revenge and roll around on the floor while she left the hotel with his expensive suit jacket pulled tightly over her chest so as not to expose any skin.  Only after she escaped from the hotel lobby did she allow herself to cry at another of her plans unraveling.
 
   ***
 
   It took her the rest of the afternoon to walk back to her house.  Without any money she couldn’t hail a cab or even take the bus.  It might have been possible to hitchhike, but she didn’t want to wind up with another pervert like Rolf.  Of all the millions of guys in the city and she had run into that creep.  It wasn’t fair!
 
   No one bothered her on the way to the historical district, but she did notice a few curious looks in her direction.  Maybe this would become a new fashion trend, at least among the coke whores in the city.  How could she have so badly misjudged him?  Granted she knew Rolf had not been a nice man like Steve, but she hadn’t thought of him as a pervert either.  She would need more practice to make this scheme work.  The tattoos and piercings sounded a lot easier to pull off.
 
   Her anger had ebbed a little by the time she reached her house, but it erupted like a volcano when she opened the front door to find Emma on the couch in Becky’s body.  “What the hell are you doing here?” Becky said.
 
   “I was just watching the news,” Emma said.
 
   “No, I mean what are you doing in my house?”
 
   “Well, I thought since I looked like you—”
 
   “You do not live here.  Not ever.  Not under any circumstances.  Do you understand?”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You can take your fat ass back to Ms. Chiostro’s place.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Shut up!  I hate you!  I hate you and I hate your stupid, skinny body!  I hate your ugly red hair and your pasty skin and your big feet and your crooked nose—”
 
   “My nose isn’t crooked.”
 
   “If it isn’t yet it’s going to be when I’m done with it.”
 
   “Please, Becky—”
 
   Becky pointed to the door.  “Get the fuck out of here!”
 
   Emma grunted as she pushed herself up off the couch.  “I’m sorry, Becky, but don’t you think we should talk about this?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you.  I just want to go upstairs to my bathroom and take a nice hot bath and then go to sleep in my bed.”
 
   “But it’s my body,” Emma said.  Her eyes narrowed.  “Where did you get that suit?  What happened to my clothes?  Have you been having sex?”
 
   “Not yet.  Your precious virginity is still intact.”
 
   Becky watched her flabby cheeks turn bright red at this.  “Now, if you don’t get out of here I’m going to fuck the first guy I come across.”  A smile came to Becky’s face.  “Maybe I’ll go down and fuck your buddy the Sewer Rat.”
 
   “Don’t you dare do that to Jim!”
 
   “Oh come on, he’d probably jump at the chance.”
 
   Emma took a swing at her own body, but her fat arm was too slow and Becky’s reaction time too fast for it to connect.  Though she didn’t know Emma’s kung-fu moves, Becky did know how to push Emma onto her back while she was off-balance from the aborted punch.  Emma landed with a heavy thud; before she could get up, Becky sprang on top of her.  “I don’t want to see you again until the witches find a way to change us back.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma whimpered.
 
   “And you’d better not take my car.  Or my credit cards.  You can have my driver’s license.  There’s no way they could ever confuse me for you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Becky.  I am.”
 
   “You’re sorry all right.”  She helped Emma up and then pushed her to the door.  Before Emma left, Becky found her purse to take out the driver’s license and twenty dollars.  “Here, that’s so you can take a cab home.  Wouldn’t want anything to happen to my body.”
 
   After she was sure Emma had gone, Becky went upstairs to run a hot bath.  She took off the Armani suit and left it in a heap on the floor.  Tomorrow she would mail it back to Rolf, preferably after she found some dog shit to rub on it.  That would serve him right.  
 
   As the water ran, she studied Emma’s body in the mirror.  For the first time she noticed the scars, especially the two-inch pink blob on her left shoulder from where the first Black Dragoon had stabbed her.  The red armor protected Emma from most everything except for magic or holy instruments.
 
   When it came down to it, Emma wasn’t that good of a superhero.  The first Black Dragoon had killed himself after he fought Emma to a draw.  Marie Marsh had killed the Watchmaker.  Isis had died when she tried to consume Emma’s heart and in the process killed the second Black Dragoon.  Not to mention that Don Vendetta remained on the loose, her mob syndicate as powerful as ever in the city.  What had Emma really ever done besides lose a lot of sleep?
 
   Becky settled into the warm water.  She didn’t usually take baths in this tub because her body didn’t fit into the old-fashioned tub comfortably.  Emma’s svelte body fit with plenty of room to spare; the only problem was to find a way to fit her legs in the water, which Becky solved when she bent her knees.
 
   She closed her eyes and let out a tired sigh.  The warm water would wash away the stench of Rolf and would make at least a dent in the sewer smell.  How Emma could stand to hang around the Sewer Rat she had no idea.  She had even befriended a rat and let it climb up through her toilet!  Becky hoped the rat didn’t decide to pay her a visit here or it’d end up as lunch in a Chinese restaurant.
 
   The warm water combined with the turbulent day prompted her to drift off to sleep in the tub.  She was still in the tub when she heard Steve’s voice.  “Becky?  Becky, where are you?”
 
   “I’m here, Steve.  It’s me.”
 
   Steve came down through the ceiling like a ghost, but he wasn’t transparent like Marlin.  Instead, his body looked solid; it also glowed with the light of an angel.  He even had a halo of light around his head, but lacked the wings to complete the illusion.  “Steve, it really is you!”
 
   “It’s me, Becky.”
 
   “Am I dead?  Are you going to take me to Heaven?”
 
   “No, you aren’t dead.  You aren’t going to die for a long time.”
 
   “Oh.  I guess that’s good to know.”  She reached out to touch him, but he pulled away.  She began to cry.  “I miss you so much.”
 
   “I miss you too, Becky.  We’ll be together again someday.  Until then, you need to do something for me.”
 
   “What is it?  I’d do anything for you, Steve.  You know that.”
 
   “You need to take Emma’s place.”
 
   “Take her place?”  Becky’s eyes widened.  “You mean as the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But I can’t do that.  I don’t know how to fight.  Not like Emma.”
 
   “You have to do it, Becky.  No one else can.  The world needs a Scarlet Knight to fight against evil.”
 
   “Seems like the world is doing fine without her.”
 
   “No, Becky, there’s something terrible out there, waiting to strike.  You have to stop it before it’s too late.”
 
   “What is it, the Black Dragoon?  I thought he was dead.”
 
   “No, this is something else, something worse in some ways.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t tell you.”  Steve’s angelic face looked down on her sadly.  “Becky, you have to do this.  Tonight.  We don’t have much time.  It’s almost back at full strength.”
 
   “I can’t.  I’m not a hero, not like Emma.”  She motioned to the suit on the floor.  “I’m not pure of heart like her.”
 
   “Becky, I know your heart better than anyone.  You can do this.”
 
   She wiped at her tears and then looked into Steve’s eyes.  Those eyes were as innocent as she remembered, though now with a certain element of sadness to them.  “All right,” she said.  “I’ll do it.  For you, not for her.  I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Becky.  I always will.”
 
   She wanted to grab hold of him, to pull him close and keep him there forever, but he floated out of range before she could.  Her fingers grazed his foot before he ascended through the ceiling to disappear in a burst of golden light.
 
   Becky opened her eyes to find herself still in the tub.  There was no sign of Steve’s angel.  She thought for a moment she had imagined the whole thing, but then she looked down at her hand, the one that had touched his foot—it glowed just as he had.
 
   Becky jumped out of the tub to run into her closet for something to wear.  Before she left the house, she collected a few bottles of air freshener from the kitchen.  When she got back—if she got back—she would need another bath.  But she would do this for Steve and only for him.  She wasn’t a hero, nor would she ever be, but she was still Steve’s wife. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Becky brought a crowbar, not that she really needed it to pry off a manhole cover in Rampart City.  Nevertheless, she kept it with her as a weapon, along with her plastic grocery bag of chemical weapons.  With the crowbar tucked into the waistband of a pair of Steve’s old blue jeans—which fit Emma’s body much better than anything in Becky’s wardrobe—and the grocery bag around her neck, she descended the ladder into the sewers.
 
   She had smelled the sewers on Emma and her clothes before.  That didn’t prepare her for the stench of it firsthand.  She immediately doubled over to throw up the lunch that sleaze Rolf had bought for her.  Becky didn’t have a gas mask, so she had to rely on a bandana tied around her face.  The bandana kept out a little of the stink, enough so she didn’t puke every few steps.
 
   The rats stayed out of sight, but she could hear them splash around in the water and talk to each other in the screeches and squeaks Emma referred to as “ratspeak.”  While a fugitive from justice nine months earlier, Emma had learned ratspeak so she could communicate with the vermin just like her new friend Jim Rizzard, aka the Sewer Rat.
 
   Becky prayed she wouldn’t have to meet the Sewer Rat in person, but she would be ready in case she did.  That was why she carried the bottles of air freshener; the Sewer Rat hated anything that didn’t smell like sewage, especially flowers.  The lilac and spring meadow air fresheners would be like nerve gas to him.
 
   The Sewer Rat wasn’t the first one she saw.  Emma’s pet rat Pepe appeared first, recognizable by the silver streak that ran from head to tail.  The rat jabbered something at her in ratspeak.  “I don’t know what you’re saying,” Becky said.
 
   The rat came closer.  She didn’t need to know ratspeak to catch the gist of what Pepe said when he sniffed at her foot and then ran back as if his tail were on fire.  The rat soon disappeared from sight, probably to relay what he’d found out to his master.  Becky reached to her waistband for the crowbar; she sensed things were about to get ugly.  She ignored the stench as she quickened her pace.  It wouldn’t be much farther to the Sanctuary, where she could fulfill her promise to Steve.
 
   Emma had often said she could smell the Sewer Rat long before she saw him.  This turned out to be true.  The air became dense; the smell of various waste products suddenly tripled.  Becky’s knees turned to rubber, but she didn’t stop.  If she hurried, maybe she could make it before he found her.
 
   The ladder was in sight when she heard a voice hiss, “Who you?”
 
   Becky spun around and brandished the crowbar.  “I’m Emma.  See?”
 
   The Sewer Rat came closer.  He wore a coat made from some of his little friends who’d gone on to whatever kind of afterlife rats believed in.  That combined with his long hair, pointed nose, and buck teeth made him look like a very large rodent.  He shook his head.  “You not her.”
 
   “Yes I am.  Look at me.  I’m Emma Earl.”
 
   “No.”  The Sewer Rat took a step towards Becky; she reached into the bag for a bottle of air freshener.
 
   “You’d better stay back or I’ll use this!”
 
   The Sewer Rat’s laugh sounded like a rat choking on a bone.  “You not her.  She not need weapons down here.”
 
   “All right, I’m not her.  I’m her replacement—temporarily, OK?”
 
   “Where she go?”
 
   “She’s taking a little vacation.”
 
   “She not tell me.”
 
   “Yeah, well, she didn’t want to bother you.”  Becky could see the Sewer Rat’s friends nearby, led by Pepe.  One word from their leader and they would devour Becky.  Of course she would be able to spray enough air freshener to make it smell like lilacs for weeks.  For the moment at least they were at an impasse.  “Can I go?”
 
   The Sewer Rat’s beady eyes narrowed.  “You go.  Not come back.”  Before Becky could turn to leave, he added, “Tell her I miss her.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to do that.”  Becky wouldn’t pass on any such message as she didn’t plan to see or speak with Emma until they were ready to change bodies again—if then.  She could feel the Sewer Rat watch her as she made her way across the final gap to the ladder that led into the Sanctuary.  He would probably dispatch his minions to spy on her, which was easy enough for rats to do in a city like Rampart City.
 
   “She deserves a nut like that,” Becky grumbled as she started up the ladder.
 
   ***
 
   Becky had never visited the Sanctuary before.  She knew its history from Emma, who’d told her about the old bomb shelter constructed in a cavern beneath the Plaine Museum.  One of the museum’s janitors, Percival Graves, had converted part of the bomb shelter into a secret hideout for the Scarlet Knight.  From there he could monitor crime in the city to find where he was needed.
 
   When Emma had taken over as the Scarlet Knight, she had renovated the place.  She had installed video monitors and computers to bring the Sanctuary into the 21st Century.  She had even added a refrigerator to keep cans of Red Bull for when she needed a pick-me-up.  All of this had been destroyed when the second Black Dragoon blew the Sanctuary up, which had killed Percival Graves in the process.  How the Dragoon had located the Sanctuary was not something Emma had told Becky, nor did she ever bother to ask.  The Dragoon had probably followed Emma or Graves.
 
   A fake wall separated the Sanctuary from the rest of the bomb shelter.  Emma had patched this up, though it was still fairly obvious.  The wall was made of papier mache, which made it easy enough for Becky to push aside.  She dumped the bag of air freshener at the entrance to make it easy for her to duck inside.
 
   The crowbar she kept in her hand; she tightened her grip as she rose to her feet.  Steve had warned her about something evil out there, but apparently it wasn’t in the Sanctuary—yet.  The only things in the Sanctuary were her, the rubble, and Marlin.
 
   The ghost looked none too happy to see her.  “What are you doing here?” he asked.  “And where the hell have you been?  I spent half the day looking around for you.”
 
   “Yeah, well, here I am.  I’m going to be the Scarlet Knight—at least for now.”
 
   “You?  You can’t just volunteer to be the Scarlet Knight.  It’s not like a bloody charity.”
 
   “Steve said I had to do it.  He said there’s something evil out there and I have to stop it.”
 
   “Steve?  Your dead fiancé?”
 
   “No, it was Steve McQueen,” Becky said.  “Of course my dead fiancé!”
 
   “Oh bloody hell.  I don’t believe it.  That girl.  I knew she was nothing but trouble.”
 
   “What are you blathering about?”
 
   “You heard the Call.  That means you are supposed to be the next Scarlet Knight.”  The ghost shook his head.  “Unbelievable.  I wish the master were here, so he could switch you back.  The last thing I need is some bloody greenhorn getting herself killed.”
 
   “Hey, this isn’t my first choice either.  She’s the one who put us in this fix.”
 
   “Yes and where is she?”
 
   “Probably at the witches’s house.  Let’s just get to it, shall we?”
 
   The ghost continued to mutter curses under his breath.  Finally he spoke up loud enough to say, “Fine.  It’s your life.  Of course it’s her body, but this is her fault anyway, so I guess she gets what she deserves.”  The ghost pointed to a corner.  “Now, go over there and open the crate—and pray it doesn’t have any nasty surprises in store.”
 
   Becky didn’t need to be warned about this.  The armor had nearly killed Emma once and switched her with Becky; she didn’t need to be told of the danger it presented to the wearer it ostensibly protected.  She threw aside the crowbar—she knew it wouldn’t do any good—and approached the crate slowly.
 
   When she came within a foot of it, the red shell of the case suddenly came alive; angelic faces appeared on it.  The eyes of these faces glowed the same as Steve had in her dream.  Becky kept herself at arm’s length as she reached out towards the case.  She closed her eyes, prepared for whatever it had in store for her.
 
   The case opened with a soft click.  Becky opened her eyes and heaved a sigh of relief.  Inside she saw the red plate armor stacked neatly along with the golden cape and boots.  On top of it all was the sheath that contained the Sword of Justice.
 
   “Well, you survived that.  Unfortunately that was the easy part,” Marlin said.
 
   ***
 
   To put on the scarlet armor was easier than Becky had imagined.  The armor was already accustomed to Emma Earl’s body, so there was no readjustment needed as she began to don the arm pieces, then the leg pieces, and finally the breastplate.  The tricky part was to manipulate Emma’s longer fingers to do up the straps.  The golden boots came next, followed by the gloves, and then the cape.  For the very last step, Becky reached inside the case for the red helmet with its golden plume.  She took a deep breath before she dropped the Scarlet Knight’s helmet onto her head; once she did she couldn’t turn back.
 
   She hoped for some surge of power or perhaps a voice—Steve’s voice—to guide her.  Instead all she had was Marlin, who had glared at her the entire time.  No surge of power ran through her; she still felt like Becky Scherr, albeit skinnier.  “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “I think we’re doomed,” Marlin said.
 
   “Then you’ll just find someone else, right?”
 
   “Of course.  That’s what we’ve been doing for four thousand years.  No reason to stop now because of some foolish girl.”
 
   She wagged a gloved finger at Marlin.  “I’m not a girl, you prick.  I’m a woman and you better start treating me like it.”
 
   “I can see this is going to be fun.  Now, what did Emma tell you about the armor?”
 
   “The armor is invulnerable to everything except magic or holy weapons.  The soles of the boots are made of a rubber that allows me to bounce if I take a couple of small hops first.  The gloves can open locks and let me climb up walls.  The cape allows me to become invisible to those who aren’t pure of heart—but not video cameras—and can be used as a parachute.  If I tap the helmet visor once I can see in the dark.  The Sword of Justice can cut through anything and I can guide it with my thoughts and it glows in the presence of evil.  Did I miss anything?”
 
   “You forgot that if you do anything to prove yourself unworthy the armor will kill you,” Marlin said.  “Keep that in mind, woman.”  
 
   “Yeah, fine, I’ll try not to kill any nuns or steal candy from a baby.  Now, can we get started or what?”
 
   “Go right ahead.  You’re the boss.  Doesn’t sound like you need me at all.”
 
   “Don’t start sulking.  I didn’t ask for this.”
 
   “Fine.  Ordinarily we’d listen to the police scanner or watch the monitors for a crime, but since someone destroyed those we’ll have to play it by ear.”
 
   The way Marlin said “someone” caused Becky to raise an eyebrow.  What did the cranky old ghost mean by that?  She thought to ask, but he didn’t seem to be in the mood for lengthy explanations.  Besides, she had a job to do.  “Wait, how do I get out of here?”
 
   ***
 
   It wouldn’t have been difficult for Emma to sneak out of the Plaine Museum as she had worked there for five years and thus had memorized the camera layouts.  For Becky the process became more difficult.  First, she had never walked with a cape wrapped around her body.  Second, she had to rely on Marlin to guide her through the maze of video cameras that watched the museum’s main gallery.
 
   One issue she didn’t experience was any fatigue from the armor itself.  Though the red armor looked like plate armor made of steel or some other metal, it felt as light as plastic.  “It’s magic armor,” Marlin growled at her.  “Now get ready to run straight ahead.  Ready?  Go!”
 
   Becky ran as best as she could; she felt as if she were in a sack race at a company picnic.  She galloped along past Alex the mastodon into the center of the gallery.  Marlin hissed at her to stop and wait for another break in the cameras.  She continued to zigzag around the museum’s main gallery like a chess piece until she finally reached the front door.  The security guard on duty was in one of the side galleries so he didn’t notice as she opened the door.
 
   “We made it,” she said after she reached an alley and dropped the cape.
 
   “Just barely.  Think you’re up for climbing the wall?”
 
   “Sure.”  In her real body, Becky would have become winded after five inches—she had never done even one pull-up in gym class—but Emma’s body scampered up the wall like a spider.  Again the armor didn’t weigh her down so she barely noticed it as she made her ascent.  Once at the top of the building, she began to hop on her boots to prime them for a jump.  She ran across the roof and waited for the last moment to hop one final time to launch herself into the air.
 
   Landings had always been Emma’s problem.  Becky didn’t have any better luck with her first landing.  She collapsed face-first onto the roof of the next building.  The armor protected her from injury so that only her pride hurt.  She could feel Marlin’s eyes on her.  “Shut up,” she said once she rolled over.
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “I know what you were thinking.”
 
   “I was thinking you’re just as graceful in this body as she is.”
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped again.
 
   “Why don’t you stay here and practice with the Sword of Justice while I go look for a crime for you to thwart?”
 
   “Are you saying I can’t find my own crimes to thwart?”
 
   “No, I’m saying you need to practice with the bloody sword.  The last thing we want is for you to throw it and take some poor bloke’s head off.”
 
   Becky considered this for a moment.  “All right.  Just hurry up.  And you’d better not be slinking off to find her.”
 
   “What’s that cow going to do?”
 
   “Hey!  That’s my body.”
 
   “Yes, well, damn fine job you’ve been doing with it—if you’re aiming to become a sumo wrestler,” Marlin said.  Before Becky could tell him to shut up again, the ghost whizzed out of sight.  
 
   She decided to do as he suggested and pulled the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  The golden blade felt light in her hand, almost as if it weighed nothing.  She took a few practice swings to get used to the weapon.  Then she cocked her arm back and hurled it into the air.
 
   Becky’s eyes narrowed as she struggled to focus enough to guide the blade.  Emma said this was the skill that had taken her the longest to master—she had never really mastered the landings.  “You have to empty your mind of distractions and think only about the sword,” Emma had told her once.  It was really hard for someone like Emma to empty her mind, not when she could calculate the mass of the sun, learn Swahili, and memorize the composition of every meteor found in the Yucatan Peninsula all at the same time.  For Becky the problem was more she thought she didn’t want to fuck it up, which in turn became a self-fulfilling prophecy.  The golden blade spun out of her mental grasp to slice through the air conditioner on the roof.
 
   “Shit!”  Becky hurried to pick up the Sword of Justice and then jump to the next rooftop before anyone came up to investigate why air conditioning in the building had suddenly broken down.  She tried to throw the sword again, this time with her eyes closed.  For a few seconds the blade remained under her control, but then it crashed back to the roof, albeit safely.
 
   She had tried a dozen times with similar results before Marlin found her.  “If you’re up to it, there’s a robbery at a market on Eighth and Orchard,” he said.
 
   “I’m up to it.  I’m the Scarlet Knight, remember.”
 
   “The substitute Scarlet Knight.  Try not to get a swelled head.”
 
   “Whatever.”  She followed Marlin across the rooftops until she reached the corner of Eighth and Orchard.  She threw herself off the roof of the building.  Halfway down, she snapped the cape up to slow her rate of descent.  It worked just as advertised to allow her to land safely behind the market.
 
   “Well done,” Marlin said.  “Now, there’s one man in there with a gun on the cashier.  There’s one woman over by the dairy case praying to God.  There’s a coward in the snacks aisle wetting himself.  If you want my advice—”
 
   “I’ll take care of it.”  Becky opened the market’s back door to step inside.  In a similar situation on her first night, Emma had wrapped the cape around herself and tried to sneak up on the robber, but had not counted on a video camera monitor behind the cashier that allowed the robber to see her.
 
   Becky didn’t bother with a subtle approach.  She ran into the market from the back room like a charging bull.  “What the—” the robber managed to get out before she collided with him at full speed like a linebacker.  The armor knocked the robber back through the market’s front window, where he bled on the sidewalk for the police to arrest, should they ever bother to show up.
 
   “You wreck store again!” the cashier howled.  He reached beneath the counter for a shotgun.  “You go now!”
 
   Becky barely had time to leap through the window the robber had broken; she landed right on top of him.  She rolled off of him, which prompted him to groan; she punched him in the mouth.  “Stay down, creep,” she said.  She picked herself up and saw the cashier had leaped from behind the counter to take a shot at her.  Becky took off around the corner; she heard the distant sound of sirens.  Tomorrow the ungrateful cashier would bitch on the news about the incident and the Scarlet Knight—again.
 
   “Well that was an interesting technique,” Marlin said.
 
   “It got the job done.”
 
   “I suppose.  What it lacked in style it made up for in comedy at least.”
 
   “Shut up and go find something else for me to break up.”
 
   “It’s going to be a long night,” Marlin grumbled.  Becky nodded to herself.  It would be a long night; she just hoped the next person she saved was a little more grateful.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   The witches had to visit five taverns before they finally located Glenda.  Sylvia had insisted they buy a drink at each dive in Glasgow, Tokyo, Mexico City, Johannesburg, and Prague, so that by the time they reached Dublin, she had begun to wobble a bit when she walked.  Despite this, Sylvia ordered a pint of Guiness after she plopped onto a stool next to Glenda.
 
   “About time you two showed up,” the older witch said.  
 
   Ms. Chiostro took the other stool beside Glenda.  The bartender shot her a nasty look when she insisted on a club soda.  “I’m watching my figure,” she chirped at him.  She batted her eyelashes for effect.  The man’s resentment instantly fell away.
 
   “It’s disgusting to watch you do that,” Glenda said.
 
   “Aren’t I allowed to use my gifts?”  Ms. Chiostro tossed a tress of hair, which practically made the bartender drool.  “Why should I go around like an old hag?  That’s just a stereotype.”
 
   “Seemed good enough for you the last hundred odd years.”
 
   “Yes, well, that was before I saw what happened to poor Tabitha.”  Ms. Chiostro shivered at the thought of the woman—four centuries younger than her—turn into a statue of black rock before she had crumbled into ash thanks to Isis.  The same had nearly happened to Sylvia, but she had chopped off her hand before the dark magic could spread any farther.  “It really makes you think.”
 
   “We’re not immortal.  You already knew that after your mother and Sophie died.”
 
   “Yes, well, I think I got a little complacent.”  The bartender set the club soda in front of Ms. Chiostro and then waited like a puppy.  “I think we should go somewhere more private to talk.”
 
   “Fine with me.  This stool is murder on my back anyway.”  Ms. Chiostro only shook her head at this.  If Glenda wanted she could easily look as young and beautiful as Ms. Chiostro, but she refused.  Old habits died hard after three thousand years.
 
   They found a booth in the corner, where Ms. Chiostro and Glenda faced each other while Sylvia faced the door, watchful as a bodyguard.  There wasn’t likely to be anyone in Dublin who would want to kill them, so long as they didn’t display their magic.  Otherwise some of the more aggressive Catholics might try to burn them at the stake—the operative word being try.
 
   Glenda took a sip from her beer bottle.  “So your girl’s gotten into more trouble?”
 
   “I should have known you’d already be aware of it,” Ms. Chiostro said.  “Are you watching her?  Maybe having a little birdie keeping tabs on her?”
 
   “Nothing so insidious.  I sensed there was something foul afoot.  It didn’t take long to figure out who was at the heart of it.”  The old witch shook her head.  “This girl certainly has a knack for creating problems.”
 
   “It’s not Emma’s fault.  And neither was that business with Isis.  She wasn’t the one who dug her up.”
 
   “No, but she’s the one who sent that damned fool archaeologist there.”
 
   “She’s also the one who defeated Isis, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   “And she’s the one who insisted we keep that girl alive.”
 
   “You can’t expect a Scarlet Knight to kill an innocent baby.”
 
   “Innocent?  She’s been touched by Isis.”  Glenda took a long pull from her bottle of beer.  “Mark my words, one day that’s going to come back to haunt her—and you.”
 
   Sylvia grunted an affirmative at this.  She had wanted to kill the baby they had found in the rubble of Isis’s temple.  Deep down, Ms. Chiostro felt the same way, but she knew Emma Earl well enough to know the girl would never harm a child, even a potentially evil one.
 
   “How is little Eileen?” Ms. Chiostro asked.
 
   “You want to see her?”  Glenda emptied a bowl of pretzels onto the table.  Without asking, she took Ms. Chiostro’s club soda and then dumped it into the bowl.  After she checked to make sure no one paid any attention to them, she recited a few magic words.
 
   The club soda thickened until it became solid crystal.  In it, like a makeshift television, Ms. Chiostro saw an ordinary nursery with clowns on the wall.  A little girl sat at a table in the center of the room, her black hair tied into skimpy pigtails by yellow ribbons that matched her dress.  As if she sensed she were being watched, the little girl turned so that her brown eyes looked directly at Ms. Chiostro.  The girl’s brown skin brightened as she smiled.  “Would you like some tea?” she asked in a sweet little voice. 
 
   At first Ms. Chiostro thought the girl had spoken to her, but then Eileen reached across the table to pick up a doll that looked very similar to her.  “Are you sure you don’t want any, Agnes?  It’s very good.”
 
   That the little girl had named her doll after Ms. Chiostro was enough to almost make the witch cry.  “Eileen?” a woman’s voice called out.  “Are you ready for bed?”
 
   “In a moment, Mother,” Isis said.  The girl’s adopted mother came into the room and wagged a finger at her daughter.
 
   “It’s past your bedtime, young lady.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mother.”
 
   Eileen’s mother picked her up from the table to kiss her on the cheek.  “Let’s go brush your teeth and then you can kiss Daddy goodnight.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”  The little girl and her mother disappeared from the room.  The club soda in the bowl turned to liquid again.
 
   “Well, she seems happy enough,” Ms. Chiostro said.  She dabbed at her eyes.  She had raised three children already, but still yearned to be Eileen’s mother.
 
   “She seems damned creepy,” Sylvia said.
 
   “She did not.  She seemed like a normal little girl.”
 
   “Do you know many two-year-olds who talk like that?  There’s a reason they call them the ‘Terrible Twos.’”  Glenda shook her head.  “That child hasn’t thrown a single tantrum in the last nine months.  The second she could talk she was already speaking with the vocabulary of a ten-year-old.  No good is going to come of this.”
 
   “What do you want us to do:  kill her?  She’s just a child.”
 
   “For now she’s a child.  Eventually she’ll grow up.”
 
   “We’ll deal with that when the time comes—if it comes.”  Ms. Chiostro lifted the bowl to her lips.  The club soda retained some of the saltiness from the pretzels, but she didn’t so much as grimace; she didn’t want to show weakness in front of Glenda.  “In the meantime, why don’t we get down to our real business?”
 
   “Very well, but there’s no good news there either.”
 
   “You don’t know how to change them back?”
 
   “If it were just a matter of changing them back I could do it with a snap.  But with his magic involved, it’s impossible.”
 
   By his, Glenda meant Merlin the wizard who had created the scarlet armor.  It was Sylvia’s turn to snort at this.  “You’re saying his magic is too powerful for you?”
 
   “I’m saying it makes things more complicated.  If you don’t want your girl to end up with half her brain stuck in a bird or some other dimension, we have to be careful.”
 
   “Then we need to go to the archives,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “You aren’t likely to find much there.”
 
   “We have to at least try.  Emma and Rebecca are counting on us.”
 
   “Fine, it’s your time to waste.  You want me to get a cab for you?”
 
   “We can get there on our own.”  Ms. Chiostro stood up and then swept out of the room; she hoped she didn’t look too much like a haughty teenager.  She had always felt that way in Glenda’s presence even when she looked like an old woman.  Some habits were hard to break—even after five hundred years.
 
   ***
 
   There was a gas station down the street, where Ms. Chiostro got the key for the restroom.  Sylvia stood outside to pick at her teeth with her hook while a group of teenagers stared at her.  “Grandma, don’t you have to go too?” Ms. Chiostro said loudly enough for the teenagers to hear.
 
   “I’m fine,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Well, can you come with me anyway?  I don’t like going to strange bathrooms alone.”
 
   Sylvia grinned evilly at her.  “Of course I will, dear.  A girl your age has to be careful.”  Sylvia put her claw hand around Ms. Chiostro’s shoulder for support to ham it up for the teenagers.
 
   “You can be so difficult sometimes,” Ms. Chiostro said as she barged into the bathroom.  She was grateful she didn’t have to actually use the toilet, which looked as if a whole troop of three-year-olds not yet potty trained had tried to use it.
 
   “You need Grandma to help you wipe your bottom?”
 
   “Shut up.”  She waited until Sylvia was in the center of the room with her before she vanished them from the bathroom.  
 
   In a flash of white light they appeared in a green meadow, from the center of which rose a circular mound.  Similar mounds existed all over Ireland, constructed by long dead tribes.  Ms. Chiostro supposed Emma could tell her the entire history of those people; or her friend the archaeologist might know more.  That wasn’t important at the moment; what mattered was what was inside the mound.
 
   Sylvia remained a step behind her and kept a hand by her side, where she had some kind of weapon or another; Sylvia never went anywhere completely unarmed.  Ms. Chiostro doubted they would need any sort of weapons.  There shouldn’t be anyone at the archives except maybe an unauthorized tourist.
 
   For the sake of appearances the coven allowed a couple dozen pre-screened tourists to visit the mound each year.  They would gape at the intricate earthworks that held up the structure and the artifacts left behind by the dead.  There were no tourists at the moment as Ms. Chiostro and Sylvia went down the narrow corridor to the round main chamber where the coven had met nine months ago and decided not to do anything about Isis.  At the center of the chamber was a stone circle with a shallow pit.  A trained observer like Emma Earl or Dan Dreyfus would have noted the stones of the pit seemed out of place with the rest of the mound, far newer than the ones around them.  The visitors allowed in the mound were never that bright.  They bought the cockamamie story that the pit was where the primitive people had made sacrifices to their gods.
 
   When she touched one of the stones with her shoe, Ms. Chiostro revealed the trigger for the elevator down to the archives.  This was a metal platform that rose from out of the pit.  Ms. Chiostro and Sylvia stepped on it and it began to take them down.
 
   ***
 
   Ms. Chiostro had visited the archives a number of times in the last five hundred years.  Usually she came to register her latest potions so the rest of the coven could find them if needed.  She hadn’t done that in well over sixty years, when everything was still done with paper ledgers and parchment scrolls.
 
   The archivist then had been an old woman named June, one of the many orphans Glenda had taken in over the centuries to look after the coven’s records.  Glenda preferred orphans because if they tampered with a spell or potion and got changed into a frog or something worse there would be no one to come after the coven for revenge—or a lawsuit.
 
   It came as a surprise to see that the archives had been upgraded for the 21st Century with computers.  The bigger surprise was the boy behind a terminal at the archivist’s desk.  Like any new archivist he was young—from the acne probably not more than seventeen—with red hair and blue eyes that made Ms. Chiostro think of Rebecca’s slain husband.  Most surprising was that the boy was a boy; Glenda never had employed a male archivist before.
 
   He looked up at her; his face momentarily contorted in shock.  Then he reached for a pair of thick glasses to drop over his eyes, which made him look even younger.  “Excuse me,” he said in a voice that sounded as if he had a cold, “do you have an appointment?”
 
   “No,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “Then you’ll have to leave.  We can’t have people dropping in whenever they feel like it to have a look around.”
 
   “Excuse me—”
 
   The boy held up a finger.  Ms. Chiostro could feel Sylvia about to spring on the poor lad.  There was a puff of smoke and a slip of paper appeared on the archivist’s desk.  The boy read this and shook his head.  “I wish she wouldn’t do that,” he grumbled.  He looked up at them.  “Glenda says I’m supposed to give you whatever you want.”
 
   “You’re the archivist?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “That’s right.  Glenda put me in charge of modernizing everything.”  He went on to describe in painstaking detail the process to create a network of servers and then to scan the information from the scrolls into the computer.  Ms. Chiostro started to wish she had brought Emma along, though she and the boy could probably go on until Doomsday about all of this technical nonsense.
 
   “That’s very interesting,” she said.  “But we just need to find one spell and then we’ll get out of your hair.”
 
   “The sooner the better,” Sylvia grumbled.  “This place gives me the creeps.”
 
   “Everyone says that at first,” the boy said.  With a huff he added, “They liked all those moldy old pages.  No one appreciates how much work it took to do all of this.”
 
   “We appreciate the work you put into this,” Ms. Chiostro said.  “Don’t we?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.  It’s great,” Sylvia said.
 
   “You don’t really mean it.”
 
   “It’s just different than we remember.  When I first came here with my mother there were shelves all the way up to the ceiling and back as far as you could see.”  She smiled at him, but didn’t bat her eyelashes at someone so young.  “It’s really impressive what you’ve done.”
 
   “Thanks.  I guess.”  He straightened his glasses again.  “So what kind of spell are you looking for?”
 
   “We have two friends who have switched bodies.  We need to switch them back.”
 
   “Body switching?  That’s an easy one.”  The boy tapped a few keys and then nodded.  “I’ve got three different spells.  You want me to print them out for you?”
 
   “Yes, please.”  The printer hummed for a few moments and spit out three pieces of paper.  The boy slid his chair across the room to the printer; he suppressed the whoop he obviously wanted to let out.  With a little more dignity he walked the papers over to Ms. Chiostro.
 
   She shook her head as she examined the spells.  The first spell concerned livestock, not people, though why anyone would want to put the spirit of a pig into a cow she had no idea.  The other two were intended for humans, but in both cases they were intended to switch someone dying or in a vegetative state into a fully functional host for a short period of time.  She showed the results to Sylvia, who grunted her disapproval.
 
   “Not what you’re looking for?” the boy asked.
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Our friends are both still alive—and we hope to keep them that way.”
 
   The boy rubbed his jaw, which looked as if it had yet to grow any facial hair.  “There are more spells down in the vaults, the older ones we couldn’t convert to the new format.”
 
   “Then I suppose that’s where we’ll have to look.  Lead on, Mr.—”
 
   “Red.  They call me that because of my hair.”
 
   “That’s perfectly understandable,” Ms. Chiostro said.  “Well, Red, show us the way.”
 
   Red stood up from his chair to lead them over to a heavy door.  “Come on, let’s go,” Red said.
 
   With a sigh, she followed after him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   The old house creaked and groaned ominously.  Emma thought of haunted houses in the movies; Ms. Chiostro’s house could serve beautifully as the setting for a Vincent Price picture, especially with no one else in it at the moment.  Without the witches around it was almost as if the house lost the spirit of warmth and coziness she usually felt.
 
   At the moment Emma occupied the kitchen, where she wolfed down the remains of a casserole Ms. Chiostro had left in the fridge.  Before the casserole Emma had devoured half of a roast chicken and a can of peas.  She put a hand to her stomach and stifled another belch.  Her gut felt full and yet her brain still tempted her with the cheesecake Ms. Chiostro had left in the freezer.  A few minutes to unthaw it in the microwave and then she could scarf it down.
 
   Emma shook her head.  Is this how Becky felt all the time?  Did her brain relentlessly tell her to eat even while her stomach pleaded for her to stop?  All this time Emma had thought Becky ate because she was hungry, but was it really more akin to an addiction like alcohol or narcotics?  As her brain conjured another image of the cheesecake, she nodded to herself.
 
   She would have to battle against the addiction.  She was stronger than her urges.  After all, she was a rational person, a PhD; it should be easy enough to not eat.  She changed her mind when she began to take the cheesecake out of the freezer.
 
   She shoved it back into the freezer and said, “I’m not hungry.  I’m full.”
 
   Her brain didn’t seem to get the message; it urged her to remove the delicious cheesecake from the freezer.  She could practically taste its sweetness, the heavenly creaminess as it melted in her mouth—
 
   “This is crazy,” she said.  She stomped upstairs to her room, far removed from the fridge.
 
   When she saw the meteor case on the desk, she decided to fight the addiction the best way she knew how—with work.  Activity had kept her going all of those years after her parents died.  All she had to do was focus on the meteor and she’d forget all about that scrumptious cheesecake in the freezer.
 
   With a sigh, she sat down at the desk.  The antique chair creaked, but held beneath her weight.  She wondered where the witches had gone and how long until they came back.  What if they couldn’t find a spell to help her?  What if she was stuck like this?  How long could she live Becky’s life?
 
   This made her think of her date tomorrow with Dan.  What would Becky think if she found out about it?  She and Dan had never been close; they’d only met a couple of times.  Would she think Emma had been selfish?  Emma reminded herself that Becky had helped Dan meet Councilwoman Napier.  Had she done this simply as a favor or had she liked Dan all along?
 
   While these thoughts distracted her from the cheesecake, Emma decided they weren’t very productive.  The sooner she examined the meteor, the sooner she might figure out what had happened and return to her old body.  They could sort the rest out later.
 
   When she opened the case, she saw something was wrong:  the meteor no longer glowed the way it had at Bykov’s house.  The meteor’s dark brown surface looked almost black now, as if someone had lit it on fire.  She also didn’t have the same sense of dread as in Bykov’s house.  Part of that was undoubtedly because two-dozen goons didn’t have guns pointed at her, but it was more likely that whatever evil had inhabited the meteor had fled during Emma’s escape from Europe.
 
   Still, she wasn’t about to take any chances.  Emma went over to the things Ms. Chiostro had vanished from Emma’s apartment.  In a box she found some of her old field tools, which included a pair of thick work gloves and a microscope.  The microscope only went up to a hundred magnification, but that would be enough to at least get her started.
 
   From her tools, she took out a tiny chisel.  The fingers of her gloves were too long for Becky’s hands; it felt as if she used robotic arms to reach out towards the meteor.  She supposed this was good in a way given what had happened the last time she touched it.
 
   She leaned back in the chair as she brought the chisel out over the meteor.  Slowly she lowered it and waited for any sign of trouble.  The blade of the chisel touched the dark surface of the meteor.  Nothing happened.  Emma heaved a sigh of relief.  With her other hand, she took out her hammer.
 
   She tapped the hammer against the chisel delicately, so she wouldn’t risk too much damage to the meteor.  A sliver of rock broke away from the meteor’s surface, just enough for her to mount on a slide.  With a pair of tweezers, she eased the sliver over to the microscope.  She had no choice but to take off the bulky gloves so she could get the sliver onto the microscope slide.
 
   She still used a light touch as if it were nitroglycerine as she put the slide under the microscope.  Her face turned red when she nearly knocked over the microscope with Becky’s larger breasts.  She righted the microscope, rearranged the slide, and then straightened her body before she bent over to look into the microscope.
 
   Emma had studied dozens of meteors in her relatively few years as a geologist.  She had read even more journal articles about meteors found by other scientists.  The meteor in her slide looked no different from those.  The composition looked nearly identical to the first meteor she had found in Montana.
 
   She dropped into the chair with a tired sigh.  A dead end.  There was nothing special about this meteor, or if there had been there wasn’t anymore.
 
   When she reached into the freezer for the cheesecake again, she didn’t stop herself.
 
   ***
 
   Halfway through the cheesecake, Emma began to think rationally.  The microscope had not shown her anything, but it was a weak microscope.  She needed to conduct a more thorough investigation before she threw in the towel on this.  She shoved away from the table and returned upstairs to the meteor.  With the gloves on, she closed the case; she still didn’t want to take any chances with it.
 
   By the time she carried it downstairs, she was breathing hard.  It wasn’t only because she was fat but because Becky didn’t have nearly the same muscle tone.  Becky had never needed to work out so she could effectively pummel criminals.
 
   While she struggled for breath, Emma considered what to do next.  The tools she needed were at the Plaine Museum; she knew exactly where they were, provided no one had rearranged anything in the last nine months.  The only problem was that she no longer worked at the museum.  If she were still herself she might be able to convince the guards to let her in for old time’s sake.  The guards didn’t know Becky, so it seemed unlikely they would let her in after hours to borrow the museum’s equipment.
 
   She considered where else she might find the equipment she needed.  There were other museums in the city, not to mention private laboratories and universities.  The thought of colleges gave her an idea.  She trudged outside with the meteor case under her arm.
 
   The next problem came in that she didn’t have a car.  She didn’t have enough money left for a cab either.  She could afford the bus, but it would be difficult to lug the meteor case on and off the bus.  She seized upon another idea and hurried back inside to use the phone.
 
   Becky would probably kill her if she knew what Emma was about to do, but then again in a way it was Becky’s fault.  If Becky hadn’t turned her out of the house, Emma could have taken the car to where she needed to go.  That likely wouldn’t stop Becky from trying to strangle her again if she found out.
 
   The rusty Chevette pulled up to the curb a half-hour later.  Emma leaned down and forced a smile to her face.  “Hi, Brandi.”
 
   Becky’s second-youngest sister glared at her.  In the nine months since Emma had last seen her, Brandi had dyed her hair lavender and gotten studs in her nose, lips, and tongue.  Emma had to suppress a shiver as she wondered if Becky planned to do something similar to Emma’s real body out of revenge.  “What’s that thing?” Brandi asked.
 
   Emma hefted the meteor case.  “It’s a research project.  I found it with Steve’s things and I wanted to give it back to the school.”
 
   The lie sounded terribly flimsy to her ears, but she had called Brandi because she knew she could count on the sullen younger woman’s indifference.  “Whatever,” Brandi said.  “Put it in the backseat.”
 
   There wasn’t much room in the backseat with Brandi’s collection of CDs haphazardly filed into a dozen vinyl binders.  Emma managed not to crush any of these as she stashed the crate into the car.  Then she dropped into the passenger’s seat, right onto a bag of partially-eaten Taco Bell food.
 
   “You should have cleaned the seat off first,” Brandi said before she floored the accelerator, which left Emma with no time to scrape the food off her rear.  She could only hold on for dear life as Brandi wove her way through traffic.  Emma thought back to the numerous times she had ridden her motorcycle along the streets—and sidewalks—in a similar fashion as the Scarlet Knight.  But the motorcycle had been a lot smaller and more maneuverable, not to mention the red armor meant Emma couldn’t be hurt even if she smashed headfirst into a semi.  She had no such protection in the Chevette, only the hope that should they hit anything her body would be too big to fly through the windshield.
 
   Brandi looked down to dig a cigarette out of her purse and a lighter.  Emma watched in horror as a dump truck grew large in the windshield.  “Brandi—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, keep your shirt on.”  Brandi lit the cigarette and then deftly flicked the steering wheel to maneuver around the dump truck.  “If you’re going to start bitching, remember that you called me.  You’re lucky I was on my way downtown anyway to this concert at a little club.  Not that you’d care.  Music’s probably too loud for you.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “The only music you like is that elevator crap.  Better than Bambi at least with her stupid Disney crap.”  Brandi flicked her cigarette out the window.  “You’d think she was still ten years old or something.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   Brandi took her eyes off the road again to glance over at Emma.  “You’re really taking Steve dying pretty hard, aren’t you?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Pretty soon you aren’t going to fit in a car.”
 
   “I don’t think—”
 
   “Mom always said one day Bambi and I would have to give you sponge baths because you wouldn’t be able to wash yourself.  She used to threaten us with the sponge too.”  Brandi reached down for another cigarette.  “I hate that bitch.  I hope she’s dead, wherever she is.”
 
   “Brandi—”
 
   “Yeah, well, fuck you if you don’t like that.  You weren’t even around half the time.  You were always hanging around with that nerd and her family.”
 
   “Emma was my best friend.”
 
   “You probably wished you were her sister instead of ours.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “I would.  Better than being Mom’s daughter.”
 
   “Brandi—”
 
   “Then after her parents got whacked and she went mental there were all those guys.  Anything so you wouldn’t have to be around us.  At least until you need a favor, right?  Like when you need someone to fill in as a bridesmaid or give you a ride to school?”
 
   “It isn’t like that.”
 
   “Whatever.  You don’t have to defend it.  I get it.  It was a shitty place.  Still is.  Not that you’d care.  You got that big house of yours.”
 
   Emma grimaced at this; clearly she wasn’t the only one Becky had turned away.  “I’m sure things will work out for you,” she said.  “Your poems—”
 
   “Don’t fucking patronize me like I’m a little kid.  It’s too late for the big sister shit.”  Brandi spun the car into the parking lot of Rampart State University and stomped on the brake.  The Chevette skidded to a stop in the middle of the lot.  Emma thought for a moment Brandi might try to slap her or do something worse.  “Get the fuck out.”
 
   “All right.”  Emma reached into the back for the meteor crate.  “I’m sorry—”
 
   The car had already screeched out of the lot before she could finish the apology.
 
   ***
 
   The next problem came as Emma lugged the case up to the front doors of the college’s science department.  It was already nine o’clock at night, long after most everyone had gone home.  There was the possibility of a night class, in which case one of the doors might be open.
 
   She had to try both front doors and one around the side of the building before she found one at the rear that was unlocked.  By that time she needed to stop for another break and rested the case against a stand of student newspapers.  With her sleeve she wiped the sweat from her forehead.  Now if she could just find an open lab with the equipment she needed.
 
   “Becky?” a man’s voice said.
 
   “Yes?” she said.  She squinted into the dim light of the hallway.  From the shadows came a middle-aged man with the thick glasses and gray temples of a professor; he lacked only the tweed jacket and maybe a pipe to complete the look.  Instead, he wore a white lab coat similar to the one Emma had worn at the Plaine Museum.
 
   “I thought that was you.  I was so sorry to hear about Steven.  He was our best student.”
 
   “Oh, you were one of Steve’s professors?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m Dr. Maxwell.”
 
   “OK,” Emma said.  She should have known she might run into someone at the college’s science department who might recognize her.  It would make it far more difficult for her to lie her way into a lab.
 
   “What’s that you have there?” Dr. Maxwell asked on cue.
 
   “It’s just a project of Steve’s.  I found it in his things and I thought I’d finish it for him.  You know, as a kind of tribute.”
 
   “What type of project?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.  It’s kind of personal.”  
 
   Her bluff worked.  Dr. Maxwell nodded to her.  “I understand.”  He patted her shoulder in a fatherly fashion.  “If you need any help, you just ask.”
 
   “Well, I was hoping to borrow one of your labs for a couple of hours.”
 
   “Yes, of course you can.  I think they’re still using 107, but you can use 103.”  Dr. Maxwell led her down the hallway, past a well-lit laboratory where students poured chemicals into beakers.  From the look of it, they were pouring water into baking soda.  She had done a similar experiment when she was four years old with a chemistry set Mom bought her for Christmas.  She wanted to go into the lab to watch and maybe try it herself, but then she reminded herself it would be out of character for Becky to wander into a lab; Becky didn’t share her nostalgia for science experiments.
 
   She followed Dr. Maxwell past the lab, into a similar one that was unoccupied.  Emma couldn’t help but smile when she saw the equipment at one end of the room.  Maybe it wasn’t as good as the Plaine Museum, but it would be able to tell her more about the meteor than her puny microscope.  “This will be perfect.  Thank you.”
 
   Dr. Maxwell hefted the case onto a table for her.  “It certainly is heavy,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry.  It didn’t hurt you did it?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”  Dr. Maxwell smiled at her again.  “Anything else you need, you let me know.  I’ll be down in my office for a couple of hours.  Got some tests to grade.”
 
   “Sure thing.”
 
   Emma waited until Dr. Maxwell was gone before she shut the door.  The lab door didn’t have a lock on it; she would have to hope no one tried to burst in to spy on her while she studied the meteor.  If they did, she would try the same lie she had used on Dr. Maxwell.  It wasn’t completely implausible that Steve Scherr—whose love of science rivaled Emma’s—would have kept a meteor.
 
   It felt like she had come home after a long vacation when she began to turn on the lab equipment.  Even in those last months at the Plaine Museum she hadn’t done a lot of research work; she’d gotten bogged down in the administrative end of things.  While she didn’t mind administrative work, she never found it as much of a challenge as research.  There were no mysteries with bureaucratic work, only boxes to fill in with basic information.
 
   The mystery of the meteor deepened when she ran a spectral analysis on it.  From what she could tell, there was something dense inside the meteor, denser than the rock she had studied with her feeble microscope.  It wasn’t implausible that this could happen naturally; she had read about cases like it in her journals.  Still, it warranted a further investigation.
 
   With the equipment at her disposal, the best way to go about this would be to take a core sample.  That would allow her to see what made up the denser material at the meteor’s core.  It might even explain the source of the glow she had witnessed at Bykov’s house.  After she slipped on her gloves and a pair of goggles, she picked up the drill.
 
   She stood at arm’s length from the meteor even though she still couldn’t sense the presence she’d felt earlier.  She eased the drill forward and tightened her grip as it came into contact with the meteor.  The drill churned through an inch of solid rock without incident.
 
   Then the meteor lit up in a flash of light.  Emma didn’t have time enough to pull away before a surge of energy sent her backwards.  Even in Becky’s heavier body she managed to fly a good twenty feet across the room to smack the back of her head against a blackboard.  As her vision dimmed, she thought she saw the meteor hover in midair. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   The walls around her vibrate as if from an earthquake.  Emma pays little attention to this or the screams that accompany the thumping bass of the stereo.  She has become used to these Friday night parties at the dorms.  In theory such parties are not allowed, especially at one in the morning, but in reality a well-placed bribe takes care of any problems with the floor supervisor and the campus police.
 
   If she wants, Emma can appeal to higher powers at the university to force them into action.  She has considered this once or twice, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort.  In another three months she’ll leave Northwestern with her bachelor’s degree in geology to move on to Berkeley to pursue her doctorate.  She can tolerate a little noise until then.
 
   She looks down at the sheet of equations before her.  She can’t remember who assigned these, but she knows they’re due Monday.  Ordinarily it wouldn’t take her more than an hour for such homework, but she’s been stuck on this sheet for the last five hours.  The equations don’t make any sense; they use symbols she’s never seen in any textbook or journal.  She’s started to suspect this might be some kind of joke by one of her professors, an attempt to trick the sixteen-year-old genius.  A professor in her advanced calculus class had tried that when he left out a variable in a formula.  The professor had then challenged Emma in front of the class to expose her as a fraud.
 
   “You missed something,” she said.  She wrote in the variable in the equation.  Then she proceeded to solve the problem in less than a minute.  By the time she finished, she could feel everyone stare at her, so that when she turned around, her face burned from embarrassment.  She slunk back to her seat and hunkered down in the hope people would forget about her.
 
   The door to her room bangs open.  A couple locked in a kiss stumble into the room.  Emma recognizes the female half of the couple as her roommate.  Emma looks down at her equations to give them privacy.  Her face starts to turn red as it did that day in advanced calculus class.  She can already hear Becky call her a prude.
 
   The slurping and sucking noises pause.  Her roommate says, “Oh shit, the kid is still up.  Isn’t it past your bedtime?”
 
   “I can’t sleep.”
 
   “Whoa, is that the little genius?” her roommate’s boyfriend asks.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the freak.  Maybe I should read her a bedtime story.”
 
   “Maybe we should go somewhere else.  This kid is giving me the creeps.”
 
   Emma’s roommate sighs dramatically.  “Fine.  Let’s go to your room.”  On her way out, Emma’s roommate grumbles, “Why’d they have to put the baby with me?”
 
   Emma stares at the sheet of equations, but her mind isn’t focused on the problems at the moment.  She takes off her glasses to wipe at the hot tears that run down her cheeks.  She’s dealt with insults like that ever since she came to Northwestern, but the pain has never stopped.  She understands why her parents didn’t let her skip too many grades, despite that she was often bored in her classes; they wanted to protect her from the kind of discrimination she faced here and in high school.
 
   Just a couple more months, she reminds herself.  With a final sniffle she reseats her glasses on her face.  There has to be some way to solve these problems.  She thinks back to one of her history classes that talked about the discovery of the Rosetta stone.  Because it contained both Greek words and Egyptian hieroglyphics, scientists were able to translate the ancient Egyptian language.  She needs to apply a similar principle here.  If she can just find something familiar in one of these equations, then it might allow her to translate all of them.
 
   She studies the page of equations again.  Near the bottom she sees something that looks sort of like the Pythagorean Theorem.  That might be what she needs to unlock the rest of the problems on the sheet.  Let’s see, if this squiggly line is an equals sign, then—
 
   The door bangs open again.  Emma assumes it must be her roommate, or maybe another drunk couple who want a place to make out.  She doesn’t bother to look up from the paper until a hand grabs the back of her shirt.  “What do you think you’re doing?” a woman’s voice snarls.  
 
   The hand jerks Emma’s head back so she can see the woman is Becky’s mother.  She snatches the paper off the desk.  “What’s all these funny lines and stuff?”
 
   “It’s homework,” Emma says, but her voice sounds wrong.  The room around her has changed; the walls have turned to scarred wood paneling with posters of Brad Pitt tacked up instead of the Periodic Table.
 
   “Homework?”  Becky’s mother laughs at this.  “What do you need to do homework for?  You think you’re going to be some big shot?  You think you’re better than me?”
 
   Becky’s mother shakes Emma as she says this last sentence.  The alcohol on the woman’s breath is nearly enough to make Emma choke.  “No,” Emma whimpers.
 
   “You been hanging around that hoity-toity Earl family too long.  You ain’t never going to amount to nothing, you fat pig.”
 
   Though she can still only see the wall and ceiling, Emma can feel her rear spill over the sides of her chair and her stomach rest against her thighs.  “No,” she says again.  
 
   She’s helpless to do anything as Becky’s mother tears up the sheet of equations she was so close to solving.  “You don’t need that book learning.  I’ll teach you a real lesson.”
 
   Though Emma knows she weighs nearly twice as much as Becky’s mother, she still finds herself unable to fight back as Becky’s mother drags her out of the room.  She passes another bedroom, where little Brandi and Bambi look up from their dolls for a moment before they turn away.  There’s nothing either of them can do to help.
 
   Emma knows where Becky’s mother will take her even before they stop in front of the furnace closet.  “No, please,” Emma says.  “I’ll be good.  I won’t do anything.”
 
   “Get in there, Piggy,” Becky’s mother says.  “And if you try to get out of there I’ll tan your fat ass.”
 
   The furnace closet is a tight squeeze for Emma.  Her stomach presses against the hot surface of the furnace, but there’s nothing she can do about it no matter how she tries to arrange her body.  She can only cry silently to herself.
 
   She feels another presence in the closet.  This presence doesn’t feel human or animal.  It feels like something more dark and sinister than even Becky’s mother.  Emma presses her back against the wall, but there’s nowhere for her to go.  The monster will get her this time—
 
   ***
 
   Emma woke up to someone shaking her.  She looked up into the unfamiliar face of a young man with dark skin and brown eyes who looked fit enough to be quarterback for the football team.  “Are you all right?” he asked.
 
   Emma put a hand to her head and felt Becky’s long hair.  She couldn’t feel any blood.  “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   The young man didn’t so much as grunt as he helped her sit up.  “What happened?  I was next door when I heard a crash and then I saw you on the floor.”
 
   Emma thought about this and remembered her last moments of consciousness.  She had tried to extract a core sample from the meteor when it shocked her, just like the first time.  She looked around the lab and saw the meteor still on the counter, apparently undamaged.  “I was working and then I fell off a stool.”
 
   “You fell off a stool?” the young man gave her a quizzical look.  “Weren’t you studying that meteor over there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then how’d you get all the way over here?  That must be at least twenty feet.”
 
   “Oh, well, I—”
 
   “That’s enough, Tim.  Mrs. Scherr’s obviously taken a nasty fall.  Why don’t you go find some ice for her head?”
 
   “Yes, Dr. Maxwell,” Tim said.  He gave Emma another quizzical look before he finally left the room.
 
   “I’m sorry about that.  He’s my most gifted student, but sometimes he’s too inquisitive.”
 
   “I understand.”  With Dr. Maxwell’s help, Emma got to her feet.  She limped around in a circle to get her bearings.  “I think I should be going.  Thank you for letting me borrow your equipment.”
 
   “It’s no trouble at all.  You’re welcome to use our facilities anytime.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma waddled over to the meteor.  She hesitated before she reached out to touch it with her gloved hands.  The meteor didn’t give her a shock this time; it allowed her to place it gently back into its case.  By the time she had sealed the case, Tim had returned with a can of Coke.
 
   “I couldn’t find any ice, but I thought this might help,” he said.  He held out the can to her.
 
   “Oh, thanks.”  Emma took the can of Coke and pressed it to the back of her head like an ice pack.  She had to admit that the cold of the soda did help dim the ache in her head.  “That’s very nice.”
 
   She tried to pick up the case, groaned, and then set it back down.
 
   “Do you need help with that?” Tim asked.
 
   “I can get it.”  Emma tried again; this time she managed to heft the case from the table to set it down on the floor.  “But thank you.”
 
   She started to drag it towards the door to the lab.  Only when she reached the doorway did she stop to consider where she was going.  She didn’t have a car or enough money for a cab.  “I don’t suppose one of you could give me a ride home?  I don’t want to carry this on the bus.”
 
   “I can take you,” Tim volunteered.  “I was just finishing up with my experiment.”
 
   “If it’s not too much of a bother.”
 
   “No trouble at all, as long as Dr. Maxwell will lock up.”
 
   “Of course.  You two go on.”
 
   Emma decided to let Tim carry the meteor case, his muscles more than capable of the task.  He led her to the parking lot and a rusty turquoise Ford Escort.  The case fit into the little car’s trunk without any difficulty.  It was a tighter squeeze for Emma in the passenger’s seat of the car.  She had to suck in a breath before she could get the seatbelt across her stomach.
 
   She started to give Tim the address, but he held up a hand.  “I know where you live.  I worked with Dr. Scherr in Advanced Physics.”
 
   Emma remembered she wasn’t welcome at Becky and Steve’s house.  The last thing she wanted was to provoke Becky to do something to Emma’s body.  “Actually I’m house sitting for a friend while she’s away.”  She gave him the address to Ms. Chiostro’s.  “So were you a friend of Dr. Scherr—my husband?”
 
   “Maybe not a friend per se.  Colleague might be the better way to put it.  He was helping me with some of my experiments.”
 
   “What are you majoring in?”
 
   “Mechanical engineering.  I’m hoping to work for NASA.  Maybe I could make the first robot to walk on Pluto.”  Tim laughed to himself.  “It’s kind of silly, I know.”
 
   “It’s not silly.  Everyone needs a dream.”
 
   “I guess so.  Dr. Scherr always said you were his dream.”  Emma blushed at this and turned away to the window.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to reopen old wounds.”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   “I felt terrible when I heard about him being shot.  I don’t know why anyone would have wanted to shoot him.”
 
   “I don’t know either,” Emma said, although she did know why Steve had died.  The evil goddess Isis had ordered Steve killed in order to drive Becky to become the Black Dragoon.  Becky didn’t remember any of that; she had sleepwalked through her time as the Dragoon, but the rift remained between them.  In a way she supposed Becky was right:  it was Emma’s fault.  “It’s a tragedy.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Tim said again.  They didn’t say anything else until they reached Ms. Chiostro’s house.  He hefted the meteor from the trunk and carried it up to the front steps for her.  “If you need any more help with this, I’d be happy to help you.”
 
   “Thanks, but I can handle it.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that you couldn’t.  I just—”
 
   “I know and it’s very kind of you.”
 
   “Though really you should let Dr. Earl take a look at it.  She’s an expert on meteors, probably the best in the world.”
 
   Emma felt her cheeks turn warm again.  “She’s a little busy at the moment.  I can take care of it on my own.  Thanks.”
 
   “If you’re sure—”
 
   “I am.  Good night.”
 
   She left the meteor case in the foyer and then trudged up the stairs to the guest room.  She fell asleep moments after she splashed down on the bed.  She hoped tomorrow she would wake up and all of this would be a nightmare.
 
   ***
 
   Becky tore a leg off the man’s pants and then used this to tie his hands behind his back.  “When they let you out of jail, you might want to consider a new line of work,” she hissed into his ear.
 
   “I will,” the man said.
 
   Becky had literally caught him with his pants down as he tried to rape a young girl in the parking lot of a truck stop.  The Scarlet Knight had wasted little time to tear off the door of the tractor-trailer and then punch the would-be rapist in the face.
 
   She turned to the girl who cowered in the truck’s sleeping compartment.  She couldn’t be more than fifteen, much too young to hang around a truck stop in Rampart City after dark by herself.  “What were you doing here?” Becky asked the girl.
 
   “I was trying to get a ride,” the girl said.
 
   “You’re running away from home?”  The girl nodded.  Though the Scarlet Knight’s helmet didn’t have any way to check for bruises beneath the girl’s clothes, Becky could tell from experience that this girl was a victim of abuse—just like her and her sisters.  Becky had often wanted to run away, but that would have left her sisters at her mother’s mercy.  “There’s a place over on Welch Road that will help you.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t carry any money, so she reached into the man’s pocket for his wallet.  She pulled out the cash inside to give to the girl.  “That should get you there and help you get started.”  Becky put a hand gently on the girl’s shoulder.  “Good luck.”
 
   The girl had run back into the truck stop to call for a cab to take her away.  Becky waited until she heard an approaching siren before she awkwardly bounced onto the roof of the truck stop.  Before she left, she whispered into the man’s ear, “You had better confess everything to the cops.  If you don’t, you’ll be seeing me again and next time I won’t be so nice.  Get it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Becky gave him a punch to the stomach as a final goodbye.  She scrambled across the roof and launched herself over a line of trucks and onto the sidewalk.  She landed right next to a man as he negotiated with a scantily-clad woman.  Becky had only to glare at the man for him to run off.
 
   “Hey, you can’t just—”
 
   Becky silenced the hooker when she put a hand on the Sword of Justice’s hilt.  “I think you ought to find a new line of work too.”  She didn’t give the prostitute time to respond; she scampered into a nearby alley and then climbed up the side of a building.  By now she would have keeled over dead in her real body; with Emma’s body she felt as though she could climb Mt. Everest.
 
   Marlin waited for her at the top of the building.  “I must say it’s refreshing to see someone who isn’t so concerned with tact.”
 
   “Thanks—I guess.  So what do we do next?”
 
   Marlin pointed to the east, where Becky could see the sky around the harbor lightening.  “I think we’ve done enough for tonight.”
 
   “There has to be more I can do.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” the ghost said.  “But I don’t think we should press our luck on your first night.”
 
   “Hey, I think I’ve done pretty well.”
 
   “Certainly—for a beginner.  You haven’t really faced any of the toughest blokes yet.”
 
   “Oh yeah?  Just tell me where they are.”
 
   “Don’t be such a hothead.  You’re as bad as Graves.”
 
   “He did pretty well for himself.”
 
   “Right up until he nearly lost his leg.”
 
   “Fine, point taken.”  She ran across the roof to leap across to the next building.  Her landings hadn’t improved much in her first night, but she did manage not to come down on her face so much.  Instead, she landed on her right side and then rolled to her feet to repeat the procedure until she was all the way to the historical district.
 
   Her house didn’t have a convenient fire escape for her to use to sneak inside.  She would have to hope no one watched the front door.  She paused in the foyer to listen for any sound of Emma inside.  It would be just like her to come back here even after Becky told her to stay away.
 
   The house was empty.  Becky searched each room right down to the closets to make sure.  Then she dropped onto the bed in the master bedroom to take off the armor.  The moment she pulled off the helmet, she felt as if someone had smacked her over the head with a sack of doorknobs.  By the time it was over she barely had the strength to pull off her boots.  As she collapsed onto the mattress, she felt as if she weighed three hundred pounds again.  She had to drag herself up to the pillows.
 
   Although her body felt exhausted, her mind refused to sleep.  How could Emma do this night after night?  She must be some kind of masochist.  Becky closed her eyes and saw the faces of the criminals and the victims float up before her.  The abused girl from the truck stop stayed with her the longest.  What would happen to that girl?  Would she get the help she needed?  Would she make something of herself or would she end up whoring herself out on a corner?
 
   She opened her eyes and saw Marlin beside her bed.  “Does it really make a difference?” she asked him.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But it’s not enough.  There are still going to be people suffering.  Not even the Scarlet Knight can fix everything.”
 
   “We do what we can.  That’s all we can do.  Now get some rest.  You’ve done some good work tonight.”  She wanted to say something, but fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   The staircase ended with a heavy door.  Someone had carved a warning into the door in the language of magic.  In English the words translated as:  Warning, Dangerous Magic Levels.  Red gulped before he faced the two witches.  “Only one of you can go in there.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Sylvia said.  “We both go or neither of us goes.”
 
   “Now, Sylvia, let’s not be hasty.”  Ms. Chiostro put a hand on Red’s arm.  “Why can only one of us go in there?”
 
   “Glenda doesn’t like having too much magic down here.  Some of the spells are very…volatile,” Red said.
 
   “She never had any problem with both of us going down there before,” Sylvia said.
 
   “She thought it’d be a good idea after what happened to the last archivist.  She—” Red looked down at his feet; his face turned green.  Ms. Chiostro decided it was best not to press him on the issue.
 
   Ms. Chiostro put a hand on Sylvia’s shoulder.  “Why don’t you check up on the girls and I’ll go in there to find the spell?  It’ll go a lot faster that way, trust me.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro imagined her sister would take out the hunting knife of Artemis or some such thing to hold at Red’s throat.  “I’m sure it won’t take very long to find what we’re looking for.”
 
   “Right.”  
 
   Ms. Chiostro put a hand on the door handle.  She turned to Red.  “I suppose you ought to go back upstairs.  Magic like this is dangerous for mortals.”
 
   “Magic can’t hurt me,” he said.  He put on a smile as he said, “I’ll go down with you.  It will take less time that way.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Red, but—”
 
   “It’s all right.  I said magic can’t hurt me.  That’s why Glenda brought me here.”  He turned to Sylvia and Ms. Chiostro could see a bit of a mischievous grin on his face.  “You should go upstairs.  Magic can still hurt you.”
 
   It came as no surprise when Sylvia reached to her hip with her good hand to pull out a thin silver dagger.  “You’d better make it quick, boy, if you ever want to be a man.”
 
   Red’s already pale skin went several shades paler.  Ms. Chiostro squeezed his arm.  “It’ll be all right.  Come along, Red.”
 
   “I’ll be right here waiting,” Sylvia said.  Her voice dripped with menace.  Ms. Chiostro pulled open the door to the vault.
 
   ***
 
   The interior vault had not changed much since the last time Ms. Chiostro had ventured into it.  The vault was like a larger version of the spiral staircase, only in this case the steps were rocky paths that wound deeper into an abyss.  Why Glenda and the other founders of the coven had made the vault so ominous Ms. Chiostro didn’t know.
 
   Pigeonholes were carved into the walls of dark gray rock, each hole sealed with a cap made of clear crystal.  Runes carved above the pigeonholes identified the spell inside.  The first one they came to was a spell to transform lead into gold.  While the spell seemed powerful, it was only good to con someone out of money as the gold would turn back to lead within twenty-four hours when the spell wore off.
 
   “Sylvia’s used that one a few times for people who try to cheat her,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   Red looked back to the door in case Sylvia had decided to follow them.  Ms. Chiostro doubted her sister would do that; despite her tough exterior, Sylvia remained a loyal and obedient baby sister.  The only reason she would go through that door would be if there were some kind of danger.
 
   “Let’s keep looking,” Ms. Chiostro said.  She examined a few more of the pigeonholes, but found nothing that would help with Emma and Becky.
 
   As they descended farther into the bowels of the vault, Red had yet to say anything.  The way he glumly stared at his feet indicated he would have preferred to be anywhere else at the moment.  “Don’t worry about Sylvia.  Everything will be fine,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro felt a sort of psychic vibration.  She turned and saw one of the spells try to escape from its pigeonhole; the scroll banged against the crystal cap like a caged animal.  The one next to it did the same thing.
 
   “Perhaps you should go back—”
 
   “They can’t hurt me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “My body is resistant to magic.  Glenda says it’s because my body is out of phase.”
 
   “Out of phase?  You mean you’re from another dimension?”
 
   “I don’t know about that.  It’s probably more accurate to say that I’m in a kind of limbo between dimensions.”  He shook his head.  “I’m not really sure what happened.  I don’t remember much from before that day.  It was Halloween about five years ago.  I got this really bad headache.  There was this blinding light.  When I came to, Glenda was there.  She brought me down here and told me that I’d be safe because magic couldn’t hurt me.”
 
   “Because you’re not really here, nothing can hurt you.”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   Now Ms. Chiostro understood why Glenda had put Red down here.  With his unique condition, he could work with the spells without fear they would hurt him or try to attach themselves to him.  She put a hand on his arm just to verify he was still there.  “But I can feel you.”
 
   “This me.”
 
   “There’s more than one of you?”
 
   “Two hundred twenty-seven of us by my count.  There are more I don’t know about.  Probably an infinite number.”  He shook his head again.  “I started hearing them after that day.  Just a few at first, but there have been more of them since then.”
 
   “My goodness,” Ms. Chiostro said.  She wished again Emma was here to help explain it to her. “And these two hundred twenty-six other versions of you—are they the same?”
 
   “No.  Some of them are even female.”  Red’s face turned the color to match his name.  “It’s kind of like being schizophrenic I guess, except we all live in different worlds.”
 
   “That sounds awful.”
 
   “It’s not so bad once you get used to it.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro could sense the boy didn’t want to discuss his situation any further.  She let him plod along behind her as they continued into the bowels of the vault.  The spells continued to react to her presence; they flung themselves futilely against the caps that held them into the pigeonholes.  She could understand now why Sylvia hadn’t been allowed to come along too; with two witches around the spells might have gone into an even greater frenzy.
 
   She bent down to examine the label on one pigeonhole.  “Mirror Image,” she read.  She reached out to pull the cap off the pigeonhole.
 
   “No!” Red shouted.  But it was too late.  The spell leaped from the pigeonhole.  It changed from a scroll of paper into a ball of white light.  The ball of light slammed into Ms. Chiostro and threw her against a wall.  
 
   As the world evaporated into white light around her, she laughed at the irony of being killed by a spell from her own coven.  She doubted Sylvia would appreciate that.  Poor Red, she thought.  Soon there would only be two hundred twenty-six of him.
 
   ***
 
   Her first surprise was that she came to.  The second was to see that Red stood over her.  Apparently she had not dissolved and Sylvia had not murdered Red.  From the look of it, they were still in the vault.  “What happened?” she asked.
 
   At least she thought she’d asked that.  Red stared at her for a moment and then spoke in gibberish.  “I can’t understand you,” she said.  He spoke again in gibberish.  “I don’t know what happened to you, but I suppose it’s time we got out of here.”
 
   She tried to get to her feet.  She intended to push herself up with her right hand, but her left responded instead.  It worked just as well, at least until she tried to correct her balance.  She meant to take a step with her right foot, but again her left foot responded.  She stumbled and would have fallen if Red hadn’t caught her.
 
   With irritation she tried to tear herself away from him.  She wanted to shake her left shoulder, but this time her right shoulder moved.  She did manage to escape Red’s grasp, but she ended up on the ground.
 
   She stamped her right foot, though she’d meant to stamp her left.  “What happened to me?” she shouted at Red.  He spoke to her in gibberish again.  “I can’t understand you, you idiot!”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and then he nodded.  He reached beside Ms. Chiostro for her purse.  “What are you doing with my purse?  Stay out of there!”  She tried to stop him, but only flailed around uselessly.
 
   At last he took out her address book and compact.  He scribbled something in the address book and then held it up to her.  She couldn’t make sense of the symbols—until he held the compact up next to them.  In the mirror of the compact she saw he’d written, “It’s the Mirror Image spell.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro put a hand to her mouth—her right when she meant her left.  It all made sense now.  She had hoped Mirror Image might have been able to help Emma and Rebecca, but now she understood what it really did.  Like a mirror, it had reversed her brain so when she meant to move left, she went right.  From the looks Red had given her, it must also have reversed her speech and even her hearing.
 
   She closed her eyes and then concentrated as hard as she could to move her right foot.  Her left moved instead.  She tried again and again, but the result was always the same.  She felt Red’s hand on her shoulder.  He held up the book and compact again.
 
   “It will probably take some time to wear off.  Stay here and I’ll look for a spell.”
 
   She flailed at him again until she managed to grab the address book.  She usually wrote with her right hand, but decided now to try with her left.  She scribbled out a message for him.  When she held it up to the mirror, it appeared in English.  “I can still walk!  I’m not an invalid!”
 
   He took the book from her again.  “It would be faster by myself.”
 
   She didn’t bother to write a message; she just glared at him until his cheeks turned magenta.  He nodded to her and then offered his right hand.  She initially tried by instinct to grab it with her left hand only for her right to move.  Then she told herself to move her right hand and found her left moved to take Red’s hand.  He yanked her back to her feet and then put his arm around her slender waist to support her.
 
   With one hand he managed to scribble, “Right foot.”
 
   She tried her right foot, but of course her left moved.  Red kept hold of her and managed to keep them both upright.  He tapped the message again.  She nodded and then told herself to move her left foot.  This time the right moved.
 
   Red wrote down, “Left foot.”  From there he tapped to whichever foot he didn’t want her to use.  That made it easier for her to tell her brain to do the opposite.  Eventually they managed a few yards along the vault’s path.  Ms. Chiostro had to admit Red was right that it would have been easier for him to go alone.  But she was the witch here; she would know better what spell to use, wouldn’t she?  With what had happened to her, she began to doubt that.
 
   They neared the pigeonholes again.  This time the spells backed away from her as if afraid.  She nudged Red and then motioned to the scrolls with her head.  He shrugged in response.  He pointed to a pigeonhole that was empty.  Then he held up the compact so she could read the words:  Mirror Image.  The spell was gone.
 
   She flailed until she grabbed the address book.  “Where did it go?” she wrote.
 
   “Probably disappeared until the effect wears off,” he responded.
 
   “How long will that be?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Could be hours or days or forever.”
 
   “Forever?”  She couldn’t possibly live like this for the rest of her life; it would be like she was an invalid.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he wrote.  “Maybe Glenda will think of something.”
 
   Ms. Chiostro nodded.  She hoped someone in the coven could solve this if the effect didn’t wear off on its own.  Then she nudged Red to motion they should move forward.
 
   One step at a time they made their way back to the door to the vault.  Sylvia would probably be furious with them, but she also might be able to help.  If nothing else, Sylvia could help Red to find a spell to change Ms. Chiostro back.  That would be less laborious than if she and Red had to do it alone.
 
   But when Red pulled on the door handle, nothing happened.  She clawed furiously at him until she grabbed the address book.  “Why won’t it open?”
 
   “Contamination alert,” he wrote back.  “It will stop when the spell wears off.”
 
   “If it doesn’t?”
 
   “Then we’re stuck.”
 
   She clawed at him again, this time with no intention to grab the address book.  He glared back at her.  “This is your fault.  You’re the one who triggered the spell.  A witch should know better.”
 
   She grabbed the book to write a nasty response, but as she took the pen, she realized Red was right.  No witch, especially not one more than five hundred years old, would ever use a spell if she didn’t know what it did.  She looked down at her body.  These last nine months as a young woman had made her feel younger and as such she’d taken risks like a young woman.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she wrote on the address book.
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ll find a way.”
 
   She nodded to him and then they set out again to find a spell that would cure her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Emma searched through Ms. Chiostro’s house, but couldn’t find a single dress that fit.  Or at least not a dress she could wear in public that wouldn’t look as if she were on her way to a Renaissance fair.  If she knew how to sew, Emma might have found a way to modify one of these dresses to be a little more fashionable, but Emma’s skills didn’t extend that far.
 
   Of course Becky’s house would have plenty of dresses to fit her.  The only problem was that Becky would be there in Emma’s body.  Becky would go ballistic if Emma showed up there to borrow her clothes.  She would go even more ballistic when she heard why Emma needed a formal dress.
 
   She supposed it wasn’t fair of her to meddle in Becky’s personal life like this.  But what was she supposed to do, say no?  How could she possibly turn down a date with Dan, even if he thought she was someone else?  How could Becky expect her to deny the only man she had ever loved?  In better times she knew Becky would understand this and even support her decision.  Emma couldn’t expect the same from her best friend now.
 
   Ms. Chiostro didn’t keep any money around the house, at least not anywhere Emma could find.  She could always take one of Sylvia’s magic weapons, though she doubted the club of Herakles or sword of Perseus would be worth much at a pawnshop.  Nothing Emma owned would be likely to have much value either.
 
   The only solution was to find a way to get into Becky’s house without Becky’s knowledge.  The question became how to do it.  She couldn’t walk in the front door and she didn’t trust herself to climb up along the side of the house in this body.  If she had the scarlet armor it would be easy enough to turn herself invisible with the golden cape.
 
   The answer to her problems swam up the toilet.  Emma was brushing her teeth at the sink when Pepe splashed out of the toilet bowl.  He shook the water off like a dog before he noticed her at the sink, toothbrush in her mouth.  The rat approached her tentatively and sniffed at her feet.  He took a step back, but didn’t flee from her.
 
   Emma spit out the toothbrush and a wad of toothpaste.  To speak the rat language was difficult with Becky’s body, as it required such precise enunciation.  She carefully formed each word in the shrieks and squeaks the rats used to communicate.  “It’s me,” she said.  “Emma.”
 
   The rat commented on how different she looked.  “I know I look different, but it’s still me inside.”
 
   Pepe seemed skeptical of this but went on to describe the purpose of his visit.  He and Jim had encountered Becky down in the sewer.  The encounter had put Jim into a deep depression as he thought his only human friend had abandoned him.  On his own, Pepe decided to search for answers.  That search had already taken him to Emma’s apartment, but there was no one there and no sign of her things.  He had tried Becky’s house next, but found only Becky asleep on the bed in Emma’s body.  So he had come to Ms. Chiostro’s house; he knew Emma often came to see the witches.
 
   “And you found me,” she said.  She patted him on the head.  The rat nuzzled her hand like a cat.  In tentative ratspeak she described what had happened to her and Becky since they had last seen each other.
 
   Pepe indicated he could still sense something off about her, no doubt the darkness to her aura that Ms. Chiostro had sensed.  “Don’t worry, the witches have gone to find a spell to change us back.  You can tell Jim that as soon as they do, everything will be back to normal.”
 
   The rat acknowledged this and then started to climb back into the toilet to return to Jim in the sewers.  Emma called for him to stop.  “Before you go, there’s one thing I need you to do.”
 
   It took several attempts for her to communicate what she wanted Pepe to do.  To a sewer rat, one article of human clothes looked like another.  To explain the concept of a formal dress took some effort.  In the end she couldn’t be certain she was successful or not; she would have to hope for the best.
 
   The rat curled up in a large purse Ms. Chiostro kept in the shop.  Though there were plenty of rats in Rampart City, people generally didn’t like to see them perched on someone’s shoulder like a parrot.  As he lay on a cushion of tangled yarn, Pepe indicated he hadn’t slept on such a nice bed in years.
 
   With the rat asleep in her purse, Emma climbed onto a bus bound for the historical district.  She sat on a seat—two seats really—with the purse on her lap.  When Pepe began to stir, she hissed at him to stay hidden.  The rat squeaked an affirmative.  “Is there something in your purse?” an old woman asked.
 
   “Just a toy for my dog,” Emma said.  This served as both a cover and a threat, as if Pepe emerged from the purse prematurely he might end up in the jaws of some dog.  The sewer rat understood this well enough to remain hidden.
 
   Emma got off the bus a block from Becky’s house.  She stopped in front of a house two down from Becky’s, where she could crouch down amongst the bushes.  There she finally let Pepe out of the purse.  “Get what you can and bring it back to me.  Please.”
 
   For a half-hour Emma remained in the bushes, until both of her feet fell asleep.  She braced herself for someone to discover her:  the police, a neighbor, or Becky.  When they did, how could she explain what she was doing?  Maybe she could tell them someone was illegally occupying her house.  Once she showed the police her identification, they would have to believe she was the real Rebecca Scherr.  Of course if it came to that Emma’s body—with Becky in it—might end up in a loony bin for examination.
 
   When something rattled the bushes she was certain the jig was up.  It was only Pepe with a bundle of clothes in his powerful jaws.  He slid this up to Emma and then reported that no one had seen him.  From what Pepe had said, Becky was still asleep in the master bedroom.  As she checked her watch, Emma saw it was already one in the afternoon.  What had Becky been up to last night?
 
   She decided there would be no point to ask Pepe.  Things like tattoos and piercings didn’t mean much to a sewer rat.  She would have to hope Becky hadn’t done anything worse than drink a bit much.  “Thank you for your help.”
 
   She unwrapped the bundle the rat had retrieved from Becky’s house.  Despite the language barrier, Pepe had managed to guess correctly; he’d brought her a long purple dress.  She patted the rat’s head again before she folded the dress back up to stick into the purse.  “Can you find your way back all right?” she asked him.  The rat signaled an affirmative.  Then he skittered off into the bushes to make his way back to Jim.
 
   Emma breathed a sigh of relief.  Now she just had to get ready for her date with Dan.
 
   ***
 
   Emma turned in the mirror.  It still came as a shock to see Becky reflected in the glass, the purple dress tight against her flabby stomach and saggy breasts.  Emma tried to smooth down a few wrinkles in the fabric so it didn’t look so much like it had been dragged from a closet by a rat and then stuffed into a purse.  As for the smell, she had done what she could with a bottle of perfume; she would have to hope Dan didn’t notice.
 
   She wished Sylvia were here to help with her hair.  Emma had combed Becky’s dark hair and then put it up into a loose bun.  A rogue tress drooped into her eyes; she tucked it behind her ear with one finger.
 
   She smiled into the mirror to make sure she didn’t have any lipstick on her teeth.  As she applied makeup to Becky’s face, she was reminded of when they had tried to give each other makeovers when they were seven.  The result had made them look more like clowns than sophisticated women.  Mom had sternly warned Emma not to waste her expensive cosmetics and then banished Emma to bed.  Only after the door was closed did Emma hear her mother laugh.  This time went much better, with Emma far more discreet with the makeup.
 
   Pepe had not brought Emma any stockings or shoes; that would have been far too much to ask of the rat.  She reused the stockings she had worn to work the day before; she hoped they didn’t run too badly.  As for shoes, she found a pair in Ms. Chiostro’s closet.  The shoes were too narrow and too long, but she managed to get her feet stuffed into them.  She paced the bedroom a few times in these shoes to get used to them; the last thing she wanted was to fall on her face in front of Dan.
 
   She nearly tripped over these shoes when she climbed up the stairs of the bus.  Emma stood on the ride back to the historical district so she wouldn’t sit in someone’s used gum or any other filth left on the seats.  She kept one eye on her watch; the seconds ticked away towards seven o’clock.  She would have to get to the house before Dan, to intercept him before he knocked on the door and Becky answered in Emma’s body.
 
   The bus let her off at the corner at six fifty-eight.  Emma ran awkwardly in her uncomfortable shoes.  Her hair came free from its loose bun to fly into her face.  She swiped it aside in time to avoid a woman and her dog.  She apologized profusely while at the same time she tried to plow ahead.
 
   As expected, Dan arrived at exactly seven o’clock.  She saw him emerge from his car fifty feet ahead of her.  He didn’t seem to notice her as she charged towards him; he obliviously made his way up the path for the front door.
 
   She caught him just as he was about to knock and grabbed his shoulder with one hand.  He spun around and a smile broke out on his face.  “Hi.  I was just about to knock.”
 
   “Taking…walk,” Emma said between gasps.  “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem.  Do you need to go inside and grab anything?”
 
   “No!  Let’s…go,” she said.
 
   For their first real date nearly six years ago, Dan had taken her to a French restaurant, which had not gone well at all.  They had then gone to the opera, which the Black Dragoon had interrupted to effectively end the date.
 
   This time things were very different.  For one thing, Dan seemed far more relaxed around her as Becky than he had around her as Emma.  On their way to the restaurant, he described some research he was doing for a planned dig in the Meroe region of the Sudan.  “We tend to think Egyptians lived around the pyramids, but at one point their kingdom stretched into other parts of Africa,” he said.
 
   “That sounds fascinating.  When will you be going over there?”
 
   “A few months if I can work out the funding.  The Plaine Museum has been getting a little bit tighter in the last few months.  The director has been trying to scale back on expenses.  She actually charged a guy for taking a pen out of the museum in his pocket.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “I’m hoping she’ll see the potential of what I want to do.  This could open up whole new possibilities for the museum.”  He didn’t get time to expand on those possibilities as they arrived at the restaurant—an Italian bistro this time.  Like a gentleman he came around to help her out of the car, which she appreciated when she almost tripped over the awkward shoes.
 
   The maitre d’ gave them a curious look as they approached.  Emma could sense the thought on his mind:  why was a handsome man like Dan on a date with a cow like her?  She could sense the restaurant patrons wondered the same thing as she squeezed around the tables; she was careful not to smack anyone in the head with her gut or rear end.  Dan was of course oblivious to her discomfort; he held her arm as the maitre d’ led them to a booth in the back, where she would conveniently be hidden in shadows.  Emma sucked in her stomach so it wouldn’t overlap onto the table surface.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dan asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   The last time they had dated, she had been too young to drink.  This time she insisted they order a bottle of red wine.  Dan had the waiter bring the most expensive stuff in the place.  Then they began to examine the menus, which were written in Italian.  Emma resisted the urge to translate for Dan; Becky didn’t speak any languages beyond English.
 
   Most of the dishes were familiar enough anyway:  spaghetti, ravioli, linguini, and so forth that Dan wouldn’t need her to translate.  They ordered an appetizer of fried ravioli while Emma decided on the short ribs with risotto—she figured this would be far less messy than the pasta dishes—and Dan ordered chicken parmesan.
 
   As they waited for the food, Dan said, “I’m really glad you let me thank you properly for what you did.”
 
   “I didn’t do that much.”
 
   “Don’t be so modest.  Getting Councilwoman Napier’s office involved is going to be a big boost to our efforts to have the Scarlet Knight abolished.”
 
   Emma took a sip of her wine to hide her look of disgust.  “I’m not sure how much difference it’s going to make,” she said.  “The police have tried to catch her before.”
 
   “They always looked the other way before.  Now they aren’t going to have any choice but to go after her.”  Dan leaned forward and looked around to make sure no one watched them.  “They’re going to form a special task force dedicated to bringing her in.”
 
   Emma took another healthy gulp of her wine.  She knew she shouldn’t drink too much as it might loosen her lips to the point that she let something slip, such as that she was really Emma Earl, but she couldn’t help but feel in need of a jolt when she heard Dan talk about arresting the Scarlet Knight.  “Maybe it won’t matter,” she said.  “She hasn’t been around in weeks.”
 
   “That’s not what I heard.  I saw on the news this morning that she’s back in town.  She busted up some Korean market—again.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   “Yeah, broke a window this time.  The owner was furious.”
 
   “I can imagine,” Emma mumbled.  “But she caught the thief, right?”
 
   “Sure, but she destroyed three hundred dollars of property to stop the guy from stealing eighty bucks.”
 
   “But now he’ll be in jail.”
 
   “For six months—probably less.  Then he’s right back out stealing again.”
 
   “So you think we should let criminals run free?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Dan said.  Despite the heat of their argument, he still smiled at her.  “I only mean that we should let the police do their job.  If everyone goes around thinking they can act like her, the whole city would be immersed in chaos.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Emma finished her glass of wine; Dan poured another for her.  “I’m not sure how much of a difference it would make.”
 
   The waiter saved Emma when he arrived with the fried ravioli.  She speared one with her fork and jammed it into her mouth.  Before she knew it, three-quarters of the ravioli had joined it.  Dan ate his far more delicately; he sliced it into pieces before he put it into his mouth.
 
   The conversation turned to happier subjects.  He told her again about his upbringing by his stepmother, whose frequent trips to Egypt encouraged Dan to study that ancient civilization.  She had heard all of this twice before—once on their first date and once after he returned from Egypt with Isis.  She didn’t mind to hear it a third time; she could listen to Dan talk forever, his words so full of passion and his boyish smile so infectious.
 
   When the waiter set her short ribs in front of her, Emma tried to show more restraint than she had with the ravioli, which seemed to have all disappeared into her stomach except for one.  As she broke up one of the ribs with her fork, Dan asked, “What about you?  Did you always live in Rampart City?”
 
   “No, I lived in Parkdale with my mom and sisters,” Emma said, careful to give Becky’s background and not her own.  “I went to college in the city.  My friend Emma moved in with me after she came back to work at the museum.”
 
   “That’s right, she’s your friend.  How is she these days?  I haven’t really seen her since the museum let her go.”
 
   “Well, since they fired her, she’s been working on some other projects.  There was a geological survey in Russia recently.”  
 
   “It’s good to know she’s landing on her feet.”  Dan took a bite of his food; his smile grew wider for a moment.  “How did you decide you wanted to work for someone like Napier?  Or did it just fall into your lap?”
 
   Emma looked down at her plate, which despite her best efforts was already half gone.  “Well, I suppose I wanted to work in politics because I wanted to make a difference.  Even in a city like this one you can make a difference.”
 
   “That’s very true.”  Dan raised his glass for a toast.  “To making a difference.”
 
   “To making a difference,” she repeated with a smile.  She hoped he never found out what kind of a difference she had made in the city.
 
   ***
 
   The rest of the date went much more smoothly than last time.  Instead of an opera they went to a musical comedy.  They had seats in the balcony even though Dan was afraid of heights.  Emma was more than willing to let him sit in the back row, where it would be harder for anyone to see her.  Don Vendetta wasn’t there to hit on her—and probably wouldn’t have in any case—and the Black Dragoon didn’t appear to ruin things.
 
   The play didn’t interest Emma much; she barely paid attention to the action on the stage as she focused on Dan.  Unlike last time, he seemed far more confident to put an arm around her shoulders during the first act.  In response she rested her head on his shoulder.  It had been nearly six long, torturous years since Dan’s body had been pressed against hers like this.  It didn’t matter that he thought she was Becky; it only mattered they were together.
 
   The play ended far too quickly.  To her delight, Dan suggested they go to a café around the corner for coffee.  This time they kept the conversation light; they discussed the play, especially the female lead character who had hit sour notes all night.  “Her understudy couldn’t be that bad, could she?” Dan said.
 
   “Only if her understudy is a greyhound,” Emma said with a giggle.
 
   They continued in that vein until it was nearly midnight.  Dan finally took her home—to Becky’s home.  Emma hoped the real Becky didn’t see them and scream at Emma to leave.  So concerned with this, she didn’t hear Dan say goodnight until he kissed her.  Her eyes widened at this in surprise and then she kissed him back.  He tried to pull away after a few seconds, but she held on to him to make the kiss last.
 
   It couldn’t last forever; eventually she had to come up for air.  “Well, I guess I’d better get going,” Dan said.  His face burned as red as Emma was sure hers was at the moment.  “I’d really like to see you again.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I would too.”  She had to bite back the rest of what she wanted to say about how much she loved him and had missed him these last six years; he would never had understood and probably would have thought her crazy.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow.”  He gave her a tamer peck on the cheek before he headed back for his car.  With another man the promise of a call didn’t mean anything, but she knew Dan would call her tomorrow; he never broke his promises.
 
   She waited until she was certain he’d left before she started to waddle back to the bus stop.  So caught up in her memory of that kiss, she didn’t pay attention to the rustling of the bushes until the first man leaped out of them to grab her.  Two others joined him; they pinned her arms behind her back.  They dragged her into the bushes, out of sight from any passerby.
 
   Emma didn’t recognize them, but they had the beefy look of Don Vendetta’s goons.  She couldn’t imagine why they would want to harm Becky, except as a way to send a message to Councilwoman Napier.  One of the goons began to speak, his voice with an obvious Russian accent.  “Your friend took something that doesn’t belong to her,” the goon said.  “My boss wants it back.”
 
   She tried to say something, but one of the thugs had a hand over her mouth.  In her real body she might have been able to wriggle free and take them out, even without the scarlet armor.  As Becky, especially in this dress and uncomfortable shoes, she didn’t have a chance.  She could do nothing but lie in the dirt and pray they didn’t kill her.
 
   “You, Piggy, are going to tell her to give it back.  She has twenty-four hours to deliver the object to the Russian embassy or else we’ll be back for you.”  To emphasize this point, the goon took a knife out of his pocket.  He pressed it against Emma’s throat so she could feel the cold metal of the blade against her skin.  To her shame, she felt her panties turn wet.  “You understand?”
 
   Emma nodded.  “Good.”  The goon must have smelled the mess she’d made.  He told his comrades in Russian that the pig had made a mess; they all shared a laugh while she could do nothing but cry.  “And don’t think about calling the police.  Understand?”  She nodded again.  “Good little piggy.”  He patted her on the cheek before he stood up and tucked the knife into his belt.  His comrades let Emma go and then disappeared into the darkness.
 
   She lay on the ground for a while to sob at her own cowardice and the unfairness that just when things started to go right they could go so horribly wrong. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Becky hardly ever went to Robinson Park in the best of times.  She had little use for the jogging paths, manmade lake, and playgrounds as she didn’t jog, swim, or have kids.  She had even less use for the band shelter, which primarily housed orchestras, swing bands, and smooth jazz musicians.  Without Marlin’s guidance she wouldn’t have even been able to find the shelter, where Captain Donovan usually met with the Scarlet Knight.
 
   Emma and the police captain usually exchanged messages through an anonymous Email account.  It was fortunate for Becky that Emma had left her BlackBerry at Becky’s house, where she had seen an incoming message.  Captain Donovan was the only one who knew about the account, so Becky didn’t feel too badly when she opened the message.  After all, she was the Scarlet Knight right now; why shouldn’t she answer the Scarlet Knight’s messages?
 
   The next most difficult part was to get down the hill to the band shelter without tripping over Emma’s big feet.  It did sound like fun to roll downhill in the armor, but it would certainly make her look like an idiot to Captain Donovan.  Maybe she could try it later, after the detective left.
 
   Marlin whizzed ahead of her to survey the scene and then reported back that the captain was alone.  This put Becky’s mind at ease.  This would probably just be a routine call where the captain would ask for the Scarlet Knight’s help in a case.
 
   The last thing she expected as she mounted the stage was for Captain Donovan to spit a wad of gum at her feet and then pull out her pistol.  “Don’t take another step,” the captain said. 
 
   “That gun won’t hurt me,” Becky said.  “You might as well put it away.”
 
   “Maybe my gun won’t hurt you, but let’s see how you do against the SWAT team.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.  There’s no one else here.”
 
   “Maybe, or maybe they’re hiding really well.”
 
   “Look, you called me here, so why don’t you just tell me what you want so I can get back to work?”
 
   “You’ve got the voice right and you even have the same size feet.  You need to do a little more homework on the attitude though.  You’ve got it all wrong.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   Captain Donovan waved at her with one finger.  “Such language.  She never talks like that.  She’s too goody-two-shoes for that.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “I know you’re not the same Scarlet Knight.  Maybe you can tell me what happened to her.  Did you kill her?  Or did one of the don’s thugs?  I’d just like to know what became of my former business associate.”
 
   Becky sighed again.  She supposed there wasn’t any point to lie to Captain Donovan, who had spent more than enough time around the real Emma to tell the difference between her and an impostor.  “She’s taking a vacation.  I’m filling in.  Like a temp.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that?”
 
   “I don’t give a shit what you believe.  I’m the Scarlet Knight now, so you deal with me.”  Becky took a step forward.  “Do you want anything or not?”
 
   “I want you to end this charade.  I’ve got Napier and that little anti-you coalition put together by that dope from the museum riding my ass.”
 
   “That isn’t my fault.”
 
   “I don’t care whose fault anything is.”  Captain Donovan reached into her jacket for a stick of gum to pop into her mouth.  “They’re strong-arming the commissioner into setting up a task force to keep the Scarlet Knight off the streets.  I’m trying to keep it from coming to that, but I can’t when some costumed bozo goes around breaking up Korean markets.  Get it?”
 
   “Hey, I’m just trying to do my duty—”
 
   “Don’t give me that shit!  This city has been going along fine without you.”  Captain Donovan spat her gum out at Becky’s feet.  “Don Vendetta is still out there and still operating, but we’re getting closer to her all the time.  It’s not like it was six years ago; we don’t need you anymore.  So why don’t you go hang up your cape?”
 
   Becky wanted to break the police captain’s jaw but thought better of it.  She pointed to the woman instead.  “You’re going to need me.  And soon.  There’s something terrible about to raise its ugly head, something you aren’t going to be able to stop.  I’m the only one who can stop it.  And if that means I make things a little uncomfortable for you, then too fucking bad.”  She wished she could at least borrow her normal voice for this as the cursing sounded feeble in Emma’s soft little voice.
 
   “It’s going to be too fucking bad for you when that task force starts to bear down on you.  You can bet your yellow booties the people they choose will all be on Don Vendetta’s payroll.  They aren’t going to stop until they’ve got your head on a stick for her.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning.”  Becky left the police captain to smolder; Becky wrapped the cape around herself and then trudged back up the hill.  “Fucking ingrate,” she grumbled once she reached the summit.
 
   “They always are,” Marlin said.  “Now, let’s get back to work.”
 
   ***
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t usually venture near the Plastic Hippo, the strip club that served as Don Vendetta’s headquarters.  The don wasn’t stupid enough not to guard this base of operations; she kept two-dozen of her toughest goons around the place.  They supplemented the bouncers at the front entrance to the club and more discreetly patrolled the alleys around the building as well as the roof.  Emma had long ago decided it was too difficult to storm into the Plastic Hippo after Don Vendetta and even then she would have required some kind of evidence to turn the crime boss over to the police.
 
   Becky had no such lofty intentions.  After her meeting with Captain Donovan, Becky decided to go to the source of her troubles.  If she didn’t make it inside then she might at least put a few of the don’s goons out of commission.  She’d have plenty of replacements, but Becky would send her a message.
 
   “This is foolish,” Marlin said.  “You’re not ready for the don’s stronghold.”
 
   “You’re the one who said we should crack down on her goons.”
 
   “I meant at some of her less-protected hangouts.”
 
   “Hey, this is good strategy.  A surprise attack.  She’ll never see it coming.”
 
   “She won’t expect it because it’s so bloody stupid.”
 
   “Whatever.  The point is she won’t expect it and we’ll catch her unawares.”
 
   “Have you considered that you’re putting Emma’s body in danger foolishly?”
 
   “She does that all the time.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s her decision.”
 
   Becky lifted the helmet’s visor to glare at the ghost, though she was certain this too would lack impact with Emma’s sweet face.  “You can either help me or you can stay out of my way.  Get it?”
 
   “Fine.  Maybe I can find a way for you to get in without getting killed.”  The ghost sped away to leave Becky to hunker down on a rooftop that overlooked the Plastic Hippo.  She had to admit there was another issue at play here too.  Six years ago one of her coworkers at then-Councilman Lintner’s office had taken her to the club.  She had stormed off, wound up in an alley, and was nearly killed until Emma intervened as the Scarlet Knight.  To take down the club at the heart of that painful memory would feel good.
 
   Marlin returned a few minutes later to report where the don had stationed her thugs.  Seven of them were on the roof, another dozen scattered around the alleys, and four worked the front door.  “Plus there’s another six inside,” he said.  “Not to mention she’s got cameras all over so that cape isn’t going to work.”
 
   “All right, then we’ll just try the direct approach.”  Without another word, Becky started to run for the edge of the roof.  She vaulted into the air and waited until she was about halfway down to let her cape free.  The golden cape formed a parachute to slow her descent.  She coasted down into the alley to face four goons with machine guns.  They had probably already called for backup.
 
   “Hey guys, how you doing?  I hope I didn’t miss my cue.”
 
   “No, you’re right on time to die.”
 
   “Easy there, fella.  I’m not the real Scarlet Knight.  I’m an impersonator.  The don thought it would be funny to have me go out on stage and show everyone my secret identity—if you catch my drift.”  The four goons clearly didn’t understand her.  “I’m here to strip.  Is that clear enough for you?”
 
   “No one said nothing about no new girl,” the goon she took for the leader said.
 
   “Really?  I’ve got a contract right here.”  Becky reached to her side and in one fluid motion freed the Sword of Justice from its scabbard.  She tossed the golden blade at the four goons; she didn’t bother to try to aim it.  The sword distracted them long enough for her to dart forward and grab the first goon by the arm.  She ripped the machine gun from his hand and then used the butt of it to break his nose.  He went down in a heap, his hands pressed to his face.  A kick to his midsection sent him down the rest of the way to the ground.
 
   Becky spun around to face the other three goons and fired a burst at their kneecaps.  They screamed in pain and then joined their comrade on the ground.  Becky didn’t have any time to savor this victory as more moved in.  They didn’t bother with subtlety as they opened fire with their weapons.  Becky ducked behind a garbage can, and fired short bursts from her weapon to keep their heads down.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Marlin asked.
 
   “I’m kicking ass,” Becky said.
 
   “The Scarlet Knight doesn’t use a bloody gun.”
 
   “Where’s that in the rulebook?”
 
   “It’s sort of an unwritten rule,” the ghost said.  He raised his voice to be heard over another barrage from her weapon.  “The real Emma would never use a gun.  You know that.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not her.”  She took a moment to glare at the ghost.  “I do whatever it takes to get the job done.”
 
   To emphasize this point, Becky rolled out from behind the garbage can.  Bullets pinged off her armor, but she hardly noticed these.  She ran straight towards the don’s men; she carefully aimed her weapon to hit them in the knees, shoulders, and other non-vital areas.  They would be taken out of the fight but they would live.  That should make that damned ghost happy, she thought. 
 
   When her weapon ran out of ammunition, she snatched another one from a fallen goon.  Before it was empty, she had the last of them down with a punch to the throat.  The man collapsed to the ground; he struggled to breathe, but Becky saw that he would live.
 
   It didn’t come as much of a surprise when Marlin said, “Thanks to all that ruckus the don’s taken off.”
 
   “Fine.  I think I made my point.”  She grabbed one of the goons still conscious and pulled him close to her face.  “You pass the word along to that slimy shit that there’s a new Scarlet Knight in town and I’m not playing games.  She can either get out of town on her own or in a casket.  You got it?”  The thug nodded.  Becky tossed him back to the ground.  Then she snapped the machine gun over her knee and stomped victorious out of the alley.
 
   “Well, that was impressive,” Marlin said.
 
   “I think I’m starting to like this,” Becky said.  She charged the boots and then leaped onto the roof of a building.  Don Vendetta had gone to ground but there was still plenty for her to do.
 
   ***
 
   Marlin warned her of someone screaming for help in an alley near McKinley Boulevard in the Trenches.  From what the ghost could discern, a man held a knife to a girl’s throat and was about to rape her.  “We’ll see about that,” Becky said.
 
   McKinley Boulevard was two blocks away; she covered the distance in less than a minute.  She launched herself from the roof of an apartment building like the crummy one where she and Emma had first lived in the city.  Since there wasn’t much time before the man in the alley finished with his prey, Becky didn’t bother to use the cape to slow her descent; she trusted in the armor to protect her.
 
   She crashed into the alley and made a human-shaped dent in the pavement.  As expected, the armor kept her from feeling more than a momentary stab of pain that in the morning would probably turn into a body-length bruise.  She pushed herself up to her feet; her cape swirled as she turned to face the man.
 
   The woman was already dead.  From the paleness of her skin, she’d been dead for some time.  Her attacker threw his knife away and then stood up until he towered a full foot over Becky.  He reached into the pocket of his black trench coat to produce a cheap portable tape recorder.  He pressed a button; the woman’s scream played again.
 
   “I didn’t think you’d fall for so obvious a ruse,” the man said.
 
   Though she had no idea who this man was, she could feel the evil radiate from him.  This was the one Steve had warned her about in her vision; this was the one she had put on the scarlet armor to stop.  “Yeah, well, I’m a sucker for damsels in distress.”  She reached to her hip for the Sword of Justice.  “So, who are you?”
 
   “We’ve met before.  In the zoo.  And at the hotel.”
 
   “Koschei,” Marlin whispered into Becky’s ear.  “He’s the bloke Emma pushed off the roof.  The one she thought she killed.”
 
   “So, you had a little trouble staying dead, huh?  Let’s take care of that.”  She lunged forward; she hoped her superior speed would let her get in under his longer reach.  He moved so quickly she didn’t even see it, until he punched her in the chest.  The impact of his fist sent her into a wall; she made an even greater dent in the wall than in the pavement.
 
   Becky sat there, dazed, for a moment.  She staggered to her feet and pulled the Sword of Justice from its scabbard.  Before she could get it into a defensive position, Koschei was on her.  He tore the sword away from her hand and flung it into an opposing wall.  Becky kicked feebly at his midsection, but this didn’t faze him at all.  He clamped one hand around her throat and began to squeeze the life from her.
 
   “This is too easy,” he said.  “I expected more of a fight from you.  Perhaps you are not what I thought you were.”
 
   Becky wanted to reply with some kind of witty remark, but at the moment her windpipe was being crushed so she could only wheeze.  She batted at his chest with her fists, but this didn’t lessen his grip on her throat.  Her vision began to dim around the edges; it wouldn’t be long until she passed out and never woke up again.
 
   She tried to think of what Emma would do in this situation.  Emma would probably not have gotten into this mess to start with.  She probably would have seen the trap and approached the situation with more caution.  It was too bad Becky wouldn’t get a chance to learn from her mistake.
 
   “The sword,” Marlin whispered into her ear.  “Use the bloody sword!”
 
   She couldn’t say anything to acknowledge him or even move her head to nod.  She could only move her eyes just enough to see the Sword of Justice embedded in a wall.  She strained with her mind to urge the sword to free itself even as the life drained from her.  Spots stained her vision as her oxygen supply reached empty and still the golden blade didn’t move.
 
   She focused with all of her will to urge the Sword of Justice to free itself.  The sword finally responded; the blade eased free from the wall.  She didn’t have the mental capacity at this point to guide it properly, so the sword tumbled end-over-end clumsily at Koschei.  Just before the sword reached him, he swatted at it with his free hand.  Becky had anticipated this; she used the last of her strength to command the Sword of Justice to climb higher, just enough to avoid Koschei’s arm.
 
   The golden blade stabbed into Koschei’s left shoulder.  He howled in pain; his hand released Becky’s neck.  She collapsed to the ground and gasped for air.  When Koschei grabbed the Sword of Justice to pull it free, the golden blade glowed as bright as a sun.  He screamed again as the hilt scorched his hand.  If Becky hadn’t been on the ground struggling to breathe, she might have found it comical how Koschei ran in circles around the alley to shake the Sword of Justice free.
 
   Finally the sword came free and clattered to the ground.  Blood spilled from the wound, but not human blood.   This blood glowed with white light.  Koschei turned to face Becky, who had gotten unsteadily to her feet.  His eyes burned with hatred.  “We will meet again,” he said.  Then he was gone.
 
   Becky staggered forward to grab the Sword of Justice and return it to its sheath.  “Thanks,” she croaked to Marlin.
 
   “That is one tough bloke,” the ghost said.
 
   She could only nod and then stumble away from the scene before he decided to come back and finish the job.  Becky clenched her fists as she thought of Steve’s warning again.  She would find a way to beat him, no matter what it took. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   They had forced open the front door to Becky’s house.  From the items thrown about the foyer and living room, Emma deduced they must have searched the place first and then waited for her to come home.  She shivered at the thought of what they might have done to Dan if she’d brought him in with her.  She winced as she remembered again why she had wiped Dan’s memory of their time together six years ago; her world was far too dangerous for him.
 
   The mess continued upstairs to Becky’s bedroom.  Emma picked up a pair of underwear from the floor.  She quickly changed into these as well as a pair of sweatpants.  A shower would be much better to wipe the stink of urine away, but she didn’t want to risk being in the shower when Becky came home.
 
   Where was Becky?  Emma shivered again as she thought of all the horrible things Becky might do with Emma’s body out of spite.  Not that she could really blame her friend for wanting to do her harm.  This was entirely her fault.  If she hadn’t taken that job with Bykov, she never would have found the strange meteor and never would have switched places with Becky.  She also wouldn’t have hired goons after her and Becky.  And she wouldn’t have gotten the chance to kiss Dan again—
 
   Emma put a hand to her lips.  Of course Dan hadn’t kissed her; he had kissed Becky.  Provided they lived long enough to sort things out, that would make for an awkward conversation with Becky.  It would be even more awkward with Dan.  How could she possibly tell him she wasn’t who he thought she was?
 
   She tried to imagine this conversation as she began to tidy up the bedroom.  There was no way Dan would believe her.  She could try to recount the events of their date, but he might think Becky had told her.  She could try to kiss him and hope her love carried through, but would it?  After all, he didn’t love her; he loved Becky.
 
   When she finished with the bedroom, she went down to the foyer to right the empty umbrella stand and return the pile of old newspapers to the bag for recycling.  She moved on to the living room, where she placed the knickknacks in their proper places and shelved the fallen books.  In one of those books, something fell out.  Emma picked up a photograph; she turned it over to see it was one of her and Becky when they were little girls—Becky six and Emma five.  Emma felt a stab of pain that Becky had hidden this photograph, but at the same time she also felt a touch of relief that Becky hadn’t destroyed the picture or tried to cut Emma out of it.  Maybe everything wasn’t lost between them yet.
 
   She heard something heavy thump against the ceiling.  After she stuffed the photograph back in its book and returned the book to its shelf, Emma searched for a weapon.  She settled on a poker from beside the cold fireplace.  This wouldn’t do much good against one of the Russians with their firearms, but it was better than nothing.
 
   At the top of the stairs she didn’t see anyone in the hallway, nor any lights on.  She edged down the hallway and noticed someone had closed the door to Becky’s bedroom.  She tested the knob, but found the door locked.  Why would a prowler lock himself into the room?  Maybe he knew she was here.
 
   The poker trembled in Emma’s hands.  She took a deep breath, to do the breathing lessons she had learned to cope with fear when she became the Scarlet Knight.  The exercises helped a little, enough for the poker to steady in her hand, though it still felt weak in her grasp.  She lightly tapped the poker against the door.  “Hello?  Who’s in there?” she rasped; her throat had become parched.
 
   The door burst open.  Emma swung the poker.  A hand batted it away so that it clattered to the floor.  “What the hell are you doing here?” Becky asked.  “I thought I told you to stay away from our house.”
 
   Overcome with relief, Emma ignored this outburst to hug her friend.  Becky swum out of the embrace to push her back.  “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  “I’m just glad you’re safe.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m safe.  Just barely.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Nothing.”  Becky crossed her arms over her breasts.  “What do you want?”
 
   “I came to warn you.  That Russian I worked for sent some men here.  They want the meteor back.  They said I have to return it in twenty-four hours.”
 
   “So?  Give them the meteor.”
 
   “I can’t.  I’m too close to understanding it.”  Emma ran a hand through her hair—Becky’s hair.  “It’s the key to everything.  I have to find out what it is.”
 
   “You don’t think Ms. Chiostro will find a way to change us back?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just know there’s something strange about that meteor.  It caused what happened to us; it might be the only thing that can save us.”
 
   “Fine, so they’ll come after you.  It’s not my problem.”
 
   “No, they think you’re me.  They think you have it.  If they see you, I don’t know what they’ll do to you.”
 
   “You should be more worried about what will happen to them.”
 
   Emma wondered what this comment meant.  Then she remembered the heavy thump on the floor, plus the fact that Becky had appeared in the bedroom but hadn’t used the front door.  She pushed Becky aside to find her suspicions confirmed:  the scarlet armor lay scattered on the bedroom floor just as Becky’s clothes had been earlier.  “How?”
 
   Becky only shrugged at this.  “I don’t know.  Ask Marlin.”
 
   “I don’t have any more idea than you two,” the ghost said.  His head poked out from the wall.  “I only know that she heard the Call.”
 
   “But I’m the Scarlet Knight,” Emma said.  “How could it call someone else?”
 
   “I already told you I don’t know.  This isn’t something that happens every day.”
 
   “But it’s my job,” Emma said.
 
   “Was your job.  Now it’s mine.  And I’m doing a damn sight better at it than you.”
 
   “Except for almost being strangled to death by that maniac,” Marlin said.
 
   “Shut up,” Becky snarled.
 
   “What maniac?”
 
   “That Koschei character you thought you killed.  He jumped me in an alley.”
 
   “He’s still alive?”
 
   “He felt alive enough to me,” Becky said and rubbed her neck.
 
   “Then I didn’t kill him.”
 
   “It would have been better if you had,” Marlin said.
 
   “But how did he survive?  He fell eleven stories.”
 
   “I guess that’s another mystery for you to solve,” the ghost said.  “In the meantime, I think it would behoove you both to get some rest—and a bath.”
 
   “I guess so.  I’d better go back to Ms. Chiostro’s.”  She waited for Becky to stop her and suggest they stick together for the night.  That didn’t happen.
 
   Instead, Becky said, “I’ll call you a cab.”  As if she sensed Emma’s thoughts, she added, “Don’t worry, Sylvia has plenty of weapons you can use if those guys show up for you again.”
 
   “Thanks.”  The bedroom door slammed shut behind her.  Emma waited a moment before she trudged downstairs to wait.
 
   ***
 
   Emma was still asleep the next afternoon when Becky’s cell phone rang.  Emma flailed about with one hand, while her other cradled the sword of Perseus she’d taken to bed in case the Russian thugs came for her.  When she found the phone, she pressed the talk button; she came to full alertness when she heard Dan’s voice.
 
   “Hi,” he said.  “Did I wake you up?”
 
   “No, no, of course not.  I was just away from the phone for a minute.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  There was silence for a moment.  “I just wanted to say I had a really good time last night.  I thought maybe if you weren’t busy—”
 
   “Actually I am going to be a little busy.  There’s a project I need to work on.”
 
   “Something for the councilwoman?”
 
   “It’s more like a private project.”  Emma moved the sword aside so she could sit up in the bed.  “I’d rather not talk about it if you don’t mind.”
 
   “OK, sure.  Maybe some other time.”  Though she couldn’t see Dan, Emma could imagine him dejected, his face red.  He would think she wasn’t interested in him, that he had done something wrong the night before.  What could she tell him, Russian mobsters wanted to kill her?  That she needed to study a meteor to find a way to switch bodies with her best friend?
 
   “Wait,” she said.  “I think I’d have time for a cup of coffee.”
 
   His voice brightened.  “Great.  I can come by—”
 
   “How about I meet you?”  They arranged to meet at the Turkish café around the corner from the Plaine Museum.  When she hung up, she let out a contented sigh at the thought she’d see him again.  It’s just a cup of coffee, she told herself.  She would still have time to study the meteor and maybe find a way out of this.
 
   After a hot shower and three bowls of cereal, she dragged the meteor crate back into the foyer.  As she was about to open the door, she noticed a glimmer from an antique candy dish—a set of keys.  Emma almost slapped her forehead as she realized her stupidity.  She had assumed Sylvia had taken the keys for her truck with her, but she had left them in the candy dish, in plain sight.
 
   The truck waited in the garage, where it took up most of the space.  With a grunt, Emma hauled herself up into the driver’s seat.  She had to suck in a breath so her gut wouldn’t spill out onto the steering wheel.  The old truck didn’t have adjustable seats, which meant Emma had to drive the entire way like that, to the point where her midsection began to ache.
 
   She wasn’t surprised to see Tim Cooper’s car in the parking lot although it was the weekend.  She thought of herself back in college and doubted Tim ever left the lab for very long.  If they would allow it, he would probably sleep there too.
 
   She dragged the meteor case from the rear of the truck and then up to the front door.  She had to pound on the door for a solid minute before Tim ran up to open it for her.  “Doing more research?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  You too?”
 
   “Dr. Maxwell lets me do some of my extracurricular work on weekends.  Let me get that for you.”  He took the meteor case from her hands before she could stop him.  He carried it as if it weighed nothing to the lab where she had worked previously.  He went so far as to slide the case onto the counter and open it for her.
 
   “Thank you so much.  I think I can get it from here.”
 
   “Sure.  If you need anything, just give a holler; I’ll be next door.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said again.  She waited until he’d left before she resumed her studies.  She was careful this time not to cut into the meteor.  Gingerly she took another sample from the top layer of the meteor to compare to the one she had taken before.  Whatever had happened to her last time hadn’t done anything to alter the meteor’s composition.
 
   Her stomach began to growl after a couple of hours of fruitless study.  Tim must have read her mind, as he poked his head into the room.  “I thought maybe we could order a pizza,” he said.
 
   “Do they deliver here?”
 
   “I do it all the time.”
 
   Emma supposed this was probably true.  “Sounds like a good idea.”
 
   The pizza came forty-five minutes later, by which time the thought of melted cheese on top of a crisp crust was all Emma could think about.  She had already pushed away from the meteor to waddle down the hallway to the vending machines for a couple of cans of Coke for her and Tim.  When she finally heard the knock on the glass she nearly rushed over to the door with joy until she remembered she didn’t have any cash.
 
   They ate the pizza—Emma ate far more of it than Tim—in his laboratory.  From what Emma could tell, he was building some kind of tiny robot; the shape of it and the silver of its metallic spine reminded her of Pepe.  She reached out with a greasy hand to touch the robot’s head and jumped back when it came to life, its eyes bright green.  “Wow, you made that?”
 
   “It’s not finished yet,” Tim said.  He looked down with embarrassment at the floor.  “It’s just a prototype.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “I call it the Remote Automated Traveler.”
 
   “RAT,” Emma said with a giggle.
 
   “I know, it’s a dumb name.”  He wiped his hands with a napkin before going over to where the RAT continued to stare at Emma with its glowing eyes.  Tim picked up a remote control and punched something into it.  In response the RAT raised itself up a few inches and then walked to the end of the counter.
 
   “That’s amazing.  And you did it by yourself?”
 
   “It’s not that amazing.  They have a lot better robots than this in Japan.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “No, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to snap at you.”  He rubbed the back of his head.  “I’ve been having a little trouble with his actuators.”  To illustrate this, the robot’s hind legs suddenly gave out to dump it onto its rear.  “I can’t seem to find the problem.”
 
   “Mind if I look at him?” Emma asked.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   Emma studied the robot’s hind legs and turned it over onto its back.  She bent down to squint inside the machine.  “There’s the problem,” she said.  “You’re using a Compact Mark Seven circuit board.  Those have a high number of defects in the relays.  You’ve probably got one of the bad ones so that it’s interrupting the power supply—”  She cut herself off as she noticed the way Tim stared at her.  She blushed as she said, “My husband had the same problem with one of his experiments.”
 
   “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that sooner.  It’s so obvious.”
 
   “It’s not that obvious.  If Steve hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have known,” Emma said.  She had actually read about the faulty circuit boards in an issue of Popular Mechanics while she waited for a checkup at the dentist nearly a year earlier.  She supposed a boy as driven as Tim didn’t have time to read popular magazines.
 
   “Anyway, thanks a lot.  I was about to throw him against a wall.”
 
   “I’m glad I could help.”  She turned the RAT over and then patted its head as she often did with Pepe.  She wondered what Jim would think if he saw this; maybe he’d decide to finally come up from the sewers to rejoin the human race.  Probably not.
 
   When she turned back to the counter, she saw she had finished off the last of the pizza.  “I guess I should get back to work.”
 
   “Right.  I guess I will too.  If you need any help with your project—”
 
   “I think I can handle it, but thanks.”  As she saw the meteor on the counter, she wished she could figure out her problem with it as easily as the faulty circuit board on the RAT.
 
   ***
 
   Seven o’clock was a little early for the Scarlet Knight, but Becky didn’t have a lot of time to waste.  She wanted to find this Koschei as quickly as possible and put an end to him.  Then she’d handle those thugs who’d hassled Emma.
 
   Marlin had searched all day for Koschei but not found a trace of him.  This wasn’t much of a surprise in a city as large as Rampart City.  If it were possible, Becky would have gone into the sewers to ask Emma’s buddy the Sewer Rat for help.  At the moment, he wasn’t disposed to help her.  That left her with one other option, though it wasn’t much better.
 
   Captain Donovan sat on the edge of the band shelter stage; her jaw worked on a wad of gum.  She didn’t look up as Becky came down the hill.  “I thought I told you to leave things be,” the police captain said.
 
   “I can’t do that.  I’m a hero.”
 
   “You’re a fraud.”
 
   “If you really think that, why are you meeting me here?”
 
   “You’re all I got at this point.”
 
   “And you’re all I’ve got.”
 
   “I’m touched.”  The captain spit out her gum.  “Let’s cut the bullshit and get to the point.  What do you want?”
 
   “I’m looking for someone.”
 
   “Try one of those computer dating services.”
 
   Inside the helmet, Becky rolled her eyes.  Did Emma have such a problem with Donovan?  No, not sweet little Emma; everyone liked her—at least everyone law-abiding.  “I’m looking for a big man wearing a black coat and floppy hat.  Calls himself Koschei.  He’s the one who busted up the zoo.”
 
   “I haven’t seen him.”
 
   “I thought maybe one of your people might have run into him.”
 
   “We have all sorts of big guys in black coats and floppy hats.  Most of them work for Don Vendetta.  You want to be more specific?”
 
   “This one is really nasty.  He can punch through walls.”
 
   “Probably hopped up on steroids or PCP or something.”  Captain Donovan reached into her jacket for more gum.  “Why do you want to find him?”
 
   “Because he almost killed me last night.”  In a lower voice, Becky added, “He killed a woman to use as bait.  That’s how sick this guy is.”
 
   “You talking about that woman found by McKinley?”
 
   “Yes.  What do you know about it?”
 
   “Some bum found her this morning.  One of our guys went over there and said the alley looked like a wrecking crew had been in there.  I suppose that wrecking crew would be you and this Koschei then?”
 
   “Yes.  He wants me dead.”
 
   “I know the feeling.”
 
   “This is serious,” Becky snapped.  She resisted the urge to grab Captain Donovan by the front of her T-shirt.  “What do you think he’ll do after he kills me?  You think he’ll just fly down to Miami and retire?”
 
   Captain Donovan spit out her gum; this time she hit the toe of Becky’s boot with it.  “Take it easy.”  She glared at Becky before she finally relented.  “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know, all right?”
 
   “Thank you.”  Becky turned to go but then stopped herself.  “I don’t suppose you’ve heard about some Russians turning up around here?”
 
   “There’s a whole bunch of them coming in for the trade minister’s visit.  Why?”
 
   “A couple of them harassed my friend last night.  Shook her up pretty bad.  They’re going to try it again.”
 
   “What’s your friend’s name?  I can put her into protective custody.”
 
   Becky nearly blurted out her own name, but then stopped herself.  If Captain Donovan knew Becky was friends with the Scarlet Knight, it would be easy enough for her to figure out who was really underneath the red armor.  “I can’t say.  But if you hear anything—”
 
   “I’ll keep my ear to the ground.  Anything else?”
 
   “No, I think that covers it.”  There was an awkward moment as Becky tried to think of an exit line.  Finally she just said, “I’d better go.”  Her cheeks warm beneath the visor, Becky started back up the hill.  When she reached the top, she could see the police captain still looked in her direction to watch her.  Becky turned away to get back to work. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   It seemed to take days before they reached the last of the pigeonholes again.  As soon as they did, Ms. Chiostro threw herself to the ground and sobbed.  They had found nothing at all that could change her back.
 
   She tried to raise her right arm to wipe her tears, but her left moved instead to smack her in the cheek.  Her scream of frustration echoed throughout the cave; even with her distorted hearing she could understand it.
 
   She felt Red’s hand around her shoulder.  He turned her head to face him.  “It’s all right,” he wrote in the address book.  “I’m sure it’ll wear off soon.”
 
   She shook her head—in the opposite direction she intended of course.  She would be stuck like this for the rest of her life.  Sylvia would have to tend to her as if she were an invalid.  Her poor sister who’d already lost a hand to Isis would have to nursemaid Ms. Chiostro:  feed her, dress her, and probably even walk her to the bathroom.  She cried harder at this grim vision of the future.
 
   Red pushed the address book and compact back into her vision.  “We’ll find a way.  I promise.”
 
   She seized the book to furiously scribble a response.  “No we won’t!  I’ll be stuck this way forever!  I’m such an idiot!”
 
   He shook his head.  “You’re not an idiot,” he wrote.  “I think you’re the greatest witch other than Glenda.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Your work on the potions is amazing.  I think seventy-five percent of the ones in my database were discovered by you.”
 
   She blushed at this compliment.  For the first three hundred years of her career—really until she met Alejandro—she had spent much of her time on her potions.  She had worked hard on them to feel useful, especially after her mother and Sophie died.  Sylvia had proven her worth to the coven with her demon hunting, but Ms. Chiostro hadn’t had anything except her potions.
 
   She wrote an abbreviated version of this to Red.  He nodded to her and then smiled.  In the book he wrote, “That’s why I made the database.  I wanted to repay Glenda’s faith in me.”
 
   She stared at Red for a moment.  He didn’t seem so immature to her anymore.  Maybe on the outside he was a boy, but inside he had the knowledge and experience of lifetimes.  She wanted to caress his right cheek, but she moved the wrong arm.  It didn’t matter at this point.  She smiled at him and then moved towards him.
 
   Their lips touched and Ms. Chiostro felt a surge of electricity run through her.  At first she thought it must be joy from the kiss, but then the surge became stronger.  Ms. Chiostro’s body began to jerk around in a spasm.  She collapsed onto the ground, where she flopped around like a fish in a boat.  Red stood over her, but when he tried to touch her, she flailed at him to stay away; she didn’t want anything to happen to him.
 
   The pain lasted for a few minutes, until Ms. Chiostro’s vision went dark.  She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before she opened her eyes again.  Red’s face was paler than usual, but he smiled at her.  “Thank goodness,” he said.  “You’re awake.”
 
   She stared at him for a moment.  He started to write in the address book, but she took it away from him with her right hand—the hand she meant to use.  “I can hear you again!” she shouted.  
 
   “I can hear you too,” he said.
 
   He offered her a hand to help her up.  Her steps were wobbly, but she could manage them on her own.  “The spell must have worn off,” he said.
 
   She thought back to what had happened and shook her head.  “No, it wasn’t the spell.”  She tapped him on the chest.  “It was you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “That magical resistance of yours.  When I kissed you, it must have negated the spell.”
 
   “I…I guess that’s possible,” he said.  “But why didn’t it work before when I touched you?”
 
   “Maybe it has to be intimate contact.”
 
   Red blushed at this.  “Maybe.”  He laughed nervously.  “Maybe I should kiss your friends to change them back.”
 
   “I’m not sure that would work.  You might destroy their minds entirely.”
 
   “True.  We can save that as a last resort I guess.”
 
   She leaned forward to kiss him again.  This time there was no surge of electricity.  She was safe.  This gave her time to kiss Red even deeper.  For his part he seemed content to do nothing but let her work.  For all the knowledge of his other lives, he didn’t seem very comfortable about physical intimacy.
 
   When she finally pulled away she asked, “Was that your first kiss?”
 
   “My first kiss, yes.”
 
   “How did it compare to the others?”
 
   “It blew them away.”
 
   “Smooth talker.”  She kissed him again, albeit this time on the cheek.  Then she took his hand.  “I suppose we should go see if the door will open.  Sylvia is probably worried sick by now.”
 
   “Actually, there might be something else we can do.  It might be dangerous.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “There’s another level of the archives, one only Glenda has visited.”
 
   “What’s down there?”
 
   “The spirits of the ancients.”
 
   “Spirits?  As in ghosts?”
 
   “Yes.  We’re not sure how they got down there, but the oldest witches inhabit that bottom level.  Glenda didn’t want anyone else to go down there until she was sure it was safe.”
 
   “The oldest witches?  Is my mother down there?  Annabelle Joubert?”
 
   To Ms. Chiostro’s dismay, Red shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  The witches down there are really ancient, even older than Glenda.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Ms. Chiostro looked down the path, but she didn’t see anything besides solid rock.  “Where is this place?”
 
   “Down there.  Maybe we should wait until we can talk to Glenda—”
 
   “We’ve gone this far.  We might as well go all the way.”
 
   “If you’re sure Ms.—”
 
   “Call me Aggie.”
 
   “Aggie.  If you’re sure, I’ll take you.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   She took Red’s arm and then they set out down the path.
 
   ***
 
   They reached the end of the path.  Aggie stopped to touch the wall.  “Where do we go now?”
 
   “Through the wall.”
 
   “Through it?”
 
   “It’s a magic wall.  Glenda put it up to keep people out.”
 
   “Oh.  Here goes nothing.”  She squeezed Red’s hand before they stepped into the wall.  She braced herself for some pain, but as Red had said, the wall proved to be magic.  
 
   They passed right through it and stepped into a puddle of water.  Aggie cried out as her feet sunk into mud.  Around them she saw a swamp that reminded Aggie of a visit to Louisiana back when it still belonged to the French.  Red told her it was actually a representation of a bog in ancient Britain.  “Did Glenda create this?”
 
   “No, she just feels more comfortable here.”
 
   “Glenda?”
 
   “No, the spirit who lives here.  Greesha.”
 
   Aggie shook her head as she freed her foot from the muck.  Red helped her up onto more solid ground.  “Not where I’d choose to make my eternal resting place.”
 
   “Me either.  But there’s one of me who raises alligators in Florida.  He’d love it here.”
 
   The mention of alligators prompted Aggie to look around.  She didn’t see any alligators, but she did see a black snake that had to be at least six feet long.  She yelped at the size of it.  “I think we should look somewhere else for this Greesha person.”
 
   “You do not need to go somewhere else, fool,” a voice hissed.  “You have found her.”
 
   Aggie looked around, but she didn’t see anyone except Red—and the snake.  The snake’s head rose out of the water and seemed to gaze at them with unnaturally green eyes.  “You’re Greesha?  But you’re not human—”
 
   “Long ago I was trapped in this form.  My sister stole my power and cursed me to spend eternity in this form.  But I will have my revenge.  You children will help me.”
 
   “We’re not children,” Aggie snapped.  “I’m over five hundred years old.”
 
   “You are children to me.  I am as old as the world itself.”
 
   “Maybe we should go,” Red whispered into Aggie’s ear.
 
   “Leave now and you will never help your friends.”
 
   Aggie stared at the snake for a moment.  “You know about my friends?”
 
   “I know all about Emma and Rebecca.  The magic of your puny coven can never save them.  Not even that usurper Merlin could save them.”
 
   “Is that so?  If you’re so powerful, why are you trapped here as a snake?”
 
   “I made the mistake of trusting my sister.  But now I will have revenge.  You will help me, and in exchange I will help you change your friends back.”
 
   “How can we help you?”
 
   “You will loan me your soft, beautiful young body and I will change your friends back.”
 
   “You want to eat me?”
 
   “No, you fool.”  If it were possible, Aggie imagined the snake would shake its head sadly in disbelief.  “You will give me your body to inhabit.  It has been too long since I’ve been a young girl.”
 
   “No!” Red shouted.  He threw himself in front of Aggie.  “You’re not going to do anything to her.  We can make another arrangement.”
 
   “You have nothing else I want.  Only her.”
 
   “Then take me.  It can’t be much of a difference between a boy and a girl.”
 
   “Your body would not be suitable.  I need the body of a witch.”  Greesha slithered out of the water to coil herself up at Aggie’s feet.  Aggie shivered, but didn’t move.  “Such a pretty girl to be gifted with magic.”
 
   “I’m glad you approve,” Aggie snapped.  “Just how long will you want my body for?”
 
   “Only until I’ve freed myself of this curse.  Once I am free, you will have your body back.”
 
   Red took her by the arm and pulled her away from Greesha.  “We can’t trust this creature.  Once she has your body she won’t give it back.”
 
   “But it’s the only way to help my friends.”  She took Red’s hand in hers.  “I have to do it.  For Emma and Rebecca.”
 
   “Aggie, please—”
 
   Aggie silenced him with a kiss.  “I love you, Red.  I know we haven’t known each other long, but I can feel something between us.  Maybe it was that spark when we first kissed.  I just know we belong together.”
 
   “We do belong together.  There’s something I should have told you.”  Red took a deep breath and then said, “In one of my other lives, we were together.  I lost you then.  I don’t want to lose you again.”
 
   Aggie stared at him for a moment.  She supposed it was possible they had been together in another universe.  “I’m sorry, Red, but Emma and Rebecca have been like my granddaughters.  I can’t abandon them now.  If this is the only way, then it’s what I have to do.”  She smiled sadly at him.  “If we’ve already met twice, maybe we can be together a third time.”
 
   “I hope so.”  They kissed again, but it was a chaste, dry kiss as Greesha stared at them with those green eyes of hers.
 
   Once they parted, the snake glided across the ground towards Aggie.  She wanted to turn and run, but she knew she couldn’t.  If she did, then Emma and Rebecca would be stuck in the wrong bodies forever.  This is the only way, she thought as the snake wrapped itself around her legs and then began to squeeze the life from her.
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Chapter 26
 
   Her study of the meteor didn’t find anything of interest.  Even another spectral analysis indicated nothing, as if the previous results were a figment of her imagination.  From what she could tell from her tests, the meteor was an ordinary space rock.
 
   As the hands of the clock moved closer to seven, she started to fidget nervously on her stool.  It wouldn’t be long until she was supposed to meet Dan for coffee.  What would happen then?  What if the Russians found her again?  Would they kill her this time?
 
   With a sigh she pushed away from the counter.  She should just give Bykov the meteor; let his people figure out what it was and where it came from.  She shook her head immediately at this thought.  No, something this powerful in the hands of a man like Bykov would only spell disaster for the Grakistanis and the rest of the world.  She wasn’t Emma Earl right now, but that didn’t mean she could forget about the promise she’d made to the old farmer to expose Bykov.  She wouldn’t give in to him, not now.
 
   At six-thirty she closed the meteor case.  She didn’t want to take it back to Sylvia’s truck and leave it there, where it would be too easy for the Russians—or some passing stranger—to find it.  “Is there someplace I can keep this for a couple of hours?” she asked Tim, who was still hard at work to repair the RAT.
 
   “If it’s only a couple of hours, you can leave it here.  I’ll look after it.”
 
   Emma didn’t doubt that Tim would still be in the lab in a couple of hours; he would probably be there until midnight or later.  “That would be great.  It’ll only be for a little bit.  I have to go meet a friend.”
 
   “Sure, you have fun.”  With someone else there might have been a wink or something in the tone of voice to indicate knowledge of what Emma was really doing, but like with Steve Scherr—and Emma herself—Tim didn’t have that capacity for mean-spiritedness.
 
   “Thanks.”  She left the meteor case on a counter at the back of the room, where it would be out of the way but visible enough for her to find it later.  Then she waddled out to Sylvia’s truck.  She sucked in her gut and swung up into the driver’s seat.
 
   The truck rumbled through the city traffic; drivers gave her curious looks as she passed.  A military-issue truck probably gave some of them pause; they probably thought some kind of invasion was imminent.  She waved at a little boy pressed against his window who gaped at her.
 
   The most difficult part of the trip was to find somewhere to park her massive vehicle.  If she still worked at the museum it would have been easy enough to use the museum’s parking garage and then walk to the café.  Then again, if she worked at the museum she would still have her motorcycle, which would be far easier to park.
 
   She finally found an alley big enough to accommodate the truck.  To park there was illegal, but both buildings connected to the alley looked deserted at the moment and cops in Rampart City had better things to do at night than write traffic tickets.  She locked the doors, though she was sure Sylvia had installed some kind of magic booby traps for anyone foolish enough to try to steal her vehicle.
 
   As she hurried along the sidewalk, she looked around for any sign of the Russians.  She had checked frequently in her rearview mirror but hadn’t seen them.  That didn’t mean they couldn’t be somewhere, or have someone else spy on her.  This is a bad idea, she told herself.  It was too dangerous.  If something happened to Dan—
 
   “You’re early,” he said.  He stood in front of the café in a tweed jacket and warm smile.
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “I guess we’re both punctual then.”  He reached out to take her arm; his body pressed against hers.  She forgot about the Russians and everything else as she let him lead her into the café.  She felt light enough to float as he guided her to a corner table where they could be alone.  When she realized the elderly owner of the café stood beside their table, she snapped out of her reverie.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Just a coffee.  Two creams and two sugars.”  The old man nodded before he hurried away to fetch the drinks.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dan asked.  “You seem a little distracted.”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing.  Just a long day.”
 
   “How is your project coming?”
 
   “I’m kind of stuck right now.”
 
   “What is it?  Maybe I could help.”
 
   “I’m studying a meteor,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.
 
   “A meteor?”  He shook his head.  “Not my area of expertise.  Have you asked your friend Dr. Earl?  That used to be her job at the museum.  She’s the best.”
 
   “She’s a little occupied at the moment, trying to find a job.”
 
   “I see.  Well, maybe I could help.  I took some geology classes in school.”
 
   “I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Emma said.  She had a nightmare that the meteor would shock Dan and throw him back into a wall to split his head open.  Or maybe it would cause them to switch bodies.  Or maybe something even worse than that.
 
   The old man returned with their coffees.  He gave them both a slight bow before he scurried away to wait on other patrons.  Emma took a sip of her heavily sweetened coffee, but still found it bitter.  Dan seemed to have no such issues with his as he took a long sip from his mug.
 
   “I hope this doesn’t sound too forward, but I really missed you,” he said.
 
   “You did?  Why?”
 
   “Why not?  You’re a very special person.  I can tell.  You’re smart and sweet and funny and beautiful.”
 
   Emma’s cheeks reddened at this.  “I don’t know about the last two.”
 
   He reached across the table to take her hand.  “You are beautiful.”
 
   She put a hand to the stomach she held in so it wouldn’t gush out onto the table.  “I don’t think they’ll put me on the cover of a magazine anytime soon—except maybe a tabloid for World’s Fattest Woman.”
 
   “I think you’re beautiful.”  His hand moved up to brush hair away from her face.  He left the hand on her cheek.  “I don’t care what anyone else thinks.”
 
   “It’s sweet of you to say that.”
 
   “I mean it.”
 
   “I’m not as beautiful as Isis, though.”  She sucked in a breath immediately after the words came from her mouth.  She didn’t know why she’d said that, why she’d tried to hurt him.  His hand dropped to the table as if he’d suddenly lost all use of his arm.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
   He looked down at his mug of coffee.  Emma could tell he had to fight back tears at the memory of the wife he thought was dead.  “I think I’d better go.”  Dan reached into his pocket for some money to pay for the coffees.
 
   Emma sat dazed for a moment.  Then she launched herself from the table to hurry after him.  If he’d broken into a run he could easily have lost her, but he trudged along the sidewalk with his head down, defeated.  She had blown it with him—again.  Why had she said such an awful thing?
 
   She came to a stop; she knew why.  She deliberately hurt Dan so she wouldn’t get too close to him.  She pushed him away to keep him safe.  It was the same thing she’d done last time, though in a far more subtle way.  He would feel bad for a little while, but eventually he would get over it and find someone else while she would still be alone.  That was how it was meant to be.
 
   She turned around to head back for Sylvia’s truck.  As she entered the alley, she sensed something wrong.  Then the Russians from the night before appeared from around the truck to surround her.  They closed in on her; their leader said in his accented English, “It has been twenty-four hours.  Your friend has not returned our property.  Now she must learn a harsh lesson.”
 
   Emma knew the lesson they had in mind.  They would carve her up into little pieces, which they would leave somewhere for the police to find.  Tomorrow morning when Becky turned on the news, a reporter would talk about a young woman found dead in an alley; not an uncommon occurrence in Rampart City.
 
   As she looked around her, Emma didn’t see anything to use as a weapon.  Her fighting skills were no match for the experienced Russians, not in this body.  There was nowhere she could run even if she didn’t weigh three hundred pounds.  So she did the only thing she could do:  she let out a blood-curdling scream.
 
   The scream echoed through the alley, but as Emma had surmised, the buildings around her were deserted.  Still, the scream seemed to halt the Russians for a moment.  She hoped they might decide to beat a hasty retreat before someone showed up.
 
   She was partially right; they decided to beat a hasty retreat.  “You two put Piggy in the back of the truck.  We’ll take her somewhere more private to deal with her.”  The leader of the Russians squeezed Emma’s jaw.  “Give me the keys.”  Emma reached into her pocket and slowly took out the keys.  She handed these to the Russian.
 
   To her embarrassment, the other two Russians grunted and strained to heft her into the back of the truck.  They dumped her in the bed; one of them stayed with her, his gun aimed at her.  “No move, Piggy,” he said.
 
   Emma didn’t doubt the Russian would shoot first and ask questions later.  She pressed her head against the frame of the truck so he wouldn’t see her cry.  If she hadn’t driven Dan away, this wouldn’t be happening.  Then again, if she hadn’t driven Dan away, he might be here too right now to share her fate.  It was better this way, she decided.  She only hoped Becky would in time get used to Emma’s body.
 
   The lead Russian turned the key in the ignition.  Immediately he cried out in pain.  The goon next to him in the cab followed that with his own scream.  Then the Russian with the gun pointed at her dropped the pistol to put his hands to his ears.  He let out a blood-curdling scream of his own.  Emma couldn’t hear anything unusual, but she sensed it must be the booby trap Sylvia had planted on the truck so no one unfriendly would tamper with it.
 
   She bolted from the back of the truck and barreled out of the alley.  She ran faster than she ever thought possible in Becky’s body.  She didn’t care where she went; at this point she only wanted to put as much distance between her and the Russians as possible.  The rest she could think about later.
 
   Then she crashed into someone at full speed and knocked both of them to the ground.  The last person she expected to see pinned beneath her like a bug was Dan.  “Oh my God!” she said.  “I’m so sorry.”  She climbed off Dan and helped him sit up.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   “I’m fine,” he said, his voice flat.  At least physically he was fine; she doubted mentally he was all right.  “Why were you running?”
 
   “I wanted to find you,” she said.  This wasn’t exactly a lie; a part of her did badly want to find him.  “I wanted to apologize.”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   “No it’s not.  What I said was unforgivable.  I wouldn’t blame you for hating me.”  She couldn’t stop herself from tearing up at this.
 
   “I don’t hate you.”  He put a hand on her cheek again and his old smile returned.  “And I do forgive you.”
 
   She smiled at this and then helped him to his feet.  Only when they were upright did she remember why she had run.  “Can we go somewhere to talk about this some more?”
 
   “OK.  My car is parked over at the museum.”  She took his hand as they walked around the corner to the silent Plaine Museum.  Emma tensed and waited for more Russians to appear.  But none did as they walked past the actual museum to the attached parking garage.  Emma breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   She climbed into the passenger’s seat of Dan’s car and squeezed against the door so her fat didn’t spill over onto the shifter.  “Where do you want to go?” he asked as he started the car.
 
   “I don’t really care.”
 
   “How about we go back to my place for a drink?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said much too quickly.  The car glided out of the parking garage and then turned in the opposite direction from where she’d left Sylvia’s truck.  She let out another sigh of relief.  She was safe—for the moment.
 
   ***
 
   Emma had been to Dan’s house nine months earlier, though at the time she had disguised herself as an Arab caterer.  Again she visited his house in disguise, this time as Becky.  One day she hoped to be able to see the place with her own eyes.
 
   He parked at the top of the drive, in front of the steps that led into the mansion.  Dan took her hand to lead her up the steps and then into the house.  She was surprised by how dark and silent the place was.  Didn’t he have a butler or maid around?  Or perhaps he’d sent them home for the night.
 
   Like someone used to servants, Dan groped awkwardly to find a light switch.  A chandelier finally came on in the foyer.  “Let there be light,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Your house is so beautiful,” she said.
 
   “Thank you.  It’s been in my family for five generations now.”
 
   “That’s a really long time,” she said, unable to think of anything better.  With the various Egyptian artifacts mingled with valuable original paintings, Dan could have easily turned his house into a museum.  Like a tour guide, he narrated for her as he led them along the main corridor to his study.
 
   In the study, she saw piles of books and stacks of paper on ancient Egypt.  When  she glanced at one of the papers, Emma saw it was a map of the Sudan.  “Is this for your dig?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been writing up my proposal for the director.  I’m going to deliver it to her on Tuesday.”
 
   “Oh, well, I don’t want to take up too much of your time—”
 
   “It’s no bother at all.  I’m almost finished.”  He unlocked a cabinet to reveal rows of liquor bottles.  “What’s your pleasure?”
 
   “Whatever you’re drinking is fine.”
 
   He poured two glasses of an amber liquid—Emma didn’t see the label—and then sat down on the couch in the room.  She sat next to him, her left side pressed against his right.  She took a sip of the drink and began to cough as it burned down her throat.  Dan patted her gently on the back.  “Sorry about that.  It’s Napoleon brandy.  Fifty years old.”
 
   She took another more cautious sip.  “Are you trying to get me drunk?” she asked.
 
   He reeled back as though she’d slapped him.  “No!  Why would you think that?”
 
   “I was just kidding.”  She looked down at her drink.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s my fault.  I’m being too sensitive.”
 
   She set her glass on the table beside the couch.  “Maybe I should go.”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’ve made such a mess of things tonight.”
 
   “No—”
 
   Though she tried to hold it back, she started to cry again.  “The last nine months have been such a nightmare.  Everything’s gone wrong.”
 
   “It’s been a nightmare for me too.  When you lose someone you love, it’s hard to get your life back together.”
 
   She nodded at this and remembered she was supposed to be Becky, who had lost the love of her life nine months ago.  She had lost Steve because Emma had brought the assassin to the church and then done nothing to stop him.  It was easy to see the rest of what had happened to her as a sort of penance for that mistake.  She put her head on Dan’s shoulder.  “It’s all been so awful.  Steve dying.  My best friend hates me.”  She barely held back about losing her job and the debacle in Russia.  “How did it all go so wrong so fast?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I wonder that myself all the time.  At least until I went out with you.  For the first time since she died I felt alive.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”  He tilted her head up to look into her eyes.  “I can’t really explain it, but I feel like I already know you, like we’ve been together before.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yes.”  She squeezed his hand.  “When I’m with you, I feel like everything’s right.  All of this bad stuff just disappears.”
 
   They leaned towards each other at the same time; their lips met in the middle.  Emma closed her eyes and imagined his kiss was meant for her and not Becky.  Everything faded away, so that for one minute her entire world consisted only of her and Dan.  Then he pulled back to leave her with her lips still puckered.
 
   “I think I should take you home now.”
 
   “Why?  Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, it’s not that.  I just don’t want us to rush things.”  He nodded towards his desk, where Emma saw a picture of Dan with Isis on their wedding day in Egypt.  “We’re both getting over losing someone.  I don’t want this to be some kind of rebound fling.”
 
   “It’s not like that.  It’s—”
 
   “It’s what?”
 
   “I love you,” she blurted out, to say what she had yearned to say for six years.
 
   “You love me?  We hardly know each other.”
 
   “It’s like you said, I feel like I’ve known you forever.  Like we were made for each other.  You feel the same way.  We were meant to be together.”
 
   “Becky, please—”
 
   She put a hand on his cheek and turned his head to face her.  In his eyes, she saw she was right.  He loved her.  Her, not Becky.  “I guess I should go.  Would you mind if I used your phone to call a cab?”
 
   She stood up and then waddled over to the phone.  As she picked up the receiver, Dan seized her from behind and spun her around.  He took the receiver and hung it up.  “You don’t have to go,” he said.  “I want you here.”
 
   She leaned closer to him.  “You do?”
 
   “I love you.”  They kissed again.  This time as they parted, Dan took her hand to give it a squeeze.  He led her up the stairs to the bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   Emma had studied sexual reproduction in Gray’s Anatomy and other textbooks.  Ever the liberal, Aunt Gladys had allowed Emma to attend a sexual education class in junior high, even though she was only ten years old.  Back then the idea of sex had repulsed her.  
 
   In college she had heard her roommate having sex numerous times while she studied.  It still didn’t sound all that great to her.  The grunts and moans seemed like some kind of primitive, animalistic ritual.  She would slip out of the room to study in the hallway until her roommate finished.
 
   At twenty-five, Emma was still a virgin.  Becky was not.  Becky had told Emma about some of her conquests, though she never described them in intimate detail.  It still sounded like a primitive, animalistic ritual.  Moreover, it seemed to complicate relationships; often it led to their downfall.
 
   But as she lay beneath Dan in his bed, she felt completely different.  It was primitive and it was animalistic, but it was also beautiful.  Two bodies together in harmony, united in a common purpose.  It was like nothing she had ever experienced before.
 
   She had also never experienced an orgasm before, something Becky had often made fun of her for; once she’d gone so far as to leave a vibrator on Emma’s bed as a joke.  When it happened, she felt a rush of pure joy unlike anything she had ever felt.  She cried out with elation at the release; her voice mixed with Dan’s in perfect harmony.  “Are you all right?” he asked.  He collapsed next to her on the bed.  “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No,” she said.  “I’m fine.  I’m great.”  She pushed sweaty hair away from her face so he could see her smile.  “It was wonderful, better than I’d imagined.”
 
   Dan threw an arm around her.  “I love you,” he said.
 
   “Say it again.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   They kissed again; their lips parted only as they drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.  Emma wished they could stay like that together, united in love for the rest of their lives.  She had never felt so safe than with Dan’s naked body pressed to hers.
 
   A hand clamped down over her mouth.  Another set of hands yanked her back off the bed.  Emma landed on her rear to stare up at a half-dozen men dressed in black.  Though their faces were covered, she knew who they were:  the Russians had found her.
 
   “You thought you could escape, Piggy?” the lead Russian said.  “There’s no escape for you.  Or your boyfriend.”
 
   Two of the Russians had grabbed Dan; one covered his mouth while the other pinned his arms.  Emma bit the hand on her mouth; the man yelped and then pulled the hand back.  “You leave him alone!  He isn’t part of this!”  
 
   “You’ve made him part of it, Piggy.”
 
   “Look, I’ll get the meteor for you.  I know where it is.  You can take it and go.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.”  He patted her roughly on the cheek.  “Your friend had her chance.  Now she must learn her lesson.”
 
   “No, please, you can take me, but leave him out of this.  He’s innocent.”
 
   “We can’t have him calling the police, can we Piggy?”
 
   “He won’t know where we’ve gone.  The police will never find us.”  The Russian nodded slightly at this; apparently the incompetence of the Rampart City Police Department was known far outside the city.  “Take me and I promise you’ll get the meteor back.”
 
   The Russian considered this for a moment.  Then he shook his head.  “I’d rather kill both of you and get the meteor.”  He patted her cheek again.  “You will tell me where it is, Piggy.  But not before we have our fun.”
 
   He motioned with one hand to the man who held Dan.  The man nodded and then pulled a syringe out of his pocket.  He jammed this into Dan’s arm.  Dan struggled for a moment before he went limp in his captor’s arms.
 
   “Dan!  What did you—?” she didn’t get a chance to finish as one of the Russians jabbed her in the arm with a needle.  The world spun around her for a moment and then turned dark. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Emma sits at her desk to study the paper in front of her.  She doesn’t know where the paper came from; maybe Dr. Brighton or Ian or the director put it on her desk as a test, to see if the nineteen-year-old PhD is really a genius.  Maybe it’s some kind of prank they pull on all of the new geologists, a kind of academic hazing.
 
   Wherever it came from, the sheet of equations before her has her stumped.  She’s stared at the strange symbols and squiggly lines for over an hour and gotten nowhere.  What could it mean?  She taps a pencil against the desk as she examines the paper.  It has to mean something.  There has to be a way to solve it.
 
   She looks at one of the equations near the bottom.  It looks like the Pythagorean Theorem to her, but she can’t be entirely sure.  On a notepad she writes the symbols down and her suspected translation.  Maybe this will unlock some of the other equations.
 
   It soon becomes apparent that this won’t solve all of the problems.  While some of it makes sense, much of it is still so much mathematical gibberish to her.  With a sigh she stares down at the notepad she’s been using for notes.  From what she’s deciphered, the equations don’t really mean anything; they’re just a list of basic equations.  How bizarre.
 
   The door to her office opens.  Dan sticks his head inside and breaks into a smile.  “Still hard at work?” he asks.
 
   “Yes,” she says in a strangled whisper.
 
   The rest of him eases into the room with a grace she could never manage.  “I thought maybe you’d like to take a coffee break down in the cafeteria—or a tea break I guess for you.”
 
   She smiles at this; her cheeks turn red.  He already knows her so well, even though they met only a few days earlier.  “I’d love a cup of tea,” she says.  “But I really need to finish this first.”
 
   “What is it you’ve got there?”  Dan glides over to her desk to study the equations and the notepad with her translations.  “Who gave you this?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.  It was on my desk this morning.”  In a lower voice she says, “I think they’re testing me.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Because they think I’m just a dumb kid.”
 
   “You’re not dumb.  You’re the smartest person I know.”
 
   “You hardly even know me.”  This comes out harsher than she intends.
 
   His grin fades for a moment.  “Maybe, but it’s still true.”
 
   He squats down so their eyes are level.  “I believe in you.”  To her surprise, he kisses her on the lips.  Even more of a surprise, she kisses him back.  She wants to sweep aside the equations and everything else on her desk so they can do it right there, but he has far more restraint than her.  He pulls away and his smile turns shy.  “I’m sorry about that.  I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m glad you did it.”
 
   He takes a step back and rubs the back of his neck with discomfort.  “Look, I’m going downstairs to get a cup of coffee.  If you want to join me, that’s great.  Otherwise I’ll bring you a cup of tea, all right?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll just be a couple of minutes.”  She wants to blow him a kiss as he backs out of the room, but she can tell that he’s embarrassed by his sudden burst of affection. She waits until the door closes to turn back to the equations.
 
   “I believe in you,” Dan’s voice echoes in her mind.  She imagines him taking the elevator down to the first floor and then he goes to the cafeteria, where he’ll sit in a secluded corner with his cup of coffee to chide himself for being so stupid.  She wants so badly to go to him, to explain she loves him.  She’s loved him since the first moment she saw him.  But first she has to finish this; it’s important.  She isn’t sure why, only that she has to do it.
 
   She blows out a deep breath and returns to work.  With Dan’s words in her mind, she examines the rest of the page that she hasn’t translated yet.  The symbols seem to unravel before her, almost as if bending to her will.  Within minutes she has the rest of the page translated.  Just as she thought, the page is full of nothing but basic equations that any junior high student would know.  In her case, Emma had learned them by first grade.
 
   Why would anyone give her this?  Was it really some kind of test or hazing?  Maybe it was a crank letter someone had dumped on her desk.  What was the point?
 
   She shivers as if a cold wind has blown through the room.  As she looks around, she doesn’t see anyone, but she knows she’s not alone.  The room spins around her and grows larger.  With a start she recognizes the walls of her childhood bedroom.  She sits on her bed, the covers clutched tightly in tiny hands.
 
   “Mommy?  Daddy?” she whimpers.  There’s no one in the room and yet she can still feel a presence.  She looks into the corner, where she can feel it lurks.  Daddy has examined this corner, proven to her nothing exists there, but she can still feel the shadow.
 
   She presses her back against the headboard as a shadow detaches itself from the wall.  It floats across the room like a ghost to take on a vaguely insect-like shape, like a grasshopper blown up to seven feet tall.  Only this grasshopper has eyes the color and consistency of liquid mercury.  “It’s you!” Emma says.  “You’re the monster!”
 
   The grasshopper comes to stand at the foot of her bed; its liquid eyes glare at her.  Its mandibles part as it chirps something in its language.  Emma can’t understand what it says.  Then it reaches out with a clawed hand.  In that hand is a piece of paper, on which are the equations she solved back at the Plaine Museum, when she was a grown-up.
 
   “You gave these to me?  Why?”
 
   The grasshopper chirps something again.  Emma reaches out with one tiny hand to take the paper.  She studies it again and remembers her translation.  She looks past the giant grasshopper, to a poster of the constellations tacked to the wall.  Now she understands.
 
   ***
 
   The bed and her childhood bedroom disappear.  Emma stands in a void of blackness, an adult again.  Though she can’t see it, she knows the giant grasshopper is around; she can feel it just as she could in her bedroom as a child.  “Where are you?” she asks.
 
   The grasshopper appears out of the darkness.  She nods to it.  “You’ve been trying to communicate with me through those equations,” she says.  NASA had done something similar with the Voyager satellites; they had used a combination of pictures and math equations to communicate with any potential aliens who might find the satellites.  It’s widely believed that math—not music—is the universal language.  That’s only true if you can understand the equations.  “Who are you?  Where do you come from?”
 
   Another sheet of paper appears in Emma’s hand.  This one contains a diagram of the Milky Way galaxy.  A dot indicates the 23 Librae star system.  “That’s your home?”  The grasshopper chirps what she thinks is an affirmative.  The 23 Librae system is eighty-four light years from Earth; the grasshopper is a long way from home.
 
   Emma looks at the equations again.  She thinks back to the other times she had seen these; the first came after she tried to touch the case of red armor, when she switched bodies with Becky.  After that when she tried to cut into the meteor—
 
   “The meteor.  That’s how you got here.  It’s not really a meteor, is it?”
 
   The grasshopper makes a negative sound.  Emma nods to herself.  “It’s a spaceship.  That’s how you came to Earth and that’s why I picked up those readings from inside it.  And that’s why it wouldn’t let me take a core sample.”  The grasshopper makes an affirmative sound again to confirm her suspicions.
 
   She thinks back to the equations again.  “You’re a scientist then?  Like me?”  The grasshopper confirms this.  “You’re here to study our planet?”  Again she gets an affirmative.  She smiles to herself; it’s the strangest game of Twenty Questions ever.  “You’ve been studying me?  Following me?”
 
   The grasshopper chirps something and then another sheet of paper appears in Emma’s hands.  This one is different, but many of the symbols are the same.  As she decodes it, she sees it’s the grasshopper’s alphabet, the letters arranged to correspond to their English counterparts, though the grasshopper language has far more letters; it’s closer to Mandarin or Japanese in complexity.  Still, with this to use as her Rosetta Stone, it’s easier to decode the next piece of paper.
 
   On this piece of paper, the grasshopper explains that it is a female.  As with ratspeak, the female grasshopper’s name is too complex to spell out into English, so she calls herself Sarah.  As she has previously stated, Sarah comes from the 23 Librae system, from the fourth planet in the system.  The civilization there is far more advanced than humans, to the point where Sarah’s people—she refers to them as the Librae for purposes of simplicity—have gained the ability to transform their physical matter into energy.  In effect they can free their souls from their bodies.
 
   A group of scientists decided to build tiny ships that resembled meteors to use as vessels of exploration.  Inside the meteor’s shell was a storage compartment for the transfigured Librae scientists—the same compartment Emma had detected with her spectral analysis and that had shocked her when she tried to drill into it.
 
   According to Sarah, she’s traveled for over three hundred years.  Earth is not the first planet she’s visited, though it is the least civilized and least evolved of the worlds she’s visited.  “Yours are a primitive and backwards people,” Sarah says in her notes.  “So backwards that at first we didn’t think you were the dominant species of your world.”
 
   From orbit, Sarah had initially thought dolphins to be the most advanced species on the planet.  Then, in a twist that would make Jim Rizzard smile, she decided rats were more advanced because of their larger numbers.  She finally decided to take the ship down to the surface to study Earth’s life forms up close.
 
   Another sheet of paper appears in front of Emma.  When she reads this, her body turns cold despite the lack of heat or chill in the void.  From what Sarah says, the landing went wrong.  The ship crashed through the roof of a building, to land inside a house.  Emma stops and remembers what Bykov had told her about how his son Ivan had found the meteor in a hunting lodge.
 
   Sarah wanted to wait for an analysis of the house and its occupants before she emerged, but her partner ignored her orders.  He abandoned the meteor ship to attach himself to the nearest life form:  Ivan Bykov.  While Sarah remained in the ship to be stuffed into a case by Bykov’s men, her partner ventured off on his own.  Worse yet, he soon went incommunicado, blocking even her telepathic attempts to reach him.
 
   Emma stops again as she remembers what Ms. Chiostro had told her about her darkened aura.  “You attached yourself to me psychically.  That’s why the armor wouldn’t let me touch it, because it was afraid you might take possession of me.”  The other half of the equation comes to her.  “Just like your partner took possession of Ivan Bykov.  It brought him here, to Rampart City.”  She doesn’t need Sarah’s confirmation to know Sarah’s partner is Koschei.
 
   Her next page goes on to explain her situation.  After she attached herself to Emma, Sarah initially decided to continue with her mission.  She planned to study humans and then possibly find a more advanced life form like Pepe.  It was when she scanned Emma’s memories that Sarah witnessed what her partner had done.  “He came here to find the strongest life form and kill it for sport,” Sarah says.  Emma thinks back to the zoo and the animals Koschei had freed.  She had thought he was some random nut sowing havoc, but in reality he wanted to search the collection of animals for the strongest, which he would then kill with his “inferior” human body.  From what Sarah says, her partner has never done this before.  “Your primitive world has infected his mind like a disease, turning him into a barbarian like yourself.”
 
   “I’m not a barbarian,” Emma says.
 
   Another page appears in her hand.  “You are foolish creatures who let your emotions guide you to ruin and keep you trapped in such a primitive state.  If you focused your intellect you could be as advanced as other species in the galaxy.”
 
   “Our emotions make us human,” Emma says.  She thinks back to her encounter with Dan.  “Love makes our lives valuable.”  Sarah makes a sound that Emma can tell is the Librae equivalent of a derisive snort.
 
   On her next page, Sarah says, “You attribute higher powers to simple things, such as coupling.  My people learned to discard these primitive notions long ago.”
 
   Emma’s cheeks redden at this as she realizes Sarah was with her as she and Dan made love.  “Love isn’t a primitive notion.  It’s more involved than coupling.  It’s a joining of souls, uniting us.”  Sarah snorts at this again.  “Look, let’s just focus on the problem at hand.  What about your partner?”
 
   The next piece of paper prompts Emma’s hands to shake.  “He has made his selection.  He will destroy the one you call the Scarlet Knight.”  Emma drops the paper; it disappears in the void.  She thinks back to the battle in the zoo, how she’d rounded up the escaped animals, and then the fight on the Sheraton rooftop.  From that Sarah’s partner determined that the Scarlet Knight was the most dominant lifeform on the planet.  He would make her his trophy kill.
 
   “He’s going to kill Becky,” she says.  “How can I stop him?”
 
   A piece of paper appears in Emma’s hands.  It outlines what Emma must do in order to stop her partner and return him to the meteor ship.  Once there, Sarah would deal with him.  “I will bring him back to his senses,” she says.
 
   “I’ll find a way to bring him back,” Emma says.
 
   Then she woke up to find herself tied up in an abandoned building, a half-dozen Russians surrounding her.  It would be far more difficult to save Becky than she thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   The lead Russian held a phone to his ear; he’d taken off his mask.  He turned to Emma and smiled at her.  “There is someone who wants to speak with you,” he said.
 
   He passed the phone to one of his men, who in turn put it to Emma’s ear.  Markova’s voice came through the phone.  “Ms. Beech, I regret what has happened.  My employer regrets that the situation has come to this.  He offers you one final chance to save your life—and that of your boyfriend.  Give us the meteor and your friend Emma Earl and we will let you and your friend go unharmed.”
 
   Emma considered this offer for a moment.  She couldn’t give them the meteor now or else Koschei would continue to run amok.  Even if the Russians didn’t kill Becky, Koschei certainly would.  “I can’t, Katarina,” Emma said at last.
 
   “How do you know my name?” 
 
   “I know a lot about you—and your employer, Mr. Bykov.  Tell him that his son Ivan is in trouble.  That meteor he found is dangerous.  It’s going to kill Ivan unless I help him.”
 
   “You are lying,” Markova said.  “You know nothing of Ivan or the meteor.”
 
   “I’ve seen the meteor and what it’s done to Ivan.  It’s made him into a monster.  He’s already killed at least one woman and he’s going to kill again unless he’s stopped.”
 
   “My employer’s men will deal with him.  We do not need you.”
 
   “Yes you do.  I’m the only one who knows how to stop him without killing him.”
 
   “Then tell me and I will let you and your friend go.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  Your people have to let me handle it.”
 
   “You are lying to buy yourself time.  Your bluff will not work.”
 
   “I’m not bluffing!  Katarina, please, it’s me.  It’s Emma.”
 
   “You are not Dr. Earl.”
 
   “Yes I am!  The meteor did this to me.  The woman you think is me is really my friend Becky.  She’s done nothing to you or Bykov.  She’s innocent.  So is Dan.  Please, tell these men not to hurt them and I’ll save Ivan.”
 
   There was silence on the phone for a long moment.  Markova finally said, “I want to speak to Sasha again.”
 
   Emma looked up at the Russians.  “Which one of you is Sasha?  Ms. Markova wants to talk to you.”
 
   The lead Russian seized the phone.  He listened for a moment and then began to speak into it in Russian.  “No, she’s not the scientist.  She’s just a fat pig,” he said.  He saw Emma watched him, so he stomped away from her to carry on the conversation in private.
 
   Beside her, Dan stirred.  Like her, he was tied to a wooden chair and surrounded by Russian thugs who cradled machine guns.  “What’s going on?” he said.  “Where are we?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Emma said.  “Probably in an old warehouse by the waterfront.”
 
   “Who are these guys?”
 
   “They’re Russian mobsters.  They work for a man named Bykov.”
 
   “Russian mobsters?”  Dan looked around at the goons.  “What do they want with us?”
 
   “They think I—I mean Emma—stole something from them.”
 
   “Emma Earl?  That doesn’t make sense.”  Dan shook his head.  “How could she get mixed up with Russian gangsters?  She’s just a scientist.”
 
   At that moment, as she sensed she was about to die, Emma wanted to confess everything.  But she doubted Dan would believe her if she did.  “It happened when she went to Russia for that geological survey.  She took a meteor home with her.”  Tears came to her eyes.  “It’s my fault.  I took the meteor from her to study it.”
 
   “You?  Why?”
 
   “I can’t really explain.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you.”  She shook her head.  “I’ve hurt you so many times, in so many ways.  I only wanted to protect you, to keep you safe and now you’re going to die anyway.”
 
   He stared at her; he didn’t comprehend what she meant.  How could he?  She had erased his memories from six years ago and he thought she was Becky.  “Becky—”
 
   “I just want you to know that I love you.  I’ve always loved you ever since we first met.”
 
   “I love you too—”
 
   He didn’t get a chance to finish as Sasha stomped back towards them.  He hurled the cell phone to the ground.  Then he seized Emma’s jaw roughly in one hand to look her in the eye.  Dan struggled against his bonds, but couldn’t free himself.  “You leave her alone!” he shouted futilely.
 
   With a nod of his head, one of the Russians hit Dan in the face with the butt of his rifle.  Dan collapsed backwards in his chair.  He groaned in pain as he lay on the ground.  Emma wished she could free herself to rush to his side, but she could do nothing but look into Sasha’s cold blue eyes.  
 
   “My employer says we are to free your friend,” he growled.  Emma felt a moment of relief; then Sasha held up a pistol and took off the safety.  “It’s a pity that I had to kill both of you when you tried to escape.”
 
   “No!  Leave him alone!”
 
   Sasha aimed the pistol at Dan.  His finger tightened on the trigger.
 
   ***
 
   The Aquatix Car Company opened in 1961 and closed in 1961.  For six months, the company had built amphibious vehicles, cars that could double as boats.  That was the theory.  After a half-dozen of the vehicles sank, the company had to liquidate its assets to pay its legal fees.  Its factory then added to the number of abandoned buildings along the Rampart City waterfront.
 
   At the moment the building was occupied by Becky.  She put the final touches on her great surprise and propped it up into a corner of the old factory, next to an ancient fuse box that had probably electrocuted more than a few of the Sewer Rat’s friends over the years.  
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think this is the most asinine idea I’ve ever heard,” Marlin said.
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “You really think that’s going to work?”
 
   “Why not?  I lure him into the building, hide up there in the catwalk and then spring when he attacks my double.”  Becky had to admit the mannequin she had dressed in a red Halloween costume for another superhero didn’t look all that much like her.  Still, from a distance it would look enough like the Scarlet Knight for Koschei to approach it.  When he did, she would jump out to stab the Sword of Justice into his heart.  End of problem.
 
   “You think he’s stupid enough to fall for his own ploy?”
 
   “It’s not exactly like his ploy.  I’m going to be hiding up there, remember?”
 
   “Oh, well, in that case I’m sure he’ll be completely surprised.”
 
   Becky snorted at this, though with Emma’s body it sounded more like a sneeze.  “Let’s hope he underestimates me as much as you do.”
 
   “Given your last performance that wouldn’t be surprising.”
 
   “Hey, I escaped, didn’t I?”
 
   “Barely.  And only because I helped you.”
 
   “I would have figured it out.”
 
   “When you ended up in the afterlife or before?”
 
   “What do you want, for me to get down on my knees and beg your thanks?”
 
   “If you want.”
 
   Becky waved a finger at the ghost.  “I don’t know how she deals with you.”
 
   “I don’t have to be as critical of her.  Anymore.”
 
   “Right.”  Becky snorted/sneezed again.  “Look, we’ll give this a try and if I’m wrong you can gloat all you want, all right?”
 
   “It’s no fun gloating when the other person is dead.”
 
   “Thanks.  That really cheered me up.”
 
   “Have you even considered how you’re going to lure him into your feeble trap?  You don’t know where he is.”
 
   “Captain Donovan is working on that.”
 
   “You really think she’s going to come through?”
 
   “I don’t know.  If she doesn’t, we’ll have to take our chances.”
 
   “This is going to be a debacle.  Mark my words.”
 
   “Whatever.”  Becky stomped away from the dummy and tried to feel more positive about her plan.  Emma could probably come up with something better, but then Emma was a genius.  Becky would have to do the best she could and hope it would be enough.
 
   She didn’t see the rat until it ran across her feet.  Becky put a hand to her mouth so she wouldn’t scream as she jumped back.  To her surprise the rat got up on its hind legs like a dog.  It squeaked and screeched at her in its native tongue.  “I don’t know what you’re saying.”  She saw the silver stripe on its head.  It was Emma’s little friend Pepe.
 
   The rat squeaked at her again.  It jerked its pointed snout furiously towards the entrance to the plant.  “What do you want?”  The rat’s nose pointed to her and then back to the entrance.  “You want me to go somewhere?”
 
   Pepe imitated a human gesture by nodding.  “Look, I’m not going to the sewers if that’s what you want.  I still haven’t got the stink off from last time.”
 
   “What’s the little bugger’s problem?” Marlin asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  He’s trying to tell me something.  What is it, boy?  Is Timmy in trouble?”
 
   To her surprise, the rat nodded, and then pointed to her again.  “Someone’s in trouble?”  The rat nodded.  “Someone I know?”  The rat nodded again and then once more pointed to her.  “I’m in trouble?”  The rat screeched what had to be a negative.  He pointed to her with his snout again.  “Emma’s in trouble?”
 
   The rat nodded.  Becky thought back to Emma’s worry about Russian mobsters out to get them both for the stolen meteor.  “A bunch of big, scary-looking guys?”  The rat confirmed this.  “Oh shit.  That girl just can’t stay out of trouble.”  Becky braced herself before she said, “OK, climb up and show me where she is.”
 
   The rat’s claws dug into her clothes as it climbed up onto her shoulder.  “She’d better be in real trouble,” Becky grumbled as she set out with the smelly vermin perched on her shoulder.
 
   ***
 
   She regretted those words after Pepe indicated for her to stop in front of the old Pike Place Cement Company.  Marlin ducked inside to size up the situation while she called for the armor and then began to strap it on.  The sewer rat jumped down to the ground and squeaked at her.  “Thank you for your help,” Becky said.  Then she placed the helmet over her head.
 
   “You’d better hurry,” Marlin said.  “There’s six of them and they seem to have itchy trigger fingers.”
 
   “Great.  What about Emma?”
 
   “They have her and Dreyfus tied up in the center of the place.”
 
   “Dreyfus?  Why do they have Dan?”
 
   “How should I know?  Do I look like their bloody biographer?”
 
   “It was a rhetorical question,” Becky snapped.  She hopped on the heels of her feet to prime the boots for a big jump.  Then she leaped onto the old cement factory’s roof.  She stumbled as she came down, but managed to stay upright, which she took as progress.
 
   Why did they have Dan?  He didn’t have anything to do with Emma or the meteor.  As she sprinted across the roof, Becky sought the middle of the building, where Marlin indicated the Russians held their prisoners.  “They’re right beneath you,” Marlin confirmed for her.  “It’s a straight drop down.”
 
   “Maybe I should try something more subtle,” Becky said.  “I could use the cape—”
 
   “There’s no time for subtlety.  This is the perfect time for you to be you.”
 
   Becky decided to take this as a compliment.  Then she took the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  She stabbed the golden blade into the roof; it sliced open as easily as tin foil.  It was just as easy for her to peel back a section of the roof.  Through the helmet’s visor, she saw the six Russians arrayed around the prisoners.  One of them held out something towards the thinner prisoner who could only be Dan.
 
   “No!” she shouted as she dove through the opening in the roof.
 
   There was no time for her to use the cape to slow herself down.  As in the alley by McKinley Avenue, she plummeted to the ground like a meteor.  Only this time on the way down she felt something ping against her breastplate.  She heard someone curse in Russian and then felt someone tug on her cape to yank her upright.
 
   She faced a hard-looking man with blue eyes.  “You’re the hero,” the man said.  “It’s good to meet you.  Now you will die.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Becky said.  With Emma and her kung fu the battle would have resembled a ballet.  With Becky it more closely resembled a street brawl.  She punched the man with the blue eyes in the face; he reeled and coughed up teeth.  Then she spun around in time for another Russian to hit her in the side of the head.  The Russian cursed and held his hand.  The others seemed to learn the obvious lesson that it was futile to punch a woman in plate armor.  They pointed their guns at her instead.
 
   Becky spun the cape around herself to turn invisible; she didn’t want a stray shot to hit Emma or Dan.  The Russians shouted to each other as they tried to locate her.  Becky edged away from the hostages to try to lure the Russians away.  The ploy worked as the four of them started to edge deeper into the building.
 
   She held her breath as she stood beside a support beam.  One of the Russians came within a couple feet of her.  She let the cape drop to grab him from behind and then smack his head into the beam.  He would wake up the next morning with an enormous headache.
 
   The other three saw her and opened fire.  Becky had just enough time to pick up the fallen Russian’s weapon before she rolled to her left.  The weapon bucked in her hands as she fired it and hit one of the Russians in the knee.  He went down in pain while the other two fired at her again.
 
   This time she ran straight at them; she waited for the last moment to hop on her boots and then spring into a leap over their heads.  They watched in awe as she came down behind them; for once she even landed on her feet.  They were still in awe of her as she shot one in the right shoulder and then slapped the other across the face with the butt of her weapon.
 
   Behind her came the click of a weapon.  “That was very imprethive,” the blue-eyed Russian said through his broken teeth.  “Put down the gun or the dieth.”  To emphasize his point, the Russian pressed the weapon against Emma’s head—the face Becky had seen in the mirror for twenty-six years.
 
   “All right,” Becky said.  She put the rifle down on the ground and then kicked it away from her.  “There you go.  Everything’s cool.”
 
   “Drop the thword too.”
 
   “Anything you say.”  Becky took the Sword of Justice from its scabbard and dropped it to the ground.  “I’m unarmed.  Now, let’s talk.”
 
   “Take off the armor.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Do it or the dieth.”
 
   “Look, I’m not wearing anything under this but my panties, OK?”
 
   “Don’t take me for a fool.  Take off the armor.”
 
   “No, don’t do it!” Emma said.  “Let him shoot me.  Then he’ll never find the meteor.  I’m sure his boss will be really happy about that.”
 
   The Russian jammed the gun into Emma’s temple again.  “Tell me where it ith.”
 
   “No.  Not until you let her and Dan go.”
 
   “Let me go?  He can’t do shit to me,” Becky said.  She glared at the Russian.  “Let them both go and I promise I won’t tear out your spleen and cram it up your ass.”
 
   Emma blushed in her chair, probably embarrassed at the words that came out of her mouth.  “Everyone calm down,” she said.  “We can work this out.”
 
   “Thut up!” the Russian said.
 
   They seemed to have a stalemate.  The last one Becky expected to break it was Pepe.  The rat skittered across the floor, unnoticed by everyone else until he neared the Russian.  While the humans bickered, the rat ducked beneath the Russian’s pant leg.  Becky couldn’t see what Pepe did, but from the way the man screamed, she assumed the rat had bit him on the leg.
 
   “Fucking ratth!”  Pepe distracted the Russian just long enough for Becky to pick up her rifle.  She didn’t have much time to aim for a non-lethal shot; she just pulled the trigger and hoped for the best.  The bullet tore through the Russian’s right hand.  He screamed in pain; the pistol fell from his mangled hand.  It was easy enough for Becky to charge forward and give him a final club to the head.
 
   The rat emerged from the man’s pant leg to look up at Becky.  “Good work,” she said to the sewer rat.  Then she bent down to shake one of its little paws; she no longer cared about the dirt or smell the rat carried.
 
   ***
 
   By the time Becky untied her, Emma shook like a volcano about to explode.  Not concerned about the damage to her hand, she slapped her friend across the face.  “How dare you!”
 
   “Is that the thanks I get for rescuing you?” Becky asked.
 
   Emma pointed to Sasha on the ground, where a pool of blood had formed from his hand.  “How could you do that?”
 
   “You mean save your life?”
 
   Emma grabbed the Scarlet Knight by the cape and dragged her away from where Dan lay on the ground.  “How could you use a gun?” she hissed.  She gestured to the weapon Becky still held in her hand.  “You know how I feel about that.”
 
   “I don’t care how you feel about it.  I’m the one who heard the Call and that makes me the Scarlet Knight right now.” 
 
   “That’s my body you’re using.”
 
   “And that’s my body you almost got killed.”  She pointed to where Dan had managed to sit up.  “What’s he doing here?”
 
   “I—” Emma’s voice faltered.  She looked down at her feet as she said, “He came to see me at the office—at your office.  He asked me out on a date.  And we had a really great time.  And—” She took a deep breath before she spit out, “We made love.  Then the Russians found us at his house and brought us here.”
 
   “You fucked him?  You?  With my body?”
 
   It was Becky’s turn to slap Emma across the face.  With the armor on, the slap sent Emma to the ground, where she lay in a heap.  “How dare you!  You complain about me using a gun while you fucked Dan?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to.”
 
   “Of course you meant to!”
 
   “He asked me out—”
 
   “You could have said no!”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.  It’s just, you know, it’s Dan.”  This excuse sounded feeble even to her own ears.  “How could I say no after all this time?”
 
   “Jesus Christ.  I thought you were supposed to be a genius, not a horny fifteen-year-old.”
 
   “It only happened the one time.”
 
   “Oh, well, that makes up for it.”
 
   Emma started to cry.  “I’m sorry, all right?  I love him—and he loves me.”
 
   “No, he loves me.”
 
   “No, he really loves me.  I know he does.”
 
   “God, sometimes you’re like a fucking child.”
 
   “Stop doing that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Making me swear.”
 
   “Oh, please, at this point that’s the least of your problems.”
 
   Emma picked herself up off the ground and then wiped at her eyes.  “We need to take Dan home and then I’ll go pick up the meteor.  Can you meet me at Ms. Chiostro’s house?”
 
   “I’m going to be a little busy.  That maniac you didn’t kill is on the loose.”
 
   “No, Becky, you can’t go after him.  I know what to do about him.  Just meet me at Ms. Chiostro’s later and we’ll talk about it.  Please?”
 
   Becky’s fists clenched and then unclenched.  Emma braced for her friend to slap her again, but instead Becky said, “Fine.  You’d better be right, though.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Dan asked as Emma helped him up.  “What’s she doing here?”
 
   “She just saved your ass.”
 
   “She did?” Dan asked Emma.
 
   “Yes, she did.”  She motioned to the unconscious Russians on the ground.  Once they got out of here, she would have to find a phone to call Captain Donovan and have the Russians arrested.  Though she was sure Bykov would have more of them.
 
   Dan surveyed the scene and shook his head.  “What a mess,” he said.  He reluctantly held out a hand to Becky.  “But thank you for your help.”
 
   “I’m just glad to be of service,” Becky said.  Her voice dripped with sarcasm.  Emma hated to hear her own voice sound like that, especially to Dan.
 
   “We’d better get out of here,” she said.
 
   “That’s a great idea,” Dan said.  “But how?”
 
   The answer was parked outside.  Unable to use Sylvia’s truck, the Russians had gotten hold of an SUV almost as big.  The keys weren’t in the ignition, but it wasn’t hard to find them in Sasha’s pocket.  Before she left, Emma tied a tourniquet around the Russian’s wrist to stop the bleeding as much as possible.  It was unlikely he’d ever use that hand for much again.  She did some basic first aid on the others, so they might not bleed to death before the police arrived.
 
   “Are you almost finished, Florence Nightingale?” Becky asked.
 
   “This wouldn’t take so long if you hadn’t shot them.”
 
   “Oh, well, excuse me for saving your life—and his.”
 
   “Hey, come on you two,” Dan said.  “The important thing is we’re all alive.”
 
   “I’m glad someone noticed that,” Becky said in a huff.  She stomped towards the front of the building.  “See you around.  Try to stay out of trouble.”  With that, the Scarlet Knight bounded up to the roof of the building.
 
   Before Emma could leave, she heard a familiar squeak.  Pepe nudged her ankle.  “What’s that?” Dan asked.
 
   “Oh, this is kind of a pet.”
 
   “A pet?  He doesn’t look too friendly.”
 
   Emma let the sewer rat climb up her arm.  She held the arm out to Dan, who backed away.  “His name’s Pepe because he looks like a skunk.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I know it probably seems crazy, but he’s nice.”
 
   Dan tentatively tapped the rat on the head, but stayed at arm’s length.  “I think I’ll go start the car,” he said.
 
   She waited for him to leave before she spoke to the rat.  “Thank you,” she said.  “I’m not sure what I’d have done without you.”
 
   The rat told her about how he’d led Becky to the scene after one of his comrades had seen Emma and Dan in the factory.  “Thank you,” she said again.  “How’s Jim doing?  Is he still mad at me?”
 
   Pepe indicated the Sewer Rat was still in a depression.  He had gone so far as to destroy the sculptures of Emma he had fashioned out of trash.  “Tell him I’m sorry but things are going to be better soon and I’ll make it all up to him.”
 
   The rat nodded and then hopped down from her arm.  Before Pepe left, she called after him, “And don’t mind Dan.  He’s just not used to you yet.”
 
   “Did you two have a good chat?” Dan asked her.
 
   “He worries about me.”
 
   “He does?”
 
   “Yes.  Just because rats look dirty and mean doesn’t mean they are.  They can be very sensitive—like people.”
 
   Dan nodded as he pulled the SUV out of the factory’s parking lot.  “Don’t judge a book by its cover, right?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma patted her flabby stomach.  “Sometimes what isn’t beautiful to everyone is beautiful to you.”
 
   “You’re right.”  Though the car was in motion, he leaned over to kiss her on the cheek.  Then he asked, “Do you think we’ll be safe?”
 
   “For a little while.  But you might want to go somewhere else to be sure.”  It wouldn’t surprise her if Bykov had another team in Rampart City in case the first failed.  A man like that didn’t take chances.
 
   “I guess I could get a hotel for a couple of days.”
 
   “Just don’t use your real name.”
 
   “Right—like a rock star.”  They shared a chuckle over this.  His face turned serious again as he said, “Maybe you could stay there with me.  We could pretend to be married.”
 
   “I would love to pretend to be married to you but I can’t.  There’s something else I have to do.”
 
   “You aren’t going to deal with those goons again, are you?  I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you, not now.”
 
   “I’ll be all right.  I have to pick something up from the university.”
 
   She let Dan off at the Rampart Arms and gave him some cash taken from the Russians.  It would be more than enough to ensure they’d let him use any name he wanted.  She could only hope Markova or her employer didn’t look too hard for Dan.
 
   Once he had gone inside, she pulled the SUV away from the curb and headed for Rampart State.  She just hoped Tim was still hard at work on his robot and that he hadn’t let anyone touch the meteor.  Otherwise they were all doomed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   On the way up through the vault, Red noticed the spells didn’t leap out at Aggie.  Instead, they cowered back in their holes as they had when she’d still been under the Mirror Image spell.  Red felt the same urge to cower in the presence of the ghost called Greesha.
 
   From what Glenda had given him to enter in the files, he knew Greesha was the twin sister of Greetha, a witch who had existed in the time of Merlin in ancient Britain.  Greetha and probably also her sister had relied on an older form of magic dedicated to Mother Earth.  Little else was known about her.  But she did seem to know a lot about Red—all of him.
 
   “You are not of this world,” Greesha said.  Her harsh tone sounded strange in Aggie’s sweet voice.  “You sense what others cannot.”
 
   “Yes.  I exist out-of-phase—”
 
   “You will make a useful servant when the time comes.”
 
   “I thought you said you were going to help Aggie’s friends.”
 
   “I will help the fools.  It won’t take long.  Then I will begin my revenge.”
 
   “What about Aggie?  What will happen to her?”
 
   “I care nothing for what happens to her.”
 
   “You promised—”  Red grabbed for his throat as it constricted as if a boa constrictor had wrapped itself around him.
 
   “You think because you are not of this world that none can hurt you.  I can hurt you.  Do not forget that.”
 
   Her grip on Red’s throat loosened.  He collapsed to the ground and gasped for air.  No one, not even Glenda, had ever been able to use magic against him before.  This Greesha was someone to be reckoned with—and she had control of Aggie’s body.
 
   The vault door still hadn’t opened, as if it must have sensed what had happened to Aggie.  Greesha solved this problem with a wave of her hand.  The door rolled back to reveal Aggie’s sister; she looked ready to kill them both.  Her anger turned to surprise as she looked at her sister.  “What the hell happened to you?  Why are your eyes green?”
 
   “Silence, fool,” Greesha hissed.
 
   “That’s all you can say?  I’ve been waiting here for two fucking days.”  Sylvia turned to Red.  “What did you do to her?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything to her.  A spell attacked her.”
 
   “A spell attacked her?  Damn it, Agnes, I’ve warned you—”
 
   “Do not presume to lecture me, fool.”
 
   Sylvia pointed her clawed hand at her sister.  “Hold on there.  You think I’m going to take that crap—”  Sylvia’s voice cut off.  She clawed at her throat.  Her face turned red and then started to turn purple as she collapsed to her knees.
 
   Greesha glared down at Sylvia.  “You will do as you are told or else you will die.”
 
   Sylvia nodded slightly.  Greesha waved her hand.  Sylvia gasped for air.  She sprawled on the ground for a moment as she gathered her breath.  Greesha didn’t wait that long; she swept past them, up the stairs to the first floor of the archives.
 
   “What the hell happened to her?” Sylvia asked between gasps.
 
   “She allowed an old witch to possess her to help her friends.”  Red explained to her about their encounter with Greesha in the swamp and the deal she’d made with Aggie.
 
   “Damn it, Agnes,” Sylvia growled.  She looked back up the steps.  “We better get up there and see what she wants.”
 
   They trudged up the steps to find that Greesha waited for them.  She pointed one finger at Sylvia; Red braced himself for Greesha to kill the witch.  She only said, “You will find a pregnant cow and bring it to your house.  We will perform the ritual there.”
 
   “A pregnant cow?  Where am I supposed to find one of those?”
 
   “I will use you if you dare to question me again.”
 
   “All right, I’ll find a damned cow.”  Before Sylvia vanished, she whispered in Red’s ear, “You’d better find a way to fix this or I’m going to kill you.”
 
   He gulped and then wondered if there was anything he could do to fix the problem.  If Glenda were here she might know, but there was no time to find her; Greesha was already prepared to vanish them back to Rampart City.
 
   They appeared in a flash in the basement of a house.  Red looked around at the various weapons along the walls.  If he could get one of those—no, he couldn’t kill Aggie, even if that old witch did have possession of her.  He would find another way.
 
   “This will suffice for the ritual.  You will clean this cauldron to prepare it for use.  Then you will find me the skull of an ox and the pelt of a wolf.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “You will do it or you will die.”  
 
   The way Greesha stared at him, Red knew she meant it.  He couldn’t see a trace of Agnes in those eyes.  He hoped they could find a way to save Aggie before things went too far.
 
   ***
 
   To Red’s surprise, he found an ox skull and a wolf pelt in the attic of Aggie’s house.  The ox skull rested at the bottom of a box with a dozen other skulls that ranged in size from that of a squirrel to that of a bear.  What Aggie had ever needed these for Red had no idea.  He did know that back in the old days, before the coven, witches had tended to rely more on such objects for power instead of spells and potions.  The appearance of Merlin had helped to change all of that; the old magic faded away until only ghosts remained in the bowels of the archives, nothing more than memories.
 
   He hoped the pelt was that of a wolf, although Aggie had numerous such pelts in another box.  He had weeded out the brown ones and orange ones, which left him with a half-dozen gray ones.  In the end he had to guess and hope for the best.
 
   His guess turned out to be correct.  “Well done, fool.  Now I will be able to properly perform the ritual.”  To Red’s amazement, she stripped off Aggie’s clothes.  Though he knew he should look away, he couldn’t help but stare at her naked body.  For the first time, Greesha smiled at him.  “You love this young fool.  Would you die for her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You may well have a chance to do so before the night is done.”
 
   Red didn’t like the sound of this.  Before Greesha could elaborate, Sylvia appeared in the basement—along with a black-and-white cow.  “I found it grazing in a field outside the city,” Sylvia said.  “The farmer is going to be pissed.”
 
   “You will find me a stone knife.  Not metal.”
 
   “Stone, right.  I got it.”  Sylvia went into the metal vault to rummage around for the knife.  Red followed her inside and pressed up next to her.
 
   “Did you call for help?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Sylvia turned to glare at him.  “What do you think she’s going to do to Agnes if we bring the whole coven in here?”
 
   “What can she do to Aggie?  If she kills her, she’ll die too.”
 
   “A witch that powerful can kill Agnes as easy as sneezing.  Then she’ll find another host.  Just like that bitch Isis.”  Sylvia brandished her hook hand with this last sentence.  She turned back to her rack of weapons and found a dagger made of polished stone.  “This should make the bitch happy.  I wish I could jam it in her fucking heart.”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “Yeah?  What’s it to you, anyway?  What went on with you and Agnes down there?”
 
   “After what happened to her, we became close.”
 
   “Close?  How close?”
 
   “We kissed.  We love each other.”
 
   Sylvia rolled her eyes.  “Damn it, Agnes always was too soft.”
 
   “Are you conspiring against me?” Greesha asked.  She stood at the door to the vault.  “Perhaps you require some incentive?”
 
   “I got your damned knife,” Sylvia said.  “It’s right here.”
 
   “Good.  Bring it to me.”
 
   “I’m coming.”  Sylvia shot Red a dirty look before she emerged from the vault.  She handed the knife to Greesha, who promptly slashed the unsuspecting cow across the throat.  She raised the cow into the air with one hand and directed it to float over the cauldron.  Drops of blood flowed into the cauldron.  With her other hand, Greesha directed the knife to slit the cow across its pregnant belly.  A flood of blood spilled from the slain animal to fill the cauldron.  As if that wasn’t enough of a mess, Greesha directed the knife to cut through the sac that contained the calf to add the amniotic fluid to the mix.
 
   Red watched all of this in horror.  Usually at least one of his two hundred twenty-six other lives had seen something worse, but not in this case.  His knees buckled and without warning he threw up on the floor.  A part of him wondered if Greesha would add this to the horrible stew she had concocted in the cauldron.  
 
   She didn’t pay any attention to Red’s discomfort.  Instead, she lowered the slaughtered cow to the ground and then took the knife in her hand.  She pointed it at Sylvia.  “You may dispose of the cow,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, great.  I’m sure the farmer will be real happy about that.”
 
   “His concerns mean nothing to me.”
 
   Sylvia grumbled under her breath as she vanished the dead cow from the basement.  Red could imagine the horror on the farmer’s face when he found the animal.  He might even throw up as Red already had.
 
   “Now, where are these friends of hers?”
 
   As if on cue, they appeared at the steps, one dark-haired and very fat, the other red-haired and very thin.  The dark-haired one screamed.
 
   ***
 
   The last thing Emma expected to find in Ms. Chiostro’s basement was a cauldron full of blood and Ms. Chiostro clad only in a fur pelt with an animal skull in one hand.  She couldn’t help but scream at the sight until Becky put a hand on her shoulder.  “What the hell is going on here?” Becky asked.
 
   “You are the two whose souls are reversed,” Ms. Chiostro said.  It was not a question.  “You will come down here.”
 
   “What is that?” Becky asked as she started down the stairs.  “Is that a potion to change us back?”
 
   “Fools, it is only the catalyst.  You will bathe in the cauldron.”
 
   “I think we’re a little big—” Becky’s words became a muffled gurgle.  Emma lost sight of her; she’d been suddenly blinded.  As she flailed around, she realized someone had thrown a blanket over her.  She battled the cloth until she found an opening.
 
   When she emerged from that opening, she looked up at Ms. Chiostro.  She tried to ask what had happened, but only gibberish came from her throat.  She looked down and saw how tiny her hands had become.
 
   She found herself unable to stand, her tiny limbs too weak to support her weight.  “Baa-baa?” she said.
 
   “What did you do to them?” an enormous Sylvia asked.
 
   “They will be born again in the cauldron,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   Sylvia glared at her sister for a moment and then nodded.  Meanwhile, Becky had finally made her way out of her clothes.  Emma looked over at her to see herself as a chubby infant, her head covered in orange down.  Her pudgy face turned red as she began to cry.
 
   “Silence!” Ms. Chiostro roared.  She bent down to snatch the naked Becky from the floor.  Without preamble, she tossed Becky into the bloody cauldron.  
 
   “Naaa!” Emma wailed as Ms. Chiostro bent down to scoop her up.
 
   “Fool, pray I don’t leave you this way.”  Emma squirmed in the witch’s grip, but it made no difference.  Ms. Chiostro tossed her into the cauldron along with Becky.
 
   She flailed her tiny hands around, but it wasn’t enough to keep her afloat.  She gradually sunk to the bottom of the cauldron.  She found another tiny hand and took hold of it as her vision turned from red to black.
 
   ***
 
   “They’re going to drown!” Sylvia said.  She braced to run forward until Greesha held up a hand.  
 
   “They will be reborn,” the ancient witch said.
 
   Red wondered about this.  He took a step back to press himself against the vault.  There was nothing he or Sylvia could do to stop the ritual.  Even if they did, it would leave Aggie’s friends stuck as infants.  They would have to hope for the best.
 
   Greesha turned her back to him and looked up at the ceiling.  She held up the ox skull and then began to dance around the cauldron.  With each step she shook the skull and said something Red didn’t understand.  He had seen witches cast spells during his time at the archives, but never anything like this.  This was a much older kind of magic, from the days of sacrifices to gods no one believed in anymore, what Glenda called “wild magic.”
 
   She went around the cauldron three times like this.  Red couldn’t see Aggie’s friends inside; by this point he had to assume the babies were dead.  As she finished her third circuit, Greesha tossed the ox skull into the blood.  Then she reached into the blood—
 
   —And pulled out a baby.  There was too much blood for Red to know which one it was; from the chubbiness of it he assumed it was the dark-haired one.  The baby lay motionless on the ground.  Greesha reached into the cauldron to pull the other baby out.  It too didn’t move.  Finally she took the ox skull from the blood.
 
   Greesha picked up one of the babies and held the tiny girl up to her face.  She touched the infant with the ox skull.  Immediately the little girl’s face puckered and then she began to wail like a newborn, which in a way she was.  Greesha set down the girl before she repeated this on Aggie’s other friend.
 
   Next to him, Sylvia stared at the ritual, her good hand locked in a fist.  Greesha turned to face them.  “Now you see my power.”
 
   “Change them back to adults,” Sylvia said.
 
   “What will you give me in exchange for that?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “This body is mine for as long as I require it.  You will swear that you and your coven will not interfere with me.”
 
   “What?  You can’t have Agnes’s body!”
 
   “Who is going to stop me?  You?  With a flick of my wrist you could be a baby like your friends.  You?”  She looked to Red.
 
   He steeled himself and then took a step forward.  “That’s right.  I’ll stop you.”
 
   “You are not immune to my magic.”
 
   “I don’t care.  Aggie is still inside you and I know she won’t kill me.  She loves me and I love her.”
 
   “Fool!  I can crush you as easily as a bug.”  Greesha started to raise her hand.  Sylvia knelt down to collect the two babies to her chest.  He took a step forward; his eyes met Greesha’s.  In them he could still see a glimpse of Aggie.  She was still alive.  He knew it.
 
   Greesha continued to raise her hand.  But then something stopped her.  The hand went back to her side.  “No!  You little fool—”
 
   Red took another step forward.  “That’s right, Aggie.  Fight against her.”  Emboldened, Red took another step forward.  He held out his hand to her.  “Take my hand.”
 
   Aggie’s hand began to rise again.  Red took another step.  He reached out to her.  She took his hand; her palm felt deathly cold.  His eyes remained locked on hers.  “You know what you have to do Aggie.  It’s all right.  Just remember that I love you.”
 
   Her head nodded stiffly.  She leaned forward, her lips touching his.  A shock ran through him.  He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel it.  He felt Greesha’s evil spirit flow from Aggie’s body to his.  Without any magical ability, it wouldn’t take long for her to overwhelm him, so that he would become Greesha, who would surely destroy all of them, if not the whole world.
 
   Still unable to see, he felt the knife plunge into his heart.  He could imagine Aggie with the stone blade in her hands, her eyes filled with tears.  As he collapsed to the floor, he heard her whisper, “I love you.”
 
   ***
 
   The last place Red expected to wind up was a beach.  He could feel the warm sand beneath his hands and neck.  He saw a blue sky overhead with puffy white clouds that floated through the sky.  This must be Heaven, he thought.
 
   “It’s not Heaven,” a little girl’s voice said.
 
   Red sat up to realize he wasn’t on a beach; he was in a sandbox.  It was just a standard child’s sandbox, complete with a plastic bucket, a doll, and a teddy bear.  The owner of these items sat on the edge of the box.  She was a little girl with the same red hair and blue eyes as the redheaded girl back in Aggie’s basement, except this girl was a couple years older and clad in pink overalls with a duckling on them.  Since there was no one else around, he assumed she had spoken to him.  “How do you know?” he asked.
 
   “Because it’s my backyard.”  The girl pointed to her right, to an ordinary two-story house.  “That’s where Mommy and I live.”
 
   “I see.  So what am I doing here?”
 
   “I brought you here.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Yes.  We don’t have much time.  You have to go where Daddy went.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Heaven.”
 
   “Oh,” he said.  He wondered if this was some kind of bizarre dream.
 
   “You’re not dreaming.”
 
   “You can hear my thoughts?”
 
   “Of course.  I hear all their thoughts.”
 
   “You’re one of us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So who are you?”
 
   “My name’s Joanna.  But people call me Red because of my hair.”
 
   “So you are one of us.”
 
   “I already told you I’m not.”
 
   Red shook his head; he saw no sense to argue the point with the little girl.  “Fine, you’re not.  Why did you bring me here?”
 
   “To help Aggie.  And Akako.  You know her?”
 
   “She’s the one who married the other Aggie.”
 
   “Yes.  We can help her, but we have to be quick.”
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   “You just sit on the side of the box.  And don’t move.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yes.”  Despite that she couldn’t be more than four, the little girl glared at him with an adult’s authority.  “Now be quiet so I can concentrate.”
 
   Red moved over to sit beside Joanna on the edge of the box.  He didn’t have any idea what would happen.  How would this help Aggie?
 
   He began to understand a moment later when a woman appeared in the sandbox.  Her head appeared first, the face of a young Asian woman with glossy black hair and brown eyes.  He had seen this face before; she was one of the two hundred twenty-seven.  “Akako,” he whispered.
 
   The rest of her came up through the sandbox to collapse onto her back as Red had.  He reached out towards her, but Joanna slapped his hand.  “Don’t touch her.  Or you’ll mess it up.”
 
   Akako groaned and put a hand to her head.  She sat up on her own to stare at Joanna.  “You were the one who called to me, weren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Then the young woman turned to Red.  “And you’re Red, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The one who works with the witches.  Unbelievable.”
 
   “Believe it,” Joanna said.  “That’s where you’re going.  If you want.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Akako said.
 
   Joanna jerked a thumb in Red’s direction. “He’s dead, but you can take his place.”
 
   “What?  I couldn’t—”
 
   “You have to decide quickly.  I can’t hold it open for long,” Joanna said.  Despite her icy calm, Red saw sweat had plastered the bangs to the little girl’s forehead.  “It’s your choice.”
 
   “But I can’t leave my world.  My parents and my sister—”
 
   Red understood now another reason Joanna wanted him to remain here.  “I know how much you miss your Aggie,” he said.  “I’ve felt your pain.  But you’ve seen my Aggie.  She’s different, but she’s the same.  You know what I mean?”
 
   Akako said nothing for a moment, but then she nodded.  “I know what you mean.  But if I go, will I still be me?”
 
   “Yes,” Joanna said.
 
   Akako looked down at the sand.  Red could hear her thoughts.  Her parents weren’t exactly homophobic, but they hadn’t been the most open and accepting people either.  They hadn’t really accepted her Aggie yet before he died.  And would this Aggie accept her as a woman?  “I don’t know—”
 
   “You better hurry,” Joanna said.  Red could feel a tug on the back of his shirt now, the Grim Reaper come to lead him away.  “Red doesn’t have much longer.”
 
   Akako turned to Red and met his eyes.  He could feel her search through his thoughts for his memories of Aggie.  She stopped when she got to their kiss in the archives.  “I’ll do it,” she said.
 
   Without preamble, Akako disappeared back through the sand, much faster than she’d surfaced.  Joanna took Red’s hand and then pointed to where Akako had vanished.  “It’s your turn,” she said.
 
   “Do you know what it’s like?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said.  “I can’t take you that far.”
 
   “Oh.”  He looked into her eyes and forced a smile, although he knew she could feel his sadness.  “Will she take good care of my Aggie?”
 
   “Probably.  That’s the best I can say.”
 
   “I suppose it will have to do.”  He nodded to the little girl.  “Thanks.”
 
   Then he disappeared through the sand.
 
   ***
 
   In her six years as the Scarlet Knight, Emma had experienced some bizarre things.  Besides just the whole concept of the magic red armor, she had experienced a different timeline in which her parents were alive and she had married Dan.  She had torn out her own heart to sacrifice to an evil goddess, then gone to the astral plane, and then come back.  An alien had attached itself to her.  She had switched bodies with her best friend.
 
   None of that compared to the strangeness that awaited her when she emerged from the cauldron.  Her world had gone from black as the void in her dream with Sarah to an explosion of white.  She soon realized she was still an infant, unable to do more than cry like a newborn.
 
   Even that didn’t top what happened next.  She managed to peek around Sylvia’s shoulder to watch as the young man she didn’t know walked towards the crazed Ms. Chiostro to profess his love for her.  Their lips touched and then the entire basement exploded in a flash of light like the one Emma had experienced after she’d been taken from the cauldron.  She closed her eyes in time to avoid being blinded.  When she opened her eyes again, Ms. Chiostro stabbed the young man in the chest.  Strangely, as he collapsed to the floor she told him that she loved him.
 
   Things got stranger as the young man lay on the floor.  His body twitched for a few moments before it disappeared.  One moment it was there and the next it was gone.  This would have been odd enough, except a moment later another body appeared on the floor.  This body belonged to a young Asian woman about Ms. Chiostro’s age.  When she stood up, her glossy black hair covered most of her back.  She pushed this hair forward to cover her breasts.
 
   “Who are you?” Ms. Chiostro asked.  She dropped the knife to the floor.
 
   “I’m Akako,” the woman said.  “It means ‘red’ in Japanese.”
 
   “You’re another one of him, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  He told you, didn’t he?  There are many of us.”
 
   “But what happened to him?  Where did he go?”
 
   “He’s dead.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   The Asian woman who called herself Akako stepped forward to take Ms. Chiostro by the shoulders.  “Where I come from, you were my husband.”
 
   “Husband?  As in I was a man?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And I died?”
 
   “Yes.  But now we can be together again.  Red made the sacrifice.  His death opened a hole in reality.  A hole for me to step through.”  Akako touched Ms. Chiostro’s cheek.  “I know it won’t be the same, but I still love you.”
 
   “You don’t even know me!”
 
   Throughout this, Sylvia kept little Emma and Becky pressed close, her metal hook cold against Emma’s back.  Emma could feel Sylvia shake, unable to watch the strange events with her sister.  Emma still peeked around her shoulder to watch as the Asian woman pulled Ms. Chiostro close.  “I love you, Agnes.  I look into your eyes and they’re the same as his.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “Don’t you see?  We’re meant to be together.”
 
   “I don’t know—” Akako silenced her with a kiss on the mouth.  The part of Emma’s brain that belonged to a baby wanted to turn away—kissing was yucky.  She continued to watch as Ms. Chiostro kissed Akako back.
 
   When they parted, Ms. Chiostro turned to Emma.  “It’s not nice to peek, young lady,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   Sylvia finally let them go and turned to face her sister.  “So you’re Red too?”
 
   “Yes.  In a way”
 
   Sylvia looked as if she wanted to ask something else, but then she just shook her head.  Becky, now freed from Sylvia’s bosom, began to wail.
 
   “Don’t worry, girls.  I’ll take care of you.  Just close your eyes.”
 
   “Agnes, don’t—” Sylvia said.
 
   “It’ll be all right, dear.  Trust me.”  Ms. Chiostro turned to the girls.  “Now, do as I said.  Close your eyes.”
 
   With a huff, Becky closed her eyes, as did Emma.  A minute later, Ms. Chiostro said in a husky voice, “OK, girls, you can open them.”
 
   Emma opened her eyes and looked down to see her adult breasts—such as they were.  Her midsection was a little more padded than before so that her ribs didn’t show through.  When she put a hand to her head, she felt her hair had grown back to shoulder length, like before she had lost her job at the Plaine Museum.
 
   As for Becky, she was still heavy, but back to only a little plump instead of morbidly obese, like before Steve’s death.  She took a handful of her gut and gave it a shake.  “I’ve never been so glad to see this before in my life,” she said.  She turned to Emma and hugged her.  It had been too long since they had hugged like that—like best friends.
 
   The moment didn’t last long enough for Emma’s taste.  Becky pulled away and turned to Ms. Chiostro.  “Thank—” she stopped as the witch collapsed to the floor.
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   Akako knelt down beside Ms. Chiostro.  She took the other woman’s hand.  “She’ll be fine.  She just needs some rest.”  Akako scooped her up from the floor and then began to carry Ms. Chiostro up the stairs.
 
   Emma started after her until Sylvia tapped her shoulder with her claw.  “Maybe you should get dressed first.”  
 
   Her cheeks red, Emma reached down to pick up the clothes on the floor.  At first she picked up Becky’s much larger shirt and sweatpants.  Then she remembered who she was again and picked up Emma Earl’s clothes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Emma and Becky followed Ms. Chiostro’s lead by going to sleep.  Emma went up to her room in the guest bedroom while Sylvia allowed Becky to use her bed.  The old witch spent the night beside her sister’s bed, along with Akako.  Emma checked in on Ms. Chiostro, but the witch looked no different than when she’d collapsed in the basement.  She was still pale and drawn.
 
   Emma set the rusty thimble next to Ms. Chiostro’s bed; she hoped the talisman would protect the witch as it had protected her in Russia.  Then she put a hand to the witch’s forehead; Ms. Chiostro’s skin felt like ice and yet she sweated.  “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Her power was too unstable after that fight with Greesha and she tried to use too much of it,” Sylvia said softly.  “It’ll take time for her to stabilize.  Or she might never come out of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  “This is my fault.”
 
   “Agnes knows better,” Sylvia said.  The old witch dropped her sister’s limp hand and then stomped out of the room.  Despite the anger on the surface, Emma suspected Sylvia’s heart was broken.  She didn’t go after Sylvia; she figured the witch needed some time alone.
 
   Becky stood in the hallway; she watched Ms. Chiostro from the doorway, but didn’t move any closer.  Emma updated her on the witch’s condition.  “She’ll make it,” Becky said.
 
   Before they parted for the night, Emma cleared her throat and then said, “You were a pretty good Scarlet Knight.  All things considered.”
 
   “Not as good as you.”
 
   “I’ve had more practice.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I think only Emma Earl can handle being Emma Earl.”  Becky patted her on the shoulder.  “Goodnight, kid.”
 
   “Goodnight.”  As she sank onto the mattress, Emma wondered if she would hear the Call again.  Would she be allowed to put the armor on again?  She hoped so.  She glanced at the meteor crate at the foot of her bed.  Sarah had transferred herself back into the meteor after Emma had fetched it from Rampart State, or at least so the alien had claimed.  Whether Sarah had actually done so, Emma didn’t know.  She supposed she would find out when she tried to put on the scarlet armor again.  Before that, she needed some sleep.
 
   She expected to dream, to replay her memories of Becky, or the horrible incident in the basement of Ms. Chiostro’s house.  Or perhaps her mother would again urge her to take up the Scarlet Knight’s cause or perhaps Sarah would visit her to remind her what she needed to do.
 
   There was nothing, only an empty blackness as when she was in the cauldron.  Only this time she didn’t awake to a horrible burst of white light.  She awoke to a hand shaking her.  “Come on, kid, it’s time to get up,” Becky said—in Becky’s voice.
 
   Emma sat up in bed.  She checked to make sure she was still herself and that she was still an adult.  “You’re still you,” Becky said.  Emma turned to face her.  “And I’m still me.”
 
   “Well, that’s something.”  Emma pulled back the covers to stand up.  She nearly catapulted herself from the bed; she wasn’t used to so little effort to move herself after so much time in Becky’s heavier body.
 
   Becky caught her before she fell and steadied her.  “You should have seen me trying to get out of bed.  It was like trying to climb out of quicksand.  Still, it’s good to be me again.  At least, mostly me.”  She patted the stomach that had shrunk significantly thanks to Ms. Chiostro.
 
   “How is she doing?”
 
   “She’s still sleeping.  That girl is with her.”
 
   “What about Sylvia?”
 
   “She went out to find her truck.  It seems somebody took it for a joyride.”
 
   “I couldn’t take the meteor on the bus.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll be fine.  Gives her something to do anyway.”
 
   “I suppose so.”  Emma followed her friend down to the kitchen for breakfast.  She was relieved to find her brain didn’t demand she stuff it full of fatty foods.  She only had the stomach for a piece of toast with a light coat of strawberry jam.
 
   Even Becky didn’t seem to have much of an appetite; she ate only three pieces of toast with a larger amount of jam and butter.  “It’s going to take some getting used to,” Becky said.  “I don’t think I ate more than a couple of crackers when I was you.”  She shook her head.  “Though I did start craving those awful protein shakes—and Red Bull.”
 
   Emma laughed at this.  She knew better, though, than to describe her eating habits in Becky’s body.  “I could go for one of those myself.”
 
   Though for the moment things seemed all right between them, Emma knew it was because they had not discussed the main bone of contention:  Dan.  He was at the Rampart Arms hotel right now and thought he loved Becky.  What would happen the next time he saw her?  Would he realize it wasn’t the same Becky he’d made love to earlier?
 
   She knew better than to mention this as well.  For the moment it was better to focus on the more serious problems.  “We’ve got to take care of those Russians—and Koschei,” she announced.  “I think I have an idea how to do it.”
 
   “Didn’t we already take care of the Russians?  Donovan should have them by now.”
 
   “There will be more of them.  Bykov won’t stop until he gets the meteor.  He doesn’t know what it is, but he knows it’s powerful.”
 
   “What exactly is it?” she asked and Emma told her.  “An alien ship?  Like little green men?”
 
   “They look pretty much like giant grasshoppers.  With silver eyes.”
 
   “Giant grasshoppers with silver eyes?  And how do they fit into that thing?”
 
   “They’ve turned their bodies into energy.”  She was about to launch into a lecture of how this worked, but she could tell Becky wasn’t interested.  “It’s like their souls are in there.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  How many are there?”
 
   “Two.  One calls herself Sarah—”
 
   “Sarah?”
 
   “It’s easier to say than her real name.”
 
   “I see.  Go on.”
 
   “She attached herself to me.  That’s why we switched bodies; the armor didn’t want her touching it.”
 
   “That’s pretty self-centered of it.”
 
   “The other one attached itself to Bykov’s son Ivan back in Russia.  He came here and now he’s trying to hunt me down.”
 
   “So he’s Koschei?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he’s this Bykov guy’s son?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wonderful.  So what’s your great idea?”
 
   “We lure the Russians and Koschei into an ambush.  Then we deal with them all at once.”
 
   “How are we going to do that?  We don’t know where any of them are.”
 
   “I’ll take care of that.”  Emma looked down at the table.  “There’s something I’m going to need you to do, but it’ll have to wait until Sylvia gets back.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I’ll explain later—after I’ve talked with her.”
 
   “So what do you need me to do?”
 
   “Nothing for the moment.  Maybe Akako needs some help upstairs.”
 
   “I’d rather not go up there.  That woman gives me the creeps.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” Emma said.  She thought of how the woman had just appeared from nowhere.  From what she could gather, it was some kind of dimensional rift the other Red had opened before he died.  Emma didn’t understand all of the specifics, nor did she really want to.  Like Becky, she would prefer not to be around the woman, at least for now.  If Akako stuck around, she supposed they would have to deal with it.
 
   Emma pushed back from the table and nearly fell over in her chair when she used too much force.  “This will take some getting used to,” she said.  Becky grinned at her.  “If you don’t mind, I need to make a long-distance phone call.”
 
   Emma went into the parlor to use Ms. Chiostro’s phone.  It took some effort to get the international operator to connect her with Bykov’s estate in Russia.  She supposed Bykov was the type who would send out his goons to punish a telemarketer for a call during dinner.  After a half-hour, she finally managed to reach Markova.
 
   “Dr. Earl, it is a pleasure to hear your voice,” the woman said.
 
   “I suppose you already know what happened.”
 
   “Yes.  My employer is furious.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll have his B team to send for us.”
 
   “Yes.  Unless you cooperate.”
 
   “That’s what I intend to do.  I’m tired of this bloodshed.  You can tell your employer he can have his rock and his son back tonight.”
 
   “His son?  You know where Ivan is?”
 
   “I have a pretty good idea where he will be.  Tell your employer to have his men meet me at the Hillside Reservoir at midnight.  In exchange for the meteor and Ivan, I expect no further acts of violence against my friends or me.  Is that clear?”
 
   “I understand.  I will make the arrangements myself.”
 
   “Good.  I trust I won’t have to deal with any double-crosses?”
 
   “I will make certain of it, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma hung up the phone.
 
   “The reservoir?” Becky asked from the doorway.  “Why there?”
 
   “You’ll see.”  Emma checked the clock on the wall; she had nearly slept in until noon.  There was still a lot to be done in the next twelve hours.  “Anyway, I have to go see someone.”
 
   “Are you going to see Dan?  It might be a little awkward, don’t you think?”
 
   “No, someone else.”  Emma said nothing else; she headed up to her room to find her waterproof boots and a can of air freshener.
 
   ***
 
   She saw the ruined sculpture of her at a junction in the sewer pipes.  The toilet paper roll limbs had been smashed flat, as had the cardboard chest.  The head had vanished completely; she imagined Jim had smashed it to pieces and then hurled it into a pipe that fed into the harbor so he would never have to see her face again in any form.
 
   Because of this, she expected trouble.  For a man who lived in the sewers, Jim Rizzard was surprisingly sensitive.  Emma was the only human friend he had made in over twenty years; her apparent abandonment would probably make him never trust another human again.  At least not unless she could convince him to forgive her.
 
   There was another, more selfish reason for her to apologize to Jim.  Besides that she needed the sewer pipes to reach the Sanctuary, she had the more immediate need to cut through the sewers to reach the reservoir without the risk Koschei would follow her.  The last thing she wanted was for him to jump her before she could spring her trap.  With the sewers, she hoped to cut down on that possibility.
 
   As she continued along the sewers, she was grateful for the waterproof boots.  She had grown used to the smell, but she still didn’t like to touch the water; she never knew what sort of things could be in it.  In Rampart City you never knew what someone might flush down their toilet.  
 
   Though her eyesight wasn’t good enough without the Scarlet Knight’s helmet to see in the dark, she could sense some of Jim’s friends behind her.  She wondered where Pepe had gone after the cement plant.  That answer came soon enough as the rat swam along the surface of the water towards her, his silver stripe recognizable even in the water.
 
   She greeted him in ratspeak.  This prompted him to stop for a moment.  Behind Pepe, Emma could see dozens of other rats, a sort of rodent attack group sent by Jim to eliminate her, or at least to determine her intentions.
 
   Pepe swam over to the side of the pipe and emerged from the water.  He shook himself off like a dog.  Through a series of squeaks and hisses, he asked if it was really her.  “Yes, it’s me.  I’m back to my old self again,” she replied in the rat language.  She half-expected Pepe to jump on her with joy, but instead he warily approached her.  His nose sniffed at her foot to determine if it really was her.  After a moment of deliberation, he squeaked happily.
 
   “Thank you.  I am glad to be myself again.”  She bent down to pat the rat on the head like a faithful dog.  “Becky’s fine too.  And so is Dan.  Thanks to you.”
 
   If it were possible, she imagined the rat would blush.  Instead, he nuzzled her boot.  “I need to talk to Jim,” she said.  “I know he doesn’t want to talk to me, but I need to explain things to him.”
 
   Pepe considered this for a moment.  The rat faced the moral dilemma of whether to betray his best friend’s wishes or alienate his other friend.  Nine months ago Emma would not have thought such a thing possible.  The rat came to his decision; he turned to his brothers and sisters to tell them to allow Emma safe passage.  In ratspeak he referred to her as a queen, with Jim as the king.  She wondered if Pepe had devised this title or if it came from Jim, who perhaps believed them to be a couple.  That would certainly explain his anguish over her disappearance.
 
   She considered this as she followed Pepe to the Sewer Rat’s lair in an old pipe that had been shut down by the water department.  He had fashioned furniture for himself out of old boxes, crates, newspapers, and anything else he could find.  At the moment, he sat on a stool made of old milk crates while he worked on another of his sculptures.  From what Emma could tell, it wasn’t of her.
 
   “What’s that you’re working on?” she asked.
 
   The Sewer Rat turned around; his beady eyes glared at her from behind his tangled hair.  “You!  No welcome.”
 
   Emma put her hands up in supplication.  “I know and I understand.  I’m very sorry for what happened.  I didn’t mean to hurt you.  Some very strange things happened that were out of my control.  It was all an accident.”
 
   She started to explain how she’d switched bodies with Becky, but Jim held up a hand.  “You left.  You not say goodbye.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.  Things happened so quickly.  I didn’t have a chance.  I wanted to, I really did.”
 
   “You come back different.”
 
   “I did.  But it wasn’t really me.  It was my friend Becky.  There was an accident and we switched bodies—”
 
   It was hard to read the Sewer Rat’s expressions with his wild hair and dirt-stained face.  Still, Emma could tell he didn’t believe her.  She couldn’t blame him for his skepticism; she had gone through it and she found it hard to believe.  “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true.  I was my friend Becky and she was me.  That’s why she didn’t know how to speak to Pepe or the others.”
 
   Pepe came forward to intercede on her behalf.  He told Jim that this was the real Emma, not the impostor.  The Sewer Rat snapped back that he would decide this for himself.  “Why you carry that?” he asked.  He pointed to the aerosol can in her pocket.  “Why you have weapon?”
 
   “I didn’t know how you were going to greet me.”
 
   “Real you not need that.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She took the can from her pocket and then tossed it to Jim.  He caught it as if it were a live grenade and then set it on his makeshift desk.  Now that he had moved back, Emma could see that the figure he had been at work on was much wider than the sculpture of her.  He had used discarded loops of videotape to fashion dark hair for it as well.  “That’s Becky,” she said.  “That’s my friend.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re making a sculpture of her?”  Emma couldn’t help but feel a sting of jealousy, even though she knew it was silly to feel that way.
 
   “Pepe said her friend of us,” he said, using Pepe’s unpronounceable rat name.  “He said her like you used to be.”
 
   “That’s because she was me.”
 
   The Sewer Rat stood up from his desk.  Emma braced herself as he came towards her.  Jim wasn’t very big, but he had the wiry strength of one of his friends.  Still, with a few well-timed moves she could take him down.  The problem then would be to escape without being devoured by Pepe and the tens of thousands of other rats who called the sewers home.
 
   Jim stood inches away from her; his pungent odor dampened the rest of the smells in the sewer.  She closed her eyes as he leaned in to smell her as Pepe had earlier.  His nose wasn’t quite as sharp, but it was still keener than the average human’s.  She felt the pointed tip of his nose touch her neck and then bury itself in her hair.  She began to wonder if he wanted to determine her identity or if he had something else in mind.
 
   His nose finally pulled away from her.  She opened her eyes to find him looking into those eyes.  “You her,” he said at last.  “You real Emma.”
 
   “Yes, I am.”  She put a hand on the fur coat that covered Jim’s arm and tried not to think about what it was made from.  “I’m sorry for what happened.  I’ve really appreciated our friendship these last few months.  It’s meant so much to me during these difficult times.”  Her eyes began to tear up and not from the smell.  “Can you forgive me?”
 
   He stared at her for a long time.  Finally, he said, “I forgive.”  Unconcerned about the smell or filth that would get on her clothes, she hugged him.  His nose buried itself in her hair again.  She supposed this time he definitely wasn’t trying to determine her identity.  “I hate to ask, but I need a favor.”  She told him about her meeting at the reservoir.
 
   “It fine.  You go.  But be careful.”
 
   “I will.”  Before she left, she motioned to the sculpture.  “What are you going to do with that now?”
 
   “I keep.  Make new one for you.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  To her surprise she found herself genuinely happy about this.  Never in her childhood dreams had she ever imagined she would become the object of affection for the Sewer Rat.  She had always thought she would end up with someone like Dan.  “I have to get going.  I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   “Yes.  Tonight.  I go with you.”
 
   “Sure.  It’s a date.”  She winked at him before she walked away and hoped she hadn’t led him on too much.  After all, there was no way they could ever have a relationship, not unless she moved to the sewers or he renounced his hatred of humanity to return to the surface.  Neither of these outcomes seemed very likely.  With a sigh, she started back up the ladder to the real world.
 
   ***
 
   When Emma returned to Ms. Chiostro’s house, the witch still had not woken up.  Akako remained by her side; she held Ms. Chiostro’s hand and occasionally wiped the witch’s forehead with a washcloth.  Sylvia had returned with her truck, but she steadfastly refused to go back upstairs; she preferred instead to sit in the basement.
 
   Emma didn’t want to go down there, not after what had happened there a little more than twelve hours earlier.  Still, with Ms. Chiostro out of commission she didn’t have much of a choice.  She sucked in a deep breath before she descended the stairs.
 
   The basement looked as if nothing had happened.  Sylvia’s weapons still hung on the walls and in her vault.  Her barber chair remained to one side, her styling tools on a tray beside it.  The cauldron, the blood, the skull, and the wolf pelt had all vanished.  “Don’t look so surprised,” Sylvia snapped.  “I’m a witch too.”
 
   “I know you are.”
 
   “I wasn’t as good at all that domestic stuff.  Not like Agnes and Sophie.  I was the offensive magic expert.  Fat lot of good that did against that Greesha bitch.”
 
   “But you’re a good witch too.  You’ve helped me a lot.  Not to mention the people of Grakistan and a lot of others.”
 
   “Anyone can cut hair and sell guns.”
 
   Sylvia dropped onto her barber’s chair with a tired sigh.  Emma wasn’t sure exactly what she could say to make the witch feel better, not with her sister upstairs in a coma and possibly dying.  “You do more than that.  You fixed my visor so the Black Dragoon’s eyes couldn’t hurt me.  You fought those demons in Robinson Park with me.  And you fought against Isis.”
 
   “Big deal.”  She held up her metal hand.  “This never would have happened to Agnes.”
 
   “She almost died too.  Not even she could beat Isis.”
 
   “You’re the only one who could.”
 
   “I didn’t really beat her.  She beat herself.”  Emma took a stool out of Sylvia’s vault so she could sit next to the witch.  “What’s really bothering you?”
 
   “You mean other than my sister is in a coma?”
 
   “Why aren’t you up there with her?  I’m sure she’ll want to see you when she wakes up.”
 
   “She’ll want to see that thing when she wakes up.”
 
   “You mean Akako?”
 
   “Who else would I mean?  That little snot took her into the vault and then let her bond with that fucking monster and she’s madly in love with him—or her, or whatever the hell it is.”
 
   Now Emma could see the problem; Sylvia was jealous of her younger rival.  If Ms. Chiostro woke up and began to spend more time with Akako, then Sylvia would be alone, with no one to love her.  It was similar to why Jim had been so angry with her for what had happened.  “Well, maybe you can turn this into an advantage.  Maybe it’s time to shake up your life a little bit.  You could make yourself young too.  You could find some new friends.”
 
   “You mean I should go prancing around like some floozy?”
 
   “Not if you don’t want to.  There are plenty of young people who aren’t floozies—like me.  We could go out some time, if you want.”
 
   “That’s sweet of you, but I don’t need a pity date.”
 
   “I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “I know you are.”  Sylvia smiled at her.  “You’re always trying to help.  That’s why you’re the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “I guess it is.”
 
   Sylvia heaved herself out of the chair.  “In this case you’re probably right.  I’ve felt old for so long.  I just got thinking that’s how it’d always be.”  She shook her head.  “Maybe it’s time to try being young again.”  Sylvia muttered a few words and an instant later an entirely different woman stood before Emma.  Emma had seen this woman before when they had fought demons in Robinson Park in an alternate timeline.  She had the same long, wavy dark red hair, but now her skin wasn’t dotted with pimples, so that she looked the same age as Emma.  If anything, they could pass as sisters.  “What do you think?”
 
   “You’re beautiful.”
 
   “You’re not just saying that to be nice, are you?”
 
   Before Emma could answer, Becky stuck her head into the basement.  “Are you two—hey, who’s that?”
 
   “It’s Sylvia.”
 
   “That’s a hell of a makeover,” Becky said.
 
   The only thing that hadn’t changed was the metal claw on Sylvia’s left arm.  Isis’s magic had permanently snuffed out that hand.  
 
   “I’m glad I’ve got you both here,” Emma said.  “There’s something I need from both of you, but you aren’t going to like it—especially you, Becky.”
 
   Becky came down the stairs cautiously; she looked, as Emma had, for any sign of the evil cauldron or the rest of the items from the ritual.  She even more cautiously approached Emma and the new, younger Sylvia.  But she did notice the same thing Emma did.  “You two look like sisters.  I think Emma would be the big sister.”
 
   “Gee, thanks,” Emma said.
 
   “That’s what all those late hours do to you.”
 
   Emma shook her head and then got to the point.  As expected, Becky didn’t like it.  Eventually, though, she realized, as Emma did, that it was the only way.  “All right, let’s do it.”  Becky wagged a finger at Emma.  “But this is the last time, you got that?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Sylvia rubbed her good hand against her claw.  “Let’s make some magic,” she said with a grin that struck Emma as a little too happy.
 
   A few minutes later it was all over. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   They parted ways at Ms. Chiostro’s house, with Becky in Sylvia’s truck to go to the reservoir.  The formerly old witch would go along as backup; she took along a cache of weapons that would make Rambo blush.  The sight of pretty young Sylvia armed with a .50-caliber machine gun looked more comical than deadly to Emma; she imagined the recoil would throw the witch a good twenty feet.  Still, if things went wrong with the Russians, that much firepower might be necessary.
 
   Emma was relieved in a way when she said the magic words and the case of red armor appeared in her bedroom.  The angelic faces showed up this time and the case yawned open without any difficulty.  She reached inside to pull out the armor and began to put it on for the first time in what seemed like forever.
 
   She wondered if Becky could still put on the scarlet armor or if their body switch had somehow overridden the Call she had heard while in Emma’s body.  That was something she thought best not to find out; she didn’t want to deal with any more of the armor’s eccentricities at the moment.  With a deep breath she finally seated the helmet on her head to at last become the Scarlet Knight again.
 
   She didn’t use the rooftops; instead she opened the nearest manhole cover to drop into the sewers.  She wasn’t alone for long before Pepe showed up.  The striped rat indicated Jim would be at the spot they had determined previously.  She let him climb up the armor to rest on her shoulder as she continued along the sewer pipes.
 
   Someone else joined her in the pipe as well.  “So it’s you again?” Marlin asked.
 
   “Yes.  You missed all the excitement.”
 
   “I didn’t miss it, believe me.  Old Greesha is a nasty piece of work.  Did I tell you about the time her sister killed me in the afterlife?  Two of a kind they are.”
 
   “I guess so,” Emma said.  She shivered at the thought if both of those nasty witches got together sometime.  “Have you seen any sign of Koschei?”
 
   “No.  The bugger’s lying low, that’s for sure.”
 
   “Great.  Just keep your eyes peeled in case he does show up.”
 
   “What exactly is it you’re trying to do?”  Marlin asked.  She told him.  “And I thought the other one’s plans were asinine.”
 
   “Becky did all right considering she didn’t have time for training or anything.”
 
   “Yes, well, she certainly put the fear of God into our friend the don.”
 
   Emma stopped to look up at the ghost.  “What did she do?”  He told her about Becky’s raid on the Plastic Hippo, where she had shot almost two-dozen of the don’s henchmen.  Emma shook her head.  “Now that place will be impossible to get into without an army.”
 
   Marlin went on to tell her about the trap Koschei had set for Becky in the alley; he’d killed a woman to use her for bait.  “Other than that she did a bang-up job.”
 
   “Well, what did you expect?  This wasn’t supposed to be her job.”
 
   “You’re finally understanding that, are you?”
 
   Emma realized he meant her ill-fated trip to Russia, when she had tried to disavow her duties as the Scarlet Knight.  “I guess so.  I’m the one who has to do it and take the responsibility for what happens.”
 
   “Yes, God forbid we lose you again too soon.  Who knows what sort of person we’ll end up with,” Marlin said.  
 
   Emma knew this was as close to a compliment as she would get.  “Thanks.  You should get up there and see if you can find Koschei.  If not, take a look around the reservoir and see if Bykov’s trying to double-cross us.”
 
   “At your service, madam,” Marlin grumbled before he disappeared.
 
   As Pepe had indicated, Jim met them at a junction with about a hundred of his oldest, toughest friends.  These would be more insurance in case things with the Russians went wrong.  To show their “queen” deference, the rats moved aside as she came along the pipe.  “You late,” Jim said.
 
   “Sorry.  I ran into a friend.”
 
   “We hurry.”
 
   “Lead the way.”  Emma had learned most of the sewer pipes that ran through Rampart City, but to reach the reservoir they would have to leave the actual sewers to use the aqueduct pipes that drained water from the reservoir to the rest of the city.  Those pipes would be filled with water if the reservoir was in use, but they were lucky that at the moment the city hadn’t tapped into that supply of water.  Should someone decide to throw the switch to drain water into the pipes, Emma, Jim, and all of his friends would drown.
 
   There wasn’t much discussion along the way.  Jim did reach into his pocket to take out a miniature version of one of his sculptures.  The toilet paper roll chest and Popsicle stick limbs were colored red; Emma detected the scent of nail polish.  The doll’s ball of newspaper head had a shock of orange hair that dangled from it about the same color as Emma’s.  She thought better than to ask from where he had gotten it.  “It’s beautiful,” she said.  “Is it for me?”
 
   “Yes.  You keep.  Remember your friends.”
 
   “I will.”  Beneath the helmet her cheeks turned red as she realized a slight problem.  “Can you hold on to it until we’re done?  I don’t have any pockets on this.”
 
   Jim did better than that; he handed the doll to one of his soldiers.  “He take to you nest.  Leave there.”
 
   “That’ll work too.”  Beneath the helmet she smiled.  The moment was short-lived as she opened the hatch to lead them into the water pipes.  She stood in the pipe for a moment, to listen for the roar of water to indicate someone had decided to drain the reservoir.  There was nothing except the sounds of the rats behind her.
 
   “OK, let’s go,” she said.
 
   ***
 
   Along the way to the reservoir, Becky sneaked peeks at Sylvia and then at herself in the mirror.  She couldn’t believe she’d agreed to Emma’s plan; her plan to capture Koschei in the Aquatix plant had been better than this.  A lot less complicated at any rate.  She supposed needlessly complicated plans like this were why Emma was the genius.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Sylvia said.  Her voice sounded a lot less harsh now.  “Everything’s going to work out fine.  You do your part and then run for cover.  If you get into trouble, I’ll come in there after you.”
 
   “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Becky said.
 
   Sylvia took her good hand off the wheel to toss a tress of dark red hair over her shoulder.  “You think because I’m good-looking I can’t be tough too?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   “I was killing demons and vampires in this body when your great-great-great-great-great-grandma wasn’t even a twinkle in anyone’s eye.”
 
   This sounded ludicrous to Becky, but then her entire life for the last week had been ludicrous.  “Sorry.  It’s just I’d prefer not to have to dodge bullets if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Those Russians won’t have the nerve to try crossing us again.  You gave them a good taste of what will happen the last time, right?”
 
   “I suppose.”  Becky thought about her rescue of Emma and Dan and Emma’s anger at her afterwards.  She supposed to shoot the Russians hadn’t been the most Scarlet Knight-like thing for her to do.  What other choice did she have?  Emma would have found a way of course.  She probably could have guided the Sword of Justice to disable him or could have jumped him with one of her karate moves.  But Becky wasn’t Emma, even if she looked like her on the outside.  She had done the best she could, but in the end she hadn’t been much better than Don Vendetta’s thugs or that nasty witch who’d possessed Ms. Chiostro.  Some people just weren’t cut out for being a superhero.
 
   “Come on, stop looking so glum,” Sylvia said.  “We’ll do this and tomorrow everything will be back to normal.”
 
   Becky resisted the urge to snort at this.  Normal?  She didn’t know what that meant anymore.  She hadn’t felt normal since Steve died.  The day of her wedding she thought they would have a normal life together with a house and then a couple of kids, maybe a dog.  It would be the life she had always dreamed of.  An assassin’s bullet had destroyed all of that to leave her with nothing.
 
   In the window she saw Robinson Tower and some of the other skyscrapers of the city.  She thought about Dan in the Rampart Arms hotel, how he thought he loved her and that he’d made love to her when really he loved Emma and had made love to her.  Provided she wasn’t gunned down by the Russian mob tonight, she would have to sort out that situation, just another part of her “normal” life.
 
   Sylvia let her off at the gates to the reservoir.  There were no guards to patrol the grounds and no alarm system; the city didn’t think anyone would bother to steal water from the reservoir.  If she survived, Becky made a note to bring this issue up with Napier; she doubted Emma was the first person to use this as the site of a shady deal.
 
   The fence didn’t even have barbed wire along the top of it, so Becky could scale the fence and drop onto the other side.  The problem came in that she thought with Emma’s body instead of her own.  She reached for a link of the fence with Emma’s longer arms only to realize she grasped at air.  Becky concentrated and made it over the fence to drop onto the other side.
 
   From there she made her way to the meeting spot, just an unremarkable spot of concrete next to the reservoir at roughly the center of it.  Moonlight glinted off the calm surface of the manmade lake; any other time it would have looked beautiful.  Becky checked her watch:  11:55.  She still had five minutes until the Russians were due to arrive.  As she looked around, she tried to determine where Emma would be in the scarlet armor.  The site wasn’t visible to her, which she supposed was the point.
 
   Three minutes later she heard footsteps against the concrete.  The Russians were early.  Becky gulped; now they would find out if Emma’s plan—and Sylvia’s magic—worked.  She fidgeted nervously where she stood and wished she could have brought a gun or a can of mace or even a stick to at least give her the illusion of being able to protect herself.  As it was, she felt like a sitting duck in the open with a half-dozen heavily armed men bearing down on her.
 
   At their head was a woman who looked as if she were about to attend a board meeting rather than a covert, illegal meeting.  The woman actually smiled at Becky.  “Dr. Earl,” she said in her accented English.  “It is good to see you again.”
 
   “Thanks,” Becky said in Emma’s voice.  Becky had questioned why it was so imperative for the Russians to see Emma Earl at the meeting.  Couldn’t Emma have just said her friend Becky would make the trade?
 
   “Not for something important like this,” Emma said.  “They’ll smell a trap then.”
 
   Grudgingly, Becky had to agree with this.  So just hours after she had switched back to her normal body, Becky looked like Emma again.  The only difference was this time she merely looked like Emma; Sylvia’s spell created a sort of optical illusion to fool anyone who saw Becky into thinking they saw Emma.  That had left Becky with a sense of double-vision as she saw Emma’s phantom limbs.
 
   “Well, here I am,” Becky said.
 
   “But you do not have the meteor or Ivan,” the woman Emma had referred to as Markova said.  “Are you trying to trick us?”
 
   “No, of course not,” Becky said.  “I just want to make sure you hold up your end of the deal.  Once you’ve guaranteed my safety, then I’ll show you where the case and your employer’s son are.”
 
   “I can only give you my word that you and your friends will not be harmed.”
 
   “I think you can do better than that.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You’ll stay here with me and your buddies will go fetch the rock and kid.  If they try anything I’ll break your neck.”  As always, threats like this sounded feeble in Emma’s voice.  Becky did successfully resist the urge to add a swear word or two in there, so she wouldn’t give herself away.
 
   Markova considered this for a moment.  Then she turned to bark something at her companions.  Becky wished she had Emma’s knowledge of Russian to know what they said.  When Markova turned back to her, she said, “That will be acceptable.  Where are the meteor and Ivan?”
 
   Becky turned to point to the spot Emma had indicated on a map.  “Over there behind the pumping station.”
 
   Markova said something in Russian again.  Then the half-dozen Russians left.  Becky shifted awkwardly from one foot to another and waited for her cue to take cover.  That came when she heard the first gunshot.  Then Becky snatched Markova by the arm to drag her over to the lip of the hill.  “What are you doing?” the Russian woman asked.  “You have violated our agreement!”
 
   “I’d have thought you’d learned not to trust the word of an American by now,” Becky said with a smile.
 
   A minute later it was all over.  Becky heard Emma’s Scarlet Knight voice call out, “Dr. Earl, Ms. Markova?  You can come out—”
 
   Becky peeked over the edge just in time to watch Emma fly across the reservoir, a black shape in pursuit.  “What is that?” Markova asked.
 
   “That’s Ivan.  If you know what’s good for you, stay here.”
 
   Then Becky hurried off to carry out the next phase of the plan.  She just hoped Emma could survive long enough to hold up her end of it.
 
   ***
 
   The Russian goons didn’t take long to subdue.  Emma took four of them out with a variety of her best moves while Jim and his friends overpowered the other two.  It felt good to fly around in the Scarlet Knight’s armor, to feel the fluidity of her limbs as they executed a spin kick or throw or a variety of other moves.  For the first time since she’d emerged from the cauldron, she really felt like herself again.
 
   Once the last of the Russians was down, she turned to Jim.  “Thanks for your help.  Can you watch them until the police get here?”
 
   “We watch them,” Jim said.
 
   Emma nodded to him and then stepped out from behind the pumping station.  She was in the middle of calling for Becky and Markova when something heavy landed on top of her.  Though she couldn’t see it, she knew Koschei had arrived.  Somehow he had shown up and no one—not even Marlin—had seen him.  That was probably due to the alien’s influence, she had time to think before he flung her across the reservoir like the doll Jim had made for her.
 
   The armor cushioned the fall so she didn’t break any bones, though if she survived she might have a nice bruise tomorrow morning.  She rolled to her side and wrapped herself in the golden cape at the same time to disappear.  Koschei thundered down to where she had been and then looked around with his silver eyes.
 
   “I know what you are,” Emma said.  She threw her voice to sound as if she were behind him when in reality she stood three feet in front of him.  “Your partner told me.  She wants to help you.  If you follow me, I can take you to her.”
 
   “I don’t need her help,” Koschei said.  He swiped at the air behind him where her voice had come from.  “She’s the one who’s sick.  She thinks we are merely explorers.  We should be conquerors.”
 
   “Is that what you want?” Emma asked.  She changed the direction of her voice to further confuse him.  “You think killing me will let you take over Earth?”
 
   “Once your puny leaders have seen that I have defeated their most powerful champion, they will bow to my will.”
 
   “That’s not likely to happen.  A lot of people here would be grateful to you for getting rid of me.  But they aren’t going to surrender to you.  Not without a fight.”
 
   “Then I will destroy them as easily as I will destroy you.”
 
   Emma nodded to herself.  She had tried to reason with him.  Now she would try a different form of persuasion.  With the cape still around her body, she charged straight at Koschei.  It was difficult to get up much speed with the cape on, but she got just enough so that when they collided, he collapsed to the ground. 
 
   She shook the cape away to reveal herself.  He recovered more quickly than she’d hoped, to kick her in the midsection and send her back a good ten feet.  He already raced towards her as she scrambled to her feet.
 
   He came at her like a bull and like a matador she sidestepped his rush.  She shoved him as he passed; the augmented strength of the armor allowed her to push him into the reservoir.  She hopped into the water after him.
 
   Though the scarlet armor looked like plate armor, its magic made it weigh almost nothing.  Otherwise she would have sunk to the bottom of the reservoir and drowned.  Koschei’s alien-enhanced physiology didn’t have this luxury, so that he sank to the bottom.  She hoped he would stay there until he passed out to make things much easier for her.  Somehow, he fought his way to the surface and reached out with one arm to grab her by the cape to yank her down into the water.
 
   We’re going to have to do this the hard way, she thought.  As part of her plan, she and Sylvia had installed a makeshift respirator in her helmet.  She took this in her teeth as she sank into the water so she could breathe.  Koschei didn’t have this luxury either.  
 
   She surprised him when she rolled towards him and then grabbed the front of his coat.  As she leaned against him, she pushed him down into the water, so he couldn’t breathe.  She kept the pressure on him until she could feel his body slacken beneath her.  She waited a few seconds longer in case he attempted to fool her by playing possum.
 
   Satisfied that he had passed out, she dragged him back to the surface of the water.  With an arm around his neck, she hauled him towards the edge.  “Becky!” she shouted.  She’d forgotten Markova might still be listening and was supposed to think that Becky was the real Emma Earl.  “Do it!”
 
   Koschei began to stir in her grasp.  It wouldn’t be long until he was awake again.  She tightened her grip around his neck and slammed his head against the concrete side of the reservoir.  This would have killed an ordinary human, but Koschei’s head actually shattered the concrete.  He groaned at this; his arms reached up to try and break her grip.
 
   Emma heard a splash, but assumed it was part of Koschei’s struggling.  Then out of the corner of her eye she saw herself paddle towards them, the meteor held up over Becky’s head.  Koschei’s eyes opened and then turned wide as if he knew what was about to happen.  
 
   “This is for that woman in the alley,” Becky said as she brought the meteor down on Koschei.  Emma closed her eyes as the world exploded in a burst of light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   Emma found herself in the void again to face a grasshopper-shaped alien with silver eyes.  She hoped it was Sarah and not her partner.  A piece of paper appeared in front of Emma, written in the alien language.  “You have returned him to me,” Sarah said.  “I will deal with him now.”
 
   “He wanted to take over my planet.”
 
   “The madness is deeper than I thought,” Sarah said via another piece of paper.
 
   “Do others of your people think that way?”
 
   “No.  We are too evolved to believe violence solves problems.  Only primitives such as yourself believe that.”
 
   “That isn’t what I believe,” Emma said.  “I would never use violence if I didn’t have to.”
 
   “A minor distinction,” Sarah said.
 
   “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “I will take him home for treatment.  In time the madness will leave him.”
 
   Emma wasn’t so sure about that.  If Sarah’s partner truly believed what he had said, that his people should conquer the “inferior” species they encountered, would he eventually return to Earth at the head of an invasion fleet?  Emma didn’t know; she could only hope Sarah was right and watch the skies for trouble.
 
   Sarah was as stingy with compliments as Marlin.  She said, “You have performed adequately—for an inferior creature.”
 
   The void disappeared and Emma found herself staring up at the sky.  There weren’t many stars visible in Rampart City with the light pollution, but she could make out a faint light that rose higher into the sky.  It winked once and then vanished completely.
 
   She turned onto her side and saw Becky next to her; she still looked like Emma.  She didn’t have long to contemplate this strange, out-of-body moment as she heard Markova say, “What happened here?  Where is the meteor?”
 
   “It’s gone,” Emma said.  “Back from whence it came.”
 
   Beside her, Becky stirred and then put a hand to her head.  Her head snapped around to look over at Emma.  “It’s gone now?”
 
   “It’s gone.  Thanks to you.”
 
   “I had the easy part,” Becky said.  Emma saw her face turn red with embarrassment.
 
   Someone else began to stir.  Emma braced herself as the mound of black clothes that had been Koschei rolled over.  She relaxed a little when she saw only a pair of brown human eyes.  “Where am I?  What is this place?” Ivan Bykov asked in Russian.
 
   “You are in Rampart City—in America,” Markova answered.  “You have been ill.”
 
   “What are you doing here?  Who are these women?”
 
   “I have come to return you to your father.  These are my friends.”
 
   Behind Markova came a metallic click.  “Are you guys all right?” Sylvia asked.  She cradled the enormous .50-caliber machine gun.
 
   “We’re fine,” Emma said.  “Ms. Markova and Mr. Bykov were just leaving.”
 
   “You’re letting them go?” Becky asked.  She pointed to Ivan.  “He killed that woman in the alley.  He nearly killed a bunch of other people by freeing the zoo animals—”
 
   “He didn’t do any of that,” Emma said.  “He was under someone else’s control.”  She turned to face Markova.  “Isn’t that right?”
 
   “Yes, he was not responsible for his actions,” she answered.
 
   “But I don’t think he should show up here again any time soon,” Emma said.  “Or else the police might have to look a little more closely at this.”
 
   “Police?  What are you talking about?” Ivan asked.  
 
   Markova hissed at him to be silent.  “I understand.  He will not return to this place.”
 
   “I think he should stay out of America entirely.  That goes for the rest of Mr. Bykov’s friends too.”
 
   Markova stared at Emma for a moment before she finally nodded.  “Yes, I am sure Mr. Bykov will agree to those terms.”
 
   “Good.  Sylvia, can you round up the rest of Ms. Markova’s friends?  They can go with her—provided they don’t come back.  Ever.”
 
   Becky pulled Emma aside.  “Aren’t you being a little lenient on them?”
 
   “Some problems you can’t solve with violence,” Emma said as she thought back to her conversation with Sarah in the void.  “If we keep them here, it will only give Bykov an excuse to come back for them.  Before you know it, we’ll have a full-blown war between him and Don Vendetta.”
 
   “Maybe that would be a good thing,” Becky said.  “Let them wipe each other out.”
 
   “And how many innocent people get caught in the crossfire?”
 
   “You’re right.  I wish you weren’t.”
 
   Sylvia returned a few minutes later behind a line of Russian goons, her machine gun more than enough incentive to keep them in line.  Markova helped Ivan up and then instructed him to follow the others back to their vehicle.  From her pocket she took out a cell phone.  She barked a few commands into it to demand an airplane be ready for departure as soon as they arrived.  Once this was done, she turned to Emma and Becky.  “I believe our business is concluded here, Dr. Earl—and Madam Scarlet Knight.”
 
   Emma held up a finger.  “One more thing.  It would behoove your employer to stop his illegal activities in Grakistan.  Otherwise I might have to pay him a visit.”
 
   “I will relay this message to him, but I think he will be receptive after what you have done for his son.”
 
   “Good.  And now our business is concluded.”  Emma walked away.  She tried to keep her body straight although she wanted to collapse and take a nice long nap after the fight with Koschei.  There was one last thing she had to do before she could go home.
 
   Jim still waited in the pipe, though his friends other than Pepe had disappeared.  “You let them go?” he asked.
 
   “It’s for the best.  Thanks again for your help.  We couldn’t have done this without you.”
 
   “You welcome.”
 
   “I’ll see you in a couple of days—I promise.”
 
   He nodded to her.  “I see you then.”  His face disappeared from the pipe.  Pepe remained behind a moment longer to thank her for snapping his friend out of his depression.  A happy Sewer Rat was better for the entire rat community—and by extension the people of Rampart City.
 
   “I’m glad I could help.”  She patted the rat’s head.  “You’d better go catch up before he starts to think I’m stealing you away.”
 
   The rat nodded to her and then skittered away.
 
   “Well, as far as asinine plans go, that didn’t turn out so badly,” Marlin said as she began to limp towards home.
 
   “It could have gone better,” she said and put a hand to her side.
 
   “Oh please, in a day or two you’ll feel fit and ready to go again.  Or are you going to milk that for a while so you don’t have to do your job?”
 
   “No, but can I have at least one night without you nagging me?” she asked.  “We just stopped a galactic war from breaking out.”
 
   “And you think that means there isn’t something here on Earth for you to worry about?”
 
   “Look, why don’t you go back to the Plaine Museum and harass the security guards?  I’m going home to take a hot bath and get some sleep.”  Before Marlin could say anything, she added, “Tomorrow we’ll get back to work on the rest of it.  I promise.”
 
   “Fine.  Slacker,” Marlin said with a hint of a smile.  She shook her head as the ghost flew away; he soon winked out just like the meteor that had risen into the sky.
 
   ***
 
   After a hot bath and another dreamless night of sleep, Emma awoke to someone shaking her.  She opened her eyes to see that Becky was Becky again.  “She’s awake,” Becky said.  Emma rolled out of bed; she knew to whom Becky referred.
 
   Ms. Chiostro sat up in bed to eat a bowl of chicken noodle soup.  As Ms. Chiostro slurped some of the broth into her mouth, Akako wiped at her cheek with a napkin.  “I’m not an invalid,” Ms. Chiostro said.
 
   “I’m only trying to help,” Akako said.
 
   Ms. Chiostro looked up then and noticed Emma and Becky in the doorway.  “Oh, hello girls.  Are you two back to your old selves?”
 
   “Yes,” they said in unison.
 
   “Good to hear it.”
 
   “How are you feeling?” Emma asked.
 
   “I’ve been better.”  She lowered the spoon to sigh.  “I forgot how volatile magic could be.  I shouldn’t have tried to do so much so fast.”
 
   “I’m glad you did,” Becky said.  “I don’t think I could have taken another minute as a baby.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear,” Ms. Chiostro said.  For a moment she sounded like her old self again.  She looked around the room.  “Where’s Sylvia gone off to?  Is she downstairs polishing a sword or something like that?”
 
   “I’m right here,” Sylvia said from behind Emma and Becky.  They stood aside so she could pass.  Ms. Chiostro dropped her spoon back into the bowl at the sight of her sister.
 
   “What did you do to yourself?”
 
   “I guess I had a near-death experience too.  I spent the last hundred years living as your shadow, but not anymore.  From now on I’m going to have my own life and my own friends.  I’m going to open my own salon somewhere and maybe my own gun range too.  And if you don’t like it, you know what you can do with yourself.”
 
   An awkward silence descended over the room, everyone else too shocked by Sylvia’s outburst to say anything.  Ms. Chiostro broke the silence when she reached out for her sister’s hand and said, “I’ve never wanted to hold you back, dear.  If that’s what you want to do, of course I won’t stand in the way.”
 
   “Oh, Agnes,” Sylvia said.  She leaned down to hug her sister.  
 
   “I think we’ll leave you two alone,” Emma said.  Becky and Akako followed her downstairs to the kitchen.  As Emma started to make some toast, she asked Akako, “What are you going to do now?”
 
   “I’ll have to return to the archives—for a little while.  At least until a replacement can be found.”  Akako shrugged.  “After that will depend on what Agnes wants.”
 
   Emma wasn’t sure what to say to this; from the corner of her eye she saw Becky shift uncomfortably in her seat.  This was something that would take some getting used to.  “I hope you two can work something out,” Emma finally said.
 
   As they ate their breakfast, Becky said, “You know, I was thinking that with so much going on around here, maybe you’d like to move somewhere a little quieter.”
 
   “I can’t go back to my apartment—”
 
   “No, I mean my house,” Becky said.  She shook her head in mock anger.  “Sometimes you geniuses can really be dense.”
 
   “Oh, well, yes I’d love to move in with you.  If it won’t be a problem.”
 
   “It’s no problem.  That house is too big for just one person.”
 
   As Sylvia and her big sister had done a few minutes earlier, Emma leaned across the table to hug her surrogate big sister Becky; she knew the emotional sacrifice Becky had made.  “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s the least I can do for my best friend.”
 
   They were still embracing each other when Emma’s phone rang from upstairs.  She couldn’t imagine who would call her so early in the morning.  “I’d better go see who that is,” she said.
 
   To her surprise, it was Dr. Maxwell from Rampart State.  “Good morning, Dr. Earl.  I hope I didn’t wake you up.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.  I was just downstairs having breakfast.”
 
   “I see.  Well, Dr. Earl, I thought I’d call to see if you’d like to interview for a job.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma dropped the last box into the rear of Sylvia’s truck.  The witch had volunteered to vanish all of Emma’s belongings to Becky’s house—Ms. Chiostro was still too weak to use magic—but Emma insisted they do it the old-fashioned way.  She had been involved far too much with magic in the last ten days.
 
   “So what kind of job is this?” Becky asked as they climbed into the truck.
 
   “Teaching.  One of their professors has to take a leave of absence and they thought I might be able to fill in.”
 
   “So it’s just a temporary thing?”
 
   “Just for one semester.  But there’s a chance it could go longer.”  Emma shrugged as she got the truck underway.  “It’s better than working for a man like Bykov.”
 
   “I suppose so.  I guess I never saw you as the teaching type.”
 
   “You don’t think I can handle it?”
 
   “You’ve never exactly been a people person.  What are you going to do if some punk gets out of line, chop him in the throat?”
 
   “I’d never do that.”
 
   “I’m just teasing.”
 
   “Oh.  Sorry.”
 
   “But seriously, are you sure you can keep a class full of kids in line?”
 
   “It’s college, not high school.  They shouldn’t be that rowdy.”
 
   “True, the rowdy ones will probably be sleeping off their hangovers in the dorms.”
 
   “It’s a chance to do something different.  And it’s not like I have much choice other than to go on welfare.”
 
   “I suppose it would be better for my tenant to have a job.”  That Emma was Becky’s tenant had become a running joke between them in the last few days, even though Becky wouldn’t charge her any rent—at least in cash.  To earn her keep, Emma was expected to help keep the place tidy, something she would have done anyway.  There was another condition Becky had set:  “Make sure that friend of yours doesn’t swim up the toilet while I’m on it.”
 
   “I hope I can come up with a lesson plan in time.  And I’ll have to write tests, come up with lab assignments—”
 
   “You’ll do fine.”  Becky smiled at her.  “When have you ever failed?”
 
   The answer to that question sat on Becky’s front doorstep.  Dan stood up as the truck came to a stop.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t know you weren’t home.  I hope you don’t mind me waiting around for you.”
 
   “No, of course not,” Becky said.  Her face and Emma’s turned red in unison as Dan kissed Becky on the lips.
 
   Only after he pulled away from Becky did he seem to notice Emma in the cab.  “Hi, Dr. Earl,” he said.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Emma is moving in with me.  At least for a little while.”
 
   “That’s great,” Dan said.  He smiled at Emma like a stranger.  She felt her heart break.  “How was your job in Russia?”
 
   “Oh, it was fine.  It’s a really interesting country.”
 
   “I’ve been wanting to go there myself.”
 
   “Emma’s going to be a teacher now.  She just got the job this morning.”
 
   “You did?  Congratulations.”  When he shook her hand, she wanted desperately to pull him close and kiss him the way he had kissed Becky.  But she couldn’t.  She wasn’t the woman he loved.  “Where are you teaching?”
 
   “Rampart State.”
 
   “That’s a good school.”
 
   This was not entirely a lie as there were plenty of schools worse than Rampart State—there were also plenty of better ones.  “It is,” she said.
 
   “Anyway, I just stopped by to see how you were doing,” he said to Becky.  “What happened with our friends?”
 
   “We won’t be seeing them for a long time,” Becky said.  She played coy since Emma wasn’t supposed to know anything about it.  
 
   “What a shame.  You seem to be doing well, though.”  Dan had probably noticed Becky was about a hundred twenty pounds thinner than before, but he was too much of a gentleman to mention it.  “Why don’t I help you and your friend?”
 
   “I couldn’t ask you to do that—”
 
   “I insist.”  Before Becky could stop him, Dan took a box from the truck.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “Upstairs, second door on the right,” Becky said.
 
   Dan nodded and then set out with the box.  Emma waited until he was inside the house to sag against the side of the truck.  She put her head against the door so if he came back out he couldn’t see her cry.
 
   Becky patted her back.  “I’ll talk to him tonight.  I’ll break it off.”
 
   “You can’t hurt him like that.  Not after what he’s already been through with Isis.”
 
   “I’ll let him down real easy.  Leave it to me, kid.”
 
   “But what about you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I’m not the one who loves him.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “Not like you do.”  Becky squeezed her shoulder.  “You’re my best friend.  You’re practically my sister.  I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.  All right?”
 
   Emma nodded.  Then she began to furiously wipe at her eyes; she hoped he wouldn’t notice how red they’d turned in the few minutes since he’d gone inside.  “Now come on,” Becky said.  “Let’s get you moved in.”
 
   Before Becky could step away to take a box from the truck, Emma hugged her again.  “I am so lucky to have a friend like you,” she said.
 
   “I know you are,” Becky said.  She gave her back another gentle pat.  Then they went back to work. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   She finished writing her name on the chalkboard and then turned to face the class—her class.  “Welcome to Geology 101,” she said, her voice hoarse.  “My name is Dr. Emma Earl.  I was a geologist at the Plaine Museum for five years.”  She reached down to her desk for her cup of tea and took a hearty sip before she continued, “I’m going to be your teacher for this semester.  Before we enter the fascinating world of geology, I have to take the attendance.”
 
   Her first class went better than expected.  No one tried to pull any pranks or interrupt her as she lectured—rambled really—on the importance of geology to understanding the planet.  From what she could tell, no one even fell asleep during the class.  The only problem came in that she ran out of tea in the first half-hour, so that by the end of the two hours her throat felt like ancient parchment.  She made a note to buy a bag of throat lozenges from the campus bookstore.
 
   As she gathered up her notes and textbook, someone knocked on the door.  She looked up to see Tim Cooper.  “Dr. Earl?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “You aren’t in my class.”
 
   “No, I’m not.  But I have read your work.  It’s fascinating.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She reminded herself that she had not actually met Tim before—that had been Becky.
 
   “When I heard you were going to be teaching here, I couldn’t believe it.”
 
   “I couldn’t believe it myself.”
 
   “I was hoping maybe if you had some time, I could talk to you about a couple projects of mine.  I’d really like to get your opinion.”
 
   “I’m not sure I have time right now.  I have another class in a half-hour.”
 
   “How about tonight?  For dinner?”  He must have seen her face go red as he added, “Not as a date or anything.  I’ve already got a girlfriend.  I meant to talk about science.”
 
   “I guess there wouldn’t be any harm in that,” Emma said.  They set up the meeting for a restaurant downtown, far away from any faculty or students.  It wasn’t against any rules to have dinner with a student who wasn’t in her class, but she didn’t want anyone to gossip about them.  At the same time, she saw a lot of herself in Tim; he could be a great scientist with some nurturing.
 
   Thanks to her meeting with Tim, she didn’t have time to run to the bookstore, but she did at least manage to get a Diet Coke before her next class—Geology 102.  Though she could easily have taught the most advanced courses, Dr. Maxwell had only assigned her the basic classes.  “That way you can get your feet wet without drowning,” he said.  Whether her semester at Rampart State would turn into anything more she didn’t know, but by the end of her second class she began to hope it would.  To see all those receptive faces as they listened to her talk about geology gave her a thrill she’d never experienced in the lab or in her office at the museum.
 
   Since she was only a temporary instructor—for the moment—she didn’t have much of an office.  It wasn’t much bigger than a closet, with just enough room for a desk, filing cabinet, and two chairs.  She nearly dropped her briefcase when she saw Markova in one chair.  “Hello Dr. Earl.  It is good to see you doing well.”
 
   Emma waited until she shut the door to hiss, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “You have not returned my calls.  I thought perhaps it would be inappropriate to show up at your house.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you.  You or your employer.”  She pointed to the door.  “Get out of here before I call security.”
 
   “Please, Dr. Earl, I know things ended badly between us.  I came here to make amends.”  Markova reached into her handbag for a white envelope.  Emma didn’t take it, but she knew what was in there.  “This is the money my employer owes you.  He asked that I thank you for saving his son from his—illness.”
 
   “I don’t want your money,” Emma said, although she could still use the money.  With that money she could buy a new motorcycle, fix the damage to the Sanctuary, and maybe add a few upgrades.  But to do that she would have to take Bykov’s blood money, something she couldn’t do.
 
   “My employer will be very displeased if you do not take this money.”
 
   “I can’t take it—not knowing where it came from.”
 
   “You are putting me in a difficult position, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “If you want to give it to someone, give it to the people of Grakistan.  They could use it a lot more than I could.”
 
   Markova tucked the envelope back into her bag.  “Yes, perhaps you are right.”  She held out her hand, but Emma refused to shake it.  “I am sorry about what happened between us.  I hope that one day we may meet under better circumstances.”
 
   Before Markova could leave the cramped office, Emma touched her shoulder.  “Katarina, why don’t you stay here?  We could find somewhere for you to hide.  You could leave that evil man behind.”
 
   “I could never leave Mr. Bykov.  I owe him my life.  It is a debt I can never fully repay.”
 
   Emma sagged onto her chair as Markova left.  She stared helplessly at her desk for a long time and wished there was something she could do.  But not even the Sword of Justice could sever the bond of loyalty between Markova and the man she loved like a father.
 
   ***
 
   The restaurant was already full when Emma arrived.  The meeting with Markova had left a sour taste in her mouth for the rest of the day that no cup of tea or throat lozenge could cover up.  She had made it through her two other classes; she felt as if she had just gone a round with Koschei by the time she climbed into the cab to head for the restaurant downtown.
 
   The maitre d’ led her to Tim’s table, which as befitted a student’s income level was near the kitchen.  Emma stopped in her tracks when she saw Sylvia next to Tim at the table.  The witch only nodded slightly to her as Tim rose to greet Emma.  “Dr. Earl, I’m so glad you could come.  I hope you don’t mind I brought my girlfriend.  This is Sylvia.”
 
   “We’ve met,” Emma said.
 
   “You have?”
 
   “I’m Dr. Earl’s stylist—sometimes,” Sylvia said.  She winked at Emma.
 
   “Well, that makes things easier,” Tim said.  Though they weren’t on a date, Tim pulled out Emma’s chair for her.
 
   “How did you two meet?” Emma asked.
 
   “In the bookstore,” Sylvia answered.  “He was looking for a book on government grants and I was looking for one on small business regulations.  We got to talking and hit it off.”
 
   “That’s nice,” Emma said.  She supposed it was good not only for Sylvia to find a friend of her own, but also for Tim to find someone to drag him out of the laboratory once in a while.  “I’m happy for both of you.”
 
   They placed their orders and then Tim began to talk excitedly about his RAT project.  “Once I get everything finalized, I’m going to write a proposal for NASA.  I think we can make RATs far more cheaply than what they’ve got now and they can be just as effective in exploring other planets.”
 
   Sylvia stifled a yawn and then interrupted to say, “I’m going to use the little girl’s room.”  She gave Tim a peck on the cheek before she headed off for the bathroom.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked.
 
   “It sounds like an interesting idea.  I’m not sure they’ll go for it.”
 
   “You don’t?  Why not?”
 
   “I think they prefer to come up with ideas in-house.  You might run into some bureaucratic politics.”
 
   Tim deflated visibly at this.  “Oh.  I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “Even if they don’t like it, I’m sure there are other applications.  Commercial applications maybe.”
 
   “I thought maybe if you have some free time, you could help me.”
 
   “I’m not sure how much time I’ll have,” she began and then saw Tim deflate again, “but I’m sure I can find some.”
 
   “Great.  Just great.”  He had folded the schematics to stuff back into his coat by the time Sylvia came back.
 
   “Was he talking to you about his pet project?” she asked.
 
   “She’s such a mind reader,” Tim said.  “It’s like she’s psychic or something.”
 
   “You have no idea,” Emma said.
 
   After the main course came, Tim excused himself to use the bathroom.  This gave Emma the chance to talk to Sylvia about her new beau.  “He’s a great guy, don’t you think?”
 
   “He seems nice.  And he’s very enthusiastic.”
 
   “He can go on with that science stuff for hours—like you.”
 
   “Thanks, I think.”
 
   “I thought maybe you could help me with that.  I don’t know what the hell he’s talking about most of the time.  Maybe you could stop by the house sometime this week.  Aggie’s still visiting her friend at the archives, so we’ll have the place to ourselves.”  After she’d gotten her strength back two months ago, Ms. Chiostro—or Aggie as she liked to be called now—had gone off with Akako to the archives to get things in shape for someone else to take over.  What would happen then remained up in the air.  Although Sylvia’s hatred of Akako had cooled somewhat, she still refused to refer to her sister’s friend by name.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Great.”  Sylvia leaned close and a smile lit up her face.  “I think he might be the one.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “It’s been so long since I felt this way about a man.”
 
   “That’s good.  You two seem like a great couple.”
 
   “How are things going for you?  Maybe we could double date sometime?”
 
   “I’ve been a little busy lately.  I haven’t had time.”
 
   “You’re still pining for Dan.”  As Tim had said, sometimes it seemed as if Sylvia was psychic.  “If you want him, why don’t you go out and get him?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Every time I get mixed up with him, bad things happen.”
 
   “Come on, Emma, at some point you have to stop running away from it.  Take a chance.  Maybe you’ll be surprised.”  Sylvia brushed a tress of hair away from her face.  “Weren’t you the one who told me to do something to shake things up?  Why don’t you take your own advice?”
 
   “I guess I could try.”
 
   “Atta girl.  In fact, why don’t you do it now?  I’ll tell Tim that you left something back at school.  That’ll give us some alone time.”
 
   Emma took a deep breath and then let it out.  “OK,” she said.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   She hurried out of the restaurant, careful so she didn’t run into Tim on her way out.  She hoped he wouldn’t be too disappointed by her sudden absence; she supposed Sylvia would take care of that.  It had begun to rain since she arrived and she had not thought to bring an umbrella.  She tightened her jacket around her and waved frantically for a cab.
 
   She didn’t need the cab, though, as she saw Dan coming down the street.  Pressed next to him beneath his umbrella was Becky, his hand in hers.  As Emma watched, Dan leaned down to whisper something into Becky’s ear.  They laughed at whatever he told her.  Then they stopped and turned to face each other.  Time seemed to slow down as he bent down to kiss her on the lips just as he had done in front of her house the day Emma moved in.
 
   Emma stood paralyzed; she watched them until the cabbie said, “Hey lady, are you getting in or not?  I don’t have all night for you to make up your mind.”
 
   Emma turned away from her best friend and the man she loved to duck into the cab, out of the rain.  She choked up as she said, “Take me home.”
 
    
 
   
  
 



VOLUME V
 
   Betrayal Begets Blood
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue
 
   The house that overlooked the Mediterranean was visible from miles down the winding road.  Harry Wittman stared at it for a moment; he had often yearned to own such a house beside the sea, but had never been able to afford one.  The best he could do was to visit one.
 
   Harry checked the directions again as he neared the front gate.  Whoever this Eileen was, she was loaded.  He couldn’t imagine what she would want to buy from him, unless she was one of those dictators in exile who hoped to stage a counter-revolution.  Or maybe she just wanted to equip a private army to protect her mansion from attack.
 
   As he reached the gate, he saw an intercom and pressed the red button.  “Can I help you?” came a pleasant female voice.
 
   “My name is Harry Wittman.  I’m here to see Eileen.”  Eileen had not given a last name in her Email, only a first name, an address, and the promise of a substantial payday.
 
   At another time Harry might have blown it off as a trap by Interpol or another law enforcement agency, but he couldn’t be too choosy at the moment.  Ever since 9/11 the arms business had boomed and yet Harry hadn’t seen any benefit from it.  If anything it had been a disaster for him as too many sellers flooded the market and cheap Chinese-manufactured weapons had brought prices down.
 
   Eileen’s message had come to him in Grakistan, where he’d had a line to sell to a splinter group of Grakistanis.  He’d worked for two months on the deal to sell them a bunch of used AK-47s, RPG launchers, and SA-7 anti-aircraft missiles.  He would have made a fortune on the deal—except someone beat him to it.
 
   Sylvia Joubert.  That old, dried-up dyke.  He’d never met her in person, but he knew her well.  She was one of those rare arms dealers with morals.  She refused to sell to a side she didn’t believe fought for a worthy cause.  There were stories that if someone tried to use her weapons unjustly they’d refuse to work—some stories indicated they would even turn against the owners.  Harry discounted these stories, but couldn’t discount she was a nuisance to undercut him at the last moment.
 
   The woman’s voice startled him as she said, “Oh, you must be the friend Eileen mentioned.  Come on in.”  
 
   The gates parted to let Harry inside.  He drove his rented Mercedes up a steep driveway, past a lush yard populated by palm trees.  The trail wound enough that he lost sight of the house for a few moments.  Then it popped back into view; its white façade and orange tile roof filled the front windshield.  If he weren’t driving he might have rubbed his hands together with glee in anticipation of a sizable transaction.
 
   He stopped in front of the house; there were no other cars in the driveway.  They were probably back in the garage.  He tried to imagine how many there would be:  Ferraris, Mercedes-Benzes, and Land Rovers lined up in neat rows, at least one for every day of the week.  
 
   He expected a butler or maid to let him in.  Instead, there was only a middle-aged woman in a sweatshirt and jeans, her blond hair in a sloppy ponytail to give the overall impression she’d just cleaned the attic or painted the kitchen.  When she spoke, it was in the same cheerful voice he’d heard at the gate.  “Hello, Mr. Wittman.  I hope you didn’t have any trouble finding the place?”
 
   “No, no trouble at all,” Harry said.  “Are you Eileen?”
 
   “Oh heavens no!  I’m her mother.”
 
   “Her mother?”  Unless she’d discovered some kind of Fountain of Youth, there was no way for this woman to be over forty.  For her to be Eileen’s mother meant Eileen was in her early twenties at most.  A rich princess or duchess maybe.
 
   “That’s right.  Her father is out back, tending to the garden.”  Eileen’s mother motioned for Harry to come inside.  He found the interior as lavish as the outside of the house with paintings and sculptures along the main hallway, a living room appointed with expensive leather furniture, and a dining room that could seat two-dozen.
 
   “You have a beautiful home,” Harry said.  His estimation of Eileen’s net worth increased with every step.
 
   “It’s not really ours.  It belongs to a friend of ours.  This place is a bit much for us, but Eileen seems to like it.  It’s done wonders for her disposition.  She used to be so cranky, but now she’s happy as a lamb.”
 
   Harry resisted the urge to raise an eyebrow at this.  Cranky, especially bothered him, though he couldn’t be sure exactly why.  What else troubled him was Eileen’s mother seemed so Middle American, and yet here she was in a villa along the sea in Spain.  Something didn’t add up here.  Again he considered the possibility of a trap; certainly there were enough places for government agents to hide until he incriminated himself.
 
   Eileen’s mother motioned to a white door at the end of the long hallway.  “She’s in the nursery, having tea with her other friends,” she said.
 
   Nursery?  Harry retreated a step even as Eileen’s mother opened the door.  Once she did, he saw his worst fears realized.  “Is this some kind of joke?” he said.
 
   Harry gaped at the nursery with its pastel blue walls decorated with cheerful clowns and balloons, stuffed animals on the floor, and porcelain dolls on shelves near the ceiling.  His gaze turned to the center of the room and a round wooden table.  Four tiny chairs sat around the table, one occupied by a stuffed unicorn and another by a large baby doll, both with plastic teacups, saucers, and plates of cookies in front of them.  A third place was set in an identical fashion, though at the moment no one sat in the chair.
 
   At the fourth chair sat a little girl.  She looked nothing like Eileen’s mother with glossy black hair bound into pigtails and the tan skin of someone from the other end of the Mediterranean.  She wore a pink dress nearly identical to the ruffled and lacy one worn by the baby doll at the table.
 
   Eileen’s mother paid no attention to his question.  Her body had turned stiff; she moved with a jerky gate as if she were a life-sized marionette.  “Eileen?  Mr. Wittman is here to see you.”
 
   Harry hoped he had missed someone else in the room, someone considerably older who might be hidden in the closet.  Instead, as he feared, the little girl spoke.  “Thank you, Mother,” she said with the grace of a queen.  “You may leave us to talk privately.”
 
   To Harry’s surprise, Eileen’s mother gave a short bow and then backed out of the room like a servant.  She closed the doors behind her with a barely audible click to leave Harry with the well-spoken toddler.
 
   The little girl turned to face him.  He told himself it must be a trick of the light that her irises appeared to be as black—no, blacker—than her pupils.  She smiled at him to reveal dimples that would have been adorable on a normal little girl but on her gave him a cold shiver.  “Have a seat, Mr. Wittman.  We have much to discuss.”
 
   Though he wanted to run from the nursery and its creepy occupant, he squatted to sit on the open seat at the table.  To his surprise there was actually tea in the cup.  “I had Mother put on a fresh pot before you arrived,” Eileen said.  “I trust you don’t mind English Breakfast?  It’s my favorite.”
 
   “You’re English?” Harry asked.  The little girl spoke with no accent that he could trace.
 
   “No.  I come from someplace much farther away.”
 
   Harry sipped the tea and tried not to make a face; he had always preferred coffee.  “I could have Mother bring you a cup of coffee.  Cappuccino, perhaps?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he said.  He nibbled at one of the almond cookies and tried to think of a polite way to ask how the hell a girl so little could speak so well.
 
   Once again, he didn’t need to ask.  “Do you believe in magic, Mr. Wittman?”
 
   “You mean like Houdini or David Copperfield?”  Harry shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “No, Mr. Wittman, I speak of real magic, like you read about in fairy tales.” 
 
   “I haven’t really thought about it.”
 
   “You should, Mr. Wittman.”  Eileen took a dainty sip of her tea.  Harry glanced over his shoulder at the door and wondered how quickly he could get out of this madhouse and back to the main road.  She again read his thoughts.  “That would be foolish of you.  You would miss out on a tremendous opportunity.”
 
   “What kind of opportunity?”
 
   “One beyond your wildest aspirations.”  Eileen smiled at him again.  “But then you haven’t ever aspired for very much.  You’re a petty, fourth-rate arms dealer selling to the third world.  Any day now you’ll wind up lying facedown in the desert to feed the vultures.”
 
   “Now listen you little brat—”
 
   He raised his hand to smack her upside one of her adorable pigtails but found he couldn’t move his hand.  “You don’t want to do that,” she said.  “You would make me very upset.”
 
   Harry lowered his hand as jerkily as Eileen’s mother had left the room.  “Why don’t we get down to business?” he finally said.
 
   “Very well, Mr. Wittman.  I will give you the guidance and means to cash in on the greatest weapons deal of any death merchant’s wildest dreams.”
 
   “You?  You’re just a kid,” he blurted out before he could stop himself.
 
   “Perhaps I’ve misjudged you.  That’s unfortunate.”
 
   Though he knew it was ridiculous, Harry felt his body stiffen in anticipation of something he couldn’t name.  She was just a little kid, even if she was a creepy, well-spoken one.  Still, one look into her black eyes prompted him to shiver again.  In those eyes he saw a deadly abyss, one from which he would never return.
 
   She didn’t do anything to him.  She merely motioned to the door with her teacup.  “You are free to go, Mr. Wittman.  I’m sorry we couldn’t reach an agreement.”
 
   With a wince he stood up from the tiny table and then hurried towards the door.  As he reached for the handle, she said, “Before you go, Mr. Wittman, what do you know of your family?”
 
   “Not much.  My dad and I didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye about my career choice.”
 
   “Then I don’t suppose anyone ever told you about your great-great-great-great-grandmother Cecelia?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   The little girl shook her head sadly, as if she were the adult and he the child.  “Perhaps you are more familiar with her mother:  Sylvia Joubert?”
 
   Harry’s mouth fell open.  He made a series of nonsense sounds before he finally gathered the wherewithal to say, “You don’t mean—”  He stopped as he saw the smug grin on her face.  “That can’t be.  She’d have to be over two hundred years old!”
 
   “Five hundred nine to be exact.”
 
   “But that’s impossible!  No one could live that long!”
 
   “All things are possible with the right magic,” Eileen said.  She patted the place setting he had abandoned.  “Sit down and I will open your eyes to everything that is possible for you.”
 
   Harry sat back at the table and listened to what the little girl said.  When she finished, Harry again wanted to rub his hands together with glee; he would make far more from this than he’d ever imagined.
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Chapter 1
 
   Dr. Emma Earl liked the morning session of Geology 101 the least of all.  It wasn’t the course material or even the students that bothered her.  The problem was the nine o’clock start time.  
 
   She would have preferred to teach the afternoon and night sessions, but as the newest member of the faculty at Rampart State, she didn’t have that luxury.  She reminded herself she was lucky to have a job at all.  If Dr. Maxwell hadn’t thought of her when an opening became available, she’d probably be sweeping up hair in Sylvia’s salon.
 
   This particular morning she felt more sluggish than usual; she downed a can of Red Bull before class and poured another into her coffee mug to drink while she lectured on the basics of plate tectonics.  She hadn’t fallen asleep until five in the morning, when she had passed out in the Sanctuary, still clad in most of the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  If Marlin hadn’t woke her up two hours later, she might have slept all morning.
 
   When she had examined her face in the mirror of the ladies room, she had done what she could about the bags beneath her eyes.  More problematic were the bruises on her left forearm from when she’d awkwardly landed after she was thrown from the roof of the Plastic Hippo.  She hadn’t had time even to use her cape to slow her descent before she landed on her arm in the alley, where a dozen nasty men had waited for her.
 
   If not for the armor they would have torn her to pieces.  Instead, she took down half of them hard enough that they would require a trip to the hospital before they went to jail.  The rest had retreated to the relative safety of the strip club.  She might have gone after them, but she had completed her test of the modifications she and Sylvia had made to the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  She could now definitely say their attempts to make her invisible to cameras and other automated sensors had failed miserably.
 
   Had it been successful, it might have been much easier to get into Don Vendetta’s headquarters.  Ever since Becky—who at the time had switched bodies with Emma—had raided the Plastic Hippo in a violent raid, the don had quadrupled her security.  Besides video cameras, the don’s people had installed motion detectors, infrared scanners, and even X-ray machines to make sure the Scarlet Knight couldn’t infiltrate the club.  A concoction of several plants Emma never knew existed spread on the cape and armor was supposed to have phased her out of reality so nothing could see her.  She got as far as the club’s side entrance, where the dozen goons had been, before she knew the experiment was a failure.
 
   She resisted the urge to let out a tired sigh as she sat at her desk to open her grade book.  The mundane procedures like attendance had come easily to her after years of disciplined study and as head of the geology department at the Plaine Museum.  She scanned the list and easily put the names with faces in her classrooms.  That was until she came to Putnam, Megan.
 
   Emma looked around the classroom for the absent student.  “Megan Putnam?” she asked.  The other fifty-five students in the class stared down at her blankly from their seats in the lecture hall.  “Megan?”  Emma waited a moment before she put an ‘X’ beside Megan’s name in the book.
 
   It was the third such ‘X’ this week.  Before that, Megan Putnam had never missed a class.  In fact, she had always arrived before Emma; she would stand nervously at the door until Emma opened it for her.  The girl would then whisper, “Thank you, Dr. Earl.”  After that she took her customary seat in the fifth row, in the middle.  Once other students arrived, Megan would hunch down in her seat, as if she wanted to disappear under the table.
 
   This week, Megan finally had disappeared.  She had not shown up Monday or Wednesday for class.  She had not phoned Emma’s office or left a message with any of the department secretaries.  Emma found this third absence disconcerting.
 
   At the moment, there was nothing she could do but finish the roll.  After a hearty swig from her coffee mug full of Red Bull, she began her lecture on the basics of plate tectonics.  As she spoke, she couldn’t help but look at the empty seat in the middle of the fifth row and wonder what had become of the girl who had occupied that seat.
 
   ***
 
   An intern in the registrar’s office with an artificially pale white face and far too much black makeup around her eyes handed a thin folder to Emma.  “Here you go,” the girl said.  The chain in her nose jangled as she leaned forward.  “Just don’t leave the building with it.”
 
   “I won’t,” Emma said.  She took the folder to a vacant conference room and spread the contents on the table.
 
   There wasn’t much in the file of Megan Putnam.  She was a freshman, in her second semester at Rampart State University and had yet to declare a major.  Before that she had attended Wallace High School in the Heights.  Her grades there were mediocre at best, as were her grades at the university.  Young Megan seemed destined to graduate with a ‘C’ average and then disappear into some menial office or retail job.
 
   The work Megan had turned in for Geology 101 supported this trend, but something about the girl’s consistency didn’t sit right with Emma.  Whenever Emma had looked directly at Megan she would look down at her notebook so a wave of white-blond hair obscured her face.  A few times, Emma had managed to sneak a peek of the girl unawares.  In those instances, she had seen Megan follow along with an intensity Emma knew well from her days in college.  There was intelligence in Megan’s pale blue eyes that for whatever reason she tried to hide.
 
   For that reason, Emma had taken it upon herself to find out why Megan had missed the last week of class.  She wrote down the number for Megan’s father in his upscale neighborhood and the location of Megan’s dorm room on campus.  These would be the most obvious places to begin her search.  It might be as simple as an illness or family emergency, but Emma suspected it was more than that.
 
   She returned the folder to the pale intern, who only grunted an acknowledgement.  Then Emma set out across Rampart State’s campus.  The unusually warm May weather had prompted a number of students to spread out on the grass while others tossed around Frisbees and footballs.  One of the footballs would have hit Emma in the ribs if not for her well-honed reflexes.  She skipped out of the way so that the ball landed harmlessly at her feet.  
 
   “Sorry, babe,” a student in a red-and-white letter jacket said.  One of his friends elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   “That’s Dr. Earl, dude,” he snarled at his friend.
 
   “Oh.  Really?”
 
   Emma picked up the football and tossed it back with her right hand in a tight spiral.  To throw a football wasn’t that difficult when she’d thrown the Sword of Justice at criminals for seven years.  “Holy shit,” the young man in the letter jacket said.  “You should be on the team.”  His friend elbowed him in the ribs again.
 
   “Thanks,” Emma said before she hurried away.  She was often mistaken for a student; the first day of her classes, most students didn’t realize she was the teacher until she wrote her name on the board and started to take attendance.
 
   The dorms were clustered on the other side of the campus, a group of anonymous brick rectangles not much different from the rest of the buildings at Rampart State.  If not for the signs that read, “Ash House,” “Birch House,” and so forth no one would have recognized them as dorms.  Emma steered around a group of sunbathers and more football players as she wound her way up to Maple House, where Megan Putnam lived.
 
   Thumping bass greeted her as she entered the house.  She detected the scent of marijuana—and possibly other narcotics as well—in the air.  As a teacher and the Scarlet Knight she was obliged to report this to campus security, but at the moment she had greater concerns to deal with.
 
   Megan’s room was on the third floor, near the end of the hallway.  Emma had to knock three times before the door opened.  A disheveled brunette peered out through a crack; the bags under her eyes didn’t look much better than Emma’s.  “Amanda Murdoch?” Emma asked.  She remembered the name from Megan’s file.
 
   “What do you want?” the girl said.
 
   “I’m looking for your roommate.  Megan.  Have you seen her?” Emma asked.
 
   “Not recently.”
 
   “Do you know where I can find her?”
 
   The girl opened the door wider and brushed back a veil of dark hair so Emma could see her angry brown eyes.  “What’s it to you?  You a cop or something?”
 
   “No, I’m Dr. Earl, her geology teacher.  She hasn’t been in class.  I thought maybe she was sick.”  Emma opened her briefcase to remove a sheaf of papers.  “I brought her homework assignments so she won’t fall too far behind.”
 
   Amanda snatched these from Emma with an annoyed grunt.  “I’ll be sure to give these to her,” she said in a tone that indicated otherwise.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but is she in some kind of trouble?”
 
   “Look, I’ve got things to do—” Amanda tried to slam the door shut only to find one of Emma’s size-9s in the way.  “I told you I’d give her your stuff.  What else do you want?”
 
   “Do you know where she went?”
 
   “No.  Weezy left for class one morning and never came back.  Didn’t say a word.”  Subtle twitches in the girl’s cheeks indicated that she had lied.
 
   “Weezy?”
 
   “That’s what some people call her because of her asthma.”
 
   “Did you ever call her that?”
 
   “No.”  This time there were no twitches; Amanda had told the truth.  “Is there something else you wanted?”
 
   “Look, I know she’s your roommate and you want to protect her.  I just want to know that she’s not in any trouble.”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “I told you, I’m her teacher.”
 
   “Yeah, well, Megan wasn’t the type to talk about her plans.”  Again the girl had lied.  “You had to practically yank every word out of her with pliers.”  
 
   “Maybe I could have a look at her things?  She might have left a clue—”
 
   “Hey, I know my rights.  You can’t come in here and start rummaging through our stuff without permission.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I only want to help.”  She reached into her briefcase again for a business card.  “If you do see or talk to her, have her call me.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll do that,” Amanda lied.  Emma removed her foot so the girl could slam the door in Emma’s face.
 
   Emma walked back to her office, which was more like a closet with a desk and chair stuffed into it.  Dr. Maxwell assured her they would find her a bigger office soon, but Emma didn’t really mind.  It only became a problem when students dropped by during office hours.  At the moment there were no students, so she could drop into her chair and lean back a couple of inches—the most allowed in the tight confines of the office.
 
   She asked herself why she had become so concerned about this.  A student missing a week wasn’t that big of a deal.  But after her conversation with the roommate, the situation struck Emma as even more wrong than she’d first thought.  A shy young girl like Megan, especially one with bad asthma, didn’t go off on a sudden vacation.
 
   She took out the slip of paper with Megan’s home number on it and then dialed the telephone.  A woman’s voice, colored by a thick Latin American accent, answered the phone.  “Mr. Putnam no is here,” the woman said.
 
   “I’m trying to reach his daughter, Megan,” Emma said in flawless Spanish.  “I’m her geology teacher and she’s missed several days of school.”
 
   “Megan has not been here since school began,” the woman answered back in Spanish.
 
   “Does anyone there know where she is?”
 
   “No.  Is she in trouble?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Could you have Mr. Putnam call me when he gets in?”  She left her number with the woman, who promised to give it to Mr. Putnam when he came home, which might not be for some time since he was on a business trip in China.  “What about her mother?”
 
   “Her mother is dead.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.”
 
   “I will let Mr. Putnam know you called.”  The woman hung up the phone.  Emma couldn’t be certain if the woman had lied or not.  She checked her watch and saw her next class didn’t start for another hour.  That would give her time for a catnap; it would be another long night.
 
   ***
 
   Emma came home that evening to find Becky’s suitcase in the living room.  Her friend soon appeared on the stairs, dressed in casual business attire and with a large purse on her shoulder.  “Oh, hey, there you are,” Becky said.  “I was starting to wonder if I’d miss you.”
 
   “You’re going somewhere?”
 
   Becky came to the bottom of the stairs and then rolled her eyes.  “Chicago?  The urban development conference?  Any of this ring a bell?  I told you about it two weeks ago.”
 
   Emma scanned her memory and then sighed.  “Sorry.  I’ve had a lot of other things on my mind.”
 
   “Sure.  Maybe you should start keeping a planner in your armor.”
 
   “So how long’s this conference going to last?”
 
   “Until Tuesday.”  Becky sighed dramatically.  “Three days of boring speeches on renaissance zones and urban blight.  So much fun.”
 
   “I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”
 
   “You probably would enjoy it.”
 
   “Urban planning is an interesting subject.”
 
   “Well, maybe we could have the witches switch our bodies again so you can go to the conference for me.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Emma said.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.  Then I’d have to teach geology.”  A horn sounded from outside.  Becky checked her watch and winced.  “Oh shit.  I’ve got to go.”  She leaned forward to wrap Emma into a bear hug that sucked the air from Emma’s lungs.  When Becky finally let go, she smiled at Emma.  “No wild parties while I’m gone, young lady.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “And try not to get into too much trouble.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   The horn sounded again.  “I’ll see you on Tuesday, kid.”  Emma stood aside so Becky could wheel her suitcase out to the taxi that would take her to the airport.
 
   Emma stood in the doorway to watch as the cab pulled away.  Becky turned back in the window to wave at her.  Emma held up a hand in farewell.  She left it in the air until the cab disappeared from view.
 
   It wasn’t until she closed the door that she sagged to the floor; she barely held back a violent sob.  There was a conference in Chicago, but Emma knew the real reason Becky wanted to go:  Dan Dreyfus was in Chicago to do some work with the Field Museum as part of a joint venture with the Plaine Museum to share exhibits and research.
 
   It had been nearly a year since Emma had first caught a glimpse of Dan and Becky outside a restaurant as they kissed in the rain.  She had not told them of her discovery, nor had they come clean about their relationship to her.  Since Emma wasn’t around most evenings and nights, it wasn’t difficult for Becky to engage in a covert relationship.  She would sometimes make an excuse about overtime at councilwoman Napier’s office.  By the same token, Emma doubted Becky had been Napier’s first choice to go to an unimportant conference.  More likely Becky had begged her boss to let her go so she might have a weekend alone with Dan without the fear Emma might discover them.
 
   It wasn’t the relationship itself that bothered Emma the most.  The worst part was that Becky had still not told her about it.  They had always been like sisters; they had trusted each other with almost everything.  Emma in turn had entrusted Becky with the greatest secret in her life:  her identity as the Scarlet Knight.  Despite all of this, Becky still tried to pretend there was nothing between her and Dan; she snuck around behind Emma’s back under a cloud of half-truths and outright lies.
 
   Emma took a few deep breaths so she wouldn’t cry over this most recent deception.  Then she slowly got to her feet and went into the kitchen to make herself dinner.  She ate alone in the kitchen and listened to the wind rattle the old house’s shutters.  She tried not to think about what Becky and Dan would be doing together in the Windy City.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   From her research, Sylvia knew Rampart City had over three hundred salons that ranged from the basic fast-food type chains to elaborate spas.  Hers was the only one in the city that featured a gun range behind it.  And so far the Artemis Salon was a success.
 
   That would have shocked the bureaucrat at city hall who approved her business permit.  “A gun range in a salon?” the man had asked.
 
   “No reason women can’t look good when they’re shooting,” Sylvia had said.  She knew the concept sounded ludicrous, but she didn’t care.  Styling hair and shooting were the two great loves in her life and she saw no reason she couldn’t combine them.  Besides, she had plenty of money after four hundred years of weapons sales; it wouldn’t be much of a financial hit if the salon failed.
 
   But it didn’t fail.  The unique concept had tapped into Rampart women’s two greatest fears:  looking unattractive and crime.  So at the Artemis Salon they could get an attractive new hairdo and self-defense lessons.  That way when they went out to the city’s nightclubs they wouldn’t have to fear the muggers and perverts.
 
   Though she had started out by herself, the business had grown rapidly to accommodate demand so that now she had five stylists and three self-defense instructors.  She offered classes on gun safety and instruction on every caliber of weapon from a 9mm pistol to the latest in assault rifles in addition to hair dyeing, manicures, and pedicures.  Plans were already in the works to expand into paintball and tanning, both of which were popular with the office crowd, who wanted to eliminate stress and the pastiness brought on by the city’s gloomy winter.
 
   Despite her success, she still left time for romance.  In particular she met her boyfriend for lunch every day.  Or at least she had, until he started to work for this TriTech company.  Since then their lunches had become every other day, then once a week, and now he was late for this week’s lunch.  Sylvia checked her watch again while she swept up hair around her styling chair.
 
   It wasn’t like Tim to be late for anything, especially a date with her.  Besides Emma Earl, he was the most organized and punctual person Sylvia had ever known.  It seemed impossible he would stand her up, as the young women who worked for her would say.  She turned to one of these women now and said, “I’m taking lunch now, Val.  I’ll be back at two.”
 
   “Sure thing, Syl,” Val said.  Sylvia flinched a little at this nickname, but let it pass.  That was how the young people talked and she was a young person now—or at least so anyone thought.  In reality her five hundred tenth birthday would be next week, which she had hoped to spend with Tim, who would think it was her twenty-eighth birthday.
 
   When she got behind the wheel of her Ram pickup, she felt a familiar twinge of guilt that she had to lie to Tim about her true origins.  She reminded herself that to tell a mortal she was a witch was against the coven’s rules.  Her sister Agnes had been married to Alejandro Chiostro for fifty years and he had gone to his grave not knowing his beloved wife was a witch.  He had also gone to his grave not knowing an even darker secret, one not even Aggie knew about.
 
   Sylvia tried not to think about this; it had been nearly two hundred years ago, water under the bridge now.  She focused her thoughts on Tim and what might have happened to him.  She reached over to the passenger’s seat and found her cell phone to key in his number at TriTech.  He didn’t answer the phone.  She tried his cell phone, but still didn’t get an answer.
 
   The possibilities ran through her mind.  Was he hurt?  In Rampart City, despite Emma Earl’s best efforts, crime was still a commonplace occurrence.  Or perhaps, even worse, he had found another woman.  It surprised her when she felt a warm stab of anger run through her body; she hadn’t felt that in almost two centuries.  She supposed these young feelings were a byproduct of her transformation, but so far on the whole it had been worth it—at least until now.
 
   She pushed down on the accelerator.
 
   ***
 
   TriTech had moved to Rampart City nine months ago under a city initiative to attract more high-tech businesses to replace the defunct manufacturing industry.  The company’s arrival came at the perfect time for Tim Cooper, who had just learned NASA had rejected his robot design.  His qualifications were such that he had other offers, most of them in other cities or in a more academic capacity.  
 
   With TriTech he got the opportunity to work on advanced technology in a hands-on fashion.  While he had always enjoyed his classes, he had preferred to work in the lab and tinker with machinery.  In the interview, his future boss had promised him as much lab time as he wanted.  “A creative mind like yours needs to be employed where it can do the most good,” Mr. Ward had said.
 
   At the moment, Tim was alone in his lab to put the final touches on his latest design, the Remote Automated Traveler (RAT for short), Mark II.  Unlike the skeletal appearance of his early prototypes, this RAT had a fully sealed exoskeleton that would allow it to explore the moon, Mars, or other distant planets.  Or at least that was still his goal.  
 
   The NASA rejection had devastated him, but it wasn’t the end.  Mr. Ward promised that once the RAT was fully operational and run through all safety tests, he would work some of his contacts at the space agency to get it a real tryout.  Then his device could finally do what he had dreamed of since he was a child.
 
   That was only the tip of the iceberg.  He had already drawn up the plans for something even greater.  He would present the specs to Mr. Ward on Monday.  With enough money and manpower, he was certain he could devise the next generation of power for spacecraft, and perhaps it could even be used to alleviate some of the energy problems on Earth.
 
   Someone tapped on the glass door to the lab.  Tim turned around to see Ms. Fielding, Mr. Ward’s assistant.  She motioned for him to come over to her; from the way she glared through the glass he doubted it was good news.  Though Tim wasn’t interested in gossip, even he knew Ms. Fielding had a reputation for nastiness.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked after he changed out of his clean suit.  
 
   “You have a visitor in the lobby,” Ms. Fielding said, her voice icy.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A Miss Joubert.”
 
   “Sylvia?  But—” he stopped as he checked his watch.  “Oh no.  I was supposed to meet her for lunch today.”
 
   He left Ms. Fielding behind as he ran upstairs to the lobby.  The look on Sylvia’s face was even icier than Ms. Fielding’s.  He knew better than to hug or kiss her; he knew it was more likely she would deck him.  “I’m so sorry,” he said, though he also knew this would do little to assuage her anger.  “I lost track of time.”
 
   “Let’s go.  I’ve got to be back to the salon by two,” she said.  She waited until they were in her truck and on the road before she said, “They sure keep you busy there.”
 
   “I suppose so.  It’s really exciting.  The first RAT prototypes are going into production and there’s something big I’m going to pitch to Mr. Ward next week—”
 
   “Maybe with all the things you’re doing, you don’t need a girlfriend to add to it.”
 
   He looked over at her; his mouth hung open with shock for a moment.  “Sylvia, I’m sorry.  I was working in the lab and there isn’t a clock—”
 
   “I tried calling you.”
 
   “There’s not a phone either.  It’s a clean environment.”
 
   “Isn’t that convenient for you?”
 
   “Sylvia, what are you saying?”
 
   She slammed on the brakes, which prompted cars behind them to lean on their horns.  Sylvia paid no attention to them as she turned to glare at Tim.  “Maybe you found some lab bunny to get dirty with in the clean room.”
 
   “What?  That’s crazy!  You know how much I care about you.  I just lost track of time, that’s all!”  He held her gaze as he said this, which he’d never found easy to do.  Whenever he looked into her green eyes, he caught a glimmer of something he couldn’t identify, a knowing look to suggest she knew everything about him already.
 
   “OK, I believe you,” she finally said.  The truck lurched forward as she stomped on the accelerator.  “I wish I mattered as much to you as this science stuff.”
 
   “You do matter as much to me.  You matter more.”
 
   “You sure as hell don’t act like it.”
 
   “It’s just that we’re at a critical time right now.  What we’re doing could redefine space exploration for the next half-century.”
 
   “Which is a lot more important than a lunch date with your girlfriend.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “You implied it.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Tell me what I can do to make it up to you.”
 
   She turned to him, but this time she leered at him.  “I can think of a few ways.”
 
   ***
 
   They ate lunch at a nearby greasy spoon; they bolted hamburgers and fries so they could both get back to work.  By all appearances everything was right again between her and Tim.  He promised to be more attentive to her needs and meet her for lunch on Tuesday.
 
   “What about Monday?” she asked.
 
   “I have a meeting with Mr. Ward.  He wants to discuss an idea of mine.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Tim shifted uncomfortably in his half of the booth.  “I really can’t say.”
 
   “You afraid I’ll blab about it to someone?”  She tried to pat him on the hand and smiled gently at him as she said, “I don’t understand your ideas that well to blab about them.”
 
   “It’s not that.  I just don’t want to get your hopes up—or mine.  If Mr. Ward doesn’t like it, then it’ll wind up in the drawer with my other ideas.”
 
   “Don’t talk that way, Tim.  You’re the most brilliant person I know when it comes to this stuff.”
 
   “Really?  What about Dr. Earl?”
 
   “She’s a geologist.  She plays with rocks, not mechanical thingies.”  Again she patted his arm to reassure him.  Whenever he spoke of Emma, Sylvia detected not jealousy so much as a sense of inferiority.  Part of this stemmed from that she had a PhD and he didn’t, though he claimed he didn’t need one for his work.  He also didn’t know fifteen languages and couldn’t recite the Periodic Table in alphabetical order or by atomic weights. 
 
   “You’re doing a great job at this TriTech place.  I’m sure Mr. Ward is going to approve whatever you give him.  Maybe he’ll even let you take a day off or two.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   That had effectively ended their conversation for the day.  She had driven him back to TriTech’s headquarters, in the renovated Fleischman Building.  She leaned out the truck’s window to kiss him briefly on the lips before he hurried into the building, no doubt to resume his work.
 
   Sylvia asked Val to cover her last hair appointment so she could go out back to the gun range.  From her office, she retrieved a prototype Colt revolver she had won from its inventor.  The gun didn’t pack the same wallop as others in her inventory, but it had sentimental value to her as a symbol of her new life.
 
   She considered maybe it was time for her to put those days behind her and settle down.  Maybe it was time to focus on the salon—and Tim.  When the time was right, maybe they could get married and she could finally be a mother in the way she hadn’t been able to last time because of her cowardice.  
 
   She holstered her weapon.  Now wouldn’t be the right time to discuss this with Tim, not with his work schedule.  She would have to wait until things calmed down.  Maybe by then she would know what she wanted.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Thanks to the newly-formed Anti-Vigilante Task Force, meetings between the Scarlet Knight and Captain Donovan had become even more covert than before.  Instead of the band shelter at Robinson Park, they rotated meeting places designated by a number in their Email messages.  
 
   In this case, Emma had indicated Location 7:  the rooftop of the old Jernigan’s department store.  This was the closest location to the campus of Rampart State, where Emma had finished a class a half-hour ago.  That had left her with enough time to drive over to the department store, call for the armor on the abandoned third floor, dress, and climb to the roof. 
 
   She had to wait for only a minute before Captain Donovan showed up.  The police captain must have come from a meeting as she wore a gray pantsuit instead of her usual jeans and black leather jacket.  While the captain had tried to quit smoking, at the moment she held an unlit cigarette in her teeth.
 
   “I thought you quit,” Emma said.
 
   “I’m not lighting it.  Just holding it.  I hope you have a good reason for bringing me up here.  I’ve got the don’s boys in IA watching me like a hawk.  If they saw us up here they’d have my ass.”
 
   “I need your help.  I’m looking for someone.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before.  What kind of psychotic freak is it this time?”
 
   “It’s a girl.  Her name’s Megan Putnam.  She’s a student at Rampart State.  She’s been missing for about a week.”  Emma held up a picture of Megan copied from the registrar’s files.  In the picture, Megan didn’t smile; she looked instead as if she were about to have an asthma attack.
 
   “Maybe you should ask someone in Missing Persons.”
 
   “No one’s reported her missing yet.”
 
   “Then why are you looking into it?”
 
   “I think she might be in danger.”
 
   “You think she might be in danger?”  Donovan threw the cigarette to the ground and stamped on it though it wasn’t lit.  “You brought me here to look for someone who might not even be missing?”
 
   “Her father is out of town.  There’s no one to report her missing.”
 
   “Don’t you think we have enough actual crimes in this city that we don’t have to worry about ones that might not have taken place?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  She turned her back to the police captain.  “I guess we should wait until her body turns up floating in the river.”
 
   Emma dropped the picture of Megan on the ground and then stomped towards the edge of the roof.  Before she could jump, she heard Donovan say, “Hold on a minute.”  Emma turned around and saw the captain study the picture.  “Since you’ve already brought me up here I might as well look into it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said.
 
   “Yeah, whatever.  Remember you owe me for this.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Maybe you could get me some evidence on Don Vendetta—”
 
   “I’ve tried.  She doesn’t make it easy, even for me.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it probably didn’t help that your stand-in shot up her club.  By now she’s probably got her skeletons buried where we’ll never find them.”
 
   Emma resisted the urge to defend Becky; Becky had done what she’d felt was right.  Instead, Emma said, “I’ll keep trying.  There has to be some way to get her.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.  That might take a little wind out of that task force’s sails.”  Donovan reached into her jacket for another cigarette, which she again didn’t light.  “If I find anything about this girl I’ll let you know.”
 
   “Thanks.  I appreciate it,” Emma said.  Then she ran across the rooftop and bounced out of sight.
 
   ***
 
   In seven years, Emma had never worn the Scarlet Knight’s armor on the campus of Rampart State.  There were certainly crimes she could have foiled, but most of them were small potatoes like underage drinking and drug use that she could leave to campus security.  Once she became a teacher at the school, she didn’t use the armor on campus so as not to risk anyone might recognize her by accident or see her put the armor on or take it off.
 
   Tonight she made an exception to this rule.  Since Megan’s roommate had lied, Emma saw little choice but to use the red armor to get into the dorm room and snoop around for any evidence of a crime.  At the very least, she might get an indication of why Megan had left without telling the school.
 
   Emma summoned the armor in the ladies room for the department.  There was no one around at the moment—everyone else had gone home or to a class—but she locked the door anyway to make sure.  The last thing she wanted was a janitor to stumble on her and start to spread the word about the Scarlet Knight’s identity.
 
   Once dressed in the armor, she wrapped the yellow cape around her body to make herself invisible to most human eyes.  As she’d painfully learned at the Plastic Hippo, she would still be visible to the security cameras around campus.  She had already studied the university’s security, so she knew to take the back stairs.  These led to the parking lot, where her motorcycle was still parked.
 
   She continued past this, into the main courtyard.  Since it was night there were no sunbathers or Frisbee players at the moment.  There were a few couples around the fountain; they sat on the benches with their backs turned to the water as they made out.  She felt her cheeks turn warm beneath the helmet visor as she passed by the fountain.
 
   Marlin of course chose this opportunity to appear in front of her.  Even if the couples weren’t focused so intently on each other they wouldn’t have seen the spirit of Merlin’s assistant.  “You seem a little overdressed for class,” Marlin said.
 
   Emma waited until she had left the fountain behind to hiss, “I’m working here.”
 
   “Really?  Has Don Vendetta set up shop on campus now?”
 
   “No, this is something else.  One of my students has gone missing.  I’m going to check her room for any evidence.”
 
   She thought the ghost might give her more grief, but he only said, “Well, I suppose it’s better than getting your arse handed to you by the don’s thugs again.”
 
   “They didn’t hand me anything,” Emma said out of professional pride.
 
   “Oh yes, you really showed them.”  Marlin sighed.  “I suppose it was to be expected after what your trigger-happy friend did.”
 
   “Leave Becky alone.”
 
   “Fine.  Do you want any assistance or do you think you can handle this on your own?”
 
   “You have a hot date?”
 
   “I thought I might find some more interesting crimes for you.”
 
   “Sure, go ahead.  I’ll see you later.”
 
   Once the ghost had floated away, Emma continued across the courtyard to the dorms, her progress slower than earlier because of the cape.  Near Maple House, she surveyed the entrance.  There wasn’t a camera at the entrance, but at the moment there was a small group of smokers clustered around the door.  It would be far too difficult for her to slip past them and get inside.
 
   She walked around the edge of the building and searched for another way in.  She was grateful for the warm weather that had prompted some of the students to keep their windows open.  From Emma’s calculations, this included Megan’s roommate.
 
   She was further benefited by the location of Megan’s dorm room on the back side of the building.  After she made sure no one was around, she dropped the cape and then began to climb up the side of the building.  The fingertips of the magic yellow gloves held easily to the brick as she climbed up to the third floor.
 
   For a moment she hung suspended beside the window and peeked inside.  She tapped the side of the visor once; the helmet’s night vision came on so she could see into the dark room as if it were daytime.  There was no sign of Megan or her roommate inside.
 
   Emma dropped into the room, between the two twin-sized beds.  It was easy to see which side was Megan’s from the neatly made bed and lack of any posters or knickknacks.  There was no way to tell for certain how long ago the bed had been abandoned; it could have been last week or this morning.  She lifted the covers carefully so as not to disturb the bed too much; she searched for blood or traces of any other fluids.  There was nothing she could see with the helmet, which didn’t mean there wasn’t anything there; she would need specialized equipment for a more thorough search.
 
   Beneath the pillow she came upon her first clue—Megan’s diary.  It was the kind of diary a little girl might keep, pastel pink with stickers of horses on it.  The cheap lock would have been easy to break even without the armor’s magic gloves.
 
   She had hoped to find a description of where Megan intended to go or perhaps a receipt of a plane ticket.  Instead, she found pictures of buildings.  Emma was more than familiar enough with the Rampart City skyline to know these structures didn’t exist.  These were skyscrapers that existed only in Megan Putnam’s mind.  As she flipped through page after page in the diary, Emma saw everything from traditional rectangular buildings to bizarre angular ones that would make Frank Gehry jealous.
 
   Before she could reach the end of the diary, she heard the doorknob turn.  Emma had just enough time to stash the diary under the pillows again and then wrap the cape around her body.  Then the door opened and Megan’s roommate sagged inside, in the grasp of a young man.
 
   Their lips were locked as they stumbled into the room.  Amanda nearly backed into Emma.  When the young man came up for air, he asked, “Your roommate gone?”
 
   “Weezy’s long gone,” Amanda said.  This sounded ominous to Emma.  She backed against the wall to listen for anything else, but Amanda didn’t have Megan on her mind.  “I’ve got a great idea.  Let’s fuck on the princess’s bed.”
 
   “Anything you say, babe,” the young man said.  Emma dove out the window just as the lovers dropped onto Megan’s bed.  The armor protected her as she landed on her side on the grass.  She hurried away so she wouldn’t have to hear the first cries of ecstasy.
 
   ***
 
   After she crawled into the bushes, she took off the armor and deposited it back into its case.  She could have worn the armor with the cape to make her way across campus again, but she figured it would be easier as Dr. Emma Earl.
 
   She left the red case in the bushes, where it would disappear before long, to return to the Sanctuary beneath the Plaine Museum before she called for it again.  In the meantime, she started out around the building; the smokers at the front door paid her no mind.  Perhaps later she could find time to return to Maple House to search the room for more clues.
 
   For the moment she only had more questions.  Megan dreamed of buildings and yet she wasn’t enrolled in any drafting courses.  She hadn’t decided on a major yet.  Family pressure?  Given that Megan’s father was often out of town and her mother was dead, Emma doubted it.  
 
   Of more concern was the roommate’s comment that Megan was “long gone.”  Whose idea had it been for her to leave?  And had she left in one piece or pieces?  Amanda Murdoch didn’t seem like the murderer type and Emma couldn’t see any motive for the crime.  Amanda wouldn’t get any money from Megan’s death—except for whatever Megan had on her.  Perhaps the roommate had stashed Megan away to ransom her, though the maid hadn’t said anything about that on the phone.  It was possible the maid had covered for her employer, but that didn’t feel right to Emma.
 
   From experience, Emma knew what it was like to be a shy, lonely girl on campus.  She had often considered running away to return to Rampart City to Becky and Aunt Gladys and more familiar surroundings.  Instead, she had thrown herself into her schoolwork; she had focused on her dream of working at the Plaine Museum, one she had attained—at least for a few years.
 
   Given Megan’s average grades, Emma supposed the girl had simply cracked and disappeared.  She might be on the streets or hidden in a dilapidated building like Rampart City’s transient population.  If that were the case, Emma might never find her.
 
   Engrossed in her thoughts, she almost sat on Pepe.  The three-foot-long sewer rat shrieked a warning, which prompted Emma to straighten.  While anyone else might have screamed at the sight of the huge rat or thrown something at it, Emma only leaned against the side of her bike to look down at Pepe.
 
   She had become well-versed in not only the verbal language of the city’s rats but their body language as well.  From the way Pepe’s whiskers twitched and the wideness of his eyes, Emma knew something terrible had happened.  “What’s wrong?” she asked in a series of hisses and squeaks.
 
   From what Pepe said, there had been an explosion in the sewers.  The Sewer Rat—known in a past life as Jim Rizzard—had been caught up in the explosion.  “Is he hurt?” she asked.  The rat couldn’t be certain.  There had been an explosion and falling debris and then Jim was gone.
 
   “I’ll find him,” Emma said.  “Lead the way.”  Pepe hopped off the seat of the motorcycle to let her climb on.  He barely managed to get onto her lap before she took off.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   The motorcycle was the second Emma had owned.  Her first she had been forced to sell after she lost her job at the Plaine Museum almost two years earlier.  That bike had been top-of-the-line, its powerful engine made even more so by a few modifications.
 
   Rampart State didn’t pay as well as assistant director of the Plaine Museum, so her second bike didn’t have nearly as much horsepower.  The engine struggled to get above a hundred miles per hour, which at the moment seemed painfully slow to Emma.  She wove her way through traffic and tried not to think about the fact she didn’t have the magic armor on and thus could splatter herself all over the pavement if she hit a bump.  Not only that, she would also kill Pepe, whose claws dug into Emma tight enough that she knew she’d have a few bloody marks later.
 
   She didn’t care about these problems.  Jim was trapped or possibly even dead.  While most of Rampart City wouldn’t shed a tear for the demise of the Sewer Rat, Emma had come to value him as a friend in the last two years.  He had saved her life when the Black Dragoon had destroyed the Sanctuary with a bomb.  If not for the Sewer Rat she would almost certainly have died then.  He had also helped her to stop a renegade alien explorer known as Koschei, not to mention he allowed her to use the sewers to easily travel through the city.  Because of all that, she couldn’t leave him to die now.
 
   From what Pepe said, Jim had been in his workshop, an abandoned pipe where he worked on sculptures made out of trash, when some of the other rats had reported an intruder.  Jim, along with Pepe and some of the older and larger rats, went to investigate.  Jim had been caught in the explosion, cut off from the others by debris.
 
   The debris was too thick to allow the rats to communicate with their leader, so Pepe couldn’t be sure if Jim had survived or not.  The only way to find out would be for Emma to go down there and use the armor to dig through the rubble.  On the surface this seemed easy enough to accomplish.
 
   Then she saw the lights ahead of her.  There were the traditional blue and red lights of the police department, but also yellow lights of city workers.  Emma slowed the motorcycle; she knew it wouldn’t do any good to barrel into a crowd of city employees, especially without the armor.  
 
   She pulled off to the sidewalk and eased the bike into one of Rampart City’s many alleys.  While her second motorcycle didn’t have as powerful of an engine, it did have the same security features; a jolt of 5,000 volts would run through anyone who tried to steal the bike.  Pepe hopped down to the ground to allow Emma to get off.  She sprinted to the end of the alley, where she figured it would be safe to summon the armor again.
 
   Over the last seven years she had gotten the process to don the armor down to a science.  Still, it seemed to take forever for her this time.  When she finally dropped the helmet over her head, she bolted towards the end of the alley.  She didn’t bother with the cape; she didn’t care at the moment who saw her.  Instead, she dashed into the road and headed for the nearest manhole cover.  Around her cars skidded to a halt, but she paid them little mind.
 
   The armor enhanced her muscles enough that she was able to pick up the manhole cover like a dinner plate and then push it aside.  With time being of the essence, she dropped herself through the opening, into the sewage below.  Some of Pepe’s relatives squealed in surprise at her sudden landing.  “Don’t be afraid,” she hissed at them in ratspeak.
 
   Then she ran.
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t get far before she saw the first of the city workers.  They wore yellow rubber suits so that they resembled longshoremen as they waded through the sewage.  “Jesus, do you smell that?” one said.
 
   “What the hell do you expect?  It’s a goddamned sewer.”  
 
   “Yeah, but still.”
 
   Emma followed behind the two men, her cape wrapped tightly around her.  She paused at the opening where they had come in.  Above, she could make out the colored lights of the lights from the police cars and city vehicles.  She wondered if Captain Donovan would show up for this or if she would leave this to her subordinates.
 
   Then Emma plunged on ahead.  She flattened herself against one wall of the sewer pipe to ease herself around the two city workers, who discussed the stench of the sewage in various neighborhoods.  Emma had gotten to know these odors quite well herself, to the point where she could have found her way around simply by the smell.
 
   “Christ, did you see the size of that?” one worker shouted.
 
   “Probably some kind of mutant,” the other said.
 
   Pepe came up beside Emma a moment later.  He was large for an ordinary rat, but not as big as some of his brethren in the Rampart City sewers.
 
   She didn’t have time to consider this at the moment.  She allowed Pepe to get in front of her, to lead her to the site of the accident.  The city workers fell farther and farther behind; clearly they had no stomach for this late-night exploration of the city’s underground.  She couldn’t blame them, as she had often enough felt queasy down here even with the armor.  That was at least until her time in Jim’s care.
 
   She didn’t see the object until she kicked it with her boot.  The visor of her helmet allowed her to see where the object splashed down in the sewage.  It was probably something worthless, but then again it might be something Jim had left behind.
 
   She fished around with her glove until she found it.  She saw it wasn’t something that belonged to Jim, but it wasn’t worthless either.  It was a remote control, not unlike the type a child might use for a toy car.  She doubted in this case that was what it had been used for; more likely it had been used as a detonator.
 
   Emma studied the remote for a moment before she tucked it into a pouch on her belt.  She would have to examine it later, though she doubted it would provide any solid leads.  It did tell her someone might have tried to kill Jim.  If not directly then indirectly at least.
 
   Pepe let out a squeak of joy and pointed with his snout at the way ahead.  Through the visor, Emma could see the rubble of the sewage pipe that blocked the way.  “Stay back,” she said to Pepe.  Then she pulled the Sword of Justice from its scabbard.  The blade glowed with a dim yellow light, which told Emma that if someone had used the remote to trigger an explosion, that person had long since gone or else surely the blade would have glowed brighter in the presence of evil.
 
   She took a few cautious swipes at the rubble; the blade sliced through the cement and metal is if it were butter.  This loosened things enough that she could easily sweep aside more of the rubble, enough to get her head through the opening.
 
   On the other side was Jim.
 
   ***
 
   He lay on his back in the sewage, his arms and legs spread-eagled.  “Jim,” she whispered.  He didn’t move.  “Jim!” she said louder.  He still didn’t move.
 
   Unbidden, Pepe crawled over Emma to drop through the opening.  The rat swam over to his leader’s side and poked at Jim’s rat fur coat with his snout.  Jim still didn’t move.  Pepe looked up at Emma with concern but indicated Jim was still alive.
 
   “See if you can push him back a little.  I don’t want anything falling on him.”
 
   With the Sword of Justice she began to chop up more of the rubble and then used her hands to clear it away.  Despite the magic sword and armor, this still took a few minutes, which to Emma seemed like separate eternities.  Behind her, she could hear the voices of the city workers echo through the tunnel.  It wouldn’t be long until they got here.  If they found Jim, they would turn him over to the police, who would in turn hand him over to a mental hospital or prison.  There was no way Jim could survive in either place.
 
   She wouldn’t let that happen.  She flung more rubble away, enough for her to squeeze through.  Then she reached through the opening to pile some of the rubble back up to make it more difficult for the city workers to reach her and Jim.  It wouldn’t hold them long, but it would be long enough for her to get Jim to safety.
 
   With the flimsy blockade in place, she knelt down beside Jim.  As Pepe had indicated, he was still alive.  She dragged him out of the sewage to one of the cement embankments.  There she brushed aside his coat to examine his wounds.
 
   Blood oozed from a wound in his right side, just above his kidney.  It didn’t look deep enough to have done any serious damage.  More troublesome at the moment was the shrapnel in his right leg.  These wounds were far deeper, almost to the bone and bled much more seriously.  If she didn’t get him help soon, he might lose the leg—if not his life.
 
   As if he sensed her thoughts, his eyes snapped open.  “No doctor,” he said.
 
   “Jim, I have to.  You’re hurt.  Badly.”
 
   “No!” he said.  He tried to sit up but then winced with pain and sagged back down.  “No hospital.”
 
   She heard the city workers begin to claw at the rubble that blocked the tunnel.  It wouldn’t be long before they broke through her pathetic barricade to find her and Jim.  “We don’t have time to argue,” she said.  Without another word she heaved Jim over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry.
 
   She took off through the sewer; the armor made Jim seem to weigh nothing.  Pepe scurried ahead of her to scout for any trouble.  At this point she was as worried about the phantom saboteur as the city workers or police.  He—or she—might have left traps behind to discourage any pursuit.  
 
   “No doctor,” Jim said again.
 
   “I have to, Jim.”
 
   “No,” he said again, more weakly this time.  “Please.  No.”
 
   Emma didn’t stop, but she felt a pang of sadness from the desperation in Jim’s voice.  He had spent the last twenty years in Rampart City’s sewers to avoid people.  She had never found out exactly what had driven him down here, but she knew it was something terrible.  To take him to a hospital would be just as bad as if she handed him over to the police.
 
   “All right,” she said.  “No hospital.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Jim couldn’t sit on the back of the motorcycle and there was no way for her to drive with him over her shoulder, so she had to abandon the bike in the alley.  Even without the armor she didn’t want to try a cab or a bus.  That left her to carry Jim over her shoulder while she bounced from rooftop to rooftop in the red armor.
 
   In her early tenure as the Scarlet Knight, she had struggled with her landings; she usually ended up flat on her face after a jump.  After seven years, she’d honed her technique enough to where she would at least land on her side.  As she hopped from the rooftop of an apartment building to another one, she adjusted herself to come down on the shoulder not carrying Jim so as not to injure him even worse.
 
   He had passed out early in the trip, though occasionally he would mutter, “No doctor.”  As for Pepe, he would follow them from the ground to their ultimate destination.  
 
   Emma wondered again about her promise not to take Jim to the hospital.  She knew all too well about his phobia of going to the surface and of people in general.  Still, in this case she worried she might be wasting too much time to abide by his wishes.  By the time she reached her destination, he might have lost too much blood or he might have picked up an infection that would cause him to lose the leg.
 
   She reminded herself she couldn’t drop the Sewer Rat off at Rampart General like an ordinary patient.  Once the police found out, they would take him into custody.  Like the Scarlet Knight, the Sewer Rat was technically an outlaw, though no one had bothered with a task force to hunt him down; no task force had the stomach to search for him in the sewers.  She could put in a good word with Captain Donovan, but there would be nothing the captain could do, not after the police had Jim.
 
   There was only one solution.
 
   She wasn’t surprised to find the door ajar when she landed on Aggie’s doorstep.  “Bring him inside, dear,” Aggie called out from inside.  Anyone who didn’t know her would have expected to find an old woman, not a blond girl as old as most of Emma’s students.
 
   At one point Agnes Chiostro had been an old woman.  A near-death experience had convinced her to embrace the pleasures of youth.  Since she’d fallen in love with a young woman named Akako, Agnes—Aggie to her friends—had remained young, about the same age as Emma.
 
   Despite this, Aggie still projected the authority of an old woman.  She waited for Emma in the parlor and said, “Put him down on the couch so I can take a look at him.”
 
   Emma set Jim down on the couch and used a throw pillow to prop up his injured leg so Aggie could have a better look at it.  “There was an explosion down in the sewers,” Emma explained.  “He got caught in the blast.”
 
   “Oh my.”  Aggie bent down to examine the chunks of metal and cement that stuck out of his leg like a pincushion.  “This certainly is serious.  Perhaps you should have taken him to a hospital.”
 
   “He wouldn’t go to a doctor.”  Emma took off the helmet so she could look Aggie in the eye.  “Can you help him?”
 
   “I should think so, dear.  First we’ll have to take out all the junk in his leg.  Go in the kitchen and fetch me a bowl along with a damp rag.”
 
   When she returned with the bowl and rag, Emma found Aggie had taken Jim’s coat off and was using a pair of scissors to cut away his pants and shirt like a paramedic.  “They’re practically molded to him,” Aggie said.
 
   “I don’t think he cares much for fashion down there.”
 
   “I suppose not.”  Aggie took the bowl and then began to pluck out shrapnel with a pair of tweezers.  There was nothing Emma could do at the moment but stand back, watch, and pray.  If Jim didn’t make it or if he lost his leg, she would blame herself.
 
   She was so engrossed in these worries that she didn’t hear Aggie speaking to her until the witch snapped her fingers.  “Emma, are you all right, dear?”
 
   “What?  Oh, I’m fine.”
 
   “I need you to go downstairs to the vault.  On the third shelf on the left there’s a dark gray stone bottle.  I need you to bring that to me.”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll get it.”  Emma scurried away like one of Jim’s rats; she felt the sting of guilt and her own helplessness.  She went downstairs to the basement and turned on the light.  She hurried past the rows of weapons Sylvia had left, as well as Sylvia’s old barber chair, which she had not taken to her new salon.
 
   In the center of the basement was a metal vault like something a bank would use.  Emma dialed in the combination—the birthday of Aggie and Sylvia’s dead sister—and then yanked open the door.  She found the third shelf on the left.  There were numerous little bottles that contained all sorts of magic potions.  She had used one of these to erase Dan Dreyfus’s memory of their time together seven years ago.  After the pain and heartache caused by that, she had learned not to fool with magic potions.
 
   She finally found the dark gray bottle Aggie had mentioned.  The label was written in French in Aggie’s curly, old-fashioned script.  “Restoration,” the label read.  Emma thought that sounded more like the name of a perfume, but at this point she would try anything.
 
   Upstairs, Aggie dabbed at Jim’s leg and side with the damp rag, which had turned red from blood.  “Here it is,” Emma said.
 
   “I just hope it’s not too late,” Aggie said.  She opened the bottle and then splashed a few drops onto the rag.  Emma again could only watch as Aggie pressed the rag to Jim’s wound.  Emma had hoped the wound would instantly heal itself like in a movie, but it didn’t.  Nothing happened, at least nothing she could perceive.
 
   “Is it doing anything?” she asked.
 
   “We won’t know until the morning.”  Aggie ran the rag along Jim’s leg, but still nothing happened.  The witch stood up and then tossed the bloody rag into the fireplace.  “Can you carry him up into the guest room, dear?”
 
   “Sure.”  She knew her way to the guest bedroom; she had lived there for a few weeks a year earlier.  The room hadn’t changed since then, the bed as neat as the one in Megan Putnam’s dorm.  Aggie followed her up and pushed aside the covers so Emma could set Jim down.
 
   She had never seen Jim naked before—or nearly naked as Aggie had left his underwear on.  She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised that he was thin to the point of his ribs being visible; life in the sewer didn’t provide much of a healthy diet.  That he had survived as long as he had was a testament to his strength.
 
   Aggie put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “I’ll dress his wounds and tomorrow morning we’ll see what we’ve got.  In the meantime, you should get some rest.”
 
   “Can I stay in here?  If he wakes up and I’m not around—”
 
   “Yes, of course you can, dear.  But I think you’ll be more comfortable without that armor.”  Emma blushed and then nodded.  She began to strip off the armor while Aggie went to the bathroom to fetch some gauze to wrap Jim’s wounds with.  They would have to wait until the morning to see what would happen.
 
   Emma heard a squeak at the door.  She wasn’t surprised Pepe had managed to find them.  The rat was more than intelligent enough to find a way into Aggie’s house and climb up the steps.  Aggie didn’t show any surprise at the sight of the huge animal.
 
   “He’s going to be fine,” Emma told Pepe in ratspeak.  “He just needs some rest.”
 
   The rat didn’t believe her.  He climbed up the side of the bed to sniff at Jim’s wounds.  Then he voiced his doubts.  “Ms. Chiostro knows what she’s doing,” Emma said.  “She’s a witch.  Tomorrow morning he’ll be good as new.”
 
   Pepe grunted skeptically at this and then crawled up onto the bed.  He burrowed beneath the crook of Jim’s arm so that his snout rested against Jim’s shoulder.  Though Jim was unconscious, Emma saw him smile at this.
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia rolled over in bed to check the clock.  It was four in the morning and she was still alone.  With an irritated sigh, she climbed out of bed.  Tim’s apartment was only a single bedroom one, so it didn’t take her long to discover he was not at home.  Still.  She had fallen asleep two hours ago while she waited for him.
 
   Since she’d moved into Tim’s apartment three months earlier, she had become used to his odd hours.  Sometimes he stayed at TriTech until eleven o’clock at night or even midnight before he returned to work at six in the morning.  She would usually be in bed, where she’d pretend to sleep as he came in and sank down next to her.  She would wait until he was settled comfortably next to her before she turned to him in the dark and asked, “What took you so long?”
 
   “Just a lot of work to do,” he would say.
 
   “You trying to avoid me?” she would ask playfully.
 
   “Never.”  Then they would kiss and usually do more than that.  
 
   Not tonight.  Tonight he hadn’t come home at midnight.  She had tried his phone, both his cell phone and office phone.  She left him a string of messages, each angrier than the last.  She picked up the phone again and was again sent to voice mail.  “If you aren’t here in twenty minutes you’d better not bother coming home at all,” she growled before she slammed down the receiver.
 
   If she were an ordinary woman she would have needed to wait all night for answers.  Since she was a witch, she had an easy solution to the problem.  She didn’t have an actual crystal ball, but she didn’t need one.  Tim’s fish bowl—empty after his goldfish died two weeks ago when she overfed it—would do nicely.  
 
   In the presence of company she would have waved her hands dramatically along the sides of the bowl before she conjured an image.  She had done this in 1920 at a circus in Montana; she’d shocked famed skeptic Harry Houdini and the gypsy woman whose crystal ball she’d borrowed.  With no one around she simply said a few words and Tim’s image appeared in the bowl.
 
   As she had expected, he was still bent over his worktable in the lab.  He probably didn’t know what time it was.  If no one told him, he would work until he finally passed out from exhaustion.   Then he would wake up two or three hours later to go right back at it the next day.
 
   Not this time.  It was time for him to choose between her or his work.  She was sick of sharing him with TriTech, with this RAT project and whatever else he was up to.  She hurled the glass bowl to the floor; it shattered into tiny fragments.  Then she seized her coat from the rack beside the door and stomped down to her truck.
 
   If she knew the TriTech building better she could have simply vanished herself inside.  Though that would give away that she was a witch, which inevitably would land her in hot water with Glenda and the coven.  So she would do it the old-fashioned way.  After she climbed into the cab of the pickup, she reached over to the glove compartment.  She’d left Sam Colt’s revolver there, along with a long, thin bronze dagger that had belonged to a priestess of the Greek goddess Artemis, for whom Sylvia had named her salon.  Before the sun came up the knife might once again be used to spill blood.
 
   ***
 
   Throughout the rest of the night, Emma sat in a chair beside Jim’s bed.  She nodded off sometime around four in the morning.  As if she’d read Emma’s mind, Aggie appeared with a tray of tea and cookies.  “Thought you could use a little refreshment,” Aggie said.  She didn’t look the least bit tired, but then again as a witch she might have a potion to help.  Aggie picked up a cookie from the tray and then glanced at Pepe, who still rested against Jim’s unconscious body.  “Does he eat cookies?”
 
   “He’s a rat.  He eats just about anything,” Emma said.
 
   As expected, Pepe devoured the cookies right out of Aggie’s hand.  She fed him the rest of the stack, which he also snapped up.  Aggie shook her head.  “I think I’ll go down and make some more.  Are you going to be all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said.  She drank her tea in silence; she made sure to add more sugar than usual to help her stay awake.  She would have loved a can of Red Bull from the Sanctuary fridge right now.
 
   After he ate his snack, Pepe returned to Jim’s side.  The rat was steadfast in his devotion to his friend; he never once fell asleep.  She wondered where he got the energy from, but then again he hadn’t spent all day teaching and searching for a missing girl.
 
   On her fourth cup of tea, Emma heard Jim cough.  She waited for him to wake up, but nothing more happened.  She saw his bandages were still stained with blood.  What would she find beneath them?  She wanted desperately to look, but knew she had to wait until Aggie took them off.  The witch would know when the time was right; she had no doubt used this potion on dozens of people in the last five hundred years.
 
   Her vigil became more complicated after her sixth cup of tea when she felt the urgent need to use the bathroom.  If she did, he would probably wake up then and find her gone.  He would think she had abandoned him.  The last time this had happened a year ago, he had destroyed all of the garbage sculptures he’d made of her and refused to talk to her until she finally went down and begged his forgiveness.  In this case he might never forgive her.
 
   Aggie crept up behind her again.  “It’s all right, dear.  He’ll be another hour yet at least,” she said.
 
   “All right, but if he does wake up, tell him I’ll be right back,” Emma said.
 
   She had never used the bathroom so quickly in her life.  She didn’t even wash her hands as she usually did.  From the doorway, she heaved a sigh of relief to see nothing had changed.  Jim was still asleep with Pepe’s head on his chest; the rat’s whiskers twitched every now and then.  Aggie sat on a chair opposite of Emma’s, where she sipped a cup of tea.
 
   “He’s going to be just fine, dear,” she said.  “You should get some rest.”
 
   “I can’t,” Emma said as she sat down.  “When he wakes up—”
 
   “You’ll be right here, at his side.”  Aggie smiled in a way that despite her wrinkle-free face looked grandmotherly.  “He wouldn’t want you to make yourself ill, dear.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”  Emma set her chin on her chest and closed her eyes to feign sleep.  When Aggie left, she would—
 
   She opened her eyes to find the room filled with the yellow light of early morning.  Emma saw she had been asleep for five hours.  She also saw that Jim was still unconscious.  To her shame, Pepe was still wide awake, his black eyes somehow accusing her.
 
   “You haven’t missed anything yet, dear,” Aggie said.  “I was going downstairs to put some breakfast on.  What would you like?”
 
   “Just a piece of toast would be fine,” she said.  She usually drank a protein shake before her morning run, followed by a Red Bull later, but she doubted Aggie would have such things in her house.
 
   “Of course, dear.  I’ll bring some for your friend too.”
 
   Emma nibbled on a piece of toast with blackberry jam when Jim woke up.  He came to in an instant and sat straight up in bed.  His red-brown eyes went wide as he looked around the room.  Those eyes fell upon Emma.  His mouth contorted in a snarl.  “You lie!”
 
   She threw the toast down and reached out to put a hand on his skeletal chest.  “No, it’s all right.  We’re not in a hospital.  There are no doctors here.”
 
   Jim looked around the room again.  “Not hospital?”
 
   “No.  This is my friend’s house.”
 
   “She doctor?”
 
   “No.  Not really.  Not a medical doctor.”
 
   “I’m a witch,” Aggie said from the doorway.  She glared at Jim with an icy stare.  “You probably don’t remember the last time we met.  I looked a bit older then.”
 
   Jim stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “You Emma’s friend.”
 
   Emma nodded.  “That’s right, Ms. Chiostro is my friend.  She gave you something to help your wounds after I pulled you out of the sewer.”
 
   For the first time, Jim looked down at the bandages on his side and leg.  He grabbed hold of the bandage on his side to pull it off, but Aggie grabbed his hand.  “Hold on,” she said.  “You want to be gentle with those.  Let me—”
 
   “No touch!” he said.
 
   “Look here, young man—”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   Jim didn’t object as Emma reached down to slowly peel the bloody bandage away from Jim’s chest.  To her surprise and relief, there was nothing more than a blotch of fresh pink skin beneath the bandage.  “Looks good,” she said.  She did the same with the bandages on his leg to find it too had healed nicely.
 
   “Thank you,” Jim said to Aggie.
 
   “You’re welcome.  Now perhaps you would like some breakfast?  I have some French toast and orange juice downstairs.”
 
   “Yes.  That fine,” Jim said.  Emma figured it was probably the best meal he’d had in over twenty years.
 
   She waited until Aggie left to ask him about what he remembered of the accident.  His story didn’t vary from what Pepe had told her.  He had heard of an intruder and went to check it out.  Before he could see anyone, the sewer pipe exploded and he was knocked unconscious.  “You didn’t see anyone?” she asked.  He shook his head.  “Did you smell anyone or anything unusual?”
 
   “Yes.  There smell like glove.”
 
   “Glove?”  Emma considered this for a moment.  “You mean like leather?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She filed this detail away later, along with the remote control she’d found in the sewer pipe.  She had no doubt the two were related.  The only question was why someone had wanted to blow up a sewer pipe—and if they had targeted the Sewer Rat.
 
   “I go now?” he asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Aggie said from the doorway again.  She carried a plate heaped with what must have been a half-loaf of French toast along with a half-gallon of orange juice.  “We need to give you some time to recuperate.”
 
   Emma put a hand on Jim’s shoulder.  “Don’t worry, I’ll be right here.”
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia knew the front doors of TriTech would be locked and guarded so early in the morning.  The loading dock would also be watched with cameras and perhaps a guard as well.  The Scarlet Knight could easily have scaled the building to let herself in or jumped up to the roof and gone from there, but Sylvia didn’t want to involve Emma in her domestic dispute.
 
   Besides, she was not without means herself.  TriTech had moved into a vacant art deco-style skyscraper first built in the early days of the Great Depression, but it had yet to use all of the building’s fifteen floors.  This left a lot of empty windows she could use to gain access.
 
   In the early days, she and Aggie had tried to fly on brooms, but they never had the knack for it.  If she concentrated enough, Sylvia could levitate herself up a few floors.  She closed her eyes to focus.  When she opened her eyes, she found she floated beside what would be the fourteenth floor.
 
   This floor had yet to be renovated, so Sylvia doubted anyone would watch it.  She pulled Artemis’s dagger from her belt and jammed it into the edge of the window until she heard the lock pop.  It was easy enough then for her to open the window and swim inside.
 
   She collapsed onto a pile of insulation probably much older than she looked.  It was probably asbestos the building’s owner had stashed up here to hide from inspectors and prospective tenants.  She rolled off this and lay on the floor for a moment to rest and get her bearings.  Tim’s laboratory was in the basement; she wondered if the stairs would go down that far or if she’d have to levitate down.  She put a hand to her upset stomach and hoped not.
 
   She started towards the door to the office or whatever it was she had stumbled into.  She stuck her head out the window to see a hallway of wood-paneled walls and doors with frosted glass.  The descriptions printed in gold letters on most of these doors had been peeled away by time and perhaps the maintenance staff.
 
   She found a bank of elevators, but didn’t dare use those.  She might as well go through the front door then.  The door for a stairwell was beside this; she tried the door and it squeaked open.  With a sigh of relief, she started down the stairs.
 
   They waited for her at the door to the next floor.  Two thugs as burly as those employed by Don Vendetta blocked the door, both with pistols drawn.  “You’re coming with us,” one said.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Sylvia said.  She raised the dagger of Artemis.  On the surface it would seem that she had brought a knife to a gunfight, but they didn’t know about the special weapons at her disposal.
 
   “The boss said you’d say that,” the other said.  “He said if you said that we was supposed to say that if you didn’t come with us he’ll have to kill your boyfriend.”
 
   For a moment Sylvia considered the goon might have lied, but then decided given his line of work and dull monotone in which he’d delivered his message he probably wasn’t bright enough to bluff like that.  “Where do you want me to go?” she asked instead.
 
   “To see the boss.”
 
   “You can go quietly or loudly,” the first one said, to sound menacing.
 
   She slipped the dagger into its case and then held up her empty hand and hook.  “Gee, I guess I’ll have to go quietly then.”
 
   The smarter of the two opened the door while his comrade ushered Sylvia through.  She figured they would use the elevator to head to wherever they were going, but instead the goon led her to the end of the corridor, where there was another frosted glass door that said simply, “Storage.”  The goon opened this and then shoved her through.
 
   For the second time in almost as many minutes she was surprised.  This time by the size of the “storage” room.  It had to be as big as Tim’s entire apartment, most of that space open at the moment.  She smelled something that reminded her of a new suitcase to her left.  In that direction, she saw a glass-topped desk, behind which sat a middle-aged man with thin dark hair and the onset of heavy jowls.  
 
   “Hello, Miss Joubert,” he said.
 
   Sylvia took a step towards the desk to get a better look at the man.  After a moment it came to her:  Harry Wittman.  She had never met him in person, but she had a dossier on him in her office.  He was a small-time weapons dealer, the type of scum who didn’t care who he sold to as long as he made a few bucks.  Last year she had undercut him on some weapons to a group of Grakistani rebels.  Since then she hadn’t heard much of him.
 
   “Well, I guess we finally get to meet, Mr. Wittman.”
 
   Wittman tapped the nameplate on his desk that said, “Harry Ward.”  “I decided to change it for legal reasons.  I’m sure you’d approve of that.”  He reached into his desk but came out with only a cigar.  “I have to say you’ve got a hell of a plastic surgeon.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Of course not.  It’s not like I could have looked in the city records and seen that you’ve been living here for over a century.  You and your sister.  How is old Agnes these days?”
 
   “That’s none of your goddamned business.”  She motioned to the goons behind her.  “Your pet gorillas said something about you killing my boyfriend.”
 
   “Oh, that.  I would really hate to waste his talent.  Not until I’ve gotten everything I can out of him.”  Wittman blew out a cloud of blue smoke from the cigar.  “Does he know he’s fucking someone old enough to be his great-grandma’s great-grandma?”
 
   Sylvia let her hand drop to her side, where the dagger waited.  She badly wanted to fling it at Wittman’s thick neck and slice open his jugular.  She would dance in the fountain of blood that would spring from it, not just for what he’d said about her and Tim but for all the lives he’d ruined with his reckless arms sales.  She couldn’t, at least not yet.  “What do you want?”
 
   “I want your help.  See, I’ve got a plan that’s going to make me very, very rich.  There are just a couple of little trifles in my way.  You’ll take care of these for me and in exchange I won’t eliminate your boyfriend.”
 
   “How do I know you’ve got Tim?”
 
   “I don’t need to ‘have’ him.  He’s working down in his lab, happy as a clam.  The idea he’s going to bring me on Monday will make me a trillionaire.”  He reached into his desk again, but this time pulled a black box with a long silver antenna.  “I’m sure you know what this is.”
 
   “A C4 detonator.”
 
   “Exactly.  And I’m sure you know how moldable C4 explosive is these days.  If you’re clever enough you could even make what looks like an identification badge out of it.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” she said as she thought of the badge Tim wore clipped to his pocket while he worked.  Even if the charge wasn’t very powerful, it would be more than enough to kill Tim the moment Wittman activated the detonator.
 
   “So, do we have a deal?”
 
   Sylvia looked down at the floor.  “Yes.  We have a deal.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   After breakfast, Jim fell asleep, the blankets pulled up to cover his face.  For someone who lived in the darkness of the sewers, Emma supposed even the early morning light was like a noonday sun.  While Jim slept, Emma went down to the basement to find some old tarpaulins Sylvia had used to cover weapons crates.  These proved to be good blackout curtains, so only a faint gray glow remained in the room.
 
   Pepe, who lay on the outside of the blankets, approved of this.  “You keep an eye on him,” Emma said, though she knew it was unnecessary.  “I’m going downstairs again for a couple minutes.”
 
   She found Aggie in the parlor; the witch sewed the tear in a black dress.  “How’s your friend feeling?” she asked.
 
   “Tired.  He’s sleeping right now.”
 
   “That’s good.  He needs some rest.”
 
   “Thank you for all of your help.  I didn’t know where else I could go.”  Emma sank down on a chair to look down at her feet.  Tears nearly came to her eyes as she thought of Jim floating there in the sewage as if he were already dead.
 
   Aggie put down the dress to lay a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “Now, dear, don’t get upset.  Everything’s worked out fine.  He’s alive and he should recover fully.  He’ll be back to all his little friends in no time at all.”
 
   “I suppose so.”  She couldn’t help but think someone had tried to kill Jim.  That someone could still be down there, or at the very least might return.  Next time he—or she—might be successful. 
 
   If that’s what the saboteur had really been after.  She had studied the city’s sewer system to help her navigate when she was down there as the Scarlet Knight.  From this, she knew the site of the explosion had no special importance, or at least none that was obvious.  It was just one of thousands of pipes that ran beneath the city to channel waste to the processing plants.  To blow up that pipe would accomplish nothing.
 
   Until she could find out who had blown up that pipe and for what reason, she couldn’t let Jim go back to the sewers.  She wouldn’t be able to stand the guilt if she allowed him to return to the sewers only to have the saboteur successfully kill him the next time.  She would have to keep him here, on the surface, in the world he hated.
 
   Again Aggie read her thoughts.  “You can’t keep him here forever.  He’ll be able to get up in a day or two,” she said.
 
   “Then I’d better find out who tried to kill him before then,” Emma said.  She got to her feet and with renewed determination went to the kitchen to find a flashlight.  She could take the Scarlet Knight’s helmet, but she didn’t like to go out in the armor in the daytime—not even down to the sewers—if she could help it.  
 
   As she rummaged through the drawers, she heard a news report on television that caused her to straighten as if she’d been hit with a jolt of electricity.  “Megan Putnam was last seen on the campus of Rampart State University, where she is a freshman.  Police are asking that anyone with information please contact the Rampart City Police Department,” the news anchor said.  A picture of Megan Putnam hovered over the anchor’s shoulder, the same one Emma had given to Captain Donovan.
 
   Emma wondered who had finally reported Megan as missing.  Had the housekeeper called Megan’s father?  Or perhaps Captain Donovan had contacted the father to let him know his daughter had been missing from school all week.  In either case, it brought a stab of guilt to Emma as she realized she’d completely forgotten about Megan since Pepe had told her about the explosion in the sewers.  She hadn’t made much progress on the case in any event, but how could she set it aside?
 
   Someone else could find her now, Emma tried to tell herself.  With the news reports, everyone in the metropolitan area—perhaps the nation if the major networks picked up the story—would be searching for Megan Putnam.  Besides, no one knew if the girl was actually in danger or if she had simply run away.
 
   None of these rationalizations made Emma feel better.  She had promised herself she would look for Megan and find her.  Could she really put that aside for Jim?  She thought again of him floating in the sewage and made her decision.  She found a flashlight and then set out for the nearest bus stop.
 
   ***
 
   The police had left the area by the explosion, but there was still a pair of water department vehicles parked around the manhole cover, that had tied up traffic.  The bus driver cursed about this as he steered past the city trucks to the next bus stop.  Emma was the first one through the doors; she pushed her way through the crowds on the sidewalk until she found an alley with a storm drain.  A bum had set up a cardboard house on top of the drain.  With the incentive of five dollars, he was more than willing to move over a couple of feet.
 
   “You going down there, girlie?” the bum asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe you’d like a little protection.”
 
   “No thanks.”  She could imagine that the bum’s idea of “protection” would be to knock her out and then rob or rape her—possibly both.  “I can handle it.”
 
   “Your loss,” he grumbled as she climbed down into the storm drain.  From there she slid down the pipe that led into the sewers themselves.  She tried not to think about how many showers she would need to get the stink of the sewers off of her.  At the very least when she got back, Jim might feel more at home.
 
   She turned on the flashlight after she got to her feet and then swept the beam around.  A pair of rats scurried into the darkness.  She wondered if these were of a tribe friendly with Jim or one of the rogue groups that refused to recognize him as a leader.  There’s only one way to find out, she thought.
 
   “Hello,” she said in ratspeak.  “I am a friend of the king.”  She couldn’t bring herself to use the title “queen” that Pepe used to describe her to the other rats.  She hoped they would at least understand the concept of “friend.”
 
   One of the rats edged forward into the light.  It tentatively squeaked back that the king was dead.  “He lives,” she said.  “He’s recovering aboveground.”
 
   The rats conversed between themselves for a few moments.  The one finally asked why she had come down there.  “I want to find out who tried to kill him and bring them to justice.”  Rat justice varied wildly from her notion of justice; rats didn’t bother with juries or trials.  They didn’t have prisons either.  They would simply have a duel where the winner was right and the loser was dead.
 
   For this reason, the rats were excited to help her in her search.  She told them what Jim and Pepe had said and then held up the remote control she’d found.  “Did you see anyone carrying something like this?”
 
   They hadn’t, but promised they would ask their comrades.  She supposed that was the best she could hope for at the moment.  Since rats wouldn’t understand an address and she couldn’t accurately give Pepe’s name in ratspeak, she said, “I will send a representative down to meet you.  He will be the one with the silver stripe on his back.”  They seemed to understand this well enough and disappeared to spread the word.
 
   She continued to walk through the sewers, in search of another clue.  She sniffed the air to try to pick up the leather scent Jim had smelled.  Mostly she just smelled the sewage around her; Jim’s nose was more finely tuned after years in the sewers.  She regretted she hadn’t asked Pepe to come along, not only to help her communicate with the other rats but also that his nose would be better able to find that leather odor.
 
   After two hours, she wound up within only a few blocks of the Plaine Museum and the Sanctuary.  There wasn’t an actual shower there, but she had found a water pipe she could tap for a cold shower if need be.  She also kept some extra clothes there for those times when she fell asleep in the Sanctuary and didn’t have time to get home before her first class.  For those reasons, she started off in that direction.
 
   It didn’t surprise her when Marlin appeared before her.  “Is this some kind of new beauty ritual?  Douse yourself in raw sewage?” he said.
 
   “Shut up,” she said, harsher than she intended.
 
   “Looking for your friend?  He’s probably off building another monument to you out of toilet paper.”
 
   “I know where Jim is,” she said and then told Marlin what had happened.
 
   It was one of the rare occasions when Marlin apologized for being insensitive.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I heard there was a blast underground but I thought some bloke had just lit a match in the wrong place.”
 
   She showed the remote control to the ghost and repeated what Jim had said.  “You didn’t see anyone down here?”
 
   “No, but then I wasn’t really looking.  You really think someone would try to kill him?  Not like he has any money.”
 
   “I don’t know.  He might have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  She made her way to the ladder that led up into the Sanctuary, which was the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum.  At one time it had been a bomb shelter, until Percival Graves—the previous incarnation of the Scarlet Knight—had discovered it and used it as a hideout.
 
   Despite that Marlin was a ghost, Emma ordered him to wait outside the Sanctuary as she pushed aside the fake wall and then crawled inside.  While she showered, she ran through everything again.  She didn’t have nearly enough pieces of the puzzle at the moment to make sense of anything.
 
   After she toweled off and dressed in a gray coverall taken from the Plaine Museum maintenance staff with “Burt” sewed on the left breast, she sat down at the Sanctuary’s computer.  It didn’t take her long to bring up the location of the explosion.  As she expected, there wasn’t anything of obvious value in the area.  No banks or commodity exchanges or jewelry stores.  Mostly there were just lawyers and doctors, those who couldn’t afford digs in more prosperous areas of the city. 
 
   About two blocks away she saw the new headquarters for TriTech, where Sylvia’s boyfriend worked.  She would have to pay Sylvia a visit later and ask the witch what sort of things TriTech worked on.  It wasn’t much of a lead, but at the moment it was better than anything she had.
 
   ***
 
   Since it had opened, Emma had been to Sylvia’s salon three times—all to get her hair cut.  Sylvia had asked her to teach self-defense courses in the salon’s attached dojo, but Emma had turned her down; she had too much work at the moment between teaching and fighting crime.  This was the first time that she’d come to the salon in a professional capacity.
 
   A brunette as young as Aggie pretended to be worked the reception desk.  Her face lit up in a smile Emma sensed was fake.  “Oh, hi!” the woman said.  “You’re Syl’s friend.  Emily, right?”
 
   “Emma.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.”  The woman’s smile faded for just an instant.  “She’s on the range right now.  Would you like to wait or can someone else help you?”
 
   “Actually I just need to talk to Sylvia for a minute or two.  If she’s not busy.”
 
   “Let me go check, OK?”  The woman disappeared through the door that linked the salon to the dojo and gun range.  Emma looked around the salon and saw every chair occupied at the moment.  Clearly Sylvia’s venture was working out.  She supposed it was better—and much safer—than to sell weapons to rebel groups.
 
   The woman returned a minute later with the same phony smile.  “Syl said you can come on back.”  Emma followed her to the door.  Just inside that, the woman gestured to a row of ear protectors.  Emma took a pair and put them on.
 
   Sylvia stood in one of the shooting booths, an ancient Colt revolver in her hands.  Emma and the woman waited as Sylvia emptied the weapon; she hit the paper target in the center each time.  Once she finished, she turned around.  “Hello,” she said and took off her ear protectors.  Emma did the same.  “Is this business or pleasure?”
 
   “Business,” Emma said.  “Can we go somewhere private?”
 
   “Sure.  We’ll go into my office.”  Sylvia turned to the receptionist and said, “If anyone comes in looking for me, tell them I stepped out for a few minutes.”
 
   “Sure thing, Syl.”  The woman hurried off while Sylvia motioned for Emma to follow her into a room connected to the salon not much bigger than Emma’s office at Rampart State.  Emma closed the door behind them and then took a seat.
 
   “Someone almost killed Jim Rizzard last night,” she said.
 
   “The Sewer Rat?  Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.  He might have been in the wrong place at the wrong time or it might have been intentional.”
 
   “Is he all right?”
 
   “He’s fine.  Your sister’s looking after him.”
 
   “Aggie was always good with the healing potions.  So what do you need my help with?”
 
   Emma reached into her pocket and produced the remote control.  “Do you know what this is?”
 
   Sylvia’s cheek twitched for just a moment.  “A detonator.  C4 charges probably.  Pretty common stuff on the arms market.”
 
   “So there’s no way to trace it?”
 
   “Probably not.  I can try.”  Sylvia’s cheek twitched again.
 
   “That’s fine,” Emma said.  She tucked the remote back into the pocket of her coverall.  “There was something else I wanted to ask about.  The site of the explosion was only a couple of blocks from TriTech.”
 
   Sylvia’s cheek didn’t twitch this time so much as it jerked in a spasm.  “TriTech?”
 
   “Yes.  Isn’t that where Tim works?”
 
   “Yes,” Sylvia said in almost a whisper.  “You think they’re involved?”
 
   “I don’t know.  What do they do there?”
 
   Sylvia smiled, but it was as false as the woman at the reception desk.  “Oh, I don’t know.  Robots and stuff like that.  You know me, no good at anything without a trigger or blades.”
 
   “Do you think I could talk with Tim?  He might be able to help.”
 
   “No!”  Sylvia smiled again.  “He’s been so busy lately not even I get to talk to him anymore.  Last night he didn’t come home until after midnight.”
 
   “What’s he working on?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  To Emma’s surprise, Sylvia began to cry.  It was something she had never seen before.
 
   Emma patted Sylvia on the back and said, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”  Sylvia wiped at her cheeks with the hem of her shirt.  “I just forgot what this was like.  How much it hurts.”
 
   Emma had felt that hurt herself with Dan Dreyfus and Becky.  “Is there something I can do to help?  I could talk to him—”
 
   “Please don’t.”  Sylvia took Emma’s arm and squeezed it hard enough to make Emma wince.  “You have to promise to leave him alone.”
 
   “Sylvia, if he’s in some kind of trouble—”
 
   “No, he’s not in trouble.”  From the way Sylvia’s cheek twitched again, Emma knew the witch had lied.  “I just don’t want him to know that I told you.  I want us to work it out.”
 
   “Sylvia, please—”
 
   “Just leave it alone, Emma.  Tim doesn’t know anything.  All he ever thinks about is his work.  He can’t help you.”
 
   “Maybe someone else there—”
 
   “Just stay away from that place entirely.  Please.”
 
   “Are they doing something illegal?”
 
   “It’s not anything like that.  Please don’t go poking your nose around in there.  You’re only going to be disappointed.”
 
   “What aren’t you telling me, Sylvia?”  Emma tried to look the witch in the eyes, but Sylvia looked down at the floor.  It was the meekest she had ever seen the witch before.
 
   “I can’t talk about it.  Just let me handle it.  Please.  It doesn’t have anything to do with you or your friend.  It’s personal.”
 
   “All right,” Emma said.  She left Sylvia in her office with the door closed, worried about what sort of personal business Sylvia had with TriTech.  She would have to find out tonight.  In the meantime she had to get back and see how Jim was doing—and take another shower or two.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   The archives for the witch coven weren’t located on any map.  The closest any map came was an ancient burial mound believed to have been used by some of the very first settlers in Ireland.  The archives were buried beneath this mound, accessible only to those in the coven.  Inside were thousands of years of spells preserved in case they were ever needed.
 
   Akako’s job was to manage these many spells.  She had tried to find someone else, but there was no one else who could stand it.  Not only the isolation and claustrophobia but also the high concentration of magic itself.
 
   Anyone—witch or mortal—could work on the first floor of the archives, which featured only computer terminals, on which were stored the tamest of the spells.  This had been the work of Akako’s predecessor, who had been named Red.  He had been the Red native to this universe, who to everyone had appeared to be a teenage boy.
 
   Akako came from a parallel universe, one in which she had been an ordinary graduate student.  For years she’d hidden a secret from everyone—that she could hear the thoughts of hundreds of other Reds in hundreds of other parallel universes.  She had never even told her husband, Aggie Joubert.
 
   In that universe, Aggie had been a man and they had been married and deeply in love for all of three months before a drunk driver killed Aggie.  When the Red in this universe had died, he’d created some kind of hole in space-time that allowed Akako to slip through and be reunited with Aggie, after a fashion.  Granted this Aggie was a woman and a witch to boot, but she was as gentle and caring as the Aggie Akako had married.
 
   Akako kept a picture of Aggie on her desk to remind her of what she missed here.  She hoped someday they could be together for more than a couple days of the month, but she doubted if it would ever be possible.  Aggie would always be a witch and thus couldn’t live in the archives with Akako.  The raw magic in the archives had driven away every other witch who attempted to do Akako’s job and even Aggie became ill if she stayed too long.  In the past the coven had used a series of orphans to work in the archives, despite that the magic here was even more dangerous to them.  If Akako quit, her replacement might wind up as a toad or something much worse.
 
   No, there would be no replacement.  Akako was unique in that she existed “out of phase” with the universe—every universe—and thus magic didn’t have any effect on her.  Glenda, the head of the coven, had chosen the original Red for just that reason.
 
   With a sigh, Akako tried not to think it might have been better never to have stepped through that hole in space-time, to have gone on without Aggie.  In time the hole in her heart might have healed instead of being torn open every time she and Aggie had to say goodbye.
 
   The lift door from the burial mound opened to jerk Akako out of her gloomy thoughts.  She checked her logbook, but saw no one was scheduled to come down to the archives today.  She almost fell out of her chair to see Aggie’s sister Sylvia emerge from the lift.
 
   To say that Sylvia didn’t like her was an understatement.  To Sylvia, Akako was an intruder who had stolen Aggie away from her.  To compensate, Sylvia had made herself young and found someone to love, but every time they met, Akako could see the disdainful looks Sylvia gave her.
 
   That was why the look on Sylvia’s face almost caused Akako to collapse from her chair again.  The witch’s lip trembled and her eyes were red.  She had been crying, Akako realized.  A butch woman like Sylvia never cried.  Not unless something terrible had happened.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Akako asked.  She got out of her chair to meet Sylvia.  “Did something happen to Agnes?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”  Sylvia straightened and her lip stopped trembling but the sadness remained in her eyes.  “I need a spell.”
 
   “Sure.  Is it a Class One or—”
 
   “No, it’ll be downstairs.  It’s an old one.”  Sylvia held out a piece of paper.  
 
   Akako had just enough time to read the words, “I’m sorry.”  Then something heavy hit the back of her head and she passed out.
 
   ***
 
   Jim Rizzard didn’t prove to be much of a handful.  He slept most of the day and ate only when Aggie brought him a tray.  The giant rat Emma had named Pepe stayed with him except for a few moments to do his business.  He actually used the toilet like a human being, which Aggie found disconcerting.  She would have been more surprised if the rat had flushed afterwards, but that seemed beyond his capabilities.
 
   Aggie came in a few times to check Rizzard’s injuries.  The only problem she had with Rizzard happened the first time she attempted to check on him.  She had mistakenly pushed back the tarps Emma had put over the window to allow light to flood into the room.  Rizzard shrieked and then ducked beneath the covers as if he were a vampire.  “Bitch!” he screamed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Aggie said.  She rearranged the tarps.  “I need some light so I can check on your injuries.”
 
   “No light,” he said from beneath the covers like a child.
 
   To solve the problem she found an old sleeping mask in the attic.  This she gave to Rizzard to wear so he wouldn’t be able to see the light when she pushed aside the curtains to examine his wounds.  From what she could tell, the wounds had healed perfectly.  And from what she could tell there were no horrible side effects.  
 
   The second time Aggie came in to check on Rizzard he woke up calling Emma’s name.  “No, it’s just me.  Her friend, Aggie.”
 
   “Where she go?”
 
   In truth Aggie didn’t really know where Emma had gone, only that she wanted to find out who had nearly blown Rizzard up.  “She’s trying to find out what happened to you.”
 
   “Oh.”  From the disappointment in his voice and something in those strange, red-brown eyes, Aggie knew Rizzard loved Emma.  Aggie had heard about the sculptures he made of the Scarlet Knight and her alter ego, but to Aggie this had been more like some kind of strange worship, like totems erected by primitive tribes.  Now she could see the feelings ran much deeper than that.
 
   “She’ll be back soon.  Don’t you worry.  That girl can take care of herself.”
 
   “Yes,” Rizzard said.  “She strong.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”  If not strong in muscles—though she could certainly beat Aggie in an arm wrestling match—then strong in heart at least.  Perhaps that was what Rizzard loved about her, that and she didn’t recoil in horror at him and the company he kept.
 
   After she checked Rizzard’s wounds, Aggie went down to the parlor.  There was still no sign of Emma.  As she set to repair a gown she had recently purchased from the estate of a wealthy widow, Aggie wondered how Emma felt about Rizzard.  The concern she had shown when she sat at his bed certainly indicated she cared for him, but did she love him?  Aggie couldn’t be certain about this.
 
   She doubted Emma did either.  In her heart she still loved Dan Dreyfus, the Egyptologist she had worked with at the Plaine Museum.  Against Aggie’s strict advice, Emma had slipped him a potion to make him forget their time together and send him back to Egypt.  There he’d fallen in love with a woman named Isis, who had turned out to be the evil creature who had long ago created the Black Dragoon.  She had died, but Emma had not moved in on Dan.  That wasn’t her style.  As well, Emma still had her duty as the Scarlet Knight, whom Dan blamed for killing his beloved wife.
 
   The situation was a mess, one that would only get messier if Rizzard entered the picture.  Perhaps it was time for Aggie to have a talk with the girl, to get everything out in the open.  She supposed it wasn’t really her business, but since the first time they’d met, Aggie had seen Emma like one of her grandchildren.  The thought of this made Aggie sigh.  By now she probably had great-great-great-great-grandchildren, but there was no way she could see them.  It was against the rules to tell them she was a witch and it would be impossible for them to believe someone who looked as young as she did was their great-to-however-many-times-grandmother.  Emma and her friend Becky were the closest she had at the moment.
 
   She wasn’t sure when exactly she fell asleep.  One moment she was thinking about her distant relations and Emma Earl and the next she found herself in a sandbox.  It was a typical child’s sandbox with toys and dolls scattered around.  These belonged to a little redheaded girl who looked like a much younger Emma.  The girl smiled, which showed off adorable dimples that belied the iciness of her voice.  “No, I’m not your friend Emma.”
 
   “Then who are you?”
 
   “My name’s Joanna.”  She patted one of her pigtails.  “But people call me Red because of my hair.”
 
   “So you’re one of the others like Akako,” Aggie said.
 
   “Not exactly, but close.”
 
   “Is there something wrong with Akako?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Very good.  You need to get to the archives right away.  Akako needs you.”
 
   “What’s happened to her?”
 
   “You’ll find out when you get there.  Just be careful.  Akako is one of my favorites.”
 
   “Wait—” Aggie started to say, but she was already sinking through the sand; the little girl disappeared from view.
 
   Aggie’s eyes shot open.  For a moment she looked around and found herself in the parlor.  She threw aside the dress she had been working on and then scrambled to find a pen and paper.  She scrawled a note to tell Emma she had gone to the archives.  Then she vanished in a flash of light from the parlor.
 
   ***
 
   She reappeared on the first floor of the archives to see little Joanna was right.  Akako lay on the ground with blood in her hair.  Aggie bent down and put a finger to the wound.  It didn’t seem too deep, not nearly enough to cause any serious injury.  Akako might just have a bad headache whenever she woke up.
 
   Aggie helped Akako sit up.  Then Aggie tapped the young woman’s cheeks, to rouse her.  She slapped Akako harder, enough to leave red marks on Akako’s almond skin.  “Come on,” Aggie said.  “Wake up.”
 
   With another mortal—or even another witch—Aggie could have tried an electric touch spell to give Akako a little jolt, but magic wouldn’t work on her.  She would have to rely on more conventional means, but there were no buckets of cold water handy.  That at least she could summon with a sprinkler spell.
 
   After she said a few words, Aggie held up her left hand a few inches from Akako’s face.  A jet of cold water burst from the hand to spray into Akako’s face.  Nothing happened for a moment and then Akako groaned.  Her eyes fluttered open.  She smiled when she looked up at Aggie.  “You came,” she said.
 
   “Of course I did.”
 
   Aggie wiped water from Akako’s face with one hand.  “What happened here?  Did someone hit you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was at my desk and then the lift opened and—oh no.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Your sister.  She came out of the lift.  She looked so sad.  I think she had been crying.  She handed me a piece of paper and then—”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Something hit me.  Do you think it was her?”
 
   “It’s possible,” Aggie said.  It wasn’t a secret Sylvia didn’t like Akako, was jealous Akako had usurped Aggie’s affection.  Even after she found that nice young man Timothy, Sylvia still held a grudge when it came to Akako; she refused even to speak Akako’s name.  But for Sylvia to go so far as to attack Akako, that didn’t seem likely.  Or more to the point, for Sylvia to attack Akako and leave her alive didn’t seem likely.  With all the guns, knives, and other weapons Sylvia owned it didn’t make sense for her to simply hit Akako in the back of the head, not when she could have blown her into tiny pieces.  “What else did she say?”
 
   “She said she wanted a spell.  An old one.”
 
   “Then she’s probably down in the vault.  Stay here.”
 
   “Agnes, no.  You can’t go alone.  Her magic—”
 
   “She’s my sister, Akako.  She wouldn’t use her magic on me.”
 
   Aggie heard a metallic click.  She didn’t have to look up to know Sylvia had taken the safety off one of her precious guns.  Aggie turned slowly to confirm this.  “What are you doing, Sylvia?  If Glenda finds out—”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” Sylvia said.  “Just stay out of my way and I won’t have to hurt you.”
 
   Aggie put an arm around Akako’s shoulders and then they stood up together to face the barrel of Sylvia’s gun.  “Hurt me?  Sylvia, what’s going on?  Let me help.”
 
   “You can’t, Agnes.  Not this time.  I have to do this for myself.”
 
   Aggie took a step forward; she still supported Akako on her shoulder.  “Sylvia—”
 
   “Not another step, Agnes.”
 
   “You won’t shoot me.”
 
   A tiny smile came across Sylvia’s face.  She pointed the revolver at Akako.  “But you know I’d shoot it.”
 
   “No you wouldn’t.  You’re not a killer.”
 
   “It wouldn’t matter, would it?  Another one would show up.  How many of you are there?”
 
   “Two hundred twenty-six that I know of, but potentially an infinite number,” Akako said.
 
   “See?  No big loss.”
 
   Aggie still didn’t think Sylvia would shoot Akako—not fatally at least—but she didn’t want to find out.  At the same time, whatever Sylvia was up to needed to stop before she got herself into trouble with the coven, trouble not even Aggie could smooth over, as she had before.  Though she didn’t carry an actual weapon, she had other weapons at her disposal.  The problem was Sylvia was far better at offensive magic.  Aggie would lose in a fight between them.  But there were other spells that might work.
 
   One that didn’t was an empathy spell.  Once she finished, anyone she looked in the eye would feel the same things she felt.  The difficult part was to meet Sylvia’s eyes because her sister uncharacteristically looked down at the ground.  “Sylvia, this is stupid.  But then you’ve always been a hothead.  I guess that comes from being the baby of the family.”
 
   Sylvia turned to face her and in that moment their eyes met.  Sylvia’s eyes went wide for a moment and then she put her hook to her temple.  “Agnes, I’m sorry,” she said.  She clicked the safety on the gun before it dropped from her grasp.  “Are you all right?”  At the moment she had picked up on Aggie’s concern for her and mirrored it.
 
   “I’m fine.  So is Akako.  What about you?”
 
   Sylvia shook her head.  The shaking became more pronounced until Aggie worried her sister might develop whiplash.  “No!” Sylvia screamed.  “I can’t stop now.  He’s going to kill him!”
 
   Aggie took a step forward and put a hand on Sylvia’s shoulder.  She tried to project calm so it would in turn work on Sylvia.  “Who’s going to kill who?”
 
   “You’re not going to get away with this,” Sylvia said through clenched teeth.  She staggered back to Akako’s desk and grabbed it with her hook for support.  Her hand reached into her pocket.  She continued to shake her head as if possessed.
 
   “Don’t fight against it, Sylvia.  You’re only going to hurt yourself.”  Aggie took another step towards her sister and reached out with one hand to calm her.  They had been through this the first time Aggie was seventeen and had used the empathy spell by accident on eight-year-old Sylvia.  The problem came when Mama gave Aggie a thrashing for it; Sylvia had experienced the same pain.  It was a painful lesson about misusing magic.  “It’ll wear off in a few hours.  Just like it did last time.  Remember?”
 
   Before Aggie could touch Sylvia, she saw that Sylvia had produced a scroll from her pocket.  That must have been what she had come to the archives to find.  “Sylvia, whatever that is, you can’t—”
 
   Sylvia didn’t have to say any words to make the spell work.  The older, more powerful spells kept in the vault didn’t need to be spoken.  They only needed the presence of magic to manifest themselves.  An ancient spell had literally thrown itself at Aggie and caused her mind to turn backwards.
 
   This spell didn’t throw itself at her.  Instead, it streaked like a falling star to a few feet from where Akako stood.  Aggie put an arm to her eyes so the explosion of purple light wouldn’t blind her.  When this explosion cleared, Aggie saw a portal of the same purple light.  A hurricane wind suddenly enveloped the first floor of the archives; it easily swept Akako into the portal.  Aggie screamed her name but received no answer.
 
   She fought against the wind and reached out for Sylvia’s hand.  Her eyes met her sister’s for a moment before Sylvia turned her back away and sunk her claw into Akako’s desk.  “Sylvia, please!” Aggie screamed as the wind pushed her away from the desk an inch at a time.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Sylvia said, or at least Aggie thought that’s what Sylvia said.  Then a gust of wind threw her into the air and batted her into the portal.  After that her world went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   The sound of loud music woke Aggie.  The music was like nothing she listened to, with a techno beat and dreary, almost dirge-like singing.  She wondered where this strange music came from.
 
   She opened her eyes and saw the red digital numbers of a clock radio, which at the moment read, “7:00.”  Am or pm? she wondered.  How long had she been unconscious?  And for that matter, where was she?
 
   From the softness beneath her, she assumed she was on a bed.  With a sigh of relief, she played the last moments of consciousness through her mind.  She had vanished herself into the archives, where she found Akako injured.  Then Sylvia had shown up and pointed a gun at them.  Aggie used an empathy spell to confuse her sister.  Sylvia had reached into her pocket for a scroll.  She’d thrown it.  It had shattered.  A purple gateway opened.  The gateway sucked Akako into it.  Then—
 
   Then it had sucked Aggie in.  So the gateway must have deposited her somewhere and some kindly person had found her and given her shelter.  What about Akako?  Would she be here too?  Aggie stopped herself; she decided she should figure out where she was before she jumped to any other conclusions.  She reached out to turn off the annoying radio—
 
   Even in the dim light of the bedroom she knew something was wrong.  Her hand looked far chubbier than she remembered from before she was knocked out.  She flexed the stubby fingers, the ends of which were painted with dark nail polish.  Clearly this hand belonged to her.  
 
   The unfamiliar hand mashed buttons on the radio until it finally turned off.  Aggie stared at her hand for a few more moments, as her mind still tried to wrap around the problem.  She wondered if perhaps she was still asleep.  She touched her face like a blind person.  She pinched a cheek just as pudgy as the hand and winced from a stab of pain.
 
   So it’s not a dream, she thought.  She sat up and looked down at herself.  A rough blanket covered her body so she saw only the outline of a much flatter bosom and much bulgier stomach.
 
   “Oh no,” she said.  At least her voice sounded the same, though perhaps slightly deeper.
 
   A door eased open.  Aggie could make out the profile of a woman in the doorway.  “Agnes, it’s time to get up.  You don’t want to be late for school.”
 
   School?  Agnes hadn’t ever gone to a real school; her mother had taught Aggie and her sisters the basics of reading and writing and then the coven had taught them about magic.  That had been almost five hundred years ago.
 
   “Agnes, do you hear me?”  A light flicked on; Aggie put a hand to her eyes and let out a cry of pain.  “Are you feeling all right, Agnes?”
 
   She blinked a few times to clear her vision.  In the doorway was a middle-aged woman who looked remarkably similar to Aggie’s long-dead mother.  “Mama?” Aggie said.
 
   “What is it, honey?  Are you sick?”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine,” Aggie said.  She looked around the room to see posters tacked to the walls, clothes thrown on the floor, and a large canvas bag on a desk with notebooks sticking out of it.  From all the other evidence, she assumed she was a teenager, only she had vanished somewhere else.  No doubt thanks to that strange portal Sylvia’s spell had conjured.  “I just need a minute.”
 
   “Don’t be too long, young lady, or you’ll miss the bus and I’m not driving you to school again.”  The woman who was almost certainly Aggie’s mother backed out of the room and closed the door behind her.
 
   Aggie finally threw back the covers to find herself clad in a long black T-shirt and a pair of running shorts that were far too short.  Her stomach looked even bigger without the blanket, to remind her of Rebecca.  What was going on?
 
   She waddled over to the vanity, where she finally saw herself in the mirror.  Given the rest of her body, the bulging cheeks and double chin weren’t a surprise.  What did shock her was the short, spiky hair dyed the same purple as that gateway Sylvia sent her through.  Between the purple hair and the black on her nails, lips, and around her eyes she knew what she had become.  
 
   In the clubs of Rampart City, Aggie had heard of Goth before, but it had never interested her.  Dreary music, black clothes, and a fascination with pain and death conflicted with her generally sunny outlook.  That kind of thing had seemed more appropriate for Sylvia, but then Sylvia was far too old and cynical for world-weary posing.
 
   “This is not good,” Aggie said to herself.  As she stared at her new body in the mirror, she tried to think of what to do.  Finally she decided that for the moment she should play along and pretend to be this Agnes, at least until she could figure out where she was and what had happened to her.
 
   In the closet, she found her suspicions confirmed by the wide array of black, gray, and dark purple clothes.  She threw on a purple dress and black sweater that were a little tight against her gut but not uncomfortably so.  For shoes she found only pairs of ugly black boots and squeezed her stubby feet into a pair of these.  Then she snatched up the black canvas bag, which she assumed would be necessary for school.
 
   She found her mother in the kitchen, hunched over the stove.  Another girl sat at the table, Aggie’s polar opposite in that she was rail-thin with mousy brown hair and wore a light blue T-shirt and jeans.  The girl turned around and Aggie nearly fainted at the sight of a ghost.
 
   “Well, looks like the dark princess has emerged from her lair,” the girl said.  Her blue eyes narrowed behind her plastic-framed glasses.
 
   “Sophie?” Aggie said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, nothing.”  Aggie sat down at the table.  She couldn’t help but stare across the table at her sister, whom she hadn’t seen in over three hundred years.  
 
   “Something wrong with you?” Sophie asked.  “You look paler than usual.”
 
   “It’s just some new makeup,” Aggie said.
 
   “What exactly do you think you’re rebelling against by looking like a freak?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “That figures.”
 
   “Now, girls, don’t fight.”  Aggie’s mom set down a plate of pancakes between them.  “Hurry up and eat your breakfast.”
 
   To distract herself from staring at her sister, she devoured a stack of pancakes.  She did sneak a few glances as she crammed food into her mouth.  From the look of it, Sophie was about the same age as her, if not older.  What about Sylvia?  Was she here somewhere too?  For that matter, where was here?  Some kind of bizarre afterlife?  Had that portal taken her to the Great Beyond or was this some kind of reincarnation?
 
   She knew better than to ask Sophie or her mother these questions.  They would only think she was ill.  She would have to play along and hope she could make some sense of it later.
 
   Aggie felt a hand on her back.  “Agnes, come on.  You don’t want to be late.”
 
   She blinked her eyes a few times and saw that Sophie had already retrieved a pink backpack and waited by the door for her.  “Maybe she should stay home, Mom.  She’s acting weirder than usual.”
 
   Aggie’s mother put a hand to her forehead.  “You don’t feel warm.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Aggie said.  She reached down for her canvas bag and then pushed away from the table.  Before she left, she stood on her tiptoes to kiss her mother’s cheek, something she hadn’t done in over four hundred years.
 
   “Now I know there’s something wrong with you,” Sophie grumbled.
 
   “Shut up,” Aggie said.  She followed Sophie out to the driveway just as a yellow school bus pulled up with the words “New Stockholm Public School District” written on the side.  The doors opened and Sophie started up.  Aggie lingered for a moment to look back at the brick ranch house where this version of her family lived, surrounded by other houses just like it.
 
   “Aggie!” Sophie snapped.  “Hurry up.”
 
   “Right.”  Aggie climbed up the steps and faced a dozen pairs of eyes that stared at her.  Not that she could blame them, given how odd she looked.  She turned her gaze down to the floor and focused on sliding her way along the aisle.
 
   “Agnes?” she heard someone whisper.
 
   She turned to see a tiny Asian girl with pigtails dyed magenta.  “Akako?”
 
   ***
 
   Akako was small enough that Aggie could sit on the bench seat with her and there was still room left over.  Akako was dressed in a similar Goth fashion with a short black skirt, fishnet stockings, and a tight white blouse that altogether looked far too slutty for the Akako Aggie knew.  She must have felt the same way, as her cheeks turned the same color as her hair and she couldn’t meet Aggie’s eyes.
 
   “I don’t know what happened,” Akako said.  “One moment I was being pulled into that portal and the next I was in a bedroom, getting ready for school.”
 
   “Is this the real you or—”
 
   Akako nodded.  Then to Aggie’s surprise, Akako began to cry; black makeup ran down her cheeks.  Aggie put a hand on her shoulder.  “We’ll figure out a way out of this.”
 
   “It’s not that,” Akako said.  “I can’t hear them anymore.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Everyone.  All the other versions of me.  I’ve been cut off.”  Akako wiped at her eyes and smeared the black makeup across her face and hand.  “The silence, it’s so empty.”
 
   “You still have me.  In a manner of speaking.”
 
   “I guess.  It’s just that I’m so used to having them there, whispering to me and now to have them cut off.  It’s like losing a limb.”
 
   They said nothing for a moment as the bus ground down the road.  Aggie thought back to the school bus with “New Stockholm Public School District” written on its side.  She had never heard of any such place in her over five hundred years of life.  “Do you have any idea where we are?  Why haven’t I ever heard of New Stockholm before?”
 
   “Because it doesn’t exist in your world.  It’s in one of the other dimensions.  One where the Swedish discovered what you know as Rampart City.”
 
   “The Swedish?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Great.  Anything else I should know?”
 
   “That’s about all I remember of this universe.”  
 
   Aggie put a hand to her spiky purple hair.  Other dimensions.  It made sense—in a manner of speaking.  “That spell of hers.  It must have opened a portal to another dimension.  One where the Swedes discovered Rampart City and we look like this.”
 
   “Then why can’t I hear the voices?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Aggie said.  She never fully understood why Akako heard the voices in the first place.  Quantum physics was more Emma Earl’s area of expertise.
 
   “Then how do we get back?”
 
   “We’ll have to go to the archives.  Maybe the archives have a copy of the spell Sylvia took from our world.”
 
   They sat in silence for the rest of the trip while around them the other children gossiped and joked as if it were an ordinary day.  For them it was.  Sophie was among those voices; she chatted with another plain girl and giggled on occasion.  The sound of it almost broke Aggie’s heart.  In this world Sophie was still alive, a normal teenage girl with her whole life ahead of her.  She would never be burned at the stake for witchcraft.
 
   The bus came to a stop at a rectangular brick building with a sign that read, “Gustafson High School.”  The doors opened and the others began to file down the aisle.  “I guess this is our stop,” Aggie said.
 
   She slid her way along the aisle and kept an eye on Akako, who followed obediently behind her.  Aggie wondered if she and Akako were really friends here or if they were simply two girls with the same taste in fashion.  She supposed for the moment it didn’t matter.
 
   Sophie walked right past Aggie without a word.  The way Sophie stared at her friend, it was as if Aggie didn’t exist.  Again Aggie felt her heart break.  If this Sophie knew what Aggie did, she wouldn’t care nearly so much what the popular kids at school thought of her hanging around her freaky sister.
 
   “Agnes?” Akako said.
 
   “Come on, let’s find somewhere private.”
 
   They walked around the side of the building, over to the football field.  At this time of the morning there was no one on the field or in the bleachers.  Aggie took Akako’s hand to lead her beneath the bleachers, where no one would see them.  While Aggie had to duck beneath the supports, Akako was so small she didn’t have to bend at all.  Aggie wondered if Akako was even supposed to be in high school or if she was still in junior high or even elementary school.
 
   Once they were settled in the center of the bleachers, Aggie sat down.  She closed her eyes and thought of the archives in her mind.  When she opened her eyes again, she was still beneath the bleachers.  “It didn’t work,” she said.
 
   She tried the empathy spell she’d used earlier.  Nothing happened.  Neither did any of the other spells she knew.  “It’s no good,” she said.  “I don’t have any power.”
 
   “We’re trapped,” Akako whispered and then began to cry again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   This time Sylvia could vanish herself into Ward’s office, right in front of his desk.  To her disappointment, he didn’t seem the least bit surprised to see her appear out of thin air.  He merely nodded to her while he studied a business report.  “Did you find it?”
 
   Sylvia reached into her pocket to take out the scroll.  She slapped it down on Ward’s desk; she didn’t care if it opened up that portal again.  She wanted to knock a little of the smugness off his face.  “What the hell kind of spell is it?”
 
   Ward finally looked up from the desk and then tossed his reading glasses aside.  She wanted to reach across the desk to choke the life from him when he grinned at her.  “The kind that’s going to make me very rich.”
 
   She slapped the desk with the palm of her hand; Ward showed no reaction.  “That spell made my sister and her friend disappear.  I want to know where they’ve gone.  And I want to know how the hell you knew where to find it.”
 
   “The latter is a secret.  As for the former, you’ll find out very soon.”
 
   “If you’re planning on using that on me, I’m not that stupid.”
 
   “Not as stupid as your sister, obviously.”
 
   “That was an accident.  And if you ever say anything like that again—”
 
   “Could we try to focus on the big picture here, Miss Joubert?”  To emphasize this point, Ward touched a button on his desk.  A monitor clicked on behind Sylvia.  She turned and saw Tim still in his lab, hard at work.  “Remember why you performed that little errand for me.”
 
   “Fine, I did it.  Now let him go.”
 
   “Not just yet.”
 
   Sylvia spun back around to face Ward; her claw reached out for his neck.  With just a few magic words she could easily turn his head into a piece of abstract art on the wall, but could she stop him before he pushed the button to trigger the plastic explosive planted on Tim?  She couldn’t take that chance.  “We had a deal, you bastard.”
 
   “And our deal isn’t finished yet.”  Ward pushed back from his desk and stood up, the scroll in his hand.  “First, let’s see if this really works.”
 
   He handed the scroll back to her.  “I’m not going to do it,” she said.
 
   “You don’t have a choice.  Open the gateway.”
 
   Sylvia glared at him for a moment, but she knew he was right; she didn’t have any choice.  She sunk her claw into Ward’s desk to keep from being sucked in as Aggie and Akako had.  Then she tossed the scroll.  The portal grew in size until it was at least six feet across.  
 
   Sylvia continued to read from the scroll and gradually the wind began to die out until she could let go of the edge of the desk.  The portal remained open; it had swollen to take up half of the opposite wall.  Ward grinned at her.  “You see?  I told you so.”
 
   From his pocket Ward produced a remote control similar to the one for the plastic explosives detonator.  Sylvia cried out, but Ward waved her concerns away.  “It’s not that.  I wouldn’t blow up dear Mr. Cooper just yet.  Not when he’s so close to giving me what I need.”
 
   “Then what—” she stopped as she watched one of Tim’s RAT prototypes scurry into the room; it used the wheels on the bottom of its feet to roll towards Ward.
 
   He reached down to pat the RAT on the head as if it were alive.  As the robot’s eyes lit up, Sylvia realized he hadn’t petted it; he had implanted a control chip in it.  “Now, my little friend, go see what we’ve got.”
 
   The RAT spun around and wheeled towards the portal.  Near the edge it stopped and the wheels retracted.  The robot raised its head as if to sniff at the portal.  Ward looked down at the remote in his hand.  “So far, so good.  Now for Phase Two.”  Before Sylvia could say anything, the RAT hopped into the portal and disappeared just as Aggie and Akako had earlier.
 
   “Looks like you’ve lost your toy,” she said.
 
   “Not quite.”
 
   Sylvia’s mouth dropped open as the RAT trotted out of the portal, a piece of paper in its mouth.  Like a dog with the morning newspaper, it walked over to Ward to drop the paper at his feet.  He picked it up and unfolded it.  From what Sylvia could tell, it was a map of a subway system for someplace called New Stockholm.
 
   “Eureka,” Ward said.  He folded up the map and tucked it into the inside pocket of his suit.
 
   “Is that where Aggie went?  This New Stockholm place?”
 
   “I have no idea what you did with your sister.”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “Let’s not quibble over details.  Now that you’ve completed your first assignment, you’re ready for the next one.”
 
   “I’m not doing anything until you let Tim go.”
 
   “Not yet.  Complete this next task and I’ll consider it.”
 
   “Consider it?  You slimy—”
 
   Ward reached into his pocket for the detonator to Tim’s bomb.  Sylvia closed her mouth.  “Very good.  Now, before my plan can reach fruition, there’s just one more trifle to deal with.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Not what so much as who.”
 
   “Quit the fucking games.  What do you want me to do?”
 
   Ward took a step towards Sylvia; he looked her in the eyes and grinned evilly as he said, “I want you to kill the Scarlet Knight and bring her armor to me.”
 
   ***
 
   She spent the night on a bench in Robinson Park like a hobo.  Normally it would be suicide for a young woman—at least in appearance—to sit alone on a park bench all night, but Sylvia had more than enough protection between an arsenal of spells and the old Colt in her purse.  The real hoboes and gang members somehow picked up on this and gave her a wide berth.  This left her with plenty of opportunity to think about what next.
 
   Even if Tim came home—Sylvia doubted Ward would let this happen—she didn’t want to see him at the moment.  She didn’t want to risk he might somehow sense what she had done—and what she was about to do.  If he did sense it, he wouldn’t love her anymore, and she couldn’t bear that thought even more than losing her sister and her friends.
 
   She had been forced to make this kind of decision before.  Back then she had been torn between love for a man and loyalty to her sister.  That had been nearly two hundred years ago, back in France.
 
   I’m down on my knees beside a fallen deer.  I’m weeping uncontrollably when he finds me.  He doesn’t say anything right away; he kneels down beside me and puts his arms around me.  “It’s all right, Mademoiselle Sylvia,” he whispers into my ear.  
 
   “I didn’t kill him cleanly,” I mumble.  “I hurt him.”
 
   “It’s just a deer.”
 
   “It’s not just a deer.  He was a living creature.  He deserved to die with respect.”  I lean my head down and put my lips to the deer’s velvety ear.  “I’m sorry,” I say again.
 
   Alejandro puts a hand on my shoulder.  We sit there in respectful silence for a minute.  Finally I stand up to go.  Alejandro smiles slightly at me.  “You’re not like any woman I’ve ever known, Sylvia Joubert,” he says.  “Women like your sister are tame canaries.  You are like a falcon—soaring wild and free.”
 
   “My sister is a good woman.  She loves you.”  This is and isn’t true; Aggie doesn’t just love Alejandro—she adores him as much as her new son.  “Please don’t make me betray her.”
 
   “But you feel the same way I do.  I know it.”
 
   “I do care about you.  I have for a long time.”
 
   “Then why not give in to those feelings?  Why should we deny what we both want?”
 
   “Because I love Agnes.  I thought you did too.”
 
   “I do love Agnes, but not in the same way I love you.  Agnes and I have become so familiar with each other.  Sometimes we sit in the parlor and say nothing for hours.”  Alejandro shakes his head sadly.  “In many ways we have already grown old.”
 
   He reaches out then to brush hair from my face.  I make no attempt to stop him, though I easily could.  “My love for you is raw, passionate, like a fire inside me that can only be extinguished by your kiss.”
 
   Maybe these aren’t the most poetic words ever, but they’re enough for me.  I let him kiss me.  I close my eyes and kiss him back.  Before I know what’s happening, he eases me onto the ground, beside the fallen deer.  “Alejandro—”
 
   “It’s all right, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   But he did hurt her.  Not that time, but much later, when she learned the price for betraying her sister.  There would be a price for betraying her friends this time, but as she sat on the bench, she knew she would pay it.  She would pay any price if it meant she could save Tim—the man she loved.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Emma squinted through the binoculars and then shook her head.  From outward appearances, TriTech looked like a normal business in the renovated Fleischman Building, but as she watched the guards, she had her doubts.  The rigid way they walked, the way they looked around, and how they kept one hand on the pistol at their hips all indicated these were professionals, not the typical slackers designed to maintain the illusion of security. 
 
   Inside, she could guess there would be plenty of cameras and perhaps motion detectors as well.  Emma needed only to think of the bruise on her left arm to remember such devices could detect her even with the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  She wasn’t surprised Marlin looked grim when he showed up a few minutes later.  “The place is like a fortress,” he said.  “Whoever’s in charge is as paranoid as the don.”
 
   “How many people are in there?” she asked Marlin.
 
   “About two-dozen guards.  A couple of executives working late.  And that old witch’s boyfriend.”
 
   “Tim Cooper?  What’s he doing?”
 
   “Working, from the look of it.”  Marlin held up a finger before Emma could press for more details.  “The science stuff is your department, so don’t ask me.”
 
   “Is he safe?”
 
   “Looked fine to me.”
 
   “No one’s got a gun to his head?”
 
   “Not that I could see.  Maybe he’s just a night owl like you.”
 
   Emma nodded at this.  She knew that during his time at Rampart State, Tim Cooper had often stayed in the lab to work long after the other students and faculty had gone home.  She had met him in a lab one night while she attempted to study a meteor.
 
   Emma saw someone emerge from the building.  The binoculars slipped from her hands to clatter onto the roof of the parking garage where she’d set up her observation post.  Sylvia walked out the front doors and past the guards before she stopped at the curb to hail a cab.
 
   “You didn’t say Sylvia was in there with him,” Emma said.
 
   “I didn’t see her,” Marlin said.
 
   “You checked the whole building?”
 
   “Most of it.”
 
   “Most of it?”
 
   “I didn’t check the loos.  I can go back and check if you want.”
 
   “No, that’s fine.  But you can follow her and see where she goes.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll be right behind her.”  Emma held up a finger in warning.  “Just remember she can see you, so try to be subtle.”
 
   “I’ve been a ghost for four millennia.  I don’t need some girl telling me—”
 
   “She’s getting away.”
 
   “Fine.”  Marlin floated away, grumbling under his breath.  
 
   After he and the cab had faded from sight, Emma ran across the top of the parking garage and launched herself in the opposite direction.  She waited until she had dropped halfway down before she let out the cape to slow her descent.  She landed gently in an alley, where her motorcycle was propped next to a dumpster.
 
   She kicked it into gear and then raced after the cab.  Though she could have easily caught it—not even Rampart City’s taxi drivers could match her speed and maneuverability on the bike—she held back to keep its taillights in sight.  As she’d warned Marlin, Sylvia could see the ghost and she would be able to recognize Emma as well.
 
   Ordinarily Emma would never tail one of her friends, but she thought of her conversation with Sylvia at the gun range.  The pleading in Sylvia’s voice and the sadness on her face indicated something was wrong.  Something that had to do with TriTech and Tim Cooper.  She couldn’t be sure what was going on yet, but she hoped to find out.
 
   Marlin appeared in front of her.  “She told the driver to take her to the park.”
 
   “Robinson Park?  At this hour?”
 
   “That’s what she said.”
 
   Emma nodded.  It could be the truth, or Sylvia could sense she was being followed and hoped to lose them in the park.  Sylvia had lived in the city long enough to know better than to be caught in Robinson Park after dark.  Though Emma had made some progress in cleaning up the area, it was still a haven for gangbangers and petty criminals, not to mention a good portion of the city’s transient population.
 
   “You’re sure she didn’t see you?”
 
   “Reasonably sure.”
 
   “Reasonably?”
 
   “I couldn’t bloody well ask her, could I?”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   Emma continued to trail behind the cab; she stayed with it even as others like it joined the traffic.  As Marlin had said, the cab turned into Robinson Park.  Emma waited by the curb for a minute before she pulled her bike up the path in pursuit.  To her surprise, the taxi stopped and Sylvia got out.  Emma waited by the decorative bridge; she watched through her binoculars as Sylvia staggered over to a bench.  The bum asleep there woke up with a start.
 
   Emma steeled herself to rush in to help her friend, but the bum took one look at Sylvia and then scampered away.  A spell, perhaps?  There was no way for Emma to be sure, at least not without asking.  She felt tempted, but decided it would be better to wait and see if anyone came to meet with Sylvia.
 
   No one did.  The witch merely sat on the bench all night and stared into space.  Emma spent her night camped underneath the bridge to watch through the binoculars.  She waited for someone to show up or for the hoboes and criminals to make a move, but none ever did.
 
   “What’s the old bat doing over there?” Marlin asked.
 
   Emma turned up the magnification on the binoculars.  She saw Sylvia’s shoulders quiver slightly.  “I think she’s crying,” Emma said.
 
   “Wonderful place for her to come for a good cry.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but agree with the ghost, despite his cynicism.  There were a number of places Sylvia could go if she wanted to be alone, her shop and the apartment she shared with Tim Cooper for starters.  Not to mention as a witch she could vanish herself almost anywhere in the world.  It would be easy enough for her to transport herself to Antarctica or Siberia if she really wanted to be alone.  Both of those were safer than a bench in Robinson Park at night.
 
   After hours of watching Sylvia sit and cry, Emma checked her watch.  It was nearly four in the morning.  She looked up at Marlin.  “Do you think you can watch her?  I should go home and try to get a little sleep.”
 
   “Sure, leave me with the real work.”
 
   “All you have to do is float here and see if anyone shows up for her.”
 
   “More than you’re doing.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “Fine,” he said.  Under his breath he added, “Wimp.”
 
   “I heard that.”  Emma stood up and winced from the stiffness in her joints.  The armor was surprisingly light and comfortable, but not to squat in the same place for three hours.  “Let me know when she leaves.”
 
   “Have a good night’s sleep,” the ghost said with a sneer.
 
   ***
 
   The instant Emma’s head touched the pillow, she found herself in a child’s sandbox.  Though she didn’t recognize the sandbox or the two-storied house nearby, she did recognize the little girl on the edge of the sandbox in a green nightgown.  The girl looked exactly as Emma had when she was little.  Except the little girl’s voice sounded a lot more mature than Emma’s at that age as she said, “I’m not you.  My name’s Joanna.  But everyone calls me Red because of my hair.”
 
   “Red?  So you’re another one of those, like Akako?”
 
   “Not exactly, but close.”
 
   “And where are we?”
 
   “My sandbox,” Joanna said.  She rolled her eyes as if this were the dumbest question in the world.  “I brought you here because Akako has vanished.  She and Aggie both.”
 
   “Vanished?  How?”
 
   “I’m not sure exactly.  All of us are looking for them, but we can’t find her.  She’s completely disappeared.”
 
   “Oh no,” Emma said.  “What can I do to help?”
 
   “Ask around.  Maybe someone in Aggie’s coven knows where they could have gone.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   “Thank you.”  The little girl smiled slightly.  “I have to go back inside before Mommy finds out and gives me a spanking.”
 
   “Wait—” it was too late; Emma began to drop through the sand, until there was nothing but darkness.
 
   Her eyes snapped open and searched the bedroom for a moment before she saw Marlin over the bed.  “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “The old bat just left the park.  You told me to let you know.”  The ghost sneered at her.  “Have a nice little nap?”
 
   Emma looked over at the clock.  She had slept for less than two hours, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep now.  “Can you go over to Aggie’s house?  See if she’s still there with Jim.”
 
   She had just got down to the bottom of the stairs when Marlin returned.  “She’s gone,” he said.  “She left you a note saying she went to the archives.  Probably to see her girlfriend.”
 
   Emma thought back to the conversation in her dream with little Joanna.  “No, that’s not it.  She went there because Akako’s in trouble.”  Emma knew Ireland was too far from the armor for Marlin to go there and it would take her too long to fly there.  That left one other option.  “Find Sylvia again and tell her to meet me at Aggie’s house as soon as she can.”
 
   “Fine.  Any other messages you need to send while I’m at it?”
 
   “Just go.”
 
   The ghost began to grumble under his breath again, but Emma didn’t pay it any mind.  She had other things on her mind at the moment.  Emma wondered if perhaps Sylvia already knew her sister had gone missing.
 
   ***
 
   In the parlor, Emma found the note Marlin had mentioned.  It was in Aggie’s handwriting, though she must have been in a hurry as it wasn’t written in her usual calligraphy.  The note only said she’d gone to the archives to see Akako.  That could have meant just an ordinary trip, but given Emma’s dream and that Jim was still upstairs, Emma doubted this possibility.  Aggie wouldn’t have left Jim alone for a make-out session with Akako; she was too old to be that irresponsible.
 
   She tucked the note into the pocket of her shorts and went upstairs to check on Jim.  He was still fast asleep with Pepe curled up with him.  The rat’s snout turned at her approach.  She signaled for Pepe to follow her into the bathroom, where they could talk without her waking Jim.
 
   “Did you see Agnes leave?” she asked in ratspeak.  Pepe stared at her uncertainly until she provided a description of what Aggie smelled like, and then the sewer rat said she had gone downstairs some time ago and not come back.  Emma knew better than to ask how long ago; even an intelligent rat like Pepe couldn’t tell time.
 
   She went back to the bedroom to check on Jim.  His wounds seemed completely healed now.  He would be able to return to the sewers.  She put a hand to her mouth as she thought about this.  There was still a chance that whoever had tried to kill him might be down there.  If he went back—
 
   She didn’t hear the front door open, but from the way Pepe’s head perked up, she knew the rat had sensed someone else in the house.  She reached out to pat him on the head like a dog.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “It’s just Aggie’s sister.  I asked her to come here.”
 
   Sylvia waited in the parlor, her eyes red from the crying she had done in the park.  Marlin hovered over the witch’s shoulder with a smug grin.  “Here she is.  Just like you asked.”
 
   “Shut up,” Sylvia snarled.  “What was he saying about Agnes?”
 
   “She’s disappeared.”  Emma took the note from her pocket and handed it to Sylvia.
 
   The witch snorted and then tossed the note aside.  “She just went to get a little action, that’s all.  She’ll be back in a few hours.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  Emma briefly described her dream of Joanna.  
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   Emma rubbed her temple and wished she could have gotten some more sleep or at least a can of Red Bull.  “From what she’s said, Akako exists in all these other parallel universes and that each version of her can sense the other.  For the others not to be able to sense her, then she must have somehow gone off the grid.”
 
   “You mean she’s dead?”
 
   “I don’t know, but probably not.  If she were dead they probably could have sensed it.”
 
   “So what are you saying?  That she vanished into thin air?”
 
   Emma studied Sylvia’s face as she said this.  The witch’s cheek didn’t twitch this time, but her eyes did flick briefly to the side.  “It’s a possibility.”
 
   Sylvia ran a hand through hair that had become tangled and greasy from the night spent in Robinson Park.  She finally let out a tired sigh.  “I told Agnes not to mess around with that creature.  I knew it would only lead to trouble.”  Her eyes didn’t flick away this time, but the hollowness in Sylvia’s voice indicated she had merely feigned irritation.  “So what do we do?”
 
   “I think we should go to the archives to look for clues.  I’ll get the armor and you can vanish us—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What?  We know Agnes went there.  That’s where we should start our search.”
 
   “I’ll search there.  No mortals are allowed in the archives.”  Again Sylvia hadn’t lied, but her voice had the same hollow quality.
 
   “Isn’t there an exception for the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “No,” Sylvia said too quickly.  She must have realized this as she tried to cover it with a smile.  “The others in the coven aren’t big fans of yours.”  She looked up at Marlin and added, “Especially not your boss.”
 
   “They’re just jealous,” Marlin said.
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  “I’ll stay here with Jim and you can go.  Maybe I’ll take a nap and see if I can talk to Joanna again.”
 
   “Good idea.  I’ll let you know what I find.”  Sylvia took a few steps back.  Emma knew enough to cover her eyes before the witch disappeared in a flash of light.  Then Emma sank onto a chair and looked up at the ceiling.
 
   Marlin hovered into sight.  “So, naptime again?”
 
   “No.  I just wanted her to think that.”
 
   “You’re more underhanded than I thought.  Well done.”
 
   “Too much time hanging around you.”  With a tired sigh, she pushed herself upright; she knew if she stayed seated much longer she really would fall asleep again.  “I’m going to see what I can find out about this TriTech place.  I need you to stay and look after Jim—”
 
   “I go with you,” Jim said from the top of the stairs.  He was dressed in an old set of army fatigues taken from Sylvia’s closet, the pant legs and sleeves too long for his smaller frame.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Emma said.  “You’re hurt—”
 
   “I fine now.  She make me better.  I help you find her.”
 
   Emma wanted to protest, but couldn’t.  Aggie had saved Jim’s leg—possibly his life—and to return the favor he wanted to help Emma track Sylvia down.  How could she deny him that?  “All right,” she said.  “But I think we’ll need to make a stop first.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma couldn’t help but feel self-conscious with Jim pressed against her back, his arms wrapped around her midsection.  Since she drove as Dr. Emma Earl, she obeyed the traffic laws, though she wanted to break these when they came to a stoplight.  A man in a cab next to her bike glanced over at her as he talked into his cell phone.  Then he did a double take and stifled a laugh with the back of his hand.
 
   “He laugh at me,” Jim growled.
 
   “No he isn’t,” she lied.  “He’s probably laughing at a joke someone told him over the phone.”
 
   Jim’s fingernails bit into the skin of her abdomen as sharply as Pepe’s claws.  “He think I freak.”
 
   “No, of course not,” she lied again.  What the man in the cab probably found so funny was that Jim was dressed in Sylvia’s oversized fatigues and wore Aggie’s pink-framed sunglasses.  Though she hated to admit it, she probably would have thought it funny if she didn’t know Jim so well.  “Just ignore him.”
 
   He turned his head to look over her shoulder, but this wasn’t any better as a pair of small children in the back of a minivan gaped at them and began to giggle openly.  Jim’s grip tightened until Emma finally cried out in pain.  “Sorry,” he said.  “This mistake.”
 
   “No it’s not.  You just need some time to adjust.”  Ahead, Emma saw Marston’s department store, the oldest in the city.  She deftly wove through three lanes of traffic to pull off into the parking garage next door.  She drove down to the lowest level, where it was dark enough to make Jim comfortable.
 
   His grip finally eased to let her off the motorcycle.  “Why we stop here?” he asked.  Before she could answer, he snarled, “You think I freak too.”
 
   “Jim, you should know me better than that by now.”  She put a hand on his shoulder, and used her other hand to take off his sunglasses.  “I’m your friend.  You know that.”
 
   “You friend,” he echoed.
 
   “This isn’t going to be easy, but if you really want to help me and Aggie, then we need to make you more presentable.”
 
   “What wrong with how I look?”
 
   “Nothing, really, but for where we need to go, we just need to make a few changes.”  She smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back.  “I need you to trust me.  Can you do that?”
 
   He considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “I trust you.”
 
   “Good.  Now, we just have to go into the store and get a few things.”  She started towards the elevator with him a step behind.  The moment the elevator’s metal door closed, Jim hissed like one of his rats.  
 
   “We trapped,” he said.  “You trick me!”
 
   She put her hand on his arm.  “No, we’re not trapped.  Not really.  It’s just an elevator.  Do you remember them?”  Emma had not learned much about Jim Rizzard’s past, but she did know he had lived aboveground for over eight years, until something happened to drive him into the sewers.  
 
   “Elevator,” he said slowly.  “I remember.  They go up and down.”
 
   “That’s right.  It’s just taking us up a few floors so we can go to the store.”
 
   The elevator jerked to a stop; its doors parted to reveal the skywalk that connected the garage and department store.  “See?” she said.  “No trap.”
 
   Jim stepped off the elevator as if he’d drank a few beers on the way up.  She waited for him to catch up; he stayed close to her side as they walked through the skywalk.  Halfway through, she paused to point down to the street below them.  “We’re up in the air now.  Look, there’s the manhole cover for 42nd Street.”
 
   “Yes,” he said dreamily.  He no doubt thought of his dark, comfortable home in the sewers—a home that had nearly been destroyed by the bomber.  “Let’s go.”
 
   The skywalk led to the third floor of the department store, which unfortunately was the perfume department.  The Sewer Rat’s hatred of odors besides those of rotten garbage had become part of the urban legend.  Emma knew first-hand this wasn’t an exaggeration.
 
   A girl about her age came around the counter with a bottle of perfume, prepared to squirt it on them.  Before the salesgirl could push down on the nozzle, Emma shoved her hand away.  “We’re fine, thank you,” she said.
 
   “But—”
 
   “We don’t want any!” she shouted.  Then, surprised by the venom in her voice, she added, “Not today anyway.  Thank you.”
 
   She hooked an arm through Jim’s elbow to usher him away from the salesgirl before she tried a second time.  The perfume department gave way to women’s lingerie; she pulled him along even faster; her face turned so warm she felt sweat form on her forehead.  “Those look pretty on you,” he said.  He snatched a pair of lacy pink panties.
 
   “I suppose.”  She took the panties away from him and dropped them on the top of a rack as they passed through the jewelry section.
 
   To avoid the elevator, she stepped onto the escalator and nearly fell on her face when he didn’t come with her.  She climbed up the moving stairs to rejoin him at the top.  He stared down at the black metal steps; his lower lip trembled.  “What those?”
 
   “It’s an escalator.  They’re just like stairs, only they move.  They aren’t dangerous.”
 
   “Where stairs go?”
 
   She could have given him a full technical readout of the escalators from their invention to the present, but there wasn’t time for that and he wouldn’t be interested anyway.  “The old stairs go underneath and new ones come out the top.”
 
   “What if you go under?”
 
   “You won’t.”  She reached out to take his hand and squeezed it.  “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen, all right?”
 
   “All right.”  They stepped onto the escalator together; Emma kept hold of Jim’s hand.  He gripped her hand tighter the farther down they went, until she was sure she’d hear bones snap.  As they neared the bottom, she did her best to squeeze his hand again.  “OK, here we go,” she said.  “Just step off the same time I do.”
 
   She waited until the steps began to flatten and then stepped onto the silver platform.  Jim followed suit; he stumbled for a terrible moment, but Emma kept hold of his hand and pulled him forward.  She patted the back of his head gently.  “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   They finally reached the section for men’s clothing.  The salesman who approached them let his smile slip for a moment at the sight of Jim, but quickly regained his composure.  “Can I help you?” he asked.
 
   “My…friend needs a new suit,” Emma said.
 
   “Certainly.  What kind of suit are you looking for?”
 
   “He just needs something for a business meeting.  We just got into town and the stupid airline lost our luggage.”  She hoped her laugh didn’t sound too forced; she had never been much of a liar.
 
   “I’ve had that happen myself.”  If the salesman was lying he was an expert; she couldn’t pick up any tells on his face.  The problem came when the salesman tried to put a hand on Jim’s shoulder; Jim hissed a territorial challenge.  The salesman jumped back a step.
 
   Emma put her hand on Jim’s shoulder and felt him relax slightly.  “It’s all right,” she said into his ear.  “He’s going to help you find some new clothes.”
 
   “No want his help.  You help.”
 
   Emma felt her face turn warm at the thought of trying to take Jim’s measurements, especially his inseam.  “I can’t.”  In a lower voice, she said, “I said you can trust me.  No one’s going to hurt you here.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Yes.”  She gave his hand a squeeze again.  “He’s just going to fit you for some new clothes.  That’s all.”
 
   “Can’t you come?”
 
   “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.  I’ve got to find some clothes for me, too.  But I promise I won’t be far away.”
 
   “You not leave me?”
 
   “I promise, I won’t.”
 
   Jim slid the sunglasses to the end of his nose to look her in the eye.  He nodded slightly and then turned to the salesman, who looked ready to faint.  “We go,” Jim said.
 
   “Oh, sure.  Right this way, sir.”
 
   Emma watched Jim follow the salesman as if sending a child off to his first day of school.  Once he was out of sight, she went into the women’s clothes section.  She had plenty of suits at Becky’s house, but most of those had suffered a little wear and tear since her days at the Plaine Museum.  For what she needed to do, she wanted to look as sharp as possible.
 
   While she scanned the racks, she kept one ear cocked; she waited to hear a frantic voice shout for security to the men’s department.  It was a mistake to leave Jim alone with the salesman, especially after the way he’d reacted when the salesman tried to touch him.  She could only hope Jim listened to her and realized no one here wanted to hurt him.
 
   She decided on a simple beige suit and white blouse, both of which were on sale.  She decided once she took off the tags they would look good enough.  The hardest part was to find shoes to go with the suit; the store didn’t have any in her size until she asked someone to go back and search for a pair.  The salesgirl returned five minutes later with a pair of brown flats that were a size too small but that she could squeeze into.
 
   “These will do,” Emma said.
 
   On her way back to the men’s department, she saw a rack of sunglasses.  She picked out a pair that was all black and big enough to completely shield Jim’s eyes from the light.  Armed with these packages, she returned to the men’s department and promptly dropped everything on the floor.
 
   The salesman had picked out a charcoal-colored suit for Jim that fit him perfectly, along with a white shirt and black tie.  He even had a pair of shiny black wingtips instead of a beat-up pair of combat boots from Sylvia’s closet.  She had only ever seen him in his bulky coat—and naked the night of his injury—and had never really thought of what he might look like in normal clothes.  She had never really thought he could look handsome.  With the suit and his long hair he reminded her of a movie star or a European prince.  “You like?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  Yes, I do,” she said as she scrambled to pick up her items.  “It looks very nice.”
 
   “And it’s at a very reasonable price,” said the salesman.  “For your friend I’m willing to knock twenty percent off.”  Jim hissed at him again.  The salesman gulped and then said, “All right, for you, forty percent.”
 
   “Good.”  Jim shook the salesman’s hand.  “We go now.”
 
   “Sure.  Have a good day.”  The salesman did not ask them to come back again; he had probably seen all of Jim Rizzard he ever wanted to see.  He gave them a receipt to take up to the cashier, where Jim received very different looks from on the bike.  The cashier practically swooned as Jim handed the receipt to Emma.
 
   “Oh my,” the girl said.  “You certainly picked out a nice suit.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Yes, you did,” Emma said.  She reached into her purse for her credit card.  “It looks very good on you.”
 
   “It smell.”  The cashier raised an eyebrow at this; she didn’t understand that to Jim anything that didn’t smell like sewage stunk.
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” Emma assured him.
 
   Before they left the cashier station, she handed the new pair of sunglasses to him.  He gratefully accepted these; his shoulders slumped a little as he relaxed.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” she said.  “Now, we just have to make one more stop.”
 
   ***
 
   That next stop was a Kinko’s, where Emma used the store’s computers to design and print out business cards for she and Jim.  She used Aunt Gladys’s name for her alias and for Jim used the name Josh Albert based on the nametags of two employees.  If she had more time she could have designed fake driver’s licenses and even passports, but she hoped the business cards would be enough.  If asked for more, she could always say they had been mugged on the way in, which wouldn’t be beyond the realm of possibility.
 
   Jim looked at the business card uncertainly for a moment.  “This a lie.”
 
   “Yes.  Just a little white lie.”
 
   “What we doing?” he asked her once they’d got back on the bike.
 
   “That explosion was near a company called TriTech.  Aggie’s sister’s boyfriend works there.  I think they might have something to do with it,” she explained.
 
   “Why they blow up home?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.  If we can get in there we might find out.”
 
   They left the motorcycle in an alley about two miles away and then hailed a cab.  It was a waste of three dollars, but if anyone from TriTech watched them approach, it wouldn’t be very realistic for them to show up on a motorcycle.  The cabbie gave her a surprised look when she gave her destination, then shrugged and took them down the road to TriTech.
 
   “This where we go?” Jim asked as they stood in front of the building.
 
   “That’s right.  Just let me do the talking.”
 
   “Fine.”  She didn’t think Jim would have any objection to her speaking for the both of them.  He stayed a step behind her as they approached the revolving door at the front of the building.  From the way he slowed down, she thought he might balk at this the way he had at the escalator, which might make things more difficult.  But then he took a deep breath and followed her into the door, to come out safely into the lobby.
 
   Emma looked around the spacious lobby; its leather furniture and modern sculptures gave it the feel of a five-star hotel instead of a high-tech research firm.  There was even a wooden reception desk, behind which stood a woman in a suit that nearly matched Emma’s.  She glared at them icily from behind a pair of steel-rimmed glasses.  “Can I help you?”
 
   Emma tried to smile like the salesman earlier and took the card from her pocket.  “I’m Gladys Cabot and this is my associate, Mr. Albert.  We’re here to see Mr. Ward.”
 
   The receptionist looked from the card and then at a computer screen.  “I don’t see you on the list for today,” she said.
 
   “Really?  Oh, well, there must be some kind of mistake.  I know I set up a meeting with Mr. Ward’s secretary for this morning.”
 
   “Let me check.”  The woman picked up a phone; she turned her back and talked softly so Emma couldn’t hear the conversation.  When she turned back around, the woman said, “Just a moment, please.”
 
   Emma turned from the reception desk, and saw Jim examine one of the sculptures, a vaguely humanoid shape made out of bent metal.  “This nice,” he said.  “Nicer than mine.”
 
   “They just used better materials,” she said.  “If you want, I could probably find you some metal like this—”
 
   “No.”  He looked down sadly at the floor.  “No need.”
 
   Again she could sense something beneath the surface, but now was not the time to ask him about it.  Right now she had to get in to see Harry Ward, the CEO of TriTech.  She had done a little research on the company after she heard Tim Cooper would work there.  There wasn’t much to find out about the company or its founder.  TriTech had appeared on the scene a little over three months earlier; overnight it had moved into the Fleischman Building and hired technicians and researchers like Tim.
 
   As for Ward, there was more information on him, but she didn’t trust it.  The elaborate background story of how he’d grown up in Wisconsin, graduated from the University of Wisconsin, and then bounced around a number of technical firms all sounded fine on the surface.  The grades, awards, and references were all there, nice and neat.  A little too neat for her taste.  There were no gaps in it at all.  Maybe she had spent too much time around cynics like Marlin and Captain Donovan, but a history that tidy set off warning bells in her mind.
 
   “Ms. Cabot?” a voice asked.  It sounded as cold and hard as the metal of the sculpture.  Emma expected to see an old woman but instead saw a blond woman in her mid-thirties at the latest.
 
   “That’s me,” Emma said.  She extended her hand, but the woman refused to shake it.
 
   “I’m Ms. Fielding, Mr. Ward’s assistant.  I don’t recall speaking with you or making any appointments with anyone from a Dart Security Company.”
 
   “My assistant made the appointment.  There must be a mistake.”
 
   “We don’t make mistakes,” Ms. Fielding snapped.
 
   “I see.  It’s probably a mistake on my end.  There’s been some turnover lately.”  Emma reached into her purse for her BlackBerry.  She hit some buttons to pretend to check her appointment calendar.  “Oh, I see the problem.  It says here the meeting is supposed to be on Thursday, not Tuesday.”
 
   “I’m not aware of any meeting with you at any time.”
 
   “Are you sure?  Maybe you could check—”
 
   “I don’t need to check.  I suggest you and your associate leave before I call security.”
 
   “Ah, well, that’s actually what I came to talk to you about.”  Emma looked around the lobby and gestured to one of the guards who glared at them from the corner.  “Your security is good, but it can be even better.  My company—”
 
   “Our security is fine.  Now, Ms. Cabot—”
 
   “Please, could we just have a few minutes with Mr. Ward?  We’re prepared to make him a very lucrative offer.”
 
   “As I’ve told you, Ms. Cabot, we do not need your services.”  Fielding held two fingers up in the air.  Quicker than Emma would have expected, two security guards were on them.  Jim struck a defensive pose; he hissed at the guard who tried to put a hand on him.  “I think you can see that quite clearly now.”
 
   “Yes, I can,” Emma said.  She looked over to Jim.  “I don’t think we’d better waste any more of Ms. Fielding’s time.”  She put a hand on Jim’s shoulder and felt his muscles relax again.  She gave him a little push towards the door; the security guards followed after them, hands on their pistols until Emma and Jim were on the sidewalk.  Then the guards stood in front of the revolving doors; they glared at Emma and Jim as if to challenge them to try to go back inside.
 
   “We fail,” Jim said.
 
   “We’ll just have to find another way in,” Emma said.  Though she still couldn’t prove it, she knew there was something going on here—and she would find out what.
 
   ***
 
   They walked back to where Emma had stashed the motorcycle.  Emma looked glumly down at her feet.  “There has to be some way in,” she said mostly to herself.
 
   “What about armor?” he asked.
 
   “It’s no good.  They’ve got cameras all over that place.  They’d see me in seconds.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   She considered cutting the power to the building, but a place with security that tight and that dealt in such high-tech work would certainly have a backup generator in place.  Emma sighed as she kicked a loose stone with her new too-tight shoe.  The simple problem was she didn’t have the expertise for this sort of thing.  She had always been a good, law-abiding person.  For this she needed someone with experience at breaking and entering.
 
   “They never taught me this kind of stuff in school,” she said to Jim with a smile.
 
   “You do good job.”
 
   “That’s nice of you to say, but I’ve done a lousy job.”  She caught up with the stone she’d kicked and gave it another boot.  “Don Vendetta and her gang are still on the loose, overall crime rates are down marginally, and we’re still not any closer to finding who almost killed you.”
 
   They didn’t say anything on the rest of the way to the bike.  She knew Jim had done his best to cheer her up, but that wasn’t his area of expertise any more than hers was to break into a secured building.  Once they were on the bike, she drove slowly; she had no place to go.
 
   Then on the left she saw the Fawkes Art Museum.  She wove through traffic to pull into the parking garage.  “Where we go?” he asked.
 
   “Come on, you’ll see.”  After she parked the bike, she took his hand and then led him up the front steps to the art museum.  As soon as he was inside the doors, Jim began to look around, his jaw slack.
 
   Emma kept a hand on Jim’s arm to pull him along.  She paid the admittance fee for both of them and then led him into the main gallery, which at the moment was filled with portraits from the late Middle Ages.  Jim showed little interest in these; he gave each a cursory glance before he moved on.
 
   The next gallery contained a collection of sculptures from the Renaissance.  Here Jim perked up; he stood at the very edge of the velvet ropes and leaned in so close Emma thought a security guard might give them a warning.  “These beautiful,” he said.  “Lifelike.”  
 
   “Yes, they are, aren’t they?” she said.  Emma had visited all of the city’s museums several times, but the Fawkes Museum was one of her least-frequented.  As a science geek, old pictures and sculptures had never held much interest for her.  She much preferred the Plaine Museum with its exhibits on meteors and Egyptian culture.  
 
   Still, she could see Jim loved the sculptures here in the same way she loved the meteors, geodes, and Alex the mastodon at the Plaine Museum.  To her surprise, he pointed to the pleated hem of a woman’s skirt on one of the sculptures.  “That very difficult, especially with marble,” he said.  “Have to be careful.”
 
   “You used to carve marble?”
 
   “Not me,” he said.  The excitement left his voice.  Emma thought he might say more, but he didn’t.
 
   They continued down the aisle to a naked woman done in the style of Michelangelo.  Jim squeezed her hand as he pointed to the woman’s face.  “She look like you,” he said.
 
   Emma squinted at the woman’s face and then shook her head.  “She’s a lot prettier than me,” she said.
 
   “You pretty.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”  She looked down at her feet, too big to fit into normal shoes.  She remembered how her third grade bully Jimmy Gates had labeled her “Dorky Storky” because of her ungainly frame.  What she hated the most about that insult was its accuracy.  She had always felt like a big, awkward bird.  An ugly duckling that had never changed into a swan.  She supposed that, as much as her parents dying, her hectic work schedule, and later her duties as the Scarlet Knight, had kept her away from dating.  “But it’s nice of you to say that.”
 
   “I make sculpture like that of you.  Then you see.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that.  I like the sculptures you made of me already.”  Though they were made out of rolls of toilet paper, old newspapers, and other discarded items, she did like Jim’s depictions of her—at least after she got over the initial shock.  In their simplicity they were much like the Native American and Inuit totems that sometimes graced the Plaine Museum.  And with them she didn’t have to confront her long nose, slight breasts, and huge feet.  Sometimes illusion was preferable to reality.  She patted his arm.  “But thank you.”
 
   “Why you hate youself?  You not freak like me.”
 
   “You’re not a freak, Jim.”  Before she could stop herself, she blurted out, “I think you look very handsome”
 
   “You just say that.”
 
   “I mean it.”  She brushed a tress of tangled hair away from his face.  “In this light, and in that suit, you look very sophisticated.”  
 
   “I ugly.  Deformed.”
 
   “No you’re not.”  She wished he would take off the sunglasses so she could look him in the eye.  “Did someone tell you that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “No one.”
 
   “Jim—”  
 
   He hissed at her as he had at the salesman earlier.  She knew this meant she shouldn’t press him any further on the subject.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   “You just curious.  That why you smart.”
 
   They left the gallery in silence and meandered into another filled with landscape paintings.  She thought he would pass on them as he had with the portraits earlier, but to her surprise he stopped at a painting of a New England harbor at sunrise.  “That ocean,” he said.  He pointed to the still water of the picture.
 
   “Yes, the Atlantic Ocean.”
 
   “You see it?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s not far from here.  Maybe we could take a trip—”
 
   “No!  City my home.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I just thought—”
 
   “I know.  You nice, but not understand.”
 
   She put a hand on his bicep to gently turn him to face her.  “What don’t I understand, Jim?”
 
   “My friends.  They need me.  I leave them too long already.”
 
   By his “friends” he of course meant the tribes of rats in the city sewers.  These viewed Jim Rizzard as a sort of king or chieftain.  In large part it was because Jim had lived five times longer than even the oldest rats; they could remember nothing else.  “I’m sure they can manage without you for a little while,” she said.
 
   “Like city not need you.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it again.  He was right.  He viewed himself as indispensable to the rat population the same way she viewed herself as indispensable to the humans of Rampart City.  “Maybe the city doesn’t need either of us,” she said with a slight grin.
 
   “City need us more than ever.”  Again she had to agree; she needed only to think of their ill-fated trip to TriTech.
 
   “I guess you’re right.”  They continued through the art museum in silence.  Emma decided to stay back and let Jim appreciate the art.  After all, who knew when he might get another chance?
 
   ***
 
   The security at Coeur de la Mer was far less stringent than at TriTech, so Emma was able to bluff their way in for a table.  Ordinarily she would never do something like that, but tonight could be Jim’s only night aboveground and she wanted him to experience one of its finer eateries.
 
   It wasn’t until they were seated and she studied the menu that she remembered she had come here with Dan.  That had been nearly seven years ago when she first started at the Plaine Museum.  She had felt so awkward, out on her first real date and still too young to drink.
 
   This time she tried to project calm and confidence, at least on the surface.  Jim didn’t so much as pick up his menu, barely able to read English, let alone French.  He seemed to take for granted she could order for both of them.  She ordered an appetizer of ravioli and then two orders of fish, which she knew wouldn’t remind him of his friends down in the sewer.
 
   “I’ve always wondered what you eat down there,” she said.
 
   “Whatever we find,” he said.  He seemed to have a grasp of how to use his silverware and napkin.  He had even taken off his sunglasses and tucked them into a pocket.
 
   “Probably not the healthiest diet.”
 
   “We live.”
 
   “How do you decide where to look?”
 
   “We keep watch.  Take turns.”
 
   “Oh, I guess that makes sense.”  She began to butter a piece of bread to jam into her mouth before she inserted her foot in there.  As she did, the thought of how to infiltrate TriTech came to her.  “I suppose you have friends all over the city, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What about inside that building we were in?”
 
   “Not now.  They poison.”
 
   “But one of them could probably still get in there, right?”
 
   Jim considered this for a moment.  “Yes.  Maybe dangerous.”
 
   “I know, but if one of them could get into the building, and if we equipped it with a tiny camera, we could see what’s going on in there.”
 
   “Yes.  How big camera?”
 
   “Well, it wouldn’t need to be very big.  The size of a button maybe.  We could rig up a little harness and then—”
 
   “What happen if he caught?”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment.  If someone from TriTech caught the rat secret agent they sent in and found it in a harness and camera, they would know for sure someone was on to them.  Then she might never find out what was going on.  “They might close up shop, or at least be more careful.”
 
   “No, what happen to him?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  They’d probably dissect him.”
 
   “Then no.”
 
   Emma wanted to press him, to explain it was important for the safety of the city and so forth, but she could see the determination on his face.  To ask him to risk the life of one of his rodent friends would be akin to asking her to risk the life of Becky or Aggie—or Dan.  She sighed.  “I understand.  We’ll think of something else.”
 
   The waiter brought their main courses and once again Jim surprised her by the delicate way he picked at the fish with his fork, not at all like the ravenous way she expected someone who’d come from the sewers to eat.  Again she wanted to ask him about what had driven him to the sewers, but she told herself he would open up when he wanted to, or when circumstances finally forced him to, as had happened with the death of her parents.
 
   “This fish is really good,” she said to steer the conversation to safer shores.  
 
   “Yes, better than from dumpster.”
 
   She put a hand to her mouth, but couldn’t help laughing at this.  To her surprise, Jim joined in, his laugh like a stuttering version of the hiss he made.  She had never heard him laugh before, but then they usually didn’t meet under the best circumstances down in the sewers.  “I don’t think they’d put that review in the window.”
 
   With this exchange, she could sense a change in the air between them.  Somehow she didn’t think things would ever be the same.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Throughout the conference that morning and afternoon, Becky tried to take notes on what the speakers said.  She knew Napier would expect her to bring something back, especially after Becky had begged her to go to the conference.  Despite this, she nodded off every few minutes as she thought about Dan—and last night.
 
   She wasn’t a virgin by any stretch, but she had never experienced anything like last night.  Those other times had been purely sex in the backseat of a car or in a tiny apartment bedroom.  For the first time she had really, truly, made love.  Dan had been so different from the other men, so caring and tender.  He even waited for her to come first.
 
   To her it was the first time they’d ever had sex, but to Dan it was the second time.  The first had been a year ago when Emma had switched bodies with her.  Dan thought he had made love to Becky, when in reality it was Emma, the one who had loved him for the last six years.  He didn’t know either of those facts and still didn’t.
 
   Once they switched back, Becky promised Emma she would break it off.  She had invited Dan over to the house to explain it to him.  They sat down on the couch, she took his hand, looked into his eyes—and couldn’t lower the boom.  The way he looked at her was the way Steve had looked at her.  He loved her, though it might not have really been her he fell in love with.  
 
   Maybe it was a lie, maybe it wasn’t, but she couldn’t bring herself to end things with him.  So she had convinced him they needed to take things slow and to be discreet.  “We can’t let Emma find out,” she said.
 
   “Emma?  Why?”
 
   “It’s kind of hard to explain.”
 
   “I hardly even know her.  We’ve only met a couple of times at the museum.”
 
   “Yes, well, she’s very protective of me.  She’s like my sister.”
 
   “You think she’d have a problem with me seeing you?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.  I think she has a little bit of a crush on you.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  Dan considered this for a moment and then smiled at her.  “If that’s what you want then we don’t have to let her find out.”
 
   To convince Dan they needed to take it slow in the bedroom was a little more of a challenge, but in the end he was too nice to insist they have sex.  For the last year she had put it off; she saw sex as the final betrayal of her friendship with Emma.  After a year, she finally couldn’t stop herself last night.  
 
   A few drinks with dinner had helped to steel her resolve to finally go the distance, though not enough that she couldn’t remember it and how wonderful it had felt.  Now as she sat in the hotel conference room, she couldn’t think of anything besides how much she wanted to get into bed with Dan again.  As some speaker droned on about urban farming, Becky’s mind slipped away, back to the bedroom.
 
   She could feel her body turn warm and sweat form on her forehead.  She had deliberately taken a seat in the back of the room so she could easily sneak out and hurry across the lobby to the bathroom.  She stopped at the sink to splash cold water on her face, to snap herself out of it.  She was twenty-seven years old, not seventeen anymore; she couldn’t let these thoughts derail her life.  She still had a job to do for Councilwoman Napier.
 
   After she wiped her face off with a towel, she looked up at the mirror and gasped to see someone behind her.  “Sylvia?” she said.
 
   “Hello, Becky,” Sylvia said.
 
   Becky turned around to face the witch.  Sylvia’s eyes were red with dark circles around them and her hair fell in greasy tangles as if she hadn’t slept or showered in days.  “Is something wrong?” Becky asked.
 
   “Not anymore,” Sylvia said.  Before Becky could react, the witch leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Becky.  But it wasn’t a hug; Sylvia’s good hand pressed against Becky’s cheek.  “Go to sleep now.  Everything will be fine when you wake up,” she whispered.  
 
   “What the—” Becky managed to get off before she sagged to the floor.
 
   ***
 
   Dan checked his watch again.  Becky was twenty minutes late already.  The maitre d’ shot him a dirty look to indicate he would give the table away soon unless Becky showed up.  “Just a few more minutes,” Dan said.  “It’s probably traffic.”
 
   He didn’t know what could be taking her so long.  Her hotel was only three blocks away; she could have walked here by now.  That is if she’d left right from the conference.  Probably she went back to her room to change and put on fresh makeup.  At least that’s what he hoped.
 
   The other explanation he didn’t like to consider—that she had stood him up the day after they made love for the second time in a year.  He had thought she’d enjoyed last night—she certainly had sounded like she did—but that might have been an act.
 
   His friends in subtle and not-so-subtle ways had told him he could do much better than her.  He had the looks and the money to attract someone who weighed less than two hundred pounds, someone who didn’t come from a trailer park in Parkdale, someone who would “put out” far more easily.  They had gone so far as to introduce him to various actresses, models, and businesswomen to draw him away.  His assistant at the Plaine Museum had even said, “You and Dr. Earl would make a cute couple.”
 
   He had rejected all of these to stay with Becky; he insisted no one knew her like he did.  She was so sweet and gentle and sad.  Perhaps the latter had really drawn him to her; they had both lost a spouse through violence.  At least Dan had been married to Isis for nearly a year; poor Becky didn’t even get to leave the church with her husband.  His friends couldn’t understand what it was like to lose someone you loved that way, but Becky did.
 
   He looked at his watch again and hoped nothing had happened to her.  After their first date, she had wound up in trouble with the Russian mob, who had wanted to find her friend Emma Earl.  The Scarlet Knight had saved them from the gangsters, but what if they’d tracked Becky down in Chicago?  This didn’t seem likely, as they could have easily gotten to Becky in the last year if they’d wanted.  No, it was more likely she had simply decided to break things off after last night.
 
   He was about to tell the maitre d’ to give their table away when she finally appeared in the doorway.  She wore a black dress with a silk wrap over her shoulders, not the kind of thing she would wear to a conference he was sure, which confirmed his first instinct had been right.  Her chubby face lit up in a smile.  “Sorry I’m late,” she said.
 
   “It’s fine.  I’m not that hungry anyway.”
 
   “Well I am,” she said.  “All they had at that conference were tuna sandwiches.  Yuck.”
 
   “They didn’t let you go to the restaurant in the hotel?”
 
   “No.  Probably afraid we wouldn’t come back.”  She laughed at this, but he could sense a hollowness in it.  She was hiding something from him.  What was it?  She took his arm and pulled him along as the maitre d’ finally led them to their table.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked her after the maitre d’ had gone.
 
   “No, not at all.”  She reached across the table to take his hand.  “Not anymore.”
 
   “You seem a little—nervous.”
 
   “Nervous?  Why should I be nervous?”
 
   “Well, I know this sounds crazy, but I thought after last night maybe you’d decided to make a change.”  Becky stared at him blankly.  He lowered his voice to say, “You know, after we did it last night?  I thought maybe I’d done something wrong.”
 
   Her eyes widened for a moment and then she began to laugh.  “Oh, that.  No, don’t be silly!  You were great.  Just great.”  She looked around the restaurant.  “Where is that damned waiter?  I am parched.  You know I ran all the way over here in these heels?”
 
   “You didn’t take a cab?”
 
   “For three blocks?  That’d be a waste of money.”  She raised one arm and snapped her fingers.  A waiter appeared almost instantaneously.  “Bring us a bottle of your finest white wine.  And make it snappy, would you?”
 
   “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” Dan asked.
 
   “I’m great.  Just great.”
 
   He waited until the waiter returned with their wine so he could take a shot of courage before he said what he had practiced earlier at the museum.  “Becky, there’s something we need to talk about.”
 
   She drained her glass and then reached across the table to pour another.  “Do we have to do it now?  Can’t we just enjoy the evening?”
 
   “This is important.”  He took her hand and squeezed it.  “Becky, I think it’s time we stopped all this sneaking around.  I know Emma’s your friend—”
 
   “What does Emma have to do with anything?”
 
   “You said she might be jealous of you, that’s why we had to be so secretive.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Becky gulped down another glass of wine.  “Hey, great, let’s tell Emma.  If she don’t like it, then fuck her.”
 
   “Are you drunk?  Were you drinking before you came here?”
 
   “You caught me.  I stopped at the bar to have a few before I came here.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “I don’t have to answer your damned questions.  You’re not my father!”  To his surprise, Becky stood up from the table.  She staggered backwards a step; her large frame wavered as if she were about to fall down.  To right herself she grabbed the edge of the table and then leaned forward to glare at him.  “I don’t have to take this from you.”
 
   She stomped out of the restaurant, to leave him at the table alone, his entire body suddenly numb.  He could feel the other diners looking at him, though they all pretended not to.  When his mind finally caught up to what had happened, he tossed some money onto the table and then ran after her.
 
   She must have caught a cab, as he didn’t catch up to her until he reached her hotel even though he ran the entire way.  She was getting into the elevator, the doors halfway closed; he threw himself into the doors and collapsed on the floor of the elevator as it began to go up.  “That was graceful,” she said.
 
   He picked himself up off the floor.  “Becky, what’s going on?  Why did you do that?”
 
   “Oh, you’ll see.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  Becky—”
 
   She put a finger to his lips to silence him.  “I thought we’d skip dinner and go right to dessert.”  Before he could say anything else, she kissed him.  Something about the kiss felt different than what he remembered from last night, or even this morning before they went off to their separate jobs.  He couldn’t put his finger on it exactly, but it felt as though he were kissing another woman.
 
   The elevator doors opened and she pulled him out; she practically dragged him to her room.  Once she opened the door, he understood what she had meant.  A bottle of champagne sat in an ice bucket beside the television and the covers had been pulled back from the bed, rose petals scattered over it.  She giggled as she pushed him onto the bed.  “And you thought I was serious, didn’t you, silly boy?”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Hush.  You just lie right there.”
 
   He was too surprised by Becky’s sudden aggressiveness to do anything but lie there on the bed as she’d instructed.  He heard the bottle of champagne pop, followed by two glasses being poured.  When she returned, Becky held out a glass for him to take.
 
   He saw that underneath the black dress she wore only a pair of lacy panties.  “A toast,” she said.  “To us.”
 
   “Right.”  He took a sip of the champagne and grimaced.  He had tasted a number of vintages of champagne before and none of them had tasted this sour.  He wanted to ask Becky about this, but found his mouth wouldn’t move.  None of his body would move.
 
   She plucked the glass from his hand and then gently pushed him down onto the bed.  As his eyes began to droop, he noticed two very strange things:  first that a thin woman with dark red hair stood where Becky had been and second that he was growing breasts.
 
   ***
 
   When Becky woke up she found herself facing another woman.  Despite the longer brown hair, the wider hips, and of course the breasts, she could still recognize the man she loved.  “Dan?” she whispered.  She reached out with a hand to touch the ends of his waist-length hair to make sure it was real.
 
   Only then did she roll over to see they weren’t in either of their hotel rooms.  They weren’t even in Chicago anymore; they were back in his bedroom in Rampart City.  She remembered she’d gone to the bathroom during the conference and then seen Sylvia behind her.  The witch had hugged her and then Becky had passed out—
 
   She sat up on the bed and took a look at herself to make sure that she was still herself.  With a sigh of relief she pushed off the bed and hurried to the door only to find it locked.  She found the window frozen shut as well.  They were trapped!
 
   A flash of light came from behind her.  She saw Sylvia there; the witch looked even more tired and haggard than she had in the bathroom at the hotel.  Becky pointed to where the young woman who looked like Dan lay on the bed.  “What is going on?” she asked.  “Did you do something to him?  If you did—”
 
   “It’s just a side effect of the potion,” Sylvia said.
 
   “Potion?  What did you give him?”  Becky started to charge forward until Sylvia produced a gun from her purse.  The revolver looked ancient but still lethal.  “What did you do to him?”
 
   “It’s a sleeping beauty potion.  Never tried it on a man before.”
 
   “When he wakes up—”
 
   “He’ll be fine.  He probably won’t remember anything.”
 
   “Probably?”
 
   “That’s how it works on the women.”
 
   “You’ve done this before?”
 
   “Me?  No.  It’s one of Glenda’s recipes.  They did that thing all the time back in the old days.  Did you think that was just a story?”
 
   “You wake him up, right now.”
 
   “I can’t.  Only his true love can wake him with a kiss.”
 
   “Emma.  She’s his true love.”  Becky tilted her head back up to glare at Sylvia.  “You bring her here right now.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  Not yet.  Not for a few days.”
 
   “A few days?  You can’t leave him like this for a few days!”
 
   “I’m sorry about all of this, Becky.  I am.  But it’ll all be over in a few days.  Once I know he’s safe, I’ll bring Emma back here and she’ll kiss him and everything will be fine.  Until then, you just keep an eye on him.”
 
   “Have you lost your mind?  Soon as I find Aggie—”
 
   “She’s gone.  So’s her friend.”  Sylvia put her hook hand into her pocket and took out a pink vial.  “We can do this one of two ways.  Either you can stay here for a couple of days and play nursemaid to him or I can use this on you and you’ll spend the next few days in a crib, wearing a diaper and sucking your thumb.  The choice is yours.”
 
   Becky winced at this.  She had briefly become an infant again when a crazy old witch had changed her and Emma back to their rightful bodies.  Being so tiny, so helpless, had nearly driven her insane.  She didn’t want to go through that again if she could help it.  And she knew she’d be able to do a lot more for Dan if she were still a grown-up.  “Fine, I’ll take care of him.  Just promise you aren’t going to hurt him.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”  She raised the pistol in her hand.  “But I will if I have to.  Like if you get cute and try going to the police or anyone else.”
 
   “I won’t.  I promise.”
 
   Sylvia reached into her purse again to produce a thick metal ankle bracelet.  “Put that on.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Sort of a tether.  It’s rigged with explosives.  If you step out of this house, it’ll go off.  I’ll be back to check on you two after I’ve finished with Emma.”
 
   “Emma?  What are you doing to her?”
 
   “That’s up to her.”  
 
   “Why are you doing this?  We’re your friends.”
 
   “I know.  That’s what makes this so hard.  But it’s the only way.  I wish it wasn’t.”  Before Becky could say anything else, Sylvia vanished in another flash of light.  Becky stared at where the witch had been for a moment and then went over to the bed.  She pulled aside the covers and then turned Dan around into a sleeping position.  After she pulled the blankets back up, she kissed him on the forehead; she knew she wasn’t the one who could break the spell.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   After dinner, they stood outside the restaurant to wait for the valet to retrieve Emma’s bike.  She checked her watch.  “I guess it’s time to get back to Aggie’s house now.  Pepe’s probably worried sick about you.”
 
   “He know where I am.  And who I with,” Jim said.
 
   “You’ve been having your friends keep tabs on us?”
 
   “Not my idea.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  She supposed the rats would want to know where their king was at all times.  With so many rats in the city, it wasn’t difficult for them to keep an eye on Jim; they passed information to one another like a computer network.  That he was with their “queen” had probably made them more cautious.
 
   “No need to go home yet.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”  The valet arrived with Emma’s motorcycle and she climbed on.  “Did you have anywhere in mind?”
 
   “I know place.”  He whispered directions into her ear as she drove to take them in the opposite direction from Aggie’s house.  When they entered the industrial district near the waterfront, she started to wonder what he had in mind.  With someone else she might have suspected a trap, but not with Jim.  He had never lied to her since they’d known each other and she doubted he would start now.
 
   He instructed her to head down a hill, past an old tire factory to where the road ended at a rusty chain-link fence.  She stopped the bike at the fence and for a moment looked around.  “This is it?” she asked.
 
   “Not yet.”  He pushed open a broken section of fence to continue down to the base of the hill.  Emma followed him to find him stopped at a drainage pipe.  “We go down.”
 
   “Into the sewer?  Maybe you should take off the suit first.”
 
   “It fine.”  He pushed the cover aside and then started down a set of metal rungs along the side of the pipe.  She shrugged to herself and then decided to follow him down.  At the bottom, she found him standing in a river of what she hoped was mostly water.  “We go.”  
 
   He took her hand and led her along the cement banks of the pipe.  She imagined some of his friends were probably nearby to relay their location to the rest of the city’s rodents.  “Where are we—?”
 
   “We here,” he said.
 
   She could only nod back at him in stunned disbelief.  The pipe ended a good hundred feet above the harbor; the runoff from the pipe drained into the water.  From where they stood it looked and sounded like a waterfall, possibly the only one in the city.  
 
   Even more surprising, a pair of wooden chairs were at the edge of the pipe.  The chairs had mismatched legs, but looked sturdy enough when Jim sat on one.  “This nice place,” Jim said.  “I come here.  To think.”
 
   She sat down on the chair next to him and stared out at the harbor, where freighters from all over the world emerged or disappeared into the setting sun.  She put a hand to her mouth and sighed.  “It’s so beautiful.”
 
   “Many beautiful things people not see.”  He looked into her eyes as he said this.
 
   “I think you’re right,” she said.  She found herself leaning towards him, until their lips touched.  She had already kissed him twice before in the sewers after she was nearly killed by the Black Dragoon.  The first time she had angered him when she pulled away.  The second had been a spur of the moment thing; she hadn’t really dwelled on it since then.  This time it was a mutual decision, so that neither of them pulled away prematurely.
 
   Since they’d kissed before, Emma already knew about Jim’s overbite and buckteeth that made things more of a challenge.  She managed to work around these and to her own surprise found her tongue darting into his mouth.  She had kissed Dan like this once, but that was in Becky’s body; her own tongue had never found its way down anyone’s mouth.
 
   They finally had to come up for air.  Jim broke the silence when he said, “I love you.”
 
   “I—” she wasn’t sure how to end that sentence, but was saved by her BlackBerry; the ringtone indicated Becky was on the line.  “I have to take this.  Hello?”
 
   “Emma, is that you?” Becky asked.  Her voice sounded on the verge of panic.
 
   “Yes, it’s me.  What’s wrong?”
 
   “I need to talk to you.  Right now.”
 
   “Now?  But you’re in Chicago.  Aren’t you?”
 
   “No, I came back early.  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m with Jim.  We’re down by the waterfront.  What’s going on?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it over the phone.  I need to see you.”
 
   “I can be home in twenty minutes or so—”
 
   “No, I’ll go down there.  I’ll meet you at Pier 15 in ten minutes.”
 
   “Wait, Becky—” the connection went dead.
 
   “You friend in trouble?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It sounds like it.”
 
   “I go with you.”
 
   She put a hand on Jim’s shoulder.  “That’s nice of you, but I think this is something I should do alone.”
 
   She thought he would argue with her, but after a moment he said, “I understand.  I go back home.  Wait for you there.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She gave him another, much briefer kiss on the lips.  Then they started back for the bike as the sun went down beneath the harbor.
 
   ***
 
   She took the motorcycle to Pier 15 after she called for a cab to pick Jim up.  She left him with some money and Aggie’s address printed on a card; she hoped the driver spoke English well enough to understand.  If not, Jim wasn’t averse to walking long distances.
 
   She had been to the piers often enough at night as the Scarlet Knight, usually to break up drug or weapons deals from Don Vendetta or some other criminal organization.  From what she remembered, there was nothing special about Pier 15; she couldn’t imagine why Becky would choose it except she might have just picked a random number.  
 
   She pulled over behind a pile of wooden crates to hide the bike.  Then she whispered the magic words to summon the red armor to her.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise when Marlin came with it; he had probably sensed her call for it.  “About time you did something useful instead of hanging around with vermin,” the ghost said.
 
   “Jim is not vermin.  He’s a very nice man.  Much nicer than some ghosts I know.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’ve got some schoolgirl crush on the Sewer Rat now.”  He shook his head.  “You’re pathetic.”
 
   Emma could feel her face turn warm out of embarrassment.  “That doesn’t matter right now.  Becky called and wanted to meet me on the pier.  Can you make yourself useful and find her and see if she’s alone?”
 
   “I suppose I can do that.”  The ghost floated away, which left Emma to change out of her new suit and into the red armor.  She left off the helmet so Becky could see her face—if it was Becky who really wanted to meet with her.  The odd location of this meeting and Becky’s sudden reappearance in the city made her question this.
 
   Marlin returned as Emma emerged from behind the crates.  “All I see is Fatty standing on the pier, bawling her eyes out.”  He gestured to the armor.  “You really think you’ll need that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before.”  Marlin cleared his throat—or whatever a ghost used for a throat.  “You want me to watch your back?”
 
   “If you would.  Thanks.”  Then she stepped onto the pier and began to walk towards the end of it.  Becky came into sight; her large body leaned against the railing of the pier and her shoulders shook as she cried about something.  “Becky?”
 
   Becky turned around; her smile turned to a look of shock.  “You wore the armor?  Why?”
 
   “I thought you might be in trouble.”  Emma closed the distance between them so she could touch Becky’s shoulder.  She jumped back a moment later when Becky’s image flickered like a projection.  Then Becky disappeared entirely, to reveal Sylvia in her place.  The witch looked even worse than this morning, as if she had aged five years.  “Sylvia?  What’s going on?  Where’s Becky?”
 
   “She’s safe.  For now.”
 
   “For now?  What’ve you done to her?”
 
   “I’ve put her and your friend Dan somewhere for safekeeping, until this is over.”
 
   “Until what’s over?  Sylvia, what’s happened to you?  Does it have something to do with Tim and TriTech?”
 
   “You’ve always been too smart for your own good.”
 
   “Whatever trouble you and Tim are in, I want to help.  I’m your friend.”
 
   “If you want to help, then give me the armor and disappear for a few days while I handle this.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that.  Not without knowing what you’re going to use it for.”
 
   “I can’t tell you that.  All I can say is if you don’t give the armor to me, then Tim is going to die.”
 
   “Look, Sylvia, I can help you, but not unless you trust me enough to tell me what’s going on.  We can find a way out of this—together.”
 
   The witch shook her head.  “No.  I can’t risk his life on one of your plans.  Just give me the armor and go away.  I promise I’ll get it back to you as soon as I have Tim back.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   Sylvia held up a hand that erupted with fire.  “Give it to me, Emma, or I’ll take it from you.”
 
   Emma dove off the pier an instant before a fireball evaporated Pier 15.
 
   ***
 
   Normal armor would have dragged Emma to her death like Virginia Woolf, but the magic armor was light enough that she could swim reasonably well.  What she really missed was the helmet with the rebreather she’d installed a year ago that would have allowed her to stay underwater.  Instead, she had to surface after she swam a few yards; she broke the surface of the brown water to gulp for air.
 
   She shouldn’t have been surprised to find Sylvia waiting for her.  Not only was Sylvia a witch, but she was well-versed in hunting and tracking.  At the moment she stood on a cement pylon with a crossbow in one hand.  “Give it up, Emma.  You can’t escape from me.”
 
   Emma treaded water and tried to buy more time to come up with an escape plan.  “What is that, the crossbow of William Tell?”
 
   “It’s just a regular crossbow.”  Sylvia tapped the arrow currently ready to launch.  “This is an arrow of Apollo.  It’ll go right through that armor of yours.”
 
   “You don’t want to do that, Sylvia.”
 
   “Maybe I do.  Maybe I’m sick of pretending to be your friend.”
 
   “If you really thought that you would have killed me when I showed up on the pier.”
 
   “Maybe I just didn’t want to get blood on the armor.”
 
   Emma saw what she needed:  a pipe similar to the one where she and Jim had kissed earlier, though this one was far lower, right at the surface of the water.  If she could get in there, she could escape.  “You’re not a killer, Sylvia.  You’re like me.”
 
   “You’re wrong about that.  I already killed Aggie and her friend.”
 
   Though it was dark and Emma couldn’t see much of Sylvia’s face, she could still tell the witch had lied from her tone of voice.  “You didn’t kill them.  And you’re not going to kill me or Becky or Dan.”  She paddled forward a few inches closer to the pipe.  “Put down the crossbow and we can talk about how to save Tim.”  She paddled a few more inches forward.
 
   “No!  I already told you I’m not going to risk his life on one of your half-baked plans.”  While Sylvia snorted derisively, Emma moved forward a little more.  Her feet could now touch the bottom, but she kept her body hunched so it wouldn’t show. 
 
   Sylvia held up the hook on her left arm.  “It was your plan that cost me my hand.  If we’d just killed that bitch Isis instead of trying to exorcise the demon, Tabitha would still be alive and I’d still have my hand.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Sylvia, you know I am.  But it wouldn’t have mattered.  You couldn’t have killed Isis.”  The pipe was now only two feet away from Emma.  She just needed to distract Sylvia long enough to make her move.
 
   The distraction she needed arrived a moment later in the form of Marlin.  “What’s going on here?” he asked.  “Why are you pointing a weapon at her, you loony old conjurer?”
 
   “This isn’t your business,” Sylvia said.  She kept her finger on the crossbow’s trigger, but took her eyes off Emma just long enough for Emma to rise up and dive into the pipe.
 
   “You can’t run from me!” Sylvia shouted from behind her.  “You’ll have to come to me eventually if you ever want to see Becky and Dan alive again.”
 
   As she scurried along the pipe, Emma knew Sylvia was right.
 
   ***
 
   She stopped at an intersection of sewer pipes to rest for a moment.  From what she could tell, Sylvia had not tried to follow her.  As the witch had said, Emma would eventually have to come to her if she wanted to get Becky and Dan back.  She closed her eyes for a moment.
 
   After she caught her breath, she summoned the red case again to retrieve the helmet.  When she dropped it over her head, she could see in the darkened sewers.  By now some of Jim’s friends had probably spotted her and would relay her position to him.  She could always find one and send word to Jim that she needed help.  But an army of rats wouldn’t be much good against a witch like Sylvia.  With a wave of her hand, she could turn the rats into earthworms or confetti or something even worse.
 
   She tried not to think about what Sylvia might do to Becky and Dan.  Like the rats they wouldn’t have any protection against her magic, which left them vulnerable to whatever spell or potion she chose to use.  Emma just had to hope Sylvia really didn’t want to hurt anyone, other than perhaps whoever had captured Tim Cooper.
 
   The easiest solution would be for her to spring Tim herself.  Then Sylvia wouldn’t need the red armor and she wouldn’t need to do anything to Becky or Dan.  The problem came in that she didn’t know who held Tim, where he was, or for what purpose he was being held.  Without any of those pieces of the puzzle, she was blind.
 
   If she had more time, she could find a way into TriTech.  Whatever was going on, she knew TriTech had something to do with it.  If Sylvia would just calm down a little and see reason, then Emma might be able to get some information from her.
 
   Emma knew that wouldn’t happen.  Sylvia loved Tim; she would do anything to save his life, just as Emma would do anything to save Becky or Dan—or Jim.  This last realization struck her like a punch in the gut.  She thought of that moment in the tunnel when Jim had said he loved her.  She had been about to answer—what?  That she liked him?  That she valued him as a friend?  Friends didn’t kiss like that, she could hear Marlin tell her.
 
   Maybe it had been a moment of weakness.  Or maybe she really did feel about Jim the same way he felt about her.  She had only ever loved one man and that was Dan Dreyfus, whom she had loved so much she sent him away to keep him from being involved in her dangerous life.  With Dan she had always felt a certain amount of apprehension, of awkwardness.  Part of it had been she was only nineteen when they met and had spent most of those years in classrooms and laboratories.  The other part was that Dan was so perfect, he made her feel inadequate, so she tried not to say or do anything that might lower her stature in his eyes.  With Jim it was different.  She didn’t feel any need to impress him or to be careful; he lived in the sewers, after all.  She thought back to their dinner together and how relaxed and comfortable she’d felt after he made that joke.  She’d never got the chance to feel that way around Dan and she wasn’t sure she ever would have.
 
   “There you are,” Marlin said.  “How long are you planning on cowering down here?”
 
   “I’m not cowering.  I’m planning,” she lied.
 
   “Whatever you’re planning, you’d better do it quickly.”
 
   “What’s she done?”
 
   “Nothing yet.  But she said if you don’t meet her in the gravel yards in fifteen minutes she’s going to do something to Becky.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   The gravel yards were on the waterfront, near the cement plant.  While many industries in Rampart City had moved overseas or closed down entirely, the cement plant remained as vital as it ever had.  People always needed cement for roads, buildings, and so forth.  Ships would bring in the gravel, which would then be taken to the cement plant and come out as bags of dry mix or loaded into mixer trucks. 
 
   If Emma were going to lay a trap for the Scarlet Knight, the gravel yards would be as good of a place as any.  The mounds of rock made for ideal cover, behind which Sylvia could ambush Emma.  Or she could bring one of those mountains of rocks down on Emma to bury her.  To go there would be suicide, but at the moment Emma didn’t see much choice.
 
   “You can’t actually go there,” Marlin said.  “It’s obviously a trap.”
 
   “I know.  And I’m sure she knows I know.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   “That she’s not going to do anything so obvious as hide behind a pile of rocks or rig one to fall on me.  She’ll probably stand right out in the open to ask me for the armor.”
 
   “And when you say no, then she’ll bring down a mountain of rock.”
 
   “If I say no.”
 
   “You can’t give her the armor.  You don’t have any idea what she’ll do with it.”
 
   “She’ll barter it to get Tim released from whoever at TriTech is holding him.”
 
   “TriTech?  That place you were watching last night?”
 
   “The one where Sylvia was last night too.”
 
   “Bugger all.  Why don’t you break into that place and get him out?”
 
   “Because we don’t know what we’re dealing with,” Emma said with a shrug.  “If I just go busting in there, they’ll kill Tim.  And then Sylvia will go over the edge.”
 
   “I’d say she’s there already.”
 
   “Not yet.  If Tim dies there won’t be anything holding her back.  Then I’ll have to put her down.  Or her coven will.  She’s already done something to Aggie and Akako and kidnapped Becky and Dan.  I’m sure she’ll be in pretty deep trouble with them already.”
 
   “Too bad the bloody coven doesn’t have a number in the Yellow Pages.  We could let them deal with this mess.”
 
   Emma stood up and started down the pipe, towards the nearest ladder to the surface.  “There’s no time.  I’ve got to go and see if I can reason with her.”
 
   “Oh yes, that worked so well before, as that pier can attest to.”
 
   “I didn’t say it was a good idea.  There’s not much we can do in the amount of time we have,” Emma said.  She began to climb up a ladder.  
 
   “If she’s really standing out in the open, then just chop off her damned head with the Sword of Justice.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that.”
 
   “I was hoping maybe you’d decided to see reason for once.”
 
   Emma pushed aside a manhole cover to find herself in the middle of an empty road.  Mack Avenue if she was right.  The gravel yards were only a block or two away.  She could make it there easily enough in ten minutes.  The question would be what she did then.
 
   “If I kill Sylvia then Tim will die too.”
 
   “So, what, you’re going to give her the armor?  Let some maniac do God knows what with it?”
 
   “Maybe we can work something out.”
 
   “We don’t negotiate with the villains.”
 
   “Sylvia isn’t a villain.  She’s just trying to save her fiancé.  You would do the same for Beaux if she were in trouble.”
 
   “She would never need my help,” Marlin said.  “And anyway she’s been dead for over three millennia.”
 
   “You know what I mean.  You loved her—in your way.  I’m sure you would have done whatever you could to keep her from harm.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter why she’s doing what she’s doing.  The point is what she’s doing is wrong,” Marlin said.  “If you don’t know that by now, maybe you’re not the one who should be wearing that armor.”
 
   To end the argument Emma launched herself into the air.  She landed on her feet and then ran.  She still had seven minutes to reach the gravel yards.  She couldn’t help but think of what Marlin had said.  Maybe she was letting her emotions color her judgment.  Maybe she wasn’t much better than Sylvia.  Maybe the line between good and evil was a lot thinner than she had ever thought.
 
   She knew she would soon find out.
 
   ***
 
   As expected, Sylvia didn’t spring any traps as Emma walked past the office of the gravel yards and the first heaps of rocks.  Nothing tumbled down on her and no arrows fired at her.  From what Emma could see through the helmet’s visor, no assassins lurked among the piles either.  She wasn’t sure whether this boded well for her or not.
 
   Also as expected, Sylvia stood in the center of the gravel yards, empty hand—and claw—on her hips.  “You’re just in time.  You always were punctual,” Sylvia said.  “Now are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?”
 
   “I want to help you, Sylvia.  Just tell me what’s going on.  I know it involves TriTech.  I saw you there last night.”
 
   “You were spying on me?”
 
   “Not on you specifically.  They were located near where the bomb that almost killed Jim went off.”  Emma grimaced at the thought that had popped into her head.  “You didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?”
 
   “No.  He did that all on his own.”
 
   “Him?  Who?”
 
   “It’s not going to do you any good.  I already know what you’ll say.  You’ll say we should try to give them a fake set of armor.  Or after Tim is released then you’ll call it back.  Am I close?”
 
   “Those ideas did occur to me.”
 
   “And you don’t think he’ll notice?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Will he?”
 
   “Yes.  He’ll know.  I don’t know how, but he knows about magic.  He can’t do it himself, but he knows enough that he’ll know if we try to con him.”
 
   “So what are you going to do, Sylvia?  If I give him the armor, what will you do?”
 
   “I’ll wait until he gives Tim up and then I’ll take it from him.  Piece by piece.”
 
   “And you don’t think he’ll be expecting that?”
 
   “He won’t be able to stop me.”
 
   Emma wanted to reach out and put a hand on her friend’s shoulder, but she knew such a gesture would only make Sylvia angrier at this point.  “Between the two of us I’m sure we can work something out.  We can find a way to stop Mr. Ward.”
 
   “How do you know it’s him?”
 
   “Lucky guess.”  She flipped up the visor so Sylvia could see her eyes.  “He has to have some kind of weakness.  If we put our heads together, we can find it.  First you need to tell me what you know.  That’s the only way I can help.”
 
   “How you can help is to give me that fucking armor.”
 
   “Sylvia, please—”
 
   “Damn it, shut up!  I don’t want to hear any more of your bullshit.  You’re always trying to make these plans like life is one goddamned big equation you can solve.  Well it’s not.  Life is messy.  Some things you can’t solve.”
 
   “I know that,” Emma said quietly.  She only had to think of her mother dead on the pavement to know how messy life could be.  “That’s no reason for us to do something we’ll regret later.”
 
   “Last chance:  give me the armor or I’m going to have to do something to Becky.”
 
   “You wouldn’t hurt Becky.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”  Sylvia reached into her pocket and took out a pink vial.  “I pour this down her throat and she’ll go through the terrible two’s again.  Maybe you can change her diapers.”
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I wouldn’t do it?  That’s what you think, isn’t it?  All I have to do is vanish myself from here and five minutes later she’ll be wetting herself and crying for mommy.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re going to do it,” Emma said.  “I think if you really were going to do it, you would have made her drink it first and then traded the armor for the antidote.”
 
   “Good idea.  Maybe I’ll go do that.  While I’m at it, maybe I’ll give some to Dan too.”
 
   Emma studied Sylvia’s face to gauge whether she had lied or not.  Given her haggard appearance, Emma decided Sylvia meant what she said.  She was at the breaking point, where emotional stress and a lack of sleep threatened to push her over the edge of sanity.  Emma held up her hands.  “All right, I’ll do it.”
 
   “Good.  Just take a couple of steps back and drop it in a pile right there.”
 
   “First I want some reassurance that you’ll let Becky and Dan go.”
 
   “I’ll tell you where they are.  You can free them yourself.  After that, make yourself scarce until I send word.  And don’t even think about trying to call the armor back, or else I will hunt you down and finish you.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment.  She nodded slowly.  “Deal.”  As she took off the helmet, she noticed movement behind Sylvia.  If she could keep Sylvia focused on her a little longer, then help would arrive.
 
   She carefully set the helmet down on the ground and then began to pull off her left glove.  “Can’t you go any faster?” Sylvia said.
 
   “I was trying not to make any sudden moves,” Emma said.
 
   “Just take off the fucking armor.”
 
   “What about Becky and Dan?”
 
   “They’re over at his house.  You know, they’ve become quite the couple.  I think he’s going to pop the question pretty soon.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You’re lying.”  Emma watched as help drew closer, to within just a couple of feet.  Just a few more seconds—
 
   “No, I’m not lying.  It’s my fault.  When I switched bodies with Becky, he and I…did it.”
 
   “You?  With him?”
 
   “Yes.  It was a mistake.”
 
   “I’d say.  Now he’s fucking Becky instead of you.”
 
   “I hate to interrupt,” Marlin said from over Sylvia’s shoulder.  “What’s going on here?”
 
   “You don’t think I’m going to fall for that again, do you?” Sylvia said.  “You really aren’t giving me much credit.”
 
   “On the contrary,” Emma said just as Jim struck.  He had traded in his suit in favor of his rat fur coat, so that he looked like a huge animal as he leaped on Sylvia’s back and shoved her to the ground.  
 
   Emma knew that wouldn’t hold the witch for long, but it was long enough for her to pull the Sword of Justice from its scabbard.  She raised the blade just as Sylvia’s body turned white-hot.  Jim howled in pain and then rolled onto the ground.  Before Sylvia could get to her feet, Emma sprang on her; the armor protected her from the heat that radiated from the witch’s body.  She put the Sword of Justice to Sylvia’s throat and said, “It’s over now.  Take me to Dan’s house and after we release them, we’ll find a way to save Tim.”
 
   Sylvia began to laugh, a mad cackle like a wicked witch in a movie.  “You really think it’s over?  You think you’ve won?”
 
   “Nobody’s going to win here, Sylvia.  I’m only trying to help you.”
 
   “For a smart girl you can be really dumb sometimes.”
 
   That was when Emma heard the gravel piles rumble.
 
   ***
 
   She only had a moment to curse her stupidity that she hadn’t seen it before.  It was easy enough for Sylvia to rig the piles of gravel with explosives to create an avalanche and then trigger them at the right moment.  The witch didn’t have to worry about being caught in the rockslide because she could easily levitate into the air or vanish herself entirely.  If she held on to Sylvia, Emma would be saved as well, but there was nothing she could do for Jim.
 
   The piles of rock began to tumble down; they gathered speed as they went.  Though she didn’t have the exact weights and measurements, Emma was certain there was enough stone in the gravel yards to cover the entire place by at least a foot.  By the time she would be able to find Jim, he would probably be dead already.
 
   “You’d better hurry if you’re going to save him,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I could knock you out right now.  Then all three of us would go.”
 
   “But you won’t.  You can’t.  You’re the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   Emma knew the witch was right.  She couldn’t leave Sylvia to die any more than she could leave Jim to die.  She could only shove Sylvia to the ground and then jam the Sword of Justice back into its sheath.  The stones continued to tumble down; they threatened to bury her and Jim in less than a minute.
 
   There was no time for subtlety.  She picked Jim up by the front of the shirt while she charged for a jump at the same time.  She leaped into the air; the magic soles of the boots propelled her into the air, over the piles of gravel, but not far enough to carry them out of the avalanche’s radius.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jim,” she said.  He was still stunned from Sylvia’s attack, but alert enough to nod to her.  At the apex of her jump, she threw him forward; the augmented strength of the armor gave the throw enough range to get Jim clear.  
 
   As she plunged back towards the ground, she watched him fly the opposite direction, to land in the dumpster behind the office.  Emma had time enough to smile at the appropriateness of this before she slammed onto the ground on her back.  The armor protected her from being badly injured, but it didn’t matter at this point as the avalanche continued.
 
   Before she could move, a wave of rocks covered her body, to leave her head exposed just long enough for her to take one last breath.  Then she was plunged into darkness.  She flailed around to free herself, but it did no good.  The rocks continued to rain down.  Her lungs began to burn from a lack of air.  Armor or no, the strength faded from her muscles.
 
   Then there was only silence.
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia watched the rockslide from above as she hovered in the air.  She watched Emma sacrifice herself to save the Sewer Rat, exactly as she had predicted.  If little else was certain, she could always count on Emma to do the noble thing.  That was why she had been given the scarlet armor in the first place.
 
   A flick of Sylvia’s wrist made sure the Sewer Rat landed safely in the dumpster.  She could have killed him then, but there was nothing he could do to stop her.  Him or all his little friends.  The armor was hers and soon Ward would have to release Tim.  Then no matter where that little creep went, she would hunt him down and chop off his head to repay him for what he’d made her do.
 
   She watched the spot where Emma had landed, watched as the Scarlet Knight tried in vain to fight against the tide of rocks.  Sylvia felt no joy to watch Emma’s limbs slow and then stop completely.  Despite everything, Emma was still her friend, someone she’d come to see as her favorite niece.  She took no pleasure in watching her suffer.
 
   Once the movement stopped and the rocks around the area went still, Sylvia finally swooped down.  She used a pile driver spell to brush aside the gravel until Emma’s still form was exposed.  The girl wasn’t dead yet, just unconscious.  In a couple hours she would recover.
 
   The question became what to do with her.  Sylvia had hoped she could convince Emma to simply hide for as long as it took to get the armor back from Ward.  She always knew that would be a long shot given Emma’s penchant for nobility, but she had hoped she might be wrong.  Now that she knew she wasn’t, she had to decide how to dispose of Emma for a few days.
 
   She couldn’t simply throw Emma in with Becky and Dan.  Emma would be able to wake Dan up and then the three of them could find some way to escape.  She thought of the vial in her pocket; she could force it down Emma’s throat.  But even if Emma was a toddler, she could still break the spell over Dan Dreyfus.  And being in diapers again still wouldn’t stop Emma from conceiving one of her convoluted plans to escape.
 
   As she reached down to pick Emma up from the ground, Sylvia thought of another way.  She dropped Emma on top of the rocks and then began to hunt for the helmet and left gauntlet Emma had taken off already.  A mortal might have needed a metal detector, but Sylvia could sense the magic that radiated from the armor well enough to find both pieces.
 
   She put both of these on Emma before she slung the unconscious Scarlet Knight over her shoulder.  She flew over the ocean of gravel and landed at her pickup truck.  Sylvia gently set Emma down in the bed of the truck and tied her down with a couple of heavy chains that wouldn’t last more than two seconds should Emma awake.
 
   The streets were quiet now that it was almost midnight, enough that it didn’t take her long to reach her salon.  The building was of course dark; the last of her employees had gone home six hours ago.  There would be no one to see what she was about to do—or almost no one.
 
   The Sewer Rat’s friends were probably around to keep tabs on their friend.  Sylvia knew how to deal with them.  She simply led the rats into an alley with a pied piper spell.  She gathered a dozen or so in the process, and then summoned an invisible glass box to form around them.  The rats bumped up against the box futilely and hissed in frustration.  “Don’t worry, you’ll be out in a couple of hours with good behavior,” she said.
 
   She was relieved to find Emma still unconscious in the back of the pickup.  After she unfastened the chains, Sylvia hefted Emma over her shoulder again.  The awkward part came to reach into her pocket for her keys; she couldn’t bring herself to break the lock on her own shop—a new padlock would run her at least thirty bucks and in the meantime leave the shop vulnerable to thieves and vandals.
 
   With a grunt, Sylvia dropped Emma into the nearest styling chair—Val’s chair.  Then she began the somewhat awkward process to strip the armor from Emma’s body.  She was relieved to see Emma at least wore a slip beneath the armor in addition to her bra and panties; Sylvia didn’t want to see her friend naked.
 
   It didn’t surprise her when Marlin showed up at this point.  “What do you think this is going to accomplish?” he asked.
 
   “I didn’t want to do it.  She didn’t give me a choice.”
 
   “When she wakes up—”
 
   “Let me worry about that.”  Sylvia reached into her pocket for a chicken bone.  On the surface it appeared to be the leftovers from someone’s lunch, but Marlin lurched back as if she’d punched him.  “You know what this is, don’t you?”
 
   “You and your bloody charms,” the ghost said.  “You can banish me, but I’ll come back.  Whatever you do to her, I’ll find her and then we’ll make you pay, you treacherous old slag.”
 
   “I’m just getting her out of the way for a few days.  Then you can have your precious Scarlet Knight back.  Until then stay out of my way or you’ll be seeing your girlfriend on the astral plane again.”
 
   “This isn’t over,” Marlin grumbled before he faded from view.  
 
   Sylvia tucked the bone back into her pocket.  Then she checked on Emma to make sure the girl was still unconscious.  So far so good, Sylvia thought glumly.  She certainly didn’t feel good, even though she was very close to getting Tim back.  When all of this ended, she hoped everyone would forgive her.
 
   In her office safe, Sylvia kept some necessary business papers, a small amount of cash, and a half-dozen tiny vials like the pink one in her pocket.  These were potions she’d taken from Aggie’s vault, just in case she should ever need them.  Despite the number of weapons on the premises, Sylvia felt it best to be prepared for all contingencies.  Now that preparation had paid off.
 
   She found what she wanted in a turquoise vial at the back.  In Aggie’s beautiful calligraphy was written one word:  Brainwashing.  That would be the perfect potion to keep Emma Earl out of her life for a few days, so long as it worked.  Like the sleeping beauty potion she had never tried it herself before; she only hoped the side effects weren’t so severe.
 
   The question then became what story to plant in Emma’s mind.  Without that story, Emma would either become a vegetable or she would simply revert back to her normal self, to make the entire process moot.  Sylvia hadn’t planned for this contingency; she looked around the salon for help.  She couldn’t use someone famous or someone Emma would be likely to run into over the next few days.  Her eyes seized upon a flyer someone had tacked to the bulletin board, a flyer for a missing girl.  “Bingo.”
 
   To apply the potion was the easiest part for Sylvia.  She simply had to rinse Emma’s hair in the sink and then rub in the potion like shampoo for any client.  The only difference was that her client was unconscious, wore only her undergarments, and the shampoo smelled distinctly like burnt coffee grounds.
 
   As she rubbed in the shampoo, Sylvia repeated the information on the flyer over and over again until it became a sort of mantra.  She couldn’t be sure Emma really heard her, at least until she saw Emma’s hair lighten from its usual orange-red to gold and then finally to a white-blond.  Sylvia watched as the features of Emma’s face began to change as well:  her nose shrunk, her jaw narrowed, and her cheeks inflated a bit.  Sylvia had always thought Emma was too pale and yet somehow her skin turned even whiter, to the point Sylvia thought she might be dead—or possibly undead.  She put a finger to Emma’s shorter neck to feel a strong pulse.
 
   Sylvia rinsed out the last of the shampoo.  The last suds had drained down the sink when Emma sat upright in the chair.  Her eyes opened wide, still blue but a lighter shade than before.  She looked around the darkened salon and finally turned to Sylvia.  “Where am I?” she asked in an unfamiliar voice, one even softer than her usual one.
 
   Sylvia forced a smile to her face.  “Well, young lady, I think we’re all done here.”  She spun the chair around so Emma could face the mirror.  “What do you think?”
 
   Sylvia had expected a scream or a gasp; she didn’t expect Emma to hyperventilate.  The girl’s face began to turn red and then purple as she struggled to breathe.  Her hands clawed at the armrests of the chair until she threatened to tear them off.  Sylvia put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “Settle down.  It’s all right.  Just breathe slowly.”
 
   “Inhaler,” Emma said through her wheezes.  One hand went to her throat, as if to tear it open to let air in.
 
   “Oh shit,” Sylvia said.  She hadn’t planned for this contingency.  While Emma’s face started to turn blue, Sylvia tried to think of a spell that might work.  None came to mind to cure an asthma attack.  Then she looked back at Val’s workstation and remembered Val had asthma too, though not this serious.  Sylvia put a hand on Emma’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  “Hold on.  Just hold on.”
 
   Sylvia broke open the box that contained Val’s personal items.  She rifled through bottles of perfume and tubes of lipstick before she found the inhaler at the bottom.  She held it aloft as if it were the Holy Grail.  “Here you go, sweetheart,” she said.  She pressed the inhaler into Emma’s hands.  “Come on, now.”
 
   Emma’s hands gripped the inhaler like a life preserver.  She brought it to her lips and then squeezed it.  For a few seconds Sylvia thought nothing would happen, that she had doomed her friend.  Then Emma’s breathing relaxed; her face slowly turned back from blue to purple and finally back to its normal pasty white.
 
   Then Emma sagged in the chair and the inhaler fell on the floor.  Sylvia picked it up; she decided she had better get the girl home as quickly as possible.
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Chapter 14
 
   Since she’d never gone to a modern high school, Aggie had no idea what she was supposed to do.  Akako had far more experience in this department, so she took the lead.  “We have to figure out what classes we’re supposed to go to,” Akako said.  
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   “Go to the office.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   Akako shrugged but started towards the rectangular main building.  As they walked across the football field, Akako explained that the building had a bunch of different rooms, each one a classroom where different classes were held.  Whenever a bell rang, the class would end and students would have a few minutes to get to the next one before another bell sounded.  “It sounds like musical chairs,” Aggie said.
 
   “I guess it is kind of like that.”  Akako went on to explain that each student had a locker in which to keep books and other personal articles.  “We’ll have to see if they’ll give us the combinations or we won’t be able to get our books.”
 
   Aggie hoisted her bag higher on her shoulder.  “This already has books in it.”
 
   “Your textbooks?”  It was Aggie’s turn to shrug.  Akako pointed to a bench outside the gate for the football field.  “Maybe we should see what’s in there first.  There might be some good information.”
 
   “You’re the boss,” Aggie said.
 
   Aggie dropped the bag on the bench with a sigh of relief.  How a young girl could carry around so much junk she had no idea.  Then again back in her original teen years in France they didn’t have cosmetic products that were so portable.  In her late teens she had learned how to control her power so she could vanish herself and her things wherever she wanted.
 
   She plopped onto the bench next to the bag and wiped sweat from her brow.  Her walk across the football field with the heavy bag had felt like a marathon; she wondered if this is how Rebecca felt every day.  How could she live like this?  Aggie smoothed her purple dress across her flabby stomach and tried a crash diet spell that of course did nothing.  
 
   Aggie sat back and stared up at the blue sky while Akako began to take items out of the bag.  She set a pile of notebooks next to Aggie, each of these black with skull-and-crossbones, bats, and pentagrams drawn on the covers.  Aggie picked one up and expected to find science or math notes.  Instead, she saw page after page of poetry.  ‘“The darkness surrounds me.  There is nothing to see.  Black swallows my head.  I am already dead.’  Goodness,” she said.  She skimmed through more of the poems.  “They’re all that bad.”
 
   “I didn’t think it was so bad,” Akako said.  “At least it rhymed.”
 
   “So do limericks on the bathroom wall.”
 
   Akako rummaged through the bag, but produced nothing related to school:  a jar of black nail polish, a tube of black lipstick, and a pair of black pantyhose.  Most of the weight in the bag came from an entire series of vampire books stuffed in there, each one as thick as a dictionary.  From the bottom, Akako took out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.  “You’d better keep those hidden,” Akako said.  She put the cigarettes back on the bottom of the bag.  “If a teacher sees you with those you’ll get in trouble.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” Aggie said.  She had never smoked, not once in her over five hundred plus years of life.  It had always seemed like a disgusting habit to her, smelly and messy.  Sylvia had smoked up to a pack a day until about twenty years ago, when she had decided the increased cost wasn’t worth it.  Aggie’s sister had become grouchier than usual for a few months while she kicked the habit, but she refused the cleansing potion Aggie offered; cold turkey was the only way for someone as stubborn as Sylvia to quit.  Alejandro had smoked too, as had Aggie’s sons, despite her attempts to dissuade them.  It had been fashionable in those days and no one had seen any danger in it.
 
   “Agnes, are you all right?” Akako asked.
 
   Aggie realized then she was crying.  She wiped at her eyes and came away with a glob of black mascara.  “I was just thinking of Sylvia.  Why did she do this to us?”
 
   “She’s never liked me very much,” Akako said.  “Maybe she wanted me out of the way and you were just an accident.”
 
   “Maybe.”  While that explanation made some sense, Aggie didn’t believe it.  As tough as she liked to appear, Sylvia wasn’t cold-blooded and she had never misused her power like this in five hundred years; why would she start now?
 
   Aggie shoved the junk—her junk for the moment—back into the bag.  None of it had provided anything useful, except that apparently the her in this universe smoked, wrote terrible poetry, and read silly vampire novels.  That wasn’t much to go on.  “I guess we’d better go find this office,” she said.  She heaved herself off the bench.
 
   She followed Akako around a corner; she bowled over her much smaller friend when Akako came to an abrupt stop.  Aggie was about to ask Akako what was going on, but then she saw the half-dozen kids on the steps at a back entrance to the building.  All of them wore variations of the outfits Aggie and Akako wore, all of them had black lipstick and nail polish, and all of them smoked cigarettes.
 
   A girl at the center of the group looked up at them and sneered.  Despite the long black hair, baggy black T-shirt, and silver stud in her nose, Aggie recognized her mentor.  “Glenda?” she said.
 
   “Where the fuck have you been, Agnes?” Glenda asked.  She pronounced Aggie’s name like a curse.  “And why’d you bring the midget?  Shouldn’t she be protecting her Lucky Charms?”
 
   “She’s not a leprechaun,” Aggie said.  “Those are Irish.”
 
   Glenda blew out a cloud of smoke.  “Whatever.”  A bell rang, but Glenda and the other kids didn’t move; they continued to puff on their cigarettes.
 
   “Shouldn’t we go to class?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Oh, right, we wouldn’t want to be late,” Glenda said, the sarcasm evident in her voice.  “You’ve been hanging around that teacher’s pet sister of yours too long.”
 
   “Sophie?  What’s she got to do with anything?”
 
   Glenda flicked her cigarette to the ground and then stood up.  She came over to stand practically nose-to-nose with Aggie; she flicked aside a tress of hair to look in Aggie’s eyes.  “You going retarded or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you do your makeup in the dark or you have your mommy do it for you?”
 
   “No.  I’m just a little hot.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be if you put down the Twinkies once in a while.”  A second bell sounded.  Glenda turned to look over at her companions.  “Come on, we’d better get to class before Agnes tells on us.”
 
   Without a word the others threw down their cigarettes and began to file through the door.  Aggie knew better than to follow them.  She stood rooted in place as Glenda stomped away until Akako touched her arm.  “We’d better go find the office,” Akako said.
 
   “OK,” Aggie said.  She followed Akako into school.  However they were going to get home, she doubted she could count on this Glenda for help.
 
   ***
 
   A middle-aged woman looked up from filing her nails; her eyes narrowed at the sight of Aggie and Akako.  “Aren’t you girls supposed to be in class?” she asked.  Aggie saw a nameplate on her desk that read, “Mrs. Strathmore, Administrative Assistant.”
 
   Aggie looked down at Akako and let her friend take the lead on this.  “Sorry, ma’am, but we forgot our schedules.  We were hoping you could give us a copy.”
 
   “You forgot?  Someone hit you on the head or something?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   “You girls been smoking dope behind the softball field again?”
 
   “No, ma’am,” Akako said again.  “It’s just that—”
 
   “Let me guess, the other girls were picking on you again and you thought you could get an excused absence if you came here saying you forgot your schedules?”
 
   “No, ma’am.”  Akako looked up at Aggie and silently pleaded with her to come up with some kind of plausible excuse.
 
   Aggie looked down at her feet and tried to make her face seem as pitiful as possible.  “You’re right, ma’am.  We were just trying to get an excused absence.”  Aggie turned around and took a step towards the door.  “I guess we’ll just go on to class now and take our punishment.  Sorry to waste your time.”
 
   She had grabbed the doorknob before she heard Mrs. Strathmore sigh and say, “Just a second, young lady.”  Aggie turned back around to see the administrative assistant punching keys on her computer.  “I guess it’ll just take a second.”  She wagged a finger at Aggie and Akako.  “But this is the last time I help you two.”
 
   “Thank you, ma’am,” Aggie and Akako said in unison.
 
   An elderly dot matrix printer came to life to print out two pieces of paper.  While it whined and buzzed, Mrs. Strathmore fixed them with a weary gaze. “I don’t know why you girls dress like that.  You’re too sweet to hang around that crowd.”
 
   “They’re our friends,” Aggie said, though she wasn’t convinced on this point given the way Glenda had acted towards her this morning.
 
   “That ‘Glenna’ doesn’t have any friends,” Mrs. Strathmore said.  She put air quotes around what Aggie assumed was Glenda’s pseudonym.  “You’d be smart to stay away from her.  Especially you,” Mrs. Strathmore added.  She indicated Akako with a nod.  “A girl your age ought to be home playing with her Barbies, not smoking cigarettes and dressing like a tramp.”
 
   Mrs. Strathmore tore the papers off the old printer and handed one page to each of them.  “Thank you,” Aggie said.
 
   The administrative assistant scribbled on a pink notepad and handed a note to each of them as well.  “Now you two get your butts to class and don’t let me see you here again.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” they answered in unison again.
 
   Though Mrs. Strathmore tried to glare at them, Aggie could see a smile pull at the corners of her mouth.  She supposed to the administrative assistant they were just two silly teenage girls behaving like silly teenage girls.  She had probably seen a lot like them in her office over the years.  Despite this, Aggie knew better than to do anything other than nod slightly and hurry out of the room, Akako behind her.
 
   Once outside, Aggie read over the paper Mrs. Strathmore had given to her.  Aggie was grateful to see her name was still the same, but according to this she was only fifteen years old.  As she scanned the rest of the paper, she understood the titles of the classes like ‘Amer Lit’ and ‘Earth Sci’ but couldn’t make sense of notations like ‘A203’ and ‘R101.’
 
   “What does—?”  Before she could ask the rest of the question, she noticed tears in Akako’s eyes.  “What is it?”
 
   Akako handed the schedule to her.  On the first line, Aggie saw that Akako’s name here was Renee Kim.  Next to the name, Aggie saw why Akako cried—according to her schedule she was only nine years old.  The comment Mrs. Strathmore had made about Akako playing with her Barbies and Akako’s tiny size compared to the other kids made sense now.  “I’m just a little kid,” Akako said.
 
   Aggie patted Akako’s back.  “It’s all right.  We’ll find a way out of here and then you’ll be back to normal.”
 
   “What if we don’t?” Akako said.  “I mean, when you’ll be eighteen I’ll only be twelve.  Don’t you see what that means?”
 
   It took a moment for this to sink in.  The relationship they had back in their universe would be almost impossible here, at least for another nine years, by which time Aggie would be twenty-four in normal reckoning.  “It’s not going to matter,” she said.  She bent down so her face was level with Akako’s.  “Even if we can’t find a way out of here, I’ll wait for you to grow up.  You know I will.  I love you.”
 
   She leaned in to kiss Akako on the cheek, but kissed only air instead.  “Akako?”  She turned and saw her friend racing down the corridor.  “Akako, come back!”  Aggie started to run after her, but then the bell rang and students began to pour out of classrooms so she couldn’t see where Akako had gone.  Aggie was left in the middle of the hallway; students brushed against her as they went about their normal days while she could only think of how alone she was here.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie missed her second class that day when she wandered around the building to find Akako and to figure out where she was supposed to go.  She didn’t find her friend, but she did figure out that the letters and numbers next to the class names stood for different parts of the buildings and different levels.  Much too late she figured out that her American Literature class in A103 meant it was located in the east wing in the basement level.
 
   Since she didn’t want to walk in with five minutes left in class, she squatted in a bathroom stall with all of her clothes still on.  As she sat there, she ran through her inventory of spells again; she willed just one to work even slightly to give her hope they might be able to return home—home to where she and Akako were both adults and the only thing that separated them was Akako’s duty to the archives.
 
   When the bell rang she stood up and went out into the hall, in the hope she might catch a glimpse of Akako.  It would be nearly impossible to see Akako’s tiny nine-year-old frame amongst a herd of teenagers.  Still, Aggie had no other choice but to hope for a bit of good luck.
 
   As the hallways began to clear out, Aggie knew she had to hurry and get to her next class, which of course was on the third floor on the western end of the building.  She waddled as fast as she could to the elevator.  Though she stood with her back turned to the hallway, she could sense kids snicker at her as they passed by; they made their little jokes about how the elevator would be past capacity once she stepped in it.
 
   As the elevator clanged to a stop, Aggie had a vision of Akako inside and then Aggie would stop the elevator between floors so they could talk things out.  The doors opened to reveal no one inside.  Aggie pushed the button for the third floor and then listened to the elevator make more ominous sounds as it rose up the shaft.
 
   The bell sounded as the doors opened.  Aggie hurried as fast as she could down the now-empty hallway.  She scanned the room numbers on the doors she passed until at last she came to R311.  When she flung open the door, she strained to hold in a scream.
 
   She stood at the front of the classroom and wrote on the chalkboard.  Not her as she looked now or even as she had for almost the last two years, but her when she still called herself Mrs. Chiostro.  The silver hair, the baggy cardigan sweater, the unflattering housedress, and the reading glasses that dangled from a chain were all reminders of the elderly woman she had disguised herself as for well over a century.
 
   Then the old woman stopped writing on the chalkboard and turned to face Aggie.  She had to stifle another scream as the old woman spoke, “Have a seat, dear.  I’ll be taking attendance in a moment.”
 
   Aggie took the first available seat, which happened to be next to her sister.  Sophie shot her a dirty look that quickly softened into one of concern.  Then as if she realized she’d let her mask of indifference slip for a moment, Sophie turned away.
 
   The old woman faced the class of thirty teenagers, wrinkled hands clasped in front of her.  Over her shoulder she’d written her name in painstakingly neat handwriting.  “Hello, class.  My name as you can see is Miss Earl.  You’re all too young to remember, but I taught here for some years.  I’m going to be your teacher for the rest of the semester while Mrs. Marsh is on maternity leave.  We’re going to learn all about our planet—”
 
   Aggie put a hand to her forehead; the room seemed to spin for a moment.  The hair and clothes might have been those of Mrs. Chiostro, but the old woman’s face and eyes were those of Emma Earl.  Here Emma was the kindly old woman and Aggie the naïve young girl.  What kind of sick universe had Sylvia transported her to?
 
   “Agnes, are you all right?” Sophie asked.
 
   “I don’t feel good,” Aggie said in a tiny voice, her eyes squeezed shut.  “I want to go home.”  Not to her ugly bedroom in New Stockholm with its black curtains and rock music posters; she wanted to go back to her sunny old house in Rampart City and curl up in bed with Akako.
 
   “Is something wrong?” this ancient version of Emma asked.
 
   “My sister isn’t feeling well,” Sophie answered for her like a good big sister.  “Can I take her down to the office?”
 
   Emma put on her reading glasses; milky blue eyes squinted behind them.  Aggie must have looked sick enough that she said, “Yes, I suppose you’d better, dear.”
 
   Aggie waited until she and Sophie were in the hallway to say, “Thank you.”
 
   “You’d better not be faking.”
 
   “I don’t think I am.”
 
   As they waited for the elevator, Sophie said, “What’d you do, drink too much with the other Goth princesses?  Smoke some bad weed?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You need to find a different crowd.  You’re never going to get into a good school if you don’t clean up your act,” Sophie said as the elevator started down.  Aggie didn’t say anything; she tried not to focus on the movement of the elevator and the pancakes from breakfast that had begun to work their way back up her throat.  “I mean, what do you think, you can live with Mom forever?”
 
   Aggie expected Mrs. Strathmore to give her a hard time when she returned to the office, but perhaps Sophie’s presence silenced her.  Or it might have been that Aggie looked ready to throw up all over the front desk.  “Agnes isn’t feeling well,” Sophie said.  “I think she needs to go home and rest.  Can I use the phone?”
 
   “Of course you can,” Mrs. Strathmore said.  While Sophie went over to the corner to use the phone, Mrs. Strathmore said, “Whatever you two were doing this morning must be contagious.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your little friend already went home.  She didn’t look quite as green around the gills as you do.”
 
   “Oh,” Aggie said, unable to think of anything else.  At least that explained why she hadn’t been able to find Akako after she ran off.
 
   “I tried Mom at work, but she’s out showing a house, so Sylvia’s going to pick you up,” Sophie said.
 
   “Sylvia?”
 
   “You’re lucky she doesn’t have a lecture until later or you’d be walking.”  Sophie checked her watch.  “She’ll be here in a few minutes.”
 
   “Aren’t you going to stay with me?”
 
   “I’ve got to get back to class.”  Sophie looked down at her and met her eyes.  “You’ll be fine here with Mrs. Strathmore, won’t you?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Good.”  Sophie waved a finger at her.  “I’ll check up on you when I get home.”
 
   “OK.”  Then her big sister was gone and once more Aggie found herself alone.
 
   ***
 
   She sat on a chair—two chairs really—by the front door of the office; she kept her eyes closed and tried not to think about her nausea.  She didn’t have any idea what had brought this on so suddenly, except maybe it was a delayed reaction to the spell Sylvia had used on her in the archives.  Perhaps it was quantum motion sickness.
 
   The thought of Sylvia made Aggie’s stomach churn even more.  She didn’t have any idea what to expect.  From what Sophie said, Sylvia was in some kind of school.  College?  Trade school?  Aggie wondered if Sylvia attended classes or taught them.  For all she knew, in this universe Sylvia might be her grandmother instead of her sister.
 
   Aggie couldn’t help but blow out a sigh of relief when the Sylvia who walked through the door was nearly identical to the one she had left behind.  The differences were that this Sylvia had two hands, wore her dark red hair at shoulder length, and wore a gray T-shirt that bore the logo of the New Stockholm Police Department.  Her eyes were the same emerald green as she looked Aggie over and her voice had the same hard edge to it as she said, “Christ, you really are sick.  We’d better get you home.”
 
   “OK,” Aggie said again.  She put up no argument when Sylvia took the overstuffed bag from Aggie’s shoulder to carry it for her.
 
   A dark blue Caprice waited for them out front; Aggie saw the government plate as Sylvia opened the trunk to drop the bag inside—on top of a shotgun.  Again Aggie blew out another sigh of relief to see this version of her sister was just as into firearms as the one she knew.  Sylvia said, “You’d better not puke on the seat.”
 
   “I won’t.”  Aggie would have preferred to lay down on the backseat, but she found that space taken up by cardboard boxes.  On the top of one of these, Aggie saw a pamphlet entitled, “What Every Woman Needs to Know.”  Beneath this title a woman walked down a sidewalk while various nasty men ogled her in the background.
 
   “What are you staring at?”
 
   “Nothing,” Aggie said.  She took one of the pamphlets from the box before she dropped onto the passenger’s seat up front.
 
   This Sylvia drove as fast and reckless as the one Aggie knew, which while comforting in a way, prompted her breakfast to move a little farther up her throat.  “How are things going for you and Sophie and Mom?” Sylvia asked.
 
   “Fine, I guess.”
 
   “I’ve been meaning to stop by, but things get busy.”  Aggie said nothing; she decided that would be better than to ask what Sylvia meant.  “Sophie thinks you’ve been drinking or smoking dope.  Is that true?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  You should know better than that.”  Sylvia took one hand off the wheel to pull a cigarette out of her pocket.  Before she lit it, she looked over at Aggie and then tossed it in the backseat with the pamphlets.  “This thing you’re going through now with the hair and makeup and all that, it’s just a phase.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “I know it hasn’t been easy for you guys with Daddy dying and all, but drinking and dope aren’t any way to handle things.  Trust me on that.”
 
   “I will.”  Aggie recognized the neighborhood from the bus ride earlier and tried to remember which of the little brick houses belonged to her family.  Sylvia spun the car into the driveway of one that to Aggie didn’t look any different from the others.
 
   The car idled in the driveway for a moment and Sylvia put a hand on Aggie’s shoulder.  “Are you going to be all right?  I’d stay, but I’ve got a class in an hour.”
 
   “I’ll be OK,” Aggie said.  “I’m just going to take a nap.”
 
   “Good idea.  Maybe make yourself a can of soup later.  Stay away from the junk.”
 
   “I will.”  Sylvia popped the trunk so Aggie could fetch her bag.  By the time Aggie had trudged to the front door, Sylvia had already pulled out of the driveway and was out of sight.
 
   Aggie’s stomach began to heave.  She barely found the bathroom in time, still on her feet when her breakfast finally emerged.  She sank down to her knees after the first wave and waited for the rest of it to come up.  In this position she heard Akako say, “Agnes?  Are you all right?”
 
   ***
 
   Aggie didn’t answer right away; she panted for a moment and then wiped at her mouth with the back of her hand.  She turned her head slightly to see Akako in the doorway.  In a pink T-shirt and jeans Akako looked far younger than she had this morning, more like a nine-year-old.  Maybe she had decided to take Mrs. Strathmore’s advice.  “I’ll be fine,” Aggie said.  “I think it was something I ate.”
 
   She sat up against a cabinet; she didn’t want to test her feet just yet.  “They said you went home sick.  Did you feel it too?”
 
   “Not like that.  I just felt a little lightheaded.”  When Aggie didn’t say anything, Akako looked down at her pink sneakers.  “I’m sorry about how I acted this morning.  It’s just that this has all been a shock.  I guess I didn’t handle it very well.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I know how you feel.”  To her surprise, Akako squatted down to give her a hug.  The gesture didn’t feel right; Akako’s body didn’t feel the same as Aggie remembered from their nights together.  Of course her body wasn’t the same as Aggie remembered; it was much smaller and thinner now, the chest that pressed against Aggie completely flat.
 
   The hug felt like when Aggie’s children had scrambled into her lap when they were about Akako’s present age.  She resisted the urge to pat Akako’s head or ask her to sit on her lap; that would only exacerbate the problem.  Instead, she put a hand on Akako’s cheek, which felt softer than she remembered.  “Everything’s going to be fine.  We’ll find a way out of this.”
 
   “I think I did,” Akako said.
 
   “You did?”
 
   Akako pulled back, even at her full height not much taller than Aggie as she sat on the floor.  “I was in bed when I remembered something.  This person I am now—Renee Kim—that’s not me.  You know, the me of this place.”
 
   “It’s not?”
 
   “No.  The me of this place is named Red Hartner.  I looked him up in the phone book and he lives only a couple of miles away.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “I don’t know.  How is any of this possible?”
 
   Aggie had to admit Akako had a point there; she didn’t understand how any of this worked.  Aggie pulled herself up to her feet.  Her legs wobbled for a moment before they steadied.  “Do you think he can help us?”
 
   “If he is the me of this place, then he should be able to find a way to contact someone from our universe and get help.”
 
   “Right.”  The nausea Aggie had felt earlier drained away with this renewed sense of purpose.  “Let’s go find him.”
 
   As at school, Aggie followed Akako, who seemed to know where she was going.  If this Red Hartner could contact the rest of the Reds, one of them should be able to get word to Emma or Rebecca or maybe even Glenda.  The coven would have to have some way to open another gateway to bring them back.  If nothing else, someone could find Sylvia to get the spell back from her.
 
   Aggie tried not to think what would happen at that point.  To misuse magic, especially against another witch, was the greatest crime in the coven’s bylaws.  Those found guilty would be stripped of their power at a minimum with the maximum penalty being death instituted in a variety of gruesome ways.  If they found Sylvia guilty—
 
   “There it is!” Akako said.  She pointed excitedly to a white house up ahead.
 
   Aggie noticed the flashing lights in front of the house first.  She tried to grab Akako’s shoulder to pull the little girl back, but Akako had already broken into a run.  “Akako, don’t!” Aggie shouted.  She tried to catch up, but couldn’t.  
 
   She could only watch helplessly as Akako reached the crowd of firemen and police that had gathered in front of the house.  A fireman tried to grab Akako, but she was too small and too quick; she darted past him to race towards the house.  She made it as far as the front steps before she dropped to her knees.  The wail Akako let out was enough to bring tears to Aggie’s eyes.  
 
   The inside of the house was completely black, with a large portion of the roof gone.  Gray smoke still rose from the remains of the house, but the firemen now put their hoses back in their trucks, content the fire was under control.  One of them tried to stop Aggie as she approached.  “That’s my friend,” she said and pointed to Akako.  “I’ll get her.”
 
   “Just be careful,” the fireman said.
 
   Aggie approached her friend slowly, dropping down next to her on the front walk.  She put an arm around Akako’s shoulders, which shook as she sobbed.  “Someone killed him,” Akako said.  She rested her head on Aggie’s chest.
 
   “We don’t know—”  She stopped as paramedics rolled a gurney onto the remains of the porch.  Aggie could make out a humanoid shape, but the sheet was pulled up so she couldn’t see a face.  There was little doubt in her mind Akako was right.  “It’ll be all right.  We’ll find another way.”
 
   Akako shook her head and looked up at Aggie with tear-filled eyes.  “No we won’t.”  
 
   As the paramedics pushed the shrouded gurney down the front steps, Aggie knew Akako was right.  Worse yet, she knew who had done this.  There was only one person who knew they had come here:  Sylvia.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Sylvia dropped Emma onto the bed; the girl made a soft grunt as she landed on the mattress.  Her eyes remained closed as they had throughout the trip, so far as Sylvia knew.  Best of all, there had not been a second asthma attack as in the shop.  Just in case, Sylvia had pressed the inhaler into Emma’s hand.
 
   To get Emma out of the pickup had proven to be the most difficult part.  Sylvia had carefully dragged the girl out of the truck’s bed and then slung Emma over her shoulder.  Lucky for her in this form Emma weighed less and was several inches shorter, so that her limbs didn’t drag on the ground.  The security guard who stopped her by the entrance proved to be no challenge at all.
 
   “She was in my bar tonight.  I thought I’d give her a ride back.   Young girl like this, you never know who might take advantage of her otherwise,” Sylvia lied.  The guard nodded and even held the door open for her.
 
   Now Sylvia looked down at Emma and wondered if she should stay long enough to make sure the girl didn’t remember anything.  Sylvia decided there was one last grim task that needed to be done in order to make sure.  “I’m sorry about this,” she whispered as she took the dagger of Artemis from her pocket.
 
   She held the blade over Emma’s chest.  Her hand wavered.  There’s no going back now, she told herself.  She’d gone this far already; there was no sense to stop now out of squeamishness.  She brought the knife down and slit open the front of Emma’s slip.  After she pulled this aside, she cut off Emma’s bra and panties as well.
 
   Sylvia opened the nearest set of drawers and rummaged around a stranger’s things until she found a nightgown.  Emma still didn’t wake up as Sylvia raised her up from the bed to slip the nightgown over her head.  The difficult part was to break Emma’s death-like grip on the inhaler without waking her.  Sylvia wrestled the inhaler away a millimeter at a time until it was finally free.  Thus she was able to get the nightgown down around the rest of Emma’s body.  She pulled up the blanket to Emma’s chin.
 
   “I’ll come back for you in a few days, I promise.”
 
   She took the shredded undergarments with her as well as the inhaler.  The latter item she considered leaving, but she couldn’t leave anything that might remind Emma of tonight.  While one inhaler probably looked exactly like another, she didn’t want to risk it.  She found the nearest dumpster and left the items under a pile of garbage.
 
   For a long time she sat in the cab of the pickup, forehead pressed against the steering wheel as she cried.  She had betrayed almost everyone she cared about:  Aggie, Becky, and now Emma.  The only one she hadn’t betrayed was Tim.  He was all she had left now; she couldn’t imagine after this her sister or her friends would ever forgive her.  From here on out it would be only Tim and her coworkers at the salon.
 
   That is if the coven didn’t get wind of this.  If they found out how she’d stolen that spell from the archives and turned it over to Ward after she’d used it on Aggie, they would strip her of her powers and then put her on trial.  She knew full well the sort of punishments the coven could dole out, none of which were pleasant to think about.  That she had misused her powers and Aggie’s potions to save the mortal she loved would get her deeper into trouble.
 
   Someone would have to tell the coven first.  If she never brought Aggie and that friend of hers back, then who would ever know?  Emma and Becky.  They didn’t know Glenda personally, but they could find out from that little worm Marlin.
 
   Right on cue the ghost appeared in the passenger’s seat of the truck.  “You really think you’re going to get away with this, you silly twit?” he said.
 
   “I have gotten away with it.”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   Sylvia turned to the ghost and tried to summon a confidence she didn’t feel.  “Aggie and her friend are gone, Emma is neutralized, and Becky is locked up.  Who are you going to tell?  A palm reader?”
 
   “I’ll find a way.  And when I do—”
 
   “I still have the bone in my pocket.  Get lost.”
 
   “You won’t be able to hide what you’ve done forever.  You think your conjurer friends won’t notice the Scarlet Knight has gone missing?”
 
   “Maybe they’ll assume she’s dead.”
 
   “Then someone would take her place.”
 
   “Not necessarily.  It took you thirty years last time.”  Sylvia forced herself to smile.  “There’s no Black Dragoon now anyway.  She’s the end of the line.”
 
   “No she’s not.  She’s the first of the new line.”
 
   “Oh, please.  I never thought you were that naïve.”
 
   “Maybe the girl is rubbing off on me.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  Sylvia thought about it for a moment.  Of course Emma would forgive her.  She was the Scarlet Knight, with a heart so pure and noble it had destroyed that bitch Isis.  Emma would hear Sylvia’s motives, they would both have a good cry about it, and then at the end of the day they would hug and that would be that.  Becky would be far less forgiving, but Emma would help smooth that over too and Becky wasn’t clever enough to find Glenda on her own.  As for Aggie, she knew about the coven’s rules; she would try to keep things quiet to protect her baby sister.  She would convince that little friend of hers to go along with it.  That left only Marlin.  No one in the coven liked him or trusted him because of his connection to Merlin.  If the others denied his story, then nothing he said would matter.  “I think you’d better get out of here.”
 
   “You haven’t won yet,” Marlin said as he faded away.
 
   No, she hadn’t, but soon she would have Tim back and then she would wring that weasel Ward’s neck.  After that, everything would go back to normal.
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t want to try to vanish into Ward’s office with the scarlet armor, which she’d stuffed into a nondescript olive green duffel bag.  Instead, she parked the pickup a short distance away from TriTech and slung the bag over her shoulder.  She groaned as the weight of the armor nearly doubled her over.  Emma had said the armor weighed almost nothing; maybe this was its way to punish Sylvia.  She knew full well the lengths the armor would go to in order to protect itself; it had once switched Emma into Becky’s body to ward off an alien parasite.
 
   She grunted with each step as she slowly made her way along the sidewalk.  “You aren’t going to stop me,” she said.  “Not when I’m this close.”
 
   She made it within fifty yards of the front door before the first guard approached her.  Unlike the earlier security guard, this one actually paid attention to his job.  Not only that, he carried an Uzi instead of a flashlight.  “We’re closed,” the guard said with a Slavic accent.
 
   “I’m here to deliver a package to Mr. Ward.”
 
   “I said we’re closed.”  The guard brandished the Uzi for emphasis.
 
   “Tell him Ms. Joubert is here with the item he requested.”  The guard didn’t make a move for his radio.  “If he finds out you screwed this up, you’re going to be wearing cement shoes at the bottom of the harbor.  Comprende?”
 
   The guard considered this for a moment and then tapped the button on his radio.  In Russian he relayed his message to his supervisor.  The supervisor replied in Russian to let her pass.  Sylvia wasn’t as fluent in the language as Emma but she’d picked up enough to get the gist of the conversation.  She resettled the bag on her shoulder with a grunt and brushed past the guard.
 
   The rest of the guards proved to be much easier.  They even had an elevator waiting to take her up to Ward’s office on the thirteenth floor.  She set the bag of armor down as the elevator started to glide up and heaved a sigh of relief.  It wouldn’t be much longer until she saw Tim again, until he was safe.
 
   The doors opened to Ward’s office, where two guards identical to the first one waited for her.  Ward was there as well, behind his desk with that damnably smug grin of his Sylvia couldn’t wait to wipe off his face as she tore his head off his torso.  With another grunt she swung the bag onto her shoulder again and made her way to Ward’s desk; the guards fell in behind her.
 
   “Well, you’re back sooner than I expected.  Do you have the item?”
 
   Sylvia dropped the bag onto his desk.  She felt a bit of pleasure when she shattered a glass paperweight on his desk.  Then she took a step back to let him reach into the bag and pull out the scarlet helmet with its gold plume.  He cradled this in his hands and studied it for a moment.  Finally, he nodded.  “Well done.  I thought you might try to double-cross me with a fake set of armor,” he said.
 
   “I knew you were too smart to fall for that one.”
 
   “And what about our dear Dr. Earl?  Did you dispose of her?”
 
   “You know about Emma?  Then why didn’t you kill her yourself?”
 
   “You’re so much closer to her than I am; it was far easier for you to get the armor from her.”  Ward set the helmet aside on his desk.  “What did you do with her?”
 
   “I killed her and dumped the body in the harbor.  By the time it shows up, no one will be able to recognize it.”
 
   “Very good.  Such a waste, though.  If I had someone with a mind like hers—”
 
   “You have Tim.  And I want him back.  Now.”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course you do.  After all, you betrayed everyone you love for him, didn’t you?  But that’s not unusual for you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Come on, we’re in the same business.”
 
   “We may both sell guns, but we’re not in the same business.  You’re a slimy shit who’d kill his own grandmother for the right price.”
 
   “And you sold out your sister and your best friend.  What does that make you?”
 
   Sylvia wanted to deny this, but she could only hang her head in shame.  “Just let me have Tim.  That’s all I want.”
 
   “Certainly.”  Ward brought up a security monitor, on which she could see Tim still hard at work in his lab.  His hair was mussed and stubble dotted his chin as if he hadn’t slept in days.  He probably hadn’t.  “There he is, safe and sound.”
 
   “Have one of your goons bring him up here.  Then I’ll personally make sure that bomb of yours is disarmed.”
 
   “Not a problem.  Mikhail, would you go and bring Mr. Cooper up here?”  One of the guards nodded and boarded the elevator.  Then Ward set the scarlet helmet back in the duffel bag.  “Now, while we wait for Timothy, put this into the vault for me.”  He motioned to a square metal box about the size of a bank vault, except in this case there was no money inside.
 
   “Do it yourself.”
 
   “There’s still time to set off the bomb in Timothy’s pocket.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Call me paranoid, but I’d rather you put it in there in case you decided to leave a little surprise in the bag.”
 
   As much as she wanted to argue, Sylvia had to admit she’d probably insist on the same thing under the circumstances.  The vault he’d constructed would probably be strong enough to withstand the blast of anything she might have left in the bag, not that a conventional explosive would do any good against the red armor.
 
   “Fine,” she said.  She hefted the bag from the desk and carried it slowly across the office, to the vault.  The guard followed after her in case she tried to escape, not that she would until she had Tim somewhere safe.
 
   The door to the vault was already open so she could see there was nothing inside it.  It was just an empty box made of highly polished metal.  With a sigh, she staggered across the vault’s threshold—
 
   The moment she did, it was as if a snake had bit her and spread a fast-acting poison through her body.  She didn’t so much drop the duffel bag as it slipped out of fingers that had suddenly gone numb.  Her legs turned wobbly until she finally dropped to her knees; she gasped for air in the same way Emma had back in the salon earlier.
 
   Then she heard the door slam behind her.
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia relaxed her body until her breath came back.  She managed to get herself into a seated position at the same moment a light came on overhead.  When it did, she let out a gasp.  The polished surface of the vault’s interior was like a mirror and in that mirror she saw the deep wrinkles around her eyes, mouth, and forehead.  She could even see gray hairs scattered amongst the red ones.
 
   “I wasn’t sure it would work, but by all accounts it has,” Ward’s voice said.
 
   Sylvia looked up to see a video camera stared back at her.  Beneath this a video monitor came to life; Ward grinned smugly at her.  “What did you do?” she asked.
 
   “It’s simple, really.  I borrowed some materials from that other dimension where you sent your sister and her friend.  Actually it works on the same principle as your sister’s friend.  The metal all around you and that bag of armor are out of phase with our universe, so they’re resistant to your magic, making sort of an anti-magic bubble.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Sylvia said, but when she tried to conjure a fireball to hurl at the video camera, nothing happened.  She ran through the rest of her spells to no effect.  She saw more gray crop up in her hair.  Now she knew why:  the spell she’d cast on herself to look young was coming undone in this “anti-magic bubble” as Ward had called it.
 
   “I think you’re starting to understand now,” Ward said.  “The Greeks have a story about a man who wished to live forever.  Finally the gods granted his wish, but double-crossed him.  Instead of making him young forever, he continued to age until only an echo of his voice remained.  That’s just a story, but now I guess we’ll get to see how it works in the real world.  Maybe your bones will literally turn to dust.  All I know is it’s going to be a very long, painful death.”
 
   “You bastard!”
 
   “Funny you should say that.  One of my distant ancestors was a bastard.  Her no good mother dumped her off on the steps of Notre Dame cathedral because she was afraid to tell her sister she’d fucked her sister’s husband and gotten knocked up.  Sound familiar?”
 
   “Yes,” Sylvia said quietly.  “It does.”
 
   ***
 
   The Boboli Gardens are immense, more than eleven acres of land.  I wander along the paths; my heart aches whenever I see a woman push a baby carriage along.  I try to envision myself like that as I take my little girl for a stroll.  The problem is that all of these women have husbands with them, while I am alone.
 
   It’s the middle of the afternoon when I finally descend the stairs into the ancient amphitheater.  On the way down, I search the rows of seats for Alejandro, but he’s not here yet.  He might never show up here, at least not today.  His coach might have been delayed or he might have already died on the way here.  No, I would know if he was dead.
 
   There’s nothing to do but to mount the white stone steps into the rows of seats.  I stare at the grass field where plays and such were once held—and possibly still are held from time to time.  The baby kicks again.  “Papa will be here soon,” I whisper to her.
 
   An hour goes and still he doesn’t show up.  I hadn’t slept the night before and without an energy boost potion to help me stay awake, fatigue finally catches up to me.  I stretch out on the stone seats and turn on to my side with my stomach hanging over the bench.  I use my hands as a pillow and soon drift off to sleep.
 
   I’m still in this position when I feel a hand touch my back.  “Mademoiselle Sylvia,” Alejandro says softly.  “Wake up.”
 
   My hands have fallen asleep, so it’s awkward for me to roll my bulky body onto my back.  When I do, the smile fades from Alejandro’s face.  His skin drains of color, to give him a sickly pallor.  “What have you done?” he whispers.
 
   “It isn’t what I’ve done,” I say.  “It’s what we have done.  She’s ours.”
 
   “No.  That can’t be.”
 
   “It has to be.  I haven’t been with anyone else.”
 
   Alejandro sags onto the bench beside me.  He buries his face in his hands.  “Are you trying to ruin me?”
 
   “Why do you keep blaming me?  I didn’t will this to happen.”
 
   “Of course you did!  You wanted to get pregnant like your sister.”
 
   “You’re being absurd.  I didn’t will myself to get pregnant.”
 
   Alejandro says nothing, but he refuses to look at me—or my stomach.  “How old is it?”
 
   “She is about six months old.”
 
   “How do you know it’s a girl child?”
 
   “I just know.”
 
   “There’s still time to get rid of it,” he says.
 
   I slap him across the face hard enough to leave red marks.  “How dare you!  I would never kill an innocent child.”
 
   “Then what do you propose we do?”
 
   I realize when I look in his eyes how stupid I’ve been.  Of course he doesn’t want to leave Aggie for me.  It’s futile to even suggest it.  “Did you ever really love me?” I ask him.
 
   He touches my hair and brushes it back as he always does before he kisses me.  Only this time he doesn’t kiss me.  He says only, “I do love you, Sylvia.”
 
   “But not like how you love Agnes.”
 
   “Agnes is my wife.  And the mother of my children.”
 
   “She’s a proper lady.  And I’m not,” I mutter.  I think of Mama and how long she tried to make me into a lady without success.
 
   “I am sorry, Mademoiselle Sylvia.  I thought you understood.  You and I can never be together in that way.”
 
   “Some part of me probably did know.”  Then I look down sadly at my stomach.  “What do we do now?”
 
    He thinks about this for a couple of minutes.  Finally he says, “My nephew encountered a similar situation.”
 
   “Must run in the family then.”
 
   “He took the mother of his child to a secluded location and she gave birth to the child.  When it was healthy enough, he returned and brought the child to his wife, claiming he had adopted it.”
 
   “What happened to the mother?”
 
   “She was well cared for.”
 
   “You mean he bribed her.”
 
   “If that’s how you choose to look at it.  He could have easily left them both on their own to live in poverty, as outcasts.”  He tries to take my arm, but I shake it away.  “You can stay with my cousin at the vineyard.  You can give birth there.  Once the child’s old enough, I’ll take it home to Agnes.  I’ll say I’ve adopted it.”
 
   “What about me?  What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “You can still see the child, as her aunt.”
 
   “You mean I can never tell my own daughter I’m her mother?”
 
   “Yes.  Otherwise we will all be undone.  Not just you and I, but Agnes as well.”
 
   I stare down at my stomach again and put my hand on where my daughter grows inside of me.  Alejandro’s scenario makes sense from a practical point of view.  Everyone wins:  our child gets a good home, there’s no scandal to destroy his reputation, Aggie never has to find out, and I can still see my daughter.  Except I can never tell her I’m her mother.  I imagine her as a little girl; she stares at me with a stranger’s eyes when I come to visit for the holidays and the two of us exchange awkward, stilted pleasantries like strangers.  I see her as a young woman about to give birth to her own child; she takes Aggie’s hand while I have to wait outside while my own grandchild is born.
 
   “No,” I whisper.
 
   “Sylvia—”
 
   “I’m not going to do it.”
 
   “But you must.  Or else—”
 
   “I won’t ruin your precious reputation either.”  I stand up and then glare at him as intently as I can, although the effect is ruined by the tears in my eyes.  “You are never going to see our child or me again.”
 
   “Sylvia, wait!” he calls after me, but I’m already running down the steps.  I’m not all that fast in this condition, but I’m fast enough to get beneath the seats, where he can’t see me.  That’s as far as I need to go. 
 
   It takes about six months for Souray, a sleazy lawyer I met, to find a suitable home for my daughter.  The family he found leaps at the chance to adopt a baby girl.  They agree to the contract that they will not divulge to the girl she’s adopted.  There are also no details given about me, so they can’t ever contact me—so she can’t ever contact me.
 
   The meeting will take place near Notre Dame Cathedral.  Despite my hatred of the church, this is a well-known location easily accessible to both sides and completely neutral.
 
   “Are you certain about this, Madam Joubert?” Jaida, my maid and my daughter’s nurse, asks me.
 
   “Yes.  You have to take her there.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I can’t let them see me.  They can’t ever know who I am.”
 
   “I understand,” she says, though she probably doesn’t.  
 
   “Once you leave with her, you’re never going to see me again.”
 
   “Madam?”
 
   “I’m leaving.  Tonight.  I won’t tell you where.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Madam.  Did I offend you in some way?  Have I performed inadequately?”
 
   “No, Jaida.  You’ve been exceptional.”  I put a hand on her shoulder.  “I’m not sure where I’m going and wherever it is, it won’t be the kind of place for you or your children.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I need to go somewhere far away, to make sure I don’t see her.”  I look down sadly at my feet and wish I could take Jaida for the company, but I can’t.  She has her own family to worry about.  “You can stay here if you want or go back to Cairo.  I’ll pay for it either way.”
 
   “That’s really too generous—”
 
   “You’ve earned it.”  I give her a brief hug to show my appreciation.  “I’m sorry about putting you through all of this.  Just remember I’m trusting you with her life until the exchange is made.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Madam.  I will protect her with my life.”
 
   Jaida leaves at sundown with my child.  She makes sure to dress the baby in warm clothing, a bonnet over the girl’s head.  That bonnet and her jacket are all I can see of her as I follow Jaida.  She has no idea I follow her, or at least I assume she doesn’t.  I use Hisae Chiu’s training to stay to the shadows, to all but disappear.
 
   In my jacket I have two pistols, my crossbow, and my knife.  If there’s any problem at all with the exchange, I’ll be prepared to rescue my daughter.  At that point Souray and the prospective parents will regret trying to cross me.
 
   I’ve never gone to Notre Dame for obvious reasons.  I’ve passed it a few times, so I know where it is.  I get there before Jaida and find a place across the street where I can hide behind a barrel and watch with my nightcrystal lenses.  Souray is already there, along with a carriage that will take my daughter away, out of my life.
 
   Jaida comes into sight a few minutes later.  She clutches my daughter to her chest, to protect the girl like her own child, just as she said she would.  Even from my vantage, I can tell there are tears in Jaida’s eyes.  I hate myself for making her do this, but it’s the only way to give my daughter what she deserves.
 
   There’s a brief conversation between Jaida and Souray.  She hesitates for a moment before she hands over the child.  The lawyer takes my daughter and for nearly the first time since she was born, I hear her cry.
 
   There are a few more words before Souray hands the girl off to the people inside the carriage—her new parents.  The lawyer then climbs up onto the carriage beside the driver, where he’ll probably hitch a ride closer to his office.  Jaida turns in my direction and from the way she stares straight at me, I know she knows I’m there.  She gives me a wave to say goodbye.
 
   I’m not there when she returns home.  I’m already on a carriage to take me north to England—and then to America.
 
   “I did what I thought was best for her,” Sylvia said.
 
   “What was best for you,” Harry Ward said.  “Then you forgot all about her.”
 
   Sylvia shook her head.  “No, I never forgot her.”  She crawled over to a corner of the vault and pressed her face against the wall so Ward—the blighted fruit of her and Alejandro’s affair—wouldn’t be able to see her cry for all she had lost.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Worse than being stuck in the house was to have nothing to do.  Sylvia had thought of everything; she’d cut the cable as well as the telephone.  Somehow she’d even managed to block out the normal television signals so all of Dan’s five television sets showed only static.  Something equally nefarious was at work with his computers, so that she couldn’t even bring up a game of solitaire.
 
   Dan, like Emma, didn’t do much for leisure besides reading, so there wasn’t a deck of cards and the only board game a chessboard with elaborately carved pieces in gold and silver.  She didn’t touch the chessboard not only because she didn’t know the game very well, but she also didn’t want to damage something that obviously cost a lot of money.  Then again most everything in Dan’s house looked as if it cost a lot of money—except for his wardrobe.  Most of his clothes looked as dated and worn as if he’d bought them from a rummage sale.  But then Dan didn’t worry about fashion either, especially since he’d spent most of his post-college years in the Egyptian desert, to dig for artifacts.
 
   Becky didn’t want to snoop in Dan’s wardrobe, but she had hoped against hope there might be something in there that would be of use.  A cell phone Sylvia might have missed or that elusive deck of cards at the very least.  She tore the clothes out of the closets and drawers to search the pockets but turned up exactly nothing.
 
   She couldn’t even write a message in a bottle.  Sylvia had frozen all of the windows shut.  Becky had strained and grunted to try to get even the tiniest bathroom window to budge just a half-inch, but they refused to move.  Out of desperation she ran back to the dining room and seized a chair.  With a scream she hurled this at the nearest window; the chair shattered into toothpick-sized pieces while the window didn’t show even the slightest crack.
 
   After hours of trying to find some way to escape or to at least contact the outside world, she collapsed on the couch in the living room.  She panted, sweated, and ached as if she’d gone fifteen rounds in a boxing ring.  She was completely trapped.  The only thing she could do was sit back and wait for Emma to rescue her.
 
   To ward off these dark thoughts, Becky went into the library to find something to read.  Her personal tastes tended towards Danielle Steele or Nora Roberts, but of course Dan didn’t have anything like that around.  All of the books in the library were either nonfiction books about Egypt and archaeology, or novels from two or more centuries ago.
 
   Becky had never read most of the classics in literature.  That had been a subject where she and Emma shared a common disinterest, as Emma read mostly nonfiction.  Becky had managed to skim enough pages and read enough Cliff Notes to bluff her way through book reports and tests to pass her lit classes in high school and college.
 
   She ran her finger along the spines of the books, until she stopped at Shakespeare’s The Tempest.  The title at least sounded exciting.  She pulled the book from the shelf and wondered if it might trigger a secret tunnel like in the movies.  The book simply fell out into her hand.  She tried the rest of the books on the shelf with similar results and then took the Shakespeare upstairs to Dan’s bedroom.
 
   He—she forced herself to use that pronoun despite his current appearance—was still fast asleep in the bed.  She pulled up a chair to the side of the bed and tried not to watch the way his breasts rose and fell against the covers as he breathed.  “I guess you’d probably like a book on Egyptian mythology better,” she said.  “Well, here goes.”
 
   It took only about an hour for her to realize she’d picked the wrong book to read at this moment.  Being stranded on an island wasn’t far removed from being trapped inside a house in the middle of the city.  Then there were the wizards and spirits involved, which were the last things Becky wanted to think about right now.  With a sigh she snapped the book shut and set it gently on the nightstand.  “I think that’s about enough of that,” she said.
 
   As if in response, Dan’s body twitched like a full-body hiccup.  She watched him carefully for a moment and hoped his eyes would open.  Maybe the spell would wear off on its own, and soon he would be awake and himself again.
 
   Instead, the hiccup turned into a full spasm.  Dan’s midsection convulsed as if someone had punched him in the stomach.  His arms and legs began to shake violently, followed by foam that came out of the corners of his mouth.  “Dan!” she shouted.  She leaned across the bed to try to calm him down, but he bucked under her like a wild bull.  On the nightstand she found a pencil, which she jammed into his mouth so he wouldn’t accidentally bite down on his tongue, something she vaguely remembered from a first aid course.
 
   The spasm continued for another two minutes; she imagined at any moment his body would go slack and begin to turn cold.  It passed as suddenly as it began.  One moment Dan’s body writhed beneath her and the next he went still.  She rolled off of him and saw his chest move gently up and down, the same as it had been only a few minutes before.
 
   With a sigh, Becky picked up the book again.  She took Dan’s hand and tried not to notice how soft and thin it felt in her hand.  “I guess it’s better than nothing,” she said and then continued to read with her other hand.
 
   ***
 
   That he was on a bed of trash didn’t surprise Jim Rizzard.  The surprise would have been if he wasn’t on a bed of trash.  From what he smelled, this wasn’t trash from his sewers.  This stuff didn’t have the same dankness, the aroma provided by over a century of rot.  That meant he wasn’t in his sewers.
 
   He opened his eyes and saw the vomit-orange glow that was Rampart City’s nighttime sky.  He cringed involuntarily at this and turned to face the metal wall of what he knew was a dumpster.  The memories came back slowly to him.  He had spent the day with Emma Earl at a store and then some business and then a museum.  He had taken her to his special place—and there they had kissed.  Unlike the last time he tried to kiss her, this time she had given in and returned the kiss just as passionately.
 
   He had confessed his love for her, but then her phone rang to spoil the moment.  A friend of hers was in trouble and she had to go help.  She wanted to go alone; she’d called a cab to take him back to her friend’s house.  He had let the cab go a couple of miles before he told the driver to stop.  After he paid the driver, he found the nearest entrance into the sewers.
 
   It didn’t take long to find a scout for the nearest tribe—its name unpronounceable in English.  He asked the scout to have some of the others fetch one of his jackets.  He didn’t wait there for the scout to return; they would be able to catch up to him.  Instead, he went back in the direction Emma had gone.  From another scout, he learned she had gone to the waterfront.
 
   By the time he reached the waterfront, she was already gone and fire crews had arrived to put out a blaze.  His chest tightened at the thought she might have been killed, but he soon learned she was in a sewer pipe, safe and sound—for the moment.  Much as he wanted to go down there and be with her, he knew that’s not what she wanted.  She wanted to take care of this problem on her own; she wanted to protect him from it.  He saw that as almost as good as a declaration of love.
 
   When she went on the move again, he followed from a safe distance to finally arrive at the gravel yards.  A group of scouts met him there with one of his ratskin jackets.  Putting this on, he felt more natural than he had all day.  The other clothes might have made him look nice—made people not run from him in fear—but those felt like the clothes of another man.  “You stay here,” he told the scouts.  “I go.”  
 
   There was a woman there, one who looked similar enough to Emma to be her older sister.  Even before he could hear the conversation, he could tell this was not a friendly meeting by the hand Emma kept on the pommel of her sword.
 
   While the two women talked, Jim began to sneak up on the other woman.  He had plenty of experience in stealth and Emma did her part to keep the woman distracted.  Just before Jim was ready to lunge at the woman, Emma mentioned something about her and another man.  When she said it was a mistake, he nearly cried out in joy.  There wasn’t any time to celebrate.  He leaped on the other woman to overpower her.
 
   After that events became hazy.  The woman’s body suddenly blazed with the heat of a sun.  Jim screamed and rolled off of her.  The next thing he remembered, he was suspended in the air; Emma held the front of his shirt.  “I’m sorry, Jim,” she said.  The sadness in her eyes told him everything he needed to know.  He nodded to her.
 
   Then he had woke up here, in this dumpster.  Jim saw the neat piles of gravel now lay like an ocean of stone.  “Emma,” he said.
 
   He sifted through the rocks for hours to look for some sign of her.  A glove, her sword, or even a bit of hair; something to indicate she had been here.  There was nothing.  She was gone.
 
   Near the center of the gravel ocean, he paused in sweeping away the rocks.  He could smell her.  Not just her, but the armor she wore, which gave off a dusty scent, like an ancient book.  There was no sign of her beneath the rocks there, only her smell.  Jim stood up and looked around the gravel yards.  She had been here, but now she was gone.  She was still alive!
 
   The question became why she hadn’t come back for him.  There was no way Emma would have left him in the dumpster to go off and do something else, not if she had a choice.  That other woman must have forced her to go somewhere, to leave him behind.
 
   Wherever they had gone, he would find them.  He would find them and save Emma, the woman he loved and the woman who loved him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   She awoke to someone shaking her.  She didn’t open her eyes; she didn’t want to let the dream slip away.  For a reason she couldn’t name, she knew it was important to hang on to it, to remember it.  The shaking continued until at last she had to open her eyes.
 
   The girl who looked down at her seemed familiar, but she couldn’t be sure why.  “Hey, come on, get up.  It’s almost time for class,” the girl said.
 
   “Class?”
 
   “Aren’t you going?  Isn’t that why you came back?”
 
   “Back?”
 
   “What’s the matter with you?  You sound like a goddamned parrot.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “What have you been doing, drinking turpentine or something?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  She sat up in bed and then looked around at the room.  The beige walls covered on one side with posters, the two twin beds, and the pair of desks all seemed as familiar as the girl’s face, but she couldn’t be sure why.  Had she been here before?  She put a hand to her head.  Had she been anywhere before?
 
   She tried to think back to the dream; she knew it was important, but as she’d feared, most of it had slipped away like sand through her hands.  She could only remember bits and pieces:  a woman with red hair who for some reason carried a yellow sword, another woman with darker red hair and very sad eyes, and rocks piling on top of her, to bury her alive.  But she wasn’t buried alive, was she, if she was in this room?  And she didn’t see anyone with red hair, just this girl with her dark brown hair, whose eyes looked far more angry than sad.
 
   “You’d better have come up with a story for everyone.  They’ve all been looking for you.  It’s been on the news.  There was even some teacher here asking about it,” the girl said.
 
   “Asking about what?”
 
   “About you, dummy.”  The girl waved a hand in front of her face.  “Are you sure you didn’t get into some paint thinner?  Maybe break open Daddy’s liquor cabinet?”
 
   “Why are people looking for me?  What did I do?”
 
   “You’ve been gone for over a week.  You didn’t think anyone would notice?”  The girl took a piece of paper and held it up.  The picture showed a girl with long, almost white hair, whose face looked on the verge of tears.  “They were handing these out all over campus.  You should keep one as a souvenir.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know, a keepsake of the moment and all that.  Something to put in your scrapbook to show your grandkids later.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Are you fucking with me?  Why are you acting all retarded?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”  Why was this girl being so mean to her?  Her chest tightened; a slight whistle came out with every breath.  The whistle became more pronounced as the girl took her by the arm and dragged her from the bed, over to the closet.  The girl revealed a mirror and held up the poster.
 
   The girl tapped the picture on the paper and then her reflection in the mirror.  “Are you getting it now?”
 
   “It’s me.”  She tried to read the words on the poster from the reflection in the mirror, but they showed up backwards.  Her breath came out like a teapot about to boil as she snatched the paper away from the girl to read it.  “Megan Putnam.  That’s me?”
 
   The last thing she expected was for the girl to laugh.  “Oh my God, that is so cliché.  You really think that’s going to work?”
 
   “What’s going to work?”
 
   “This little amnesia bit.  What, you’re going to tell the cops you don’t remember where you’ve been for the last week?”
 
   “But I don’t—”  The tightness in her chest became unbearable.  She couldn’t breathe.  She remembered how she’d felt buried alive from the dream, as if she were about to suffocate.  She staggered back towards the bed, but fell to her knees instead.  Each breath became a battle, wherein she had to fight against her own body for the air she needed.
 
   As she knelt on the carpet, gasping, she felt something small and plastic thrust into her hands.  “Go on,” the girl said.  “Take it.  Try to relax.  It’s all right.”
 
   She did as the girl said, holding up the tiny plastic thing.  One end of it looked like a whistle while the other had a metal cylinder.  Her inhaler.  She remembered that.  She pressed down on the cylinder and heard the hiss as medicine squirted into her lungs.  The girl kept a hand on her back and encouraged her to relax, to breathe.  “Come on, Megan.  Settle down.  Relax and focus, remember?”
 
   Everything else faded away in those moments as she imagined her respiratory system:  the lungs like a couple of leather bags in her chest that expanded and contracted, the larynx that carried air up and down her neck, and finally the mouth where the air rushed in and out.  She concentrated on the process of good air going in and bad air going out.  Nice and easy, gently.  The tightness in her chest finally subsided.
 
   “There you go,” the girl said.  “All better now.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She allowed the girl to help her back onto the bed, where she lay on her back, the whistling gone from her breathing now.
 
   The girl studied her for a moment.  “You really don’t remember, do you?  You’re not faking.  You actually lost your memory.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   The girl knelt down beside the bed and then held up the poster of the missing girl again, the same girl she had seen in the mirror.  “That’s you.  Megan Putnam.  That’s your name.  You go to school at Rampart State University, that’s where we are right now, in one of the dorms.  My name is Amanda Murdoch, I’m your roommate.”  The girl—Amanda—smiled at her.  “I’m your friend.”
 
   She took the poster from Amanda’s hands.  “That’s me,” she said.  “I’m Megan Putnam.”
 
   ***
 
   Since she’d recovered from the initial shock when she saw herself in the mirror, other details came back to her.  She went over to a set of drawers and took out a blouse, pair of jeans, and undergarments.  She asked Amanda to turn around while she changed her clothes in front of the mirror.  Like everything else, her body seemed familiar and yet it was as if she saw it through someone else’s eyes or watched herself in a movie.
 
   She picked up a brush and began to run it through her hair.  Once she’d gotten out the tangles so it was perfectly smooth, she put the brush down.  Her hand hovered over the tubes of lipstick, mascara, and other cosmetics.  She thought about the face in the poster, how the girl’s skin had seemed even paler than her hair.  “I don’t wear makeup, do I?” she asked Amanda, who sat on the edge of her bed.
 
   “No, you don’t.  Anything else you remember?”
 
   Megan looked around the room.  Something was missing.  She went over to the closet and pulled out a mustard-colored cardigan sweater.  The sweater felt like a blanket, warm and safe, around her body.  She hugged herself as she looked into the mirror on the closet door again.  That’s me, she thought.
 
   “Are you hungry?” Amanda asked.  “I could run over to the cafeteria—”
 
   Megan put a hand to her flat stomach.  “I am hungry,” she said.
 
   “All right, you wait here and—”
 
   “No!” Megan said.  “I want to go with you.”
 
   “I think you’d better stay here.  Get some rest.”
 
   Megan felt the vise tighten around her chest again.  “No, please.  I don’t want to be alone right now.”
 
   Amanda considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “Sure, maybe it’ll help your memory.”
 
   Like everything else, the rest of the dorm and campus seemed familiar to her.  Not everyone they passed seemed familiar, but most everyone did a double take when they saw her.  She stayed close to Amanda, as she felt the eyes on her.  “Why are they staring at me?” she asked.
 
   “They remember you from TV,” Amanda said.
 
   In the main courtyard, she held Amanda up to stare at the water that bubbled from the center of the fountain.  For a moment she just watched this and tried to remember why this seemed so familiar to her.  Why couldn’t she remember?  What had happened to her?  
 
   “Come on, let’s go,” Amanda said into her ear.
 
   “OK.”  Megan remained pressed against Amanda, like an old woman who leaned against a younger relative for support.  She didn’t feel weak or even scared so much as vulnerable.  After Amanda’s kindness towards her in the dorm room, Megan decided to trust this girl who claimed to be her roommate.  Everyone else was suspect, at least until she got her memory back—if she ever did.
 
   The line in the cafeteria wasn’t long.  Those ahead of them did the same double take as everyone else; they hurriedly grabbed their food and beverages to take up to the cashier.  “Are they scared of me?” Megan asked.
 
   “No.  They’re just surprised to see you.  The cops have been beating the bushes all over campus for you.”
 
   “Oh.”  Megan turned her attention to the variety of items along the shelves and refrigerated cases.  What sort of things did she like to eat:  bagels, donuts, muffins?  She picked up a blue-and-silver aluminum can.  Red Bull.  That seemed familiar to her.  She pressed the cold can to her side and then continued to browse.  She paused at rows of yogurt and then shook her head.  “Do they have any protein shakes?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A protein shake.  It’s like a milkshake, only healthy,” Megan said.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” Amanda said.  “Are you going on a diet?”
 
   Megan looked down at her stomach, which seemed to cave inwards.  “I guess I don’t really need to.”
 
   “You could stand to put on about ten pounds.  The supermodel look isn’t you.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”  She grabbed two blueberry muffins to go with her Red Bull.  As she neared the cashier, she patted her pockets.  “I don’t have any money.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll pay for it,” Amanda said.  She took the muffins and then the can, an amused grin on her face.  “Are you sure you should drink that?  I mean, I didn’t think you were supposed to get too hyper.”
 
   Megan thought back to the asthma attack in her room.  “I don’t want that to happen again.”  She set the can of Red Bull back and chose an apple juice instead.
 
   She couldn’t help but notice Amanda took her to the very back of the cafeteria, to a corner table hidden from most everywhere else.  Was it that weird for people to see her around campus?  She waited until after she had taken a few bites of her first muffin before she asked, “Did you know where I was?”
 
   “Your daddy’s cabin, I think.”
 
   “My daddy?”  Megan set her muffin down and put a hand to her mouth.  “Is he still alive?  Maybe I should call—”
 
   “As far as I know he’s still alive.”  Amanda put a hand on Megan’s arm.  “You can wait until after breakfast to call him.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  Do you know if…if he and I—”
 
   “I’ve never seen him around here, if that answers your question.”
 
   “And my mother?”
 
   “She died when you were little.”
 
   “I don’t have any siblings, do I?”
 
   “Not that I know about.  Look, Megan, try not to get too upset.  You’ll only make yourself sick again.”
 
   Megan tried to relax and take nice, easy breaths.  As she took a sip of apple juice, she closed her eyes and imagined it sliding down her throat, into her stomach.  Her body relaxed and her breathing came easier.  
 
   At least until she heard a man’s voice say, “I didn’t think you’d ever show your face around here again, Weezy.”
 
   She opened her eyes to see a beefy young man in a varsity jacket, his lip curled in a sneer.  Amanda half-rose out of her chair to face the young man.  “Leave her alone, Bret.  Don’t you think you’ve done enough already?”
 
   “What, you’re her mother now?”
 
   “Just get out of here.”
 
   “Or you’ll do what?  Call the cops?”
 
   “Yeah and maybe I’ll tell them where you got the money for that Escalade.”
 
   “You’d better watch your mouth, bitch.”  Bret shoved Amanda back down into her chair.  The chair wobbled for a moment before Amanda fell to the floor on her back.  Before Amanda had hit the ground, Megan sprang up from her chair.  She didn’t understand what she was doing until she was in the middle of a spin kick.  Her foot struck Bret right in the diaphragm, but her slight frame didn’t have enough force behind it to do more than knock him back a couple of inches.
 
   “Leave us alone!  Now!”
 
   “Oh yeah?  Maybe I’ll just finish what I started.”  He tried to wrap her in a bear hug.  To her own surprise, she ducked under this and grabbed the front of his shirt.  She tried to throw him, but her muscles weren’t strong enough; he shoved her down beside Amanda.  
 
   Megan lay on the floor; the vise grip on her chest ratcheted up to squeeze the air from her lungs.  She gasped for air, but couldn’t get anything into her lungs.  Her inhaler.  Where was her inhaler?  She clawed at the pockets of her sweater, but she didn’t feel anything.
 
   “Oh shit,” Bret said.  She heard his footsteps retreat while she felt Amanda’s hand on her back.  The edges of her vision turned dark and fuzzy.  She clawed at her throat, to get some air into her lungs, but it didn’t help.
 
   She dropped onto her stomach, her vision down to two faint tunnels of light.  This was it; she would die now.  Maybe then she would find out who she was.  Or maybe her eternal punishment would be to wander around with no memory, never sure of who she was or where she had been.
 
   Something plastic pressed against her lips.  As if from the bottom of a well, she heard Amanda say, “Come on, relax.  It’s all right.  You’re going to make it.”
 
   Then she passed out.
 
   ***
 
   Megan felt buried alive as in her dream.  Only in this case it wasn’t rocks that covered her but sand.  She coughed out a mouthful of the sand as she sat up and then rolled onto her knees to spit out a few more handfuls.  As she did, she noticed the plastic shovel, bucket, and a stuffed bear.
 
   “Who are you?” a tiny voice asked from behind her.
 
   Megan saw a little girl with red pigtails and freckled cheeks behind her.  The little girl’s blue eyes narrowed as she studied Megan.  From the sand that covered the girl’s pink overalls, Megan deduced this must be her sandbox.  “My name is Megan Putnam.  I think.”  She sat on the edge of the sandbox and brushed sand from her hair.  It certainly felt real enough.  “Do you know where I am?”
 
   “At Mommy’s house.”
 
   “Is this Heaven?”  When the girl shook her head, Megan asked, “Hell?”
 
   “Mommy says you’re not supposed to say that word.”
 
   “Oh, right.  I’m sorry.”  Megan held out a hand.  “What’s your name?”
 
   “Joanna.  But everyone calls me Red because of my hair,” she answered as if by rote.
 
   “It’s good to meet you, Joanna.  I don’t suppose you know how I got here?”
 
   “You fell.”
 
   “I fell?  From where?”
 
   “From the other place.”
 
   Megan put a hand to her head and wondered if she really was alive.  The last thing she remembered she lay on the floor of the cafeteria as she suffocated.  But now she saw only a lush green lawn with a thick maple tree, from which dangled a swing.  Beside the sandbox was a slide and a swing set.  Beyond this was an ordinary white split-level ranch house, the type popular back in the ‘60s and ‘70s.  
 
   “I don’t understand,” she finally said.  “I was in the cafeteria, at school.  How did I get here?”
 
   “You fell from the other place,” Joanna repeated as if this should be obvious.
 
   “What is the other place?”
 
   “The place where Mommy said I can’t ever, ever go.”
 
   “Please, little girl—”
 
   “Joanna.”
 
   “Yes, Joanna.  Please, you have to help me.  I don’t know where I am.”  Megan pushed hair away from her face.  “I don’t really know who I am.  Is there someone who can help me?”
 
   “Mommy can help.  She’s really smart.  She’s a fizzyzits.”
 
   “Fizzyzits?”
 
   “A scientist.”
 
   “Oh, a physicist.  I see.”  Megan got to her feet and took the hand Joanna offered to her.  Before they left the sandbox, Joanna picked up the stuffed bear with her other hand and pressed it to her chest.
 
   “Randy gets scared without me.”
 
   “Randy?”
 
   “That’s my bear,” Joanna said.  She held up the ordinary teddy bear.
 
   “Right.”  Though Megan couldn’t remember much about herself, she could remember a book called Alice in Wonderland.  Right now she felt as if she were Alice, on the trail of a white rabbit in the form of a little redheaded girl.  She considered turning back, but Joanna pulled her along as she skipped around the side of the house to the front door.
 
   “Mommy, look what I found!” Joanna called out.  She pulled Megan across the foyer, into the living room.  
 
   The woman on the plaid couch in the living room looked almost identical to Joanna—only bigger.  The woman took off her glasses and set them on top of a pile of papers with elaborate equations scribbled on them.  The moment her eyes met those of Joanna’s mother, Megan felt her chest tighten.
 
   “Relax, young lady.  No one’s going to hurt you here,” the woman said.  Joanna’s mother bent down to look her little girl in the eye.  “Joanna, what have I told you about playing in that sandbox?”
 
   “I wasn’t playing in it.”  Her mother fixed her with a stern look that crumbled Joanna’s resolve.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetheart.”  Joanna’s mother kissed the girl’s forehead.  “There are some cookies in the kitchen, why don’t you go fetch some for you and our guest?”
 
   “OK, Mommy.”  Joanna let go of Megan’s hand and skipped off into the kitchen.
 
   The woman motioned for Megan to sit down on an armchair next to the couch.  “I’m sure you have a lot of questions.  Unfortunately I can’t answer them for you.”
 
   “Because it would take too long to explain?”
 
   “That’s part of it.  It also might unravel the fabric of reality.  That’s getting threadbare enough already.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   The woman fixed Megan with the same stern look as her daughter earlier.  “Some people have been meddling with things that are beyond their understanding.  They’re using holes like the one in my daughter’s sandbox to travel between worlds.”  Megan wanted to ask how this was possible, but she figured the woman would say there wasn’t time to explain.  “You have to return to your world soon, before any more damage is done.”
 
   “Damage?  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “I know.  It’s not your fault.  Joanna hasn’t really learned how to use this power of hers responsibly yet.  When she was playing in the sandbox and sensed you were in trouble, she yanked you through the hole.”
 
   Megan stared at Joanna’s mother blankly for a moment.  “You mean that little girl is some kind of psychic?”
 
   “Something like that.  She’s too young to understand it.  I don’t even understand really.”
 
   “And she somehow pulled me into this, what, this parallel universe?”
 
   “Exactly.”  The woman smiled again at some joke only she understood.  “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’d figure that out.”
 
   “Do you know who I am?  Who I really am?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you aren’t going to tell me, are you?”
 
   “No.  You’ll find out eventually.”  The woman reached out to pat Megan’s knee.  “When you feel his kiss, it’ll all come back to you.”
 
   “His kiss?  Who?”
 
   “Your Prince Charming, of course.”  The woman smiled at another of her little jokes.  “Sorry, Joanna loves hearing those fairy tales at bedtime.  So do I.”
 
   “Me too,” Megan said, though she wasn’t sure how she knew this.  Maybe the mother she couldn’t remember had read to her as a child.
 
   Joanna skipped back into the room with a plate of oatmeal raisin cookies and two glasses of milk.  “Look, Mommy, I poured the milk all by myself.  And I didn’t spill any.”  The little girl’s cheeks turned red.  “Or almost any.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Her mother took a glass from her with one hand and with the other pulled Joanna close to her.  “It’s all right, sweetheart.  Soon you’ll be big enough to do it without spilling.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.”  She kissed Joanna’s forehead again.  “Now, I think it’s time you took your new friend back to the sandbox so she can go home.”
 
   “Can’t she stay a little longer?  I wanted to show her my room and—”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but she has to go home.  Back where she belongs.”
 
   “OK.”  With a pout, Joanna wriggled away from her mother to set the extra glass of milk and plate of cookies on the table, on top of more papers.  Then she held out her hand for Megan to take.  “Let’s go.”
 
   Megan followed the girl to the doorway; she stopped to look back at Joanna’s mother.  “Remember what I told you,” her mother said.
 
   As they went back around the side of the house Joanna grumbled about the unfairness of it.  “Mommy always worries about me since Daddy went to Heaven.  She won’t let me do anything.”
 
   “That’s because she loves you,” Megan said.
 
   “Does your mommy love you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I hope so.”  From what Amanda had said, though, her mother was dead.  Maybe her mother had loved her in however long they had together.
 
   “I didn’t tell Mommy about the others because she’d get mad at me.”
 
   “Others?”
 
   “The one who looked like Mommy and the other one.  She looked like you only her hair was prettier.”
 
   Megan took a handful of her platinum hair.  “Who was she?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She went to look for the one who disappeared.  But then she disappeared too.  And so did the one who promised to find them.  If Mommy knew I was talking to them, she’d give me a spanking.”  
 
   “I’m sure your mother only wants what’s best for you.”
 
   “I guess.”  Joanna pointed to the sandbox.  “You just stand in the middle.”
 
   “OK.”  Before she headed for the sandbox, she bent down to look Joanna in the eye and put a hand on her shoulder.  “You make sure to listen to your mommy.  She seems like a really smart lady to me.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Good.”  Megan looked towards the sandbox.  “I guess I’d better be getting back.  I’ll see you later.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Megan stepped into the sandbox at the same point where she’d woke up earlier.  Nothing happened at first, and then she looked over at Joanna, who had closed her eyes.  Megan felt a breeze ruffle her hair; the breeze became more intense until she had to close her eyes to keep sand out of them.  The sand beneath her feet shifted to plunge her down as if a trap door had opened.  She was going back up the rabbit hole—
 
   When she opened her eyes, Amanda looked down at her, a washcloth in hand.  Her roommate smiled nervously.  “You’re awake.  Thank God.”
 
   Megan saw she was back in her dorm room, in the bed where she had woke up earlier.  “You brought me back here?”
 
   “I had some help.  Are you all right?”
 
   Megan put a hand to her head and thought back to her strange dream about the little girl, her mother, and the sandbox.  “I’m fine.”
 
   “Do you remember anything?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Amanda brushed at Megan’s hair.  “Where’d all this sand come from?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   As they walked through the sewers, Jim and Pepe ran into some rats of other tribes.  To deflect any questions or requests to help, Jim said he and Pepe were needed to supervise the construction of a new nest out by the waterfront.  This seemed to belay their curiosity, which left Jim and Pepe free to continue their journey alone.
 
   Jim didn’t know anything about the woman with the dark red hair except she had been at the house where Emma had taken him to heal.  From what he could gather in his brief time there, Emma and the woman were friends, or so it had seemed.  That woman had obviously betrayed Emma, but Jim couldn’t begin to understand why.
 
   The logical place to begin their search, then, was to go back to the house where Emma had taken him.  If it was logical to him, he supposed it would be logical to the woman as well; she would probably take Emma somewhere more secluded, like one of the city’s many abandoned buildings.  
 
   The task to search the house seemed best left to Jim and Pepe, who had been there several times before.  From what Pepe said as they walked through the sewers, Emma had briefly lived in the house after someone kicked her out of her previous nest.  
 
   When Pepe visited the house, he usually climbed up through the toilet, which would be far too small for Jim to fit through.  Instead, they took the direct approach; Jim climbed up to the surface and took off his ratskin coat.  Beneath it he still wore the clothes Emma had bought for him, though they were now dirty and torn from the fight in the gravel yards and his walk through the sewers.  Still, he supposed he would pass as a somewhat normal human.  The coat he gathered into a rough satchel in which Pepe rode.
 
   As he approached the house, Jim started to wish he had brought a weapon along.  Then he thought of how the woman with the dark red hair had made her body turn hot as the sun and supposed it wouldn’t do much good.  That begged the question of what he would do if he should find the woman and Emma, but he decided to worry about that when he found them.
 
   The front door of the house was locked and he couldn’t see any lights on inside.  This didn’t surprise him; it wasn’t like the woman would want to advertise her presence or let anyone walk right in.  Since he’d spent most of his adult life around rats, he knew a thing or two about how to get into a locked house.
 
   As he walked around the old house, Jim found what he wanted in an attic window.  He whispered instructions to Pepe in ratspeak and then dropped the ratskin coat into the bushes.  While he waited for Pepe, Jim began to climb up the side of the building; he used the rain gutters as a sort of ladder.  For a human he wasn’t all that big or heavy, so the gutters held his weight as he climbed.
 
   By the time he reached the top, Pepe had infiltrated the house through the toilet and crept up into the attic.  The window didn’t have a lock or a handle, so Pepe only had to hit it with his snout to tilt it open.  A larger man wouldn’t have been able to make it through, but Jim was able to squeeze through the attic window without any trouble.
 
   For a moment he stood amongst dozens of dusty old trunks.  Most of these trunks had stickers and tags written in foreign languages; he didn’t have Emma’s linguistic skills to decipher them.  They probably weren’t important in any case.  He motioned for Pepe to follow him back down the stairs, into the upper level of the house.
 
   Jim waited at the base of the stairs to listen for any sound that might betray where the woman held Emma.  He didn’t hear anything other than the sounds of the house settling.  His nose crinkled as he picked up the scent of flowers, no doubt from a perfume.  The scent made his stomach churn, but he forced himself away from the stairs.
 
   The flower scent became stronger as he neared the first door.  He twisted the knob slowly and eased the door open only to find an empty canopy bed.  The smell of flowers in the room was enough to make Jim’s knees wobbly; he left a further investigation of the room to Pepe, who had spent enough time around Emma and the surface world to have built up a tolerance.
 
   Jim crept along the hallway to the next door and here detected the more familiar odors of the sewers.  It didn’t surprise him to find the room was the one where Emma had taken him to recover after his injuries.  The sheets were still unmade from when he’d left the previous morning and he couldn’t smell anyone besides himself and Emma.  Her scent of dusty old books and sweat had become ingrained in his consciousness since the first time he met her.  
 
   Her scent still hovered in the air, but it had become stale, which meant she hadn’t been in the house for some time.  The woman with the dark red hair he didn’t know nearly as well.  He remembered a scent like soap combined with gunpowder.  He picked up traces of this as he walked around the house, but it too had become stale.  
 
   By the time he reached the basement steps, he didn’t have any hope to find Emma in this house.  He let Pepe do a quick sweep of the basement to confirm that the house was empty.  Jim went out to sit on the front steps and try to think of where to go next.  
 
   Emma’s scent still lingered around the steps, though the fresh air would have obliterated it to a far less observant nose.  She was out there somewhere, still alive, but most likely a prisoner of that other woman.  What that woman would do to Emma he didn’t want to imagine; he couldn’t bear the thought of her suffering, not after all of the kindness she had shown him.  He thought back to the store and then—
 
   Jim stood upright and turned to the house to hiss at Pepe to hurry up.  He found his ratskin coat in the bushes and used it again to scoop Pepe up to keep the rat concealed.  Pepe asked if Jim knew where they could find Emma.  “Not yet,” he said.  “But I have idea.”
 
   At a moment like this, Jim wished he could drive or that he had some money of his own to call for a taxi.  That would be a lot faster than to run through the sewers on foot as he did now with Pepe.  Some of the other tribes tried to flag him down, but he ignored them, focused solely on his destination.
 
   Jim didn’t know anything about TriTech, but he remembered his visit there with Emma.  The cold-blooded woman who had greeted them had only further aroused Emma’s suspicions—and his own as well.  There was clearly something strange about TriTech, but he didn’t have any idea what it could be.  It did seem logical that since they’d seen Emma earlier they might have asked the woman with the dark red hair to track Emma down and take her prisoner so Emma wouldn’t ask any more inconvenient questions.
 
   He neared the area where the explosion had gone off.  The city workers had cleaned up most of the damage, but had left behind some yellow tape as a marker.  Jim easily slipped beneath this tape to make his way through.  He wasn’t superstitious by nature, but he did look around him as he passed through the tape in case there might be another bomb.
 
   Shortly past this, he reached the area connected to TriTech.  Even before he saw the guards, he could sense trouble in the form of the overpowering stench of beets and vodka.  He pressed himself against the sewer wall and crept forward to see a half-dozen bulky men in rubber suits, all of them armed with submachine guns.  Jim signaled Pepe to stay close to him so they wouldn’t draw attention to themselves.
 
   He wished Emma were with him so she could translate what the men said.  The harsh syllables didn’t make any more sense to him than ratspeak did to most people.  The guards rumbled with laughter about something, but didn’t move from their positions.  
 
   Since he didn’t have any chance to sneak past the guards, Jim backtracked to the nearest ladder up to the surface.  He carefully pushed the manhole cover aside and looked for any traffic before he jumped up onto the street.  In a nearby alley, a familiar scent nearly bowled him over.
 
   A pick-up truck sat in the alley, abandoned.  The truck itself didn’t interest him so much as the dusty book smell he’d picked up the moment he stepped into the alley.  Pepe sensed it too and squeaked with excitement.  Jim cautioned him Emma wasn’t actually here.  From the smell of the bed of the pick-up the red armor had been in the back recently, but there was no trace of Emma herself.
 
   The truck was of course locked and the windows rolled up.  Jim didn’t bother with subtlety this time; he used a piece of an old crate to smash the driver’s side window in.  As soon as he did, the mixture of smells sent him reeling.
 
   Emma had been in the cab of the pick-up, as had the woman with the dark red hair.  With closer investigation, he determined Emma had ridden in the back of the cab while the other woman had drove.  There was another odor as well, one he hadn’t smelled around Emma before, one like burnt coffee grounds.  Maybe the woman had stopped for a cup of coffee on her way to TriTech.  That would seem foolhardy if she had a prisoner in the backseat.  From the strength of the coffee smell it was recent too.
 
   Jim climbed out of the pick-up truck and headed back towards the street.  His nose was tuned finely enough that he could detect the scent of the red armor and the woman with the dark red hair from across the street.  He was so intent on following these that he didn’t notice the guard until the man hit him in the stomach with the butt of his submachine gun.
 
   Jim fell onto his rear and found the guard had a weapon pointed at his face.  “No beggars,” the guard said.
 
   “Not beggar.  Looking for woman,” Jim said through clenched teeth.
 
   “No hookers either.”
 
   Jim stared up at the guard and tried to think of what he could do.  As it turned out, he didn’t have to do anything.  Pepe slunk up behind the guard and then sunk his teeth into the guard’s leg.  While the guard screamed and hopped around on one foot, Jim bolted to his feet.  He easily stripped the weapon from the guard’s hands and then slammed the butt of it into the guard’s back.  The man fell to the ground and cursed in a language Jim didn’t understand.
 
   Jim dragged the man across the street, into the alley.  Jim wasn’t nearly strong enough to heft the man into the truck, so he propped the guard against the wall.  “What you want?” the guard asked.
 
   “Looking for woman.  Emma Earl.  You seen her?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Jim leaned closer to the man and kept the weapon pointed at the guard’s chest.  He wished he had a picture of Emma, but the only representation of her he had were his sculptures.  These he didn’t think would be of much help, so he did his best to describe her.  The guard began to nod as Jim described Emma’s red hair.  “Redheaded woman went in earlier with bag,” the guard said.
 
   Jim asked, “Her hair like copper or like wine?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Her hair.  What color red:  light like copper or dark like wine?”
 
   The guard thought about this for a moment.  “Dark,” he said.
 
   “Thank you.”  Jim hit the guard on the side of the head with the weapon and made sure the man was unconscious before he turned to Pepe.  “She not here.  She somewhere else,” he said.
 
   Pepe made the rat equivalent of a groan and then began to sniff around the alley for some clue they might have missed.  Jim admired the rat’s persistence, but he didn’t think they had any chance to find her now.  The woman with the dark red hair had probably dropped Emma off somewhere else, maybe even into the harbor with cement around her ankles.  The thought of the harbor made Jim remember that wonderful moment when Emma had kissed him.  He would never kiss her again—
 
   Pepe interrupted his thoughts with a high-pitched shriek as if to shout, “Eureka!”  Jim followed the rat to the end of the alley and then squatted down.  He picked up the same thing as Pepe:  Emma’s scent mingled with that of burnt coffee grounds.  It was faint, but at this moment it was the only thing they had to go on.
 
   From what Pepe and Jim’s nose indicated, the scent came from the opposite direction of TriTech.  Maybe it would take them back to the harbor, where he might be able to dive down and find Emma’s body.  Until he found her at the bottom of the harbor, he would assume she was alive and he would find her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Though usually the first to spot a silver lining in any situation, Aggie couldn’t find one in this case.  Her magic powers were gone and their only hope to contact their own world for help had literally gone up in flames.  There didn’t seem anything she could say at the moment to put a positive spin on things.
 
   Instead, she could only waddle along the sidewalk and let Akako lean against her.  The little girl’s tears had long since dried up, but she still sniffled every now and then.  While Akako had never met this Red Hartner in person, the two of them—like all the other Reds in existence—had shared a mental bond.  They had known everything about each other, felt everything the other felt, and now he was dead.  It was like when Aggie had lost Sophie, Alejandro, all of her children and grandchildren, and Red, the boy Akako had replaced.  From those experiences, Aggie knew nothing she could say would make Akako feel any better right now.  The pain would become less immediate, but the hurt would always remain.
 
   The silence continued until they reached a road sealed off by a set of metal gates.  Beyond the gates, Aggie saw houses three or four times larger than the one she shared here with Sophie and her mother.  A sign next to the gates identified the area as “Woodbridge Heights.”
 
   Akako finally pulled away from Aggie and wiped at her eyes.  “That’s where you live?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Yes.”  Akako checked the Cinderella watch on her wrist.  “I’d better go.  Daddy will be home soon.”
 
   “Wait, can’t I go with you?”
 
   “No.  Daddy doesn’t like you.  He says you’re a bad influence.  If he sees us together, he’s going to send me to private school.”
 
   “Akako—”
 
   “Call me Renee.”
 
   “We’re going to find a way out of here.  You can’t give up hope.”
 
   “There’s nothing we can do, Agnes.  We’re stuck here.  We might as well get used to it.”  Akako got up on her tiptoes to kiss Aggie on the cheek.  “I’ll see you in school tomorrow.”
 
   “Just be careful.  They might try to get you next.”
 
   “If they knew who I was, they’d have killed me already.”
 
   Aggie could only watch as Akako waved at an unseen security guard in a booth next to the gates.  The gates yawned open a moment later to let Akako pass.  A man’s voice said, “Good evening, Miss Kim.”
 
   “Good evening, Floyd,” she said.  Aggie wondered how Akako knew the man’s name—or was it Renee who had spoken?  After the gates had closed, Akako waved to her.  Aggie waved back and wondered if it were the last time she would see Akako again, if tomorrow Renee Kim would have taken her place.
 
   This dark thought consumed her as she walked home.  In time would she too begin to lose herself?  Would Aggie the witch erode away until there was only Aggie the Goth girl left?  In that case, Sylvia would have murdered her and Akako when she stranded them here.
 
   As she passed a pocket park, she heard Glenda say, “You getting some exercise, Agnes?  You could use it.”
 
   Aggie turned to see Glenda and the rest of her friends on the playground equipment; they smoked as they had at school.  “I was just walking Akako—Renee—home.”
 
   “Where’d you leave the stroller then?”
 
   “She’s not a baby.”  Aggie took a step towards Glenda with her fists clenched.  “She’s my friend.”
 
   Glenda stepped towards her until her midsection rubbed against Aggie’s gut.  “The coven isn’t for kids.  You keep bringing her along and we’re going to excommunicate both of you.”
 
   “Coven?  You mean you do spells and stuff?”
 
   “That’s right.  We were just about to put a curse on Miss Earl.”
 
   “Emma?  Why would you do that?”
 
   “The old biddy assigned us a ten-page paper on global warming because we were five minutes late to class.  When we get done with her she’ll be pissing blood and coughing up shit.”  Glenda squeezed Aggie’s left bicep hard enough to make Aggie wince.  “You going to help us or not?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “It’s not like we really need you anyway.  You’re a fucking poser.  You and that little nerd of yours.  Don’t know why I ever thought you’d be cool enough to join us.”
 
   Aggie considered whether or not to help Glenda put a curse on Emma.  Ordinarily she would have refused, and yet if this coven really could work magic, they might be able to help her and Akako get back home.  “I’ll help,” she said.  “What do you want me to do?”
 
   At Glenda’s direction, the half-dozen girls formed a circle in the grass, Aggie between one with pink hair and one with a green Mohawk.  They took each other’s hands and looked into the center of the circle, where Glenda laid out candles in the shape of a pentagram.  Once the candles were lit, Glenda began to chant what Aggie soon realized was complete nonsense.  The other girls echoed the words while Aggie lip-synced.
 
   The chant continued for a full minute until Glenda stopped abruptly.  Aggie could feel Glenda’s eyes on her.  “Someone isn’t saying it right.  I wonder who that could be—Agnes.”
 
   With a grunt, Aggie got to her feet.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “But this is a joke.  You can’t curse someone with candles and chanting.”  She looked around at the other girls.  “Didn’t someone get a lock of her hair?  Or a fingernail?  Or at least something she’s owned.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  We don’t need any of that crap.”
 
   “How else do you plan to tap into her spirit, to taint her essence?”  Aggie looked around the circle for support, but the rest of the supposed coven looked down at the ground.  Glenda’s pale skin had turned bright red to the point where Aggie thought steam would shoot out of her ears like in a cartoon.
 
   Instead, Glenda poked Aggie in the chest.  “This is my coven and we do things my way.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I thought every novice knew how to put a curse on someone.”
 
   The other girls looked at her now with quizzical expressions.  Aggie realized she had said too much.  Glenda poked her in the chest again.  “Get your fat ass out of here or we’ll put a curse on you next.”
 
   Aggie held Glenda’s stare and growled, “Go ahead.  You couldn’t curse a gnat.”  She spun around and stomped away from the park.  She heard the girls begin to chant again and wondered if they were still trying to curse Emma or if they had moved on to her—not that it would matter in either case.  She supposed Akako was right to say they should try to get used to life here.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie waited until she was in her bedroom to cry.  They were stuck here, in this world where magic was only a joke, a game silly young girls played.  Glenda and the others could chant and light all the candles they wanted, but it wouldn’t do anything.  They could no more send Aggie and Akako home than she could climb three flights of stairs and not get winded.  
 
   Rage suddenly coursed through her body as she looked around her bedroom.  It wasn’t her bedroom; it belonged to that other Aggie, the one who believed all that nonsense, the one whose head was filled with terrible poetry.  If she didn’t do something, that’s who she’d become.
 
   There was only one thing to do:  destroy that Aggie and all of her Goth trappings.  Aggie started with the posters on the walls; she tore them down with both hands.  She tore these into confetti-sized pieces and sprinkled them around the room as such.  Then she yanked open her drawers and tossed anything with black on it into a pile.  She repeated this with her closet as well.  Finally, she dumped out her bag on the bed, which had been stripped of its black sheets.  She ripped pages from the notebooks, her eyes too filled with tears to read the awful text.  This still didn’t sate her appetite for destruction, so she started in on the vampire novels.  When this was done she pulled CDs from their cases, to break them, but she couldn’t.  With a scream of frustration, she threw the CD against the wall like a Frisbee.
 
   A light tap on the door interrupted her rampage.  “Agnes?  Are you all right?” her mother asked softly.
 
   “Go away!”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I said, ‘Go away!’”  To emphasize this point, Aggie threw a black light against the door, which shattered it.
 
   Then, her body covered in sweat, she saw herself in the mirror.  She put a hand to her purple-tinted hair.  Tomorrow she would go to a drugstore and dye it back to its natural color, or at least something that looked natural.  Then she’d buy herself some new clothes or maybe some fabric to make some for herself as she’d done in the old days.  She’d go on a diet and exercise until she lost the weight and then—
 
   And then what?  She would still be here.  She still wouldn’t have any magic.  What would she do with her life?  The only things she knew were witchcraft and sewing; the former she couldn’t do here and the latter wasn’t a skill in high demand.  What would become of her?
 
   She sank down to the floor and curled up into a ball to sob.  She might as well give in, let the other Aggie win, go back to posing as a Goth witch.  Maybe Glenda and the others would take her back if she apologized and said she had PMS or something.  The question came to her again:  and then what?
 
   Either way her life was doomed to be nothing but a failure.  A bland, ordinary existence until she finally died.  After over five hundred years, all the places she’d been and things she’d done, and now she would die like any dull mortal woman.  It wasn’t fair.
 
   A hand touched her back.  “I thought I said—”  She stopped when she looked up to see it wasn’t her mother but Sophie beside her.  The door was still closed and blocked with the junk Aggie had piled up from her rampage.  Then a breeze ruffled the curtains and she realized her sister had climbed in through the window.  “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   “Mom said you were freaking out.  She wanted to call the cops to break in here and pull you out before you could do anything stupid.”
 
   “Like what?”  Aggie’s eyes widened as she realized her mother had thought she planned to kill herself.  The thought hadn’t crossed her mind, but she supposed it would have been the next logical step.  “Oh, I see.”  She sat up and looked at her sister, who wore a mask of calm.  As the middle child, Sophie had been the intermediary between Aggie and Sylvia, the calming force to steady them.  She’d missed that over the last three hundred years.
 
   “You’re not going to do anything, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.  I’d hate to lose my baby sister.”
 
   “You would?”
 
   “Of course, dummy.  You think I want to be here with Mom all by myself?  We’d probably kill each other inside a week.”
 
   “I’m sorry about everything.  I haven’t been myself today.”
 
   “I think that’s an improvement.”
 
   Aggie laughed, the sound cut off by a sniffle.  Sophie slid over beside her and put an arm around her shoulder.  “Do you ever think about the future?” Aggie asked.  “I mean, what you’re going to be when you grow up?”
 
   “Of course.  I’m going to Yale and study psychology—maybe I’ll use you as a case study for my doctorate thesis.”
 
   Aggie glanced over her sister’s shoulder at the ruins of her bedroom.  “I don’t know what’s going to become of me.  What can I do?  I’m not smart like you.  I’m not tough like Sylvia.  I’m a big fat nothing.”
 
   “Hey, come on, you’re not nothing.  You’re not stupid either; you just need to apply yourself.  I’ll help tutor you.  But, look, you don’t have to be like me or Sylvia or Mom.  All that matters is if you’re happy being who you are.  If wearing black and dyeing your hair purple and listening to depressing music makes you happy, then we’ll learn to accept it.”
 
   Aggie thought about this and about when she had been at her happiest.  All those years with Alejandro and their children had been the happiest moments of her life—at least until she met Akako.  The moments when Akako came back from the archives, or that Aggie vanished there to her, when they ran into each other’s arms and kissed, those were the moments she remembered more fondly than any spells she’d ever cast.
 
   She understood then it didn’t matter if she never could use magic again.  As long as she had Akako with her, then she would be happy.  Even if they were on the streets and had to dig through dumpsters, Aggie could be happy as long as they were together.
 
   “Thank you,” she said to Sophie.  She gave her sister a hug.  Sophie tried to pull away after a few seconds, but Aggie wouldn’t let her.
 
   Sophie finally managed to wriggle free and said, “We’d better go find Mom before she sends in the National Guard.”  But as Sophie stood up, Aggie could see the tears in her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie patted her hair the next morning as she stepped on the bus; to her relief, her hand came back without any stains.  She had spent most of last night dyeing her hair back to the more neutral brown she’d seen in old pictures of her.  Her mother had gratefully driven her to the drugstore when she emerged from her room to ask for a ride.
 
   Though her hair was back to normal, she still had to wear a black dress that had been in the laundry hamper.  There were no nearby stores open late with clothes big enough to fit her and she didn’t have time to sew something herself, so the Goth dress would have to remain until that afternoon, when her mother promised to take her shopping.  Her mother had also agreed to buy her a sewing machine and some fabric, no doubt elated Aggie had not killed herself and instead decided to become something closer to normal.
 
   As she squeezed along the aisle of the bus, Aggie’s good mood from the night before evaporated when she didn’t see Akako anywhere.  She had tried to call her friend the night before, but Akako’s father had answered the phone and screamed a string of curse words at her in a foreign language before he slammed down the receiver.  Aggie wondered if Akako would come to school at all, or if her father had enrolled her in private school, as she’d said yesterday.
 
   As she thought about these things, Glenda’s voice hissed in her ear, “Looks like our curse is working already.”
 
   Aggie turned around to glare at her former friend.  “Whatever,” she said.  “You have as much magic power as this seat.”
 
   “It must have some magic power to not break under your fat ass.”  Snickers accompanied this joke from some of the kids around them.
 
   “I don’t care what you think.  You’re not a witch.  You can’t even do card tricks.”
 
   “You’d better not tell anyone about our rituals.”
 
   “Oh, please.  Your rituals.  Like lighting a bunch of candles and saying a bunch of stupid words is so secret.”
 
   “You’d better not say anything.”
 
   “Fine,” Aggie said with a sigh.  “It’s not like I care.”  She turned around and refused to look back at Glenda for the rest of the bus ride, even when the other kids hit her in the back of the head with spitwads or bits of erasers.
 
   The schedule from Mrs. Strathmore had survived the rampage last night, so that Aggie knew where to find her first class.  She waddled down the hall, her slimmed-down bag on her shoulder.  A new backpack would be something else to add to her shopping list so she didn’t look so much like a bag lady.
 
   Through her first four hours she didn’t see any sign of Akako.  She wanted to ask Mrs. Strathmore if Renee Kim had shown up for school today or if her father had told the school she would be transferring elsewhere, but she didn’t think the administrative assistant would want to see her after yesterday.  She did see Sophie in her Earth Sciences class; her sister smiled and nodded to her.  Sophie had promised that in time Aggie could hang out with her and her friends, once she “stopped looking so much like a freak.”  This Aggie saw as progress.
 
   Emma Earl shuffled into the classroom; she looked no worse for wear despite Glenda’s curse on her.  “Are you feeling better today, dear?” Emma asked.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  Thank you.”
 
   “You certainly look healthier.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.”  She had thrown away her Goth makeup and borrowed some of Sophie’s instead so she didn’t look pasty and hollow-eyed.  She still didn’t look like herself, but at least she was closer.
 
   By lunchtime Aggie still hadn’t seen Akako.  If Akako didn’t show up today, then Aggie would have to find a way into that gated community to talk to her.  She had to tell Akako nothing else mattered so long as they had each other.  Even in this place and in these bodies, their love could endure as it had before.  She only hoped Akako hadn’t submerged herself too deeply in this world, that she hadn’t become Renee Kim in mind as well as body.
 
   As she munched on a salad that would do little to fill her up, she heard kids at a nearby table whisper excitedly.  From what she gathered, there was a fight in the hallway.  Such a thing didn’t interest her, at least until she heard someone say, “The Goth chick is beating the shit out of that little kid.”
 
   Aggie got to her feet and plowed through the crowd of kids.  She knew what she would find.  Glenda had decided to take out her anger at Aggie by beating up Akako, who was too little to defend herself.  She only hoped Glenda hadn’t broken Akako’s head open yet.
 
   Glenda’s friends had formed a circle so no one could interfere with the fight.  Aggie used her bulk to push her way through; she found things weren’t as bad as she feared—yet.  Glenda had Akako pinned on her stomach, one arm twisted behind her back.  Akako’s right eye was bloody and on its way to swelling shut and a trickle of blood flowed from her mouth.  Her good eye looked up at Aggie and tears began to form.
 
   “Go back to kindergarten, you little shit,” Glenda said.  She twisted Akako’s arm until the little girl cried out in pain.
 
   “Leave her alone!” Aggie shouted.
 
   Glenda looked up at her with a predatory smile.  “Well if it isn’t June Cleaver.  What do you think you’re going to do, bake me a cake?”
 
   “You want to fight someone, why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”
 
   “Who, you?  I’d have to put on two hundred pounds to be your size.”  Aggie heard snickers to accompany this as on the bus.  Glenda nodded to her followers.  “Hold on to her until I finish with her butt buddy.”
 
   The same girls who’d held Aggie’s hand in the circle last night took her arms now.  Aggie tried to throw them off, but they kept their grip on her.  She couldn’t do anything but watch as Glenda pulled back Akako’s arm again to make her scream.  Why hadn’t any teachers come to help?
 
   Glenda smiled wolfishly again as she took hold of one of Akako’s pigtails; she used it like a handle to smash Akako’s head against the tile floor.  When Akako looked up, her face was streaked with blood.  Her open eye met Aggie’s to plead with her to help.  The other girls kept hold of her arms and dragged her back a few inches.  As she looked into Akako’s eye Aggie felt her body grow warm with rage.
 
   She heard a scream, but it took her a moment to realize it hadn’t come from Akako.  It came from the girls who held Aggie back.  Glenda looked up at her, eyes wide and mouth open in fear.  Aggie didn’t understand this until she held out her hand to see it glowed with white light.  Her entire body glowed with this light; the heat of a small star radiated from it.  The other girls in the coven scattered, as did the rest of the crowd.
 
   “Leave my friend alone,” Aggie said.  She took a step towards Glenda.  She didn’t need to say this a second time; Glenda bolted towards the front doors without a word.
 
   The glow faded from around Aggie’s body as she knelt down next to Akako.  Once her arm had turned back to normal, she helped her friend up from off the floor.  Akako stared at her for a moment with her good eye and then collapsed against her with a sob.  “You’re back,” Akako said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   In all his life, Tim Cooper had never worked forty-eight hours straight before.  The most he had ever worked was nineteen hours without so much as a nap.  That had been in his final year of college, when he had still thought he might get someone at NASA to notice his RAT design.  He had finally passed out in the lab until Dr. Edwards found him and helped him back to his dorm.
 
   He didn’t take any pleasure to break his own record.  Back in college he had chosen to work those long hours.  This time he didn’t have any choice.  If he didn’t work, the woman he loved would die.  He would do anything to prevent that; he’d go without sleep, food, and a shower.  He did have a cup of extremely cold coffee at his workstation along with a glass of water.  The guards let him take a bathroom break once an hour, though sometimes he would pass on this as well.
 
   While he worked, he chided himself for being duped so thoroughly.  He had been naïve enough to think Harry Ward was a decent man, a man who wanted to help the world progress.  As it turned out, Ward was a monster.  Tim didn’t know what exactly Ward planned to do with Tim’s invention, but he knew now no good would come of it.
 
   He found out the truth two nights earlier when he was supposed to leave to meet Sylvia for dinner.  He opened the door to find Ms. Fielding there with a pair of guards who looked like they could play defensive tackle on the Ramparts.  Both of these men carried Uzis that were pointed squarely at Tim’s head.
 
   “Mr. Cooper, we need to talk,” Ms. Fielding said.
 
   “I’m not stealing anything,” Tim said.
 
   “That’s not entirely true.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “When you go home you rob us of your unique talents.”  When Ms. Fielding smiled, Tim shivered.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “We want you to finish your work.”
 
   “I will.  I’m just going home for a few hours.  I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
   Ms. Fielding gestured to the burly men beside her.  “Tonight, Mr. Cooper.”
 
   Though he knew it was foolhardy to argue with someone flanked by two men with guns, he couldn’t stop himself from blurting out, “Are you nuts?  Where’s Mr. Ward?”
 
   Fielding reached into her jacket to take out a cell phone, which she handed to Tim.  His voice came on the line.  “Hello, Tim.  I assume Ms. Fielding’s told you we would appreciate it if you finish the project as soon as possible.”
 
   “Wait a minute.  How do I know this is really Mr. Ward and not a recording or a voice synthesizer?”
 
   Ward—if it were really him—laughed into the phone.  “I should have known you’d be too smart to take my word.  Hand the phone back to Ms. Fielding, please.”
 
   Tim did as he was told.  Ms. Fielding listened to the phone for a moment and then nodded to herself.  “Yes, sir.”  She tucked the phone back into her pocket before she said, “Mr. Ward will see you in his office.”
 
   “Good.  Maybe now we can straighten some things out.”
 
   One of the guards kept the barrel of his Uzi embedded in Tim’s back as they walked to the elevator.  Once on board, the guards stood on either side of him at the back of the car while Ms. Fielding stood at the front.  He waited for her to punch the button to Ward’s office on the tenth floor.  Instead, she opened a cover beneath the emergency phone.  He couldn’t see what she typed, but the elevator began to move.  
 
   Tim began to fidget as the elevator passed the tenth floor.  It went up to the eleventh floor, then the twelfth, and then it stopped suddenly.  From what he could tell they weren’t on the twelfth and they weren’t on the fourteenth.  Like many buildings, the Fleischman Building didn’t have a designated thirteenth floor for superstitious reasons.  “I’m sure you already understand,” Ms. Fielding said as the doors opened.
 
   He didn’t fully understand until he saw Ward behind a glass desk at one end of an otherwise empty floor.  This was his second office, a secret office on a secret floor accessible only by him and his lieutenant.  Tim thought back to the James Bond movies he had seen where the supervillain built his lair underground or in a volcano or out in space.  He hadn’t thought of Ward as that kind of supervillain—until now.  The way Ward leaned back in his chair and grinned, he needed only a cat on his lap to complete the illusion.
 
   “So here we are, Mr. Cooper.  You wanted your proof.  Unless you want to see if I’m wearing a rubber mask.”
 
   “No, that’s fine,” Tim said.  The guard poked his Uzi into Tim’s back again, which prompted him to move forward.  “I trust you.”
 
   “Irony, that’s a good sign.”
 
   “Why are you keeping me from going home?  What do you want?”
 
   “We only want you to finish your work.”
 
   “I was going to finish it this weekend and have it for you on Monday.”
 
   “My teachers always said I wasn’t a very patient boy.  I’m still not.  No, Mr. Cooper, certain things are already in motion.  I want your designs before our scheduled meeting.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   “It is to me.  I need to know you aren’t going to use my invention for evil.”
 
   “Evil?  That’s such a loaded word.  Let’s just say I’m going to use it for my maximum benefit and leave it at that.  Now, can I trust you to complete this task or not?”
 
   “What are you going to do, shoot me if I don’t?”
 
   “Of course not.  Then I wouldn’t be able to harness your gifts anymore.”  Ward came around the desk to sit at its edge.  “No, Tim, I have something far more motivational in mind.”  
 
   Ward tapped a button on the desk and a screen behind him came to life.  Tim gasped when he saw Sylvia on the gun range behind her salon.  “What are you going to do to her?”
 
   “Nothing, as long as you cooperate.  If not, I make one phone call and a sniper puts a bullet into the lovely Miss Joubert’s brain.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.  You don’t really have a sniper watching her.  She’s too smart to let someone sneak up on her like that.”
 
   “Are you really going to take that chance, Tim?”  Ward reached out to put a hand on Tim’s arm in a fatherly way that at the moment seemed terribly grotesque.  “I know how much you love her.  I know you desperately want to marry her.  Do you really want to risk losing her over something you’ll do anyway?”
 
   Tim stared at the monitor to look for any sign of imperfection in the picture to indicate it was a fake.  He couldn’t see anything.  The way Sylvia planted her feet and kept her back straight and the way she flipped her hair back over her shoulder were things he had seen her do dozens of times before.  If they had hired an actress they had hired a very good one.  Could he really risk someone would take her from him?
 
   “All right, I’ll do it.  Just leave her alone.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tim, but I can’t have my sniper stand down until you’ve finished.  Then I’ll call him off and Miss Joubert will be safe.”
 
   Tim wanted to argue, but knew he didn’t have a choice.  “Fine,” he said through clenched teeth.  The guards had taken him back to his lab and the marathon session began.
 
   Now he had finally completed his designs.  He rolled up the schematics and inserted them into a cardboard tube.  Then he gathered up all of his discs and portable storage drives.  He would dump all of this on Ward’s desk and then hurry out of the building to find Sylvia, so he could hug her and never let her go.
 
   “What’s gotten into you?” he could imagine her asking.
 
   “I love you,” he would say for the rest of their lives.
 
   ***
 
   Ward had not given him the access code to the thirteenth floor, but he found Ms. Fielding waited for him.  They must have been watching.  Of course they would be; they couldn’t risk he might find a clever way to signal for help.  Whether they were the same guards or not he couldn’t be sure, but if they weren’t, they were just as big and just as well-armed.  “Very good, Mr. Cooper,” Fielding said.  “You’re done even quicker than we thought.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re pleased,” Tim said.
 
   “At least you still have your sense of humor,” she said with another of her death’s head smiles that made him cringe.
 
   They said nothing on the ride up the elevator.  There was nothing that needed to be said between them.  Everything that needed to be said, he would say to Ward.  It all boiled down to one thing:  he wanted Sylvia out of danger.  That was the goal he had worked towards these last forty-eight hours.
 
   The guards allowed him to sag against the rear of the car.  He closed his eyes and his thoughts turned to the first time he had met Sylvia.  His junior year was over and the RAT prototype ready to begin trials.  He went to the bookstore to search for a book on how to obtain a government grant so he could produce a commercial version of the RAT.  
 
   He found the section for government regulations in the back of the store easily enough.  He picked up a title that might be of interest.  As he flipped through the pages, he heard a woman say, “Excuse me, would you mind switching places?”
 
   Tim looked up from his book and nearly dropped it.  She stood in front of him, clad in an olive green tank top and camouflage pants.  On another woman these might have looked butch, but her long hair and soft facial features added just the right amount of femininity.  In what he came to realize were her typical social graces, she said, “Are you deaf?  I need to get over there and look for something.”
 
   “What?  Oh, sure.”  He slid to the opposite end of the aisle, where she had been.  She scanned the books as he had; she took down one on how to start a small business.  She seemed far too young to be starting a business.  What was she, twenty-two?  It wasn’t later until she revealed she was twenty-seven and her parents had left her a large sum of money as her inheritance.
 
   She looked over at him and grimaced with irritation.  “If you want me to move, just ask,” she said. She didn’t look up from her book.
 
   “No, it’s fine.”
 
   “Then could you stop gawking at me?”
 
   Before he could stop himself, he said, “I’m sorry.  I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful in a bookstore before.”
 
   She snapped the book shut and turned her head to glare at him.  Another woman might have been coy, but she just asked bluntly, “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   “No.  Of course not.”  He held up the book he had been reading.  “It’s not like I go to bookstores to pick up girls.  I thought you were really beautiful and maybe if you aren’t too busy, we could go have a cup of coffee or something.”
 
   Her face softened and her cheeks turned red.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’ve been ‘out of circulation’ for a long time.”
 
   “It can’t have been too long.”
 
   “Long enough.”  She cleared her throat and then shifted the book to one arm so she could hold out her hand.  It was then he realized she only had one hand, a metal hook in place of her left.  “I’m Sylvia.  Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   “Tim Cooper.”
 
   “Well, Tim, if you’re ready to check out, how about that cup of coffee?”
 
   The barrel of a weapon poked into his ribs to stir him out of his pleasant memory.  One of the guards took hold of his arm and shoved him through the elevator door, into Ward’s secret office.  “Get moving,” the guard snarled.
 
   Immediately Tim noticed that it was not the same place he remembered.  At the opposite end from Ward’s desk was now a huge silver cube that resembled a bank vault.  Even stranger than this was the purple portal along the wall to his right.  He didn’t get much of a chance to study this before the guard shoved him again, this time over to Ward’s desk.
 
   Ward sat at the desk in the same Goldfinger position.  He looked up from something to grin at Tim in a way that now struck him as pure evil.  “Welcome back, Timothy.  I assume you’ve finished your work.  The first phase of it, anyway.”
 
   Tim dumped the cardboard tube and stack of discs onto the desk.  “It’s done.  Now what about Sylvia?  I want your reassurance that you’re going to let her go.”
 
   “Don’t be so rash, Timothy.  First, I have to make sure you’re not trying to cheat me.”  Ward motioned to Ms. Fielding, who scooped up the tube and discs.  “Take those down to Dr. Stone to make sure they’re legitimate.”
 
   “Dr. Stone?  What’s he got to do with this?” Tim asked.  He had seen Dr. Enrique Stone around TriTech a few times, but their respective programs didn’t give them any reason to interact.  From what he’d heard, Dr. Stone worked on something called an “energy stabilizer,” which to Tim sounded like something from a bad science fiction novel.
 
   “Let’s just say that Dr. Stone has been very valuable in helping to bring some of your ideas to life.”
 
   Part of Tim wanted to press for details on this subject.  The majority of him only wanted to make sure Sylvia was safe.  That part won out in the end.  “What about Sylvia?”
 
   Ward came around the desk again to pat Tim’s arm; Tim bristled at his touch.  “I really would like to reunite you and your lady love, but you’re too important for me to risk losing at this point.”
 
   “You said if I did this, you’d call off the sniper and leave her alone.”
 
   “Yes, but this is only the first part of the operation.  You still have to build the machine for me.”
 
   “Build it?  That could take years.”
 
   “You have two days.”
 
   “Two days?  I can’t.  Most of this is just theoretical.  I can’t be sure it will work at all!”
 
   “That shouldn’t matter, should it?  You have the plans.  And I’ll give you all the money and manpower you need.”
 
   “But two days?  For something this complicated?  Something that’s never been done before?  It can’t be done.”
 
   “It had better be done, Timothy, or else Sylvia is going to die.”
 
   “What?  No.  You said—”
 
   “Maybe I should let her explain the situation to you.”
 
   Tim expected Ward to hit a button on his desk to activate a monitor as before.  Instead, he motioned to the vault on the other side of the room.  “I’d suggest you hurry,” Ward said.  “I can’t say how much time she has left.”
 
   ***
 
   Tim banged on the door of the vault, though he knew it wouldn’t do any good.  “Let her out of there!”  He whirled around to glare at Ward.  “You let her out of there or I’m not going to build a damned thing for you.”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t do that.  Not until your project is finished.”
 
   “How do I know she’s even still alive in there?”
 
   “She’s alive.  For now.  How long she remains that way I can’t say.”
 
   “Damn it, at least let me talk to her.  Let me know she’s still alive.”
 
   “Very well.  But I’m warning you that you won’t like what you see.”
 
   A video monitor came to life on the vault’s door.  In this monitor he saw a duffel bag and an old woman beside it.  The old woman had wavy gray hair that she flipped over her shoulder the same way Sylvia did.  She wore the same tank top and camouflage pants Sylvia had the first time they met in the bookstore.  But it wasn’t until she looked directly into the camera and he saw her eyes that he knew for sure.  “Sylvia?” he said.
 
   “Tim?”  Sylvia slapped the inside door of the vault.  “Ward, you shit, what have you done with him?”  Her voice sounded almost the way he remembered, perhaps a little deeper.  There could be no doubt it really was her.
 
   Tim jumped when he heard Ward’s voice from beside him say, “I haven’t done anything to your dear boyfriend—yet.”
 
   He grabbed Ward by the front of his shirt; he didn’t care if the guards shot him or not.  He slammed Ward’s back against the vault, but the evil man only smiled at him.  “What did you do to her?  Did you have Stone or one of your other goons drug her with something?”
 
   “I haven’t done anything but allow nature to take its course—finally.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask her?  She can tell you all about it, about how she’s lied to you all along.  Isn’t that right, Sylvia?”
 
   The old woman looked down at her boots; tears sparkled in her eyes.  “Tim, I’m sorry.  I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”
 
   Tim let Ward go and put a hand to the monitor.  He pressed his face so close he could imagine being close enough to kiss her.  “Tell me what?”
 
   “I’m not twenty-eight years old.  I’m actually five hundred ten years old.”  He stared at the screen in disbelief.  “It’s true.  I was born back when Columbus was sailing the ocean blue.”
 
   “But…how?  How is that possible?”  A number of ways popped into his mind:  she was an alien, she was a robot, or maybe she had found the fabled Fountain of Youth.  The real answer did not occur to him.
 
   “I’m a witch,” she said.  “My mother was a witch.  My sisters were witches.”
 
   “A witch?  You mean like in the fairy tales?  With the boiling cauldron and pointy hat and all that?”
 
   When she smiled, he could see how the wrinkles had deepened on her face.  Still, he had to admit that even for someone in her sixties she looked beautiful.  But he doubted he would ever get a chance to grow old gracefully with her, not now.  “Sort of like that,” she said.  “But Agnes and I never cared much for pointy hats.”
 
   “God, Sylvia, it really is you.  But what’s happened?  Why do you look like that?”
 
   She shrugged her liver-spotted shoulders.  “I can’t use my magic in this box to look young anymore.  It’s all unraveling.”
 
   It might have been his imagination, but Tim thought he could see her hair start to turn from gray to white.  Ward put a hand on his shoulder.  “Every minute you spend here, she’s getting closer to death.  So I’d suggest you get moving on your project.”
 
   “Project?  What’s he talking about, Tim?”
 
   “He wants me to build something for him.”  He turned to Ward.  “If I do that, you’ll let her go, won’t you?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  What’s left of her.  It may only be a pile of dust.”
 
   “Tim, whatever he’s telling you is a lie.  He’s not going to let either of us go.  He can’t afford for us to go to the police.”  She wiped the tears from her eyes and then said, “Just let me die, Tim.  It’s what I deserve.”
 
   “No, Sylvia—”
 
   “I’m not a good person, Tim.  I lied to you this past year.  And there are so many other things I’ve done—”  She broke down into sobs.  “Don’t give that bastard what he wants, Tim.  If you really love me, let me turn to dust.”
 
   “I can’t.  I do love you.  I love you more than anything else in this world.”  He turned back to Ward.  “Get me the materials and workers I’ll need and then we’ll get started.”
 
   “Tim, no!”
 
   He turned back to the screen; he planted his lips against the monitor in a jailhouse kiss.  “Just hold on, honey.  I’ll get you out of there.  I promise.”
 
   To return his kiss, she put her lips up to the camera.  Then the monitor snapped off.  He didn’t need the guards to lead him to the elevator; he had already gotten into the car before they caught up.  He didn’t know how much longer Sylvia had, how long before her internal organs would begin to fail.  What he did know was Sylvia was the toughest woman he knew; if anyone could survive, she could.
 
   It wasn’t until he got started in the lab that he noted all his materials for the RAT project had disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   After the strange trip to Joanna’s backyard, Megan didn’t want to sleep.  She tried to explain her dream to Amanda, but her friend didn’t show much interest in it.  Amanda seemed more concerned with keeping Megan calm, so there wasn’t another attack like in the cafeteria.  “Just stay here and rest,” she said.  “I’ll go out and get anything you need.”
 
   “What about my classes?  I’ve already missed a week.”
 
   “Then another day or two won’t matter.”
 
   Megan thought about this for a moment and decided her roommate was right.  With all the time she’d missed already, it wouldn’t make any sense at all to rush back.  Better that she wait until she was 100% healthy—or as healthy as she ever got.  Megan didn’t imagine there were any magic cures for her asthma.
 
   The problem then became that she didn’t have anything to do.  Amanda refused to give her any textbooks or homework assignments.  “I don’t think you’re up to that kind of stress yet.”
 
   “Well, what am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Take a nap.”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep.”  Megan shivered at the thought of what might happen to her if she did.  She might wind up trapped there forever.  Not that Joanna’s house had turned out to be such a bad place, but the girl and her mother weren’t exactly normal.  If Joanna really had the kind of power her mother seemed to think she had, what if she decided to use it against Megan?
 
   “Well, draw something then.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Amanda reached beneath Megan’s pillow to take out a pink diary with stickers of horses on it.  “Here you go.”
 
   “But it’s locked.  Where’s the key?”
 
   With a sigh, Amanda opened a drawer on the desk.  She emptied out a pencil box and then held up a tiny gold key.  “Now you can open it.”
 
   Megan took the key and found it did indeed unlock the diary.  Her hands trembled with excitement at the thought that she might learn some things about herself.  These hopes were quickly dashed when she saw only sketches of buildings in the diary.  Page after page of buildings, from houses to skyscrapers to a shopping mall.  At the bottom of each illustration were her initials and a date.  The earliest sketch came from nine years ago, which explained the shaky lines and why it was done in crayon.
 
   She belatedly thought of how easily Amanda had found both the diary and its key.  “Amanda, do you look at my diary?”
 
   “Me look at it?  You never stop showing it to me.  ‘What do you think of this one?’ or ‘Do you think this arch is Romanesque enough?’  As if I’d know.”  Amanda plopped onto her bed and took out a copy of The Catcher in the Rye.  “I’m a freaking Lit major.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to make you mad.”
 
   “You never mean to make me mad.  Or anyone else for that matter.”
 
   “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “No, damn it, you didn’t do anything.”  Amanda threw the book against the door and then rolled over to face Megan.  “It’s what I did wrong.  I treated you like shit, OK?”
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t.  You’ve been so nice to me since I woke up here.”
 
   “Guilty conscience, I guess.”  Amanda sighed and then rolled onto her back to stare up at the ceiling.  “I knew Bret was a creep.  I knew he’d treat you like shit.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe I was jealous because you’re so nice and sweet and innocent and my life’s so fucked up.  Maybe I wanted your life to get a little fucked up.  I just never wanted it to get that fucked up.”
 
   Megan could only stare blankly at Amanda for a moment.  Since she’d woke up, Megan had thought of Amanda as her only friend, but from the sound of it, Amanda might not have been her friend at all.  “You weren’t my friend?  You aren’t my friend?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t your friend.  Not really.  I think you thought I was.  Or maybe because we lived together you decided to trust me.  I don’t really know.”
 
   “Amanda—”
 
   “Look, could we drop it?  I don’t want to have a Lifetime moment with you right now.  Lie down and draw something.”  Amanda jumped off the bed and stomped out of the room.  Whatever she was hiding, Megan hoped she would find the courage to reveal it in time so Megan’s memory might come back.
 
   In the meantime, she decided to turn back to the book of drawings; she studied each one as if she could learn valuable clues from it.  The drawings became more sophisticated as she’d gotten older, and she used pen instead of crayon to make them.  She stopped at one near the back, labeled “Plaine Museum—North Campus.”  Instead of a traditional façade and columns, she had drawn a structure of glass and steel.  It was a vaguely cylindrical tower, but with scalloped edges so from the side it resembled the inside of a nautilus shell.  She had even gone so far as to draw the interior of the building, with different galleries of everything from dinosaurs to Egyptian culture to Native American artifacts.  Her chest tightened a little when she saw a floor devoted to geology, with space for an exhibit on meteors.
 
   Something about this seemed familiar in the same way that the buildings around campus seemed familiar.  But why?  Before she could think any more about this, she heard a knock at the door.
 
   Megan went to the door; she thought maybe Amanda had forgotten a key.  Instead, she saw a woman in a black leather jacket and white T-shirt, who held up a gold badge.  “Police,” the woman said.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   ***
 
   Missing persons cases were Lottie Donovan’s least favorite ones.  In Rampart City few of them ended well.  Most of the time it would have been quicker to simply look at the bottom of the harbor right at the start.
 
   They couldn’t do that.  They had to give the poor family hope that their missing spouse or sibling or whoever would be found alive and in one piece.  The need to offer false comfort was one of the reasons Donovan had preferred the homicide division.  At least there the family knew the victim was dead, though some still found this hard to accept.
 
   The case of Megan Putnam hadn’t gone well right from the start.  The moment the Scarlet Knight had begged her to take on the case, Donovan knew it would be nothing but trouble.  For one thing, the family had yet to report the girl missing.  From what Donovan gathered, the girl’s only family was her father and he was out of the country more than he was in it.
 
   Once she got hold of the father, she asked him about the last time he had talked to his daughter.  “A few days ago.  She sounded fine,” he said.
 
   “She’s missed a few days of school and no one seems to have seen her,” Donovan said.
 
   Nothing happened officially for another day, in which time she imagined Mr. Putnam had made calls to find the girl.  Apparently unsuccessful, he flew back to Rampart City in order to file an official missing persons report.  At which time the circus came to town.
 
   One of Donovan’s rules was never to take a case to the media if she could help it.  As soon as the word hit the news outlets, tips flooded in.  People claimed to have seen her at some bar on the waterfront, at the Plaine Musuem, and even outside police headquarters.  Crank callers suggested they search the Bermuda Triangle or Area 51 or Roswell, where she would hang out with Elvis, Kennedy, and Hoffa.  Then came those whackos who claimed to be Megan Putnam.  Some were convincing enough, but in the end none turned out to be the genuine article.
 
   Donovan had wanted to call another meeting with the Scarlet Knight, but she couldn’t get away from her desk.  She knew the Anti-Vigilante Task Force had turned her aide, Lieutenant Cielo, with promises of promotion if he got the goods on his boss.  She had not actually confronted him yet; the way he watched her from his desk told her all she needed to know.  It wouldn’t surprise her if Cielo had planted a bug on her phone and in her computer to pass information along to the task force.
 
   So she had sifted through the bogus reports, interviewed the various people who claimed to be Megan, and generally wished she could wring the Scarlet Knight’s scrawny neck.  She already had the girl’s address on campus and decided to warn Megan’s roommate that she might be the next target.  In her wildest dreams, Donovan never expected Megan herself to answer the door.  At least it certainly looked like Megan; if it was another impostor it was a damned good one.
 
   Donovan took her badge out of her jacket.  “Police,” she said.  “Can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   The girl’s chalk-white face turned a rosier color.  “Am I in trouble?”
 
   “Are you Megan Putnam?”
 
   “Yes.”  The girl looked down at her feet.  “I think I am.”
 
   Donovan rolled her eyes.  Another damned nut job, only this one was more brazen than the others to actually take up residence in Megan’s dorm room.  “You think you are?”
 
   “Well, I can’t be sure exactly.  I woke up this morning and I didn’t know who I was.”
 
   “Amnesia?”  At this point Donovan wished she still smoked so she could take a cigarette out of her jacket; some nicotine would really hit the spot.  Instead, she could only take out a stick of gum and chomp viciously on it.  “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   “No.”  The girl’s face had turned a deeper red and a whistle came out with her breath.
 
   “You really expect me to believe you woke up with amnesia?”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “And let me guess:  you can’t remember where you were for the last week?”
 
   “I really don’t know.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”  Donovan wanted to spit out the gum, but there was nowhere to leave it except on the floor, so she continued to savage it with her teeth.  “Do you know we’ve been looking for you?  Your father is very worried.”  This was a slight exaggeration, but in this case she thought not a serious one.
 
   Megan—if that was her real name—put a hand to her chest.  Her face had turned magenta now and the whistling had become more pronounced.  “My inhaler,” she said.  “I need it.”
 
   “Fine,” Donovan said.  It was possible this pale waif could have a weapon stashed in the room, but Donovan doubted it.  “Just try to keep your hands where I can see them.”
 
   The girl staggered across the room; she gasped for air now.  She reached into the pocket of a mangy yellow sweater.  Out of instinct, Donovan reached for the pistol in her shoulder holster.  She relaxed her grip on the weapon when she heard the gentle cough of an inhaler.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” a girl’s voice shouted from behind her.  Donovan turned and drew her weapon.
 
   ***
 
   In all her life, Amanda Murdoch had never actually had a gun pointed at her.  She’d had a jealous girlfriend throw a beer bottle at her in high school.  Her freshman year at RSU some asshole had even pulled a knife on her and taken her purse.  Not a gun, though.  At least until now.
 
   She had wondered what her reaction might be if someone did aim a gun at her.  Would she try to chop it away like in the movies?  Would she stand there and make a wisecrack?  Or would she wet her pants and turn into a pool of jelly?  
 
   She hadn’t expected she might completely lose her mind.  Like a near-death experience, she watched herself lean towards the barrel of the gun.  Her face turned as red as Megan’s did during an asthma attack as she screamed, “Go ahead, you fucking bitch!  You go ahead and pull the trigger!  I fucking dare you, cunt!”
 
   The woman in the black leather jacket and white T-shirt actually smiled at this.  She jammed the pistol back into her shoulder holster.  Then she held up a gold badge.  Gradually Amanda’s spirit returned to her body so she could see it was a police badge that belonged to Captain Charlotte Donovan of the Rampart City PD.  Before they could exchange any words, Amanda heard the telltale sound of Megan gasping for air.  “Oh shit,” Amanda said.
 
   She brushed past Captain Donovan to find Megan on her knees at the foot of her bed.  The inhaler had slipped from her hand while she clawed ineffectually at her throat.  Amanda put her hand on Megan’s back and knelt down beside her.  “It’s all right, Megan.  I’m fine.  You’re fine.  She’s not going to shoot anyone.  Are you?”
 
   “Not unless you’re sure you want me to.”  Captain Donovan actually smiled; she looked amused while Megan struggled to breathe.  “You want me to call an ambulance?”
 
   “No, she’ll be fine.  She just needs to relax.  Come on, Megan, take it easy.  Focus on your breathing.”  Amanda picked up the inhaler and pressed it into Megan’s hands.  “Take a couple of shots of that.”
 
   Megan’s breathing eventually settled down; her face began to revert back to its usual paleness.  Before she closed her eyes, she grabbed the front of Amanda’s shirt.  “I don’t want to sleep,” she whispered.  “I don’t want to dream.”
 
   “Don’t worry, nothing in your dreams can hurt you.”  Amanda rubbed Megan’s back gently.  “I’ll be right here.  If you get into any trouble I’ll wake you up.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   With that Megan allowed Amanda to help her back onto the bed.  Amanda rearranged the covers to tuck in her roommate.  She waited to make sure Megan was really asleep before she turned back to Captain Donovan.  “You could have killed her.  And me.”
 
   “Shouldn’t sneak up on a cop,” Donovan said.  She stepped into the room uninvited and sat down on Amanda’s bed.  “So, you think she’s the real deal?”
 
   “You think someone could fake that?”
 
   “If she can then she should get an Oscar.”  Donovan pitched a wad of green gum into the trashcan.  Amanda sat down at her desk and tried to look as calm and confident as Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct, but she didn’t have a skirt on and she couldn’t smoke in the dorm.  “So she turned up with no memory?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s about it.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “This morning.  I came back from…I came back early this morning and found her in bed as if she’d never left.”
 
   “You didn’t see who dropped her off?”
 
   “No.  I wasn’t here.”
 
   “Out at a rave or something?”
 
   “Or something.”  Amanda gestured towards Donnovan.  “Can I have a stick of gum?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.”  Donovan flipped a pack of mint Trident to her.  The gum’s minty flavor did little to ease her mind as Donovan asked, “She didn’t have any idea where she was?”
 
   “She didn’t know who she was, or anything else.  She was pretty much a blank slate.”
 
   “But she knew how to walk and talk and all that.  I mean she didn’t wake up a vegetable or zombie or anything, obviously.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”  The gum turned sour in Amanda’s mouth.  “Do you think someone might have done something to her?  That she might be repressing?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’d leave that to the shrinks.”
 
   “Shrinks?”
 
   “We’ll have to get her examined.  Should have a doctor look at her too.”
 
   “A doctor?  Why?”
 
   “To look for signs of sexual assault.”
 
   Amanda nearly fell out of her chair at this, but she gripped the edge of the desk to maintain her balance.  “You can’t do that,” she said.
 
   Captain Donovan raised an eyebrow; the amused smile returned as she held up her badge.  “Really?  I think I can.”
 
   “No, I mean you can, but I already know they’ll find something.”
 
   “Really?  Do tell.”
 
   “Look, you’ve got to promise not to tell her—or her father.  You saw what happens to her when she gets too stressed.  This might kill her.”
 
   “That will depend on what you have to tell me.  I’m not a reporter; I can’t take things ‘off the record.’”
 
   Amanda looked over her shoulder at where Megan slept peacefully, like Goldilocks in the old story, safe in the bed until the Three Bears showed up.  Amanda leaned towards the police captain and whispered, “Look, I’m not sure about the tests you guys run, but she was sexually assaulted.  Or at least she had sex.  It might have been consensual.”
 
   “Might have been?”
 
   “I wasn’t there, OK?  I heard about it later.”
 
   “So what did you hear?”
 
   Amanda checked over her shoulder again, but Megan was still asleep.  “I don’t know why, but she got it in her head she liked this one boy—a jock.  I mean, I tried to tell her he was way out of her league but she was in love.  You know how that is.”
 
   “Not really, but don’t let me stop you.”
 
   “Well, anyway, someone told this boy about Megan—OK, it was me.”  Amanda hadn’t cried in years, but she couldn’t stop herself now.  “I didn’t think they’d actually do anything, you know?  I thought…I don’t know, maybe I thought it’d be good to take some wind out of her sails.  I mean, she was mooning about him all the time, writing these sappy poems and stuff.  It was nauseating.”
 
   “I’m sure it was.  So you thought you’d get her raped?”
 
   Amanda brought her hand back to slap the woman, until she remembered that woman was a police captain.  She dropped her hand into her lap.  “I didn’t want her to get raped.  That wasn’t supposed to happen.”
 
   “So what did happen?”
 
   “Well, from what I heard, it all started out fine.  They went to dinner and saw a movie and all that typical bullshit.”
 
   “Then he took her to Lover’s Lane, right?”
 
   “They parked somewhere, I don’t know where exactly,” Amanda said.  She did know exactly—so did everyone else—but she didn’t want to reveal it and have cops swarm all over the place.  “And they did it.”
 
   “You mean they fucked?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So what’s the problem?”
 
   Amanda again checked to make sure Megan was asleep.  Her roommate did of course not snore; she slept soundlessly unless she had a bad dream, in which case she’d start to wheeze.  “The problem?  You saw how she gets when she’s excited.  Do the math.”
 
   “So she had an asthma attack while they fucked.  Big deal.”
 
   “The big deal is that afterwards he told everybody about it.  I mean everyone.  The fucking janitor probably knew.  People would go around imitating her having an attack while she was coming.  It was sick.”  Amanda left out that the first time she’d heard about this in the lounge with some kids from her Renaissance Lit class she had laughed along with everyone else.  “Eventually it came back to her and she was mortified.  I thought she’d die; she was crying so hard and turning blue.”
 
   “She didn’t die, obviously.”
 
   “No, she didn’t.  And, I guess this is really all my fault.”  Amanda buried her face in her hands.  Through her hands, she said, “I said that maybe she should go home for a little while.  You know, let things cool down.”
 
   “But she didn’t go home.  Unless her maid lied.”
 
   “I don’t know.  That’s all I know.  Really.”  Amanda looked up, but Captain Donovan hadn’t moved from the bed.  “I don’t know how she lost her memory.  Maybe you should ask the maid about that stuff.”
 
   “I will.”  Captain Donovan finally stood up.  She reached into her jacket, this time not for her badge, gun, or gum but a business card.  “If she remembers anything, give me a call.”
 
   “What about the doctors?”
 
   “I’ll talk to her dad about a shrink.  From what you’ve said, that’s all we need.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The captain put a hand on Amanda’s shoulder and looked her in the eye.  “For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s your fault.  Don’t beat yourself up over it.”
 
   “Thanks,” Amanda said again.  
 
   “And what you did earlier, that took a lot of guts.  You get tired of this college shit we could use a kid like you on the force.”
 
   Amanda stared at the card long after Captain Donovan had left.  Her literature degree wouldn’t be worth the paper it was printed on; maybe she should consider a career change.  She’d usually been on the other side of the law, so maybe it was time to even that out.
 
   As she considered this, she heard a sound like thunder and then the entire dorm rocked; she was thrown to the floor, her desk hit her on the head, and her world turned dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Throughout Rampart City, there were some places where not even the Sewer Rat dared to go.  Police stations were out for obvious reasons.  The Plastic Hippo once Don Vendetta began to use it as her base of operations and stocked it full of gun-toting goons who shot first and asked questions later—as Emma Earl knew all too well.  And the entire “Heights” area where the rich lived.  Sometimes he passed beneath these on his way to somewhere else, but when he did he would always move quickly in case anyone noticed him.
 
   Rampart State University was another of those locations where Jim Rizzard did not travel.  As someone without a formal education, he felt intimidated by a place of so much learning and sophistication—or at least that’s what he thought happened there.  Pepe had visited the school often enough in his role as Emma’s watchrat, but his understanding of human activities was limited.
 
   So it came as a surprise when he emerged from the sewers to find students engaged in anything but learning.  Some lay on the grass to nap, eat, or play games.  Near the courtyard fountain, he saw more on benches; they kissed as he and Emma had in his special place.  Nowhere did he see anyone studying.
 
   That the burnt coffee smell he and Pepe had detected in the alley had led them here didn’t come as a huge surprise.  Emma worked on the campus, so maybe he had overreacted to everything.  Maybe she was perfectly fine and had left him at the gravel yards to go to work the next morning as usual.  That didn’t seem in character for her, but stranger things had happened.
 
   In order to move around the campus, he had taken off his ratskin jacket again and used it to carry Pepe along.  His clothes were torn, dirty, and smelly, but from what he observed around the campus, this wasn’t all that unusual.  Not even his wild, tangled hair looked out of place among these children.
 
   As he walked along the green pasture between the buildings, he wondered how Emma could work at a place like this.  His knowledge of human culture wasn’t the most extensive, but he did know how smart she was, and how talented at so many things.  She should work somewhere like that TriTech place, somewhere opulent instead of at a rundown dump populated by loafers.  Of course she had worked at the Plaine Museum for a while, until she lost that job for reasons he didn’t understand.  Was there no other place that would accept her?  Maybe they were both outcasts in a way then.
 
   A plastic disc landed at his feet to interrupt his thoughts.  “Hey dude, help us out,” a boy with long, greasy hair like Jim’s said.  Jim picked up the disc and attempted to throw it overhand, but it didn’t go anywhere.  The boy snickered at this.  “Dude, haven’t you used a Frisbee before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Throw it like this, dude.”  The boy demonstrated throwing the disc with a sideways motion.  Jim tried this and watched the disc sail through the air; it passed over the boy’s head to land in a fountain.  “Thanks a lot.”
 
   “You welcome,” Jim said.  Then he continued to follow the trail.  Inside the bag, Pepe became excited as they both detected the scents of fried foods in the air.  “No time for snack,” Jim said in ratspeak to Pepe.
 
   Neither of them had eaten in some time, but as he approached the cafeteria, Jim knew they couldn’t eat inside there.  He didn’t have any money for food.  It was too early to search the dumpsters for anything of interest, so their stomachs would have to wait.  Still, the burnt coffee smell was pronounced inside the cafeteria.
 
   His nose was sensitive enough—as was Pepe’s—that he could separate the burnt coffee scent from that of normal coffee.  As well, he could also detect Emma’s scent mingled with it.  That meant she had been here.  From the strength of it, she had been here fairly recently.  So she must have stopped off for some breakfast before she went to teach class.
 
   He found more rumpled, lazy kids inside the cafeteria.  He noted a few adults as well, but none who looked like Emma.  He followed the trail through the line; he ignored the cashier who asked if she could help him.  The trail snaked through the cafeteria, to a table at the back, which at the moment was occupied by three young women.
 
   They stopped their conversation to look up at him.  Their noses crinkled and their eyes watered.  “Do you want something?” a girl with blond hair asked.
 
   “Emma Earl.  Where is she?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You mean Dr. Earl?  She’s over in the science building,” a brunette said.
 
   “Not today.  Alicia has her class and said she didn’t show up so everyone got to leave early,” another brunette said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Before he could turn to go, the first brunette said, “What’s in the bag?  It looks like it’s moving.”
 
   “Nothing important,” Jim said.  He patted the bag to tell Pepe to settle down; a half-hour in the makeshift bag had begun to make him claustrophobic.  Jim hurried away before the girls could ask him any more questions.  Once he was out of earshot, he hissed a warning to Pepe.
 
   He was wrong to think the rat had become claustrophobic.  Instead, while Jim had talked to the girls, Pepe had detected a new trail.  This one led out a side door of the cafeteria, towards some brick buildings clustered on the far side of campus.  It would probably be the science building where the girls said Emma worked.
 
   Jim could smell the trail now as well.  He hoped it meant soon he would find Emma safe and he could take her into his arms.  Such fantasies had begun to crop up more frequently after the kiss last night, though he knew he shouldn’t think that way.  Despite her kind heart and the time she’d spent in the sewers, Emma was still a surface dweller.  She would never go underground to live with him in the sewers.  From his brief time spent with her aboveground, he wasn’t sure if he could live there.  Certainly there were good things about it, but there was so much he didn’t understand.
 
   As he pondered his future with Emma, he saw the building explode.
 
   ***
 
   She awoke to her bed shaking.  At first Megan thought Amanda must be trying to wake her up, but when she opened her eyes, she didn’t see her friend.  Maybe it was a truck, she thought.  
 
   Before she could turn over to go back to sleep, she smelled smoke in the air.  She sat up and saw Amanda sprawled on the floor, her desk on top of her.  “Amanda?” Megan said.  She rolled off the bed to kneel at her friend’s side.  When she touched Amanda’s head, her fingers came back soaked with blood.  “Oh no.”
 
   Megan didn’t have any trouble to lift the desk off of Amanda.  The problem was to carry Amanda.  Her roommate was taller and weighed more than Megan, so it was out of the question to pick her up.  There was also the matter of the bloody gash on the back of Amanda’s head from the desk.  Since she’d probably suffered some kind of head injury herself, she didn’t want to move Amanda prematurely.
 
   She shook her roommate to try to wake her up.  “Amanda, can you hear me?  Wake up.  Please.”  Megan put her hands to her face; tears came to her eyes.  She didn’t have any idea what to do.  What would Amanda tell her to do?
 
   Call for help, she decided.  There wasn’t a landline phone in the room, but didn’t Amanda have a cell phone?  As Megan began to ransack Amanda’s half of the room, the smell of smoke became stronger.  Megan’s chest tightened and she coughed violently.  
 
   That strong of a smell couldn’t be from a cigarette or someone cooking.  As if on cue, alarms started to go off.  Megan stood next to Amanda’s bed for a moment and held a sweatshirt in her hands.  It took her a moment to realize what these alarms meant—the building was on fire!
 
   She dropped back to Amanda’s side and shook her friend again.  “Amanda, please, wake up.  The building is on fire!  We have to get out of here.”  Amanda didn’t stir.  Megan put her hands to her face again.  “Oh God, what do I do?”
 
   She had to get Amanda out of here.  If the dorm was on fire, there was no point to call for help and wait for it to arrive.  The problem remained, though:  how could she get Amanda to safety?
 
   She didn’t see anything that might help her.  Then she saw Amanda’s bed and came up with an idea.  She pulled the flat sheet from Amanda’s bed and laid it out on the floor beside her roommate.  With a grunt, she rolled Amanda onto the center of the sheet.  The exertion and the thicker smoke made her cough again hard enough to double her over.  She took the inhaler from her pocket to squirt some medicine into her throat.  It gave her a moment of relief that allowed her to wrap the sheet around Amanda.  She didn’t have any string or rope handy, but she did find a belt among Amanda’s things.  With another grunt she tipped Amanda’s chest up enough to allow her to slide the belt around and then bring it around to cinch as tightly as she could.
 
   “Here goes nothing,” Megan said to herself.  She took one end of the sheet and dragged her makeshift sled to the door.  She covered the few feet to the door fairly quickly and then touched the doorknob.  She pulled her hand back an instant later and winced with pain.  She could feel heat radiate from the knob.
 
   Megan dragged her roommate to the far end of the room, by the window.  By the time she reached the window, Megan had to get down on her knees.  Her breath sounded like a boiling tea kettle as she struggled to get fresh air into her lungs, not just from the asthma, but from the smoke that filled the air.
 
   Megan stuck her head out the window, where she could see other kids stagger around.  She wanted to scream to them for help, but she couldn’t do more than wheeze.  She tried to wave, but no one seemed to see her.  She was trapped!
 
   She sagged to the floor and tried to think of what to do while she gasped for breath.  Amanda still hadn’t woke up, but she had begun to cough as well.  Megan ran a hand through her hair as she coughed and tried in vain to think of some way out.
 
   As she looked down at Amanda and then back to the window, Megan thought of something.  Her hands trembled as she tore the rest of the sheets from both beds and rolled them into makeshift ropes.  These she tied together at the ends.  She knew it wouldn’t be nearly long enough to reach the ground.  She added blankets, sweatshirts, and even a bra to the rope, though Megan questioned whether its tensile strength would be enough.  Still, as more smoke filled the room and her throat began to feel as if someone had poured cement down her trachea, she didn’t see where she had much choice.
 
   She tied one end of the rope to the belt around Amanda’s makeshift sled.  The other end Megan tied to the foot of her bed, which she hoped would be heavy enough as an anchor.  Before she tried to get Amanda out the window, she emptied the inhaler into her throat.  The medicine didn’t have much effect, but it opened her airways enough so she could take a couple of deep breaths.
 
   With all of her strength, Megan rolled Amanda up the side of the wall, to the window ledge.  Halfway up she had to stop as a coughing fit seized her.  Megan used her back like a brace to keep Amanda off the floor.  Once she’d stopped coughing, Megan continued to roll her friend up the wall.  Finally, she straightened her body to lift Amanda with her back.
 
   She couldn’t be sure of how much farther she had to go, her body turned the wrong way to see.  Then she felt the weight lift from her back.  With a grateful sigh she collapsed to the floor.  She wanted to check and see if her rescue ladder had held, if Amanda dangled close enough to the ground for someone to help her, but Megan didn’t have the strength.  She didn’t even have strength left to try to force air into her solidified airways.  
 
   It’s probably better this way, she thought.  Then she closed her eyes and decided to take a short nap.  When she woke up everything would be better.  As she drifted off, she wondered who had let a cat into the room.
 
   ***
 
   Captain Donovan sat on a park bench to scribble notes in her notebook.  That Amanda Murdoch had given her a lot to go on; her next stop would be Megan Putnam’s house to squeeze the maid.  She might have to make up a story to get inside the house to search, or maybe she could frighten the maid with some noise about checking with INS about her status.  She hated to do something like that in case some dickhead with a video camera caught her and she wound up in front of an inquiry board, but it might be the only way to scare the piss out of the maid without violence.
 
   The story young Amanda told her at least sounded plausible enough.  Megan had been humiliated by a boy and fled.  She begged or perhaps bribed the maid to keep her secret.  Then she had slipped back onto campus to quietly resume her life.
 
   The only hole in that theory was the amnesia thing.  Was Megan faking it?  If she was, she at least had her roommate convinced.  Or if they were in on it together, the roommate had done a good job to convince Donovan about its validity.  The other theory was that Megan had suffered some kind of nervous breakdown and her mind had wiped itself clean to protect her from the terrible memories.  A third option was that it wasn’t Megan in that room but a really good impersonator.  This didn’t seem likely to Donovan, but she didn’t want to rule it out until she got a DNA test.
 
   To run any kind of tests she would need to contact Mr. Putnam.  He would probably send in a squad of lawyers and his own doctors to evaluate his daughter.  Then Megan would probably spend a few months in a luxury rehab clinic or some quiet vacation spot until she found her marbles.  At that point she would transfer to another school, one where a donation could answer any questions about Megan’s time at Rampart State.
 
   Donovan reached into her jacket for a stick of gum and wished once again for a cigarette.  All this caused by some dumb schoolgirl crush, at least if Murdoch’s story could be believed.  
 
   Donovan felt the ground beneath her feet rumble.  From years of experience, she knew this wasn’t a natural sound.  She was up even before she saw the column of smoke rise into the air.  That the smoke came from the building where she had just talked to Megan Putnam and her roommate gave Donovan pause for only an instant.
 
   By the time she reached the building, a throng of kids had gathered on the lawn outside.  A few stragglers emerged from the doors; they coughed from the smoke.  Donovan scanned the crowd for Megan Putnam and Amanda Murdoch, but she didn’t see them.  Maybe they had gone out another way.  Or maybe they were still inside.
 
   She was on her phone to call for backup when the answer about Putnam and Murdoch came.  The crowd’s collective gasp prompted her to look up in time to see Amanda Murdoch dangled about ten feet off the ground from some kind of homemade ladder made out of sheets and clothes.  Murdoch was strapped into a sling made from another sheet and a belt; she didn’t appear to be conscious at the moment.
 
   Flames from the building licked at the makeshift ladder and Murdoch’s cocoon.  Donovan dropped her phone to the ground and hurried towards where Murdoch’s body continued to hover in the air.  Along the way, Donovan grabbed three of the burliest guys around.  “Come on!” she shouted.  They continued to stand there until she turned around and said, “Move your asses!”
 
   Donovan gathered them beneath where Murdoch’s body dangled and quickly outlined the plan.  “I’m the lightest so I’ll stand on your shoulders and get her out of that thing.  You two be ready to catch her.”
 
   “Catch her?”
 
   “Or at least cushion her fall.”  She could see the doubt on their faces.  “Look, this isn’t my ideal plan either but we don’t have a lot of time here.  So let’s just do it.”
 
   She had never been a cheerleader or a gymnast, so she didn’t have any practice climbing on top of a man’s shoulders.  He grunted beneath her when she kicked him in the face, but his wide shoulders remained steady enough for her to straighten herself.  She found herself at eye level with Amanda Murdoch, who was unconscious.
 
   Donovan reached into her pocket for her knife.  She could see it wouldn’t be necessary in a moment as the flames were about to cut through the ladder without any assistance from her.  She cut through the ladder just above Murdoch’s head anyway.
 
   She didn’t have time to do anything more than snatch at the belt around Murdoch’s midsection in a vain attempt to turn her into a horizontal position.  Then both of them fell—Murdoch towards the building and Donovan in the opposite direction.
 
   In a way she supposed it was just as well she fell on her ass, as opposed to her head.  It still hurt like a son of a bitch.  She let out a stream of curses as the man whose shoulders she’d stood on helped her up.  “We did it,” he said.
 
   He stepped back so she could see his two cohorts had caught Amanda Murdoch, one awkwardly around the shoulders and the other around her ankles.  They carried her a short distance from the fire and then set her on the ground.
 
   Donovan patted their shoulders.  “Good work, boys.”  Then she turned her eyes up to the window for Murdoch and Putnam’s room and waited for Megan to show.  A full minute went by without a sign of her.
 
   Then Donovan heard someone scream, “Look at the size of that fucking rat!”  She saw what must have been a yard-long rat scurry through the grass, to head towards the building.
 
   “What the fuck?” Donovan said.  She’d heard about horses and livestock that had refused to budge even as their barn went up in flames, but she’d never heard of an animal run into a fire.  Well, if it wanted to die, what did it matter to her?  One less rat in the city wouldn’t make her lose any sleep.
 
   There was still no sign of Megan Putnam.  Donovan thought back to when she’d gone up to the room, the way Putnam had collapsed from an asthma attack after a few questions.  All that smoke and fire and the strain from when she’d lowered her roommate—“Oh...shit.”
 
   She had run into a burning evidence locker once to try to save evidence in a case against Don Vendetta, but she had been too late.  That had been for a good cause, to take a dangerous criminal off the streets.  She didn’t know Putnam; for all she knew Putnam had scammed her earlier.  She thought back to Amanda Murdoch’s story and groaned to herself.  “Ah, hell.”
 
   As she was about to run into the building like an idiot, she saw someone had beat her to it.  He was short and rail-thin with long, greasy hair.  He must have already been in the building when it was on fire from the state of his clothes.  She was tempted to let this hero try to save Putnam on his own, but she couldn’t be sure he would look for her and not a keg of beer or his favorite bong.
 
   She borrowed a T-shirt from one of the guys to tie around her face, not that it would do much good.  As she charged into the building, she wondered why the Scarlet Knight wasn’t ever around when Donovan really needed her.  That magic armor of hers had to be fireproof.  
 
   Thirty years as a smoker had given her a natural tolerance for smoke, but she still began to cough before she reached the first floor.  She could feel her leather jacket turn hot, but she kept it on for some small amount of protection against the heat.
 
   There was no sign of the hero or the suicidal rat, at least until she reached the third floor.  By then her breathing didn’t sound any better than Megan Putnam’s and the ends of her hair were singed.  As she stumbled through the smoke on the third floor, she saw a wall of flame ahead.  She ducked into the room on her left to plan on how to extricate herself from this mess.
 
   Then she saw the hole punched through the wall, into Megan Putnam’s room.  Through eyes that stung from tears and smoke, she saw Megan Putnam herself in the arms of the hero who’d run into the flames.  The rat she’d thought had committed suicide stood at the man’s feet.  
 
   Donovan didn’t need to be a detective to put the pieces together.  The rat at the man’s feet and the stench of sewage that somehow permeated even the smoke-filled air in the room were all the clues she needed.  She reached into her holster for her gun and aimed it at the Sewer Rat’s head.  “What are you doing with the girl?”
 
   “She sick.  I take her to safety,” he said in a low growl.
 
   “Why you?”
 
   “She my friend.”
 
   “Your friend?”  Donovan wanted to press the issue further, but heard the roof creak over her head.  It wouldn’t be long before the whole place caved in on them.  She stuck the gun back into its holster.  “We’ll sort this out later.”
 
   She led the way back down, which wasn’t any easier.  They had to pause on the second floor as part of the roof in front of them gave way.  The rubble had snuffed out some of the flames, enough that they could pass through.  In a mad dash they bolted the rest of the way, out of the building.
 
   Donovan sank to her knees and pulled off the grimy T-shirt so she could take some deep breaths.  At this point she wished for an asthma inhaler, not that it would do any good.  She was still on her knees, trying to breathe, when Lieutenant Cielo knelt beside her.  “Captain, I’ve been trying to get a hold of you.”
 
   “I’ve been busy,” she said between gasps.  She smiled at her aide, despite that he was probably a mole.  “I found Megan Putnam.”
 
   “You did?  Where?”
 
   She looked around, but there was no sign of Putnam, or the Sewer Rat either.  “Shit.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Though he wanted only to collapse on his knees next to the policewoman, Jim continued to run with Emma in his arms—if it was Emma.  In her present condition she was small and light enough for him to easily carry across the campus.  Pepe stayed on his heels, the rat’s fur singed, but otherwise unharmed.  
 
   He saw the fire trucks approach, as well as more police cars and ambulances.  To escape from these, he turned left, into the football stadium.  He had never seen the game played, nor did he care at the moment.  His only concern was for Emma, whose face had turned purple.
 
   The best thing would have been to have left her with the policewoman, but if he did that he would likely be arrested and never see her again.  Not to mention that something strange had happened to her to turn her into a slight blond girl.  Like Pepe, he knew it was Emma from her scent; everyone had a unique smell and hers was burned into Jim’s memory.
 
   He carried her across the vacant football field, into the parking lot.  There was only one car in the lot at the moment and a man in a sweatsuit walked towards it with a duffel bag.  The man certainly didn’t look like a doctor, but he could probably tell Jim where to find one, preferably far away from the police.
 
   “Help!” Jim said.  “Help!”
 
   The man turned around and his eyes widened.  “Oh my God,” he said.  “What the hell happened to her?”
 
   “She no can breathe,” Jim said.  “She in fire.”
 
   The man looked over Jim’s shoulder and pointed to the direction Jim had come from.  “That fire, over there?”
 
   “Yes.  She in building on fire.”
 
   “Shit, she looks in real bad shape.”  The man took off his baseball cap to wipe sweat away from his bald head.  “We should call an ambulance.”
 
   “They busy.”
 
   “Well, there’s a nurse in the admin building.  I’m not sure—”
 
   “We go.”
 
   “Sure, but—” the man stopped and looked down at the ground, where Pepe sat at Jim’s feet like a dog.  “Jesus Christ, what is that?”
 
   “He friend.  No hurt you.”
 
   “Look, I’m glad to help you with the girl, but that thing—”
 
   “He no thing.  He friend.”
 
   “I’m not letting your friend in my car.”
 
   Jim wanted to argue this point, but there was no time.  As if to emphasize his need to hurry, a violent wheeze escaped Emma’s lips; her body shuddered in his arms.  He looked down at Pepe and said in ratspeak, “Find the queen’s friends.  We need their help.”
 
   Pepe, who had served as Emma’s protector for almost his entire life, bared his teeth at this order.  “Go.  We need them.”
 
   The rat hissed his displeasure, but he scurried away to carry out the order.  The man stared after Pepe while Jim hurried over to the man’s car.  He gently set Emma on the backseat and eased her head onto his lap.  The car’s tires squealed as the man put the car into gear.
 
   While the man drove, Jim stroked Emma’s strangely blond hair and whispered into her ear, “You be fine.  We fix you.  You not die.”  Tears came to his eyes at the thought the woman he loved might die in his arms—just as his mother had so long ago.  
 
   Emma didn’t respond to him, her face still purple and body shuddering as she tried in vain to breathe.  “You not die,” he said again and kissed her forehead.
 
   “She’s not going to make it,” the man said.
 
   “She will!  She no die!”
 
   “Right.  You’re right.  She’s going to be fine.”  The man honked his horn as he swerved around something.  Jim tightened his grip on Emma’s arm to keep her in place.  The man had echoed the despair and hopelessness he felt, the fear that she would die here, in the car, before they could find help.
 
   It was his fault.  If he’d not been so selfish, if he’d left her with the policewoman, then doctors might already have cured her.  If they’d taken him away and locked him into a cell, what did it matter?  Her safety was the only thing that should have mattered to him.  “My fault,” he said to her.  “This my fault.”
 
   The car skidded to a stop and the man hurried around to the side to open the door.  Jim didn’t argue as the man helped him drag Emma off the backseat, but he took her into his arms again to carry her towards a brick building not so dissimilar from the one that had exploded.  “It’s right over there,” the man said and pointed to the building.  He ran ahead of Jim to hold the door open.  “To the left.  The third door on the right.”
 
   Jim ran in the direction indicated; the man dashed ahead of him again to throw the door open.  Jim heard a woman’s voice say, “Hi, Coach, one of your players—oh my God!”
 
   “Help her,” Jim said.  He set Emma down gently onto a padded table.  The woman whose voice he’d heard wore a white uniform, which Jim took to mean she must be the nurse.
 
   “She was in the fire over by the dorms,” the man the nurse had called Coach said.  “She must have breathed too much smoke.”
 
   The woman picked up a Y-shaped instrument with a circle at one end.  She pressed the circle to Emma’s chest while she put the other ends in her ears.  Jim held Emma’s hand and waited for the nurse to do something.  “It’s probably an asthma attack.  A really bad one,” the nurse said.
 
   “You help her?” Jim asked.
 
   The nurse turned her back to rummage through a cabinet.  “There should be a rescue inhaler in here.  I’m not sure if it will work or not.  We should call an ambulance.”
 
   “No time!” Jim said.  “Help her!”
 
   “Here it is.”  The woman held up what looked like a very large whistle to Jim.  How that would help Emma he didn’t know.  He gave Emma’s hand a squeeze as the woman stuck the whistle into Emma’s mouth and pushed down on the end of it.  A hiss reminiscent of ratspeak was the only sound in the room.
 
   The woman pushed down on the whistle four times and then straightened.  “We have to give that a couple of minutes.  That should be enough time to call for an ambulance.  Coach, you might want to take your friend outside.”
 
   Coach put a hand on Jim’s shoulder.  “Come on, pal, we’d better do as she says.”
 
   “No!  I no leave her!  I stay.”
 
   “Look, buddy, I’m sure you care about her, but—”
 
   “I love her.  I no leave her.  Not ever.”
 
   “I guess it’s all right if he stays,” the nurse said.  She picked up a telephone receiver from the wall and punched in a number.  
 
   Jim didn’t listen to what she said as he concentrated on Emma’s face.  It might be his imagination, but her skin seemed less purple now; it had downgraded to a shade of red.  Her body still shuddered and her mouth still whistled as she tried to breathe, but she was better—he could feel it.  She would make it.  He bent down to whisper into her ear, “You no die.”
 
   He had paid so much attention to Emma that he didn’t notice Coach slip out of the room until the man came back with two others in white shirts with silver badges on them.  They didn’t carry guns, but Jim knew the oversized flashlights in their hands could easily knock him out.  “I think you’d better step away from her, sir,” one of the policemen said.
 
   “No.  I no leave her.”
 
   “Look, buddy, if you really want to help, you should get away from her and let the docs do their job,” Coach said.
 
   “No.  I not leave her,” he repeated.  “Not ever.”
 
   “Sir, you’ll have to come with us—”
 
   The policeman didn’t get to finish as Jim sprung at him.  The three men all had the advantage of size, weight, and strength, but he had the advantage of surprise and ferocity.  The policeman who’d spoken only stared blankly as Jim stripped the flashlight away and used it to club the man over the head.  He ducked as the other policeman swung his flashlight; Jim slammed his weapon into the man’s chin.
 
   Coach had pressed himself back against the wall and held up his hands in surrender when Jim leveled the flashlight at him.  “I’m sorry,” Coach said.  “It’s just that—”
 
   “You not take her from me!  No one take her from me!  Not ever.”
 
   Jim kept his flashlight aimed at Coach, but the man backed away.  He turned back to the table and saw it was no illusion—Emma was getting better.  He tucked the flashlight into his belt to scoop her off the table; he didn’t have long before more police showed up to take him away.
 
   Before he left, the nurse called after him to wait.  He thought she might try to stop him, but she tucked the strange whistle into a pocket of Emma’s sweater.  “You give her four squirts of that every few minutes until she can breathe without difficulty.”  The nurse had tears in her eyes as she said, “Good luck.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said and then bolted from the room with Emma in his arms.
 
   ***
 
   A paramedic tried to fit an oxygen mask to Captain Donovan’s face, but she waved him away.  She had more than enough breath to bark at Cielo, “I want that man found.”
 
   “What man?”
 
   “The goddamned Sewer Rat.  He can’t have gotten too far with the girl.  Just follow the smell—or look for that huge fucking rat of his.”
 
   “That might be a problem, ma’am,” Cielo said.
 
   “Don’t give me any bureaucratic shit right now.  Just get some units to seal off the campus.  And get some city workers to start looking in the sewers.”  She reached into her pocket for a stick of gum, but it had become fused with the lining of her jacket, which itself had numerous holes from the fire.  She took the jacket off and threw it to the ground.  
 
   How could she have let him get away with Megan Putnam?  She should have cuffed him up on the third floor or at least insisted on taking the girl herself.  Had she been behind a desk so long that she’d missed something so obvious?
 
   Donovan collapsed onto the back bumper of Cielo’s car and put a hand to her face.  She couldn’t help but imagine what the Sewer Rat would do to that helpless girl.  He’d probably take her down to wherever he kept his lair—she imagined it looked like something out of Phantom of the Opera—where he’d tie her up and have his way with her while his rat buddies looked on.  That was probably the best case scenario; she stopped herself before she imagined the worst case scenarios.  
 
   When she looked back up, she saw Cielo hadn’t moved.  “Something wrong with you, Lieutenant?  I thought I gave you an order.”
 
   “I was trying to say, Cap, we can’t do it.”
 
   “Why the fuck not?”
 
   “All of our units are being called out to handle the bombings.”
 
   “Bombings?  What bombings?”  Her jaw went slack as he ran down the list of a dozen targets around the city; they ranged from a post office in the Trenches to an office building in Executive Plaza to a shipping company by the waterfront.  “Jesus Christ.”
 
   Since 9/11 the Rampart City Police Department had held numerous drills to prepare for a terrorist attack.  Those drills included a plane crash into Robinson Tower, a car packed with explosives going off in front of city hall, and a backpack bomb detonated on the subway.  All of those scenarios had assumed one terrorist attack; from what Cielo said, they had at least a dozen, all coordinated to go off at the same time.
 
   Donovan stared at the flaming hulk of the college dorm.  “What time did those other bombs go off?”
 
   “Fifteen minutes ago.”
 
   She nodded to herself.  That time fell right into line with when she’d felt the ground shake beneath her feet, as if from an earthquake—or an explosion.  “Get on the phone and tell whoever’s running the show that we got number thirteen right here.”
 
   “You’re sure, Cap?”
 
   “Yes.”  She kicked at the ground with her boot, which had survived mostly intact.  “When you’re done, find me a fucking stick of gum, would you?”
 
   “Sure thing, Cap.”  She left Cielo to make the call while she replayed events in her mind.  Why had the Sewer Rat shown up at the dorm for Megan Putnam at that exact moment?  Almost as if he’d known it would happen.  Did that mean he was involved somehow?  She couldn’t imagine he could carry out a dozen coordinated bombings, but then again plenty of generals hadn’t thought a bunch of goat herders could blow up Hummers either.  She thought about that huge rat with him that had acted so docile around him.  Maybe he’d trained some of his little buddies to carry homemade bombs and then sent them off to wreak havoc.  But how could they have managed that kind of coordination?
 
   If he were responsible, or at least partly responsible, the question became why he’d run into a burning building to save Megan Putnam.  The girl wasn’t ugly, but she wasn’t a Playboy centerfold either; if the Rat wanted a girl to take prisoner, why her?  In the confusion he could have taken any one of two dozen other girls at least, most of whom were prettier and none of whom probably had Megan’s asthma.  What was so special about her?
 
   “Cap?” Cielo said.  He held out the phone to her.  “The commissioner’s on the line for you.”
 
   “Great, just what I need,” she grumbled.  As she took the phone, Cielo pressed a stick of gum in her hand.  She saw it was Juicy Fruit, not her favorite brand by far.  It was that kind of day.  “Yes, sir, I’m here.”
 
   As she listened to the commissioner lay out plans to bring in the National Guard to help secure the city and evacuate high-profile areas, she kept her thoughts about the Sewer Rat and Megan Putnam to herself.  If she talked about a grubby man with a giant rat friend, the commissioner would have her committed.  Though at this point the loony bin might be preferable.
 
   ***
 
   In the freezer, Becky found a pint of rocky road ice cream.  The ice crystals on top indicated it had been in there a long time, perhaps from when he was still married to Isis.  No, that skinny bitch would never eat a pint of rocky road.  She had been too pretty to console herself with food.
 
   Becky had just settled onto a stool with the ice cream when she heard footsteps echo across the ballroom floor.  The footsteps were far too heavy to be from Dan, even if he had reverted back to his normal body.  No, these were the footsteps of someone very big and very heavy—and probably very angry as well.
 
   She set down the pint of ice cream and eased off the stool.  She grabbed the first weapon she could find—a cast-iron skillet that hung from an overhead shelf.  The weight of the pan would be more than enough to give the source of those footsteps a nice headache.
 
   She clutched the handle of the skillet tightly and squatted down behind the island in the middle of the kitchen to wait.  The sound of the footsteps wasn’t enough to drown out her heart as she waited behind the island with her flimsy weapon.  While the steps grew closer, the obvious question popped into her head:  how had someone got in here?  Had Sylvia let someone in?  And did that mean Becky could get out?
 
   These thoughts still ran through her head as the door opened.  She peeked over the edge of the island and caught a glimpse of her attacker as he entered.  She’d seen him before—or at least people who looked like him.  That had been last year when she had switched bodies with Emma and Russian gangsters had taken Emma and Dan captive.  This guy looked exactly as those had, except he carried an Uzi instead of an AK-47, not that it mattered in either case as she had only the frying pan.
 
   Her suspicions were confirmed when the man growled something in Russian into the headset he wore.  If she were lucky, he had reported the kitchen all clear and would move on to another room.  She wasn’t that lucky, as the man continued to make his way across the room; he swept his gun from one side to the other, as if he expected an ambush.
 
   He stopped at the pint of ice cream she’d left on the counter.  He stuck a finger into the ice cream and then spoke into his headset again.  Becky resisted the urge to curse out loud; he’d figured out that someone had been in the kitchen recently.  He had probably radioed his buddies to tell them to all come down here to flush her out.  
 
   Her grip on the skillet tightened even further as the man approached the island.  Becky took a deep breath, to steady her nerves.  Last time she’d fought these Russians in the scarlet armor, invulnerable to their bullets.  This time she would have to do it on her own.  That or surrender, in which case she knew what would happen to her and Dan.  These thugs would rape both of them before they were killed.
 
   The Russian rounded the corner of the island, so close Becky could smell the sweat on him.  Any moment he would turn the corner, see her there, and fill her full of lead.  At least she could try to get in a lick with the skillet.
 
   Before the man could find her, Becky heard something metal drop to the floor across the room.  The man spun around to search for the source of the sound.  That gave her the opening she needed.
 
   Becky swung the skillet as hard as she could.  Her aim was right on the money; the skillet came down on the back of the man’s head.  The vibration from it ran all along her arm, but she managed to keep hold of the skillet.  To her horror the Russian didn’t go down right away.  He spun around and brought his weapon to bear—
 
   She swung the skillet again, hitting him full in the face.  This time he collapsed backwards onto the floor.  She stood over him a moment, the bloody skillet still raised in her hand in case he tried to get up again.
 
   A squeak drew her attention across the room.  Someone else might have screamed at the sight of a three-foot rat on the counter, but she’d reluctantly grown used to the occasional visits of Emma’s “friend” Pepe.  “You.  How’d you get in here?”
 
   The rat seemed to understand this question, as he leaped from the counter, onto the floor, and scurried into the ballroom.  She set the skillet down on the island and replaced it with the fallen Russian’s Uzi before she followed the sound of Pepe’s claws clicking across the ballroom floor.  She braced herself for another Russian to jump out at her, but there was no one.
 
   In the foyer she saw how the rat had gotten in—and the Russians as well.  One of the goons lay on the floor, unconscious.  Tucked into his belt she saw a silver crowbar.  The front door was ajar, no doubt forced open by the crowbar.  Could it really have been that simple?
 
   She started towards the doorway until she felt a stab of pain in her ankle.  She looked down at the bracelet Sylvia had forced her to put on.  The witch had promised the bracelet was full of explosives that would go off if Becky tried to leave the house.  With a sigh, Becky knew even with an open door she was still trapped.
 
   She thought of Dan asleep upstairs.  She ran for the stairs with Pepe on her heels.  At the top of the stairs, she found another unconscious Russian.  She saw numerous tiny bites around his ankles and neck—rat bites.  But there was no way Pepe could have done all of this by himself, not when he’d been in the kitchen with her, was there?
 
   Her answer came when she reached the bedroom.  Another Russian lay in the doorway, down for the count just like the others.  Dan still lay peacefully on the bed, still asleep.
 
   Dozens of rats swarmed around him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Though she didn’t want to worry her mother and Sophie more than they already were, Aggie didn’t show up for her classes that afternoon.  In part she was afraid someone might go to the principal about her role in the fight with Glenda.  Mostly she wanted to get Akako to safety before Glenda could try to finish the job.
 
   The other kids were still too stunned by what they’d seen to intervene while Aggie took Akako in her arms to carry her out the side door.  The little girl clung to her; she fell asleep as Aggie ran.  She went as fast as she could until she reached the bleachers of the football stadium, where she set Akako on the ground.  
 
   Aggie said the words for a first aid spell to heal the cuts and bruises on Akako’s face.  Nothing happened.  She tried again, but still there was no difference.  “Oh no,” she said.  “I can’t be out already.”
 
   When she had been a teenager the very first time, just a novice witch under her mother’s tutelage, she frequently overexerted her unstable power.  She would usually pass out for a day or two before she recovered enough to try again.  “Don’t be so greedy, Agnes,” Mother would tell her.  “You can’t do everything at once.  Think of your power like a flower growing inside you.  You have to give it time to bloom.”
 
   Agnes still didn’t listen.  She didn’t want to wait to bloom; she wanted to be a witch, like Mother, Glenda, and the rest.  In the privacy of her bedroom, she worked on her spells until she felt light-headed, at which point Sophie would tell Mother on her.
 
   It was the same thing now.  She didn’t want to wait for her power to bloom.  She wanted it back at its adult strength so she could heal Akako and then they could figure out a spell to use to get out of here.  After a third attempt, she stamped her foot when nothing happened.  “It’s not fair.  Why won’t it work?”
 
   Akako’s eyes fluttered open.  Her voice sounded muffled by her swollen gums and probably some broken teeth as well.  “Agnes, are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine.  How about you?”
 
   “I’ve been better.”  She put a hand to her head and then untied her remaining pigtail to shake her hair free.  This made her look slightly older, more like the Akako Aggie remembered, the one she’d come to love after Red died.  Akako looked around the bleachers with her one good eye and then back at Aggie.  “What are we doing here?”
 
   “I wanted to heal you, but it didn’t work.  I’m out of power.”  Aggie stared down at her useless hands.  “I’m not even a novice yet.”
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it.”
 
   “When?  By the time I graduate?”
 
   Akako shrugged, no doubt because it hurt her to talk at the moment.  Aggie winced at this thought; she realized how selfish she was to worry about her magic when Akako was in such sorry condition.  She forced a smile to her face as she said, “I guess we’ll have to fix you up the old-fashioned way.”
 
   The question became where to go.  If they went to a hospital, the doctors and nurses would want to call their parents and then they’d both be in big trouble.  Though Mother wouldn’t be at home, Aggie didn’t want to go there either in case Sophie showed up or asked Sylvia to swing by to look for her.  
 
   As if she’d read Aggie’s mind, Akako said, “We can go to my house.  Daddy won’t be home from work for a few hours.”
 
   Aggie bristled at the way Akako said this, as if Renee Kim had momentarily possessed her.  “Are you sure?  If he comes home early—”
 
   “It’ll be fine.”  Akako held out her hand; from the way her knees wobbled, Aggie knew it was more to keep her on her feet than a childish gesture.
 
   As they walked along the sidewalk, Aggie kept an eye out for Glenda, should she and her friends try an ambush.  No one bothered them until they reached the front gates of Woodbridge Heights.  This time the window of the booth was open so Aggie could see an elderly man inside; he stared at a television monitor.  He looked up at their approach and his face darkened with concern.  “What happened to you, Miss Kim?”
 
   “A fight at school,” Akako said in a girlish voice—her Renee voice.  
 
   “I should call your father—”
 
   “It’s really not that bad.  I just need some rest.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.  It looks pretty serious to me.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  Aggie will help me clean up.”
 
   “Now, Miss Kim, you know your father’s rules.  You’re not supposed to have friends over unless he’s around.”
 
   Akako’s voice went even higher as she whined, “We’re not having a slumber party.  She’s just going to help me clean up and then she’ll leave.”  Akako turned her good eye to Aggie.  “Isn’t that right?”
 
   “Yes.  It won’t be long.”
 
   Floyd the security guard considered this for a moment and then sighed.  “All right.  But you girls behave.  Don’t get up to any monkey business.”
 
   “We won’t,” Akako said.  The gates opened for her to walk inside; she pressed herself against Aggie for support.  Her voice sounded more normal as she said, “We probably won’t have much time before he calls Daddy at work.”
 
   “Maybe we should go somewhere else.”
 
   “We’ll just hit the medicine cabinet and then get some clothes and leave.  Shouldn’t be too long.”
 
   “You’re the boss,” Aggie said.  Indeed in this universe Akako seemed to be in charge far more often than not, despite her youth and small size.  Now I know how Rebecca feels, Aggie thought as they walked down the sidewalk, past rows of opulent houses.
 
   Akako’s house was at the end of a cul-de-sac and was the largest one of all.  It was nearly as  big as the Joubert estate back in France, with the columns and façade of a government building or a royal palace.  “This is where you live?” Aggie said.
 
   “Daddy likes to show off,” Akako said.  “Come on!”  Her injuries seemed forgotten for a moment as she tugged Aggie up the sidewalk to the front steps.  She reached into her pocket for a key and then unlocked the door.  She motioned for Aggie to hurry inside.
 
   “Isn’t it beautiful?” Akako asked.
 
   “It is,” Aggie said.  Indeed the house looked ready for a shoot in Better Homes & Gardens.  Not only because of the opulent, tasteful furniture or the artwork on the walls, but because the place was spotless.  Not a single stray paper in sight.
 
   Akako seemed possessed by Renee Kim again as she practically skipped through the main hallway, to the stairs that wound up to the second floor.  “Come on, Agnes.  I want to show you my room.”
 
   “Akako, your father—”
 
   “Don’t worry about Daddy.  Come on!”
 
   Aggie followed her friend upstairs; she stopped for a moment at the top of the stairs to catch her breath.  Akako motioned to Aggie again.  When Aggie didn’t immediately follow, Akako stamped her foot on the floor.  “Hurry up, Agnes.  My room is right here.”
 
   Renee Kim’s bedroom was the first one Aggie had ever seen with a case of schizophrenia.  One half looked like a little girl’s room with a canopy bed, a cat ballerina lamp on the nightstand next to it, and a toy box at the foot of the bed.  A desk took up the opposite wall, stacks of books on calculus, trigonometry, and geometry piled up on it.  The periodic table was tacked above the desk, as well as a star chart and an Einstein poster.  The third wall was taken up by a box window that featured a daybed that seemed to be a focal point for the two halves of the room—one half featured stuffed toys and the other a laptop computer.
 
   Aggie shivered as she remembered her earlier thought about Rebecca.  It occurred to her that Emma Earl’s bedroom in Parkdale had probably looked much the same, albeit without the box window because her parents didn’t have the money for a mansion.  Renee Kim was similarly young and gifted; she had skipped grades at an even faster clip so she would have her diploma before she got her period.  Aggie finally understood that in this universe she was Rebecca and Akako was Emma, while the actual Emma Earl had become Agnes Chiostro.  Aggie leaned against a post of the canopy bed, suddenly feeling weak.
 
   “Agnes, what’s wrong?” Akako asked.  Her girlish glee had evaporated.
 
   “I just figured this place out.”  She explained her theory to Akako that Sylvia had sent them to a universe where their roles were all reversed.
 
   “So does that mean if we stay here I’ll become the Scarlet Knight?” Akako asked.  She displayed her bloody mouth as she smiled.  That smile quickly faded and her eyes widened.  “Oh God, do you think Daddy is going to die?  I’ve already lost Mommy—”
 
   “I don’t think we have to worry about that.”
 
   “But you don’t know that, do you?”  Tears leaked out from Akako’s swollen eye.  The rest of her face turned red, albeit not the same color as the dried blood.  “I mean, if you’re Becky and I’m Emma and Emma is you—”
 
   “But not exactly,” Aggie said.  “My mother isn’t mean like Rebecca’s and we don’t live in a trailer.  Your mother is dead but your father is still alive.  And Emma is a teacher, not a seamstress like me.”
 
   Akako wiped the tears from her cheeks.  “I guess you’re right.  There probably isn’t even a Scarlet Knight here.”
 
   “Just as well.  We won’t have to worry about seeing what Marlin’s like here.”
 
   Akako laughed at this, some of her good humor restored.  She held out her hand for Aggie to take.  “Come on, Daddy keeps the medicines in his bathroom.”
 
   The master bedroom looked as unlived-in as the rest of the house.  The only personal item was a photo beside the bed that showed Akako’s father with his arm around the shoulders of a young Asian woman who looked very much like Akako as an adult.  The woman cradled a baby swaddled in a pink blanket in her arms.
 
   “That’s Mommy,” Akako said, her voice hollow.  “She died when I was a baby.”
 
   “When Renee was a baby.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Akako smiled grotesquely again.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Are you feeling all right?  I mean other than your face.”
 
   “I can feel her inside me.  Renee.  Don’t you feel that other Agnes inside you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s probably because I’m better attuned to it.  Or maybe because I’m not really supposed to be Renee.”  She began to cry again as she looked up at Aggie.  “Do you think I’ll just fade away?  That one day there won’t be any me left, just Renee?”
 
   “We aren’t going to let that happen.  We’re going to get home soon, as soon as my power is back.”
 
   “What if it doesn’t come back?  Or what if by the time it does, I’m gone?  What if there’s no me to send back?”
 
   Aggie squatted down and took Akako into her arms.  She stroked Akako’s hair while the little girl sobbed.  “I won’t let that happen,” she whispered.  “I love you too much to let you go.”  She closed her eyes and repeated those words over and over again like a mantra.  As she did, she felt something happen; a tingle ran throughout her body.  The tingle became a burning sensation, as if her entire body were on fire.  She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.
 
   Though her eyes were closed, she saw a tunnel of white light and felt herself being drawn along it.  This is it, she thought.  We’re going home!  She tried to grab Akako, but she couldn’t feel anything around her.  Ahead, she saw the end of the tunnel—too late she realized it was a dark abyss, not her way home.  As she plunged into the abyss, she could feel her body fall backwards, to collapse onto the floor of Akako’s father’s bedroom.  Distantly she could hear Akako scream her name, but she couldn’t answer as the darkness swallowed her up.
 
   ***
 
   She awoke to the sound of Akako’s voice.  Not the high-pitched voice of a nine-year-old, but the deeper, more confident voice Aggie had heard whisper into her ear so many mornings in bed.  “Agnes, can you hear me?”
 
   Aggie’s eyes blinked open and she smiled.  Akako hovered over her, the adult she’d last seen in the archives, before Sylvia brought them here.  She’d done it.  She’d really done it!  She’d brought them home.
 
   She tried to turn her head, but her entire body felt leaden, so that she could only see a swath of floral-print wallpaper over Akako’s shoulder.  Aggie’s eyes narrowed at this.  The wallpaper wasn’t the same as in her house in Rampart City, nor the estate in France.  “Where am I?” she asked.  Her words slurred as if she were drunk.
 
   “You’re safe.”  Akako sat at the edge of the bed to run a hand through Aggie’s hair.  Akako smiled down at her, that smile no longer marred by blood and swollen lips.  
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You saved me.  I don’t know how, but you did it.”
 
   “I did it.”  Aggie breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m so tired.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Get some rest.  That spell took a lot out of you.”
 
   Aggie heard a door creep open.  A little girl’s voice said, “Is she awake?”
 
   “Yes, but she’s very tired.”
 
   Aggie forced her head to move to the left.  She groaned again when she saw Renee Kim there, clad in a plaid skirt and a black T-shirt so short she must have worn it as a toddler.  Her hair was back in its pigtails and looked freshly dyed.  She bore none of the cuts or bruises from the fight with Glenda.  It was Renee Kim the wanna-be Goth girl, the girl Akako was supposed to have been.  Only now a fully grown Akako put an arm around Renee’s shoulder; she looked so much like Renee’s mother in the photo in the master bedroom.
 
   Despite her pale makeup, Renee’s face beamed as she grinned at Aggie.  “Wow, I can’t believe it.  You really are a witch!  I thought all that magic and stuff was a bunch of bullshit—”  Akako cleared her throat; Renee looked down at the floor, chastised.  “I thought it was a lie, but you really do have magic powers.”
 
   “We’re still here, aren’t we?  I’m still a kid?” Aggie asked.
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “But then how—”
 
   “I don’t know.  One minute we were hugging and I was crying and sure I was going to lose my mind and the next I was lying on the floor next to Renee.”
 
   “Can you hear them?”
 
   “The others?  No.”  It was Akako’s turn to look down at the floor sadly.  “I’m still cut off.”
 
   Aggie managed to push herself into a seated position.  She could see her stomach press against the sheets to confirm what she had thought.  While she had somehow changed Akako back to herself, Aggie hadn’t done the same for herself.  “So where are we?”
 
   “In one of the guest rooms,” Renee said.  “Daddy doesn’t ever come in here unless Grammy is staying over.”  
 
   Akako put her hand on Aggie’s still-flat chest.  “Just take it easy, Agnes.  You need some time to recuperate.”
 
   Aggie wanted to argue, but she didn’t have the strength for it.  She wouldn’t be able to get far right now, not unless Akako had a wheelbarrow handy.  Even then, she didn’t know where she would go.  Sophie would surely tell Mother that Aggie had gotten into a fight and ditched school and then Aggie would be grounded.  She smiled slightly at this thought; she hadn’t ever worried about being grounded before.  In the 16th Century the preferred punishment had been a thrashing with the blacksmith’s belt, which she’d endured when she’d kissed a mortal boy brought in to help with the harvest.  Sophie had never gotten the belt; she was always the good one.  As for Sylvia, she’d gotten to be quite familiar with the blacksmith, always the one to rebel against authority.  Some things never changed.
 
   Her eyes closed on their own to plunge her into sleep once more.  The next time she woke up, she let out a gasp to see Renee’s face in the moonlight, her eye sockets darkened and skin lightened so she looked like the Grim Reaper.  “Aggie?  It’s me, Renee.”
 
   “Hi,” Aggie said.
 
   Renee sat on the edge of the bed as Akako had earlier.  “Your friend is across the hall, taking a nap.”
 
   “What about your father?”
 
   “Daddy’s working in his office.  As usual.”
 
   The sadness in Renee’s voice prompted Aggie to lift up her arm, which no longer felt quite so heavy, to pat the little girl’s thigh.  “I’m sure your father loves you.”
 
   “I know.”  Renee smeared her thick mascara as she wiped at her eyes.  “He blames me for it.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For Mommy.  After she had me, she wasn’t the same.  She was sad all the time.  I can’t really remember, but that’s what Consuela, our maid, says.  The doctors said she had postpartum depression.  They gave her some pills for it, but they didn’t help.  Then one day she left me in my crib and she drove out to the harbor and she just kept going.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “If I hadn’t been born, she would still be happy.  She’d still be here.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s not what she wanted.  I’m sure wherever she is, she’s very proud for how you’ve turned out—how you’re going to turn out.”
 
   “Maybe.  I wish Daddy and I could be happy, you know?  Like normal people.”
 
   “You have to give him time, dear,” Aggie said.  She thought of how long she’d grieved over Alejandro’s death—a century and a half, until Red and then Akako came into her life.  “It can take a long time to recover from losing someone you love.”
 
   “I never told Aggie any of that.  I mean, not the real Aggie.  I don’t think she’d understand like you do.”
 
   “Yes, I think the real Aggie is too young to understand that, but she will in time.  Just like you will, when you’re a grown-up.”
 
   “Sometimes I wish I could wake up and be a grown-up.  Do you think you could do that?”
 
   “No, dear, I couldn’t.”  Though she was still in this teenage body, something about Renee’s youth and innocence brought out the grandmother in her.  If she could get out of bed, she’d go downstairs to bake some cookies and brew a pot of tea, as she’d done for her grandchildren and then later for Emma and Rebecca.  There were some advantages to being an old woman, she supposed.
 
   “You can’t or you won’t?”
 
   “I can’t right now, but I wouldn’t even if I could.”  Aggie strained to move her hand up to touch Renee’s magenta hair.  “You would only be a grown-up on the outside.  Inside you’d still be a child.  Does that make sense?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “You should savor this time.  It won’t come again—for most people.”  Aggie smiled.  “And trust me, it’s not any more fun even if you’ve done it a few times.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I’m living proof.”
 
   Renee returned Aggie’s smile and then nodded in the direction of the doorway.  “So what’s the story with you and Akako?  You came from a parallel universe?”
 
   “Yes.  Another witch—my sister—accidentally used a spell to bring us here.”
 
   “And in that other universe, you two are a couple?”
 
   “Yes.  Akako and I love each other very much.”
 
   “So you two are gay?”
 
   “Where I came from I was married to a man—a wonderful man—for fifty years.  Then later, long after he died, I met another man—a boy, really.  But he died saving my life.  When he did, Akako found me.  Where she came from, she and I were married, except there I was a man.”
 
   “That’s so weird.”
 
   “Very.”
 
   “So it’s like you two were destined to be together.  Star-crossed lovers and everything.”  Renee sighed.  “That’s so romantic.”
 
   “Yes, I guess it is.”
 
   “What are you going to do if you can’t get home?  I mean, what if you’re stuck here?”
 
   Aggie thought about this for a moment.  She thought back to what she’d told Akako before at school, about how nothing would change, no matter how old or young they were.  That had been when she was six years older than Akako.  Now she was about ten years younger.  Akako would be the one who would have to wait for her to grow up.  Only three years, but even then Akako would be almost twice Aggie’s age, at least in most everyone’s minds.  She shook away these doubts.  Akako had given up her entire life in her own world to be with Aggie; she wouldn’t abandon Aggie just because of what other people thought.
 
   “We’ll make it work,” Aggie said.  “That’s what you do when you’re in love.”
 
   Renee nodded at this.  “You must really love her.  I mean, you were like practically dead when Akako and I woke up.  You were all pasty and cold—”
 
   Aggie thought back to those last moments, when she had hugged Akako and said how much she loved her.  Before that, during the fight, Akako had looked to her—
 
   “Oh my God, I understand now!” Aggie blurted out.
 
   “Understand what?” Renee asked.
 
   “How we get home,” Aggie said.  “But we’re going to need help.”
 
   ***
 
   The Kim household didn’t have a wheelbarrow Akako could use to roll Aggie along, but by eleven-thirty Aggie felt strong enough that she only needed to lean against Akako for support, the same way Akako had leaned against her after the fight.  Just in case, they had borrowed a cane that belonged to Renee’s grandmother.  Aggie held on to the cane but she didn’t use it; in all her years as an old woman she’d never once used a cane and she wouldn’t start now if she could help it.
 
   To get out of the Kim house didn’t prove to be much of a challenge.  Renee had provided the distraction they needed when her father came upstairs to demand she go to bed.  “Dad-dy,” Renee shrieked, their signal to set out for the stairs.  “I’m not a baby anymore.”
 
   “You only nine years old and you live in my house.  You go to bed when I say you go to bed,” her father said.  “And why you wear so much makeup?  I told you no makeup.”
 
   “This isn’t just makeup.  I’m expressing myself.”  Aggie and Akako waited against the wall outside Renee’s bedroom.  Renee had enough experience in arguments with her father that they’d been able to script things almost verbatim.  “You’re always trying to censor me!”
 
   “You keep wearing makeup and I send you to Sagamore.”
 
   “You can’t do that!  What about my friends?”
 
   “What friends?  That Joubert girl?  She no good.”
 
   While Aggie wanted to hear Mr. Kim’s opinion of her, she felt Akako pull at her to indicate it was time for them to go.  As they started down the stairs, she heard Renee shout, “Agnes is my best friend in the whole world!”  This was an unscripted line, but Aggie knew it was really a goodbye to her, because if everything worked out, Aggie would not see her again.  Or at least not this her—the real Aggie for this universe would still be here.
 
   Such thoughts made Aggie’s head spin, or maybe it was from all this exertion.  She still felt heavy—heavier than usual—but she was determined to finish this tonight if at all possible.  The longer she stayed here, the more she risked she would become the Aggie who belonged here, the one who wore Goth makeup and clothes in a vain attempt to fit in.  And there was no way to know what the long-term effects might be if Akako stayed here as herself.
 
   Akako shut the front door behind them just as Renee’s bedroom door slammed shut.  They had the short climb down the stairs and then the longer walk down the silent streets of Woodbridge Heights.  Aggie didn’t have the energy to say anything.  She and Akako both knew the risks involved with this plan; they didn’t need to rehash these.  
 
   The next problem came as they neared the front gate.  Floyd the security guard would have gone home by now and someone else would have taken his place.  From what Renee had said, the other guards weren’t so friendly.  They would probably want Akako to show her ID, which was probably still on the floor of the archives back in their own world.  Then the police would be called and the two of them would be brought up on trespassing charges.
 
   “Hi guys,” Renee whispered from behind them.  She had wiped off her makeup and changed into a yellow nightgown, but still wore her miniature combat boots.
 
   “You have any trouble getting past your father?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Please.  I’ve been sneaking out of my bedroom since I was six.”  
 
   Aggie couldn’t help but smile at this.  That Renee had come up with these first stages of the plan further indicated she really was an equal to the Emma Aggie knew back in her own world.  Unlike Emma, Renee had a mischievous streak.  From their conversation earlier, Aggie suspected this mischievous streak was mostly a mechanism to cope, and maybe a subconscious way to hurt her father.  In time the girl would probably outgrow this—or she might get herself killed first.  “Just be careful, dear.”
 
   “I will.”  Renee gave them a daredevil’s wink before she ran up to the gate.  “Hey, you!  Let me out of this zoo!”
 
   A man’s voice said from inside the guard house, “I’m sorry, little girl, but no minors are allowed outside the gates at night without a parent’s permission.”
 
   “Little girl?  Who are you calling a little girl?”
 
   “Young lady, if you don’t go home right now, I’ll have to call your parents.”
 
   Right on cue, Renee began to sob.  As she did, Akako and Aggie eased up against the wall, where a door led from the security guard’s booth to inside the community.  “Parents?  I only have one, you big jerk!”
 
   “I’m sorry, little girl—”
 
   “You just wait until I get home and tell him how mean you were to me.  He’s going to have your ass!”
 
   The door from the security booth opened; the guard hurried out with his hands up as if to surrender to Renee.  He didn’t see Akako and Aggie in the shadows.  Aggie stuck out the end of the cane to keep the door open.  “Look, I’m sorry,” the guard said.  “Why don’t you go home and we’ll forget it ever happened?”
 
   Aggie stood in the doorway for a moment and looked back at Renee.  The clever little girl nodded to her as a final farewell.  Then she began to sniffle pathetically.  “I don’t know if I can forget about this,” she said.
 
   Aggie went through the doorway, into the booth, where Akako already had the other door open to let them out.  They hurried along; Aggie again leaned against Akako for support.  “Are you sure she’ll be all right?” Akako asked.
 
   “I think she can take care of herself.”
 
   “She’s a much better Renee Kim than I was.”
 
   “You just needed more practice.”
 
   They chuckled at this but soon lapsed into silence again as they headed for the park.  Aggie wasn’t surprised to find the “coven” gathered there, Glenda in the center of the lighted pentagram to chant her nonsense.  She stopped in mid-chant as Aggie and Akako came to stand at the edge of the circle.
 
   “You’re just in time, Agnes.  We were putting a curse on you.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of your curses.”
 
   “Yeah?  So who’s that?  Your babysitter?”
 
   “This is my friend, Akako.  She came to help me show you guys how to do real magic.”
 
   “Our magic is real,” Glenda snapped.
 
   “I mean like I used on you earlier.”
 
   “That wasn’t magic.  That was a parlor trick.  You probably had some lights sewn into your clothes or something.”
 
   Aggie let go of Akako’s arm and limped forward on her own.  She used the cane to part the joined hands of two girls in order to let herself into the circle, where she planted herself in front of Glenda like in a Wild West movie.  “You’ve been going about this the wrong way,” Aggie said.  “Magic—real magic—isn’t about saying words and drawing shapes with candles.  It’s not about the rituals.”
 
   “Then what is it, Agnes?  A bunch of special effects like you used?”
 
   “No, it’s love.”
 
   “Love?  What bullshit.”
 
   Aggie snuck a glance at the girls in the circle to read their faces in the candlelight.  They had seen what she had done earlier against Glenda; now was the time to give them another glimpse of it.  Aggie lurched forward and wrapped her arms around Glenda, who tried to wriggle free, but couldn’t.  “Glenda, I love you,” Aggie said.
 
   “You love me?  Get your hands off me you fucking fag!”
 
   “I don’t mean like that.  I mean I love you as my mentor.  After my mother died, you took me under your wing and you showed me everything I could be.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Aggie leaned closer to Glenda and felt the tingle from earlier, only not as strong.  Her hands began to glow as she put them on Glenda’s shoulders.  Glenda again tried to escape, but Aggie’s hands had become too strong, to grip her like steel clamps.  The glow from Aggie’s hands spread to Glenda’s shoulders, to migrate across the rest of her body.
 
   Some of the other girls gasped while others screamed as they watched their leader glow with white light just as Aggie had at school earlier.  Then the glow began to subside; it faded away to reveal not the angry young girl who had stood in the circle just a minute ago, but an elegant old woman in a flowing white robe.  She held up her wrinkled hands and then put a hand to her long white hair.  “What did you do to me?”
 
   “This is who you are,” Aggie said.  “Who you really are.  It’s who you can become if you stop fooling around and put yourself on the true path.”
 
   Aggie left Glenda there to stammer incoherently, while she addressed the rest of her coven.  “This is what all of you can be, if you stop giving in to hate and vengeance, and give in to love instead.”  She held her hands straight up into the air and felt her knees about to buckle, but she forced herself to stay upright.  The white glow from her hands formed a circle in the air, first over her head and then it grew exponentially until it covered the entire coven.  Aggie closed her eyes; she heard girlish screams turn to the coughs of elderly women.
 
   When she opened her eyes again, she saw the coven, just as it was back on her world.  Like Glenda, the girls had all become old women in pure white robes.  They stared at each other and their own hands in disbelief.  “You see now,” Aggie whispered.  Then she finally let herself sag to the ground.  
 
   She lay at the center of the former pentagram, its candles snuffed out now.  Akako started towards her, but Aggie waved her back; she didn’t want to risk that some of the residual magic might affect her.  She didn’t have the strength to scream as she saw Sophie charge towards her.  “Agnes!  What are you—?”
 
   The moment Sophie stepped inside the circle, she underwent the same transformation as the others.  The Sophie who knelt at Aggie’s side had silver hair, far more wrinkles, and no more glasses, but her eyes remained the same.  “Agnes?  What’s going on here?  What did you do?”
 
   “I showed them their true selves.”
 
   Like the others, Sophie held up a wrinkled hand to study it.  “But why me?  I’m not one of them.  I never went for any of that stuff.”
 
   Aggie reached up to take her sister’s hand and squeeze it.  “You’re my sister, Sophie.  Not just my sister by blood, but my sister in magic.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I never should have let you go to America.  I knew it was dangerous.  Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”  She looked into Sophie’s eyes.  “You are one of them.  You and Sylvia and Mother—at least if you want to be.”
 
   “You think I want to come out here at night to recite bad poetry?”
 
   “Sophie—”
 
   “I don’t know, Agnes.  It’s a lot to take in.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Aggie said.  She nodded as the last sparks of white light faded from the night air.  Sophie reverted back to her teenage form, as did the others in the circle.  “Just promise me you’ll think about it.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Akako broke through the circle to join Sophie at Aggie’s side.  “Are you all right, Agnes?”
 
   “I’m a little tired,” Aggie said, which was an understatement; she felt as if someone had poured a foot of cement over her entire body.  “I’ll be fine.”
 
   Sophie turned her head to study Akako.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “My friend, Akako.”
 
   “Isn’t she a little old to be your friend?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   Sophie’s eyes narrowed and then she shook her head.  “Whenever you guys are done playing, you’d better get your butt home.  Mom is worried sick.”  She tousled Aggie’s hair and then added, “So hurry up, you little brat.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Sophie nodded to her and Akako and then walked away to gradually fade away into the night.  Aggie wanted to call after her, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good.  Her Sophie was dead, nothing could change that now.  But maybe this Sophie would start to realize what she could really do.
 
   Aggie felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Glenda over her.  Except now Glenda smiled at her, her face a mask of calm.  “I think it’s time for you two to go home,” Glenda said.  She extended her other hand, which Aggie took.  “Thank you, Agnes.”
 
   “It’s the least I could do for my sisters.”
 
   Glenda nodded to her and then brought the others together in a huddle to discuss what they had to do.  A few minutes later they spread out in a circle around Aggie and Akako; they joined hands as before.  Only now they didn’t light candles or chant.  They didn’t say anything at all; they merely stood there with their eyes closed and swayed a little bit.  
 
   Still, Aggie could feel their thoughts; the love exuded from them to wash over her like a wave.  She took Akako’s hand in both of hers; she didn’t want to get separated again, wherever they ended up.  A circle of purple light opened above them to pull at them as it had in the archives.  This time Aggie didn’t try to fight it.  As it sucked her in, she caught one final glimpse of Sophie at the edge of the park, waving goodbye to her.
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Chapter 25
 
   Jim’s original plan to carry Emma through the sewers lasted all of five minutes.  He managed to get her down the ladder safely, but it wasn’t long before she began to cough and wheeze.  Her face, which was still bright red, began to trend towards purple again.  He set her down on the bank of the sewer and used the whistle the nurse had given him to squirt medicine into Emma’s throat.  Her situation improved slightly, but not much.
 
   He carried her back up to the surface.  The problem then became how he could carry her and not draw too much attention to himself.  He didn’t know if the nurse or Coach had called the police, but he had to assume they had.  If not them, then those policemen he’d knocked out would call for backup when they regained consciousness.  It wouldn’t be hard for the police to spot Jim with a young blond girl over his shoulder.
 
   If he knew anything about cars, he might have been able to steal one.  If he had any money, he could have called for a taxi or taken a bus.  If he had less of a conscience he could have threatened someone to give him a ride.  Since none of these applied, he decided to carry her over his shoulder and try to avoid the busiest streets.
 
   As it turned out, he didn’t need to worry.  At the moment plenty of people ran through the streets with women—men and children as well—over their shoulders.  Police and fire vehicles lined the streets while civilian traffic piled up even more than usual.  
 
   Everywhere Jim went, he saw people scurry around with looks of fear.  The reason for this became clear as he neared Executive Plaza, the center of the city’s financial district.  Black smoke rose in the air, to remind him of where he’d found Emma.  Police dressed in riot gear blocked the streets off while fire crews worked to put out the flames that rose from a glass building across the street from Robinson Tower, the city’s tallest structure.  
 
   As Jim stared at this scene, he felt a beefy hand clamp down on his shoulder.  “Hey, buddy,” a man’s voice said.  Jim turned around and thought maybe Coach had found him, or those policemen from the college.  Instead it was another policeman in riot gear like the others nearby.  “There’s a clinic over on 4th being used for triage.”  The man pointed to the southwest.
 
   “Thank you,” he said.  He hurried into the crowd and shuffled along with other people whose dress clothes looked as dirty and ragged as his own.  The policeman must have thought he was one of these victims of whatever had happened to the building and that Emma had been hurt.  
 
   He moved along with the crowd until he reached Albertson Boulevard, at which point he veered off to the left, towards the historical district.  Though he had never been there, he knew from Pepe that Emma lived there with her friend.  She would be safe there, or at least so he hoped.
 
   And maybe familiar surroundings would bring her back to normal.  He didn’t know exactly what had happened to make her this way, but he knew the woman with the dark red hair was responsible.  He’d already seen that she had magic powers, powers she must have used against Emma.  Why she would turn Emma into this slight blond girl he didn’t know; at the moment it didn’t matter.  All that mattered was to get her to someplace safe, where she could breathe easily.
 
   He stopped at an empty park bench to squirt more medicine into her lungs.  He put a hand on her cheek, which still looked rosy, though her breathing was more relaxed now, with only a slight whistle.  “You be fine,” he whispered to her.  “We fix you.”
 
   He entered the historical district to find the streets deserted.  There were no cars along the streets or anyone else on the sidewalks.  He saw the television still turned on inside a house, but couldn’t see anyone else inside.  In another window he saw pots boiling over on a stove and black smoke from an oven, as if whoever lived in the house had simply abandoned the place.
 
   He pressed Emma tighter to his body and looked about him warily for any sign of a trap.  When he heard a squeak behind him, he spun around and growled, prepared to find another policeman.  Instead it was one of his scouts from Pepe’s tribe.
 
   “What going on?” he asked in ratspeak.  The rat explained Pepe had found Emma’s fat friend and another female in a very large house some distance away.  Some bad men had broken in, but Pepe and his contingent arrived in time to save Emma’s friend.  “Tell him I take the queen to her nest,” he said.
 
   As for why the streets were abandoned, the rat didn’t have any idea.  From what the scout said, humans were in a panic all over the city for some reason.  “Something bad happen,” Jim said mostly to himself.  “Something very bad.”
 
   The scout hurried off to relay Jim’s message to Pepe.  For a moment Jim stood on the sidewalk; he wondered if he should go with the scout, to take Emma to her friend.  A glance at her and he decided she was in too delicate of a condition to tramp across the city again.  Better to take his chances and take her home, to her bed.
 
   The door was locked, which didn’t come as a surprise, since obviously Emma and her friend weren’t at home.  Jim decided that since no one was around he’d dispense with subtlety and set Emma down on the front steps to pick up a rock the size of a baseball.  This he threw through the glass part of the front door.  It was easy enough then to reach his hand inside to unlock the door.
 
   While Pepe had told Jim of the house, he’d never given Jim the exact layout.  He found the stairs and carried her up to the second floor.  The first room he encountered was the bathroom, followed by a room of towels.  The next room was a bedroom with a bed that seemed as wide as a sewer pipe.  Was this Emma’s room?  He carried her over to the nightstand and saw a picture of a man with red hair who could have been Emma’s brother next to a very fat woman in front of a brick building.  He recognized her from when she had switched bodies with Emma.
 
   He continued his search and found another bedroom with nothing in it at all.  Finally he came to the opposite end of the hallway and opened the door.  Right away he knew he’d found Emma’s room by the sheer number of books stacked up.  The bed wasn’t as big as in her friend’s room, but it was more than big enough for Emma in her present state.  He pulled aside the blankets to set her down on the mattress and eased her head onto the pillow.
 
   After he pulled the blankets up to her chin, he didn’t know what he should do.  He stood over her indecisively and wondered if he should go downstairs to find her something to eat and drink or stay here in case her asthma worsened again.  As he considered this, her eyes opened.
 
   They weren’t the eyes he remembered, the irises so pale blue they were nearly colorless.  These eyes widened as she looked around the room.  She sat up and put a hand on her chest.  The whistling started again as she struggled to breathe.  He leaned down to put a hand on her arm, but this only prompted her to gasp.  “Who are you?” she asked, her voice softer than before.
 
   “Jim.  You remember?”
 
   “No.”  She looked around the room.  “Where am I?”
 
   “You bedroom.”
 
   “My bedroom?  But this isn’t the dorm.”
 
   “Dorm?”
 
   “The dormitory, where I live at school, with Amanda.”  Emma gasped again.  “Where’s Amanda?  Did you do something to her?”
 
   “Who Amanda?”
 
   “My roommate.”  Emma put a hand to her temple.  “Oh no.  The fire.  I was trying to get her out.  I was lowering her on a ladder I made.”  She reached out to take his arm; tears sparkled in her eyes.  “Do you know if she made it?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “We have to call the hospital or the police, or somebody.  I have to know.”
 
   She tried to grab the phone on the nightstand, but he took her wrist.  “Not call anyone,” he said.  “You relax.  Sleep.  You safe now.”
 
   “Sleep?  Did you bring me here…are you going to rape me?”  Her face had gone from rosy to bright red; her breathing turned ragged and labored.
 
   “I not hurt you.”  He bent down to look her in the eye.  “It me, Jim.  You my friend.”
 
   “My friend?”  She rubbed her temple and winced as if in pain.  “I don’t remember seeing you before.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “Emma?  My name’s Megan.  Megan Putnam.”
 
   This hit Jim like a slap in the face.  He wondered if perhaps he and Pepe’s highly-trained noses had been wrong.  Maybe this girl really wasn’t Emma.  Maybe she really was this Megan Putnam who lived at the school with someone named Amanda.  In which case, all of this had been for nothing.  “You not Emma?”
 
   “No, I’m not.  Now, can I please go?  I need to find my friend.”  Her face had turned magenta; a pronounced wheeze accompanied every breath.  
 
   He pushed her back onto the bed.  “You stay here.  Rest.  I find you friend.  What her name?”
 
   “Amanda Murdoch.”  Tears streamed down her violet cheeks.  “Please, you have to find her.  You have to make sure she’s—”  Emma’s voice—or perhaps Megan’s voice—cut off abruptly.  She put a hand to her throat and clawed at it.
 
   Jim pressed her down onto the mattress and then remembered the whistle the nurse had given him.  He reached into the pocket of Emma’s sweater to take it out and put it to her lips.  He squeezed it—nothing happened.  He tried again but still nothing happened.
 
   Her eyes widened at this and then rolled up into the back of her head.  Her face began to turn blue again, as it had been when he’d found her earlier.  “No,” he said.  “No die now.  Not now.”
 
   He reached for the telephone, but knew help couldn’t get here in time.  Again he cursed himself that he hadn’t taken her to a hospital where she could be properly looked after.  Even the nurse at the college would have been better than to bring her here to die.
 
   Her body bucked on the mattress as she struggled to get air into her lungs.  He pressed her down and did the only thing he could think of—he put his lips on hers to try to blow air into her lungs.  The moment his lips touched hers, he felt a tingle like electricity run through his body.  He didn’t pull away; he kept his lips pressed to hers to force air into her lungs.  “You no die,” he whispered.  “No die.  I love you.”
 
   ***
 
   Megan stood in a great hall; the vaulted ceiling went up at least three stories.  From this ceiling hung full-scale models of birds and even a pterodactyl.  Though she couldn’t remember being here before, she knew she was in the Plaine Museum.
 
   “Can I help you?” a woman’s voice asked.  Megan turned to see a slightly older woman with dark red hair at the ticket counter; her green eyes glared at Megan.  “You want a ticket?”
 
   Megan patted the pockets of her sweater and jeans.  “I don’t have any money.”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s free today,” the woman said.
 
   “Oh, well, I guess I will then.”
 
   As Megan approached the counter, she saw the woman’s nametag read, “Sylvia.”  Sylvia ripped off a ticket to press into Megan’s hand.  “Well, young lady, I think we’re all done here.”  She motioned for Megan to step past the counter, into the museum’s main gallery.  
 
   Megan saw the skeleton of a mastodon at the end of the gallery.  She walked towards the mastodon; her footsteps echoed throughout the museum, which at the moment seemed devoid of any other patrons.  She pressed against the velvet rope that surrounded it and yearned to touch the mastodon’s smooth tusk.
 
   She couldn’t reach it; her arm was too short.  A man’s voice said in her ear, “Excuse me.  I just need to sweep over here.”  She leaped back a step to see a burly janitor with thin brown hair and kindly blue eyes.  He winked at her and then lifted the velvet rope.  
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She stepped inside the rope and reached out again to touch the mastodon’s tusk.  The moment her hand touched it, she pulled it back.  “It’s so cold,” she said.  She turned and saw the janitor had vanished.  For that matter so had Sylvia at the ticket counter.  She was alone once more.
 
   “Hello?  Is anyone here?” she asked.  She put a hand to her chest and felt it begin to tighten.  She stepped away from the mastodon and knocked the velvet rope and herself to the floor.  The floor felt just as cold as the mastodon’s tusk.
 
   She gasped on the floor for a moment, until a hand took hers.  She saw a man with long, tangled hair in a black suit.  He helped her stand and then smiled at her to display buckteeth.  “You want tour?” he asked.
 
   Megan shook her head.  The emptiness and coldness of the museum prompted her to shiver.  “I want to go home.”
 
   “No go yet.  Not until see new exhibit.”
 
   Megan looked around, but she didn’t see anything besides the mastodon.  “What new exhibit?”
 
   “You see.  Follow me.  I give you tour.”
 
   To tour an exhibit with this man didn’t hold much appeal to her, but his shy smile and the kindness in his eyes indicated his feelings would be hurt if she didn’t.  “Well, I guess if it won’t take long.”
 
   “Not long.”  He tightened his grip on her hand.  “We go.”
 
   She followed him around a corner, into a darkened gallery.  Her chest tightened again as the tour guide dragged her into the darkness.  “What is it?” she asked.
 
   “You see,” he said.
 
   She let out a startled cry as a light snapped on to her left.  She saw a glass display case that featured a life-sized diorama of a bedroom with pink walls and a periodic table over a desk.  On the floor beside a canopy bed sat mannequins of two little girls—one chubby with lopsided brown pigtails and the other who looked nearly identical to Joanna.  The two girls were hunched over sheets of paper, a box of crayons between them.
 
   Megan took a step towards the diorama and sucked in a breath.  The mannequins looked so real that she wanted to reach out and touch their skin.  She screamed when the mannequins suddenly came to life.  The dark-haired girl held up a picture of an enormous box of a house with square windows and smoke curling from a chimney.  Beside this stood the stick figures of a woman in a pink dress, a much-taller man, and three smaller children.  “This is where we’re going to live with our children.  We’re going to have three boys—not any girls like my sisters.”
 
   “Your sisters ow nice,” the redheaded girl who looked so much like Joanna said.
 
   “No they aren’t.  They’re whiny brats, especially that Brandi.”
 
   The redheaded girl held up her picture of a medieval castle, in front of which was an oval-shaped thing with four stick legs and a stick tail Megan thought must be a horse.  A man with a sword sat on the back of the horse and behind him a woman in a blue dress, who from the red hair Megan assumed was the adult version of the girl.  “When I gwow up I’m going to mawwy a handsome pwince and we’w wive in a castle.”
 
   Megan pressed her nose to the glass; she wanted to reach out and touch the little girl’s picture of the castle.  In the bottom corner of the picture, embedded in the too-green grass, the girl had printed her name:  EMMA.  Megan put a hand to her mouth.  Then she felt the tour guide take her elbow.  “We go,” he said.
 
   They walked a few feet in the dark before another light snapped on.  “Oh my God,” Megan said.  She backed away into the tour guide’s arms.  
 
   Behind a pane of glass was another diorama, this one of a city street.  Two cars sat in the middle of the street, the nose of one buried in the front left fender of the other.  Megan’s stomach fluttered as she saw the man slumped over the wheel of the car with the damaged fender.
 
   That wasn’t the worst part.  The worst part was on the street itself, a short distance from the car.  A woman with curly auburn hair lay sprawled out on the street, a pool of blood around her.  The little girl from the previous frame knelt beside the woman, only Megan could tell the girl was a few years older now.  Tears streamed down the little girl’s cheeks as she shook the woman’s lifeless body.  “Mommy?  Mommy wake up!  Pwease!”
 
   Paramedics appeared from nowhere; one reached down to take the girl by the shoulders and pull her away from her mother’s body.  Megan wanted to turn away from the grisly scene, but the tour guide wouldn’t let her.  “Come on, honey,” the paramedic said.  “Let the nice man help your mommy.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to weave!” the girl shouted.  Her hand clutched the hem of her mother’s blouse; her grip loosened little by little until the paramedic finally managed to pull her away.  “Mommy!  Mommy, come back!”
 
   Megan turned her head and buried it in the tour guide’s shoulder as tears streamed from her cheeks.  “What kind of exhibit is this?”
 
   “Yours,” the tour guide said.  He led Megan farther down the hall.  When the next light snapped on, she didn’t want to look.  “You look.”
 
   When she finally did, she was relieved to see a much more peaceful scene.  A teenager with red hair sat in a room nearly identical to Megan’s dorm.  The girl had pimples and the beginning of breasts now, but it was clear it was the same girl whose mother had lain dead in the street.
 
   The girl sat hunched over a book on a desk, her face a mask of intense concentration.  The scene came to life as loud music shook the glass of the diorama.  The girl didn’t seem to notice this as she continued to read her book and write on a piece of paper. 
 
   Megan’s stomach fluttered again; she could feel something bad was about to happen to the girl.  A moment later the door opened and a young woman and young man stumbled into the room; they leaned against each other for support, bottles of beer in their hands.  From their gait and the way they giggled, Megan could tell they’d already drank more than a few bottles of beer.  The man planted a sloppy kiss on the woman’s cheek until she pushed him away.
 
   “Oh shit, the kid is still up.  Isn’t it past your bedtime?”
 
   “I can’t sleep,” the redheaded girl said.
 
   “Whoa, is that the little genius?” the young man asked.
 
   “Yeah, that’s the freak.  Maybe I should read her a bedtime story.”
 
   “Maybe we should go somewhere else.  This kid is giving me the creeps.”
 
   The woman sighed dramatically.  “Fine.  Let’s go to your room.”  On her way out, the woman grumbled, “Why’d they have to put the baby with me?”
 
   After the door closed, the girl put down her pencil and stared at the page in her book for a long time.  Megan pressed herself against the window and saw the tears that ran down the girl’s cheeks.  The girl took off her glasses to rub at her eyes.  Megan put her hand to the glass and wished the girl could see her, could take her hand.  “It’s all right,” she wanted to tell the girl.  “You’ll be fine.”
 
   As if the girl could hear, she reseated her glasses and went back to work.  The tour guide took Megan’s elbow again to pull her away.  “Who is she?” Megan asked.
 
   “You know,” the tour guide said.  Before she could ask any other questions, he pulled her along to the next diorama.
 
   This time Megan didn’t see the redheaded girl.  Instead, she saw a woman in scarlet armor with a golden cape in an alley, surrounded by a half-dozen men all bigger and more muscular than her.  Megan didn’t feel the same nervous flutter in her stomach this time, but she did put her hand to her mouth as she watched the woman in the armor execute a series of kung-fu moves at blinding speed.  Before Megan even had time to gasp, all six men lay on the ground at the woman’s feet.
 
   It was then the woman reached up to take off the helmet that covered her face.  She shook out a mane of red hair drenched with sweat.  With her gloved hand, she wiped the sweat off of her face.  Though the face was leaner and no longer dotted with pimples, Megan could tell it was the same girl who’d been crying in the dorm, the same girl who’d lost her mother, and the same one who had once dreamed she would marry a man with a castle.
 
   “It’s her life,” Megan said.  “This exhibit is her life.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But who is she?”
 
   “You know,” the tour guide said again.
 
   Tears came to Megan’s eyes now.  “No I don’t!” she shouted, her voice punctuated with a wheeze.  “I don’t know her.  I don’t even know me!”
 
   He started to drag her away from the diorama, but she dug in her heels on the floor.  “We go,” he said.
 
   “No!  Not until you explain this to me.”
 
   “You find out.  One last stop.”  
 
   She let him take her to the end of the gallery; the final diorama took up an entire wall.  The light snapped on to reveal the interior of a pipe that overlooked the harbor.  Freighters coasted along the water to head into or away from the setting sun.  Two people sat on rickety, mismatched chairs to watch this scene.  Megan recognized the redheaded woman in the beige suit as the same one in all of the other dioramas.  Next to her was a man in a dark suit, his face obscured by his long, tangled hair.
 
   “It’s so beautiful,” the redheaded woman said breathlessly at the same moment Megan did.
 
   “Many beautiful things people not see,” the man next to the redheaded woman said.  He looked into her eyes as he said this and now Megan could see his face clearly.
 
   “It’s you!” she said in the same breathless voice as the woman and turned to the tour guide.  He didn’t say anything; instead he leaned towards her as she leaned towards him.  Their lips met in the middle.  From the corner of her eye, she could see the man and woman in the diorama doing the exact same, as if they were mirror images.
 
   Mirror images.  At last she understood.
 
   Her eyes snapped open and she realized he was kissing her as in the dream.  No, he wasn’t kissing her; he was trying to resuscitate her.  She raised her arm and cupped the back of his head to pull him away.  He looked down at her, his lips still puckered and brows knit quizzically.
 
   Then she smiled at him and thought of what Joanna’s mother had told her, “When you feel his kiss, it’ll all come back to you.”  She whispered, “You’re my Prince Charming.”
 
   “Emma?  It you?”
 
   To answer his question, she pushed his head back down so she could kiss him again, as long and as deeply as in the pipe that overlooked the harbor.  When they finally had to pull away from each other, she said, “You saved me, Jim.  I was lost and you found me.”
 
   “I love you,” he said.
 
   “I love you,” she answered.  She had been unsure before, but she was certain now.
 
   He brushed hair away to tuck it behind her ear.  “You rest now,” he said.  “We talk later.”
 
   He tried to pull away, but she grabbed the front of his shirt.  “Stay with me,” she said.  “Don’t let me go.  Don’t ever let me go.”  Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of her sweater.  He nodded again and helped her take the sweater off, followed by her T-shirt.
 
   “I no let you go,” he whispered as she clumsily tried to unbutton his shirt.  “Not ever.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   For hours she hung suspended in a murky area between sleep and wakefulness.  As much as her body wanted to sleep, her mind desperately needed to stay awake.  If she fell asleep, everything that she remembered—everything that was her life—might slip away again like the fragments of a dream.  It might be Emma who woke up or it might be Megan, or it might be someone else entirely.  She didn’t want to take that chance.
 
   Instead, she lay on the bed—her bed, she remembered—and faced Jim, her arm across his chest to clutch him tight.  He was her anchor; the memory of his kiss reminded her of who she was.  The moment she let go, she would be adrift in a sea of uncertainty once again.  Only this time she might never come back; she might be lost forever.
 
   For his part, Jim abided by her wishes to not let her go.  His eyes were closed, but from the way they shot open if she shifted her weight, she knew he played possum, an ironic phrase for someone who spent so much time around rats that he was practically one of them.  He kept his left hand around her wrist and she wondered if he felt the same way she did, if as he held on to her, he maintained his certainty that this was real and not some figment of his imagination.
 
   As time drifted by, she could feel things solidify, as if she were waking from a dream.  Her dream of the Plaine Museum exhibit of her life had filled in the essential blanks.  She had grown up in Parkdale with Becky, in a somewhat normal suburban existence.  Then her parents had died, murdered by criminals as they attempted to flee from another crime.  She had thrown herself into her studies; she advanced so quickly through school that she had earned her PhD by nineteen.  And then she had found the case of red armor to become the Scarlet Knight; she began to spend her nights breaking noses instead of with hers in a book.  And in that process she had met Jim in the sewers and he had saved her life—and she’d fallen in love with him.
 
   As she squeezed his hand, she remembered when she and Becky had sat in her bedroom just like in her dream to fantasize about their lives as grown-ups.  Emma had always imagined herself with a handsome prince.  Someone like Dan—if he owned a horse.  Instead she had the Sewer Rat, whose possessions all came from the trash.  In a way it was like a fairy tale, only the frog had remained a frog instead of turning into a handsome prince.  She didn’t mind at all.  Even if he didn’t look like Prince Charming on the outside, in his heart he was as noble as any prince who’d ever graced a storybook.
 
   She leaned forward to kiss him again; his lips instantly responded to her.  Then she began to slip away from him.  His hand seized her wrist, firmly but not painfully.  “You go?” he asked.
 
   “I just need to use the bathroom,” she said.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “You all right?”
 
   “I feel much better now.”  She smiled to reassure him.  “I’ll be right down the hallway, OK?”
 
   “OK,” he said, but she could detect his concern.  He no doubt thought the same thing she had that if she left she might not ever return.  Still, he let go of her wrist so she could slide off the bed.
 
   She could feel him watch her as she took her first steps.  These weren’t nearly as clumsy as she’d feared; her body remembered on its own.  At the foot of the bed she gave him a little wave to indicate she was all right, that she didn’t need his help.  With deliberate ease, she crept out of the bedroom and down the hall to the bathroom.
 
   From her painful experiences in the past seven years, she knew there were two types of magic spells:  those that wore off instantly and those that faded over time.  When she turned on the bathroom light, she confirmed this would be one of the latter.  It might be hours or even days before it wore off completely, before she was herself again—if it ever truly wore off at all.
 
   She was still Megan Putnam on the outside, at least for the most part.  She seized a handful of hair that had turned from platinum to gold, like the Scarlet Knight’s cape.  In high school she had wanted to dye her red hair to a color like this to look more like the popular girls.  She had gone so far as to buy a package of dye from the drugstore.
 
   Aunt Gladys stopped her before she could use it and confiscated the dye.  “Why can’t I?” Emma had asked.  “It’s my hair.”
 
   In response, Aunt Gladys took her into the bathroom and turned Emma to face the mirror.  Emma saw how much they looked alike, their hair the same coppery shade, although Aunt Gladys had streaks of gray in hers.  “It’s not just yours,” Aunt Gladys told her.  “It’s part of your heritage, of your family.”  She put a hand to her head.  “Of my family—and your mother’s.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said and she did.  She knew all about DNA and genes, how certain traits were passed from one generation to the next; she had inherited her coloring from her mother’s side while other attributes like her big feet came from her father’s side.  To change these with dye or contacts or plastic surgery would be akin to saying she was ashamed of her heritage, of her family, of her parents.
 
   That heritage was gone, at least for the moment.  All that remained were her eyes, which had reverted to their normal sapphire blue color, except for a tiny fleck of yellow in her right eye from when she had bonded with the scarlet armor seven years earlier.  The rest of her belonged to someone else, a stranger, all because of—Sylvia.
 
   Emma felt her chest tighten, though not as severely as when she’d thought she was Megan.  It was enough to add the faintest whistle to the end of her breaths and to make her feel as if she’d just run up five flights of steps.  She sat down on the toilet to rest.  As she did, the memories trickled back to her.
 
   “You OK?” Jim asked from the doorway.
 
   She looked up from the toilet and tried to relax so he wouldn’t think she was on the verge of one of Megan’s asthma attacks.  “I’m fine,” she said slowly, deliberately.  “I’m just worried about my friends.  What happened to them?”
 
   “Two women safe,” Jim said.  “They at big house.  Not sure about man.”
 
   To most people the expression “big house” meant prison, but with Jim she thought it had a more literal meaning.  Becky was probably at Dan’s house with someone else:  Aggie, Akako, or maybe even Sylvia herself.  But then where was Dan?  Maybe Sylvia had let him go or maybe she’d never had him in the first place.  There was only one way to find out.
 
   ***
 
   The first challenge came in that none of her clothes fit, except those she’d worn as Megan, which had become scorched from the fire at the dorm.  Emma’s T-shirts fit almost like a nightgown so that for a moment she felt like a child in her mother’s clothes.  She tucked in a shirt as best she could into a pair of shorts that she cinched with a belt.  She didn’t bother with a bra, Megan’s girlish breasts all but invisible in the oversized shirt.  The easiest part came in the shoes.  Emma’s were of course much too big, but Becky’s feet were far smaller, enough that they fit comfortably with an extra pair of socks.
 
   She found some of Steve Scherr’s old clothes in Becky’s closet for Jim to wear instead of the torn, scorched, dirty clothes they’d bought just days earlier.  She hoped Becky wouldn’t mind this too much.  Then again Becky probably had a lot of other things to worry about at the moment.
 
   Once they had both changed, Emma met Jim downstairs.  “How we get there?” he asked.
 
   “We’ll take Becky’s car,” Emma said.  She grabbed Becky’s spare set of keys from the kitchen and then led Jim to the garage.
 
   Their second challenge was for Emma to drive.  She rarely drove anything other than her motorcycle even when she was herself; Megan’s smaller body only compounded the awkwardness she felt when she reached for the pedals.  “Make sure your seatbelt is good and tight,” she said.  Jim stared at her until she showed him how to buckle the seatbelt.
 
   She backed slowly out of the garage and kept her foot over the brake.  With a sigh of relief she made it to the end of the driveway.  Then she noticed how empty the street looked, even for ten o’clock at night.  More than that, most of the houses seemed dark, except for a few with TVs on.  “Where is everyone?” she asked.
 
   “Not sure.  Bad things happen,” Jim said.  He told her what he’d heard from one of his scouts and what he’d seen while he had carried her from Rampart State to her house.  It definitely sounded as if bad things had happened.  Sylvia’s handiwork?
 
   She saw these bad things firsthand once they left the historical district to enter the city center near Executive Plaza.  Cars were abandoned wherever their owners had stopped them, some without doors from where they’d been torn off.  Emma made her way slowly through the street; she turned to see a National Guard Hummer at the corner, a soldier behind the .50-caliber machine gun on top.  The soldier’s eyes met hers and then he motioned for her to move along.
 
   Whatever had happened must be really bad for the National Guard to have taken up defensive positions in the city.  What had Sylvia been up to in Emma’s absence?  No, it wasn’t Sylvia; it was whoever had blackmailed Sylvia to take the armor from her.  TriTech.  Emma thought back to the security in the building.  What did they have hidden?  She would have to find out, but not until she met with Becky at Dan’s house.  She might be able to tell Emma what had happened and then maybe they could find a way to stop it.
 
   It took two hours to cross the city to Dan’s house.  During that time, Emma heard about the multiple bombings on the radio.  Various terrorist groups in the Middle East and Afghanistan were named as the likeliest suspects, but Emma knew better.  The terrorists in this case were probably right in the middle of the city, housed in an ordinary building, disguised as an ordinary high-tech firm.
 
   The violence and chaos had not made its way to Dan’s house on the northwest side of the city.  When she pulled up to Dan’s house, her stomach fluttered nervously to find the gates open; one dangled as if someone had smashed into it with a vehicle or maybe used a small explosive.  Though Sylvia could have done this, Emma doubted it—why would the witch need to worry about a gate when she could simply vanish herself into the house?
 
   Emma drove slowly up the driveway, no longer because of her unfamiliarity with Megan’s body or the car.  Jim had said earlier that two women were safe in the house, but that had been hours ago.  How recently had someone smashed the front gate open?  She wished she’d thought to bring some kind of weapon, though in her present condition she doubted she would be much good in a fight.
 
   She saw lights on the second floor.  More ominously, the front door was wide open.  As she came to a stop by the front steps, she noted the front door was in almost the same condition as the gate, as if someone had broken in.  Were there still intruders in the house?
 
   Jim fumbled with his seatbelt for a moment and then hopped out of the vehicle, not too concerned about any problems.  She stayed behind him; she was short enough at the moment for him to completely shield her.  At the front door he called out in ratspeak to identify himself.  Emma’s chest tightened a little as she waited to see what would happen.  Had the intruders killed Jim’s rats?  Had they killed Emma’s friends?
 
   The former question was answered by a familiar squeak.  Pepe slunk across the foyer to greet the royal couple.  Were it possible, he would have bowed to them.  Never in her life had Emma been so happy to see the huge rat with the silver stripe before.  She bent down to pat his head as if he were a pet dog.  “I missed you too,” she said in English, which Jim translated.  Ratspeak required precise enunciation that at the moment she didn’t want to try with Megan’s vocal chords.  The rat didn’t make any comment on how different she looked, but then again he didn’t see colors and his perception of size would be skewed with his low height.  “Where are the others?”
 
   Pepe indicated two women were upstairs while “the invaders” were down in the cellar.  “Invaders?” Emma asked and Jim translated.  From what Pepe said, a group of men had shown up some time ago.  Pepe and his contingent arrived at nearly the same time to prevent any harm to Emma’s friends.
 
   She decided “the invaders” could wait until later.  For right now she hurried down the hallway for the stairs; she remembered the layout of Dan’s house from previous visits.  Jim followed behind her with Pepe, both a step behind her.
 
   She threw open the door to the master bedroom.  There she saw Becky on a chair beside Dan’s bed, reading The Tempest.  “‘Methinks our garments are now as fresh as when we put them on first in Afric, at the marriage of the king's fair daughter Claribel to the King of Tunis.’”  Becky stopped to turn to the doorway.  Her eyes narrowed as she studied her friend.  “Emma?”
 
   “It’s me.  Barely.”
 
   Becky tossed the book onto the nightstand and rushed over to crush Emma in a hug.  “My God, what did she do to you?”
 
   “I’m not entirely sure.”  Emma ran a hand through her blond hair.  “It was some kind of potion that made me think I was someone else—a missing student of mine.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.  That crazy bitch.  If I see her again, I’m going to rip out her goddamned throat.  I don’t care what kind of potions she throws at me.  Even if—”
 
   Emma put a hand on her friend’s arm.  It felt strange for her to look up at Becky after so many years of looking down to meet her eyes.  “It’s all right.  I’ll be fine.  I hope.”
 
   “You hope?”
 
   “Well, it’s worn off a little already.  Maybe it just needs time.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s hope.”  Becky shook her head sadly.  “So if you thought you were this missing kid, how did you end up here?”
 
   “Jim found me.”
 
   “Jim?”  Becky looked over Emma’s shoulder, where Jim stood behind her.  “Oh, right.  Jim.”  Becky took a step forward and held out her hand.  Jim shook it warily, as if he sensed a trap.  “I’m Becky.  Your friends here saved our lives.”
 
   “You welcome,” Jim said.  
 
   While Becky and Jim exchanged pleasantries, Emma took a step towards the bed to see who the other missing woman was.  Most of the woman was covered by blankets, so she could see only a slender hand that for some strange reason wore a man’s wedding ring.  When she got closer to the bed, Emma saw the woman’s face.  Her eyes narrowed as Becky’s had when Emma came into the room.  The curly brown hair, slightly bulbous nose, and strong chin all seemed vaguely familiar, but not on a woman.
 
   The woman continued to sleep peacefully as Emma took her hand.  Emma slipped off the man’s wedding ring and held it up to the light.  The writing was tiny, but she could make out the words:  To Daniel, May Our Love Last All Eternity.  Love, Isis.  “Oh no,” Emma said, dropping the ring to the floor.  “Dan?”
 
   ***
 
   Emma dropped onto the chair Becky had occupied and put a hand to her chest, which once more had begun to tighten.  Her breathing turned to ragged gasps punctuated by violent wheezes as she struggled for air.  Jim was at her side a moment later to kneel beside her.  “Emma?  I here.  You safe now.”
 
   “Jim…it’s Dan.  That woman,” Emma said.  She tried to calm herself down, to relax her body as she’d learned to do as the Scarlet Knight, but it didn’t work.  She looked over Jim’s shoulder to see Dan still in bed; he looked so pretty.  Why had Sylvia done this to him?  What if he never changed back?  How could he—she—explain this sudden sex change to the Plaine Museum?  To his friends?
 
   This was why she had sent Dan away seven years ago.  As much as she loved him, she couldn’t bear the thought he would get caught up in her new life as the Scarlet Knight.  Her worst fear had been that she would fail him, that he would die because of her, as her parents had.  He wasn’t really dead, but if the spell didn’t wear off, if he stayed this way, then he would be dead, forced to start a new life because Emma had failed to stop Sylvia.
 
   “My fault,” she said between gasps.  
 
   Jim took her narrow jaw in his hands to look her in the eye.  “Not you fault,” he said.  “You not do this.”
 
   “I didn’t…stop it.”  She tried to turn away, but Jim refused to let her go and she was too weak at the moment to break his grip.  “I failed.”
 
   “Not fail,” he said.  “You save me.”  Before she could say anything, he kissed her.  At first she tried to resist, but then gave in.  The tightness in her chest eased and her airways relaxed.
 
   When Jim pulled back, Emma found she could breathe again.  She also found her T-shirt only one size too big instead of three.  She had to kick off Becky’s shoes to free her enlarged feet.  Jim pulled a tress of her hair forward so she could see it was now strawberry blond.  “You get better,” he said.
 
   “I am.  Thanks to you.”  She wrapped her arms around his neck and then kissed him gently on the cheek.  “I love you,” she whispered into his ear.
 
   Only then did she become aware of Becky’s presence.  Her friend stared at her and looked almost as pale as Megan Putnam.  Then Becky turned and fled.  Emma called after her, but Becky didn’t stop.  “Go,” Jim said.  “I watch friend.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She leaped up from the chair and hurried after Becky, who rushed down the stairs.  Emma’s legs were long enough now for her to catch up with her friend in the ballroom.  “Becky, wait!”
 
   Becky turned around; tears streamed down her face.  “It’s not fair,” she said.
 
   “What isn’t fair?  Becky, what’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s wrong?  You have to ask?”  She pointed towards the ceiling.  “Dan is up there, like that, and you’re making out with the goddamned Sewer Rat, that’s what!”
 
   “His name is Jim,” Emma said quietly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “His name is Jim Rizzard.  Not the Sewer Rat.”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   “It makes a difference to me.”
 
   “Right, because you love him.  Since when?”
 
   “I didn’t know for sure until recently, until he brought me back.”
 
   Becky shook her head.  “What a fucking joke.  You’re his true love and you don’t even love him anymore.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The potion Sylvia gave him.  It’s a sleeping beauty potion.  When his true love kisses him, he’ll wake up.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “That’s what she said.”
 
   “No, I mean are you sure I’m the one who has to kiss him?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Becky asked.  Emma fixed her with the same stern look she gave students who whispered or passed notes.  Like those students, Becky looked down with shame at the floor.  “How long have you known?”
 
   “A year.  I saw you kissing outside a restaurant.”
 
   “A year?  You’ve known that long and didn’t say anything?”
 
   “I figured you would tell me when you thought the time was right.”
 
   Becky’s mouth opened as if to say something, but all that came out was a strangled sob.  She sagged forward to wrap Emma in a hug.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered into Emma’s ear.  “I wanted to tell you, but I thought you’d hate me.”
 
   “I could never hate you.  You’re my best friend.”
 
   Becky pulled back a little so Emma could see her smile sadly.  “Some best friend I turned out to be.  Stealing your man like some floozy on Jerry Springer.”  Becky wiped at her hands and then turned her eyes back to the floor.  “I was going to break it off like I said, but I couldn’t.  We got talking and we just—clicked.  You know?”
 
   “I know,” Emma said.  She thought of the day she and Jim had spent together on the surface, how relaxed and comfortable she’d felt around him in a way she never had with Dan.  
 
   “You’re not too mad, are you?”
 
   “I wish you would have been honest with me.  We’ve known each other for too long to let secrets come between us.”
 
   “It won’t happen again.  I promise.”  They hugged again to seal the deal, as they’d done since they were kids whenever anything came between them.  By the time they finished, Emma found herself once more looking down at Becky; her T-shirt fit snugly and her bare feet had unfurled to their full length.  “Looks like you’re you again.”
 
   “I guess so.”  
 
   “We’d better go upstairs and see if I can wake up Sleeping Beauty.”  She smiled at this.  “I never thought of myself as a Prince Charming before.”
 
   “They come in all sizes,” Emma said.  She thought of Jim, her noble prince.
 
   Apparently Becky was thinking of him too.  As they went back upstairs, she asked, “So you and the Sewer Rat—Jim—did you just kiss?”
 
   Emma looked down at her bare feet.  “No.”
 
   “Oh my God, you’re serious.  You did it?  You?”
 
   “It’s not that surprising.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that.  I thought you were…saving yourself.  For marriage or something like that.”
 
   “It just kind of happened.”
 
   “Well, how was it?”
 
   Emma gripped the banister for support.  She didn’t feel her chest tighten as the precursor to an asthma attack, but she did suddenly feel weak at the memory.  “It’s hard to explain.”  At the time her mind had still been so scattered, she’d felt as if she were Emma Earl and Megan Putnam, both of them afloat on the sea of confusion.  Jim’s touch called to her like a siren’s song, to pull her towards him.  When she came for that first time, she realized it was her—Emma—who remained, that she was the one who loved Jim.  That thought she’d clung to in the hours afterwards; the touch of his body reaffirmed her love.  She finally said, “It was magical.”
 
   ***
 
   Given her disappearance after their last date, Dan figured he had better come up with something big for Emma.  When he heard his godfather was to hold a rally at Robinson Tower, he thanked every Egyptian god and goddess in the pantheon.  From experience he knew no girl who’d grown up in the Rampart City area could turn down a date in the ballroom—not even Emma Earl.
 
   “I would love to go with you,” she said.
 
   Love to go to the ballroom with you.  Love.  Maybe she did feel about him the way he felt for her.  Maybe she’d felt the thunderbolt when they first met too and only now had the defenses started to come down.  Or maybe she just couldn’t resist a trip to the magnificent ballroom, even if it was with him.
 
   This he knew would be his last chance at her.  If he still couldn’t break through, or if something else conspired to ruin their evening, that would be it for them.  While he knew he could try forever, he figured she would be smart enough to finally say no.  Three terrible dates would have to be enough for her, wouldn’t it?
 
   With this in mind, he made his preparations for the night.  He made sure the limousine would be available, that it would be clean and the driver sober.  He went to the most expensive store on Toledo Avenue to buy a new tuxedo, one specifically tailored to fit perfectly.  Then he went to the jewelry store and spent hours to find something to give her that would let her know he was serious—but not too serious.  Earrings seemed too cheap while a ring would send the wrong message.  A bracelet?  He didn’t see her as the type of woman who wore those.
 
   This discussion went back and forth for three hours before he decided on what to give her.  He pointed to a diamond pendant in the case.  “Can I see that?” he asked the salesgirl.  She took it out of the case delicately and went on about how many carats it was and so forth, but he didn’t pay attention to her.  He imagined how the diamond would look on Emma as it dangled from its gold chain, the stone glittering against her pale skin—
 
   “I’ll take it,” he said.  The clerk put the pendant in a black velvet box, which he hid in a seat pocket of the limousine.  He decided to spring it on her when they reached Robinson Tower, before they went inside.  He imagined she would gasp and say how beautiful it looked.  Then he would sweep back her hair to fasten the chain and look into her eyes to tell her how beautiful she looked already, that the diamond only added to her beauty.  She would thank him and they would kiss; they might never bother to go up to the ballroom.
 
   These romantic visions bounced through his mind as he climbed up the stairs to her apartment.  As he knocked on the door, he ran his free hand over his tuxedo to smooth out imaginary wrinkles and straighten his bowtie.  This is it, he told himself.
 
   The door opened and she stood there in the same dress she’d worn to the opera, though it didn’t look any worse for wear.  He smiled at her and said, “Hi.  Your roommate gone?”
 
   “She went on ahead,” Emma said.  She didn’t smile.  From the way her bottom lip trembled, she looked ready to cry.  She kept the door between them as if she was afraid he might touch her.  “Want to come in for a minute?”
 
   “We don’t really have a minute,” he said.  Every minute they took now would mean one less minute for him to give her the necklace.
 
   “Please?  Just for a minute.”  She motioned for him to come inside, but danced aside before he could touch her.  “I just need to get my purse.”
 
   Dan tried not to lose his cool.  He was used to women playing games like this, but he could only think of how much he wanted to get her down to the car, to reenact the fantasy that had run through his mind since he left the jewelry store.  He wanted to run his fingers through her hair, to look deeply into her eyes, and to feel her lips against his.
 
   He was still immersed in these thoughts when she returned with a tiny scarlet purse on her shoulder.  Now she reached out to touch him, but he couldn’t feel her skin through her opera gloves.  “Before we left, I wanted to talk for a minute.”
 
   “I’m not sure—”
 
   “Please, it’s important.”  She smiled at him, but her eyes were so sad he knew whatever she wanted to say wouldn’t be good news.  “I really like you, Dan.  I wanted you to know—”
 
   “I really like you too.”
 
   “But I think things are moving too fast.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I care about you, but things are so complicated for me right now.  I don’t think a relationship is what I need.”
 
   “Then what do you need?”
 
   “I guess I need you to understand.”
 
   Dan stared at her for a moment; his cheek tingled as if she’d slapped him.  “I don’t understand,” he finally said.  “I love you.”
 
   Her eyes widened and her skin turned so pale he thought for sure she would faint.  “You love me?”
 
   “Of course I do.  You’re sweet and beautiful and the smartest person I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   “Oh no?  Oh no that I love you?  Emma—”
 
   “Dan, I can’t love you.  Even though I want to—”
 
   He didn’t know what possessed him at that moment, but he took her into his arms and kissed her.  Maybe if words couldn’t convince her, this kiss would.  Maybe she would finally understand how much he cared about her, how much he’d always cared about her.
 
   She resisted his kiss at first; her hands grabbed his upper arms to push him away.  A moment later her body relaxed and her right hand let go of him.  She kissed him back, though she kept her mouth closed to hold his tongue at bay.
 
   Then he felt a sharp pain in his neck as if a bee had stung him.  He reached back with his hand and felt a drop of something.  When he pulled his hand back, he saw a drop of something red.  Blood?  He sagged backwards; his body started to tingle.  Then he saw her face, a mask of pain and sadness—and knowing.  “Emma?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Just relax.  It’ll be over soon.”  She took his bicep in her hand and he was surprised by the strength of her grip.  He tried to say something, but no words came from his mouth.  He could feel his entire body go numb.
 
   It was as if he floated through the air; her face became more distant as he drifted away.  He wanted to reach out to her with one hand, to hold onto her, but he couldn’t move, couldn’t fight the tide that pulled him away.  She finally disappeared from view, replaced by darkness.
 
   Then he heard a woman’s voice whisper, “I love you.”  The veil of darkness parted and he found himself looking at the face of Emma’s roommate—Becky.  
 
   He realized they stood on a sidewalk in front of a restaurant.  It rained around them, but his umbrella kept them dry.  Her brown eyes looked into his, so full of sadness that it nearly broke his heart.  She turned her eyes to the sidewalk.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I shouldn’t have said that—”
 
   He thought back to when they had first met, how terrified he had been of her.  She’d been so protective of her friend; she loved Emma like a sister, or perhaps even a daughter.  That was the role she’d cast for herself; she thought no man would ever be interested in her.  When one finally was, he was shot dead before they could seal their vows with a kiss.  
 
   She felt she was doomed in love.  He knew that feeling all too well.  All through high school and college he’d gone from one meaningless tryst after another, never close to true love.  Then there was Emma Earl and the disasters that had plagued their relationship.  She had sent him away, tried to banish him from her heart, or maybe it was the other way around.  He’d toiled in the desert for two years, until he and Isis finally came together.  Except like Becky’s husband, Isis was taken away from him.  He still didn’t know what had happened to her, never got a chance to bury her, to mourn her fully.
 
   They both understood how much it hurt to love and lose someone in a way most people never could.  He tipped her chin up to look into her eyes again.  She thought because she wasn’t tall and skinny and a genius like her friend Emma that she didn’t deserve his love, or anyone’s love.  He pressed his lips to hers, to kiss those doubts away.  “I love you too.” 
 
   When he pulled away from her, he realized he was in his bedroom.  Becky sat on the edge of the bed, tears in her eyes.  Off to the side, he saw Emma and a man he didn’t recognize with wild hair and buckteeth.  “What’s going on?” Dan asked.  “How’d we get here?  Why’s everyone staring at me like that?”
 
   Becky smiled at him and then said, “No reason.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Though he’d slept for nearly two days, Dan soon fell back to sleep, though at least this time as a man and without the need to be awoken by a kiss.  Becky waited until he began to snore softly before she turned to Emma and Jim.  “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   “We should talk to your friends down in the cellar,” Emma said.  “They might be able to give us a better idea what’s going on.”
 
   “I’ll let you guys handle that.  I’ve seen all I want to of them.”  She picked up the copy of The Tempest from the nightstand.  “Dan and I have a book to finish.”
 
   Emma left her friend with Dan and went downstairs to the foyer.  “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she said.  In a flash the red case appeared at her feet.  Then she opened the lid and gasped.  “Oh no.”
 
   “What wrong?”
 
   She motioned to the case, which was empty.  “She stole it,” Emma said.  “Somehow she’s hidden it from me.”  Emma ran a hand through her hair.  “I guess we’ll have to do things the old-fashioned way.”
 
   As the Scarlet Knight, Emma had interrogated several of Don Vendetta’s lieutenants before.  If the armor itself didn’t frighten them, a display of strength or the Sword of Justice would usually do the trick.  She doubted sweet, awkward Dr. Emma Earl would have the same impact on hardened soldiers.
 
   Jim must have sensed her thoughts.  He put a hand on her arm.  “We make them talk,” he said.
 
   “A little of the old good cop-bad cop?’
 
   “No, all bad.”  When Jim smiled, his face took on a feral look that she imagined would be much more effective than hers.
 
   “Just don’t be too rough,” she said.  “We don’t want to kill them.”
 
   “No kill them.”
 
   Emma followed him down to the cellar, where Becky had tied up the half-dozen soldiers among the wine collection Dan had inherited from his father along with the rest of the house.  Emma hid behind a rack of wine bottles so as not to get in Jim’s way or minimize his impact.  It would be important that they believed the Sewer Rat was about to take vengeance on them for the bomb that had nearly killed him.
 
   She saw Jim calmly approach the thugs, some of whom she recognized from her reconnaissance of TriTech.  “Which one in charge?” he asked.
 
   The goons looked at each other and then a blond man with a crew cut spoke up.  “Me.”
 
   Jim nodded at this.  As fast as Emma herself, Jim yanked the man’s head back.  “You die first.  You blow up my home.”
 
   “Who are you?” the man asked.
 
   “I Sewer Rat.  You attack sewers, you attack my home.”  He leaned closer to the man, all the better for the prisoner to smell the stench of sewage ever-present around Jim.  “You pay.”
 
   “It wasn’t us.  We didn’t do anything,” the man said.  “We just came for the girls.”
 
   “What girls?”
 
   “A fat one and a real pretty one.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Those were our orders.”
 
   “Who give order?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Jim snapped his fingers and from the shadows Pepe appeared along with a half-dozen of the largest rats.  At the sight of them the man gasped.  “Keep those fucking things away from me!”  The man squirmed against his bonds, but couldn’t get free.  Pepe and the others inched closer to glare at the thugs.  
 
   “They no like you,” Jim said.  “You blow up their home too.”
 
   The man stared at Pepe as the rat began to climb up his leg.  “I told you, we didn’t do that.  He did that on his own.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I can’t tell you or he’ll kill me.”
 
   Jim reached down to stroke Pepe’s head.  “He kill you first.”  To illustrate this point, Pepe bared his sharp, yellow teeth.  
 
   The man’s scream echoed through the cellar.  This prompted his companions to back away from him as much as they could.  Though not an expert on interrogation, Emma knew they were ready to crack.  “All right,” the man said.  “I’ll tell you if you call that motherfucking thing off!”
 
   Jim hissed a command in ratspeak and Pepe hopped off the man, but remained a few inches away to remind the man what would happen if he lied.  “Now you tell me,” Jim said.
 
   “Ward.  Harry Ward.  He’s the one you want.  He runs TriTech.  He blew up your damned sewer.  Now let us go!”
 
   “You stay here until police come.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I let you live.  That all.”
 
   “Wait—”
 
   Emma stepped out from behind the wine rack to stand beside Jim.  She looked down at the man’s tear-streaked face, the smell of urine far more potent here than from her hiding place.  “I think we can make a deal,” she said and put a hand on Jim’s shoulder.  “If you help us get into TriTech, we’ll let you go.”
 
   “You will?” the man asked.
 
   “Yes.”  She leaned down then to pat Pepe’s head.  “Just remember that the Sewer Rat’s friends are everywhere in this city.  If they catch you here again, they might not take too kindly to it.  I’m sure you catch my drift.”
 
   “Sure, lady, no problem.  None of us want to come back here anyway.”
 
   “Good.”  She nodded to the man.  “Start with guard positions and shift changes.”
 
   ***
 
   Before she let Ward’s goons leave, Emma had one final task for their leader.  She rummaged through Dan’s study until she found a tape recorder and then had him repeat everything he’d told her about Ward and TriTech.  He did this willingly under Pepe’s watchful gaze.  
 
   Once she had the confession on tape, she went over to the corner to add a personal message to it.  Then she slipped the tape into an envelope, which she then tied to the rat deemed the fastest, Pepe’s youngest grandson.  She did her best to relay directions on how to find Captain Donovan, who in the midst of this crisis Emma hoped would be in her office.  If not someone there would be able to find her.  “She smells like mint-flavored gum and stale cigarettes,” she told Jim, who helped translate that for the rat to understand.  The rat skittered off with the envelope tied to his back.
 
   “How the fuck do you do that?” the man asked.
 
   “Practice,” Jim said.  Emma put a hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle.
 
   “You two are fucking nuts,” the man said.  “You really think you’ll be able to stop him?  He’s got a fucking army in there.  Even if you get the cops to help, it ain’t going to be enough.”
 
   “Let us worry about that,” Emma said.  She untied the ropes around his wrist.  “You just worry about finding a way out of this town by sunrise.”  This line would have sounded much harsher in the Scarlet Knight’s voice—and with the Scarlet Knight’s armor to back it up, though Jim and Pepe helped add sufficient weight to it.
 
   “You don’t have to tell me twice.”  The man ran from the library nearly as fast as the rat with the message for Captain Donovan.
 
   “Looks like you really worked him over,” Becky said from the doorway.
 
   Emma bent down to scratch behind Pepe’s ears.  “He did most of the work.  Him and Jim put the fear of God into those men.”
 
   “Fear of rats,” Jim said.
 
   Becky nodded to Jim but remained just inside the doorway.  Despite that Pepe had been a frequent visitor to her house for the last year, she still hadn’t overcome her fear of him—or Jim.  Emma knew it would take a while for that to happen, but she hoped it would someday.
 
   “So what sort of crazy plan do you have to get in there?”
 
   “We go up through the sewers and try to reach Ward’s office.”
 
   “That’s it?  No disguising yourself as someone else or setting a trap for them?”
 
   “There’s not much we can do.  Not if Sylvia’s helping him.”  That was one point where none of the captives had been entirely clear.  They knew that Sylvia had been there, but none of them were of sufficient importance to have seen her or Ward personally.  “Jim’s going to round up some of his friends and I’m going to get some weapons from Aggie’s house.  And one of Pepe’s grandsons is taking a message to Captain Donovan.”
 
   “His grandsons?”
 
   “Rats have a lot shorter life spans,” Emma said.
 
   “I wish I could help you guys.”  She pointed to a thick bracelet around her ankle.  “Sylvia said it’d go off if I stepped outside this house.”
 
   Emma went over to her friend to study the bracelet.  She couldn’t see the explosives, which meant they were probably on the inside, protected by Becky’s flesh.  Unless they cut off Becky’s leg, Emma didn’t see any way to get it off without consulting Sylvia on how to disarm it.  She stood up and patted Becky’s shoulder.  “That’s all right.  Someone should stay here with Dan anyway.”
 
   Becky’s hug took her by surprise and for the first time since she’d become herself again, Emma found she couldn’t breathe.  “Be careful, kid.  Don’t do anything stupid.  You haven’t got that armor to save your butt.”
 
   “I no let her die,” Jim said.
 
   Becky waved a finger at him to revert to the mother hen mode she had displayed so long ago when Dan first came over.  “You’d better not, buddy.  If anything happens to her, I’ll take it out of your ass.”
 
   Again Emma had to put a hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle at the way Jim stared at Becky, as terrified as the man he’d interrogated.  At least she hasn’t lost her touch, Emma thought.  
 
   ***
 
   At times like this, Captain Donovan hated to be stuck behind a desk.  She yearned to be out on the streets, to bust the heads of looters and hunt for terrorists.  Instead she had to sit at her desk and yap on the telephone and radio with her department, the state police, the National Guard, the FBI, and Homeland Security.  Any moment she expected the NSA, the CIA, and maybe even the president himself to call and demand a status report.
 
   There wasn’t much she could tell anyone.  “We have all of our resources committed,” she repeated over and over.  “We’re doing our best to maintain law and order.”
 
   Indeed she had never seen her precinct so empty before.  Every now and then a beat cop or officer would show up, usually with another scumbag to jam into the already-crowded holding cells.  Others wandered in to fetch a cup of coffee or a donut before they headed back into the fight.  Though no one said it where she could hear it, she knew they thought she was a coward, that she hid behind her desk so she wouldn’t have to be out in the thick of things.
 
   Maybe they were right.  She could let Cielo or someone else liaise with the various agencies.  Then again, as with most things in the department, she couldn’t trust anyone else to handle it the right way.  If one of the don’s men were in charge there’d probably be National Guardsmen three-deep around the Plastic Hippo to make sure no terrorists got in there.  At least if Donovan coordinated something might get done.
 
   A woman’s scream shook her from her thoughts.  Donovan grabbed the pistol from her shoulder holster and burst out of her office.  She expected to find someone with a machine gun or explosives strapped to his chest; what she never expected was to see a foot-long rat skitter across the floor, let alone one with an envelope tied to its back.
 
   Donovan jammed her pistol back into its holster.  “Someone call maintenance!” she shouted while she watched the rat cross the floor.  The strangest thing of all was that the rat seemed as if it were headed straight at her.
 
   This suspicion was confirmed when the animal came to a stop at her feet.  It waited for a moment and then clawed at her boot as if impatient.  Donovan saw her name written on the envelope.  “What the fuck?” 
 
   She’d seen her share of rats in Rampart City over the years, but never one who could do something like this.  She thought back to the even bigger one in the dorm fire, the one with the Sewer Rat.  “Shit,” she said.  She looked back towards the entrance to the homicide division, to catch a glimpse of him again, but there was nothing.
 
   The rat scratched at her boot again and then squeaked.  “All right,” she said.  “Keep your goddamned shirt on—or whatever.”   She untied the string that held the envelope to the rat.  The rat scurried away the way it had come.  Donovan heard the woman’s scream again and shook her head.
 
   “This place is a fucking zoo,” she lamented as she opened the envelope.  Inside she found a miniature audiocassette someone had neatly labeled with her name.
 
   Donovan didn’t have a tape player in her office so she had to rummage around until she found one in Lieutenant Cielo’s bottom drawer.  She sat at his desk, inserted the cassette, and then hit the play button.  A man’s voice tainted with a European accent came on.  “Harry Ward,” the man’s voice said.  “He’s the one behind it all.”
 
   As she listened to the remainder of the tape, her blood turned cold.  This Harry Ward owned a company called TriTech, which he was apparently using as a front to stage the bombings across the city. 
 
   What she didn’t hear on the tape was any kind of motive.  The man on the tape must not have been in the position to know Ward’s master plan.  At the end of the tape, Donovan heard a familiar voice growl, “Be at TriTech headquarters at midnight.  Make sure you bring the SWAT team.  He’s not fooling around.”
 
   The voice was that of the Scarlet Knight.  Now that Donovan thought of it, no one had seen her since the bombings either, when ironically an armored vigilante was needed the most.  She must have been after the real source of the attacks, this Harry Ward and TriTech.  The problem became that if Donovan played this portion of the tape, the Anit-Vigilante Task Force would get wind of it and bring more heat on her.  She looked around to make sure Cielo or any of the figurative rats in the department weren’t around, and then rewound the tape a few seconds before she held down the record button.
 
   Then she went back into her office and got on the radio to coordinate a real response to the attacks.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Emma met Jim at the site of the attack against him, a duffel bag over her shoulder.  “What that?” he asked.
 
   She unzipped the bag to reveal various daggers, all of which had some magical lineage.  They would all be able to wound Sylvia—or kill her if it came to that.  They could also penetrate the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  The man they’d interrogated hadn’t said what had become of the armor, but Emma didn’t want to take chances.  If Sylvia could find some way to use the armor, then Emma would have no choice but to try to destroy it.
 
   At the very bottom of the bag were more conventional supplies:  smoke grenades, flares, and firecrackers.  Though Aggie’s basement contained enough firearms to equip a full company, Emma had refused to use a gun and she would continue to stick to that principle.  While at Aggie’s house, Emma had also changed into a set of Sylvia’s camouflage fatigues, which included a cap she tucked her hair into so it would be less visible.  This was a far cry from the magic armor, but it was the best she could do at the moment.
 
   Emma stuffed some of the supplies into her pockets; she handed the rest to Jim.  He had retrieved his ratskin coat, which was his idea of camouflage.  She checked her watch and then nodded to Jim.  “I guess it’s time to go,” she said.
 
   “Yes,” he said.  Before they moved out, he stood on his toes to surprise her with a kiss.  “For luck.”
 
   As they started down the sewers, at least two hundred rats of various sizes followed them. More fell in at every intersection.  While the swarm of rats would help to fight Ward’s guards, Emma worried the rats might go too far.  She never killed her enemies, but she knew the rats wouldn’t have any problem doing that.  To them it would only be fair—an eye for an eye.  Jim had stressed to them to only incapacitate the enemy, but in the heat of the moment it would be easy enough for animal instincts to take over.
 
   When their makeshift army was about a hundred yards away from TriTech, Emma signaled for everyone to stop.  Jim whispered instructions to two smaller rats to go on ahead as scouts and report back.  While they waited, Emma checked the edge on a dagger and wondered to whom it had belonged.  To Emma it looked perfectly ordinary; she hoped she wouldn’t have to use it to hurt her friend.
 
   Since she’d left Dan’s house, the question of how to stop Sylvia had gnawed at Emma’s mind.  Even if she wounded Sylvia, the witch still might not surrender.  She was tough and strong-willed, but more importantly, she was in love.  If she thought the only way to save Tim Cooper was to stop Emma and Jim, then she would fight to the bitter end, which would leave Emma with little choice but to kill her.  Could she do that?  If she could, would that change who she was?  She hoped not to have to answer these questions.
 
   The scouts said there were no humans near the pipe that led to TriTech.  There were several rats there, though the scouts didn’t know to what tribe these belonged.  “Rogues,” Jim said.
 
   Emma shrugged.  She’d spent a lot of time around Jim and Pepe; she still didn’t fully grasp all of the mechanics of rat society.  “Could be,” she said.  Still, she urged Jim and his friends to stay back while she went ahead to search for any signs of trip wires or motion detectors.  She didn’t think Ward would be stupid enough to leave an easy way into his headquarters, but then again maybe he thought she and Jim were dead.  
 
   As she neared the entrance to the pipe into TriTech, she saw the rats the scouts had reported.  They sat in a group by one wall; their black eyes seemed to stare ahead at nothing.  This frozen gaze, their rigid stance, and the way they clustered together all told her something was amiss.
 
   She didn’t have time to turn and run back towards Jim before as one the rats began to move towards her.  They rolled towards her on wheels beneath their feet.  These weren’t ordinary rats—they were RATs!
 
   ***
 
   Emma had seen the early prototype Tim Cooper had designed of the Remote Automated Traveler—she had even helped him to work out a problem with the leg actuators—but she hadn’t seen the finished product.  These looked almost identical to actual rats, complete with fur.  The wheels were the main difference between the RATs and the genuine article, to give the robotic rats added speed and maneuverability.
 
   At least they would have added speed and maneuverability on open ground.  Once Emma jumped down into the sewage water, the RATs could only follow her from the paved edges of the sewer pipe or forsake their wheels to jump into the water after her.  In the water there was little chance they would be able to catch her before she reached Jim and the others.
 
   The RATs decided to do both.  Two of them remained on the bank while three others dove into the water after her.  As they swam towards her, Emma reached into her pocket for one of the daggers she’d taken from Sylvia’s collection.  She didn’t know how well a Bronze Age knife would do against a 21st Century robot, but she supposed if the blade was magic, it should be able to do some damage.
 
   With the knife in one hand, she backed towards where Jim and the others waited.  When one of the RATs came close, she swiped at it with the dagger to force it back.  At least the RATs didn’t come equipped with machine guns; from what she could tell they didn’t carry weapons of any kind.
 
   The RATs along the side of the pipe sped up, to get in behind Emma.  She took out another knife and threw it at the RATs.  The knife’s thin silver blade pierced the rear quarters of the lead RAT, which prompted it to spark and smoke.  The robot attempted to drag itself forward with two feet while the others continued to come at her.
 
   Then the undamaged RAT on the side of the pipe did something she didn’t expect:  it picked up the tail of its damaged comrade and with a flick of its head, threw the RAT at her.  The robot spun through the air like a football, to arc towards her head.  Emma batted it away and then dropped into the sewage water the same moment the RAT exploded.
 
   As she stuck her head up from the foul water, she understood the RATs didn’t need to carry machine guns or other weapons.  They were the weapons.  It also explained how Ward had nearly killed Jim—he must have used one of the RATs to infiltrate the sewers and then explode on command.  Ward had probably used the remote detonator she’d found near the wreckage.  Did that mean he—or one of his minions—was nearby with a controller?
 
   She didn’t have time to find out as the four RATs closed in on her.  If any one of them exploded near her she would be done for.  Emma glanced over her shoulder to where Jim and the real rats waited.  She couldn’t run in that direction or else she’d risk the RATs might explode in their midst.
 
   Instead, she pushed herself onto the opposite side of the pipe and then began to run towards TriTech.  The RATs changed direction; the three in the water struggled to climb onto the bank.  Emma took advantage of this opportunity to reach into her pockets for one of the flares she’d taken.  She couldn’t be certain what the RATs used to see with down here—night vision, infrared, or possibly a combination of both—but she guessed the flare would blind them in any case.  She hoped she didn’t set off any gas leaks or else she, Jim, the rats, and everyone for a couple of blocks might be vaporized.
 
   The flare came to life with a spray of crimson light.  Emma waved it back and forth a couple of times, to gauge how the RATs would respond.  They froze in place and stared straight ahead as if someone had activated their off switch.  They were blind.
 
   She pitched the flare at the RATs and then set to work with her dagger.  She brought her blade down on the neck of the first one she came to and hoped she didn’t set off a self-destruct mechanism.  The RAT’s head came off and its body sagged to the ground.  She repeated this with the other three and then piled them up to one side of the pipe.
 
   For a moment she stared at the robots, to wait for them to come to life again.  Then her rational brain kicked in and told her to put some distance between her and them in case they had some kind of delayed self-destruct.  She ran along the side of the pipe until she found Jim and the others.  He took her hand and looked at her with concern.  “What happen?” he asked.
 
   “Just ran into some old friends,” she said.  She hoped she sounded more cheerful than she felt.  “Let’s go.”
 
   ***
 
   The pipe that connected the basement of TriTech to the sewers was not in the original plans for the Fleischmann Building.  Nor was it in revised blueprints she had checked in her research of the company.  That could only mean Ward had added it later.  The obvious reason was that, like her, he wanted to use the sewers to navigate through the city without being seen.  In his case that would also allow him to easily deploy the RATs and send them throughout the city.  How many had he used to destroy the various targets around the city?  From what she’d seen, she doubted one would be enough to do any damage, unless Ward had equipped those with more powerful explosives.  More likely he had used a dozen or more and concentrated them at one weak point of the target.
 
   The most worrisome thought in her mind was Ward might already have hundreds or even thousands more of the RATs scattered around the sewers, prepared to do his bidding.  It made sense to her now why he had wanted Jim out of the way; that way he wouldn’t have any competition down here.  Jim would surely have noticed the fake rats and rooted them out, or reported them to her.  In either case that would have drawn far too much attention to Ward’s operation before he was ready to finish it.
 
   She led the way up the pipe and climbed up metal rungs installed by Ward’s engineers.  As she climbed, she again checked for any trip wires or motion detectors.  She didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.  Or maybe Ward had left some more RATs at the end of the pipe to dispose of any intruders.
 
   She was wrong on both counts.  Ward didn’t have any trip wires or motion detectors.  Nor did he have any RATs.  Instead, he had stationed a half-dozen thugs like those who had tried to kill Becky and Dan.  They carried the same Uzis she had seen from outside TriTech, which put her at a serious disadvantage.
 
   She did have an advantage in that they hadn’t seen her yet as she peeked from over the lip of the pipe.  She found two smoke grenades in her pockets.  After she pulled the pins, she chucked one to her left and one to her right.  Gray smoke began to fill the basement; it obscured her from the guards as she leaped out of the pipe.
 
   Though she didn’t have the scarlet armor with its augmented strength, she still had her quick reflexes—and her excellent memory.  As she darted through the smoke, she headed for where she’d seen three of the guards.  They looked around in confusion as she leaped into their midst.  She chopped one across the neck, kicked one in the midsection, and swept the other’s legs from under him.  A few good punches made sure they were down for the count.
 
   When she found the other guards, they were already on the ground.  Rats crawled over their bodies and nipped at the guards’s necks and ankles.  “That’s enough,” Emma hissed at them in ratspeak.  They didn’t acknowledge her.
 
   “Enough,” Jim snapped.  The rats finally obeyed.  In the guards’s pockets, Emma found sets of zip cuffs to use on their wrists to leave them for the police to arrest later.  Once they were secured, she motioned to the stairwell and they started up.
 
   ***
 
   Emma didn’t head to Ward’s office immediately.  She had another target in mind.  From the blueprints she’d seen and from what she’d heard from Sylvia, she had a reasonably good idea where to find Tim Cooper’s lab.  She hoped Tim would be there.
 
   To get there took some time, as Emma moved slowly.  She wished Marlin were here to help her locate the cameras and motion detectors.  As it was, she had to do the best she could with help from Pepe and some of the older rats, who through necessity had become experts on how to avoid human traps.
 
   Around a corner she saw a pair of guards in front of the door to Tim’s lab.  Emma considered a smoke grenade but decided that would be too messy.  Instead she took out one of the firecrackers she’d found among Sylvia’s weapons.  She lit this and then tossed it to her left.  The firecracker exploded a few seconds later; both guards’s head snapped around to find the source of the noise.
 
   While they looked around, Pepe and a dozen rats slunk up to them and sunk their teeth into the guards’s legs.  Their screams lasted for only a few seconds before Emma and Jim took them down with a punch to the stomach apiece.  Emma squatted down to search the guards’s pockets until she found a keycard.  This she swiped in the door; the reader turned green.  She turned the knob and then stuck her head through the doorway.
 
   Inside the lab, she saw at least a dozen men and women in white coats around a huge copper globe that reminded her of something from the Gilded Age.  On the sides of the room stood another half-dozen guards, their weapons pointed at the scientists.  This she knew would be more difficult than to incapacitate the two guards in front of the door.
 
   She turned back to Jim in the hallway.  “We’re going to have to make this quick,” she whispered.  “And hope they don’t have itchy trigger fingers.”
 
   “Let’s hope,” he said.  They each clutched a handful of smoke grenades and firecrackers.  When Emma gave the signal, they threw these into the lab at random intervals.  As smoke filled the lab, the firecrackers went off.  
 
   “What the hell?” she heard a guard say.  
 
   “Everyone down!” Emma screamed as loud as she could.  “Stay down!  We’re friends!”
 
   While smoke filled the lab and the firecrackers went off in all directions, the guards didn’t know where to aim their weapons.  Emma and half the rats took one side of the room while Jim and the rest of the rats took the other.  She caught one guard with a left hook an instant before he could squeeze the trigger on his Uzi.  A bullet embedded itself harmlessly in the floor.
 
   When the smoke cleared, she and Jim stood among the unconscious guards and the scientists who’d flattened themselves on the floor.  One of these scientists stood up.  His face was covered with a patchy beard and his eyes were red and surrounded by heavy bags, but Emma still recognized Tim Cooper.
 
   “Dr. Earl?” he said.
 
   “Yes, it’s me.”
 
   She wasn’t prepared for him to hug her.  “Thank God you’re here,” he said.
 
   She held him out at arm’s length so she could look him in the eye.  “What’s going on here, Tim?  What is that thing?”
 
   “An anti-matter reactor.”
 
   “Anti-matter?  But that’s impossible.  No one’s ever been able to produce more than microscopic amounts of it before.”
 
   “I’m not sure if it will really work,” Tim said.  He ran a hand over his tired face.  “It’s all theoretical.”
 
   “How—”
 
   “There’s no time to explain.  He has Sylvia.  She’s going to die unless we hurry!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   On his computer, Tim brought up a layout of Harry Ward’s office on the thirteenth floor.  A normal desk and chair took up one side while the other housed an enormous vault similar to the one in Aggie’s basement.  A strange portal of purple light dominated a third wall.  “I’m not exactly sure what that is,” Tim said.  “Some kind of inter-dimensional gateway.  Did you ever see that movie Stargate?”
 
   “No,” Emma and Jim said in unison.
 
   “Well it was about a gateway that was sort of like a wormhole between two planets.  I think that’s what that is,” Tim said.
 
   “How did they create that?” Emma asked.  She thought of Akako, Joanna, and the infinite number of Reds who supposedly existed on parallel worlds.  Was this a similar phenomenon? 
 
   “I’m not sure.  They’ve been having Dr. Stone handle that.”  Tim tapped his finger against the vault.  “That’s where they’re holding her.  She said it’s cutting her off from her magic, so she can’t keep herself young anymore.”  Tim choked back a sob.  “She’s dying.  She was in her sixties the last time I saw her, but by now—”
 
   “We’ll get her out of there,” Emma said.  It occurred to her that something else was probably in that vault:  her armor.  That would explain why the armor wouldn’t come to her even with the magic words.
 
   “He’s probably got even more guards up there.”
 
   “We have to try,” Emma said.  She turned to Jim.  “We’ll climb up the elevator shaft.  Pepe can take the others through the air vents and water pipes and meet us there.”
 
   She and Jim started towards the door when she heard Tim say, “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “It’s going to be dangerous up there,” she said.
 
   “I don’t care.  I love her and I’m not going to leave her up there to die.”
 
   Emma glanced over at Jim, who nodded to her.  She knew Jim would do the same for her and she the same for him.  She took out a knife from her pocket.  “Just let Jim and I lead the way, OK?”
 
   “Right.”  Emma didn’t know what good Tim would be in a fight, but she supposed at this point they could use all the help they could get.
 
   Pepe and the rats swarmed into the air vents and the toilets to make their way up to the thirteenth floor while Emma and the other humans made for the elevator.  She wasn’t surprised to see another trio of guards by the elevator.  There were probably more on the stairwells to keep anyone from getting up there.
 
   Before she could say anything, Tim stepped out from behind her.  He held up his badge.  “I need to see Mr. Ward,” he said.
 
   “He’s not taking visitors,” one guard said.
 
   Tim poked the man in the chest with one finger.  “Look, pal, I’ve been working three fucking days on this project and I’m not going to have it wasted because some overfed gorilla won’t let me up there to see him.  Got it?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Cooper, but—”
 
   “Hold it right there!” a woman’s voice called out.  Emma recognized Ward’s secretary, Ms. Fielding, who had chased her and Jim out of TriTech before.  This time she’d brought three more goons to assist her.  “Your work isn’t complete yet, Mr. Cooper.”
 
   “I’ve run into a little snag,” Tim said.  “I need to discuss something with him.”
 
   “Whatever you need, I can get it for you.”
 
   “Well, what I need—”  While Tim stammered something about ion regulators and thermal detonators, Emma and Jim crept towards the guards around him.  As she leaped out of hiding, Emma motioned for Tim to hit the deck.  Emma felled one guard an instant later, as did Jim.  Before the others could react, Emma seized Ms. Fielding and put her knife to the woman’s neck.
 
   “We’re going up to see Mr. Ward.  Got it?” Emma said.  She hoped her voice sounded tough enough that they would take her seriously.
 
   “This isn’t going to work,” Ms. Fielding said.
 
   “Shut up,” Emma hissed.  She backed towards the elevator; Jim and Tim fell in behind her.  Emma had never used a human shield before, but she couldn’t help but feel a bit of satisfaction about the discomfort on Ms. Fielding’s face.  Once the elevator doors closed, Emma lowered the knife.
 
   Tim motioned to the keypad on the elevator.  “She has the code.”
 
   “Then she’d better put it in.”
 
   “You won’t kill me,” Ms. Fielding said.  “Or you’d have done it already.”
 
   As he had in the wine cellar, Jim seized the opportunity to play bad cop.  “I kill,” he said.  He flashed a wicked grin and brandished his knife.  “You bad woman.  You mean to us.”
 
   “Oh yes, Ms. Cabot and her friend.  I should have known by the smell alone.”
 
   Jim put his knife to Fielding’s neck.  “You tell us or die.”
 
   “Then we’ll climb up the elevator shaft and get up there anyway,” Emma said with a shrug.  “It’s your choice.”
 
   Fielding looked around the elevator and no doubt saw two men who would kill her without hesitation, and Emma, who was ambivalent.  “Very well.  It’s only going to hasten the inevitable.”  
 
   She typed in the code and then the elevator began to move.  Emma put a hand on Jim’s shoulder; he stepped away from Fielding.  “You should have gone with our security package,” Emma said and then punched Fielding in the stomach.  She crumpled to the floor and passed out.
 
   “Good job,” Jim said.
 
   Emma turned to Tim.  “That was some good quick thinking.  Thanks.”
 
   “Anything for her,” Tim said as the elevator came to a stop on the thirteenth floor.
 
   ***
 
   It didn’t come as a surprise to find a full dozen guards waited for them with weapons drawn as the elevator doors opened.  Had they simply fired their weapons, Emma, Jim, and Tim would have been dead, but she knew Ward wouldn’t do that.  For one thing he still needed Tim Cooper to complete the anti-matter reactor in the lab.
 
   She hissed at Jim in ratspeak to drop his knife and let the guards drag them from the elevator, over to Ward’s desk.  She had only seen him in pictures before; up close he looked like nothing more than a nondescript middle-aged businessman.  He grinned smugly at them from behind his desk.  “Hello, Mr. Cooper.  And this must be the famous Dr. Emma Earl.  I would have liked to have gotten you on my team, but your reputation preceded you.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” Emma asked, mostly to buy time for Pepe and the rats to arrive.
 
   “My sources told me you were far too good to work for me.  And I can see they’re right.  It’s going to be such a waste to kill you.”
 
   “No!  Let Dr. Earl and the others go and I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   Ward considered this for a few moments.  Emma thought she heard a light scrape in the airshaft, but kept her eyes on Ward so as not to give anything away.  “That is a tempting offer.  I have a better one:  go back down there and finish the project or I’ll splatter Dr. Earl’s brains on the wall.”
 
   Before Tim could say anything, the air vents opened up and it began to rain rats.  Others, led by Pepe, scurried along the floor, still dripping with water.  When the guards turned to try to shoot at the rats, Emma and Jim sprung into action.  She had two guards down in seconds, but a third landed a punch to her midsection to send her down to the floor.  The pain reminded her she didn’t wear the scarlet armor.  She lay on all fours and sobbed dramatically as the guard came over to finish the job.  When he grabbed her hair and lifted her to her feet, she gave him a sharp elbow to the midsection and then threw him to the ground.  A kick to the face finished him off.
 
   When she turned around, she saw the rest of the guards unconscious on the floor.  Ward still sat behind his desk.  He tried to look calm, despite that he was surrounded by a swarm of angry rats and three angry humans.  “That was impressive,” he said.
 
   Tim grabbed Ward by the front of his shirt to lift him up.  “Open the vault.  Now.”
 
   “Fine.”  He punched in a code on his computer.  A metallic clunk came from the vault and then the door yawned open.  Tim had already thrown Ward back into the chair and was halfway across the room before the door opened.
 
   Emma left Jim and the rats to watch Ward.  She reached the door just as Tim came out with Sylvia in his arms.  At least Emma assumed it was Sylvia.  The witch more closely resembled one of the mummies in the Plaine Museum, her wrinkled skin stretched tight across her bones without an ounce of fat.  A few white strands of hair remained on her head, while most of her scalp was exposed.
 
   Despite this, she was alive.  Her breath rattled out of her worse than Megan Putnam’s during an asthma attack, but she was still breathing.  Her leathery face contorted into a toothless smile as she looked up at Tim.  “What…took…so…long?” she said.
 
   ***
 
   Inside the vault, Emma was reunited with someone else as well.  “It’s about bloody time,” Marlin said.  “I was starting to think you weren’t coming.”
 
   “I got held up,” Emma said.  She dragged an olive green duffel bag out of the vault.  She breathed a sigh of relief to see the scarlet armor.  That relief was short-lived as the elevator doors opened again.
 
   Ten armed guards burst through the door, firing their Uzis.
 
   Emma barely had time to grab the cape from the bag before bullets whizzed over her head.  She tied the cape around her neck as she lay on the floor and then began to crawl over to where Tim lay flat on the floor, his body on top of Sylvia’s.
 
   She saw Jim had taken cover behind Ward’s desk along with some of the rats across the room.  The others scurried around to find someplace safe.  Ward himself had taken advantage of the diversion to crawl over to the elevator.  The guards continued to fire indiscriminately; they didn’t seem to care if they hit anything or not.
 
   Emma crawled over to where Tim and Sylvia lay; she draped the cape over them so the three of them vanished from sight.  “Are you OK?” she whispered to Tim.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   The guards finally ceased fire to look around the room.  She knew it wouldn’t take long before they realized Jim didn’t have a gun and that she and the others were huddled in this corner of the room.  Emma searched her pockets for another smoke grenade, but she couldn’t find one, only a pair of firecrackers.
 
   “Well, here goes nothing,” she mumbled to herself.  Before she spoke again, she hoped she had fully recovered from Sylvia’s potion so she had the vocal dexterity to throw her voice.  In a louder voice, she said, “Hey, I’m over here!”
 
   The guards spun around to face the opposite corner from the vault and opened fire.  While they did this, she took out the firecrackers and lit them under the cape.  These she hurled across the room to explode near the opening to the strange portal.  The guards again spun around to face the portal.
 
   As Emma had hoped, Jim and his friends had taken advantage of the distraction to come out of hiding.  When the guards turned to face the portal, the rats swarmed at them.  Emma untied the cape and left it draped over Sylvia and Tim.  “Stay here,” she said.
 
   Then she hurried over to the duffel bag to take out the Sword of Justice.  She held the golden sword in her hand for a moment and watched as it began to glow a bright yellow in the presence of evil.  She hurled the blade through the air, towards where Jim and the rats grappled with Ward’s guards.  With her mind, she guided the blade to dip down to slash across the hamstrings of the guards.  They cried out in pain and toppled like a row of dominos only to have the rats jump on them to finish them off.
 
   When the dust settled, Emma looked around the office, but Ward was nowhere in sight.  “He gone,” Jim said.
 
   “Not too far,” Emma said and then began to dress in the armor.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Aggie expected the portal would take them back to the archives.  She also expected that she would come out as the thin, beautiful young woman she’d been when she’d gone in.  As it turned out, she was wrong on both counts.
 
   She landed on her rear end in the middle of a nearly empty room.  To one side she saw a vault similar to the one she kept in the basement of her house for her potions and Sylvia’s weapons collection.   This clearly wasn’t her basement from the glass desk and office chair on the other side of the room.
 
   When she sat up, she saw the gut she’d become all too familiar with over the last few days.  At least her hair didn’t feel like the spiky Goth do she’d sported the last time she woke up in an unfamiliar place.  She heard a groan from beside her.
 
   Akako did a half push-up and turned her face to Aggie.  “Hi,” Akako said.  She looked the same as when they’d left, much to Aggie’s relief.
 
   “Hi yourself.”  Aggie looked around the room again.  “Where are we?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  An office, I guess.”  Akako closed her eyes and then smiled beatifically.  “I can hear them again.  The others.”  When Akako opened her eyes, tears sparkled in them.  “I’ve never been so glad to hear them in all my life.”
 
   “Can one of them tell you where we are?”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way, Agnes.  You know that.”
 
   “I was just hoping.”  With a grunt she hefted herself to her feet.  “I guess we’d better find out the old-fashioned way then.”
 
   “Agnes?” a small voice said.
 
   She looked around the room, but didn’t see anyone.  An instant later a young man appeared on the floor by the vault, the Scarlet Knight’s cape beside him.  “Who are you?” Agnes said.  “Where did you get that?”
 
   He rolled to the side, away from the cape.  “I’m Tim Cooper.  Sylvia’s boyfriend.  You’re her sister?  I thought you were older.”
 
   “We’ve had a little mishap, I’m afraid.  Where is—” She was about to ask where her sister was, but then she saw for herself.  A woman lay on the floor where Tim Cooper had been.  Aggie put a hand to her mouth, and felt her last meal threaten to come up her throat.
 
   The woman on the floor looked like a mummy, but Aggie knew it was her sister.  The hook hand at the end of one emaciated arm was a dead giveaway.  More than that were the woman’s eyes.  Even though they’d turned rheumy from cataracts, after five hundred ten years, Aggie knew those eyes almost as well as her own.  “Sylvia!”
 
   Aggie hurried over to Sylvia’s side and knelt down beside her.  “What happened to you?”
 
   Sylvia tried to say something, but her voice was too weak.  Tim Cooper answered for her.  “Mr. Ward put her into some kind of box that wouldn’t allow her to use magic.”
 
   “Oh dear.”  Aggie understood the problem immediately.  Unable to use magic, Sylvia’s body slowly began to revert to its natural state.  How old was she at the moment?  Two hundred?  Three hundred?  Maybe even five hundred.  Yet somehow she was still alive.  Through sheer force of will, she had survived.  Aggie doubted she could have lasted so long, but then Sylvia had always been tougher.
 
   “Can you help her?” Tim Cooper asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  She’s so far gone.”
 
   “Don’t,” Sylvia rasped.  Each word that came from her mouth sounded like a separate death rattle.  “Let…me…die.”
 
   Tears ran down Aggie’s cheeks.  “You know I can’t do that, dear.”  She closed her eyes and tried to focus on her love for her sister.  When she opened her eyes a minute later nothing had happened.  Was Sylvia that far gone that it wouldn’t work?  Or was it that Aggie simply didn’t have the power for it to work?
 
   “Agnes.”  Sylvia’s voice was so soft Aggie almost didn’t hear her.  “Must…tell.”
 
   “Don’t try to talk, dear.  Just try to relax.”
 
   Sylvia’s skeletal right hand flailed around until Aggie took hold of it.  Sylvia’s rheumy eyes focused on Aggie’s face.  “Me…Alejandro…daughter…so…sorry.”
 
   Aggie replayed these words through her head again while she looked into her sister’s eyes.  Then she understood.  Sylvia and Alejandro had slept together and produced a daughter.  Aggie had never known about either of these.  She had never so much as suspected Alejandro would ever be unfaithful to her; she had thought their love too strong for that, so strong she’d kept his name a hundred fifty years after his death.  What a fool she’d been.  As for Sylvia, her sister hadn’t spent that much time around Alejandro that Aggie knew of; she’d thought it was because Sylvia didn’t like her husband, as she didn’t like most people in general.  What a fool she’d been about that too.
 
   She pressed her free hand to Sylvia’s chest.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “I understand.  And I forgive you.”  Her sister’s body weighed so little that Aggie thought Sylvia might already be dead.  Aggie wrapped her arms around Sylvia and pressed her close, so that her mummified body pushed into Aggie’s stomach.  “It’s all right,” she repeated.  “I love you.”
 
   Aggie felt the same tingle as in the hallway at school and in the park with Glenda and the others.  Though her eyes were blinded by the glow from her body, she could feel Sylvia’s body thicken and hear her breath grow stronger.
 
   At the same time, Aggie felt herself grow weaker.  The tingle she’d first felt became a numbness until she couldn’t feel anything at all.  She sagged to the floor, unable to muster any movement in her limbs.  Her eyes faced Akako, who was in tears.  Then Sylvia must have tilted her head to the side.  She saw her sister the way she had been, young and beautiful.  Sylvia smiled down at her.  “Agnes, you old fool.  You know better than that,” Sylvia said.
 
   “I know,” Aggie whispered.  She smiled back at her sister.  “I’m just going to take a nap now.”
 
   Then Aggie closed her eyes.  Sometime later, as if in a dream, she thought she heard Sylvia whisper goodbye to her.
 
   ***
 
   With the armor on, Emma didn’t have to worry about the guards anymore.  Their bullets pinged harmlessly off of her.  The only danger was that one of these bullets might accidentally hit Jim or one of the rats with him.  “Just stay back,” she told him.  “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   They’d taken the elevator back to Tim’s lab only to find a dozen guards waited for them.  Emma bolted out of the elevator and used the armor to shield Jim.  In a lightning quick series of moves she took down half of the guards.  The other six fell back towards the lab doors, where some of their comrades had hastily erected a barricade out of desks, chairs, and lab equipment.
 
   Jim and the rats scattered to cross-corridors to let her handle the situation.  She took the Sword of Justice from her belt, but this time kept the blade in her hand.  She gauged the distance between her and the barricade, as well as that of the ceiling; she took a few steps forward and then jumped.
 
   Emma came down behind the barricade and for once even managed to stay upright.  The guards stared at her in shock as she used the sword to dismember their weapons.  “Now, are you going to surrender or are we going to do this the hard way?”
 
   The guards wisely chose to surrender; they allowed her to zip cuff them and then turn them over to Jim, who herded them into a closet.  Meanwhile, she bolted into Tim’s lab in search of Harry Ward, the one who’d caused all of this mess.
 
   When she saw him bent over a computer, she felt a nervous tremor in her stomach.  “I’m not much of a scientist,” Ward said.  “I’ve always been in the retail end of things.  Maybe you can tell me, Dr. Earl, what will happen when this gadget of Mr. Cooper’s overloads?”
 
   “A lot of people are going to die—including you,” she said.  Unless there was some magic in the reactor, the armor would probably save her life, though she had no desire to put this theory to the test. 
 
   “I guess we’ll find out,” he said and then pressed a button.  Immediately red lights began to flash and klaxons began to sound.
 
   Emma darted forward and knocked Ward away from the console, but she was too late.  He’d already fed in the instructions that would cause the anti-matter reactor to overload, which would unleash the power of another Big Bang, only this one would be centered in the heart of Rampart City.  She frantically punched the keys to find some way to stop it.
 
   “Is there an override?” she asked.  When she turned around, she saw Ward had gone.  “Oh no.”  She hurried from the lab, where she found Jim.  “Did you see Ward go by here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Emma looked back at the lab.  It was unlikely Ward had an override code in any case.  “You have to go upstairs and tell Tim to get down here.  Tell him the reactor’s going to overload.  I need his help to stop it.”  She did a mental estimate and then added, “We have three minutes.”
 
   “I go,” he said.  Before he did, he stood on his toes to kiss her again.  It was a much shorter kiss than their previous ones, more of a dry peck.  “In case.”
 
   “I love you,” she whispered to him.
 
   “I love you too,” he said and then hurried away to the stairs.
 
   She went back into the lab and ignored the computer to study the device itself.  From what she could tell, it was self-contained, which meant she would have to open up the outer shell to try to stop the reaction.  Without time for niceties like wrenches, she used the Sword of Justice to slice a hole into the copper shell.  Without time for niceties like consulting schematics, she hacked at a cluster of wires, only to find herself embedded in a wall twenty feet away a few seconds later.  
 
   A hand reached out to take hers and pull her back to her feet.  She saw Sylvia had helped her up.  Tim stood behind her, hunched over the console for his reactor.  Sylvia patted Emma’s back.  “I’d better get out of the way of you geniuses.”  With a flash, Sylvia disappeared again.
 
   Emma hurried over to stand beside Tim.  “How do we stop it?” she asked him.
 
   He examined the hole she’d made and then glumly looked at his feet.  “We can’t stop it.”
 
   “What?  There has to be a way.  Is there a safeguard—?”
 
   “No, there wasn’t time to build in safeguards or overrides or anything like that,” he said.  “Once the reaction’s started, there’s no way to stop it.”
 
   Her mental clock indicated they had only thirty seconds left before the reaction completed and the anti-matter created an explosion that would destroy not only Rampart City, but possibly the world as well.  Even if she could survive the initial explosion with the armor, the anti-matter might create a miniature black hole that would destroy the earth from the inside out.  “We have to do something,” she said.
 
   As the last few seconds ticked away, she thought of Jim and how just as they’d realized and embraced their love, they would both die.  It seemed her entire life the people she loved were torn away far too soon:  her parents, Aunt Gladys, Percival Graves, Dan Dreyfus, and now Jim Rizzard.  The worst part was they didn’t even have time for her to hold him one final time, to give him a proper kiss goodbye—
 
   There was a flash of light and then silence.
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia and Akako had just dragged Aggie over to the desk, where they set the chair on the floor to use it as a headrest while Aggie slept.  A year ago, Aggie had overextended herself to restore Emma and Becky to their rightful bodies.  It had been days before she awoke from her coma.  This time Sylvia feared it would be even worse.  Aggie might never wake up this time.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Sylvia said.  She put a hand on Akako’s shoulder.  “She just needs some time to rest.”
 
   “I know.”  It still made Sylvia cringe to see the way Akako caressed Aggie’s cheek, the way she loved Aggie the same way Alejandro had—probably better, she amended, given the way Alejandro had cheated on her.  
 
   Sylvia felt a sob rise in her chest at the thought Aggie had risked her own life, despite what Sylvia had told her.  If the situations were reversed, Sylvia didn’t know if she could be so forgiving, but then she had always been the black sheep of the family.  She felt someone touch her shoulder and turned to see Tim behind her.  The love in his eyes told her he would forgive her as well, even though she didn’t deserve it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “This is all my fault.  He said he’d kill you—”
 
   “No, it’s my fault.  He said he’d kill you if I didn’t build what he wanted.”
 
   “That lying weasel.  If I get my hands on him—”
 
   Right on cue, the elevator opened and there stood Harry Ward.  Like one of the Sewer Rat’s friends, his beady eyes darted around and then he scurried out of the elevator.  “You son of a bitch!” Sylvia roared.  She found the revolver she’d won off Samuel Colt.  She carefully aimed her shot before she pulled the trigger.  
 
   Perhaps she’d been around Emma too long as she didn’t aim for his heart or his head.  Instead, the bullet hit him in the knee.  He pitched forward onto the floor in front of the portal that had brought Aggie and her friend back here.  Sylvia stepped out from behind the desk, the gun aimed at his head.  “The next one will take your damned head off,” she said.
 
   “I doubt that,” Ward said.  “Oh, and now might be a good time to say your last goodbyes.  See you in the next world.”  With a mock-salute, he rolled to his right, into the portal.
 
   “That son of a bitch,” she said.
 
   Tim took her arm and spun her around.  “Sylvia, he’s done it.”
 
   “Done what?”
 
   “He’s triggered an overload in the reactor—”
 
   “English, please.”
 
   “He’s going to blow us all sky high!  I’ve got to get down to the reactor.  Maybe I can still do something.”
 
   “Tim—”
 
   “I have to, Sylvia.  A lot of people are going to die otherwise.”
 
   “Hold on,” she said.  Then in a flash they were both in his lab.
 
   “Oh shit,” Sylvia whispered when she saw Emma inside a wall.  Before she rushed over to help her friend up, she gave Tim a kiss on the cheek.  “You can do this,” she told him.
 
   “I’m not sure—”
 
   “I believe in you, Tim.  I always have.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She helped Emma up and waited until the girl seemed to have regained her senses.  Sylvia vanished herself back upstairs to check on Aggie.  Akako still tended to Aggie, which left Sylvia to feel like a fifth wheel, despite that she had caused all of this.
 
   Sylvia cleared off the top of Ward’s glass desk and then waved her hand over the surface.  As with the fish bowl in Tim’s apartment, it became a makeshift crystal ball to show her Tim’s lab.  If anyone knew how to disarm whatever Ward had set into motion, it would be Tim and Emma.  But from their conversation, Sylvia knew there was nothing either of them could do.  The reaction could not be stopped; the reactor could not be shut down.
 
   Sylvia looked down at the floor where her sister still lay unconscious.  There was only one thing she could do to save Agnes, Tim, and all the other people she cared about.  She supposed it would be only fitting after the way she’d betrayed all of them.  She’d started it and she’d finish it.
 
   “Goodbye, Agnes,” she whispered.
 
   “Sylvia, what—” Akako started but Sylvia never heard the end of it.  She closed her eyes and concentrated as hard as she could, harder than she ever had before to keep Tim’s face in her mind’s eye.  As she did, she felt her body tingle.  When she opened her eyes, she realized she was glowing.  Time froze for her so she could walk down the stairs at a leisurely place to where the globe sat.  Emma and Tim faced it, their mouths frozen in screams.
 
   Sylvia put her hand to Emma’s cheek and then whispered, “Goodbye, Emma.  You’ve been the best friend anyone could want.”  Then she turned to Tim to kiss him on the lips one final time.  “I’m sorry, Tim.  It has to be this way.  I love you.”
 
   She stroked the side of his face one last time and then stepped over to the globe.  Sylvia stepped through the hole Emma had cut into it.  She didn’t know much about science or astronomy, but she knew how to dispose of this thing.  Tears ran down her cheeks as she vanished herself for the last time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   There was no body to bury.  Nor were there any ashes to scatter anywhere.  Akako said Sylvia had disappeared from Ward’s office.  No one saw her again.
 
   Emma knew only that one moment she and Tim had stood in front of the reactor, about to die, and the next the reactor had completely vanished, to leave only a hole in the room.  The strangest part was that Emma thought she’d felt Sylvia’s hand touch her cheek and her voice whisper goodbye.  Tim said he’d felt Sylvia kiss him.
 
   Then she was gone, along with the reactor.
 
   Along with Harry Ward.
 
   Emma barely had time to recover and stuff the red helmet on her head before the SWAT team stormed into the lab, Captain Donovan at their head.  From a clock on the wall, Emma saw it was precisely midnight, the exact time she’d told Donovan to move in.  The captain was nothing if not punctual.
 
   “What the fuck happened in here?” Donovan asked.
 
   In the Scarlet Knight’s voice, Emma said, “TriTech was a front for the bombings.  Its CEO is a man named Harry Ward.  He set off those bombs using robotic rats in the sewers.”
 
   “Robotic rats?”
 
   “They’re called Remote Automated Travelers,” Tim said softly.  “I designed them.”
 
   “Then I guess you’re in pretty deep shit.”
 
   “He wasn’t responsible,” Emma said.  “He didn’t know—”
 
   “No, it’s my fault.  I designed them.”  Tim held out his hands for someone to cuff him.
 
   Donovan shook her head and then looked over at one of the SWAT members.  “Take him downtown.  We’ll question him there.”  Before Tim was hauled away, she poked him in the chest.  “Make sure you get yourself a good lawyer.”  She waited until Tim was gone before she asked, “So where’s this Ward guy?  I’m taking him in too.”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “You’re not sure?  What kind of superhero are you?”
 
   “I had my hands full,” Emma said.  “He was going to set off an anti-matter reactor.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Emma had gone upstairs with Donovan to find Aggie unconscious on the floor with Akako at her side.  There was no sign of Harry Ward, Sylvia, or Jim.  The former two were never seen again.  As for the latter, she found him in a storm drain a block away; he waited for her as if knowing she’d show up there.
 
   “Had to go,” he said.  “Police everywhere.”
 
   “I know.  It’s all right.”  She got down on her knees so she could kiss him.  Then he’d gone back to the sewers with the rats.  She sat in the alley for a long time, to stare at the storm drain and wonder about the future.
 
   She didn’t see him over the next two days; she had too many other things to do.  First was to find Tim Cooper a lawyer.  He was prepared to go to prison for his role in the bombings, the RAT Bombings as they would come to be known.  When she’d gone to visit him, he looked better rested, but still haggard.  “You can’t let them pin this on you,” she said.  “It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “I gave Ward the technology.  Without me this wouldn’t have happened.”  He looked down at the glass that separated them.  “She would still be here if it wasn’t for me.”
 
   “Tim, you can’t blame yourself,” she said, though the words sounded hollow to her own ears.  Almost twenty years after her parents died she still blamed herself for it.  The pain had subsided a little, but the hole in her heart could never fully heal.  Nor would the hole in Tim’s heart for Sylvia’s loss.  
 
   “Everything that happened was because of me.  If I hadn’t been such a naïve idiot and believed that sick fuck, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “He used you, Tim, just like he used Sylvia.  If you take the blame for this, you’re only letting him win again.”
 
   He hung up the phone.  She’d left after that to visit a criminal attorney.  “Unless they find this Ward guy, they’re going to want to pin it on someone,” the lawyer explained to her.  “Your friend is the best candidate, along with this Jane Fielding and Enrique Stone.  They aren’t going to cut an easy plea, I can tell you that much.”
 
   “What if Tim testifies against the other two?  Can you get him a deal then?”
 
   “Maybe, but as the guy who made those things, he’s going to be the one they want the most,” the lawyer said.  He reached across the desk to hand a tissue to her.  “From the sound of it, your friend is a good guy.  Not so much as a parking ticket, but two hundred people died; someone’s got to pay for it.”
 
   Emma dabbed at her eyes; she felt like such an idiot.  As the Scarlet Knight she’d come to understand justice.  In this case, there was none of it to be had.  Someone had to pay, as the lawyer had said.  Even if he weren’t responsible, it would be Tim who did and not Ward, the one truly at fault.
 
   Two days after the bombings and Tim was still in jail, unable to attend the memorial in France for Sylvia.  The court had already refused to let him out for the memorial back in Rampart City, at Sylvia’s salon, which would pass into the hands of Val, who promised to keep everything the same and to not let anyone use Sylvia’s styling chair or her favorite shooting booth ever again.  Sylvia’s coworkers and favorite customers had fired off a twenty-one gun salute in her honor, which had brought a smile to Emma’s face; she could think of no better way to pay tribute to Sylvia than to fire weapons in the salon.
 
   Aggie had not gone to that memorial service.  She had gone to Sylvia’s salon only on the day it opened.  “She didn’t want me there,” Aggie said.  “She didn’t think she could be herself if her big sister was there.”
 
   Aggie was at the second memorial in France, which was held on the Joubert estate, which she now owned entirely.  She had woke up about sixteen hours after Sylvia’s death; she immediately began to cry and hug Akako before her friend could say anything.  “I knew,” she said to Emma later.  “I had a feeling she was gone.”
 
   Emma had visited France once briefly when on the run from Bykov but she’d never seen the old Joubert estate.  The memorial was held on a hill that overlooked the vineyards, which still continued to produce wine.  On the hill were tombstones for Sylvia’s mother and her sister Sophie.
 
   The rest of the coven was there along with Aggie, Akako, and Becky.  Aggie leaned against Akako for support as Glenda and some of the other witches reminisced about Sylvia.  These stories invariably revealed that while on the surface she was gruff, beneath she was one of the most caring and noble people on the planet.  Emma felt a fresh wave of tears at the thought of so many people missing from this memorial.  Not only Tim, but also all those who had been helped from the weapons Sylvia had sold them to oppose tyranny.  
 
   Once the others had spoken, Aggie toddled forward and wiped her eyes from beneath a black veil.  “There’s so much I could say about her after all these years, but I suppose the best thing I can say is that she’s my sister.”
 
   Emma waited for Aggie to say more, but the witch turned away and began to sob to the point where Akako had to collect her and walk her down the hill.  The memorial wound down after that, but Emma stayed up on the hill.  Sylvia’s tombstone contained only her name and the inscription, “Beloved Sister.”  From her pocket, Emma took out one of the daggers she’d taken from the vault in Aggie’s house.  She planted this in front of the tombstone, where its hilt caught the setting sun to reflect the light into the valley below.
 
   ***
 
   The road turned to a dirt trail so bumpy Emma considered stopping her rented car to walk.  She had never visited this part of the state, where the city was only a distant memory in favor of ancient forests.  She checked her map again and hoped she found the place soon, before the car fell to pieces.
 
   At last the trees thinned out to reveal a log cabin in a clearing.  “Cabin” wasn’t really the right word since it was bigger than Becky’s house in Rampart City, with three stories, a deck complete with hot tub, and a satellite dish on the roof.  Emma stopped her car in the driveway; she supposed if she were going to run away, this would be a good place to hide out.
 
   There was no other car in the driveway.  Nor a bike, motorcycle, or any other means of transportation.  The local sheriff had already searched the cabin and found no sign of anyone having lived in it recently.  That hadn’t stopped Emma from driving two hundred miles, much of it through rugged terrain, to the cabin.
 
   She got out of the car and then knocked on the door.  As she expected, no one answered after two minutes.  No one answered when she tried to knock again.  With a sigh, she reached into her pocket for one of the Scarlet Knight’s gloves.  When she pressed her hand to the doorknob, the front door yawned opened.
 
   There was no sound inside the house.  Not a television or a radio or anyone’s footsteps but her own.  She poked her head into the living room and saw her first positive sign in a scorched log in the fireplace.  Another sign came in the kitchen, where she found breadcrumbs on the counter.  She had definitely been here; the question was if she were still here. 
 
   The second floor was just as deserted as the first.  The bedrooms were unoccupied, the beds all neatly made up.  The bathrooms were equally tidy, all except for a toothbrush and a tube of toothpaste with the bottom rolled up properly.  Emma touched the bristles of the toothbrush and felt moisture there.  She must have brushed her teeth a half-hour or so ago.
 
   The third floor was the attic, which was nearly empty except for old skis and cardboard boxes of winter clothes.  Emma knew she was in here.  “Megan, please come out.  It’s Dr. Earl.  I’m not going to hurt you.  I just want to talk.”
 
   Emma waited for a minute and then heard a shuffling from behind the skis.  Megan’s white-blond head appeared, as pale as she remembered when she’d seen it in the mirror.  “Dr. Earl?  What are you doing here?”
 
   Emma pushed aside some boxes so she could sit down on one.  “People are very worried about you, Megan.”
 
   “No they aren’t.”
 
   “Your father is very upset.”
 
   “No he’s not.  Daddy doesn’t care about me.”
 
   “Megan—”
 
   “He never even sees me.”  From the whistle at the end of this sentence, Emma knew she had better not press things much further.
 
   “Let’s go downstairs.  It’ll be easier to talk there without all this dust.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”  Emma listened for a moment, but she couldn’t hear Megan wheeze, which was a good sign.  “I’m not here to take you back unless you want me to.”  When the girl said nothing, Emma continued, “I only want what’s best for you, Megan.  I hate to think someone with so much talent is going to throw it away.”
 
   “I’m not talented.  I can’t do anything right.”
 
   “That’s not true.  I’ve seen your drawings.  Some of them are very good.”  Megan said nothing to this.  She had at least come out fully from behind the skis so Emma could see the girl sit with knees tucked beneath her chin while she looked down at the floor.  “You could be a great architect if you applied yourself.”
 
   “I don’t want to be an architect.”
 
   “Then what do you want, Megan?  Whatever it is, I want to help you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I understand what you’re going through.”
 
   “No you don’t.”  Megan’s voice whistled again and Emma could feel her own chest tighten at the memory.  “You don’t know what it’s like to be the butt of everyone’s jokes.  To be a freak.”
 
   “I do understand, Megan.”  Emma slipped off her box to sit beside Megan.  “When I went to college, I was only fourteen years old.  All the other kids there made fun of me because of it.  They thought I was a freak.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It hurt every day, but I didn’t let it stop me.  I finished school and I earned my doctorate and then I worked at the Plaine Museum, where I always dreamed of working.  Whatever you want, you can have it, but you can’t let what other people think of you get in the way.”
 
   “I can’t go back there.  Not after what happened.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She’d talked to Amanda Murdoch in the hospital, where she’d learned about the cabin Megan’s father owned.  A cabin in the mountains had seemed to Emma like the perfect place for a girl with asthma to hide, where no one could bother her and the air was free of pollution, to let her breathe.  “It might be hard, but you can do it.  Your friends will help you.”
 
   “I don’t have friends.”
 
   “That’s not true.  I talked with Amanda and she’s very sorry for what happened.  She wants to make things up to you—if you’ll let her.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Megan, you can’t let this one thing ruin your life.  You can’t just give up and hide here because of what happened.  You’re too smart and too talented for that.”  She had given this same lecture to Tim Cooper the day before, but he was still reticent; he believed it was his rightful punishment for Sylvia’s death.
 
   She had better luck with Megan, whose face had returned to its usual pastiness to indicate she felt much calmer.  “You really think I’m talented?”
 
   “Not just me.  I have a friend in city hall and she passed your drawings on to someone in the city planner’s office.  They have an internship opening up next semester if you’re interested.”  It hadn’t taken much persuasion to get Becky to pass copies of Megan’s work on to the city planning office, who according to Becky had licked their collective chops at the thought they could get hold of her to help rebuild from the RAT Bombings.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I wouldn’t lie to you.”  Emma wasn’t prepared for Megan to throw herself against Emma in a hug.  Emma could hear Megan’s chest rattle slightly; she patted the girl on the back.  “Hey, settle down.  Don’t get too excited.”
 
   Megan pulled back, her face red, though perhaps not entirely from the asthma.  “Thank you, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Emma took the girl’s hand to help her stand up.  “One more thing:  I expect you in class on Monday morning.  You’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
 
   ***
 
   Harry Ward sat down at the bar and signaled the bartender for a beer.  As he waited, he caught his reflection in the mirror.  He supposed he could have done a lot better than the body of a sixty-five-year-old man, a retired dockworker with a dull little house and equally dull little wife, their dull three kids out to lead their own dull little lives.  Still, it could have been much worse too.  At least he was still a man, not a baby sucking at mommy’s teat.  And at least he didn’t have the police after him—except for one.
 
   He’d seen her every day for the last week.  She came in a minute or two after he did and took a seat in a rear booth.  She didn’t seem to care that he knew she was there.  She sat there for hours to nurse a beer while he drank and talked with some of his dull “friends” and otherwise tried to live this Harry Ward’s life.
 
   His friends had noticed her and the bartender.  At first they gave him shit for having a much younger woman eye him.  That was until they saw the way she looked at him, her face red with barely-contained rage.  “Who is that broad?” they’d ask him.
 
   “I don’t know,” he lied.
 
   He’d never given much thought to quantum mechanics, but he supposed it was a pretty damned big coincidence that in two completely different universes two Sylvia Jouberts hated him.  The weird thing was that while he looked completely different, she was exactly the same as the last time he’d seen her.  The only difference was that instead of a green tank top and camouflage pants she wore jeans, a white T-shirt, and a black leather jacket—beneath which she carried a gun and a badge.
 
   Detective Sylvia Joubert.  That’s who she was here.  A fucking police detective who stalked him like a crazy ex-girlfriend.  Didn’t she have anything better to do?
 
   At the end of every night he’d waddle outside to get in his dull old Buick and drive home.  She’d follow him and park by the curb in her unmarked car.  She’d sit there for a few more hours, to the point where his wife asked, “Who is that?”
 
   After a month of this, Harry finally decided to waddle out of the house and lean down beside the car.  She had the window down but didn’t seem to notice him at all.  “Would you mind parking somewhere else?  You’re scaring my wife.”
 
   She produced her badge; the gold shield glittered in the dim light from the streetlamps.  “I’ll park where I want.  Go fuck your wife.”
 
   “Listen, Detective, whatever you got against me—”
 
   She lowered the badge and he thought she’d go for the gun, but she only held up an accusatory finger.  “Maybe you think you’ve gotten away with it, but you haven’t.  Not yet.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I haven’t done anything.”
 
   “Lottie Donovan.  That name ring a bell?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The way Sylvia glared at him, Harry thought for sure she’d pull out her gun this time.  “You killed her.  You and your friends.”
 
   “If that were true I’m sure a jury would have found us guilty.”
 
   Her laugh chilled him more than her glare or even the thought of her gun.  “Yeah, right.  The juries work for cheaper here than the hookers.”
 
   “Look, Detective—”
 
   “I’ll be watching you, Ward.  You remember that.  If you or any of your ‘retired’ buddies get up to anything, I’ll be there.”  She didn’t give him a chance to respond, just pressed on the accelerator to knock him onto his rear in the middle of the street.
 
   He sat there and watched the taillights fade from view.  Of all the rotten luck to have her stalk him for a crime he couldn’t even remember because he hadn’t actually committed it.  As long as he didn’t do anything else, though, she couldn’t touch him.  Maybe he could convince that wife of his to move to Florida or Arizona.
 
   When he stood up, he found a little girl in front of him.  She was probably in her early teens, with wild black hair and her face painted white like those freaks he’d sometimes see around the mall.  “Can I help you, little girl?”
 
   “Eileen says hi,” the girl said.  He didn’t know how she got the knife in so fast; one moment she just stood there and the next he had a knife stuck in his chest.
 
   The girl disappeared before Harry hit the pavement.  He tried to call for help, but couldn’t muster the strength.  As his life faded, he couldn’t help but smile.  That Eileen was a real professional, to tie up all her loose ends.  Not bad for a three-year-old, he thought as he lay dying on the street.  He wondered what Sylvia Joubert would find to do with her free hours now.  His laugh turned to a hacking cough and then a wheeze as he slipped away.
 
   ***
 
   They sat at their favorite table in Coeur de la Mer; Dan ordered the escargot while Becky stuck with the roast chicken.  “Are you sure that’s the last we’ve seen of those guys?” he asked her.
 
   “I’m pretty sure,” Becky said.
 
   “What did they even want?”
 
    “I’m not sure.  Maybe they hoped to take advantage of all the chaos to do a little bit of looting.”
 
   “Well, whatever, I’m glad you were there.”  He rubbed his temple and grimaced.  “I wish I could remember more about it.  One minute I was in Chicago with you and the next I was in bed back home.  I don’t even know how I got there.”
 
   “You weren’t feeling good, so I took you home,” Becky lied.  With her so busy in the wake of the RAT Bombings and Dan still needed in Chicago, this was the first chance they’d gotten to see each other since the day of Sylvia’s memorial in France.  That had been over a month ago.  “Then those guys showed up.”
 
   “And you and your friend Emma saved me.  There was someone else, too, wasn’t there?”
 
   “Her boyfriend, Jim.”
 
   “There was something odd about him.  He looked kind of weird.”
 
   “He’s an artist,” she said as if this explained everything.  At least this was only a half-truth instead of a lie.  The Sewer Rat did make art, most of which featured Emma.
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Dan smiled at this and Becky resisted the urge to sigh with relief.  Then his face turned more serious again.  “I had these weird dreams about me and her.”
 
   “Who, Emma?”
 
   “Yeah.  We went on these dates, but they all turned out horribly.  I was so in love with her and I wanted so badly to impress her.  I even bought this diamond necklace for her, but I never got to give it to her.”  He shook his head.  “Isn’t that weird?  I hardly know her and I’m dreaming about her.”
 
   “Right.  Weird.”  Becky gripped the edge of the table with one hand to steady herself.  She knew those weren’t dreams but actual memories of Dan’s dates with Emma before she attempted to wipe his memory with one of Aggie’s potions.
 
   He leaned forward to take her free hand and his smile returned.  “Then you were there and I woke up.”
 
   “I must be your good luck charm.”
 
   “I think so.”  They were in public, so he only gave her a light peck on the cheek.  The real kiss he saved for when they arrived at her place.  The force in his kiss probably came from their long time apart, or maybe he wanted to convince himself he really did love her more than Emma.
 
   After they said goodbye, she stood on the front doorstep for a while.  She loved Dan as much as she’d loved Steve, but was it a sham?  Not just because of his previous relationship with Emma, but because she’d won him when Emma had inhabited her body.  It could be said he’d really fallen in love with Emma, had loved her all along.  
 
   She shook her head.  They had been together for more than a year now.  Maybe he’d started out falling in love with Emma in her body, but now it was her that he kissed and her that he’d made love to in Chicago.  If someday they got married, it would be her at the altar, not Emma.  She’d earned his love.
 
   That was why she’d been able to kiss him awake.  She’d earned her place in his heart as his true love.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.  As for Emma, she’d moved on to her own true love.  
 
   This prompted her to shake her head again.  Emma and the Sewer Rat.  She still couldn’t believe this.  When they’d been growing up, Becky had always assumed Emma would get the handsome, rich man—someone like Dan—while she would end up with the first weird, ugly freak to come her way.  
 
   She supposed the Sewer Rat—Jim—wasn’t all that bad.  He practically worshiped her; he hung on her every word.  She in turn was so relaxed around him, so at ease in a way Becky hadn’t seen before.  With Jim, Emma could just be herself—all of herself.  She didn’t have to keep secrets from him because he already knew them.
 
   Becky was the one who had to keep secrets now.  Maybe that was some kind of cosmic justice at work in that by winning Dan from Emma, she inherited Emma’s problem with him.  Well, she would make it work.  She loved him too much to ever let him go.
 
   The moment she opened the door, she sensed something was wrong.  All of the lights were off, but there was music on the stereo.  Some kind of opera—Emma’s music.  This was a bad sign as she only listened to music when she was too distressed to read anything, which was hardly ever.
 
   “Emma?”
 
   She paused in the foyer and heard a sniffle come from the living room.  Becky called her friend’s name again and felt a sense of déjà vu.  Seven years ago she’d heard Emma crying and then found her eyes glowing gold before Emma knocked her through a wall.  What would she find this time?
 
   “Emma, are you all right?”
 
   She heard another sniffle.  She caught an outline of Emma beside the bay window as she stared out at the street.  Had she seen Becky and Dan kiss?  “Emma, if it’s about Dan and I—”
 
   “No,” she said, her voice eerily tiny.
 
   “Did something happen to Jim?  Is he all right?”
 
   “He’s fine,” she said.
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   Emma turned the light on and Becky could see her friend had been crying for some time.  In her hand she clutched a piece of paper.  When she threw herself at Becky and sobbed on Becky’s shoulder, the piece of paper fell to the floor.  Becky tilted her head and made out the name of the doctor:  Laura Pavelski, OB/GYN.  “A baby doctor?”
 
   Emma nodded and then sniffled again before she said, “I’m pregnant.”
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Chapter 1
 
   To the untrained eye, the white blobs against the black background of the screen might look like so much noise.  In the last four months Dr. Emma Earl had become well versed in how to interpret these white blobs, to pick out a head here and a hand there.  She knew even before Dr. Pavelski said it that she looked at her daughter.
 
   “You’re sure you want to know?” Dr. Pavelski asked.  “Some people don’t.”
 
   “I’m not superstitious.”
 
   “It’s a baby girl.  And from what I can tell she’s perfectly healthy.”
 
   Emma breathed a sigh of relief at the second statement.  For many sleepless hours she had imagined all sorts of terrible things might happen to her baby.  The baby might be deformed or have a lifelong condition like Down’s Syndrome or a heart defect that would kill her shortly after birth.  Her encyclopedic knowledge turned out to be a curse in this area, as she knew all of the terrible things that could happen.  But so far, six months in, everything seemed fine.
 
   “That’s good news.  Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   “I wish you would call me Laura.  We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other over the next three months.”
 
   “Sorry—Laura,” Emma said.  She started to get up off the examination table, but Dr. Pavelski put a hand on her arm.
 
   “Not so fast.  I want to run some tests to see how Mommy is doing too.”
 
   “I feel fine,” Emma said.
 
   Dr. Pavelski shook her head.  She turned on a miniature flashlight to shine into Emma’s eyes.  “Have you been getting much sleep?”
 
   “About the same as usual.”  This came to about three hours a night between when she came home from a night fighting crime and went off to her first class at Rampart State.
 
   “What about the morning sickness?”
 
   “It’s better.”  She had found after two months she could no longer tolerate the protein shakes she usually drank in the morning.  Red Bull irritated her stomach as well, but after she switched to tea and toast she found she only threw up half her breakfast.
 
   “Feeling any dizziness?  Diarrhea?  Joint pain?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski looked her in the eye.  “Not really or no?”
 
   Emma looked down at the white floor tiles and her face turned warm.  She had always been a private person; she hadn’t told Aunt Gladys about her first period until three weeks after the fact when her aunt found bloodstained sheets hidden in a closet.  Now she was supposed to tell her OB/GYN every tiny detail about her body’s functions.  “Sometimes—very rarely—I’ve felt all three of those.  Not at the same time, of course.”
 
   “Well that’s a relief.”  Dr. Pavelski laughed, but Emma didn’t join in.  “Look, Emma, I know this is difficult for you.  If you want, I know some support groups for unwed mothers.  It might be just the thing for you, so you don’t feel so alone.”
 
   Emma felt her face turn warmer at the phrase, “unwed mother.”  She imagined herself in a church basement with a bunch of sixteen-year-old girls.  She had felt like a sixteen-year-old when she went into the drugstore to buy the pregnancy test, unable to meet anyone’s gaze as she bought it and then stuck it into her coat pocket.  She’d taken the test in the Sanctuary and made certain Marlin didn’t eavesdrop on her.  That test she’d burned in a trashcan so Jim or any of his friends couldn’t find it.  “I’m fine,” she said, her voice hollow.
 
   “You don’t sound fine to me.  A lot of women struggle with depression during and after the pregnancy.  Have you had any suicidal thoughts?”
 
   “No!”  Emma looked up at the doctor, a hand on her lips.  “I’d never do that.”
 
   “I’m just making sure.  Pregnancy isn’t only about the physical health; we’ve got to consider the entire package.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Hey, I think you’re going to be just fine.  You and your little girl.”
 
   “Thanks, Laura.”
 
   “Now, I want to see you back here in two weeks.  In the meantime you keep taking your vitamins and all that good stuff to make sure this kid comes out as strong and pretty as her mom.”  Dr. Pavelski moved her hand down to Emma’s stomach.  “You hear me in there?”
 
   “Thanks again,” Emma said and then slid off the table.  Dr. Pavelski flashed her a smile and a wave before she disappeared from the room to see her next patient, which left Emma alone in the room.  
 
   She took off the paper examination gown and then frowned.  She could clearly see the bulge in her midsection now.  She was “showing” to use the popular parlance.  Up to this point she’d used loose T-shirts and blouses along with jackets and sweaters to mask the pregnancy from her supervisors, students, and Jim.  
 
   The latter worried her the most.  She would have to tell him at some point he was the baby’s father.  There was no way to deny that, as she had never made love to anyone else—at least not in her own body.  Jim Rizzard, known as the Sewer Rat to most of Rampart City, was the only possible candidate.  He had a right to know, didn’t he?
 
   She put on her clothes and then put a hand to her stomach as Dr. Pavelski had, and as Becky had numerous times already.  She tried to feel the baby, but at the moment she felt nothing.  
 
   ***
 
   The last ones to arrive—except for the guest of honor herself—were two students at Rampart State whom Emma had befriended.  In the way the dark-haired, serious Amanda Murdoch loomed protectively beside the shy, nervous Megan Putnam reminded Becky Beech so much of herself and Emma.  In another five or ten years, maybe Amanda would throw a baby shower for Megan.
 
   “Glad you could make it,” Becky said.  “Everyone else is in the living room.  Help yourself to some punch—or something stronger if you want.”
 
   “Great, I could use a drink,” Amanda said.  She tried to pull Megan towards the living room, but the smaller girl didn’t want to go quite yet.
 
   Like Emma, Megan looked down at her feet as she nearly whispered, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Becky said.
 
   Megan’s chalky skin turned rosier as she said, “It’s just that Dr. Earl seems like such a private person.  I mean, she hasn’t actually said anything to anyone, has she?”
 
   As much as she hated to admit it, Becky supposed the girl had a point.  Emma had not officially told anyone other than Becky.  From experience, Becky knew Emma didn’t like to be a center of attention, though she’d found herself as one often enough in any case.  Becky shook her head.  Fuck modesty; Emma deserved this party, deserved a room of people happy for her.
 
   “I think she’ll be fine once she gets over the initial shock,” Becky said.
 
   “Well, OK then.”  Megan finally allowed her roommate to pull her away.  Amanda whispered something into Megan’s ears that made the girl blush even more.
 
   Becky followed the girls into the living room and surveyed the scene to make sure everything was just right.  Besides Megan and Amanda, Becky had invited Aggie Chiostro, her girlfriend Akako, Becky’s younger sisters Bambi and Brandi, and Emma’s colleagues from Rampart State, at least those who could make it.  In all there were only thirteen people, but she supposed that would have to be enough.  She checked the punch, the snacks, napkins, plates, and cups to make sure they wouldn’t run out.  She wanted everything to be perfect.
 
   While many baby showers had a theme, with special party favors and games and such, Becky hadn’t planned anything like that.  She knew Emma wouldn’t like that.  She had never done theme parties, not even for her birthdays as a kid.  Back then Emma had been content to go to the Plaine Museum with her parents and Becky, with maybe a stop for some ice cream on the way home.  That attitude hadn’t changed over the years.
 
   Aggie took Becky’s arm and said, “This is a very nice thing you’re doing for Emma, dear.  I think she could use some levity.  She’s looked so forlorn lately.”
 
   “It hasn’t been easy for her,” Becky said.  That was an understatement.  Besides the fact the baby’s father lived in the sewer and spent most of his time with rats, Emma also had her two jobs—one teaching and one beating the shit out of criminals.  To juggle all of that would be enough to make anyone forlorn.  Becky would have gone crazy after the first trimester.
 
   Before Becky could say anything else, her sister Brandi took her arm and pulled her aside.  “I don’t remember you doing this for any of us,” Brandi, the eternal party pooper, said.  “You probably wouldn’t do shit for me.”
 
   “If you get pregnant I’ll knock you upside the damned head,” Becky said.
 
   “Yeah?  What makes precious Emma getting knocked up so special?”
 
   “She has a real job for starters.  She’s not still living in a trailer and working ten hours a week at some greasy spoon.”  Becky knew it had been a mistake to let Brandi come along, but Bambi had needed a ride and so the obnoxious little snot had come along to ruin things like she always did.
 
   “We both know you’re only doing this because you know you’ll never have any kids.  You’ve always lived vicariously through her.”
 
   “Listen, you little punk—”
 
   Bambi, the sunnier of the two, bounced into the room.  “She’s coming!”
 
   Becky twisted Brandi’s arm hard enough to make her sister wince.  “You’d better behave yourself or I’ll break your fucking head open.”  Then she put on her sunniest smile and took her place in the center of the living room.
 
   It wasn’t late enough yet for the living room to be entirely dark even with the blinds closed.  Still, Becky hoped the others would be hidden well enough.  She heard the front door open and then shut with a soft click.  Becky called out, “Emma, could you come in here for a minute?  There’s something I need to ask you.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Emma said.  The moment her friend shuffled into the room, Becky signaled Bambi, Aggie, and Akako to raise the blinds and let sunlight flood in.
 
   “Surprise!” Becky crowed as the others all came out of hiding.  
 
   Emma stood in the doorway, both hands pressed to her red face so Becky couldn’t tell if her friend was happy or horrified.  Becky put an arm around Emma’s shoulders, to give her a little shake.  She gestured with her other hand to the stack of gifts in one corner and the cake beside the snacks and punch.  “It’s all for you.”
 
   When Emma’s hands lowered, Becky could see Megan Putnam had been right.  Emma looked on the verge of tears—and not tears of joy.  “This is very nice,” she said just above a whisper.
 
   Still, Becky wouldn’t let things unravel without a fight.  She steered Emma over to the couch.  “You didn’t really think I wasn’t going to throw you a shower, did you?”
 
   “No, I guess not.  Thank you.”
 
   “Bring those gifts over here, would you?” Becky said.  She took the first one off the pile.  Even without reading the label, she recognized Aggie’s neat, curly letters.  
 
   Emma’s hands moved stiffly, as if by remote control to remove the paper carefully; she didn’t tear it the way Becky always did.  Inside the paper was a white box that could only contain clothes, which made sense since Aggie worked as a seamstress.  Emma took out a long pink gown.
 
   “That’s the christening gown used for Clarissa Robinson,” Aggie said.  Becky shivered at this; Aggie’s clothes always seemed to come from someone no longer alive.
 
   “That’ll be embarrassing if it’s a boy,” Becky said, to inject some humor.
 
   “No, she’s right.  It’s a girl.”
 
   “Really?  You’re sure?”  Becky asked.  Emma nodded.  “That’s wonderful!  I’ll finally have someone to give makeup tips to, since those two over there never listen to me.”
 
   Brandi looked ready to say something, but Becky silenced her with a glare.  Meanwhile, Emma had set aside Aggie’s box with a polite thank you before she moved on to the next one.  There were stuffed toys, rattles, and a wooden high chair from Megan and Amanda that seemed far too expensive for a pair of college students.  “It was my mother’s,” Megan said.  The redness of her face almost matching Emma’s.
 
   “My contribution was to carry it down the steps for her,” Amanda said.  Perhaps she, like Becky, wanted to inject some humor into the situation.
 
   Again Emma didn’t respond.  She ran a hand along the varnished wood and nodded to herself.  “It’s very beautiful.  Thank you both.”
 
   Becky took Emma’s arm and put on her warmest smile.  “My gift is upstairs.  Come on, we’re taking a little field trip.”
 
   She led the way up the steps to the second floor.  Along the way she watched Emma’s face, which was a mask of neutrality at the moment.  With a deep breath, Becky opened the door to the guest bedroom.  “Here it is.”
 
   It hadn’t been easy to convert the guest bedroom into a nursery without Emma’s knowledge.  During Emma’s late classes this week, Becky had called Dan over and they had hauled the bed up into the attic as well as the nightstand and dresser.  Then they’d brought up the changing table and crib; they assembled these a little at a time and hid them in the closet before Emma came home.
 
   This morning Becky had moved the changing table to the side of the room, where the old dresser had been and placed the crib in the center.  She’d hung a mobile of dancing bears—which she thought were suitably unisex—over the crib.  “Now that we know what the little critter is going to be, we can get some paint and wallpaper—”
 
   She stopped as she realized Emma was crying.  “I’m sorry,” Emma whispered and then ran down the hall.  Her bedroom door slammed shut behind her.
 
   Becky started towards the bedroom, but Aggie put a hand on her shoulder.  “I’ll talk to her, dear.  You entertain your guests.”
 
   Becky nodded.  Though Aggie looked about twenty-one, she was in actuality five hundred eighteen, with a whole family tree to her credit.  If anyone could get through to Emma, it would be the witch.  “Right.  Come on, let’s take it back downstairs.”  She forced a smile to her face.  “You know how those hormones are.  She’ll be fine in a few minutes.”
 
   At least Becky prayed that was all it was.
 
   ***
 
   When she heard the door open, Emma assumed it was Becky to try to lure her back to the party.  Curled up on the bed, in the fetal position ironically enough, Emma sobbed into a pillow.  She didn’t move even as she felt a hand pat her on the back.
 
   “It’s all right, dear,” Aggie said.  “Let it all out.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said through the pillow.  “I’m acting horribly.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.  No one’s going to blame you.  This is a very tough situation.”
 
   Emma pulled the pillow away from her face and turned her head to face Aggie.  Despite the witch’s smooth face and golden hair, her eyes were still those of a much-older woman, someone with far more experience than Emma on this.  “I don’t know what to do,” Emma finally said.  She put a hand to her stomach.  “What kind of mother can I be?”
 
   “Is that what’s worrying you?” Aggie asked and Emma nodded.  “You’ll be a wonderful mother, dear.  She’ll be lucky to have such a sweet, kind woman for her mother.”
 
   “But how long will she have me?”  Emma looked out the window, at the street below.  She imagined her mother on the asphalt, blood pooled beneath her.  “I don’t want what happened to me to happen to her.  I don’t want her to be alone.”  
 
   “You weren’t alone.  You had your aunt and Rebecca.  As long as she has people who love her, she’ll never truly be alone.”
 
   “But how can I take care of her?  I have my job and my other job.”  Emma thought back to her appointment with Dr. Pavelski.  “I hardly have any free time even to sleep; how am I supposed to raise a child?”
 
   “We’ll help you.  Rebecca and I and I’m sure Akako will help when she’s here.”
 
   “What kind of life is that for her?  For either of us?  Bouncing from one babysitter to the other.”  Emma put a hand to her stomach.  “Maybe it’d be better if I put her up for adoption.”
 
   “You shouldn’t say such a thing, dear.”
 
   “But it’s true.  She’d be better off with a family who can give her the love she deserves.”
 
   “If you do that, you’ll only regret it later.  Trust me.”
 
   “You gave one of your children up for adoption?”
 
   “No, dear.  Not me.  Sylvia did.”  Aggie explained that shortly before she died, Sylvia had told her sister about an affair with Aggie’s husband, which had produced a daughter.  There hadn’t been time to get the full story, so Aggie had gone to Glenda, the head of her coven, who confirmed Sylvia had given birth to a daughter and put her up for adoption.  No one knew what became of the girl, least of all Sylvia.  “She carried that burden around with her for almost two hundred years.  You don’t want that.”
 
   Emma turned her eyes to the floor; she didn’t want to look Aggie in the eye as she confessed, “After I knew for sure, I thought about an abortion.”  She waited for the witch to say something, but there was only silence.  “I checked out some clinics and I picked up the phone to call one.”
 
   “But you couldn’t go through with it.”
 
   “How could I?  I’m supposed to be the Scarlet Knight; I’m supposed to save lives.”  Another wave of tears wracked her body; she pressed her hand to her face.  “But how can I raise her knowing that my first reaction was to kill her?”
 
   “But you didn’t.  That’s what matters.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Every woman goes through this the first time.  And the second.  And the third.”
 
   “Even you?”
 
   “Especially me.  How could I raise a child and still be a witch?  How could I watch that child grow old and die while I could be young and beautiful forever?”
 
   “What did you decide?”
 
   “That I would love my children and do my best.”  Aggie squeezed Emma’s hand again.  “That’s all anyone expects of you, dear.  That’s all she can expect of you.  She won’t always know that—especially when she’s a teenager—but eventually she’ll understand.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “What do I do about Jim?  I couldn’t ask him to give up his life down there for me—for us.”
 
   “Let him decide, dear.  He’s a grown-up, just like you.”
 
   “I haven’t acted like one, though, have I?”
 
   “It’s the hormones, dear.  And believe me when I say it’ll get worse before it gets better.”  Aggie pulled her hand away and then stood up.  “Still, I think you owe Rebecca an apology.”
 
   “I know.  She worked so hard and I ruined everything.”
 
   “It’s not going to be easy for her either.  Remember that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’ve said too much already.”
 
   “Aggie—”
 
   “Rebecca will never have a child of her own.  The poor dear.”  Aggie turned back around; her face suddenly looked much older.  “Remember that when you go back downstairs, but don’t say anything.”
 
   “But we can’t—”
 
   “These things have to play themselves out.  I’m sorry I told you.  I’d get in big trouble with Glenda if she knew.  We’re not supposed to interfere with your lives like that.”
 
   “I won’t say anything.  I promise.”  Emma gave Aggie an awkward hug and then they went back downstairs, where Becky sat on the couch.  The party had come to a standstill; silence hung over the room as Emma stood in the doorway.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You don’t—”
 
   “Even if it was the hormones I shouldn’t have done that.  You’ve all been so kind to me.”  She put a hand to her cheek and felt another wave of tears about to flow.  “I think you get the idea,” she said.
 
   Becky led her back to the couch to sit with her and try to joke the trouble away.  Though she smiled plastically, Emma thought of what Aggie had said, that Becky would never be the star of her own baby shower.  As promised, Emma held her tongue, to let Becky enjoy the moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   The old phrase “a fly on the wall” had never had so much meaning for Emma as she guided the fly through a curtain of glittery streamers to enter the backstage area.  Through the display on her computer, she could see a line of still-clothed women clad in costumes of schoolgirls, cowboys, and nurses among others.  Emma didn’t key in the sound yet, not particularly concerned with what the strippers had to say to each other.
 
   For seven years she had tried to infiltrate the Plastic Hippo, where Don Vendetta based operations for her criminal empire.  Emma had tried to use the armor, but the don had video cameras that could see her.  About six months earlier she and Sylvia had tried to modify the armor so she could go undetected, but all she’d received for her trouble were bruises.  She had thought to try to go undercover as a stripper, but Becky assured her the don’s people would find out the moment Emma went on stage and turned red from head to toe.
 
   Then she thought of something she’d suggested to Jim after they tried unsuccessfully to bluff their way into Harry Ward’s TriTech company.  She’d suggested they put a camera and harness onto one of his friends and then send the rat into the building to find out what was going on.  Jim nixed the idea out of fears for the rat’s safety.  In the wake of TriTech’s destruction, Emma had found some of Tim Cooper’s broken RAT robots in the sewers.  She thought if a real rat was too risky, why not a remote control one?  
 
   After some hours of tinkering—when Dr. Pavelski would have told her she should be asleep—Emma came up with something much smaller than a rat.  The FLI—Flying Listening Intelligence—was the size of an ordinary housefly and looked identical to the naked eye.  Only if someone broke the thing open would they see the tiny exoskeleton, cameras, and microphone.
 
   She had rigged the FLI so she could monitor it from her laptop; she didn’t have time to try to rig up a display in her helmet.  Though the FLI operated primarily on remote, she could key in commands when she found something of particular interest.  At the moment she suggested the FLI pull up near the ceiling and hover near the door to the don’s back room.  It was there the don and her lieutenants conducted most of their business.
 
   This could finally be the break Emma and Captain Donovan needed in order to get something solid on Don Vendetta.  There would still be the problem that Emma couldn’t reveal her identity to turn over the evidence and the Scarlet Knight couldn’t testify in court.  Still, if she could find out more about the don’s operations, she and Donovan could arrange a sting as they’d done over two years ago.  The don had escaped then with some help from Isis.  This time Emma hoped they’d be able to make something stick.
 
   The door to the back room opened as a woman came out.  Emma took advantage of this to send the FLI into the room.  The robotic spy perched itself up by the ceiling so its cameras could peer down into the backroom.  The sound quality from this vantage wouldn’t be the best, but she should be able to hear what was said.
 
   Emma felt a stab of disappointment to realize the don herself was not inside.  She did recognize a few of the don’s top lieutenants around a poker table.  It soon became clear they weren’t concerned with poker at all.  They were concerned with her.
 
   “She got our shipment to the Trenches last week,” said the woman Emma identified as Maya Reynolds, who ran things in the Trenches, the city’s poorest neighborhood.  “Put ten of my guys in the hospital and the rest are in jail.”
 
   The don’s number two, Anita Martinez, shook her head at this.  “Seven years.  Seven fucking years and she’s still harassing us.  Why hasn’t anyone put her in the ground yet?”
 
   Another of the women shrugged.  “What are we supposed to do?  She’s got that armor.  Our weapons can’t do shit against it.”
 
   “Then maybe we need some better weapons,” Martinez said.
 
   “Leave that to me,” a woman’s voice hissed.
 
   Emma tilted the FLI’s head to locate the source of the voice.  She didn’t see anything until a black shape stepped out of the shadows.  The don’s lieutenants had their guns out, but a second later the shape had moved to stand on top of the table.  “Who the fuck are you?” Martinez asked.
 
   “The one who’s going to bring in the Scarlet Knight.” 
 
   “Yeah?  How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I’m going to start by using live bait.”  Emma’s eyes widened as she watched a knife suddenly appear in Reynolds’s throat and in the right eye of another lieutenant.  The others fired their guns, but the woman once again disappeared; she reappeared a moment later behind Martinez, to stab a knife into her shoulder.
 
   Emma shifted her position on the rooftop that overlooked the Plastic Hippo.  “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she whispered.  A red case appeared beside her on the rooftop.  So much for reconnaissance.
 
   ***
 
   Once Emma knew for certain she was pregnant—and she would keep the baby—she consulted with Marlin, the Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight.  He knew everything there was to know about the armor—or almost.  “The master didn’t exactly conceive the armor with a woman in mind.  With the men the only problem was to keep them from getting someone else pregnant.”
 
   “Do you think it will do anything?”  She thought back to shortly after she’d begun to wear the armor.  After the Black Dragoon used a hypnotic suggestion against her, the armor had bonded with her in an attempt to maintain her sanity.  Years later, when an alien parasite attached itself to her, the armor switched her into Becky’s body so she couldn’t infect it.  She put a hand to her stomach, which at the time was still flat.  “Do you think it will hurt the baby—or me?”
 
   “I think if it were going to do that, it would have done it already.  Easy enough for it to have zapped the little bugger when it was still a zygote.”
 
   “That’s true.”  The armor had regenerative properties to help her heal from injuries, which in theory could have destroyed the fertilized egg before it could develop any further.  The only theory Emma could decide on was that the armor had the same kind of morality she did and thus couldn’t bring itself to kill a future life.
 
   Now that she’d gotten the tests back from Dr. Pavelski, Emma could be reasonably certain that the armor’s magic hadn’t affected her daughter at all.  Still, she always felt a certain reluctance when she donned the scarlet armor.  Horrible visions came to her mind that her baby would look like a wolfman or reptile or something even worse.  
 
   There wasn’t time for these doubts this time.  She dressed in the armor as quickly as she could manage; she felt it expand slightly to accommodate her enlarged stomach.  The boots also became larger for her swollen ankles.    She was glad Marlin hadn’t shown himself yet to make a snarky comment about how she looked.  That was the last thing she needed at the moment, when she needed to concentrate to stop this mysterious assassin before she killed everyone inside the Plastic Hippo.
 
   Ordinarily the don kept two-dozen burly male guards around the club.  These had rushed inside once the shooting started, except for three at the front door.  Emma ignored these and used the side door to access the backstage area.
 
   When she did, she found the strippers she’d seen earlier inside a dressing room, in various states of undress.  Beneath her helmet, Emma’s cheeks turned warm; Becky was right that she wouldn’t have lasted two seconds in this business.  “Are you all OK?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” one dressed as a nurse said.
 
   “Are you really her?” one in a showgirl outfit asked.
 
   “Yes.  Go out the side door and keep running.  I’ll cover you.”  Emma stood in the center of the hallway while the strippers scuttled out behind her.  Though she didn’t approve of their line of work, they were innocent bystanders.
 
   “Thank you!” the showgirl called out before the door slammed shut.
 
   Emma listened for a moment, but heard only silence.  She wished she could communicate with the FLI to see where the assassin might be.  Then again it probably wouldn’t matter given how the woman had seemed to appear and disappear at will.
 
   She shuffled along the hallway and stopped at the glittery curtain that led to the stage.  When she stuck her head through the curtain, she gasped in shock.  Twenty men were dead, piled up to one side of the club along with the tables and chairs.  
 
   The woman stood in the center of the room.  Besides the black coverall, the woman wore a black ski mask so only her green eyes were visible and her pink lips, which at the moment were curled in a smile.  “I knew you’d show up.  You’d protect even these scumbags.  Or try to.  You’re a little late.”
 
   Emma pushed the curtain aside to step onto the stage.  The last time she’d been on this stage, she had still been recovering from the Black Dragoon’s wound, only able to wear the cape and helmet to meet with Don Vendetta.  That meeting had not gone well and Emma doubted her second time on the stage would go any better.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “It’s not what I want.  My employer wants you dead and to take that armor of yours.”
 
   “Who’s your employer?”
 
   “That’s not your concern.”
 
   Emma took a step forward and then hopped off the edge of the stage.  She kept a hand on the hilt of the Sword of Justice, but didn’t pull it out yet.  There might still be a way to avoid any further violence.  “How did you know I’d be here?”
 
   “A lucky guess.  And if I was wrong, a few less petty thugs wouldn’t matter.”
 
   “You think this is some kind of game?  Those were people’s lives.”
 
   “It’s my business.”  Emma didn’t see the woman’s hand move.  One second she just stood there and the next Emma found a knife embedded in her right thigh.  It took her a moment to feel the pain as she stared at the wound in disbelief.  No ordinary knife could penetrate the magic armor.
 
   As the pain set in, the woman sprung.
 
   ***
 
   In her seven years as the Scarlet Knight, Emma had never faced an adversary like this.  The Black Dragoon—both of them—and the alien-enhanced Koschei had relied more on brute force than quickness.  This had given her an advantage in their battles.  The closest she’d come to someone with the same agility was in a fight against Aggie’s sister Sylvia six months ago.  
 
   Maybe it was because the pregnancy had slowed her body or maybe the woman really was as fast as she appeared.  She seemed to simply appear wherever she wanted in the blink of an eye.  One moment she was halfway across the room and the next she was right in front of Emma to cuff the side of her head.  When Emma looked up, the woman actually sat on the bar.
 
   “I don’t want to kill you,” the woman said.  “You give me the armor and we’ll call it a day.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   The woman appeared in front of her again to kick Emma in the center of her chest.  She toppled onto her back, where she found the woman’s eyes looking down at her.  The assassin again smiled at her.  “Don’t you think your baby would like a chance to be born?”
 
   “I can’t give you the armor,” she said.
 
   “That’s too bad.  After seeing your work, I’d hoped we could be friends.  Or at least not enemies.”  The woman gave a slight shrug.  “Oh well.”
 
   Emma counted to three and then flailed with all four limbs as if to make a snow angel.  Her right leg connected with the woman’s ankle, to topple the assassin.  Emma rolled over and pinned the woman to the floor.  The assassin glared at her, but she still smiled.
 
   “You really are good.  I’ve been doing this a long time and this is the longest anyone’s lasted against me.”
 
   “You sound proud of that.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I be?  Aren’t you proud of your work?”
 
   “I do what I have to do.  It’s not particularly fun.”
 
   “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree.”
 
   When Emma felt the pain in her midsection she thought at first the baby had kicked.  Only then did she glance down to see that a knife stuck out of her side.  Again she hadn’t actually seen the woman move; it was as if the knife had appeared there on its own.  The woman punched her in the side of the head to knock Emma off.
 
   With presence of mind, Emma rolled to wrap the golden cape around her body, to turn invisible to human eyes.  She dragged herself away, and plucked the knife out while she bit down on her lip so she wouldn’t scream.  With her other hand she reached down to the Sword of Justice, to ease it from its scabbard.  
 
   The woman got to her feet and stood once more in the center of the room.  “Is that your best trick?  Do you think so little of me?”  
 
   Emma yanked the Sword of Justice from the scabbard as the woman took a set of infrared goggles from her pocket.  With these she would be able to see where Emma crouched on the floor.  That wouldn’t matter.  Not if Emma was quick enough.
 
   The Sword of Justice couldn’t fly as fast as the assassin’s knives, but it was enough.  The golden blade tumbled through the air, to head not for the woman, but for the controls to the stage lights.  Over seven years Emma had learned enough fine control that she could use the tip of the sword to flip the switches to turn on the lights—the very hot lights.
 
   When the woman turned towards this infrared surge, Emma bolted.  She ran for the door as fast as she could.  She leaped into the air, onto the roof where she’d left her computer.  The FLI was still connected, still poised on its spot on the wall.
 
   She gasped not only to see the don’s lieutenants slumped over the table, but also to see the woman looking up at the FLI.  “Next time,” the woman said and then the FLI went dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   The motorcycle was the first thing Emma knew she would have to lose.  To ride the bike at a hundred miles per hour while she zigzagged through traffic required precise manipulation of her body weight to maintain her balance.  This became more difficult as she added weight from the pregnancy.  
 
   It was even more difficult at the moment with a wound in her side and one in her leg.  On a straightaway she took one hand from the bike to touch the wound in her side.  What came back didn’t have the dark red color of blood; the wad of sticky fluid on her hand was black.  She nearly lost her balance again while she stared at this.
 
   She’d already felt her head swim a couple of times, but she’d attributed this to the loss of blood and the baby.  Now as she felt a tingle in the area around the wound, she realized it might be something worse.  Those knives might have contained poison.  Poison that would slowly kill her if the wounds themselves didn’t kill her quickly.
 
   Kill her and her baby.  The poison was already in her blood, which would trickle through her womb, into the veins of her unborn child.  Even if Emma found an antidote to the poison, it might still be too late to save her daughter.  Emma put her hand back on the bike and leaned forward to try to wring a few more miles per hour out of the engine.
 
   The tingling in her side became a numbness.  The same happened with the wound in her leg, until she could no longer feel her right leg.  She willed the leg to stay tucked in, but couldn’t turn her head to see if it was or not.
 
   The numbness began to spread up the side of her body.  She took her left hand off the bike to try to shake some feeling back into it.  Nothing happened, just as she knew it wouldn’t.  The poison would soon creep up through her neck, into her brain.  Once that happened, she would either pass out or lose her balance and throw herself off the motorcycle.  In either case, she would be facedown on the pavement and unable to get back up.
 
   Worse yet was the numbness began to spread across her midsection.  So far her daughter had kicked very rarely; Emma yearned for one of those kicks right now so she could feel her child.  She desperately wanted to know that her baby was still alive, not a corpse in her womb.
 
   To make the right turn became the most difficult part of her journey from the rooftop of the Plastic Hippo.  She couldn’t feel anything below her neck, so she had to will her body to position itself properly and hope for the best.  Though she couldn’t feel it, she could see the bike wobble and threaten to flip onto its side.  “Please, no,” she whispered.  Though never a religious person, she prayed to every deity she knew of to let her make it.
 
   The motorcycle held the turn and she managed to right it and head into another straightaway.  It wouldn’t be much longer now until she reached her destination.  Whether Aggie could help her, she didn’t know.  The poison might have spread too far already for even the witch to cure.
 
   There were always magic potions like the one she’d used on Jim after he was injured by an exploding RAT.  But what effect would a restoration potion have on her womb?  Would it abort her daughter the same way she’d thought the armor itself might have?  She couldn’t let that happen.  She couldn’t let Aggie give her something that could hurt the baby.  But if she didn’t, then what?  Six months was too early to take the baby out.
 
   Aggie’s house came in sight.  She wasn’t surprised to find both Aggie and Akako on the doorstep.  Emma’s vision began to blacken around the edges.  It wouldn’t be long now before she was gone completely.  With her last ounce of strength, she spun the motorcycle into the final turn.  The front wheel clipped the curb, to send her airborne, but she didn’t care.  The armor would protect the outside of her body.  It was the inside she had to worry about.
 
   She landed on the doorstep, whether on her own or through Aggie’s guidance she had no idea.  Her vision was down to little more than pinpricks at this point.  Through those she saw Aggie look down at her and smile.  “Don’t worry, dear, we’ll help you.”
 
   “Save…my…baby,” Emma said and then passed out.
 
   ***
 
   For someone with real magic, there was only one way to see a person’s future.  That was to have a sample of that person’s hair or nail clippings or maybe some fresh blood if you could get it.  The latter could be awkward unless you were a nurse.
 
   Of course fortune telling was against the coven’s rules.  A witch shouldn’t even try to see her own future, let alone someone else’s.  This was mostly because the future was always subject to change, especially if you made someone aware of it.  There were philosophers who argued everything had already been determined, that free will didn’t exist.  Aggie knew this wasn’t true, except in the broadest sense.  If you told someone they would die in a skydiving accident they might not go skydiving, but they still might die of a heart attack the same day.  Some things, most notably death, were inevitable.
 
   When she first learned Emma was pregnant, Aggie couldn’t resist a peek into the girl’s future.  Emma visited frequently enough, had even lived with Aggie briefly, so it wasn’t hard to find a few stray copper hairs around.  She’d gathered enough to make up a lock about the same thickness as her pinky.  With these hairs and some ordinary ingredients she had boiled up Emma’s future in her best potion cauldron.
 
   What she saw had made her faint.  Emma would never hold her baby in her arms.  The cauldron couldn’t tell her exactly what would happen to mother or child, only that Emma wouldn’t get to hold her baby—ever.  
 
   This prophecy was the first thing that came to her mind after she felt the premonition.  Emma was in danger.  Not just Emma, but her baby as well.  Aggie’s premonitions were about as specific as the mixture in the cauldron, so she couldn’t know exactly what danger Emma was in.  At least not until the girl showed up—if she made it.
 
   Aggie sat bolt upright and nearly pushed Akako right off the bed.  After well over a century of sleeping alone, Aggie still had some trouble with the concept of sharing her bed.  She reached out with one hand to grab Akako’s arm and steady her.
 
   “Agnes, what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s Emma.  She’s in trouble.  She’s coming this way.”
 
   Akako didn’t question her on this; she had known her long enough that she didn’t need to.  She simply found her clothes and began to dress.  They were both fully dressed and out on the front steps when Aggie heard the high-throated whine of the motorcycle’s engine.  The grandmother in Aggie wished Emma wouldn’t ride such a dangerous vehicle.  Even with the scarlet armor to protect her, it still made Aggie nervous.
 
   In this case Aggie could see she had a right to be worried.  The way Emma sagged forward on the bike reminded Aggie of an old Western where the mortally wounded cowboy was slumped over his saddle as he rode into the sunset.  Aggie wished she could use a spell, but Merlin’s magic in the armor would trump hers.  “Stand back,” Aggie said to Akako.  
 
   They stepped onto the doorstep and Aggie used a bed of feathers spell that turned the steps and sidewalk as soft as marshmallows.  At least that might cushion Emma’s fall, provided she landed on the steps or sidewalk.  There was nothing else she could do as the motorcycle came around in a wide turn.  Its front tire caught the curb and Emma’s limp body flew through the air much higher than someone in a suit of armor should.
 
   As Aggie had hoped, Emma landed on her back on the front steps.  Aggie hurried over to her side, to bend down to examine her.  There was a wound in Emma’s left side and one in her right leg.  Something black oozed out of both of them.  Despite this, she smiled down at Emma.  “Don’t worry, dear, we’ll help you.”
 
   “Save…my…baby,” Emma said and then passed out.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” Akako asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  We’d better get her inside.”  The magic armor didn’t weigh much, and while Emma had gained weight from the baby, she still was light enough to carry.  Aggie hooked her arms around Emma’s armpits while Akako took the Scarlet Knight’s legs.  They knew each other well enough that no verbal count was necessary for them to hoist Emma at the same time.
 
   They carried her into the parlor, where Aggie held Emma upright while Akako found a bolt of fabric to set on the floor.  They set Emma down on top of this, so the strange black ooze could flow onto that.  Aggie scooped up some of the black stuff to sniff at it.
 
   “What is it?” Akako asked.
 
   “Poison of some kind,” Aggie said.  “Not anything I’ve seen before.”
 
   “The archives might have something,” Akako said.  “Glenda commissioned a reference guide for poisons and antidotes two hundred years ago.”
 
   Aggie vaguely remembered something about that.  Akako had only been in charge of the archives for eighteen months, but she had taken to the job with gusto to familiarize herself with everything in the computer system and down in the vault.  “It’s on the first floor, right?”
 
   “Yes.  Use my password to get into it.”
 
   Aggie looked down at Emma, who appeared to still be breathing.  The poison continued to leak from the wounds.  “Keep the armor on her—including the helmet.  It’ll help keep the poison at bay.  If she gets worse, brew some beguila root into some tea and force it down her throat.”  
 
   “It’s down in the vault, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  Third drawer up and second from the left.”
 
   “I got it.  Good luck.”
 
   Aggie kissed Akako on the lips, just a dry peck.  “I’ll be back soon.”
 
   Then in a flash of light she was gone.
 
   ***
 
   The coven’s archives were located under a grave mound in Ireland, a place where few tourists were allowed to go.  Aggie came to the archives as many times as she could manage to see Akako.  The problem was that the concentrated magic in the archives made her ill after too much exposure, as happened to any witch.  The consequences could be even direr for a mortal; they could end up as a three-headed toad or perhaps something even worse.
 
   Akako could exist in the archives because of a unique condition.  Through some quirk in quantum physics, she was “out of phase” with the rest of the universe.  Aggie didn’t pretend to understand this, nor did Akako herself.  She knew only that she could hear the voices of every other version of her in two hundred twenty-six other universes, though potentially there were an infinite number of her in an infinite number of universes.  This condition also meant she couldn’t be affected by the magic of the archives.
 
   The downside of the latter was that a vanishing spell wouldn’t work on Akako.  Otherwise Aggie would have preferred to stay with Emma, to help her if things turned ugly.  Instead, she would have to hope Akako could think of something on her own should Emma take a turn for the worst.
 
   Aggie appeared next to an ordinary reference desk where Akako spent most of her time.  Behind this were rows of computer servers and terminals so that the first floor of the archives looked more like a computer lab than the library for a coven.
 
   This was the work of Akako’s predecessor, Red, an orphan boy with the same condition as Akako.  He had cataloged the weakest magic spells, the kind that could be stored on a hard drive.  The more potent spells would overload the system if anyone tried to store them digitally, so those were kept in the secure vault downstairs.  
 
   Aggie sat down at the terminal at Akako’s desk and then waited for the system to boot up.  This took too long for Aggie’s tastes, since her friend was quite probably dying at the moment.  She already knew Akako’s login information, one of the secrets they had shared while they spent time together down here.  Again she had to wait for the system to log her in.
 
   To find the book of poisons and antidotes didn’t take long.  Part of the way Akako spent time down here was to organize the system in a way that made sense.  After some trial and error—Aggie did most of the trying and erroring—they had decided on a system of subjects, sort of like the Dewey Decimal System in public libraries.  Aggie just had to find the topic “Poisons” and the guide came right up.
 
   Aggie wished she could have brought a sample of the poison with her, but she couldn’t be sure that it would travel, or that it might change if magic were used on it.  So she had to go by her memory.  She closed her eyes and thought back to the smells she’d picked up.  The most prominent odor had been that of blood.  Not Emma’s blood, but dried blood.  Behind that was the stench of burnt feathers.  Dove feathers.
 
   When she plugged these two items into the database, Aggie came up with one possible match.  The poison in the database was labeled as, “Dark Offering.”  It involved sacrificing a dove to Anubis, an Egyptian god of the underworld.  The congealed blood could then be slathered onto a weapon, such as a knife or sword blade, like what had been used on Emma.  The poison was said to work faster than the strongest snake venom; it paralyzed the victim in about thirty seconds and caused death in ten minutes if no cure was administered.  If not for the armor, Emma would most certainly have died by now.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief to see there was a cure, though the guide said it was unlikely anyone would ever have time to use it.  The cure required someone to stick a knife into the wound—or wounds in this case—and at the same time say a ritual prayer to Ra, the Egyptian sun god.   The poison would then be drawn onto the blade, so that once the knife was removed the poison would be gone and the wound could heal.
 
   After she printed out a copy of the entry, Aggie vanished herself back to her house.  She found Emma still on the floor, though Akako had pushed up the visor so that the girl’s extremely pale face was visible.  “She’s hanging in there,” Akako said.  “She’s tough.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Aggie said.  Maybe it was not only because of the armor, but because Emma had a child who counted on her to survive.  There were always stories about mothers who would develop superhuman powers in order to save their young ones.
 
   “Get two daggers from the vault.  It shouldn’t matter what kind they are.”
 
   Akako took off, to leave Aggie alone with Emma.  Aggie decided to take off the helmet and prop a pillow beneath the girl’s head.  After she wiped the sweat from Emma’s pasty forehead, Aggie whispered, “It’s going to be fine—you’ll both be fine.  We’re going to give you the antidote and get this poison out of you.”  Emma didn’t open her eyes, but Aggie thought she saw a flicker of understanding.
 
   Akako returned faster than Aggie would have thought possible, with two thin silver daggers.  These were part of Sylvia’s weapons collection that Aggie was glad she hadn’t decided to donate to the coven yet.  “What are you going to do with these?”  Aggie explained, which prompted Akako to grimace.  “You’re going to stab her again?”
 
   “That’s what it said to do.  Stab these in and say a prayer to Ra.”
 
   “Well, I guess if that’s what the guide said.”  Akako handed the knives to Aggie, who didn’t share much enthusiasm about this cure either.  It seemed like common sense that to stab someone a second time would only make things worse.  But then magic didn’t usually follow common sense or Aggie’s life would be far less complicated.
 
   Aggie took one knife in each hand, to stick them both in at once, though the guide didn’t have any instructions on multiple wounds.  “Here goes nothing,” she said.  Then she plunged one knife into each wound.  Akako held up the page from the guide so Aggie could read off the ancient Egyptian words.  She hoped she pronounced them correctly; if only she could ask Emma’s friend Dan Dreyfus the Egyptologist for help.
 
   She went through the prayer twice before she began to slide out the knives.  As she did, she saw the silver blades coated with a tar-like substance.  “It’s working,” she said.  She eased the knives out of the wounds and dropped them into a wastebasket Akako held out.  Aggie would have to burn the contents of the wastebasket later or find some other way to destroy the poison.
 
   In the meantime she had other problems.  Now that the poison was out, Emma’s blood began to flow from the wounds.  The magic armor didn’t seem to stem the tide, at least not initially.  “Give me something to put on these,” Aggie said.  Akako tore strips from a gray dress Aggie had been working on.
 
   “Come on, dear.  Don’t quit on us now,” Aggie whispered into Emma’s ear as she jammed torn bits of fabric into the wounds.  The gray cloth turned dark red in seconds.  Aggie repeated this procedure a half-dozen times.
 
   Finally whatever had stopped the armor’s regenerative powers—the poison or the cure, Aggie didn’t know—must have faded.  The flow of blood stemmed, to leave only a faint trickle.  This Aggie wrapped in bandages Akako brought down from the bathroom.  “I think she’s going to make it,” Aggie said.
 
   “She still doesn’t look good.”
 
   “We have to give her time.”  Aggie put a hand on Akako’s shoulder.  “Come on, let’s get her upstairs and put her to bed.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Since neither Becky nor Dan could cook, they usually went out for dinner.  Tonight, Becky rummaged through the pantry.  She heated up two cans of soup—one tomato and one chicken noodle soup.  In addition she found a box of saltines and some ramen noodles, nothing that required her to do more than heat water.
 
   They ate this in the kitchen, instead of the dining room with its table that could seat forty-six.  She did have to use the second-best china since Dan didn’t have any paper or foam bowls she could use.  After she ladled out the soup, she took her seat across from him on the island in the center of the kitchen.
 
   “Reminds me of my college days,” Dan said with a smile.  She knew he would be fine with this meal because he was fine with just about everything.  Sometimes she wanted him to put his foot down and insist they do what he wanted.  Tonight, she was glad for his easygoing nature; she needed someone to buoy her spirits after the debacle that was Emma’s baby shower.
 
   That debacle was why she had insisted they stay in tonight.  The last thing she wanted at this moment was to be out at a fancy restaurant or even a greasy spoon, surrounded by other people.  After her spectacular failure, she wanted only to hide out in Dan’s mansion and then snuggle with him in the bed.
 
   Of course she should have known he would remember the shower.  Unlike a lot of other men, he remembered things like birthdays and anniversaries.  He also remembered the things she said, such as that the baby shower was today.  Or maybe it wasn’t such a surprise since she’d insisted he help her make up the nursery that had prompted Emma to freak out.
 
   “So how did the shower go?  Was she surprised?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, you could say that.”  Becky took a handful of saltines to crumple into her soup.
 
   “She didn’t like it?”  Becky shook her head.  “What happened?”
 
   “She began crying and ran into her room.  Aggie convinced her to come out and apologize later.”  Becky didn’t add that as soon as the party guests had gone home, Emma had taken off on her motorcycle; she claimed she had Scarlet Knight business to attend to.  Becky had then called Dan, to seek his comfort.  “I feel like such an idiot.  I’m her best friend.  How could I misjudge this so badly?”
 
   “Well, it’s kind of a new situation for both of you.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.”  Becky smiled slightly.  “I always thought between the two of us, I’d be the one who got knocked up first.”
 
   Dan dropped his spoon into his bowl of soup as if his hand had gone numb.  They had dated for almost eighteen months now, but the idea to make things more formal had never been brought up.  He had lost his wife and she had lost her husband in acts of random violence, so the loose arrangement had worked out fine.  She knew from the look on his face that it had been a bad idea to bring up the baby issue.
 
   “No, I didn’t mean I wanted a baby.  I mean, not now.  Someday, maybe.  I just meant that I didn’t think she’d get pregnant out of wedlock like that.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  I know what you mean.”  Dan picked up his spoon to drain some more soup from the bowl.  “Who’s the father, anyway?”
 
   “Her boyfriend, Jim,” Becky said.  “You met him once.  The artist.”
 
   That meeting had been in Dan’s bedroom upstairs after he had woke up from a potion administered by Aggie’s sister Sylvia.  They hadn’t met since then; the Sewer Rat wasn’t the type to go on double dates.  “Oh.  So what does he think about this?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s mentioned it to him.”
 
   “Shouldn’t she?  He’s going to find out at some point.”
 
   “Well, he’s not around much.”
 
   “That’s awful.  How did she meet him?”
 
   “Could we just drop this?  I don’t want to talk about it.”  Becky jabbed her fork into a pile of ramen noodles with a vengeance.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I just wanted to help.”
 
   She reached across the island to pat his hand.  “I know.  I’m sorry.  It’s just been a really bad day, you know?”
 
   “I know.”  He squeezed her hand.  “I’m sure this is just a phase she’s going through.  In the end she’ll be glad for all your help.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Come on, you’re going to be a great surrogate aunt.”
 
   Becky snorted at this.  She had done a great job at being a surrogate relation so far.  She’d been a surrogate sister to Emma when they were kids.  She’d been a surrogate mother to Brandi and Bambi because their awful mother had been too drunk to raise her kids.  When Emma moved back to the city, Becky had even become a surrogate mom to her at times.  Maybe that was her destiny, to fill in as the surrogate.
 
   “I’m serious.  You’re going to do a great job.  Her daughter will be lucky to have you.”
 
   Becky snorted again.  She didn’t want to think anymore about the future, or about the awful baby shower.  She pushed away from the island, to leave the remains of her soup and ramen noodles to clean up later.  Dan took her hand and followed her up to the bedroom.
 
   They fell asleep in each other’s arms as they so often did.  Because of this, Becky elbowed him in the head when she heard the phone ring.  She saw it was three in the morning.  Even before she answered, she knew something had happened to Emma.  That could be the only reason for a call so late.
 
   Her suspicion was confirmed when Aggie said, “Emma’s had a little mishap.”
 
   “Mishap?”
 
   “Someone attacked her with poisoned knives.”
 
   “Oh my God!  Is she all right?”
 
   “She’s fine right now.  She’s sleeping.  But I think you ought to find that doctor of hers so we can make sure the baby isn’t hurt.”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   ***
 
   Becky had never met Dr. Pavelski before.  For obvious reasons she didn’t have any need to see an OB/GYN herself.  Emma had insisted she see the “baby doctor” on her own; most of the time she told Becky only after the appointment.
 
   Because of that, Becky was prepared for a very cold reception when she pulled up at the Waterside Condos complex at three-thirty in the morning.  As the name implied, the Waterside Condos complex was located on the waterfront, to replace several old warehouses in a half-hearted attempt to revive the area.  The views were supposed to be spectacular and the rents were good.  So long as you didn’t mind a two mile drive to the nearest convenience store it was fine.
 
   Becky left her car in a fire lane; she figured this was an emergency.  From what Aggie had said, the worst was over—at least for Emma.  The witch couldn’t be sure about the baby and was reluctant to use any sort of spells or potions that might help her find out.  They could have gone to the emergency room, but Becky agreed with Aggie that it would be better to deal with this discreetly so the police didn’t have to get involved and ask a bunch of inconvenient questions.
 
   She hurried into the lobby, where a security guard looked up from a newspaper.  “I need to see Dr. Pavelski,” Becky said.  “It’s an emergency.”
 
   “No one’s allowed upstairs without permission of the owner.”
 
   “Get her on the phone then.”
 
   “I can’t do that, ma’am.  You’ll have to come back later.”
 
   “I can’t wait until later!  This is an emergency.”
 
   “Be that as it may, ma’am, if I go waking up the doctor at three-thirty and it’s not really an emergency, I could lose my job.”
 
   Becky stifled a curse and then reached into her purse.  She rifled through the bag until she came up with her city ID badge.  “I’m with Councilwoman Napier’s office.  The councilwoman’s niece is a patient of Dr. Pavelski and she needs to see the doctor now.”
 
   The guard studied the badge for a moment and then nodded.  He picked up the phone and punched in a few numbers.  Becky began to sweat as time dragged on without anyone seeming to pick up the phone on the other end.  What if the doctor didn’t answer?  What if she wasn’t home?
 
   Finally the guard spoke into the receiver.  “Yes, Dr. Pavelski, I’m sorry to wake you up so early.  There’s a Miss Beech from Councilwoman Napier’s office here—”
 
   Becky snatched the phone away and turned her back so the guard would have to come around the desk to take it back.  “Dr. Pavelski, I’m a friend of Dr. Earl, your patient.  There’s been an accident.”
 
   “An accident?” came back a woman’s sleepy voice.
 
   “Someone stabbed her.”
 
   “Stabbed her?”
 
   “Yes.  A mugger.”
 
   “Did you take her to a hospital?”
 
   “Well, no, not yet.”
 
   “That might be a good idea.”
 
   “No, look, she’s fine.  I mean not fine, but she’s stable.  It’s just that we aren’t sure about the baby.  I thought if you could come over and take a look—”
 
   “You want me to go to her house and check on her baby without any instruments?”  Dr. Pavelski sounded fully alert now—and none too pleased.  Becky supposed on the surface it did seem pretty half-baked, so long as you didn’t know the full truth about Emma.
 
   “We can take her to a hospital, but I think she’d rather have you there than some stranger.”  When the doctor didn’t say anything right away, Becky said, “I’m worried about her.  You know how stressed she’s been.  And now this on top of it.  I think she needs someone she can trust.”
 
   “I’ll be down in three minutes.”
 
   Becky handed the phone back to the guard and stammered an apology.  He glared at her and then turned to his security monitors, to pretend to be too busy to notice her.  She checked her watch; the hands didn’t seem to move as the three minutes dragged into an eternity.
 
   Then the elevator doors opened and a trim woman of about thirty appeared, dressed in a Harvard sweatshirt and sweatpants.  She also carried the standard black bag in one hand.  “You must be Becky,” the doctor said.
 
   “Yes.  You’re Dr. Pavelski?”
 
   “The one and only.  Let’s get going.”
 
   On her cell phone, Becky called Aggie, who agreed to take Emma to St. Joseph’s downtown.  Aggie didn’t have a car, but she still had Sylvia’s truck.  She didn’t know how to drive, but insisted that Akako did, though she hadn’t been able to pass the test for her driver’s license, still used to the rules of her world, where they drove on the left, red meant go, and stop signs were green.  “They’ll meet us at St. Joe’s,” Becky told the doctor.
 
   “Good.  I interned there so I know a few of the doctors.  They shouldn’t give us too much trouble about letting me borrow their equipment.”
 
   “Are we going to have to fill out any official reports?”
 
   Dr. Pavelski turned her head to stare at Becky, who focused straight ahead on the road.  “Is there a reason you don’t want to fill out any official reports?”  When Becky didn’t say anything, the doctor asked, “Is she in trouble?  I get the feeling there’s something going on that she won’t talk to me about.  Is it the father?  Did he stab her?”
 
   “Jim?  God, no, he’d never hurt her.  He worships her.”
 
   “Then why isn’t he ever at the appointments?”
 
   “Because he doesn’t know.  She hasn’t told him.”
 
   “I thought as much.”  Dr. Pavelski shook her head.  “She certainly is mysterious, this friend of yours.”
 
   “I’m sorry I got you up so early.  If you don’t want to help—”
 
   “Of course I want to help.  I just wish I knew what the hell was going on.”  The doctor shook her head again.  “My patients who only speak Spanish are more forthcoming.”
 
   “Maybe you should try talking to her in Spanish then.  She might give you better answers.”
 
   “Any answers would be nice.  Let’s start with how she got stabbed.”
 
   “You know how this place is.  Walk down the wrong street at the wrong time and you can wind up in deep shit.”  Becky knew all about this; she had once walked down the wrong street only to be saved by Emma in the nick of time.
 
   “So she was walking around alone?  After midnight?”
 
   “As you said, she’s mysterious.”
 
   “It does at least explain why she always looks so tired when she comes into my office.”
 
   “Emma’s never been one to sleep a lot.”
 
   “Me neither—apparently.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Then you can at least be straight with me.  What really happened?”
 
   “I don’t know.  You’d have to ask Agnes.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “A friend.  She’s a dressmaker.”
 
   “And she’s the one who found Emma?”
 
   “Emma came to her.”
 
   “Instead of going to a hospital?”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “You really expect me to believe that someone as smart as her is out walking around by herself after midnight, six months pregnant, gets mugged, and goes to her friend the dressmaker for medical attention?”
 
   “Aggie’s kind of a new age doctor on the side.”
 
   “Crystals and chants and all that?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “But apparently her skills don’t extend to prenatal care.”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “For someone who works for a politician, you aren’t very good at lying.”
 
   “That’s why I work behind the scenes.”
 
   “Would you like to hear my theory about what happened?  I think your friend is the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   Becky stomped on the brakes to stop in the middle of an intersection, which thankfully was deserted at the moment.  “What?  That’s crazy.”
 
   “It explains most everything:  the secrecy, the lack of sleep, and the scars I’ve seen on her shoulder.  And it explains why you and your friend are trying to hush this up.”
 
   Becky willed her mind to work to come up with some way to refute this.  No one had ever figured out Emma’s secret before, not like this.  “No, it’s like you said the first time,” she said, “it’s the father.  He’s abusive to her, but you know even smart women don’t always leave.”
 
   “So this Jim doesn’t really worship her, like you said?”
 
   “He does when he’s sober.  He’s just not always sober.”  Dr. Pavelski stared at Becky, who tried to hold the doctor’s gaze.  She forced a smile to her face to add, “You really think Emma could be a superhero?  She’s too nice to go around beating people up.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”  Dr. Pavelski looked away and Becky tried not to breathe a sigh of relief.  She pulled into the emergency room parking lot but didn’t see the Ram pickup anywhere.
 
   “They must not be here yet,” she said.
 
   “I’ll go in and get things set up.  You stay here and wait for them.”  The doctor got out of the car but then leaned down to wag a finger at Becky.  “Just be careful getting her in here.  We don’t want to aggravate the wounds.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Becky said.  After Dr. Pavelski left, she finally blew out that sigh of relief.
 
   ***
 
   When she came to, the last person Emma expected to see was Dr. Pavelski.  The doctor put a hand on Emma’s chest so she wouldn’t sit up.  “Easy does it.  You’re in the hospital.  Everything is going to be fine.”
 
   “Hospital?”
 
   “Your friends brought you here.  Do you remember what happened?”
 
   Emma thought for a moment and then nodded.  She had gone to the Plastic Hippo to test out the FLI robotic spy.  Then some woman dressed in black had slaughtered Don Vendetta’s lieutenants and guards with the ease of reading the newspaper.  Emma went in to confront the woman, who’d managed to stab her in the leg and side with knives.
 
   Poisoned knives.  Her memory became hazy about the ride to Aggie’s house on her motorcycle.  She remembered her body had gone numb and she’d flown through the air.  Aggie had smiled over her, and said something to reassure her.  Then Emma passed out after she told Aggie to save the baby.
 
   “My baby,” Emma said and put a hand to her stomach.  It felt as swollen as before.  “Is she all right?”
 
   “The initial tests are positive.  The knife didn’t hit anything vital—for you or the baby.  I want to run a few more tests to be on the safe side.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “In the meantime, you can tell me who did this.”
 
   “I didn’t see his face.”
 
   “Right.  Because you were walking around at night, alone, six months pregnant.”  Dr. Pavelski shook her head.  “Emma, I know you love your baby too much to be that irresponsible.”
 
   Emma hung her head.  If it was irresponsible to walk around alone, then she supposed to run around in magic armor and beat up criminals was many times worse to Dr. Pavelski.  She supposed it was irresponsible to jeopardize her baby like that.  Still, she had a responsibility to the rest of the city as well.  “Maybe I am.”
 
   “You’re not like that.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski sat on the bed and tried to look Emma in the eye.  The doctor smiled gravely as she said, “I’m going to write this up as a false labor for now.  You decide you want to come clean about what really happened, I’ll get some officers in here to take your statement.  All right?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Dr. Pavelski stood up again.  “I’m going to get some more tests ready to run.  In the meantime, I know some people who are anxious to see you.”
 
   The doctor hadn’t cleared the doorway yet before Becky pushed her way into the room.  She wrapped her arms around Emma’s shoulders, careful not to press herself against Emma’s stomach.  “Oh my God, kid, I was so worried about you.”  Becky pushed hair out of Emma’s face to look her in the eye.  “Are you all right?  Both of you?”
 
   “I guess so.  She’s going to run a few more tests to make sure.”
 
   Then Becky’s smile of relief faded and her voice took on its paternal, mother hen note.  “What the hell were you thinking?  You could have been killed.  You and the baby.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to.  I was just doing some reconnaissance.  Then someone appeared and she started killing people.  What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “Run like hell the other way.”
 
   Emma couldn’t help but smile a little bit, though she knew it would only infuriate Becky even more.  “That’s what I did—eventually.”
 
   “You think this is funny?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re just lucky Aggie could find an antidote—and that the knife didn’t hit anything in your womb.”
 
   Emma turned her head to see Aggie against the back wall with Akako, both of whom looked far shier than usual.  They probably felt they had intruded on a private moment.  “Thank you,” she said.
 
   “Not at all, dear.  You’re very lucky the armor kept you alive long enough for me to find the antidote.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She supposed she had been very lucky in a lot of ways—except for running into that assassin in the first place.  An assassin who was still out there and would almost certainly try to kill her again.  Kill her and the baby if Emma didn’t surrender the armor, which she could never do.
 
   “I can’t do this anymore,” she finally said.
 
   “What?  You don’t mean you’re going to give up the baby, do you?” Becky said.  “It’s a little late—”
 
   “No.  I mean I think it’s time I took some maternity leave.”
 
   Right on cue, Marlin stuck his head through the wall.  “I should have known.  You’re going to let this one incident keep you from doing your duty?”
 
   Emma put her hand to her stomach.  “My duty is to my baby first.  I can’t risk her life anymore.”  She fixed Marlin with what she hoped was a cold stare.  “Next time that knife might hit me another inch lower and she might die.”
 
   The ghost looked back at her for a moment and then shook his head.  “I suppose it was inevitable, wasn’t it?  Just didn’t think it would happen so soon.”
 
   “Do you think it will search for someone else to fill in for me?”
 
   “I don’t have any bloody idea.”
 
   “As long as it’s not me,” Becky said.
 
   “As if you could even fit into it,” Marlin grumbled.
 
   “I hope it doesn’t,” Emma said.  “Whoever has it is going to be the next target.  This woman isn’t going to stop until she gets the armor.  She’s so quick, against someone who isn’t properly trained—”
 
   Though she couldn’t exactly say why, the face of Megan Putnam came to her mind.  She supposed it was because Becky had mentioned a few times before how alike Megan and Emma seemed, which was ironic since Emma had thought she was Megan while under the influence of a potion.  Jim had broken that spell and inadvertently produced the daughter Emma carried within her.  Sometimes the world worked in such strange ways.  
 
   “It wouldn’t be the first time that happened,” Marlin said.  “I remember—”
 
   “Not now,” Emma snapped.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll just go back to the Sanctuary and wait for your replacement.”
 
   Aggie cleared her throat and nodded to Becky, who took Emma’s hand.  “Listen, kid, the three of us were talking while the doctor was running her tests.  We think it’s good you’re going on maternity leave, but we think it’d be even better if you took a vacation to someplace safer.  You know, someplace without homicidal maniacs trying to kill you.”
 
   “Where would that be?” Emma asked.  There was certainly nowhere in Rampart City that met that description unless she lived underground with Jim and the rats.
 
   Akako cleared her throat and then said, “We thought you could stay with me.  In the archives.  No one would be able to find you there.”
 
   Emma looked around at the faces of her friends, none of whom seemed very confident in this idea.  “Doesn’t the archives have dangerous levels of magic that could hurt the baby?”
 
   “Only if you go into the vault.  The first floor is perfectly safe for mortals.  Just a little dark and musty and boring.”
 
   Emma considered this.  To live in the archives would only be a step above living in the sewers.  Still, as Akako had said, no one would be able to find her there.  Only witches knew about the archives; not even Emma really knew how to find it.  There was no chance the assassin would be able to find her and finish what she’d started.  “What about prenatal care?  I don’t suppose you have a doctor down there?”
 
   “We can find someone nearby,” Aggie said.
 
   “No, I want Dr. Pavelski.”
 
   “You should really consider someone else,” Becky said.  “She’s too smart for her own good.  You know on the way over she said she thinks you’re the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “Really?  How did she—”
 
   “She put the pieces together.”  Becky patted Emma’s shoulder.  “I think you’d be better off with someone who doesn’t know you so well.”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment and then shook her head again.  “No.  She’s gotten me this far.”
 
   Her friends looked at each other; Aggie finally shrugged.  “I can vanish you back here for any appointments.  If that’s what you really want.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My ears are burning,” Dr. Pavelski said with a perky chirp.  She appeared in the doorway a moment later with a tray, on which were syringes and test tubes.  “I hope you’re feeling up to a poke or two.”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma tried to smile at her friends to reassure them everything would be fine.
 
   “We’ll check back with you later, kid,” Becky said.
 
   “Get some rest, dear,” Aggie said and patted Emma’s arm.  Akako only nodded to her and then she was alone with the doctor.
 
   “So, you give any thought to what I said?” Dr. Pavelski asked.
 
   “I think I’ll stick with false labor.”
 
   “Fine, but there’s still time to change your mind.  You don’t have to be a victim, Emma.  You’re too smart for that.”
 
   It was the second time the doctor had praised her intelligence, but Emma felt stupid at the moment; she had no idea what the OB/GYN meant.  Did Dr. Pavelski really think she was the Scarlet Knight?  Did she want Emma to confess and hope the Anti-Vigilante Task Force went easy on her?  But what did she mean by being a victim?  Maybe the doctor thought of it as a curse, which was partially true.  “Don’t worry, I won’t be a victim anymore.”
 
   “Good.  Now this is going to hurt a little bit.  Probably a lot less than what you’ve already gone through.”
 
   They shared a laugh at this and even the baby kicked, as if to join in.  This in turn prompted Emma to smile.  Her baby was still alive.  And soon they would be safe.  Or at least so she hoped.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   For the last four months, Emma had done her best not to inadvertently run into Jim Rizzard down in the sewers.  She knew his little friends could still keep track of her, but not even an intelligent rat like Pepe could differentiate between a pregnant woman and an ordinary one.  Or at least if Pepe did notice a difference, he hadn’t said anything.
 
   She had seen less of the huge rat with the silver stripe down his back in the last six months.  In the wake of the RAT Bombings, city workers had gone down into the sewers to make repairs; they sometimes inadvertently and other times intentionally destroyed rat’s nests down in the sewers.  This had prompted some unrest among the various rat tribes, some of whom had begun to openly question Jim’s leadership.
 
   Early on Emma had wanted to offer any help she could as the “queen” of the rats.  Jim relayed a message through Pepe that the best thing she could do was to not interfere.  Once the city workers left, things would go back to normal—more or less—and everything would settle down.
 
   The unrest in the sewers had kept her away from Jim since she’d officially found out she carried his child.  This was fine with her, as she couldn’t have borne to look him in the eye and lie about it.  Though it was probably cowardly to not tell him, she thought it was better not to disturb him at such a crucial moment.  
 
   Now she didn’t see where she had a choice.  She was going away for the next three months or so, which meant she wouldn’t have a chance to tell him again until the baby was born.  Still she had lain in the hospital while she awaited the test results from Dr. Pavelski and wondered if she should tell him.  She knew Jim well enough to know he’d volunteer to help in any way he could, which would mean her having to explain that like her and the rats, the best thing he could do was not get involved.
 
   Aggie had said she should let him decide for himself what to do.  That was what had brought her down into the sewers after she’d been released from the hospital.  Unlike most times she came down here, she didn’t wear the Scarlet Knight’s armor, so she wouldn’t run into the assassin from the Plastic Hippo again.  Instead she wore a loose blouse that adequately disguised her “baby bump.”  
 
   To find one of Jim’s friends didn’t prove difficult.  She simply pried a manhole cover loose with a crowbar, descended the ladder, and called out in ratspeak.  A rat not quite as big as Pepe but still more than a foot long without the tail approached her.  The rat identified himself as a scout for a tribe still loyal to “the king.”  In ratspeak she said, “Tell the king that his queen would like to see him.”
 
   Once the rat had gone, she let herself throw up into the sewer.  She supposed the remains of her toast and tea wouldn’t be as bad as a lot of things in the sewage.  She eased herself onto a concrete bank of the sewer pipe to wait for Jim with a hand to her stomach.  “This is where Daddy lives,” she whispered.  Her daughter kicked as if in reply to her.
 
   Pepe arrived first and pressed his snout into her chest like a friendly dog.  She noticed a red scar along that snout.  “You’ve been getting into trouble,” she said.  The rat assured her it was just a scratch.  “So I take it things still aren’t settled?”  Pepe indicated positive gains had been made but that a few tribes still held out.
 
   “They fall in line soon,” she heard Jim’s voice hiss.  He appeared a moment later and she breathed a sigh of relief to see he didn’t bear any fresh scars—at least not on his face.  A ratskin coat covered the rest of his body to conceal any possible wounds.  
 
   His face brightened with a smile as he approached her.  “You look good,” he said.  He touched her left cheek, which prompted her to blush as she wondered if he’d noticed it was chubbier than before.  Maybe he already knew?
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  “So do you.”
 
   “You no wear armor,” Jim said.  
 
   “No, I’m not.”  She took her hand from her stomach to take hold of his wrist and move it from her cheek.  “That’s part of the reason I’m here.  Can we talk—alone?”
 
   “Yes.”  Jim told Pepe in ratspeak to give the royal couple some privacy—at least as much as they could hope for in a sewer.  He waited until Pepe had gone away before he said, “You worried.  What wrong?”
 
   Emma couldn’t bear to look him in the eye.  “I have to go away for a few months.  Someone tried to kill me and it’s not safe for me here.”
 
   “Where you go?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.”
 
   “You no trust me?”
 
   “Of course I trust you.  You’ve kept my secret all these years.”  She looked up but focused her eyes over his shoulder.  “I don’t want to risk this person getting a hold of you and trying to get that out of you.”
 
   “I see.  You protect me.  You love me.”
 
   “Yes.  I do love you.  That’s what makes this so hard.”
 
   “You come back later?”
 
   “I will.  I promise.”
 
   “Good.”  He leaned forward to kiss her on the mouth.  She resisted him and finally grabbed the sides of his face to push him back.  “What wrong?”
 
   “There’s something else I need to say.  Something even harder.”  Another round of sour bile rose up from her stomach, though this time she knew it wasn’t the sewer odors or the pregnancy.  “You remember what happened six months ago?  When I thought I was someone else and you brought me back?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you remember what we did then?”
 
   “We kiss.”
 
   “Yes, but more than that.”  She hated to beat around the bush like this as she saw the way Jim’s brow furrowed and eyes narrowed as he tried to understand what she meant.  “I guess you could say we mated and—I’m pregnant.”
 
   He stared at her blankly, whether in shock or because he didn’t understand she couldn’t be certain.  She took his hand to place it on her stomach.  “Our baby is in there.  Our daughter.”
 
   “Our daughter?”
 
   “Yes.  You’re her father.”
 
   He stared at her again for a moment and then shook his head.  “No.  I not father.”
 
   “Jim, you are.  You have to be.  There’s no one else.”
 
   “No!”  His free hand took her chin so she had no choice but to look him in the eye.  “I not father.”
 
   “Don’t do this, Jim.  We can figure something out.”
 
   “No other way.  You know that.”
 
   “We could find a way,” she said, without any conviction.  Clearly Jim had understood what she had from the start, that a life together wouldn’t work for them.  His home was in the sewers and hers wasn’t.  “She has to know.”
 
   “She no want me for father.”
 
   “Of course she will.  She’ll love you like I do.”
 
   “No.  She want real father.”
 
   Emma understood what he meant as it echoed her own concerns.  If Jim couldn’t be there in the delivery room, he wouldn’t be any more at home at a school picnic or soccer game.  He would never be the kind of father shown in ads on TV or magazines, the kind who wore an apron in front of a grill or played golf with other fathers or mowed the lawn with a beer in hand.  Then again she supposed she’d never be that kind of mother either.  She thought back to what Aggie had told her.  “She’s only going to want someone who loves her,” she said.
 
   “No.  Other kids no like her then.  Think her freak.”
 
   “Jim—”
 
   “No!”  He turned and began to stomp away from her.  She followed him.
 
   She grabbed his bony shoulders to spin him around.  “Jim, please.  Let’s not decide anything right now.  Let’s wait until she’s born.  I’ll bring her down here and you can see for yourself that she loves you.”
 
   “You bring her, I no see either of you.  Ever.”
 
   She let him go and nodded to him.  “I’ll be back in a couple of months.  Maybe then you’ll change your mind.”  She turned around to head back for the surface.  In her wake she could hear his footsteps retreat until only echoes remained.
 
   ***
 
   There was one thing she wanted to do before she left for the archives.  This was even more delicate than to go down to the sewers as it involved violating a crime scene.  With a cutting torch on her back, Emma climbed up the side of the Fleischmann Building in the armor.
 
   She had kept the armor off until she pulled up within a block of the building that had once housed TriTech.  That company had been a front of a weapons dealer who wanted to create a catastrophe to drum up even more business.  Part of his plan involved using a spell from the archives to create a portal to an alternate dimension.  
 
   From that dimension he took materials to construct a metal vault in his hidden office on the thirteenth floor.  Since the metal in the vault was out of phase with this dimension, it created a dampening field around anything magical inside of it—which included the scarlet armor.  That was what brought Emma up the side of the building after her disastrous meeting with Jim.
 
   “The police already have everything worthwhile here,” Marlin said as she climbed.
 
   “Not everything.”
 
   “You hoping to find something to prove your friend’s innocence?”  Tim Cooper had worked for TriTech, but had found out too late what it planned to do with his designs.  After the RAT Bombings, he pled guilty to aiding and abetting a crime, for which he received five years in prison.  In Emma’s mind this was undeserved as Tim hadn’t been responsible for the bombings or the overload of an antimatter reactor that killed his girlfriend Sylvia.  
 
   “That’s not why I’m here.”  She had started to breathe heavy by the time she made it to the fourteenth floor, where she slipped in through a shattered window.  From there she wrapped the cape around her body and crept over to the stairs to make her way down.
 
   The police had sealed off the Fleischmann Building after the attacks with no plans to reopen it anytime soon.  They had left yellow crime tape over the door to Harry Ward’s office, but there was no officer to patrol the area anymore, just a single cop down in the lobby to keep out the homeless and the scavengers—like Emma.
 
   “So what are you doing?” Marlin asked.  “Or are you just feeling nostalgic?”
 
   “You’ll find out,” Emma said.  She made her way over to the vault and then took the cutting torch from her back.  Ordinarily she could simply use the Sword of Justice, but the blade was magic and thus would do nothing against the vault, which forced her to rely on conventional techniques.
 
   “Taking a souvenir?”
 
   She didn’t say anything as she cut through the vault; she used her helmet as a welder’s mask.  Other than its ability to dampen magic, there was nothing else special about the vault, so she didn’t have a hard time to cut out six sheets of various lengths.  These she eased to the floor with her gloves and then let them cool for a few minutes.  While she waited, Marlin continued to pester her with questions that she refused to answer.
 
   To get the sheets of metal back to the Sanctuary proved more of a challenge.  While she could hide herself with the armor’s cape, the metal from the vault would not disappear.  As when she’d cut it, she had to rely on more conventional techniques.  In this case she used the stairs to climb down to the lobby, where she found the guard asleep with a newspaper on his chest.  This allowed her to sneak past him and out a side door, where she returned to the sewers.  
 
   As expected, Jim didn’t meet her, nor did any of his friends.  She wondered if he would see her in three or four months even if she didn’t bring their baby.  In time she hoped he would change his mind and they might be able to work something out, though she had no idea what.
 
   She climbed up the ladder into the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum, to focus on the task at hand.  It wasn’t something she had originally intended, but a worry gnawed at the back of her mind.  There was only one way to make sure it didn’t happen.
 
   Marlin waited for her in the Sanctuary with arms folded across his spectral chest.  “What is it you’re planning to do?” he asked.
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” Emma said.  “It’s only going to be for a few months.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   She set the pieces of metal on the ground and then began to sort them out.  She started with the bottom side and then the four around it to make a sort of box.  With a welding torch she assembled the pieces with little difficulty; the metal was as easy to weld as it had been to cut.
 
   The far more difficult part lay ahead.  She began to take off the armor, and gently set it inside the case in the same order as she’d found it.  As she did, Marlin said, “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?  That baby must be making you daft—more so than usual.”
 
   “I can’t take any chances,” Emma said.  She took off the helmet and set it on top of the other pieces.  Then she closed the lid.  The case didn’t weigh much, at least until she dipped the bottom of it into her crude box.  Then it became as heavy as a trunk full of bricks.  With a grunt Emma dropped the case into the box.  
 
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Marlin said.
 
   “Yes.  I won’t let her take my place.”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   Emma saw the face of Megan Putnam in her mind’s eye.  “Megan.  I won’t let that assassin kill her.  She still has a future.”
 
   “You don’t know that’s what will happen.”
 
   “Becky’s right, Megan is a lot like me.  Too much like me.  Who else do you think it will get to fill in for me?”
 
   “Maybe it won’t get anyone.”
 
   “Like when Becky and I switched bodies and it had her fighting Koschei?  She could have been killed.  I won’t let that happen to Megan.  Not against someone that dangerous.”
 
   “So you’re going to hide it in this box?  For how long?”
 
   “Just a couple of months.  After I’ve had the baby and I’m ready to come back.”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “You’re four thousand years old; I don’t think four months will matter that much.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s easy for you to say.  You’re not the one being locked up in that tiny little box, are you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to make sure.”
 
   “What about if you don’t come back?  Have you considered that?”
 
   “Aggie or Becky can let you out.  Then you can find someone else.”
 
   “And if it chooses your friend then what?  Are you going to rise from the grave?”
 
   “I might.”  Emma wagged a finger at Marlin.  “Don’t let Megan do it.  I know what the rules are, but she doesn’t deserve this.  She deserves a chance to be happy.”
 
   “I seem to recall hearing this before from a certain old man about a certain young geologist.  I’ll tell you the same thing:  I don’t have any input in the matter.”
 
   She remembered Percival Graves had pleaded with her not to become the next Scarlet Knight.  She had done it anyway; she’d felt it was her duty.  No doubt Megan would feel the same way.  She would put on the armor to defeat the assassin who’d tried to kill Emma; she would naively think she could make a difference, just as Emma had.  And then seven years later—if she lived that long—she would find herself alone, unable to have any kind of normal life, the one person she loved most gone from her life.
 
   Emma began to cry, tears long overdue from her meeting with Jim.  “I’m really sorry,” she said through her sobs to Marlin.  “I’ll come back for you.  I promise.”
 
   Then she picked up the welding torch and set to work.
 
   ***
 
   By the time Emma reached Aggie’s house, she wanted only to lie down in a tub of hot water and soak until the stink came off her.  Though she doubted the stink of her failure with Jim, Marlin, and herself would come off so easily.  That would stick around far longer.  
 
   Her ride back on the motorcycle wasn’t as frantic as the last time, except she had trouble to see through the tears in her eyes.  No matter how she tried to stop, she found she couldn’t.  It was more than hormones, she knew that much.  She had locked Marlin inside a box so Megan wouldn’t make the same mistake she had so many years ago.  On top of this, Emma had lost the man she loved and her child would likely grow up without a father.
 
   It didn’t surprise her to see Aggie in the foyer.  “It’s all right, dear,” Aggie said.  “Let’s get you upstairs to rest.”
 
   Another time Emma might have protested she wasn’t an invalid, but this time she let Aggie guide her up the stairs, into the bathroom.  She did at least manage to take off her own clothes before she let Aggie help her into the tub already filled with hot water.  The water felt as soothing as she’d imagined, though it couldn’t erase the memories.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it, dear?” Aggie asked and Emma shook her head.  “I understand.  I’ll be just across the hall if you need anything.”
 
   As she lay in the tub, Emma thought back to when she was a little girl.  Then she’d always thought to be a mommy would be a wonderful thing.  She would be just as caring and loving as her mother and married to an equally caring and loving person as her father.  Instead, she couldn’t be certain about anything.  Her child might not know her father.  And what kind of mother would Emma be?  She would try her best, as Aggie had said was important, but would that be enough?
 
   Clad in only a towel, she stepped into the guest bedroom, where two suitcases waited.  She rifled through one suitcase for some fresh clothes to wear.  As she dressed, she realized she hadn’t called Dr. Maxwell to formerly take her leave of absence yet.  They had already informally discussed it; she had wanted to finish out the semester while he assured her a place would be waiting for her whenever she decided to come back.  There were only a few weeks left in the semester; what kind of teacher was she to abandon her students before finals?  About as good of a teacher as she would be a mother.
 
   She sagged onto the bed, unable to stop another wave of tears.  “Emma, are you ready?  Oh—” she heard Akako say from the doorway.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Emma rolled to sit on the bed and forced a smile to her face.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “Hormones.”
 
   To her surprise, Akako sat down next to her.  “You don’t have to worry about going to the archives.  Everything will be fine.  It’s a perfectly nice place once you get used to it.”
 
   “That’s not it.”
 
   “Oh.”  Akako’s face twitched as if she debated whether to press Emma on what the problem was.  Curiosity got the better of her.  “What is the problem then?”
 
   “I told Jim.  He doesn’t want to see the baby.  Ever.”
 
   “What?  Why would he do that?”
 
   “Because he’s worried she’ll think he’s a freak.  And that other kids will give her a hard time if they find out.”
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “The worst part is he’s right.”  Emma looked down at the floor and shook her head.  “The kids made fun of me because I was tall and a couple years younger.  What are they going to say if they find out her father is the Sewer Rat?”
 
   “Kids always make fun of other kids.  You know that.”
 
   “It’s not just going to be the kids.  It’ll be the grown-ups too.”
 
   “Does that really bother you?”
 
   “No, but it’s going to bother her.  What if she hates him for it?  And hates me too?”
 
   Akako considered this for a moment and then said, “Look, Emma, I know I haven’t known you as long as Agnes or Becky, but I know what kind of person you are.  I don’t think there’s any way a child coming from you could ever hate her own parents.”
 
   Emma wanted to believe Akako, wanted to believe everything could work out.  But she couldn’t.  There were far too many questions, too many variables in the equation.  When she was little everything had seemed so clear, but now that she was a grown-up everything had become hazy.  Aggie’s advice came to her mind again, that she should just do her best.  Maybe that was all she could do and hope for the best.  “I’m sure you’re right,” Emma finally said.
 
   “If you’re feeling up to it, Aggie’s got our transportation ready.  Or if you want to wait until morning—”
 
   “No, let’s go,” Emma said.  After what had happened with Jim, it would be a great idea to put some distance between herself and Rampart City.
 
   When Aggie had said she was going to prepare their transportation, Emma had assumed the witch meant some kind of vanishing spell or potion.  What she didn’t expect was to go into Akako’s room to find a Persian rug hovering six inches from the ground.  Aggie turned and smiled at her.  “Well, what do you think?” the witch asked.
 
   “A flying carpet?”
 
   “It beats going commercial,” Akako said.
 
   “Is it safe?”
 
   “Of course, dear.  How do you think Akako gets here and back?”
 
   “Well, I suppose—”
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Akako said.  “I’ve used it twenty-five times already.  Not a single problem yet.”
 
   Emma looked at Aggie and then at Akako, who both smiled encouragingly.  The idea to risk her life and her daughter’s on a piece of fabric four feet across seemed ludicrous.  Then again, what part of her life wasn’t ludicrous anymore?  “As long as it’s safe,” she said.
 
   “Good,” Aggie said.  Then she wrapped Emma in a hug.  “Take care of yourself and that girl of yours.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I’ll see you in two weeks to take you back to the doctor.  In the meantime, Akako will look after you.  The archives really aren’t so bad once you get used to them.”
 
   “So I’ve heard.”
 
   Aggie kissed Emma’s forehead in a grandmotherly fashion.  Then she turned and kissed Akako in an entirely different fashion, the same way that Emma kissed Jim.  “Have a good trip, you two,” Aggie said once she’d pried herself away from Akako.
 
   With that the two of them got on the carpet, which had room enough for Emma’s suitcases and a duffel bag that belonged to Akako.  Emma settled onto the rug behind Akako and leaned forward to cling to the other woman for lack of anything else to hang on to.  “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly stable,” Akako said.
 
   Then the carpet rose a few more inches into the air.  On its own it began to glide towards the open window in the bedroom.  Emma ducked and closed her eyes.  When she opened them again, she was high in the air over the city, far above Jim—but not her troubles.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   The most comfortable position Emma found on the carpet was to lie sideways across it with her belly down.  This allowed her head to dangle over the side so she could easily throw up into the Atlantic Ocean a thousand feet below.  She remained in this position through most of the three-hour flight from Rampart City to Ireland.
 
   Since the Persian rug didn’t have an oxygen system they had to stay fairly low; Akako said she usually kept it below three thousand feet.  This made it so they could still breathe and kept them out of the major air routes.  The only problem was the boats beneath them—everything from fishing trawlers to oil tankers to an aircraft carrier.  The latter proved the most disconcerting as Emma worried they would soon find a pair of fighters on their tail, but the carpet’s radar signature was too tiny for any equipment to detect them and anyone who saw them with their own eyes probably didn’t believe it.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Akako said often enough that Emma wondered if Aggie’s friend wanted to convince Emma or herself.  
 
   “I’m sure it is,” Emma would mumble back if she weren’t engaged in throwing up yet again.  To fly over the ocean on a rug that somehow managed to break the sound barrier seemed anything but safe to her.  Besides a lack of oxygen, there were no seatbelts on the carpet.  And of course there was the fact the vehicle was made from fabric that should be on the floor of Aggie’s parlor, not streaking two thousand feet over the waves.
 
   Akako was smart enough not to have the flying carpet attempt any kind of maneuvers.  They stayed straight and level most of the way, except when they had to climb slightly above a low bank of storm clouds.  That was the only point where Emma dragged herself back into a seated position so she could cling to Akako.  When she glanced down, she saw black clouds spread out below; occasional blue flashes of lightning erupted from within them.  
 
   “Don’t you ever worry about storms, or winds or anything like that?” Emma asked.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Akako repeated.
 
   She went on to describe her first flight from the archives to Rampart City.  Aggie had been along then to show her how the carpet worked.  “There’s not much to it,” Aggie said.  “You sit on it and let it do most of the work.”
 
   Aggie had then taken hold of the front of the carpet to yank it back into a steep climb.  Akako clung to Aggie the way Emma did to her now, her eyes closed.  She soon learned firsthand why she should keep the carpet below a mile in altitude.  Once they were above that, the air became so thin that she began to hyperventilate and her head felt as if someone had tightened a vise around it.
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe.”  Aggie reached back to pat Akako’s head.  “Don’t be afraid.  Open your eyes, dear.”
 
   Akako finally did open her eyes in time to go blind as they plunged into a fluffy white cloud.  She screamed and tightened her grip on Aggie until the witch cried out as well.  “Agnes!”
 
   “All right, I’ll take us down,” Aggie said.  She brought the carpet down in a dive that prompted Akako to scream again as the steel-blue water rose up towards her.  Aggie began to laugh like a maniac as the ocean came closer.  At the last second the carpet leveled off without Aggie seeming to do anything.  “See, the carpet has a safety system built right in if you fall asleep or anything like that.”
 
   “That’s great,” Akako mumbled.  The tops of the waves were close enough that she could touch them if she dangled her hand over the edge of the carpet.  She could even see a school of dolphins in the water; she worried one might decide to jump onto the carpet.  Aggie climbed up to twenty-five hundred feet, where the carpet cruised along while Aggie turned to kiss her.
 
   “After what she put me through the other flights weren’t so bad,” Akako said to Emma.
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I won’t put you through anything like that.  I think you have enough to worry about.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   After another half-hour, Emma caught sight of land.  The carpet streaked over a rocky beach and in no time at all they were over the lush green fields of Ireland.  She had never visited the country before, though she’d always meant to; her mother’s side of the family had Irish relatives, which Aunt Gladys said accounted for the red hair among the Cabot women, including Emma.
 
   The carpet began to rise before they neared the suburbs of Dublin with no input from Akako.  “It knows the way pretty well by now,” Akako said.
 
   “I suppose it would.”  Emma waited until they had passed over the skyscrapers and ancient neighborhoods of the capital before she leaned over to puke again.  By the time she finished, Akako indicated they would land soon.
 
   Emma sat up again and saw their destination over Akako’s shoulder.  It was a green mound about a half-mile across.  The level ground around it and the almost perfectly circular shape of the mound indicated it was an unnatural creation, made by primitive people at nearly the same time as Merlin and Marlin had formed the Order of the Scarlet Knight on the neighboring island.
 
   The thought of Marlin prompted Emma to feel queasy again.  She hated to lock him in her homemade box for the next three or four months.  Though he was an ancient ghost, Marlin still had need for intellectual stimulation.  She just hoped that being cooped up in there wouldn’t prompt him to lose his mind.  At the very least it would take a while before he forgave her—if he ever did.  Maybe she could make him understand eventually she wanted to keep her friends safe.  There was no guarantee that the armor would choose Megan, or Amanda, or even Becky again, but Emma couldn’t take that chance.
 
   The carpet set down gently on the grass beside the mound.  Once the fabric touched down on the grass, it went limp, to become an ordinary carpet again.  This allowed Akako to roll it up and carry it with her into the mound.
 
   Very few people were ever let into the mound.  The stated reasons were because of the danger of falling rocks or cave-ins and the sensitivity of the rock formations.  While these were valid reasons, the lack of traffic was mostly because the coven had located their archives beneath the mound.  To keep up appearances, they allowed a few handpicked scientists and tourists inside every year.
 
   None of these were present as Akako led Emma through a modern wooden door, into the mound.  Once inside, Akako played a flashlight around so Emma could see the limestone walls, rocks stacked up along the sides to support the mound’s weight.  That any primitive people could manage such a feat astounded Emma.
 
   “This is where they came to bury their dead,” Akako said.  “It’s also believed that like Stonehenge it was used for seasonal rituals and as a kind of calendar.”
 
   “Amazing,” Emma said.  
 
   Akako led her down a corridor that became narrower the farther they went, until Emma could barely squeeze her stomach through.  “We might have to work on that over the next couple of months,” Akako said.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to ruin anything.”
 
   “We’ve been meaning to do it for a while now to make it easier for the tourists and camera crews and so forth.  It’d just be speeding up the process.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  Emma managed to squeeze through the rocks and emerged with Akako into a round chamber.  There were some primitive drawings and runes carved into the rocks, but otherwise the chamber was open.  A circular pit about six inches deep rested in the center of the room, the pit ringed by flat stones.  
 
   Akako put her hand to one of the stones and then Emma heard the very unnatural sound of machinery whirring and grinding.  She looked up at the ceiling to make sure it wasn’t about to collapse on them.  “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe,” Akako said as if by rote.  
 
   A moment later, the pit split open to reveal a metal pad.  “There’s the lift,” Akako said.  She took Emma’s hand to help her down onto the pad, which shifted ominously for a moment.  The pad didn’t make any sound at all as Akako stepped onto it.  Then she touched a button and the lift began to clank down.
 
   From Emma’s estimates they went about a hundred feet down before the lift jerked to a stop.  Akako stepped off the lift first, into another cavern.  This one had the same limestone walls, but the supports here were made of steel.  At one end of the cavern was an ordinary wooden desk with a computer on top of it and behind this rows of servers.  “Here we are,” Akako said.  “Home sweet home.”
 
   ***
 
   The archives didn’t prove to be such a bad place to live.  Akako had already done a lot to add “a woman’s touch” to the side chamber that had been carved for the archivist’s quarters.  They had only one full-size bed Akako insisted Emma use while she slept on a spare cot.  At first Akako had put the cot in the “living room,” but Emma asked her the next day to move the cot into the bedroom, only a few feet from her bed.
 
   The first “night” she spent there, Emma had experienced the same claustrophobia as when she’d been locked in a bunker underneath Sergei Bykov’s Russian estate.  She didn’t feel that cramped, but still didn’t get more than an hour of sleep at a stretch.  Whenever she closed her eyes, she imagined she could hear the walls crack, ready to give way and bury her under tons of rock.  Why had she agreed to come here?  There were at least a hundred motels in Rampart City where she could have stayed to avoid the assassin.
 
   With Akako in the bedroom, Emma felt more relaxed.  Akako was like the roommate Emma had wanted in college, the kind she could talk to for hours at night until they fell asleep.  Emma listened far more than she talked; Akako seemed grateful for the opportunity to have someone to talk to after months of loneliness.
 
   What Akako mostly talked about was her old life, the one she’d left behind to be with Aggie.  Like the other parallel universes Akako knew about through her communication with the other Reds, it was largely the same as Emma’s world.  The main difference there was that the Japanese had colonized America instead of the Europeans, so Asians were the majority there.
 
   “When I went into English Literature, my parents thought I was nuts,” Akako said one night.  Akako smiled in the dim orange glow of a nightlight she had installed so Emma could find her way to the bathroom.  “Turns out it was really handy when I came here.”
 
   Emma already knew why Akako had come to this world—she had been married to a man named Aggie Joubert, an assistant professor at the university where Akako was a graduate student.  What Emma hadn’t realized was how much Akako had loved her Aggie.  “We got married after only two weeks.  Everyone said we were crazy.  My family wouldn’t even go to the wedding.  They didn’t want me to marry a white man, even if he was well educated.  I didn’t care.  I saw him in the library and I just knew we should be together.  So did he.  When we actually got up the courage to talk to each other, it was like we were already married.  The actual ceremony was a formality.”
 
   Emma reached across the gap between them to put a hand on Akako’s shoulder as she began to cry.  “We were only married three months before it happened.  We’d just moved into our new house—where we were going to raise our family—when Aggie died.  He was on his way home from class and someone ran a green light.  Then he was gone.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  She wiped tears from her own eyes at the sadness in Akako’s voice.  She could imagine she would feel the same pain if something happened to Jim.
 
   “That’s not the worst part,” Akako said.
 
   “It wasn’t?”
 
   “No.”  Akako turned on the cot so that her back faced Emma.  “I was pregnant at the time it happened.  Not as far along as you, just about six weeks.  I was going to tell Aggie when he came home from class that night, but he never did.”
 
   “What happened to the baby?”
 
   “I lost it,” Akako said with a sob.  “I had a miscarriage a week after the funeral.”
 
   “Oh no.  That’s terrible.”
 
   “That’s why when I heard her voice, I came here.”
 
   “Her voice?”
 
   “A little girl’s voice.  She brought me to her sandbox and Red—the one who used to work here—was there.  She told me I could replace him to be with your Aggie.”  Akako sobbed again.  “It made sense eventually.  I mean, I didn’t have anything left there.  Aggie was dead, our baby was dead, the house was going to be foreclosed on, and my family hated me.  Why not start over here?  At least here I have Aggie—more or less.”
 
   It took another night for Akako to elaborate on that last sentence.  “I love Aggie, I do, but it’s still kind of weird.  I never experimented even as an undergrad and all the sudden here I am kissing another woman and—you know.”
 
   Emma didn’t really know the full mechanics of sex between women, that wasn’t part of her usual studies, but she nodded.  Clearly Akako needed to pour out her heart to someone and Emma was her closest friend other than Aggie.  “It must be an adjustment.”
 
   “In some ways it’s better.  My Aggie wasn’t really experienced, you know?  Neither was I.  But Aggie—this Aggie—she knows what I want.  I don’t know if it’s because she’s a witch or that she’s been around so long.  I guess it doesn’t really matter.  There’s still this part of me, the part brought up by my parents, that says what we’re doing is wrong.”
 
   “But you love each other.  That’s what matters.”
 
   “That’s what I tell myself.  Sometimes, though, I wonder if maybe I am just experimenting.  Maybe this is a fling and eventually I’ll find myself a nice man like Mommy and Daddy wanted.  How stupid would that be after all this?”
 
   Though Akako smiled, there were tears in her eyes.  Emma had known it must have been difficult for Akako to leave her life behind to come here, but she hadn’t really understood how painful it was until now.  Akako had to battle her own inner demons besides all of the other adjustments to live here.  “You’ve been together eighteen months already.  Some marriages don’t last that long.”  The moment Emma said this, she realized her mistake.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “No, I know what you mean.  I’ve thought about that myself too.  This Aggie and I have been together longer than my Aggie and I, but still it feels temporary.  I guess to her even if we are together fifty years it would still be temporary in the scheme of things.”
 
   “I’m sure she doesn’t think of it like that.  It took her a long time to get over Mr. Chiostro dying—and that was over a hundred fifty years ago.”
 
   “She still has his name.”  Akako smiled sadly again.  “Maybe I’m not the only one who thinks of it as a fling.”
 
   “Aggie loves you.  She’s always happiest when you come back.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” Akako said and then fell asleep.
 
   It was a month later, when Emma was nearly asleep, when she heard Akako sit up on the cot.  Though her eyes were closed, Emma could feel Akako stare at her.  “I really envy you for doing this,” Akako said quietly.  “So many times I’ve laid in bed and tried to imagine hearing a baby crying—my baby crying.  I imagine what she’d look like, whether she’d have my eyes or Aggie’s.  If I try really hard I can even imagine holding her in my arms.”
 
   Emma didn’t say anything; she pretended to still be asleep.  She knew this was a confession she wasn’t meant to hear.  She didn’t flinch when she felt Akako’s hand touch her stomach.  The baby kicked in response to Akako’s touch.
 
   “But how would it work?  I’m stuck here and Agnes can’t live here, not without giving up her powers.  I could never ask her to do that for me.  And how could we even make a baby?  We could go to a sperm bank, but it wouldn’t really be our baby.  I don’t want some stranger’s baby; I want Agnes’s baby.”  Akako patted Emma’s stomach as if to soothe the baby inside.  “You’re so much braver than I am.  Here you are having your baby alone and with someone trying to kill you and I can’t even talk to Agnes about any of this.”
 
   Akako pulled her hand away.  Emma heard the creak of the cot a few moments later to indicate Akako had finally gone to sleep.  Emma wanted to reach over to pat her friend’s shoulder and comfort her, but again she knew she couldn’t.  She would have to trust that Akako would say something when she finally felt the time was right—if she ever felt that way.  In the meantime, Emma wished she could feel the same way about her courage as Akako did.
 
   ***
 
   During the “days” in the archives, Emma spent a lot of her time to help Akako organize a new database of ingredients for potions.  Most of the ingredients Emma had never heard of—things like griffinwood, elfsfoot, and dwarvenroot never showed up in any scientific journals—but were commonplace among potions that could do everything from relieve colds to turn someone into a toad.  Many ingredients could be used in a variety of different potions, sometimes with completely opposite effects.  Dwarvenroot with skyseed could shrink someone to the size of a gerbil while dwarvenroot with lionsweed could make the same person fifty feet tall.  This also depended on the mixture of ingredients as well; too much or too little could be fatal.
 
   “Thank you for helping me with this,” Akako said.  “I’ve been meaning to get to it, but my typing skills aren’t so good.”
 
   “It’s not a problem,” Emma said as she typed in another potion written in Aggie’s curly script.  “Makes me feel useful.”
 
   “By the time the baby’s due I’m not going to have any work left to do.”  Akako smiled.  “Maybe then I can convince Glenda to let me have more time off.”
 
   Emma thought back to what Akako had said a couple nights earlier and knew this would be a good thing.  With some time off, Akako might finally have a chance to discuss her future with Aggie.  Maybe they could find a way to work things out.
 
   Right on cue, the lift began to rise.  Emma finished typing in the potion and then saved her work.  She pushed away from the desk.  “I’ll see you in a couple of hours,” she said.
 
   “Good luck,” Akako said.  As part of their new closeness from their nightly talks, Akako gave her a hug.
 
   Aggie appeared on the lift a minute later.  The witch could have vanished herself onto the first floor of the archives, but she said she preferred to use the lift so Akako had time to prepare.  “I might vanish in right on top of her,” Aggie said once with a wink.
 
   This time Aggie gave her a hug not quite as long as Akako’s.  “Hello, dear.  All set to go?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  You can go on up and I’ll see you in a minute.”  Emma nodded.  She knew Aggie wanted a minute or two alone with Akako before she vanished Emma back to Rampart City for her appointment with Dr. Pavelski.
 
   While she waited in the ancient chamber, Emma thought again that maybe she should find a more local doctor.  It would certainly make these trips less difficult.  Then again it would be extremely difficult to explain to her insurance company why she needed to switch to a doctor in Ireland.  It would also tip off the assassin—or anyone else who wanted to find her—that she was in Ireland.  Better for everyone to think she was still in Rampart City.
 
   Aggie used the lift to come back up; she probably didn’t want to frighten Emma and trigger a premature labor.  The witch’s eyes were red as they usually were after she said goodbye to Akako.  If they had more time alone, Emma wondered what Aggie would say to her about Akako.  Was she aware of Akako’s doubts and her hopes for the future?  “We’d better get going, dear.  Wouldn’t want you to be late,” Aggie said, her voice hoarse.
 
   Emma wondered if it was good for the baby to vanish to Rampart City and back, but so far she hadn’t seen any ill effects.  The first time she’d had a horrible vision her baby would remain behind in the archives, a bloody fetus on the ground while the rest of Emma traveled back to America.  This didn’t happen; Dr. Pavelski had said everything looked good.
 
   She took Aggie’s hand and then closed her eyes to brace for the flash that would transport her back across the ocean.  She waited to open her eyes after she smelled the familiar stench of rotten garbage from an alley near the doctor’s office.  She saw once again she and Aggie had made it without any ill effects.  “Do you want me to go with you, dear?” Aggie asked, as she always did.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Emma said as she always did.  “But thank you.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting right out front for you.”
 
   Aggie stayed with Emma as far as the Starbucks at the base of the building.  With a last brief hug, Aggie went into the coffeehouse for a cup of tea while Emma took the elevator up to the fifth floor.  On the way up and in the waiting room she kept watch for the assassin, though she hadn’t seen the woman’s face—just her eyes and lips.  No one she saw had those same features, so Emma could feel reasonably safe.
 
   Once in the examination room, she allowed herself to relax a bit, to focus on the appointment.  In the last month her stomach had expanded so Aggie had needed to add pregnancy panels to some of her clothes; in another month and a half Emma imagined she wouldn’t be able to walk anymore.  Her breasts had grown as well, to more the size she’d always wanted them to be when she was a teenager.  Perhaps most importantly, the cuts left by the assassin had completely healed, with only faint pink scars that were almost indistinguishable from her stretch marks.
 
   “So, staying out of knife fights?” Dr. Pavelski asked as she entered the room.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Not walking around any dark alleys alone?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Good.”  It was only then the doctor looked up from the chart to smile at her.  “Well, you’re certainly looking healthy.  How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   “I still feel sick sometimes and I’ve been sleeping a lot more.”
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere.  How are you doing mentally?  Still feeling down?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “Suicidal thoughts?  Homicidal thoughts?  Anything like that?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “OK.”  Dr. Pavelski made a note in the chart.  “So from what I’m seeing and hearing you and the kid seem in good shape.  Have you given any thought to your due date?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “Well, if you want to do natural childbirth or anything like that, now’s the time to start setting it up.  My assistant can get you some pamphlets.”
 
   “A hospital will be fine,” Emma said.  She had not even taken any formal classes like Lamaze, though she had practiced breathing exercises with Akako down in the archives.
 
   “I’ll still give those to you, just in case you change your mind.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now, let’s see how the little one is doing.  Have you thought of a name yet?”
 
   Emma shrugged.  Since she had so much free time, she had time to finally give that some thought.  She would have liked to talk it over with Jim, but after his reaction in the sewers, she doubted he’d be very helpful.  “I was thinking of Louise.  After my mother,” she said.
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  I had a great-aunt Louise back in the old country—in the Ukraine.  Never got a chance to meet her.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”
 
   “Not from what my mom says.”  Dr. Pavelski smiled and then began to spread the gel on Emma’s naked belly for the ultrasound.  “Let’s take a peek at Louise now.”
 
   The baby was still curled up in Emma’s womb, though she looked more like a little girl with each ultrasound.  It wouldn’t be long until she was free from Emma’s body, a little person with her own hopes and dreams.  What would those be?  Could Emma provide those for her?  Or would Louise resent her because she couldn’t provide a normal family like her peers had?
 
   The sound of Dr. Pavelski snapping her fingers shook Emma from these gloomy thoughts.  “Taking a little nap?” the doctor asked.
 
   “Sorry, just daydreaming.”
 
   “Well, Louise looks perfectly healthy.  A normal little girl.”
 
   Emma nodded.  A normal little girl was the best thing she could hope for at this point.  Dr. Pavelski took some more of Emma’s blood to run more tests just to make sure.  On her way out, Emma made another appointment for two weeks later.  The doctor’s assistant handed a stack of pamphlets to her about alternative birthing techniques; Emma tucked these into her purse so as not to seem rude.  Then she went down to the Starbucks to find Aggie.
 
   “How is everything?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “That’s good.  Are you ready to go back?”
 
   “Sure.”  As they walked back to the alley, Emma asked, “Do you think it’s bad luck to name the baby now?  I mean, do you think I should wait until she’s actually born?”
 
   Aggie’s face turned grave for a moment and then she forced a smile to her face.  “I don’t see any problem with it, dear.  Have you thought of a name?”
 
   “I told the doctor I wanted to name the baby after Mom.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a sweet gesture.”
 
   “I just thought it might be unlucky.  You know, kind of putting the cart before the horse.”
 
   “Nonsense, dear.  I think it’s a lovely idea.”
 
   They reached the alley, where Emma took Aggie’s hand in one of hers and put the other to her stomach—to Louise.  Then she closed her eyes to await the flash.  The musty smell of the mound’s interior assaulted her nostrils.  She opened her eyes and found Aggie had already triggered the lift to take them down.
 
   When the lift arrived on the first floor of the archives, Emma saw Akako in a heap on the floor.  The assassin stood over her, knives drawn.  The woman smiled beneath her mask.  “Well, we meet again.  And you brought another friend.  The more the merrier.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Aggie grabbed Emma’s shoulder to shove her back onto the lift.  Before Emma could hit the button to go back up, she found a black knife embedded in the controls.  The assassin clucked her tongue.  “Going so soon?” she said.
 
   “Who are you?” Aggie asked.  She stayed in front of Emma.  “What have you done to Akako?”
 
   “Your girlfriend is fine—for the moment.  Whether she stays that way is up to you.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want baby mama there to give me the magic armor.”
 
   “She doesn’t have it.”
 
   The assassin laughed, a sound that grated on Emma’s ears.  She looked around helplessly for some way out, but there was nothing unless Aggie vanished her out, which would leave Akako at the assassin’s mercy.  “Do you think I’m that stupid?  She can call for it.”
 
   “No I can’t,” Emma said.
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   “No, I really can’t.”
 
   “But you know where it is.”
 
   “Maybe.  Let my friends go and I’ll tell you.”
 
   “How about you tell me and I won’t kill both of your friends right now?”  Before Emma could say anything, a dagger leaped from the woman’s hand.  Just as in the Plastic Hippo, it seemed to simply appear in Aggie’s left thigh.  The witch screamed in pain and crumpled to the ground.
 
   Emma knelt beside Aggie to cradle the witch’s head in her arms.  Aggie’s eyes were closed, but she was still breathing.  “What did you do to her?”
 
   “She’ll wake up in a couple of hours.  That is if you give me what I want.”  The assassin bounced a few steps forward, another knife in her hand.  “So, how about it?”
 
   “I won’t do anything until I know my friends are safe.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit about your friends.”  She danced another few steps towards Emma.  “Once I have the armor I’ll go away.”
 
   “Why should I believe that?”
 
   “Because I’m a professional.  This isn’t personal.  I don’t get anything extra if I kill you or your friends.  Not even satisfaction.”
 
   “If you’re a professional, maybe we can make a deal.  How much do you want?”
 
   “A lot more than an assistant professor at a crummy school like Rampart State makes.”
 
   Emma had to admit that was a good point.  She tried to think of anything she might trade, but all she had was the armor.  “The armor isn’t here.  I left it back in Rampart City.”
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere.  Where in the city?”
 
   “Not yet.  We get on a plane and go there.  Once we’re on the ground, I’ll tell you where to find it.”
 
   “Really, Dr. Earl, do you think stalling is going to matter?  If you escape, I’ll just find you again.  No matter where you go, I’ll find you.”
 
   Emma was about to ask how, but then she looked down at Aggie and the dark blue ooze around the knife in her thigh.  “The potion.  That’s how you found me.”
 
   “You really are as smart as they say.”  The assassin brandished her knife.  “That’s right.  I’ve marked you and that means I can find you wherever you go.  So, please, let’s just get this over with.  Tell me where the armor is and you’ll never see me again.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   The assassin crossed the rest of the gap between them to seize a handful of Emma’s hair and yank her head back.  The woman’s green eyes twinkled as she glared down at Emma.  “Do you want your baby to die?”
 
   “I can’t give you the armor.  It’s too important.”
 
   “You disappoint me, Dr. Earl.  You should look at the big picture here.  Once I have the armor, you’ll be an ordinary citizen again.  You can have a normal life.  You and your daughter.  Or at least as normal as anyone can have when her father is the Sewer Rat.”
 
   When the assassin began to laugh again, Emma’s right fist clenched tightly.  She didn’t manage to land a punch in the woman’s midsection, but the attempted blow forced the assassin to let go of Emma’s hair.  Emma brought around her left arm to chop the woman in the back of the kneecap.  The assassin cried out in pain as she went down on one knee.
 
   Emma ran.
 
   ***
 
   Even five months ago she might have had a chance to outrun an assassin with an injured leg.  Now that she carried an extra thirty pounds or so, she didn’t have much of a chance.  She made it to Akako’s desk before the assassin caught her from behind to slam her down on her back.  “You’re really starting to piss me off,” the assassin hissed.
 
   Emma might have come up with a witty reply if the assassin wasn’t strangling her.  Instead, she could only gasp for air, a sound that reminded her of Megan when she had an asthma attack.  At least Megan would be safe, until someone opened the box that contained the armor and it called to her.  Or maybe by then Megan would be too old and it would find some other poor fool.
 
   As her vision darkened, she turned her thoughts to Louise, her child who would never be born now.  All because Emma valued a suit of magic armor more than her life.  What kind of mother would I have been?  Not as abusive and mean-spirited as Becky’s mother, but not as loving and caring as her own mother, who had given up her career as a cellist to raise Emma.
 
   “I don’t want to kill you or your baby, Emma,” the assassin said.  Her grip loosened slightly.  “But you aren’t leaving me a choice.  Tell me or I’m going to wring your fucking neck and wait for it to call someone else.”
 
   “It…can’t,” Emma said.
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   Before Emma could try to say anything else, the assassin flew sideways off of her.  The next thing Emma knew, Akako helped her up.  The archivist had a wound in her right bicep that leaked the same dark blue ooze as Aggie.  The assassin hadn’t realized her potions wouldn’t work on Akako, who now held the dagger out.  “Emma, go!”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “The vault.  Get into the vault!”  To help this along, Akako pushed Emma towards the stairs to the lower level where the most powerful spells were kept.  In the last month Emma had never gone near that place for fear a spell might break loose and do something to her or the baby, but now she had no choice.
 
   She made it to the heavy steel door to the vault and then yanked on the door as hard as she could.  With the armor she could have opened it like the door to her medicine cabinet, but without it she had to strain and groan to move it a few inches.  She’d gotten it halfway when she heard Akako scream, “She’s coming!”
 
   Emma gave one more push, which cleared enough space for her to squeeze through.  The problem then became to close the door behind her.  This proved even more difficult for her tired muscles.  When she saw the assassin running down the stairs, Emma ran again.
 
   The path wound down in a spiral, which made it easier for Emma to run, but still it wasn’t fast enough.  Over her shoulder, she could see the assassin gaining on her.  The woman reached into her pocket for another knife.  Emma put her head down and tried to put more distance between herself and the assassin.  It wouldn’t matter eventually as the archives would end at the bottom of the path, but at this point there was nothing else she could do.
 
   She didn’t see the knife, but she could sense it fly towards her.  At the last moment she dove to the ground and rolled in midair to land on her back.  The knife flew past where her head had been to smash into one of the pigeonholes that contained a spell.  The blade shattered the crystal face of the pigeonhole, to free the scroll inside.
 
   Emma didn’t have time to scream before the spell leaped at her like a wild animal.  The moment it touched her, there came an explosion of blue light.  
 
   Then there was silence.
 
   ***
 
   Akako had a second wound in her left leg to match the one in Aggie’s leg, but still she hurled herself into the vault after Emma and the assassin.  She shouldn’t have told Emma to run into the vault.  Not only was it a dead end, but also the door was too heavy for a mortal without the Scarlet Knight’s armor to open and close easily.  
 
   She turned a corner and saw her worst fear realized:  the door was still open.  Emma hadn’t been able to close it in time, which meant the assassin would catch her.  Emma was as good as dead and she and Aggie would be next in line.  Despite this, Akako limped on.  She could at least go down fighting in the vain hope to avenge the woman who in the last month had become her best friend and confidante.  
 
   Armed with one of the assassin’s knives, Akako staggered through the doorway.  A moment later, she fell to her knees, blinded by a surge of blue light.  Still unable to see, she could hear the klaxons she’d installed go off to indicate a breach.  Over these klaxons she heard a heavy clang as the door to the vault sealed shut.
 
   Akako’s vision soon cleared enough so there were only a few bright spots to obscure things.  She limped down the path and wondered what spell had gotten out.  If she were lucky, it would be an immolation spell that would burn the assassin to ashes.
 
   She wasn’t that lucky, as she found out when the assassin leaped out from the shadows to knock her to the ground.  “What’s all that noise?” the assassin asked.
 
   “The alarms for a magical breach.  We’re sealed in here.”
 
   “What?  For how long?”
 
   “That depends on how long the magical radiation lasts.  Could be hours or days or years.”
 
   “Then I guess we’ll wait until your friend wakes up to let us out.”
 
   “She can’t open the door.  No one can.  Except the Scarlet Knight.  Where’s Emma?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  The assassin rolled off of Akako and in the process snatched the knife out of Akako’s hand.  “One minute she was on the ground and the next minute a scroll fell on her and she was gone.”
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The spell must have made her disappear.”  Akako pushed herself to her feet; she ignored the pain in her arm and leg as she raced over to the shattered pigeonhole.  The label had shattered along with the crystal on the front of it so Akako couldn’t read the inscription right away.  She sifted through the wreckage, until she put the words together:  Forward Thinking.  “Oh no,” she said again.
 
   “Is she dead?” the assassin asked.
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Then where is she?”
 
   “It’s more like when she is.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think she’s gone into the future.”
 
   “Great.  Just great.”  The assassin tore the black ski mask from her face and threw it to the ground in disgust.  The fallen ski mask freed waves of dark red hair that along with the sharpness of the woman’s face and the fury in her green eyes prompted Akako to gasp—as if she’d seen a ghost.  “What are you looking at?”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Why?  You writing a book?”
 
   “I figure it’d be nice to know who’s going to kill me,” Akako said.
 
   “Cecelia,” the assassin said.
 
   “Cecelia what?”
 
   “None of your fucking business.”  Cecelia took a step forward and brandished the knife she’d taken from Akako.  “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “You look like someone I used to know.”
 
   “Are you coming on to me?  If you are, I’ll slit your throat now, you fucking dyke.”
 
   Akako winced at the last word; she remembered what she’d said to Emma during their late night sessions.  “It’s not like that.”  She took a step back against the rack of pigeonholes.  They showed no reaction to her, but when Cecelia stepped forward, they came to life, to throw themselves at the crystals that sealed them in.
 
   There was only one reason the spells reacted that way:  the presence of magic.  Cecelia was not part of the coven, but she had some magic in her bloodline.  From the look of her, Akako knew where it likely came from.  “Did you know Sylvia Joubert?”
 
   “The arms dealer?  What about her?”
 
   Akako took a deep breath, not sure if she should press the assassin on this issue.  The woman clearly had a short temper; it might not take much to prompt her to kill Akako.  She wasn’t surprised when Cecelia pressed the knife to her neck.  “What does she have to do with any of this?”
 
   “She’s Aggie’s sister—the woman you left up there’s sister.  She was a witch like Aggie, but she died a few months ago.  She had a daughter she gave up for adoption about a hundred seventy years ago in Paris.”  The assassin’s eyes went wide; her mouth opened but no sound came out.  She lowered the knife away from Akako’s throat and her arms went limp at her sides.  Akako understood what had rattled Cecelia so.  “You’re her daughter.  Aren’t you?”
 
   Akako squinted, but Cecelia’s face was completely smooth, like that of a twenty-year-old.  Still, given her ability to work with potions, she wouldn’t have had much difficulty to make one to keep herself young for the last hundred seventy years.  As a half-mortal, Cecelia’s magical abilities wouldn’t have been enough to bring her to the coven’s notice, at least until now.
 
   “My mother already died.  When I was a baby,” Cecelia said.
 
   “But you were born in France a hundred seventy years ago, weren’t you?”
 
   “What do you care?”
 
   “I care because that would make you Agnes’s niece, a part of our family.”
 
   “I am not part of your family—”  To punctuate this sentence, Cecelia punched one of the pigeonholes.  Akako tried to scream a warning, but it was too late.  The assassin’s fist shattered the crystal cap.
 
   Akako only had time to jump back a step before the scroll shot out of the pigeonhole to launch itself at Cecelia.  The assassin brought up her knife to slash at the paper.  The moment the blade touched the scroll, there was an explosion of yellow light.  Again Akako found herself blinded; the explosion threw her onto her knees.
 
   It took another few minutes for her vision to clear.  When it did, she saw Cecelia was gone.  She searched through the rubble to piece together the words for the pigeonhole the assassin had shattered:  Unfinished Business.
 
   “Oh no,” Akako said and then sagged to the ground to wait.
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Chapter 8
 
   Emma opened her eyes, but had to wait a minute for the flashbulbs popping in her vision to settle down.  Once they did, she found herself at a round wooden table in a kitchen.  The moss-green walls of the kitchen were unfamiliar to her; they didn’t belong to the house she shared with Becky, Aggie’s home, or Dan’s mansion.  There was a window over the sink, but at the moment she could see nothing but darkness.
 
   She saw a cup of tea in front of her.  The floral pattern of the teacup was familiar from her childhood.  The china cups had belonged to her mother and were then transferred to Aunt Gladys.  Like many of the items she remembered from her childhood, the cups had wound up in a box up in the attic; she and Becky didn’t have much use for fine china.
 
   She reached out to pick up the cup, but then stopped herself.  The hand in front of her had the same long, narrow fingers she remembered, but the skin on them was thinner, the blue veins more pronounced.  There was also a mole on her right index finger she didn’t remember on her own hand.  She had seen such a mole on Aunt Gladys’s hand.
 
   With her hands she pushed back from the table.  Immediately she could see a stomach so flat it caved in.  “Oh no,” she whispered.  What had happened to her baby?  
 
   She thought back to when she had arrived in the archives only to find the assassin there.  The woman had then knocked Aggie out with a poisoned knife before she demanded Emma surrender the armor again.  There was a brief struggle and Emma had run, but the assassin caught her.  Then Akako had intervened and Emma had run into the vault.  She’d tried to get the door closed, but it was too heavy.  The assassin followed her, threw a knife, and broke open one of the pigeonholes.  A spell had leaped from the pigeonhole like a wild animal.  Everything had exploded in blue light.
 
   Now Emma was here, in this strange kitchen, her baby gone.  What had the spell done to her?  What had it done to Louise?  She looked down at her right hand again, the hand that looked so much like Aunt Gladys’s.  
 
   Emma found a cookie sheet on the counter.  The metallic bottom of the cookie sheet didn’t make an ideal mirror, but it told Emma what she needed to know.  In the surface of the pan, she saw her aunt, just as she remembered from before Aunt Gladys had died.  Emma took a handful of iron-gray hair that still retained a few rusty strands.
 
   She’d gone back in time.  That’s what the spell had done.  It had transported her back about fifteen years, to when Aunt Gladys was still alive.  She was her aunt and Louise—what had become of Louise?  If she found some way back to her own time, would her baby still be alive inside of her?
 
   Emma set the cookie sheet on the counter and then sagged back onto the chair.  She took a sip of tea and noted it was her aunt’s favorite:  orange chamomile.  Emma had always preferred Earl Grey, the same as her mother had drunk.  Her mother had said once with a wink, “That’s why I married your father, because I thought he was related to the tea.”  The orange chamomile tasted a little sweet, but it was warm.
 
   As she finished the tea, she looked around the kitchen again.  The kitchen was the only thing she didn’t understand.  This wasn’t the house in Parkdale where Emma had lived with Aunt Gladys, nor was it Aunt Gladys’s apartment in the Trenches.  It could belong to some friend Emma hadn’t met, but why would her aunt bring a fragile china teacup along?
 
   Maybe she hadn’t really gone back in time so much as sideways.  During their late night talks, Akako had told Emma about how Sylvia had transported Akako and Aggie into a parallel universe.  In that universe, Akako had inhabited the body of a nine-year-old genius named Renee Kim while Aggie was her fifteen-year-old Goth sidekick.  Emma had been an old woman in that place, a substitute teacher at the high school.  Maybe that’s where she had gone.
 
   The only flaw in that theory was the spell Sylvia had used had not been recovered.  There was no copy left in the archives, not even on the computer system.  Moreover, Akako had described the portal to that dimension as purple, not blue.  Of course it could be a similar spell that had taken her to another dimension.
 
   She put her hands to her face and closed her eyes.  Why did these things keep happening to her?  Nearly six years ago she’d jumped into a different timeline, where she was married to Dan.  Later she had switched bodies with Becky thanks to an alien parasite.  Just six months ago Sylvia had used a potion that caused Emma to think she was Megan Putnam.  
 
   The creak of a door shook Emma from her thoughts.  She lowered her hands and then reached for the cookie sheet.  She might be Aunt Gladys or someone else entirely, but she could still stand up to an intruder in her house.  As she crept out of the kitchen, she reminded herself this might not be her house.  She might be the intruder here and the rightful owner had come back.  Still, she wasn’t about to take any chances.
 
   With the cookie sheet in hand, Emma found her way along a darkened hallway.  Whoever had opened the door had not turned on a light yet, which didn’t strike Emma as something a rightful owner would do.  As she continued into the foyer, she heard something heavy hit the floor nearby.  
 
   Emma could make out a humanoid figure crouched in what appeared to be a living room.  She froze as she heard a zipper—opening or closing she couldn’t tell.  Had this person in the living room pulled out a gun?  Emma slid her hand along the wall of the living room until she found a light switch.  She flipped the switch and then brought up the cookie sheet to strike—
 
   A young woman’s voice shouted, “Mom, what the hell are you doing?” 
 
   ***
 
   The young woman stood up; she came only to Emma’s shoulders.  She wore a khaki vest and shorts both lined with extra pockets and a black T-shirt, all of which were covered in dust, as were her face and arms.  Emma had worn a similar outfit when she had done her fieldwork in Montana to earn her PhD.
 
   “I’m sorry to show up like this, but the flight was delayed and I thought you’d probably already gone to bed, so I figured I’d just crash on the couch tonight,” the young woman said.  When the girl brushed tangled dark red hair from her face, Emma saw the girl’s blue eyes stared at Emma, who still held up the cookie sheet as if ready to bang it like a cymbal.  “Mom?  Are you feeling all right?  What’s with the pan?”
 
   Emma finally brought the cookie sheet down to her side.  “This?  Oh, nothing.  I was just in the kitchen, having some tea.  Would you like some?”  She didn’t know if there was more tea in the kitchen, but it seemed a good way to buy time while she figured out what had happened.
 
   “You didn’t have to wait up for me.”
 
   “Well, that’s what mothers do, isn’t it?  Worry about their little girls?”
 
   “I’m not a little girl anymore, Mom.  I’m nineteen for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “You shouldn’t use that kind of language.”
 
   “Fine.  I’m nineteen for crying out loud.”
 
   “Better.”
 
   The girl knew her way to the kitchen and stood on her toes to reach into a cupboard for another teacup.  Emma was relieved to see a pot of tea on the counter, apparently with enough for a full cup.  She stood in the doorway to watch this stranger stir in a packet of sugar and then reach into a jar for a handful of cookies.  “I know, it’s too late for sugar.  So sue me,” the girl said.  She sat down across from Emma’s cup with a huff.  “You know, out there I feel like a grown-up but as soon as I come back here it’s like I’m five again.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said, unable to think of anything better.  She sat down across from the girl, her body slack in the chair.  
 
   “I know.  It’s just how you are.  Wouldn’t even let me cross the street by myself until I started high school.”  The girl shoved a pair of cookies into her mouth and began to chew noisily.  Part of Emma wanted to mention this, but given what the girl had already said, she thought it better to remain quiet.
 
   “So how was your trip?” Emma finally ventured.  Given the girl’s clothes and the dust on them, as well as the mention of a late flight, it seemed a good guess that the girl had been somewhere far away.
 
   “Better than I ever hoped.  I think we hit the mother lode.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   The girl slurped some tea from her cup and then set it down.  When the girl smiled, Emma saw that her front teeth were slightly larger than normal, almost buckteeth.  “I was going to wait until tomorrow when I checked it in, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to show you now.  Executive privilege, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   The girl practically skipped out of the room, which left Emma to stare at the kitchen table.  The buckteeth, the sharp nose, and the tangled hair—those were all features she had associated with Jim Rizzard.  The red color of the hair, the blue eyes, and the big feet, however, were more like Emma.  “Louise?” she called out.
 
   “Yeah, Mom?”
 
   “Just wondering if you need any help.”
 
   “I’ve got it.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her flat stomach and understood why her baby was gone—her baby was in the living room, fully grown!  The face in the cookie sheet that had looked so much like Aunt Gladys was her own, only older.  She and her aunt had always looked a lot alike; the differences apparently had narrowed as she aged.
 
   “Mom?” Louise said from the doorway.  “Is something wrong?”
 
   “What?  No.”
 
   “You’re crying.”
 
   Emma put a finger to her right eye and discovered she was indeed crying.  “I’m just so happy to see you,” she said.
 
   “I’m happy to see you too.”  Louise slung the dusty backpack onto the table and then leaned forward to put her arms around Emma.  “I didn’t mean what I said earlier.  I was just a little cranky from the flight.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I understand.”  While Emma would have liked the hug to go on forever, Louise pulled back to unzip the backpack.  
 
   “Wait until you see the stuff Dan and I found.”
 
   “Dan?”
 
   “Dr. Dreyfus.”  Louise stared at Emma, who was too surprised to speak.  “You know, my supervisor for the expedition?  The one you approved?”
 
   “Oh, right.  I’m sorry.  I’m just a little tired.”
 
   “We can wait until tomorrow—”
 
   “No, go ahead.  Let’s see what you’ve got.”
 
   From the backpack, Louise took out a statue about a foot high of a woman, her skin and hair carved from jet, outlined with gold.  Emma stifled a gasp; she had seen a statue like this before—in the temple of Isis.  “Dan—Dr. Dreyfus—thinks it’s about thirty-five hundred years old.  We’ll have to carbon date it in the lab,” Louise said.  She set the statue on the table so it faced Emma, its black eyes seeming to bore into her.  
 
   Next Louise took out what Emma thought at first was a shard of obsidian.  Then she realized the black crystal was far too smooth and precisely shaped to be naturally formed.  “We think it’s a ceremonial dagger,” Louise said.  She handed the item carefully to Emma, who almost dropped it when she realized she’d seen these before—sticking out of her side and leg.
 
   “I think that’s a good guess,” Emma said.
 
   “Now this last thing is really going to blow you away.”  Louise gently reached into the bag; her hands reemerged a moment later with a book.  The covers and binding were also made from jet and gold like the statue.  “According to the markings on the cover, this is called the Book of Isis.”
 
   Louise tried to hand it to Emma, who refused to touch it.  Her stomach churned as warning bells went off in her mind.  The last time Dan had found something that had belonged to Isis in the desert, her evil spirit had possessed an innocent young woman to seduce Dan and come to Rampart City, where she’d resurrected the Black Dragoon and killed dozens, including Emma, who had been brought back to life shortly after by Merlin.  “I tried to get it open on the plane—”
 
   “You shouldn’t do anything with it,” Emma said.  “You should put all of this back where you found it.”
 
   “Mom, what are you talking about?  We can’t put this back.  We’re scientists, remember?  Or at least you used to be.  There’s so much we could learn from this.”
 
   Emma looked from Louise to the statue of Isis that she imagined stuck its tongue out at her, to mock her.  She desperately wanted to snatch the items from Louise and bury them in the deepest hole she could make, but she knew her daughter was right.  They were scientists; their job was the pursuit of knowledge and while the artifacts might give her the willies, she couldn’t deny their scientific value.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  She reached out to pat Louise’s arm.  “You’re right.  These are important artifacts.  I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks,” Louise said.  She began to stuff the artifacts back into her backpack.  “I’ll check these in officially tomorrow with the rest of the stuff still at the airport.”
 
   “That’s fine.”  Emma stood up and took a step towards the door.  “I think I’ll get some rest.  Goodnight, baby.”  
 
   She held on to her daughter until Louise slipped out of her grasp, her face red with a teenager’s embarrassment.  “Goodnight, Mom.”
 
   As she climbed up the stairs, Emma couldn’t help but smile at the thought of how beautiful she and Jim’s daughter turned out to be.  All her worries about the future drained away as her head touched the pillow and she closed her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   In her dream, Emma sat in a sandbox, surrounded by broken and rusty toys.  Her legs dangled over the edge of the box, into the grass that would come up to her knees if she stood up.  She had seen this place before, six months ago in her reckoning.  The last time she’d seen it as Megan Putnam after a nasty asthma attack.
 
   “I thought you’d never get here,” a familiar voice said.
 
   Emma saw the voice was so familiar because it was her voice.  She sat on a plastic child’s swing; she looked just as she had before she became pregnant with Louise.  As if she sensed her thoughts, the younger version of herself said, “I’m not you.  I’m Joanna.  They call me Red because of my hair, remember?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  “But you were just a little girl the last time.”
 
   “And so were you in some ways.”
 
   Emma pushed herself up to her feet and then brushed sand off her body.  That the sand felt so real she knew was because it was real.  She was in a parallel universe, brought here in her sleep by this young woman who looked so much like herself at that age.  “I guess that’s true,” she said.  “But I’m not a girl anymore, am I?”
 
   “No, you’re a mother.”
 
   “Yes, I am.”  Emma instinctually put a hand to her belly before she remembered she wasn’t pregnant anymore—at least not in this time.  “Did you bring me here to send me back?”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.”
 
   “Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”
 
   “Mostly the latter.  Mom always told me not to interfere with things.”
 
   “How is your mother?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.  What happened?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “No, you don’t.  Not yet.”
 
   “How do I get back to my time?”
 
   “You’ll find out.”
 
   Emma stepped out of the sandbox, into the grass, which was even longer than she’d thought.  Clearly Joanna wasn’t one to do yard work.  “Then why did you bring me here?”
 
   “To warn you.”
 
   “Isn’t that violating the rules?”
 
   “It’s more like self-preservation.  If she finds it, the consequences to the entire universe—to every universe—will be dire.”
 
   “The Book of Isis,” Emma said.  “You felt it too.”
 
   “Yes.  You have to keep her from finding it.”
 
   “I can’t steal it from Louise.”
 
   “You will if you want her to live.”
 
   Emma stared at Joanna, whose face betrayed no emotion.  “She’s going to die?”
 
   “Everyone will die if she finds it:  you, Louise, even me.”
 
   “What’s in the book?”
 
   “You’ll have to find that out for yourself.”
 
   “The rules?”
 
   “I thought you scientists liked finding things out for yourselves.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  Emma ran a hand through her hair; she felt as though she were talking to a fortune cookie.  “How can I get rid of the book?”
 
   “You’ll know what to do.  Just remember that nothing is gained without sacrifice.”
 
   “Sacrifice, right.  I’ll figure out what that means later, right?”
 
   “If you’re successful, yes.”
 
   “You can’t see that far ahead?”
 
   “You’ve studied quantum physics.”
 
   “If I’m not successful, everything will be destroyed?”
 
   “It’s very likely.”
 
   “Now you’re sounding like a Magic 8-Ball.”
 
   “I wish I could be of more help, but I can’t.”
 
   “Rules.  I know.”
 
   “Mother made me promise not to interfere unless absolutely necessary.  She said we can’t live in a deus ex machina universe.  We can’t live expecting someone else to solve all of our problems for us.”
 
   “Your mother was a smart lady.”  Emma turned and started back towards the sandbox; she knew she wouldn’t get much else out of Joanna.  After a step, she turned back around.  “Could I ask you a question about her?”
 
   “You could, but I wouldn’t answer it.”
 
   “Right.”  Emma stood at the center of the sandbox.  She could feel the sand erode beneath her feet as a hole opened beneath her.  “Will I see you again?”
 
   “Maybe,” Joanna said.  She waved her hand and then Emma found herself falling—
 
   She sat up in bed and looked around the unfamiliar room.  She brushed forward a tress of hair and saw it was still gray, which meant she was still here in the future.  Still here with Louise—and the book that could destroy them all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   In her line of work, Cecelia had often woke up in strange places.  She had once spent a night inside a disemboweled cow to surprise a wealthy dairy farmer.  So to wake up on a hard, flat surface that didn’t smell like blood and digested grass was a definite improvement.  
 
   The only drawback was someone shaking her shoulder.  “Miss, you can’t sleep here,” a man’s voice said.
 
   “Leave me alone,” Cecelia said, but her voice sounded too high, too perky to belong to her.  This didn’t bother her much either as just six months ago she’d spent two days as a twelve-year-old Goth girl to track down someone named Harry Ward.  The hardest part of the assignment had been to get the girl’s mother to go away long enough so Cecelia could sneak out and finish the job to return home.
 
   “Miss, you have to leave.  Otherwise I have to call the police,” the man insisted.
 
   Cecelia reached to her side, where her knives should be.  Instead she found only a lump of fat.  This prompted her to finally open her eyes.  A bald man with a thick mustache glared down at her.  Behind him, she saw a train, an old coal-fed locomotive that belched black smoke as it chugged away.
 
   “I’m going to count to ten,” the man said.
 
   “Yeah, fine.  Whatever,” Cecelia said in her too-cheerful voice.  She sat up to find her feet swallowed by a stomach that pressed against a lilac-colored dress.  She grunted as she tried to stand up, but she couldn’t make it.  Despite the size of her belly, her arms hadn’t caught up; they remained almost skinny.  “Can you help me up?”
 
   “Sure thing.”  The man offered her a hand that dwarfed her own, but he grunted almost as much as she did as he helped her up.  His other hand reached down to pick up a brown suitcase.  “I think this belongs to you, young lady.”
 
   Cecelia took the bag and snuck a peek at the tag on the handle, which identified her as Maria Costopolous.  Probably Greek, she thought.  She looked around and recognized the main terminal of Central Station in Rampart City from the chandeliers that dangled over the benches like the one she had apparently fallen asleep on.
 
   But it wasn’t Central Station from the 21st Century.  From the suits on the men and the dresses and hairstyles of the women, Cecelia figured it for the 1940s.  This guess was reinforced by a poster on one wall that advertised war bonds.  Just great, she grumbled to herself.
 
   “Do you need any help finding your way, miss?” the man asked.
 
   “No.  I’m fine.”  She tilted her head up in what she hoped was a haughty fashion and then marched towards the ladies room.  That seemed like the place to start to get some answers about who this Maria Costopolous was and why Cecelia inhabited her body.
 
   Her memory of the station at this time was accurate enough that she found her way easily into the bathroom.  There she turned to the mirror and saw the face of a young woman—a girl really—she didn’t recognize.  The glossy black hair and olive-tinged skin went perfectly with the Greek name.  What didn’t jive were the green eyes—Cecelia’s eyes.  She smiled to display the crooked yellow teeth of a girl who’d probably never seen a dentist before; along with the rough fabric of the shapeless purple dress and the battered suitcase, it was safe to assume Maria was not well off.
 
   Inside the suitcase, beneath more rough, shapeless clothes that were probably homemade, the rest of the story became obvious.  She found an envelope with three dollars and a letter written in Greek.  As part of her job, Cecelia had studied foreign languages; she could speak four languages fluently and seventeen others passably—including Greek.  The letter was written by Maria’s mother.  “Take this money and find somewhere for you and the baby.  I will send for you when it’s safe.”
 
   Cecelia tucked the three dollars into a pocket of her crude dress and then put the letter back into the suitcase for the real Maria to read.  It was clear in Cecelia’s mind from the letter that Maria was a poor girl who’d gotten knocked up and come to the big city, where people might be less judgmental about that sort of thing.  Three dollars wasn’t a whole lot to start off with even in the 1940s, but it was probably all Maria had after she took the train.  With so little money she’d gone to sleep in the train station to save on a motel.
 
   “Just fucking great,” Cecelia growled, but Maria’s singsong voice took the bite out of the words.  Cecelia turned away from the mirror and the pudgy, girlish face in it.  Her stomach churned, no doubt more from the baby than the shock of what had happened to her.
 
   She darted into a stall just in time to throw up into the toilet.  There wasn’t much to her vomit, which indicated Maria hadn’t eaten lately.  If she couldn’t afford a motel she couldn’t afford a meal on the train either.  “Poor dumb kid,” Cecelia grumbled.
 
   Still hunched over the toilet, she thought back to those last few minutes in the coven’s archives.  She’d tracked Emma Earl to the archives from the residue left by the poison on her knife.  That had taken a month to circle the globe as well as to stake out Earl’s friends in Rampart City.  Once she’d narrowed down the location, she spent another week to get an audience with the Headmistress to discuss how to get inside the archives.  Another three days went by as she watched the burial mound and waited for her chance to sneak inside.
 
   The initial attack had gone fairly well.  She’d disabled the archivist with little trouble.  Then Earl and a witch had shown up on the lift.  Cecelia took out the witch with a sleeping potion.  Then came her mistake—the same mistake she’d made at the Plastic Hippo, a mistake the Headmistress had warned her against.
 
   She could have just thrown another knife with sleeping potion on it, knocked Earl out, and then tied her up.  Without the scarlet armor, Dr. Emma Earl was as ordinary and helpless as Maria Costopolous.  It would have been easy then to torture the location of the armor from Earl.  The good doctor wasn’t a pushover, but she would have broken in time, especially after a few superficial cuts to her vulnerable belly.  The thought of this brought sour bile up Cecelia’s throat and into the toilet.
 
   That’s what she should have done.  Instead she had baited the woman, tried to negotiate with her.  In her line of work, Cecelia knew the second most important rule—after covering your ass at all times—was never to give anyone a free shot.  Like the villain from a bad spy movie she’d talked and talked, until she got close enough that Earl took a swing at her and then connected with her other hand.
 
   Cecelia didn’t know what had come over her both in the archives and at the Plastic Hippo.  “You know better than that,” the Headmistress had told her after the incident at the strip club.  “You’re the best there is.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Cecelia had said, just like a child in the principal’s office—they didn’t call her the Headmistress for nothing.
 
   The best theory Cecelia could come up with was that she’d never gone up against anyone like the Scarlet Knight before.  Her targets were all ordinary people—mortals.  Some of them like JFK and Martin Luther King, Jr. had been powerful, but they were still mortals.  None of them could have lasted more than two seconds against the paralysis potion Cecelia had used in the Plastic Hippo.  They certainly couldn’t have gotten on a motorcycle and driven away.  Even without the armor, Emma Earl still had some of that presence that made Cecelia want to prove her superiority.  The best way to do that would have been to play it smart, not showboat like a greenhorn.
 
   She’d only compounded things when she’d chased Earl into the vault.  That led to her greatest mistake when she took off her mask.  In one hundred fifty-five years, she had never let anyone see her face during a job—at least not her actual face; sometimes she used potions to disguise herself as someone the target knew, but that only worked on mortals.
 
   That cunt of an archivist had not only seen her face, she knew who Cecelia was.  More than that, she knew how old Cecelia was and where she had been born.  But she was wrong about Cecelia’s mother.  Cecelia knew her mother had died when Cecelia was two years old.  She vaguely remembered her parents had been wealthy and very loving.  Then came the fire.  All Cecelia could remember was that a servant had clutched her to her chest and that it was really hot and smoky.  At just two years old she’d learned about death when the servant explained Mama and Papa had gone to Heaven.  The servant didn’t have the money to raise her, so she was given to an orphanage, where she waited five years for someone to adopt her, while every night she wished and prayed Mama and Papa would come to take her home.  They had been her parents, not Sylvia Joubert, not a witch.
 
   As an assassin, Cecelia had heard of Sylvia Joubert before, but they’d never met in person.  Sylvia was a gunrunner—and a witch.  The former Cecelia could admire, except Joubert usually sold to the side opposite the one that paid Cecelia.  As for the latter, Cecelia could feel nothing but contempt for the smug coven that glided around on their brooms and flying carpets and did absolutely nothing valuable with their power.  Her mother couldn’t be one of them.
 
   Cecelia pushed herself up from the toilet and straightened her tacky dress.  Her parentage and the coven weren’t the reasons she was here.  She had come to find Dr. Emma Earl and take the scarlet armor from her.  That was her job, and that’s what she would do, even if it was the ‘40s and she was a knocked up Greek girl with just three bucks to her name.  That dyke in the vault had said Earl had probably gone into the future, but she might have lied to protect her friend.
 
   Cecelia knew there was only one place to go to find out.
 
   ***
 
   After she walked a block from the station, Cecelia’s swollen ankles began to throb and her back ached.  There was no way she could walk the two miles uptown to her destination.  She could always take the subway, but the thought of trying to stuff herself into a car full of people didn’t hold much appeal.  The streetcars that still operated at this time offered the same problems.  So Cecelia decided to flag down a cab and use up half of one of Mama Costopolous’s dollar bills.
 
   The ride took fifteen minutes, during which the cabbie looked back at her in the rearview mirror at least twenty times.  “You visiting family?” he finally asked.
 
   “None of your business,” Cecelia said, but again the words lacked any punch.
 
   “Just asking.  Sorry.”
 
   “Keep your eyes on the road, pal.”  Cecelia crossed her arms over her stomach, and wished she had at least one of her knives with her.  Once she got to the safe house she’d be able to get one.  That and they’d find her a real bed so she could give her sore body a rest.
 
   She wondered if it was some kind of cosmic joke that she’d tried to apprehend a pregnant woman and now she was in the body of a pregnant woman.  She couldn’t imagine what sort of joke the spell might have played on Earl.  That is if they’d gone to the same place.  Cecelia couldn’t be certain about that.  The Headmistress would know.  To get an audience with her wouldn’t be any easier in the 1940s than in the 2000s, but she would have to try.  With any luck, Cecelia could find Earl, get the information she needed, and then get back to her rightful time to complete the mission.
 
   That would be the start of much bigger things.  The Headmistress hadn’t told her the complete plan, only that the day of reckoning was at hand.  “No more hiding in the shadows,” the Headmistress had said.  “Soon we’ll occupy our rightful place in this world.”
 
   “Here we are,” the cabbie said, to interrupt her thoughts.  “You want I should help with that suitcase?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Looks kind of heavy—”
 
   “Are you deaf?  I said I’m fine.”  Cecelia snatched the suitcase and willed herself to carry it level with the top of her stomach to prove she didn’t need any help—at least not from a mortal.
 
   To the mortals, the safe house looked like an ordinary second-hand bookstore called the Second Life.  A couple of mortals inside browsed the shelves of dusty old books.  Cecelia paid no attention to them as she strolled up to the counter.  A middle-aged woman looked up from a ledger and put her bifocals to her face.  “Can I help you?” the woman asked.
 
   “I’m looking for a first edition of Shore Birds of New England,” Cecelia said.  She’d always thought this code phrase was stupid, but it had lasted over a century now.
 
   “I think we might have a copy in the back room,” the woman said.  This was the proper counter phrase.  She stood up and then motioned towards a red curtain.  “Follow me.”
 
   The actual back room was little more than a closet with a few books and janitorial supplies.  The woman pulled up a section of the floor that revealed stairs that led down into the safe house proper.  “I don’t remember seeing you before,” the woman said as she lit an old kerosene lamp to light their way down.
 
   “Because you haven’t.  I’m operating covertly for a mission.”
 
   “That certainly is a good disguise.  Except the eyes.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”  Cecelia followed the woman down the stairs, into a foyer that looked as if it had been transplanted from a Victorian house, which in all likelihood it had.  There was a parlor stuffed with 19th Century furniture that included a sofa on which Cecelia gratefully sat and let out a sigh of relief.
 
   The woman leaned forward in an armchair and removed the bifocals that were obviously for show.  “So which one of us are you?” she asked.
 
   “Artemis,” Cecelia said.  Each operative had a codename given to her by the Headmistress; Cecelia’s had come from a book on Greek mythology, which in her current state she supposed was another cosmic joke.
 
   “That’s impossible,” the woman said.  “I talked to Artemis two hours ago.  She’s on a job in Morocco.”
 
   Cecelia remembered the job.  She’d tracked down the head of a resistance group who had wanted to flee to America.  He’d made it onto a plane with his wife and they’d toasted their safety with glasses of champagne once they were airborne.  As their glasses touched, Cecelia put three bullets into each of them and then gone to the cockpit to take out the pilots just to be sure.  Then she’d bailed out safely into the Atlantic, where a U-boat picked her up and took her back to occupied France.  A perfect operation as far as she was concerned—targets killed and no witnesses left behind.  
 
   That job was probably still a day or two in the future.  “I am Artemis.  I’ve come from about sixty-five years in the future.”
 
   “Sure, on your rocket ship.”
 
   “I’m serious,” Cecelia insisted.  She hated the childish whine in Maria’s voice.  “I’m looking for a woman named Dr. Emma Earl.  I think she might have come here from the future too.”
 
   “Who are you really?  One of those stinking witches?  Trying to infiltrate our operations?”
 
   “A witch would have a better cover story,” Cecelia said.
 
   The woman considered this for a moment.  “Unless you thought there’s no way I’d think a witch would be dumb enough to come up with a story like that.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Are you, little girl?”
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ.  Why don’t you take me to the Headmistress and she can decide.”
 
   Though the woman was obviously a paranoid twit, she did draw the Luger from her pocket much faster than Cecelia would have thought possible.  The woman aimed the pistol at Cecelia’s head, which prompted her to feel more bile rise into her throat, though this time she doubted it was the baby at work.  “How do you know about the Headmistress?”
 
   “I told you:  I’m Artemis.  I’ve come here from the future thanks to one of the coven’s spells.”
 
   “So you are with the coven.”
 
   “No, I just got hit with one of their spells.  So did the woman I’m looking for.  I thought you could help me track her down.”
 
   “Who is this woman you’re looking for?”
 
   “A geology teacher.  She possesses Merlin’s armor.”
 
   “Now I know you’re lying.  No woman has ever worn Merlin’s armor.”
 
   Cecelia rubbed her face with both hands and wished again for one of her knives so she could end this bothersome woman’s life.  “Things are different in the future.  Can you help me or not?”
 
   The woman thought for a moment and then smiled.  “Of course, dear.  Here, let me help you up and I’ll take you to the guest room so you can get some rest.”
 
   “Thank you—” Cecelia didn’t get to finish as something sharp stabbed into her side.  She felt a moment of pain and then her entire body went numb.  Yet another cosmic joke that the poison she’d used on Earl’s friend had now been used on her.  She cursed herself for being so stupid as to think the woman would help her.  Another careless mistake.  Maybe she’d gotten too old for this job.
 
   “Take her out back and dispose of her.”  The woman continued to smile as she looked down at Cecelia.  “Another poor immigrant girl killed in the big city.”
 
   Cecelia wanted to shout an insult back, but her mouth wouldn’t move.  She could only curse herself some more as someone began to drag her away to her doom.
 
   ***
 
   In her one hundred seventy years of life, Cecelia had faced death countless times.  The first came when she was only fourteen years old, her stomach nearly the same size as Maria’s.  Her first night on her own she nearly froze to death while she walked through a blizzard without the benefit of a proper coat, gloves, or hat.  The only thing that kept her alive was her raw hatred of her foster father.  
 
   When she’d arrived at the Rainier estate seven years earlier, she’d thought it was the start of a new life.  She had left the orphanage behind and moved into a mansion with a beautiful new mother and a handsome new father.  They were just like how she remembered Mama and Papa.
 
   Mrs. Rainier was as nice and lovely as Cecelia’s first mother.  She never knew her husband snuck out of their bed and into Cecelia’s.  The first time came a month after Cecelia’s arrival.  She had been too young to understand what he had done to her; she only knew it hurt.  She wanted to cry out, but he put his hand over her mouth to keep her quiet.  “If you tell Mama you’ll get in trouble,” he whispered.  She was so young that she believed him.
 
   Over the next seven years the touching gave way to actual relations.  Still Cecelia thought she was to blame, a thought he encouraged.  “You make me do this,” he whispered into her ear.  “You are so beautiful I cannot resist you.”
 
   That they managed to avoid being found out was almost as miraculous as that Cecelia hadn’t contracted a disease—or gotten pregnant.  Then just a month after her fourteenth birthday she began to throw up in the mornings.  Her period had not come since her birthday, so it was at least three weeks late.  She was too young to understand these signs herself, but their old housekeeper was also an accomplished midwife, so she knew Cecelia was pregnant.
 
   He beat her within an inch of her life in the dining room that night.  Her foster mother only looked on in horror; she’d done nothing as he hit Cecelia time and time again while he screamed, “Who is it?  Give me his name, you little whore!”
 
   She wanted to shout that he was the father and tell her foster mother everything that had happened, but she knew it wouldn’t make a difference.  So finally out of weakness and terror she had called out the name of a stable boy.  The boy was brought to the dining room; his eyes went wide with horror at the sight of her on the floor, bloody and bruised.  It wasn’t long before he lay next to her; he ineffectually tried to cover his face with his hands while her foster father screamed, “How dare you touch my daughter, you son of a pig!”
 
   She spent the next three weeks in bed; she never knew what became of the innocent stable boy.  Her foster father’s only touch in that time was to grab her hair and yank her head back to look him in the eye.  “How could you get pregnant, you little whore?”
 
   She said nothing to anyone during this time.  Her foster mother was very kind as she treated Cecelia’s injuries, to make sure her adopted daughter was comfortable.  “It’s going to be all right,” her foster mother said.
 
   Once Cecelia could walk again, her foster mother took her to church to seek the priest’s guidance.  She gave him the same story about her and the stable boy and kept her eyes on the floor the entire time as she repeated the lie by rote.  He made her say fifty Hail Mary’s while he suggested they give away Cecelia’s baby to her foster mother’s sister in Avignon.  “No one has to know,” the priest said.  “The child can grow up in a normal family and your honor will remain intact.”
 
   The moment her foster mother agreed, Cecelia knew what she had to do.  It took another four months before she could finally do it.  She had to wait until Christmas Eve, when her foster parents went to Mass.  Now that her pregnancy was too far along to hide, they kept her at home all the time, while they claimed she’d fallen ill.
 
   Those four months she had stolen sheets from the laundry to tie into a makeshift rope.  Once the maid had put her to bed, Cecelia took the rope out from the bottom of her hope chest.  She didn’t have a winter coat that fit, so she had thrown a blanket out the window before she made her descent.  The blanket did little to protect her from the cold, especially her extremities.  
 
   She also didn’t have proper shoes; her feet had swollen too much to fit into them.  This had made the climb down the ladder arduous, as she found it impossible to get much footing along the stone walls of the house in her slippers.  These were even more useless in the snow and soon filled with icy water.  Still she plunged on through the storm, determined to escape with her baby.
 
   It didn’t matter to her that the baby had been created through such a horrible act; she would love her child anyway.  She would never hurt her child the way her foster father had hurt her, nor would she give her child away for a stranger to raise.  Her baby would be loved, but most importantly, it would be hers.
 
   This thought kept her going until she could see the battlements of the cathedral in town where her foster parents had gone.  She would have to stick to the woods so no one would see her and bring her back.  She would never go back, except to kill her foster father.
 
   When she heard a branch snap, she thought for certain he had come to drag her back to the house.  She shucked the slippers and ran in her bare feet through the snow.  She could hear the footsteps crunch through the snow behind her.  She tried to run faster, but still the footsteps closed on her.  
 
   A hand seized her from behind.  She fought and screamed, but still the hand held firm.  The hand spun her around to face not her foster father, but an old woman whose kindly blue eyes shone from behind a pair of thick glasses.  “It’s much too cold for you to be out here like that, young lady,” the woman Cecelia would come to know as the Headmistress said.  Cecelia fell gratefully into the woman’s arms.
 
   She woke up two months later in a hospital in Paris.  When she put a hand to her stomach and found it flat, she began to scream, “My baby!  Where’s my baby?”  It was after three orderlies held her down that the doctor told her the baby had died a month earlier while she’d been in a coma.
 
   This time when Cecelia woke up, she found her stomach still bloated with child.  She was not in a hospital either.  From the look of it, she was in a single-room flat, the kind that were in abundance in the Trenches even back in the ‘40s.  Cecelia tried to sit up, but a hand pushed her back down.
 
   “Easy now, young lady,” a woman said.  
 
   Cecelia turned her head to the left and for a moment thought the Headmistress had saved her once again.  Except this old woman didn’t wear glasses and her eyes were as green as Cecelia’s own.  “Who are you?” Cecelia asked.  “How’d I get here?”  She put a hand to her side and felt the spot where they’d stabbed her.
 
   “I saw a couple of dames trying to rough you up in an alley,” the stranger said.  “I shooed them away and brought you to my place.”
 
   “Thanks,” Cecelia said.  She focused on her savior and noted that while the woman was in her late forties or early fifties, taut muscles bulged against the sleeves of her denim work shirt.  That explained how she’d managed to “shoo away” a couple of hardened killers.
 
   “You must be new in town,” the woman said.  “A word of advice:  stay away from the alleys around here.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “You got someone I can call?  Some family to pick you up?”
 
   “It’s just me and the kid,” she said and patted her stomach.  Maria’s baby gave a sharp kick in response.
 
   “Don’t you know anyone here?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you want.  I know it’s not much—”
 
   “That’s fine, but I should be going.”
 
   “Going where?”
 
   “Um—”
 
   “Look, stay here tonight and tomorrow we’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “I don’t suppose you have a job waiting for you either, do you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I think I can help you out there, if you’re not afraid of getting your hands dirty.”
 
   Cecelia wanted to refuse so she could get back to work to find Emma Earl and complete her mission.  Then she had to confront the reality that she had no money, no job, and no place to stay.  Unless she could find a way to see the Headmistress, she couldn’t hope for any help from the organization.  That meant she was on her own.  “I’ve never minded a little hard work,” she said.
 
   “I thought you’d say that.”  The woman held out a hand.  “My name’s Sue Johnson.”
 
   “Maria Costopolous.”
 
   In a rough Bogart accent, Sue said, “Well, sweetheart, I think this looks like the start of a beautiful friendship.”
 
   Cecelia hoped so; right now she needed all the friends she could get.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   The morning newspaper confirmed what Emma had already deduced:  she was twenty years in the future.  Given that it was twenty years in the future, the morning “newspaper” came as a beep on a device about the size of the face of her watch.  When she touched the glowing red light, a holographic projection appeared in the air, to display the front page of the Rampart City Times.
 
   There was far more advertising in the paper than she remembered, but the gist of the news seemed familiar.  The FBI investigated a councilman about his ties to the mob.  Three bodies had turned up in the harbor, likely part of a drug deal gone bad.  And several convenience stores had been robbed.  
 
   Emma shook her head sadly.  If she was still the Scarlet Knight, she hadn’t done a very good job.  After a quarter-century she would have hoped to have put a severe dent in the city’s crime, but that didn’t seem to be the case.  She thought back to Percival Graves, who had been the Scarlet Knight for nearly that amount of time.  Crime had continued to fester throughout his tenure.  She supposed one person really couldn’t make a huge difference, not even with a suit of magic armor.
 
   She felt a sharp pain in her back to remind her she wasn’t twenty-seven anymore.  She hobbled into the attached half-bathroom and locked the door behind her.  Beneath the robe, she saw that while her face and hands might have looked like Aunt Gladys’s, the rest of her body looked far different.  She traced one finger along a scar on her left collarbone that led to a pucker mark, probably from an acid burn.  The pink scar on her left shoulder she remembered from her first battle with the Black Dragoon.  More noticeable than any of these was the scar on her abdomen from a Cesarean section.  She ran her finger along this scar and thought of Louise in the next room.  Was Louise her only child or had she given birth to others?  She didn’t have a wedding ring on, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t been married at some point—maybe even to Jim.
 
   She was tempted to figure out how to use the holographic device to search for information on herself, but she heard Louise call out, “If you’re going to take a shower you’ll have to wait a few minutes; I used up most of the hot water.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  “I don’t mind a cold shower.”
 
   The cold shower turned out to be a bad idea as every joint in her body felt as if it were made of wet concrete afterwards.  She studied her face in the mirror more closely.  The gray hair, the deep wrinkles, and flaps of skin around her neck all gave her the look of someone much older than forty-seven.  People probably thought she was Louise’s grandma.
 
   The glamorous life of a superhero, she thought to herself as she toweled off.  Too many late nights and close calls had aged her at least an extra twenty years.  To reinforce this was the line of prescription bottles on the counter.  She didn’t recognize the drug names, but guessed they were for arthritis and other old person ailments.  After she downed the pills, she fumbled with her hair to fashion it into a matronly bun that seemed appropriate.  She decided against more than a light coat of lipstick; someone who let her hair go gray obviously didn’t care much if people thought she looked old.
 
   She was relieved that at least she didn’t have a cane or walker in the bedroom.  In her closet she found numerous sensible pantsuits.  She wondered if these were still in fashion.  Given how old she looked already, she supposed she was long past the point of fashion trends.
 
   Louise had already dressed and waited for her in the kitchen.  Given her parentage, it didn’t surprise Emma to see her daughter dressed in tomboy fashion with a black T-shirt, slacks, and the khaki vest she’d worn last night.  With her spoon she pointed to a bowl of cereal and glass of green liquid.  “I made you breakfast.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said.  She tasted the green liquid and found the protein shake a little sweeter than she made them in her own time.
 
   “I think I put too much orange juice in it,” Louise said.  
 
   “It’s fine, baby.  Thank you.”  She dipped her spoon into a bowl of bran flakes, which she supposed at her age she probably needed.
 
   “Are you feeling all right?”
 
   “Yes.  Why?”
 
   “Well, you stopped calling me ‘baby’ when I was ten.”
 
   “Sorry.  Old habits die hard.”
 
   “I just hope you don’t do it at work today.  I take enough shit for being the director’s daughter already.”  Emma cleared her throat and shot her daughter a stern look.  “What?”
 
   “Language.”
 
   “Old habits die hard.”
 
   They finished breakfast in silence; Emma wondered if things were always this strained between them or if it was because she had gone forward in time and Louise had returned from a dig in Egypt.  As a concession she finished every drop of the protein shake and ate every bite of cereal.  Louise had already excused herself to retrieve her purse and the backpack that contained her valuable treasures, which included the Book of Isis.
 
   Emma shivered as she remembered her conversation with Joanna.  If she didn’t find a way to dispose of the book, then everything would be destroyed.  From last night, she knew Louise wouldn’t simply give the book to her, not without a better explanation.  She supposed the only way then would be to take the book without Louise’s knowledge.
 
   “Come on, Mom, we’re going to be late.”
 
   “Right.  I’m coming.”  Louise had already found Emma’s purse and briefcase, to save her the embarrassment of trying to find them.  She followed her daughter to the garage, where she found out that even after twenty years automobiles still didn’t fly.  
 
   The car wasn’t much bigger than her motorcycle and probably even lighter.  She rummaged through her purse for keys, but didn’t see any.  Then she saw Louise stick her thumb against the side of the door and the door pop open.  “I thought maybe you’d like to drive,” Emma said and forced a smile to her face.
 
   “Are you sure?  Last time you said I drove like a wheelman fleeing the cops.”
 
   “I thought maybe you’d like another shot at it.  If not—”
 
   “I can do it,” Louise snapped.  Emma sat in the car’s passenger seat and stifled a gasp when a harness clamped automatically around her body.  As with the doors, the car came to life at the touch of Louise’s thumb.
 
   The engine made almost no noise, so Emma didn’t have any trouble to hear when her daughter said, “Dr. Dreyfus asked us to dinner tonight.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “Me and you.  I thought Renee could come too, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Renee?”
 
   Louise tapped a button and then took her hands off the wheel.  The car steered itself through traffic that also hadn’t seemed to improve in twenty years.  “Renee, my best friend since I was two.  Aggie’s daughter.  Ring any bells?”
 
   “Oh, right.  Sorry,” Emma said.  Aggie had a daughter too?  She thought back to her conversations with Akako.  Maybe they had adopted a child.  Or maybe Aggie had found someone else.
 
   “Are you sure you’re feeling all right?  What’s that doctor been giving you?”
 
   “Just some pills.  Nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Are you still taking those antidepressants?  They always make you a little spacey.”
 
   “I’m fine.  I’m just a little tired.”
 
   “You can take a sick day; the museum won’t fall down if you’re not there.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma snapped.  She reached over to pat Louise’s leg and added in a softer voice, “Thank you for your concern.”
 
   “That Dr. Pavelski is a quack.  I don’t know why you keep going to her.”
 
   “She helped me give birth to you, didn’t she?”
 
   “Just barely.”
 
   Emma thought of the Cesarean section scar on her abdomen; no doubt Dr. Pavelski had made that incision to take Louise out.  She decided to change gears and maybe find out more about this girl across from her.  “So how did things go in the desert?  Other than finding those artifacts.”
 
   “Everything was fine.  It was hot and dry and sand got everywhere.”
 
   “Did you meet any interesting people?”
 
   “Like who, the camel wranglers?”
 
   “I don’t know, I just thought—”
 
   “You just thought maybe I’d pick up some nice young boy while I was over there.  I don’t know why you’re so hung up on me finding someone.  You never got married.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want you to make the same mistake,” Emma said.
 
   “Are you saying I was a mistake?”
 
   “No!  I just meant—” she didn’t know how to finish that sentence.  So she and Jim hadn’t ever gotten married.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise, but still she felt a dull ache in her heart to have her girlish fantasies shattered.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Let’s just drop it.”  Louise commanded the car’s computer to bring up a track from Carmen.  Emma smiled a little to see her daughter at least shared her taste—and her mother’s taste—in music.  Or maybe Louise wanted to placate her.
 
   In any event, Emma leaned back in her seat and listened to the music as the car wound its way through traffic to the Plaine Museum.  The façade of the museum hadn’t changed in twenty years, just as it hadn’t changed in a hundred years before that.  Beyond that, she saw a radical change in a glass tower that spiraled up like the interior of a nautilus shell.  Emma had seen a similar design to this in Megan Putnam’s notebook back in her time.
 
   It didn’t come as much of a surprise to find Megan herself just inside the doors.  Though she had to be almost forty by now, Megan still had an innocent, girlish look about her that couldn’t be erased by a suit and grown-up haircut.  Her voice retained its softness as well.  “Good morning, Dr. Earl.  And Dr. Earl.”
 
   From the way Louise’s eyes narrowed, Emma sensed there was no love lost between her daughter and Megan Putnam.  Why, she didn’t have any idea.  “Good morning, Megan,” Emma said.  “How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine.  When you have a few minutes, there are a couple of issues I need to go over about the addition.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  In a couple—”
 
   “I was going to go check these into the vault,” Louise interrupted.  She brushed past Megan as she practically stomped down the hall, into the main gallery.  
 
   Emma listened to Megan go on about trouble with the overhead light system while they walked through the main gallery.  She was relieved to see Alex the mastodon still there; he looked just the way she remembered from when she was three years old and Percival Graves had let her touch the mastodon’s tusk.  Megan cleared her throat and Emma realized she had let her mind wander.
 
   “Are you feeling all right, Dr. Earl?  We can go over this later if you want.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m just a little tired this morning.  How about we get a cup of tea?”
 
   As they headed for the cafeteria, Emma looked back over her shoulder and wondered where Louise had gone with the Book of Isis and how much more time she had to get it back.
 
   ***
 
   In a brief stint as assistant director for the museum, Emma had learned administrative work was not much fun.  This was even more magnified as the director for the Plaine Museum.  Apparently Megan’s architectural firm supervised the renovation, which generated what in her time would have been a two-foot-high stack of memos, budget reports, and invoices that all called out for her signature.  At the moment, she was far more concerned with other matters.
 
   The computer in her office used the same holographic technology as her newspaper reader, which took up less space on her desk than her cup of tea.  The display was interactive, so she could scroll by touching the bottom of the display to zoom into pictures or graphs for more data.  None of this interested her, except for a copy of a memo written fifteen years ago, when she had first taken over as museum director.  This detailed new procedures for how to handle and remove valuable artifacts.  She had probably thought of the case for the Black Dragoon’s armor that had wound up in her lab when she first started at the museum.  
 
   If Louise followed these procedures, then the Book of Isis would be down in a vault in the basement.  Louise would fill out a slate of forms that would have to be approved by her department supervisor—Dan Dreyfus in this case.  A security officer would then implant a chip on the artifact so thieves couldn’t take it out of the museum.  The security guard would then put the artifact into the vault until someone came to remove it.
 
   By the time she finished the paperwork—most of which no longer used actual paper—the Book of Isis was checked into the vault.  She gulped down her cold tea and then left her office.  “I’ll be back in an hour,” she said to her secretary, who she remembered as a student in her Geology 101 class back in the day.  After twenty years Leslie must have finally retired.
 
   “Dr. Pavelski called and said she has some test results for you,” the secretary said.
 
   “I’ll give her a call later.  Thanks.”  She went down the hall to the elevator.  Like much of the building, the elevators were new as well; it whisked her down to the basement in ten seconds.
 
   When the doors opened, she almost ran straight into Dan Dreyfus.  She recognized him instantly, his curly hair a little more gray, face more lined, and an unfamiliar mustache above his lip, but his eyes were still the same.  So was the warm smile that had melted her heart when she was nineteen.  “Afternoon, Dr. Earl.  Did Lou give you my invitation for dinner?”
 
   “Yes, she did.  We’re both excited.”
 
   “That’s great.”  Dan pointed with a thumb over his shoulder to a security guard beside a heavy metal door.  “I was just checking in some stuff.  Did Lou show you what she found?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s very interesting.”
 
   “It sure is.  It could really help us understand the ancients.”  Dan checked his watch.  “I’d better get back upstairs.  You want to come to lunch?”
 
   “Sorry, I can’t today.”
 
   “Right.  That’s why I’m glad they never offered me that job.”  With someone else she might have suspected some bitterness under the surface, but not Dan.  She knew he enjoyed being out in the desert to dig for lost treasures much the same as she had always enjoyed to study a meteor with her microscope, something she doubted she did much of anymore.  “I’ll be seeing you tonight, then.”
 
   “I can’t wait,” Emma said as the elevator doors closed.
 
   The guard nodded to her as she approached and then held out a plate for her to press her thumb to.  The reader came back with a green light.  “Afternoon, Dr. Earl,” the guard said.
 
   “Good afternoon.  I’d like to see Item LE-57913-A2.”  The guard opened the vault with both a thumbprint and retina scan and then showed her inside.  She walked among rows of priceless artifacts from every continent—which included a preserved penguin corpse from Antarctica—until she found the Book of Isis on a shelf near the floor.  Even the guard must have sensed something wrong with it as he held it out at arm’s length to her.
 
   “I’d like to take it upstairs if you don’t mind,” she said.  “I think this will really impress the donors.”
 
   “Not a problem, Dr. Earl.  Just need you to sign the form.”  She pressed her thumb to the plate again to approve her removal of the book.
 
   “I’ll bring it back tomorrow,” she said.  She didn’t feel any better about lying now than she had in her time, but the guard didn’t seem to notice.  He tipped his cap to her before she got on the elevator.
 
   She didn’t take the book back to her office.  Instead, she took the elevator down to the subbasement.  The button to the sub-subbasement had been removed during the upgrades and she wondered if she had moved the Sanctuary to another location.  That might make things awkward.  Then again, she might not even be the Scarlet Knight anymore.  Maybe that task had fallen to Megan or Amanda or a complete stranger.  That could be, but she doubted it.  Joanna wouldn’t have told her about the book if she didn’t have the power to destroy it.
 
   The subbasement remained the same as she remembered; it contained little more than rows of crates from old exhibits.  The desk where she had briefly worked was still propped up in one corner, though the computer and microscope that had been ancient twenty years ago were both gone.  She examined the area around the desk and then the walls, not entirely sure what she hoped to find.  Some kind of hidden trigger that would reveal a secret set of stairs like in the old stories.
 
   The answer was almost literally in front of her face.  An old radioactivity warning sign hung on the wall over a crate of Victorian teacups similar to those in her kitchen.  When she put her hand to it to brush off the dust, she felt a buzz like a live electrical wire.  She thought back to the vault and stuck her thumb directly in the middle of the warning sign.  A tiny green light above the sign flickered to life, accompanied by the whir of machinery.  She didn’t even have time to brace herself before she and the crate of Victorian china were dropped into the sub-subbasement.
 
   The old bomb shelter looked about the same as she remembered, except the old army crates had moldered away into nothing more than fragments.  The floor was still muddy, though she had helpfully left an antique radiation suit nearby with rubber boots.  She slipped these on over her flats and stepped off the elevator.
 
   The hidden entrance was in the same place, though instead of papier-mache, the fake wall was now a hologram backed by a metal wall.  Again she used her thumb against a piece of the fake rock to deactivate the hologram.  The metal wall lowered so she could duck inside.
 
   “Well, the prodigal daughter returns,” Marlin said.  Twenty years didn’t seem to have improved his attitude at all, but then twenty years to him wasn’t even a blink of the eye.
 
   “What do you mean by that?” she asked.
 
   “I thought maybe you’d finally decided to retire.”
 
   “I would but you won’t let me.”  The Sanctuary itself was the same, except the equipment was far more advanced.  Instead of television screens she had a holographic display of the city with red points to mark various crimes according to the police scanner.  The chair was new as well, with far more padding and a massage setting she figured must come in handy at her advanced age.
 
   “What’s that you’ve got there?”
 
   “The Book of Isis.”
 
   “Isis?”  The ghost shook his head.  “I knew no good would come from that girl digging around in the desert.”
 
   “How did you know Louise found it?”
 
   “Who else would it be?  She certainly inherited your knack for getting into trouble.”
 
   “She’s just doing her job.  She’s a scientist.”  Emma sat down on the chair and let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “Why couldn’t you have encouraged her to be a doctor or a lawyer?  Even a namby-pamby artist like her father would have been better.”
 
   “I can’t run her life for her,” Emma said, though she agreed with Marlin that many other occupations would have been far safer than an Egyptologist.  
 
   “It’s all because you never gave her the thrashing she needed.  In my day—”
 
   “I would never hit her,” Emma snapped.  “I love her.”
 
   “That’s why you should have cuffed her a good one.”
 
   “Leave the parenting to me.  You just help me figure out how to get rid of it.”
 
   “If it’s made by Isis then the armor’s the only thing that can destroy it,” Marlin said.  “Just give it a few good whacks with the Sword of Justice and call it a day.”
 
   “That would only cut it into pieces.  Someone could still put the pieces back together.”
 
   “You could try to feed it your heart.  That worked last time.”
 
   She stared at the jet black cover of the book.  Joanna had told her, “Nothing is gained without sacrifice.”  Was it really that simple?  Could she just cut out her heart, stick it on the book, and it would be destroyed?  
 
   The only problem with that theory was there was no way to test it.  Once she did it, she would be as dead as Marlin.  If that didn’t work, what then?  “I think we’ll keep that as Plan B.”
 
   “Fine.  Coward.”
 
   She ignored this and tried to think of how else she might dispose of the book.  As with the Black Dragoon’s armor, there were plenty of impractical ways:  shoot it into space, throw it into a volcano, or drop it into an ocean trench.  As with the Black Dragoon’s armor, none of those would work, at least in the long term.  Even if she could find a way to shoot the book into the heart of the sun, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t find its way back into her hands.
 
   Emma turned in her chair and faced the red crate.  It hadn’t changed in twenty years; it remained the same as when she’d first reached into it—
 
   “That’s it!” Emma said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “There’s one place she can’t access no matter how hard she tries.”  Emma tapped the case with one foot.  “It’s made with Merlin’s magic, right?  So that means she can’t open it.”
 
   “I suppose.  Of course you could open it.”
 
   “Are you getting back to Plan B?”
 
   “Maybe.  What happens if one of her minions captures you?”
 
   “I won’t give them the book.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Look, it’s just a temporary measure until I can figure out a better way to get rid of it.  Maybe that stuff Louise and Dan found will have something we can use.”
 
   “Like an ancient paper shredder?”
 
   “Maybe.”  She grunted a little as she got out of the chair and then went over to the red case.  After she set the book down, she pressed both hands to the case.  Angelic faces appeared along the sides and the lid yawned open.  The scarlet armor looked the same, right down to the plume on the helmet.
 
   She was about to put the book inside when she saw the chip attached to the bottom corner of the cover.  She doubted the signal would keep going inside the case, which would probably trigger an alarm.  With a sigh she dragged herself back to the chair and then wheeled over to the computer desk.
 
   Though her knowledge was twenty years out of date, she was still a quick study.  Since she had designed the chip’s systems, it didn’t take her long to figure out how it worked and how to disable it.  With a little reprogramming she set a delay for twenty seconds, long enough for her to pry it off of the book.  Then she stuck it onto the cover for a copy of Rampart City’s legal code, the only book in the Sanctuary.  This wouldn’t fool anyone, least of all Louise, should they look closely, but it would buy her some time.  That was what she needed most right now.
 
   She dropped the Book of Isis into the case of red armor and waited for something to happen.  She thought there might be some kind of scream or an explosion, but there was nothing.  The book just sat there on top of the breastplate; the glossy cover seemed to wink at her in the light.  Then she closed the lid and it was gone.
 
   “Well, that’s that,” Marlin said.
 
   “I guess.”  Emma checked her watch.  “I’d better get upstairs.”  There was still plenty of legitimate work for her to do—and a dinner with Dan to prepare for.
 
   ***
 
   Emma could tell right away Renee Chiostro was the daughter of Aggie and Akako.  She had Akako’s Asian features mixed with Aggie’s pale skin and blue eyes.  Her long mane of brown hair was a compromise between the two, but as with Louise, once Emma began to look, she could see the sources of the girl’s parentage mingled together.
 
   The obvious question became exactly how they’d done it.  Her best guess was that Aggie must have transformed herself into a man, at least temporarily, in order to reproduce.  She didn’t think such a thing would be allowed by the coven, but she didn’t really know the coven’s policies.  At any rate it would be rude to ask Renee, not that Emma had a chance to ask the girl anything besides, “How are you?”
 
   Renee met them on the front steps of the Plaine Museum, dressed similarly to Louise in all black.  The moment they saw each other, the girls squealed in unison and then ran into each other’s arms to hug.  Emma hovered a few feet away like the proverbial fifth wheel.
 
   “Oh my God, you look so skinny!” Renee gushed, though she was hardly fat herself.  “Didn’t you eat anything over there?”
 
   “A lot of canned shit.  If I never eat another baked bean in my life it’ll be too soon,” Louise said.  “They gave me worse gas than the camels.”
 
   The girls continued to chatter as they walked to the parking garage.  The car that had been a two-seater this morning expanded to reveal another row of seats.  Emma broke into the conversation enough to volunteer to sit in the backseat.  She stifled a groan as she compacted her body to slide onto the hard seat and then tucked her knees almost to her chin.
 
   Louise got behind the wheel again, not that she had to drive much.  Mostly she and Renee continued their chatter.  From what Emma could tell, Renee had been away at boarding school for the last year.  Her semester break had coincided with Louise’s return from Egypt; Emma wondered if this was really a coincidence.
 
   As she continued to listen, Emma saw her daughter did not inherit her shyness.  Even around Becky, her best friend since kindergarten, Emma had never felt entirely comfortable with conversation.  The way Louise went back-and-forth with Renee indicated she didn’t have any problem in being open with at least one person.  Then again, Louise hadn’t lost both of her parents in a horrible accident either.  Still, she couldn’t help but smile from her uncomfortable position; she listened more to the cadence of the words than the content.
 
   She didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until she felt someone shake her and heard Louise say, “Mom, are you all right?”
 
   Emma blinked her eyes open to see both Louise and Renee staring at her with concern.  “I’m fine.  I’m just a bit tired.”
 
   “Maybe I should take you home.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine.”  She smiled at them to alleviate their concern.  “I could use a little help getting out of this seat, though.”
 
   Renee offered her slim, long-fingered hand for Emma to take.  The girl didn’t show any discomfort as she pulled Emma from the backseat.  She turned to Louise, her voice much more serious.  “Go on ahead, Lou.  I want to catch up with your mom.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Louise said, though she didn’t sound happy about it.  “I’ll go let Dan know we’re here.”
 
   Once Louise had left, Renee slipped a hand into her purse; the hand returned a moment later with a brown vial.  “You should take some of this,” she said.
 
   “Are those drugs?” Emma asked.
 
   “No.  It’s one of Aggie’s potions.  To give you an energy burst.”
 
   “I don’t think I should,” Emma said.  She thought of the spell that had brought her here to start with.  Aggie had always advised her against mixing magic whenever possible.
 
   “There aren’t any side-effects.  I use it all the time when I need to cram for finals.”
 
   “I see.”  Emma cleared her throat.  “Do you mind if I ask you something?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Does Louise know about what Aggie does?”  
 
   “No.  And we should keep it that way.”
 
   Emma studied the girl’s face; though Renee was younger than Louise, she seemed older.  An old soul as the expression went.  “I think we should get inside,” Emma finally said.
 
   Dan’s house hadn’t changed much in twenty years.  This didn’t surprise Emma as Dan spent much of his time in the field.  There was one addition she noticed:  a picture of Dan and Becky on the wall that led to the dining room.  She estimated the picture had been taken a few years from the time Emma had left.  In it, Becky knelt on the front of a sailboat with Dan behind her; both of them smiled against the setting sun.  Becky looked thinner than Emma had ever seen her, to about the same weight as Emma had been with Louise in her belly.
 
   What she didn’t see in the house was Becky herself.  Dan met them in the enormous formal dining room along with Louise.  There were four places set at a table that could seat ten times that number; the four places were in the center of the table with two seats on either side so they wouldn’t have to scream to each other to be heard.  “I’m glad you could make it,” Dan said.
 
   “I’m glad I could too.”  He motioned for her to sit next to him while Louise and Renee sat next to each other across the table so they could continue their rapid-fire conversation about Louise’s trip to Egypt and Renee’s stay at boarding school.  Emma took a sip of water from the glass in front of her.  
 
   “I thought after being over there for six months it’d do Lou and me good to have a real dinner.”
 
   “That’s true.  I’m sure you’re sick of all that canned food,” Emma said.  Though she was practically a senior citizen now, she looked down shyly at the white tablecloth, still unable to look Dan in the eye.
 
   “Anything without sand in it is fine with me.”
 
   “So I guess sandwiches are out then.”
 
   He laughed harder than this joke deserved.  “No, I guess not.”
 
   A cook appeared with miniature quiche appetizers.  Emma took a bite of one and tried to remember the last time she’d eaten something this rich.  Dan made a satisfied noise and then smiled.  “I really missed these,” he said.
 
   “Maybe you should stay home more.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that.  I love it out there.  I just wish they catered better.”
 
   The cook brought out glasses of wine for her and Dan and fruit juice for the girls.  This reminded Emma of her first date with Dan when she had been Louise’s age, still too young to drink, and how mortified she was when the waiter brought out the wine list.  She’d felt so foolish then to be on a date with someone so much older and more experienced while she was still a kid in most ways.
 
   This time she could pick up her glass of wine and hold it up along with the others.  “To the pursuit of knowledge,” Dan said.  “May we never stop seeking.”
 
   “I’ll drink to that,” Louise said.  They clinked their glasses together; the sound echoed throughout the dining room.  “I can’t wait to get a better look at that stuff we brought home, especially that book.”
 
   Emma said nothing to this, but when she looked across the table, she saw Renee give her a knowing look.  She wondered if Renee had the same condition as Akako that allowed her to hear the voices of the other versions of her in parallel universes.  Did that pass from one generation to the next?
 
   She realized then Dan was talking to her about their initial findings.  “There seemed to be a whole cult centered around human sacrifices to the goddess.  It’s not that different from the Aztecs or other primitive tribes,” he said.
 
   The word “sacrifice” rang in Emma’s ears.  She put a hand to her heart and remembered the sacrifice she had made when she gave her heart to Isis.  Maybe Marlin was right and that was what she needed to do in order to destroy the Book of Isis.  She took a sip of wine for courage before she asked, “Did the ancients believe you could kill a god?”
 
   “Kill a god?”  Dan rubbed his chin in thought.  “Not really.  Mostly the best you could do was pit one god against another and hope yours came out on top.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”
 
   “There are some people who believe the only real way to kill a god is for people to stop believing in it, that gods live off belief like we live off food or water.”
 
   “Do you believe that?”
 
   “I don’t think gods need us so much as we need them.  After all, they made us, right?”
 
   “Yes, I guess so.”  From experience, Emma knew Isis didn’t need souls who believed in her.  She simply devoured the souls, to absorb them the way Emma’s body was already absorbing the miniature quiche.  Her heart had given Isis what could crudely be described as a fatal case of indigestion.
 
   But if Dan was right, a god couldn’t really die.  This prompted her to shiver.
 
   During the main course of roast pheasant, Dan leaned in close enough that she thought he might try to kiss her.  Instead, he asked, “I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Becky recently?”
 
   “No,” Emma said, though really she had no idea.
 
   Despite how quietly Dan had asked the question, Louise still must have sensed what they had said.  “I don’t know why you’d want to hear from her.  She ran out on you and Mom.”
 
   Renee patted her friend’s arm.  “Lou—”
 
   “What?  It’s true.  Good riddance, I say.”
 
   “That’s enough, Louise,” Emma said.
 
   Louise glared at her for a moment and then took a sip of her drink.  Emma turned to Dan, who stared sadly at his plate.  “I’m sorry about that,” she said.
 
   “No, Lou is right.  She did run out on us.  I just keep hoping she’ll come back or at least call or write or something.”
 
   “I’m sure she will, when she’s ready,” Emma said, though she had no idea what had happened to make Becky run away from them.  She thought it best not to ask Dan for fear she’d upset him even more.  She could always ask Louise, but her daughter didn’t seem like the most objective source.
 
   “I’m going to powder my nose,” Louise announced.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” Renee said.  Emma imagined Renee would attempt to calm Louise down so they could get through the rest of dinner.
 
   The girls’s departure left Emma alone with Dan.  He shook his head sadly.  “I think it was hardest on Lou.  She and Becky spent so much time together; she was like a second mother.  No offense.”
 
   “None taken.”  Emma smiled slightly.  “She was like my second mother too.”
 
   “To second mothers,” Dan said.  They clinked the glasses again, the sound much smaller this time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   There was a contest at the Plaine Museum that would award ten thousand dollars to anyone who could get audio of the director raising her voice.  The contest had started long before Louise started to work at the museum, back when she was a toddler and Mom first became the museum director.  No one had claimed the prize yet and Louise knew no one ever would.  Audio of her mother raising her voice would be as rare—if not rarer—than video of Bigfoot or extraterrestrials.  
 
   From experience, Louise knew her mother never needed to raise her voice.  Instead she relied on what Louise had dubbed The Glare.  She would simply stare at you with those deep blue eyes until you finally caved in.  The Glare and what Louise could only describe as an authoritative presence were more effective than all the threats in the world.
 
   When Louise got behind the wheel after dinner at Dan’s house, she could feel The Glare on the back of her head.  Louise had already mumbled an apology, but she knew that wouldn’t be enough.  Not for her sainted mother.  It didn’t come as any surprise when she heard Mom say, “What you did was very rude.”  Her voice sounded as flat as if she described the features of a meteor to a tour group, but Louise knew the flatter her mother’s voice, the angrier she felt.
 
   “I apologized to him,” Louise said.
 
   “You should know better than that.  You’re supposed to be a grown-up.”
 
   Beneath The Glare, Louise never felt like a grown-up.  She felt as if she were four years old and had just broken the cookie jar.  “I’m sorry, Mom.  I’ll make it up to him tomorrow.  I swear.”
 
   “Good.”  Mom closed her eyes.  She’d fallen asleep before they were halfway home.  This was something Louise hadn’t seen before, something that worried her.  Mom had always looked tired, but she had never acted tired before.  Since Louise had arrived home, she had caught an emptiness in her mother’s expression at times.  Between that, the fact she’d fallen asleep in the car, and referred to Louise as “baby,” there was something not right about her mother’s mental state.
 
   “She’s getting old,” Renee said.  Louise’s best friend had always seemed to be able to read her mind.
 
   “She’s only forty-seven.  It’s not time for her to sit in a rocking chair at the rest home yet,” Louise said.
 
   “Age isn’t a number.  It’s a state of mind.”  It was always obnoxious how Renee could come up with these kind of fortune cookie sayings sometimes while other times she would talk like a perfectly normal seventeen-year-old.
 
   “You think she’s getting senile?”  There was a history of Alzheimer’s in the family with Louise’s great-aunt Gladys, but Mom had already undergone tests that showed no genetic indicators for the disease.
 
   “Not senile so much as tired.  I mean, for the first twenty years of her life she pushed herself to get her doctorate and work at the museum and then to become the director.  She’s always had a lot on her plate.”
 
   “You forgot she had to raise a little hellion.”
 
   “That’s a given.”
 
   They smiled at each other, but behind those smiles was a kernel of truth.  Louise hadn’t made things easy on her mother.  Besides the usual childish indiscretions, Louise had pushed herself through school even faster than her mother had.  The big difference was she didn’t have Mom’s infinite patience and empathy when it came to bullies.  She’d received The Glare more than a dozen times before she was ten when she had figuratively—and sometimes literally—handed an older boy his lunch.  Then of course was the incident when she was thirteen and got busted at a sorority party at Berkeley.  Mom had come the closest to losing her cool Louise had ever heard.  “What you did was against the law.  Don’t you understand that?” Mom had said.
 
   Though some of the problem was Mom’s own fault, or so Louise had often thought during her college years.  If Mom had gotten married—or even found a steady boyfriend—she could have had someone to take some of the pressure off.  Instead she had never so much as gone on a date that Louise could remember.  Some of this was probably Mom’s shyness in social situations and her busy schedule, but mostly Louise thought her mother didn’t have any interest in dating.
 
   It always begged the question of how Mom had gotten pregnant.  Even before she understood how reproduction worked, Louise had pestered her mother about where Daddy was—and who Daddy was.  After she came home in tears when she was six because she didn’t have anyone for the Daddy-Daughter Dance, Louise wailed, “Where is he? Doesn’t he love me?”
 
   Mom had patted her back and said, “Daddy loves you very much.”
 
   Louise had picked up on Mom’s use of present tense.  “Then why can’t I see him?” 
 
   “That’s up to him to decide.”
 
   She had ultimately gone to the dance with Dan Dreyfus, who had been like her real father.  Sometimes she liked to imagine he was her father; when he wouldn’t notice she would sneak a peek and try to see something in his nose or jaw or ears that she shared.  About all she could pick up on was they both had curly hair, which was hardly enough to establish paternity.  She’d considered trying to get a sample of DNA, but she already knew what her mother would say if she conducted an unauthorized DNA test.
 
   “Don’t worry about her,” Renee said, to break into Louise’s thoughts.  “Your mom is the toughest lady I know.”
 
   “Tougher than Mrs. Winslow?” Louise asked.  Mrs. Winslow was Renee’s lacrosse coach, who made them run wind sprints for two hours if they lost a game.
 
   “Are you kidding?  Your mom could kick Mrs. Winslow’s ass.”
 
   “I’d like to see that,” Louise said.  She smiled at the thought of Mom kicking anyone’s ass.  More likely she would give Mrs. Winslow The Glare until the old coach backed down.
 
   The car pulled into the garage and Louise turned to gently shake her mother’s knee.  “We’re home, Mom.”
 
   “Already?”
 
   “You’ve been asleep for like ten minutes.”
 
   “Oh.  I’m sorry.”  Renee got out of the car and offered Mom a hand so she could get out.  The brief wince was enough to make Louise worry again.  Her mother had been undergoing arthritis treatments for a year now, but they didn’t seem to help.  Before long they’d have to think about robotic enhancements, but Louise already knew her mother didn’t approve of those for some reason.
 
   “Are you going to be all right?” Louise asked.  “I was going to drive Renee home and see how Aggie’s doing.”
 
   “Go ahead, baby.  I’m just going to go up to bed and get some rest.”
 
   Louise gave her mother a brief hug and then watched as she limped inside the house like an elderly woman.  Maybe Renee was right and age was more than a number.
 
   ***
 
   Emma didn’t have any intention to lie to Louise.  The catnap in the car had been enough to convince her another eight hours of sleep were just what she needed.  Before she could get as far as the dining room, though, the phone on her wrist lit up.  A holographic message popped up that said, “Need 2CU.  Loc#3.”  The message didn’t identify a sender, but Emma could guess it was from Captain Donovan—or whatever rank Donovan held after twenty years.  By now she was probably the commissioner, or maybe something even higher than that.
 
   After she made sure the car was gone with Louise and Renee in it, Emma summoned the armor in the dining room.  Inside the red crate, she saw the Book of Isis.  She briefly set it on the table while she removed the armor.  Once she’d taken the armor out, she set the book inside and then closed the lid.
 
   To don the armor took three times longer than it did back in her time.  Her stiff joints had trouble with the various fasteners to hold the armor in place.  The breastplate actually slipped from her hands to clang on the floor.  This summoned Marlin into the dining room so he could smugly say, “You ought to get a squire to help you with that.”
 
   “I don’t have a sidekick,” she said.  She managed to get the breastplate fastened on the second try and then drop the helmet over her head.  Once she did, the stiffness in her joints faded away so she felt twenty-seven again.  She lifted the visor to ask, “Where’s Location Three?”
 
   “Are you going daft?”
 
   “Just humor me.”
 
   “Under the Gertzman Bridge of course.”
 
   “Great.  Thanks.”
 
   She started for the front door, but Marlin cleared his throat.  “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your bike.”  She stared blankly at him.  “In the garage?”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  She went into the garage and expected to find something like her motorcycle, but saw what could best be described as an even more streamlined Segway or a pogo stick with wheels.  “You mean that?”
 
   “You’re the one who bought it.”
 
   She stepped onto stirrups above the wheels and searched for the ignition.  Since most everything else had utilized a thumbprint scan, she took off her right glove and touched it to a silver spot on the side.  Immediately an engine whined to life.
 
   The throttle controls weren’t much different than her motorcycle.  The engine, despite being a fraction of the size, was far more powerful.  While it didn’t have the same throaty roar to scare motorists or pedestrians in her way, it did move far more quickly.  Several times she barely had time to flick the steering column to the right or left in time to avoid some poor person on the sidewalk.
 
   By the time she reached the Gertzman Bridge, she wanted to scream, “Whee!”  That would of course be far too undignified for a forty-seven-year-old superhero with an adult daughter, so she kept silent.  As she ducked beneath the elderly suspension bridge, bums gathered around flaming barrels scattered; they probably thought she had come for them.  Another time maybe she would have, though she imagined she probably had bigger fish to fry.
 
   She brought the bike to a halt and looked around for Lottie Donovan, who would by now be sixty-five.  Instead, she saw only a woman younger than herself.  “You sure know how to make an entrance,” Amanda Murdoch said.
 
   That Amanda was her contact didn’t come as a huge surprise.  After the RAT Bombings, Amanda had decided to drop out of Rampart State and go to the police academy instead.  From her meetings with the girl, Emma knew Amanda had more than enough toughness and tenacity to replace Donovan.  “It’s a lot quicker than jumping off rooftops,” Emma said.  Her Scarlet Knight voice sounded even raspier now.
 
   “I could probably write you a ticket, but neither of us has time to show up in court.”
 
   “You probably have much bigger fish on your plate.”
 
   “Yeah, a whole fucking kettle of them.”  Amanda reached into the pocket of her olive green army surplus coat to remove a holographic projector.  An overhead view of Rampart City came on with numerous red blips that reminded Emma of the display in the Sanctuary.  “The Chinese are making a big push over on the east side.  On the waterfront we’ve got the Koreans making noise again.  The Puerto Ricans and Mexicans are having it out in the Trenches.  Plus we’ve got the Russians and Swedes ensconced downtown.  Makes you wish Don Vendetta was still around.  At least then it was more predictable.”
 
   Emma wanted to ask Amanda about the Swedes, but she knew that wouldn’t be a question this Scarlet Knight would ask.  Instead, she said, “So who do you want to go after first?”
 
   “Well, my sources are telling me some Finns are bringing in a load of guns for the Russians to wipe out the Swedes.”  Amanda tapped a warehouse for a freight company about three miles away.  “That’s where it’s going down.”
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   “You go in, bash some heads, and I’ll bring in some backup to mop up.”
 
   This took Emma a little by surprise as Captain Donovan usually scolded her not to directly involve herself in these operations.  Maybe the situation was so bad the police didn’t care who helped them so long as someone did.  “You can count on me, A—Detective,” she said.
 
   “I’ll have my people ready to move in twenty minutes.  That should give you enough time to pacify the area.”
 
   “Right.”  Emma tossed Amanda a salute before she climbed onto her bike again and jetted towards the freight company.  As she did, she just hoped Louise didn’t come back from Aggie’s house too soon or she’d have to come up with a lie, something she never found easy to do.  Though she was certain Louise would find the truth far less believable.
 
   ***
 
   Like other vehicles, tractor-trailers had become quieter, to the point Emma almost didn’t notice the convoy as it rolled into the freight company yard.  She tapped the side of her helmet; the night vision allowed her to see men unload crates from the backs of the trucks.  The labels were in Chinese, which she knew well enough to know these were the guns.
 
   Another group of vehicles approached, three heavy-duty pickups that were probably there to take delivery of the crates.  She watched as men emerged from these pickups to meet with some of the others from the tractor-trailers.  Then she wrapped the cape around her body and hopped off the roof she’d used for cover.
 
   Given what Amanda had said, the plan seemed simple enough:  sneak up on them and use the armor to knock them out.  The first part of the plan went easy enough.  She crept along the side of the freight company office and then bolted across the open terrain between the office and the nearest tractor-trailer.  Once she was there, Marlin appeared before her.  “These blokes don’t seem too bright,” he said.  “No cameras or goggles.”
 
   She nodded to him and continued to make her way along the sides of the trucks.  She froze as floodlights on the tops of the trucks suddenly came to life to turn the area so bright she had to turn off the night vision in her helmet.  Before she could wonder if they looked for her, she saw two-dozen heavily-armed men jump out of the tractor-trailers to surround those from the pickups.
 
   Emma knew some Finnish, enough that she could understand the Finns had decided it would be better to keep the guns and take the money from the Russians.  She watched in horror as the Finns disarmed the Russians and then forced them to their knees.  She didn’t have time for any better plan than to drop the cape and shout in Finnish, “Stop!”
 
   Thirty machine guns suddenly turned to face her.  “What you want?” one of the Finns asked in English.
 
   “You’re all under arrest.  Drop the weapons.”  This was greeted by a moment of silence, followed by laughter.  The Finns opened fire just as Emma wrapped the cape around herself again and then dove to her left.
 
   She rolled along the ground while the Finns split up to search for her.  She continued to roll along until she was within six inches of the Finns left behind to guard the Russian prisoners.  Emma felt a sting of pain run through her back as she got back onto her feet.
 
   Then she let the cape drop.  Her first kick caught one of the Finns by surprise to knock him to the ground.  When she tried to spin around to take out another, the man ducked out of the way and then hit her across the face with the butt of his rifle.  She collapsed onto her knees.  Her leg sweep wasn’t perfect, but her right foot managed to cause him to stumble, which gave her time to drive the heel of her hand into his solar plexus.  
 
   Two Finns jumped onto her back to shove her to the ground.  She managed to take hold of one’s shirt and flip him over her shoulder.  This freed her up to spin around and land an uppercut to the other’s jaw.  She got to her feet and stifled a groan of pain.  Then she reached to her belt to take out the Sword of Justice.
 
   The golden blade glowed brightly as the Finns turned to face her.  “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” she said.  “It’s your choice.”
 
   “Fire!” one of the Finns shouted.
 
   Emma planted herself in front of the Russian prisoners so no bullets would hit them.  Once the Finns had to stop to reload, she bounded into the air.  The jump wasn’t quite as high as she’d hoped; she landed in front of the Finns instead of behind them.  It didn’t really matter, as she brought the Sword of Justice up to slash through the barrels of their rifles.  
 
   Then she tried to knock one Finn down with a spin kick only to again find she was a moment too slow, so that the man ducked enough to make it a slight blow.  One of the Finns used his broken rifle like a club to smash it across her helmet.  She dropped to her knees and the Sword of Justice fell from her hands.
 
   “Why are you messing about with this kung-fu nonsense?” Marlin screamed at her.  “Just beat them to a bloody pulp already!”
 
   “Good advice,” she whispered.  Two Finns seized her by the arms and hefted her to her feet.  
 
   “You are not so great,” the apparent leader of the Finns said.  He spit in her face.
 
   Snappy comebacks were never her forte, so she let the Sword of Justice make the statement for her.  She guided the sword to hover a few inches in the air and then slash across the lead Finn’s hamstrings.  While he screamed in pain and dropped to the ground, Emma sent the blade towards one of the Finns who held her.  The golden sword sliced into the man’s thigh; he ended up on the ground next to his boss.
 
   With her arm free, Emma was able to spin and punch the other man in the face.  She decided not to try any more of her martial arts moves; she relied instead on good old-fashioned street brawling.  She grabbed the arm of a man who tried to punch her and then decked him in the face.  A few of the Finns managed to get in glancing shots, but the armor protected her from any serious injury.  She dropped the last one with a right cross and then panted amidst the fallen bodies as the first police cars screamed into the parking lot.
 
   “I guess it’s time to go,” she said.  She called the Sword of Justice to her hand.
 
   Marlin waited until she had made it back to her bike to harangue her.  “What did you think you were doing?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You really have gone daft.  What’s gotten into you?”
 
   “Well, it’s kind of hard to explain.”  She tried anyway to explain to him about the spell in the archives that had brought her twenty years into the future, into the body of this older version of herself.  “I don’t think I can leave until that book is destroyed.”
 
   “I already told you how to destroy it.”
 
   “I know, but I’m hoping for something a little less final.  For me.”
 
   “Fine.  Maybe you should talk to the witch.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Emma jerked the bike to the left to avoid a car at the light.  “Do you know how it is that Aggie and Akako produced a daughter?”
 
   Marlin’s body quivered as he imitated a shiver.  “Ghastly business, that.  The old bat turned herself into a man for about three months, until she knew her girlfriend was pregnant.”
 
   “And Renee, is she a witch too?”
 
   “She’s trying at any rate.  I don’t think she has all the gifts.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s too bad.”  As Emma passed over a manhole cover, she grimaced beneath the helmet.  “What about Jim?  Is he still alive?”
 
   “Yes and he still makes those nasty sculptures of you—both of you.”
 
   Emma stopped the bike in the middle of the road.  “He knows about Louise?  I thought he didn’t want to see her.”
 
   “He doesn’t, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t know what she looks like.”
 
   Emma nodded again.  Though Pepe would have to be long dead, there were still other rats who could take his place to spy on Emma and Louise.  She put a hand to her chest and held back tears as she thought of how lonely it must be for Jim to know of Louise but to never actually see her or talk to her.  What a terrible sacrifice he’d made; it was far more than she had given up.
 
   “Would he see me if I went down there?”
 
   “He wouldn’t talk to you in person.  You’ve already tried.  Several times.”
 
   “Oh.”  She twisted the throttle on the bike to start it forward again.  If she got back to her own time, maybe she could find a way to make things right with Jim, to make him understand she wanted him to be a part of her life—and Louise’s.  She didn’t care if he continued to live in the sewers, that she could at least still hold him now and again would be enough for her.
 
   She pulled up near the house and checked to see if any lights were on.  Louise should be home by now, unless she and Renee hadn’t really gone to Aggie’s house.  “Is she in there?” Emma asked Marlin.
 
   “You know, I really wish you wouldn’t use me in your domestic squabbles,” he said.  “I’ve done enough babysitting for you already.”
 
   “I just want to get inside without her seeing me in the armor.”
 
   He shook his head and then streaked off to the house.  When he returned, he said, “No, she’s not there.  Do you want me to find her?  I should probably start in the entertainment district, don’t you think?”
 
   “No, that’s fine.  I’ll talk to her later.”  Emma pulled the bike into the garage and then trudged up to her room to change.  She concealed the armor in her closet.  Then she gratefully sank onto the bed to get some rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   The Glare waited for her in the kitchen the next morning.  “What time did you get home last night?” Mom asked.
 
   “Three.”
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “At a diner.  All we drank was coffee, I swear.”
 
   “You kept a minor out until three in the morning?  What did Aggie say?”
 
   “She’d gone to bed already.”
 
   “I’m very disappointed in you.  You should know better than to stay out that late on a work night.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Louise said and then sank onto her chair at the kitchen table, where Mom had already poured her a bowl of cereal and cut a grapefruit.  Louise hated grapefruit, but she knew better than to mention this now.  “We got talking and lost track of time.  That’s all.”
 
   “You know better, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you did it anyway.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Louise repeated.
 
   “I want you home by midnight from now on.  Is that understood?”
 
   “You can’t give me a curfew.  I’m not a kid anymore.”
 
   “As long as you’re living here you live by my rules.”  Mom’s voice remained level through this entire exchange; The Glare never wavered.  As she always did, Louise gave in.
 
   “I understand.”  She cleared her throat and then added softly, “Renee’s thinking of moving back here.  I thought maybe we could get a place of our own.”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “What?  Why not?  You lived with Becky when you were my age.”
 
   “Becky was a year older than me.”
 
   “What about after Renee turns eighteen?”
 
   “Then I suppose no one can stop you.”
 
   “But you still won’t approve of it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Mom’s face looked so tired Louise thought she might fall asleep in the chair.  “I’m not sure either of you is ready for that much responsibility.”
 
   “Come on, Mom, I was living in a dorm when I was eleven.”
 
   The Glare faded as Mom smiled slightly.  “I’ll talk to Aggie about it and see what she thinks.  OK?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   They finished their breakfast and then headed to the museum.  Louise made an unscheduled stop along the way at a Lebanese bakery to pick up some baklava.  “It’s Dr. Dreyfus’s favorite,” she explained.  “I thought it’d be a good way to apologize.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful of you.”  When Mom raised her hand to pat Louise’s shoulder, Louise noticed a fresh bruise on Mom’s forearm.
 
   “Did you fall in the shower or something?”
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Maybe you should see Dr. Pavelski again.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.”
 
   Louise thought to press the argument, but there was no way she could force her mother to go to the doctor, unless she tried to drug her and then drag her there.  “You should really be more careful.”
 
   “Don’t I know it.”
 
   Once again that little suck-up Megan Putnam waited for them by the front doors with more things for Mom to sign.  Louise tried a Glare of her own, but it didn’t work.  “I’ll see you later,” Louise said.  Mom nodded to her and then let Megan steer her towards the elevators.
 
   Louise knew it wasn’t right of her to dislike Megan Putnam.  Megan was a perfectly nice girl; the problem was she was too nice.  She was the kind of girl who never drank, never did drugs, never had sex, and basically never did anything but work.  The worst part was the way Mom treated Megan as if she was a daughter too.  Megan had come over to sit for Louise when she was little; that had ended after Louise threw a tantrum that prompted Megan to have a severe asthma attack.  Though Megan’s asthma had been cured now, Mom had thought it better to keep them apart.
 
   She tried to push her irrational hatred of Megan aside as she stepped into the Egyptology offices.  Dan was already at his desk to look over some lab reports.  She held out the pink box of baklava to him.  “I brought you a little treat,” she said.
 
   “Oh really?  Any particular reason?”
 
   “Just to say I’m sorry for being such a screw up last night.”
 
   “It’s all right, Lou.  I guess it’s stupid of me to keep thinking she’ll come back.”
 
   “You deserve a lot better than her anyway.” Dan didn’t have a Glare like Mom, but the look he gave Louise was close enough to indicate she’d put her foot in her mouth—again.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “Becky is a very special person.  I’m sure she still loves you and your mom.”
 
   “And you.”
 
   “I hope so.”  He leaned back in his chair to sigh.  “Maybe I should go there and try to see her again.  There’s a conference coming up in Washington.  I could bring some of our findings with me to present—if your mom will let us.”
 
   Louise remembered Mom’s reaction to the book; she’d wanted Louise to put it back into the ground.  Still, in the end Mom was always fair about things.  “We’ll have to make sure there’s no reason she can turn us down.”
 
   They munched on the baklava while they went over the lab reports.  The carbon dating indicated the statue of Isis was even older than they’d thought—approximately five thousand years old.  “That’s impossible,” Louise said.  “There’s no way they could have manufactured anything like this back then.  It was practically still the Stone Age.”
 
   “If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that you can’t rule anything out.”  Dan smiled at her.  “I think this will make a big splash at the conference.”
 
   “If Mom lets you use it.  We should get a second test to make sure.”
 
   “You’re right.  We don’t want to be too premature.”
 
   “Where’s the report on the book?  I don’t see it.”
 
   Dan typed something into his computer and then frowned.  “It says here that your mom checked the book out a few hours after you brought it in.”
 
   “What?”  She looked on the screen to see that Mom’s name was recorded on the security log.  “That bitch!”
 
   “Louise—”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  Louise stomped out of the office to go find her mother.  She didn’t get far before she ran into an Arab woman about her age.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s quite all right,” the woman said in a quiet, unaccented voice.  “Do you know where I can find Dr. Daniel Dreyfus?”
 
   “Yes, he’s right in that office there.  Egyptology.”  Louise held out her hand for the woman to shake.  “I’m Dr. Louise Earl, his assistant.  Is there something I can help you with?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “If you’re here to donate something—”
 
   “It’s nothing like that.”  The woman looked shyly at her feet.  “I’m his daughter.”
 
   ***
 
   Dan had known Louise long enough to understand her body language.  He didn’t need to be an expert to know something was wrong from the paleness of her skin and the way her lips were puckered.  “Lou, what’s wrong?”
 
   She stepped aside to let a young woman into the office.  Dan nearly fell out of the chair at the sight of her.  “Isis?” he asked with disbelief.  She looked exactly the same as the wife he’d lost almost twenty-two years earlier, right down to the slight hook of her nose and the eyebrows that were a little too thick for conventional tastes.
 
   “No, Dr. Dreyfus.  My name is Eileen.  Isis was my mother.”
 
   He didn’t need to have a PhD to figure this girl was in her early twenties and then to do the math.  “You think I’m your father?”
 
   “I do not think.  I know.  My mother told me.”
 
   He saw Louise fidget to the side of the girl and stood up.  “I think we should discuss this somewhere private.  Lou, can you watch things while I’m gone?”
 
   Louise only nodded in response.  Dan resisted the urge to put a hand on Eileen’s arm to lead her from the office.  He longed for the old, slow elevator that would have given him time to think of something to say, but this elevator dropped them off on the first floor seconds later.  “There shouldn’t be anyone in the cafeteria,” he said.  “Would you like a cup of coffee?”
 
   “That would be fine.  Two sugars and one cream, please.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he said.  Isis had liked her coffee the same way.  He found it almost impossible to add the sugars and cream to hers from the way his hands shook.  A daughter!  A beautiful twenty-one-year-old who looked just like her mother.  Her mother the woman he’d thought was dead, a pile of ashes left in the cellar.  Could she really have survived and given birth to a child—their child?  Or maybe this was an elaborate hoax to get her hands on his family’s money.
 
   He forced his hands not to shake long enough to get the coffee to her safely.  He took a cautious sip of his; the liquid tasted extremely bitter despite the three sugars he’d added to it.  “Your mother, is she still alive?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid she passed last year.  Cervical cancer.”
 
   “They have treatments for that.”
 
   “Not in Libya.”
 
   “Libya?  Why were you there?”
 
   “When my mother disappeared from your house, she was delivered to some men who trafficked in human lives.  Sex slaves is the term I think you would use.”
 
   “What?  Who kidnapped Isis?”
 
   “Agents of Don Vendetta.  They thought the wife of someone like you would fetch a good price.  And she did.”  Tears came to Eileen’s eyes.  “She was sold to a sheikh in Saudi Arabia.  He did terrible things to her.”
 
   Dan handed some napkins to her and wished he could do more than that.  “But she was already pregnant with you, wasn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.  When the man found out, he beat her terribly.  There were some in the palace who were kind to her, who helped her escape to Libya.  That’s where she gave birth to me.”
 
   “Why didn’t she contact me?  I could have brought her home.”
 
   “She was ashamed.  She did not even tell me about you until she was on her deathbed.  She thought you would think she was a whore.”
 
   “I’d never think that about her.  I loved her.”
 
   “I’m sure you did.”
 
   Dan stared at the girl who claimed to be his daughter as she dabbed at her eyes.  One thing didn’t make sense to him about this narrative.  “You don’t talk like someone from Libya.  Where did you go to school?”
 
   “Mother saved up her money so I could go to boarding school in Switzerland, as she did.”  Eileen began to sob.  “She thought I was ashamed of her as well.”
 
   “It’s going to be all right now.  I promise.”  He smiled at her and hoped to stem her tears.  “Do you have a place to stay?”
 
   “I am renting a room at the Red Carpet Inn on Summit Street.”
 
   Dan didn’t know the place personally, but he knew it was in the Trenches, no place for an attractive single woman unless she wanted to end up like her mother.  “How about you stay at my house?  There’s plenty of room.  You can tell me more about your mother.”
 
   She lunged across the table and almost knocked over both coffees, to wrap him in an embrace.  “Thank you, Dr. Dreyfus.  This means so much to me.  I thought you might be skeptical or even angry with me.”
 
   “I’m not angry.  I’m glad,” he said.  “And call me Dan.  No, call me Dad.”
 
   “Thank you…Dad.”  Her face reddened at this and he could feel his own cheeks turn warm.  He had hugged Louise on a few occasions when she was small, but that hadn’t felt like this.  This was his own flesh and blood.  His daughter.  A piece of him and Isis, the only piece of them that remained.
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you around the museum.”  He took her hand to lead her out of the cafeteria for the most important guided tour of his life.
 
   ***
 
   Though this morning she was supposed to go over the latest expenditures on the renovation, Emma instead searched for any information on the Book of Isis.  One thing that hadn’t changed in twenty years was the relative uselessness of Internet searches and the prevalence of pornography on the network.  She had to sift through two screens of sites dedicated to a porn star named Isis before she got to anything relevant.  
 
   From what she could tell, no one had heard of the Book of Isis before.  There were sites dedicated to the Book of the Dead, but that wasn’t the same thing.  Emma had read the Book of the Dead when she was in grade school; she knew it wouldn’t provide any help on the book her daughter had found in the desert.  There were mentions of the goddess Isis, but most of these had to do with a series of video games and a movie about killer mummies.  
 
   She leaned back in her chair and sighed.  Maybe she should stop being a coward and offer her heart to the book.  She still worried about what would happen if that didn’t work.  Then the book would still be here and Louise would have lost her mother for nothing.
 
   Right on cue the door to her office banged open and there stood Louise, her face as red as the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  “What did you do with the book?”
 
   “The book?”
 
   “The book I found in the desert.  You checked it out of the vault.”
 
   “I wanted to show it to some of the donors.  I thought it might encourage their generosity.”  Emma tried to lean forward and tent her fingers like the previous director had done to unnerve Emma.
 
   This didn’t seem to have any effect on Louise, who slammed the door shut and then leaned forward to hiss, “I want the book back.  We haven’t gotten a chance to study it yet.”
 
   “I should remind you that I’m the director of this museum.  You should treat me as such.”
 
   “Gee, I’m sorry, Director Earl, but that book is vital to our research.”
 
   “I’ll give it back to you when I’m done with it.  Shouldn’t be more than a day or two.”
 
   “Mom, please—”
 
   “What did I just say, Dr. Earl?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I forgot you don’t care about science anymore.  All you care about is making money for this stupid renovation.”
 
   “Without the donors you and Dr. Dreyfus wouldn’t be able to go on those digs to Egypt to find artifacts like that.”
 
   Louise sagged into a chair and brushed a tress of tangled hair away from her face.  “Dr. Dreyfus and I would like to present some of our findings at a conference in DC.  We think that could really drum up some support for the museum.”
 
   “What sort of findings?”
 
   “Our initial carbon dating indicates the statue we found could be five thousand years old.  The craftsmanship of the idol seems far too advanced for that time period.”
 
   “I assume you’re running more tests before you bandy this about.”
 
   “Yes, Dr. Earl.  I’ve already got the lab going on it.  If you’ll approve it I’ll have some outside experts come in to verify it as well.”
 
   “If you put the forms on my desk I’m sure I’ll approve them.”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll type them up when I get back.”
 
   “Good.”  Emma resisted the urge to reach out and take her daughter’s arm.  As she had said, there was professional protocol to think of, even when they were alone.  “Look, when I was your age I thought all this administrative stuff was annoying too.  I still do.  But when you get to be an old lady like me, you’ll see it’s important.”
 
   “I understand.”  Louise smiled a little.  “You’re not so old.”
 
   “Thank you.”  As Louise stood up and headed for the door, Emma said, “Could you ask Dr. Dreyfus to see me if he’s not too busy?”
 
   “That could be a problem.”  Louise looked down at her feet.  “He had to go home for the day.  He wasn’t feeling well.  I think it was that baklava I gave him.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, I guess it can wait,” Emma said.  After Louise left, Emma brought up her search results again.  She was running out of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Eileen peered into the sarcophagus of Karlak II, on loan again to the museum after a brief tour around the world.  “This is where they keep the body?” she asked.
 
   “That’s right.  They put his mummified body in there.”
 
   “My mother was cremated.  I have the ashes in my room.”  She looked down at the floor.  “I thought perhaps we could find someplace to put them together.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’m sure we can think of someplace to put her.”
 
   “Or maybe we can keep her in the house like one of your mummies.”
 
   He stared at her, not sure if she was serious or not.  When she smiled slightly, he realized she had made a joke.  He laughed harder than he intended.  “I don’t think she’d like that.”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
   He finished his tour of the ancient Egypt exhibit and then took her to the elevator.  “We have a lot of other interesting things upstairs—”
 
   “If you don’t mind, I’d rather go to your house.  I feel quite overwhelmed.”
 
   “Sure.  No problem.”  He took her arm to lead her to the parking garage, where he kept his car.  He opened the passenger’s side door for her so she could climb inside.  After he put the car on autodrive, he turned to Eileen.  “I suppose this is your first time in the city.  I could give you a little tour if you want.”
 
   “I have seen some of the city from my walk here.”
 
   “Walk?  You walked all the way from the Trenches to here?”  He estimated that must have been at least five miles.  “You could have called me.  I would have been happy to pick you up anyplace you wanted.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would believe me.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I believe you?”
 
   “I thought you might be angry with Mother for disappearing.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t angry with her.”  He had been angry at the Scarlet Knight, who he thought had killed Isis.  That in turn had led him to Becky, the other woman to disappear from his life.  He thought of how badly Becky had wanted a daughter like Emma’s and Aggie’s, but she couldn’t, not after what had happened.  Maybe it wasn’t too late.
 
   He pulled up to the gate of the family estate and watched with some small amount of satisfaction as Eileen’s jaw went slack.  “Your house is so big!”
 
   “It’s my family’s house—which includes you now.”
 
   “You are so very kind.  I am practically a stranger and already you are welcoming me into your family.”
 
   He touched her arm, glad she didn’t pull away.  “You’re not a stranger.  I can see it in your eyes.  You’re just like her.”
 
   “That’s very nice of you to say.  I’m afraid my mother and I disagreed on many things.”
 
   “What sorts of things?”
 
   “She thought I should not get married.”
 
   “You’re married?”  He looked at her slim fingers but didn’t see a ring on any of them.
 
   “We are not officially engaged yet.  Engaged to be engaged is how I think you would put it,” she said with a shy smile.
 
   “Oh, I see.”  The car stopped at the front steps of the house.  He hurried around the front of the car to open the door for her.  He hadn’t felt this nervous around a girl since his first date with Becky.  He led her into the foyer, where she stopped to gape in awe at the house.
 
   “It’s so beautiful,” she said.
 
   “It is.”  He gave her a tour of the house similar to the one around the museum and related to her the history of the house and the Egyptian artifacts his stepmother had bought.  “Not all of these are really artifacts.  Some are what I guess you’d call replicas.”  Most of his stepmother’s items fell into that category, but Eileen gushed over them anyway.
 
   She picked up a statue of Ra made from plaster instead of gold.  “This is gorgeous.”
 
   “It’s just gold plating, but it looks nice.”
 
   “Your stepmother had such taste.”
 
   “She did.  She’s the one who got me interested in studying ancient Egypt.”
 
   “That is what you do at the museum with that young girl?”
 
   “Yes, Louise and I just got back from a dig there.”
 
   “How wonderful.  To think we were only a thousand kilometers apart.”  
 
   Dan nodded, ashamed to think he’d been that close to Isis and not realized it.  Then again he was just as close to Becky and he was afraid to see her too.  “It is a shame I didn’t know you and your mom were there.”
 
   “Yes, a shame.”  Eileen looked down at her feet again.  “You and this Louise, are you merely coworkers?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Are you and her…intimate?”
 
   “No!”  He felt his face turn warm from embarrassment.  “Louise is my friend’s daughter.  I’ve known her since she was a baby.  I guess you could say she’s my unofficial niece.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  You must think I’m terrible to ask that.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, you didn’t know.”  He led her into what originally had been a conservatory, but which he had turned into a miniature museum of some items he’d brought from Egypt and bought from the Plaine Museum.  Chief among these was a statue of Isis, the goddess who looked so much like Eileen and her mother.  He had kept this to remind himself of the wife who had been taken from him.  “This is Isis.”
 
   “Like my mother?”
 
   “Yes, that’s who she was named after.”  He ran his hand along the side of Isis’s head until he touched Eileen’s.  
 
   “You loved my mother very much?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I only hope you will love me so much, though not in the same way.”
 
   “Of course I will.  You’re my daughter.”  He sensed it was too early to kiss her on the cheek, so he squeezed her hand.  She smiled at him the way Isis always had.  He cleared his throat and then said, “If you think this is beautiful, I should show you what Louise and I found in the desert.  Well, it was mostly Louise.”
 
   “What did you find?”
 
   “A statue of Isis even older than this one.  It’s smaller, but still impressive.  The level of detail was beyond anything else in the world at that time.  We found some other really interesting things too, including a sacrificial dagger and a book.”
 
   “A book?  What kind of book?”
 
   “We’re not sure; we haven’t been able to get it open to read it.”
 
   “I didn’t know they had books back then.”
 
   “Oh yes, the Egyptians were the first to use paper, though it was a little different from what we use today.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.  I would like to see this book.  I am studying literature at the university.”
 
   “What university is that?”
 
   “University of Zurich.”
 
   “I see.  Are you going to keep studying there or are you planning to transfer?”
 
   “I think I would like to transfer to America.  If that’s possible.”
 
   “I’m sure we can make it possible.”
 
   “I would be very grateful then.”
 
   “We can look into it tomorrow.  And I can show you the book.  Dr. Earl has it at the museum.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  Thank you so much.”
 
   He showed her out of the room, into the dining room.  “What would you like for lunch?  I can have the cook make something.  Or we can order out.”
 
   “Anything would be fine.  So long as we are eating together.”
 
   “That I think we can arrange.”
 
   ***
 
   Mom still hadn’t turned over the book by the end of the day, but Louise thought better than to bring it up on the ride home.  She didn’t get a chance to bring up anything as Mom fell asleep about thirty seconds after she closed the car door.  Louise looked over at her mother to make sure she was still breathing.
 
   They would have to have a talk soon.  Mom had always worked herself hard, a trait Louise had inherited, but now it had clearly become too much for her.  Maybe she could push more down to her assistants to let them handle more of the load.  And they would have to talk to Dr. Pavelski about her mother’s health, though Louise would rather get a second opinion.
 
   They didn’t go home.  Instead, Louise told the car to take them to Aggie’s house, which was about three miles away.  As usual, Aggie and Renee waited for them when the car stopped at the curb.  Louise leaned over to give her mother a gentle shake.  “Mom, we’re here.”
 
   “Oh, already?”
 
   “You’ve been asleep for a half-hour.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m not a very good traveling companion.”
 
   Louise didn’t laugh at first, never quite sure when her mother made a joke.  She decided this was one of those times and snickered.  “I had your snoring to keep me company.”
 
   “I don’t snore!”
 
   “So you think.”  Louise winked at her and then got out of the car.  From the look of it, Renee hadn’t been punished too much for last night.  While Mom would never raise a hand in anger, Aggie had always been old school about that; she sometimes used a heavy leather belt to give Renee a few licks.
 
   For the first time, Louise noticed her friend was taller than Aggie now.  Renee leaned forward to give Louise a hug.  “Guess what?  Aggie said we can take the car tonight.”
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   “As long as you’re back by midnight, dear,” Aggie said.  She waved a crooked finger.  “And keep to the historical district.  No going to the Trenches.”
 
   “We won’t,” Renee said.
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Mom asked and Louise stifled a groan.
 
   “I don’t see anything wrong, so long as they’re home at a reasonable time and they stay away from the dangerous areas.”
 
   “All right,” Mom said, her voice softer than usual.  Though Aggie was several years younger than Mom—and looked about three decades younger—Mom always deferred to her as if Aggie was the older one.  Mom put a hand on Louise’s shoulder.  “Just be careful, baby.”
 
   “We will, Mom.  Don’t worry about us.”
 
   Renee gave Aggie a brief hug before she led Louise into the garage.  Aggie hardly ever went anywhere, so while her car was fifteen years old, it was in almost new condition.
 
   Aggie’s car didn’t have the autodrive feature like more modern vehicles, so Renee had to actually pay attention while she drove.  The car also had more horsepower, so when Renee pressed the accelerator, the engine actually made noise.  She of course waited until they were safely down to the corner to do this.
 
   “So your mom didn’t give you the belt for last night?”
 
   “No, I think she’s just glad to have me around,” Renee said.  “So where do you want to try tonight?”
 
   “How about Gulliver’s?”
 
   “That’s outside the historical district.”
 
   “So?  How are they going to know?”  Aggie was far too ignorant of technology to have planted any kind of tracking chip on the car.  Mom could have on hers, but her sense of morality didn’t permit her to spy on her daughter like that, something Louise had taken advantage of in the past.
 
   “She has her ways.”
 
   “Fine.  How about the Brass Drum?  That’s right on the border.”
 
   “Fine with me.”
 
   The Brass Drum was one of the seedier establishments in the historical district.  That also meant it had a far better selection of men than the stuffier clubs that were only good if you were a gold digger who wanted to find a rich guy to marry.  They were early enough that there wasn’t much of a line yet and as two attractive young women—at least in Louise’s opinion—they got inside within five minutes.
 
   They ordered a pair of Virgin Marys and then took seats at a corner table, where it would be easier to evaluate their options.  In Mom’s day the men had picked up the women, but Louise had never been that patient.  She saw what she wanted and she went for it.
 
   Renee came in handy with this process.  Her borderline psychic abilities allowed her to size up a guy within seconds with ninety-nine percent accuracy.  Louise pointed to a guy with shaggy brown hair and glasses.  “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “Definitely an artist,” Renee said.  She closed her eyes and added, “A drummer in a local band.  They’re not very good.”
 
   “That’s fine.  I’m not looking to get married.”
 
   “He’s unattached.  Average size.  Passive type.”
 
   “So I have to do all the work?  Pass.”  She tilted her head towards a bearded man in a black suit.  “What about that guy?  Looks like a priest.”
 
   “Junior high English teacher.  Has a schoolgirl fetish.”
 
   “So he’d be perfect for you.”
 
   “God, no!”
 
   “Maybe you could let me borrow your uniform.”
 
   “It’d be a little big on you.”
 
   “I probably wouldn’t be wearing it for very long.”  They shared a laugh at this and Louise was glad Mom wasn’t here or she’d probably faint.  Despite that she’d been named after Jane Austen’s famous matchmaker, Mom didn’t try to set Louise up with anyone, but she always asked indirectly if Louise was interested in anyone.  For Mom, though, being interested meant dinner and a movie and a kiss on the cheek at the end.  Louise had done that on her first date when she was thirteen but quickly grew bored.  On a college campus, surrounded by fornicating young men and women, she had little interest in stolen glances and love poems.  She wanted sex!
 
   “No, the guy for you is over there at the bar,” Renee said.  She indicated a young man with curly blond hair and a tan like a surfer.  “Outdoorsman, adventurous, and up for pretty much anything.  And recently available.”
 
   “Well, now we’re talking.”  Louise rolled up the hem of her dark green blouse; she tied it so her midriff was exposed and then tossed her hair.  “What do you think?  Still too dowdy?”
 
   “I don’t think it’s going to matter.”
 
   Before she could sashay over to the bar to try her luck, she saw a familiar face.  Thankfully not her mother or Aggie, but the young woman from the museum—the one who said she was Dan’s daughter.  “Hey, check out that girl over there,” Louise said.
 
   “I thought we went through that already.  I’m not like Mom and Aggie.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean like that.  She came into work today and said she’s Dan’s daughter.”
 
   “His daughter?  But Becky—”
 
   “Not from Becky.  From his wife.”
 
   The girl strolled across the room, oblivious to everyone.  Louise was about to wave to her when Renee took her hand.  In seventeen years of friendship, Louise had never seen Renee look so frightened.  Her friend seemed ready to dive under the table.  “You don’t want to get involved with her,” Renee whispered.
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “There’s something wrong about her.  Something very wrong.”  
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just know you don’t want to get mixed up with her.”
 
   Louise decided it was better not to argue with Renee.  “Come on, let’s go somewhere else.  It probably wouldn’t have worked out with that blond guy anyway.”
 
   ***
 
   Eileen saw the girls in the corner booth out of the side of her eye.  The half-breed stared at her, the girl’s fear palpable.  Her friend didn’t notice anything amiss, but then Louise Earl was her mother’s daughter in a lot of ways.  
 
   They would both go on her list.  It was a long list, but then she’d had almost twenty-two years to make it.  Twenty-two years she’d been trapped in this bag of flesh.  Every day she had strained and struggled to recover the powers she had lost, the abilities that were hers.  A little at a time she relearned them; she had started small and then worked her way up.
 
   She would have liked to wait a little longer.  Another year or two and she would be unstoppable.  But that girl in the corner booth had found the book.  There was a chance the girl might never figure out how to open the book, let alone how to use it.  Then again the girl was the daughter of that damnable Emma Earl, with at least the same amount of intelligence as her mother, if not more.  
 
   Eileen couldn’t take the chance she would be stopped short of her goal this time.  From her previous experience she knew the book was only the start of her problems.  She wouldn’t be able to complete her plans so long as the Scarlet Knight stood in her path.  Merlin’s magic in the hands of Emma Earl had stopped her last time and she would make certain it didn’t impede her this time.
 
   She stepped up to the bar and ignored the males who gawked at her.  She didn’t have time for these fools now.  There was far more important work to be done at the moment.  She beckoned for the bartender to come over to her.  The man trotted over like a trained puppy.  “You, minion, will take me to Mr. Rahnasto.” 
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the bartender said.  She followed him around the bar and then through the kitchen.  The cook dropped his cleaver onto the floor and the dishwasher shattered a load of glasses as she walked past.
 
   At the rear of the kitchen stood two burly men, who likewise were instantly smitten by her.  They posed no threat at all; they opened the door so she could stroll into a back room dominated by a poker table.  She recognized Jarko Rahnasto—known as Mr. Nasty to Rampart City’s underground—by the jagged scar that ran along the side of his face.  This came from an incident that involved the Swedish Mafia and a hockey stick that had driven a divide between the Scandinavian mobs.
 
   “Who the fuck is this?” Mr. Nasty asked his guards in Finnish.  “I didn’t order no girls.”
 
   “My name is Eileen,” she said back in Finnish.  She sat down at the table.  Unlike his minions, Rahnasto’s mind was strong enough that he didn’t instantly give in to her charms.  But someone as greedy as him would respond to far more traditional methods.  “I heard the Scarlet Knight broke up your deal with the Russians last night.”
 
   “How does a girl like you hear that?”
 
   “It’s not important.  What is important is I can make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
 
   “You?”  Mr. Nasty laughed at this.  “You couldn’t even pick up a gun, let alone kill the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “Not me personally, but I can give you the power to do so.”
 
   “Really?  Why should I believe this?”
 
   Eileen turned to Rahnasto’s guards.  At her command, they raised their weapons and pointed them at each other.  “One word and you’ll be looking for two new bodyguards.”
 
   “You are lying.”
 
   “Fire,” Eileen said in Finnish.  She didn’t look, only heard the two small pops of silenced weapons followed by two corpses hitting the floor.
 
   Mr. Nasty stared at her; the scar on his cheek turned paler than the rest of him.  “How did you do this?”
 
   “Magic.”  Eileen leaned forward and flashed a smile.  “The same magic that can kill that bitch the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “And if you give me this magic, what do you want in return?”
 
   “I need some help to retrieve a book from the Plaine Museum.”
 
   “A book?  That is all?”
 
   “It’s a very important book.”
 
   Mr. Nasty smiled.  “I think we can do business.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Before the war, the Harmon-Farmer Company made bicycles.  Now thanks to Uncle Sam they made B-24 Liberators.  As she followed Sue Johnson to the front gates of the plant, Cecelia didn’t mention she’d shot down six B-24s during the war after she’d commandeered a prototype Me-262 to turn over to the Soviets.  She hadn’t needed to shoot anything down, but she had wanted to test the fighter’s capabilities to see how much she should charge the Russians.  When they had balked at this price, she turned around and sold it to the Americans, though she hadn’t mentioned how many Americans the plane had killed.
 
   Of course Maria Costopolous probably couldn’t fit into the cockpit of a Me-262, let alone actually fly one.  Cecelia was grateful to have Sue with her as they took the streetcar to the waterfront; she felt vulnerable for the first time since she had been taken in by the Headmistress.  Sue had taken a motherly—or perhaps grandmotherly—interest in her that had prompted her to grab one man by his shirtfront and physically eject him from his seat.  “Can’t you see this woman is pregnant, you prick?”
 
   This same motherly interest came in handy when they arrived at the gate.  A fat old man with a clipboard looked Cecelia over.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “Maria Costopolous.  She’s new,” Sue said.
 
   “Mr. Dugan has to approve all new hires and I don’t see no Maria Cost-whatsit on the list,” the guard said.
 
   Sue stepped forward until her breasts touched the fat man’s larger ones.  “Her name is Maria Costopolous.  You either learn it or I’ll feed it to you one letter at a time.”
 
   “I still don’t see her on the list.”
 
   “Then I’ll take her to Mr. Dugan and get her on the list.”
 
   “No way.  You can go in, but she has to stay out here until I get clearance.”
 
   Sue put an arm around Cecelia’s shoulders.  “Does she look like a fucking Jap to you?  Or a goddamned Nazi?”
 
   “Can’t be too careful.  That’s what they say.”
 
   “You’re such an asshole.”  Sue began to push Cecelia towards the front gate.  “We’re going inside.  You want to shoot us in the back, be my guest.”
 
   The guard grumbled something and slammed his clipboard inside his shack, but he apparently did nothing more as they went through the gate unmolested.  “Don’t worry about that old codger,” Sue said.  “He’s just one of those blowhards who’s pissed off because he can’t get into the war any other way.”
 
   “Kind of like you?” Cecelia said.
 
   “Yeah, kid, kind of like me,” Sue said and laughed.  “You’re all right.”
 
   “Thanks.”  
 
   Sue took her into the cavernous factory, where other workers, mostly women, were hard at work to produce more of the bombers that would dump bombs on German and Japanese soldiers.  Sue led Cecelia up a metal staircase, to the foreman’s office.  From the nameplate, this was the Mr. Dugan the guard had mentioned.
 
   Mr. Dugan was young enough to still be able to fight in the war, but it became clear why he wasn’t when he held out a wooden hand for her to shake.  “So you must be a friend of Sue’s.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Maria Costopolous.”
 
   “Do you have any experience with this kind of thing, Maria?”
 
   “Well, on the farm I helped my father with the tractor and cars.”
 
   “I guess that’s more than some of them.”  Mr. Dugan leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette with his good hand.  “If Sue thinks you can do it then I’m sure you can.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Make sure she gets a locker and then put her to work.”
 
   “I’m on it, Boss,” Sue said.  She gave Cecelia a light push towards the door.  On the way down the stairs, Sue said, “Dugan’s an all right guy.  Mostly he stays out of the way and lets me run the show, which is better for everyone.”
 
   “So you’re the power behind the throne?”
 
   “You’re a quick one.  We’ll find out how quick.”
 
   At the base of the stairs they ducked into a locker room that since the war had been converted into the women’s locker room and kept separate from the men.  Sue went down a row of lockers until she came to one marked, “23.”  When Sue opened the door, Cecelia saw there were still a woman’s clothes in there.  “Angie quit a couple weeks ago.  Left her shit here.  I think she’s about your size.”  Sue took out a denim shirt similar to the one she wore only bigger and with the name “Angie” written on the left breast.
 
   Cecelia found that Sue was right; the shirt fit her pregnant stomach with some room for her to continue to grow.  The pants were a little too loose, but there was a belt so she could cinch them tight enough.  Cecelia turned to a mirror and tried not to grimace when she saw Maria Costopolous’s meek reflection.  Sue came up behind her to plant a hand on her shoulder.  “You look fine.  Just tie that hair up so it’s not in your face.”
 
   “Yes, Boss.”
 
   After she used a kerchief to tie back her hair, Cecelia followed Sue onto the floor.  The B-24s under construction looked far more impressive from the floor than they had in the sights of the Messerschmitt jet.  She didn’t have much time to gape as Sue was already pushing her towards where three other women worked on a wing.
 
   “We’ll start you off with something easy.  Just tighten these screws.  You do that and maybe we’ll get you on to something challenging.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Cecelia said.  She picked up a screwdriver to tighten the screws like she saw the others doing.  In her own body this would have been simple enough.  Maria’s scrawny arms made it more of a challenge; she had to grunt and strain to get the screw to turn.
 
   A blond woman with “Gert” on her shirt pretended to wipe sweat off her brow so she could mask a snicker.  “You want some help with that, honey?”
 
   “I can get it,” Cecelia snapped.  She started to turn the screwdriver again with a vengeance.  This time it came more easily.
 
   “The kid’s a natural,” Sue said.
 
   “Yeah, right,” Gert grumbled.  She waited until Sue walked away to check on the rest of the line before she said, “So did Sue find you at the pound or did you follow her home?”
 
   The other women laughed at this while Cecelia imagined shoving the screwdriver through Gert’s neck.  She could have done that easily in her body, but with Maria’s the screwdriver probably wouldn’t break the skin.  “If you must know she saved me from a couple of men in an alley,” Cecelia said.
 
   “Probably a couple of unsatisfied customers.”
 
   Cecelia slapped the screwdriver onto the wing and then turned to Gert.  “You got some kind of problem with me?”
 
   “Yeah, I do,” Gert said.  She poked Cecelia in the stomach.  “We don’t need no Mexican street trash here.”
 
   “I’m not Mexican.  I’m Greek.  It’s a whole other continent, you rube.”
 
   “You’re all the same to me.  Another whore who couldn’t keep her legs together.”
 
   “Why don’t we go outside and I’ll put my legs up your ass?”  This threat sounded pathetic with Maria’s voice, but Cecelia didn’t care.  She wasn’t about to take shit from some white trash bitch.  She yearned for just one of her poisoned daggers.
 
   “Fine with me.”
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Sue shouted.  “Why aren’t you people working?”
 
   “We were working fine until she showed up,” Gert said.
 
   “She called me Mexican street trash,” Cecelia countered.
 
   “Look, both of you, the war’s out there.  Try to remember our boys are counting on us to make them some airplanes to kill the bad guys.”  Sue waved a finger at both of them.  “I come back here and catch you all goldbricking again and I’m firing the lot of you.  Got it?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cecelia said.
 
   “Yeah, me too.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry.  Just get back to work.”  Sue raised her voice.  “That goes for all of you.  Let’s get to it!”
 
   Gert switched places with another woman so she and Cecelia wouldn’t be near each other, which made the next four hours go by more smoothly.  Sue returned just before the horn blew to indicate lunchtime.  “How’s it going?” she asked.
 
   “Better.  I’m getting the hang of it.”
 
   “I knew you would.  Come on, I’ll buy you lunch.”  They bought sandwiches and bottles of Coke off a truck and then Sue led Cecelia over to a pile of junk parts that faced the harbor.  Sue pointed to a streak of black smoke in the harbor.  “That’s a destroyer out there.  A bunch of them come and go, searching for U-boats.”
 
   “Have they found any?”
 
   “Not yet.  There’s always a first time.”
 
   “That’s true.”  Cecelia nibbled at her ham sandwich; she didn’t feel hungry despite the grueling day of work.  She supposed she would have to eat it since she ate for two.  Despite the number of people she’d killed over the years, she had never killed an infant out of the womb or still in it—except perhaps for her own child.  If she had stayed in that awful house until it was time to deliver, maybe the baby would have survived and she still could have escaped later.  Or not.  There was no way to know for sure.
 
   “You all right, kid?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, I’m fine.”
 
   “Don’t let Gert get to you.  Her man died at Guadalcanal.  Before that she was sweet as cherry pie.”
 
   “That’s awful.”
 
   “Yeah, never easy to lose a loved one.”
 
   “Have you lost anyone in the war?”
 
   “No.  I don’t have any kids to be in it.  Thank God.”  The sadness in Sue’s voice clearly indicated she was not grateful not to have any kids.  From the look of her, Cecelia figured Sue for the old maid type who now was too old to ever have any kids or probably to find herself a husband.  That was why she had a soft spot for Maria.
 
   After they had finished their lunch, Sue helped Cecelia down from the pile of parts.  “I’ll see you at the end of the day.  Just keep your chin up, all right?”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”  Cecelia waddled back into the factory, to find Gert and the others waited for her.  She picked up the screwdriver and went back to work.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie sat up in the sandbox, not surprised to see the little girl with the red pigtails staring at her.  Aggie’s first instinct was to call the girl Emma, until she remembered this was Joanna, who was in contact with the Reds like Akako, though from what the girl said, she wasn’t actually one of them.  The little girl had special abilities that exceeded those of the Reds.  She could actually pull people from other dimensions into her sandbox to communicate with them.
 
   “Hello, Joanna,” Aggie said.
 
   “Hello,” the little girl said.  Her voice sounded like that of an adult.
 
   “Is there a reason you brought me here?”  She thought of Akako on the floor of the archives and that assassin over her.  “Is Akako dead?”
 
   “No.  She says she’s fine.  She’s worried about you.  I told her you’d be OK.”
 
   “Well, that’s good to know.  Thank you.”
 
   “She said Emma is gone.  So is the one who was trying to kill her.”
 
   “Gone?  Gone where?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Did they go together or separately?”
 
   “I don’t know!”  Joanna began to cry.  Her preternatural maturity melted away so that she seemed like a normal little girl.  Aggie put a hand on the girl’s back.  “It’s not fair.  Mommy says I’m not supposed to interfere, but if I don’t then bad things happen.”
 
   “You’re doing a very good job, Joanna.  I’m sure your mother will be proud of you.”
 
   “Last time she grounded me from the sandbox for two months.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  I’ll go back before you get into trouble.”
 
   “She thinks I’m a baby, but I’m not.  I’m six-and-a-half years old!”
 
   “You’re right; you’re practically a grown woman.”
 
   “That’s what I told Mommy, but she didn’t believe me.”
 
   Aggie patted the little girl’s head and tried not to smile.  From experience she knew children always wanted to grow up so fast.  As soon as they did, they wished they hadn’t.  Someday Joanna would yearn for her mommy’s protection, but by then it would be gone.  “Give her some time to come around.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “I’d best be getting back.  Can you tell Akako that I love her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   As Aggie stepped into the sandbox, Joanna said, “She said something else.  She said that the mean lady is your niece.”
 
   Aggie spun around and knelt down to take Joanna by the shoulders.  “My niece?  Are you positive that’s what she said?”
 
   Tears bubbled up in the girl’s eyes again.  “You’re hurting me.”
 
   “Joanna, please.  Think:  did she really say that mean woman is my niece?”
 
   “Yes!  Now let me go.”
 
   Aggie loosened her grip but didn’t let Joanna go quite yet.  Her niece.  Since Sophie had never given birth to any children, that could only refer to Sylvia’s daughter, the one she had mentioned just before she died.  “Did she say anything else?  Think carefully.  This is important.”
 
   “She said her name is Ce…Ce—”
 
   “Ce-what?  Come on, Joanna, you can remember it.  I know you can.”
 
   “Cecelia,” Joanna said.  “She said her name is Cecelia.”
 
   Aggie pulled the little girl in closer for a hug.  “Thank you, dear.  Did she say anything else at all?”
 
   “She said to use the computer.  That’s all.  I swear!”
 
   “Thank you so much, dear.  I suppose I’d better go now.”   She stepped into the center of the sandbox—
 
   —and woke up staring at the ceiling of the archives.  She found a dark blue stain on her thigh from the knife the assassin had thrown at her.  The assassin named Cecelia, who was Sylvia’s daughter if what Akako had told Joanna was true.  Given Sylvia’s penchant for violence and weapons, that her daughter would kill people for money wasn’t much of a surprise.  
 
   What made less sense was that the girl would have to be over a hundred fifty years old by now.  How had she managed to keep herself young and not come under the coven’s notice?  Aggie saw the computer on Akako’s desk and remembered what Joanna had said.  There might be some information on there to shed some light on matters.
 
   Aggie limped over to the desk and dropped into Akako’s seat.  She typed in Akako’s password and then waited while the system loaded.  Once it did, she set to work to find out more about her niece.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   It didn’t surprise Emma to find that Aggie hadn’t changed much in the last twenty years.  The witch had spells and potions that could make her as young as she wanted to be for as long as she wanted to be.  She had allowed herself to grow a little older; a few crow’s feet crinkled around the corners of her eyes when she greeted Emma.  
 
   The house didn’t look all that different either, except for the pictures on the walls.  There was a photograph of Renee when she couldn’t be more than five, in a pink dress Aggie had salvaged from the estate of some princess or countess a hundred years ago.  Akako squatted to one side of the little girl and Aggie on the other; all three of them smiled like a happy family.  There was another picture of Louise, probably no more than twelve but clad in a green cap and gown.  Renee had an arm around her shoulder; they both smiled hugely.  Emma put a hand to her lips and barely held back tears at this.  She hadn’t noticed any pictures like these around her house; did she have a photo album somewhere or did she just not care enough to take pictures of her daughter?
 
   “The tea’s ready in the kitchen, dear,” Aggie said.
 
   Emma sat down at the kitchen table, in front of the cup Aggie had poured for her.  “Thank you.”  She kept her eyes on the checkered table cloth as she asked, “Are you sure it was wise to let them go out alone?”
 
   “They’re almost grown women.  We have to let them test their wings.  Can’t keep them in the nest forever.  Trust me, dear.”
 
   “Maybe, but they aren’t grown women yet.”
 
   “They never will be if you don’t learn to trust them.”  Aggie reached across the table to pat Emma’s hand.  “She’s already been living on her own for seven years.”
 
   “And she’s gotten into plenty of scrapes in that time,” Emma said.  While she might not have found a photo album, she did manage to access Louise’s police record, which was spotted with arrests for shoplifting and underage drinking.  “She needs some discipline.”
 
   “The girl’s spent her whole life pushing herself to be better than you.  Can you blame her for needing to blow off steam?”
 
   “I don’t want her to be better than me.  I just want her to be herself.”
 
   “Have you told her that?”
 
   “Would it matter if I did?”
 
   “I suppose not.  She has her father’s stubbornness.”
 
   Emma thought of Jim still in the sewers, refusing to see his daughter for the last twenty years because he was afraid to hurt her while he expressed his love the best way he knew how, through his art.  “I guess so.  What about Renee?  Aren’t you worried about her?”
 
   “Of course I am, dear.  What kind of father would I be otherwise?”
 
   “But you let them go anyway.”
 
   “Renee’s getting too big for me to stop.  Too big and too powerful.”  Aggie sighed and then finished her cup of tea.  “She’s not really home for the semester break.  The coven decided it would be best if they not continue her training.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because she’s become too dangerous, at least in their minds.  They’re afraid of what will happen if she turns that power of hers against them.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be better to train her how to use it properly then?”
 
   “They’re leaving that part of her training to me.  They think she’ll be more receptive that way.  She can be a very headstrong little thing when she wants to be.  Probably gets that from her father’s side of the family.”
 
   They shared a laugh at this and then Aggie patted Emma’s hand.  “Now, dear, don’t tell me you came here to share some tea and conversation.  What’s really on your mind?”
 
   “Louise found something in the desert.  A book.  I think it belonged to Isis.”
 
   “Oh dear.  Are you sure?”
 
   “She says the title is the Book of Isis.”
 
   “That’s very bad news indeed.”
 
   “I’ve hidden the book.  Someplace safe, where Isis or her minions can’t get it, but I need to know how to destroy it.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea, dear?  You’re not even sure what it is yet.”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to know.  I can feel the evil coming off of it like a bad smell.”
 
   “And you want my help to get rid of it?”
 
   “I thought maybe the coven would know about it.”
 
   “I haven’t heard of any Book of Isis.  Glenda might know.  And I can ask Akako to search the database in the archives.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma took a sip of tea before she said, “Marlin thinks I should give it my heart.  Like I did to her.”
 
   “I think that’s a bit premature, dear.  Merlin might not be so generous this time as to allow you to come back.”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”  Emma was about to stand up and thank Aggie for the tea when Marlin appeared over the kitchen table.  She hadn’t seen the ghost look so agitated since Isis had shown up in the city twenty-two years ago.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “You’d better get to the museum.  Right away.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “He’s back.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Him.  The Black Dragoon,” Marlin said.
 
   ***
 
   There wasn’t time to drive to the museum, so Emma asked Aggie to vanish her there.  “Put me in the Sanctuary,” she said.  “He won’t be down there yet.”
 
   “Be careful, dear.  This isn’t going to be the same Black Dragoon.”
 
   “I know.”  Emma looked down sadly at her feet.  “Can you make sure Louise gets home all right?  And just in case—”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, dear.  You’ll be fine.”  Aggie took her hand.  “And I’m sure she already knows.”
 
   With that there was a flash of light and then Emma found herself in the Sanctuary.  The armor had returned to its case, where she found it piled on top of the book.  The book that the Dragoon had surely come for; the timing of his appearance and that of the book seemed far too coincidental for it to be anything else.
 
   She strapped on the armor and ran through a breathing exercise to combat her nerves.  From what Marlin had said, Emma assumed she hadn’t fought the Black Dragoon since that last time in the temple of Isis, when she thought she’d finally destroyed it.  Clearly she had been wrong.  Unless it wasn’t a real Black Dragoon up there but just someone who’d constructed a similar suit of armor.  There would be only one way to find out.
 
   Marlin appeared as she finished with the breastplate; her fingers felt even heavier than before.  “He’s up on the third floor.  In your daughter’s office.”
 
   “That makes sense,” she said.  She expelled a deep breath.  “He wants the book.”
 
   “That figures.  I knew that thing was nothing but trouble.”
 
   “I know.”  Emma reached into the case for the helmet.  She stared at it for a moment before she donned it.  The Dragoon had been a difficult enough opponent when she was young.  She thought of the difficulty she’d had with the Finns last night; they were nowhere near the Dragoon’s league.  Still, there was nothing else she could do but go up there and try; that was the duty she’d taken upon herself when she put on the armor so long ago.
 
   She took the elevator to the second floor and then wrapped the cape around herself.  From what Marlin said, the security guards were already dead and the alarms neutralized.  She didn’t know how the latter had been accomplished, except perhaps that the Dragoon had an accomplice, maybe someone who worked in the museum.
 
   She had more than enough experience of moving with the cape around her body that she didn’t find it much of a challenge to climb up the stairs to the third floor.  “He’s still in there ransacking the place,” Marlin said.  She nodded to him and then crept into the hall.
 
   The third floor had changed drastically since she first worked on it.  The old hallway with its white walls and frosted-glass doors had been replaced with entirely glass walls and doors so that tour groups—and donors—could see the scientists hard at work.  As she passed by her old department, she saw no one still at work this late.  That would at least keep the number of casualties down—for the moment.  If the Dragoon got loose, she didn’t want to think how many more people would die.
 
   After she passed by the Geology area, she rounded the corner to the Anthropology section.  This housed the Egyptology office, as well as various other specialties.  Emma could hear something slam against the floor, no doubt the Dragoon as he continued to ransack the office to find the book.  As she slid forward, she put one hand to the Sword of Justice’s hilt.
 
   The Dragoon hadn’t bothered with subtlety and simply smashed into the Egyptology office.  Emma tried to step on as little glass as possible, though it didn’t matter with the noise the Dragoon made.  He picked up Louise’s desk and spilled its contents onto the floor.
 
   Emma paused in the doorway; her stomach turned to a cold lump.  The Dragoon looked just as she remembered the first time she’d fought him in the old Dibbler Sausage plant when she had naïvely gone to rescue Percival Graves.  By all rights she should have died that night; if not for a lucky throw of the Sword of Justice she would have.  There was a slight difference in the Dragoon’s size; he looked several inches taller and a good fifty pounds heavier, which was probably due to who wore the armor.  She didn’t want to dwell on who that might be.
 
   She decided not to waste time with any kicks or throws.  Instead she would do as Marlin always suggested and just sneak up as close as she could to jam the Sword of Justice into him.  Once she got him down on the ground, she could worry about who was inside—and how the wearer had gotten the suit of armor in the first place.
 
   She took a careful step forward to make as little noise as possible.  The Dragoon hurled Louise’s desk through a glass wall, into the lab.  Then he picked up Dan’s desk to shake it out onto the floor.  Emma inched closer and tightened her grip on the Sword of Justice.  She took another step forward—
 
   The Dragoon turned around, Dan’s desk still clutched in his hands.  Emma saw the Dragoon’s eyes turn from red to green—the green of night vision goggles.  “I see you,” he growled as he hurled the desk at her.  
 
   Emma let the cape drop as she ducked and drew the Sword of Justice in one motion.  She brought the weapon up; the blade glowed as brightly as the sun.  Before the Dragoon could fire the claws on his hands, she hurled the sword at him and guided it to slice into his left leg.  The Dragoon dropped to one knee, but aimed all ten claws at her.  Unable to go invisible, she knew there was only one thing to do.  She waited until the Dragoon fired the claws and then bounced into the air.
 
   It wasn’t a high bounce, but it was enough for her to clear the claws—almost.  The claws on the Dragoon’s thumbs grazed the sides of her calves so that she landed face-first.  Before she had a chance to push herself back up, the Dragoon seized hold of her cape.  She heard the cape tear away from around her neck.
 
   As the Dragoon triumphantly tossed the cape away, Emma reared up and hit him across the face with a right hook.  Then she scrambled to her feet to seize the Dragoon with both hands.  Even with the augmented strength of the armor, she found it like hefting an elephant.  Still, she managed to hurl him through the front door to the Egyptology department.
 
   She called the Sword of Justice back to her hand and then started towards the Dragoon, who lay on his stomach.  Before he could raise his right hand to fire the regenerated claws there, she stomped on his hand.  She leveled the Sword of Justice at the Dragoon’s neck and said, “It’s over.  Take off the armor and I’ll spare your life.”
 
   “You haven’t won anything,” the Dragoon hissed.  As he said this, spikes came up through Emma’s boot to stick out the other side.  She cried out in pain and pulled her foot back from the Dragoon’s arm.  
 
   She didn’t have time to fall backwards before the Dragoon was back on one knee and seized her by the breastplate.  She tried to bring the Sword of Justice down, but he knocked her hand aside; the golden sword fell to the floor.  Then he got to his feet and hefted her like the desks earlier.  Before she could call for the Sword of Justice, the Dragoon threw her out the doorway, over the railing.
 
   If she still had the cape she could have slowed her descent to land safely on the first floor.  Instead, there was nothing she could do as she plummeted like one of her meteors, onto the skeleton of Alex the mastodon.  She smashed through the center of the mastodon’s backbone before she finally came to a stop inside the pedestal.  Alex’s body collapsed onto her to bury her beneath the ancient bones.
 
   “Are you still alive?” Marlin asked.
 
   “Barely,” she whispered.
 
   “I think a strategic withdrawal is in order.”
 
   “I think you’re right.”  With the strength of the armor she managed to brush Alex’s bones from on top of her and used a rib bone to lever herself upright.  As she stepped off the pedestal, the Black Dragoon landed in front of her, his claws aimed at her.  
 
   Then from nowhere, two more Dragoons appeared on either side of her.
 
   ***
 
   “What the hell?” Marlin said.  “How can there be three of them?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Emma said.  These two other Dragoons were similar in shape, but instead of claws, the one on the right wielded a pair of maces while the one on the right carried two large swords.  The three Dragoons took a step towards her to close in for the kill.
 
   The bones around her concealed her slight bouncing motion as the Dragoons came closer.  As the one with the maces swung at her, Emma leaped into the air.  With more time she might have made it onto the second floor and then tried to escape from there.  Instead, she twisted around in midair; she ignored the pain in her joints.  Her gloves caught the wall to allow her to hang there for a moment.
 
   The original Dragoon fired his claws at her.  She scrambled up the wall, but she wasn’t quick enough.  Claws pierced both shoulders to pull her from the wall.  She reached out for the wall, but couldn’t reach it as she plunged back to the first floor.  
 
   She landed only a few feet from where she started, right at the feet of the Dragoon with the maces.  It started to bring these down on her, but she stuck out her leg to topple him backwards.  Pain ran through her shoulders as she pushed herself upright to run for the elevator.  If she could get down the elevator shaft to the sub-subbasement then she could get into the sewers, where her superior knowledge of the terrain would allow her to escape.
 
   She didn’t make it more than a few feet before she fell forward again.  The Dragoon she’d tripped had swung one of his maces to repay the favor.  As she shook the chain of the mace from her foot, the Dragoon brought the other mace down squarely on her lower back.  
 
   Emma screamed in pain as the weight of the mace shattered the armor and then the blades of it tore into her flesh.  She screamed again as the Dragoon dragged the mace from off of her, to shred more armor and skin.  Despite the pain, she pushed herself to her feet.  She had to escape, to heal and find some way to defeat these Dragoons—
 
   Even before she could get fully upright, she found the other two Dragoons in front of her.  The original model drove the claws of his left hand into her chest.  When he pulled the claws out, she collapsed to the floor.
 
   From there her world became a red haze as all three Dragoons pummeled her.  She had never in her life endured as much pain as they inflicted on her, but they were careful not to kill her.  They easily fended off her feeble attempts to fight back as they surgically pounded and stabbed at her.
 
   All at once it ended.  The Dragoons took a few steps back; their red eyes stared at nothing.  Through a fog of agony she managed to rock her battered body from one side to the other until she could flip herself onto her stomach.  From there she began to crawl towards the elevator shaft, towards safety.
 
   “Well, well, look at the valiant Scarlet Knight,” a woman’s voice said.  Despite the ringing in her ears and massive blood loss, Emma knew that voice.  “Crawling around like a baby.  How appropriate.”
 
   Emma couldn’t lift her head, but this didn’t matter as Isis squatted down to look her in the eye.  “What do you think this is going to accomplish, Dr. Earl?  My new friends can easily stop you before you reach the elevator.”
 
   Emma continued to drag herself forward.  Isis snapped her fingers and a moment later Emma found herself hoisted upright; one Dragoon held either side of her.  Isis got to her feet and then tore the helmet from Emma’s head.  “You certainly have not aged gracefully.  I guess that’s the price of too many late nights fighting bad guys.”  Isis brushed hair away from Emma’s face and then tilted her chin up to look her in the eye.  “I think you know why I’m here.”
 
   “The book,” Emma managed to say.
 
   “Very good, Dr. Earl.  That book your darling little girl found belongs to me.  I want it back.  Tell me where it is and I’ll let you live.”
 
   Unable to muster any words, Emma spat a wad of blood and phlegm into Isis’s face.  The woman wiped this off without her smug expression wavering.  “Spitting into the face of death.  How cliché.  I expected someone so bright to be more reasonable.”
 
   Isis nodded to the Dragoon with the blades.  He stabbed the blade into a bare section of Emma’s abdomen.  She didn’t have the strength to do more than whimper with pain at this.  Her body went slack in the hands of the other Dragoons.
 
   “I suppose with someone so bright, violence won’t be much of a motivator.  Let’s try a different tactic.  You tell me where the book is, and I’ll let your daughter live.”
 
   “You don’t have her,” Emma said.  
 
   “Not yet.  Do you think it will take my boys here long to track her down?  She’s just a little girl.  Or maybe you think your friend Agnes can protect her.  I think you remember what I did to her sister the last time we met.”  Isis’s grin broadened.  “And as you can see, my powers have grown quite a bit since then.”
 
   “You can’t have it.”
 
   “You would really sacrifice precious Louise’s life for a book that is of no use to you?  Such an uncaring mother you are.”  Isis snapped her fingers.  “Remove the armor.  But be careful not to injure the good doctor any more than she already is.”
 
   The Dragoon with the blades sliced at the straps that held the armor to Emma’s body with the precision of a surgeon.  Emma heard the armor clank to the floor a bit at a time until she was clad only in her ragged, bloodstained pantsuit.  Then the Dragoon stepped back, so she could face Isis again.
 
   “For twenty-two years I thought about the best way to repay you for what you did to me.  Do you have any idea what it was like to be trapped in that tiny body?  Having to learn to walk and talk and use the bathroom again, all while possessing more knowledge than your feeble brain can even begin to grasp?  I thought for a long time that I would make you find out, turn you into a drooling, thumb sucking infant only able to bawl for her mama.”  Isis held up one hand, poised to snap her fingers.  Emma waited for those fingers to snap, to end up on the floor in a diaper.
 
   Instead, Isis used her hand to pat Emma’s cheek.  “Then I came here and I saw a much better way to torture you.”  Isis kicked the pile of bloodstained armor at Emma’s feet.  “I’m going to kill everyone you love.  And there won’t be anything you can do about it.”  Isis leaned forward to hiss into Emma’s ear.  “I’m going to save your precious daughter for last, so you can watch her take your place—and then die just like you.”
 
   “No!”  Emma caught her captors by surprise as she lunged forward.  Her arms slipped free to reach out for Isis’s throat.  She had never killed anyone before, but she wanted very badly to kill Isis, to wring the life from the evil woman’s youthful body.
 
   This vision ended as the Dragoon with the blades brought one across her back.  She screamed futilely; her hands grazed Isis’s throat before she collapsed to the floor.  Emma tried to stand, but her legs had gone numb.  
 
   Isis squatted in front of her again.  Emma reached out towards her, but couldn’t make it. “Last chance, Emma.  Give me the book and it’ll be you who dies instead.”
 
   The pain she felt in that moment eclipsed everything she had experienced so far.  She saw Louise in her mind’s eye, that beautiful product of her and Jim’s love.  How could she sacrifice that beautiful life for a book?  But it wasn’t any book, it was the Book of Isis.  Though Emma didn’t know what it was, she knew things would only be worse if Isis had it.  Then not only would Louise die, but so would untold millions or even billions.  
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   “Very well.  Whenever you’re ready to change your mind, let me know.”  Isis nodded to her Dragoons.  “Let’s leave the good doctor.  Her friends should be here any minute.”
 
   Emma heard their footsteps retreat, but there was nothing she could do except to sag to the floor.  Her last thought was that she had just signed her daughter’s death warrant.
 
   ***
 
   The encounter at the Brass Drum had left Renee shaken.  Instead of man hunting, she stopped at a diner for a cup of coffee that she hoped would steady her nerves.  Louise sat across from her in the booth and idly dumped sugar into a cup of coffee she didn’t want.  “What’s going on?” Louise asked.  
 
   “It’s really hard to explain,” Renee said.  “She gave me a bad vibe.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.  I mean, Dan’s daughter?  She’s older than me, so where the hell has she been all this time?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Renee was glad to steer the topic away from the bad vibe Renee had picked up.  There was no way she could explain this to Louise, not unless she told Louise about everything else.  Mom and Aggie had made her promise not to do this unless it was a dire emergency.  Not that Louise would believe it; Renee didn’t believe it most of the time.
 
   It all started early the morning of her eleventh birthday with the strangest dream.  She imagined she sat in a sandbox like the one in the park where Mom and Aggie had taken her when she was a toddler.  The toys in the sandbox were all broken and grass had grown up around the sides of the box.  Renee saw an older girl in a black dress on a swing; the girl gently rocked back and forth.
 
   The girl looked a lot like Louise’s mother, only younger.  She didn’t seem to notice Renee for a minute; the skirt of her black dress swelled with every arc as she continued to swing.  It wasn’t until Renee stood up that the girl turned to look at her.  “You shouldn’t be here,” the girl said and continued to swing.
 
   “Why not?  This is my dream.”
 
   The girl turned to glare at Renee in a way that made her look even more like Dr. Earl.  “This is my house now and I say who comes here and who doesn’t.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Renee said.  “I didn’t mean to come here.  It just happened.”
 
   “Then you can show yourself out too.”
 
   “Why are you being so mean to me?”
 
   The girl jumped off the swing and stomped towards Renee with tears in her eyes.  She stabbed a finger towards Renee.  “Because you shouldn’t be here.  You aren’t one of us.  Your mother knew better.”
 
   “How do you know my mother?”
 
   “That isn’t your business.”  The girl closed her eyes as if she listened for something.  “Look, someday you might be ready to come here, but not now.  You’re still just a child.”
 
   “Who are you to say that?” Renee said with a huff.  “You’re a child too.”
 
   “I am not.  I’m twenty years old!”
 
   “Yeah, well, you don’t look it.”  To her surprise, the girl dropped to her knees and began to sob.  Renee reached out and put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean—”
 
    “I miss Mom so much.  Why did she have to go away?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She probably didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “Just leave me alone.  Please.  Go back where you came from.”
 
   Renee looked around, but she didn’t see any way to get back.  “How?”
 
   “Step back into the middle of the sandbox,” the girl said.  She still cried to herself as Renee stepped into the sand and felt it pull her in like quicksand.  
 
   She woke up in her bed; sweat poured down her face.  As she told herself what a terrible dream it had been, she felt the sand on her bare feet and began to scream.  These screams brought Aggie into the room.
 
   That was when she first channeled.  She didn’t know what happened; one moment she screamed in bed while Aggie hugged her and the next Aggie lay in the closet and Renee found that her body glowed.  Renee held up a hand and stared in awe as it glowed white.  Renee ran over to the broken closet door, where Aggie still laid with her feet sticking out.
 
   It was Aggie there, but she looked so much older, as if she’d aged forty years in those few seconds.  Aggie was still alive, but just barely.  There was blood beneath her head from where she’d run through the door and her breath came out in wheezes.  Her eyes opened and she said, “Renee?  What did you do to me?”
 
   “I don’t know!”  Renee began to sob like the girl in her dream.  “What do I do?”
 
   Aggie didn’t answer.  Her eyes had closed again.  For an awful moment Renee thought Aggie was dead, but then she saw Aggie’s chest rise and fall.  She reached out to take Aggie’s shoulder to shake her.  “Aggie—”
 
   The moment she touched Aggie, she felt a surge run through her entire body.  The white glow faded away to leave a tingle.  She didn’t understand what had happened, but whatever it was, Aggie looked younger again.  Renee leaned forward to hug Aggie, but Aggie dragged herself back.  “Don’t touch me!” Aggie said.
 
   “What?  Why not?”
 
   It was in the kitchen where they had the talk.  Other kids’s parents lectured them on sex or drugs, but Renee’s lectured her on magic.  “This is going to be hard to accept, but you must,” Aggie started off with.  “I am a witch.”
 
   “A witch?  But—”
 
   “No, I don’t have a pointy hat and I don’t fly around on a broom and I don’t have a wart on my nose.  I do have a cauldron in the basement.  Let me show you.”
 
   That was the first time Renee was granted access to the vault.  Inside she saw the shelves and drawers.  Aggie opened a drawer to reveal neat lines of vials.  “These are potions I made.  They do all sorts of things.”  She picked one up at random.  The label read, “Angel Food.”  “This one would give you wings that would allow you to fly—for a little while.”
 
   “You really expect me to believe that?”
 
   Aggie popped open the vial and then drank from it.  Nothing happened for a moment.  Renee was about to gloat when a pair of feathery white wings sprouted through the back of Aggie’s shirt.  There was even a golden glow over her head like a halo.  “I don’t like to use this because it causes too many misunderstandings with the Christians.”
 
   Renee staggered back until she tumbled backwards into the old barber’s chair that had belonged to Aunt Sylvia.  “You are a witch.”  Renee thought of the glow that had taken over her body in the bedroom.  “So I’m a witch too?  What about Mom?”
 
   “Your mother is not a witch.  I don’t know what you are.”
 
   “But if Mom’s not a witch—”
 
   “This will be even harder to accept, dear, but I am your father.”
 
   Mom and Aggie had joked about this before and from the way Aggie wielded the belt she had sort of fallen into the fatherly role, but from the look on Aggie’s face, Renee realized she meant something else entirely.  “That can’t be.  You’re a woman.  Aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”  Aggie reached into one of the drawers in the vault to pull out a purple vial.  “I brewed a gender confusion potion so your mother and I could conceive.”
 
   Renee put her hands to her mouth, but found no sound would come out.  She finally worked up enough air to say, “This can’t be.  I must still be dreaming.”
 
   “I wish you were, dear.”  Aggie shook her head.  “I hoped we wouldn’t have to have this conversation until you were older.  Most witches don’t begin to discover their power until they’re thirteen or even a little older.”
 
   “So what happened in the bedroom?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Let’s try an experiment.”  Aggie took a golden knife from off the back wall of the vault.  She came out of the vault and kept the hilt of the knife at arm’s length to offer it to Renee.  “Go on, take it.”
 
   The moment Renee took the knife, she felt another tingling sensation run up her arm and her arm began to glow again.  In the meantime, the knife turned black and then disintegrated entirely.  Renee stared at where the knife had been in horror.  “What happened?”
 
   “You channeled the magic from the knife into your body.”  Aggie took a cautionary step back.  “You must have taken my magic from me in the bedroom.”
 
   It wasn’t long after that Aggie decided Renee would be better off at the Milton School for Girls.  “They’ll be able to help you control this power of yours,” Aggie said.  Renee wore a pair of opera gloves so she could safely hug Aggie before she got on the plane.  
 
   Mom was there as well; she cried and leaned against Aggie for support.  All during the drive to the airport, Mom said, “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”  She could touch Renee without a problem and did so frequently.  “Be very careful, honey.  There’s still so much we don’t know about this.”
 
   On her way to Milton, Renee thought it would be like Hogwarts, full of adventure and excitement.  Instead, she found an otherwise ordinary boarding school that taught spells and potions in addition to the three R’s.  There were no evil wizards, giants, trolls, or talking animals of any variety.  They played ordinary lacrosse against other nearby schools; they never used their magic to affect the score.
 
   Among the handful of witches there, Renee was a freak.  Like Louise she was the youngest at the school, which didn’t help, but her power made her even more of an outsider.  No one else at the school could channel magic like she could, not even the teachers.  The girls at Milton soon became afraid of her when they saw her siphon magic from Lucinda Jerome.  That had been an accident; Lucinda had tripped on the sidewalk and fallen into Renee, but no one believed her, not even Lucinda.
 
   Though she didn’t have any friends at Milton, Aggie had been right that they would help her control her power.  In particular, Ms. Chiu had helped Renee learn the focus and concentration necessary.  Ms. Chiu taught self-defense classes at Milton, something Renee thought would come in handy as the school freak.  After the first class, Ms. Chiu had said, “Your mother is Akako the archivist, isn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You have the blood of the samurai in your veins then.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Yes.  If you listen closely you will be able to feel it.”  Renee began to stay after classes to work with Ms. Chiu on ancient meditation techniques.  Through these, Renee learned to harness her power so she no longer needed to wear gloves and long sleeves or avoid personal contact with other witches.  She also learned how to siphon magic from the environment without any physical contact at all, something Ms. Chiu was less than thrilled about.  “You must be very careful with this, Renee.  If you misuse this gift, your life will become one of endless torment and pain.”
 
   This wasn’t the last warning she would receive.  It seemed the more she learned to control her power, the more her teachers worried she would turn it against them.  They barred her from learning spells and making potions.  They would allow her an ordinary mortal education, but she would not become a witch.  
 
   So it didn’t come as any surprise when Ms. Milton, the school founder, called her in.  “We’ve decided it would be in everyone’s best interests if you continued your education at another institution,” Ms. Milton said.  “Your parents have been notified.”
 
   Renee had hoped when she came home to Rampart City she might have the normal life she had craved.  She still had one year of high school left and then college, though she had no idea what she might study.  If she couldn’t become a witch, then maybe she could be an archivist like Mom, though the idea of sitting around a cave three hundred days a year didn’t hold much appeal.
 
   Any hope of normalcy ended when she saw that woman in the Brass Drum.  The moment the woman stepped into the bar, Renee felt a chill run along her spine.  From her time at Milton, she’d discovered ordinary magic had an intoxicating effect on her body, to give her a mild sense of euphoria.  The magic that radiated from the woman, on the other hand, made Renee’s stomach churn as if she were about to throw up.
 
   It wasn’t just this feeling that had her worried.  As her power had developed, she’d also learned to tap into psychic abilities.  This had helped her greatly during exams as she could sometimes see the right answers before she marked them on her papers.  In this case, she saw only a scene from the Apocalypse, with bodies in the streets and buildings turned to charred hulks.
 
   Renee knew this woman was evil.  Not evil on the scale of a serial killer or even Hitler, more like on the scale of Satan.  Whatever she wanted in the Brass Drum, it wouldn’t be good for the people of Rampart City.
 
   Renee supposed she should go home to discuss this with Aggie, but she needed some time to digest what she’d seen.  She was on her fifth cup of coffee when she realized Louise had fallen asleep, her head on the table.  Renee saw it was well after her midnight curfew.  She was too big for Aggie to use the belt on her anymore, but Aggie would give her a stern lecture.  Worse yet, Renee still didn’t know how to describe what she’d experienced at the Brass Drum.
 
   After she paid the bill, she carried Louise out to the car.  Her friend remained asleep all during the short drive back to Dr. Earl’s house.  There were no lights on at the moment, which Renee found odd.  Louise’s mother usually left the porch light on.  Louise still wasn’t awake, so Renee carried her friend into the house and up the steps to Louise’s bedroom.  She took off Louise’s shoes and then pulled the covers up to her friend’s chin.  Renee paused in the doorway and admired how much younger Louise looked when she slept.  This brought back the memory of that dream of the girl in the black dress who had looked so much like Louise’s mother.
 
   Renee felt someone touch her shoulder.  She spun around and struck a defensive pose Ms. Chiu had taught her, only to find Aggie there.  She didn’t need to be somewhat psychic to see something had Aggie terrified.  “I need you to drive to the Plaine Museum,” Aggie said.
 
   “The museum?  It’s a little late—”
 
   “Renee, please, there isn’t time.  We have to hurry.  I fear something terrible has happened.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Please Renee, just go.”
 
   “All right.  What about—” she didn’t get a chance to finish before Aggie disappeared in a flash of white light.  If Renee had had the time she could have siphoned enough of Aggie’s magic to vanish herself to the museum as well, but Aggie had told her to drive there, so she supposed there must be a reason.
 
   Renee took Louise’s purse from off the nightstand.  Then she hurried back to the car and stomped on the accelerator.  The car’s engine roared, but Renee didn’t feel the happiness she usually felt at this.  The look on Aggie’s face mingled with what she’d felt at the Brass Drum to tell her that something awful had happened, something that involved that evil woman.
 
   She made it to the museum in five minutes, which was probably a record.  No police cars had followed her, the police too busy this late at night for speeding tickets.  She fumbled in Louise’s purse to find her friend’s badge.  She soon realized she didn’t need it as someone had smashed open the museum’s doors.
 
   Inside, she nearly threw up her five cups of coffee at the sight of two security guards sprawled on the floor; a black metal spear stuck out of both of them.  She staggered back a few steps before she collected herself.  Whatever Aggie had wanted her to come here for, this wasn’t it.  
 
   She plunged ahead into the main gallery to witness an even more gruesome sight.  Dr. Earl lay on the floor, her clothes ragged and bloody.  As Renee stepped closer, she saw a patchwork of cuts, stab wounds, and bruises on Dr. Earl’s back.  The most serious of these was a deep cut about halfway up her back that still bled heavily.
 
   Aggie knelt beside Dr. Earl.  She looked up at Renee.  “Take her out to the car so we can get her to the hospital.”
 
   “Can’t you do anything for her?  A spell or potion—”
 
   “No, my magic isn’t strong enough, not against hers.”  Renee was about to say something, but Aggie held up a hand.  “Hurry, dear.  She doesn’t have much time left.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll join you later.  There’s something else I must do.”
 
   Renee bent down to pick Dr. Earl up; she tried to be careful not to do any more damage to Louise’s mother, though just about every inch of her seemed cut or bruised.  She almost dropped Dr. Earl when the woman’s head suddenly jerked upright.  Her eyes turned to Renee and in them Renee saw pure terror.  “Louise?  Where is she?”
 
   “She’s home.  She’s safe.”
 
   “Good,” Dr. Earl said, and then her head sagged onto her chest.
 
   As Renee began to drag Louise’s mother from the museum, she looked over her shoulder to see Aggie scoop something up into a bag.  The pieces of dark red metal might have looked like so much modern art except for the helmet with the gold plume that seemed to have survived intact.  Renee’s eyes widened and she looked down at Dr. Earl with new understanding.
 
   She hurried to drag Dr. Earl to the car and lay her on her side across the backseat to aggravate the cut on her back as little as possible.  Once behind the wheel, Renee floored the accelerator.  In the rearview mirror, Renee saw that Louise’s mother was still breathing, somehow still alive despite her injuries.
 
   Though she had no proof, Renee knew who had been responsible for those injuries.  Then she thought of Louise asleep so peacefully in her bed.  For the rest of the trip to the emergency room, Renee tried to figure out how to tell her best friend that her mother was dying.
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Chapter 16
 
   All her life Louise had been a heavy sleeper.  Mom said that when she was a baby, Louise hardly ever cried during the night; she usually slept the entire way through.  As a child she usually fought Mom about when to go to bed, but once she was down, she stayed down.  When she slept over at Renee’s house, which happened frequently until she went to college, Louise would often not wake up until late the next morning and find herself back in her own bed.
 
   In college this became a problem, especially after a night of drinking in the dorms.  Several times she woke up on the floor of a living room, dining room, or even the bathroom to find she’d missed her first class of the day.  One time she awoke to find someone had taken a magic marker to her face; they’d drawn whiskers on her cheeks and written “Ratface” on her forehead, a nickname that had stuck until she transferred to Berkeley.  Her roommate at Northwestern told her, “You’re lucky no guy’s stuck his dick in you while you’re sleeping.”
 
   This would have been hard to do because when fast asleep, Louise curled into a tight fetal position.  Renee said she had sometimes tried for hours to pry Louise’s arms and legs away from her body.  “I’m not sure what we’d do if there was a fire,” Renee said once.  “I guess we’d have to carry you out or you’d sleep through the whole thing.”
 
   There was one time Louise had woke up in the middle of the night.  This happened when she was seven years old, shortly after Becky had left them.  Louise and her mother still lived in the house they’d shared with Becky.  Louise stuck her head into Becky’s room to find it empty, the bed stripped bare, the closets empty, and the vanity cleared that morning when Mom shipped the rest of the stuff to Becky’s new apartment in Washington D.C.
 
   Louise hugged her stuffed turtle Slowey closer to her chest as she stared at the empty room.  Then she heard heavy footsteps in the hall behind her.  Like a nightmare, she found she couldn’t move as the steps came closer.  It soon became clear from the metallic sound that accompanied these footsteps that they weren’t human.  She wanted to call for her mother, but she couldn’t make any sounds.  She could only knead Slowey’s plush body with her terrified fingers as the footsteps closed in.
 
   Then her mother’s face loomed over her; her eyes gave Louise a low-powered Glare.  “Louise?  What are you doing out of bed?”
 
   In the moonlight from Becky’s window, Louise noticed something about her mother.  She had a blanket wrapped around her body.  Beneath the blanket, her body seemed much bulkier than usual, as if someone had inflated her like a balloon.  “Mommy?”
 
   Mom knelt down, her face level with Louise’s.  She brushed Louise’s hair away from her face and smiled, though Louise could tell there was pain in that smile.  “Yes, baby, it’s me.  What’s wrong?”
 
   “I miss Aunt Becky.”
 
   “I know, baby.  I miss her too.”
 
   “Why did she go away?  Doesn’t she love us anymore?”
 
   “Of course she does.  She needs some time away from us.”
 
   “Is she going to come back?”
 
   Another parent probably would have lied then and said Becky would be back any day now.  Mom wasn’t the kind of parent to lie even to spare Louise’s feelings.  “I don’t know.  I hope so.”  Mom took Louise’s hand and squeezed it.  “Come on, baby, let’s go to bed.”
 
   Before she fell asleep, Louise turned to her mother and asked, “Mommy, why are you wearing a blanket?”
 
   “I’m just a little cold, baby.  Goodnight.”  When Mom bent down to kiss her forehead, Louise felt something hard press against her arm, something much harder than a blanket, a sweater, or any other article of clothing.  She wanted to ask about it, but Mom was already pulling away.  As Mom walked away, Louise heard the heavy footsteps accompanied by the metallic sound she’d heard in the hall.
 
   “Mommy, I hear it!  It’s a monster!”
 
   Her mother turned to her, her teeth visible as she smiled.  “No, baby, it’s just me.  Try to get some sleep.”
 
   Louise remembered this as she felt someone shake her.  She kept her eyes closed to hold on to those memories; there was something important about them.  They were part of something, a puzzle she hadn’t figured out yet, that she didn’t know she was even trying to solve.
 
   “Lou, wake up,” Renee said.  “Come on, you have to get up.”
 
   “Why?” Louise mumbled.
 
   “There’s been an accident.  At the museum.”  Renee punctuated this with a sob.  “It’s your mother.  She’s hurt.  Real bad.”
 
   Louise’s eyes flashed open and in one motion she sat up and grabbed Renee by the shoulders.  “What happened?  Is she—?”
 
   “I don’t know what happened.”  Renee sobbed again.  “She’s not dead, but she’s in really bad shape.  I tried to call, but you didn’t answer, so Aggie said I should go get you and take you to the hospital.  The car’s still running.”
 
   Louise didn’t bother to change from the clothes she’d worn the night before.  It occurred to her as she ran down the stairs after Renee that she didn’t remember going home or to bed.  At the bottom of the stairs she realized she didn’t have her purse either; if they had to go to the hospital someone was sure to want to see her ID.  “My purse—”
 
   “It’s in the car.  Come on!”
 
   As Louise climbed into the passenger’s seat, an eerie sense of calm descended over her.  She thought of practical matters, such as:  did they have Mom’s health insurance card?  Had anyone called Dr. Pavelski?  Would Louise have to donate blood for a transfusion?
 
   Renee was still crying; Louise thought maybe it would be better if she drove.  As she stared out the windshield and braced herself for a crash, Louise wondered if she’d gone into shock or if it was simply because she had been roused from sleep.  “What hospital is she at?”
 
   “St. Joseph’s,” Renee said.  She spun the car in a hard left turn and then gunned into a straightaway like a racecar driver.  St. Joseph’s had been the hospital where Louise was born; would it be the hospital where Mom died?
 
   This thought was enough to cut through the haze in her mind like a winter breeze.  Mom was dying.  She might already be dead.  The next time Louise saw her might be at a funeral parlor as she made arrangements for Mom to be cremated and scattered in a garden on the grounds of the Plaine Museum.
 
   “Mom, I know you love the museum, but come on,” Louise had said when Mom told her last year after a breast cancer scare.  “Don’t you think that’s a little morbid?”
 
   “The museum is my home,” Mom said.  “More than anywhere else it’s always felt like home to me.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather be buried in Parkdale?  With your parents?”  Louise had visited her grandparents’s graves every year to put a flower on them along with her mother.  She supposed in the back of her mind she had assumed she would one day do the same for Mom and her child would do the same for her, right on until Doomsday.
 
   Mom shook her head and looked down sadly at her teacup.  “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Why that garden?  What’s so special about that place?”  The garden in the northwestern corner was the subject of a rare disagreement between Mom and Megan Putnam; Megan had wanted to pull up the garden for benches or something like that, but Mom steadfastly refused; she employed The Glare until Megan backed down.
 
   “Louise, please, this is important to me.  Just promise me that you’ll respect my wishes.”
 
   It was one of the rare times when Mom seemed on the verge of losing her composure; her lower lip trembled slightly as if she were about to cry.  Louise reached across the table to take her mother’s hand.  “If that’s what you really want, Mom, of course I’ll do it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Despite how old Mom looked at times, despite the pills and the visits to Dr. Pavelski, Louise had never really thought it would happen.  Not now.  Not before Louise ever got a chance to make her a grandmother, to prove she wasn’t a screw up, to make her proud.
 
   She found Renee shaking her again.  “We’re here, Lou.”
 
   “What?”  Louise looked out the windshield to see the emergency room for St. Joseph’s.  “Oh, right.”
 
   As if by remote control she lurched across the parking lot and followed Renee into the waiting room.  Aggie was there; she looked haggard and much older.  She leaped out of her chair to wrap Louise and Renee in a group hug.
 
   “I’m so sorry, dear,” Aggie said.
 
   “Sorry?  Is she—?”
 
   “No.  She’s in surgery right now.  I’m afraid it doesn’t look good.”
 
   “Did you call Dr. Pavelski?”
 
   “Yes, dear.  She’s in there with them.”
 
   “OK.”  Louise had never thought much of the doctor, but Mom trusted her and at this point that was all that mattered.
 
   She let Aggie lead her over to a hard plastic chair, where she could do nothing more than stare at the floor.  Renee sat on one side and Aggie on the other; both of them put a hand on her back.  “What do we do now?” Louise asked.
 
   “We wait,” Aggie said.
 
   “Someone should call Dan,” Louise said.  She hated herself for how she continued to think so damned pragmatically at a time like this.  “And Becky.  She should know too.”
 
   “Yes, you’re right, dear.  Renee can call Dr. Dreyfus.  I’ll call Rebecca.”
 
   “Are you sure she’ll talk to you?”
 
   “Don’t worry, dear.  I won’t give her a choice.”
 
   ***
 
   The cocktail parties were the worst part about D.C.  Since she’d grown up around Rampart City, Becky could live with the horrible traffic, the crime, and even the smell from the Potomac.  These soirees, though, she found unbearable.
 
   The representative from the 4th District in Michigan came up to her to introduce an older man identified as the head of an oil company.  Becky knew he wanted to drill for oil in Yellowstone National Park and had allied himself with a bloc of conservatives led by the gentleman from Michigan to make it happen.  “Ms. Beech, it’s been so long,” the oil man said.
 
   “Yes, it has.”
 
   “You’re looking extremely lovely this evening.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Becky looked around for her “date,” who was in actuality her assistant.  She saw him across the room, where he chatted up another man, a page for the senator from Vermont.  While she pretended to listen to the oil man schmooze so he could pitch his terrible idea, Becky subtly tapped a button on the gold bracelet around her left wrist.  The assistant perked up like a dog being shocked by an invisible fence.
 
   “I just think the national parks model is outmoded,” the oil man said.
 
   “Excuse me,” Becky’s assistant said.  “There’s an urgent call for Ms. Beech.”  He handed a phone chip to Becky.
 
   “Thank you, Michael.  Excuse me, gentlemen.”  She hurried away and used her large frame to clear a path to the ladies room.  It wasn’t until she was safely ensconced in a stall that she breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   She had never wanted to be a congresswoman.  She hadn’t even wanted to be on a school board.  She had always felt comfortable behind the scenes, the power behind the throne, as she had been for Napier for ten years.
 
   When she’d come to D.C., it was as a junior assistant to the new congressman for Rampart City’s district, who just so happened to be Napier’s nephew Ryan.  “He’s going to need someone with experience in playing dirty,” Napier said.  “There’s nowhere dirtier than this town.”
 
   Becky couldn’t disagree with this point.  Still, she probably would have rejected the offer like she’d rejected others for local, state, and Federal politicians, all of whom promised a quick path to stardom, maybe even a Cabinet position eventually if she played her cards right.  She turned all of those offers down for three reasons:  Dan, Emma, and Louise.  They needed her, and she needed them.
 
   At least that’s what she’d told herself until the night her life in Rampart City ended.  For as long as she could remember, her relationship with her sister Brandi had been strained.  It didn’t come as a huge shock to find out it was Brandi on the line when Louise trotted into the living room and announced, “Aunt Becky, there’s a crazy lady on the phone.”
 
   Becky tousled Louise’s hair and said, “Why don’t you go upstairs and play?”
 
   Louise wasn’t as amiable as her mother at that age; she crossed her arms and asked, “Why?”
 
   To say, “Because I said so” would only make Louise more defiant, Becky had learned from experience.  Instead, she said, “I’ll take away your homework so you get an ‘F’ tomorrow.”  To another child this would be a ludicrous threat, but Louise dutifully marched up the stairs.
 
   Becky took the call in the kitchen and sat at the table.
 
   “Becky?” Brandi said.
 
   “How much do you need this time?” she asked.
 
   What took her by surprise was the shakiness of Brandi’s voice as she cried into the receiver.  “You’ve got to come get me.  Before he comes back.  Please!”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “This guy I’ve been seeing.  He’s gone nuts.  I don’t know what’s going to happen when he comes back.  I’m scared, Becky.”
 
   She’d never heard Brandi talk like this before; even as a little girl she’d always tried to project a tough image.  For her to sound so vulnerable meant something terrible had happened.  “OK, I’ll come get you.  Where are you?”  Brandi gave an address in the Trenches.  “I’ll be there in five minutes.  Just stay there.”
 
   The part of the story that never made sense to her was why she elected to go alone.  Her best friend was the Scarlet Knight.  Another friend was an actual witch.  Still another friend was a police officer.  Maybe she thought it was her sisterly duty to do this alone.  Or maybe she thought this was too small potatoes for any of her friends to help with.  Or maybe she wanted to be the hero this time around.
 
   In any event, she called upstairs, “Lou, I’m going out for a few minutes.  Don’t throw any wild parties while I’m gone.”  Then she was out the door.
 
   From the historical district to the Trenches ordinarily took a half-hour in Rampart City traffic.  To make it in the promised five minutes, Becky drove her city-owned car as recklessly as Emma drove her motorcycle.  She drove up on the curb, unconcerned that she might smash a few sandwich boards and some patio furniture.  Brandi needed her.
 
   The building was as seedy as the one where Becky had first lived with Emma long ago.  There of course was no elevator, so she had to run up six stories.  At this point she was in the best shape of her life, down to one hundred forty pounds.  Between that and the thought of her sister in trouble, Becky made it up to the sixth floor in two minutes.
 
   She practically broke through the front door; Brandi launched herself at Becky a moment later.  They hugged in a way they never had before, like sisters.  It was only when she felt a stomach press against her that she realized wasn’t her own that she found out Brandi was pregnant.  So pregnant she was probably due any day now, and yet she’d never mentioned it.
 
   “Are you all right?” Becky asked.  Brandi nodded, but Becky could see the beginnings of a shiner forming around her right eye.  “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”
 
   They didn’t make it.  As Becky yanked her sister towards the door, they ran into Brandi’s boyfriend.  He had the size to be one of Don Vendetta’s goons, the kind Emma routinely beat up and threw into prison as the Scarlet Knight.  But Becky didn’t have any magic armor or a golden sword, so she could only plant herself in front of Brandi as the man said, “What the hell is this?”
 
   “I’m taking my sister home,” Becky said.  “She’s not feeling well.”
 
   “The hell you are.  This bitch isn’t going anywhere.”
 
   “She’s sick.  She needs to go somewhere quiet to rest.”
 
   The man poked her in the chest.  “I told you she ain’t going nowhere, Fatass, so why don’t you get out of here before I cave your goddamned face in?”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere without my sister.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Yeah,” Becky said.  She stood close enough to the man that she could smell stale beer and nachos on his breath.  
 
   “Becky, it’s all right,” Brandi said.  Her voice sounded so different, so much meeker than Becky had ever heard it.  “Sal and I will work things out.”
 
   Becky could imagine how they would work it out; in the end Brandi would sport more bruises and maybe a few broken bones.  She might even go into premature labor right here in this dirty apartment.  “I’m not leaving Brandi.  Now, if you’ll excuse us—”
 
   Sal reached into the waistband of his pants for a pistol.  Becky had had someone point a gun at her before.  This came in an alley not too far from here.  A group of men had threatened her, when Emma showed up with the Scarlet Knight’s armor to rescue her.  But Emma wasn’t here this time.  No one would save her.
 
   “She ain’t going nowhere, Fatass.  But you’ll be going to the morgue if you don’t get out of here right now.”
 
   “No,” Becky said.
 
   The rest of it happened in a blur.  Brandi slipped around Becky to put a hand on Sal’s arm.  “Take it easy, honey—”
 
   He turned to point the gun at her.  Becky reached out and jerked Sal’s arm up.  One shot fired into the air.  Brandi screamed.  “Get out of here!” Becky shouted to her.  “Go!”
 
   The irony was that if she hadn’t lost so much weight she might have been able to take Sal to the ground; her weight would have pinned him down.  Instead, they staggered around the floor as she tried to rip the gun away.
 
   The gun went off again.  Becky fell backwards.  She put one hand to her stomach and found the hand covered in blood.  She heard Sal’s heavy footsteps retreat while Brandi screamed again.  From there everything went dark.
 
   She woke up later to find Dr. Pavelski over her.  Since Emma’s pregnancy, the doctor had become a trusted friend, another member of the inner circle, who personally saw to Emma’s various injuries that came from her life as a crime fighter.  
 
   “It’s going to be all right, Becky,” Dr. Pavelski said.  “They managed to stop the bleeding in time and it looks like no major organs were hit.  You’re very lucky, all things considered.”
 
   “Brandi?”
 
   “She’s fine.  So’s her son.”
 
   “Thank God,” Becky said with a sigh.  Then she realized Dr. Pavelski’s expression was still grim.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “The bullet didn’t hit anything vital, but I’m afraid there was some damage to your ovaries.  We had to go in and do an emergency hysterectomy.”
 
   Becky stared at her for a moment in shock.  She wasn’t a scientist like Emma, but she knew what a hysterectomy meant.  “You mean I can’t have kids anymore, don’t you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Becky.  We didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “I understand,” Becky said, her voice much calmer than she felt.  She wanted to scream, she wanted to tear the room to pieces, but she couldn’t find the strength to move.
 
   “Your friends are waiting outside.  I’ll tell them you’re awake.”
 
   “No.  I’d like to be alone for a while if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Please.  I don’t want to see anybody right now.”  She looked Dr. Pavelski in the eye.  “I’m not going to do anything.  I need time to think.”
 
   “All right, but you know they’ve been here for sixteen hours.  They care about you a lot.”
 
   “I know.”  She thought of them in the waiting room:  Dan, the man who loved her despite her flaws; Emma, her best friend and surrogate sister; Aggie, the mother she’d always wanted; and Louise, her adorable surrogate niece.  She could see the worry on their faces as they waited to hear news about her condition.  They loved her.
 
   And as she lay in bed, she knew she didn’t want their love, not now.  She didn’t want their kind words and gestures.  She didn’t want their tears.  She wanted them to forget her, to let her go, because their love and kindness would only remind her of what she had lost.
 
   So she had taken Napier’s offer without telling Dan or Emma.  She waited until Louise was asleep before she called for the cab to take her to the airport.  She had covertly packed a bag; the rest of her belongings—the rest of her life—could be shipped to her.
 
   They tried to call and write, but she ignored them.  Like Emma after her parents died, Becky threw herself into her work.  As Napier had said, Rampart City’s dirty politics had prepared her for the big stage.  On the whole she found it the same as the city council, only on a much larger scale.  In political circles she became known as a dealmaker, the one who knew how to make things happen.
 
   Then another accident propelled her into the spotlight.  In this case it was a heart attack that felled Ryan Napier as he teed off at Pebble Beach.  He died on the ninth hole, in the arms of his caddy.  Becky was still at the office when the call came in.  A week later, she was sworn in as a member of the House of Representatives.  She hadn’t asked for the appointment, but her former boss in Rampart City had lobbied on her behalf, to assure the party that Becky was the perfect choice as someone who could get things done and who could also project a new image.
 
   Becky didn’t like to think of what that image might be.  Ever since she’d been sworn in, she’d returned to her bad old eating habits and blown up like a balloon to almost three hundred pounds.  There were already jokes about how she was the fattest thing in D.C. since William Taft.  A few more cocktail parties like this and she wouldn’t even be able to fit into a bathroom stall anymore.
 
   Her size made it impossible for her to sneak out of anywhere, so she had to endure a whole litany of pleasantries as she made her way to the door.  Once there she managed to escape to the safety of her car.  “Take me home please,” she told the driver.
 
   Home was a condo in Virginia, a place smaller than her house in Rampart City but far more expensive.  Aggie stood in the doorway; her body glowed white so that she looked like one of the ghosts come to visit Ebenezer Scrooge.  “Aggie?  What are you doing here?” she asked.
 
   “You have to come home, Rebecca.”
 
   “This is my home now.”
 
   “Emma’s dying.  She’s in surgery right now.  They aren’t sure she’ll make it.  She needs you, Rebecca.  So does Louise.  She’s nineteen, but in many ways she’s still a child.  She’s going to need your help.”
 
   For the last twelve years Becky had made excuses not to go back to Rampart City.  Most of these involved her being too busy with bills and committees to go back and see the people who loved her.  This was largely a dodge as her assistants did most of the real work with the bills and for the committee hearings she usually sat on the far end and tried not to fall asleep.
 
   The real reason was that as the years went by, she didn’t know how to go back.  She knew Dan and Emma would forgive her, as would her sisters.  Louise she was less certain about, though in the end she figured the girl had enough of her mother’s DNA that she would.  The problem was she still wasn’t sure she could handle their love.
 
   Now the choice had been made for her.  They needed her love now and despite everything she still loved them all.  So in the end there was no decision to make.  She snatched a jogging suit rarely used for its real purpose and then took Aggie’s hand.  “Let’s go.”
 
   ***
 
   Dan’s house had over a dozen bedrooms, only one of which was used on a regular basis.  Eileen could have chosen any of these bedrooms, but she opted for the one nearest to the master bedroom.  “I won’t feel so lonely then,” she had said.  Then she had kissed him on the cheek and closed the door.
 
   He went to his room, but he couldn’t sleep.  In less than two days he had become a father.  He thought of all the things he’d missed in Eileen’s life:  her first steps, her first words, her first kiss, and her first boyfriend.  He hadn’t changed her diapers, driven her to dance lessons, or chaperoned her at the prom.  Nothing he could do would ever allow him to have those moments back.
 
   He tried to console himself with the thought that he still had plenty of time to love her.  There would still be her college graduation and to walk her down the aisle for her wedding.  That would lead to a whole new slate of firsts:  her first home, her first real job, and her first child.  Maybe in a few years he could be a grandfather and take part in all those other firsts he’d missed with Eileen.
 
   He thought he had already gone through those firsts with Louise.  He’d been in the delivery room when she was born.  He was at Emma and Becky’s house the day Louise learned to walk.  He was in the audience when she played Little Red Riding Hood in her first grade play.  He was at all of her graduation ceremonies from elementary school to when she earned her PhD.  And he had been there during her first dig in Egypt.
 
   He remembered how proud he’d been when she uncovered the statue of Isis.  The excitement in her voice and the sparkle in her eyes reminded him of why he’d wanted to be an Egyptologist.  She’d broken protocol when she leaped into his arms and planted a kiss on his dust-stained cheek, but he didn’t mind.  
 
   In most ways, then, Louise was more his daughter than the product of his own flesh and blood.  While not his daughter by procreation, she was his daughter by shared experiences.  He had watched her grow up to become a wonderful young woman.
 
   The phone next to his bed flashed that he had a call from Renee Chiostro.  He hadn’t spoken a lot with Renee over the years, just polite conversation when she came over to visit Louise.  That she was calling so late, he knew could only mean one thing:  something had happened to Louise.
 
   As he reached over to answer the phone, he felt a sharp pain in his hand.  He looked down to find the obsidian blade he and Louise had found sticking out of his hand.  More than that, some kind of sticky substance coated the wound.
 
   He was about to call to Eileen for help, but his entire body had suddenly gone numb.  He sagged onto his side, unable to move.  The phone continued to ring, but he couldn’t answer it, couldn’t find out what had happened to Louise.
 
   His vision started to darken around the edges when he saw Eileen squat in front of him.  “It’s ironic that you’re my first sacrifice, Dad,” she said.  Then she rolled him onto his back and took the knife from his hand.  As his vision faded to black, he saw the blade hover over his heart.
 
   He saw Louise’s face in his mind.  He would never get a chance to see his surrogate daughter grow up now.  I’m sorry, Lou, he thought as his world went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   She thought she had died again when she found herself looking up at a brilliant blue sky with puffy white clouds.  The last time she had died when she had given her heart to Isis.  Instead of a real afterlife, she wound up in what Marlin called “the astral plane,” where Merlin lived.  That had looked like ancient Britain, with a sky similar to this.  She wondered if he would bring her back again or if she would stay dead this time.
 
   Then she saw Joanna’s face look down at her with an amused smile.  “Are you planning to lie there all day?” she said.
 
   “Is this Heaven?” Emma asked.
 
   “No, it’s my backyard.”
 
   Joanna took Emma’s hand to help her stand up.  Once again Emma found herself in the sandbox, the grass still overgrown and the swing set rusty.  “I thought after what had happened, maybe—”
 
   “Not yet.  But soon.”
 
   “You know when?”
 
   “I have a pretty good idea.”
 
   “What about Louise?  Do you know what’s going to happen to her?”
 
   “I have a pretty good idea about that too.”
 
   “But you’re not going to tell me.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   Emma grabbed a handful of the front of Joanna’s dress.  “I don’t care about your rules!  What’s going to happen to my daughter?”
 
   “She’s going to die.  Maybe soon or maybe late.”
 
   “Just tell me!”
 
   “It’s not up to me.  It’s up to her.  You should know that.”
 
   “Please, I have to know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Emma let go of Joanna to sag onto the grass and buried her head in her hands.  “Because I failed her.  I failed everyone.”
 
   “It was bound to happen eventually.  Did you think you could be the Scarlet Knight forever?”
 
   Emma shook her head.  In the back of her mind she’d always known one day it would all end for her, just as it had ended for Percival Graves, just as it had for every other Scarlet Knight for the last three thousand plus years.  She knew one day she would become another footnote in the lore for Marlin when he wanted to harass future members of the Order.  Still, she hadn’t thought her defeat would leave a bloodthirsty maniac to go after her daughter.  “No,” she said.  “But I never wanted it to end like this.”
 
   Joanna sat on the edge of the sandbox and put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “It’s not about what we want.  You should know that.”
 
   “Isis is going to kill her.  Because of me.  Because of that book.”  Emma began to sob.  “I killed her because of a book.  What kind of mother am I?”
 
   “You remember what I told you last time?   Nothing is gained without sacrifice.”
 
   “But I never wanted to sacrifice her.”
 
   “Do you remember the story of Abraham?”
 
   “Yes.”  Though she had never been part of organized religion, Emma had read the Bible—as well as the Koran and a number of other religious texts.  “He was willing to sacrifice his own son to prove his faith.”
 
   “There’s something to think about.”
 
   “I thought you said we couldn’t live in a deus ex machina universe?”
 
   “That’s what Mom said.”
 
   “Don’t you believe that?  Isn’t that why you have your rules?”
 
   “They’re Mom’s rules.  I try to respect them.  Because I love her.  Isn’t that why you followed your mother’s rules?”
 
   “Yes.  But my mother would never sacrifice my life for a book.  She saved my life.”
 
   “Have you ever considered that’s what you might be doing?”
 
   Emma stared at Joanna for a moment, but the young woman’s face betrayed nothing.  “No, that can’t be.  Isis is going to kill her.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Do you know?”
 
   “We’ve already been over that.”  Joanna patted Emma’s shoulder.  “I brought you here because I knew you needed hope.  Everything’s not lost.  Not yet.  There’s still time.”
 
   “Time.  You could send me back to my time and maybe I could stop her before this.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  Things have to play themselves out.”
 
   “It was just a thought.”
 
   Joanna smiled slightly in response to this.  “I wish things could be so easy.”  She helped Emma stand up again.  “I won’t lie to you.  It’s not going to be easy.  But if you persevere and remember what I told you, then you can still beat her.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”  Emma looked down at the sandbox.  “I guess it’s time for me to go back then.  Thank you for all of your help.”
 
   “It’s been my pleasure.”  Her pale cheeks turned red.  “Talking to you is like having Mom back—at least for a few minutes.”
 
   Emma tried to think of something to say, but then decided to give Joanna a hug instead.  The hug went on longer than she intended; Joanna kept hold of her even after she was ready to let go.  Then the younger woman must have realized what she was doing and finally took a step back.  “Good luck,” she said.
 
   Emma stepped into the sandbox and felt the sand pull her down.  She managed a slight wave to Joanna before she disappeared.  The girl waved back, tears in her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   When she opened her eyes, she expected to feel the same haze of pain as before she’d passed out in the museum.  Instead, she found her body as numb as when she’d fled from the assassin at the Plastic Hippo.  Her head felt as if it were filled with helium while her mouth felt as dry as Joanna’s sandbox.
 
   She stared at a beige wall with a window in the center of it.  At the moment tan curtains kept more than a dull yellow glow from getting through.  At first she thought the beeping and hissing she heard was from outside, but then she realized it was much too loud for that.  With a colossal effort she managed to tilt her head a few degrees to see the machines beside her.
 
   She was in the hospital.  That came as somewhat of a surprise given the state Isis had left her in at the museum.  The thought of Isis prompted her to try to sit up, but she couldn’t do more than raise her head an inch above the pillow.
 
   Through the numbness she felt a hand touch her head.  “Easy now,” Dr. Pavelski whispered into her ear.  “It’s going to be a long time before you get out of bed.”
 
   Emma tried to say something, but she couldn’t make more than a sort of dry retching sound.  A few moments later she saw Dr. Pavelski squat down level with her and hold out a cup of water with a straw.  The doctor guided the straw to Emma’s mouth so she could gulp down the water.  Emma pulled on the straw until she sucked the cup dry.
 
   Her throat felt moist enough then that she could say, “What happened?”
 
   “Your friends found you at the museum and brought you here.  Someone beat you up pretty bad.  We did what we could for you.”
 
   This last sentence sounded ominous to Emma’s ears.  She thought of the numbness she felt in her body and compared this to what Isis had said.  “How bad?”
 
   “I’m not going to lie, Emma.  It’s pretty bad.  So bad I’m surprised you’re alive right now, let alone conscious and talking.  By all rights you should be on a cart in the basement or at least on life support.”  The doctor smiled.  “You’re one tough chick.”
 
   If she could have, Emma would have shaken her head.  It wasn’t that she was tough; Isis wanted her to live and to be fully aware so she could watch her friends die—and then Louise.  “Louise?”
 
   “She’s outside, with the others.  She’s been here the whole time.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “Sixteen hours.”  Dr. Pavelski shook her head.  “You should have been out a lot longer than that, trust me.”
 
   “Thanks for cheering me up.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I wish I had better news for you.”  The doctor took a deep breath.  “I’m afraid there’s a lot of nerve damage.  Your spine was completely severed below the fifth and sixth vertebrae.”
 
   Emma knew what this meant.  With those nerves severed, she wouldn’t be able to walk.  She was crippled.  Tears formed in her eyes but she couldn’t do anything to wipe them away.  Dr. Pavelski did this for her and shed a few tears of her own.  “I’m so sorry, Emma.”
 
   “Not your fault.”
 
   “It’s not all bad.  Once the wounds have healed and the swelling goes down, we might be able to repair some of the damage.  And there are robotic enhancements, stem cells, and experimental procedures we can try.  So, this doesn’t have to be forever, OK?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “I’m going to send Louise in for just a few minutes.  Then I want you to get some rest.  Later, once some of these drugs we pumped into you have worn off, we’ll talk about your options.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The doctor nodded to her and then stood up to leave.  Emma heard her footsteps retreat followed by the door creaking open.  Her options.  While she appreciated Dr. Pavelski’s attempt to cheer her up, she knew she wouldn’t get time to employ any of these options.  Isis would kill her long before that.
 
   She thought back to her conversation with Joanna and tried to tell herself all wasn’t lost yet.  This didn’t provide much comfort at the moment.
 
   ***
 
   In the ten hours since Mom had gotten out of surgery and been moved to intensive care, Louise had gotten to know every inch of the waiting room.  For an entire hour she’d stared at a spot of coffee on the blue tile floor shaped like a fish.
 
   Renee stayed with her throughout her vigil; she usually kept an arm around Louise’s shoulders.  A few times Renee had gotten up to fetch coffee or sandwiches from the cafeteria.  Louise drank the coffee but refused the sandwiches, not at all hungry.  “You should eat something,” Renee told her.  Louise only stared at the floor in response.
 
   She felt partially responsible for what had happened.  Just that night she’d been worried her mother worked too hard; she should have made sure Mom didn’t go back to the museum.  Instead she’d been out with Renee at the Brass Drum and then at the diner, where she’d fallen asleep while someone broke into the museum and beat Mom to a pulp.
 
   Everyone had tried to tell her it wasn’t her fault:  Renee, Aggie, and even that fat traitor Becky.  The latter had shown up a few hours ago after she took a redeye flight from Washington.  Megan Putnam was in the waiting room too, along with her friend Amanda, though they largely kept to themselves.
 
   The only one who hadn’t shown up yet was Dan.  Aggie had tried to call him, but no one answered the phone.  Louise figured he was probably out with his new daughter with his phone turned off.  Or so she hoped.  The other scenario was that whoever had attacked Mom might have kidnapped Dan—or killed him.  Amanda had sent a car over to his house, but they hadn’t found any sign of him; the detective promised the police would continue to look.
 
   As the hours crept by, the pragmatic side of Louise’s brain set to work on the horrible calculations.  How long could she keep Mom in a coma before she pulled the plug?  That was one of the scenarios they had discussed along with the disposal of Mom’s remains.  “I don’t want to be a vegetable,” Mom said.
 
   “I wouldn’t pull the plug on you.  I couldn’t kill you.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be killing me.  I’d already be dead.”
 
   Louise had to grudgingly agree with this.  Mom’s brain had always been her primary attribute; what would she be without it?  That in turn prompted Louise to worry about what would happen if Mom lived but suffered brain damage.  What if she couldn’t feed or dress herself or do any number of “normal” things again?  How would Louise take care of her?  That was a decision she’d hoped to put off for another twenty or thirty years, but she might have to face the grim reality much sooner.
 
   As she looked at the fish-shaped spot on the floor, Dr. Pavelski squatted down in front of her.  The doctor had visited them a few times to update them on Mom’s condition, mostly to tell them they would have to wait and see.  This time Dr. Pavelski smiled slightly at her.  “She’s awake,” the doctor said.
 
   “She is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And is she…normal?”
 
   “From what I can tell there isn’t any brain damage, but it’s really too early.”
 
   “Oh.  Can I see her?”
 
   “Yes, but just for a few minutes.  She’s still very groggy.”
 
   “I understand.”  
 
   Louise tried to stand up, but Dr. Pavelski grabbed her shoulder to push her back down.  “There’s something you have to know first.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Well, like I was telling her, she’s suffered a lot of nerve damage.  Her spine—”
 
   “She’s paralyzed?”
 
   “Partially.”
 
   “How partially?”
 
   “Her legs at least.  It’s too early to tell about her upper extremities.”  Louise sat in stunned silence while Dr. Pavelski said, “There are treatments we can try after the wounds have healed.  Robotic enhancements—”
 
   “Mom’s not going to want those.”
 
   “There are stem cell treatments and other options.” The doctor sighed and shook her head.  “Look, this isn’t final.  Not with someone as strong as your mom.  There’s every chance she can beat this thing to live a normal life.”
 
   When she looked into the doctor’s eyes, Louise saw how red they were from the hours of surgery and monitoring Mom’s condition, and some tears as well.  And here she was still trying to cheer Louise up.  Louise felt a surge of guilt for how critical she’d been of Dr. Pavelski in the past.  “Thanks, Doctor.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski let her finally stand up.  Renee gave her a pat on the back as if she were a baseball player going up to pinch-hit.  Louise’s legs stiffened as she walked across the room, so that she limped along almost like Mom had before the attack—something she might never do again.
 
   Louise tried not to dwell on this.  As Dr. Pavelski had said, there were options.  This didn’t have to be forever.  With a deep breath, she turned the knob to open the door.  
 
   They had Mom on her side to face away from the door.  This allowed Louise to see the bandages that showed through the flimsy back of Mom’s gown.  Some of those bandages were still stained with blood.  This prompted Louise to put a hand to her mouth.  She froze in place, suddenly unsure of what to do.
 
   “Louise?” Mom called out softly.
 
   “I’m here, Mom,” she said.  She forced herself to go around the bed to face her mother.  Despite the damage to the rest of her body, her face had remained almost untouched.  The only change was that they’d hastily chopped off her hair so it wouldn’t interfere with the surgery to her back.  Louise bent down to stroke the gray down that remained on her mother’s scalp.  
 
   She knew better than to ask how Mom felt.  That was self-explanatory from the bandages, the shorn hair, and the machines around her bed.  She also knew better than to say things would be all right, despite what Dr. Pavelski had said.  “I’m here,” she said again.
 
   “Louise—”
 
   She waited for her mother to say something else, but she didn’t.  “What is it, Mom?”
 
   “You can’t do it.  Promise you won’t do it.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Follow the voices.  Don’t follow them.”
 
   “Voices?  What voices?”
 
   In her mother’s eyes, Louise saw something much worse than The Glare.  This was a look of pure terror.  “Someone you love—someone gone—will talk to you.  Don’t follow them.  Promise you won’t.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t understand.”
 
   “You can’t make the mistake I did.  Promise you won’t.”
 
   “I promise, but I don’t understand—”
 
   “Tell Aggie to find a safe place for you.”
 
   “Aggie?  But—”
 
   “Tell her!”  This was the first time Louise had ever heard Mom raise her voice, which convinced her things were even worse than they appeared.  The outburst caused Mom to cough until Louise grabbed a cup of water from beside the bed.  She put the straw to Mom’s lips and wondered if this was how things would be forever, or at least the foreseeable future.  Mom drained the cup and then said, “She can help you.”
 
   “OK, Mom.”
 
   Mom managed to nod her head slightly and then closed her eyes.  “I’m sorry, baby,” she said.  If not for the steady beep of the heart monitor, Louise would have thought her mother had passed away.  And maybe she had; maybe she wouldn’t wake up this time.
 
   Louise tousled Mom’s hair one last time and then leaned forward to kiss her cheek.  “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered.  She hoped Mom heard her.
 
   When she returned to the waiting room, she knew something was wrong when she saw that cow Becky sobbing on Aggie’s shoulder.  Before Louise could ask what had happened, Amanda put a hand on her shoulder.  “The word just came over the radio.  They found Dr. Dreyfus’s body.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   After her first full day of work at Harmon-Farmer, Cecelia’s body—Maria’s body really—felt worse than when she’d jumped out of a Blackhawk helicopter over Mogadishu and broken her left arm, leg, and collarbone.  All she wanted was to soak in a tub of hot water, but she knew Sue’s apartment wouldn’t have such a thing.  If she had more money she could rent a real hotel for the night, but then if she had more money she wouldn’t have bothered with this job.
 
   Instead of home, Sue dragged her to the corner and then hailed a cab.  When Cecelia tried to protest, Sue said, “Come on, when was the last time you ate a real meal?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “We’ll go get both of you a square dinner.”
 
   “I can’t afford much—”
 
   “Don’t worry about that.  I’ve socked away plenty of cash.”
 
   Once they were in a cab, Cecelia asked, “If you have money, why are you living in a dump in the Trenches?”
 
   “I don’t really need anything more than that.”
 
   “But still, aren’t you afraid of getting mugged or something?”
 
   “Are you trying to say you want to stay somewhere else tonight?”
 
   Yes! Cecelia wanted to scream.  She thought it best not to alienate her only ally, though.  “No, I’m just worried about you.”  
 
   “That’s sweet, kid, but I’ve been taking care of myself longer than you’ve been alive.”
 
   Cecelia doubted that, but didn’t say anything.  She adjusted herself on the seat and tried to find a comfortable position for her swollen body.
 
   “Hey, kid, are you all right?” Sue asked.
 
   Cecelia turned to see the older woman give her a concerned look.  Cecelia flashed what she hoped was a comforting smile.  “Sorry, I’m a little tired.”
 
   “Well come on, you can take a load off inside.”
 
   Cecelia recognized Malloy’s Steakhouse, once the premiere eatery in the city.  At this time it hadn’t yet begun its long decline until it eventually shut its doors in the ‘70s.  To get a table at Malloy’s at this time would require a call days in advance.  She stayed close to Sue, who strolled right up to the maitre d’ and said, “Hey, Burt.  I need an extra chair tonight.”  Sue glanced at Cecelia from the corner of her eye.  “Maybe make it two extra chairs.”
 
   Cecelia braced for Burt to laugh Sue out of the restaurant, but he only nodded and said, “Right away, Miss Johnson.”
 
   Burt led them to a corner table at the back of the restaurant.  Not ideal real estate for most people, but for a trained assassin its location in the back and its placement near the kitchen made it an excellent table.  Sue took the chair that faced the other diners, the chair Cecelia would have preferred so she could see any threats approach.  She had to sit to Sue’s right, where she was about five steps from the kitchen should she need to make a quick getaway.  Though with how tired and swollen her feet felt, she doubted she could make it.
 
   A middle-aged waiter came up to the table with a mug of beer.  “Your usual, ma’am.”  The waiter turned to her.  “Could I fetch something for the young lady?”
 
   Cecelia would have liked a mug of beer, or preferably something stronger, but she was pregnant.  Though she doubted the waiter or Sue would so much as raise an eyebrow in this time, she figured Maria Costopolous’s kid would have it rough enough already without adding fetal alcohol syndrome to the list.  “A glass of milk, please.”
 
   “Right away.”
 
   Once the waiter had gone, Sue took a sip of her beer.  “So, you have any other problems with Gert today?”
 
   “No,” Cecelia said.  After lunch, Gert had stayed away from her, though Gert had given her the evil eye a couple of times.  This didn’t bother Cecelia, who knew how to really give someone the evil eye.
 
   “Maybe she’ll come around in time.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “You aren’t much better than her if you think that.”
 
   “You want me to be some kind of sap?  People don’t change.”  She’d prayed for years that her foster parents would change, that her father would stop his abuse or her mother might wake up to save her.  That never happened.  In the end she had to save herself, though it was really the Headmistress who saved her that night.
 
   “That’s pretty cynical for a girl your age.”
 
   “Maybe I’m wise beyond my years.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought that when I was your age too.”  Sue took another sip of beer.  “Then I learned better.”
 
   “So what do you think I should do?  Bring her flowers?”
 
   “Just be patient with her.  With all the others.”  Sue leaned back in her chair to yawn, which only reminded Cecelia of how tired she felt.  “It hasn’t been easy for any of them.  A lot of them have husbands, boyfriends, sons, or what have you in the war.  And not everyone’s been as good as Dugan in rolling the red carpet out for us.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a little ironic then?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That these women being hassled by the men are giving me a hard time.”
 
   “Yeah, it probably is.”  Sue drained the rest of her beer.  “You must have got a pretty good education out there on the farm.”
 
   “My mom taught me a few things.”  Cecelia was glad the waiter appeared with her glass of milk and another beer for Sue.
 
   Sue ordered for both of them.  “Give me my usual and I think my friend would like the smoked bass and mashed potatoes.  And make sure to use the good lettuce for her salad.  Her baby needs its vitamins.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Cecelia asked, “Do you mind if I ask you something?”
 
   “Ask away.”
 
   “How is it that everyone here knows you?”
 
   “Oh, that.  I did some work for this place back in the ‘20s.”
 
   “You were a bootlegger?”
 
   “Sure.  What, you think a woman shouldn’t be?”
 
   “No, it’s just I didn’t peg you as the criminal type.”
 
   “Criminal?  It was a stupid law to begin with.  No fucking government should try to tell me what I can drink.”
 
   Cecelia smiled at this.  During Prohibition she hadn’t been a rumrunner, but she had done some odd jobs for Capone and a few other heavyweights.  She’d spent plenty of time in restaurants like this that had become speakeasies.  Her flapper dress hadn’t left much room to conceal her knives, but she’d managed to work around the problem.  Those had been the days.
 
   “You should have seen this place back then.  Everyone getting skunked on overpriced hooch.  We used to jitterbug until we passed out.”
 
   Cecelia tried to imagine Sue in a flapper dress as she danced madly on the floor.  That didn’t seem to fit with the burly old woman in front of her.  “That’s hard to imagine.”
 
   “I was young once, believe it or not.  Back then men used to actually look at me.”
 
   Cecelia tried unsuccessfully to suppress a giggle at this.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For your information, I fucked Mr. Rudy Valentino in the men’s room.  You look in the stall and you can still see the scratch marks.”
 
    “That’s amazing.”
 
   “Yeah, he asked me to marry him, but I didn’t want to tie myself down.”  Sue sighed and then took a drink from her mug.  “I wish I had.”
 
   “Didn’t you ever get married?”
 
   “Me?  God, no.  Couldn’t have stood that.  Waking up to the same man everyday.”  Despite the bravado, Cecelia saw a glimmer of sadness in Sue’s green eyes.  She was hiding something.
 
   The entrees arrived to spoil the moment.  Cecelia focused on eating the fish, though she still wasn’t overly hungry.  Per Sue’s request, the lettuce in the salad looked as if it had come straight from the field, without a single brown spot.  As she chewed on a piece of the lettuce, she asked, “Didn’t you ever want to get married?”
 
   “Maybe for a few minutes.  Then I came to my senses.”  Sue sawed into a steak as thick as Cecelia’s arm.
 
   “I’m planning to get married.”  She put a hand to her stomach.  “After his father gets home from the war.”  She didn’t know if this was really true, but it sounded like something Maria might say.  And if Sue spread the story around the plant, it might help her credibility with Gert and the others.
 
   “You want a boy?”
 
   “I don’t really care.  Just a healthy baby.”  That was all she’d wanted back in France, but she’d been denied even that.  She cried as she remembered how she’d woke up to find her baby was dead.  She’d never even gotten the chance to see the boy, who had been buried in a pauper’s grave with no name.
 
   Sue leaned across the table to pat her shoulder.  “It’s all right.  I’m sorry I brought it up.”
 
   Cecelia waved the hand away and dabbed at her eyes with a napkin.  “I’ll be fine.  I need to use the bathroom.”  As she staggered off towards the bathroom, she hated herself for acting like this.  She had started to act like a naïve little girl again.  She was a grown woman, a deadly assassin who’d killed the population of a small town by now.  She shouldn’t be here, not when she had a job to do:  she had to find out if Emma Earl had come here as well and locate Sylvia Joubert to confirm the archivist’s story.
 
   The latter proved to be easy enough.  She merely went over to a bank of phones in one corner and dialed the operator.  “I’d like the address for Sylvia Joubert,” she said.  A minute later she had it.  “Thank you, operator.  You’ve been very helpful.”
 
   On her way out, she palmed a steak knife from off a table.  It wouldn’t be nearly as good as her usual daggers, but it would be good enough to make that accursed witch bleed.
 
   ***
 
   The cab ride would put a dent in the money Cecelia had left from Mama Costopolous, but she didn’t care.  During the ride, she ran through the techniques the Headmistress had taught her to clear her mind of doubt and nerves.  This didn’t entirely work, as she still felt a nervous flutter, though she attributed this to the baby.
 
   She tried to come up with something like a plan.  The organization had files on all known witches and Cecelia had glanced at those of the Joubert sisters briefly.  All she could remember was that they had also grown up in France, though about three centuries before and three hundred miles south of her.  At one time there had been three of them, but Sophie Joubert had died in America during the Salem witch trials.  Of the other two, she knew that Agnes was the older one who worked as a seamstress.  Sylvia, the younger one, swam in Cecelia’s circles; she sold guns to sides she believed worked for a noble cause.
 
   To kill Sylvia Joubert would not be easy.  The woman might be over four hundred years old, but as a witch she could keep herself young and beautiful—and strong.  And as someone who dealt weapons, she was bound to have a few around the house, which really made the idea of slitting her throat with a steak knife seem laughable.
 
   She’d gone in with far less and done the job.  She’d once killed a prince in the Netherlands with nothing more than a pillow while they fucked.  At first he’d thought she was being kinky; by the time he realized his mistake, it was too late.  She’d taken the pillow as a souvenir; it still resided in a safe house in Prague.
 
   The beginnings of a plan came to her when the cabbie looked back at her in the mirror and asked, “Someone been giving you a rough time tonight?”  To the cabbie, Sue Johnson, and everyone else she was poor, sad little Maria Costopolous.  She was the lonely peasant girl in the big city.  With her big stomach and slight body, she was a weak, helpless creature who needed to rely on the kindness of strangers.
 
   “I’ll be all right once I get to my grandma’s house.  Thank you for asking.”
 
   The cabbie was so smitten that he refused to take her money.  She tried to insist, which only made him more insistent not to accept it.  “I wouldn’t feel right about taking money from a girl like you.”
 
   “Oh, thank you so much.”  There wasn’t a glass divider, so she could lean over the seat to give him a peck on the cheek.  “You’re very kind.”
 
   He tipped his cap to her as he drove away, which left her in front of an old colonial house.  From the look of it, the house had actually been built in colonial times.  She looked for a way to climb up the house, before she remembered she didn’t have the arm strength to attempt that in this body.
 
   Instead, she went up the steps to the front door.  A shingle next to the mailbox read, “Agnes Chiostro, Seamstress.”  At least that confirmed she had the right house.  From what she’d seen in the files, the Joubert sisters lived together, though Agnes kept her married name.  Witches weren’t supposed to marry, nor were they supposed to have children either; apparently the Jouberts were very wicked witches indeed.
 
   The homemade dress she wore didn’t leave much to the imagination at this point, so Cecelia had to tuck the steak knife into her purse.  She’d already figured out how to work around this handicap.  She would start to cry as she had at Malloy’s and then reach into the purse as if for a tissue.  When Sylvia Joubert tried to comfort her, Cecelia would take the knife out, slit the bitch’s throat, and then watch her bleed to death.  A little messy, but simple enough.  With a nod to reassure herself, she knocked on the door.
 
   The woman who answered could not be Sylvia.  She was a little old woman in an unfashionable print dress and sweater, with a tape measure around her neck and pins stuck in her gray bun.  Clearly this was Agnes the seamstress.  Agnes the witch, she reminded herself.  
 
   Agnes Chiostro’s eyes narrowed for a moment before her face lit up in a smile.  “Hello, dear.  Is there something I can help you with?”
 
   “I’m looking for Sylvia Joubert.  Does she live here?”
 
   “Yes, she does—usually.”
 
   “Usually?”
 
   “Would you like to come inside, dear?  I’ve got a fresh pot of tea on the stove.”
 
   “That would be nice.”  She tried not to bristle as the old witch put a hand on Cecelia’s back to guide her into the house.  Inside, Cecelia found a parlor reminiscent of the one at the safe house beneath the Second Life bookstore, only this one had a mannequin and pieces of dresses strewn about one corner.
 
   “That’s my work area there,” Agnes explained unnecessarily.  She stopped Cecelia in front of the mirror.  Cecelia again tried not to bristle at the sight of Maria Costopolous.  “If you don’t mind my saying so, this is a very nice dress.  Such fine stitching.  Where did you get it?”
 
   “My mother made it.”
 
   “Oh, how lovely!  Perhaps you could bring her over—”
 
   “She’s back on the farm.”
 
   “I see.  You’re here by yourself?”
 
   “Yes.”  Cecelia looked down at her feet.  She suspected her quarry was not here, but Agnes would probably have some information on where her sister could be found.
 
   Agnes took her into the kitchen and offered her a seat while she tended to the pot of tea on the stove.  “Are you new to the city?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.  I just got here a few days ago.”
 
   “Oh my.  This city isn’t the safest place for girls your age.”  The teapot whistled and Agnes pulled it off the stove.  She filled a teacup in front of Cecelia and then one on the opposite side of the table, with her back to the door, a vulnerable position even for a witch.  This is going to be too easy, Cecelia thought.  “Would you like any sugar?  Honey perhaps?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   Agnes added two lumps of sugar to her cup and then sat down with a sigh that was probably for show.  As a witch she could look almost as young as she wanted—or as old as she wanted.  Cecelia supposed that to appear as a harmless old woman was good camouflage; no one would ever suspect an elderly seamstress could be an actual witch.  “So, dear, why are you looking for Sylvia?”
 
   “A friend said she might have some work for me.”
 
   “I don’t think a nice young girl like you wants to get involved in Sylvia’s business.  Especially not a nice young girl carrying a child.”
 
   “What business do you mean?”
 
   “A rather unpleasant one.  It’s not for you.  Trust me.”
 
   Cecelia let her bottom lip tremble as if she were about to cry.  “Could I at least speak to her?  I’ve come so far.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not possible.  She’s gone.”
 
   “When will she be back?”
 
   Agnes shrugged as she took a dainty sip of her tea.  “That’s hard to say.  It’s been more than two years now.  Ever since that nasty business at Pearl Harbor.  She’s been helping with the war effort.  I get letters from her every now and then.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  She allowed herself to cry now and reached into her purse for the steak knife.  It must have shifted position on the walk from the front door, because she couldn’t find it where she’d left it.  While she continued to rummage, she stalled by saying, “I’m so sorry to bother you.  But maybe there’s some work I could do here?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, dear.  There’s hardly enough work for me with the war and the rationing.”
 
   “That’s true.”  She resisted the urge to scream a curse as she still could not find the damned knife.  Where had it gone?
 
   Then Agnes cleared her throat and Cecelia looked up to see the knife in the witch’s hand.  “Is this what you’re looking for, dear?”
 
   “No.  I was just looking for my handkerchief.”
 
   “Lying will only make things worse.”  Agnes took off her glasses, her eyes icy; the grandmotherly look faded away.  “What is it you came here for?  Were you planning to rob Sylvia?  With this?”
 
   When Cecelia began to sob, it wasn’t entirely an act.  Part of it was disbelief she’d been so stupid as to think she could fight a pair of witches with a mere steak knife.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’m just so hungry.  And tired.  I don’t have anyplace to go and—”
 
   “And yet you came here in a taxi.  With a steak knife from an upscale restaurant.”
 
   The old witch was good, Cecelia had to give her credit for that.  She’d seen Cecelia pull up in the cab and she’d recognized the quality of the knife.  Not bad for a seamstress.  There was still one last card Cecelia could play.  “You’re right.  I didn’t come here to rob you.  I came because I need Miss Joubert’s help.  My people are suffering.  The Germans have occupied our country and we desperately need weapons to fight back.”
 
   “And you thought knifing her would help convince her?”
 
   Cecelia sobbed again and put her head on the table for effect.  “I’ve never done anything like this.  I thought she might not want to see me.  I couldn’t risk her turning me away.  This is too important.  They’ve already killed my father.  And they have my mother and my sisters.  I’m the only one who was able to make it here.”
 
   This tale of woe did it.  Agnes reverted back to her grandmother mode; she came around the table to pat Cecelia’s back, though she kept the knife on the other side of the table.  “I understand, dear.  I wish I could help you.  Truly I do.”  Agnes lifted Cecelia’s chin to look her in the eye.  “I can try to contact her for you.  It might take some time.  Are you going to be in the city long?”
 
   “Yes.  I have a job at a factory.  A nice woman is letting me stay with her for now.”
 
   “Just give me your address and I’ll let you know when I hear something.  I wish I could do more for you.”  When Agnes’s body straightened, Cecelia thought the witch might have sensed something amiss.  She left the room for a moment; Cecelia wondered if she should grab the knife, until she remembered how much good it had done her already.
 
   Agnes returned a few minutes later, with a cardboard box, which she set on the table in front of Cecelia.  Inside, Cecelia found a half-dozen dresses in a variety of colors.  “I wish I could do more, dear, but those should help you until you’re due.  They belonged to Molly Grainger.  She was a very beautiful singer long before you were born.”
 
   Cecelia tried not to show any sign of recognition, though she’d seen Grainger perform in Barcelona in the days before World War I.  “Thank you so much.  They’re beautiful.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear.  Now, you just sit right here and I’ll get a taxi to take you home.”
 
   Cecelia idly fingered the dresses while she heard Agnes call the cab company.  Sylvia might not be here, but at least Cecelia had a lead.  No doubt Agnes would find a way to get a message to her sister, to give Cecelia’s sob story about being a poor little Greek orphan who wanted to help the resistance.  A noble cause like that ought to flush the old witch out of her hiding place.
 
   Agnes insisted she carry the box to the cab.  Once Cecelia was inside, Agnes leaned down to pat her cheek.  “Don’t worry, dear.  Everything will be all right.”  
 
   Cecelia smiled.  For the first time since she’d come here, she believed that.
 
   ***
 
   Sue waited for her at the flat like an angry parent.  “Where the hell have you been?” she roared the moment Cecelia stepped in the door.  
 
   Cecelia looked downcast at the floor and again allowed her bottom lip to tremble.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Something came up.”
 
   “You left me at Malloy’s.  You didn’t even finish your dinner.  Where did you go?”
 
   “I had to visit someone.”
 
   Sue pointed to the box in Cecelia’s hands.  “What is that?  Who gave that to you?  Are you turning tricks now, is that it?”
 
   As she had at Agnes Chiostro’s house, Cecelia cut loose with the waterworks.  For good measure she threw herself at Sue, who took her in her arms.  Sue patted her back as Agnes had to comfort her.  “I’m sorry,” Cecelia said again.  “An old woman gave these to me.”
 
   “What old woman?”
 
   “A friend of my mother.”
 
   “I thought I was the only one here you knew.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.”  She punctuated this with a sob.
 
   “No, it’s all right.  Come on and sit down.”  Sue took her over to the battered loveseat and sat her down.  “You want anything?  Coffee or tea?”
 
   “Just some water would be fine.”  Like a child she sipped the glass of water as she sniffled.  As she did, she saw how she could turn this to her advantage as well.  A woman like Sue who had involvement in bootlegging might still have some contacts in Rampart City’s vibrant criminal underworld.  “I haven’t been entirely honest with you.”
 
   Sue put an arm around her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.  “Whatever it is, you can tell me.  I want to help.”
 
   “I came here to look for a friend.”
 
   “A friend?  I see.  What’s his name?”
 
   “Her name is Emma.  Emma Earl.”  Cecelia left out the doctor part; there weren’t many female geologists at this time.  “I think she’s in trouble.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “She ran away from home.”  Cecelia worked quickly to create a story that would appeal to Sue, a middle-aged woman who claimed to have no interest in marriage but who clearly hid a secret pain.  “She was going to get married.  But then—” she broke down again to sell the moment.
 
   “Then what?  You can tell me, sweetheart.”
 
   “She found him cheating on her with one of the bridesmaids—my best friend!  Right before the wedding!  I tried to stop her, but I was too slow because of the baby.  I asked at the train station and they said she came here, to Rampart City.  She was still wearing her wedding dress.  I think she was so embarrassed, she just had to get away.”
 
   “I understand.  And so you followed her here?”
 
   “I had to.  Growing up, she was always like my big sister.  She protected me from the other kids when they teased me for the color of my skin.  I had to find her.”  She snuck a glance to see Sue was eating this up.  “She got off here, but no one saw her get on another train.  I’ve been calling hotels, but it’s hard because most of my money I spent to come here.  No one has seen her.  I think she might be using another name.”
 
   “What does she look like?”
 
   “She’s very pale with red hair and blue eyes.  Much taller than me—more like your height.  She’s so beautiful, I worry what could happen to her in a place like this.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”  Sue patted Cecelia’s back again.  “I’ll help you find her.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “Sure.  I have some old friends left from my younger days who are good at that sort of thing.  I can ask them.”
 
   Cecelia threw her arms around Sue’s neck to hug her.  “Oh, thank you!  Thank you so much!”  There was of course a pretty good chance that Earl wasn’t here or that like Cecelia she inhabited someone else’s body, so that she could be anyone:  an old woman, a man, or even a baby.  But maybe Cecelia would get lucky and if Earl was here, she might slip up and give her real name to someone.  It was better than nothing.
 
   Sue helped her onto her feet and said, “Let’s get you to bed and I’ll start making some calls.  All right?”
 
   “All right,” Cecelia said with appropriate meekness.  “You’ve been so kind to me.  I don’t know how I can repay you.”
 
   “If we find your friend alive and well, that’ll be all the thanks I need.”
 
   Cecelia slipped out of her dress, into a lavender nightgown Agnes Chiostro had given her with the other dresses.  Sue helped her settle onto the bed and gave her one last pat on the back before she slipped out of the room to find a phone.  Cecelia waited until she heard the door close before she allowed herself to smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Louise couldn’t stifle a yawn.  She hadn’t slept in two days.  She spent her days at the funeral home, florist, insurance company, and in court.  The latter was not Dan’s intention.  According to his will, Emma Earl was supposed to have been the executor of his estate, but with her in the hospital, the job fell to Louise.  This was a relatively recent provision, signed last year when Louise came of age.  At the time she’d thought little of it; Dan had seemed so healthy.
 
   Now he was dead.  The cook had found him in the wine cellar, propped against a wall.  More gruesome was that his heart had been cut open and the organ removed.  The heart remained missing, most likely kept as a trophy by the killer.
 
   His death was only the beginning.  When Louise got time to check out the news, she heard of at least two-dozen identical killings around the city.  The press was quick to look back nearly twenty-five years to the infamous Heartbreaker Killings.  Those had been pinned on Mom, which had ruined her initial tour of duty at the Plaine Museum, though no charges were ever filed against her.  This time Mom was in the hospital, paralyzed, so no one could pin this new slate of murders on her.
 
   Louise spent her nights at the hospital with Mom thanks to Dr. Pavelski, who had cleared the extended visitor’s hours for Louise.  All night she sat in an uncomfortable chair to watch her mother sleep, while unable to do the same herself.  Instead, she wondered if her mother might have been the first victim of the Second Heartbreaker Killer if Aggie and Renee hadn’t shown up at the museum when they did.
 
   Though she didn’t know how, she knew the crimes were connected.  Mom and Dan both worked at the Plaine Museum and they had spent a lot of time together.  And they were her parents—one actual and one surrogate.  The connections were too strong for it to be a coincidence.
 
   Mom was still on pain medication, though not nearly as much as when she first arrived.  Still, she spent most of her time asleep.  Dr. Pavelski joked Mom was finally catching up on all the sleep she’d missed since childhood.  Louise didn’t share in the joke; she knew her mother’s lethargy was a very bad sign.
 
   During those few moments when she was awake, Mom didn’t shed much light on the topic of who had attacked her.  “I didn’t see their faces,” she told Amanda Murdoch and Louise.  “They were wearing masks.”
 
   “Did they say what they wanted?” Amanda asked.
 
   “No, but there are plenty of valuable objects in the museum.”
 
   “You think it was a robbery?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Come on, Amanda, let her rest,” Becky said.  Then the fat cow had shooed away the detective and Louise.  To the latter, she said, “You should get some rest too, kid.”
 
   “Don’t call me that.  I’m not a kid anymore and I’m definitely not your kid.”
 
   “Lou—”
 
   “Don’t call me that either!”  Louise worked up a Glare that would have made her mother proud if she hadn’t used it on Mom’s best friend.  “I’m Dr. Earl to you, understand?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   While she waited at court, Louise had searched the public records for information on Congresswoman Beech.  She was another connection between Mom and Dan, the former’s childhood friend and the latter’s longtime lover.  Though it was well-established Becky had been in Washington when Mom was attacked, that didn’t mean she couldn’t have hired some muscle for the job; in Rampart City that was easy enough to find.  As for Dan, she could have done that one herself.  She certainly had motive enough after the way she’d left and her refusal to come back.
 
   Louise found one large inaccuracy in Becky’s story:  her supposed redeye flight from DC after Aggie called her.  After a search through FAA records, with a few tricks she’d picked up in college, Louise determined Becky hadn’t been aboard any plane that had left the Washington area near the time indicated.
 
   She didn’t pass her suspicions on to Amanda; it was far too early for that.  She would continue to snoop around on her own.  The only problem came in the form of her best friend and her semi-psychic abilities.  After the shortened police interview, Renee had waited for Louise in the waiting room.  “She didn’t do it,” Renee said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Becky.  She didn’t do that.”
 
   “Maybe not personally.”
 
   “There are three people in the world Becky would never hurt:  Dr. Dreyfus, your mother, and you.”
 
   “She hurt us plenty already.”
 
   “Not like that.”
 
   “Then who do you think did it?”
 
   “That girl we saw at the Brass Drum.  The one who said she was Dr. Dreyfus’s daughter.”
 
   “Eileen.”  Louise had seen the woman at the funeral home.  She was dressed all in black and cried even more than Louise.
 
   “My parents.  Both are gone now,” Eileen wailed.
 
   The only problem with Renee’s theory was that Eileen had an alibi for the time when Dan was believed to have been murdered.  A young man had come forward to say he and Eileen were making love in the backseat of his car at that time.  It was the same young man with the curly blond hair Renee had said would be perfect for Louise.  Now she definitely knew it wouldn’t have worked out with him.
 
   She had two suspects, but not a strong case on either.  She didn’t really have time for any hardcore detective work at the moment, not with so much to do.  Dan’s funeral would be held tomorrow and a day after that she would have to go to court for the will to be read.  Dan didn’t have any close relatives left, but he did have numerous cousins and his godfather Roy Lintner, a disgraced city councilman, all of whom wanted to get their hands into the Dreyfus family pie.  Eileen could have made a claim to the estate if she took a paternity test, but she had refused.
 
   “I didn’t want his money.  Only his love,” she said.
 
   Louise knew it would be two more sleepless days—at least.  She didn’t care, not now.  She had to be there for Dan and her mother right now.  For most of her life she’d wanted to be treated like an adult and now that time had come.  She only wished it was under better circumstances.
 
   “Hi,” Mom whispered, her eyes suddenly open.
 
   Louise leaned forward in her chair and put a hand on Mom’s cheek, one of the few places still not covered by a bandage.  “Hi yourself.  Do you need anything?”
 
   “Some tea would be nice.”
 
   “I can go down to the cafeteria—”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  Water will do.”
 
   Louise took the cup of water from the nightstand and held it up to her mother’s lips.  Mom still had feeling in her hands, but the wounds in her shoulders made it difficult for her to move her arms.  She took a sip of water and then spit the straw out.  “Thank you.”
 
   During these moments when Mom was awake, Louise was never sure what to say.  There was no point to ask Mom how she felt or if she felt any better—the answers to these were obvious.  No one had told her yet about Dan’s death, so as not to upset her when she was already in such sorry shape.  Nor did anyone mention the Second Heartbreaker Killings for the same reason.
 
   Instead, Louise kept her mother abreast with happenings at the Plaine Museum.  “Megan thinks the damage wasn’t too bad to areas outside Egyptology.  Just a few doors and windows.”
 
   “What about Alex?”
 
   “Paleontology is working on it.  Dr. Ross thinks they should be able to put him together again, but they might have to replace a few bones—”
 
   “No.  They either fix him completely or not at all.”
 
   “Mom—”
 
   “He’s not just an exhibit.”  There had been a push eight years ago to remove Alex the mastodon from the main gallery, to replace him with something more modern like a robotic dinosaur.  As with the garden, Mom had flatly refused.  According to Dan, she had fixed the board with The Glare and said, “Alex stays or I go.”  And that was it.  Mom was far too good of an administrator for them to lose.
 
   As with the garden, Louise didn’t understand Mom’s connection with the mastodon then or now.  There were plenty of mastodon skeletons in the world, some bigger and others older.  Why risk her livelihood for it?  “I’ll tell them, Mom.”
 
   “Alex is why I became a scientist,” Mom said with tears in her eyes.  “He’s not just a bunch of old bones.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.”  Then, as she always did before she fell asleep, Mom asked, “Did you talk to Aggie yet?  It’s not safe for you here.”
 
   “She’s working on it.  Things are a little hectic right now.”  In fact, Louise had not talked to Aggie about anything because no one had seen her since Dan died.  Renee said Aggie had gone to visit Akako, who was currently in Ireland, and that she’d be back soon.
 
   “If she can’t find a place, go to the sewers.”
 
   “The sewers?”
 
   “Tell him I sent you.  He’ll help you.”
 
   “Who?”  She didn’t receive an answer as her mother had gone back to sleep.  Louise stroked her mother’s hair and then returned to her chair to continue the vigil.
 
   ***
 
   When she’d come back with Aggie, Becky knew Louise would be angry with her.  Louise had been a little girl at the time Becky left, too young to understand why Becky had to leave and why she couldn’t come back.  While she had waited in a coffee shop a block away to make her appearance, Becky tried to imagine how their reunion might go.  Most of her scenarios were far from positive; she imagined Louise would slap her or maybe give her one of Emma’s spin kicks or just spit on her.
 
   What she hadn’t prepared herself for was the icy glare and even colder shoulder.  Louise had clearly picked up that stare from her mother, who despite her shyness and soft-spoken nature could be a very tough customer when push came to shove—as Rampart City’s criminals had found out the hard way.  That made it all the more heartbreaking for Becky when she entered the waiting room to find Louise huddled beside Renee.
 
   Becky put a hand on Louise’s back and said, “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Louise looked up and gave her that glare.  “You came back.”
 
   “I did, as soon as I heard.”
 
   “You’re only about twelve years too late.”
 
   “Louise—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this right now.  Mom could die, in case you didn’t realize it.”
 
   Becky had nodded and found a seat she could squeeze into next to Aggie.  The witch took Becky’s hand.  “She’ll come around,” Aggie whispered.
 
   Becky didn’t know about that.  From seven years with Louise, she knew the girl had a stubborn streak a mile wide.  When Becky had sent her to her room for refusing to eat broccoli, three-year-old Louise hadn’t spoken to her for two entire days.  It wasn’t until Emma intervened that the child finally ended the strike.
 
   For a moment Becky had allowed herself to feel a surge of hope when Dr. Pavelski said Emma was awake and that while she might be paralyzed, she would survive.  Then Amanda Murdoch pulled Becky aside, her face ashen.  “I thought you should be the first to know,” Amanda said.  “They found Dr. Dreyfus’s body.”
 
   “His body?  You mean—”
 
   “He’s dead.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Becky had cried on Aggie’s shoulder the rest of the night.  It was worse than her nightmares—first Emma crippled and now Dan dead.  The two people she loved the most in the world.  “Why is this happening?” she bawled into Aggie’s shoulder.
 
   No matter how many times the witch tried to tell her it wasn’t her fault, Becky couldn’t help but blame herself.  If she’d stayed here, with Emma and Dan, this wouldn’t have happened.  She could have been there to protect Dan from whoever had killed him.  As for Emma, if Becky had been around, she could have convinced Emma not to work so late.  This didn’t seem likely, not with Emma, but Becky knew she could have done something.
 
   In the morning, after her tears finally dried up, Aggie took her into a supply closet.  “They’re going to need you now, Rebecca.  They need you to be strong.”
 
   There was no question who Aggie meant.  Both Dr. Earls needed her at this moment.  They needed her to be the surrogate mother she always had been.  “I’m not sure I can anymore.”
 
   “You have to.  Times are going to be very trying for both of them.  You can’t let them give up.  Not now.  It’s too important.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I have to go to the coven.  I fear this is the beginning of something really terrible.”
 
   “You know who did this?”
 
   “I’m fairly certain.”  Aggie put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “Take care of Renee for me until I get back.  Whatever you do, don’t let her use her power.  It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Aggie gave her a kiss on each cheek.  “Goodbye, dear.”  Becky closed her eyes before the witch vanished in a flash of light.
 
   As the oldest of their little makeshift family, Becky had tried to take charge of the situation.  When Amanda came in to interview Emma, Becky forced her to leave before she asked too many questions; in that regard Amanda was far too much like her mentor, Lottie Donovan.  Becky asked Louise to leave as well.  The ensuing cold exchange had left Becky on the verge of tears again.
 
   She sank down in the chair Louise had vacated and buried her head in her hands.  She was out of practice at being a mother hen.  More than that, the gap between her and Louise had grown too wide in the last twelve years.  In Congress she might be known for getting things done, but here she was completely impotent, just a fat waste of space.
 
   “Becky?” Emma whispered.
 
   Becky looked up to see Emma’s eyes open.  “I’m here, kid.  Are you feeling some pain?  I can get the nurse—”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   She certainly didn’t look fine, but Becky wasn’t about to argue that point.  “Do you want some more water?”
 
   “No.  Becky, listen.  I’m sorry about what happened.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  I’m the one who went there alone.”
 
   “If I’d known—”
 
   “Not even the Scarlet Knight can be everywhere.”
 
   “I failed you.  I failed everyone.”
 
   “Emma, don’t be ridiculous.  You didn’t fail anyone.”
 
   “She’s going to die.  Everyone’s going to die because I didn’t stop her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Isis.”
 
   “But she’s dead.  You said she died when she ate your heart.”
 
   “She can’t die.  She’s a goddess.”
 
   “And she did this to you?”
 
   Emma shook her head slightly.  “The Dragoons did it.  But she made them.”
 
   “Them?  But there’s only been one before.”
 
   “She made three of them.  I couldn’t stop them.”  Tears dripped from Emma’s eyes.  “Now they’re going to kill her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Louise.  She’s going to take my place and they’re going to kill her.”  Emma’s eyes fluttered for a moment; this was the longest she’d stayed awake since she’d come out of surgery.  “Promise me you won’t let her do it.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “Don’t try!  Do it!”  Emma turned her head slightly to wipe her eyes on the pillow.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right, kid.”  Becky wiped the remaining tears from Emma’s cheeks.  Emma closed her eyes and fell asleep again.
 
   Becky remained in the chair, where she noticed how old her best friend looked, old and tired.  For most of her life, Emma had always looked so young; even when she was thirty-two they still checked her ID if she bought a bottle of wine.  Becky knew it was more than just the late hours as the Scarlet Knight and her job at the museum that had done this; it was Becky’s departure that had caused Emma to age so rapidly; the imagined guilt at not being able to save Becky and the added stress of raising Louise alone had sapped the youthfulness from her body.
 
   She could understand why Emma would be so adamant that Louise not follow in her footsteps.  To be the Scarlet Knight was a terrible burden, one Becky had experienced for about a week while she had inhabited Emma’s body.  She was glad to give it up after that week, but Emma had gone on for another twenty years; she had soldiered on night after night until now she looked old and used-up, her body crippled.  It wasn’t the fate she had deserved; it wasn’t the fate Louise deserved either.
 
   “I won’t let her do it,” Becky said.  “I promise.”
 
   ***
 
   The house was smaller than the one Becky and Emma had shared in the historical district.  It was slightly newer, from the late 1920s, with a sort of farmhouse style to it that was out of place in the middle of the city, though perhaps this had some appeal to Emma, who had been raised in the suburbs.  As director of the Plaine Museum, she had enough money to keep the house in good shape, so that the paint was still bright white and the shutters dark green, with what appeared to be a fairly recent layer of shingles.  In all it seemed like a very nice home for a middle-aged woman and her grown daughter to live.
 
   Becky didn’t have a key to this nice little house and Emma was far too security-conscious to leave a key under the mat.  She hoped she wouldn’t need a key; she hoped Louise would let her in.  That was if Louise were even at home and not running more errands for the funeral.  There was no way for Becky to know since Louise wouldn’t take her calls.
 
   The steps groaned beneath her weight, which she took as a bad omen.  As she stepped onto the front porch, she tried to think again of what she could say to Louise to make the girl understand Becky still loved her.  She had wanted to come back so many times, but she couldn’t because of the pain over what had happened to her.  “I never meant to hurt you,” Becky whispered, to practice.
 
   She took a deep breath and then knocked on the door.  No one answered after a minute.  She tried again with a similar result.  “Louise?  Are you in there?  It’s me.  I just want to talk.”
 
   The door finally opened a crack.  Through that crack, she could see one of Louise’s eyes glare at her as in the waiting room.  “What do you want?”
 
   “Just to talk.  I want to straighten things out between us.  For your mom’s sake.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.  Go away!”
 
   “Louise, please.  I’m sorry for what I did.  I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “But you did anyway.”
 
   “Yes, I did.  I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  It was just after what happened, I needed some time to be alone.  To think things over.”
 
   “Why?  We loved you.  Mom and me and Dan.”
 
   “I know and I loved you.  I still do.”
 
   “You have a funny way of showing it.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Louise.  I’d give anything to go back and change things.”
 
   “Anything?”
 
   “Yes—”  The door burst open and Louise seized Becky by the front of her shirt, to yank her inside with far more strength than Becky thought possible.  She landed on her back in the foyer and stared up not at Louise, but a young Arab woman with eyes so black they seemed to suck light into them.  The woman held up a knife made from black crystal.
 
   “How about your heart, Becky?  Would you give that to me?”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The woman smiled, which prompted Becky to shiver.  “You already gave your heart to me once.  Twenty-two years ago.  Do you remember?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Your friends never told you.  They wanted to spare you the pain of remembering what you did.”
 
   “What I did?”
 
   “All those people you murdered.”
 
   “Murdered?  I didn’t murder anyone!”
 
   The woman knelt down and aimed the point of the knife at Becky’s heart.  “You’re the one who cut out all those hearts the first time.  You were so distraught after poor Steve died, so easy to manipulate into wearing the black armor.”
 
   Becky’s entire body had gone numb; she could do nothing but stare as the woman touched Becky’s hair and cooed, “You weren’t the best Dragoon, but you were what I needed:  someone close to Emma Earl, someone she couldn’t kill.”  The woman leaned down even closer to whisper into Becky’s ear, “If I hadn’t underestimated just how pure she was, you’d still be my pet.”
 
   “No, you’re lying.  You’re lying!”  Even as she said this, though, Becky could see the faces rise up before her of the people she had killed.  She felt the knives plunge into their chests, the warm blood splatter the armor, and then the hearts tumble into the container.  She heard their last breaths rattle out.  “No.”
 
   “Would you like to know a secret before you join them, Becky?”  The woman leaned back to smile at Becky again.  “I’m the one who arranged the hit on Steve.  And I’m the one who killed Dan.”
 
   Becky wanted to bellow with rage at this and then lunge forward to strangle this horrible woman to death, but the knife plunged into her chest.  Her entire body tingled as if it had fallen asleep and then went completely numb.  The woman let her fall back to the floor and then appeared in Becky’s fading vision.  “Don’t worry, Emma and Louise will be joining you soon.  I’ll make sure of that.”
 
   As Becky’s world turned black, she knew she would never see Emma or Louise or Dan or Steve again.  Not after how she’d betrayed them all.  I’m sorry, she thought, but knew it wouldn’t do any good.  Not anymore.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   For the funeral, Louise had to borrow a black dress from Renee.  Though she wasn’t the seamstress Aggie was, Renee managed to alter the dress so that it fit Louise’s shorter, skinnier body but didn’t look like a tent.  “It should last long enough,” Renee said.
 
   Aggie had not come back for Dan’s funeral.  According to Renee, she had met some unexpected delays with customs in Ireland and might be delayed another day or two.  Her absence wasn’t all that noticeable as she hadn’t really known Dan.
 
   Far more noticeable was Becky’s absence.  Louise checked over her shoulder several times for the fat bitch to make her appearance, but as the service began, she still hadn’t shown up.  Must have lost her nerve, Louise thought.  To cover her triumphant smirk, she pretended to blow her nose.
 
   There were over fifty mourners at the funeral, to the point where the funeral director had to borrow chairs from a coffeehouse across the street to accommodate everyone.  Besides Renee, Louise recognized her colleagues from the Plaine Museum, Megan Putnam, Amanda Murdoch, and Eileen, Dan’s “daughter.”  The latter sat at the end of the row, in a black dress that fit much better than Louise’s, with a veil to cover her face.  On occasion Eileen would stick a hand beneath the veil to wipe at her eyes; the sound of her sobs emanated from beneath it as well.
 
   Though Mom would have chided her for being immature, Louise intentionally sat at the opposite end of the row and let her colleagues take up the space between them.  Renee seemed like she wanted to move even farther away; a grimace crossed her face every time she glanced over at Eileen.  From Renee’s reaction to Eileen in the Brass Drum, Louise knew there was something odd between them, but Renee refused to elaborate.
 
   The rest of the mourners Louise didn’t recognize.  There were the cousins who wanted to show their support to get their piece of the will.  There was the disgraced councilman exiled to the very back.  And there were various college and high school friends—several of whom were female with kids of their own now.
 
   As someone who’d studied Egyptian deities most of his life, Dan didn’t have a formal religious affiliation.  His will stipulated that in lieu of the traditional funeral service, his friends and family should share their memories of him.  With Becky gone, Mom in the hospital, and his parents dead, only three people would speak.  
 
   First was an old childhood friend, a chubby middle-aged man who wore what was obviously a toupee.  He made an awkward speech about how he and Dan had snuck into the premiere of Raiders of the Lost Ark and the unhealthy obsession Dan developed towards Karen Allen.  There was polite laughter, though Louise remained quiet.  As the laughter faded, the man broke down into tears.  “Danny was a great kid.  Nicest guy you’d ever meet.”  He touched the coffin and added, “I’ll miss you, buddy.”
 
   After he sat down to be comforted by some of Dan’s other friends, Eileen stepped up to the podium.  She lifted the veil to reveal black eyes tinged with red from her tears.  She cleared her throat softly before she said, “I did not get a chance to know my father for very long.  I only wish I had.  He was very kind to me, taking me into his heart when others might have turned me away.  I will miss him, always.”
 
   Throughout this speech, Louise saw from the corner of her eye the way Renee glared at Eileen, as if to destroy her with a Glare of her own.  Renee’s eyes narrowed to the point where Louise put a hand on her friend’s shoulder, which seemed to snap her back to reality.  As Eileen returned to her seat, Renee’s eyes followed her; her fists clenched and unclenched slowly.
 
   Louise was leery to leave Renee in such a state, but it was her turn to go up to the podium.  All night she had tried to write something down while Mom slept, but her thoughts were far too tangled to put anything down on paper.  In the end, she decided she would speak from the heart.
 
   “I never knew my real father,” she said and then cleared her throat, which had suddenly turned as dry as the Sahara.  She wished for a glass of water, but there wasn’t one.  She looked down at the podium and then plunged on.  “But Dan was always the next best thing.  I remember when I had the flu when I was eight years old.  He stayed up all night, putting a washcloth to my forehead and feeding me soup and stuff like that.  I was so out of it that I kept calling him ‘Daddy’ and he took my hand and he said, ‘Don’t worry, Daddy’s here.  Everything’s going to be all right.’”
 
   She had to stop to dab at her eyes.  “When I told him I wanted to become an Egyptologist like him, he told me that he was sure I’d be even better than him.  He wrote me letters of recommendation and told my schools how I was the best student he’d ever known and that he knew even though I was young, I’d be successful.”  She stopped again, to force some moisture into her throat.  “I guess what I’m trying to say is that he always believed in me, even when I screwed up.  I owe him so much for helping to make me what I am today.  I just hope that someday I can repay him for all the kindness he showed me.”
 
   There was so much more she wanted to say, but she couldn’t find the words.  So she staggered back to her chair and planted her face on Renee’s shoulder.  When she looked up later, everyone else had filed out except for her and Renee.  The coffin was still at the front of the room; later Dan would be taken to be cremated, the ashes slated to be scattered in the Egyptian desert once Louise could arrange a flight over there.
 
   She didn’t have to ask Renee to give her a moment; her friend nodded to her and left in silence.  Louise approached the coffin slowly, still unable to find words for what she wanted to say.  Beside the coffin, she noticed how unnatural his face looked, as if they’d put a wax dummy in there to impersonate Dan.  Though she’d handled fossils and mummified corpses, she still felt squeamish to touch his skin; she shivered at how cold he felt.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Dan,” she whispered.  She dropped to her knees before the coffin and rested her head against the stand.  As she did, the days of little sleep finally caught up to her.  She couldn’t fight off the sleepiness anymore; she finally gave in to it and closed her eyes.  If she was lucky, maybe she would wake up and this would all be a terrible dream.
 
   ***
 
   As a witch, Aggie could vanish herself nearly anywhere, so long as she had a good idea about where to land.  She could easily have transported herself onto a Canadian ice floe or a mountaintop in the Alps or a remote jungle in Brazil.  But when she really wanted to be alone, there was only one place to go:  home.
 
   Not her home in Rampart City but the Joubert family estate in southern France.  Over five centuries ago the estate belonged to her mother.  After Mother died, it passed to Agnes, Sophie, and Sylvia.  Now she was the only one left.  She and Akako had discussed passing control of the estate on to Renee once she was old enough.  A nice secluded spot could be just the place for the girl, and France would be much easier for Akako to visit than America.
 
   Aggie doubted that would happen now.  Not with Isis back.  Not with Emma crippled.  And certainly not with the coven content to sit on the sidelines while evil threatened to cast the whole world into darkness.
 
   She had tried in vain to counteract the latter.  Over the last three days she’d vanished herself everywhere from Paris to Moscow to Beijing to Los Angeles.  She’d talked to—or tried to talk to—four-dozen witches, some of them her oldest friends.  Not one of them would help her try to defeat Isis.  She had even gone to Regina Milton; she’d hoped some of Renee’s teachers might be predisposed to help her find a safe place for Renee and Louise.  
 
   “I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do for you,” Regina said.
 
   “For me or for Renee?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   With that, Aggie had vanished herself home.  She left orders with the caretaker—one of the Devereaux clan who ran the estate’s winery—to leave some logs by the fireplace in the parlor and a bottle of wine in the kitchen.  She sat in front of the fireplace to sip at a glass of burgundy from the winery.  Appropriately the vintage was from twenty-two years ago, the last time Isis had threatened to destroy the world.
 
   She had just finished her second glass when she saw a flash of white reflected in the clock on the mantle and heard footsteps in the foyer.  “Did you save a glass of that for me?” Glenda asked.  She took the armchair next to Aggie.
 
   “There’s plenty to go around,” Aggie said.  She didn’t bother to fetch a glass from the kitchen; she handed the bottle to Glenda.  The head of the coven had never put much stock into manners; three thousand years ago in Germany to chew with your mouth closed was the height of sophistication.
 
   “I suppose you know why I’m here.”
 
   “So you can tell me you’re not going to help me.  That you’re going to let Isis run rampant while you all sit around and do nothing.”
 
   “I came to try talking sense into you.”  Glenda took another hit from the bottle and then set it aside to lean forward and look Aggie in the eye.  “I want you to stop this nonsense about Isis.  Vanish yourself to a nice tropical island somewhere and take some time off.  I’ll even let you take Akako with you.”
 
   “How generous.  And meanwhile the streets will run red with blood.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “You’re always so overly dramatic when you’re young.”  Glenda leaned back in her chair and sighed.  “Even if it is Isis, she has nothing against the coven.  She’ll leave us alone if we leave her alone.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before.”
 
   “There’s nothing else we can do.  You remember what happened last time, to Tabitha—and your sister.”
 
   “I remember.”  Sylvia had lost her left hand while poor Tabitha had died in the last battle with Isis.  And that was when Isis hadn’t been anywhere close to full strength yet.  If she was at full strength, then Glenda was probably right.  No one could stop her then except perhaps for Merlin—if he decided to appear.  “I can’t do nothing.  You know that.”
 
   “Then you’ll be on your own.  I’ve protected you this long because your mother was my best friend for thousands of years.  Even after everything you’ve pulled:  recklessly using magic, marrying another woman, and of course creating that abomination.”
 
   Aggie threw her wine glass into the fireplace, her hands raised as if to slap Glenda.  “Renee is not an abomination!  She’s a very special girl.”
 
   “She’s a freak of nature, Agnes.  You’ve seen what she can do.”  Glenda shook her head.  “I had hoped Regina could help control her, but she’s only become more powerful.  Most of your sisters wouldn’t bat an eyelash if I had her put down.”
 
   “Put down?  You’d do that?”
 
   “I might be less inclined to do so if you’d stop this nonsense about Isis.”
 
   Aggie shot to her feet; her entire body began to glow white.  She had never used magic against one of her sisters in the coven, at least not in this dimension.  In another dimension she had inadvertently used magic against that universe’s Glenda.  She very much wanted to do the same right now.  “Get out of my house.  Now.”
 
   “Agnes, think about what you’re doing.  Think about what happened to Sophie.  And Sylvia.  Is that the road you want to go down?”
 
   Aggie considered this for a moment.  Sophie had given her life while on an expedition to America to investigate new sources of magic to cure their mother.  As for Sylvia, she’d sacrificed herself to save millions of lives and to avert a likely world war.  “I couldn’t think of anything better.”
 
   Glenda nodded and then stood up.  “I’m sorry, Agnes.  I wish I could help you, but I guess this is where we part company.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Glenda offered her hand, but Aggie refused to shake it.  After five hundred years of friendship, it had all come to this.  When she looked the older witch in the eye, Aggie could see the fear; she knew she didn’t have the power to face Isis.  None of them did.  The only one who did was Emma Earl and now the poor dear lay paralyzed in a hospital bed after the ambush in the Plaine Museum.  “Goodbye.”
 
   Glenda nodded to her and then vanished in a flash of white.  Aggie clenched and unclenched her fists a few times to calm herself down.  They didn’t understand; none of them understood about Renee.  They all saw her as a monster, some hideous, deformed creature who would one day turn on them like a wild animal.  Renee was just a sweet, innocent young girl still trying to understand herself.  She didn’t need killed; she needed loved.  
 
   She would have to find a safe place for Renee—and for Louise.  Without the coven’s help there was nowhere she could hide the girls where they would be safe from Isis.  There was another option, one Aggie had hoped she would never need to call upon.
 
   With a sigh, Aggie left the parlor and walked along the dusty hallway to the study.  The fireplace in this room wasn’t lit; she shivered from the cold.  She hadn’t brought a flashlight with her, but that wasn’t anything a glow in the dark spell couldn’t cure.  Her body glowed with pale blue moonlight as she approached the fireplace.
 
   The fireplace itself didn’t interest her; it was the picture over the fireplace that concerned her.  It was the only image of the entire Joubert family; it dated from shortly after they’d moved into the house.  There had been no cameras in that time, so they had been forced to stand perfectly still while a local artist painted their portrait.  Aggie, twelve at the time, had little difficulty with this, as did nine-year-old Sophie, who had always been obedient.  As always the problem was with Sylvia, then just three years old.  Mother had been forced to use a freeze frame spell to keep Sylvia still.
 
   In all likelihood Aggie would soon join Mother and her two sisters in the Great Beyond.  Before that happened, she had one last thing to do.  She took the portrait gently down from the wall and set it against the desk her mother had used to balance the estate’s books.  Behind where the portrait had been was a safe.
 
   This wasn’t any safe that could be purchased at a hardware store or even an elaborate one available from a security company.  This safe had been handcrafted by Emma and then flown commercially to France.  The reason was because this safe could not be vanished or even loaded onto a magic carpet.  It used metal from an alternate dimension to exist out of phase with the rest of this universe the same way Akako did.  
 
   Inside, Aggie kept her most precious possession:  the spell Sylvia had used to open the gateway to the dimension the metal of the vault came from.  Aggie had told everyone, including Glenda, the spell had disappeared, but she’d found it in the wreckage of TriTech and concealed it for the day when she might need it—a day like this.
 
   Aggie knew magic didn’t exist in that dimension, at least not magic as it worked here.  The last time she’d gone over there she’d been a chubby fifteen-year-old, the youngest of the Joubert family.  There was no telling what effect the gateway would have on Renee or Louise, if any at all.  What Aggie did know was that if Isis went to that dimension, she would have no more power than any other mortal.  That would at least give Renee and Louise a chance.
 
   She unlocked the safe to find the scroll inside, encased in a glass tube.  She had only to break open the tube and the scroll would open the gateway and suck anyone nearby inside.  She took the glass tube out of the safe and tucked it into her purse.  All she had to do was go back to Rampart City, find the girls, and then break open the scroll to carry them to safety.
 
   She vanished herself back to her other house.  The moment she appeared in the parlor, she knew she was too late.  She had run out of time.  So had Renee and Louise.
 
   “Hello, Agnes,” Isis said from an armchair by the fireplace that roared like the one back at the Joubert estate.  “I must say you look so much younger than last time.”  
 
   Aggie closed her eyes and tried to fight against Isis’ magic.  She focused on Renee, her beautiful daughter.  She had to resist, to hold out long enough to deliver the spell to Renee.  Then Renee could be safe and in a world without magic she would probably be happy at last.
 
   Despite these thoughts of love, Isis’s magic was too strong for her.  She could feel her power slip away; it dimmed until there was nothing left, not even a faint glimmer.  “No!” she squeaked.  When she opened her eyes, she found it still dark; fabric pressed all around her face like a hood.
 
   The hood was torn away; the light of the parlor almost blinded her.  Then she found herself looking up—and up—at Isis.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie had made herself young many times before over the last five hundred years.  When she’d met her future husband Alejandro Chiostro, she’d turned herself from a woman in her fifties to one in her twenties.  She’d done this again after her first battle with Isis, when she’d decided to seize life by the throat.  Not long after she’d inadvertently become a teenager because of the spell in her purse.
 
   For obvious reasons she’d never made herself into a baby.  Any age younger than thirteen and she would lose all of her powers and have to age naturally until she regained them.  
 
   Now she faced the image of her two-year-old self, her pudgy body clad only in a cloth diaper at the moment.  She squirmed in Isis’s arms and the baby in the mirror did the same.  At the sight of this, the little girl’s apple cheeks turned red and her lip trembled as if she were about to cry.  Isis grinned at this and patted Aggie’s mop of golden curls.  “You should consider yourself fortunate you’re only two,” Isis said.  “You’re not an infant like I was, unable to walk or talk.”  She pinched Aggie’s right cheek until Aggie cried out in pain.  “The latter is the only reason you’re not a newborn right now.”
 
   “What you want?” Aggie asked in her suddenly tiny voice.
 
   Isis hefted Aggie higher in the air and spun her around to face her.  “I want you to tell me where she put the book.”
 
   “I don’t know!  Let me go!”
 
   “I think you do know.  Unless you want to be in the terrible two’s forever, I’d suggest you tell me.”
 
   “She didn’t tell me.”
 
   “Is that so?  I’m sure she said something about it to you.  After all, she looks up to you.”
 
   “She didn’t tell me!  I swear!”
 
   “Perhaps we’re going to need more motivation.”  When Isis raised one hand, Aggie prepared to find herself even younger, a newborn perhaps.  Instead, Isis snapped her fingers and in the middle of the parlor appeared the antique wooden playpen Aggie and Akako had used for Renee when she was two.  Renee’s stuffed toys and her favorite blanket were still inside.
 
   Isis set Aggie gently into the playpen and then leaned down to grin evilly at her.  “While you’re in there, I want you to think about that shiny black book and where it might be.  If you’re a good girl and tell me, I’ll give you a treat.”
 
   “I won’t help you!”
 
   Isis turned away and went over to the closet where Aggie kept her sewing projects.  She returned a minute later with a frilly blue dress that had once belonged to Greta Hummel, the famed poet—and that had belonged to Renee.  “This looks about your size.”
 
   Aggie put up no resistance as Isis pulled the dress down over her head; to be clothed even in a baby’s dress was better than to be almost naked.  Once that was done, Isis bent down again to leer at her.  Aggie backed into a corner and clutched a stuffed chick Renee had named Yolkey after Aggie told her that baby chickens came from egg yolks.  
 
   “You can already feel it, can’t you?” Isis said.  “The fear of being so small in a world that’s so big, everyone looking down at you, so much taller than you.  And the worst part is knowing that once you were so big you could do anything you wanted, go anywhere you wanted.  Now you can’t even get out of this cage unless a grown-up helps you.”
 
   Isis reached over the edge of the playpen to stroke Aggie’s hair; Aggie whimpered, but as Isis had said, there was nothing she could do.  She was a powerless baby now.  Ten minutes ago she could have vanished herself anywhere in the world and now her whole world was a three-by-three foot square.  
 
   “Imagine being like this for five hundred years.  Maybe even a thousand.”  Isis’s hand slipped down to pinch Aggie’s cheek.  “Or maybe for eternity if you’re a naughty girl.”
 
   It was only semi-intentional on Aggie’s part that she began to wail at this.  There was still a chance she could get the scroll to Renee, but first she had to get out of this playpen.  She allowed the tears to flood down her cheeks.  Her sobs became so violent that she nearly choked with each one.  “I don’t wanna be baby!  I wanna be big girl!” she shouted.
 
   “Tell me what I want to know and you’ll be a big girl again.  I promise.”
 
   “I want Mommy!”
 
   Isis patted Aggie’s back and cooed, “That’s too bad, dear, because your mommy is long dead.  But I think I can arrange a play date for you.”
 
   ***
 
   After the funeral, Renee had seen Eileen get into a cab.  Though she badly wanted to follow, she figured Louise would need her more at this point.  Renee watched the cab disappear around the corner to take Eileen away so she could kill again.
 
   While Louise might not fully believe Eileen had killed Dan Dreyfus, Renee knew.  She didn’t need to be somewhat psychic or have any insight into magic to know this.  Just one look at those black eyes told Renee all she needed to know.  In those eyes, Renee saw the pure evil she had felt at the Brass Drum.
 
   As she went back inside the funeral home, she tried to think of a way to explain this to Louise.  Her friend had focused on Becky as a suspect, no doubt because of how much Becky had hurt her when she’d left so many years ago.  Once Louise calmed down a little, maybe Renee could convince her to think rationally and see it was Eileen at fault.  Then together maybe they could go to Amanda Murdoch and ask for her help to find some evidence.  Or Renee and Louise might have to do it alone, like they’d done in Louise’s backyard when they were kids and pretended to be police detectives.
 
   Inside, Renee saw she wouldn’t be able to talk to Louise right now.  Her friend was curled up against the stand for the coffin, eyes closed and mouth open to snore slightly.  Renee gave Louise a shake, but as she expected, her friend didn’t respond.  With a sigh, Renee gathered up the ball that was Louise to carry her out to the car.
 
   Once again Renee carried her friend up the stairs to her bedroom.  Renee considered whether or not to take off the ill-fitting black dress, but decided they were too old to see each other naked.  She pulled the blankets up to Louise’s chin and then watched as her friend turned onto her side.  Before she left, Renee set the alarm beside the bed to wake Louise—or at least try to—in six hours for her nightly hospital visit.
 
   Then Renee went back out to the car.  She didn’t like to leave Louise alone, not with Eileen out there doing who knew what.  But the idea of sleep appealed to her at the moment.  It would give her a chance to recharge and think things through; maybe then she could find a way to prove Eileen’s guilt.
 
   The hairs on the back of her neck stood up when she pulled into the garage.  Something was wrong.  She could feel it, but she couldn’t specify what.  As she got out of the car and started for the door, the feeling became stronger.  There was definitely something very bad going on nearby.
 
   The moment Renee entered the kitchen, her head spun.  She collapsed to the floor and found herself blinded.  Something heavy pressed down around her like a blanket.  She flailed away at it until she finally managed to free herself.  Only then did she realize the blanket was in actuality her dress from the funeral.
 
   Before Renee could contemplate this mystery, a pair of hands seized her.  She was hefted into the air, out of the dress that had become far too big for her.  For a moment she saw her chubby legs kick at empty air and then she looked up to see Eileen with a smug grin on her face.  It was then she realized Eileen had scooped her up from the floor.
 
   “Hello, Renee.  How good of you to join us.”
 
   “What happen to me?” Renee asked.
 
   The answer to this became clear when Eileen carried her out of the kitchen.  In a mirror along one wall, Renee saw the face of a chubby toddler with skimpy brown pigtails.  She had seen this face before on Mom’s desk in the archives; it was a picture of Renee as a baby.  Her face turned warm at this thought.  She began to sob.
 
   “I’m not baby!” she wailed.  For emphasis she punched and kicked at Eileen, but it did no good.  She was too weak to free herself.
 
   Eileen held Renee’s head close to her chest.  “It’s all right, sweetheart.  There’s nothing to worry about.  We’re going to see Daddy now.”
 
   Renee nodded slightly to herself.  Good, Aggie was a witch; she would be able to stop Eileen and find a way to change Renee back.  This thought comforted her until she saw the little blond girl in the playpen.  Despite the tiny body clad in a frilly blue dress, Renee recognized her father.  “Agga!” she shouted.  As a baby she had never been able to say “Da-da” or “Daddy” or even “Aggie.”  Instead she had always referred to her father as “Agga” despite numerous attempts by Mom and Aggie to break her of the habit.
 
   “Renee?” Aggie squeaked.  Then she threw herself against the side of the playpen.  “Let her go!  Make her big girl again!”
 
   “Is that any way to speak to your elders, young lady?”
 
   “Please let her go,” Aggie begged.  It pained Renee to see her father reduced to such a pitiful state.  “She not part of this.”
 
   “She is now,” Eileen said.  She patted Renee’s head again.  “Tell me where to find the book or darling Renee will suffer.”
 
   “What book?” Renee asked.  “Agga, what book?”
 
   “It all right, dear,” Aggie said, though the endearment sounded ridiculous in her babyish voice.  “Everything fine.”
 
   “Where is the book?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I swear!”
 
   Eileen paused as if to consider this.  Then she set Renee on the floor.  The moment her tiny feet touched the carpet, Renee tried to run.  She didn’t get far before she slammed into something heavy and tumbled to the floor.
 
   She looked up to see Katie Fields, who could have been Aggie’s sister with her blond hair, blue eyes, and porcelain skin.  Other than her looks, she was unlike Aggie in every way; she was far more like Eileen.  All through elementary school Katie had teased Renee because of her family, her race, and even her homemade clothes.
 
   Katie smirked at Renee as she so often had on the playground.  “Where you going, Weird Renee?”
 
   “You not real,” Renee whispered.  Katie Fields had moved to Arizona when Renee had been in the fourth grade, over seven years ago.  “You not real!”
 
   Yet when she tried to run again, Katie grabbed hold of Renee’s hair; the pain felt real enough.  Katie tossed Renee down.  When she hit the floor, it turned to dust.  Instead of Aggie’s house, Renee was on the playground of Coolidge Elementary.  The rest of her first grade class stood around her in a circle.  They chanted, “Weird Renee!”
 
   “It not real.  It not real!” Renee shrieked.  She curled up on the ground and pressed her hands to her ears.  That couldn’t drown out the chants and the whispered insults from her childhood that came back to haunt her.
 
   Over the din she heard Aggie’s voice shout, “Leave her alone!”
 
   When she felt a hand on her shoulder, Renee swatted at the assailant.  Then she heard Aggie whisper, “It all right.  It me.”
 
   Renee looked up to see Aggie was still a toddler, but there was something strange about her:  her body glowed with white light.  “Agga?”
 
   “I love you, Renee.”
 
   Aggie put a hand to Renee’s shoulder and then the world around her exploded in white light.
 
   When her vision cleared, she stared up at a stone ceiling.  She blinked a few more times to clear the last popping flashbulbs away.  Then she sat up.  
 
   “Hello?  Is someone there?” called a familiar voice.
 
   “Mommy!” Renee squealed.  She pushed herself to her feet and looked around.  The archives seemed so much bigger now, but she recognized the walls and the lift.  
 
   “Renee?” Mommy called out.
 
   Renee toddled off in the direction of the voice.  Her steps were unsteady at first, but became more certain when she saw her mother on the horizon, in front of her desk.  Renee broke into a run; she galloped towards the desk that still seemed so far away.  “Mommy!” she shouted again.
 
   Mommy knelt down and held out her arms to receive Renee.  Renee jumped the last few inches, to hurl herself into Mommy’s arms.  She buried her face in Mommy’s shoulder and began to cry.  As Mommy stroked Renee’s hair, she said, “My God, Renee, what’s happened to you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Louise heard his voice call to her.  “Lou?  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m here!” she shouted, though she wasn’t exactly sure where here was.  A sandstorm whirled around her, but she stood untouched in the center like the eye of a hurricane.  
 
   “Lou?” Dan’s voice called to her again.
 
   “I’m here!” she screamed back.  She reached out with one hand into the sandstorm, but couldn’t feel anything beyond it.  “Dan?”
 
   “You have to find it, Lou.  It’s important.”
 
   “Find what?  I don’t understand.”  She staggered on; the sandstorm moved with her, as if it were centered entirely around her.  She had been through enough actual sandstorms to know they didn’t center themselves around an individual and follow her around.  “Where are you, Dan?  Why can’t I see you?”
 
   The winds of the storm began to die out; the sand fell in a pile to the ground.  As this veil of sand was lifted, Louise saw she wasn’t in Egypt or her bedroom but rather the Plaine Museum, in the main gallery.  Dan stood beside the ticket counter, clad in the same clothes he’d worn during their dig—the ones he’d worn in his coffin as well.
 
   He shuffled forward like a zombie in an old horror movie.  She wanted to back away, but like when she was seven, she found her legs wouldn’t work.  The hand that touched her arm was cold as a corpse.  With his other hand, Dan lifted up his T-shirt so she could see the cavity in his chest where his heart had been.  “You see what she did to me?” he said.
 
   “I know.  But what can I do?”
 
   Though the rest of his body was dead, his eyes were still full of life.  “You have to find it, Lou.  It’s the only thing that can stop her.”
 
   “Find what?”
 
   “You’ll know.”
 
   “Dan—”
 
   “I can’t tell you more.  I’m sorry, Lou.”  His cold hand gave her warmer one a squeeze.  “Just remember the tombs in the Sudan.”
 
   As he backed away from her, the sand at Louise’s feet began to fly again, only this time it centered itself around Dan.  She lunged forward to pull him out, but the sand became as hard as a wall to keep her hands out.  When it faded, there was nothing left—no sand, no Dan.  She looked desperately around the main gallery, but there was no sign of him anywhere.
 
   She sank down on a bench and buried her face in her hands.  The tombs in the Sudan?  What did he mean by that?  She thought back to that first dig with him, when she was sixteen.  Mom had refused to let her go at first, until Dan talked her into it—Mom could never say no to him.  Louise hadn’t earned her PhD yet; if successful this fieldwork would allow her to finish her thesis on Egyptian culture in the southern Nile region.  
 
   Dan had already explored the area in the Sudan where they planned to visit.  Besides the usual researchers and support staff they also had a squad of mercenaries along because of rebel activity in the region.  Before Louise left, Mom fixed her with a Glare and said, “Whatever happens, you stay close to Dr. Dreyfus, understand?  No wandering around alone.”
 
   “Come on, Mom, I’m not six anymore.”
 
   “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”
 
   “I will, Mom,” Louise said with a huff.
 
   She had fully intended to be careful and to stick with Dan.  But once they got into the cave,  she somehow got separated from the others.  The cave was old and unstable enough that she didn’t want to scream for help and bring the whole thing down on her.  Besides, this way she might make a discovery entirely on her own.  That would really be something to impress her faculty advisor at Berkeley.
 
   The path in the cave sloped down; it went deeper and deeper until she thought she might find a Lost World like in the old stories.  In a sense that’s what did happen.  On the walls of the cave, she saw crude drawings more like those of prehistoric people than ancient Egyptians.  She took pictures of these to show Dr. Dreyfus and the others later.  
 
   The farther down she went the more drawings she saw.  Then the path abruptly ended.  For a moment Louise considered going back—she had gotten plenty of great material already—until she realized her flashlight beam was going through part of the wall.  She leaned closer to see what might be beyond the wall, but she couldn’t.  She could certainly smell something musty and damp—like a crypt.
 
   Phones wouldn’t work this deep underground, but Louise did have a GPS tracker.  She flicked it on and off a few times, to give the signal for help.  While she waited, she clawed at the rock, but it was far too heavy for her to move on her own.  All eight of the mercenaries had to use crowbars in order to get it to budge.
 
   In the meantime, Dan pulled her aside to chide her for her disappearance.  That was after she’d launched herself at him; she’d thrown her arms around him and given him a kiss on the cheek.  “I found something!” she said, careful to keep her voice down.  
 
   She knew she was in trouble when he grabbed her and set her back on the ground.  “Lou, what you did was very dangerous.  You could have been killed.”  He rubbed his face with one hand.  “I promised your mother I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to run off.  It just happened.”
 
   Dan glared at her, but before he could say anything else, the mercenaries had pried the stone that blocked the path loose by a few inches.  The mercenaries, even without their guns and other equipment, couldn’t fit through, nor could Dan, but Louise could.  Not only was she small and thin, she was double-jointed as well.  She’d used this ability in her early childhood to hide herself in cupboards, closets, and one time even Mom’s underwear drawer when she and Renee played hide-and-go-seek.  Despite this, Renee always seemed to find her with little difficulty.
 
   To squeeze through the opening proved to be no problem for Louise.  She squirted through to the other side and played her flashlight around a rough chamber, inside which she found a dozen bodies.  Fragments of cloth remained stuck to the bodies, but these were not Egyptian mummies, just normal corpses.  Though from the bits of gold jewelry and the animal bone weapons left with the bodies, she knew they weren’t normal corpses.
 
   Her paper on the “First Kings of Egypt” not only earned Louise her PhD but her job at the Plaine Museum as well.  When she came down the steps at the airport to the baggage claim, Mom waited there to give her a hug.  “I’m so proud of you,” Mom said.
 
   Louise’s head snapped up.  She understood what Dan had meant now.  She hurried over to the elevator.  She scanned the buttons and pressed the one for the subbasement.  She had done a little work down here as all new employees were required to do.  Most of that work entailed going through the old crates to make sure they contained what they were supposed to contain.  The only question was:  what was she supposed to find?
 
   For what must have been an hour she opened various crates; she peeked inside for some kind of hint.  She didn’t find anything but a lot of old junk.  There was nothing in any of these crates that would help anyone.  Most of this stuff she didn’t understand why Mom bothered to keep it, except she couldn’t bear to get rid of anything that might have scientific value.  Even the signs on the wall, like this old radiation warning sign, despite there hadn’t been much need to worry about that since before Louise was born.  She ran a hand along the sign—
 
   The floor beneath her dropped suddenly, to deposit her into a cavern similar to the one in the Sudan, though not so dark.  It smelled even worse, almost like sewage.  Around her she saw a sea of mud with some bits of olive green wood here and there and an old radiation suit on a rusty nail.  What was this place?
 
   It didn’t seem to be anything, except maybe an old bomb shelter from before even her mother was born.  Why would someone go to all the trouble to install a hidden elevator to an otherwise useless bomb shelter?  She thought back to that first trip to the Sudan, to the stone the ancient people had rolled into the cave to seal their royalty away from any prying eyes.  What had someone hidden here?
 
   She took the rubber boots from the radiation suit so she could step into the mud.  Whoever had installed that elevator had hidden something down here.  She felt around the walls to find a crack or a hidden trigger like in old stories.
 
   Then her hand passed through one wall to touch a sheet of metal on the other side.  The hologram gave way to reveal a metal wall that clearly wasn’t part of the original bomb shelter.  She saw a thumb print reader, though she knew better than to stick her thumb against it.
 
   In college, as the biggest nerd on campus, she had gravitated towards other nerds, mostly the computer geeks.  They engaged in a barter system, where she showed them about the carnal arts while they showed her various dirty tricks that could be done with computers.  One of these involved how to reprogram a thumbprint reader.  This would work better with proper tools, but she wasn’t about to go up and look for some, not when she was so close.
 
   A piece of rock worked well enough for her purposes.  With the rock she smashed open the access terminal.  From there it was just a bit of hacking to reprogram the reader and prompt it to reset the access print.  Whoever had done the original programming had done a good job; they had built in several safeguards that nearly stymied Louise.  In the end, the light above the reader turned green and a section of the wall peeled back.
 
   She crawled through the opening, unconcerned if she stained her black dress at this point.  Once through the opening, she remained on her knees to gape in awe at what she saw.  From the holographic map of the city, the computer, and the thickly padded massage chair, she knew this certainly wasn’t an old bomb shelter.  This was the Scarlet Knight’s lair!
 
   Like every kid in Rampart City she knew about the Scarlet Knight.  All sorts of stories floated around the playground and the halls of school about the city’s superhero.  They said she could climb walls.  She could turn herself invisible.  Her golden sword could cut through anything.  Her armor could deflect bullets.  Basically she could do everything but fly.  And Louise had found her hideout!
 
   She realized she wasn’t alone as a vaguely British voice said, “Well, are you just going to sit there all day gaping?”
 
   She looked up and screamed at the sight of a ghost.
 
   ***
 
   As a scientist, especially one who spent a lot of time around burial grounds, Louise didn’t put any stock into ghosts.  There were some scientists, even legitimate ones, who tried to prove the reality of spirits from another realm.  Besides the traditional belief that ghosts were the souls of the dead left behind to wander the earth, there were theories about quantum signatures, psychic imprints, and alternate universes overlapping.
 
   Louise didn’t believe any of these theories.  But Renee did.  Renee with her somewhat psychic abilities felt for certain there were spirits who hadn’t crossed over yet.  She had even saved up her allowance to buy a Ouija board when she was eight.  For most of one night they had tried to summon spirits from the Great Beyond until Aggie broke it up.  She confiscated the board and said, “That’s not how you summon a ghost, dear.”
 
   Despite all of this, Louise couldn’t deny the shape that hovered over her sure as hell looked like a ghost.  She could see through his blue-tinted form to the ceiling of the room.  When she reached up with one hand to touch the hem of his robe, her hand passed through it.
 
   The strangest part of all was what the ghost looked like.  With the robe, pointed hat, and long beard he looked like a wizard one of her computer geek friends played as in their role-playing games.  Despite that his eyes didn’t have any actual color, she could still tell he gave her a Glare worthy of Mom.
 
   “You’re a ghost,” she finally managed to get out.
 
   “Very perceptive.  I can see why you’re a doctor.”
 
   Louise pushed herself up to her feet and put one muddy hand to her temple.  “I must still be dreaming,” she said.  Though for a dream, the mud felt real enough.  “And how do you know who I am anyway?”
 
   “You think I just float around in here all day and night?”  The ghost made a very human snort.  “Do you have any idea how dull that would be?”
 
   “So who are you?  What do you want?”
 
   “My name is Marlin.  I—”
 
   “Marlin?”
 
   “Yes, like the fish.  I am Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “I knew it.  This is her lair.”
 
   “Sanctuary.  Lair has such a negative connotation.  Makes it sound like she’s a spider or a mad scientist, though that’s not far off.”
 
   Louise looked around the room again, but as far as she could tell she and the ghost were alone.  “Where is she?  I’d love to meet her.”
 
   “Look in a mirror and you can talk to her all you want.”
 
   Louise gaped at him in disbelief.  “Me?  I’m not the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “You are now.  You heard the Call.  Just like the previous Scarlet Knight and the one before her and so on for the last almost four millennia.  It’s the ancient tradition—”
 
   “That dream.  Dan’s voice.  This is what he wanted me to find.”  She rubbed her temple, which inadvertently rubbed mud into her hair.  The Scarlet Knight—her?  It seemed impossible.  “I can’t be a superhero.  I don’t even have my own place to live yet.”
 
   “Be that as it may, you heard the Call and that means you’re the one.  So if we could just get to it—”
 
   “Wait a minute.  What happened to the last Scarlet Knight?  Where is she?”
 
   “Indisposed.  Now, we really don’t have a lot of time for stupid questions.  There’s the fate of the world at stake and all that.”
 
   She gave Marlin a Glare of her own.  “Could you give me a minute?  This is sort of a lot to take in.”  She rubbed at her eyes and wondered if all of this would disappear and she would find herself in bed.  If she were lucky, these last few days would be a nightmare and she’d wake up to Mom pressing a washcloth to her forehead and Dan would bring over some chicken soup made by his cook with extra noodles—the way Louise liked it.  Everything remained as it was, with her in a dank cavern with a ghost who glared at her.  “This is really happening, isn’t it?  It’s not a dream?  Or a psychotic episode?”
 
   “I’m starting to wish it were,” Marlin grumbled.  “This was so much easier in the old days when you just pointed them to the armor and told them who to kill.  Of course people back then were a lot more superstitious.  They didn’t need all these rational explanations.”
 
   While Marlin ranted, Louise saw a metal case in one corner of the room.  From the scarlet color of the case, she knew this had to be where the magic armor was kept.  The armor that according to the ghost belonged to her now.
 
   She knelt down in front of the case.  As she reached out to it with her hands, angelic faces suddenly appeared along the case.  They hummed like a heavenly choir as her hands came closer.  She kept her body back to touch the case at arm’s length.  The case yawned open at her touch.
 
   She leaned forward and saw the armor piled up neatly inside with the helmet on top.  She reached inside to pick up the helmet and study it like an ancient artifact.  From what Marlin had said, she supposed it was.  What she couldn’t deny, though, was it felt real enough, the metal cool to her touch.  “I don’t believe it,” she said.
 
   “Yes, well, believe it.  Could you just put it on so we can get started with the training?”
 
   Louise dropped the helmet back into the case.  “Wait a minute.  Who said I’m even going to do this?  What if I don’t want to be the Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “No one has ever refused the Call.  The last one tried, but she couldn’t deny her fate.  So either you can get on with it or you can whine and bitch and do it anyway.  Your choice.”
 
   “What’s your problem?  Why are you so fucking pissed off?”
 
   “It might be that I’m a ghost and that I’ve had to spend almost four thousand years explaining this to morons.”
 
   “I’m not a moron!  I have a PhD.”
 
   “Fine, you’re a very intelligent moron.”
 
   Louise stood up and held up her middle finger at the ghost.  “Fuck you and your Order, buddy.  I don’t need this bullshit.”  She checked her watch.  “Mom’s probably waiting for me.”
 
   She made it to the door before Marlin said, “Don’t you want to find who did that to your mother?  And who killed Dreyfus?  And that tub of lard Becky?”
 
   “Becky’s dead?  When?”
 
   “Yesterday.  She got her.  And you should see what she’s done to your friend and her father.  Ghastly business.”
 
   “Renee?  What’s happened to Renee?”
 
   “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
 
   “Come on, don’t hold out on me now.  What happened to Renee and Aggie?”
 
   “Let’s just say that they’ve both been born again and leave it at that.”
 
   “Born again?  You mean they’re babies?”
 
   “Yes, though I imagine Aggie will be a corpse before much longer.  Unless maybe the Scarlet Knight does something about it.”
 
   Louise leaned back against the wall and tried to wrap her head around all of this.  “You’re saying that someone did all of those things to Mom, Dan, Becky, Aggie, and Renee?”
 
   “That’s right.  One person.  The most evil creature ever to grace the face of the earth.  And you’re the only one who has even a hope of stopping her.”
 
   With Becky dead—or at least according to the ghost—Louise knew there was only one person who could be responsible:  Eileen.  She thought back to the night in the Brass Drum, the way Renee had reacted when Eileen came into the club.  And the way Renee had glared at Eileen during the funeral, as if she wanted to kill her.  “Eileen.  That bitch.”  She looked up at Marlin.  “What do I do?”
 
   “You put on the armor and do what I tell you.  Should be simple enough for a genius.”
 
   ***
 
   As an Egyptologist, Louise hadn’t spent a lot of time with medieval European armor, which the Scarlet Knight’s suit obviously was.  Most of it was self-explanatory, though Marlin bitched at her when she put the leg pieces on backwards.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “It’s not like they taught us this at Berkeley.”
 
   “They didn’t teach you anything at Berkeley except how to drink and screw from what I’ve heard,” Marlin said.
 
   “How did you hear that?”
 
   “Never mind.  Hurry up and get dressed.”
 
   The previous Scarlet Knight had been taller than her, though almost as skinny.  Lucky for her, the armor adjusted itself to accommodate her smaller frame; it actually shrunk as she put it on to fit perfectly.  The boots were the only part of the armor that didn’t have to reshape themselves; they already fit her big feet comfortably.  The most awkward moment came when she put on the breastplate, which shortened itself lengthwise while at the same time deepened to fit her breasts; apparently the last Scarlet Knight was not well-endowed in that area.
 
   With the rest of the armor on except for the helmet, she reached inside for the golden cape.  As she lifted it up, her fingers went slack inside the golden gloves so that the cape drifted back inside.  She pushed it aside to reach inside for the other item in the case, one that didn’t belong there:  the Book of Isis.
 
   “Oh God,” she said.  She studied the cover of the book to make sure it was the same as the one she’d found in the desert.  The one she had checked into the Plaine Museum.  The one Mom had checked out and claimed she would put back in a day or two.  “Mom.  How could you?”
 
   For the first time since they’d met, Marlin actually looked sympathetic.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I was hoping you wouldn’t figure it out.”
 
   She thought back to her memory of waking up in the middle of the night.  The heavy footsteps accompanied by a metallic sound.  The blanket that covered Mom’s body but couldn’t conceal the bulkiness of her.  Something hard pressing against Louise when Mom leaned down to kiss her.  “How long?” she asked.  “How long has she been doing this?”
 
   “Since before you were born.  When she was your age.”
 
   “She’s been doing this for almost thirty years?”  Louise collapsed onto the chair by the computer—a chair Mom had brought down here.  She had built all of this.  She had installed that elevator in the subbasement too; she’d probably asked her buddy Megan Putnam to include that on the plans.  The bruises, the lack of sleep, the premature aging, and the arthritis all made sense now.  “Jesus Christ.  Who else knows about this?”
 
   “Becky of course.  Aggie and her wife.  That doctor found out not long after you were born.”
 
   “Dan?”
 
   “No, he never found out.  Probably should have, the twit.  Never met a man who could be so smart and so dumb at the same time.”
 
   “Does Renee know?”
 
   “No, she had enough problems to deal with.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Do we have to get into this now?”
 
   “Yes, damn it!”  Louise wiped tears from her eyes and then stood up.  “If you want me to help Aggie and Renee then tell me what’s going on.  Please.”
 
   “Fine, but you aren’t going to believe it.”  Marlin waited for her to sit down before he said, “Aggie is a witch.  She’s more than five hundred years old—or at least she was.  Her wife, that’s even harder to explain.  She’s from another dimension or something like that.”
 
   “And Renee?  She’s a witch too?”
 
   “No one’s really sure what she is.  I don’t think she even knows.”
 
   Louise had always thought she was the one good at keeping secrets.  Now she realized everyone around her had kept secrets from her.  While her childhood had been anything but normal, she’d never thought it was this…weird.  
 
   She wiped at her eyes with a gloved hand, though this was probably not something the real Scarlet Knight—her mother—would do.  “What about my father?  What’s the story on him?  Is he a wizard or a Moloch or something?”
 
   “That’s classified information.”
 
   “Classified?  It’s my fucking father!  Tell me.”
 
   “I promised your mother I wouldn’t.  Not until either he tells you or he’s dead.”
 
   “So he’s still alive?”
 
   “If you call what he does living.”
 
   “Is he hurt?  Is she going after him too?”
 
   “I don’t think she cares about him.  Not yet.”  Marlin sighed wearily, though Louise figured he had no need for sleep anymore.  “Could we stop the Twenty Questions bit and get to work?  You can harangue your mother about this later.”
 
   “Fine.  Why don’t you start by telling me what’s going on with Eileen.”
 
   “The short version is that her real name is Isis.  Not like the Egyptian goddess.  She is the Egyptian goddess.  Twenty-two years ago your esteemed mentor found a statue of her in the desert, which freed her spirit to inhabit the body of some poor girl conveniently named Isis.  She married Dreyfus, came here, and wreaked havoc on the city until your mother stopped her.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “She cut out her heart and the bitch ate it.”
 
   “Her heart?  But—”
 
   “Yes, she died.  My master allowed her to come back to life.”
 
   “Your master?”
 
   “Merlin.  You know, like Arthur, the Round Table, Excalibur, and all that nonsense.”
 
   “So Mom gave this Isis her heart and Isis died?”
 
   “Not entirely.  The girl she’d possessed survived as a baby.  Of course your mother couldn’t bring herself to do the smart thing and kill the accursed child, so she gave her over to the witches, who were supposed to keep her in check.  Instead they let her run wild and now she’s come back to finish what she started.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Rule the world.  All that good old-fashioned megalomaniac stuff.  But first she’s taking care of the old business.  Starting with your mother.  Then her ex-husband.  Then her ex-husband’s lover.  Then the witches.  You see a pattern?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “She’s saving you for last.  Which is why we need to hurry this up.  Now that she’s taken care of the witches, she’ll be coming for you.  We have to get you ready.”
 
   Louise went back over to the red case to take out the cape and helmet.  She tied the cape around her neck and then stuffed the helmet over her head.  A surge of adrenaline ran through her as she did so.  “Let’s do it,” she said.
 
   ***
 
   Things were still chaotic enough after the break in at the museum for Louise to sneak out without much trouble.  She crawled through the door, back to the elevator.  In the subbasement, Marlin began his lecture on the armor’s abilities, most of which she already knew from word-of-mouth at school.
 
   “If you wrap the cape around yourself, you’ll be invisible to human eyes.  Not cameras, as your mother found out, much to her chagrin,” he said.
 
   “That’s not all that useful then.”
 
   “Yes, well, my master designed this four thousand years ago.  A lot fewer cameras back then.”
 
   “Can’t your master fix it?”
 
   “If he wanted to.”
 
   “But he doesn’t want to.  He’d rather Mom risk her neck instead.  And me risk my neck too, I guess.”
 
   “He can’t just drop in for a visit like an old college chum.  There are consequences of him coming back.  Think Revelations.”
 
   “Great.  Mom never figured out anything on her own?”
 
   “No and believe me she tried.  Can we continue?”
 
   “Fine.”  Louise wrapped the cape around her body before she boarded the elevator up to the main gallery.  Ordinarily it would have been difficult to cross the main gallery without a camera spotting her, but the break in had destroyed several cameras.
 
   She kept the cape around her body as she scuttled along the sidewalk, into an alley.  When she was certain no one would see her, she finally let it drop.  “So now what?”
 
   “The gloves allow you to climb up walls.  Just put your fingertips to the wall and you’ll stick to it.”
 
   “Like Spider-Man.”
 
   “Shut up,” Marlin snapped.  “The gloves can also open traditional locks, though I’ll admit that doesn’t have much value these days with everything using lasers and computers and such nonsense.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.  What else?”
 
   “The rubber soles of the boots allow you to jump very high into the air.  Bounce a little first to warm it up and then you can power up one big jump.  To keep you from falling on your ass, the cape can work as a parachute if you let it billow up.  The armor itself will make sure you don’t break anything.”
 
   “It’ll just leave a bruise.”
 
   “Yes, well, that’s supposed to help you remember your mistakes.”
 
   Louise nodded and then began to bounce slightly on the soles of her feet.  She could feel the soles of the boots loosen until they became like a rubber ball she’d played with as a child.  She decided to finally give it one higher bounce and found herself soaring through the air.  She cleared the roof of the adjoining building and looked down to see caged pigeons frantically race around.  She swam forward in midair to propel herself onto the roof.
 
   Too late she realized she would land on the pigeon cage.  She tried to use the cape to brace her descent, but she was too late.  She slammed down onto the cage; miraculously she didn’t flatten any birds in the process.  She lay facedown on the roof, while some of the curious birds pecked at her with their beaks.
 
   “I guess that runs in the family too,” Marlin said.
 
   “Shut up,” she growled.  At least the armor worked as advertised to prevent her from breaking any ribs or other bones.  She pushed herself onto her feet and adjusted the helmet, which had gone slightly askew.  “Now what?”
 
   “If you tap the side of your helmet you’ll be able to see in the dark.  It’s just night vision, no infrared, ultraviolet, or X-ray vision.  Your mother meant to put something in but never could seem to find the time.  Can’t fancy why.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means because she had her hands full running a museum and looking after a certain little brat.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “It’s the truth.  Trust me, I babysat for you often enough.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Who else do you think was looking after you after that pig left?”
 
   “But you’re a ghost.  What could you do?”
 
   “I could fetch Aggie to take care of you.”
 
   “Mom left me alone?  With you?”
 
   “Yes, well, none of us were happy with the arrangement, but your mother thought it would give the illusion of normalcy better than having you stay with Aggie every night.  Now you know why her hair turned gray.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Louise said.  She shivered to think all those nights she’d been in bed and thought she was alone, a ghost had hovered over her bed to check up on her.  She sighed and forced herself to focus on the task at hand.  She was the Scarlet Knight now and she had to prepare herself to fight a very pissed off Egyptian goddess.  “So when are we going after her?”
 
   “Not tonight.”
 
   “But you said she’s coming after me next.”
 
   “Yes, well, it wouldn’t do any good to go at her right now.  You’d be killed for sure.”
 
   “Maybe I could surprise you.”
 
   “Your mother nearly died fighting one Black Dragoon.  You have three to deal with.”
 
   “What’s a Black Dragoon?”
 
   “The ancient foe of the Scarlet Knight.  A big nasty brute Isis created to harvest souls for her.  Once she was imprisoned, the Dragoon continued to wreak havoc and terror.  Every time he returned, a new Scarlet Knight would rise to destroy him, including your mother.”  Marlin shook his head sadly.  “Unfortunately Isis has gotten wise to the Order’s tactics.  This time she created three of the buggers.  And they do all sorts of things we’ve never seen before:  use night vision on their eyes, spontaneously grow spikes, and even turn invisible.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to kill them?  Sounds like a suicide mission.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “That’s all you’re going to say?  ‘Probably?’  Aren’t you supposed to give me a pep talk or something?”
 
   “I’ve seen Scarlet Knights die in almost every way imaginable, so forgive me if I’m not especially sympathetic.”
 
   “Great.  So if we’re not going after Isis, what are we going to do?”
 
   “Bust a few normal thugs.  If you survive that we can worry about bigger game.”  Marlin pointed to the sheathed sword on Louise’s belt.  “Let’s get into weapons and tactics now.”
 
   She nodded and pulled the sword from its sheath.  The slightly curved blade was pure gold and looked sharp enough to cut through anything, as she’d heard.  “This is the Sword of Justice,” she said.  “It can slice through anything, right?”
 
   “Almost anything.”
 
   “Almost?”
 
   “Only things that are of this universe.  Anything from a parallel world and it’s just a really nice knife.”
 
   Louise took a few practice swipes with the sword, which felt much lighter than it looked.  She had been on the fencing team at Northwestern, one of the few sports where it came in handy to be much shorter than her opponents.
 
   “The sword will glow in the presence of evil, it will turn molten if someone unworthy tries to hold it, and you can control it with your mind.  That will probably take some work.  We should move someplace without so much wildlife.”
 
   She nodded and tucked the Sword of Justice back into its sheath.  Then she ran across the roof to spring from the edge towards the next building.  This time she managed to get the cape up in time to slow her fall.  She stumbled a little, but remained on her feet.  “You’re a natural,” Marlin said.  “Probably because you aren’t such an albatross like your mother.”
 
   She took out the Sword of Justice and pointed it at him even though she knew it wouldn’t do anything.  “Don’t make fun of her like that.”
 
   “I’m just saying she didn’t have a very good sense of balance.  Now, why don’t you throw the Sword of Justice and see if you can guide it?”
 
   She brought her arm back and intentionally threw the sword through where the ghost hovered.  As expected, it didn’t affect Marlin at all.  She tried to put this out of her mind and focused on the sword itself.  Renee would have a much easier time with this, she knew—
 
   The Sword of Justice clattered onto the rooftop.  Marlin shook his head.  “You have to concentrate, especially at first.  Once you’ve been doing this a little while then you’ll be able to do it easier.”
 
   Louise retrieved the sword from the rooftop and then drew her arm back to throw it again.  This time she closed her eyes and cleared her mind as she’d learned to do in yoga class.  She pictured the golden blade spinning through the air, towards Marlin.  Then she imagined it hovering in midair, just in front of his smug face as if poised to give him a much-needed shave.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she saw the golden blade was in the exact position she’d imagined.  “I did it!” she shouted.  The Sword of Justice clattered to the rooftop again, but she didn’t care.
 
   “Let’s hope you’ll be able to do it with your eyes open soon.  Chances are you’ll need to guide it while some dumb thug has you in a headlock.”
 
   “It was good for a second try.  Admit it.”
 
   “Yes, fine.  You’re a quick study, which you should be.”  As she retrieved the Sword of Justice to return to its sheath, Marlin said, “I’m going to assume you’re more into that kung-fu nonsense like your mother was until her joints started giving out.  Just remember that in the end there are no style points.  Get them to the ground as quickly as possible and keep them down.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.  Are we ever going to fight anyone or not?”
 
   “Well, you certainly didn’t inherit her patience, did you?”
 
   “You’re the one who said time is of the essence.”
 
   The ghost sighed dramatically.  “Very well.  Go over to Eighth and Orchard.  There’s a little convenience store still there.  Always a good place to start out.”
 
   Along the way to the destination Marlin had selected, Louise practiced her jumps.  The gymnastics classes she took with Renee when they were kids paid off in this regard.  Tumbling had always been her greatest strength as she was a natural at balling herself up and rolling.  The armor was light and flexible enough that she could curl herself up like an armadillo as she came down on a rooftop.  Then she only had to slow her descent and get to her feet.
 
   “Well we’re in luck,” Marlin said.  “A couple of blokes are making a withdrawal even as we speak.”
 
   “A convenience store robbery?  Shouldn’t we start with something harder?”
 
   “You handle this and we’ll talk about it.”
 
   She snorted beneath the helmet visor.  “Fine.”  She surveyed the old building and saw an entrance in the back.  From what Marlin said, two men were inside, one with a gun pointed at the clerk and another with an eye on the customers.  With a slight shrug, she dropped off the roof and used the cape to slow her descent.
 
   She went around to the front of the store and kept the cape around her body.  She stood before the front window to peer inside.  The situation was just as Marlin had said.  One man had a gun pointed at the clerk, who stuffed cash into a paper bag.  The other had his gun trained on a middle-aged man with a porno magazine in his hand.
 
   “Well?” Marlin said.
 
   “Just wait a minute.”  She shuffled over to the edge of the doorway and waited.  The clerk finished stuffing the money in the bag and then handed it over to the robber.  The man hurried towards the door, followed by his partner.
 
   As they burst through the door, Louise stuck her foot out.  The first robber tumbled forward, onto the sidewalk.  The second tripped over his partner to land on top of him.  Louise let the cape drop.  “Oh, how clumsy of me.”
 
   Then she gave them each a punch in the face to keep them down as Marlin had suggested.  She retrieved the bag of cash from the sidewalk and took it inside to the clerk, whose eyes went wide.  “You!  They could have kill me while you do nothing—”
 
   She grabbed the front of his shirt and hauled him halfway across the counter.  “Listen, jerk, no thief worth a damn is going to waste a bullet on you.  So just take your fucking money back and call the cops to take care of those two.”  She tossed him back against the wall.  “You’re welcome, asshole.”
 
   As she stomped out, Marlin said, “Well, that certainly was different.”
 
   “You said to handle it.  I handled it.  Now what?”
 
   ***
 
   Marlin had her stick to petty robberies for most of the night.  She broke up three liquor store robberies, two gas station robberies, and one strip club robbery.  Outside the strip club she also prevented a rape; she broke three noses and probably twelve ribs in the process.  Afterwards, the young woman collapsed against her.  “Thank you so much.  I don’t know how I can repay you.”
 
   “I’m just doing my job.”  One thing the scarlet armor didn’t have were handcuffs, so she had to borrow some from the strippers.  Then she found a secluded alley where she could take off one glove to check her watch.  It was almost four in the morning; Mom probably thought Louise had forgotten about her by now.
 
   “I think that’s enough for tonight,” Marlin said.
 
   “Tomorrow we go after these Dragoons.”
 
   “They’re just a bit tougher than petty thieves and would-be rapists.”
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m not going to sit around while this Isis bitch keeps killing all of my friends!  You got that?”
 
   “Fine with me.  If you die we’ll just find someone else.”
 
   “That’s very comforting.”
 
   “It’s also the truth.”
 
   “So what do I do now?  Go back to the Sanctuary and change?”
 
   “No.  There’s one last trick.  Just say ‘mekka lekka weep ninibaum’ and the case will come to you.”  
 
   “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   “It’s the language of magic.  Just do it.”
 
   She rolled her eyes as she said, “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum.”  As Marlin had said, the red case showed up at her feet, with the Book of Isis still inside.  She reached inside and stroked its cover.  “What I don’t understand is why she put it in here.”
 
   “Because it’s the one place where Isis can’t get it.  My master’s magic is more powerful than hers; if she tries to stick her hand in there it’ll burn right off.”  Marlin fixed her with a hard look.  “That brings up one final point.  If you do anything to prove yourself unworthy while wearing the armor, it will destroy you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The armor is only for those pure of heart.  If you show that you’re not, it will kill you to protect the integrity of its magic.”
 
   “Pure?  Look, I’m not a virgin if that’s what you think.”
 
   “It has nothing to do with that.  Obviously your mother wasn’t a virgin either.  Well, after a while anyway.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, shut up!”
 
   “I’m just saying.  It shouldn’t be a problem unless you try to hold up a liquor store or go on a murder spree.”  He yawned, which in turn prompted Louise to yawn.  “Now, put the armor back in there and it’ll vanish back to the Sanctuary.  Then I suggest you get some rest.  You’ll need it if you want to take on the Dragoons.”
 
   “The hell with that.  I’m going to see Mom.  Then I have to go to court for Dan’s will.”
 
   Marlin shook his head sadly.  “Do what you want then.  Just try to go easy on your mother.  She only did what she thought was right.”
 
   She nodded as she dropped the helmet back into the case.  “I’ve heard that before.”  Then she closed the lid to the case and hailed a cab.  She didn’t have her purse with her, but she’d kept a ten-dollar bill in one pocket for just such an emergency.
 
   To sneak into Mom’s room was easy enough after the night she’d been through.  The moment Louise sat down in the chair, Mom’s eyes flashed open.  “Where were you?” she asked.
 
   “Out taking care of some things.”  She remembered what Marlin had said about going easy on Mom.  That wasn’t easy to do, but the machines and bandages, not to mention Mom’s crippled legs and the sadness in her eyes all convinced Louise to try.  “Mom, I know.  I know what happened to you.”
 
   “Who told you?”
 
   “Marlin.  He said—”
 
   To her surprise and horror, Mom buried her face in her pillow and began to scream.  “No!  Not you!  Why did it have to be you?”
 
   Louise put a hand on her mother’s back as Donna, the head nurse, rushed into the room.  “She’s fine.  We’re just talking.”
 
   Donna fixed Louise with a Glare.  “You shouldn’t upset her.  She’s very sick.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Mom had at least stopped screaming by the time the nurse left.  Tears still streamed down her cheeks as she turned her head from the pillow.  “I’m so sorry, baby.  I never wanted this for you.  I failed you.”
 
   “Mom, don’t talk like that.  You didn’t know what they could do.”
 
   “Don’t patronize me!  I’m not a child.  You’re my child.”  Louise braced for Mom to scream again, but she didn’t.  Her voice regained its icy composure as she said, “I was supposed to protect the city, to protect you.  I couldn’t.  I’m too old.  And you’re too young.”
 
   “I’m the same age as when you started.”
 
   “And I didn’t have to deal with nearly as much as you.  There was only one Dragoon and he was far less powerful than these new ones.  And she wasn’t around.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it, Mom.  I’ll find a way.”
 
   Her mother sniffled; her tears finally ebbed.  Louise wiped at them for her.  Mom said, “You can’t be like me.  Do you understand?  She’s going to be ready for that.  That’s what she’s prepared them for.  You have to find your own way.”
 
   “I will, Mom.”
 
   “Just whatever you do, whatever she says, don’t give her the book.  Even if she threatens to kill me, you can’t give it to her.  Do you understand?”
 
   “What’s so special about the book?”
 
   Mom’s eyes fluttered to indicate she was fading again.  “I’m sorry, baby.  I’m so sorry you have to do this.”
 
   Then Mom closed her eyes.  Louise bent down to kiss her on the cheek.  “I’m going to get them, Mom.  For you,” she whispered.
 
   Before that there was a lot of work to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   When Cecelia woke up the next morning, Sue waited with a box of donuts.  “I got a bunch of different kinds.  Not sure what you like.”
 
   Cecelia didn’t like any kind of donuts; they were too fatty for her to eat in her profession.  Still, she knew if she said that, Sue would be hurt or angry and at the moment Cecelia needed Sue’s friendship.  “I’m not particular,” she said.
 
   “Maybe we should ask the little guy what he wants.”  Sue put her head down to Cecelia’s stomach, a gesture for which she would have killed anyone else.  “He’s saying he wants a glazed, a cruller, and a sour cream.”
 
   “I don’t think I can eat that much.”
 
   “Sure you can.”  Sue patted Cecelia’s stomach.  “Don’t you want him to grow up big and strong?  Like his mommy?”
 
   “I suppose.”  Sue had also brewed a pot of coffee; she poured a cup for Cecelia and served it to her in bed.  
 
   The donuts were still warm, which meant Sue had picked them up within the last few minutes.  Sue let out an almost orgasmic groan as she bit into one.  “The secret is to get in right after they fry up a batch.  You don’t want no day-old shit.  A cop taught me that.”
 
   “One of your friends from the old days?”
 
   “Can’t get anything by you.  Mac wasn’t much of a cop.  Crooked as hell.  Try not to mention any of this stuff to your mom; she’ll think I’m a bad influence.”
 
   “I’m sure she’d be glad you’re helping me.”
 
   “Let’s hope.”
 
   Cecelia ate all of the cruller and half of the glazed donut.  Sue took the sour cream and put it back into the box.  “I’ll give these to the landlady.  Fat bitch might get someone to fix the hot water in the shower then.”
 
   A cold shower was fine with Cecelia, who couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken any kind of shower.  It must have been after her meeting with the Headmistress, back at the safe house.  As for Maria, she did smell a little funky; she probably hadn’t taken any sort of bath since she’d left her farm—if then.
 
   Sue waited for her outside the bathroom; she stood by the door like a bouncer, except that she wore only a bathrobe.  Before Cecelia could toddle off, Sue took her arm.  She pressed a five-dollar bill into Cecelia’s hand.  “Get yourself a cab to take you to work,” Sue said.  
 
   “Aren’t you coming?”
 
   “I’ve got to see an old friend.  He might have some information.”
 
   “Really?  I didn’t think you would hear anything so soon.”  In a time where a computer took up an entire gymnasium, she hadn’t expected Sue to find anything for days—if ever.  She must really be connected, Cecelia thought.
 
   “These guys owe me big.”  Sue patted Cecelia’s arm.  “Go and get to work and I’ll see you later when I’ve finished with them.”
 
   “Thank you so much.  And be careful.”  Sue only nodded to her in response before she ducked into the bathroom.  This left Cecelia to go back to the apartment to get herself ready.  She dressed in a green dress Agnes Chiostro had given her.  With any luck, Sue would have found something on Emma Earl so Cecelia could finish her job.  If she were really lucky, Agnes Chiostro would arrange a meeting with Sylvia Joubert, so Cecelia could finish her other job as well.
 
   She wanted to sing as she bounded down the steps to the sidewalk.  To get a cab took some doing in the Trenches as most cabbies were leery to go into a poor neighborhood, where they were just as likely to be mugged as tipped.  Still, it was better than the bus or a streetcar, especially without Sue to protect her.
 
   The cabbie who finally pulled up was a black man who probably had been muscled out of the more prosperous neighborhoods.  “Where you going?” he asked.
 
   “Harmon-Farmer.”
 
   “Girl like you shouldn’t be working.”
 
   “Tell me about it.  But we all have to do our part.”
 
   “That’s true.  I got a son over in the Pacific.  Where’s your man at?”
 
   “Europe.  Eighth Air Force,” she said.  She figured this would be much easier than to tell the cabbie she was an unwed mother and would probably never see the baby’s father again.  That was if the baby’s father wasn’t her father.  Cecelia hadn’t considered that angle before, but on a farm it was entirely possible.  Or maybe one of Maria’s brothers.  She shivered at these thoughts.
 
   The cabbie stopped at the front gates of the factory and opened the door for her.  “Good luck to all three of you,” he said.  She made sure to give him a good tip in addition to the fare; he probably needed all the help he could get.
 
   The old security guard from her first day glared at her as she walked past.  She worried that without Sue to protect her, the old man might try something.  He continued to watch her as she went inside; she broke into a stroll and whistled so he’d see she didn’t care.
 
   Her whistling ended when she stopped in front of her locker.  Someone had taken a can of green paint used for the bombers to write “WHORE” across the front of her locker.  Her hand shook as she opened the door to find the vandal hadn’t stopped there.  She had written “WHORE” in smaller letters on the inside of the door and for good measure on the back of Cecelia’s work shirt.  
 
   She dropped onto the row of benches between the lockers, to stare at her vandalized belongings.  There was little question in her mind that Gert had done this; she doubted the old guard had the figurative stomach for such an operation.  In her own body Cecelia would have pulled out a dagger, knifed the bitch, and not looked back.  As Maria, she blubbered into a handkerchief and wished Sue were here to give her a hug.
 
   “I don’t need anyone,” she whispered.  As in Malloy’s the night before, she tried to give herself a pep talk by reminding herself she was still a deadly assassin.  Even if she didn’t have the muscles or the weapons, it didn’t matter.  What mattered in this business was the will to do what needed to be done.
 
   At least Gert hadn’t written on the inside of her shirt, so Cecelia could turn it inside-out to keep the paint hidden.  She waddled out onto the factory floor.  The good thing about an aircraft factory was there were plenty of weapons around.  As she passed by a workstation, she took a heavy wrench off the table.  This she tucked inside her shirt for easy access.
 
   Then she went to find Gert and settle the score.
 
   ***
 
   As an assassin, surprise was always the greatest asset.  Whether she was crouched in a building with a rifle or meeting someone face-to-face, Cecelia always used surprise to her advantage.  A bullet fired from cover or a subtle dagger in the chest, it didn’t matter.  The point was to catch the quarry unguarded, do the job, and escape.
 
   The problem for this personal job was it would be almost impossible to employ surprise in most traditional forms.  She didn’t have a rifle or a perch where she could wait for Gert.  With her pregnant stomach she couldn’t really disguise herself either.  There was another form of surprise she could rely on:  Gert didn’t think Maria Costopolous tough enough to conceal a wrench in her shirt.
 
   As Cecelia approached, Gert made the same mistake Cecelia had made with Emma Earl—she couldn’t resist the urge to gloat.  “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Gert said.  “I thought maybe you’d decided to take a little vacation.”
 
   “I wanted to apologize,” Cecelia said.  She tried to sound as meek as possible.  “I think we got off on the wrong foot.  I’d still like us to be friends.”
 
   “I’m not friends with whores.”
 
   As in Agnes Chiostro’s house, Cecelia began to cry.  She turned around and bent over as if she were sobbing.  In reality she slipped her hand into her shirt for the wrench.  This time she wouldn’t make the mistake of gloating; she spun around with the wrench raised.
 
   The wrench hit Gert squarely in her smug face.  Since Maria had only these scrawny chicken wings, Cecelia didn’t get all she wanted into the swing.  Still, she saw blood spray from Gert’s nose and heard the crack of cartilage.  Gert hunched over and put both hands to her face.  Cecelia brought the wrench back around onto Gert’s neck.
 
   “Who’s the whore now?” Cecelia screamed.  She looked around the factory to challenge the others.  They stared back at her; one woman turned to throw up into a landing gear assembly.  “You pussies!  I’m just one little pregnant woman.  Don’t any of you have the stones to take me on?”
 
   Something heavy touched her shoulder.  She spun around and saw Mr. Dugan had touched her with his wooden hand.  “Maria, I think we’d better go to my office,” he said.  “Come with me, please.”
 
   “What, you’re going to fire me?  Is that it?  Want to do it somewhere private?”
 
   “Maria—”
 
   “What about her?  Did you see what she did to my locker?  To my clothes?”  She tightened her grip on the wrench; she wanted to give Gert a few more good licks with it.  At least the woman had enough sense to stay down on the floor, on her knees while her coworkers attempted to staunch the bleeding with a towel.
 
   “She’ll be dealt with appropriately,” Dugan said.  “In the meantime, I need you to put down the wrench.”  Dugan had been joined by two security guards, older men with .45 pistols that wouldn’t have posed a threat for her in her own body.  She doubted she could take them both out with the wrench before one of them fired and from this close not even a couple of old duffers could miss.
 
   She couldn’t bring herself to put down the weapon, though.  She already knew what would happen:  she would be canned while Gert would get a warning and maybe some kind of probation.  After all, Gert was a war widow while Maria Costopolous was some knocked up peasant girl with dark skin.  That was how these things worked.
 
   The standoff ended when she heard Sue bellow, “What the hell is going on here?  I take an hour off and everyone starts goldbricking!”  Sue pushed her way through the crowd of workers and security guards until she faced Cecelia, who still stood over Gert with the wrench.  “What the fuck is this?”
 
   Cecelia didn’t pretend this time when she dropped the wrench and threw herself into Sue’s arms.  Sue patted her back and stroked her hair as if Cecelia were still a child.  “It’s going to be all right, kid.  Come on.”
 
   Things went as she expected—at least at first.  She sat across from Dugan, who shook his head sadly while he lit a cigarette.  “Gert’s going to be fine in a few days.  I’m docking her wages while she’s off.”  He took a puff on the cigarette and then shook his head again.  “I’m afraid I have to let you go, Maria.  What Gert did was wrong, but we can’t have employees bludgeoning each other with tools.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’re firing her and keeping Gert?” Sue said.  She bolted out of the chair and leaned forward as if she wanted to hit Dugan.  “Gert’s been giving her shit right from the start.  She had this coming.”
 
   “Come on, Sue, she broke Gert’s nose!  I can’t overlook that.  There are going to be incident reports, hospital reports, and maybe even police reports if she wants to press charges.  We can’t sweep this one under the rug because she’s your pet project.”
 
   “You keep Gert and you’re looking for a new foreman.”
 
   “Sue, be reasonable.  Gert’s a good worker.  And a widow.  You want me to just throw her out on the street?”
 
   “You’re throwing Maria out onto the street.”
 
   “She attacked Gert with a wrench.  She’ll be lucky if she isn’t giving birth in jail.”
 
   “I’m serious.  You keep Gert and I’m walking.”
 
   Dugan threw up his good hand.  “Fine!  She’s gone too.  Good riddance.  I got enough bullshit going on here without workers starting brawls.”
 
   It wasn’t until they were back at the flat that Cecelia said, “Thank you.”
 
   “I didn’t do it for you,” Sue snapped.  “Gert had it coming.”
 
   “I’m sorry I put you in this position.  You’ve been so kind to me.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I think you’d better find yourself a motel tonight.”  Sue reached into her pocket for two twenty-dollar bills.  “That should cover what they owe you.  I’ll go down and get a cab.”
 
   Cecelia knew no amount of tears—real or fake—would turn things around this time.  She could tell from the sadness on Sue’s face that the older woman wasn’t angry with her so much as disappointed in her.  Sue had stuck her neck out for Cecelia, had believed in her, and Cecelia had made Sue look like an idiot to Dugan and everyone else.
 
   “You’re right,” Cecelia said.  “I should go.  Before I do, I just want you to know how much I appreciate what you did for me.  Not many others would have shown me such kindness.”
 
   Sue nodded and then reached into her pocket for a scrap of paper.  “Here, I got a lead on that girl you’re looking for.  Name’s Emily Cabot.  Young girl, tall, red hair, showed up at the bus station a few days ago.”
 
   Something about the name seemed familiar to Cecelia.  Then she recognized the surname as that of Earl’s mother.  In this case Emily Cabot was probably Emma Earl’s maternal grandmother.  Could Earl have wound up in her grandmother’s body?  Or was it a coincidence?  The address Sue gave to her wasn’t more than a few miles from here.  “Thank you so much.”  She tried to hug Sue, but the older woman pushed her back.
 
   “I’m going down to get that cab.”
 
   Cecelia didn’t have much to pack, just her suitcase, into which she stuffed the dresses Agnes Chiostro had given her.  She supposed her move would present a problem on that front; she would have to let Chiostro know her new address.  With her suitcase packed, she went downstairs to find a cab waited for her.
 
   “Good luck,” Sue said.
 
   “You too.”  They shook hands and then Sue helped Cecelia into the cab.  “Find me a motel.  A cheap one,” she told the driver.  She turned to see Sue on the sidewalk; the old woman watched her go with tears in her eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   It didn’t come as much of a surprise that Dan wanted to leave Louise the house and the bulk of his estate—his collection of Egyptian artifacts he wanted donated to the Plaine Museum, which could do as it pleased with them.  Nor did it come as a surprise to Louise when Dan’s cousins immediately protested the will.  One, before her lawyer could silence her, shouted, “This child isn’t even related to him!”
 
   Louise’s training didn’t give her much insight into the law, not enough to know if the will would hold up.  She didn’t really care in any case.  She didn’t want Dan’s house or his money.  What she wanted was justice for him.  That couldn’t be obtained in this courtroom; she would have to get it tonight when she tracked down Isis’s minions.
 
   While the legal wrangling continued, Louise jotted notes on a legal pad.  Not notes about the case, but about how she would go after these Black Dragoons Marlin had warned her about.  Her mother was right that Isis had designed the Dragoons to fight Emma Earl’s Scarlet Knight; therefore she would have to give them some things they hadn’t seen before.  
 
   If she had the budget of a Bruce Wayne or the government support of a James Bond, her ideas would be easy to carry out.  Instead, she would have to rely on a janitor at Rampart State University.  While the lawyers continued to blather, Louise sketched out exactly what she would need Tim Cooper to help her with.
 
   The legal proceedings ended around three o’clock with more hearings scheduled to evaluate the various claims made by Dan’s relatives.  Louise turned to her lawyer, who had been Dan’s lawyer.  “Give them whatever they want.  I don’t care.”
 
   “Dr. Earl—”
 
   “The money isn’t important to me,” she said, although a little money would probably help her in this case.
 
   Once she was out of court, she called Tim, who as usual didn’t answer until the tenth ring.  “Hi, Lou,” he said.  “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Mom needs your help.”
 
   “I heard that she’s in the hospital.  How is she?”
 
   “Bad.  Real bad.  But that’s not the reason I’m calling.  I need to see you.”
 
   “Sure, come on over.”  It didn’t surprise her to find he was in one of the spare labs at the school, the only place that would still let him tinker.  As part of his parole for the RAT Bombings, the judge ordered that Tim could not work in any official capacity in mechanical engineering.  Mom, who had testified on his behalf to the parole board, arranged the job at her old school.  So long as Tim didn’t do any official mechanical engineering, he was safe.
 
   When Louise walked into the lab, she found him hunched over what looked vaguely like a woman’s torso, though at the moment it was mostly a skeleton of metal and wires.  “Keeping busy?” she asked.
 
   “Always,” he said.  From the smell of him, Louise estimated Tim hadn’t showered in about three days, which usually happened when he was busy on a project.  “I’m making myself a girlfriend.  She won’t be as pretty as you, though.”
 
   “You still aren’t a very convincing liar.”
 
   He finally spun around on his stool.  If not for the scar that ran from the corner of his left eye to the right side of his jaw—the result of an attack in prison—Tim would look like an athlete just past his prime.  He certainly didn’t need to build himself a girlfriend.  Louise felt herself blush as she remembered the crush she’d developed on Tim when Mom brought him home from prison and allowed him to stay in the house until he got on his feet.  She had been only five at the time, a little girl who couldn’t cross the street by herself.  She still felt that way around him sometimes.  “So what brings you here?  You want me to help with some enhancements for your mom?”
 
   “No, I need some enhancements for me.”
 
   “You?  I don’t think you need any from what I can see.”
 
   “Can I trust you with something?  Something important?”
 
   “Of course, Lou.  You know I’d do anything for you and your mom.  If not for her I’d probably be on the street.  Or dead.”
 
   Louise nodded and then took a deep breath.  She wondered what Marlin would say about what she planned to do.  She didn’t want to involve Tim, but there was no one else to help her, not with Mom crippled and everyone else either dead or missing.  “OK, here goes:  I’m the Scarlet Knight and I need your help to design some surprises for these bad guys known as Black Dragoons who are the ones who crippled Mom.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and she waited for him to laugh.  He only nodded.  “I guess that’s not surprising.  I couldn’t think of anyone better to take over for her.”
 
   “You knew about her?”
 
   “She rescued me from TriTech and I helped her get the armor back.  Her and that weird friend of hers.  The one with the rats.”
 
   “The Sewer Rat?  Mom was friends with the Sewer Rat?”
 
   “I guess so.  We were a little too busy for me to ask her about it.”
 
   “God, I’m such an idiot.  I think Dan and I were the only ones who didn’t know.”
 
   “She made us all promise we wouldn’t tell you.  When I got out, that’s the first thing she said to me in the car, that I couldn’t tell you anything about that.  I guess I blew it.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter now.”  She reached into her pocket for her notes.  “I need your help to get this stuff together by tonight.  Think you can do it?”
 
   He examined her pages of crude drawings.  “Yeah, sure.  No problem, so long as you help me.”
 
   “I don’t know, I might just get in the way.”  The thought of such close proximity to Tim Cooper for hours was enough to make her blush again.
 
   “It’ll be fun,” he said.  “We can borrow some parts from Sylvia.”
 
   “Sylvia?”
 
   He patted the robotic chest on the table.  “That’s what I call her.  She can’t replace the original, though.”
 
   “I doubt anyone could,” Louise said.  She’d never met Aggie’s sister, but she’d heard all the stories from Renee—and Tim, who had loved Sylvia so much he’d never so much as looked at another woman again, especially Louise.
 
   “Let’s get to work,” he said, his voice hoarse.
 
   ***
 
   With Mom out of action, Isis had the Dragoons roaming the city to slaughter random citizens and bring the hearts for her to harvest.  For lack of better names, Louise and Marlin codenamed them Blades, Balls, and Claws based on the weapons they used.  She had tasked the ghost to find one of them that she could go after, to test out the new tactics she’d worked up with Tim Cooper’s help.
 
   She’d left Tim with a sisterly kiss on the cheek in the lab.  She supposed that was the best she would ever get from him.  If she were healthy enough, Mom probably would have pointed out that he was thirty years older than her and thus not ideal dating material.  Or maybe Mom would have approved; she had always liked Tim.
 
   She pushed these childish thoughts from her mind to focus on the mission.  Marlin had tracked down the Dragoon with sword blades on his hands down by the waterfront, where he was about to corner some dockworkers and take their hearts for Isis.  Louise would do everything possible to make sure that didn’t happen.
 
   She called for the armor with the ridiculous “magic words” Marlin had provided.  As she put it on, she imagined she would cut out the Dragoon’s heart and then stomp it into mush.  First, she would use the Sword of Justice to slice through the bastard’s spine, to cripple him the way he’d crippled Mom.
 
   “Are you almost ready?” Marlin asked.  He floated through the walls of the rusty shipping container she used as her changing room.
 
   “Just about.  What’s he up to?”
 
   “Lurking outside a bar.  I think he’s waiting for them to get nice and liquored up first.  Bugger isn’t even bothering to make himself invisible.”
 
   “Great.”  She dropped the helmet over her head and felt the same adrenaline rush as last time.  “All right, let’s do it.”  
 
   Then she gathered up her equipment and leaped from the shipping container.  The moment she landed, she wrapped the cape around her body to go invisible—at least from any dockworkers.  From what Marlin said, the Dragoon would be able to see her now.  That wouldn’t matter, not if things went as planned.
 
   As Marlin had indicated, the Dragoon lurked outside a seedy bar, the kind of place where Louise and Renee would never go to look for men.  The only thing two attractive young women would get in a place like that was raped.  She supposed in a way it would almost be a service to the community for the Dragoon to wreck the place.  That wasn’t a very Scarlet Knight-type thing to think; she worried for a moment the armor might decide to burn her to a crisp.
 
   She continued to creep along the dock with the cape wrapped around her body.  When she was just six feet away from the Dragoon, his body stiffened.  He stood up and then spun around.  His red eyes turned green, which from what Marlin said meant he was using his night vision to see her.  “I see you,” he said.
 
   The Dragoon swiped at her with one of his blades.  The blade went through her harmlessly.  “Surprise, asshole,” Louise said.  She let the cape drop to appear from behind the bar’s dumpster, to the Dragoon’s right.
 
   She yanked the Sword of Justice from its sheath; the golden blade glowed brightly.  It was bright enough for her to trigger her next surprise.  She tapped the side of her helmet to turn off her night vision.  With her free hand she triggered a strobe light about the size of an apple.  Tim had modified the light to glow brighter than the lights at a football stadium.
 
   The Dragoon screamed with rage and swiped blindly at her with his blades.  She easily ducked under these to jam the Sword of Justice into his chest.  The Dragoon staggered back a step before he collapsed to the ground.  Louise stood over him a moment and then pulled the sword out.  “Is that it?” she said.
 
   It wasn’t.  Like a horror movie, the Dragoon sprang back to life.  He swung both sword blades at her wildly.  Louise jumped back, but not in time to avoid one blade that sliced across her right arm.  The Sword of Justice fell from her hand as she dropped to one knee.
 
   The Dragoon stood over her; one foot stood on her golden sword while both of his swords were poised to plunge into her body.  “Now you will die,” he growled.
 
   While she wanted to dispute that, she didn’t see any way how.  She and Tim hadn’t prepared for this contingency, that the Dragoon could somehow survive a direct blow to the heart.  Now she was without the Sword of Justice, unable to call for it with the Dragoon on it, and she didn’t have another weapon while he could easily hit her with both of his and from point-blank range he wouldn’t miss.
 
   She closed her eyes and waited for the killing blow.  At least her failure would be far more spectacular than Mom’s.  Maybe whoever Marlin found next would be able to win at least one battle before they died.
 
   But she didn’t die.  Instead, she felt something heavy push her to the ground, followed by a man’s scream.  A smell like rotten garbage filled her nostrils.  She opened her eyes and saw a man on top of her, a man with tangled white hair that covered most of his face except for one red-brown eye.  In that eye she saw intense pain, the reason for which became clear when she rolled him off of her and her gloves came back covered in blood.
 
   “Go,” the man whispered to her.
 
   She turned around to see dozens of rats swarm around the Dragoon’s feet.  These weren’t normal rats but enormous ones that were three or even four feet long.  The Dragoon stabbed at them with his blades to pick them off one at a time.  Still they came at him.
 
   “Don’t just stand there!” Marlin screamed at her.  “Help them, you bloody twit!”
 
   “Right.”  Louise waited until the Dragoon skewered a rat before she punched him in the right pectoral.  The Dragoon stumbled back; his foot came off the Sword of Justice long enough for her to call it back to her hand.
 
   She swung the sword to cleave the Dragoon’s right arm from his body as easily as carving a Thanksgiving turkey.  Yet even as the arm lay on the ground, she saw the wound heal and actually begin to regenerate.  “How do I kill this fucker?” she screamed to Marlin.
 
   “Cut his bloody head off!”
 
   “Good idea!”  She ducked under his wild swing with his left blade.  Then she swung the Sword of Justice with both hands like a baseball bat.  The golden blade sliced through the Dragoon’s neck; the head toppled to the ground.  
 
   The Dragoon’s body went slack and collapsed to the ground between his severed arm and head.  Louise stood over him in case he regenerated again.  But it seemed Marlin was right that cutting off his head was the way to go.
 
   The rats sniffed at the Dragoon’s body for a moment before they swarmed over to the man who had saved Louise’s life.  From the deference the rats showed him, the mangy fur coat, and the rotten garbage smell, she knew this was the Sewer Rat.  She had thought he was only a story, an urban legend, but here he was bleeding to death on a dock—because of her.
 
   She knelt down beside him and tried to roll him over to examine the wounds.  “No,” he said.  “No point.”
 
   “I’ll get you to a hospital.  They can save you.”
 
   “No time.”
 
   “I can’t just let you die.  You saved my life.”
 
   “My job.”
 
   “What?”  She brushed the tangled white hair away from his face and then she understood.  For so long she’d studied Dan’s face for signs of her father without finding anything.  She found these signs in the Sewer Rat’s face:  the tangled hair, the pointed nose, and the buckteeth, more prominent than hers, which she had wanted to fix with cosmetic surgery, but Mom refused to sign off on it.  “There’s nothing wrong with your teeth.  They’re a part of who you are.”
 
   A part of who she was—the Sewer Rat’s daughter.  She remembered what Tim had said in the lab about Mom and the Sewer Rat being friends.  They weren’t just friends; they were lovers.
 
   She tore the helmet from her head and shook out the hair she’d inherited from him so he could see her face.  “Daddy?” she said, her voice tiny.
 
   He nodded to her.  “Yes.”  He reached up with a dirty hand to touch her cheek.  “I proud of you,” he said.  Then his hand went limp and his eyes closed.
 
   “No, Daddy, don’t go.  Don’t leave me!”
 
   She rested her head on his chest and cried.  The rats around them made a sort of keening sound as if they too had lost a father.
 
   ***
 
   Louise dropped into the chair beside Mom’s bed, still clad in the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  She had climbed in through the window and then propped a chair against the door so no one would be able to disturb her.  As on the docks, she took off the helmet; this time she let it drop from her numb fingers onto the floor.
 
   The sound of this prompted Mom’s eyes to open.  Her eyes widened at the sight of Louise in the armor.  “Louise, what are you doing?  If anyone sees you—”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me, Mom?  Why didn’t you tell me he was my father?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Sewer Rat.”
 
   Mom flashed her a high-powered Glare at this.  “His name is Jim.  Jim Rizzard.”  She sighed.  “Did he finally tell you?”
 
   “I figured it out and he confirmed it.”  
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.  How did it happen?”
 
   Louise told her mother and watched tears build up in Mom’s eyes as she learned he was dead.  “The rats took his body.  I don’t know where.”  Louise wanted to cry, but she had exhausted her tears on the way to the hospital.  “Shouldn’t I find him?  To bury him?”
 
   “No.  Let them bury him.  It’s what he’d want.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me, Mom?  I had a right to know.”
 
   “It wasn’t up to me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  Of course it was!”
 
   “No, baby.  He was your father.  It was his decision to make.”
 
   “Then why didn’t he tell me?  He loved me.  I know he did.  He wouldn’t have done that otherwise.”
 
   “Yes, he loved you very much.  That’s why he did it.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense!”
 
   “He thought you’d be ashamed of him for what he is—the way he lives.”
 
   “I wouldn’t,” Louise said, though she wasn’t sure this was true.  She could only imagine the abuse she would have taken from her classmates in school if she had told them the Sewer Rat was her father.  No, she had always dreamed of a normal father—someone like Dan.  “I wouldn’t have hated him.  He was my father.”
 
   She practically fell off the chair and buried her face on her mother’s shoulder as she’d done when she was little.  She heard her mother groan with pain and then felt Mom’s arms around her, to hold her close.  “It’s all right, baby,” Mom said.  “And I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.  I wish it could all be different.”
 
   After a while Louise looked up at her mother to make sure she was still awake.  “You really loved him, didn’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, baby.  I loved him as much as I love you.”  For the rest of the night, Mom told the story of how she and the Sewer Rat had come together.  She’d met him in the sewers as the Scarlet Knight and he’d started to make sculptures of her out of trash.  Then when the Dragoon had nearly killed her in an explosion, he and his rats saved her life.
 
   Mom phased in and out, drifting off for a few minutes at a time.  Still, she willed herself to continue while she held on to Louise.  Mom went on to tell Louise the bizarre story of her conception.  “Sylvia had brainwashed me with this potion.  I thought I was Megan.  I was living in her dorm room.  There was an explosion.  He found me.  And he saved me again.  He brought me back and we—you know.”
 
   Louise couldn’t help but smile a little at the idea that her mother was forty-seven and still couldn’t talk about sex without her face turning red.  “I know.  You made me.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you didn’t live together or get married or anything, did you?”
 
   “No.  We couldn’t.  He had his life down there.  I couldn’t ask him to leave it.  They needed him.  And the people up here needed me.”
 
   “Didn’t you still go down to see him?”
 
   “He wouldn’t let me.  Not after you were born.  He wanted a clean break.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom,” Louise said.  Her conception had brought Mom and the Sewer Rat—Jim—together, but it had also torn them apart.  Yet Mom had never found anyone else; she hadn’t so much as dated another person that Louise could remember.  She had loved him that much.
 
   “It’s not your fault, baby.”  Mom actually managed enough dexterity to pat Louise’s head.  “I don’t regret it.  Not at all.”
 
   They stayed like that for a long time, until Mom finally fell asleep.  Louise carefully ducked out of her embrace and then adjusted Mom’s arms to a more natural position.  She heard someone knock on the door and then turn the knob.  “Just a minute!” Louise called.
 
   She took away the chair while she wrapped the cape around her body.  Donna the nurse bustled into the room and looked around curiously for a moment.  She checked Mom’s vitals before she left.  Louise waited until the door closed before she dove out the window and made her way down to the ground.
 
   Before she did, she took one last look at her mother and thought of all the things her parents had given up for her.  She still had two Dragoons left and then Isis to get not only for Mom, but now for Daddy as well.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Renee tasted something salty in her mouth.  When she probed around with her tongue, she realized it was her thumb.  She shivered not only at this, but also at the dampness between her legs that had turned cold.  Her last moments flooded back.  Eileen—Isis—had turned her and Aggie into babies.  She had tortured Renee to get Aggie to tell her about a book, until Aggie had summoned enough power to transport Renee to the archives.
 
   Renee saw she was still in the archives, on her stomach in her old bed.  The thumb in her mouth and wet diaper confirmed she was still a baby.  She pulled the thumb out and then began the awkward process to drag herself into a sitting position on the bed.  “Mommy?”
 
   The archivist’s quarters had been expanded after Renee found out about her true heritage to give her a tiny room to stay in while she visited.  When she moved in at age eleven she had insisted on painting the walls purple, which necessitated a trip into Dublin, where they’d searched through five stores before they found the exact shade Renee wanted.  The walls were still that color and looked as fresh as the day she and her parents had painted them.  This was because Mom often had nothing to do in the archives and probably because she wanted to keep the place nice for Renee’s infrequent visits.   “Mommy?” she said again, louder this time.
 
   The bed was only a twin size, the same one she’d had for the last six years, which had required another trip to Dublin; the smaller towns around the archives had yet to hear of the invention of memory foam.  From where she sat, it was like the edge of a cliff; the floor seemed so far away that she might need a parachute.  She dragged herself back against the wall and pulled her knees up to her chin.  “Mommy!”
 
   At last her mother appeared, unable to hide a momentary wince as she saw Renee.  “I’m here, sweetheart,” Mom said.  She knelt in front of the bed and held out her arms so Renee could crawl over to her.  As Mom hugged her, Renee could hear Mom’s hand swipe along the surface of the mattress.  “I guess we’d better get you cleaned up.”
 
   The archivist’s quarters of course had a full bathroom, with a tub carved right out of the limestone.  Mom began to run water into the tub and then undressed Renee with such ease that it was like she’d done this Renee’s entire life.  Once the tub was filled, Mom set her gently into the water and then began to wash her.  
 
   As she sat in the water with her mother bathing her, Renee began to cry.  This was how it would be for years to come as she grew up all over again.  She would have to learn to use the potty, to dress herself, and to read all over again.  The latter brought up a wealth of bad memories as she remembered her difficulties in school the last time.  Then there would be her first period again and her magic—would that come back too?  “I don’t want to do it again,” she wailed.  “I want to be big again!”
 
   Mom paused to tousle Renee’s hair.  “I know, sweetheart.  We’re going to find a way to change you back.  I’ve been searching the archives and I’ve found some spells and potions—”
 
   “It won’t work.  Not against her.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Isis.”
 
   Mom didn’t say anything, but again a wince crossed her face.  She knew it was hopeless too; no mere witch’s magic could stand up to Isis.  Still, Mom forced a smile to her face to comfort her little girl.  “We’ll find a way, sweetie.”
 
   “OK.”  Renee didn’t say anything for the rest of the bath.  Mom gently hoisted her out of the tub and wrapped a towel around her to dry her off.  Just hours ago the towel that would have barely covered her chest was like a blanket around her.  She sniffled at this thought but willed herself not to cry.
 
   That she resisted until Mom laid her down on the counter and began to powder her bottom.  She didn’t know where Mom had found the diaper from; maybe she still had some of Renee’s baby things here in the archives.  Renee began to kick and thrash around as when Isis had held her.  “I don’t want dipey!” she cried out.
 
   Mom tried unsuccessfully to get the diaper on her until Renee managed to kick the undergarment out of Mom’s hand.  Renee tried to sit up, but Mom held her down easily with one hand.  Mom looked down at her sadly; her face loomed large before Renee.  “I’m sorry, honey, but I have to.  It’s only until you’re a big girl again.”
 
   “I’m a big girl now!”
 
   “You’re not acting like one, are you?”  The way Mom looked at her with icy resolve reminded her of how Louise had always described her mother’s glare.
 
   “No,” Renee finally said.  Her chubby limbs went limp on the table.  She wanted to stop crying, but couldn’t.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetie.”  Mom pinned the diaper and then scooped Renee up again to give her a light pat on the back.
 
   Mom nearly dropped her when they found Glenda in the living room.  The head of the coven shook her head sadly.  “So, I guess it’s true,” she said.  “Isis is back.”
 
   “Yes,” Mom said.
 
   As Glenda walked towards them, Renee buried her head against Mom’s shoulder and suppressed a squeal of terror.  She felt Glenda’s hand pat her hair and then the back of her dress.  This only prompted Renee to bury her face deeper into Mom’s warm, comforting body.  “Is there anything of her mind left?” Glenda asked.  “I want to know what happened to Agnes.”
 
   “Renee’s just feeling a little shy right now.”  
 
   Renee could feel Mom carry her across the room and then sit down.  Mom tried to pull her away, but Renee held on.  She didn’t want to see Glenda’s ugly old face or to smell her awful breath.  She wanted to stay close to Mommy, where it was safe.
 
   Mom began to rock her gently and hum a lullaby.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” Mom said.  “Nothing bad is going to happen to you anymore.  Mommy’s here.”
 
   Renee pulled her face away from her mother’s body enough to see Mom smiling down at her; her eyes beamed with kindness.  “Mommy, I’m scared,” Renee whimpered.
 
   “I know, sweetie.  But can you be a big girl and tell the nice lady what happened to Daddy?”
 
   Renee looked over her shoulder to see Glenda, waiting expectantly.  The old witch flashed her a crooked yellow smiled that made Renee cry out and bury her face again.  “She’s gone,” Glenda said.  “Nothing but a child’s mind left.”
 
   “Renee, sweetheart, Mommy needs you to tell her what happened to Agga.  Can you do that for me?”
 
   Renee considered this for a moment and then looked back up at her mother; she saw only kindness and concern there.  “She made Agga a baby too.”
 
   “Do you know how you got here?  How you came back to Mommy?”
 
   “Agga sent me.”
 
   “Oh my,” Glenda said.
 
   “Is Agga going to die?”
 
   “No, sweetheart.  We’re going to find a way to help you and your father.”
 
   Looking over her shoulder, Renee saw the stoniness of Glenda’s expression.  Renee pointed at her with a pudgy finger.  “You not gonna help her.  Or me.  You gonna keep me like this forever, you old poopyhead!”
 
   “Renee Sylvia Chiostro, that is not how you talk to adults.”  Mom fixed her with another icy stare.  “Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  I think we’d better put you down for a nap.  Maybe then you’ll be ready to act like a big girl.”
 
   Mom carried her back to the bedroom and spread a towel across the bed where Renee had wet it earlier.  “I’m sorry, Mommy.”
 
   “I know, sweetie.  You get some rest.”
 
   Part of Renee wanted to protest she wasn’t sleepy, but the rest of her was still mature enough to know she would only get scolded again.  Instead she lay on her stomach and resisted the urge to stick her thumb in her mouth.  The archivist’s quarters weren’t very big and being underground, the sound echoed enough for her to hear Mom and Glenda’s conversation.
 
   “Can’t you do anything for her?  Or Agnes?”
 
   “Not against Isis.  Her magic is too strong for ours.  There’s no way we can override it.”
 
   “We have to at least try.  I’ve found some potions—”
 
   “There’s no telling what those will do to her if we mix them with Isis’s magic.  It could very well kill the girl.”  There was a pause, during which Renee heard her mother sob.  “I know it’s hard, Akako, but you have to accept she’s gone.  If Isis hasn’t killed her yet, then her mind has probably already backslid just like Renee’s is doing.  Even if we could get her back, she’d be a baby, not the woman you married.”
 
   “No!  That can’t be.  Agnes can fight it—”
 
   “I’m sorry, Akako.  I wish there was something we could do.”  There was another pause as Mom’s sobs became louder.  “At least Agnes managed to save Renee from her.  You still have your daughter.  It won’t be so bad for her to grow up again.  Trust me on this.  I’ve been through it before.”
 
   “But not that young.  She’s a baby!”
 
   Renee sat up and her tiny fists clenched.  She wasn’t a baby.  Not yet.  She remembered what Aggie had done for her, how she’d managed to summon her power even though she was a baby.
 
   The climb from off the bed felt like repelling down a mountain.  Renee kept a tight grasp of the covers to use them on her way down to the floor.  She dropped the last few inches and felt an urge to cry out with pain.  She suppressed this and forced herself to straighten up and toddle out of the room, glad Mom hadn’t closed the door.
 
   “Renee, what are you doing out of bed?” Mom asked, her face still red and her eyes wet.
 
   “I’m gonna save her,” Renee said.
 
   “Sweetheart—”
 
   Renee paid no attention.  Now that she was in the living room, less than a foot from Glenda, she could feel the magic that emanated from the old witch.  Renee concentrated on channeling that power.  At first nothing happened.  I have to do this, she told herself.  For Agga.  And Mommy.  
 
   The power began to flow, to sweep over her like a wave.  The euphoria she felt from this was enough to make her laugh joyously.  At first that laugh was a childish giggle but soon it deepened into an adult laugh.  Then the wave subsided and she opened her eyes.
 
   The first thing she noticed was that she was at eye level with her mother.  The second that just a foot away from her was a little girl in a blue dress with long black hair.  The girl’s pudgy cheeks turned red as she stared at her tiny hands.  “No fair!” Glenda cried out.  “You made me baby!”
 
   Renee knelt down to Glenda’s level but resisted the urge to touch the little girl; she didn’t want to accidentally channel any magic back into herself.  “It’s just going to be for a little while,” she told the girl.  “Until I can help Aggie.”
 
   “No fair!” Glenda shouted again.  “You the baby!”
 
   Renee ignored this and looked up at her mother, who stared at her in shock.  “Put her to bed.  Then we have to summon the others.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “Just do it, Mom.”
 
   Mom nodded and then scooped Glenda off the floor.  The little girl kicked and screamed even after she was put in bed.  Renee shook her head and wondered if Glenda’s mind could survive long enough for Renee to find a way to defeat Isis.  If she could find a way to defeat Isis.
 
   She felt a stab of pain run through her back as she stood up.  In the mirror, she saw the deep lines and saggy jowls of an old woman.  She patted her bun of iron gray hair that reminded her of Louise’s mother.  Age is a state of mind, she reminded herself and then set to work.
 
   ***
 
   The witches gathered in the burial mound itself, where there was enough room for everyone.  Some of the witches conjured up chairs or stools to sit on to form a rough circle in the main chamber of the mound.  Renee stood in the center of this circle and tried to keep her knees steady.
 
   Of course to the witches she wasn’t Renee Chiostro.  Mom had given her a masquerade spell so she could look like Glenda to their eyes.  Renee knew the coven wouldn’t listen to her, the outcast—the abomination.  But they would listen to the head of the coven, or so she hoped.
 
   “What’s the big emergency?” Ms. Milton asked from the armchair she’d summoned to sit on as if this were her parlor.
 
   “A grave threat has returned,” Renee said.  She paused as she heard Glenda’s voice echo around the chamber.  The real Glenda was in Renee’s room, sucking on her thumb as she slept, clutching Renee’s old teddy bear.  “I’m sure you’ve felt it.”
 
   “I haven’t felt anything,” another witch said.  Renee didn’t know her name, or most of their names for that matter; she hoped she wouldn’t be called upon to need them.
 
   “I’ve felt it,” Ms. Chiu said.  “The dark one is afoot again.”
 
   “The dark one?”
 
   “Isis,” Renee said.  “She’s come back to finish what she started last time.  I think you all know what happened then.  She killed one of our sisters and injured another.”
 
   “But she died.  The girl with Merlin’s armor killed her.”
 
   “No,” Renee said.  “She lived on inside a little girl named Eileen.  She survived and relearned her powers.  Now she’s back to full strength again.”
 
   There was a collective gasp in the chamber.  Ms. Milton finally grumbled, “I knew keeping that child alive was a bad idea.”
 
   “We had to keep her alive.  We don’t kill children,” Ms. Chiu said.  There was some mumbled assent to this.  “And if we had killed her, she only would have found another form.”  There was even more assent to this statement.
 
   “So now what do we do?” someone asked.
 
   “We must fight back,” Renee said.  She looked around the chamber only to find no one willing to look her in the eye except for Ms. Chiu.  “My sisters, she’s already taken one of our number hostage.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Agnes Chiostro.  Isis is using her as a toy for her amusement.  Eventually, once she tires of that, she’ll kill Agnes.  Before that happens—”
 
   “I say let it happen.  The Jouberts were nothing but troublemakers, every last one of them,” Milton said.  “They’ve been flouting our rules for centuries now.  Just look at that abomination she bred with the archivist.  Disgusting creature.”
 
   Renee tried not to show any reaction to this, or to the murmurs of assent that echoed through the chamber.  She had always known the coven didn’t like her or trust her, but she’d underestimated just how much.  She’d also underestimated how much Aggie had alienated them when she fathered Renee.  “She is not the issue here.  The issue is that one of our sisters is being tormented by Isis.  Are we going to sit here and take that?  Or are we going to fight back?”
 
   “We can’t fight back,” Milton said.  “Not against Isis.”
 
   “We don’t know that,” Renee said.  “We’ve never tried.  If we work together, combine our power against her, maybe we can defeat her.”
 
   “Or maybe we’ll all end up dead like Tabitha.”  There were more murmurs of assent.  
 
   Renee saw the fear in their eyes.  They hadn’t been there to fight Isis last time, but the stories had floated around Milton when Renee went there.  And they probably also knew Aggie was one of the most powerful of the coven; if Isis could defeat her, what chance did the rest of them have?
 
   “We have to try,” Renee said.  “Otherwise she’ll take over the world and do you think she’ll stop there?  We can either fight her now or fight her later, but we will have to take a stand.”
 
   “Let Merlin deal with her,” Milton said.  “Him and his Scarlet Knight.  That’s who she really wants to destroy, not us.  The coven has done nothing to her.  As long as we don’t antagonize her, she won’t bother us.”
 
   “She’s already bothered us.  She killed Tabitha.  She nearly crippled Sylvia.  And now she has Agnes.  You don’t think you could be next?”
 
   “Tabby and the Jouberts attacked her first.  I was against that from the start.”  Milton stood up from her chair to stroll to the center of the room with Renee.  As she looked around imperiously, Milton said, “I think it’s perhaps time for the coven to take a new direction.  Let Isis have the mortal world.  We will continue to survive as we always have.”
 
   “By cowering underground like worms?” Renee shot back.  “Is that what you want?”
 
   There was silence for a moment and then someone in the back said, “I don’t want to end up like Tabby.”
 
   “Isis will leave us alone if we leave her alone,” someone else said. 
 
   “We’ve done nothing to her.”
 
   Milton turned to Renee with a smug grin on her face.  “Sisters, I think it’s time for a vote.  All in favor of naming a new leader, one who will maintain the peace?”
 
   Renee looked around helplessly to see all of the witches raise their hands, except for Ms. Chiu.  She merely stared back at Renee, as if she knew Renee wasn’t the real Glenda.
 
   “The ayes have it,” Milton said.  “I would like to nominate myself to take Glenda’s place as head of the coven.  And for my first official act, I will send an envoy to Isis, someone she can’t harm with magic:  our beloved archivist, Akako.”
 
   “No!” Renee shouted.  The masquerade spell dissipated and the other witches gasped to see her and not Glenda.
 
   “You!  I should have known,” Milton said.  “Where’s the real Glenda?  Did you kill her?”  When Renee said nothing, Milton took her by the shoulders.  “Answer me, you vile creature, you abomination—”
 
   “Get your hands off me!” Renee shouted.  She pushed Milton down to the ground.  Those witches who were seated rose to their feet.  Renee suddenly felt six years old again, back on the playground with Katie Fields.  Weird Renee.  That’s what they called her then and that’s all she was to the coven now.  Even Ms. Chiu stared at her with a pained look.
 
   They wouldn’t help her.  They would let Isis keep Aggie until Isis got bored and killed her.  As if that weren’t bad enough, Milton would send Mom to Rampart City as an envoy.  Mom might resist at first but in the end she would do it because she would want to try to negotiate for Aggie’s release—and for her daughter’s safety.  Isis couldn’t harm Mom with magic, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be tortured and killed by conventional means.
 
   Renee stood in the center of the chamber with her fists clenched.  She couldn’t let that happen.  She couldn’t let them sacrifice her parents like that.  As she had downstairs, she closed her eyes and felt adrift in a sea of magic.  So much power gathered in this one room.  “If you aren’t going to use it, then I will!” she shouted and then raised her arms towards the ceiling.
 
   She let the magic flood into her body.  The tidal wave from the assembled coven was so powerful that Renee sank to one knee.  She felt her throat tighten, as if she were drowning in the sea of magic.  Never had she tried to channel this much before.  But she had to do it.  She had to for Aggie and Mom.  For Dr. Dreyfus and Becky Beech, whom Isis had killed and for Dr. Earl, whom Isis had crippled.  And for Louise, who was certainly next on the list.  With their faces in her mind’s eye, she managed to get back to her feet, to buoy herself against the tide.
 
   With a scream, the last of the magic flowed into her body.  When she opened her eyes, she saw her entire body glowed white hot, like a star.  She also saw at her feet was no longer the headmistress of her school but a little girl with brown braids who wouldn’t be eligible to attend Milton for another ten years.
 
   They were all like that.  The old women of the coven were now tiny children, just like Glenda downstairs—and Aggie.  This wasn’t something Renee had consciously wished to happen, but she supposed it had been her unconscious wish that they share Aggie’s fate.  At the moment they all slept peacefully, some with thumbs in their mouths.
 
   The silence in the chamber was interrupted by Mom’s startled gasp.  “Renee, what have you done?”
 
   ***
 
   With the combined power of forty-five witches flowing through her, Renee found it took only a flick of the wrist to summon forty-five beds from the dorms at Milton.  She didn’t need even to flick her wrist to vanish the children into the beds, all tucked neatly beneath the covers.
 
   “Renee, how could you?”
 
   “I had to, Mom.  They weren’t going to help.  They were going to send you to talk to Isis, to negotiate a peace with her.  I couldn’t let them do that to you.”
 
   “But Renee, don’t you realize what you’ve done?  Look at them!”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’ll change them back.  I promise.”
 
   “You have to change them back now.  Give them their power back.”
 
   “I can’t do that, Mom.  I have to save Aggie.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “I have to try.  I can’t just let her die.”
 
   “But sweetheart, don’t you understand?  She gave her life so you could live.  If you go back there now—” Mom couldn’t finish this sentence; she broke into tears.
 
   “I know, Mom, but I can’t leave her.  Or Louise and Dr. Earl.  She’s going to kill them.”
 
   Renee heard a soft moan from nearby.  A little Asian girl sat up and looked around the room.  Though she looked like a toddler, her eyes were much older as they met Renee’s.  “Ms. Chiu?” Renee asked.
 
   “I warned you, Renee.  You didn’t listen.”
 
   Renee hurried over to the little girl’s bed and squatted down to look Ms. Chiu in the eye.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “Don’t you realize what you’ve done?  Even if you survive, even if you give back what you’ve taken, you’ll always be an outcast now.  Regina, Glenda, and the others will banish you.  They’ll destroy you!”  Ms. Chiu looked far more like a toddler when she began to cry.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Ms. Chiu.  I have to try to save Aggie.  She’s my father.”
 
   Ms. Chiu pulled back, nodding slowly.  “I understand.  Just be very careful.  And whatever you do, do not use this power of yours against Isis.”  Ms. Chiu seized Renee’s jaw with her chubby hands to force Renee to look deep into her eyes.  “The power of the dark one will destroy you.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.  Thank you, Ms. Chiu.”
 
   The girl nodded again and let go of Renee’s jaw.  “Go, then.  Remember you have the blood of the samurai in your veins.”  Ms. Chiu smiled slightly at this and then settled back onto her bed to sleep.
 
   Renee turned to her mother.  “Can you look after them?”
 
   “Of course,” Mom said.  “Be careful, sweetheart.  I don’t want to lose both of you.”
 
   “You won’t lose either of us.  Not if I can help it.”  Renee gave her mother a brief hug before she took a step back.  She tried to fix Aggie’s location in her mind.  Her psychic powers had grown stronger with the magic she’d taken from the coven so she could feel Aggie’s presence.  She was still alive, in Rampart City.
 
   Renee opened her eyes to find herself in the dining room of Dan Dreyfus’s house, where she had eaten dinner with him and the Earls just a few days ago.  Only now Aggie sat at the table in a highchair, even younger now, barely a year old.  Green mush stained her bib and around her mouth.  At Renee’s appearance, Aggie began to beat her hands on the highchair tray and kick her legs.
 
   There was no sign of Isis in the room, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t nearby.  Renee hurried towards the table.  She’d gotten only a few steps before Aggie’s face turned red and she began to howl.
 
   This howl saved Renee’s life.  She stopped in her tracks just as a black monster appeared before her.  The monster wore armor studded with spikes and maces where its hands should be.  Its red eyes glowed at her as it raised one of the maces to swing at her.
 
   Renee didn’t know nearly as many spells as Aggie or Glenda, but she didn’t need to.  With the power she’d absorbed, she had only to think of what she wanted and it would manifest itself.  In this case, she willed her body to turn as hard as the monster’s armor.  Its mace slammed into her; it knocked her to the ground, but she was otherwise unharmed.
 
   From one knee she hurled a fireball that sent the monster into the dining room table and smashed it in half.  Aggie began to wail as the monster landed inches away from her highchair.  The monster didn’t stay there long as Renee lifted it with a miniature tornado and then launched it into the ceiling.  She hit it with another fireball as it came back down, careful to aim the blast so the monster flew across the room, away from Aggie.
 
   The monster lay inside a wall, dazed, while Renee strode towards it.  As she did, she hardened her right hand until it was like one of the maces on the monster’s arms.  This she smashed into the monster’s chest to expose a very human body within the armor.  Before the monster could recover, she jammed her other hand into the opening.  Her left hand turned white hot and with a flash of light, the man inside the armor turned to ashes.  The armor itself did the same moments later.
 
   As Renee stood up, she heard jeering applause from across the room.  She saw Isis at the table, Aggie in her arms.  “Well done,” Isis said.  “I knew you had potential.  That’s why I allowed you to live all these years.”
 
   “You allowed me to live?”
 
   “They wanted to kill you.  It took a little persuasion on my part to convince them to let you live.”  
 
   Renee took a step towards Isis, her hands raised defensively, though she wasn’t sure what good this would do.  “You’ve been controlling the coven?”
 
   Isis tickled Aggie’s stomach until the baby giggled.  “You’ve already seen their power is no match for mine.  Even when I was two years old I could manipulate them.”
 
   “Then why did you let me live?”
 
   “Because I could use a girl with your talents.  You can be at my right hand as I take this world back from the mortals.  And then all the other worlds too.”
 
   “I’m not going to join you.  You’re evil.”
 
   “And you’re not?  Look at what you’ve become.  You stole their power.  You turned the entire coven into a bunch of simpering children.”
 
   “I only did that so I could stop you.”
 
   “And then you’ll give it back, right?”  Isis stroked Aggie’s tuft of blond hair.  “What do you think they’ll do once you do that?  Throw you a parade?”
 
   “I don’t care what they do to me.”
 
   “Don’t be a fool, Renee.  To the mortals and the coven you’ve always been Weird Renee, the abomination.  Why give your life to protect them?”
 
   “It’s not them I’m protecting.”
 
   Isis nodded and then set Aggie back in the highchair.  “I think you and I can do business.”
 
   “I’m not going to negotiate with you.  Give Aggie to me and then surrender yourself.”
 
   “Or what?  You’ll take my power too?”
 
   Renee thought of what Ms. Chiu had told her.  If she tried to take Isis’s power it would destroy her.  She shook her head.  “I can’t take your power.  But that doesn’t mean I can’t kill you the old-fashioned way.”
 
   “Bold words.  I like a girl with spirit.  Why don’t you sit down and we’ll talk?”  Isis snapped her fingers and an empty highchair appeared next to her.  “You can sit in one of those big girl chairs or in this chair.  Take your pick.”
 
   “I’m not going to make any deals with you.”
 
   “Silly girl, all I want is the book.”
 
   “What book?”
 
   “The one your friend found in the desert.  The one that her mother took and hid away.  Find the book and I’ll let you have your father back just as you remember her.”
 
   “What about Louise?  And her mother?”
 
   “I won’t kill them unless I have to.  Convince Louise to give me the armor and her mother will be cured.”
 
   Renee stared at Isis for a moment to consider this.  Aggie’s life for a book.  It seemed too good to be true and with Isis that was probably the case.  She looked over at Aggie, whose pudgy face had turned red again as she cried silently.  When she looked into Aggie’s eyes, Renee still saw her father, the wise old witch.  Though Aggie couldn’t speak, Renee could hear her thoughts say, “Don’t do it.  Leave me.”
 
   With a sigh, Renee shook her head.  “No.”
 
   “How unfortunate.  I was so hoping we could be friends.”  When Isis clapped her hands, Renee expected to find herself in the highchair, but instead another of the black monsters appeared directly in front of her.  Before she could move or even think, the monster swiped at her with a clawed hand.   The claws raked across her abdomen and tore through her dress.
 
   Renee staggered back a few steps and put one hand to the wound.  The other went to her head, which suddenly felt as if someone had squeezed it with a vice.  She knew Isis wanted to prevent her from tapping into her power.  
 
   The black monster charged forward to finish her off.  As it raised its hands to strike, a window behind Renee shattered.  A red and gold shape appeared in front of her.  Through the pounding in her head, she realized this shape was a woman in red armor with a golden cape.  The Scarlet Knight!
 
   “Get out of here!” the Scarlet Knight shouted to her.
 
   “I can’t.  My father—”
 
   “Damn it, Renee, get the fuck out of here!”
 
   “Louise?”
 
   The Scarlet Knight shoved her towards the wall and the window she’d shattered on her way in.  Renee watched, stunned, as the Scarlet Knight ducked beneath a swipe from the black monster.  Then she tripped it with a leg sweep.  Once the black monster was down on the floor, the Scarlet Knight took out a golden sword from its sheath.  The monster tried to get back up; the Scarlet Knight simply brought the sword down in a graceful arc to slice the monster’s head off.
 
   “Stay down, asshole,” the Scarlet Knight growled.  Then she ran towards Renee, who still stared, though now past her to where Isis still sat at the table.  Isis took Aggie’s right arm and flapped it to wave goodbye to her.  Renee’s headache let up enough to where she could take the Scarlet Knight’s hand and vanish them both to safety, though Renee knew they wouldn’t be safe anywhere for long.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   As two city dwellers, Louise and Renee had never had a tree house.  Louise had begged Mom for one when they moved, but Mom claimed a city ordinance prevented them from using the old elm trees in front of the house.  Aggie’s house didn’t have any trees even potentially tall enough for a tree house, but it did have a spacious attic.
 
   They had spent hours in the attic when they were kids; they searched through the old trunks full of ancient dresses, some that had gone out of style four centuries ago.  They had used these clothes to put on impromptu fashion shows where Louise strutted along their pretend runway while clad in a Victorian corset and Elizabethan gown, neither of which fit properly.  “Where does Aggie get all of this stuff?” Louise had asked once.
 
   Now she knew the answer.  She and Renee sat in one corner of the attic, where they had used an antique rice paper screen to provide the illusion of privacy.  Only now Louise sat there in the armor of the Scarlet Knight and Renee had aged about fifty years in the last two days.  At the moment tears streamed down Renee’s wrinkled cheeks as she explained what Marlin had already told her.  “Aggie is a witch.  A real witch.  She’s over five hundred years old.  That’s why she has all of this old junk.”  Renee had taken a lace-trimmed handkerchief from one of the trunks and used it to blow her nose.  “And she’s my father.  She used this potion to make herself a man and she had sex with Mom to make me.  That’s why I’m such a freak.”
 
   “Hey, come on, at least your father isn’t the Sewer Rat.”
 
   Renee looked up from her handkerchief and for a moment her voice sounded seventeen again as she said, “The Sewer Rat?  Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes.  He told me—just before he died.”
 
   “Oh God, I’m sorry.  How did it happen?”
 
   Louise explained about how she’d heard the Call and found the Scarlet Knight’s armor, which had led her to a confrontation with the Black Dragoon.  “I stabbed the fucker right in the heart, but he didn’t die, he just came back to life.  And then Daddy saved me.  He took the blow meant for me and then his rats distracted the bastard long enough for me to chop his fucking head off.”  Louise shook her head.  “I couldn’t save Daddy.  There wasn’t enough time.”
 
   “That’s awful.”  Renee blew her nose again.  “At least now you know.”
 
   “I wish he’d have told me sooner.  Mom said it was because he was afraid I’d hate him.  That I’d think he was—you know.”
 
   “A freak.  Like me.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “It’s true!  Just look at me.”
 
   “So you’re a witch?  You said Aggie’s one and she’s not a freak, is she?”
 
   “You don’t understand.  I’m not like Aggie.  I’m not like any of them.  I’m different.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain to a—non-witch.”
 
   Louise tapped the breastplate of her armor.  “Yeah, well, I’ve been getting a crash course in magic lately.  Try me.”
 
   “Other witches are born with the ability to use magic.  No one really knows where it comes from.  It’s just there inside them.  But for me, I can absorb magic and use it.  That’s how I got like this.  I absorbed Glenda’s magic—”
 
   “Glenda?”
 
   “The head of Aggie’s coven.  She’s the oldest witch, over three thousand years old.  She wasn’t going to help Aggie, so I got mad and I took her power and switched bodies with her, so now she’s two years old and I’m like this.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “Religion doesn’t have anything to do with it.”  Renee stopped to blow her nose yet again.  “I didn’t stop at her.  I called a meeting and I tried to get them to help Aggie, but they wouldn’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “They’re afraid.  They know they can’t defeat Isis.  They figure if they don’t piss Isis off, she’ll let them be.”
 
   “That seems unlikely.”
 
   “That’s not the worst part.  They were going to send Mom to try to negotiate some kind of treaty.”
 
   “Why her?”
 
   “Because magic can’t hurt her.  It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “So I’ve heard,” Louise muttered.  “Go on.  What did you do?”
 
   “I couldn’t let them do that to Mom, so I took their power—all of their power.  Now they’re all like Aggie and Glenda.  Mom’s trying to take care of them back at the archives.”
 
   Louise pulled Renee close so Renee could cry on her armored shoulder.  “Don’t be so hard on yourself.  You were only trying to save your father.”
 
   “But I didn’t!  She still has her.  All that power and it can’t even faze her.  What are we going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll think of something.”  The phone on her wrist beeped.  Louise pulled off her glove with her teeth to see it was a message from Detective Murdoch, the Scarlet Knight’s liaison with the Rampart City Police.
 
   “Need U Now.  Loc 9,” the message said.
 
   Louise patted Renee’s back and then gently pushed her friend back.  “I’ve got to go and take care of something.  Just stay up here until I get back, all right?”
 
   “What if you don’t come back?  What if it’s her calling you?”
 
   “Don’t start getting paranoid on me.”  Louise forced a smile to her face.  “If I’m not back in a couple of hours, then use that power of yours to vanish yourself to somewhere nice and quiet.”
 
   “There isn’t anywhere I can go that she can’t find me.”
 
   Louise thought for a moment and then said, “If you get in trouble, go to the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum, all right?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “I’ll see you later.”  Then Louise put on the helmet and hurried downstairs.
 
   ***
 
   Marlin had already briefed her on the locations set up by Mom and Detective Murdoch.  Mom would have a heart attack if she knew Louise was at Location 9.  The Plastic Hippo had burned down fifteen years earlier, but as with most things in the neighborhood, the ruins remained long afterwards.  “Your mother watched the place burn down that night, just to make sure,” Marlin said.
 
   He floated ahead of her as she steered Mom’s runabout, which she’d bought ten years ago to replace that motorcycle of hers.  She’d always thought Mom had bought the thing to be eco-conscious and to navigate through the terrible Rampart City traffic.  She hadn’t ever imagined the runabout might be how the Scarlet Knight traveled around the city when she didn’t leap off rooftops.  
 
   “Of course she spent more time in there than the strippers, so maybe she just felt a touch of nostalgia to see it go up,” Marlin said while Louise struggled to round a corner without flipping over.  The armor would protect her from a fall, but she didn’t think it would do the Scarlet Knight’s credibility any good for people to see her take a dive.
 
   “Mom hung out at a strip club?” Louise asked as she made it onto a straightaway.  “My mom?  The one who almost fainted trying to teach me how to use a tampon?”
 
   “It wasn’t as if she was on stage performing.  Though she considered it.”
 
   “I’d have liked to see that.”
 
   “Really?  How very interesting.”
 
   Louise nearly lost control of the runabout as she realized the implication of what she’d said.  “I didn’t mean it like that!  I just meant there’s no way she’d have ever gone through with it.”
 
   “Unlike you, of course.”
 
   “I’ve been in a wet T-shirt contest or two in my day.”
 
   “Did they award you the booby prize?”
 
   She almost lost control of the runabout again as she slapped at Marlin, though her hand merely went through him.  “Four thousand years old and that’s the best you can come up with?”
 
   “Yes, well, I’m a little out of practice.  Your mother wasn’t much into the one-liners.  Mostly she’d just give me that deer-in-the-headlights look.”
 
   Louise stomped on the brakes, unconcerned if she dumped herself off the runabout or not.  “I told you not to do that,” she growled at Marlin.  “Don’t make fun of her.”
 
   “But it’s all right for you to do it?  Is that it?”
 
   “Yes.  Because she’s my mother.”
 
   “You realize I’ve known her longer than you, don’t you?  I daresay I know her better than you do.”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe if you’d been a better trainer she wouldn’t have been beaten almost to death by those Dragoons.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  Holding a grudge, are we?”
 
   “You were supposed to help her.”
 
   Marlin’s smug look faded as he shook his head sadly.  “There was nothing I could do.  She knew how to hide them even from me.  Believe me, if I could have helped her, I would have.”
 
   Louise looked down at the pavement.  “Yeah, I guess.  Look, go on ahead and see if she’s waiting for me, would you?”
 
   “Very well.  Just try not to splatter yourself all over the pavement.”
 
   She waited until the ghost was gone to ease the runabout back into gear.  She knew Mom would say it wasn’t right to blame Marlin for any of it.  She was the one who’d taken the risk when she answered the Call, just as Louise had.  The ghost was only the messenger and he had been a friend—of sorts—to Mom, not to mention Louise’s babysitter after Becky left.  She also knew Mom would apologize, though Mom wouldn’t have lost her temper like that in the first place.
 
   “She’s waiting for you,” Marlin said.  “Looks none too happy.”
 
   “Great, more good news.  Just what I need.”
 
   She turned a corner to the rundown neighborhood around the ruins of the Plastic Hippo.  Despite the strip club’s destruction, a similar business was still being conducted on the corners.  The women—most of them at least twice as old as Louise, unable to find work in the more prosperous parts of town—backed away from the street as she approached.
 
   “What’s Mom’s policy on prostitution?” Louise asked.
 
   “She has bigger fish to fry.”  Marlin shook his head.  “Mostly I think she feels sorry for them.”
 
   “Yeah, I know that feeling,” Louise said.  To see the women with their saggy breasts stuffed into tube tops and faces painted with far too much makeup made Louise grateful for her job at the Plaine Museum.
 
   It was easy to spot Detective Murdoch on the street in front of the Plastic Hippo’s ruins in her army jacket and baggy cargo pants.  The detective paced back and forth along the sidewalk and smoked a cigarette, which by all rights could have put her in jail.  When Louise pulled the runabout to a stop, Amanda spun around and then reached for the pistol in her jacket.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” the detective shouted.  Her cheeks burned a volcanic red and her eyes even more so.
 
   Louise put up her hands as if to surrender.  “Hey, easy there.  I’m on your side.”  She tried to disguise her voice the way Marlin had instructed her to, though it sounded as if she were building up to a massive belch.
 
   “I asked you who the fuck you are!”
 
   “I’m the Scarlet fucking Knight, that’s who.”
 
   Amanda took the safety off the pistol.  “Now I know you’re not her.  Twelve years and she’s never said so much as a ‘damn.’”
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m the new model.  She’s retired.”
 
   “Retired?  What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
   “I mean she’s out.  I’m in.  That’s how it goes.”
 
   The pistol in Amanda’s hand trembled as her entire body shook with rage.  “No!  She can’t ‘retire’ now.  Not when I need her the most.”
 
   “Come on, why don’t you put that gun away?  All you’re going to do is hurt one of those ladies of the night over there.”
 
   Amanda stared at her and then finally nodded; she put the safety on and then jammed the weapon back into its holster.  When her hand came back out of the jacket, she held a computer tablet.  She tapped a button and Louise stifled a gasp to see Becky’s corpse sticking out of a dumpster behind a fast food restaurant.  “This came in six hours ago.  Congresswoman Rebecca Beech.  Her staff reported her missing a couple days ago.  Went home after a cocktail party and then just vanished.”
 
   Amanda tapped the tablet to show the next picture of Becky on a metal gurney in the coroner’s office.  Her pale chest was bare, a hole cut between her flabby breasts.  “The killer took her heart.  We know he didn’t kill her at this restaurant.  The body was moved from somewhere else.  We haven’t found out where yet.  So far the autopsy isn’t giving us anything helpful in DNA or fingerprints.”
 
   When Amanda tapped the tablet again, her eyes began to tear up.  Louise saw why:  this photograph was of a girl about her age with long white-blond hair, clad in a ratty mustard yellow sweater.  Her face was the same purple as grape soda.  Louise barely held in her urge to throw up.  “This came in an hour ago.  Fiancé found her on the bathroom floor of their condo.  Name’s Megan Putnam, senior partner of Putnam and Slater Design Concepts.  Turned thirty-nine last week.  Now you tell me what’s wrong with this picture.”
 
   “She looks more like nineteen in that.”
 
   “Exactly.  We’re running some DNA tests to make sure, but I know it’s her.”  Amanda wiped at her eyes.  “She was my best friend since college.  I’d know her face anywhere.”
 
   “Someone strangled her?”
 
   “No, goddamnit!  The coroner is double checking, but I’m one hundred ten percent sure she died of an asthma attack.”
 
   “Asthma?  But—”
 
   “Yeah, asthma.  Asthma that was cured fifteen years ago.”  Amanda slipped the tablet back into her jacket.  With one finger she tapped Louise’s breastplate.  “I want to know how the hell she ended up on that floor twenty years younger and dying of asthma that had been cured.  And I want to know who the fuck is going around cutting out people’s hearts!  I don’t care how you do it; burn this whole fucking city down if you have to!”
 
   “I know who did it.”
 
   “You do?  What’s his fucking name?”
 
   “Her name is Isis.  Also goes by the name Eileen.  She’s really bad news.”
 
   “You know who did this shit?  Why the hell haven’t you stopped her?”
 
   “I’m trying!  What do you think happened to—the last Scarlet Knight?”  She narrowly avoided saying “Mom.”  “I can’t just wave my hands—”
 
   Most of the streetlights in the neighborhood were already out, but those that weren’t already suddenly burned out.  From her vantage, Louise could see lights go out in Robinson Tower and the other major buildings as well.  As if that weren’t enough, the moon and even the stars disappeared, to plunge everything into darkness.  She tapped the side of her helmet, but that didn’t help much as there was no ambient light.  There was no light of any kind.
 
   The streetlights flickered back on thirty seconds later, as did the lights in the buildings.  The moon and stars remained obscured, as if a black cloud had descended to swallow up the sky.  Louise knew only one person could be responsible for that:  Isis.
 
   “Are you just looking or do you want to buy anything?” Amanda asked.  Except it was no longer Detective Amanda Murdoch.  This woman wore a bright green tube top with a matching skirt that barely covered her privates and spike heels six inches high.  She had freed her hair from its sloppy ponytail, to pile into a bouffant and had slathered on enough makeup to completely cover Louise’s helmet.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   “How the fuck do you know my name?”
 
   “Lucky guess.”
 
   Amanda tapped Louise’s breastplate again.  “It’s hard enough making a living down here without you harassing us.  Unless you’re here to buy some pussy, why don’t you shove off?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I’ll do that,” Louise said in almost a whisper.  
 
   She was about to climb aboard the runabout when she heard a woman cry out, “Get off me, you creep!  Not until you pay me!”
 
   Louise ran around the corner to find a man dressed in Amanda’s army jacket and cargo pants on top of a hooker, who clawed at his face with her false nails.  “Shit!” the man shouted, his voice familiar.
 
   Louise took hold of his shoulder and flipped him backwards as easily as tossing an empty can of beer.  He landed on his back with a groan and lay there with his pants unzipped while she pinned him down.  “Look, creep, no freebies.  You—”
 
   She stopped as the man looked up at her.  Despite the greasy dreadlocks and beard, she recognized the scar on his face.  “Tim?  What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “I was gonna be doing that bitch til you showed up,” Tim Cooper said.
 
   She didn’t say anything to this, too stunned by the recent turn of events.  Dan, Becky, and now Megan were dead.  Aggie had been turned into a baby.  And now Amanda Murdoch and Tim Cooper had been transformed into lowlife criminals.  All of her friends and allies—or more to the point, all of Mom’s friends and allies.  Mom!  
 
   She punched Tim in the face, but only hard enough to knock him out.  She left him there; Amanda and the other hookers would take care of him.  They probably wouldn’t kill him, just rough him up enough so he wouldn’t try it again.  She felt her stomach churn at this thought, but it wasn’t the real Tim anyway, not the one she’d developed a crush on.
 
   She started the runabout and twisted the throttle all the way in one smooth motion.  As she streaked along the street, Marlin appeared in front of her.  “What the hell’s going on here?” he asked.
 
   “It’s Isis.  I don’t know how, but it’s got to be her.”  Louise almost flipped over as she skidded around a corner.  “You go find Renee and see if anything’s happened to her.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m going to find Mom.”  As the ghost disappeared, she felt a nervous tremor and wondered what condition she might find Mom in now.
 
   ***
 
   Louise confirmed her worst fear when she climbed up the side of St. Joseph’s:  her mother was not in her room.  Not only that but the bed was made up with no cards, flowers, or anything else to indicate anyone had occupied the room.  That meant Mom hadn’t just been taken somewhere for tests.  Was she dead?
 
   Then again, for all Louise knew, her mother could be a beggar on the street or even a hooker like Amanda.  That seemed like Isis’s brand of humor.  Or maybe she’d turned Mom into a mob enforcer or even a mob kingpin, the kind of thing she could never have been before.
 
   Louise forced herself to calm down.  She was jumping to conclusions.  For all she knew, the hospital might have transferred Mom to another room hours ago.  It might be something perfectly rational that had nothing to do with Isis or the sudden eclipse.
 
   There were two ways to search the hospital:  one was to wander the halls with the cape around her body and hope not to be spotted and the other was to take off the armor and go in as Dr. Louise Earl, concerned daughter.  She decided on the latter course of action, though she worried that the moment she took off the armor she might become someone else like Amanda and Tim.  From what Marlin had told her, Merlin’s magic was more powerful than Isis’s, so Isis wouldn’t be able to touch her inside of it.  
 
   For that reason she decided to keep the yellow boots on.  She didn’t know if this would provide any protection, but at least it would make her feel less vulnerable.  She rolled her pant legs down to cover up most of the boots except for the toes and soles.  To anyone she passed it would appear as if she wore bright yellow shoes, the kind of fashion statement not uncommon in a cosmopolitan city like Rampart.
 
   As she put the armor back into its case, she once again saw the Book of Isis.  She quickly covered it up with the cape and then the rest of the armor.  With a sigh she closed the case and took a step back so it could disappear, presumably back to the Sanctuary to wait for her to call for it again.
 
   She peeked into the hallway and made sure no one saw her as she stepped out of the room.  Then she hurried over to the nurse’s station.  She’d gotten to know the nurses pretty well since Mom’s injury, well enough at least that they knew her.  But as she approached, Donna Benson, the head nurse on the floor who had let Louise stay past visiting hours, glared at her like a stranger.
 
   “Visiting hours are over, miss.  I’d suggest you get on the elevator and go down to the lobby,” the nurse said.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m looking for my mother.  She was up here.  Dr. Emma Earl.”
 
   “No one by that name has been here.”
 
   “What?  She’s been here for the last four days now!  I just saw her about seven hours ago, right in that room over there.”
 
   “I’ve been here since noon, ma’am, and no one by that name has been in any room on this floor.  I think you’ve made a mistake.”  Nurse Benson crossed her flabby arms over her chest.  “I suggest you go home before I call for security.”
 
   “Please, Donna—Nurse Benson—you have to help me.  My mother is very ill.  I need to see her.”  Louise tried to glance over the edge of the desk, but the nurse blocked her.  “Maybe she’s on another floor.  Could you at least look for me?”
 
   Nurse Benson glared at her for a moment and then sighed.  “Let me check.”  She tapped a few commands into the computer.  A minute went by, during which Louise nearly chewed through her lower lip from nervousness.  The nurse finally shook her head.  “There’s no Dr. Emma Earl listed anywhere.  We got an Emma Earl listed over in Pediatrics though.”
 
   “Pediatrics?  But—”  Louise stopped herself as she thought of what Renee had told her about what Isis had done to her and Aggie.  She took off down the hall.  “Thank you!”
 
   The pediatric area was two floors down and located in a separate wing that had been added a few years after Louise had been born in this same hospital.  On the elevator ride down, she rubbed her face with both hands as she imagined she would find Mom in a crib or maybe even an incubator.  What would she do then?  
 
   Even before the elevator doors were fully open she bolted through them.  She hurdled an old woman in a wheelchair and then flung herself over an empty gurney being pushed by an orderly.  “Watch it, you maniac!” the orderly shouted.
 
   Louise ignored this advice as she rounded the corner to the skywalk that connected the newer addition to the older part of the hospital.  At the end of the skywalk were doors covered by colorful balloons to indicate she was about to enter the pediatrics floor.  She threw open the doors and then hurled herself inside.
 
   The nurse’s station was unoccupied at the moment.  Louise considered trying to use the computer, but she knew from when she had talked to Donna Benson—when the nurse still knew her—that the computer system was encrypted.  Given a few minutes she could probably hack it, but she doubted she would have that long before one of the nurses came back.  She would have to do this the old-fashioned way.
 
   Louise glided along the corridor and made sure no one saw her as she opened the first door.  The problem, she realized, was she had no idea what Mom might look like at this point.  “Emma?” she whispered.  “Emma Earl?”
 
   She received no response.  This was because the two children in the room were asleep.  She squatted down so she could make her way over to the first bed.  There was a computer tablet attached to the end of the bed to provide the patient’s chart.  It didn’t take much effort for her to access this to see the name was not her mother’s.  Neither was the other patient’s.
 
   Louise searched a dozen other rooms without any luck.  On the thirteenth, Louise was about to check a chart when she heard a tiny voice ask, “Are you the Tooth Fairy?”  
 
   Louise saw a little blond girl sitting up in her bed.  From the chart, she knew the girl’s name was Madison.  “That’s right.  And if you’re a good girl I’ll leave a dollar under your pillow.”
 
   “Only a dollar?”
 
   “OK, five dollars.”
“Tooth Fairy usually gives me ten dollars.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Louise reached into her pocket for a ten.  She tucked it beneath the girl’s pillow.  “Here you go, you little shyster.” 
 
   “What’s a shyster?”
 
   “Someone good at getting money out of people.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Louise was about to give up the search when she saw a candy striper folding towels near the end of the hallway.  Louise forced a smile to her face as she strolled up to the girl.  “Hi.  I don’t suppose you can help me?  I’m looking for someone.”
 
   The girl turned around and smiled at her.  Despite that her hair was completely brown and her face unlined and body chubbier, Louise recognized the former Dr. Laura Pavelski.  “Visiting hours are over, you know,” Laura Pavelski said.
 
   “I know, but I had to work late and I just wanted to drop in for a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Oh, well, I don’t know.  I could get into trouble.”
 
   “Please?  It would mean the world to me—and her.”
 
   “As long as you’re quick I guess it wouldn’t hurt.  Who is it?”
 
   “Emma Earl.”
 
   To Louise’s relief, Pavelski smiled and nodded.  “You must be Emma’s sister.  I can see the family resemblance.”
 
   “Yeah, right, sister.  Which room is she in?”
 
   “She’s in 537, just two doors down to the right.”  Before Louise could take off to find her mother, Pavelski touched her arm.  “She’s such a little trouper.  Everyone here just adores her.”
 
   “That sounds like her all right.”
 
   “I brought her some books from home.  I hope you don’t mind.  Most of the kids watch the TV, but she said she just wanted to read.  Went through our whole library—digital and paper.”
 
   Louise resisted the urge to sigh with relief that at least Mom was still old enough to read, though that meant she could be any age from two on up.  “Yeah, our Emma is quite the little bookworm.”
 
   Laura Pavelski finally let her go so she could step over to room 537.  She paused at the door for a moment and took a deep breath, not sure what she’d find inside.  Then she turned the knob.
 
   As they’d prepared to move from the house they’d shared with Becky, Louise had rifled through some boxes Mom had kept in the attic.  These included old school yearbooks from kindergarten on to high school.  The little girl on the bed perfectly matched the picture of Emma Earl from first grade:  the copper hair down to her waist, the freckles that spotted her face, the oversized plastic-framed glasses that had gone out of style thirty-five years ago, and a body that was rail-thin, all elbows and knees as they said.  Though at the moment both knees were suspended in the air as her feet—big even back then—were encased in casts covered in signatures and drawings.
 
   Around the little girl’s bed hung cards, crayon drawings, and balloons.  These as well as the decorations on the casts seconded what Laura Pavelski had said:  clearly little Emma was a favorite of everyone.  Big surprise there, Louise thought jealously.  Emma—Louise couldn’t think of her as “Mom” at the moment—wore a red flannel nightgown but had the covers tucked in around her waist.  She turned the page of a Nancy Drew book, probably one that Laura Pavelski had given to her.  This Louise took as a bad sign as Emma hardly ever read fiction, let alone children’s fiction.
 
   Once she turned the page, Emma reached over to the nightstand for a slip of paper to use as a bookmark.  Then she turned to where Louise stood in the doorway.  “Hi,” Emma said, her voice so much higher and sunnier than Mom’s.  “I wondered when you’d get here.”
 
   “Yeah, well, traffic and all that.”  Louise didn’t move from where she stood.  She nodded towards the book Emma had set on her lap.  “Good book?”
 
   “It’s OK.  I’d rather have the new issue of Geology Quarterly.”
 
   Louise took hold of the doorknob to brace herself.  “Mom?”
 
   “It’s me.  More or less.”
 
   Finally Louise found the strength to move.  She flung herself at her mother—or at least the girl who would grow up to be her mother.  “Oh thank God.  I was so worried,” Louise said.  
 
   Emma patted her back as Louise cried into her shoulder as if she were the child.  “It’s all right.  She’s not going to kill me.  Not until she’s done having her fun.”
 
   Louise collapsed onto a chair beside the bed.  She looked down at the floor; she didn’t want to look at the adorable little girl on the bed with her legs propped up.  “I thought after what she did to Amanda and Tim—I don’t know how, but one minute I was standing there talking to Amanda and the next everything went dark.  When the lights came back on, she was a prostitute.  And Tim—”  Louise put both hands to her face.
 
   “What about Tim?”
 
   “He was trying to rape one of the girls.”  Louise waited for her mother to react, but Emma said nothing.  “She even got to Dr. Pavelski.”
 
   “I know.  She took my bedpan a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Everyone’s gone now.  We’re alone.”
 
   “Everyone?”
 
   “Dan’s dead.  Becky too.  And Megan.  She killed them all.  And Aggie, she did the same thing as she did to you—only worse.”  Louise thought her mother would cry at this grim news, but little Emma’s cute face showed no reaction at all.  “Did you hear what I said?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma reached out with one small hand to pat Louise’s.  
 
   “What do we do?  How can we stop her?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I wish I did, but I don’t.”
 
   “What if we can’t stop her?  What if Amanda and Tim and Aggie and you are all stuck the way you are now forever?”
 
   Emma gave Louise’s hand a squeeze.  “Take it easy, baby.”
 
   “Take it easy?  Look at you!  You’re six years old!”
 
   “Six and a half.”
 
   “That’s not funny!”
 
   “I know it’s hard, but you have to calm down.  You can’t get carried away with fear.  That’s what she wants.  She knows you’re young and inexperienced.  She’s trying to rattle you so she can get what she wants.”
 
   “The book.”
 
   “No matter what happens, you can’t give it to her.”
 
   “What’s in that book that’s so important?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You don’t know?”  Louise shook her mother’s hand away so she could stand up.  “You don’t know?  After all of this.  Dan and Becky and Megan dead—for what for all we know could be a fucking cookbook!”
 
   Emma cleared her throat, which sounded far less authoritative now.  “Language.”
 
   Louise gaped at her mother for a moment in shock.  “Are you kidding me?  We’re facing the end of the world and you’re scolding me for using a curse word?  Jesus Christ, Mom!”
 
   Though the rest of her might appear to be six and a half years old, Mom’s eyes were still the same, The Glare as potent as ever.  “Whatever I look like on the outside, I’m still your mother on the inside.  Is that understood?”
 
   As always, Louise wilted beneath The Glare.  She nodded and then sank onto the chair again.  “I don’t think I can take any more of this.  What if tomorrow she decides to make you a baby?  Or an old man?  Or a junkie?  I can’t let her keep toying with us.”
 
   “You can’t give in to her.  No matter what she does to me.”  Emma reached out to take Louise’s hand again in her much smaller one.  “I know it’s hard for you to accept, but I’m not important.  Not in the scheme of things.  I’m just a broken down old lady who happens to love you very much.  Do you understand?”
 
   Finally Louise couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.  “Don’t talk like that, Mom.  You are important.  To me.”
 
   “I know, baby.  But you have to remember what someone once told me:  nothing is gained without sacrifice.”
 
   “I don’t want to sacrifice you!”
 
   “You might have to, baby.  She might not leave us any choice about it.”  Emma gave Louise’s hand a light pat.  “Now, you should go get some rest.  I’ve got to see how Nancy is going to find out who burned down this house and where the woman’s husband is.”
 
   Louise couldn’t help but smile at this.  Her mother—who right now could be Nancy Drew—had probably figured out the mystery after the first page.  “Mom—”
 
   “Go on, shoo.”
 
   “You know it’s way past bedtime for a girl your age.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”  
 
   Louise leaned down to kiss her mother on one freckled cheek.  “I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
   “OK, baby.”  Before Louise could reach the door, Emma called for her to stop.  She held up a black marker.  “Sign my cast before you go, would you?”
 
   Louise smiled and then took the marker.  She wrote her name on both casts; she dotted the ‘i’ with a heart as she’d done when she was six and a half.  By the time she’d reached the door, Emma had the book open again; she calmly read as if the world weren’t ending all around them.
 
   Louise left the door open a crack for a minute to watch her mother read.  She wanted to remember her that way in case tomorrow she came back to find Emma even littler—or gone entirely.  On her way out, she passed Laura Pavelski, who pushed a cart loaded with bedpans.  “How’s she doing?” the candy striper asked.
 
   “Just fine.  She’s still reading, happy as a clam.”
 
   “Such a good kid.  I keep selfishly hoping she never leaves.  Is that wrong of me?”
 
   “Not at all.  I feel the same way.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Cecelia had learned all the tricks over the years for how to stalk her prey.  In her apartment at the main safe house she had an entire closet full of clothes from every decade in the last century and a half and for every style, age, and gender.  She had a safe inside the closet where she kept the various potions that could make her fat or thin, young or old, and male or female for a few hours, long enough to complete the job.
 
   Most of the time she didn’t need to rely on any magic to disguise herself.  In predominantly white countries she could fade into the background easily enough with the right clothes.  In other parts of the world, if she needed to get closer than a tourist or businessperson could get, she would take a potion to look Latin, Asian, or African.  She used these sparingly as the ingredients were expensive and there was always the chance of side effects, like the time she’d used a dash too much bunkberry and looked like a Smurf for two weeks.
 
   To stalk Emily Cabot she didn’t have any of these luxuries.  Maria’s body was much too far along in the pregnancy for her to go around as anything except a pregnant young woman.  She could have tried to dye her hair, but there weren’t the range of shades available in the ‘40s as in the 21st Century and most wouldn’t go with her olive skin anyway so that she’d only stand out even more.  The best she could do was to use some of the little money Sue had given to her to buy a hat with a wide, floppy brim to somewhat disguise her face.
 
   As it turned out, she didn’t need to worry much about a disguise.  Emily Cabot was the Irish equivalent of Maria Costopolous, a young farm girl too recently arrived in the big city to realize the dangers.  The way Cabot’s gangly body strolled the sidewalks with her purse loose on her shoulder just begged someone to snatch it from her.  Could a girl that dumb really be Dr. Emma Earl, the Scarlet Knight?  Maybe she put on an act for anyone who might be watching, to disguise herself as the naïve farm girl come to the big city.
 
   For most of the day Cabot walked from one office to another, all of them with “Help Wanted” signs in the window.  Cecelia followed her, usually from the opposite side of the street, in her new hat and an overcoat she’d “borrowed” from a chair in a coffee shop.  This caution was unnecessary, as Cabot looked down at her feet most of the time.
 
   As the day went on, Cabot’s sunny expression began to fade.  Cecelia could imagine it had been a day of polite rejections with all the usual excuses of needing someone with more experience or more skills.  Those were probably valid to some extent as Cabot had probably never done more than bake pies and darn socks back on the farm.  More valid was the bulge in her midsection that she couldn’t conceal with a loose dress and coat, at least not from someone with experience at that kind of thing.  Cecelia doubted Cabot was as far along as Maria Costopolous, probably more like four or five months along.  In another four or five months she would give birth to Gladys Cabot, Emma Earl’s future aunt.  That was if she lived long enough.
 
   Cecelia was grateful when Cabot finally decided to end her futile day of job seeking at four o’clock to slip into a diner.  Though it was a slight risk, Cecelia decided to follow her inside, mostly because she needed to rest her swollen feet.  To further demonstrate her lack of awareness, Cabot sat at the counter and faced the kitchen.  Cecelia took a booth in the corner, from which she could observe her prey.
 
   “What can I get you, honey?” the waitress asked Cabot.
 
   Cabot took a change pouch out of her purse and spilled it onto the counter.  She even had her future granddaughter’s soft voice as she asked, “Is this enough for a cup of tea and a piece of toast?”
 
   “Toast?  You sick or something?”
 
   “Or something.”
 
   The waitress eyed the change and then scooped all but a nickel into her palm.  “That ought to do it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The waitress shouted back to the kitchen for a piece of toast.  Cecelia couldn’t hear the response from the kitchen, but it prompted the waitress to shout back, “You going dumb back there?  Just one piece of toast.”  The waitress then turned back to Cabot.  “You want any butter or jam on the side?”
 
   “Some honey would be nice.”
 
   The waitress eyed her skeptically for a moment but returned with a bottle of honey.  “Knock yourself out, honey.”  She then snickered at her own joke before she sauntered over to where Cecelia sat.  “What about you?”
 
   Cecelia’s appetite had finally caught up with her, now that she didn’t have money for much more than a cup of coffee.  “Just coffee.  And a piece of pie.  Apple, if you got it.”
 
   “All’s we got left is cherry.”
 
   “That’ll be fine.”  The pie would put a slight dent in her budget for the day, but she didn’t care.  In a few minutes her time here might be over and then it would be up to Maria Costopolous to figure things out again.
 
   She wolfed down the pie while Cabot daintily nibbled on her toast, which she’d liberally doused with honey.  As she watched her prey, Cecelia reached one hand into the pocket of her overcoat for the hunting knife she’d managed to lift from a sporting goods store.  It wouldn’t be all that much better than the steak knife from Malloy’s, but it was better than nothing—and it should be enough to finish off Emma Earl and with any luck get back to her rightful time.  How she would manage this she still didn’t know; she would just have to hope that once her business was completed, a way out would present itself.
 
   It didn’t come as a surprise to see Cabot leave her last nickel on the counter as a tip.  That was the kind of foolish nobility that would lead her granddaughter to become the Scarlet Knight.  Cecelia left only a penny; she had no money to waste on nobility.  “Thank you,” Cabot said to the waitress and then went out the front door.  Cecelia watched her take a right turn and then made her way to the door; she tried to seem casual as she did so.
 
   Cabot made her way back to a motel not unlike the one Cecelia was staying in for another day or two, until she ran out of money.  Along the way, Cabot walked with head down and shoulders slumped to wallow in disappointment.  Cecelia stayed back a few feet to let the other pedestrians form a buffer between them.
 
   She took her biggest risk of the day when she followed Cabot into the motel.  She started up the stairs while Cabot went to the front desk.  “Did anyone leave any messages for me?” Cabot asked, the hope evident in her voice.
 
   “Nope,” the clerk replied absently.
 
   Cecelia leaned against the railing to watch as Cabot climbed up the stairs, her eyes still on her feet.  This made it easy for Cecelia to keep one floor ahead of her, until Cabot finally stopped on the fourth floor.  Cecelia waited a moment for Cabot to start down the hall before she hurried down to the fourth floor herself.  Cabot shuffled along slowly enough that Cecelia managed to fall into step behind her.  When Cabot turned to unlock the door to 406, Cecelia turned to the door of 404 and pretended to unlock it.
 
   This caution was unnecessary as Cabot simply unlocked her door and went inside, without even a glance around the hallway.  Cecelia sprang into action then, not as fast as she would have liked, but fast enough to get her foot in the door before Cabot could shut it.  From experience Cecelia knew Maria Costopolous didn’t have much strength, but she did have bulk and the element of surprise.  This was enough to batter the door back and knock Cabot to the floor of the tiny room.
 
   “Who are you?” Cabot asked as she looked up at Cecelia.
 
   “No more talking,” Cecelia said.  She reached into her pocket for the knife.  Cabot didn’t even twitch, probably paralyzed with fear as Cecelia bent down and put the knife to Cabot’s throat with one hand and used the other to take a handful of Cabot’s red hair.  Cecelia yanked the woman’s head back so she could see her eyes—her hazel eyes.  “Shit!”
 
   From her own experience, Cecelia knew this couldn’t be Emma Earl.  Earl had blue eyes, not hazel.  If she had taken possession of her grandmother’s body, she would have the same blue eyes, just as Maria Costopolous had Cecelia’s green eyes at the moment.  “Shit!”
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” Cabot whispered.  “I don’t have much money left, but you can have it.  Just let me and my baby alone.”
 
   “I don’t want your fucking money.”
 
   Cabot’s hazel eyes filled with tears; her pale cheeks turned red.  “Please don’t hurt me,” she said again.  “I only came here to find a job.  My husband’s in the Marines and he sends back what he can, but it’s not enough for me and the baby and the farm.  I just thought I could find work here until he gets back.  I don’t want to die!”
 
   “I’m not going to kill you,” Cecelia said.  She pulled the knife back.  She probably should kill Cabot.  Without Emily Cabot there would be no Emma Earl to take the Scarlet Knight’s armor sixty-four years from now.  She didn’t really believe any of that quantum nonsense about a paradox to destroy the universe or anything.  What she did believe was that every innocent life deserved a chance.  She had never killed a baby and she wouldn’t start now.
 
   Cecelia tucked the knife back into her pocket.  Then she took Cabot’s hand and helped her over to the bed, where she sat next to the woman, who’d begun to sob.  “I’m sorry,” Cecelia said.  “I thought you were someone else.”
 
   “I shouldn’t be here,” Cabot said.  “I shouldn’t have ever left the farm.  If Charlie finds out about this he’d be so awful mad.”
 
   “Then why did you come here?”
 
   “Because it’s been such a bad summer.  The weather’s been terrible and the boys are all overseas.  It’s just been Mama and me trying to make a go of it and now—I thought I could get a job just until the baby’s due, so we won’t lose the farm.”
 
   “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “You shouldn’t talk like that.  That’s a sin.”
 
   “Yeah, so I’ve heard.”  Cecelia didn’t know why she was still here in Cabot’s room; she should have taken off two minutes ago.  She supposed it was because for the last couple of days she’d found herself in the same position as Cabot was in.  She heaved a sigh and then said, “Are you serious about working?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m a good worker and I don’t ever complain.”
 
   “I can imagine.”  Cecelia shook her head and chided herself for what she was about to do.  “I know someone who can help you.  Her name’s Sue Johnson.  She works over at Harmon-Farmer.  I happen to know they just let go of a couple people and will need some good strong hands.”
 
   “Do you mean it?”
 
   “Yes.”  She borrowed a pen from Cabot’s purse to write down Sue’s address on a piece of paper.  “You should wait until tomorrow morning.  Not safe out there for a young lady like yourself this late.”
 
   “All right.”  Cecelia cried out when Cabot lunged at her, but it was only to hug her.  “Thank you so much, Miss—”
 
   “That’s not important.  I’d better go.”
 
   “God bless you!” Cabot called after her.  Cecelia bristled at this; she’d given up on God a long time ago.  On her way down the stairs, she told herself it wasn’t Christian charity or any of that nonsense, only the desire to make things even with Sue.
 
   Then she stepped out into the night—and promptly into the clutches of three men with shotguns.
 
   ***
 
   In any job—successful or not—timing was everything.  Fire the gun or throw the knife a second late or a second early and the target would probably go home with just a nasty wound.  Show up at a rendezvous a minute late and the whole operation could unravel.
 
   In this case Cecelia showed up at the front of Cabot’s motel at the exact moment the three drunk yokels were cruising by in their rusty truck.  She knew from the overalls and homemade shirts that these three men were not with any of the mob syndicates in town; the mob had a lot more style than that.  The mob also didn’t use shotguns very often as these were far too imprecise and noisy.
 
   The moment Cecelia stepped out of the motel, the driver of the truck stomped on the brakes and all three got out.  It wasn’t bad timing so much as sloppiness that she was too preoccupied after her encounter with Cabot to notice the men until she practically ran into them.  “Well looky here,” one said and flashed a crooked yellow smile.
 
   Another said, “Seems like we found ourselves a little Mexican whore.”
 
   From this sentence and a certain family resemblance she knew who these men were:  they were Gert’s family, come to the big city to take revenge on Cecelia.  They had probably cruised around all day to find her and it just so happened she was unfortunate enough to leave the motel as they passed by.  “I’m not a Mexican,” she said.  “I’m Greek.”
 
   “All the same to us.”
 
   She reached into her pocket for the knife, but she wasn’t fast enough.  One of the men grabbed her arm and yanked it back hard enough for her to feel a pop in her shoulder.  She’d dislocated her shoulders before to become used to the pain.  A high pain tolerance was a prerequisite for an assassin and she had earned hers on that winter night in France so long ago.
 
   She kicked the man in front of her in the crotch as hard as she could.  It wasn’t hard enough for her liking but hard enough to make him double over.  With her left hand she went for the man’s shotgun, but one of his fellows seized her other arm before she could make it.  There was nothing left for her to do at that point but to thrash and scream as they dumped her in the back of the truck.  Of course this being Rampart City, no one came to her aid.
 
   The men had come prepared with rope to tie her arms and legs.  The one she’d kicked in the crotch sat with her in the back while the other two rode in the front of the pickup.  Cecelia lay on the bed of the truck; the unmistakable odor of pig piss, shit, and blood assaulted her nostrils.  “So what are you assholes planning to do?” she asked.  The man in the back of the truck only punched her in response.
 
   If this were the mob they would have weighed her down and then tossed her in the harbor.  If they were one of the many psychopaths running around the city, they’d drag her into an alley to take turns before they slit her throat.  Since they were unsophisticated hicks from upstate somewhere, they took her to the one place that probably made them feel at home:  Robinson Park.
 
   In those days the park hadn’t gone to seed completely yet.  There were bums and drifters on some benches, but not the gangs who would take up residence in the park thirty years from now.  What was the same was the lack of a police presence, so that no cops saw the men take her from the pickup and drag her beneath the decorative bridge over the creek.  She screamed anyway, at least until one got smart and stuffed a handkerchief into her mouth.
 
   Once they were under the bridge, the men laid her down next to a trash barrel where some hobos had lit a fire.  The hobos were smart enough to have already taken off.  Cecelia squirmed against the bonds, but the men had done a good job with the ropes; they probably had lots of experience with pigs and other livestock down on the farm.  There was nothing she could do as they loomed over her; the flickering orange light from the fire gave them a satanic appearance.
 
   “Our cousin Gert told us what you done to her,” one said.
 
   “We’s going to give you what you got coming.”
 
   Cecelia waited for them to aim the shotguns at her and finish her off, but they didn’t.  Instead, one reached into the bed of the pickup to take out a pipe wrench nearly as big and as heavy as the one she’d used on Gert at the factory.  She closed her eyes and waited for the first blow.
 
   As an assassin, Cecelia had been shot, stabbed, burned, and beaten in jobs that went sour.  She hadn’t experienced anything like the pain these men inflicted since she had been fourteen years old.  At first she tried not to scream, but in the end she couldn’t resist as they smashed the wrench across her body time and again.  Blood ran into her eyes and filled her mouth along with chunks of shattered teeth when one of the men brought the wrench down on her jaw.  They didn’t leave an inch of her untouched, but they saved her stomach for last.  She screamed again as one of the men slammed the wrench into her belly.  She tried to turn over, to protect Maria’s child, but the other two held her down on her back.
 
   When it finally ended, it seemed as if she had endured an eternity of pain, though it had probably been only a minute or two.  Once they finished, they pissed into her wounds.  She tried to turn her head back and forth but couldn’t keep it from getting into her mouth to mix with the blood and broken teeth.
 
   “That ought to learn you a lesson,” one of the men said.
 
   “Whores like you ought to stay where they belong.”  To illustrate where she belonged, they dumped her onto the street, in a gutter.  By then she’d lost too much blood and endured too much pain to remain conscious.  As she passed out, she heard the pickup squeal away and someone shout for an ambulance.
 
   ***
 
   In her dreams she was fourteen again, back in the hospital in France.  The old woman who had rescued her sat by her bed and looked kindly at her from behind her glasses.  Cecelia lay on her side; she had already exhausted her supply of tears so that now she could only manage a sniffle on occasion.  She didn’t know how long she lay there on her side, long enough for the room to turn dark and for someone to bring in a kerosene lamp.
 
   “It’s a terrible tragedy,” the old woman said.  Cecelia said nothing; she didn’t have the strength anymore for words.  She didn’t so much as blink when the old woman patted her head.  “It’s not your fault, dear.  You were only trying to save yourself—and your child.”
 
   Cecelia still didn’t say anything.  She might have saved herself, but she had killed her child.  She should have stayed home, given birth to the child, and let her foster parents ship the boy to Avignon.  She could have escaped from the house after that and then made her way north to take back her baby.  Then they would both have lived.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” the old woman said again.  “He did this to you.  He put you in this position through his selfishness, his perversions.”
 
   Only then did Cecelia finally work up the strength to say, “How do you know about him?”
 
   “I know all about you, dear.  Believe me when I say you’re a very special girl.  Very special indeed.  You have the power to turn this tragedy into a triumph.  You can make sure your child did not die in vain.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Come with me.  I will help you understand your full potential.  Then you’ll be able to repay him for what he did to you and your baby.”
 
   Cecelia didn’t make a decision then, but two days later she was bundled up in a coach with the old woman, who referred to herself as the Headmistress.  It was the start of her new life, the life that had risen out of the ashes of her child’s death.  When she had blundered out into the snow that night, Cecelia inadvertently discovered who she was and the power she held.
 
   The next time she returned to that hospital was three years later.  This time she wore a black tunic and leggings and a black hood covered all but her eyes.  In a twist of irony, they had him in the same bed she’d occupied.  Given the state of 19th Century medicine, the fever he had contracted would certainly kill him in a day or two.  She wasn’t about to wait that long.
 
   Sweat covered his face and yet he shivered as he lay on the bed.  His eyes flashed open to search for a moment before he saw her beside the bed.  “Cecelia?” he asked, though she had not removed the hood.  He reached out to her with a trembling hand.  “My beautiful girl.  You have returned.”
 
   “Only to repay an old debt,” she said and then jammed the knife into his throat.  She listened to the gurgle of his final words and then the hiss of his last breath.
 
   It was over.  She had finally obtained justice for her and her child.  She left the knife on the sill of her foster mother’s window, a lock of hair tied around the hilt.  This was long before genetic testing could obtain someone’s identity from follicles, but her foster mother would know who it was who had killed her husband.
 
   Then she disappeared into the night.
 
   ***
 
   When she opened her eyes, she thought she must still be dreaming.  She could tell from the walls and the bedpan on the nightstand that she was in the hospital.  And there was the old woman next to her bed.  Except the old woman didn’t have glasses and her eyes were green, not blue.
 
   She realized it was Sue Johnson, not the Headmistress beside her bed.  Cecelia tried to say something, but all that came out was a gurgle similar to the noise her foster father had made before he died.  Sue put a cup of water to Cecelia’s lips and tipped it up so the cool liquid ran down her throat.
 
   Once the cup was empty, she tried to sit up, but Sue gently clamped down on her shoulder to keep her down.  “Don’t try to move.  Just take it easy.”  Cecelia tried to talk again, but still couldn’t form coherent words.  “It’s all right.  You’re safe.  No one’s going to hurt you anymore.”
 
   The memories of what had happened to her began to trickle back.  Gert’s cousins had found her outside the motel and taken her to the park.  They’d beaten her with a wrench and left her in a gutter.  Cecelia saw them swing the wrench down at her stomach.  She thrashed beneath Sue’s iron grip as she tried to work a hand down to feel her stomach.  Sue took hold of her hand and looked into her eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, Maria,” she said.
 
   There was no need to say what she was sorry about; Cecelia knew it even if she couldn’t feel her stomach to make sure:  she had lost the baby.  Unable to speak or even to scream, Cecelia could only cry into her pillow.  Sue’s grip relaxed to become a gentle pat on her shoulder.  “I know it’s not a consolation right now, but the doctor says you’ll be fine in a little while.  A couple months and you’ll be good as new.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head wildly.  This couldn’t be happening again.  Her carelessness had killed another innocent child.  Even worse in this case was that she had killed Maria’s child.  She had vowed never to kill a child after what had happened to her but now she had broken that promise.  She had killed Maria’s baby just like she’d killed her own.
 
   “I’m sure you don’t want to hear this now, but I know how you feel,” Sue whispered.  “I know what it’s like to lose a child.”
 
   Cecelia stared up at Sue with surprise while the tears continued to dribble down her cheeks.  Through these tears, she saw Sue nod slightly.  “My baby didn’t die, at least not right away.  But she’s gone by now.
 
   “I probably wasn’t much different from you at your age.  I fell in love with a man.  I thought he loved me, but he didn’t.  Not really.  He just wanted to use me for pleasure.  
 
   “Like you, I got pregnant.  He wanted me to give the baby to my sister so no one outside the family would suspect anything.  But I was selfish.  I knew I couldn’t stand seeing my child grow up and not think of me as her mother.
 
   “So I gave her away.  I gave her to a lawyer who arranged for her to go to a good family.   I couldn’t bear to so much as look at her.  I knew if I did, I’d want to keep her with me forever, which would have been even worse.  I knew I was no kind of mother, not like I’m sure you would have been—like you’re going to be someday.
 
   “I never saw her again.  I never knew her name or what became of her.  Sometimes I’ll see a girl on the street and I’ll imagine it’s her.  I’ll sit in a restaurant and I’ll look at the people there, trying to see that piece of me.”
 
   For the first time Cecelia could remember, she saw Sue cry.  She had seen before that Sue hid a secret pain, but Cecelia had thought it was about some man she’d lost long ago.  While that was partially true, the pain was even deeper than Cecelia had imagined.  “Even after all these years I still think about it.  It still hurts.  The pain will never go away no matter how hard you try.  All you can do is go on living and try to do what you can to make up for it.”  Sue patted Cecelia’s shoulder again.  “You’re not going to be alone, though.  I’ll be here and I’ll do everything I can to help you through it.  OK, kid?”
 
   With tears still in her eyes, Cecelia nodded.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Louise didn’t go home to rest as Mom had suggested.  She knew her mother was right, but every time Louise thought of her mother in that hospital bed with her signed casts and Nancy Drew book, Louise wanted to find Isis and punch her in the face.  Maybe that would be the best way to go about it, though not from what Marlin had told her.  From what he’d said, her armor could resist Isis’s power, but she would need more than the Sword of Justice to destroy the bitch.  “Last time your mother had to sacrifice her heart,” Marlin said.
 
   This time Mom had given up more than that, and all for that stupid book.  A book Mom had never even read.  This thought guided Louise back to the Plaine Museum.  She used the cape to slip past the security in the main gallery and go down to the subbasement and then the sub-subbasement.  There she found a not entirely welcome surprise.
 
   Despite the time they’d shared in the attic of Aggie’s house, it still freaked Louise out a little to see her best friend with gray hair, wrinkles, and turkey jowls.  Renee had always been the younger one, the sidekick for Louise’s shenanigans.  For the moment at least Renee was the older one.  And back at the hospital, Mom was the younger one.
 
   Renee lay on the floor, curled up around the red case of armor.  She had probably thought the same thing, that the armor was the only thing that could protect them from Isis, so she had clung to it like a life raft.  Louise bent down to shake her friend’s shoulder.  “Renee?  Time to get up,” Louise said.
 
   With a groan Renee opened her eyes.  In them Louise saw a moment of panic before she must have remembered where she was.  Louise wasn’t prepared for Renee to jump to her feet much faster than should have been possible for an old woman and press Louise into a hug.  “Oh, thank goodness you’re safe.  I thought for sure she’d gotten you too.”
 
   “No, I’m still here.  And so are you.  Have any trouble finding the place?”
 
   “No, your new friend helped me find it.”
 
   “Yes, but I hope you find someone else next time.  I’m not a bloody tour guide,” Marlin said as he appeared through the wall.  “How’s your mother?”
 
   “She’s holding up.”
 
   “It’s terrible what Isis is doing to her,” Renee said.
 
   “You know about that?”
 
   “I felt it.”  Renee shivered.  “I felt what she did to everyone, twisting their souls and their memories around.  It’s awful.  It won’t be long until she does that to the whole world.”
 
   “She won’t get that far,” Marlin said.  “The Master will return before then.”
 
   “You mean Merlin?” Louise asked.  “If he can beat her, why doesn’t he just do that already?  Why’s he making Mom and everyone else suffer?”
 
   “I thought I explained that to you.”
 
   “Oh, sure, because there are dire consequences.”  Louise snorted at this.  “As if things aren’t already pretty fucking dire.”
 
   “The next time he comes back is for the Final Reckoning.  That means it’s for all the marbles.  There won’t be many who survive that one.  Though with you two handling things I don’t suppose that will be long in coming.”
 
   “Hey, we’re doing our best.”
 
   “Bang up job so far.”
 
   “Yeah, well, what do you expect?  Mom was the Scarlet Knight for almost thirty years.  Aggie and the others have been witches for centuries.  So zip it.”
 
   Renee put a hand on Louise’s shoulder.  “Calm down, dear.”  She put her other hand to her head.  “I’m sorry.  I’m starting to feel like an old lady.”
 
   “It’s fine—”
 
   “No it’s not!  If I’m feeling like an old lady, can you imagine how Aggie feels?  How your mom feels?  You can only look at a mirror image for so long before it starts to change who you are inside.”  Renee sank down on the chair in the Sanctuary and ran a hand through her gray hair.  “I wish things could go back to how they were.  This is too much for me.”
 
   “Come on, don’t worry.  We’ll find a way to fix this.  Won’t we, Marlin?”
 
   “Oh, sure.  Of course.”  He rolled his eyes and Louise shot him a dirty look.
 
   Louise sighed.  It was clear she would have to take charge of this situation.  Renee was far too rattled to think clearly and Marlin seemed only to excel at criticizing her.  “All right, here’s what we’re going to do:  Marlin, get out there and see what Isis is up to.  Renee, go to the archives and see what you can find on Isis and this Final Reckoning.”
 
   “What about you, fearless leader?” Marlin asked with a sneer.
 
   “I’m going to figure out how to read this fucking book.”
 
   Marlin snorted.  “Sure, take the easy job.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite that she had found the book in the Egyptian desert and lugged it all the way back to America, Louise hadn’t spent much time with the Book of Isis.  She had dusted it, checked it for damage, and tried to date it; there hadn’t been time to read it.  On the flight back she had spent some time to try to open the book only to find it locked.  
 
   The lock wasn’t a traditional lock like the one that had been on her childhood diary.  This was more like a magnetic seal, only there were no magnets five thousand years ago.  At least not magnets like modern society understood.  It was possible that the ancients had found a piece of magnetic ore—maybe even part of a meteor, which would have driven Mom mad with joy—and deduced how to use it in order to keep the book shut.  Still, such a primitive magnet should have been easy enough to break through with a good tug.  Louise tried that both with her muscles and with the augmented strength of the armor to no avail.
 
   Next she tried to use the Scarlet Knight’s gloves, when she remembered what Marlin had said about the gloves being able to open locks.  She planted her hands all over the book’s jet-black surface, but nothing happened.  So much for Merlin’s magic overpowering Isis’s.  
 
   Louise took the Sword of Justice from its sheath and held it over the book.  To her surprise, the blade didn’t glow as it did in the presence of the Black Dragoons or Isis herself.  Louise thought something created by Isis would radiate the same evil as she did.
 
   That thought tickled something in the back of Louise’s mind.  Why would Isis create this book in the first place?  Mom seemed to think it was the key to defeating Isis, but then why would Isis have made it?  She seemed too smart to leave something that powerful around where any silly archaeologist could unearth it.
 
   Unless the Book of Isis wasn’t created by Isis.  It couldn’t have been written by Merlin either, or Marlin would have said something.  Perhaps someone else had created it, maybe someone who wanted to provide a warning about the evil of Isis.  There’s only one way to find out, she thought.  That was to open the fucking book.
 
   Since she’d exhausted other means, Louise set the book on top of the red case.  She squatted down to line up the tip of the Sword of Justice with the side of the book.  She tried not to use too much of the armor’s augmented strength as she scratched at the side of the book.  Nothing happened.  She pushed the sword a little harder, but still it did nothing.  “What the fuck is this thing made of?” she wondered.
 
   She sheathed the Sword of Justice and then stared at the book again.  The material on the cover looked like jet, but it might not be.  She thought back to what Marlin had said in her orientation, that the Sword of Justice could only cut through materials of this world.  If the ancients had found a meteor from another planet, maybe they found a way to refine it and use it to hide their most precious secret.  The only way to test that theory would be to take a sample of the cover and study it, something Mom would be far better at than Louise.  Of course to get the sample would be the tricky part.
 
   She picked up the book and studied the glossy black surface.  There was no way to tell just by looking if it was a material from Earth or not.  With her finger she traced the hieroglyphics on the cover.  She’d learned to read ancient Egyptian by age six thanks to so much time at Dan’s house.  The hieroglyphics on the book were similar, but varied slightly.  The figures were a little cruder, which made sense if the book was older than the ancient Egypt she and Dan and others had seen.  
 
   Having tried everything else, Louise decided to trace the hieroglyphics onto the Sanctuary computer.  Maybe there was some hidden code that would allow her to open the book, a secret phrase like “Open Sesame.”  The first set of glyphs seemed straightforward enough; they indicated the title:  The Book of Isis.  There was another set of glyphs that she had assumed were just decorative as they didn’t seem to form any words.
 
   When she saw these glyphs presented on the holographic display of the computer, she realized why she hadn’t been able to translate them:  they were backwards!  She commanded the computer to flip the image around so she could read the glyphs in their proper order.  When it did, her mouth went slack.  “Only one whose soul has been cleansed may open this text.”  That was the gist of the backwards glyphs.
 
   What did it mean?  She closed her eyes to think of how someone cleansed their soul.  This might be a question better suited for one of the witches.  Better yet, a priest.  She had never gone to church much, but Becky had taken her to a Christmas Mass one year.  She had pointed to the confession booths and asked, “Are those potties?”
 
   “No, silly, that’s where people go to tell the priest all the bad things they did.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “So God will forgive them.”
 
   “God is in there?”
 
   “No, just the priest.  People tell him what they did and then he tells them how to say they’re sorry.”
 
   It wasn’t later until Louise understood exactly what Becky meant.  By then she was glad not to be Catholic and have to confess all the things she did that Mom didn’t know about—or she at least had thought Mom didn’t know about.  She would have had to say a lot of Hail Mary’s to make it up to Jesus.
 
   Acts of contrition—that was it!  Of course the ancients didn’t use prayers or beads like modern Catholics.  They were far more old school about that.  If you wanted a god’s forgiveness, you had to offer up some sacrifices.  “Nothing is gained without sacrifice,” Mom had said.  Now Louise understood what she meant.
 
   The only question became:  what kind of sacrifice?  Back in ancient times, people had often slaughtered animals or burned a share of crops to try to appease an angry god.  But she didn’t have a bull or goat or sheaf of wheat handy.  
 
   She read the inscription on the computer again to make sure she hadn’t read it wrong.  “Only one whose soul has been cleansed may open this text.”  That was the message.  She looked back at the book.  The Book of Isis.  Isis didn’t give a shit about calves or sheep or anything like that.  She ate souls—people.  Maybe I should cut out my heart, Louise thought.  Except if she did that, how would she read the book?
 
   She retraced her mental steps and thought again of her visit to the Christmas Mass.  There had been—and probably still were—those Catholics who believed the only way to cleanse the soul was through physical pain.  Through blood.  Like tumblers in a lock, everything finally came together in her mind.
 
   Louise took the Sword of Justice from its sheath again.  Then she removed the glove on her left hand.  She tossed the sword into the air and closed her eyes so she could guide it.  She imagined the Sword of Justice scraping along her upturned left palm, just enough to draw blood.  She winced in pain as the tip of the sword raked across her flesh.
 
   Then she heard what sounded like a sigh.  She thought maybe Marlin or Renee had returned.  Instead, she saw the Book of Isis had yawned open.  Louise gaped at it for a moment in joy—at least until she looked closer.  The cream-colored pages were blank!
 
   She flipped through the entire book to find every single page blank.  Not so much as a single hieroglyphic.  Not even one to mock her for opening the stupid book.  “This is it?” she screamed.  This was the book her mother had nearly died to protect?  Was this all some sick joke perpetrated by Isis?
 
   In frustration she slapped the book with her left hand and then shook her head.  What an idiot she had been.  What an idiot Mom had been.  Someone had played them both for fools—
 
   Her eyes widened as she looked back at the book to see in the bloody print of her hand a symbol roughly shaped like a bird.  A hieroglyphic!  Louise began to laugh, quietly at first and then much louder.  “Invisible ink,” she said.  “You clever motherfuckers.”
 
   She ran her left hand over the page to smear blood across the papyrus and thus reveal more hieroglyphics.  Then she shook her head.  “I just hope this book isn’t too long,” she mumbled.  Otherwise she would need a transfusion when this was over.
 
   ***
 
   Louise still hadn’t gotten any sleep when she climbed on the runabout to head back to St. Joseph’s.  She hadn’t changed her clothes, showered, or eaten anything either.  She did manage to down a quick cup of cold coffee when she darted into Mom’s office for a stack of journals.  She figured Mom would enjoy these far more than Nancy Drew—if Mom was still Mom.  By now she might actually think she was six years old, or she might be even younger, a baby like Aggie.
 
   The same sense of dread that had fallen over her the last time she went to the hospital returned.  This time at least she knew to go up to Pediatrics on the fifth floor.  She looked around for Laura Pavelski in some form, but the doctor-cum-candy striper must have gone home or was working on another floor.
 
   She paused at the door to Room 537, not sure if she wanted to go inside or not.  She wasn’t sure she could handle seeing what Isis might have done to Mom.  But she had to go in.  What she had to say was far too important for her to chicken out now.  With a deep breath, she turned the knob.
 
   For the most part Mom looked the same as last time.  The main difference was that her long red hair had been fashioned into an elaborate French braid.  The difference in Mom’s attitude was far more noticeable.  Instead of calmly reading a book, Mom clutched a stuffed giraffe to her chest the same way Louise had used to clutch Slowey the turtle when she was scared.  There were tears in Mom’s eyes and she sniffled softly.
 
   “Hi, Emma,” Louise said.  “How you feeling?”
 
   Little Emma turned to her and sniffled again.  “Hi.  I’m OK.  I guess.”
 
   Louise held up the journals she’d brought along, still unsure of if this was Mom or six-year-old Emma Earl.  “I brought you some reading material.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Louise set the journals on the nightstand, beside Emma’s glasses and a Nancy Drew book—a different one than she’d been reading last night.  Then Louise sat on the chair beside the bed.  She reached over to touch the French braid.  “Your hair looks really pretty.  Did Laura do that for you?”
 
   “Mommy did it.”
 
   “Mommy?  But—”
 
   It was then little Emma finally lost it.  “She brought them back!” she wailed and then buried her head in the giraffe while she sobbed.  Louise could only stare at the little girl in shock.  After two minutes with nothing but the sound of Emma’s sobs, the little girl finally said quietly, “They were just the way I remembered.  Mommy did my hair like back in first grade and Daddy brought me Gary.  He was always my favorite.  Daddy even did the voice just like he used to.”
 
   “Holy—cow,” Louise said.  She barely stifled the curse word.   
 
   “Mommy kissed me on the forehead and it was just like when she used to tuck me in.  They’re exactly the same as I remember.”
 
   Louise didn’t know what to say, but she could feel rage build within.  Isis had found Mom’s most vulnerable point.  It might have been almost forty years ago, but Mom had never gotten over their deaths.  Louise had learned quickly not to mention Grandma and Grandpa, not after she saw the sad look that would come to Mom’s face when she did.  The wound was as fresh now as it was when it had happened so many years ago.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Louise finally said.
 
   “She’s tempting me,” Emma said.  “You remember that story in the Bible?  The one where Jesus goes into the desert and Satan tries to tempt him?  That’s what she’s doing to me.  If I help give the book to her, she’ll let me have them back.  We can be a happy family—all four of us.”
 
   “Four of us?”
 
   “You’d be my sister, like the one I wished I always had.”  Emma sniffled again; her tiny fingers kneaded Gary the giraffe’s body.  “It’d be my dream life.  All for that book.”
 
   Louise put a hand on Emma’s narrow shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.  “Mom, it’s all right.  You don’t have to worry anymore.  I read the book.  I know what we have to do.”
 
   “You did?  How?”
 
   Louise held up her left hand, which she’d bandaged with a first aid kit in the Sanctuary.  “I just had to donate some blood.”
 
   When Emma put on her glasses and then leaned forward to look at it, Louise saw not a little girl, but her mother ministering to her when she’d scraped her knee when she’d tried—unsuccessfully—to ride a bike.  “Are you all right, baby?  Maybe you should have someone take a look so it doesn’t get infected.  Dr. Pavelski—” Mom stopped herself as she no doubt remembered there was no Dr. Pavelski here anymore.  “I’m sure someone could look at it for you downstairs.”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.  It’s just a little cut.  I’ll put the armor on and it’ll heal right up.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Mom didn’t sound sold on this, which almost prompted Louise to smile.  After all they’d been through, her mother was still worried about a little cut.  “So what does the book say?”
 
   “I guess you could say it’s a storybook.  The story of Isis.”  The story wasn’t extremely long, but very insightful.  Some time before the Book of Isis was written, Isis had been an ordinary woman.  She was heralded as being the most beautiful woman in the land.  
 
   As happened with all women eventually, she began to get old.  Her looks began to fade.  Those who praised her beauty turned their attention to another—Isis’s daughter.  Isis became jealous.  She sought out the advice of priests, mystics, and magicians on how to restore her beauty.  She made sacrifices to Ra and various other deities to no avail.
 
   Then a beetle, an emissary of Anubis, the god of the underworld, greeted her at the well one day.  The beetle told her if she gave her daughter to Anubis, she would be given the power of a goddess, with which she could keep herself young and beautiful forever.
 
   Mom lay back in bed and clutched her giraffe as if this were a bedtime story.  “She did it, didn’t she?  She sacrificed her daughter to the god?”
 
   “That’s right,” Louise said.  “And he came through on his end of the bargain.  She became a goddess.  But in order to maintain her power, she needed to ingest souls of the living.”
 
   “And that’s why she made the Dragoon,” Mom said.  “As her enforcer in case the people didn’t want to give their souls willingly.”
 
   “Exactly.”  Louise took a deep breath.  “So what I figure is that if she got her power from Anubis, he can take away her power too.”
 
   “Sic a god on another god and hope for the best,” Mom said.  “That’s what Dan said.”
 
   “He always knew what he was talking about.”  Louise took her mother’s hand and looked into her eyes.  “She gave her daughter to Anubis, so—”
 
   Mom’s eyes widened behind the glasses.  “No!  You can’t do that.”
 
   “Mom, think about it.  It’s the only way.”
 
   “Absolutely not.  I won’t let you.”
 
   Mom flashed The Glare, but this time Louise didn’t back down.  “The first time Isis showed up you gave her your heart.  You sacrificed yourself to stop her.  How can you ask me not to do the same?”
 
   “Because you’re my daughter, that’s why.  It’s not your sacrifice to make.”
 
   “Mom—”
 
   “I’ll do it.  Give me to him.”
 
   “I couldn’t do that, Mom.  I couldn’t kill you.”
 
   “Then I’ll do it myself.”  She motioned to her feet, still encased in plaster.  “You just get me to the altar and give me the knife.”
 
   “I won’t do that.  You’re my mother for—crying out loud!”
 
   “That’s why I have to do it.”  Mom squeezed Louise’s hand.  “That’s my job, to protect you.  Just like my mother protected me.”  Louise braced for her mother to cry again, but Mom only looked sadly down at the floor.  “I never told you how they died.”
 
   “I heard most of it from Dan and Becky—and the newspapers.”
 
   “They probably never told you how she saved me that night.”  Mom hugged the stuffed giraffe tighter to her chest.  “This car hit us.  Daddy was killed on impact.  We didn’t all have cell phones back in those days, so Mom got out to get help.  Before she left, she told me to lie flat on the seat and to not make a sound no matter what happened.  I think she knew what was going to happen.
 
   “She got out of the car and ran.  I lay down just like she told me.  I heard the gunshots.  I wasn’t much older than I look right now, but I knew.  I knew they’d shot her.  But I kept my hands over my mouth, to be quiet just like she’d told me.  That’s what saved my life.  If I had screamed or made any kind of sound, they’d have shot me too.  
 
   “She saved my life that night.  Because she loved me.  Because she’s my mother.  Do you understand?”
 
   Louise wiped at the tears in her eyes.  She had heard most of the story of how Grandpa and Grandma died, but she’d never heard about Grandma telling Mom to stay quiet and out of sight, as if she knew someone wanted to kill them.
 
   “Don’t you see, baby?  I’m the one who has to do this, because I’m your mother and I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Mom, but maybe there’s another way?  Maybe it doesn’t have to be one of us—”
 
   “It has to be this way, Louise.  You know it.”  When Mom smiled, a pair of dimples showed on her cheeks, which only made the smile seem even creepier to Louise.  “I’m just a useless old woman anyway.  It’s better this way.”
 
   Louise began to cry as Mom had when Louise first came into the room.  “Don’t talk like that.  You’re not a useless old woman.  You’re my mother.”
 
   “I know, baby.  That’s why I have to do this.”  Mom squeezed Louise’s hand again.  “Now, come on, the Scarlet Knight shouldn’t cry like that.  Not when we have work to do.”
 
   “Mom—”
 
   “Find Renee and bring her here.  I’m going to need her help to get out of here.”
 
   “Why Renee?  I can do it.”
 
   “I think it’d be a lot easier for her to vanish me than for you to carry me out.”
 
   Louise wished her mother wouldn’t be so goddamned pragmatic at a time like this.  Here she planned to sacrifice her life in some harebrained scheme and she worried about logistics.  “I’ll find her,” Louise said.
 
   “Make sure you hurry.  We might not have long if Isis finds out.”
 
   “OK, Mom.”  Louise stood up, and then leaned down to kiss her mother on the cheek.  “I love you, Mom.”
 
   “I love you too, baby.”
 
   Louise stopped in the doorway to take one last look at her mother, who had picked up one of the geology journals and begun to flip through it.  Louise couldn’t help but smile at this image.  Then she turned and ran for the runabout to head back to the Sanctuary.
 
   There was a lot of work to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Renee had never been so alone in the archives before.  A few times—after Aggie told her about her parentage and she could visit the archives—Mom had left her alone on the first floor while she went down to check on something in the vault.  The first time this happened when Renee was twelve; she asked to go with Mom into the vault.  Mom’s face turned as angry as Renee had ever seen it.  “You are not ever to go down in there, do you understand?  Never.”
 
   “But why?” Renee had whined.
 
   “Because it’s too dangerous.”
 
   “But you’re going down there.  How dangerous can it be?”
 
   Mom had sighed and then put both hands on Renee’s shoulders to look her in the eye.  “The magic down there can’t hurt me, but it can hurt you.  Understand?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You will someday.  Now go upstairs and wait for me.”
 
   Now that she was older—much older, at least on the outside—Renee still didn’t really understand it.  The concept of alternate universes and parallel worlds made far more sense to Louise than to her.  She couldn’t really get her mind around any of that stuff, or how Mom could stand to live in this drafty hole most of the time.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Mom had told her about two hundred times the first time Renee stayed overnight.
 
   Like that first night, Renee listened to water drip and rocks shift above her.  She tried to tell herself she was perfectly safe, just as Mom said, but still she expected the roof to cave in on her at any moment, to bury her under tons of limestone and dirt.  The way things had gone, that might not be such a bad thing.
 
   Renee tried to push these thoughts aside to focus on finding anything helpful in the archive computers about Isis or the Final Reckoning Marlin had mentioned.  She stopped to take a deep breath and try to quell the trembling in her hands that wasn’t from being an old lady on the outside so much as being a frightened child on the inside.  She tried to tell herself Louise was counting on her, as were Aggie, Mom, and the rest of the coven, but this wasn’t true.  No one was counting on her to do anything more than stay out of the way.
 
   The rocks above her shifted again, which prompted her to push her chair back a few inches, as if that would do any good.  She ought to go upstairs to ask Mom for help, but she couldn’t go there now, where she would have to face her terrible handiwork.  Just a few more minutes, she told herself.  A few more minutes and then she could vanish back to Rampart City to cower in the sub-subbasement of the Plaine Museum—or the Sanctuary as Louise’s new friend called it.
 
   She scrolled through the index Mom had painstakingly assembled over the years.  There wasn’t anything in here about Isis or the Final Reckoning that she didn’t already know from Marlin or what she’d seen with her own eyes.  She knew better than anyone other than Aggie or Emma Earl how Isis when at full strength could bend reality to suit her whims, which included the minds of those mortals not strong enough to resist, people like Detective Murdoch or Tim Cooper.
 
   At the end of the list, Renee came to something she had never heard before, not even at Milton:  Wild Magic.  Renee clicked on the term to find a partial file Mom had started to put together a few years ago but not finished.  The file didn’t contain ingredients or chants; instead, it contained what seemed to be interviews.  The subjects of these interviews had bizarre names like Malweth and Nek.  Most of what they said Renee couldn’t understand because Mom hadn’t been able to translate.  Mom had left a note in the file:  “Need Emma’s help on this.  Bring to her on next trip back.  Too dangerous for her on third floor.”  Dr. Earl knew dozens of languages and while Renee doubted she knew any of these, Louise’s mother could probably help decode the linguistics.
 
   The reference to the third floor gave Renee pause.  She wasn’t nearly as familiar with the archives as Mom, but she’d never heard of a third floor before, only this main floor and the vault.  Had Mom hidden something from her?  She could easily vanish herself to find out, but didn’t.  Not only because she didn’t want to confront the chaos she had caused but also because she didn’t think Mom would be truthful in any case.  Mom wouldn’t even let her go into the vault, so why would she let Renee go deeper?
 
   The only way was to go in and find out for herself.  Renee stood up and took another deep breath to try to work up some courage.  When this failed, she thought of Aggie in the high chair in Dan Dreyfus’s house, Isis’s plaything.  Renee’s fists clenched and she marched down the path to the vault.
 
   While not truly psychic, she did have what she thought of as “hunches.”  These were what she relied on when she’d taken an exam at Milton or looked for a date for Louise at a bar like the Brass Drum.  So far they had been accurate at least ninety-five percent of the time; a couple times she had failed Louise in the matchmaking department because the man in question was so good at lying to himself she hadn’t seen his shortcomings.  The moment she saw the “Wild Magic” on the screen, she felt another of those hunches.
 
   The vault door opened easily enough thanks to an open sesame spell.  At first she didn’t see anything dangerous, just a path that led down to a bunch of shelves.  It wasn’t until she neared the shelves with their crystal-capped pigeonholes that she understood why Mom hadn’t let her come down here.
 
   When she was seven she had volunteered at the animal shelter as part of a school project.  The spells in their pigeonholes reminded her of those animals in the way they threw themselves against the crystal caps, trying to break out and reach her.  Much as the animals wanted to escape their cages to be free, the spells wanted to break loose so they could be used.  Though the spells were only scrolls of paper, they still made an ominous cracking sound as they hurled themselves into the caps.
 
   The effect only became worse the deeper she went down the path.  At a couple of spots she saw broken caps and braced for a spell to fling itself at her.  When she looked closer, she realized these caps had been broken some time ago, the pieces long since swept away.  Those spells would be lost forever, unable to be replaced unless someone found or wrote another copy.
 
   She quickened her pace until she finally reached a dead end.  Renee stared at the wall in her path for a moment and thought back to the sub-subbasement of the Sanctuary.  Louise’s mother had installed a holographic illusion of a wall to keep anyone who stumbled into the sub-subbasement by mistake out of the Sanctuary.  Renee put a hand to the wall and felt solid rock, but another hunch told her there was something beyond this.
 
   She took a step forward.
 
   ***
 
   About the last thing Renee expected to find when she stepped into the wall was a jungle on the other side.  Mostly she had expected to break her nose on solid rock.  At best she thought she’d find another limestone cavern.  While not nearly as good of a student as Louise, Renee nonetheless knew that Ireland didn’t have any jungles, especially not underground.
 
   Despite these facts, she couldn’t deny she stood on a path of stomped-down leaves from trees several stories tall that blocked all but a few spots of light.  She also couldn’t deny the humidity that clung to her dress or the smell of rotten flesh, probably from an animal left to die by some predator.  Renee shivered as she imagined boa constrictors, anacondas, and other snakes that were at least twice as big as her, if not much more.  At Milton she had nearly failed her potions training because she refused to touch a live cobra to tease venom from its mouth; she had managed to pass only when she substituted a dead snake when Ms. Belasana wasn’t looking.
 
   She didn’t hear a hiss that might indicate a snake nearby, but she doubted she would be able to hear one over the shrieks of birds and the screeches of what were probably monkeys.  At least she hoped they were birds and monkeys and not enormous insects or dinosaurs.  Renee turned back to see the wall of the archives gone.  Was she trapped here?
 
   She put a hand to her head as she felt a psychic tremor.  Though she didn’t actually hear anyone speak, she could feel a woman’s voice whisper, “Come to me, little one.”
 
   “How?” she asked aloud.  In response, she saw a path through the jungle, to a clearing in the trees.  Renee closed her eyes and trusted the vision to guide her feet to the right place.  She felt leaves brush against her and something slimy she didn’t want to contemplate.
 
   She stopped when the vision told her to and then opened her eyes to find herself standing in the clearing she had seen in her mind.  Except in her vision she hadn’t seen a woman with the same bronze skin and glossy black hair as Isis.  Renee took a step back, but the woman’s voice whispered in her mind, “I am not the one you fear.”
 
   Renee saw this woman had eyes so pale blue they were nearly colorless, not those awful black eyes of Isis.  This woman wore just a skimpy dress made out of animal hide and a necklace of snake teeth; she looked like something out of a Tarzan movie.  She stood beside a rough cauldron carved from a rock; the cauldron stunk worse than the rotten carcass Renee had first smelled in the jungle.  “You’re a witch?” Renee asked out loud.  She didn’t have the mental dexterity for telepathic communication.
 
   “Yes.  My name is Nek.”
 
   “You’re one of the ones Mom interviewed.”
 
   “Your mother’s mind was far different than yours.  Stronger but far less powerful.”  The woman motioned to a rock next to the cauldron.  Even without psychic communication, Renee knew this was a sign for her to sit down.  Nek glared down at Renee.  “You are not what you appear.  You have the body of a woman but the mind of a child.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Why then did you come here?  I have no time for teaching children.”
 
   “Mom’s file mentioned something about ‘Wild Magic.’  I thought maybe you would know what that is.”
 
   Renee recoiled when Nek spat at her feet.  “Look around, little one.  All of this is what you would call ‘Wild Magic.’”  In her mind’s eye, Renee saw not only the cauldron, but the entire jungle:  the trees, plants, animals, and even the rivers and mountains.  “This is magic in its pure form, not the diluted magic tamed by those who call themselves gods, goddesses, witches, and wizards.”
 
   “You mean it’s stronger than Isis’s magic?”
 
   “There is nothing stronger than pure magic.”
 
   “How can I use it?  What do I do?”
 
   “You do nothing, little one.  You must feel it.  The words, the potions, and the charms are only for show.  The real magic comes from out here.”
 
   Renee shook her head.  She felt a humid breeze ruffle her hair and a mosquito bite her neck—she hoped it didn’t carry some disease—but she couldn’t feel any magic out here.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Only when you stop fearing the world will you be able to feel it.  That is why no child can use the pure magic.  Now, stop wasting my time and go back to suckle at your mother’s breast.”
 
   Renee leaped off the rock.  “I am not a baby!  I don’t need my mommy and I don’t need you with all your mumbo-jumbo about ‘pure magic.’  I’ll find a way to help Aggie without you.”
 
   Nek smiled.  “You are perhaps stronger than I thought, little one.”
 
   “So you’ll help me?”
 
   “You must help yourself.  You must let go of your worries about your father, your mother, and your friends.”
 
   Renee didn’t see the knife or claws or whatever Nek used.  One moment they stood there and the next Renee’s dress and undergarments were torn in half; the pieces fell to her feet.  “Hey!  What are you doing?  Are you some kind of pervert?”
 
   “You must let go of all these trappings of civilization.  You must become pure, like the world.  Only then will you hear it call to you.”
 
   Though the air had to be ninety-five degrees with a hundred percent humidity, Renee still felt a chill run through her to be nude in front of a strange woman.  A strange woman who wore animal skins and teeth.  “You want me to get back to nature, is that it?”
 
   “If you want to feel the pure magic, then yes.  You must be as the world, focusing only on your survival.  Not distracted by all of these petty concerns.”
 
   “Aggie’s not a petty concern.  She’s my father!”
 
   “Most animals never so much as see their fathers.  And yet they continue to survive.”
 
   “But I’m not an animal.  I’m a person.”
 
   Renee felt a stab of pain in her right arm.  When she held it up, she saw blood dripping from what looked like a cat scratch.  Probably from her fingernails, Renee thought as she tried to wipe the blood away.
 
   “You bleed like any other animal in this world.”
 
   Renee stared at the blood and then back at Nek.  “I think I get it now.”
 
   “Not yet, little one, but you will.  Once you have learned to live in the world, then you will understand.”  Nek gave her a shove away from the rock and then held up a stick with a pointed stone at the end of it.  “Now, go.  Become of the world.  Then return to this place.”
 
   Renee didn’t want to see what Nek planned to do with the spear; she ran back into the jungle.  She passed by where she’d come in—or at least thought she did—but as she had feared, the wall to the archives was gone.  She was trapped here, alone and naked with a crazy lady in a jungle full of animals and plants that wouldn’t think twice about killing her.
 
   A monkey howled.  Renee ran.
 
   ***
 
   The next time she found herself in the clearing, she looked down at Nek, who smiled at her.  It took her a moment to realize she held a softball-sized rock in her hand, poised to club Nek’s skull in.  “You’ve done well, little one.  You’re ready now.”
 
   “Ready?” she asked, but her voice sounded garbled to her ears.  She held up the rock as she tried to remember what she planned to do with it.  For that matter she tried to remember anything at all.  “Who?  Who me?”
 
   “You know, little one.  Inside you always know.”
 
   She put down the rock at last and then rolled off the other woman.  She squatted a short distance away to eye the woman warily as she tried to remember.  There was something she had called herself long ago.  A name.  She squeezed her eyes tight and heard an echo of a voice in her mind.  Renee.  Renee Sylvia Chiostro.  That’s what they had named her.
 
   She could see their faces in her mind now.  Akako with her exotic Asian looks and Aggie with her delicate movie star features.  They were her parents.  She saw another face, a girl with tangled red hair, a sharp nose, and pretty blue eyes.  Louise.  Her best friend.
 
   Renee opened her eyes and looked down at herself.  Her body was thin to the point that bones were visible against the skin, more like a mummified corpse than someone still alive.  She felt a knotted mass with bits of leaves matted into her hair.  “How long?” she asked, her voice still raspy from disuse.
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   Renee considered this for a moment.  No, in this place time didn’t matter.  She might have been in this jungle for weeks, years, or even centuries.  There were no watches or clocks to keep track of the time, not even the sunrises and sunsets in most parts.  There were only the cycles of her body:  activity followed by weariness, sleep and then waking again.  And hunger.  Always the hunger.  
 
   Her entire life had become about the need to sate that hunger.  She couldn’t remember anything coherent, just snippets of images, sounds, and smells.  She could taste the sour flesh of a snake as its juices ran down her mouth.  She could hear the death rattle of a monkey as she clubbed it with a stone.  And she could smell the jaguar up in the branches, as it waited to pounce on her.
 
   The jaguar had tried to kill her.  It had leaped at her from its perch in the trees.  She saw its teeth bared and claws ready to strike.  And then she had felt it.  Not a fear of death; what she felt was a sort of calm.  If the jaguar struck her down, if it tore the flesh from her bones, it didn’t matter.  Her carcass would rot away to feed the plants that in turn fed the animals.  This was natural, this was right.  Let it come, she had thought.  Let it come if it must.
 
   But it hadn’t come.  The jaguar landed at her feet, its body motionless.  She stared at it a moment and poked it with one foot to make sure.  Then she bent down to feast; she didn’t consider what had happened a miracle or divine providence.  It was simply something that happened.
 
   “After that I came here,” she said.  She didn’t know why; she just tramped through the jungle until she found the clearing again.  The woman—Nek, she remembered—sat by the cauldron; she’d looked right at Renee but didn’t see her.  Renee gathered speed and then pounced like the jaguar.  She knocked Nek to the ground and pinned her.  She felt around for a weapon until her hand seized upon the rock.  “I was going to kill you.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “I’m a murderer.”  Renee held up her skeletal hands that were more like the claws of the jaguar now.  How many creatures had she killed with these hands?  Her, who had used to beg Aggie not to use traps on the mice in the kitchen because she felt sorry for them.  “Those poor, innocent animals.”
 
   “Nothing here is innocent.  Everything does what it must to survive.”
 
   “There has to be more, doesn’t there?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, what’s to stop me from killing Mom or Aggie or anyone else?”
 
   “Are your parents a threat to you?  Do you need their flesh to sustain yourself?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why does this bother you?”
 
   “But there has to be a line, doesn’t there?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well—” Renee tried to think of an answer but couldn’t.
 
   “Have you learned nothing from this?  You do what is necessary to survive.  Nothing more, nothing less.  That is how you live of the world.”
 
   Renee thought of the jaguar again.  “I killed it, didn’t I?”
 
   “You did what was necessary.”
 
   From what she could remember, she hadn’t done anything.  She had merely stood there to wait for it.  Unafraid.  “That was the pure magic, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Very good, little one.”
 
   “But I didn’t feel anything.”
 
   “No, you felt everything.”
 
   Renee thought again of that moment.  As the jaguar came down at her, she’d seen the circle of life play itself out.  She had understood she was merely a part of this circle, not even a cog in the big machine.  “I understand.”
 
   “Yes, you do.  Now you may return home.”
 
   “Home?”
 
   “To your parents.  Your friends.”
 
   “Oh.  Right.”  She ran a hand through her tangled mass of hair and remembered what had brought her to the jungle in the first place:  Isis.  She was still out there, poised like that jaguar, only her eyes were on much larger prey—the entire world.  “Thank you.”
 
   “There is no need to thank me.  I only did what must be done.  Haven’t you learned anything, little one?”
 
   “Force of habit.”
 
   She turned to head back for the archives, but Nek called for her to stop.  The witch held up a necklace similar to hers, only the teeth were much larger—a jaguar’s teeth.  “A reminder, so you do not forget what you have learned.”
 
   Renee was about to thank Nek, but then stopped herself.  Instead, she simply nodded.  To get the necklace around her neck, she had to clear her mass of hair out of the way.  Once Nek managed to slip the necklace on, the yellow teeth jangled around Renee’s breasts, which had lost most of their mass in the jungle.  She rubbed one of the longest teeth with her finger and saw it in her mind’s eye as it was about to rip into her flesh—
 
   But as in that moment she didn’t feel any fear.
 
   She walked out of the jungle, back to the archives.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   The last time she had used the tub in the archives, Renee had been a baby self-conscious about Mom washing her.  This time she merely stood beneath the showerhead to let the water flow over her body.  As with most of her memories from her time in the jungle, she could only vaguely remember water running down her body as she squatted in a tree.  When this happened or why she couldn’t remember and she knew it didn’t matter.
 
   She hardly glanced at the mirror but paused long enough to see that her hair had turned back to its natural brown and her face had become smooth.  She no longer borrowed Glenda’s much-older body; she was herself again.  Myself at last, she corrected.
 
   When she checked the archives computer, Renee wasn’t surprised to see she had only been in the vault for an hour.  It had been a lifetime, in which she had finally grown up.  She wasn’t a baby anymore or even a child who masqueraded as an adult like so many others.  She was a grown-up now and she had a grown-up’s work to do.  She knew where to begin.
 
   Water still dripped off her body when she vanished into the corridor of the hospital.  A woman’s scream reminded her she’d forgotten something important:  clothes.  In the jungle she hadn’t needed anything to wear, but in Rampart City they were necessary camouflage.  
 
   Just an hour ago Renee would have been mortified to appear naked in front of the candy striper about her age.  Now she simply walked up to the young woman whose nametag read, “Laura.”  Laura had been sorting a pile of scrubs; she’d lined them up in neat rows, though now she could only gape at Renee.
 
   Renee snatched a set of scrubs from the cart and began to put them on.  As she did, she looked around the hallway.  “Is that Emma Earl’s room?” she asked Laura.
 
   The candy striper nodded.  But a moment later, she shook her head.  “Which is it?” Renee asked her.
 
   “She was in there.  Her parents took her home this morning.”
 
   “Her parents?”  Renee didn’t know a lot about the history of Louise’s mother, but she did know Emma Earl’s parents had been murdered a long time ago.  This must be another one of Isis’s tricks, probably the worst one yet.
 
   “They’re really nice folks.  You can see why she’s such a little sweetheart with parents like that.”
 
   Renee finished dressing in the scrubs while she thought back to what Louise had said about her grandparents.  She remembered a day about twelve years ago when she’d wanted to sleep over at Louise’s house.  “I can’t,” Louise said.  “Mommy and I are going to see Grandpa and Grandma in Parkdale.”
 
   Parkdale.  That’s where Emma had lived, in the suburbs, where it was safe.  Renee turned to Laura, who still gaped at her as if she were still naked.  “You’ve been very helpful,” Renee said.
 
   Now that Renee had a vague idea where Emma might be, it didn’t take long to find her.  Renee closed her eyes and listened, not with her eyes but with her mind.  It was a skill she’d learned in the jungle when she tracked animals.  She supposed this was part of the “pure magic” as Nek called it.
 
   At Milton, her teachers had explained a witch should never vanish to a place if she couldn’t see her destination clearly.  “You could end up stuck inside a rock or a board or between floors,” Ms. Chiu had said.  Aggie had seconded this; she explained she didn’t even vanish herself onto the first level of the archives out of fear she might land on Mom.
 
   Renee had never been to Parkdale, but it didn’t matter.  She could see it well enough with her mind.  She could see the street Emma lived on with the rows of ranch houses with their green lawns and fenced-in backyards.  She could even see the house where Emma lived, a white house with blue trim and a swing set in the backyard for little Emma to use.  
 
   A child’s startled scream told her she had vanished herself to the right place.  Renee saw she had landed in Emma’s room, at the foot of her bed.  Emma lay on the bed, her feet wrapped in bandages but no longer trapped in casts.  A pair of crutches was propped beside the bed; Emma held up one of these like a gun to point it at Renee.
 
   The little girl’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses.  “Renee?”
 
   “It’s me.  I’ve come to help you.”
 
   There was a tap on the door.  “Emma, are you all right in there?” a woman’s voice said.  The door opened and the woman stepped inside.  She had the same curly red hair as Louise, only shorter.  Her nose also didn’t have the same sharpness or her teeth the same overbite, but otherwise it was easy to see why this woman was Louise’s namesake.  The woman didn’t see Renee at the foot of the bed, just as Nek hadn’t seen Renee in the clearing.  
 
   The woman bent down beside Emma and put a hand to her forehead.  “I’m fine, Mommy.  I’m just playing,” Emma said.
 
   “You should get some rest, baby, like the nice doctor told you to.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Emma’s mother kissed her on the forehead and then smiled.  “You just let me know if you need anything.  All right, baby?”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   Renee waited until the door closed to say, “She’s not really your mother.”
 
   “No.  I’m not sure what she is.  A puppet, I guess.”
 
   “You’re not a little girl either.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Renee nodded.  She took one of Emma’s tiny hands in her own.  “I want you to close your eyes.  Don’t think about anything—I know that’s hard for you, but just try it.  Let yourself simply exist.  Can you do it?”
 
   “I’ll try.”  Emma took off her glasses before she squeezed her eyes shut.  Renee closed her eyes as well to listen with her mind as she’d done at the hospital, though this time she kept the focus solely on Emma’s bed.
 
   When she opened her eyes, Renee saw an adult Emma in the bed; her unbandaged legs hung over the edge.  The strange thing was that Emma didn’t look the way Renee remembered her.  She looked only about Louise’s age, her hair copper red and face unlined.  Emma must have sensed Renee staring at her.  “What?” she asked.
 
   “You’re still so young.”
 
   Emma rolled off the bed and went over to the mirror as if sleepwalking.  She took a handful of red hair with one hand while the other ran down her smooth cheek.  When she turned around, she looked down at the floor, her cheeks red.  “There’s something you should know,” she said.  “I’m not really forty-seven.  Twenty years ago—when I was pregnant with Louise—there was an accident in the archives.  A spell got out and it brought me here.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “It does?”
 
   “As much as anything else,” Renee said with a shrug.  She held out her hand for Emma to take.  “Come on, Louise is waiting for us.”
 
   “Wait, what am I supposed to tell her about this?”
 
   “Don’t tell her anything.  She’s a smart girl.  Like her mom.  She’ll figure it out.”
 
   They were both still laughing at this when they vanished from the house in Parkdale.
 
   ***
 
   Louise realized the flaw in Mom’s plan shortly after she left the hospital:  the archives didn’t have a phone.  She tried Renee’s personal phone without any success.  Other than that, she didn’t know any other way to contact her friend.  So she settled into the chair in the Sanctuary to wait for Renee to show up.
 
   For the first time in days, Louise managed to fall asleep.  The armor, while made of metal, didn’t feel much heavier than a pair of flannel pajamas—the kind Mom had worn at the hospital.  Not even this thought was enough to keep Louise awake; she finally heeded Mom’s advice to get some rest.
 
   She awoke to a flash of light and started out of the chair; she reached for the Sword of Justice.  The sword fell out of her hand when she saw Renee and Mom there, although neither one looked the same as just a few hours ago.  Renee’s body looked young again, while her eyes looked much older, with a feral gleam to them.  The hospital scrubs she wore were several sizes too big, so that she looked like a scarecrow.  Were those teeth around her neck?
 
   As for Mom, she looked gorgeous—at least in a Mom sense.  She still wouldn’t win a Miss Universe pageant anytime soon, but she looked healthier than Louise had seen her—as an adult at least—in a long, long time.  Her skin seemed to almost glow with good health and was nearly as smooth as when she was six years old.  Her hair had turned back to the copper shade Louise remembered it as before Becky left.
 
   Louise collapsed against her mother as much to make sure she was real as out of relief to see her as an adult again.  “I don’t understand,” Louise mumbled into Mom’s chest.  “What’s she up to now?”
 
   “Nothing, baby.  Renee did this.”
 
   Louise turned her head to face her best friend.  “Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me.  I only did what needed to be done.”
 
   Louise nodded.  The seriousness on Renee’s face reminded her they had work to do; it wasn’t the time for her to bawl.  She straightened herself up and pretended to brush dust from off the armor.  “So, um, I guess you’ll want this back now,” she said.
 
   “No.  You’re the Scarlet Knight now.  It’s yours.”
 
   “What are we going to do now?”
 
   “The same as before.”
 
   “But, Mom—”
 
   “This doesn’t change anything.  There’s still only one way to make sure we get rid of Isis once and for all.  I have to make the sacrifice.”
 
   Louise turned to Renee.  “Can’t you do something?  I mean, if you were able to override her magic once—”
 
   “I can’t destroy her magic.  I can destroy her body, but she’ll find a new one.”  There was a flatness to Renee’s voice that went with the oldness in her eyes.  It was as if in a few hours she had become a world-weary sage.  Between her and Mom, Louise felt like the kid in the room.  Mom pulled Louise close again and patted the back of her head, which was the only part not covered in armor at the moment.  “I know how much this hurts, but it’s the only way.  You know that.  We already talked about it.”
 
   “But that was when you were a little kid and you were crippled.  Now you’re you again.  I don’t want to give that up.”
 
   “You have to, baby.”
 
   The worst part for Louise was she knew Mom was right.  That damnable logical, pragmatic part of Louise’s brain, her scientific mind, told her this was what they had to do.  They couldn’t just kill Isis’s body or she would come back to start it all over again; they had to go to the root of the problem, to take her power away.
 
   Louise also knew her mother wouldn’t let her make the sacrifice.  For Louise’s entire life Mom had tried to protect her, not only from outside dangers but from her own secrets; she wouldn’t stop trying to do that now.  “It’s not fair,” Louise mumbled.  “Daddy already gave his life for me.  Why do you have to too?”
 
   “Because life isn’t fair, baby.  You know that.”  Mom smiled at her, which broke Louise’s heart.  “I’ve always been proud of you, baby.  You’re just how I’d always imagined you’d be.”
 
   “Oh, Mom—” Louise couldn’t manage to get anything out of her mouth, so she tried to put all of her love into one final hug that ended far too soon for her liking.
 
   “Now come on, it’s time to go.”
 
   Louise tucked the Sword of Justice back into its sheath and then found the helmet.  She flipped down the visor to cover the tears in her eyes.  Then she took Mom and Renee’s hands to form a circle.  With a curt nod, Renee vanished them from the Sanctuary.
 
   ***
 
   The Temple of Isis was easy to find, though Renee had never been there or even heard of it before.  The evil that radiated from the place practically lit up her consciousness like a spotlight.  Once she took both Dr. Earl’s hands, she had only to stretch out and steer them to the center of all that evil, the last place any sane person would want to go.
 
   The place looked about as Renee would have imagined.  The walls, ceilings, and floors were all the same shiny black as the Book of Isis and the Black Dragoons—the same black as Isis’s eyes.  There were statues at least twenty feet high of the goddess, larger versions of the ones Louise had found in the desert.  Torches provided the only light, to cast harsh shadows about the room, which she supposed was all part of the intimidation Isis sought.
 
   Renee had vanished them to the entryway, about a football field away from the altar in front of the largest statue of Isis, some hundred feet tall.  That was the place where Louise’s mother would sacrifice herself to the god Anubis in an attempt to strip Isis of her powers.  No one had told Renee of this plan specifically, but she had seen it in the minds of both Earl women.  They both radiated the same resolve and acceptance, though Louise had an undercurrent of sorrow as well at being forced to help her mother make her an orphan.
 
   Renee’s heightened senses told her Isis was already here, as was Aggie.  She tried to get a deeper read on Aggie’s state of mind, but her father’s mind was too jumbled at the moment.  As for Isis, Renee didn’t need to read her mind; it was pretty much an open book.  She hated Emma for foiling her the last time and by extension anyone with anything to do with Dr. Earl.  For that reason she had conducted her war of terror on Emma, to force her to endure not just physical but spiritual agony as well.
 
   Perhaps Louise’s mother didn’t realize it, but Renee knew the plan all along hadn’t been solely about the book.  Isis wanted to break Emma Earl, to corrode that pure heart of hers and fill it with the same hate and thirst for vengeance that swelled her own.  In that she had failed, at least so far.  There was still the chance if Emma had to watch Louise die on top of everything she would finally snap.
 
   Previously Renee might have sworn not to let that happen.  Now she knew better.  Louise and her mother were part of the natural order just like everything else.  Renee would try to save them, but that was all she could do.  Anything else would be a waste of effort.  In life, as in the jungle, those who strutted around only made themselves easy prey.
 
   “There’s the altar,” Emma Earl said.
 
   “Let’s get this over with,” Louise said with false bravado that fooled no one.
 
   “Hold on,” Renee said.  “Here she comes.”
 
   As befitted Isis’s style, she appeared in front of them in a puff of smoke.  In her arms she cradled little Aggie, who looked the same as Renee remembered from the last time.  “Hello girls,” Isis said.  Her black eyes turned to the elder Dr. Earl.  “My goodness, Emma, how you’ve grown.  Last time I saw you, you were just an adorable little tike being tucked in by Mommy and Daddy.  How are they, by the way?”
 
   “Leave her alone!” Louise shouted.  Her hand went to the sword at her belt.  Her mother put a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Careful, baby.  We don’t want to hurt Aggie.”
 
   “Yes, you wouldn’t want to do anything to harm the innocent little baby.”  Isis tickled Aggie’s chin until the baby giggled.  “I suggest if you want her to live, you surrender yourselves and the armor to me.”
 
   “How about you put Aggie down and I’ll cram the Sword of Justice up your ass?”
 
   “Such a temper.  You must have inherited that from your father.  I hear they dumped him in a cesspool over by Swede Road in the Trenches.  Appropriate isn’t it, to dump garbage in the garbage?”
 
   “Why you—” Louise was about to lunge forward, but her mother held her back with both hands this time.  Despite that she didn’t have the scarlet armor on, Emma Earl’s presence seemed to be enough to keep her daughter in line.
 
   “Take it easy, baby,” Emma whispered.  “She’s trying to rattle you.”
 
   Renee watched all of this with little interest.  She knew these were the formalities, like trash talk at the weigh-in for a boxing match.  While Isis talked, she also tried to read her opponents, especially Renee.  Even without any psychic abilities, Renee could have figured this out from how Isis made certain not to look at her, in the hope to catch her unawares.
 
   “So, Emma, what sort of zany scheme have you devised this time?  I suppose by now you’ve read what’s in the book.  You’ve probably come to offer yourself as a sacrifice.”  She paused for a moment, to read Emma and Renee’s faces; it was just as well Louise had the visor of her helmet down.  “That’s so noble of you.  Of course you couldn’t sacrifice your daughter, though I can’t imagine why.  What kind of man do you think is going to marry the Sewer Rat’s daughter and make little rat babies with her?”
 
   Emma kept her hold of Louise, her voice even as she said, “I’m not like you.  I wouldn’t trade Louise’s life for anything, especially my own.”
 
   “I suppose you wouldn’t.  That’s why you were the Scarlet Knight.  It’s funny how someone supposedly so innocent and virginal can act like a whore.  Did you ever tell darling Louise about fucking her mentor?  In that cow Becky’s body no less!  Of course that created quite a bit of trouble for you in the end, though it did lead to you finding your true love—a man who rummaged through people’s shit for food.”
 
   “You goddamned bitch!” Louise howled.  “If you weren’t holding Aggie—”
 
   “Calm down, Louise,” Renee said.  She sensed the time was right.  “She wants you to prove yourself unfit to wear the armor.  That’s the only way she can touch you.”
 
   “Not the only way,” Isis said.  She snapped her fingers and a moment later a dozen Black Dragoons appeared.  They aimed their various weapons at Renee, Louise, and Emma.  “Perhaps you’d like to reconsider my offer?”
 
   Renee put her hand on Emma’s shoulder and vanished her and Louise across the room, to the foot of the altar.  Emma nodded to her and then said, “Louise, hold off the Dragoons while I make the sacrifice.”
 
   “What about Isis?”
 
   “Renee will deal with her.”
 
   Renee gave Emma’s hand a brief shake.  “Good luck, Dr. Earl.  And goodbye.”  Then Renee vanished back across the room, to where Isis waited for her, smug grin still in place, though Renee knew it was a front.
 
   “You’ve certainly changed a lot since we last met.”  Isis stroked Aggie’s tuft of blond hair as if the baby were a pet cat.  “There’s still time for you to join me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come now, Renee, why are you fighting for those who’ve shunned you for your entire life?  Why protect those who called you ‘Weird Renee’ and a freak?”
 
   Renee only stared back at Isis, just as she had stared at the jaguar whose teeth she now wore around her neck.  She understood now that the secret to Isis’s magic was to exploit those cracks in someone’s soul carved out by fear.  She would plant an evil seed in that crack and then allow the roots to spread until the victim shattered and succumbed to her will.  “You have no power,” Renee said.  “Your power is only an illusion.”
 
   “Is that so?”  Isis stroked Aggie’s hair again.  “Your father seems to have believed it well enough.”  Isis gave Aggie’s hair a sharp tug that caused the baby to cry out, her face red.
 
   “You can’t kill her.  You know if you do, I’ll kill you.”
 
   “You?  Kill me?  You think because you ate some bugs and snakes in the jungle that you can destroy me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You impudent child!” Isis shouted, but quickly regained her composure.  “You are right that I can’t kill her.  Not until she’s watched you die.”
 
   “Go ahead.  Kill me, if that’s what you wish.”
 
   “Gladly.”  Isis set Aggie down to hold up both of her hands.  Renee could feel her searching for a weakness to exploit.  Renee felt her try to plant the same suggestions as before, that Renee was just a foolish little girl, that she was a freak of nature, that everyone ridiculed her.  Nothing happened.  Renee remained the same as she was.  “No!  This can’t be!  You’re nothing!  You’re not even a full-blooded witch!”
 
   “Pure magic doesn’t need blood, only one willing to listen.”  Renee stepped forward.  She didn’t need any magic for this, just a solid left hook Ms. Chiu had taught her.  Isis staggered back; very human blood spurted from her nose.
 
   While Isis bled and sputtered in disbelief, Renee knelt down in front of little Aggie.  She looked into the baby’s eyes; she still saw her father behind them.  She repeated the instructions she’d given Emma, “I want you to close your eyes.  Don’t think about anything.  Let yourself simply exist.  Can you do it?”
 
   Aggie stared at her for a moment, until Renee thought perhaps she was too far gone.  Then Aggie nodded slightly and closed her eyes.  As in Emma’s bedroom, Renee closed her eyes as well.  She could feel Isis come towards her, a ceremonial dagger in hand.  Renee didn’t so much as flinch as Isis plunged the dagger into her chest.  She continued to focus on Aggie, to guide her as she grew from an infant to a child and then a woman again.
 
   Renee felt a hand on her shoulder.  She opened her eyes to see Aggie in front of her; she looked just the way Renee remembered before Isis had shown up.  Isis stood next to her, the shattered knife still in her hand.  “Are you hurt, dear?” Aggie asked.
 
   Renee shook her head.  She stood up and then brushed the blade of the dagger off of her as if it were lint.  “I’m fine, Father.  Go help Emma and Louise.  I’ll take care of her.”  She said this in a dry monotone that indicated it was not a boast, merely a promise.
 
   “Very well, dear.”  Aggie gave her a kiss on the cheek and then vanished.
 
   This left Renee to face Isis, whose black eyes had gone wide with disbelief.  
 
   The goddess turned and fled.
 
   ***
 
   The good thing about Black Dragoons, Louise had learned in her short tenure as the Scarlet Knight, was they weren’t very quick.  By the time Renee vanished Louise and Mom across the room to the altar, the Dragoons hadn’t even begun to turn around.  Once Renee had disappeared again to tangle with Isis, Mom began preparations for the sacrifice.  She lifted a knife like the one Louise had found in the desert that had been left at the altar.
 
   “Keep them off of me until I’m finished,” Mom said.
 
   “Sure thing, Mom.”
 
   Louise lifted the visor just long enough for Mom to lean down and kiss her on the cheek.  “Good luck, baby.”
 
   “You too, Mom.  I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   With that Louise sprinted off to launch herself into the midst of a dozen Black Dragoons.  She had had trouble enough with one of them, let alone twelve, but she didn’t have any choice.  Mom needed time to say a prayer to Anubis so he would claim her soul when she died.  Only then would she stab herself with the ceremonial knife and let her blood flow across the altar.  How long all of that would take, Louise didn’t know.
 
   In midair, she decided the best strategy would be to take advantage of her agility versus the clumsiness of the Dragoons.  She touched down in front of them; she didn’t bother to take the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  “All right, assholes,” she hissed.  “Come get some.”
 
   One of the Dragoons with maces for arms—a Balls—tried to smash her like a fly.  Louise rolled to her right and straightened in time to punch another Dragoon—a Blades—in the crotch.  She was disappointed the Dragoon didn’t double over or even cry out, but he did stagger back a few steps.  Louise took advantage of this to use a leg sweep on him while she spun around to face the others.
 
   One of the Claws launched all the claws on his left hand at her.  She didn’t have time for a full jump, but she tucked in her legs to get clear of the claws.  The Dragoon’s claws ripped into the one she had just knocked down as it tried to get up and took the Blades back to the ground again.  He would probably get back up in a minute as she didn’t have time or opportunity to cut his fucking head off as she would have liked to do.
 
   Instead, Louise came back down in nearly the same spot.  The Dragoons weren’t stupid; they waited for her as she landed.  One of each variety tried to hit her, but she was already throwing herself to the left, right between the legs of a Claws.  She tripped him up and squirted away as he toppled over.
 
   She almost took a sword blade to the chest as a Blades lined her up.  Louise barely managed to get down enough so that the blade only scraped her shoulder.  “Fuck you!” she shouted back in very un-Mom-like fashion.  She grabbed the Blades’s arm to flip him over her shoulder.  With her other hand she decided to finally get out the Sword of Justice.
 
   Marlin had told her someday she would need to be able to guide the sword while some thug held on to her.  She supposed this was as good of time as any to learn.  She hurled the Sword of Justice into the air while she simultaneously did a somersault to avoid being pounded into paste by a mace.
 
   The sword rocketed straight down to slice through the neck of the Balls that had tried to flatten her.  Louise had already flung herself to the right in a cartwheel.  At the apex of the cartwheel, her right foot slammed into the face of a Claws to knock it backwards.  When she finished the cartwheel to come up in a standing position, the Sword of Justice was already in her left hand.  She drove the blade into the Claws’s neck.
 
   In the process she left herself vulnerable for a moment.  She felt three claws tear through the cape to plunge into her left shoulder blade.  “Shit!” she cried out, but managed to keep her grip on the sword.  She ducked as she spun around and threw the Sword of Justice like a dart.
 
   With her shoulder injured, she wouldn’t be able to do any more cartwheels.  She decided instead to use the soles of her boots to launch herself back into the air.  Halfway through her arc, she twisted to avoid a barrage of claws, all while she called the Sword of Justice back to her hand.  As she landed, she brought the sword around to chop the head off another Balls.  That made only four of them, with eight more left.
 
   She wished she could sneak a glance back at Mom to see how she fared, but she couldn’t.  Then she heard Aggie’s voice whisper, “Your mother is doing fine—thanks to you.”
 
   The witch was fully-grown again and as usual looked like an ordinary though still attractive middle-aged woman.  Her hands glowed with white light.  “I think it’s time we make things a bit more fair, dear,” she said.
 
   “What do you have in mind?”
 
   “A little fog ought to do the trick.”
 
   “Sounds good to me.”  Like her own armor, the Dragoons could see at night, but Louise doubted Isis had given them infrared on top of it.  As ribbons of fog spun away from Aggie’s body to fill the area around them, the Dragoons stiffened, suddenly unsure of what to do.  Louise decided to make the decision for them when she waded into their midst and used the Sword of Justice like a scythe.  When a Dragoon would try to get her, she would duck out of the way, back into the fog Aggie had created, while she ignored the pain in her shoulder.
 
   She was in the middle of disemboweling a Balls when all of the Dragoons who remained again straightened.  Only this time they put their hands—or what passed for hands—to their heads and began to bellow.  Louise pulled the Sword of Justice from the Balls and took a step back to watch as the Dragoons turned to piles of ash on the floor of the temple.
 
   Louise didn’t need to look over at the altar to know what had happened.  Mom had made the sacrifice and it had been accepted.  Louise took off her helmet to wipe the sweat and hair away from her face.  As she did, she saw movement out of the corner of her eye.  Crawling along the wall of the temple like a rodent was Isis.
 
   The woman no longer wore that smug look of hers.  Louise could see why when she grabbed the front of Isis’s dress to see the woman’s eyes were now an ordinary brown.  Tears dripped down Isis’s cheeks and snot dribbled from her nose, which gave Louise a moment of satisfaction.  “Please don’t hurt me,” Isis said.
 
   “Why not?  You never had any problem hurting anyone.”
 
   “It wasn’t me.  It was her.  She made me do terrible things.  I didn’t want to do them.  She didn’t give me a choice.”  Isis took Louise’s right hand, which at the moment held the Sword of Justice poised to strike.  “My name is Isis Nazif.  I’m just a regular person.  I swear I had nothing to do with any of this.”
 
   Louise shook the woman’s hand away to hold the Sword of Justice over the woman’s head.  The blade glowed brightly enough to make the whole temple like daytime.  “Nice try,” Louise said.  She seized Isis by the front of her shirt and dragged her across the floor, to the altar.
 
   Mom lay atop the altar, her hands folded on her chest in prayer.  Blood oozed from between her hands, from where she had stabbed herself with the dagger.  The blood left a trail from Mom’s hands, along her chest, down along her waist, and then onto the altar, where it drained into a bowl.  To add to the horror of this scene was the fact that Mom smiled; Louise wanted to think because she was proud of her daughter.
 
   “That’s my mother,” Louise hissed at Isis.  “She was more of a goddess than you ever were, you selfish bi—brat.”
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” Isis begged.  “I don’t want to die!”
 
   Aggie and Renee had joined them; Aggie leaned against her daughter, an arm thrown proudly around Renee’s shoulder.  That was the kind of moment Louise wouldn’t be able to share anymore with Mom thanks to Isis.  She tightened her grip on the front of the woman’s dress as she thought of never being able to hug Mom again or to kiss her cheek; she would even miss The Glare.
 
   Louise raised the Sword of Justice to strike, to chop off Isis’s head on her own altar.  Isis began to sob and wail; she tried to curl herself into a protective ball.  This seemed like an appropriate end for the woman who had caused so much trouble for Mom and so many others.
 
   She was about to bring down the blade when she saw Mom on the altar.  Maybe it was an illusion, but Louise no longer saw the smile on her mother’s face.  The Sword of Justice trembled in her hand and then clattered to the floor.  Louise hoisted Isis back to her feet and pressed her face close enough that her nose touched Isis’s cheek.  “I’m not going to kill you,” Louise said.  “Much as I want to, I know it’s not what Mom would want.  She never killed anyone in her life, not even those who deserved it.”
 
   “What are you going to do with me then?”  The former goddess sniffled pathetically as she looked from Louise to Renee to Aggie.  “You can make me a baby or an old woman, or whatever you want.  Just don’t kill me.”
 
   “It’s not up to us to decide what to do with her,” Renee said in that flat, world-weary voice she had adopted.
 
   Louise sighed and nodded; she looked back at Mom on the altar.  “You’re going to confess to the murders of Dan Dreyfus, Becky Beech, Megan Putnam, and all the others your little friends killed.  You’re going to tell the police you’re the Second Heartbreaker Killer.”  Louise wagged a finger in Isis’s face.  “You try to double-cross us, you try to get up to your old tricks, and I will personally turn you inside-out.  Got it?”
 
   Isis could only nod in response, too terrified to say anything.  Louise shoved the pathetic shell of a goddess into Renee’s arms.  Then she picked up the Sword of Justice to put it back into its sheath and retrieved her helmet.  Fully dressed as the Scarlet Knight, she gently lifted Mom’s body from the altar.  
 
   “You were the best, Mom.  Someday I hope I can be half as good as you.”  She carried Mom over to Renee and the others, glad for the visor so they wouldn’t see her cry.  “Let’s go home,” she whispered.
 
   With a flash of light they were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Since there was no Medicare or Medicaid in the ‘40s, a poor farm girl like Maria Costopolous probably would have received only the bare minimum in treatment if not for a benefactor.  That benefactor was of course Sue Johnson, who took time away from Harmon-Farmer to be the forewoman of Cecelia’s recovery.  As in the factory, Sue barked orders at the nurses and even the doctors to demand the latter make sure Cecelia’s bones healed properly and the former treat Cecelia with respect.
 
   Not even in the Headmistress’s care had Cecelia ever felt so pampered before.  Nurses fluffed her pillows, constantly asked if she needed anything, and provided a radio for her to listen to.  The doctor actually sat at her bedside and listened if she complained; he didn’t just pretend to listen, write a note on the chart, and walk off as usually happened with poor patients, especially poor patients who had been carrying a baby out of wedlock.
 
   The latter issue made her stay in the hospital unbearable despite all of the pampering she received.  Every time she looked down and saw her feet instead of her pregnant stomach, Cecelia remembered what had happened and felt the stab of pain.  Sue was right that the pain didn’t go away and not even having been through it already made it any easier for Cecelia.  To have already lost one baby to carelessness made the pain even worse because she had promised herself it wouldn’t happen again, let alone while she borrowed someone else’s body.
 
   She didn’t delude herself into thinking she had any sort of real attachment to the baby.  It was Maria’s baby, not hers.  Even if the kid had survived it probably wouldn’t have ever amounted to anything more than a factory worker.  Hell, she might have done the world a favor and eliminated another petty criminal to haunt Rampart City’s streets.
 
   Her pain was far more selfish, focused on her baby.  She had never been noble enough to have worn the Scarlet Knight’s armor, not like Emma Earl, but in that one area she did allow herself to be sentimental.  The Headmistress had actually encouraged this when Cecelia announced she would not kill any children or pregnant women.  “Of course, dear,” the Headmistress had said.  “You’re not a monster.”
 
   Despite all of the people she had killed, she had never really felt like a monster—not until now.  The way she had always seen it, she had done a necessary service for the world, to eliminate stupid idealists who rocked the boat too much or corrupt morons destined only to be replaced by other corrupt morons.  So long as she didn’t harm society’s most innocent creatures, she didn’t feel badly about what she did.
 
   Now that she had killed someone completely innocent—someone not even born yet—she had to reevaluate the rest of her career.  The people she had killed certainly were not innocent, but many of them had children:  sons, daughters, nieces, nephews, grandsons, and granddaughters who would be harmed by the loss of an adult figure.  How many children had she orphaned the way she had been orphaned?  How many had to be moved into an awful foster home because of her?
 
   Whenever these thoughts came to her, she found all energy sapped from her body.  Sue had taken a special interest in the physical therapy part of Cecelia’s recovery; she excelled at screaming at Cecelia like a drill sergeant as she worked her battered limbs back into shape.  On days when Cecelia felt paralyzed by depression, Sue would take her arm to hoist her out of the bed, into her wheelchair.  
 
   “I know it’s hard,” Sue told her, “but you have to do it even if you don’t want to.”
 
   Cecelia didn’t put up an argument in large part because her jaw had been wired shut to heal properly.  She didn’t try to tell Sue via the notepad in her pocket that it wasn’t the physical discomfort of therapy that bothered her; it was the mental pain she couldn’t endure.  As Sue had indicated, there was nothing she could do in that regard except to provide support for Cecelia when she needed it.
 
   She remained alive and in pain for two months, during which her bruises faded, her cuts healed, and her bones set.  Once the wires came off her jaw, Cecelia studied Maria’s face in the mirror.  Gone was the naïve young farm girl, replaced by a scarred young woman with pain in her eyes.  Cecelia didn’t doubt that once Maria’s eyes turned brown again that pain would remain.
 
   Though her body was mostly healed, Cecelia still needed to lean on a cane once Sue helped her out of the wheelchair, onto the hospital steps.  In the 21st Century the doctors probably could have repaired the multiple breaks in Cecelia’s left leg properly, but in the ‘40s the damage was too severe; Maria would probably walk with a limp for the rest of her life, just another sad reminder she would have to carry of how she had suffered thanks to Cecelia.
 
   After the wires came off her jaw, Sue had said, “I think it’s time you wrote your mother and told her what happened.”
 
   “I can’t,” Cecelia said.
 
   “You can dictate something to me—”
 
   “I’m not illiterate.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that.  I thought maybe your hands were still sore.”
 
   “My hands are fine.”  Cecelia did feel an occasional ache, especially when the weather changed; Maria would probably wind up with arthritis too.  “I’m just not ready to tell her about this yet.  She was looking forward to being a grandmother, despite everything.”
 
   “I’m sure she was, but don’t you think she has a right to know?”
 
   “It’s my baby.  I’ll tell her when I’m ready.”
 
   “Fine.”  Sue reached into the front pocket of her work shirt for an envelope.  “There’s an open-ended train ticket in there for whenever you want to use it.”
 
   “You trying to get rid of me?”
 
   “Of course not.  I just figure at some point you’ll be ready to go back there.”
 
   “Not yet.”  There was still one thing Cecelia had on her agenda.  Since she’d caught up with Emily Cabot and seen she wasn’t Emma Earl, Cecelia doubted she would ever catch up to Earl, if she was here at all.  No, the one thought that comforted her even during her darkest moments was that before she went, she would find Sylvia Joubert, confirm the archivist’s story, and then kill the witch.
 
   She didn’t expect that the opportunity would await her in the room at the Rampart Arms Sue had arranged for her.  After they took the elevator up to Cecelia’s floor, Sue ushered her into the suite that was bigger and more expensively decorated than Cecelia’s apartment back home.  There, propped next to a fruit basket, was a little yellow envelope with her name written on it.  Cecelia expected to find a card, but instead it was a telegram.  A telegram from Agnes Chiostro.
 
   “Meet SJ 11pm, Nov 17th, Boardwalk, Shooting Gallery.  Come Alone.  Good Luck—AC.”  Cecelia realized with a start that the meet was scheduled for tonight.  She wasn’t sure how Agnes Chiostro had known to send the telegram to the hotel, but Cecelia supposed she was a witch; maybe she’d read that in some tea leaves.  Or maybe she’d read something in the newspapers about the attack and called the hospital.  Either way, Cecelia wasn’t about to look the proverbial gift horse in the mouth.
 
   “What’s that?” Sue asked.
 
   Cecelia tucked the telegram against her body to keep Sue’s big hands away from it.  “Just a card from the hotel.”
 
   “Looked more like a telegram to me.”
 
   “It’s nothing important, just an old friend saying hello.”
 
   “I bet.”  Sue’s face darkened for a moment.  She had tried to get Cecelia to identify her attackers and file a police report, but Cecelia had steadfastly refused to do so.  The last thing she wanted was to have to go down to a police station and then a courtroom.  In time, once she took care of Sylvia Joubert, she might catch up with Gert’s cousins and settle that score too.  Until then, let them think they’d gotten away with it, just as her foster father thought he’d gotten away with his crimes.
 
   Sue took her arm and gently gave her a push forward.  “Come on, let’s get you to bed.  You’ve exerted yourself enough already.”
 
   “Right,” Cecelia said.  She let Sue guide her to the bed; she knew she would exert herself a lot more before the night was over.
 
   ***
 
   The biggest problem would be to get rid of Sue—or so Cecelia had thought.  Since they’d checked into the Rampart Arms, Sue hadn’t let Cecelia out of her sight except to use the bathroom.  Even then Sue hovered around the area; she knocked on the door when she thought Cecelia took too long.
 
   Cecelia took so long because she worked to conceal a knife on each forearm.  She was forced to go back to steak knives taken from the room service cart during dinner.  There wasn’t any tape in the room, so Cecelia had to rely on strips of cloth taken from one of her dresses to tie the knives to her arms.  That would allow her to sneak the knives out of the room and to the meet with Joubert.
 
   As a weapons dealer, Sylvia Joubert might decide to search Cecelia or have some backup to do it for her.  Cecelia counted on her appearance as a poor little immigrant girl.  In this regard she hoped her scars and cane would make her seem even more pathetic, enough that Joubert would underestimate her—right up until Cecelia slit the bitch’s throat.
 
   She stepped out of the bathroom, and found Sue pacing; she looked more agitated than usual.  Sue checked her watch.  “Are you going to be all right here for a few hours?” she asked.
 
   “Sure.  You got a hot date or something?”
 
   “I need to go back to the plant, make sure things haven’t gone to hell.”  From what Sue had said during Cecelia’s recovery, the situation at the plant had stabilized since she and Gert were let go.  Everyone liked young Emily Cabot, who had quickly moved from the floor up to Mr. Dugan’s office for clerical training.  This didn’t come as a surprise to Cecelia, who knew the kind of intellect Cabot’s granddaughter would possess.  “You’re sure you’ll be fine?”
 
   “I’ll probably just get some shut-eye.”  To this end Cecelia had put on her robe; her original plan had been to fake going to bed, wait for Sue to be lulled into a false sense of security, and then either sneak past her or knock her out.  It would be far easier if Sue left on her own.
 
   “Well, all right.  I’ll be back later.  Want me to pick you up anything?”
 
   “No, I’m fine.  Thanks.”  She allowed Sue to give her a gentle hug.  Then the older woman hurried out the door.
 
   Cecelia waited in bed for ten minutes, just in case Sue forgot something and came back.  Once she was reasonably sure she was in the clear, Cecelia dropped the robe and grabbed her cane.  She hobbled as fast as she could to the elevator; she let out a startled gasp when she saw the operator by the console.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I’m a little jittery.  Lobby, please.”
 
   When the doors opened onto the lobby, part of her expected to find Sue there, to trap her as if she were a teenager sneaking out past curfew.  She didn’t see anyone she knew in the lobby and tried to relax.  “Good evening, ma’am,” the doorman said.
 
   “Could you call a cab for me?” she asked.  He tipped his cap to her and two minutes later opened the door to help her into the cab.  She gave him a dollar, which she hoped was enough of a tip, her knowledge on this somewhat out of date.  
 
   “Take me to the boardwalk,” she told the cabbie and then once more tried to relax.  She had been on meets like this hundreds of times in her career; there was nothing different about this one.  Except that she was in another girl’s scrawny body.  Except that she carried a pair of steak knives tied to her arms instead of her real knives.  Except that she might be going to meet the mother who had abandoned her a century ago.  Other than that it was perfectly normal.
 
   Rampart City’s boardwalk had once been a main attraction along the lines of Coney Island in New York or that other famous boardwalk in Atlantic City.  Then came the Depression, followed by the war, both of which left people with far less disposable income for Ferris wheels, carousels, and roller coasters.  The boardwalk would hang on for another fifteen years before it shut down and was finally destroyed in the early ‘70s.
 
   At the moment, the boardwalk was dark and deserted.  Blackout regulations had shut the place down at nights, which only further put a dent in the boardwalk’s business.  “You realize they ain’t opening until tomorrow morning, right?” the cabbie asked.
 
   “I know.  I’m meeting a friend.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  The cabbie gave her a wink.  It wasn’t likely he did understand; he probably thought she’d come here to fuck someone in the funhouse or hall of mirrors.  Cecelia paid for the fare and then stepped out of the cab.
 
   With a deep breath, she began to walk along the deserted boardwalk.  Once the cab’s lights disappeared, she had to rely on only the occasional streetlamp, which gave everything an orange glow that reminded her of the bridge under Robinson Park where Gert’s cousins had beaten her.  She supposed a similar fate could be in store for her if the Joubert sisters had set a trap for her.
 
   Cecelia limped past the closed-up carnival games on the midway and tried to remember which one was the shooting range.  She supposed that was Joubert’s sense of irony that they discuss a weapons transaction by a carnival game that involved guns.  Cecelia would have scheduled the meet someplace where it would be easier to run should things get ugly.  The boardwalk left only two directions, unless you wanted to jump into the harbor.
 
   The lighted end of a cigarette told her she was near the right place.  Cecelia let the cane drop and then hugged herself as if she were cold.  In reality she slipped her hands under her sleeves to the knives tied on her forearms.  She loosened the knots enough so that one good tug would free them.
 
   As she closed in on the abandoned shooting gallery, she saw a bulky silhouette puffing on the cigarette.  Was this Sylvia Joubert or a henchman?  Cecelia braced herself for someone to jump out of hiding and hit her on the back of the head, or perhaps to just shoot her outright.
 
   The silhouette stepped into a pool of orange light and Cecelia froze.  She stared blankly at the woman she’d come to meet, who stared back just as blankly.  
 
   Cecelia broke the silence.  She asked in a tiny voice, “Sue?  What are you doing here?”
 
   “Maria?  You’re the one Agnes said needed my help?”
 
   Cecelia’s brain had turned to mush; it took almost a full minute for her to catch up.  “Sue Johnson isn’t your real name, is it?”
 
   “No.  My real name is Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   “Why all the secrecy?”
 
   Sylvia shrugged inside the peacoat she wore over her Harmon-Farmer work shirt.  “I promised my sister I wouldn’t fight in this war, not on the frontlines at least.  My real name has a little baggage attached to it, as you might imagine.” 
 
   Cecelia’s legs wobbled; she wished she’d kept the cane to keep herself upright.  She finally squatted down to her knees and buried her face in her hands.  “It can’t be you.  You can’t be Sylvia Joubert.  Not you!”
 
   She felt Sue’s hand—Sylvia’s hand, she amended to herself—on her shoulder.  “Maria, what’s going on?  I want to help you—”
 
   This sparked Cecelia’s courage enough that she managed to rip one of the knives from her forearms.  She spun around clumsily and held the knife up at Sylvia, who only frowned slightly at this.  “I don’t need your fucking help!”  Cecelia stumbled up to her feet, but still kept the knife out at arm’s length.  “I didn’t come here to get your help.  I came here to slit your fucking throat!”
 
   “Why?  Maria—”
 
   “My name is Cecelia.  Cecelia Romeau.”
 
   “Should I know you?”
 
   “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”
 
   Sylvia casually tossed her cigarette aside.  This made Cecelia want to stab her even more; she wanted her despicable mother to show some goddamned fear before she died.  “I’ve never met a Cecelia Romeau.”
 
   Cecelia thought back to the story Sue had told her in the hospital, about the baby she’d given away; when combined with the archivist’s story, Cecelia knew she was that baby.  “No, you’ve never seen me before, but you ruined my life.  You’re the reason I ended up in that terrible place, with that awful man.  The things he did to me—it’s your fault!”
 
   She lunged forward, but the tears in her eyes threw off her aim.  Sylvia stepped aside and then locked both meaty arms around Cecelia’s shoulders.  Cecelia kicked and thrashed, but just as with Gert’s cousins there was no escape.  She let out a final scream of rage before she went limp in Sylvia’s arms.
 
   Her mother made the kind of cooing noise her first mother—the one she had thought of as her real mother—had made when she was a baby.  “It’s all right.  Take it easy.  We can work this out.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head and began to sob; she didn’t care anymore how pathetic she looked.  “It’s too late,” she mumbled.  “Too late.”
 
   Sylvia turned Cecelia around to look her in the eye.  “Talk to me, Cecelia.  Tell me what happened.  Who hurt you?”
 
   “My foster father.”  Between her sobs she described the abuse her foster father put her through, culminating with her escape that Christmas Eve night.  “An old woman saved my life and helped me, but the baby was dead.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Cecelia.  If I had known—”
 
   “You could have stopped it.  You let it happen!”
 
   “Cecelia—”
 
   Cecelia reached for her other knife.  “I killed him and now I’m going to kill you!”  She slipped the blade beneath Sylvia’s arms and then pressed the edge to her mother’s throat.  She would kill the mother who had abandoned her, who had refused even to look at her, who had given her away to another family like a sack of old clothes.  
 
   She couldn’t do it.  When she looked at Sylvia’s eyes, she saw those of Sue Johnson.  Sue, who had taken Cecelia into her home and given her a job when no one else would have.  She had defended Cecelia to the security guard, Gert, and finally Mr. Dugan.  Cecelia thought of when they’d eaten lunch by the harbor and the dinner at Malloy’s.
 
   Then she remembered when she woke up in the hospital.  There was Sue again, by her bedside to comfort her about Maria’s dead baby.  Sue had paid for her hospital care and made sure the doctors and nurses treated her nicely.  Sue had put Cecelia up in the Rampart Arms because she didn’t want Cecelia to climb stairs with her bad leg.
 
   Sue Johnson had been the mother Cecelia had craved since the fire had taken Mama and Papa away.  And in the way Sylvia looked at her so sadly, Cecelia knew Maria Costopolous was the daughter Sylvia had always craved, the one she’d given up because she was afraid she wouldn’t be a good mother.  Cecelia let the knife drop and pressed her head against Sylvia’s chest.  “Why did it have to be this way?”
 
   Sylvia patted her back gently.  “I don’t know, kid.  Life is really fucking cruel sometimes.”
 
   Cecelia wasn’t sure how long they stood like that on the boardwalk with her mother comforting her.  Though one hundred seventy years old, Cecelia felt like a child again; she wanted only the safety and security her mother’s body represented.  But she could already feel herself slipping away, being pulled out of Maria’s body, back to her own body, in her own time.
 
   “I don’t want to go,” she said.
 
   “Then don’t.”
 
   “I have to.  I can’t stay.”
 
   “Cecelia—”
 
   She felt the pull grow stronger.  “You were wrong,” she said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   Cecelia looked up at her and smiled through her tears.  “You would have been a great mother.”
 
   And then she was gone.
 
   ***
 
   The first sign that Cecelia was back in her own time was the buzz of the klaxons inside the archives vault.  The second was the hard, cold slab of rock beneath her.  The third was the soft voice of the young Asian woman who worked in the archives saying, “Careful.  Don’t sit up too fast.  There might be some displacement.”
 
   “Displacement?” Cecelia asked, surprised after all this time to hear her own voice, not that overly perky voice of Maria Costopolous.
 
   “You’ve come back from a long way, haven’t you?” the archivist asked.
 
   Cecelia’s eyes blinked open.  The archivist looked down at her with concern.  Cecelia smiled at this, considering she had tried to kill the woman however long ago it had been.  “Yeah, I guess I have.”  The archivist put a hand to Cecelia’s back to help her sit up.  Cecelia’s head throbbed as if someone had hit her with a frying pan, but when she put a hand to her temple, she felt her own wavy hair.  “You don’t have a mirror, do you?”
 
   “No, my purse is upstairs.”
 
   “Could you tell me if I look the same?”
 
   “Yes, just like when you took off your mask.”
 
   “When I tried to kill you.”
 
   “That too.”
 
   “Now I suppose you’re going to kill me.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because I almost killed you, your girlfriend, and your doctor friend.”  Cecelia moved her neck slowly to take in the rest of the vault.  She didn’t see Emma Earl anywhere.  “Where is she?”
 
   “She’s still gone.  Do you want to stand up?”
 
   “No, I think I’d rather lie down.  You don’t have a bed here, do you?”
 
   “That’s upstairs too, where I live.”
 
   “That’s fine.  The rocks will be good for my posture.”  Cecelia groaned and then lay back down on the floor.  A moment later the archivist stuck something soft beneath her head, which she realized was her mask, balled up to form a miniature pillow.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You’ve been gone for two days,” the archivist said.  She slid over to sit with her back against some of the shelves.
 
   “You’ve been here the whole time?”
 
   “There’s nowhere else to go, not until the quarantine is over, when Emma gets back.”
 
   “Great.”  Cecelia sighed, not surprised that what had been months to her had only been two days in the real world.  That was magic for you.  “So we could be stuck here for a while then?”
 
   “Maybe.  Or maybe not.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you at least brought a deck of cards?”
 
   “No.”  When the archivist held up a knife, Cecelia thought the archivist would slit her throat.  Instead, the woman sketched out a grid on the floor.  “You know how to play Tic-Tac-Toe?  I’m a little rusty, but I used to play all the time when I was little.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head slightly; they hadn’t played a lot of games at the orphanage.  “Never really played much of it myself.”
 
   “It’s pretty easy to learn.  Do you want to be X’s or O’s?”
 
   “X’s are fine.”  The archivist explained the rules and then beat Cecelia in three straight matches.  By the fourth one Cecelia had the basic strategy figured out and managed to eke out a draw.  “I guess it is kind of fun—”
 
   “Akako.  That’s my name.”
 
   Cecelia held up a hand for Akako to shake.  “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   “Even though I tried to kill you?”
 
   “Yes.  I didn’t get to know your mother really well—she didn’t like me much—but you seem an awful lot like her.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about her.”
 
   “Do you mind if I ask where you went?”
 
   “The past.”
 
   “How far past?”
 
   “Do we have to do this now?  Can’t we play another silly game?”
 
   Akako shrugged and then scratched out another grid.  While they played, Akako said, “I was just curious.  I thought I could add some notes to my index.  Most of the spells down here have a really vague description.”
 
   Cecelia sighed again.  Before she’d gone back into the past she probably would have slit Akako’s throat just for some peace and quiet.  Now she was grateful to have someone to talk to about what she’d seen.  “I went back to the ‘40s.  Only I wasn’t me, I was some girl named Maria.  And a very nice lady helped me out and we became friends.”
 
   “And that nice lady was her, right?  Your mother.”
 
   Cecelia ignored the pain in her head as she sat up.  “How the hell do you know that?”
 
   “Because the spell was called ‘Unfinished Business.’  What more unfinished business could you have than your mother?”
 
   Cecelia put a hand to her face but didn’t cry.  Maybe that was because she was herself again, not fragile little Maria.  Or maybe she had already cried herself out in the past.  “Yes, she was the one who helped me out.  But she didn’t know who I was.  She was just being nice.”
 
   “Sylvia always acted tough, but underneath she could be very sweet.”
 
   “Then why did she abandon me?”
 
   Akako considered this for a minute.  “Maybe she thought you’d be better off without her.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  I was so much better off in the orphanage and then with him.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Never mind.”  Cecelia may have wanted to talk about her experience with Sue, but not about her foster father yet.  “It couldn’t have been any worse to live with her.”
 
   “She couldn’t know that.”
 
   “I thought witches could see the future.”
 
   “They aren’t supposed to.  It’s forbidden.”
 
   “Isn’t fucking mortals forbidden too?”
 
   Akako’s cheeks reddened.  “Yes.  It is.”
 
   Cecelia realized she’d crossed a line.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean you—”
 
   “No, I understand.  Agnes and I shouldn’t be together.  But sometimes you have to listen to your heart.”
 
   “And my mother’s heart said to foist me off on strangers?”
 
   Akako put a hand on Cecelia’s shoulder; she didn’t brush it away.  “I’m sure your mother only wanted the best for you.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Cecelia glared at the archivist.  “You can take your hand off me now.”
 
   “Sorry,” Akako said.  “There’s something you should know.  It might make you feel better.”
 
   “If you’re going to beg for your life, I’m not in the mood to hear it.”
 
   “No, it’s not that.  I told Agnes—your aunt—about you.”
 
   “I thought you couldn’t leave the vault.”
 
   “I passed a message along to her.”  Akako shifted uncomfortably against the shelves.  “She’s been doing some genealogical research on your son.”
 
   “My son?”
 
   “Aggie said it wasn’t easy to find because they used a different name, but he was born the same time you were there and the hospital record indicated he didn’t have any parents, so they gave him to an orphanage.”
 
   “An orphanage?  But he died.  She told me my baby was dead.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Headmistress—the woman who saved me.  She said he died.”
 
   “No, he lived.  He was adopted by a family and taken to America.  He became a butcher and married and had three children—”  
 
   Akako didn’t get to finish, as Cecelia lunged forward to grab her by the throat.  “You’re lying!  My baby died!  That’s what she told me.  Why would she lie to me?”
 
   Akako could only gasp in response.  Cecelia squeezed harder as she thought of the Headmistress taking her away from the hospital, to the academy with the others.  Cecelia’s hand went slack as the awful thought popped into her head that the Headmistress had used her, lied to her so Cecelia would go with her and become an assassin.  “That bitch!”
 
   Akako took in a few deep breaths before she put a hand on Cecelia’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “She lied to me.  All these years.”  Cecelia screamed at the thought that the woman she had loved like a mother had betrayed her.  “I’m going to kill her!”
 
   “There’s something else you should know.  You have a great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter.  Her name is Shelly.  She’s ten years old.  Aggie says she has a picture up in the lobby—and her address.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head sadly.  “What am I supposed to do, go there and tell her I’m her great-however-many-times-grandma?  Do I look like any ten-year-old’s grandma?”
 
   “No, but Aggie says the girl’s in a foster home.  Maybe she could use a friend, someone who cares about her.”
 
   Cecelia considered this.  Maybe she could be to little Shelly what Sue had been to her.  “Maybe,” she said.  Then she pointed a finger at Akako’s throat.  “But if you’re lying about any of this I’m going to slit your fucking throat and make a hat out of it.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Before they could get any farther, there was an explosion of blue light.
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Chapter 31
 
   From the sandbox, Emma watched Louise drag Isis away from the altar.  She wiped tears away and smiled.  “Good luck, baby,” she whispered.  Then she looked up at the swing set, where Joanna rocked on the swings absently.  “You don’t look like Anubis to me,” Emma said.  “He has the head of a dog from statues I’ve seen.”
 
   “Is that a compliment?”
 
   “I suppose so.”  Emma stood up and brushed the sand from the bulge in her stomach where baby Louise still slept.  Never had Emma been so happy to see that bulge or her swollen breasts and ankles as when she woke up in the sandbox.
 
   Everything had gone according to plan.  She had laid down on the altar with the knife and said a prayer that she hoped would be good enough, despite that her ancient Egyptian was rusty and she hadn’t time to practice anything.  While she prayed, she snuck a glance across the room, where she watched with no small amount of pride as her daughter took on a dozen Black Dragoons—and was winning!  Louise fought like a woman possessed; sometimes she moved so fast Emma couldn’t even see her.  The reason for this was obvious:  Louise fought to protect her mother.
 
   After she said her prayer, Emma had raised the knife and brought it down on her own heart.  She winced with pain and felt the world pull away from her.  With her last strength, she composed her arms to cover the fatal wound so Louise wouldn’t have to see it.  She managed to turn her head again in time to watch Louise take off the head of a Dragoon with the Sword of Justice.  Provided everything worked as they hoped, she knew the Order of the Scarlet Knight was in good hands.
 
   For a second time she died.  Only instead of waking up in a temple of Anubis or some variation of the afterlife, she woke up in Joanna’s sandbox, finally back in her own body.  She found that through the sandbox she could watch the end of the battle, as the Dragoons vanished and Isis became a sniveling mortal.
 
   Emma had felt a moment of despair when Louise raised the Sword of Justice to kill Isis.  That despair turned to joy when Louise dropped the sword, unable to go through with it.  In that moment her daughter became the Scarlet Knight inside as well as outside.
 
   “Is she going to be OK?” Emma asked Joanna.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What kind of answer is that?”
 
   “The best I can give you.”
 
   “Because of the rules?”
 
   “No, because the future is always changing.  You should know that.  What you saw—what you experienced—may be what happens or it may not be.  My money’s on the latter.”
 
   “Why would you say that?”
 
   Joanna let out a weary sigh and stopped swinging to look Emma in the eye.  “You and I aren’t the only ones who saw this.  She saw it and now that she knows how powerful your daughter is going to be—I’m sorry.”
 
   Emma collapsed back onto the sand and put a hand to her stomach.  She certainly couldn’t fault Joanna’s logic.  If Isis had seen what Emma had seen, she would try to make certain Louise never came of age to be the next Scarlet Knight.  The same probably applied to Aggie and Akako’s future daughter Renee.  Isis wouldn’t let either girl survive to defeat her as they had in this glimpse of the future.  “What do I do?  What can I do?”
 
   “There may be nothing you can do.”
 
   “No!  I won’t accept that.  She’s my daughter.  I have to protect her.”
 
   “You can’t watch her every moment.  It only takes one for Isis to strike.”
 
   “Then I’ll stop her before she can strike.  I’ll find her and kill her.”
 
   “There’s a thought.”
 
   “You think I wouldn’t kill her to save Louise?”
 
   “It should be easy enough.  Eileen is just three years old right now.  You could walk into the nursery and surprise her while she’s having tea with her dollies.”
 
   “Don’t mock me.  This is serious.”
 
   “I’m not mocking you.  I’m simply telling you the way things are.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her head as she thought about it.  “Then I’ll go to the Temple of Isis and I’ll sacrifice myself to Anubis.”
 
   “Another interesting thought.  I’m sure Becky would be a good mother to Louise.  She had enough practice with you.”
 
   Tears bubbled up in Emma’s eyes.  “Stop it!  Can’t you just help me save her?”
 
   Joanna stood up from the swings; she glided across the tall grass to squat down in front of Emma.  “I’m sorry, Emma.  I’ve done too much for you already.  You know what I said about a deus ex machina universe.”
 
   “It’s not fair.  I can’t leave Isis out there, waiting to kill her.  What kind of mother am I going to be then?”
 
   “You already know the answer to that.”  Joanna patted Emma’s shoulder.  “Things are going to be difficult, but you have to have faith that they’ll get better.  Remember what you saw, the kind of woman your daughter will become—the kind of mother you will become.  Whatever happens, don’t lose hope.  Do you understand?”
 
   Emma nodded.  She leaned forward to give the young woman a hug.  “You aren’t going to turn out so bad yourself.”
 
   “Yes, well, I had a good mother.”  Joanna helped Emma up and then guided her back to the center of the sandbox.  As Emma sank through the sand, she waved goodbye to Joanna and wondered if she would ever see this version of the mysterious girl again.
 
   ***
 
   As the flashbulbs that went off in front of her began to clear, Emma thought there must be some kind of mistake.  Had she gone back into the past now?  Or maybe she had gone on to the afterlife, with the stop at Joanna’s house being a dream.  Why else was Sylvia leaning down over her to ask if she was all right?
 
   Once her vision cleared, she recognized the limestone ceiling of the archives.  While she didn’t believe in an afterlife where you sat on a cloud and strummed a harp, shouldn’t the afterlife be somewhere better than the archives?  Unless perhaps she’d gone to that other afterlife, the one that was supposed to be filled with fire and brimstone.
 
   Akako appeared next to Sylvia and looked down at her with concern.  “Emma, are you all right?  Can you hear me?”
 
   “Akako?  What’s Sylvia doing here?”
 
   “This isn’t Sylvia.  It’s her daughter.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a daughter.”
 
   She tried to sit up, but Akako pressed her back down.  “Take it easy.  Everything’s going to be all right now,” Akako said.  She flashed a fake smile to put Emma at ease.
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “In the vault.  With me and Cecelia.”
 
   The vault.  Emma rubbed her temple to clear away the cobwebs from her mind.  She had been in the future, thanks to a spell from the vault.  She had been in the vault to try to escape.  An assassin had tried to take the armor from her.  An assassin with green eyes, like those of the woman next to Akako.
 
   “You!”  Emma fought off Akako’s hand as she tried to get to her feet.  The weight of her stomach made this difficult; she could only sit up.  Nevertheless, she clawed at the assassin’s face.  “You can’t have her!  I won’t let you have her!”
 
   The assassin easily backed away from this attack; she made room so Akako could plant herself in front of Emma and put both hands on her shoulders.  “Emma, relax.  Cecelia isn’t going to hurt you.  Not anymore.  No one’s going to hurt you.  Do you understand?”
 
   Emma stared into the archivist’s eyes for a moment and saw she told the truth.  She let her body go slack and sagged back to the floor.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “I’m the one who’s sorry,” Cecelia said.  “I never wanted to hurt your baby.  Or you.”
 
   “I still can’t give you the armor.”
 
   “I know.  It’s fine.  I’m getting out of that business anyway.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”  Emma lifted her head up enough to see the woman again.  “You really are Sylvia’s daughter?  Wouldn’t that make you—?”
 
   “A hundred seventy.”
 
   “So you’re a witch too?”
 
   “Half.  I don’t do spells.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Emma thought of Renee Chiostro, who would also be half-witch and half-something else.  “That’s not so bad.”
 
   “I guess not.”  
 
   The warning klaxons finally wound down, followed by a clanking sound from upstairs.  “The door’s opening,” Akako said.  It was only a few seconds afterwards that Aggie ran down the path and leaped into Akako’s arms like a scene from a romance movie.  
 
   While the reunited lovers kissed, Cecelia took Emma’s hand and helped her stand up.  The former assassin kept an arm around Emma’s shoulder to keep her upright.  “It’ll take a few hours for that to clear up,” Cecelia said.  “Trust me.”
 
   Emma wasn’t sure if she could really trust this woman, who until recently had tried to kill her—and Louise.  Still, given the pounding in Emma’s head and the wobbliness of her legs, she didn’t have much choice in the matter.  She leaned against Cecelia for support and waited for one of the assassin’s knives to appear in her body as had happened before.
 
   Instead, Cecelia walked her slowly up the ramp, to the first floor of the archives.  They went past Akako’s desk and the lines of computer servers, into the quarters Emma shared with Akako.  Cecelia had Emma lean against a wall while she pushed back the covers on the bed.  Then the former assassin gently guided Emma onto the bed to tuck her in like her mother had, which gave Emma a shiver as she remembered what Isis had done to her—or would do to her.
 
   “You just take it easy, kid,” Cecelia said.  She put a hand on Emma’s stomach.  “And make sure to take good care of that baby.  Don’t let anything happen to her.”
 
   “I won’t,” Emma said.
 
   Cecelia nodded to her.  “I have to go now.  Next time we meet, maybe it’ll be for her birthday.  I’m really good at pin the tail on the donkey.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   The former assassin smiled and then seemed to disappear, though not in a flash of light as Aggie did when she vanished.  Emma listened for a moment, but heard only the old rocks shift and water drip.  She put both hands on her stomach and felt Louise kick.  “Everything’s going to be all right,” she whispered.
 
   ***
 
   When she woke up, Aggie sat at her bedside.  Emma tried to sit up, but the witch pressed her back down as Akako had earlier.  “It’s all right, dear.  Take it easy.”
 
   Emma saw she was still in Akako’s quarters, which had been her home for the last month.  She leaned her head back to stare up at the ceiling.  Maybe it had all been a dream brought on by her anxiousness about the pregnancy.  “How long have I been out?”
 
   “About two hours.  How’s your head feeling?”
 
   Emma put a hand to her head, which felt as if someone had filled it with wet cotton.  “Still a little fuzzy.”
 
   “Give it some time, dear.”
 
   “Right.”  She closed her eyes and then opened them again wide, which didn’t seem to help much.  “I had this dream that someone was chasing me.  She turned out to be Sylvia’s daughter.  And we went into the archives and a spell got out—”
 
   She stopped as she saw Aggie nod.  “It wasn’t a dream, was it?”
 
   “No, dear.  It was real.”
 
   “And that woman, she really is your niece?”
 
   “That’s right.  I suppose in a way she’s also my stepdaughter.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be, dear.  I’m glad that a piece of both of them is still alive.”
 
   Emma wasn’t so sure she’d be able to be so forgiving under the same circumstances, though she supposed it helped that it had happened almost two centuries ago and that Aggie had found Akako since then.  “How’s Akako taking it?”
 
   “Just fine.  She and the girl did quite a bit of talking while they were waiting for you.  I think she’s going to mend her ways now.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “It certainly is.  It’s hard to believe she could do such terrible things.  All those people she killed.”  Aggie stopped and shook her head.  “I don’t want to burden you with all of that.  Not now.  Tell me, how was your trip to the future?”
 
   “It was really interesting,” Emma said, not sure what word could really describe it.  “I got to see her.  She’s going to be so beautiful.  And smart—even smarter than me.  And she’s going to have a best friend named Renee.  Renee Sylvia Chiostro.”
 
   Aggie stared at her in disbelief.  “I’m not sure what you’re saying, dear.”
 
   “You and Akako make a little girl.  She has your eyes, but she’s taller—like her mother.”
 
   “Oh my,” Aggie finally managed to get out.  “And was she—was she happy?”
 
   “She was a little confused, like all of us at that age, but she had two parents who loved her very much to help her through it.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that, dear.”
 
   Emma told Aggie about the rest of her vision of the future; the witch’s face turned graver as Emma described what Isis would do.  “Joanna said there wasn’t anything I could do about it.  Not now,” Emma said.  “Do you think she’s right?”
 
   Aggie considered this for a moment.  “I’m afraid so, dear.  I certainly wouldn’t expect you to go murder a child, even one who may turn out to be pure evil.”  
 
   “But she’s going to try to hurt Louise.  She’s not going to let her grow up to become the Scarlet Knight.”  Even as Emma said this, she felt a pain in her midsection, followed by a damp feeling between her legs.  Her eyes widened as she turned to Aggie.  “I think my water just broke.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   For seven years Laura Pavelski had treated patients in her own practice.  Throughout that time she’d come to know a lot of the women under her care; there was nothing like inspecting a woman’s most private parts and being entrusted with her most precious possession to bring you together.  She had a whole gallery of portraits of babies she had helped bring into the world and boxes of thank-you cards from mothers.
 
   Despite this, she had never become all that involved with any of her patients.  She didn’t go to their christenings, birthday parties, or graduations.  She politely declined some of the more clingy women who asked her to go to school plays or Little League games.  It wasn’t that she didn’t care about the women—even the clingy ones—so much as she knew it would be better for all concerned to maintain a professional distance.  She didn’t want them to think of her as part of the family; she preferred to focus on her own life without getting involved with someone else’s.
 
   Despite seven years of this policy, she found herself being drawn into the life of one particular woman.  No matter how she tried to resist, she found herself unable to pull away, like a bit of space junk being pulled against its will into a planet’s atmosphere.  She supposed that was an apt analogy since the patient in question was an expert on meteors.  
 
   Though she didn’t have another appointment for ten days, Dr. Emma Earl’s file lay on Dr. Pavelski’s coffee table.  Ever since that morning when Becky Beech dragged her out of bed to treat Emma’s knife wounds, Dr. Pavelski had looked at Emma’s file at least once a day.  At first she tried to tell herself it was professional interest as a doctor.  Then she tried to tell herself she was doing her Christian duty, though she hadn’t gone to a service since medical school; she never seemed to find time to drag herself over to the Ukrainian Orthodox church across town.  
 
   In the end she had to tell herself she was just plain worried about this woman.  It wasn’t just the knife wounds she had suffered, though those were certainly odd enough.  There was the whole aura of secrecy that surrounded Emma.  She had scars on her body.  She frequently came in with bruises.  She wouldn’t talk about the father of her child.  Becky Beech said the man’s name was Jim and hinted that he was a drunk.  Something about this didn’t jive with the woman she had met.  Despite her shyness, soft voice, and habit of addressing her feet most of the time, Emma didn’t strike her as the type who allowed herself to be bullied, even by someone she loved.
 
   As Dr. Pavelski considered this, the entire living room exploded in white light.  Dr. Pavelski cried out and blinked futilely to clear her vision.  Bright green blobs continued to burst in front of her as she heard a woman say, “We need your help, Doctor.  Emma’s in trouble.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “She’s gone into labor.”
 
   “Labor?  But she’s not even eight months yet—”
 
   “I know, dear.”
 
   The “dear” jogged something in Dr. Pavelski’s memory.  Her vision cleared enough that she could see a blond woman in front of her, a blond woman who looked twenty-five but often talked like Dr. Pavelski’s grandmother.  There was something in her eyes too that belied the age in the rest of her face.  “You’re one of Emma’s friends, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  Agnes Chiostro.  Now, I hate to give you the bum’s rush, but we must hurry.”
 
   “How far apart are the contractions?”
 
   “About ten minutes.”
 
   “Great.  Does she have someone to drive her to the hospital or does she need an ambulance?”
 
   “I’m afraid she can’t go to a hospital.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She’s in Ireland right now.”
 
   “Ireland?  Is she on vacation or something?”
 
   “Or something.”
 
   “They have hospitals there.  Good ones, too.”
 
   “I’m afraid the nearest hospitals are too far away.”
 
   “Where exactly is she?”
 
   “I suppose the best way to describe it would be to say she’s in a cave.”
 
   “A cave?  Why is she there?”
 
   Agnes Chiostro sighed and then said, “Because her life was in danger.”
 
   “There must be someone else.  I mean, by the time I got there—”
 
   “It won’t take more than a few seconds, dear.  Grab what you need and then we can go.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The short version is to say that I am a witch, not like the storybooks with eating children and such nonsense, but I can work magic.  That’s how I got here.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski thought of the flash of light that had blinded her followed by Agnes’s sudden appearance in the living room.  “You teleported here?  From Ireland?”
 
   “Quite so, dear.  And if you hurry, I’ll teleport us back there.”
 
   “Can’t you just teleport Emma here?  I could get a room for her at St. Joe’s—”
 
   “They might not both survive the trip.”
 
   “So you want me to go to Ireland to deliver her baby?”
 
   “Yes.  Now, if you’ll hurry—”
 
   “I still don’t understand why she’s in Ireland.”
 
   “There were some nasty people after her.  We thought it would be safe for her until she was due.”  Agnes shook her head.  “I never thought she would go into labor so early.  Now, could you please hurry?  The poor girl is in a lot of pain.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski nodded.  This was all very weird, but in the end it all came down to a patient who needed her help.  She didn’t need a class on ethics to tell her the right decision.  “I’ll get my bag.”
 
   ***
 
   Being bludgeoned nearly to death by three Black Dragoons was more painful than the contractions, but that knowledge wasn’t much comfort as the next wave of pain wracked her body.  Nor did all the reading she had done on childbirth or the breathing exercises she had practiced with Akako help her to deal with the feeling that someone was trying to cut her in half with a very rusty saw.  Her scream echoed through the first floor of the archives; it faded long after it had escaped her lips.
 
   “You’re doing fine,” Akako said.  She clutched Emma’s hand.  “Hang in there.”
 
   “I’m trying.”  A small part of her mind, the part that remained rational even through the pain, told her that much of her discomfort was psychological.  Louise was coming much too early.  Not even eight months yet.  Maybe Isis didn’t have anything to worry about.
 
   She had her eyes closed eight minutes later for the next contraction when Aggie reappeared in the archivist’s quarters, where Emma lay on Akako’s bed with her legs spread apart.  Dr. Pavelski accompanied the witch; her eyes widened for a moment.  “This is pretty nice for a cave,” she said.  Then she reached into her bag for a pair of rubber gloves.  “Well, how’s my favorite patient doing?”
 
   “It hurts.”
 
   The doctor nodded and took Akako’s place at her side.  Her rubber glove brushed along Emma’s sweaty forehead.  “It’s going to hurt.  A lot.  If we could get you to the hospital I could give you something, but your friend thinks that’s not a good idea.  So we’ll have to do this the natural way.”
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, I gave birth to three little ones the natural way,” Aggie said.  She knelt down beside the doctor.  “You’re much stronger than I was, I know that much.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She closed her eyes and tried not to feel the usual burn of shame as Dr. Pavelski examined between her legs.
 
   “Looks like you’re about halfway there.”
 
   “Only?”
 
   “Well, at least your sense of humor is intact.”
 
   “I wasn’t joking.”
 
   Aggie took Emma’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  “Everything’s going to be fine, dear.  Just try to relax while you can.  Do you want me to get Rebecca?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes.  Just be strong, dear.  It’ll be over soon.”
 
   While Emma waited for the next contraction, Dr. Pavelski enlisted Akako’s help to turn the bedroom into a delivery room.  They sanitized instruments and found some clean sheets to put down around Emma, as well as some for the baby, whenever she came—if she came.
 
   In the future, Emma hadn’t looked up Louise’s birth records to find out if she had been born early or not.  Joanna had told her that the future she saw might not be what actually happened in any case.  She had also told Emma not to lose hope, to focus on the young woman she had met there.
 
   “Stay with me, baby,” she mumbled to herself.  “Stay with me.”
 
   Becky arrived in mid-scream and took Emma’s hand in hers.  “How are you doing, kid?”
 
   She waited until the pain faded to say, “I’ve been better.”
 
   Becky turned to Dr. Pavelski.  “Can’t you give her anything?”
 
   “I’d rather not unless I have to.  This situation is already messed-up enough without worrying about drug reactions.”
 
   “I can do it,” Emma said.
 
   Becky wiped the sweat from Emma’s forehead and smiled at her.  “I know you can.”
 
   Once she’d regained her breath, Emma said, “You have to promise me something.”
 
   “Anything, kid.”
 
   “If something happens to me—”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.  You’ll be fine.  Both of you.”
 
   “If something happens to me, promise you’ll take care of Louise.  Don’t let anything happen to her.”
 
   “Of course I will.  I’ll take as good care of her as I did with you.  Look at how well you turned out.”
 
   Despite the pain, weariness, and soreness, Emma laughed at this.  “You’re right.”
 
   “I’m always right.”
 
   Becky held her hand through the next contraction; she didn’t even wince as Emma squeezed nearly as hard as with the Scarlet Knight’s armor on.  After this contraction, Dr. Pavelski said, “You’re fully dilated, Emma.  It won’t be long now.”  Then her face paled and she whispered something to Aggie.
 
   “What’s wrong with my baby?” Emma asked.
 
   “She’s breeched,” Dr. Pavelski said.
 
   From her research, Emma knew this meant that Louise was pointed the wrong way, with her feet down instead of her head.  This was probably because she was coming out prematurely.  Aggie patted Emma’s knee and flashed her a smile.  “It’ll be fine, dear.  My second one was breeched.  He came out just fine.”
 
   “Your friend’s right, Emma.  I’ve delivered dozens of breeches.”  The doctor changed her gloves for a fresh pair.  “I’m going to stick my hands in here and try to give her some help.  Stay very still.”
 
   Emma closed her eyes and squeezed Becky’s hand again as she felt the doctor reach into her.  She heard Dr. Pavelski mutter, “Oh shit.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The umbilical cord is around her neck.”
 
   “Is she—?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I’m going to try to get this untangled.  Stay very still, all right?”
 
   Emma focused on staying completely motionless; any sudden movement now might kill Louise before she was ever born.  This became more difficult as she felt another wave of pain wash over her body.  Becky put a hand on her chest to help her keep steady.
 
   Emma nearly cried out with joy when she heard the doctor say, “I’ve got it.”
 
   “Is she alive?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  The doctor pulled her hands out of Emma’s womb and then began to put on another set of gloves.  “I’m going to need you to push now, Emma.  When you feel a contraction, you push as hard as you can, all right?”
 
   “I will,” she said.  She found this much easier to say than to actually do.  When the next contraction came, she cried out in pain while she simultaneously pushed as hard as she could.
 
   “Come on, Emma, I know you can do better than that,” Dr. Pavelski said.  “The next one I want you to really push.  Push like Louise’s life depends on it, all right?”
 
   “I will.”  For the next one she tried to put the pain out of her mind and focus on Louise’s face as she remembered it from the future.  She focused on those last moments, when Louise had dropped the Sword of Justice instead of killing Isis and how proud Emma had been of her.  
 
   “She’s out!” Dr. Pavelski said.
 
   “You did it,” Becky said.  She patted Emma’s shoulder.
 
   Emma kept her eyes closed and silently prayed to any god who chose to listen until she heard her daughter’s first cries.  Only then did she open her eyes to see a tiny, bloody child wrapped in a pink bed sheet.  “Can I hold her?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but there’s no time,” Dr. Pavelski said.  “We’ve got to get her to a hospital.”
 
   “Is she sick?  Is she going to die?”  Emma would have tried to leap to her feet, but Becky held her down.
 
   “She’s very weak.  We need to get her to the NICU right away.”
 
   “Don’t worry, dear, I’ll take them.  Everything will be all right.”  Yet as Aggie vanished with Dr. Pavelski and Louise, Emma noticed the sadness in the witch’s eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   It was another two hours before Emma joined Louise at St. Joseph’s in Rampart City.  First there was the afterbirth to deal with; the bloody placenta slid out onto the spare sheets Akako had laid down.  Emma lay on the bed even after this; Aggie told her she should rest a little before she vanished to the hospital.
 
   She tried not to focus on the fact that her room looked exactly like the one in the future where she had been taken after the Dragoons crippled her.  “At least it’s not the pediatric wing,” she mumbled.
 
   “What was that?” Becky asked.
 
   Emma told her about her trip to the future, where she’d met Louise and where Isis had first crippled Emma and then turned her into a child to toy with her.  She left out what she’d seen of Becky; she didn’t want to tell her friend how they had become estranged after Becky went to Washington.  “You were in Congress,” was all Emma said.
 
   “Congress?  I don’t even want to run for dog catcher.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll make a great congresswoman.”
 
   Becky’s face fell slightly as she must have put some of the pieces together.  “If Dan’s still working for the museum and I’m in Congress then I guess we never got married.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Becky.  It’s not written in stone.  Maybe you can change things.”
 
   “Maybe.  Or maybe it’s meant to be.”
 
   “Don’t think like that, Becky.”  While much of the future had worked out well enough for Emma, her relationship to Becky was one thing she hoped she could alter.  She didn’t want to gain a daughter only to lose her best friend.  “There’s still time.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right.  This was twenty years from now, wasn’t it?  Lots of time.”  Becky faked a smile and then squeezed Emma’s shoulder.  “I should probably call Dan and tell him to get the nursery ready.  We did a little redecorating while you were gone.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Sure I did.  I can’t have my niece living in a drab room.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the shower.  You were only trying to be nice and I spoiled everything.”
 
   “Hey, come on, it wasn’t your fault.  I should have listened to Megan.  She said you wouldn’t like me making a big deal about it.”
 
   “How is Megan?”
 
   “Fine.” In a lower voice Becky said, “Whatever you did with the armor must have worked.  No one’s taken your place—yet.”
 
   “That’s good news, I suppose.”  There was a moment of silence, before Becky said, “Do you want me to try getting a message to Jim?  I know you said he doesn’t want to see you, but maybe one of his friends could give him a message.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that.  I’ll talk to Pepe later.”
 
   “It’s not a problem—”
 
   “No, it’ll be easier if I do it.”
 
   “All right, if you’re sure.”  Becky let Emma’s hand drop onto the bed as she stood up.  “I’m going to call Dan and the others.  Anything you want me to bring from home?”
 
   Emma thought back to her stay in the future and then smiled.  “Do you have any Nancy Drew books?”
 
   “Gee, I’m not sure.  I didn’t think fiction was your thing.”
 
   “Just thought I should get in practice.”
 
   “I’ll check around.”  She bent down to kiss Emma on the forehead.  “You did good, kid.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   After her best friend left, Emma leaned her head back onto the pillow and closed her eyes.  Dr. Pavelski had finally given her something to help with the pain; the medicine kicked in at last to lull her to sleep.  When she woke up, she hoped the doctor would let her go down to see Louise, who was recovering from her own ordeal in the neonatal intensive care unit.  Dr. Pavelski had already told her it might be weeks before Louise could come home, until they could be together.
 
   As Emma fell asleep, she imagined Louise warm and safe in her arms.
 
   ***
 
   No amount of training could fully prepare a doctor for that awful moment when a patient died.  Dr. Pavelski had gone through it a number of times and it never got any better.  It was especially bad in her occupation, where the patients were either babies or pregnant women.  No matter how many times you went through it, no matter how you prepared yourself, there was no way to cushion the pain of telling someone they would never see their loved one again.
 
   For that reason, Dr. Pavelski was on her knees in the NICU; she sobbed as if she had lost a loved one.  One of her colleagues put a hand on her shoulder.  “Laura, maybe you should go home.  Get some rest—”
 
   “No, I have to tell her.”  Dr. Pavelski got to her feet.  She wiped at her eyes with the back of her arm.  “I’m her doctor.”
 
   The pain only got worse as she rode the elevator up.  The common expression in this circumstance was to say they had done everything possible.  In this, Dr. Pavelski knew she had done so, that no board of inquiry could find her guilty of any wrongdoing.  She had done everything possible for Louise Earl, to the point she had tried to breathe air into the little girl with her own lungs.  That was the point when a nurse dragged her back and said, “Doctor, she’s gone.”
 
   The knowledge that she had done everything possible didn’t make Dr. Pavelski feel any better.  It actually made her feel worse to know there had been nothing she could have done, nothing that could have saved the child.  There was only the cold logic that sometimes children died and no one could stop it.
 
   Dr. Pavelski was careful not to go anywhere near the waiting room.  Emma’s friends were all there to wait for news.  She had told them they could go home, but they refused.  Though it was against hospital policy, Dr. Pavelski told the nurses of the floor that Emma’s friends could stay as long as they wanted.  The only condition was that she wouldn’t allow more than two to go into Emma’s room and not for more than five minutes; she wanted the new mother to get plenty of rest.
 
   When she opened the door to Room 537, she knew this would be more difficult than she had thought.  Emma slept on her back, a Nancy Drew paperback folded on her lap.  Her best friend Becky sat beside the bed, to silently watch over her.  Becky turned to her and immediately put both hands to her face.  She plucked the book from Emma’s chest and then ran silently from the room.
 
   Dr. Pavelski sat on the edge of the bed and took Emma’s hand in hers.  “Emma, wake up.”
 
   Emma mumbled something and then opened her eyes.  She looked around the room for a moment in surprise, as if to remember where she was.  “Oh, hi,” she said.  The softness of her voice almost made Dr. Pavelski cry again.  “How is she?”
 
   “I’m afraid she’s gone, Emma.”
 
   “Gone?  What do you mean?”
 
   “She passed away, just a few minutes ago.”
 
   “But how?  She was alive.  She was safe.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski shook her head.  “We did everything we could, but she was just too weak.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   She had never seen a volcano up close, at least until that moment.  The redness in Emma’s face built up slowly; it turned from a normal blush to a burning magenta.  Her eyes were even more terrible; they seemed almost to glow as the realization set in.
 
   And then she exploded.
 
   Dr. Pavelski didn’t see Emma move.  One moment she sat on the bed and the next Dr. Pavelski lay on the floor with Emma’s hands locked around her throat to choke the life out of her.  “You killed her!  You fucking bitch!  You killed her!”  To punctuate each sentence, Emma smacked Dr. Pavelski’s head against the tile floor.  “You killed my daughter!  She was alive!  Alive!  You killed her!”
 
   As much as Dr. Pavelski would have liked to say something to try to calm her patient, her windpipe was completely closed by Emma’s hands.  She could only stare up at Emma, her eyes filled with hatred, her face a mask of madness.  Dr. Pavelski thrashed around with one hand until she managed to snatch the call button from beside the bed and pressed down on it.
 
   A nurse ran into the room.  “Jesus Christ!” the nurse shouted before she ran for reinforcements.  Those came in the form of two burly orderlies, who could flip a four hundred pound man over, but weren’t trained to deal with Emma Earl.
 
   Emma let go of Dr. Pavelski’s throat as the orderlies took hold of her.  She kicked one in the kneecap, which prompted him to scream with pain.  With one orderly down, Emma freed one arm to smash the second orderly’s nose with the heel of her hand.  
 
   During the brief skirmish Dr. Pavelski had turned onto her belly to crawl towards the door.  Emma dragged her back and flipped her over to resume choking her.  This time Dr. Pavelski knew she would die.
 
   Becky saved her life.  “Emma, stop it!”
 
   “No!  She killed Louise!  She killed my daughter!”
 
   Becky was smart enough not to grab her friend.  “You’ve never killed anyone in your life,” Becky said.  “Are you going to start now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They’ll put you in jail.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “I don’t care anymore!”  But Emma’s grip loosened slightly around Dr. Pavelski’s throat.  “What does anything matter if she’s dead?”
 
   Now Becky went over to her friend and put her arms around Emma’s shoulders.  “You still have me and all your friends.  We’ll help you through this, all right?”
 
   Emma released Dr. Pavelski’s neck to grab Becky’s shoulders; she clung to her as if her entire body had suddenly gone slack.  Emma didn’t say anything as Becky guided her back onto the bed, where she curled up into a ball.  She didn’t even flinch as the nurse returned to jam a needle in her arm.  Finally her body went still.
 
   ***
 
   The moment Aggie saw Rebecca’s face she knew she had been right.  In the archives, when she saw Louise squirming inside the pink sheet she hoped her prophecy would not come to pass, that she had read the signs wrong.  Even after she vanished the child to the hospital without her mother getting the chance to hold her, Aggie held out hope.  When she saw the tears in Rebecca’s eyes, she knew she had been right all along.
 
   Dr. Dreyfus wasn’t quite as perceptive as her.  As Rebecca ran into his arms and sobbed, he asked, “What happened?”
 
   “She’s dead,” Rebecca mumbled.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Louise.”
 
   “Oh God,” Dr. Dreyfus said.
 
   There was nearly a second death that night as Megan Putnam’s face began to turn blue.  Her friend Amanda knelt by her side with an emergency inhaler to spray the medicine into young Megan’s mouth.  “It’s all right,” Amanda said.  “Try to relax.  Dr. Earl isn’t going to want you to die too.”  This latter sentence seemed to get through to Megan, who nodded.  Gradually her face turned a healthier red and she began to sob on her friend’s shoulder as Rebecca was with Dr. Dreyfus.
 
   Aggie wanted to cry too, wanted to run into Akako’s arms and bawl like a child.  Despite being over five hundred years old and a witch, she still couldn’t make herself numb when someone she loved passed away.  In this case she might not have known little Louise Earl, but she loved her as an extension of her mother.  
 
   As much as she wanted to cry, she didn’t.  Though she might not look it, she was the oldest of their little makeshift family in the waiting room.  She had to set the example for the others, to be strong for them—and for Emma.  
 
   From down the hall she saw another medical team race into Emma’s room with a gurney.  Aggie put a hand to her mouth when she saw an orderly being taken out on the gurney.  Another orderly walked between two nurses, a towel pressed to his face.  Both orderlies howled with pain.  “Oh dear,” Aggie said to herself.
 
   When she got to the door for Emma’s room, she saw the nurse strap Emma’s limbs to the bed.  A male doctor squatted beside Dr. Pavelski, who sat on the floor; her face looked as red as Megan Putnam’s.  “What’s going on here?” Aggie asked.  “Why are you tying her down?”
 
   “She’s a danger to herself and others,” the male doctor said.  
 
   Aggie thought of the two orderlies she had seen being taken out of the room.  She supposed there was no sense to argue that Emma wasn’t dangerous.  “She was upset.  That’s all.  She’s not a madwoman.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” the doctor said.  “She almost killed Dr. Pavelski.”
 
   Aggie put a hand to her mouth again as she saw Emma tied down like an animal.  Her face was still a mask of pain.  “She’s not going to hurt anyone else.”
 
   “You’re right about that.  She’s going to the psych ward for observation.”
 
   “No,” Dr. Pavelski said.  “She’s my patient.”
 
   “Not anymore.  We have to run some tests on you and then you’re going home to rest.”  The doctor turned to Aggie and glared at her.  “You’ll be lucky if your friend doesn’t end up in jail for this.”
 
   “Jail?  Now see here, young man—”
 
   “You should go, miss.  Visiting hours are over.  For you and your friends.”
 
   Aggie clenched her fists.  With just a few words she could turn this insolent man into a toad or a pile of dust.  She could easily vanish Emma home or to the archives or someplace safe.  But she didn’t.  To attack this man wouldn’t help Emma, nor would it help to take her from the hospital.  “Yes, I suppose you’re right,” she said.
 
   Everyone paired off and left.  Dr. Dreyfus took Rebecca home; he still clutched her against his body.  Amanda Murdoch took Megan home, the girl’s face still rosy from her near-fatal asthma attack.  That left Aggie to go home with Akako, who throughout it all had sat silently.  She had arrived only an hour ago from the archives and had left the carpet rolled up behind some bushes out front.
 
   “It’s so terrible,” Akako said as they climbed up into the sky on the carpet.
 
   “It’s never easy to watch a child die,” Aggie said.  Her three sons had all died when they were fully-grown, but in her eyes they had still been children—her children.  While she had always known she would outlive them, this thought didn’t comfort her as she had sat beside their beds and held their hands until their last breaths escaped.
 
   “No, it’s not,” Akako said.
 
   Aggie could feel Akako had some personal experience with this.  She squeezed Akako’s hand and asked, “What happened?”
 
   She listened patiently as Akako told her about the baby she had lost, though it hadn’t been nearly as old as Louise.  To finish, Akako said, “It still hurts, even after all this time.”
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  You don’t have to face it alone anymore.”
 
   “What about Emma?”
 
   “We’ll do what we can for her.  She’s strong.”
 
   Akako nodded.  She rested her head on Aggie’s shoulder.  The carpet flew lazy circles over the city, high enough that only someone in an aircraft or in the observation deck of Robinson Tower could have seen them.  Even then, they wouldn’t believe what they saw:  two women on a flying carpet, who clung to each other as if their lives depended on it.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   To enter the hospital psych ward was like entering a prison.  A security guard ran a metal detector over Becky’s body to make sure she hadn’t concealed any deadly weapons.  Another scrutinized her ID, both her driver’s license and her city hall badge.  This security was made necessary after someone broke one of the patients out, who then killed two people before the Scarlet Knight tracked him down.
 
   Of course now the Scarlet Knight herself was in the psych ward.  Not much longer, Becky told herself.  Today was the day they would finally let Emma out.  Two months after Louise died, her mother could finally come home.
 
   A bald man with a gray goatee and clad in a brown cardigan met her just inside the doors.  She instantly didn’t like him when he introduced himself as, “Dr. Zeller, Emma’s treatment supervisor.”
 
   “You’re her shrink?”
 
   “I’ve been overseeing her recovery,” Dr. Zeller said. 
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “She’ll be along soon.  First I’d like to discuss a few things in my office.  If you don’t mind.”
 
   Becky did mind; she wanted to get Emma out of this place as quickly as possible.  From where she stood she couldn’t see any of the patients, but imagined them in bathrobes and slippers like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest as they shuffled around and talked to themselves or stared at nothing.  How could a smart, rational woman like Emma survive in such a place?  
 
   But Becky decided it would be best to play along for now.  “I don’t mind.”
 
   The shrink’s office looked the same as any other doctor’s office with degrees on the walls and medical books on the shelves.  Becky was disappointed to see no couch in the room.  She had to sit in an armchair instead while the doctor settled behind his desk.  He looked down at a file on his desk, which no doubt was Emma’s.  She wanted to snatch it away so she could see what this little jerk had written about her friend.
 
   “Your friend has suffered a very traumatic event,” Dr. Zeller said.
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   “I think you need to prepare yourself to accept that Emma is not going to be the same.”
 
   “Why?  What did you do to her?”  She had horrible visions of Zeller drilling a hole in Emma’s head or electrocuting her to turn her into a drooling vegetable.
 
   “It’s not what we’ve done to her so much as what she’s done to herself.”
 
   “Did she try to cut her wrists or something?”
 
   “Not at all.  If you’ll let me finish, Ms. Beech, what I’m trying to say is that your friend has suffered a serious trauma and that while she may be perfectly sane and rational, she isn’t going to act exactly as you remember for some time—perhaps forever.”  The doctor flipped through the file on his desk.  “From what she’s displayed in here, your friend has difficulty in expressing her emotions.  In consulting with Dr. Pavelski and others, I take it this isn’t a new phenomenon.”
 
   “No, Emma’s always been shy.”
 
   “And she’s already suffered one serious trauma:  the death of her parents.  From what I see, she never received any treatment for that.”
 
   “Her aunt tried to get her to go to a counselor but she thought it would take away from her studies.”
 
   “She’s always been a voracious reader, hasn’t she?”  Dr. Zeller motioned to the shelf of medical books.  “She read my entire library.  We had to send out to the public library for more.”
 
   “The girl likes to read, so what?”
 
   “I’m concerned she uses reading to avoid social interaction.  She refused to participate in group activities and the nurses report that during free periods she would usually sit in a corner, reading.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to talk to a bunch of loonies either.”
 
   “Your support of Emma is admirable.  I’m just concerned that it might lead you to overlook serious mental issues.”
 
   “Emma doesn’t have any serious mental issues.  Her baby died.  She went a little nuts.  A lot of people would do the same thing.”
 
   “Would a lot of people put two men in the hospital and nearly choke a woman to death?”
 
   “Probably not.”  She wanted to add that most people didn’t have Emma’s experience in putting men in the hospital, but knew better than to mention anything about that to this weasel.
 
   Dr. Zeller closed the file and then took off his glasses as he leaned back in his chair.  “My recommendation was to keep Dr. Earl in here a little longer.  I don’t think she’s ready to go back out into the world yet.  She needs to learn better coping strategies, to confront her issues instead of trying to avoid them.”
 
   In that area, Becky didn’t disagree with the doctor.  For eleven years Emma hadn’t coped with the death of her parents, until she was finally forced to confront it thanks to a kind of hypnosis from the Black Dragoon.  Despite that, she still didn’t like to talk about them; she didn’t even keep a picture of them anywhere visible.  “That’s always been her way,” Becky said.  “It’s just how she is.”
 
   “Yes, well, I think she needs to find a healthier way to live.”  Dr. Zeller sighed.  “But the hospital doesn’t see any reason to keep her here.  Budget constraints, mostly.  I’m giving her a referral to my colleague Dr. Richman.  He’ll be in charge of her outpatient treatment.  If you notice anything abnormal, or maybe if you’re feeling any difficulties yourself, you can give him a call.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” Becky said.  She took the card Zeller offered, though she had no intention to call a shrink, though God knew they would find her a great case study.  She had never known her father, her mother was an abusive drunk, she had an eating disorder, her husband had been gunned down at their wedding, and her best friend was a superhero.  They’d probably want to put her in a place like this before she finished.
 
   Someone knocked on the door.  A nurse stuck her head in the door.  “Dr. Earl is all packed and ready to go, Dr. Zeller.”
 
   “Good.  Send her in, please.”
 
   Becky didn’t know what to expect when Emma appeared at the door.  She again had a terrible vision of Emma shuffling along, drool coming out the corner of her mouth, and a lobotomy scar in the center of her forehead. 
 
   What she saw was her best friend—almost.  Emma’s hair had turned pure white.  Her face remained as youthful as ever, but her copper hair had lost all color.  The other notable difference was in her eyes.  They were the same blue, but there was something cold about them now.  The other difference didn’t become clear until Emma spoke, her voice still soft, but now it lacked any sort of warmth to it.  “Hello Becky,” she said.  “It’s good to see you again.”
 
   “You too, kid.”  Becky stood up to give Emma a hug.  As she did, she tucked a tress of white hair behind Emma’s ear to make sure it was real.  Dr. Zeller was right that Emma was different, but would it be forever?
 
   ***
 
   Once they’d put the hospital in the rearview mirror, Becky said, “We could stop at a drugstore on the way home.  I bet we could find a pretty good match for your hair.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “I just thought maybe—”
 
   “I’m fine.  Thank you,” Emma said.  She didn’t snap or show any sort of anger when she said this.  Her voice remained perfectly neutral, flat.
 
   “If that’s what you want.”  Becky couldn’t help but glance over at her friend every few seconds to see that oddly white hair.  For her part, Emma looked straight ahead without even a glance in her direction.
 
   Becky was relieved to see Emma hadn’t lost any of her cognitive functions when she said, “It’s not polite to stare.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  They drove in silence for a minute, until Becky asked, “Did that doctor say how long it’s going to be like that?”
 
   “He isn’t sure.  Could be a while.  Or it could change back next week.”
 
   “Great.”  Becky sighed, not sure how to approach this.  Emma had always been shy, as she’d said to Dr. Zeller, but she had never seemed so aloof before.  “Do you want to get anything to eat?  That hospital food can’t have been very good.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   This didn’t come as a surprise as Emma had never eaten much; she didn’t use food as a coping mechanism like Becky.  “We should probably at least stop at the grocery store.  We’re all out of protein powder and Red Bull.”
 
   Emma showed no reaction to this joke; it was almost as if she were some kind of robot constructed to take the real Emma’s place.  She did finally turn her head; her steely blue eyes seemed to bore into Becky as she said, “I want to go to the cemetery.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  You should go home and get some rest.”
 
   “I got plenty of rest in there.  I want to see where you buried her.”
 
   They had not let Emma out to attend her own child’s funeral.  It had been a private service, with just Becky, Aggie, Akako, Dan, Amanda, Megan, and Dr. Pavelski in attendance.  The latter Becky hadn’t wanted to attend until Aggie persuaded her the doctor had done what she could and needed some closure as much as any of them.  Of course the one who needed closure the most was the one they wouldn’t let attend.
 
   Becky didn’t want to take Emma there so soon, but she supposed maybe it would help her cope with Louise’s death.  Maybe it would help her confront the problem.  That would be progress.  “Sure.  It’s along the way.”
 
   Becky had considered burying Louise in the Parkdale cemetery where Emma’s parents were interred, but ultimately decided it would be best to keep the two great tragedies in Emma’s life separated from each other.  To that end she’d buried little Louise in the Rampart Gardens Cemetery in the historical district.  As the cemetery had been in existence since before Rampart’s founding space was at a premium, but they agreed to find room for Louise thanks to a generous donation by Dan.
 
   Dan’s money also got them a plot in a premium spot—on a hill, next to an old oak tree.  The tombstone was red granite with the inscription:  “Louise Gladys Earl, Beloved Daughter.”  Becky had put only the year on the tombstone, not individual birth or death dates; she found that too depressing.  Louise had been alive for less than twelve hours, almost all of that time spent in a hospital incubator; never once had her mother held her.
 
   Becky stopped the car at the base of the hill.  As Becky unbuckled her seatbelt, Emma said, “I’d like to go alone.”
 
   “Of course.”  From the driver’s seat, Becky watched her friend trudge up the hill to Louise’s grave.  The grass hadn’t grown over it yet, but there was a bouquet of flowers there that Becky had left two days ago, unless some caretaker had stolen them.  
 
   Once Emma was at the grave, Becky waited for her to break down, to collapse in front of the grave and dissolve into sobs.  That didn’t happen.  Instead, Emma merely knelt down in front of the grave and stayed that way for three hours.  During that time Becky considered going up there to make sure Emma hadn’t found a way to kill herself, but she resisted this urge.  Whatever Emma said or did up there was private, between a grieving mother and the daughter she would never get to see.
 
   After the third hour, Emma stood up and walked down the path to the car.  Her eyes weren’t tinged with red and there were no tears evident on her cheeks.  The seeming calmness and composure of her best friend was enough to make Becky queasy.  She wondered again if Emma would ever be the same.
 
   “Now we can go home,” Emma said.
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t stay home for long.  She changed out of the clothes Becky had brought her at the hospital, into a denim work shirt and blue jeans, clothes appropriate for where she needed to go.  It didn’t surprise her that Becky planted herself in front of the door to the garage.  “Where are you going?”
 
   “The museum.”
 
   “The Plaine Museum?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “To the Sanctuary?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Jesus, Emma, you just got out of the hospital.  Don’t you think you should take one night off?”
 
   “I took the last three months off.”
 
   “And the city is still here.”
 
   “This isn’t what you think.”
 
   “Really?  What do I think?”
 
   “You think I’m throwing myself into work to avoid the grief.”
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Then what do you call it?”
 
   “Keeping a promise.”
 
   In the end Becky relented.  “Just try to be careful, will you?”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said.  She nodded slightly before she went into the garage, where her motorcycle sat in the same spot where she’d left it before she’d gotten on a magic carpet for her ill-fated trip to the archives.
 
   While it might have felt good to open up the throttle all the way and tear along the streets of Rampart City at a hundred miles an hour, she kept her speed under the limit.  She didn’t have the Scarlet Knight’s armor to protect her and she had no intention of going back to the hospital any time soon if she could help it.  So she coasted through the busy afternoon traffic and tried not to feel self-conscious after two months in a psych ward.
 
   For the first time since she was a teenager, she paid to park in the Plaine Museum garage.  She stood in line for a ticket; the security guards didn’t recognize her after over two years and with her different hair color.  After she bought her ticket, she stood in front of Alex the mastodon for a moment.  She wanted to reach out and touch his tusk as she’d done when she was three, but she knew she couldn’t.  She searched the crowds to make sure no one saw her—and made sure Dan wasn’t around—before she headed for the elevator.
 
   Guests weren’t supposed to use the staff elevator.  She ignored this rule.  If anyone asked, she would claim she was lost and had got into the wrong elevator.  But no one asked as she entered the backdoor code she had programmed into the system years ago and the doors closed to whisk her down to the sub-subbasement.
 
   When the doors opened again, she felt a moment of disorientation to see the old crates looking not as disintegrated as in the future.  There was also no radiation suit with boots hanging from a hook, something she would have to correct.  She had put on her old work boots from her fieldwork days to walk along the muddy path to the false wall that led to the Sanctuary.
 
   She experienced another moment of disorientation at the false wall.  She tried to pass her hand through it before she remembered it was just plaster, not a hologram like twenty years from now.  She found the latch to open the wall and pushed it aside so she could crawl into the Sanctuary.
 
   There were no holograms in the Sanctuary either, just the more conventional TV monitor and maps.  These didn’t concern her for the moment.  Instead, she retrieved the cutting torch and a pair of goggles.  With these, she began to open the silver metal box in the center of the room.
 
   She cut along the top of the case and then along the seams on one side.  With this done, she could push aside the lid and then reach inside to pull out the red case.  As when she’d put it in there, the red case seemed to weigh several tons until it was completely free of the homemade box with its magic dampening properties.
 
   Only then did Marlin finally appear like a genie popping out of a lamp.  Unlike a genie, he looked none too happy.  “It’s about time you got here.  Do you have any idea—” the ghost stopped.  He floated closer to her.  “What happened to you?  How many years did you keep me inside that infernal box of yours?”
 
   “It’s only been three months.”
 
   “Then I must be going colorblind.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “One of those conjurers use a potion on you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You just felt like dyeing your hair white, is that it?  Maybe some kind of fashion statement?”
 
   “That’s not it either.”  As Marlin tried to guess what had happened to her, Emma opened the red case.  Inside she found the scarlet armor undamaged from three months inside its prison.  She began to strap it on; her fingers worked clumsily as if she still had arthritis in her joints.  When she got to the bottom, she felt another moment of disorientation not to see the Book of Isis there.
 
   There would be no Book of Isis now.  It would remain in the sands of Egypt since Louise wouldn’t be around to find it.  Another time she might have cried at this thought, but by now she’d run out of tears for Louise—and herself.  She picked up the helmet and settled it over her head.  Then she flipped up the visor, so Marlin could see her face.
 
   “I’m sorry for what I did to you.”
 
   “You should be.  You don’t have any idea what it’s like to have to sit there facing the same wall day after day.”
 
   “I do have some experience with that.”
 
   Marlin raised an eyebrow at this but let the remark pass.  “Well, after three months I suppose we have a lot of catching up to do.  The don’s probably recovered from the mess that assassin made.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “We ought to get to it then.  You’ve probably got to get home to change diapers and such nonsense as that.”
 
   “No, I don’t.”
 
   “Hired a nanny, did you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just going to let your fat friend take care of the tike?”
 
   “She’s dead.”  Emma flipped down the visor, to leave Marlin stammering as she crawled through the false wall, back to the hatch that opened to the sewers.
 
   The ghost caught up to her.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  He sounded more sincere than he ever had before.  “How did it happen?”
 
   “She was born too early.  She just couldn’t take it.”
 
   “Awful, that.  Never good when a child dies, especially one so young.”  Marlin shook his head.  “If you don’t want to go out for a while, I’ll understand.”
 
   “No, you’re right:  I need to get back out there.  The don is probably running wild.”  She flipped up the visor again so Marlin could see her eyes.  “She’s not going to run this town anymore.  I promise you that.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Go and see what she’s up to.  I have a stop to make first.”
 
   ***
 
   She knew Jim wouldn’t want to see her.  What she didn’t know was if he knew Louise was dead or not.  Rats couldn’t read obituaries or tombstones, so unless one of his scouts had been around the hospital or the funeral home, she doubted he knew.  For all she knew, he might not know she was back yet.
 
   With the golden cape wrapped around her body she slunk along the sewers in search of Jim.  When she came to one of his garbage sculptures of her, she paused to admire it.  She imagined the sculptures Jim would have made of Louise, of the little girl whose feelings he had tried to protect, the little girl who would never be now.
 
   Her first stop was Jim’s workshop, an out of service tube where he put together his masterpieces and slept on a bed made out of discarded cardboard.  He wasn’t in there.  The sewers of Rampart City were a nearly endless maze, so she supposed he could be anywhere.  It would be better to find one of his friends and ask them where the king had gone.
 
   Maybe he’s dead, she thought with a shiver.  There had been unrest among the rat population before she left, so it was entirely possible that some rogue group of rats had managed to kill him.  There were other, more conventional ways he could have died as well, such as a heart attack or to break something and then drown in the sewage.
 
   Before she began to write his obituary, she decided there was one other place to try first.  She tramped along the sewers until she came to the waterfront.  About nine months ago Jim had taken her to his special place, a pipe that overlooked the harbor.  He had dragged a couple of broken chairs and some boxes there to make a sort of observation lounge inside the pipe.
 
   As she neared the pipe opening, she minded her steps, so as not to make any large splashes that might alert Jim to her presence.  She felt a mixture of relief and dread when she saw his silhouette in one of the chairs, his back turned as he stared out at the water.  Was he thinking about her?  About Louise?  She supposed there was only one way to find out.
 
   The other chair was unoccupied at the moment.  She kept the cape around her body until she sat down.  Only then did she brush the cape away so he could see her.  “Hello, Jim,” she said.
 
   He turned to her; he looked exactly the same as she remembered, no new scars from the unrest down here.  “You back.”
 
   “Yes, I’m back.”  She took off the helmet and shook out her white hair.
 
   “You different.”
 
   “Yes, I’m different.”
 
   “Still pretty.”
 
   For the first time in two months, she smiled.  Everyone else had acted shocked when they saw her hair; even the doctors and nurses in the psych ward had given her strange looks when she emerged from her room the day after being admitted, her hair completely white.  They had interrogated her for an hour to make sure she wasn’t an impostor.  But Jim showed none of their surprise or fear of it.  “Thank you,” she said.
 
   They sat side-by-side on their chairs for a while to stare out at the harbor as freighters, cruise ships, and yachts all glided along the water.  As she watched them, Emma felt again the same numbness she’d felt after her first night in the psych ward.  The numbness came from the simple thought that while Louise was gone, life went on.  Her daughter was dead, but she still woke up in the morning, ate breakfast, and read a book.  
 
   That was when she stopped crying for Louise and made herself a promise:  once she was released from the hospital, she would do such a good job as the Scarlet Knight that there would never need to be a replacement.  First she would finally bring Don Vendetta to justice.  Then she would move on to whoever tried to take the don’s place.  Eventually, when the time came, she would find a way to deal with Isis.  It was probably foolhardy to think she could rid the world of evil, but it was all she could do.  Louise would have been a great Scarlet Knight, even better than her, but she was dead and all Emma could do was try to accomplish what she would have.
 
   To break the silence, Jim said, “I miss you.”
 
   “I missed you too.”  They leaned over at the same time; their lips met in the middle, just as had happened the first time Jim brought her here.  While in the psych ward, she had thought a lot about her and Jim.  She knew they didn’t have a future together even without Louise.  They were from two different worlds, one above and the other belowground.  These brief encounters and stolen kisses were the best they could manage.
 
   At the same time, she didn’t want to stop seeing him.  While it was as foolhardy as her idea to rid the city of crime, she still loved him.  If they could never be married or make another baby, she didn’t care.  From her glimpse of the future, she knew a “normal” life would never be for her, but then none of her life had ever been “normal.”
 
   When their lips parted, she said, “We need to talk.”
 
   “About baby.”
 
   “Louise.”
 
   “Pretty name.”
 
   “It was my mother’s.”
 
   “Still pretty.”
 
   She put a hand to her mouth, to stifle a laugh at this, as she wasn’t sure if Jim had really joked or not.  The twinkle in his eye told her that he had, so she allowed herself to laugh in a way she hadn’t for so long.
 
   After the last echoes of her laugh faded, she turned serious again.  “Jim, this isn’t going to be easy to say.”  She took a deep breath and then spit it out, “She’s dead.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “There was an accident and I gave birth to her too soon.  She was too weak to survive.”
 
   She waited for his reaction.  In the hospital she had considered various scenarios.  He might go crazy as she had and try to kill her.  He might break down and sob and wail.  He might simply go catatonic.
 
   He didn’t do any of these things.  He did stare blankly at her for a moment before he nodded.  “You see her before she die?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She pretty like you?”
 
   “Yes, she was very pretty.  She had your nose and your teeth.  Her eyes were blue like mine.  Her hair was curly like yours but red, a little darker than mine used to be.”  Emma sighed as she thought of the young woman she’d met in the future.  “She was smart, even smarter than me.”
 
   “How you know this?”
 
   “I saw her, Jim.  I saw her when she was nineteen years old.  She was a scientist, like me.  We both worked at the museum.  She was just getting back from a dig in Egypt, a country that’s a long way from here.”  She paused and saw he hung on every word, as hungry to hear about their daughter as she was.
 
   So as the sun began to go down over the harbor and the ships turned on their lights, she told him the rest.
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Chapter 1
 
   The therapist’s office always annoyed her.  The koi pond with its miniature waterfall in the center of the room and the vanilla-scented incense in the corner were supposed to soothe her, but she found the phoniness of these touches bothersome.  For that reason she had her white leather armchair turned to face the window; she lined it up so she could look down at the front of the Plaine Museum, the size of it from this height the same as the scale model in her office.
 
   The first thing she did after she shook Dr. Richman’s hand was to turn the chair.  The second was to compose her ungainly frame; she slouched down into the chair like the man in those old Maxell commercials.  She would then let out a sigh to signal she was ready for the session to begin.
 
   The first three months of her therapy consisted of her merely sitting in the chair with a pad of paper, to write out her “personal history” as Dr. Richman called it.  She was supposed to write down everything she could remember in chronological order from as far back as she could recall.  In her case this proved to be all the way back to when she was a year old, nearly thirty years ago.  Dr. Richman had advised her not to color the personal history with any emotions, just to provide the facts; as a scientist she found this process easy enough.
 
   For the last twenty-one months they had rehashed the personal history, “coloring it in,” as the doctor described it.  Much to her chagrin, they didn’t go in any sort of order; she suspected Dr. Richman had torn her history into pieces and then drew one randomly from a hat before each session.  Last time he’d forced her to talk about her first date when she was fourteen.
 
   This time, after she’d gone through her usual process, Dr. Richman said, “Tell me about Jimmy Gates.”
 
   She tried not to sigh or show any kind of annoyance for the doctor to key in on.  “He was a boy in my third grade class.  He used to bully Becky and I.”
 
   “He was expelled from school, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Yes.  After he attacked me with a knife, cutting off some of my hair.”
 
   “How did that make you feel?”
 
   She considered this for a moment.  She had spent days in bed, afraid to come out.  Her childhood lisp had reasserted itself.  “Distraught,” she finally said.
 
   “Why ‘distraught?’” the doctor asked.
 
   “Because he could have killed me.  He might have if Becky hadn’t got the teacher.”
 
   “Was that the first time you faced death?”
 
   “Yes.”  Certainly not the last.  She faced death every night now, usually more than once, but back then she had been a little girl in the suburbs.  Her grandparents had all died before she was born and her parents hadn’t allowed her to own so much as an ant farm, to protect her from death.  But they couldn’t protect her from that forever.
 
   “What else did you feel, besides ‘distraught?’”
 
   “Shame.  Embarrassment.”
 
   “Anger?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You didn’t want to hurt Jimmy?  You didn’t want revenge?”
 
   “He was expelled and sent to juvenile hall.  By the time he got out, I was in college and by the time I came back he was doing his first stint in prison.”
 
   “But if it would have been possible, would you have tried to take revenge?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   Dr. Richman made an interested grunt and she knew he was writing something down.  At least once a session he asked if she felt angry about something.  A month ago he asked if her first period made her feel angry, an idea she found ludicrous.  He kept trying to get her to admit she had a problem with anger, no doubt because her anger had landed her in his office to start with.  After her baby died, she’d nearly killed a doctor and two orderlies.  She’d spent two months in the hospital psychiatric ward before she was released on the condition she see Dr. Richman twice a week at his office in Executive Plaza.  Because of this, the doctor searched for signs she might be a dangerous maniac.
 
   There was no way she could tell him about her nights, which invariably involved putting a dozen people in the hospital.  Dr. Richman had promised complete confidentiality, but there were only a handful of people who knew about her secret life and she preferred to keep it that way.
 
   “Do you ever think about Jimmy anymore?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you think the way Jimmy violated you contributed to your lack of interest in dating?”
 
   For the first time in the session she permitted herself to smile.  Sometimes Dr. Richman could be pretty sharp.  “I hadn’t thought about that before.  Maybe.”
 
   “How do you feel about men?”
 
   “Some are very nice.  Some aren’t.  Jimmy wasn’t.”
 
   “What about your father?  Was he nice?”
 
   She closed her eyes.  The enduring image of her father was him at the breakfast table, dressed in his shirt and tie for work.  He lowered the newspaper as she skipped up to the table.  “Hey, kiddo,” he said and held out his arms.  “Give your old man a kiss.”
 
   “He was very nice.”
 
   “How often did he raise his voice to you?”
 
   “Twice, I think.”
 
   “Did he ever hit you?”
 
   “Just once.”
 
   “How did that make you feel?”
 
   She smiled again.  Her father had given her two light taps on the backside when she was seven for using a curse word.  When he turned her back around, his face looked far more distraught than she felt.  “I felt ashamed to disappoint him.”
 
   “His approval was important to you?”
 
   She thought back to how she’d run to the front door when he came home to show him the latest A+ she earned or to tell him about the book she’d read.  “Yes.”
 
   “What about your mother’s approval?”
 
   She remembered Mom waiting after school to pick up her and Becky.  The moment she sat down on her booster seat and put on her seatbelt, she’d start to tell Mom about what she’d learned at school.  Mom would always nod along while she drove and say, “That’s great, baby” or “How interesting” or “Oh really?”  With someone else that might have been an act, but Mom would always remember; she would fill in anything she didn’t mention to Daddy when he came home.  “Yes.”
 
   “But you didn’t follow in either of their footsteps.”
 
   “My fingers were too clumsy to play the cello.”
 
   “Do you think your mother was disappointed by that?”
 
   She shrugged.  When she was six she’d spent most of the summer trying to learn the violin, but it never sounded as beautiful as the tapes she had of Mom’s cello performances; it sounded more like someone strangling a cat.  This was the first time she’d failed at something and she hadn’t taken that well; she’d thrown the violin to the floor and screamed.  Mom had come into the room and given her a hug.  “It’s all right, baby.  You can’t be good at everything.”
 
   “Probably a little.”
 
   “Your father was a CPA.  Did you ever consider that path?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I loved science.”  She thought of when she was three and her parents had taken her to the Plaine Museum.  The janitor, whom she would come to know as Percival Graves, the former Scarlet Knight, lifted the rope so she could touch the tusk of Alex the mastodon.  That event had transformed her life and from then on she’d never seriously considered being anything other than a scientist.
 
   “Why do you love science?”
 
   “I like finding answers and understanding the world better.”  She turned her head slightly so she could see him in his identical white chair, dressed in a contrasting black shirt and pants, like a priest, except without the white collar.  The horned-rim glasses he wore were another affectation like the koi pond and incense she found bothersome.  If their situations were reversed, she would have asked him about the glasses and the pencil mustache.  “Why do you love psychology?”
 
   “Touché,” he said.  “Did your parents support your interest in science?”
 
   She turned back to face the Plaine Museum.  Her parents had taken her there dozens of times.  While other kids wanted to go to Chuck E. Cheese or an amusement park for their birthdays, she would always ask to go to the museum.  Her parents never complained about this or tried to interest her in anything more “normal.”  It had been their support of her interest in science that had taken them to the planetarium that night, after which they were killed by two men fleeing from a bank robbery.  “Yes,” she said simply.
 
   The doctor must not have noticed anything in her voice as he didn’t write down any notes.  “How are things at the museum?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Do you feel stressed at all?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “Do you ever feel like lashing out?”
 
   She smiled to herself again; Dr. Richman never could stay away from that area for long.  “No.”
 
   The doctor shuffled some papers, which was always a sign they were near the end of the session.  “Do you know what tomorrow is?”
 
   “Thursday.”
 
   “Your sense of humor seems to be improving.”  Dr. Richman cleared his throat.  “Tomorrow Louise would have been two years old.  Do you realize that?”
 
   “Of course I do,” she said.  She managed to keep her voice even.
 
   “Are you planning to do anything?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “Are you going to light a candle or take flowers to her grave or anything like that?”  Though these suggestions were innocent enough, she knew the doctor was fishing for a sign she might plan to go on a homicidal rampage.
 
   “I’ll go visit her, like I always do.”
 
   “How often do you visit her?”
 
   “When I can.”  After she’d been released from the hospital, she had gone to Louise’s grave in Rampart Gardens Cemetery every day.  After the first year, when she began to work in Westfield, she cut back to four or five times a week.  Now she was down to two or three times a week, something she felt a little guilty about.  Things were simply too busy with both of her jobs; she promised she would make it up to Louise later.
 
   “What do you do when you go there?”
 
   “I talk to her.”
 
   “Do you think she can hear you?”
 
   She could have lied at this point easily enough and said as a scientist she knew Louise was dead, unable to hear anything.  But she didn’t believe that.  She had died twice already and knew there was more than simply being put in the ground as worm food.  “I know she can.”
 
   “Does she talk back to you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How long do you spend talking to her each visit?  On average.”
 
   “A couple of hours.”
 
   “What do you talk about?”
 
   “Whatever’s going on.”
 
   “Do you talk to your parents?”
 
   “No.”  She did go to their graves once a year to put flowers on their graves, but she never said anything more than, “I’m sorry.”  There never seemed like anything more she could say to them.
 
   “But you talk to Louise.”
 
   “Yes.”  She resisted the urge to sigh with annoyance.  “I want to feel close to her.”
 
   “And going to her grave does that?”
 
   “For a little while.”
 
   Dr. Richman closed his notebook.  “I’m afraid we’re out of time for today.  I might have some extra time tomorrow if you’d like to talk.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine.”  She stood up and then as she always did, she turned the chair back around for the next patient.  As he always did, Dr. Richman stood up to shake her hand again.
 
   “I’ll see you next week.  If you feel the urge to talk before then, my door is always open.”
 
   “I know.  Thank you.”
 
   Only once she was in the elevator did Dr. Emma Earl allow herself to sag against the wall; she felt as always she’d been worked over by a couple of Don Vendetta’s thugs.  In this case it was her mind being worked over, the secrets and idiosyncrasies being pried out of her and exposed to the light of day.  At least with the don’s goons she could wear her armor for protection.
 
   As the elevator came to a stop to let more people on, she straightened to slip into her other, far less tangible suit of armor.
 
   ***
 
   It had taken an entire session almost a year ago to explain to Dr. Richman she needed the first appointment of the day.  The doctor seemed to think her need to get in first was tied to her workaholic nature.  The good doctor had never tried to navigate the highways at three o’clock.  Even on her motorcycle and taking liberties with traffic laws it took her an hour to get from Executive Plaza to Westfield.  After a thorough analysis of Emma’s work habits, Dr. Richman finally approved her request.
 
   The trips to Westfield became necessary about that time when she received a very unexpected phone call.  The last person Emma expected to hear from eight months removed from her stay in the psych ward was the director of the Plaine Museum, who hadn’t spoken to her since she had fired Emma nearly five years earlier after she was wrongly accused of the Heartbreaker Killings.  The only communication she received from the director was the standard letter to thank her for her membership in the Friends of the Museum program.
 
   Emma was on summer vacation from Rampart State University, looking over her syllabus for the upcoming year, when the director’s secretary called.  “The director would like to speak to you about a very important matter,” the secretary said.  She wouldn’t elaborate on what; she merely offered Emma the chance to set up an appointment.
 
   Another person might have still held a grudge over her dismissal, but she understood the director’s reasons, even if she didn’t approve of them.  So she had gone to the meeting.  When she was younger, Emma had always found the director’s presence intimidating, the way she leaned forward, tented her fingers, and glared at you as if you were a naughty child.  At twenty-seven, having given birth to and lost a child, Emma found herself no longer intimidated.
 
   As usual the director came right to the point.  “Tomorrow in the Times there will be an article about the director of our Westfield branch being arrested for mismanagement of museum funds.  This opens up a very unique opportunity for you, Dr. Earl.”
 
   “Don’t you have an assistant director?”
 
   The director leaned back in her chair; her smile had a reptilian quality to it.  “In consulting with the accounting department, I think the Westfield branch would be best served by a complete housekeeping.”
 
   “I’m honored you thought of me, ma’am, but I was only assistant director here for a short time.  There has to be someone more qualified.”
 
   “Let’s not beat around the bush here, Dr. Earl.  There’s no doubt you would have already been running the Westfield branch if not for that unpleasantness a few years ago.”
 
   Emma leaned forward now to give the director her own steely glare.  “If I can be blunt, ma’am, you fired me because of a crime I didn’t commit.  What makes you think I would want to work for you again?”
 
   The director looked down at her planner.  “Membership number 52903.  Earl, Emma Jane, PhD.  That’s you, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  I still like to visit the museum.  I have friends who work here.  It doesn’t mean I want to work here.”
 
   “You’d rather make thirty-five thousand a year at Rampart State?”
 
   “I like teaching.”
 
   The director continued to smile as she sighed theatrically.  “Very well, Dr. Earl.  I apologize for letting you go.  I should have stood by you then.  Does that make you happy?”
 
   “I still don’t know why you need me.”
 
   “Because given the mismanagement that has plagued the Westfield branch, I need someone capable, but more importantly, someone honest.” 
 
   “And someone released from a psych ward eight months ago.  I don’t suppose that’s going to get you very good press,” Emma said.  
 
   “That was far less publicized and I think most people can understand a grieving mother temporarily losing control.  You haven’t had any relapses since then, have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well then.  Shall we discuss the benefits package?”
 
   In the end Emma had agreed to the job, but mentally kicked herself for being so predictable.  The director had known that while she enjoyed being a teacher, Emma’s first love would always be the Plaine Museum.  With a job at the museum’s new suburban branch, she put herself in line to eventually take over the original museum.  And the salary and benefits were much better than Rampart State could offer.
 
   Dr. Maxwell, the man who had saved her from becoming destitute when he offered her a job at Rampart State, didn’t have any problem with her quitting to work at the museum.  “We both knew this was only temporary,” he said.  “We were lucky to have someone so talented even for a little while.”
 
   “I hope I’m not putting you out.”
 
   “Nonsense.  We’ll find someone to take your workload, though I doubt he or she will really be a replacement.”  They had shook hands and then Emma cleaned out her tiny office.  
 
   Emma found a message from Megan Putnam on her BlackBerry as she parked her bike in the museum’s garage.  Megan needed a ride to Aggie’s house tonight for Renee’s birthday party.  “Let me check with Becky,” Emma texted back.  She didn’t want to carry someone as fragile as Megan on her motorcycle.
 
   She nearly dropped the BlackBerry when she saw Becky in front of the museum.  The Westfield branch—officially known as the Plaine Museum North Branch—didn’t have the Greek-inspired façade with its columns and steps, just a flat sidewalk that led up to an ordinary rectangle of blue-tinted glass that would have looked at home in any industrial park in the suburbs.  Emma tucked the BlackBerry back into her purse and said, “I was thinking about you.”
 
   “Something good, I hope,” Becky said.
 
   “Megan needs a ride for tonight.  I thought it might be better if you picked her up.”
 
   “Maybe,” Becky said, something ominous in her voice.  “I actually came here to talk to you about that.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.  Let’s go up to my office then.”  Emma led Becky inside.  She waved to the security guards and the ticket takers, to signal them that Becky was with her.  She threaded her way past a tour group of third graders from Tate Elementary in Auburn Fields.  She hoped to sneak by unnoticed, but the guide waved to her.
 
   “Kids, this is Dr. Earl, the director of the museum.”
 
   “Hi kids,” Emma said.  “Are you all having fun?”  There was a halfhearted response to this.  By the end of the tour she hoped they would be far more excited.  
 
   As always, she couldn’t resist pointing to the centerpiece of the main gallery, a life-size, robotic version of Alex the mastodon.  “Does anyone know what that is?”
 
   “A woolly mammoth,” one boy said.  “Like in Ice Age.”
 
   “That’s almost true, but we actually call them mastodons.”  As she always did, she turned to the mastodon.  “Alex, say hello to the nice boys and girls.”  The mastodon raised its head and trunk and then let out a roar that sent a few of the more timid children reeling while others shouted their approval.
 
   She put a hand on the tour guide’s shoulder and then said, “I’m going to leave you in Nancy’s capable hands now.  You kids ask her anything you want.”  She gave the third graders a wink before she hurried off to the elevator, where Becky waited for her.
 
   “You get a kick out of that, don’t you?” Becky said.
 
   “It is kind of fun.  Worth every penny.”  The robotic mastodon had been one of her early initiatives, as well as a directive that all tour guides should be friendly and—above all—knowledgeable about every exhibit in the museum.  She had personally drilled the guides until she was sure they were ready.  The best ones she offered extra money and benefits in order to retain them.  
 
   The Plaine Museum North didn’t have the research labs of the original museum, so that the administration office was on the third floor.  Emma passed by the various cubicles; she stopped every so often to wish her employees a good morning.
 
   As befitted her station as the one in charge, her office was in the corner.  In front of the door with her name on it was the desk for her secretary, Leslie Mills.  Leslie had been Emma’s secretary at the original Plaine Museum when she headed the geology department and during her brief tenure as assistant director.  Though Leslie was about forty years older, some people mistook them for sisters since Emma’s hair had gone white after Louise’s death.
 
   “Messages are waiting on your desk, Dr. Earl,” Leslie said.
 
   “Thanks.  Ms. Beech and I have a little business to discuss first.”  Emma opened the door to her office and then turned back to Leslie.  “Could you make sure Dr. Rossini has those cost projections on my desk by this afternoon?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Becky waited until the door closed to say, “Look at you, the powerbroker.  To think you couldn’t go to the bathroom by yourself twenty years ago.”
 
   “That was one time and only because it was dark and smelled like something died in there.”  Emma sat behind her desk and leaned back in her chair a little.  The good thing about the glass building was the amount of light it let in, which gave the room a pleasant glow on sunny days.
 
   An ominous shadow fell over the room from a passing cloud; Becky’s expression darkened in time with this.  “I wanted to talk to you about the party tonight.”
 
   “What about it?  Did you change your mind about the stroller?”  For half a Saturday they had looked at various strollers to buy for Renee.  Aggie and Akako had a carriage, but Renee was quickly outgrowing it and Aggie’s was two hundred years old, without the modern conveniences like a cup holder and storage for a diaper bag and toys.  The one they’d picked out was adjustable as well so Akako and Aggie could keep it until Renee no longer needed a stroller.
 
   “No, the stroller’s fine.  I wanted to make sure you really wanted to go tonight.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I want to go?”
 
   “It’s that going to a one-year-old’s birthday party on the eve of—you know what—might not be the best idea.”
 
   Emma took on the same tone as Dr. Richman as she asked, “Do you think I’m jealous of Renee because of what happened to Louise?”
 
   “Maybe not jealous per se.  I thought maybe you’d rather have some time alone.”
 
   “I’m happy for Akako and Aggie.  And I love Renee.  You know that.”  Emma and Becky had been named as Renee’s godmothers and while there hadn’t been a formal baptism or christening, they had held an informal party to celebrate this shortly after Renee’s birth.  “Is this really why you came all the way down here?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m worried about you.  It’s been two years and your hair still hasn’t changed back.  And—” Becky stopped herself with a sigh.
 
   “And what?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “You’re so damned cool about it.  Maybe it’s because of all that therapy.  When was the last time you cried for her?”
 
   “I don’t like the implication of what you’re saying.”
 
   “There you go again.  You say that but you don’t raise your voice.  Your cheeks don’t even turn redder.  It’s like you’re a goddamned robot.” 
 
   “What do you want me to do:  wail, gnash my teeth, rent my clothes?  Go around in sackcloth and ashes?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’d like to know what they did to you in that psych ward.”
 
   “They didn’t do anything to me.”
 
   “Could you at least tell me what you’re thinking?  I can’t tell anymore.”
 
   Emma went around the desk to put a hand on Becky’s shoulder.  “You’ve been a good friend to me all through this.  I appreciate your concerns, but I need to handle this in my own way.”
 
   “I’m worried you’re becoming someone else.  Someone I don’t really know.”
 
   “You’re still my best friend, Becky.  You always will be, no matter what color my hair is.”
 
   This brought a smile to Becky’s face.  “I am starting to get used to it.  And it’s kind of nice for people to think I’m the younger one for a change.”  Becky’s smile faded as she looked Emma in the eye.  “You’re really sure you want to go tonight?  You don’t have to.”
 
   “I’m sure.  I want to be there for Renee.”
 
   “All right, if that’s what you really want.”  Becky checked her watch.  “I’d better get to the office.  Can you let Megan know I’ll pick her up at six?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you want a ride too?”
 
   “I can make it on my own.  I’ll have some work to do afterwards.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “I made a promise, Becky.  I intend to keep it.”
 
   Becky stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “I’ll see you at Aggie’s then.”
 
   “See you tonight.”
 
   After Becky was gone, Emma turned in her chair to face the windows.  There wasn’t that much of a view, as like most suburbs Westfield didn’t have any buildings more than five stories tall.  In the distance she saw Robinson Tower and the rest of the Rampart City skyline.  When she turned her gaze downward, she saw Becky walking slowly down the sidewalk, back to the parking garage.  She looked up for a moment and then continued to walk.
 
   Emma turned and went back to work.
 
   ***
 
   When Akako first found out she was pregnant, when Aggie began the slow and rather painful transition from a man back to a woman, they discussed where Renee should grow up.  Despite Aggie’s insistence that vanishing and magic carpets were perfectly safe for an infant, Akako decided their daughter should not be raised in the archives.  “What kind of life can she have growing up in a cave?” Akako had asked.
 
   Ultimately Aggie had conceded the point, though she doubted Renee would ever have what anyone considered a “normal” life.  A child who was raised by two women, who was half-white and half-Asian, and who was half-witch to boot could never hope to be “normal” by any definition.  For this reason Aggie had been reluctant to even consider the idea until she’d talked with Emma, who thanks to a spell in the archives had gone into the future and seen the nearly-adult Renee.  Emma claimed Renee would struggle, but in the end she would find her way.
 
   To convince Akako of this had taken some time.  Especially after Louise died, Akako didn’t feel the time was right for them to have a child.  “It would seem like we’re trying to replace her.”  In the end Emma had gone to the archives and had a chat with Akako to give her blessing.  A month later, after the gender confusion potion Aggie drank took full effect, they conceived Renee in Akako’s quarters in the archives.
 
   Once Akako knew she was pregnant and they knew Renee would grow up in Rampart City, the next question became what Akako would do.  This required meeting with Glenda, the head of the coven, who was technically Akako’s employer, though the archivist position didn’t pay anything or offer any sort of traditional benefits like a health plan or 401K.
 
   As was typical with Glenda, the meeting took place in a pub in Dublin.  In a corner booth, Glenda and Aggie—still with a patchy beard and child-sized male genitalia—drank beers while Akako drank cranberry juice.  “You’ve really done it this time, Agnes,” Glenda said.  “I don’t know how much longer I can protect you.”
 
   “I don’t need your protection,” Aggie said.  Her voice cracked to deflate the defiance in this statement.  
 
   “You could be expelled for this.  We could have your powers revoked.”
 
   “You could.”
 
   “I don’t want it to come to that.”
 
   “Then don’t let it.  Akako, Renee, and I will be fine without your interference.”
 
   “You’ve already named it?”
 
   “Her name is Renee, yes.  She’s going to be a beautiful girl.”
 
   “She’s going to be a freak,” Glenda said.
 
   “All that matters is that we will love her,” Akako said.  “With or without your permission.”
 
   “So I take it you’re going through with this abomination?  There’s still plenty of time to get rid of the creature.”
 
   “We’re not getting rid of anything,” Aggie said.  She wished again she didn’t look like a thirteen-year-old boy at the moment to give her voice and glare a little more effect.  Not that it would really work on a three-thousand-year-old witch in any case.  “We came here to discuss Akako taking a leave of absence.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “At least a year.  Maybe two.”
 
   “That long?”
 
   “I could come back a few times a month, once Renee has stopped breast feeding,” Akako said.  “Most everything is on the computers now anyway.  No reason one of you couldn’t run that for a little while.”
 
   “What about if someone needs something in the vault?  You know how dangerous that can be,” Glenda said.  Aggie and Akako both knew this well enough; they had seen and experienced it for themselves already.  A rogue spell from the archives had transported them to an alternate dimension, where Akako had become a little girl named Renee, for whom their child was named.
 
   “That hardly ever happens.”  Akako had printed out a sheet of statistics to back this up.  Glenda, never one to be interested in numbers, waved her hand dismissively.  “I think you get the idea.  And if you really need something, it only takes a few hours for me to get there by carpet.”
 
   “Maybe we should find another one of you.  There’s enough of them around.”
 
   “You’d have to tear a hole in space-time.  It’s not easy,” Akako said.  Such a hole was how she had wound up in this universe from an alternate dimension in the first place.
 
   Quantum physics were another area where Glenda had little interest.  “Whatever.  You can have as much time as you want, so long as you make sure the child does not find out about magic or the coven.  Is that understood?”
 
   “She’s bound to find out when she’s old enough,” Aggie said.  Emma had told her that Renee would have magical abilities of her own, just not like those of the rest of the coven.
 
   “Until then, keep it under your hat.  Both of you.”
 
   That was the deal they’d struck and when she saw how happy Akako looked as she carried Renee downstairs for the party, Aggie didn’t feel an ounce of regret.  At the foot of the steps, Akako turned Renee to face her.  The child looked the way Emma had described her, with Aggie’s pale skin and blue eyes, though the latter had Akako’s Asian shape to them.  She had already outgrown the clothes Aggie had sewn for her, both in height and girth.  Akako stroked the little girl’s tuft of brown hair and said, “Are you ready to see Mommy and Daddy’s friends?”
 
   Aggie doubted Renee understood the question, but she said, “Yes.”  Two months ago she had blurted out her first word:  Mama.  Appropriately she applied this to Akako, while Aggie she referred to as Agga.  Despite that she’d learned more words like “Yes,” “No,” and “Hungy” for hungry, she still did not say Aggie’s name properly.  Sometimes this bothered Aggie, who remembered her three sons had called her Mama, but at times like this she didn’t mind.
 
   Renee seemed perfectly relaxed and happy, at least until they entered the dining room, where everyone had gathered.  It was a small gathering, just the extended family of Emma, Rebecca, Megan Putnam, and Dan Dreyfus.  The latter two’s presence necessitated Glenda and the rest of the witches not show up, as if they would want to.  The way Renee whimpered and buried her head into Akako’s shoulder, someone might think the girl feared one of the guests would try to kill her.
 
   “It’s all right, sweetie,” Akako said.  “No one’s going to hurt you.  These are your friends.  We saw them not so long ago in the park, remember?”
 
   At moments like these, Aggie wasn’t sure what to do.  She had been the mother to her children, the one they ran to when they were afraid.  Despite being well over five hundred years old, she had never been a father before.  She decided to let Akako handle the situation.  “She’s feeling shy,” Aggie said while Akako rocked and cooed to the baby.  “I’ll go in the kitchen and get the cake.”  On the way to the kitchen, she took Emma’s arm and asked her to help with the plates and ice cream.
 
   By outward appearances, Emma seemed to be fine.  She had been socializing as much as she ever did; she’d talked with Megan about her forthcoming graduation and with Dan about museum business.  Aggie didn’t need to be a witch to sense the turmoil going on inside of her, especially when she saw Akako come into the room with Renee.  For a moment Emma’s icy resolve had melted and some warmth entered her eyes.  Then, as if she knew Aggie saw her, she snuffed it out.
 
   “How are you holding up, dear?” Aggie asked as she lit the single candle on the cake.
 
   “I’m fine.  Why does everyone keep asking me about it?”
 
   “Because we’re your friends.”
 
   “I know that, but it’s been two years almost.  Maybe you all should stop worrying that I’m going to fall to pieces.”
 
   “You know Rebecca won’t ever stop worrying about you.”
 
   Emma smiled as she took the ice cream out of the freezer.  “No, I suppose not.  How long is it going to take to convince her that I’m dealing with this?”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Yes.  Dr. Richman says I’ve made a lot of progress.”
 
   “That’s good, dear.  I’m proud of you.”  Aggie sighed as she picked up the cake to take out to her daughter.  “I remember when you and Rebecca first came here ten years ago.  You were both so young back then.”
 
   “We were all different back then.”  Emma nodded to the cake.  “You used to be the one with the white hair.”
 
   “Yes, so many things have changed.”  Aggie let Emma go first with the plates and ice cream; she followed her out with the cake.  She stood in the doorway for a moment to take in the scene.  There were her new friends Megan and Dan.  Across from them were Emma and Becky, who had become like her daughters and who had become so grown up since that first visit ten years ago for a dress.  Then at the head of the table was her real daughter, Renee, in her high chair as she played a game of patty cake with her mother—Aggie’s wife.  She had gained so much in the last ten years, a whole new family.  She felt a twinge of sadness to think of Sylvia, her little sister who had died almost three years ago now.  
 
   The front doorbell rang, which almost caused Aggie to drop the cake.  “That’s probably Amanda,” Megan said.  “I’ll go—”
 
   “No, dear, I’ll get it,” Aggie said.  She set the cake down in front of Renee, who was still engrossed with her game with Akako.  “I’m already up.  Just don’t let her blow out the candle until I get back.”
 
   Aggie hurried to the door; she had a feeling this was not Megan’s friend Amanda and that the person at the door did not bring good news.  Her suspicions were proven right.  At the door was a young woman who looked so much like Sylvia with her dark red hair, green eyes, and almost permanent scowl.  At the moment one of those eyes was swollen shut and blood nearly the same color as her hair was matted into her scalp from a gash that ran across her forehead.
 
   When Cecelia Romeau, Sylvia’s illegitimate daughter, opened her mouth to speak, Aggie saw the girl’s front teeth were missing.  “Hello Aunt Agnes.  I need your help.”
 
   Then Cecelia collapsed into Aggie’s arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Ever since her promotion to captain almost five years ago, Lottie Donovan had tried to quit smoking.  She’d used gum for a while, first the nicotine kind and then mint Trident gum.  The habit seemed to be under control, the cravings reduced to when she only hankered for a cigarette when under extreme stress.
 
   The problem was that for the last two years, every day put her under extreme stress.  It was all due to one so-called “hero” who until that time had been relatively under control.  There had been the occasional problem like when someone pegged the Heartbreaker Killings on her or when a bunch of animals were let out of the zoo and she was caught on one of the elephants.  Donovan had convinced herself that these minor inconveniences were worth it for all the good work the Scarlet Knight did to curtail Don Vendetta’s ambitions.  While Vendetta was still on the loose, her influence had somewhat lessened and, more importantly, the vigilante’s presence kept other bad elements out of Rampart City.
 
   That Scarlet Knight had been around for seven years.  She beat up petty criminals and left them for the department to deal with while she heeded Donovan’s advice to be more careful with the big fish.  The high rollers like Don Vendetta could afford the kind of attorneys the petty foot soldiers couldn’t, which meant if some costumed hero came in to tie them up and drop them at department headquarters, they would walk, probably without even getting to the grand jury phase.  The Scarlet Knight had worked with her to try to get information on Vendetta to put her away legally, which they’d thought they’d done once before only for the don to slither away when someone destroyed the evidence.
 
   That Scarlet Knight had never been Donovan’s friend—Donovan had no friends since her friend Lois Early died in the Heartbreaker Killings—but she had at least been an ally.  This new one, on the other hand, had only made Donovan’s life miserable.  She didn’t seem to give a shit about evidential procedure; she simply beat and tied up anyone who got in her way.  Then came that business on the docks, where she’d burned down a block of warehouses—supposedly by accident.  The previous Scarlet Knight would have apologized for this destruction of property.  The new one only said, “They weren’t being used for anything legal anyway.”
 
   Whenever Donovan asked her to cool it, this new Scarlet Knight would say without fail, “I made a promise.”
 
   “What promise?  To who?” Donovan asked repeatedly but received no answer.
 
   This new “hero” also didn’t seem to care how much heat she brought down on Donovan.  After the zoo fiasco, the city council had formed an Anti-Vigilante Task Force that was of course stocked with Don Vendetta’s cronies.  The task force had gotten to a number of beat cops, right on up to Donovan’s aide Lieutenant Cielo, to turn them into snitches.  The more the Scarlet Knight took it to the don’s organization, the more pressure the task force put on her, to the point where she was essentially a fugitive from her own department.
 
   For that reason, Donovan had started to smoke again.  The smoke breaks gave her an excuse to get out of the building, where she could contact the anonymous Email address she used to reach the Scarlet Knight, an address that changed frequently as she could no longer be certain her phone wasn’t tapped.  More importantly, the nicotine soothed her jangled nerves.  It wouldn’t be much longer until she would have to move on to something stronger, something prescription—or maybe something illegal.  She’d seen plenty of cops give in to the temptation of using the dope they impounded; now she could see why.
 
   Donovan checked her watch and then sat down on a seesaw.  Over the last two years they’d constantly changed meeting places as well as Email addresses.  Now they were down to meeting at the playground at Wagner Elementary.  Even then she’d had to make three U-turns, ditch her car, take two buses, and finally the subway to lose any tails.
 
   She sighed as she lit another cigarette, her third so far since she’d arrived forty-five minutes ago.  The other, kindler, gentler Scarlet Knight had also been unfailingly punctual.  Donovan never realized how much she missed that woman until the new model showed up two years ago.
 
   “I thought you quit,” the Scarlet Knight hissed.  Her voice sounded nearly the same, but there was something harsher about it.  
 
   “Yeah, well, thanks to you I started up again.  I hope you’re happy.”
 
   “I didn’t put any cigarettes in your mouth.”
 
   “You might as well have with all you put me through.”  Donovan leaped to her feet and stomped over to where the Scarlet Knight leaned against the monkey bars.  In many ways this new one looked the same, with the same tall, rangy body.  The red hair was gone; this one didn’t display any hair at all.  Then of course was her sloppy posture, lack of punctuality, and generally combative nature.
 
   “What I do wouldn’t be necessary if you people did your job.”
 
   “What you do isn’t any better than what any of her thugs do.  Three-quarters of the guys you bust are so broken up they need about six months in traction before we can get them in jail.  Some of them are lucky to be able to walk yet.”
 
   “They’re still alive.  They should be thankful for that.”
 
   “Why don’t you go tell that to their families sometime.”  Donovan threw her cigarette to the ground at the Scarlet Knight’s feet.  “I’m the one who gets the complaints from the chief and the commissioner and the mayor.  I’m the one whose phones they’ve bugged and who they’ve got snitches following around like lost puppies.”
 
   “So quit.”
 
   “I am.”  Donovan reached into her jacket for another cigarette; she shook her head as she lit it.  “I’m retiring effective next month.  I’ve got twenty-five years in and I’m still alive.  I figure that’s a pretty good run.”  She blew out a stream of smoke.  “I figure there’s still time to move to some sleepy town out west or down south, where not much happens.  No mobsters or crazy vigilantes burning down docks.”
 
   “That wasn’t my fault.”
 
   “They knocked over those drums and dropped their cigars because you were chasing them.”
 
   “They were smuggling heroin in those drums.  You think I should have let them go?”
 
   “You could at least have been more careful.  The last one wasn’t nearly so reckless.”
 
   “She was too soft.  The don would still be running the show if she were still around.”
 
   “Don’t get delusions of grandeur.  She still runs the show.  Just from wherever she’s hiding herself instead of in plain sight.”
 
   “Not anymore.  Not after tonight.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m taking her down.  Tonight.”
 
   “How?  Where?  Let me get some units—”
 
   “I’ll find you.”
 
   “Goddamnit, you can’t tie her up and drop her in a patrol car like some goddamned purse snatcher!  She’ll be right back on the streets again by lunchtime.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll put her in the hospital first.”
 
   “Are you out of your fucking mind?  That’s only going to make things worse!”
 
   “What do you care?  You’ll be retired.”
 
   Donovan stared at the Scarlet Knight’s visor for a moment and wished she could see the madwoman inside.  She’d always heard that to be a Scarlet Knight you had to be good and noble or something like that.  Apparently their standards were pretty low these days to let this thug have the armor.  Donovan threw up her hands.  “Fine!  You want to go bust Vendetta’s legs, be my guest.  See what good it does.  Tomorrow I’m going into internal affairs and I’m giving them everything:  emails, meeting places, the works.  Maybe they’ll let me keep my pension.”
 
   “I don’t need you.  I don’t need anyone.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.  You and your Clint Eastwood complex can go fuck themselves.”
 
   Donovan stormed away; she didn’t bother to look back.  She took out her phone and punched in Cielo’s number.  “Al, this is Lottie.  I need you to make an appointment with those AVTF assholes for me.  Tomorrow morning.  First thing.  Thanks.”
 
   Once she was in a cab and headed for the apartment she’d hardly used in the last twenty-five years, she let out a sigh of relief.  For twenty-five years she’d been like one of those fish trying to swim against the current.  She was too old and too tired to keep swimming.  Now was the time to let the wave carry her away, out to sea, where it would be a lot more peaceful.
 
   ***
 
   For the first seven years of her life as a crime fighter, Emma had never drawn any sort of line between herself and the Scarlet Knight.  When she wore the armor, she was merely Dr. Emma Earl clad in magic armor, with the ability to jump higher, punch harder, and become invisible.  Since she’d been let out of the psych ward, since she’d made her promise to Louise to clean up the city no matter what it took, the two halves of her life had begun to draw apart.
 
   Dr. Richman would no doubt claim she had a mild case of schizophrenia.  However illogical it might be, Emma blamed her hair.  When it had turned white, she had been left with the choice to dye or leave it.  She had decided to leave it, but the white hair seemed too conspicuous to leave visible, so she’d pinned it beneath her helmet.  This subtle change had made her not only look different, but feel different as well.  When she pinned up her hair, she felt as if she had become someone else.
 
   The split personality became more noticeable during her conversations with Captain Donovan.  The part that was purely Emma Earl wanted to apologize for inconveniencing the captain; the part that was the Scarlet Knight didn’t care if she stepped on a few toes so long as she got results.  The part that was Emma Earl also grimaced at the thought of nearly crippling anyone, even criminals; the part that was the Scarlet Knight only sneered and said they got what they deserved.  The part that was Emma Earl knew Donovan was right not to bring in Don Vendetta yet; the part that was the Scarlet Knight told the part that was Emma Earl to shut the fuck up and let her do her job.
 
   The part that was the Scarlet Knight won out this time.  She squatted on an overpass, with what looked like a pair of 3D glasses over her eyes beneath her visor.  These glasses weren’t toys for watching movies; they let her watch a far more important program, that of Don Vendetta’s motorcade.
 
   A little over two years ago, Cecelia Romeau had raided the don’s main place of business, the Plastic Hippo strip club.  Cecelia had slaughtered Don Vendetta’s most trusted lieutenants to lure Emma into a trap so she could get the armor.  Since that time, the don had gone to ground.  Like Hitler or Saddam she burrowed into a hole somewhere and rarely emerged.  Her absences became more pronounced as the Scarlet Knight chipped away at her businesses and threw a majority of her organization into jail—with a stop in the hospital first.
 
   Of course the don didn’t realize the Scarlet Knight had a ghost who could keep track of her movements no matter how many times she tried to change vehicles.  Marlin, the ghost of Merlin’s assistant, floated up to where she lurked.  “She’s still in the third car.  A double is in the second.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Of course I’m bloody sure.  I should think I’d know what the wench looks like by now.”
 
   “Fine.”  The Scarlet Knight reached to a pouch on her belt, inside which was an object that looked like an ordinary housefly.  Only if someone cut it open would they see the circuits inside, the miniature cameras in the eyes, and the microphones on the belly.  This was the Flying Listening Intelligence or FLI she had constructed over two years ago.  
 
   The Scarlet Knight tossed it into the air and watched as the FLI buzzed down towards the third car in the motorcade.  The images from the FLI’s cameras appeared in her glasses, a far more elegant solution than to carry her netbook inside her armor.  The FLI had enough intelligence in its microprocessors that it could steer itself into the car without any guidance.  If it got stuck, she had a sensor attached to her left hand she could use to control it.
 
   As Marlin had said, Don Lydia Vendetta rode in the back of the black Chrysler 300; the more ordinary sedan supposed to be harder for the Scarlet Knight to track.  This is going to be far too easy, she thought.  The Scarlet Knight prepared herself to leap off the overpass, onto the car, when the FLI’s microphones began to transmit to her earpiece.
 
   “I don’t know why we should believe these clowns,” said the don’s lieutenant—promoted two weeks ago when the Scarlet Knight put the previous one in traction.  “We don’t even know who they are.”
 
   “I’m sick of that bitch thinking she can push us around,” the don said, her voice icy.  “If those idiot cops aren’t going to put her down then we will.”
 
   “But we’re giving them the whole east side.”
 
   “For now.  All alliances end at some point.”
 
   The lieutenant smiled as she finally understood; the Scarlet Knight’s war on the Vendetta organization had eliminated most of its best minds, except for the don herself.  “So we’re going to play along and then stab them in the back?”
 
   “Exactly.  Once they’ve gotten rid of that red menace and we’ve recovered our strength, we’ll take back what belongs to us.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight smiled to herself.  She turned to Marlin and said, “Keep an eye on that car.  Let me know when it stops.”
 
   “Why don’t you use your bug?”
 
   “Just make sure, will you?”
 
   “Fine,” Marlin said with a huff.  Relations with the ghost hadn’t improved in the last two years.  The difference was that before Marlin had complained she was too soft.  Now he whined she made him work too hard.  The Scarlet Knight and Emma Earl were in agreement that Marlin liked to complain; Dr. Richman would probably claim it was the ghost’s coping mechanism.
 
   The Scarlet Knight hopped on her motorcycle and kicked it to life.  She kept the headlight off as she rolled down the overpass, onto Hengelbrock Parkway.  The parkway skirted the southern edge of the city to wind up in the old industrial area.  Any one of those factories—all but a few abandoned now—would make a good meeting spot.  The Scarlet Knight had flushed out quite a few meetings in that neighborhood already and put quite a few of Don Vendetta’s employees in the hospital.
 
   With Marlin and the FLI tracking the don’s movements, the Scarlet Knight could afford to stay back to make sure no one saw her.  Once she’d learned thanks to Marlin that Don Vendetta had emerged, the Scarlet Knight had made a simple plan:  she would cut the don off at the pass and take her down.  But when she heard the conversation in the car, she decided to let the don make the meeting so she could find out who had reached out to Don Vendetta.
 
   The Scarlet Knight had always known someone else would eventually try to move in on Vendetta’s turf.  That was the nature of organized crime.  She’d intercepted lead elements from cities like New York, Los Angeles, and Detroit and sent them away with the warning that they would not be welcome in her town.  That was part of the promise she’d made to Louise, that Rampart City would no longer belong to the criminals.  It was probably a crazy dream, but she didn’t care.  She had played by the rules for seven years and it hadn’t gotten her very far, just as it hadn’t gotten Percival Graves very far.  Not anymore.  
 
   Tonight she would take in Don Vendetta—and any of the don’s friends.  The Scarlet Knight twisted the throttle on the bike to narrow the gap between her and her enemies.
 
   ***
 
   Over her long career, the Scarlet Knight had discovered that factories made for great meeting places—for her.  There were always catwalks and crisscrossing beams she could use to move about without anyone noticing her.  She wondered why the criminals continued to use these places when it was so obvious they were bad spots.  They should conduct their business in cramped one bedroom apartments in the Trenches where there would be far less room.
 
   The Scarlet Knight crouched on a catwalk in the old Harmon-Farmer plant, where long ago bicycles—and for a short time B-24 bombers—had been manufactured.  She concentrated on the don’s car parked at one end of the abandoned factory floor.  The FLI reported the don was still inside.  Marlin swept the other end of the floor, where the other group waited.
 
   The Scarlet Knight would have liked to take a look at them herself, but she wanted to keep the FLI on the don and she didn’t want to expose her position.  Even with the golden cape wrapped around her body, she could still be seen by anyone clever enough to wear night vision or infrared goggles.  So she waited on the catwalk for her chance to strike, to end things.
 
   Marlin floated up to her position and shook his head.  “A half-dozen of them.  Real, professional-looking blokes.  One of them seems familiar for some reason.”
 
   This reason became clear as the don got out of the car and walked into the center of the floor.  The other group followed suit; neither one paid attention to the FLI that hovered in the air.  With her left hand, the Scarlet Knight guided the FLI to get a better look at the head of the delegation to meet the don.  The blond crew cut and blue eyes weren’t that recognizable.  What was far more identifiable was the prosthetic hand.  When he opened his mouth to speak, the FLI gave the Scarlet Knight a good view of teeth that looked slightly too big to fit properly.
 
   She knew this was because he wore false teeth.  His name was Sasha and he’d lost both his original teeth and hand thanks to the Scarlet Knight.  Not Emma Earl as the Scarlet Knight but during the brief period when Becky had served as the Scarlet Knight while she inhabited Emma’s body.  Sasha had taken Emma—in Becky’s body—hostage along with Dan Dreyfus to find a meteor for his employer, Sergei Bykov, who was to Russia what Don Vendetta was to Rampart City. 
 
   “You’re the ones who are going to kill that bitch for me?”
 
   “No.  I am middleman, as you say,” Sasha said.
 
   “I didn’t come all this way to meet a middleman.”
 
   “You not listen, then she will find you.  It is inevitable.”
 
   The don’s lieutenant jumped in and pulled a pistol from her shoulder holster.  “Listen, asshole, we don’t need no help from some smug Russian—”
 
   The don silenced her with a glare.  “We might as well at least hear what the boy has to say.  What services will your employer render to me?”
 
   “They will kill Scarlet Knight for you.  In return for shelter.”
 
   “Shelter for what?”
 
   “For what they must do.”
 
   “How do I know they’ll do what you say?”
 
   “My employer vouches for them.”
 
   Don Vendetta nodded; no doubt she already knew who Sasha worked for.  “Can I assume your employer will be using this ‘shelter’ as well?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Lydia—” the lieutenant didn’t get any farther as the don slapped her across the face.
 
   “Don’t interrupt.”  Don Vendetta turned back to Sasha while the lieutenant rubbed her jaw.  “So I get rid of the Scarlet Knight and I get a bunch of Reds moving in on me.  Doesn’t sound like much of a deal.”
 
   “That or you wait for her to find you.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight took this as her cue to launch herself from the catwalk.  She kept the cape around her body until the last possible moment, when she threw it back to slow her descent.  She came down right between Don Vendetta’s group and Sasha’s group.  “My ears are burning,” she said.
 
   The decision became which group she should go after first.  She had a score to settle with both of them, though hers with Don Vendetta was far older.  She decided to go based on who carried more firepower, which at the moment was Sasha and his crew.  The fight didn’t take long, as they had armed themselves with only machine guns and other conventional armaments that might scare the don’s thugs, but couldn’t hurt her with the magic armor on.
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t even need her best moves to quickly cripple Sasha’s men.  She saved him for last; she caught up with him as he tried to flee.  She bounced on the heels of her boots to launch herself through the air and come down in front of him.  She laid Sasha out with a right cross, which knocked the false teeth out of his mouth.
 
   “I thought I told you to stay out of here.  This is my city.”
 
   “Not for long,” Sasha said.
 
   “We’ll see about that.”  She knocked him out with another punch and broke his nose in the process.  She used a pair of zip cuffs from his equipment to tie his hands for the police to take him into custody later.
 
   Once the don had tried to flee from her in a two-ton army surplus truck, which the Scarlet Knight had disabled with the Sword of Justice.  The don this time used only her feet.  She had kicked off her stiletto pumps to run along the abandoned street barefoot; she soon outpaced her slow-witted lieutenant.
 
   The Scarlet Knight needed only three good bounces to catch up to the most feared woman in all of Rampart City.  On the third bounce she came down in front of the don as she had Sasha a few minutes earlier.  Instead of a right cross, she grabbed the front of Don Vendetta’s silk blouse and then easily flipped the mobster over her shoulder.  The don cried out as she landed on her back on the pavement.
 
   The Scarlet Knight knelt down beside her and wished she could open her visor so the don could see her smile.  “It’s over for you,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   To get Cecelia up the stairs without ruining the party proved to be Aggie’s first challenge.  She could have easily vanished her niece upstairs, but she didn’t want to risk that Dan or Megan, who didn’t know she was a witch, might see this.  She could at least use a lighter than air spell to make Cecelia’s taller, slightly heavier body light as a feather—so light that she had to keep an arm around the girl’s waist so she wouldn’t float up to the ceiling like one of the balloons in the dining room.
 
   “Agnes, are you all right?” Akako called from the dining room.
 
   “I’m fine.  I’m going upstairs for a moment.”
 
   As she started up the stairs with Cecelia, Aggie braced herself for Emma or Rebecca or Akako to check up on her.  While they all knew about Cecelia, she would rather not ruin the party for them if she could help it.  At the top of the stairs, she breathed a sigh of relief that no one disturbed her; maybe they thought she was using the bathroom.
 
   Cecelia remained unconscious as Aggie laid her down on the bed and tucked in the covers to keep her niece pinned down until the spell wore off.  Aggie inspected the girl’s wounds, but none looked life threatening at the moment.  Later, once everyone was gone, she’d go downstairs for a restoration potion to help Cecelia recover.  In the meantime, her niece was a strong girl, strong enough to get all the way here with her injuries at least.
 
   “I’ll be back in a little bit, dear,” Aggie whispered.
 
   Downstairs she found everyone waiting for her; the candle on Renee’s cake had begun to drip wax onto the pink frosting.  The baby fidgeted in her high chair and tried to reach the candle with her pudgy limbs.  “Renee, sweetie, you don’t want to touch the candle,” Akako cooed.  “It’s very hot.”
 
   In her day, Aggie would have simply smacked the girl on the wrist with a spoon and told her no.  Akako was a far more permissive parent, to the point where Aggie feared she would spoil Renee.  Whenever Aggie thought to mention this, she saw how much Akako loved the little girl and couldn’t bring herself to do it.
 
   “I think we’d best let her blow that out,” Aggie said instead.
 
   “Who was at the door?” Emma asked.
 
   “That?  Oh, just someone needing directions,” Aggie said.  She sat at the foot of the table, and mouthed the words to “Happy Birthday to You” while everyone else sang.  This singing seemed to disturb little Renee, who began to squirm in her high chair.
 
   “Not yet, sweetie,” Akako said.  “You have to help Mommy blow out the candle.”  Akako leaned down to face the candle and pursed her lips to blow.  “See, like this.”
 
   “Be sure to make a wish first,” Dan said.
 
   Renee didn’t understand these concepts; she merely applauded and squealed with happiness as Akako blew out the candle for her.  Aggie made a wish; she wished that whatever help Cecelia needed wouldn’t put Aggie’s new family in danger.  She kept this wish to herself; she forced a smile and helped to distribute the cake and ice cream.
 
   Emma was of course the first one to leave.  Aggie could sense the girl’s impatience by the way she bolted her cake and didn’t eat any ice cream.  Though Emma might think she kept her emotions hidden, Aggie could sense them roiling beneath the surface, especially whenever she glanced over at Renee.  Aggie knew Emma didn’t see Renee in that high chair but her own daughter, the one whose birthday would have been tomorrow.  Emma would never get to hold a party like this for her daughter; she could only go out to the cemetery to put flowers on her baby’s grave.
 
   So it didn’t come as any surprise when Emma checked her watch and then said, “I’d better get back to work on those budget reports.”  She bent down in front of the high chair, to try to look Renee in the eye, but the little girl turned away.  “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”
 
   Then Emma was gone, no doubt to put on the magic armor so she could vent some of her rage against Rampart City’s criminals.  Once she left, it wasn’t long before Rebecca, Dan, and Megan—who had all come in the same car—decided to leave as well.  Aggie nodded to them each in turn with a fake smile on her face.
 
   Finally it was her, Akako, and Renee.  As if she knew something was wrong, Renee became fussy; she cried and banged on the high chair tray until Akako picked her up.  “It’s all right, sweetie.  It’s all over now.  You were a very brave little girl.”  Akako rubbed Renee’s back until the baby settled down.  “Let’s get you upstairs and clean you up and then put you to bed.”
 
   While Akako took Renee upstairs to wash the cake from Renee’s face, Aggie went down into the basement.  Despite that Sylvia had been dead for nearly three years, there were still rows of machine guns and other weapons along the walls.  Aggie kept meaning to find a way to dispose of these so Renee couldn’t wander down here at some point and blow up the house by accidentally pulling the pin from a grenade.  Since Cecelia was here, maybe the former assassin could help with that.
 
   In the metal vault on the other end of the basement she pulled open a drawer on the third level.  She scanned the tiny bottles until she saw a dark gray stone vial.  The label read, “Restoration.”  So long as she’d brewed it properly—and she had more than enough experience in that area—it should make Cecelia good as new.
 
   It didn’t surprise Aggie to find Akako in the guest bedroom.  “What happened to her?” Akako asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  She said she needed my help and then she passed out.”  While Aggie said this, she wet a cloth with a few drops of the potion.  She dabbed at Cecelia’s wounds with the cloth and then took a step back.  Nothing happened, but then the potion usually took a few hours to do anything.
 
   “Do you think she’s in some kind of trouble?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Akako took a handful of the comforter on the bed.  “We can’t keep her here for long.  I don’t want her around Renee.”
 
   “She’s not going to kill her own cousin.”
 
   “How do you know that?  She might still be working for whoever it is under the table.  She might have faked these injuries so you’d let her in.”
 
   Aggie looked over at Akako, who stared down at the floor.  It was Akako who had befriended Cecelia in the vault of the archives; she had tasked Aggie with tracking down the girl’s descendants.  They had met a few times since then without any difficulties.  Then Renee was born and everything changed.  When Cecelia had tried to invite them out to Denver to meet her great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter Shelly, Akako had declined; she said it was too soon to take Renee on a plane.  In bed that night, Akako had rebuffed Aggie’s efforts to cuddle with her; she arranged the covers to form a barrier between them.  
 
   “Agnes, I know Cecelia is your niece and I know she’s been trying to change, but I don’t want her around Renee.  She’s too dangerous,” Akako had said.
 
   As much as Aggie wanted to disagree, to stand up for her niece, she knew she couldn’t.  When it came to Renee’s safety, everything else became secondary for Akako.  Aggie often wondered if this reaction was because of what happened to Emma or because Akako had miscarried back in her universe or a combination of both.  In the end she nodded and said, “If that’s what you want.”
 
   Aggie had gone out to Denver, where Cecelia had rented a tiny apartment, one that befitted a supposed graduate student who doubled as a babysitter for young Shelly.  On the uncomfortable futon, Aggie explained the situation to her niece.  As she did, she noticed as always how much Cecelia looked like her mother, not only her hair or eyes, but the same intense expression and the same way she ground her teeth as she tried to keep her anger in check.  “You know I’d never kill a baby,” Cecelia said.  “Not on purpose.”
 
   “I know that, dear.  It’s just that Akako is a little protective of Renee.  Like all new mothers.”
 
   “Most new mothers,” Cecelia grumbled.  Aggie knew her niece was thinking of the child she’d thought had died almost a hundred sixty years earlier, only to learn much later her mysterious employer known as the Headmistress had concealed the baby’s survival from her.  Then came the second incident back in the 1940s when Cecelia had inhabited the body of a pregnant young woman named Maria Costopolous thanks to a spell in the archives.  Cecelia-as-Maria had run afoul of some men and Maria’s baby had died.
 
   “You’re not a monster, dear.  Look at how much you’ve helped Shelly.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”  From what Cecelia had said, Shelly Forbes had been much like Emma or Megan at ten years old:  extremely shy, lonely, and picked on by her peers.  Since Cecelia moved to Denver and answered the Forbes family’s ad for a babysitter, Shelly had become a confident young woman popular with the rest of her class.  Aggie had seen this result herself while she waited for Cecelia outside the Forbes home.  Shelly had walked past her with a group of other girls; they laughed as she described some incident at school.  She seemed well adjusted.
 
   “Give her some time,” Aggie said.  “She’ll come around.”
 
   That had been almost a year ago and still Akako hadn’t come around.  Aggie doubted her niece showing up with cuts, bruises, and missing teeth would help that situation.  Yet when Aggie looked down at Cecelia, she saw the young woman’s mother, who had often come home from a brawl at some pub in the same condition.  Despite this, Sylvia had never attempted to harm a member of her own family.  Aggie knew that deep down, past the tough exterior, Cecelia was wired the same way.  In time Aggie hoped Akako would recognize this as well.
 
   “She needs our help,” Aggie said.  “I can’t turn her away.  She’s my niece.”
 
   “And Renee’s your daughter.”
 
   “I know that, but you can’t ask me to throw a member of my family out on the street, especially if she’s hurt.”
 
   Akako opened her mouth to say something, but then shook her head.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve been having a really bad feeling lately that something is about to happen.  Something terrible.”
 
   “I’ve felt it too,” Aggie said.  She’d been tempted to do some readings to try to discover the source of what had been troubling her and Akako, but the last time she dabbled in fortune telling her prediction that Emma would never get to hold her baby had rung true.  Though it was ludicrous, Aggie couldn’t help but think she’d somehow made this happen when she tried to look into the future.
 
   Aggie forced another smile to her face as she had at the party.  “Maybe this will be nothing.”  But when she looked down at her niece’s battered face, Aggie doubted this.  She thought again of her wish during the party and prayed to anyone who would listen that Cecelia’s appearance here wouldn’t harm the rest of her family.
 
   ***
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t take Don Vendetta far.  She carried the unconscious don only as far as the remains of a pier from when this section of the waterfront had been full of life.  From a rusty lamppost, its light long since extinguished, hung a length of equally rusty chain with a hook.  The Scarlet Knight attached this hook to the belt around the don’s waist after she verified with the Emma Earl part of her brain that the belt could hold Don Vendetta’s weight.  In a paper bag stored in a compartment on her bike she had the other supplies she would need, which included a roll of duct tape.  She used this to tie the don’s arms in front of her so she couldn’t reach back to slip the chain.
 
   When Don Vendetta opened her eyes, she hung upside-down and dangled two feet in the air.  The Scarlet Knight sat on a spool that had once been used for rope to tie down the big ships that would come into this part of the harbor.  She had the visor of her helmet open to eat a sliver of cheddar cheese.  The glasses that linked her to the FLI covered her eyes so the don wouldn’t be able to see much more than her nose.
 
   The don wiggled around on the chain like a caught fish for a few seconds.  Then she turned back to where the Scarlet Knight continued to eat her snack.  “So is this the part where you threaten to beat me nearly to death if I don’t confess?” the don asked.
 
   “It’s been pretty effective with your minions.”
 
   “That because they can’t afford a decent lawyer.”  The don wiggled against the chains again.  “Mine will have me out of there in three seconds.”
 
   “Then the next time I might not be so generous.”
 
   “We both know you aren’t going to kill me.”
 
   “You’d be surprised what you can live through.”
 
   “You aren’t going to get another chance.  I’ll make sure to put you in the ground first.”
 
   “Maybe, but right now you’re the one dangling from the chain.  So let’s make a deal.  You tell me where you keep your ledgers—the real ones—and all your other sensitive information and I’ll give you to the cops undamaged.”
 
   “Why should I do that?”
 
   “So I don’t break that pretty face of yours for starters.”
 
   “Not a chance, you crazy bitch.”  The don rattled the chain again to no avail.  “We both know all you’ll do is rough me up a little and then turn me over to that buddy of yours, Donovan, and I’ll walk out as soon as my lawyer gets there.  Why not save time and let me go now?”
 
   “I’m going to give you one last chance.  Tell me where you keep your financial data and I’ll give you to the police unharmed.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “All right then.”  The Scarlet Knight finished the last of the cheese and wiped the crumbs from her mouth.  Then she reached into the paper bag next to her for the rest of the block of cheese.  With a well-aimed toss, the cheese ended up inches from where Don Vendetta dangled.  Before she lowered the helmet’s visor, the Scarlet Knight whistled.
 
   It didn’t take long for two-dozen rats to swarm around the cheese.  These weren’t the mammoth ones from the depths of the sewers, but ordinary rats who lived in the area.  They hissed at each other as they fought over the hunk of cheese beneath the don’s head.  The Scarlet Knight watched with a grim smile as Don Vendetta’s face turned pale.
 
   “I don’t think the cheese is going to be enough for their stomachs.  They might decide a little meat would be good too,” the Scarlet Knight said.  It hadn’t taken long to summon the rats to the pier; by all rights Emma Earl was the “queen” of most of the city’s rat tribes.  She’d developed this method of interrogation with Jim Rizzard, aka the Sewer Rat, during the RAT Bombings.  Over the last two years she’d employed it a number of times; she found that the smaller rats worked more effectively than enormous ones like her friend Pepe; the idea of two-dozen rats crawling up your face and nibbling away at your skin was enough to make most anyone mad with terror.
 
   Don Vendetta proved to be no exception to this.  As the rats finished the cheese, some of them snipped at her hair.  Her eyes widened as she no doubt realized it wouldn’t be long before some of them managed to reach even higher.  “You really are fucking crazy, you know that?” the don screamed.
 
   “That’s what my therapist keeps telling me.”
 
   “If I tell you, will you call these things off?”
 
   “Depends on if I believe you or not.”
 
   On cue one of the rats raked a claw across Don Vendetta’s forehead.  The don screamed and squeezed her eyes shut.  “We’ve got a whole network.  It’s encrypted.  There aren’t paper ledgers anywhere.  Talk to Alonzo Jimenez.  He’s the guy who runs that shit.”
 
   “I’m sure the police will be talking to him shortly.  Where are your servers?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   The Scarlet Knight screeched at the rats in their native language.  A pair of them leaped onto the don and climbed along her very expensive breast implants.  “Where are your servers?” the Scarlet Knight asked again.
 
   “All over the place!  Ask Jimenez.  He knows where they are.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight whistled again.  The rats on the don’s chest jumped off to follow the rest as they disappeared from whence they came.  Once again the Scarlet Knight was alone with Don Vendetta.  “Thank you.”  The Scarlet Knight stood up to walk over to the don.  Then she squatted down to eye level.  “I hope you remember there are rats everywhere in a city like this and it only takes a narrow little crack for them to get to you.”
 
   “I told you what you wanted.  Let me down, you fucking nut job!”
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t move, but the Sword of Justice emerged from where she’d left it behind the spool.  The golden sword easily sliced through the chain to drop the don unceremoniously to the pier.  The Scarlet Knight let Don Vendetta sit there for a moment before she hefted her by the ragged front of her shirt into a fireman’s carry.  “Time to go meet your new friends,” the Scarlet Knight said.
 
   ***
 
   Officer Amanda Murdoch wasn’t supposed to be out on patrol alone.  Since she’d transferred two weeks ago from the traffic division she was supposed to have an experienced officer in the car with her to show her the ropes.  Too bad her training officer had shown up shit-faced and was now sleeping it off in a coffee shop three blocks away.  When she’d gotten bored with watching her supposed mentor snore and drool, Amanda decided to get back in the car and do her job.
 
   When she joined the force, Amanda didn’t have any illusions about “making a difference” or any bullshit like that.  Such concepts were for people like Megan and Dr. Earl to believe in.  She had joined the police force for the far more practical reason that she had an aptitude for it.
 
   Her mother and stepfather had disapproved when she told them she had dropped out of the English Lit program at Rampart State to join the police academy.  They hadn’t talked to her since that day; they hadn’t so much as mailed her a Christmas card.  She couldn’t blame her mother, not after her sons had returned home in pieces thanks to insurgent bombs.  There was also her mother’s outdated notion—one she continued to hold despite a wealth of evidence—that as a girl, Amanda would be better suited to some nice occupation like teaching; that was if Amanda couldn’t find a nice man to take care of her.
 
   At Rampart State, Amanda had liked to tease Megan she should live with Amanda’s family.  Megan was the kind of sweet, innocent girl Amanda’s mother had hoped for, one who scribbled in notebooks instead of firing guns on the range.  Though Megan had only gone on one date, she would probably find herself a nice man eventually, once she got over her fear of her asthma.
 
   Amanda didn’t like “nice” men.  She gravitated to the kind of men she wrote speeding tickets to, the kind who drove sports cars or motorcycles and had tattoos, greasy hair, and bad teeth.  For that reason she hadn’t brought home one of her dates since she was sixteen and even that one she’d ditched two minutes after she arrived at the prom to fuck Johnny Carmichael under the bleachers of the football stadium.
 
   She couldn’t help but immerse herself in these morbid thoughts as she drove along the parkway to search for crimes.  As she passed a group of bums gathered around a flaming trash barrel, she thought of what her mother would think of all this.  Her mother who lived in the “retirement village” in Oakville with her stepfather and spent most of her time knitting and playing bridge with other old women.  What did any of them in their suburban fortress know about the real world?
 
   Up ahead she saw two men bracket a young woman who didn’t look much different from Megan, except her hair was light brown and her sweater not so ratty.  Probably a runaway or some dumb kid who’d taken a wrong turn.  Either way, nothing good would come from the situation.
 
   When he wasn’t about to drown in a puddle of his own drool, Amanda’s training officer had given her a piece of advice:  “You want to live through this, you do your route and stay in your car.  Wave the flag, that’s all you do.”
 
   It was good advice—if you wanted to stay alive.  Amanda didn’t really care so much about that.  She’d already buried two brothers and her father and her mother was seventy years old.  She pulled the car over to the curb and then got out; she made sure to close the door softly behind her.
 
   While on traffic duty, she’d never needed to pull her weapon.  To keep in practice she’d gone to the range every day to shoot paper targets, though she knew there was no substitute for real experience.  As she stepped onto the sidewalk, she unbuttoned her holster and put one hand on the butt of her pistol.  Up ahead, one of the men was trying to get his hand between the girl’s legs to cop a feel.  That was as much provocation as Amanda needed to take her gun from its holster.
 
   “All right guys, party’s over,” Amanda said.  “Step away from the girl.”
 
   As expected, the men took off.  Amanda didn’t bother to give chase.  That was the second rule her training officer had told her:  “If you’re dumb enough to get out of the car, for God’s sake don’t go chasing anyone.”
 
   From the fear in the girl’s eyes and the tears that dripped down her cheeks, Amanda assumed her first hunch was correct.  “They aren’t going to bother you anymore,” Amanda said.  She stuffed her gun back into its holster.
 
   “Thank you so much,” the girl said.
 
   Amanda patted the back of the girl’s head to soothe her.  “You have somewhere to go?”  The girl shook her head.  “We’ll find someplace then.”
 
   As she walked the girl back to her cruiser, Amanda tried to coax a name out of the girl, but the young woman was still too busy sobbing to think coherently enough for that.  She didn’t have a purse either; that had probably been taken either by those men or someone else.  “I’ll drop you off at the station and someone there will be able to help you, all right?”
 
   Near her car, Amanda saw the girl’s attackers again, only this time they lay unconscious in front of the vehicle.  A third person—a middle-aged blond woman with her hands wrapped in duct tape—was piled on top of them.  On the hood of the car was the Scarlet Knight.  “Hello Officer Murdoch,” the vigilante said.  “I come bearing gifts.”
 
   There were plenty of stories around the station about the Scarlet Knight.  Even when she had worked in traffic, her older coworkers would talk about how they’d be writing someone a ticket and a red motorcycle would speed past at a hundred miles an hour.  While the Scarlet Knight was wanted by the department, nobody ever tried to go after her on the bike; they knew it was futile.  Even if they managed to get her off of it they’d have to fight her and everyone knew what happened to those who tried to fight the Scarlet Knight.  Most of the cops Amanda had met didn’t like the Scarlet Knight—they hated being shown up by some crazy woman—but none of them had the guts to fight her.
 
   Amanda sat the distraught young woman on the curb and then turned back to her car to see the Scarlet Knight still sat on the car like some bizarre hood ornament.  “What do you want?  A thank you?” Amanda asked.
 
   “That would be a first.”
 
   “Who the hell is that woman?”
 
   “You must be a rookie.”
 
   Amanda put a hand to the radio on her shoulder.  “You got three seconds to give me an answer or I call for backup.”
 
   “That woman is Lydia Vendetta.  You might have heard of her.”
 
   “Don Vendetta?  Why the fuck are you bringing her to me?”
 
   “I need you to make sure she gets to Captain Donovan intact.  And be sure to give this to Donovan.  I’m sure she’ll find it interesting.”  The Scarlet Knight flicked something tiny to Amanda, who caught it in her cupped hands.  She recognized the object as a portable storage drive for a computer.
 
   When Amanda looked up, the Scarlet Knight was gone.  The young woman on the curb sniffled and asked, “Was that really her?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” Amanda mumbled.  She turned to the woman and said, “I guess you’ll be riding up front with me.”
 
   By the time she got to the station, word had already spread.  Amanda found herself in front of a swarm of reporters and photographers, as if she were on the red carpet at the Oscars.  She turned to the backseat, where the don had regained consciousness but hadn’t said a word yet.  “Are you ready to meet your adoring public?”
 
   “I’d suggest you enjoy the moment while it lasts, Officer,” Don Vendetta said.  “I’ll be walking out of here by this afternoon.”
 
   Amanda only shrugged at this.  “Let’s get to it.” 
 
   In the newspapers that morning was a shot of Amanda with her hand on the don’s arm, as she led the woman inside.  Behind them was the young woman Amanda had rescued, her eyes as big as saucers in wonderment.  Amanda cut out this photo to mail to her mother in the hopes she’d realize Amanda’s leaving school might not be such a bad decision after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Despite her mild case of schizophrenia as the Scarlet Knight, Emma always remembered what she did while she wore the armor once she took it off.  She didn’t always approve of her actions, but usually she couldn’t argue with the results.  Last night especially, she couldn’t approve of using the rat torture technique on Don Vendetta, but she couldn’t deny that it had worked.  Nor could she deny a perverse thrill to watch the don squirm and scream as the rats swarmed around her.
 
   Usually once she put the armor away, she would go home for three or four hours of sleep before she got up to head off to the museum.  Tonight was a different case.  Once she put the armor away, she drove off to the Rampart Gardens Cemetery.  She checked her watch every few minutes.  She wanted to make sure she was at the grave at exactly 3:32am, the time when Louise had been born.
 
   To meet this deadline required some illegal driving more suited to the Scarlet Knight and a mad dash up the hill, to the oak tree under which Louise was buried.  She arrived as her watch—adjusted to match the same one Dr. Pavelski had used in the hospital that night—showed 3:32.  She put a hand on the red granite marker, too exhausted to speak right away.  “I made it, baby,” she said.  “I’m here.”
 
   Then she sank down to sit next to the tombstone with her daughter’s name on it.  “I’m so sorry about what happened,” she said.  “I’m sorry you never got a chance at life.”
 
   She told her daughter about Renee’s birthday party, about the little girl Louise would never get to meet.  “She’s so shy she can’t stand to be away from her mother for long.  Aggie says that Akako is going to spoil her.”  Emma sighed.  She knew she’d never get the chance to spoil her daughter.  “I know you two would get along like when I saw you in the future.”
 
   She had spent hours describing to Louise the life she would never lead.  Louise would never get to advance even more quickly through school than Emma.  She would never go to Northwestern for her bachelor’s degree and Berkeley for her PhD.  She would never go to the Egyptian desert with Dan.  She would never work with Dan and Emma at the Plaine Museum.  She would never befriend Renee Chiostro.  And she would never take up the mantle of the Scarlet Knight after Emma.
 
   She curled up against the tombstone, something she hadn’t done since Louise’s last birthday.  With her hand against the stone, she closed her eyes.  The stone was cold, too cold for her to imagine she held Louise in her arms.  She could only imagine a corpse in her arms.  “I’m so sorry, baby,” she whispered.
 
   It was a small comfort to her that on Louise’s birthday she had finally caught Don Vendetta.  The don’s capture was only the beginning.  There would be power struggles as the remains of the organization fought for control.  New organizations—like Bykov’s—would try to move into town.  Still, for the first time in decades there was the hope things might get better, that the city might not belong to criminals anymore.  “That’s the best I can do,” she said.  “I’m sorry it isn’t anything more.”
 
   A cold wind blew across the hill, which prompted Emma to shiver.  She wished she’d brought a blanket or at least a heavier jacket to keep herself warm.  She wouldn’t leave, not until sunrise.  She would watch the sun come up from the hill with her daughter.  Maybe Louise couldn’t see or hear her, but it didn’t matter.  It only mattered that Emma felt Louise’s closeness.
 
   Her body stiffened as she heard a twig snap at the base of the hill.  She heard footsteps approach.  A caretaker come to shoo her away?  Or maybe some kids playing in the cemetery at night.  Or maybe another lunatic who wanted to watch the sunrise with her dead daughter.
 
   “Dr. Earl?” a woman’s voice whispered.  
 
   Emma recognized the voice.  She looked up and saw a woman with bags under her eyes as if she hadn’t slept in days, her tangled blond hair blown into her face by the wind.  The woman brushed this hair away so Emma could see her eyes.  “Katarina?”
 
   “It is me,” Katarina Markova said in her flat, vaguely Scandinavian accent.
 
   Emma clenched her fists.  Markova was Sergei Bykov’s right-hand woman, his adopted daughter who remained loyal even though she didn’t like what Bykov did.  “I should have known after I saw his goons here.  Are you here to warn me to get out of town?”
 
   Markova shook her head.  “I have come on a most urgent mission.  About your daughter.”
 
   “My daughter?”  Emma patted the tombstone.  “What about her?”
 
   “Your daughter is alive.”
 
   ***
 
   They went to a nearby diner, where Emma gulped down a cup of coffee to give her system a shot of caffeine while she listened to Markova’s unbelievable tale.  It was something ripped from a soap opera:  babies switched at birth.  “The moment Mr. Bykov knew you were carrying a child, he recruited someone at the hospital,” Markova said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A nurse.  One with parents still in Russia.  He threatened to kill her unless she did as he commanded.”
 
   Emma signaled the waitress for another cup of coffee while she glared at Markova.  “And who gave this woman her orders?  You?”
 
   “I can understand your anger, Dr. Earl—”
 
   “No you can’t!” Emma shouted and pounded the table, which startled a drunk two tables away.  In a lower voice she said, “You can’t possibly understand what it was like.”  For emphasis she took a handful of her white hair.  “You see this?  This is because of what happened.”
 
   Markova looked down at her untouched cup of coffee.  “I am truly sorry for what you have suffered, Dr. Earl.  I know things between us went badly, but I always considered you my friend.”
 
   “How could a friend do that to another friend?  You kidnapped my child.”
 
   “I know.  It has shamed me greatly.  If it is any comfort, you should know Katya—”
 
   “Katya?”
 
   “That is the name Mr. Bykov gave her.”
 
   “He renamed my daughter?”
 
   “Yes.”  Markova reached into her pocket.  Emma’s body tensed as she waited for the woman to take out a gun or hand grenade, but it was only a photograph.  A photograph of a chubby little girl with curly red hair, the same as Emma remembered from the future—the same as her mother, whom she’d named Louise for.  Except now her baby didn’t have Mom’s name; she had the name of a stranger.  “I took this shortly before I left.  I wanted you to know she has not been harmed in any way.  I have tried to raise her as you would.”
 
   “Except you’re raising her for a monster.”  Emma looked more closely at the photograph, at the sharp nose the little girl had inherited from Jim.  She couldn’t tell from this if the girl had Jim’s buckteeth as well—or Emma’s feet for that matter.  Still, when she looked into the girl’s blue eyes, she knew it was her daughter.  “Why?  Is it revenge?”
 
   “Not entirely.  Mr. Bykov thinks having a daughter of Katya—”
 
   “Louise.  Her name is Louise Gladys Earl.”
 
   “Very well.  Mr. Bykov thinks having a daughter of Louise’s intelligence—of your intelligence, Dr. Earl—would be beneficial for the organization.”
 
   “Oh no.”  Emma buried her face in her hands, but again she didn’t cry.  He wanted her daughter to become a mob kingpin, to serve at his right hand as Markova did and then perhaps even to succeed him.  What could a girl with Louise’s intelligence do in such a position?  How much damage could she inflict on the world?  The even more terrifying thought was that Emma—or some future Scarlet Knight—might have to stop her.  “Where is she?”
 
   “At Mr. Bykov’s estate—or she was.”
 
   “Was?”
 
   “I am afraid that Mr. Bykov knows I am here.  He will probably have moved Kat—Louise—by now to another location.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “That I do not know.  It could be most anywhere.”
 
   “Why didn’t you bring her with you?”
 
   “I could not.  Mr. Bykov’s security forces make certain she stays within the compound at all times.”
 
   “She’s a prisoner?”
 
   “Perhaps, but she is still too young to understand.”
 
   Emma downed her second cup of coffee.  She looked down again at the photograph of Louise.  Her daughter.  Her beautiful daughter.
 
   When she looked up, blood was spreading across the front of Markova’s shirt.
 
   ***
 
   As someone well-versed in math and crime fighting, Emma knew at once the exact angle of the shot.  The bullet had come from behind the counter, from someone who had come in through the kitchen.  Emma bolted out of the booth and hurdled the counter to race into the kitchen.  She pushed aside a cook and a dishwasher as she headed for the back door.
 
   The back door of the diner opened onto an alley, the kind that wound all through the heart of the city like intestines.  Though she still hadn’t seen the shooter, she could hear footsteps.  Emma ran in the direction of the footsteps; she wished there was time to put on the armor so she might have a chance to catch up.  Or that she could use her motorcycle to chase down the killer, but there wasn’t time for that either.
 
   She heard the clank of a fence as someone jumped over it.  Around the corner, Emma saw a chain link fence across the alley.  Even without the armor, it didn’t take her long to scale the fence and jump down to the other side.  
 
   As she ran, she began to worry she might be heading into a trap.  Whoever had shot Markova might be leading Emma into an ambush.  In the alleyways were plenty of places to hide:  behind trash cans, dumpsters, or even the sewers, as she knew from her experiences with Jim.  One of the bums she passed might be a killer in disguise.
 
   She ignored these hypothetical scenarios—and perhaps common sense—to follow the footsteps.  Whoever had shot Markova obviously worked for Bykov and thus might know what he’d done with Louise.  Was she still at Bykov’s estate outside of Moscow or had he moved her to some other location?  If she caught up with the shooter, she wouldn’t need the armor or a swarm of rats to find out; she would beat the answers out of the assassin herself.
 
   All at once the footsteps stopped.  Emma heard the growl of a motorcycle engine.  She hardly had time to flatten herself against a wall, beside a dumpster, as a black motorcycle eerily similar to her own screeched past.  The driver kept his or her head straight ahead, unconcerned with Emma.  She watched the motorcycle’s lights slide from view; her fists clenched as she again wished for the armor or her own bike.
 
   For that matter, where was Marlin?  The one time she needed the ghost and he wasn’t around.  He was probably floating around the Plaine Museum to torment the security guards.  She punched the dumpster.
 
   By the time she returned to the diner, Markova lay on the floor; the waitress had stuck a purse beneath Markova’s head in a futile attempt to make her feel comfortable.  “Did someone call an ambulance?” Emma asked.
 
   “I did,” the waitress said.  “Cops are coming too.”
 
   Emma saw they would be too late.  Markova’s flesh had turned pale—deathly pale.  Her eyes were already glossing over.  She managed to move her head slightly to one side; her eyes met Emma’s.  “I am sorry.”
 
   “Don’t try to talk,” Emma said.  “Help is on the way.  Just hang on.”
 
   Markova shook her head.  “He was like my father.”  Her body shuddered.  “I did not want to betray him.  I betrayed you.”
 
   “It’s all right, Katarina.  I forgive you,” Emma lied.  Even now a part of her—the part that put on the Scarlet Knight’s armor and tortured criminals—wanted to strangle what remained of Markova’s life from her body.  
 
   “She is good.  Like you.  Don’t let him have her.”
 
   “I won’t.  I promise I’ll get her back.”
 
   Markova nodded at this.  Then she closed her eyes and her body went still.  Emma heard Markova’s last breath rattle out of her body.  She was dead.
 
   But Louise might still be alive.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Captain Donovan had been flipping through brochures on her desk when all hell broke loose.  She had been staring at one for a group of condos in Scottsdale, to try to imagine herself on the tennis courts or the manicured golf course designed by someone named Jack Nicklaus.  She had never played either of these sports, or really any sports for that matter since one stint on the precinct softball team when she was a rookie.  They had forced her off the team when she slid into second base with her cleats up and nearly broke the ankle of someone from the vice squad.
 
   What really caught her attention was the pool.  She had always enjoyed the pool at the academy, where she did laps every morning before anyone else showed up.  She hadn’t been in a pool since then; it might be nice to take a nice leisurely swim in the cool water.  What she really wanted was to sink to the bottom, where she couldn’t hear anyone, where she could be absolutely at peace.  No Anti-Vigilante Task Force to stalk her or crazy superhero to create more problems than she solved.  She wanted to stay there and never come back up, to live in the deep end of the pool.
 
   Right on cue, the circus came back to town.  Donovan checked her watch; it had been a couple weeks since the last really good media circus.  We wouldn’t want things to get boring, she mused as she dropped the brochures and pushed away from her desk.
 
   She already knew what this would be about.  She remembered what that maniac in red armor had told her about going after Don Vendetta.  There was only one place the don would end up—in her custody.  The damned fool had probably wrapped her up with a bow and left her on the doorstep with a note to deliver the don to her personally.
 
   On the first floor, at the front desk, she found her fears realized.  Reporters pushed and shoved each other, some with microphones and others with tape recorders.  Don Vendetta was cornered against the desk; she stared back at the reporters with a smug grin.  It was the expression of someone who knew she would be out of here soon enough.
 
   Any other time Captain Donovan would have tried to take some of the smugness out of that grin, but she didn’t have the energy anymore.  She knew the don would walk free in less than twelve hours no matter how many delays Donovan tried to create.  And the don wouldn’t give away any information, not to them.  She shook her head and badly wished she could smoke in the precinct.
 
   “Let me through, you jackals,” she growled.  She pushed her way through the throng.  Of course the moment she began this process, the reporters turned to her to ask her to comment.  “I don’t have anything to say to you assholes.”
 
   She managed to shove her way through to the desk, where she saw a beat cop’s face brighten for a moment.  Captain Donovan recognized the young woman from almost three years ago.  Then the girl had been a student at Rampart State; she had surprised Donovan when she came to the dorm to interview someone.  Donovan had pulled her gun and instead of backing down, the girl had dared Donovan to pull the trigger.  Donovan had made the offhand suggestion the girl should join the police force.
 
   She’d never really expected Amanda Murdoch to go through with it.  For one thing, the kid had a rap sheet more in line with one of Don Vendetta’s thugs than a cop.  Assault and battery, disorderly conduct, public drunkenness, and even one charge of prostitution that was dropped—not exactly someone you’d pick out as police material.  Yet Murdoch had gone through the academy and had enrolled in the Rampart City Police Department, where she’d done a stint in traffic patrol.  
 
   It was Donovan who approved the girl’s request to move on to something more challenging.  Donovan knew the kid’s talents were wasted writing tickets and directing traffic after games and concerts.  Someone who would throw herself at a gun clearly had the guts to patrol Rampart’s dirty streets.
 
   When Officer Murdoch came towards her, the look of relief on her face made Donovan wonder if the girl would hug her right in front of all these reporters.  The poor kid had never been center stage in a media circus before; she had never had dozens of vultures shout questions at her as if she were a movie star.  Officer Murdoch held out her hand for Donovan to shake.  Maybe she was more media savvy than Donovan had given her credit for.
 
   As Donovan shook the girl’s hand for the cameras, she found something being pressed into her palm.  Officer Murdoch gave her a knowing look.  Without looking at it, Captain Donovan knew it was a message from their mutual friend the Scarlet Knight.  It figured that lunatic would involve a rookie cop in this shit.
 
   Donovan turned to another officer and said, “Get these idiots out of here.  And tell them to fuck the First Amendment.”  She left the officer to clear out the crowd while Officer Murdoch filled out the reports to book Don Vendetta.  The initial charges were enough to make Donovan laugh:  loitering and vagrancy.  The don would probably pay a hundred dollar fine and go on her way two hours later.
 
   Donovan put a hand on Officer Murdoch’s shoulder.  “After you get her into holding, come up and see me.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   Then Donovan nodded to the don before she returned to her office.  On the elevator ride up she saw Officer Murdoch had given her a flash drive for a computer.  It was a tiny fucking thing, so small Donovan feared she might lose it.  Even worse, it was too advanced to work on her piece of shit computer.  She tried it on a few others in the department before she gave up.
 
   “Problem, Cap?” Lieutenant Cielo asked.
 
   “Find one of those IT jerk-offs and tell them to bring me a laptop.  A good one.”
 
   She supposed a laptop would make it harder for the task force to eavesdrop on what the Scarlet Knight wanted to tell her.  It probably had something to do with Don Vendetta; it was probably to brag about how she’d finally nailed the criminal Captain Donovan couldn’t put away.  As if the don would stay in jail for long.
 
   While she waited, she turned back to the brochures on her desk.  She picked up one for a singles community near Dallas.  It promised massages by a staff of trained professionals.  Captain Donovan closed her eyes and imagined some young Latino named Armando rubbing her shoulders.  He said in a husky voice, “You have so much tension down here.”  She’d ask him to rub a bit lower; she carried a lot of tension below her waist.
 
   She shook her head and cursed herself for these idle fantasies.  These were the desperate, last-gasp fantasies of a middle-aged woman.  She was forty-seven years old, and while she liked to think she was well-preserved for that age, it was much too old to dream about Latin hunks rubbing her back.  At her age—and with her modest income—she’d be lucky to get a man who still had his own hair and most of his organs.
 
   Cielo knocked on the door, a laptop in his arms.  She wondered if he’d stopped to plant a bug on it before he returned it.  She’d try to find out but she knew less about computers than she did about tennis.  “Here you are, Cap.  Taking some work home?”
 
   “Not really.”  Cielo hung around for a few seconds, until he must have understood from her glare that she wanted to be left alone.  She waited until he’d hurried off like a scolded puppy before she turned on the laptop and inserted the flash drive.
 
   As expected, there was an audio file on the drive.  Also as expected, the Scarlet Knight’s voice was on it in that idiotic, female Clint Eastwood growl of hers.  “You’ve probably got Don Vendetta in your holding cells now.  And you probably think I don’t have any idea what I’m doing.”  The Scarlet Knight paused, probably to leave space for Donovan to grumble something.  She was too tired to bother.  “I’m sure you remember Al Capone from your history classes.  Or maybe you watched The Untouchables.”
 
   In fact Donovan had always liked reruns of The Untouchables with Robert Stack as Elliot Ness, busting up speakeasies and throwing mobsters in jail.  It had taken young Lottie Donovan about three hours on the police force to know she wouldn’t do any of that.  In real life the closest to Elliot Ness she had was a nut in red armor.  It didn’t matter, as the real Ness had never actually put Capone away; they’d hauled him in on a tax racket.
 
   The Scarlet Knight’s voice continued, “You should be able to hold on to her for a few hours.  That should give you enough time to find Alonzo Jimenez.  He’s the one in charge of maintaining her computer networks.  He’ll have the information you need to put her away.  She’ll call her lawyers and the originals will probably be destroyed, but Jimenez will have copies for insurance.  As long as you get him before the don’s goons, everything should work out.  You bring him in nice and legal, he gives you the details about her organization, and the Feds can put her away like Capone.  Good luck, Captain.”
 
   Donovan stared at the screen for a moment, her body numb.  She recognized the name of Alonzo Jimenez.  He’d hacked the Pentagon and ended up in Leavenworth.  It came as no surprise he’d go to work for Don Vendetta.  Could it really be as easy as the Scarlet Knight said?  After all these years all they had to do was find a computer hacker and get him to roll on the don?
 
   She heard a knock on her door.  She thought it’d be Cielo coming to spy on her but it was Officer Murdoch.  Captain Donovan remembered she’d asked the girl to come up to her office after Don Vendetta was booked.  Donovan burst out of her chair and grabbed her jacket from the back of a chair.  “Come with me, Officer.  We’re going to give you a little on-the-job training.”
 
   In the elevator, Donovan wished she had a fedora and trench coat for this.  After all these years she would finally have her Elliot Ness moment.
 
   ***
 
   They took Murdoch’s personal car, a rusty Oldsmobile that had to be almost as old as the girl herself.  Donovan hunkered down in the seat and ignored Murdoch’s questions about why she was doing this.  It wasn’t until they were a couple blocks away from the station that she sat up.  “Take us to the hot dog stand at Dryden and Hull,” Donovan said.  
 
   “If you’re hungry we could have ordered in.”
 
   Donovan smiled at this; the kid had moxie, that was for sure.  “We’re not going for hot dogs.  We’re going for information.  You ever squeezed a snitch before?”
 
   “No.  We don’t get many snitches in traffic duty.”
 
   “Then I guess this will be an education for you.”  Donovan reached into her pocket.  “You mind if I smoke?”
 
   “Yeah, I do mind.  My friend’s got really sensitive asthma.”
 
   “Megan Putnam, right?  That pale little thing from Rampart State?”
 
   “You have a good memory.”
 
   “It’s kind of hard to forget something like hundreds of people getting blown up while you were investigating a missing person who wasn’t actually missing.”
 
   “You’d have rather been in one of the buildings that got blown up?”
 
   “Just watch the road, will you?”  Donovan crossed her arms over her chest and then closed her eyes.  It wasn’t that she was bitter about not being on the front lines for the RAT Bombings; she hated that the previous Scarlet Knight had played her like a chump on the Putnam case.  Of course if not for that case, she wouldn’t be in the car with Officer Murdoch right now; the kid would probably still be at school or with a real job.
 
   Like most anything still open at three in the morning in Rampart City, the hot dog stand was really a front for nefarious activity.  In the alley behind the hot dog stand was where some of the city’s less scrupulous citizens gambled on dice, boxing, or dog fights.  The losers of the latter were probably cooked up into wieners for those stupid enough to eat them.
 
   Captain Donovan sighed with relief that tonight was craps; she’d hate to have to shoot a couple of dogs and then call in animal control.  She didn’t bother to reach for her badge as the players already knew her.  Most of them were young and spry enough to run off, which left one old man who wore sunglasses despite that it was still nighttime.
 
   “Must be the great Lottie Donovan,” the blind man said.
 
   “So how are the dice treating you, Benny?”
 
   “Beats the hell out of me.  I can’t see shit.”  Benny didn’t actually participate in any of the gambling going on in the alley, at least not since a shiv made it so he had to wear sunglasses at night five years ago.  Now he sat in the alley with a cup of soda to remind himself of the good old days.
 
   “You want to make this quick and painless or long and painful?” she asked.  She leaned against the wall beside him.  
 
   “For you, I’d rather have it painful.”  Benny turned his head towards where Officer Murdoch reclined against another wall.  “How about you and your girlfriend give me a little double-dip?”
 
   “How’d you know I was here?” Officer Murdoch asked.  “Can he really see me?”
 
   “He can smell you,” Captain Donovan said.  “Not many guys going around with lavender conditioner in their hair.”
 
   “Shit.  I borrowed it from Megan.”
 
   “So how about it, ladies?” Benny asked.
 
   Captain Donovan reached between the blind man’s legs and clamped down with her hand.  “If you still want to have any feeling down there, you’re going to tell us where to find Alonzo Jimenez.”
 
   “Jimmy?  Shit, that’s easy.  He hangs out over on Burns Street.  Apartment over this tattoo parlor.  Savage Ink it’s called.”  Benny turned to Donovan and smiled.  “Now, you going to finish that or what?”
 
   “The last thing I want is your mummified sperm on my hand.”  She took her hand away to pat his shoulder.  “You guys have fun.”
 
   Back in the car, Officer Murdoch said, “So that’s how you shake down a snitch?  You grab him by the balls?”
 
   “They all have their prices.  You find it and doors will open.”
 
   “Gee, I’m learning so much already.”
 
   ***
 
   The tattoo parlor was closed for the night, but there was a stairway in the back that Donovan managed to open with a credit card and a couple of swift kicks.  “Isn’t this illegal entry?” Officer Murdoch asked.
 
   “I like to think we’re concerned citizens.  Don’t you smell that smoke?”
 
   “That’s your cigarette.”
 
   “Tell it to the grand jury.”  Captain Donovan stepped into a narrow corridor with no lights working.  She could hear rats move around—and not the rodent variety.  
 
   Without being asked, Officer Murdoch took her flashlight from her belt and shone it in the corridor.  A junkie cried out like a vampire.  “Hey man, what you doing?” the junkie shouted.
 
   “We’re not men,” Donovan said as she knelt down in front of him.  “You seen Alonzo Jimenez tonight?”
 
   “I see lots of things, man.”
 
   She seized him by the front of his shirt.  “You call me ‘man’ one more time and I’m going to rip your fucking tongue out.  You seen Jimenez or not?”
 
   “He’s upstairs.  Second floor.  We did the sweetest shit, m—ma’am.”
 
   “Thanks a lot, pal.  You’re lucky we got bigger fish to fry.”
 
   They found a rickety stairway that went up to the second floor.  There were a half-dozen doors, but only one that was open with a man’s feet sticking out of it.  Donovan cursed, as she thought they were too late, that the don’s goons had already taken Jimenez out.
 
   As she got closer, she heard snoring.  She found a man facedown on the floor, a needle stuck in his arm.  “Christ,” Donovan mumbled as she pulled the needle out.  She spun the man over to see that he was a Latino, though his face was too pockmarked and hairy to be the masseuse of her dreams.  
 
   She gave him a good shake to wake him up.  “Alonzo Jimenez?” she asked.
 
   He mumbled something incoherent, so she shook him again and said his name louder.  This time his eyes opened, though they didn’t focus on anything.  “What you want?” he said.
 
   “Are you Alonzo Jimenez?”
 
   “Yeah, so?  What are you, a cop or something?”
 
   “That’s right.  You and me are going to take a trip downtown and you’re going to tell me all about Don Vendetta.”
 
   “Oh shit,” Jimenez said.
 
   They carried him between them back to the car to dump him in the backseat.  Officer Murdoch used her handcuffs to chain him to a handle above the passenger’s side door so he couldn’t get out.  “Hey man, I got my rights.  I want my lawyer,” he said.
 
   “You’ll get your lawyer,” Donovan said.  “First we’re going to get you to the station so you can dry out.  In the meantime, why don’t you tell me where you keep your copies of Don Vendetta’s ledgers?”
 
   “I ain’t telling you shit, pig.”
 
   Donovan held up the needle, which she’d stuck in a baggie.  “We caught you with a needle in your arm.  There’s still some heroin left in here.  I’m sure if we took a blood test right now it’d be through the roof.”
 
   “That’s like illegal search and seizure,” he said.
 
   “Officer Murdoch, what did I tell you?”
 
   “We were concerned your place was burning down.  I mean if you’d left the stove on you could have burned the whole block down.”
 
   “This is bullshit.  Fucking pigs.”
 
   Donovan turned to face Jimenez.  “Look, Jimmy, you got two choices:  you can go back to prison for life on your third strike, or you can give us what you got on the don and kick back in witness protection for a while.  New identity, slate totally clean, and everything.”
 
   Jimenez didn’t say anything for a while, but she could tell he was doing the mental calculations, which would probably take a while in his dope-addled state.  In the end she hoped he’d come to the conclusion that the risk of possible death testifying against Don Vendetta while he remained free would be preferable to certain death in prison.
 
   The car was starting up the parking ramp when Jimenez sighed and said, “You win.  Fucking pigs.”
 
   “I knew you’d see it my way,” Captain Donovan said with what she hoped was a mirror of Don Vendetta’s smug grin.  The tables have finally turned, she thought.  She thought of the Scarlet Knight and shook her head.  The bitch was crazy like a fox.  Donovan made a mental note to cancel her appointment with the Anti-Vigilante Task Force tomorrow.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   At five in the morning in the historical district there was nowhere for Emma to buy a shovel.  Instead she drove back to Rampart Gardens and coasted along the old paths until she found the caretaker’s shed.  There was a padlock on the shed to keep someone from doing exactly what she planned to do.  This didn’t prove to be a problem, as she simply had to call for the case of armor with the magic words and then pull out one of the golden gloves.  When she touched the glove to the padlock, the lock fell away to open the door.
 
   Inside she found a full assortment of shovels, as well as a backhoe.  The latter item would be quicker but much noisier.  She opted for one of the shovels, the one that looked the biggest.  Then she began to put on the rest of the scarlet armor—all except for the helmet.  What she planned to do right now was Emma Earl’s work, not the Scarlet Knight’s.
 
   Marlin showed up as she jammed the shovel into the ground for the first time.  The ghost looked to her and then at the ground.  “You’ve finally lost it,” he said.  
 
   “Don’t bother me.  I have to do this.”
 
   “You do realize that grave robbing is a crime, don’t you?  The sort of thing the Order frowns upon.”
 
   “I’m not robbing anything.  I need a sample.”  Emma threw a shovelful of dirt off to the side.  The augmented strength of the armor made it easy enough for her to plunge the shovel into the ground in front of Louise’s grave—if it was Louise’s grave.  
 
   “A sample?  Are you planning on putting her on display at the museum?”
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Now see here.  I could understand the sitting at her grave and the talking to her—”
 
   Emma glared at the ghost.  “Were you spying on me?  Were you listening to what I said to her?”
 
   “No.  I only watched from a distance.”  The ghost visibly shivered despite that he didn’t have any nerve endings to feel cold.  “Graveyards give me the creeps.  Too much psychic interference.”
 
   “Then go away.  I don’t want you here.”
 
   “Yes, well, I thought I should warn you.  If you go mad, the armor might decide to take action against you.  From what I’ve seen, you’re pretty close to that point.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.  I suppose I ought to go fetch the witch to talk some damned sense into you.”
 
   Emma stopped digging.  “Don’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She removed part of the armor so she could access her pocket, where she’d put the picture Markova had given her.  She held this up for the ghost to see.  “It’s her.  Louise.  At least that’s what Katarina said.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The woman who works for Bykov.  She came here.  While you were off peeping in someone’s bedroom window or whatever you were doing, she told me that one of his people switched Louise with another girl at the hospital so he could kidnap her.”
 
   “Sounds like a bloody soap opera.”
 
   “I know that, but look at her.  She looks like the girl I saw in the future, only younger.”
 
   “It could be a trap.  All these computers and things they’ve got these days, shouldn’t be too difficult to make up an image.”
 
   “I know.  That’s why I’m here.”  Emma gestured with the shovel at the hole she’d dug in front of Louise’s grave. “I have to get a sample of DNA to test.  Then I’ll know for sure if it’s really her in there or not.”
 
   “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you’d finally gone around the bend.”  The ghost shook his head.  “Sounds like the kind of asinine situation that would befall you.  Can’t ever seem to stay out of trouble.  All this time travel, parallel worlds, space aliens, and getting knocked up to boot—with your luck the little bugger will probably turn out to be a vampire.”
 
   Emma laughed at this.  It did seem since she’d put on the Scarlet Knight’s armor all sorts of bizarre things had happened to her—and her friends for that matter.  Louise possibly being switched at birth wasn’t even the strangest one.  “Well, at least you’ll have plenty of stories for the next Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “After you, I’m sure the next one will be a breeze.”  Marlin shook his head again.  “Just try not to get caught out here.  The police might not be so sympathetic.”
 
   “I won’t.  Thank you for understanding.”
 
   “Yes, well, maybe I’m going soft in the head too.”  The ghost nodded to her and then drifted out of the graveyard.
 
   Emma waited until she was sure Marlin had gone before she continued to dig up the grave.  Her helmet had a rebreather in it that would have kept some of the dust out of her lungs, but she didn’t want to put it on.  She knew if she did the other personality that she’d created since Louise’s death would take over and Emma couldn’t be sure what that side of her would do.  The Scarlet Knight didn’t really care about Louise, not like Emma Earl did; the Scarlet Knight wasn’t a mother.
 
   At last she struck the lid of the tiny white coffin Becky had picked out.  It was the first time Emma had ever seen it, as they had not let her out of the psych ward to attend her own daughter’s funeral.  She couldn’t really blame the hospital, not after she’d nearly killed Dr. Pavelski and two orderlies.  She was actually lucky none of the three had decided to press criminal charges against her or she might have spent the last two years in prison.
 
   With the scarlet armor on, it didn’t take long to clear away the dirt and then lift the coffin from the ground.  Emma paused a moment and leaned against the shovel as she tried to work up the strength to peek inside.  She took a deep breath and then held it as she opened the lid.
 
   There wasn’t much left of the child inside.  Mostly there was the skeleton, a skeleton that looked more like an alien’s with the head disproportionately larger.  The flesh and blood had all disintegrated to leave nothing that could be tested.  She used a flashlight taken from the caretaker’s shed to search for hairs and located a few to tuck into a pouch on her belt.  This might not provide enough evidence, nor for that matter could she be sure the hairs belonged to the child in the coffin and not a mortician or mourner.
 
   There was only one way to make absolutely sure.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered before she snapped off the child’s tiny right arm.  This she took down to her motorcycle and put in the storage compartment along with the duct tape and other supplies she’d used earlier that night.
 
   Then she returned to the grave.  She patted the skull of the baby inside and promised herself that if this wasn’t Louise, she’d find out who the child belonged to so that girl’s mother could properly grieve for her daughter.
 
   Emma closed the lid and then set to work.
 
   ***
 
   When Dr. Laura Pavelski heard the commotion in the waiting room, she reached into her drawer.  Not for a gun, a tube of mace, or even a phone to call the police.  She reached into the drawer for the bottle of Jack Daniels she’d concealed beneath some old papers.  She took a long pull from this, sealed the bottle, and tossed it into the drawer before the door opened.
 
   It didn’t really come as a surprise to see Dr. Emma Earl in the doorway.  What came as a surprise was to see the woman’s white hair.  She’d heard that after the shock of losing her baby Emma’s hair had gone white, but she’d never seen it for herself.  She wished she could reach into the drawer for her bottle to take another pull.
 
   Before Emma could speak, Dr. Pavelski’s secretary bustled into the room.  “Doctor, are you all right?  Should I call—?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Dr. Pavelski said, her voice hoarse.  “There’s no need to call anyone.”
 
   Her secretary stared at her for a moment, but finally nodded and backed out of the room.  “You’re not going to try strangling me again, are you?” Dr. Pavelski asked.  She tried to look casual as she leaned back against the wall, as far from Emma as she could get.  She relaxed slightly as Emma dropped into a chair across from the desk.
 
   “No, of course not,” Emma said.  Her hair might be different, but her voice was still the same, so soft that Dr. Pavelski thought she must have been dreaming to think a woman like this could nearly strangle her to death, not to mention incapacitate two orderlies.  “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Dr. Pavelski said.  It wasn’t all right, not really.  Emma had nearly killed her two year ago.  By all rights Dr. Pavelski should be terrified of her.  But she wasn’t, which came as a surprise.  She felt sad more than anything.  Sad not only for Emma’s loss, but also for her inability to save little Louise.  That failure more than the near-death experience had driven her to hide a bottle in her desk.  She had lost patients before, but Emma had become like a friend to her.  When she’d lost Louise, Dr. Pavelski had felt she’d lost a member of her own family.  “How are you holding up?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Emma said, but her haggard face told a different story.  “I need your help, Laura.  I know I don’t deserve it after what happened, but you’re the only one I can go to with this.”
 
   “I thought Dr. Richman was helping you.”
 
   “He is, but this is different.”  When Emma looked down at her feet, Dr. Pavelski saw again the shy young woman who had come to her for a pregnancy test and then for prenatal care.  “I need to know what you know about one of the nurses who might have been in the maternity ward that night.  A Martina Tyutin.”
 
   “Martina Tyutin?  I don’t think I know her.”
 
   Emma reached into her pocket to hold up a printout of a chubby young woman with black hair and a diagonal scar that bisected her left eyebrow.  “Did you see her in the maternity ward that night?  After Louise was taken there?”
 
   Dr. Pavelski stared at the picture for a moment and then closed her eyes.  “I don’t know, Emma.  There was so much going on—” she stopped as her memory finally kicked in.  While she had tried to breathe life back into Louise, a woman who looked like the one in the photograph had stood off to one side, both hands over her mouth.  “Yes, she was there.  At least at the end.  You could probably check the hospital records—”
 
   “I did.  She was working that night.  I wanted to make sure it was actually her and not someone using her name.”
 
   “Emma, what’s going on?  What do you think this nurse did?”
 
   “She switched Louise with another baby, one who looked enough like Louise that no one noticed the difference.  She probably gave her some kind of poison to make sure she died before I could see her and know the truth.”
 
   “What?  That’s impossible.  We have security measures—”
 
   “I cracked your computer system in forty-five seconds.”  Emma leaned forward and lowered her voice.  “I know she had the help of some very bad people.  The type of people who know their way around security systems.”
 
   “Have you talked to her about any of this?”
 
   “I can’t.  She died two months after it happened.  A mugging gone bad—supposedly.”
 
   “Come on, Emma.  This is crazy.”  Dr. Pavelski resisted the urge to reach into her drawer for some liquid courage.  “I know today would have been Louise’s birthday and you’re feeling sad about what happened, but all this stuff about switching babies sounds like a paranoid delusion.”
 
   Emma reached into her pocket for another picture, one of a baby with curly red hair and very familiar blue eyes—her mother’s eyes.  “This was taken a few weeks ago—or so she said.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My friend.  She worked with the people who took Louise.  She’s in Russia.  My little girl is in Russia, being raised by a gangster.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “I know, you think I’m paranoid.”  Emma held up a newspaper.  Beneath the headline story about Don Vendetta’s capture was a smaller story about a woman being gunned down in a diner early this morning.  “They killed her as she was trying to tell me what happened.”
 
   “Who killed her?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I didn’t see them.  Probably people working for Bykov.”
 
   “Bykov?”
 
   “That’s his name.  Sergei Bykov.  Google it and you’ll find him tied into just about everything in Russia:  real estate, oil fields, mines, and even the military.  He’s a very bad man and he has my daughter.  Do you understand?”
 
   “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “That’s another reason I came to you.  I have to make sure that this girl really is Louise and not someone made up to look like her.”  Emma reached into a paper bag and took out what appeared to be a skeletal human arm.
 
   “Is that what I think it is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski was glad it was only nine in the morning and she hadn’t eaten anything yet, though the Jack Daniels burned her throat again before she could get it back down.  She lowered her voice to make sure no one else heard her as she asked, “You took that from Louise’s grave?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Emma, that’s sick.”
 
   “I have to be sure it’s really her in that grave.  I need a DNA test.  Today.”
 
   “Today?  Are you kidding?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s impossible.”
 
   “No it’s not, just really difficult.”  Emma sighed.  “If you don’t want to help, I’ll understand.  I can do it myself at the museum.  I thought it might be better if someone objective looked at it.”  She stopped again and time ran a hand through her white hair.  “I don’t know if I can trust myself.  I might want it to be her so badly that I make a mistake with the results.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski knew she should say no.  She should say she wasn’t about to risk her career for a woman who had nearly killed her.  But when she looked at Emma’s tired, frantic face and white hair, she knew she couldn’t.  If there was any chance Louise was still alive, she owed it to Emma—and herself—to find out.  “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “Thank you, Laura.”  Emma left the arm on the desk but took the pictures of Tyutin and the little girl to stuff these back into her pocket.  Dr. Pavelski waited until Emma had gone to reach into her drawer for the Jack Daniels.  She dropped this into the trash.  Then she stood to get back to work.
 
   ***
 
   The receptionist at Dr. Richman’s office didn’t react as negatively as Dr. Pavelski’s.  She nodded as Emma stepped off the elevator.  “Dr. Richman is expecting you,” the receptionist said.
 
   “He is?  My appointment isn’t for today.”
 
   “Just a hunch, I guess.”
 
   Emma thought to ask more about this, but decided against it.  She opened the door to Richman’s office to find the chair already turned to face the window.  The doctor sat in his chair and scribbled some notes to himself.  “Good morning, Dr. Earl.  I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of moving the chair for you.”
 
   “No, it’s fine.”
 
   He waited until she’d sat down to ask, “Did you visit Louise this morning?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What did you talk about?”
 
   “About how sorry I am that she died.”
 
   “Do you blame yourself for her death?”
 
   “Yes, but she might not be dead.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “A woman came to me—a friend of mine.  She told me Louise was switched with another baby, that she’s really alive in Russia.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?”
 
   “I want to believe it, at least I think I do.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you want Louise to be alive?”
 
   Emma leaned forward in the chair and buried both hands in her hair.  “I know I haven’t really gotten over her dying, but I’ve accepted it.  If she’s alive, I could lose her again.  I’m not sure I could take that.”
 
   “What do you think you would do if you lost Louise again?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe I’d jump out a window.”  She stood up to turn the chair back around to face Dr. Richman.  The psychologist showed no reaction to this.  For the first time, she gathered the courage to look him in the eye.  “I’m afraid to find her.”
 
   The doctor made no move to try to comfort her.  “What are you afraid of, Emma?”
 
   “That she’ll hate me.  That she’ll think I abandoned her.”
 
   “Why do you think she would think that?”
 
   “Because I wasn’t there for her.  Her first steps.  Her first words.  I wasn’t there.”  She reached into her pocket again for the picture Markova had given her.  Ever since she’d dug up Louise’s grave, she’d had terrible visions of meeting her daughter only for Louise not to recognize her, for those beautiful eyes to look at her like a stranger.  “I know I can’t leave her with this man, but I’m afraid of what will happen if I go there.  What do I do?”
 
   Dr. Richman considered this for a moment.  Emma waited for him to ask her more questions, to force her to reveal more of her deeply-guarded secrets.  Instead, he said, “I think from what you’ve said that you love your daughter very much.  When you find her, I think you need to communicate that very clearly to her.”
 
   “Don’t you think she might be scarred by this?  Emotionally?”
 
   “Perhaps.  Children are very resilient, though.”  The doctor scribbled something down on a prescription pad.  It wasn’t a prescription, it was a name:  Dr. Lorena Nagel.  “She specializes in child psychology.  If you find Louise and bring her home, give her a call.”
 
   “I will.  Thank you, Doctor.”
 
   She had her hand on the doorknob when Dr. Richman said, “Good luck, Emma.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said again.  She would need all the luck she could get.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Though she knew no one expected her to work today, Emma went back to the Plaine Museum North to get things in order.  Leslie looked at her with concern as she came in and Emma supposed she must look like a mess with her wild hair, bloodshot eyes, and dusty clothes.  She probably smelled even worse; she hadn’t had time to shower since she’d left Dr. Richman’s office.  She was grateful there had been no classes in the museum this morning or they might have thought she was an exhibit—a primitive witch doctor.
 
   “I told Jenny you weren’t going to be in today,” Leslie said, referring to Emma’s assistant director.
 
   “That’s fine.  I’m going to catch up on a few things.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Dr. Earl?”
 
   “It’s been a hectic morning.”
 
   Leslie continued to look at her with concern, but in the end Emma was the boss and could do as she pleased.  “I left your messages on your desk.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Emma sorted through these and found most to be obnoxious donors who wanted attention; she could have Leslie pass these along to Jenny.  The other messages pertained to the upcoming audit of the museum.  This audit should go smoother than the last one, where she had worked around the clock for weeks to prove to the auditors she wasn’t corrupt like her predecessor.
 
   Beyond that she found her Email box full of minor fires in need of snuffing out.  The geology department wanted more space for a display of volcanic rocks while anthropology wanted the room for an exhibit of samurai artifacts.  As a geologist Emma wanted to side with the geology department, but as an administrator she knew rocks never brought in patrons quite like ancient weapons.  And selfishly she wanted to take a look at the samurai items to compare with her armor and the Sword of Justice, which had been made in Japan at nearly the same time.
 
   After she answered the Emails, she went over the budget reports on her desk to make sure everything was in line for the audit.  Her eyes grew heavy as she read the reports.  She didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until her BlackBerry rang.  She looked up and saw it was already three o’clock.  She found a turkey sandwich and cup of tea beside the BlackBerry; Leslie must have left it for her while she slept.
 
   She picked up the smart phone; her heart began to race when she recognized Dr. Pavelski’s number.  “You have something?” she asked.
 
   “Sort of.”
 
   “Sort of?”
 
   “This is really preliminary, so don’t get too excited.”
 
   It was too late as Emma already felt a swarm of butterflies in her stomach.  “What is it?”
 
   “I talked to some friends of mine at the lab and they say the sample you took from the grave doesn’t match your DNA.”
 
   Emma stared at the display for a moment, not sure if she should cheer or groan.  If the child in the coffin wasn’t Louise then that meant Markova had probably told the truth.  Bykov had Louise in Russia to raise as his daughter.  “You’re sure?”
 
   “Well like I said, it’s preliminary.  There’s a chance they could find a match.”
 
   “You really think that?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think.  This whole thing is crazy.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to find her.”
 
   “Good luck.  I hope you do.”
 
   “Thanks for all of your help, Laura.  I know I can’t repay you—”
 
   “You just bring that girl home safely.  That’s all the thanks I need.”
 
   Emma was already heading for the door as she said goodbye to Dr. Pavelski.  She turned back to grab the messages she hadn’t dealt with.  These she pressed into Leslie’s hands.  “Can you have Jenny take care of these?  I have to leave early today.  I’m not feeling well.”
 
   “Of course, Dr. Earl.  Feel better.”
 
   “Actually, I might not be here tomorrow either.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma didn’t think Leslie knew she was the Scarlet Knight; her secretary probably thought she was grieving because of the anniversary of Louise’s death.  Except Louise wasn’t dead—probably.
 
   The ride to Aggie’s house was interminable in the rush hour traffic from Westfield into the city, but Emma didn’t want to get pulled over right now.  She had too many other things to deal with at the moment.  Along the way she thought of what she would do next.  Dr. Pavelski had said the test was only preliminary, but Emma knew in her heart—or at least she wanted to believe—that it was accurate, that Louise was alive.
 
   The only thing to do would be to go to Russia and find her.  Bykov wouldn’t give Louise up willingly, she knew that much.  She would have to take her daughter back, by whatever force was necessary.  On this she knew Emma Earl and the Scarlet Knight were in agreement.
 
   She was surprised to find the front door to Aggie’s house shut.  Usually when she came over with big news Aggie would wait for her on the front steps.  This time she found the ground floor of the house silent and dark.  “Hello?” she called out.
 
   In response she heard Renee cry from upstairs.  Emma was halfway up the stairs when she heard a door open.  The same time she reached the top of the steps, Akako came out of Renee’s room, the baby pressed against her chest to suckle.  Akako’s eyes widened as she saw Emma.  “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in,” Akako said.
 
   “Is Aggie home?”
 
   “She’s in the guest bedroom.  With Cecelia.”
 
   “Cecelia?”
 
   “I think you should talk to Agnes about that.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  Thanks.”
 
   Emma knew the guest bedroom well; she had lived in it for a couple of weeks after she’d been evicted from her apartment nearly five years ago.  The décor of the room remained the same, but at the moment Cecelia occupied the bed.  She slept while Aggie sat at her bedside and flipped idly through a magazine.  The witch looked up at her with the same surprise as Akako.
 
   “Sorry, dear, I didn’t realize you were coming.”
 
   “What’s going on here?” Emma asked.  From the look of the black eye on Cecelia’s face the former assassin had been in some kind of a fight.  Emma felt a tickle of happiness at this.  She knew it was irrational to blame Cecelia for what had happened to Louise, but sometimes she couldn’t help it.  If Cecelia hadn’t come after her, hadn’t driven her to the archives and then into the vault, where the rogue spell had transported her to the future, she might not have gone into labor well over a month early.
 
   “I’m not exactly sure.  She showed up at Renee’s party last night looking the worse for wear.  I gave her a restoration potion.”  Aggie put down the magazine and shrugged.  “She actually looks much better than she did last night.”
 
   “What does she want?”
 
   “She didn’t say.  She only said she wanted my help.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma watched Cecelia sleep for a moment and noted that even when unconscious the former assassin looked ready to spring like a jungle cat.  “Can we go somewhere to talk?”
 
   “Certainly, dear.”
 
   They went down to the kitchen, where Akako had already put on a pot of tea to boil.  She sat at the table and rocked Renee gently while the baby fed from her breast.  Aggie shook her head.  “I thought you were trying to wean her,” Aggie said.
 
   “She doesn’t like the formula.”
 
   “At this rate she’ll still be sucking from your teat when she’s seventeen.”
 
   Akako didn’t say anything to this; she continued to rock Renee and stroke her hair.  Emma took a seat on the opposite side of the table and wondered if perhaps she should have called first.  As if she sensed the tension in the room, Aggie put a hand on Akako’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry, dear.  I need to get some sleep.”
 
   “I would have looked after Cecelia if you’d asked.”
 
   “You have your hands full already.”  Aggie shuffled over to the teapot, which had begun to whistle.  “But Emma didn’t come here to listen to our domestic squabbles.  Did you, dear?”
 
   “No, I guess not.”  In a way, she didn’t mind watching Aggie, Renee, and Akako.  She wished she, Jim, and Louise could be a family like that.  Maybe now they could.  “I met an old friend today.”
 
   “Who’s that?” Aggie asked as she poured three cups of tea and laid out some almond cookies.  “Someone from school?”
 
   “No.  A friend from Russia.”
 
   Aggie straightened as if someone had shocked her.  “Oh, I see.  And what did this friend tell you?”
 
   “She said that Louise is alive.”
 
   Renee began to cry as Akako’s hands went slack; she nearly dropped the baby to the floor.  Aggie barely held on to the teapot; she sloshed some of the liquid over the side of Emma’s cup.  “Are you sure, dear?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure.  I had Dr. Pavelski run a DNA test.”  She didn’t elaborate on the mechanics of getting the material to test.  “She says it’s very likely the child we buried isn’t Louise.”
 
   “Why would anyone kidnap Louise?” Akako asked.  She had not been in this universe when Emma first met Bykov; she had arrived from a parallel world after Emma’s first ill-fated trip overseas.
 
   “He’s a Russian gangster I worked for briefly, not knowing what he was of course.  Katarina said he wants to groom Louise for a spot in his organization.”
 
   Aggie sat down next to Emma but didn’t do more than look at her tea.  “And you want to go and find her.”
 
   “I have to.”  Emma looked up towards the ceiling, where Cecelia slept.  “Do you think you can handle things for a little while?”
 
   “Of course we can, dear.”
 
   “It’s just that with Don Vendetta in jail things are going to get ugly.  And whatever Cecelia wants—”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  If there’s any hope at all your daughter is alive, you have to go.”
 
   Akako nodded to second this.  “You’re her mother,” she said as if this summed everything up.  The way she rocked Renee and cooed softly to her was the way Emma wished she could have with Louise.  She knew then there was really no decision to be made.
 
   “I need to get over to Russia.  Fast.  I thought maybe I could borrow Akako’s flying carpet.”
 
   Aggie and Akako traded a glance before they both nodded.  “That’s fine, dear.  I can always make another one if we need it.”
 
   Emma leaned across the table to give Aggie a hug.  “Thank you so much.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, dear.”
 
   Emma gave Akako a careful hug and then squatted down to look Renee in the eye.  “When I get back I’m going to have a new friend for you to play with.  Would you like that?”
 
   “Yes,” the baby said.
 
   Emma nodded and then patted the girl’s head.  She hoped if she did manage to get Louise back, her daughter and Renee could be friends, as she’d seen in the future.  That was if she could find Louise and bring her back.
 
   “I’ll be back in a bit.  I have to make a stop first,” she said.
 
   “Take all the time you need, dear.”
 
   Emma left Aggie’s family huddled around the kitchen table and paused for a moment to imagine herself, Jim, and Louise in their place.  Then she sighed and ran out to her bike.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Richman would probably think she was certifiably insane if she explained that the sewers were the only place where she felt normal anymore.  This had nothing to do with the darkness, the seclusion, or especially the smell of the place.  It was because Jim lived down in the sewers.
 
   As she always did after she climbed down into the sewers, she left a message with the first of his scouts she ran into.  She sat down on a fairly dry patch of cement to the side of the sewage pipe to wait for him.  Depending on where he was it might take minutes or even an hour to meet with her.  Sometimes she brought a flashlight to read or caught up on messages on her BlackBerry.  This time she was much too nervous to do anything but sit there and drum her fingers on her knees.
 
   Footsteps splashed through the sewage to announce Jim’s approach.  Another friend arrived first, a three-foot-long rat with a silver stripe along his back.  The stripe had become less noticeable in the last two years as the rest of the rat’s fur had begun to turn gray at a much slower pace than her hair had turned white.
 
   The rat she’d named Pepe because of his stripe nuzzled her hand like a pet.  “You keeping out of trouble?” she asked in ratspeak.  He indicated an affirmative to this.  She stroked his gray fur and wondered how much longer he would be around; nine years was positively ancient for a rat, especially in the wild world of the sewers.  Pepe told her about the latest litter in his tribe, who were his great-great-great-grandchildren.  Sometimes it pained Emma to think Pepe could so easily have generations of children while she had been denied one child—or so she had thought.
 
   Jim finally came into view, as always clad in his long coat made from the skins of dead rats.  That, along with the tangled hair and pointed nose Louise had inherited from him always gave him a rat-like appearance.  At first this had frightened her to the point where she’d sprayed him with air freshener, but later, as she came to know the man inside, she came to love it.
 
   She didn’t wait for him to reach her; she got to her feet and raced over to him.  She threw her arms around him and then kissed him almost violently on the lips.  If Dr. Richman, Becky, or anyone else saw the way she kissed Jim they would probably stop worrying about her so much.
 
   Their lips pulled apart, but they remained in each other’s arms.  With her workload on the surface and his work down here to keep the various rat tribes from fighting each other, they rarely managed to find time to be together.  Emma had long since reconciled herself to the fact they wouldn’t have a “normal” life, no matter how much she daydreamed about it, but she wished she could see him a little more often.
 
   “I have something important to tell you,” she said.
 
   “Good news?” he asked.
 
   “Very good news.  The best news.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Emma took a deep breath.  “I think Louise is alive.”
 
   “Alive?  You say she die.”
 
   “I thought she did, but I met with a friend who said someone kidnapped her.  They took her to Russia.”
 
   “That far from here?”
 
   “Yes, very far.  I have to leave tonight to find her and bring her back.”
 
   “You not go alone,” Jim said.  “I go.”
 
   “No, Jim, you can’t.  It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “No care.  She my daughter.”
 
   “I know, but—”
 
   “Then I go.”
 
   “What about things down here?  Who will look after the sewers while you’re gone?”
 
   Jim nodded to where Pepe watched them.  “Him.”
 
   She finally pulled away from Jim and turned to look down at the sewage that sloshed over her shoes.  “I don’t want to lose you too,” she said.  
 
   She felt his hand on her shoulder and gently massaged her tired muscles.  “You not lose me.  Or Louise.  And we not lose you.”
 
   A debate raged within her mind.  She knew Jim had every right to go with her; he was Louise’s father after all.  Still, she didn’t want to risk something might happen to him, so that she might gain a daughter only to lose the man she loved.  Then the Scarlet Knight part of her brain chimed in that she would work better alone, without a civilian along whom she would have to protect.
 
   When she turned back around, she decided to open up with her big guns.  “Before she was born you said you didn’t want to see her.”
 
   He only smiled slightly at this.  “I change mind.”
 
   She smiled back.  Jim’s honest, completely uncomplicated nature was one of the things she loved about him.  The rest of her life was so overly complicated that it was refreshing to deal with someone who didn’t lie or play games.  And she in turn didn’t lie to him if she could help it.  “We’re going to fly there.  I don’t think you’ll like it.”
 
   He took her hands and gave them a squeeze.  “I not care if it mean we get her back.”
 
   In that they were in agreement.  She turned to face Pepe.  “Looks like you got a promotion,” she said to him.  The rat squeaked his approval at this and then wished them luck.  “Thanks.”  
 
   They would need it.
 
   ***
 
   It didn’t surprise Emma to find Becky at the house.  As she came up the front steps, Becky ran up to her and crushed her in a hug.  “Oh my God, kid, I’m so happy for you,” Becky said.  She must have sensed Emma’s discomfort as she pulled back from the hug.  “Are you really sure?”
 
   “Dr. Pavelski ran a preliminary DNA test.  The girl you buried isn’t her.”
 
   “So who is it that we buried?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  We might never know.”
 
   “Holy shit.”  Becky shook her head.  Her eyes narrowed slightly as she must have noticed Jim for the first time by the motorcycle.  “What’s he doing here?”
 
   “He’s going with me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s Louise’s father.  He wants to help.”
 
   “I’m not sure what good he’s going to do unless she’s in a sewer.”
 
   Whenever Becky spoke about Jim like this, Emma reminded herself that Becky had been skeptical of Dan at first too and now she was dating him.  This was an extension of Becky’s need to mother Emma, to try to protect her, something that had become harder and harder to do over the last nine years.  “It’s his choice,” Emma said.
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “I came to freshen up and pack a few things.”
 
   “Pack?  I didn’t think that carpet had much room for cargo.”
 
   “I’m sure we can manage something.”  Emma went back over to the bike, where Jim stood.  “You can come in to wait.”
 
   “Your friend not like me.”
 
   “Becky likes you fine.  She’s a little overprotective when it comes to my boyfriends.”
 
   “I you boyfriend?”
 
   “Well, you are my friend and you are a boy.”  She smiled back at him and then leaned forward to kiss him.  It wasn’t a very long kiss as she could sense Becky glaring at her.  She took Jim’s hand to lead him inside.  “I’ll be a few minutes.”
 
   “You want anything to eat?  I got some cheese in the fridge,” Becky said.
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I thought that’s what rats ate.”
 
   “Not much cheese in sewers,” Jim said.
 
   “I’m sure Jim wouldn’t mind a cup of tea and some crackers,” Emma said.  She shot Becky a dirty look.
 
   “Sure.  I think we can manage that.”
 
   Upstairs, Emma took a shower; it might be her last one for quite some time.  It wasn’t likely she and Jim would stop at any motels along the way to Russia or while they were there.  It might be nice if she found Louise if she didn’t smell like sewage and a corpse.  
 
   She stood in front of the mirror and tried to see herself the way Louise would.  She combed as many tangles out of her hair as she could and then pulled it into a tight ponytail so it wouldn’t get too disheveled on the flight over.  Then she closed her eyes and tried to imagine Louise running into her arms to cling to her the way Renee clung to Akako.  Mostly, in spite of her talk with Dr. Richman, she imagined Louise would recoil in horror at the sight of her.
 
   She forced herself to turn away from the mirror and go into the bedroom to change.  For a full minute she stood in front of the closet to find an outfit that would seem welcoming and motherly.  In the end she decided to go with something practical—a sweater and jeans.  She dug out her heaviest coat to wear over this.  The weather in Russia would undoubtedly be colder than Rampart City.
 
   Once she’d dressed, she stuffed some extra clothes into a duffel bag.  She stared at the bag for another minute and wondered what size clothes Louise wore.  From what she remembered of Louise in the future, her daughter was shorter, closer to her father’s height than Emma’s.  She also had a tendency to dress as a bit of a tomboy; she favored blouses and slacks over dresses.  But that Louise didn’t exist—at least not yet.  It pained Emma to think she had no idea what her daughter was like.
 
   “You OK?” Jim asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.  “I was thinking about her.”
 
   “I think of her too.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yes.  I wonder what she like.  If she like me.”
 
   “I was thinking the same thing.”  Emma sat down on the edge of the bed and stared down at the floor.  “Do you think she’ll hate us?”
 
   “No.  We her parents.  We love her.”
 
   The conviction in Jim’s voice was enough to make Emma smile.  He was far more certain about this than she was.  “I hope you’re right.”
 
   They kissed again and while Emma wanted it to go farther than that, she knew they couldn’t, not right now.  They kept the kiss as short as the one outside and then Jim helped her to her feet and took the bag for her.  Becky waited for them in the hallway with another duffel bag.  “I put some of Steve’s old clothes in there.  I thought you might need them,” she said.  She held out the peace offering to Jim.
 
   “Thank you,” Jim said.
 
   Becky managed to kiss Jim without her nose crinkling from his smell.  Before she let him go, she hissed, “You make sure they both get back.”
 
   “I will,” he said and once again his conviction was enough to convince Emma.  She gave her best friend a hug; Becky held on to her much longer than Jim.  She knew Becky thought this might be the last time they got the chance to hug.
 
   “Be careful, kid.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And bring my niece back safe.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   Then she took Jim’s hand and they went downstairs to head for Aggie’s house and the carpet that would take them to find their daughter.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part 2
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   The first time Emma rode on the magic carpet Aggie had created for Akako to use to shuttle between Rampart City and the archives in Ireland she had been six months pregnant and spent most of her time throwing up over the side.  This time she sat calmly at the front of the carpet while Jim shivered and turned green.  He had yet to vomit, but Emma supposed it was only a matter of time.
 
   She had known Jim wouldn’t enjoy the ride.  He became nervous if he went two feet above the sewers, let alone almost a mile above them.  When they had first arrived at Aggie’s and she had led them upstairs to where the carpet waited, Jim had stared at it for a moment in disbelief.  “We ride this?” he asked.
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Emma, Aggie, and Akako said in unison.  Emma said this again as they soared above the Atlantic Ocean, the lights of Rampart City no longer visible.  Jim nodded but didn’t say anything; she imagined he was trying to keep what little food he’d eaten in his body.
 
   The carpet didn’t have room on it for their duffel begs, but Aggie had already sewn a rope across the middle of the carpet, on which they could tie the bags.  Emma pulled up one of the bags to take out an energy bar she’d stuffed in there along with plenty of bottled water.  She knew better than to offer the energy bar to Jim, but she hoped he might see how relaxed and comfortable she was and lose some of his own fear.
 
   Instead, he finally laid himself flat to throw up over the side.  She stuffed the remains of the energy bar into a pocket and then rolled over to put a hand on his back.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “It happened to me my first time.”
 
   “We so high up,” he said.  She looked down to see a fishing boat beneath them; it looked as tiny as a bathtub toy.  “Long way down.”
 
   “Yes, but we aren’t going to fall.  Not so long as we’re careful.”
 
   “How long we fly on this?”
 
   “About five more hours until we get to Russia.”  She had shown him a map of Europe before they left and pointed to Moscow.  “This is where we’re going.”
 
   Jim hadn’t left Rampart City in a quarter-century, if ever.  She still had not pried all the details of his former life from him.  She might have been able to find out something online, but she decided to wait until he decided to tell her.  She comforted herself in this regard by thinking it wasn’t that he didn’t trust her so much as he didn’t care about that part of his life anymore.  For all she knew, he might not remember it anymore.
 
   She had to admire his courage so far in volunteering to leave the relative safety of the sewers behind in order to fly thousands of miles on a four-by-three-foot piece of fabric.  She had always known he loved her and Louise, now she understood how much.
 
   “This very fast,” he said.
 
   “Yes it is.”  She knew it was impossible for a carpet to get airborne let alone break the speed barrier, but over the last ten years she’d come to reevaluate a lot of what she’d been taught in school that was supposed to be impossible.
 
   “This man, why he want Louise?”
 
   “Because she’s smart.”
 
   “Like you.”
 
   “Yes, like me.  He wants her to work for him.”
 
   “What he do?”
 
   “A lot of bad things,” she said.  Last time she’d met Bykov, he’d been trying to destabilize the tiny nation of Grakistan so he could rape the countryside for its abundant mineral wealth.  “He’s not a very nice man.”
 
   “How you know him?”
 
   “I worked for him.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “I didn’t know who he was.  I was broke and homeless and Katarina came to me saying someone wanted me to do some geological work in Russia.  After I got there, I found out who Bykov was and what he really wanted.”
 
   “What he want?”
 
   “His son had found a meteor.  He thought it might be valuable.  He wanted me to study it.  By then an alien life form had attached itself to his son and turned him into a monster.”
 
   “You kill his son?”
 
   “No, I managed to save him and give him back.”
 
   “You give his son back and he steal our daughter?”
 
   Emma smiled at this.  Sometimes Jim saw things so much more clearly than she did.  “Yes.  I told you he wasn’t a nice man.”
 
   “He not give us Louise back.  We take her.”
 
   “Yes, I don’t think he’ll just hand her over to us.  Katarina was like a daughter to him and he had her killed to protect his secret.”
 
   “When time come, you let me kill him.”
 
   “Jim—”
 
   He turned to her and in his eyes she saw pure fury.  “I know you not killer.  You let me do it.  Or he come back for her again.”
 
   Much as she wanted to argue with his logic, she knew he was right.  Even if they did manage to take Louise from him, Bykov would try to track them down.  With his resources, it wouldn’t matter where they went; he would find them.  The only way to stop him would be to kill him.  As Jim had said, though, she wasn’t a killer.
 
   “If there’s no other way.”
 
   “Good.”  They lay flat on the carpet for a while to watch the ocean pass beneath them.
 
   ***
 
   It took three hours to go from Rampart City to the coast of Africa.  There was still nothing to see for a few minutes, until they passed beneath Morocco.  She pointed to a swath of lights and said, “That’s Casablanca.”
 
   “It smaller than Rampart,” Jim said.
 
   “Yes, I suppose it is.”
 
   “Pretty.  Like you.”  His face was less green now; his stomach had calmed enough to where he hadn’t thrown up again.  He had the courage now to lean over and kiss her.  She kissed him back and thought of the Disney version of Aladdin, where the thief and princess ride around on a magic carpet to a musical number.  Aunt Gladys had taken Emma and Becky to see the movie over Christmas vacation that year and bought Emma the soundtrack to play instead of her opera tapes.  She had never imagined she might get a chance to reenact that scene on a real magic carpet.
 
   “What that song?” Jim asked her.
 
   “Oh, it’s from a movie.  About a handsome thief who falls in love with a beautiful princess and uses a magic lamp to impress her so they can get married.”
 
   “I not thief,” Jim said.  
 
   As always, Emma needed a second to realize he had made a joke.  She smiled and whispered, “I’m not a princess either.”
 
   “You my princess.”  They kissed again while Emma continued to hum the song.  From the corner of her eye she saw the city below and wondered if anyone could see them up here.  If they did, they probably wouldn’t believe it.
 
   They rolled into a sitting position, bodies pressed against each other as they streaked over the Mediterranean Sea.  Aggie had given the carpet its instructions; she had told it to stay away from populated areas as much as possible.  They passed over tankers, cargo ships, fishing boats, and even warships, but few major cities.
 
   It was still morning as they skirted Sicily and the coast of Italy.  “That’s the country that’s shaped like a boot,” she told Jim.
 
   “They make pasta there?”
 
   “And pizza.”  She squeezed his hand and then added, “A lot of important artists came from there like da Vinci and Michelangelo.”
 
   “We take Louise there on way back.”
 
   “That would be nice,” Emma said.  She imagined using the carpet to take Louise not only to Italy, but Greece, France, and England as well.  Louise would ride between them, point with a pudgy finger, and ask, “Mommy, what’s that?”
 
   “You sad now?” Jim asked.
 
   “What?  Oh, I was thinking about her again.  How nice it would be to show her all of the sights.”
 
   “You get chance.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “I know so.”  He kissed her again as the carpet began a course correction to take them into Eastern Europe, into the Balkans.  As they passed over this rugged terrain, they startled a man herding goats; the animals ran off in all directions while the man shook his fist at the carpet.
 
   “He see carpet,” Jim said.  “We go higher?”
 
   “We can’t go much higher or else we won’t have enough air.”  She patted his arm.  “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
 
   She had started to believe this as they wound their way through the mountains, into Russia.  There were no signs to indicate this, but they didn’t need any.  The two MiG-29 fighters that came at them with Russian markings on the wings were all the proof she needed.
 
   “Oh no,” she said.  She took Jim’s hand and then added, “Better hang on to something.”
 
   ***
 
     Aladdin and Jasmine had never had to worry about fighter jets as they flew over the skies of Baghdad.  There had been no aircraft at that time, certainly not aircraft with machine guns and heat-seeking missiles that could turn them and the carpet into so many ashes to drift down to the forest below.  Not even Akako had to worry much except for the occasional aircraft carrier in the Atlantic.  
 
   “They see us?” Jim asked.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” Emma said.  The MiGs flew about a thousand feet below them at the moment.  “It’s probably a routine patrol.”
 
   “What we do?”
 
   “Hope they don’t spot us.”  She had never been a religious person, but at times like this she said a prayer to any deity who might be out there.  I only want my daughter, she thought.  I only want Louise.
 
   She put a hand on the front of the carpet and pulled back on one corner to slow it down as Aggie had shown her before they left.  The MiGs became dots on the horizon; they shrunk until they disappeared entirely.  “That was close,” Emma said.
 
   “They gone now?”
 
   “They’re gone.”
 
   “Good,” Jim said but he didn’t let go of her.  
 
   They passed over the base where the MiGs had come from; Jim’s hand dug into Emma’s flesh as they saw rows of identical fighters parked alongside the runways.  “There more of them,” he said.
 
   “They can’t see us,” she said.  The carpet’s radar signature was tiny enough that any operator would mistake them for a bird if they showed up at all.  Human eyes were something else entirely, but anyone who saw them would probably be too concerned with his sanity to report it to his superiors.
 
   She kissed Jim on the cheek to buoy his spirits.  “It’s going to be fine,” she said.  She had always thought the hard part would come when they got to Bykov’s estate, not to get there.  
 
   As she was mired in these thoughts, she saw another pair of MiGs come towards them—or perhaps the same ones returning to base.  They were at nearly the altitude, so this time Emma doubted they would go by unnoticed.  “Hold on!” she told Jim.  He laid himself flat on the carpet to grab on to the edges to cling to this like a life raft.
 
   She took handfuls of the front of the carpet and yanked back hard on it to pull the carpet into a steep climb.  At times like this she wished Aggie had knit some seatbelts for the carpet.  The carpet rose above the MiGs, into a bank of clouds.  She wanted to sigh with relief, but the air was too thin for her to waste oxygen like that.
 
   The carpet coasted through the clouds for a few minutes to emerge over a snowy plain.  She didn’t see any sign of the MiGs and let the carpet descend back to a more comfortable height.  Only then did she turn back to Jim, who still clung to the carpet.  “It’s all right,” she said.  “I think we lost them.”
 
   No sooner had she said this then she saw the MiGs above and behind; they came around in a turn.  “They back,” Jim said.
 
   This time the MiGs came in for the kill.  They lined up with the carpet and one launched a missile.  Emma brought the carpet down in a dive; the missile bored holes in the sky before it exploded above them.  The carpet managed to dart away before any of the debris could rain down on them.
 
   Since they’d learned heat-seeking missiles wouldn’t work, the MiGs came at them faster, to get in range for their cannons.  Emma mentally urged the carpet to go faster, but the MiGs still gained on them.  A stream of bullets roared past the left side of the carpet; they missed Emma by less than a foot.  She pulled the carpet from left to right to zigzag around to make the carpet less of a target.  The MiGs tried to follow along and occasionally fired bursts from their cannons.
 
   “I guess we’ll have to use some evasive maneuvers,” Emma said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just hang on.”  Aggie hadn’t gone into how to evade fighter jets with the carpet, so Emma would have to do the best she could.  She’d done some reading in fifth grade about air combat, enough that she knew how to bring the carpet down and then back up in a loop.  Blood rushed to her head at the apex of the loop, and nearly caused her to black out, but she managed to hang on.  She saw Jim still held on as well.
 
   The MiGs were already coming around in their own loop; Emma didn’t waste any time to snap the carpet into a barrel roll hard to the left.  Before the MiGs could catch up with that, she leveled out for a moment before she plunged in a steep dive.  The wind clawed at her face a thousand times worse than on her motorcycle; her eyes felt as if they would burst at any moment. 
 
   The ground rose in front of her, a plain of white snow dotted with a few trees.  She waited until the snow seemed close enough to touch before she leveled out of the dive.  She saw the MiGs circle like buzzards; they had either lost the carpet or their pilots were not foolhardy enough to follow Emma this close to the ground.  She turned back again to Jim, whose body trembled.
 
   “We make it?” he asked.
 
   “Looks like—” she didn’t get to finish this sentence as the first missile exploded overhead.  Now she understood why the MiGs hadn’t followed them down:  they had entered a ring of anti-aircraft batteries.  The missiles, like those of the MiGs, were heat seeking and so not overly dangerous.  More dangerous were the artillery shells that exploded in bursts of black smoke.  Emma looked up again to see the MiGs still following from above to keep the carpet pinned between the proverbial rock and hard place.
 
   She zigzagged the carpet around again while she urged it to go faster.  The anti-aircraft batteries couldn’t follow them forever.  If they could get out of this area, then they could climb back up and worry about the MiGs—
 
   The shell didn’t actually hit the carpet, but it exploded close enough to throw the carpet end-over-end.  Emma fought to stabilize the carpet as its autopilot no longer seemed to work.  By the time she managed to get it under control, she turned back to see the rear of the carpet shredded.  “Jim?” she called back.
 
   “I fine,” he said back.
 
   “Hold on.  We’re going down,” she said.  There was little she could do but try to keep the carpet level as it plunged towards the ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   For a hundred seventy years she’d managed to survive mostly because she never settled down in one location.  Cecelia did have an apartment at the safe house in Prague, but it was mostly where she kept her trophies, not where she actually lived.  She had spent the majority of her life on boats, trains, coaches, and eventually cars and airplanes to get from one job to the next.
 
   When she rented the apartment in Denver, she had stared at the papers for a moment.  “What are these?”
 
   “Your lease,” the landlord said.  “You have to sign this so we can finalize things.”
 
   She hadn’t been so stupid as to write “Cecelia Romeau” on the lease; that would make it much too easy for her former employer to find her.  Instead she had scribbled her new name:  Stephanie Rowling.  She’d come up with this while she scanned the spines of books in the young adult section of the bookstore, where she’d tried to update herself on youth culture so she might relate to a ten-year-old.
 
   In addition to an apartment lease, Stephanie Rowling also had a driver’s license, passport, library card, Visa card, and grocery store discount card.  The driver’s license and passport she’d made herself; she had modified some of the fake IDs she kept in a safe box in Switzerland.  For the others she had filled out forms; she always felt a nervous flutter when she signed her new name.  There was something so final about the idea of a library card or grocery store card, as if she were trying to put down roots—to make herself at home.
 
   When Agnes Chiostro had told her about her granddaughter, Cecelia at first thought it might be some kind of trick.  She had tried to kill the witch and her wife the archivist.  Despite the kindness the archivist had shown Cecelia after she returned from a trip back in time to meet her mother, Cecelia still wasn’t sure she could trust them.
 
   She’d flown to Denver and then rented a car with one of her fake driver’s licenses.  Like a peeping Tom she had lurked outside West Denver Elementary and waited to catch a glimpse of her descendant.  Cecelia had found a picture of the girl with a computer at the library.  Her name was Shelly Forbes.  The mousy brown hair and elfin nose didn’t look anything like Cecelia, nor did the frightened expression on her face as she stared into the camera.  The eyes, she had inherited from Cecelia, who in turn had inherited them from her mother.
 
   It proved to be a bad idea to sit outside the school as there were plenty of girls with mousy brown hair and she couldn’t get close enough to see their eyes.  It worked far better to wait outside the house, where she hunkered down on the front seat and used a fiber optic camera like a periscope until the little girl got off the bus.  The way Shelly hugged herself as she practically ran into the house was also very unlike Cecelia—or at least the adult Cecelia.  As a child in her foster home she’d been as timid, especially when it came to what her foster father did to her in bed.  
 
   Cecelia promised herself that if something similar were happening to Shelly, she would slit the bastard’s throat and take the girl with her.  That began a week of covert operations around the Forbes household.  While Shelly’s parents were gone, Cecelia planted some bugs and found herself a good hiding spot in a tree across the street.  From there she monitored the house, to watch for signs of abuse.
 
   From what she could tell, the only form of abuse was neglect.  Both of Shelly’s parents worked; sometimes they didn’t come home until midnight or later.  The babysitter they’d hired spent most of her time watching TV, except when she waddled to the kitchen to microwave a couple of burritos or something equally disgusting.  This left Shelly to hide in her room, where she spent most of her time reading and scribbling in a diary.
 
   Cecelia knew what to do.  She waited until the babysitter came out one night and then followed the woman to her apartment.  As a former assassin, it was easy enough for her to sneak up on the slob and put a knife to her throat.  “Listen closely.  I want you to stay away from the Forbes family.  You’re quitting that job as of tonight, understand?” Cecelia said.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Just a family friend.”  Cecelia pressed the knife a little closer, enough that the woman whimpered.  “If I hear you’ve gone to the cops or told so much as your priest, I’m going to find you and gut you.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Lo and behold there was an ad in the newspaper two days later for a babysitter.  The problem for Cecelia was to get the job without violence.  During one of the rare times Mrs. Forbes was home, Cecelia came over, dressed in a pink blouse and khaki pants she hoped looked dowdy and homely enough to convince Shelly’s mother that Cecelia could be a babysitter.
 
   Mrs. Forbes had the same mousy brown hair and startled expression as her daughter, though from what Cecelia had read, Shelly was adopted.  “Have you ever taken care of children before?” Mrs. Forbes asked.
 
   Cecelia strained her mouth muscles as she smiled, to try to seem pleasant.  “Well, when I went to boarding school I did look after some of the younger kids,” she said.  This wasn’t a lie so much as bending the truth.  As one of the older students of the Headmistress, she had looked after some of the younger ones.  Of course this had been more than a hundred fifty years ago in France and the Headmistress’s academy wasn’t really a traditional boarding school.
 
   Still, this answer seemed to please Mrs. Forbes.  “Do you smoke or use any sort of drugs?” the woman asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you carry around any weapons?”
 
   “No,” Cecelia lied.  She had a briefcase in the trunk of her rented car packed with her collection of knives, jars of potions, and a 9mm pistol just in case.
 
   “Can you cook?”
 
   “A little bit.”  Cecelia had learned a little bit about cooking from her foster mother—the only thing she learned from that woman.
 
   For the last part of the interview, Shelly came downstairs to meet her.  The little girl refused to look Cecelia in the eye; she stared at her feet in a way that reminded Cecelia of Emma Earl.  “Hi,” Shelly mumbled.
 
   “This is my daughter,” Mrs. Forbes said.  “She’s the one you’d be looking after.”
 
   “I don’t need looking after,” Shelly said.  “I’m ten years old.”
 
   “Don’t be silly, honey.  We can’t leave you in this house by yourself.  What if there’s some kind of emergency?”
 
   When Shelly rolled her eyes in time with her, Cecelia fell in love with the kid.  Beneath the layers of shyness was a core of strength, which Cecelia knew came from her side of the family.  She had only to teach the girl how to tap into it, to harness it.
 
   The opportunity to do this came two weeks after she began to babysit Shelly, when she still stayed at a motel, unsure of how long she would stay.  Cecelia came over at four o’clock like usual.  She went upstairs as she always did to make sure Shelly did her homework.  This time the girl lay facedown on her mattress, sobbing into a pillow, her hair wet as if she’d taken a shower.
 
   Cecelia sat down on the bed and tentatively reached out to pat Shelly’s back.  “Bad day at school?” she asked.
 
   “I wish I were dead,” Shelly said into the pillow.
 
   “I’m sure you don’t mean that.”
 
   “Everyone thinks I’m a loser.”
 
   “Why would they think that?”  Cecelia listened while Shelly explained how some boy named Craig had sprayed her with deer bait spray and then started to call her, “Smelly Shelly.”  The other kids had joined in until Shelly had run off to hide in the bathroom until class resumed.
 
   “Everyone hates me,” she whined into her pillow.
 
   “Then kick that little bastard’s ass,” Cecelia said.
 
   Shelly looked up from the pillow to stare at her in shock; this was not the kind of thing a babysitter was supposed to say.  “But I can’t.  He’s a boy.  He’s bigger than me.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So I can’t beat him.”
 
   “It isn’t the size that’s important.  It’s having a good plan.”
 
   They’d spent the rest of the night to go over a cunning strategy for Shelly to take her revenge on Craig.  Through a pair of binoculars, Cecelia watched from across the street as her granddaughter carried out this plan.  They had shown up early in the morning to plant some supplies in a bush by the playground.  This included a concoction Cecelia had put together from ordinary household ingredients.
 
   Shelly played her part perfectly; she cowered over by the bush as if afraid to join her classmates.  When Craig sauntered towards her, Shelly reached into the bag for the balloon Cecelia had filled.  She said something Cecelia hoped was suitably witty for the occasion and then hurled the balloon.  It hit Craig dead-center in the chest.  The gooey concoction of spoiled milk, eggs, vinegar, and finely chopped onions exploded across Craig’s shirt.  While he stood there paralyzed with surprise, Shelly kicked him in the crotch.  Just to add insult to injury, she reached into the bag for a Tupperware container of flour.  She dumped this over Craig’s head and then shouted loud enough for Cecelia to hear, “Who’s smelly now?”
 
   Of course the school suspended Shelly for five days, but this only added to her popularity.  Her parents grounded her for two months, which meant nothing since Cecelia was the only one who was around to enforce the punishment most of the time.  To her credit, Shelly claimed the stunt was entirely her idea, that she had done it after everyone else had gone to bed.
 
   This one act was enough for Shelly to realize she was stronger than she thought.  She became more confident and spent far more time with her new friends than in her room.  And for the first time Cecelia felt like the mother she could have been if the Headmistress hadn’t stolen her son from her.
 
   After this, Cecelia moved into her own apartment and started to make a home for herself in Denver.  She even had a houseplant, some kind of fern Shelly had given to her for Christmas.  For the first time in her life she had become domesticated—and she liked it.
 
   She should have known this couldn’t last forever.  She should have known the Headmistress wouldn’t let her walk away.  If Agnes Chiostro could track Shelly down, Cecelia should have known the Headmistress could too.  She should have known, but she hadn’t because she was too happy to be with her granddaughter.
 
   Then she came home one night to find her apartment ransacked.  It could have been a random break-in, an ordinary burglar.  Except the safe she’d hidden in the closet for some of her potions, ingredients, and daggers was open.  Cecelia had asked Aunt Agnes to use a spell from the coven to protect the safe from any conventional weapons or techniques.  Only someone versed in magic could open it.
 
   Cecelia found the phone and dialed Shelly’s house.  The voice on the other end was not Shelly’s, but that of someone even more familiar.  “Hello, Artemis.  I guess you’ve seen your apartment by now.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “You.  Now.”  With that, the woman hung up the phone.
 
   Cecelia drove even faster and more recklessly than usual to get back to the Forbes’s house.  Along the way she cursed herself for being so damned careless.  She should have gotten Shelly to move to a safer location, even if it meant leaving her foster parents.  She should have asked Aunt Agnes for the coven’s help to protect her granddaughter.  But she had stupidly thought she could handle anything that came up.
 
   As she pulled up to the house, she saw all the lights were off, except for a dim glow in the living room.  She opened the trunk and cursed herself again.  She had gotten so careless that she only kept one dagger in the trunk and none of her potions.  Not that it would matter since her former comrades would most certainly search her before she went inside.  But she did have something that could be of use:  a spare remote for the alarm system.  That was if whoever had ransacked the apartment hadn’t completely destroyed the system.  Well, it was worth a shot.
 
   She got halfway up the driveway when someone seized her by the wrist and pushed her facedown onto the driveway.  She didn’t bother to ask how the woman had managed to stay concealed so well.  “You don’t have to be so rough, Shadow,” she said.
 
   “We can’t take chances,” the woman hissed as she began to pat Cecelia down.  Cecelia carefully hid the remote control in the grass, where Shadow wouldn’t notice the black plastic object in the darkness.
 
   “Who’ve you got in there?” Cecelia asked.  Shadow turned her over to search the front of her for weapons.  The woman took no chances when it came to feeling Cecelia’s cleavage.  “I’ll bet it’s Raven.  You two always work together.  I used to think you had a thing for each other.”
 
   “That’s none of your business, traitor,” Shadow said.  She squeezed Cecelia’s left breast harder than necessary to make her wince.
 
   “Fine, be that way.”  She waited until Shadow stood aside before she palmed the remote as she pushed herself up to her feet.  She dropped it into the hidden pocket inside her sleeve where she usually kept a dagger hidden.
 
   Shadow led her up the front steps, into the house.  As she’d seen from the road, it was completely dark except for a candle in the living room.  Always one for the dramatic, Cecelia thought.  That would work to Cecelia’s advantage.
 
   Shelly was tied to a chair in the middle of the living room.  Though the girl’s mouth was gagged, the fear in her eyes told Cecelia everything she needed to know.  That and the tall black woman beside Shelly with a dagger in her hand.  The woman’s mouth curled in a combination smile/snarl as she saw Cecelia.  “Artemis,” she spat.
 
   “Raven,” Cecelia said.
 
   “Look at you.  You’re getting plump.”
 
   “Why don’t we dispense with the bullshit and you tell me what you want?”
 
   “It’s pretty simple, enough that even you can understand.  The Headmistress wants you to turn over your cousin.  In exchange we’ll let this little mouse live.  You might even be allowed back in the organization.”
 
   “Renee?  Why do you want Renee?  She’s a baby.”
 
   “You should know we don’t question our orders.  We do what the Headmistress tells us to do.”
 
   “The Headmistress is full of shit.  You should know that.”
 
   Raven put the edge of the dagger to Shelly’s throat.  The girl screamed beneath the gag.  “Another crack like that and I might decide to perform a little amateur surgery.”
 
   From experience, Cecelia knew Raven wasn’t bluffing.  She wouldn’t have any qualms about carving Shelly’s face up to leave the poor girl hideously scarred.  Raven would actually enjoy that; she would savor Shelly’s pain.  “I can try, but it might take some time.  Renee’s mother is very protective of her.”
 
   “We know.  That’s why we’re asking you.”  Raven ran the knife up from Shelly’s jaw to her cheek, not hard enough to draw blood, just hard enough to terrify the poor girl.  “The Headmistress is sure you can find a way.”
 
   “Let’s say I do get Renee:  what assurance are you going to give me that you aren’t going to hurt Shelly?”
 
   “The Headmistress’s word isn’t good enough for you?”
 
   “It’s not her I’m worried about.  What assurance are you going to give me?”
 
   “Are you questioning my honor?”
 
   “Yeah, I am.  I know what kind of psychotic bitch you are.  I know you’d love to cut up a little white girl.”
 
   “Why you—” It was then Cecelia flicked the remote out of her sleeve, into her palm.  She closed her eyes and then hit the button not for the alarm itself, but for the lights in the room.  These came on to momentarily blind Raven and Shadow.
 
   Cecelia didn’t waste time.  She threw the remote as hard as she could and hit Raven’s hand; the dagger fell to the floor.  At the same time she lunged forward to knock the assassin to the floor, away from Shelly.
 
   By then Raven had recovered.  They grappled along the floor, evenly matched as they rolled around the carpet.  But Raven was right that Cecelia had put on a little weight.  She had become domesticated.  She was a bit too slow to deflect Raven’s hand before it cuffed her on the side of the head.  
 
   Cecelia toppled sideways, but she had the wherewithal to stick a foot out to trip Raven.  The assassin fell face first onto the carpet with a muffled grunt.  Cecelia grabbed a lamp from off an end table.  She used this to club Raven over the head.  With another grunt the assassin’s body went still.  
 
   Cecelia reached into one of Raven’s pockets for a dagger.  It was heavier than the ones she used, but it would do.  She used this to cut the ropes that held Shelly.  Before she took off the gag, Cecelia looked around, but Shadow was gone.
 
   “Did you see where she went?” Cecelia asked.  Shelly shook her head.  Cecelia wanted to swear, but she didn’t want to scare her granddaughter more than she was.  “It’s all right, sweetheart.  Let’s get out of here.”
 
   She wasn’t prepared for Shelly to latch onto her in a bear hug.  The girl began to sob violently.  Cecelia patted her granddaughter’s back and continued to whisper that everything would be all right.  Though she knew it wasn’t.
 
   She knew she should kill Raven.  The assassin would go back to report to the Headmistress and then she would come after Cecelia again.  Never leave an enemy at your back had been drilled into Cecelia early on.  Then she looked down at the sobbing girl who clung to her and remembered she wasn’t an assassin anymore.  She couldn’t traumatize Shelly any further by slitting Raven’s throat.
 
   Instead, she gently pushed Shelly towards the front door.  “Let’s get out of here and find you somewhere safe.”
 
   She knew the attack was coming.  She knew Shadow wouldn’t leave Raven behind—that was another tenet of the Headmistress’s training.  The hairs on the back of Cecelia’s neck stood up a moment before she saw the blade spin towards her.  She pushed Shelly down to the ground and then rolled into a crouch.
 
   Of all the members of the organization, Shadow had proven the best at stealth and concealment, hence her nickname.  As she looked around the Forbes’s front yard, Cecelia didn’t see the assassin anywhere.  She took Shelly’s hand to help the girl sit up.  “When I give the word, I want you to run for the car.  The keys are still in the ignition.  Drive to the police station.”
 
   “But I can’t drive.”
 
   “Come on, kid, how many movies have you seen?”  She patted Shelly’s back.  “Just try to at least get far enough away that you can call for help.  Understand?”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  I know what I’m doing.”
 
   She still couldn’t see Shadow, but she knew where the assassin would be.  All she had to do was look for the darkest shadows around the front yard, which in this case were in the hedges in front of the house.  As she balanced the dagger in her hand, Cecelia prayed this would work.  If not, she and Shelly would both die.
 
   She counted down to three and then shouted, “Now!”
 
   The same moment Shelly took off, Cecelia threw her knife into the hedges.  A faint grunt indicated she’d hit her target.  She didn’t stop to savor this; she had already flung herself into the bushes.  She managed to snag Shadow by the collar and hurl the woman onto the lawn.
 
   As she did, she heard the car roar away.  Shelly weaved a bit, but she managed to keep the car moving forward.  With any luck she would find the relative safety of a neighbor or the police.  
 
   In the meantime, Cecelia had other things to worry about.  Shadow righted herself quicker than Cecelia thought possible and in one deft move brought herself around to kick Cecelia in the left side.  Cecelia tumbled sideways and rolled into a defensive position.  Before she could steady herself, Shadow was already right on top of her to punch her in the face.
 
   When she had accidentally triggered a spell to take her back to the 1940s, where she had inhabited the body of a young pregnant woman, Cecelia had been beaten to a pulp by some toughs.  The beating she took from Shadow was on par with that experience.  As she struggled to defend herself, she caught glimpses of Shadow’s eyes, how wild they looked.  Cecelia knew that what she had always suspected about Shadow and Raven was true.  Or at least Shadow loved Raven; to lose her had thrown Shadow into a frenzy.
 
   “You bitch!” Shadow screamed.  “You took her away from me!”
 
   The Headmistress had always instructed them to fight as emotionlessly as possible because an assassin who fought out of emotion got sloppy.  In this case Shadow’s wild punches made it easy enough for Cecelia to grab the assassin’s left arm.  She knew where the backup dagger would be—she had taught Shadow how to make a forearm sheath for the knife—and tore it free.  With her other hand she cuffed Shadow the same as Raven had done to her.
 
   “I didn’t kill your lover,” Cecelia said in spite of the blood and broken teeth in her mouth.  She held the dagger over Shadow as she spat the blood and broken teeth out.  “I think you need a new line of work.  You and Raven both.”
 
   Cecelia tucked the dagger into her belt and then ran.  She wanted to go find Shelly, but if the girl had managed to get to the police, then things might get a bit awkward once Cecelia had to explain who she was and who the assassins were.  Instead, she made her way to a gas station, where she cleaned herself up as best she could.
 
   Since she’d taught Shadow most of the tricks she knew, Cecelia didn’t have much trouble to conceal herself on a cargo plane bound for Rampart City.  From there she took a bus to the historical district.  By then she barely had the strength to keep herself upright while she waited for Aunt Agnes to answer the door.
 
   As she finished this tale, Cecelia saw that Aunt Agnes had turned pale while Akako clutched Renee to her chest like a football. “Why would they want Renee?” Akako asked.  “Why would they want my baby?”
 
   “I don’t know why, but you’d better get her out of here before they send in another team.”
 
   Cecelia tried to get out of bed, but Aunt Agnes pressed her back down with one hand.  “You stay here and rest.  You’re not fully healed yet.”
 
   “Agnes, she’s right.  We have to get Renee out of here.”
 
   “To where?  The archives?  They already know where that is.”  Aunt Agnes shook her head.  “I’m going to speak with Glenda.  She can help us find someplace safe.”
 
   “That old drunk can’t help you.  You should call your friend Dr. Earl and have her bring that magic armor.”
 
   “I can’t call Emma.  She’s gone.”
 
   “Gone?  As in dead?”
 
   “No.  She’s gone to find her daughter.”
 
   “I thought her daughter died.”
 
   “Perhaps not.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head.  “This is a setup.  It has to be.  They conveniently lure the Scarlet Knight out of the city and then they go after Renee.  It’s too perfect.”
 
   Renee whimpered into Akako’s chest at this.  The archivist cooed something to her and patted the baby’s head until she settled down.  Cecelia watched this with a tinge of jealousy as she thought of Shelly.  She hoped her granddaughter had gotten to the police and was safe.
 
   Aunt Agnes stood up, patted Renee’s head and then kissed her wife’s cheek.  “Lock all of the doors and go down to the vault if anyone tries to get in.  I’ll be back soon.”
 
   With a flash she was gone.
 
   ***
 
   When she looked for Glenda, the head of the coven, a bar was the best place to start.  Aggie visited a tavern in Hamburg, a pub in Dublin, and a dive back in Rampart City before she found Glenda at a karaoke bar in Tokyo.  Aggie arrived as Glenda finished howling a version of Elvis’s “Suspicious Minds.”  From her seat in the back, Aggie shook her head.  Maybe Cecelia was right that Glenda was a useless drunk, unable to help her and Akako protect Renee.
 
   The head of the coven staggered back to where Aggie sat and signaled a waiter for a bottle of sake.  “I never expected a family man like you to show up here,” Glenda said.  Her breath reeked of rice wine.
 
   “Renee is in trouble.  Some people are after her.”  Aggie gave Glenda the short version of Cecelia’s story.  She finished with the evidence Cecelia had found on the assassins.  
 
   Despite the alcohol on her breath, there was nothing drunk in Glenda’s eyes or voice as she said, “The Heretics are finally making their move.”
 
   “Heretics?”
 
   “A shadow group made of people like Sylvia’s daughter—those with some magical ability, but not enough to be witches.”
 
   “Someone like Renee?”
 
   “Probably.  They don’t usually recruit this young.  They usually wait until the girl’s power—such as it is—begins to manifest itself.  When she’s confused and vulnerable they swoop in and promise her power beyond her dreams if she joins up with them.”
 
   “How do you know about this?”
 
   “You think I spend all of my time singing Elvis tunes at karaoke bars?”
 
   This was pretty much what Aggie thought but she held her tongue.  “Why haven’t you mentioned this to anyone?  Why haven’t we done anything?”
 
   “What would we do?  Kill them?  Like you would kill that abomination of yours?”
 
   “I told you—”
 
   “I know, her name is Renee.  She’s a mistake like Cecelia and all the rest.  Of course none of you listen to me.  You let feelings get in the way and next thing you know you’re three months pregnant with some mortal’s baby.”  Glenda gulped down a shot of sake.  “You and Sylvia have whelped more of the little bastards than anyone.”
 
   “Me?  I didn’t—”
 
   “Those grandbabies of yours.  Three of them were girls, weren’t they?”
 
   “Yes, but they all died.”
 
   “Or so you thought.”
 
   “Are you saying some of these Heretics are my grandchildren?”
 
   “Probably.  I don’t have their entire roster.  One-quarter magic isn’t much, but it’s enough to make potions if you know what you’re doing—if someone shows you what to do.”
 
   “But I loved my grandchildren.  How could they become like that?”
 
   “Different reasons.  Maybe they want to live forever, like you.”
 
   Aggie rubbed her temples and tried to think clearly about this.  She thought back to her beautiful grandbabies, how happy they had been.  None of them had gone to foster homes like Cecelia; none of them had ever been abandoned.  She had always been there to make them clothes and bake cookies and kiss their skinned knees.  “This isn’t possible.”
 
   “I know it’s a shock.  That’s why I didn’t tell you.  That’s why I haven’t told most of the others.  It’s better if they think their mistakes have died than to think they’re out there murdering people for profit.”
 
   “We have to do something now.  They’re after Renee.”
 
   Aggie expected Glenda to put up some resistance to this, to say that Aggie should let them have her abomination, but the head of the coven only nodded.  “You’re right.  We can’t let them have that much power.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?”
 
   “Bring Renee to Milton.  We can keep her there.  A dozen witches ought to be able to protect one baby.”
 
   “Akako will want to come too.”
 
   “Fine with me.  The more the merrier.”
 
   “What about these Heretics?  Are you going to mobilize the coven?”
 
   “I’ll leave them to you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Take your niece along.  Should be a good bonding experience.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   Glenda turned to nod towards the stage.  “I’m going to do ‘Heartbreak Hotel.’  We could make it a duet.”
 
   “Are you joking?”
 
   “I never joke about the King.”  Glenda smiled that indulgent grin that always made Aggie feel five years old.  “I’ll let Regina know you’re coming.  It should take you a while to get your family there anyway.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Glenda’s smile faded; her expression turned serious.  “This isn’t going to be easy for you, Agnes.  You’re going to have to decide who’s more important to you:  the family you have now or the family you used to have.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “No you don’t.  But you will.  I’m sure you’ll make the right choice.”
 
   Aggie vanished in a flash of light back to her house in Rampart City.  She vanished herself into the parlor so she wouldn’t startle Akako and Renee.  She found them down in the basement; Akako watched over Renee while the baby slept on a couple of pillows from the couch and sucked happily on her thumb.  This was something else they had discussed; Aggie was concerned Renee was too old to suck her thumb.  “She’s still a baby,” Akako had said and once again Aggie had backed down.
 
   “Are you all right?” Aggie asked.
 
   “We’re fine.  For now.  What did Glenda say?”
 
   “She wants to keep Renee at Milton.”
 
   “Milton?  That’s a boarding school.”
 
   “There are a dozen witches there.  They can look after her.”
 
   Akako considered this for a moment.  “I want to go too.”
 
   “We thought you’d say that.  Glenda said the more the merrier.”
 
   Akako stroked Renee’s hair as she thought about this.  “There isn’t another way, is there?”
 
   “Not that I can see.”
 
   “Then I guess we don’t have a choice.”  Akako thought again and then asked, “What about you?  What are you going to do?”
 
   “Find out who these people are and stop them.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I’ll take Cecelia with me after she’s finished healing.”
 
   “What if you can’t stop them?  What if something happens to you?”
 
   Aggie knelt down beside Akako and put an arm around her shoulder.  She wanted to tell Akako about what Glenda had said, that some of these “Heretics” might be her own flesh and blood.  She decided against this; Akako had too much to worry about already.  “I have to do this, Akako.  I’m her father; it’s my job to protect her.”
 
   “You can protect her at Milton too.”
 
   “Akako, please, we both know they’ll keep coming after her.  Not unless we find the root of the problem.  This Headmistress Cecelia mentioned.  She’s the only one who can stop it.”
 
   Akako sat there in silence for a moment and then nodded.  “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”
 
   Aggie kissed her, not all that passionately with Renee in the room, but tenderly.  “You know me.  I’m always careful.”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Akako said and kissed her back.
 
   Then Aggie stood up and examined the drawers filled with potions and ingredients.  “If we’re going to Milton, I’d better get another flying carpet ready.”
 
   She paused at the door of the vault to watch Renee sleep for a moment; she savored the moment as it might never happen again.  Then she went upstairs to get to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Chapter 10
 
   When Aggie and Akako had said the magic carpet was perfectly safe, Emma had always thought they meant that only while the carpet was airborne.  In the event of a crash, she’d always imagined she would be on her own, as when she was on her motorcycle, only the wipeout in this case would be far more painful.  She had never imagined the carpet might be equipped with airbags.  
 
   They weren’t airbags in the traditional sense.  They were more like the soap bubbles Emma used to play with in the backyard as a kid.  One moment the carpet had been plunging out of control towards the Russian landscape and the next, a clear, gooey substance came up from the pores of the fabric.
 
   “What this?” Jim asked.
 
   “I don’t know!” she shouted back as she still tried vainly to guide the carpet to a soft landing.  With the back of the carpet shredded by the anti-aircraft shell, she could only try to keep the belly up and hope they came down somewhere soft.
 
   The snowy plain grew larger before her and while Emma desperately wanted to grab Jim’s hand, she knew she couldn’t.  They needed their hands to cling to the carpet so they wouldn’t be thrown hundreds of feet through the air.  “I love you,” she shouted to Jim.
 
   “I love you,” he said.
 
   The clear goo seeping out of the carpet had coated her legs, all the way up to her waist, but she didn’t pay it any attention at the moment.  A moment before impact, the goo formed a bubble like the ones she used to blow from a plastic stick with Becky.  The difference was this bubble was big enough to encompass her entire body and somehow light enough that it could float into the air with her inside.
 
   She watched from the bubble as the carpet went limp and reverted to its true form again.  There was no crash or explosion, or even a thump.  The carpet merely dropped into the snow, weighted down by the duffel bags still attached.  She turned in her bubble to see Jim drifting a few feet behind her in his own bubble.  He poked at it with one finger, but the bubble was tough enough that it didn’t pop.
 
   That moment came once they’d drifted to the ground beside the carpet.  The bubbles touched down on the snow and then vanished without even a satisfying pop.  Emma sat there in stunned silence until she felt the seat of her pants turn wet from the snow and stood up.  “Well, we made it,” she said.
 
   “What we do now?”
 
   “We get out of here before someone finds us.”  She knelt down beside the carpet to unfasten the duffel bags with their supplies.  These she handed to Jim while she rolled the carpet up to carry on her shoulder.
 
   “Why you take carpet?  It no fly now.”
 
   “There might still be some magic in it.  We don’t want someone like Bykov to get his hands on it.”
 
   “Good point.”
 
   Emma had not brought a compass, but this didn’t matter as she could tell what direction they needed to go by the sun’s position in the sky.  She pointed to what she knew was north.  “His compound is probably a couple hundred miles that way.”
 
   “Hundreds of miles?”
 
   “All we have to do is find a road and maybe we can get someone to give us a ride.”  Or the more unseemly way would be to use the Sword of Justice to carjack someone.  This would probably make her unfit to use the sword or to wear the armor.  Still, if that meant she could get to Bykov’s compound and search for Louise, she would do it.
 
   She gave Jim a kiss on the cheek and then finally took his hand as she’d wanted to on the carpet ride down.  “Come on, let’s get moving.”
 
   They set off into the forest; Emma walked behind Jim to use the carpet to sweep their tracks from the snow to leave no trace of where they’d landed or where they’d gone.
 
   ***
 
   They were both used to walking—running in her case—that the trek through the snow didn’t bother their muscles.  The much more dangerous problem was snow that got into their boots and seeped through their socks to drench their feet.  After what must have been five miles, Emma could no longer feel her feet.  While Jim didn’t complain, she knew from the cautious way he stepped that he felt the same.
 
   Still they pressed on.  They didn’t have a choice.  Patrols would surely be out to search for them and despite that Emma had wiped the tracks away, she knew the farther they got from the air force base they’d seen the better.  There was no road in this forest, not even a trail that might have made walking easier.  They had a map with them, but she didn’t know exactly where they had come down, so she could only keep them moving north and hope they came across something friendly.
 
   As they got farther into the forest, she performed “Peter and the Wolf” to entertain Jim; the piece seemed appropriate for the occasion.  Her humming was badly off-key, but Jim didn’t seem to mind this.  She remembered her mother had played the part of Peter for a charity performance at the opera house.  The kids all got to sit on the stage while the musicians played.  This included Emma, who was seven and Becky, who was eight.  
 
   Her thoughts turned to Louise.  Did her daughter have any creative talents?  Could she make works of art the way her grandmother or her father did?  Or was she too literal-minded, like her mother?  Would Emma have the chance to find out?
 
   She felt Jim’s hand on her shoulder.  “You tired?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I was thinking about my mother.  She played the cello for the opera.”
 
   “What a cello?”
 
   “It’s like a violin only bigger.”  Jim stared at her blankly, so she said, “It’s a musical instrument made out of wood with strings on it.  It makes beautiful music—if you know how to play it.”
 
   “You play it?”
 
   “No.  I don’t have any musical talent.  Or any artistic talent.  All I can do is read books and regurgitate them.”
 
   “That not true.  You smart.  And you hero.”
 
   She smiled slightly at that.  “Well, I guess there is that.”  She turned to kiss Jim on the lips.  “But the armor does most of the work.”
 
   “I love you anyway.”
 
   She kissed him again.  “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   They continued to tramp through the forest while she finished the story.  Jim shook his head.  “They leave wolf alive?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That dumb.  Wolf come back.”
 
   From the look on Jim’s face, Emma knew he wasn’t thinking of the wolf from the storybook.  He was thinking of the wolf who had stolen their daughter.  “We’re going to find her,” Emma said.  “We’re going to get her back.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   When night fell they were still in the bowels of the forest with seemingly no end to it.  Emma laid the carpet out on the ground while Jim searched nearby for wood that might be dry enough to use for a fire.  She cleared away a spot of ground and found some rocks for a fire pit.  The wood he brought back was still a little damp, but they managed to get it lit after they used half the box of matches she’d brought along.
 
   They sat on the carpet beside the fire and huddled against each other for warmth.  Their feet dangled by the fire to get some feeling back into their toes.  “We really need some marshmallows,” Emma said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s a camping tradition,” she said, though she had only gone camping once with Aunt Gladys after her parents died.  She looked up at the night sky, at the stars above them.  It occurred to her that Jim had probably not seen the stars in a long time, since he’d spent most of his life in the sewers.  “Aren’t the stars pretty?”
 
   “Yes.  They sparkle like you eyes.”
 
   She didn’t have time to say anything as he leaned over to kiss her.  They lay down on the carpet, though with the cold they had to keep most of their clothes on.  The last time they had made love they had conceived Louise and now the search for her had brought them together again.  Only this time Emma doubted they would conceive a child since she’d been taking birth control pills since she lost Louise, to make sure she couldn’t lose another baby.  This knowledge freed her to enjoy the moment, the closeness between her and Jim.
 
   At the exact moment she came, Emma heard something heavy crash through the brush.  Another moment later she saw the bear.
 
   ***
 
   In the dim light from the fire, she recognized the bear as an Ursus arctos arctos or common brown bear native to Russia.  This particular brown bear looked to be about eight feet long, which meant it was probably a male.  At the moment it hadn’t seemed to spot them; it merely sniffed at the air in search of food.
 
   “Don’t move,” she whispered into Jim’s ear.  Jim had managed at least to pull out of her so that they lay side-by-side on the carpet, their heads turned to stare at the creature.  The bear stuck its nose into Emma’s duffel bag and then tore it open with its front paw as easy as opening a can of soda.  Emma watched with scientific fascination as the bear gulped down her energy bars—wrappers and all.  “Keep still,” she said as the bear continued to sniff around for anything more to eat.  “Maybe he’ll go away.”
 
   If the bear didn’t go away, they would be in big trouble.  She could try to summon the case of armor to grab the Sword of Justice to kill the animal or the golden cape to make them invisible, but this would probably take far too much time.  Despite its enormous size, she knew the bear’s reflexes were almost as quick as her own.
 
   The bear didn’t go away.  It loped around the fire until it stood in front of the carpet.  Emma’s command not to move was sorely tested as she felt the bear’s wet snout prod her in the small of her back.  She kept her body limp and hoped the bear didn’t decide she was a snack.  He didn’t; he moved on to Jim instead.  
 
   The bear was far more intrigued by Jim’s ratskin jacket; it sniffed it from the hem all the way up to Jim’s neck.  Emma had the magic words to summon the armor on her tongue, though she knew by the time she could say them it would be too late.  After what felt like an eternity, the bear grumbled something to itself and then plodded off.
 
   Once the bear was gone, Emma’s entire body turned to a pool of jelly.  She sagged against Jim and put a hand to his cheek to make sure he was still there.  “Are you all right?” she asked him.
 
   “I fine.  Not smell like food.”
 
   “That makes two of us,” she said.
 
   She doubted the bear would come back, but she said the magic words anyway.  She took out the Sword of Justice and kept it in its sheath as she set it between them on the carpet.  Then she took out the golden cape, as much to use it as a blanket as to keep them invisible from predators.  “Maybe I should keep watch,” she said.
 
   “No, I watch you.”
 
   In the end they decided to split the watch; Emma took the first shift mostly because she had a watch to keep track of the time better.  She slipped her socks and boots back on and then huddled beside the fire with the Sword of Justice on her lap.  She couldn’t see Jim beneath the cape, so she turned her eyes skyward.
 
   When Marlin floated into view, she had to put a hand to her mouth so she wouldn’t wake Jim.  “I didn’t realize you were going on a camping excursion,” he said.
 
   “The carpet got shot down.”
 
   “Shot down?  By what?”
 
   “Anti-aircraft guns.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So what are you doing here?”
 
   “Resting for the night.”  She looked around the forest.  “Can you see if there’s a road nearby?”
 
   “I’m not the bloody roadside service people.”
 
   “Could you do it?  I need to know how close we are.”
 
   “Fine.”  Emma waited while the ghost floated off; the only sound came from the crackling of branches on the fire.  She tossed a few more on; the wood hissed from the moisture still in it.  This all would have been much easier with Aggie along; the witch could have vanished them to Bykov’s estate.  But Emma couldn’t ask Aggie to leave while her niece was in such a sorry condition.  It was too bad Sylvia had died or she might have taken them, not to mention she could have brought along an arsenal of weapons to help liberate Louise.
 
   Emma was still mired in these gloomy thoughts when Marlin reappeared.  “Looks like you’ve got a road about a mile to the east.”
 
   “Great.  I don’t suppose you saw any bears nearby?”
 
   “Bears?  Are you going hunting now?  The Sword of Justice isn’t to be used for sport.”
 
   “Never mind.  How are things back in the city?”
 
   “Your brilliant plan seems to be on schedule.”
 
   “That’s good.  There hasn’t been any blowback yet?”
 
   “Not yet.  I’m sure there will be.  Especially after this Jimenez bloke cracks.”
 
   “Donovan did get him, right?”
 
   “Yes, her and your friend Officer Murdoch.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma hadn’t wanted to involve Amanda in any of this, but as chance had it, her patrol car had been the nearest one to the scene.  The Scarlet Knight of course didn’t care about Amanda.  Besides, Amanda was one of the few honest cops who could be trusted to bring Don Vendetta to the station.  “That’s good, I guess.”
 
   “Yes, well, let’s hope you’re back before all the shit hits the fan.”
 
   “I’m trying.”  She looked at her watch; there were still a couple of hours before she was supposed to wake Jim up.  “Keep an eye on things in the city.  Help Aggie however you can.”
 
   “I think the old bat has all the help she needs with that niece of hers.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “You realize I can’t go back until the armor does, right?”
 
   “That’s true,” she said.  She resisted the urge to sigh; she didn’t really want to have a conversation with the ghost at the moment.
 
   Perhaps he sensed this, as he said, “I’m going to see what I can see.  Haven’t been around these parts in almost three hundred years.  Trees were a lot bigger then.”
 
   The ghost didn’t return until it was time for Emma to wake Jim.  She passed the time by trying to imagine what Louise would be doing.  She imagined her daughter in her crib, flat on her stomach and sucking on her thumb.  When this wasn’t enough, she imagined details of the room, from the stuffed animals in the crib—a brown teddy bear like the one that had visited their campsite—to the pastel shade of pink on the walls.  If she closed her eyes tightly enough, she could picture herself beside the crib; she reached inside to brush a tangled tress of hair away from Louise’s cheek.  She could lean down—
 
   “Boo,” Marlin said.  When her eyes flashed open, he shook his head.  “Falling asleep on the job now.  How disappointing.”
 
   “My shift was ending anyway.”  She crawled over to the carpet and groped around to find the edge of the cape and slip beneath it.  Jim was curled up into almost a ball, which was the way he always slept, something he’d probably learned from his rat friends.  He looked so peaceful that she didn’t want to wake him up.
 
   His eyes opened on their own.  “It time?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  But if you’re tired—”
 
   “No, you sleep now.  You need it.  Big day ahead.”
 
   She was about to argue, but he’d already rolled out from beneath the cape.  She wanted to say something, but her eyes were already closed.  He was right; a few minutes of sleep would be good.
 
   She awoke to Jim shaking her.  She brushed back the golden cape and saw it was dawn.  From her watch, she saw she’d been asleep for four hours, more than she usually got back in Rampart City.  “Why’d you let me sleep so long?” she asked.
 
   “You look happy.”
 
   “Oh.  Thanks.”  She had been happy; she had dreamed she held Louise in her arms and rocked her like Akako did with Renee.  Though she supposed at two years old Louise would be too big for that, not to mention Louise wouldn’t have any idea who Emma was.
 
   Jim held out a stick with something that looked like a rat carcass at the end, only with its fur scorched and innards removed.  “I make you breakfast,” he said.
 
   “How thoughtful.  What is it?”
 
   “Squirrel.”
 
   “My favorite.”  She took a bite of the squirrel meat and decided it wasn’t all that bad.  A little overcooked and stringy, but it was better than a mouthful of snow, which was all they had since the bear had ransacked their supplies.  As she finished the squirrel, she said, “Marlin says there should be a road a mile to the east.”
 
   “Ghost is here?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”  She reached out for Jim’s arm.  “He comes with the armor.  He’ll go back once I put everything back and it returns to Rampart City.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   They finished packing up their campsite and snuffed out the fire that had kept them from freezing to death.  Then they set out towards the rising sun, where they hoped to find a road.  Emma had put the cape and Sword of Justice back, though she’d been tempted to keep the latter.  In the end she’d decided that a golden sword might be a little too conspicuous.
 
   It didn’t turn out to be much of a road.  It was more like a muddy trail.  At least their feet didn’t get quite as wet or cold as they tramped along the road.  “We still far from her?” Jim asked.
 
   “I think so.  At this rate she’ll be a grown-up before we get there.”
 
   Not long after she said this, Emma heard the growl of a truck like the answer to her prayers.  She planted herself in the middle of the road and frantically waved her arms.  The truck was a pickup most likely from the Soviet era and its driver even older.  The old man squinted at her as she came around to his side to beg for a ride.
 
   “You!  If I’d known I would not have stopped.”
 
   Emma’s jaw dropped as she realized she knew the old man.  He had shot her as she ran into his field while she tried to escape from Bykov’s estate.  He and his wife had then helped Emma; they’d given her a place to stay and hidden her from Bykov’s goons.  The last time she’d seen him was at a train station, when he had given her his life savings so she could buy a ticket and start her journey home to America.
 
   “You have to help me—again,” she said in Russian.  “It’s a matter of life or death.”
 
   The old man glared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “Fine.  Get in.”
 
   ***
 
   As they headed back to his farmhouse, Emma decided the old man and Marlin would get along famously.  “What sort of trouble are you in now?” the old man asked her less than a minute after they’d gotten underway with her in the middle of the bench seat and Jim pressed up against the passenger’s side door.
 
   “The Wolf has my daughter,” she said, remembering the old man’s name for Bykov.  She indicated Jim with a nod.  “Our daughter.”
 
   “This man is your husband?  He looks like a vagrant.”
 
   “We’re not married.”
 
   “So you live in sin?  Like a whore?”
 
   “No!  It’s not like that.  It’s—complicated.”
 
   “We should not have trusted you.  You have done nothing for us but cause trouble.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t.”  She looked down at the rusty floor as she said this; her cheeks burned with heat.  She had made a couple of half-hearted attempts to stop Bykov, but the old man was right:  she hadn’t really done anything to stop him.
 
   “You Americans always promise more than you can deliver.  You promise freedom and peace, but you do nothing while the Wolf runs rampant.  Then you only come back when he steals your child from you.”
 
   “I’m sorry—”
 
   “Your sorry means nothing to me!  Where were you when the Wolf’s men killed a busload of people, including my wife?  You were lying in your cozy bed in your big house, eating your fast food and watching your television.”
 
   “Your wife is dead?  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t know.”
 
   “Why should you know?  You care nothing for us.  You care nothing about the Russian people.  You only care about colonizing the desert.”  The old man snorted and then shook his head.  “Fools, all of you.”
 
   Jim watched the conversation, though he had no idea what they said.  “He not want to help?” Jim whispered into her ear.
 
   “No, I don’t think he does.  He’s angry with me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s a long story.  I tried to help him last time I was here but I couldn’t.”
 
   “He not like Bykov either?”
 
   “No, he doesn’t.”
 
   “Then you tell him we get rid of Bykov.  He never hurt no one again.”
 
   She repeated this to the old man, but he only snorted again.  “You?  A foolish girl and a man who smells like garbage?  What will you do to the Wolf?”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” Emma said.  She took a deep breath and then said, “All we need is shelter until nightfall.  Then we’ll be gone and you never have to see us again.”
 
   The old man grunted, but said nothing.  He remained steadfastly silent on the remainder of the long, bumpy ride back to his farm.  Emma leaned against Jim and rested her head on his shoulder; her stomach felt queasy from the bumpy roads and the squirrel she’d eaten for breakfast.  Jim kept an arm around her shoulders and occasionally glared at the old man.
 
   The farm looked the same as Emma remembered, only now the fields were barren and covered with snow.  Jim helped her out of the truck; he stood aside just in time as she dropped to her knees and threw up.  When she looked up, she saw the old man glaring at her.  “You and your lover can stay in the barn.  I will bring food to you later, if you get hungry.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She relayed the old man’s message to Jim, who didn’t have any problem with this.  He took her hand to help her to the barn.
 
   There was only one scrawny horse in the barn.  Emma wondered how much longer it would be before the old man joined his wife.  She tried to push this thought aside as she climbed up the ladder to the hayloft; Jim followed her to make sure she didn’t fall.
 
   She collapsed in the hay, but didn’t feel well enough for another proverbial roll in the hay with Jim.  As she lay in the hay, she could feel something stir.  Jim called out a greeting in ratspeak to introduce himself as a chief of a distant tribe.  She watched with fascination as a rat’s head peeked out from beneath the hay a few inches from her feet.  
 
   The rat wasn’t more than a few inches long, just an ordinary rat, not like Pepe and some of the others back in the Rampart City sewers.  The rat tentatively approached Jim; its snout sniffed at him.  He held out a hand and Emma watched in awe as the rat climbed up his sleeve like a trained pet.  The creature squeaked and shrieked its own greeting in ratspeak.  This varied a little from what Emma had learned in the sewers, but she could understand enough of it to learn the rat welcomed them to his tribe’s nest.
 
   “We honored to be here,” Jim said in ratspeak.  “We tell others of your hospitality.”
 
   The rat squeaked a thank you and then hopped down to disappear into the hay again.  Emma smiled at Jim and said, “I guess you made some new friends.”
 
   “Yes.  They help us find Louise.”
 
   “Maybe,” Emma said, though she didn’t know how.  She reached out to take Jim’s arm and then pull him into the hay beside her.  He started to unzip his pants, but she stopped him.  “Just hold me.”
 
   Another man might have gotten angry at this, but Jim loved her too much for that.  He only nodded and put his arm around her to keep her close to his body.  She closed her eyes to once more immerse herself in sleep and dreams of Louise.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   During the first leg of the journey, Renee cried almost nonstop, even after Akako checked the girl’s diaper, fed her, and tried to sing to her.  She finally wore herself out as they reached the Azores and fell into a deep sleep.  Akako was such an old hand with the carpet that she could change Renee’s soiled diaper while they coasted over Spain.
 
   “Is something wrong?” she asked while she worked on the diaper.
 
   “Of course something’s wrong.  We have trained assassins wanting to kidnap our daughter.”
 
   “I meant besides that.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I suppose I was wondering why these Heretics want Renee.  We’re not really all that different, are we?”
 
   “Only in how you use your power.”
 
   “So how can they do this?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe they’re angry at the coven for not accepting them.”
 
   “I would have accepted them if I’d known they existed.  Why did Glenda keep this from us all these years?”
 
   “She probably had a good reason.  She usually does.”
 
   “Usually.”  Aggie shook her head.  Glenda had known about Cecelia and all the other Heretics but hadn’t said anything until they nearly killed Cecelia and threatened to come after Renee.  Even then it wasn’t until Aggie confronted her about it that she said anything.  “I can’t imagine what her excuse is this time.”
 
   “Maybe she wanted to protect you.”
 
   “Protect us?  We’re not children.”
 
   “To her you are.  She’s a lot older than all of you.”
 
   “There’s another question.  How has she lived all this time and no one else has?”
 
   “She’s a good survivor.”
 
   “Good at looking after her own neck you mean.”
 
   “Agnes, what’s wrong?  I’ve never heard you talk like this before.  You love Glenda.”
 
   “She doesn’t love us.  You know what she calls Renee.”
 
   “She’ll get used to Renee.  They all will.”
 
   “Or they’ll kill her before the Heretics can have her.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I wish there were something else we could do, someplace else we could take her where she’d be safe.”  Aggie stroked Renee’s soft brown hair.  The baby stirred but continued to sleep against her mother’s breast.
 
   “We could go anywhere you want.”
 
   “But nowhere safe.  Not from them.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to go there and hope for the best.”
 
   “Are you willing to risk your life—and hers—on that?”
 
   “I don’t see where we have a choice.”
 
   Aggie considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “I don’t either.”
 
   The carpet drifted over the lights of Paris.  In Aggie’s day those lights had been from torches and later gas lamps.  Now they were electric lights that made the whole city seem to glow.  When Renee stirred again, Akako turned the baby so she could see the lights.  “You see that?” she asked, pointing to the Eiffel Tower.  “Isn’t that pretty?”
 
   “Purty,” Renee chirped.
 
   “That’s right, sweetie.  It’s pretty, like you.”
 
   Aggie watched this in silence and felt once again like the third wheel, like at Renee’s birthday party.  She wondered if Renee would even notice her father was gone once they reached the school.  So often it seemed as if Akako and Renee were happy enough on their own, that she was an intruder in their lives.  Provided they survived this, what would Renee think of her father as she got older?  Would she come to love Aggie or would she look at her like a stranger?  Would she always be “Agga” or at some point would she become “Daddy?”
 
   Paris slipped away beneath the blanket.  Renee fell back to sleep to cuddle up against Akako—against her mother, while Aggie was left to face the cold and darkness alone.
 
   ***
 
   The Milton School for Girls, one of the oldest continuously-operating boarding schools in the world, had initially come about as a front to give novice witches and their teachers a place to work together without arousing suspicion from any mortals.  It had been founded in the mid-18th Century by Regina Milton, whose stated specialty was to make charms, though in reality her primary skill was bureaucracy.  While the school had begun as a front, it soon enough became a real institution—in large part because it generated quite a bit of money, as well as there were never more than two or three novice witches at a time—with several older witches who worked as teachers while Regina was given the lofty title of headmistress.
 
   Headmistress.  That was who Cecelia had said ran the Heretics, the ones who wanted to kidnap Renee.  Of course it would be far too obvious for Regina Milton to use that codename.  Besides, Regina was far too proper for that.
 
   She certainly had the headmistress look down, Aggie had to admit as she sat across from Regina at her desk.  The reading glasses, the gray hair pulled back severely into a bun, and the dowdy purple suit all gave her the air of authority.  Aggie tried not to squirm in her chair like one of Regina’s students.
 
   “This is most irregular,” Regina said.  “We are an institution of learning for young women, not a nursery for babies.”
 
   “I know that.  Renee won’t get in the way.  We’ll keep her in one of the dorms.”
 
   “Where her bawling can disturb the other girls?  I think not.”
 
   “She’ll be quiet.  She’s very well-behaved.”  Aggie wanted to add, “So long as her mother is around.”  She decided this wouldn’t help her case any.
 
   “Nevertheless, our students have exams to prepare for.  They need peace and quiet for their studies.”
 
   Aggie resisted the urge to snort derisively at this.  A bunch of rich, spoiled teenage girls probably had a lot of other things on their minds besides exams.  “Glenda told us you would find a place for her.”
 
   “And we shall.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “There’s a cabin on the edge of the grounds reserved for the caretaker.”
 
   “The edge of the grounds?  They’ll be sitting ducks out there!”
 
   A loud knock interrupted their conversation.  Without being asked, an elderly Asian woman stepped into the room.  Aggie knew that despite the woman’s appearance, Hisae Chiu could easily kill both Aggie and Regina in seconds with only her bare hands.  Ms. Chiu was the self-defense instructor for both mortal girls and witches at the school, the one who had trained Sylvia in offensive magic when she was a novice.  “Excuse this interruption, Headmistress Milton, but I overheard your discussion.  I thought perhaps I could be of assistance.”
 
   “This is a private conversation,” Regina said.
 
   “Of course, Headmistress.  However, I thought Agnes’s friend and child could stay with me for as long as they need to.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you, Hisae,” Aggie said.  “I’m sure Akako and Renee would be honored to stay with you.  Unless Headmistress Milton has a problem with that?”
 
   “Not at all, so long as your child doesn’t disturb the other faculty.”
 
   “Then it is settled,” Ms. Chiu said.  She shuffled out of the room with Aggie behind her.  
 
   “Thank you so much for your help,” Aggie said.  
 
   “Not at all.  It is I who should be thanking you.  It is not often I get to meet someone from home.  Especially not one so intelligent as Akako.”
 
   “She’s not exactly from home,” Aggie said.
 
   “She has the blood of the samurai in her veins.  That is all that matters.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “As I am certain it flows through your daughter’s veins.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “The amount of it does not matter, only its presence.”
 
   “Right,” Aggie said with a sigh.  She didn’t feel in the mood for a philosophical discussion, which is what one usually got from Ms. Chiu.  An old joke of the coven was that Ms. Chiu had invented the fortune cookie.
 
   “You are concerned for their safety?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I will care for them.  As will others.  There are many here who greatly admire Akako for her work with the archives.”
 
   “Just not Regina.”
 
   “The headmistress feels threatened by your family.”
 
   “And you don’t?”
 
   “I sense Renee has great power within her.  It is something that needs tempered, like a sword.  If not, she will become deadly to all those around her, even those she loves.”
 
   Aggie stared at Ms. Chiu for a moment and then nodded.  “Some people want to take her.”
 
   “Yes, Akako mentioned that.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   “Outside the headmistress’s office.  I sent her and the child to my quarters.  I hope you do not mind.”
 
   “No, that’s fine.  I want to say goodbye before I leave.”
 
   “You are going to find them?”
 
   “I have to.  It’s the only way.”
 
   “Then I wish you the best of luck in your search.”  They embraced briefly, and then split up so Ms. Chiu could go to a class while Aggie went to the teacher’s quarters.  The faculty had a floor to themselves at the top of the converted monastery.  Aggie wound her way up the old stone staircase to the fifth floor.  The air felt drafty here and smelled like mold and old parchment.  It didn’t seem the best place to leave a baby, but they didn’t have any other options.
 
   Akako sat on a cushion and rocked Renee in her arms.  She smiled at Aggie and put a finger to her lips.  “She fell asleep again,” Akako said.
 
   “She sleeps as much as a koala.”
 
   “She’s a baby,” Akako said, as she always did if Aggie criticized their daughter at all.
 
   Aggie looked around the Spartan quarters of Ms. Chiu, which contained only a few cushions, a table, and some drawings on rice paper of famous samurai battles.  On a shelf were a few other knickknacks.  Aggie recognized the jade bird that in an alternate timeline a little girl from the 19th Century named Veronica had smashed; in this timeline the bird was still intact and would probably remain so unless Renee got near it.  “Is there anywhere for you and Renee to sleep?”
 
   “We’ll bring a cot in.  Renee can sleep with me.”
 
   Aggie held her tongue on this point; she knew it would be better not to argue the point.  “You’re sure you’ll be all right here?”
 
   “Hisae will take good care of us.  She loves Renee.”
 
   “She said Renee has the blood of the samurai in her veins.”
 
   “She might.  It’d be a little diluted from all that French blood, but it’d still be there.”
 
   Aggie smiled at this.  She bent down to kiss Akako on the lips.  It was far less passionate of a kiss than she’d have liked, but she didn’t dare try anything more intense with Renee right there.  She gave the baby a kiss on the cheek; Renee stirred for a moment.  “Agga?” 
 
   “That’s right.  Agga is going bye-bye for now.  But I’ll be back to see you later.”
 
   “Bye-bye?”
 
   “That’s right, dear.  You be a good girl and mind your mother while I’m gone.”
 
   “Yes.”  Renee nuzzled up against Akako and closed her eyes again.
 
   Aggie waited a moment to make sure the girl was asleep before she pulled away.  “Well, I’d better be off then.”
 
   “I love you,” Akako whispered.  “Come back safe.”
 
   “I will.”  With that, Aggie left behind her young family, possibly forever.
 
   ***
 
   Aunt Agnes wanted to come with Cecelia to the safe house.  “This will be easier if I do it alone,” Cecelia said.  “They’ll be able to sense a witch.”
 
   “What about you?  Won’t they recognize your face?”
 
   “Not if I use a potion.”  Cecelia held up a violet-colored bottle taken from the vault.  
 
   “A masquerade potion?”
 
   “Sort of.  I made a few changes to the recipe while you were gone.”
 
   “Changes?  That recipe is hundreds of years old.”
 
   “Exactly.  About time someone spiced it up.”  Cecelia took the stopper out of the bottle.  “Complete transformation without any worry of personality conflict.”
 
   “As long as you brewed it correctly.”
 
   “Ye of little faith.”  Cecelia put the vial to her lips and gulped down the potion that tasted like grape cough medicine.  There was always that moment of anticipation before the potion kicked in.  The even worse moment came when it did kick in.  Then it was like an old werewolf movie where her limbs compressed as they became shorter.  The worst part was always the bones of her face shifting around, in this case as the jaw narrowed and cheekbones flattened.
 
   Cecelia had been through this enough times that she no longer screamed in pain when it happened.  Aunt Agnes winced enough for both of them; her face paled as if she were about to faint.  Cecelia had to wait until the transformation was over—when she found herself at the same height as her aunt—before she could ask, “What?  I didn’t turn blue or anything, did I?”
 
   “No, dear.  It’s that you look so much like your Aunt Sophie.”
 
   “Really?”  Cecelia turned to the mirror, but saw only a plain woman with mousy brown hair like Shelly’s and icy blue eyes.  She’d long ago learned not to be disconcerted by looking in the mirror to see an unfamiliar face.  “I never met her.”
 
   “She died nearly two hundred years before you were born.”
 
   “That would explain it.”
 
   “Couldn’t I take some of that potion to go with you?”
 
   “They’d still be able to sense your magic signature.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  Isn’t there anything I can do?”
 
   “Wait around outside as backup.  Oh, and loan me some clothes.”
 
   Cecelia found the loosest blouse and skirt she could find so she could easily conceal her daggers along her arms and waist.  The potion had made her body a little chunkier than she’d have liked, but the disguise should fool her sisters enough to get into the safe house.  From there, she would extract as much information as she could about who had tried to kill her and Shelly and why they wanted her cousin Renee.
 
   She allowed Aunt Agnes to vanish them to an alley a block away, far enough that no one would notice them except the bums in the alley and most of them were too drunk or high to care.  She took Aunt Agnes’s arm and looked into her eyes.  There was nothing worse than to go into a job with someone untrained in the fine art of covert ops.  “I’m going to start walking.  I want you to wait two minutes and then you follow.  Don’t be in a hurry.  We don’t want them to see us together.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do while you go in there?”
 
   “There’s a bus stop about twenty feet away.  Sit on the bench there as if you’re waiting for a bus.  If you hear any screaming or see any smoke or anything, you come in there.”
 
   “Are you sure, dear?  I want to help—”
 
   “You can help best by staying out of the way.”  As her aunt’s face turned red, Cecelia said, “If you really want to help Renee, then do what I say.  I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”
 
   “Good.  Remember, wait here for two minutes.”  With that Cecelia set out; she didn’t look back at her aunt as she turned the corner, onto the sidewalk.  She resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder to see if Aunt Agnes had followed her instructions or not.  Cecelia couldn’t blame her aunt for wanting to help find the Headmistress, but at this point the witch was a liability.
 
   The Second Life bookstore had been the organization’s safe house in Rampart City for generations.  That was until Cecelia in the guise of Maria Costopolous had breached the safe house’s security during World War II.  Because of this, the organization had moved the safe house about two miles down the road to Green Thumb Florists.
 
   A middle-aged woman who looked like a librarian with her cardigan sweater and glasses on a chain around her neck looked up from watering some roses.  “Can I help you, young lady?” the woman asked.
 
   Cecelia turned to a vase of lilies.  “The lilies are really in bloom right now.”
 
   The woman hurried over to Cecelia’s side.  “You don’t want those,” she said.  “I have fresher ones in the back.”
 
   Cecelia thought this code phrase and counter phrase were even dumber than the one about New England shore birds, but she wasn’t the one who came up with these things.  That was the Headmistress’s job.  Maybe Cecelia would get a chance to discuss that the next time they met in person.
 
   The woman showed her behind the counter, into an ordinary back room.  She pushed aside a pallet of potting soil to reveal a half-sized door.  Cecelia waited for the woman to go through before she followed.  
 
   The half-sized door led to an old-style elevator, the kind that was a metal cage.  The woman pulled back a lever and the elevator began to descend.  “I don’t recognize you,” she said.
 
   “That’s because I’m in disguise.  Special operation.”
 
   “What operation?”
 
   “Kidnapping Renee Chiostro.”
 
   “You must be Tigress then.”
 
   “Try not to spread that around.”
 
   “That’s a nice disguise.  You look so ordinary.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The elevator reached the bottom of the shaft; the woman pushed back the cage doors so they could enter a narrow corridor that led to a heavy wooden door.  The woman opened this with little trouble, and then motioned for Cecelia to step inside.
 
   The parlor had been transplanted from the Second Life bookstore and looked very similar to the one in Aunt Agnes’s house, only with no sewing paraphernalia.  Three blond women occupied the sofa and chairs; all of them glared at her.  
 
   “Hello, Artemis,” the blond on the chair said.  Cecelia recognized her as Athena, one of the girls she had helped to raise at the academy.
 
   “How’d you know?” Cecelia asked.
 
   “We changed the code phrase after you left.”
 
   “I should have known.  So now what, you, Skipper, and Midge are going to beat me up?”
 
   “That all depends on you.”
 
   “I’m not looking to cut any deals, except that I’ll let you live if you tell me where I can find the Headmistress.”
 
   “She thought you might say that.  She said that the only way for you to find her is to come home.”
 
   “I’m not rejoining the organization.  That’s over for me.”
 
   Athena stood up, a slight bulge visible against her left wrist.  “You’d really rather hang around with those mortals like that pasty little girl of yours?”
 
   “Say another word about Shelly and you’re going to watch me pull out your guts.”
 
   “Big talk from someone outnumbered four to one.”
 
   “Good point.  You better call a few friends in to make it even.”
 
   Athena was good, Cecelia had to credit her with that.  The girl had her knife out and in the air before Cecelia finished speaking.  But while Athena was good, Cecelia was even better.  She easily dodged the knife and tugged one of hers out of its holster as she did so.  Athena hadn’t lowered her hand yet when Cecelia buried her knife in the girl’s neck.
 
   Cecelia reached into Athena’s waist to pull one of her knives out.  She kept the girl’s body as a shield while she threw the knife at one of Athena’s friends.  The blond girl somersaulted off the sofa, to what she thought was safety only to find a knife buried in her neck as well.  Meanwhile, the third girl leaped off the couch and threw a pair of knives.  Cecelia steered Athena’s body so that her back absorbed both blades.
 
   She dropped Athena’s body in time to grab the third girl and toss her over her shoulder.  The girl tried to scramble to her feet, but Cecelia kicked her in the face.  She screamed and held her face as blood pooled on the floor.  Cecelia slit the girl’s throat to put her out of her misery.
 
   Then she turned to find the woman who’d led her down to the safe house standing in the doorway with arms raised in surrender.  This woman wasn’t trained as an assassin; she was merely an analyst and administrator.  “I can’t tell you where she is.  You know that.”
 
   “Then I guess you’ll die too,” Cecelia said.
 
   “I mean that I literally can’t tell you.  She moves around all the time.  No one has a schedule.”
 
   Cecelia held up a knife to throw.  “You must have some way to get messages to her.”
 
   “No.  She monitors everything.  She’s watching us right now I’m sure.”
 
   Cecelia looked around the room and wondered where the camera might be.  She didn’t see anything obvious but then one of the first things they learned at the academy was concealment.  “If she is watching, then she can either call off the operation on Renee Chiostro or watch a lot more people die.”  Cecelia brandished the knife and took a few swipes at the air.  “You know I’ll tear this whole fucking organization apart if I have to.  Make it easy on yourself and quit now.”
 
   It didn’t come entirely as a surprise when she heard the Headmistress’s voice boom like God’s, “We will be better prepared next time.  Lucinda, it was a pleasure working with you.”
 
   The speaker cut off to leave Cecelia alone with Lucinda the analyst.  Lucinda lowered her arms to wait for the inevitable.  Cecelia stepped forward and looked into the woman’s eyes.  “Do you remember about seventy years ago when a young Greek woman came into the bookstore?”
 
   “Yes.  She was the spy from the coven.”
 
   “She was me, you twat.  You almost killed me and an innocent child.”
 
   “If I say I’m sorry will you let me go?”
 
   “No.  I wanted to make sure you knew that before you died.”  She slashed the knife across Lucinda’s throat; she took less pleasure in this than she’d hoped.  While the woman bled out, Cecelia searched the safe house for anything useful.  There were no papers or computer files about the Headmistress.  Lucinda was probably right that the Headmistress moved around, especially now with a rogue operative. She supposed the only way to get to her then would be to flush her out.  For that, she would need some help.
 
   Aunt Agnes sat at the bus stop and stared straight ahead so that to any trained observer she looked as conspicuous as if she wore a rubber nose and fake mustache.  “Oh thank goodness you’re all right,” she said.
 
   “I didn’t find out anything useful,” Cecelia said.
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “Have you ever been to Stockholm?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   When Dan finally broke down and hired a full-time cook eighteen months ago, Becky took it as a sign he was finally ready to settle down.  This came on the heels of his suggestion that she pick one of the mansion’s many empty bedrooms to keep some extra clothes in for when she stayed overnight, which happened more frequently.  Since that time, he still had not popped the question, nor had he provided any other signs to make things official between them.  
 
   She knew things would have to come to a head soon.  This thought started after her thirtieth birthday party and refused to go away.  Now that she was no longer in her twenties, she was too old for an open-ended, casual relationship.  Dan would have to make the decision whether he wanted to be with her all the time or not at all.
 
   Despite the urgency of this thought, she still hadn’t found the courage to put it into words yet for him.  She tried excuses like she’d been too busy or too preoccupied trying to help Emma through her grief, but she knew it was cowardice.  She didn’t want to lose what she had.  Thirty years old, overweight, breaking even financially, and from a white trash background didn’t make her ideal dating material in Rampart City.  Especially when the man who loved her was rich, handsome, intelligent, and extremely nice.  Why should she risk that to take her chances in the shallow end of the dating pool?
 
   Then came Emma’s news that her baby might be alive in Russia.  Another urgent thought rekindled in her brain:  she didn’t want to be a surrogate aunt; she wanted to be a mother too.  Aggie and Akako had Renee and Emma might soon have Louise; why shouldn’t Becky and Dan have a child too?
 
   Emma had been gone for a day without any word, but that wasn’t a surprise.  A secret mission like that would take time; there was nothing for Becky to do but wait.  In the meantime she asked the cook to prepare escargot like Dan usually ordered when they went out to eat.  There was that old saying about the way to a man’s heart being through his stomach; Becky decided to put this to the test.
 
   “That smells wonderful,” Dan said as the cook pulled back the cover over the tray.  The cook nodded and scurried away while Becky eagerly waited for Dan to take a bite.  He stuck his fork in one of the cooked snails and smiled as he chewed.  “Tastes even better.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” Becky said as she took a nibble of her veal parmesan.
 
   “So what’s the occasion?”
 
   “Does there have to be an occasion to have a nice dinner?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   She knew she should jump in to tell him what she wanted to say, but she still couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She stuffed another forkful of veal into her mouth and cursed her cowardice.  Tell him! she screamed to herself.
 
   “Have you talked to Emma since the party?” Dan asked.  “I tried to call her at the museum, but her secretary said she wasn’t feeling well.  Must be tough for her, remembering what happened to her baby.”
 
   “There’s actually some good news on that front.”  Becky tried to stop herself, but blurted out, “She thinks her baby is alive.  In Russia.”
 
   “Russia?  How would Louise get there?”
 
   “Someone at the hospital switched Louise and put her on the black market.”  Becky figured this was close enough to the truth that it wasn’t really a lie.  “A lot of rich folks would pay a pretty penny to have a genius’s kid.”
 
   “That’s amazing.  What’s she going to do?”
 
   “She’s going over to Russia.”  Becky paused for a moment as she thought up a lie.  “She’s going to the embassy over there to work with the authorities to get her back.”
 
   “I can’t believe it.  It seems like something out of a soap opera.”
 
   “I know.”  Becky shifted uncomfortably in her chair.  She took a deep breath as she finally worked up the courage to spit out, “If she does find Louise, I was thinking that maybe the time would be right for you and I—”
 
   She couldn’t finish the thought, but Dan nodded as he chewed thoughtfully on a snail.  “You want to have a baby too,” he said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He set down his fork and looked at his half-empty plate.  “I guess it’s not surprising.”
 
   “You don’t, do you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s a really big step.”
 
   “No it’s not!”  She got up from her chair to squat down beside him and took his hand.  “If we love each other, why should we be afraid to create something that’s a symbol of that love?”  When he still said nothing, she let his hand go.  “Unless you don’t really love me.  Unless you think I’m some girl you’re fucking, the chick you picked up on the rebound.”
 
   “It’s not like that.”  Finally he turned to look her in the eye.  “I do love you Becky.  That’s why I’m afraid that I’d hurt you—and the baby.”
 
   “Hurt me?  How?”
 
   He gestured at the nearly endless dining room around them.  “I don’t want to be like my father.”
 
   “Is that all you’re afraid of?  I don’t want to be like my mother either.  We don’t have to be.  We can be the kind of parents we always wanted.”  She took his hand again and squeezed it.  “You’re the sweetest, most caring man I know.  You’re going to be a great father.  And I’ve practically raised three kids already, so I know I’m going to be a great mother.”
 
   “Would you mind if I take some time to think about it?”
 
   “Sure.”  She checked her watch.  “I’ve got to get to the council meeting anyway.  When I get back, we can talk some more.”
 
   “Thanks.”  They kissed on the lips, but she felt something distant about Dan’s kiss, as if he wasn’t entirely there.  Maybe he wouldn’t be here at all when she came back from the meeting.
 
   “I love you,” she said before she left.
 
   “I love you too,” he said in a way that left room for doubt.
 
   ***
 
   The public meetings were always the worst.  Especially public meetings when it involved cutbacks.  Even worse when those cutbacks were schools.  As she settled into her seat behind city council president Napier, Becky could already see the line of angry parents behind the microphone set up in the aisle.
 
   At least there weren’t as many cameras present for this meeting.  The capture of Don Vendetta and bombshell that she would be charged with Federal tax evasion had diverted most of the media’s attention from the meeting.  That didn’t mean the parents of children whose schools were going to be closed would be any quieter.  If anything they would make more noise to try to get on the eleven o’clock news or front page of the papers.
 
   Napier of course looked completely at ease.  She had been in city politics for thirty years, long enough to be able to handle these sort of meetings.  When Becky had asked her about the wisdom of a public meeting, Napier had said, “I’m sure you’ll be worried enough for both of us.”
 
   Becky’s entire job anymore was to worry.  As Napier’s chief of staff, she was the worrywart-in-chief.  There were bills that needed read, public appearances to book, the latest poll numbers to study, and correspondence from constituents to answer.  Much of this could be delegated to the rest of the staff, but the buck stopped with Becky; she would be the one who would get thrown to the media jackals for any screw-ups while Napier pleaded ignorance.
 
   While she tried to worry about a meeting that was bound to get ugly, she thought about her conversation with Dan.  She could understand his reluctance to have a child given his upbringing, much as she’d had reservations given her own background.  She had wrestled with this concern for weeks and gained ten pounds in the process.  Unable to talk about it with Emma for obvious reasons, she finally went to her youngest sister Bambi, the one she was still on speaking terms with.  Bambi still lived in the trailer they’d grown up in—the trailer that had been Hell on Earth when their mother was still around—while she went to nursing school.  
 
   Because of this, Becky asked to meet her at a McDonald’s down the road, where they ate Quarter Pounders—two in Becky’s case—and made small talk.  Becky had finished one sandwich before she got to the heart of the matter.  “After that bitch finally took off, do you think I did OK by you guys?  I didn’t screw you guys up—more so, I mean—did I?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “It’s that I was thinking about having a kid of my own, but I want to be a good mother.  Not like that bitch.”
 
   “You’ll be a great mother,” Bambi said.
 
   “I doubt Brandi would agree.”
 
   “Brandi’s always been ornery.  You know that.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re right about that.”  Becky chewed on a handful of lukewarm French fries, still unable to shake the worry.
 
   Bambi finally reached across the table to take her hand in a rare display of sisterly affection.  “Becky, you’re not like her at all.  You’ve always been gentle and kind and caring.  There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Thanks.”  They had parted with a hug; Bambi offered to help in any way she could.  This meeting assuaged Becky’s doubts enough that she felt confident to move forward.  She wondered who Dan might talk to at this moment to try to erase his own doubts that he would end up like his father.
 
   Napier gaveled the meeting to order and Becky tried to keep her attention focused on the proceedings.  The people in line to speak fidgeted anxiously while the secretary read the minutes from the previous meeting and the council disposed of old business.  One woman in line seemed more anxious than the rest; her fingers kneaded the handbag she carried in front of her.  The woman especially stood out with her blond hair and pale skin in contrast to the blacks and Latinos who made up the rest of the line.  
 
   Something about this woman didn’t sit right with Becky.  She kept her eyes on the woman as Napier called for new business and a black woman took to the microphone to say, “Where my children supposed to go to school if you all close them all down?”
 
   This was a question Becky had prepared Napier for; she had assembled a list of nearby schools that would accept those from closed schools.  “How am I going to get them to these schools?” the black woman demanded.
 
   “Transportation will be provided by the district at no cost,” Napier said.  “Could we have the next person please?”
 
   The next person’s questions were similar, enough that Becky let her attention float back to the blond woman in line.  She wore a Rampart State sweatshirt and blue jeans, but there was something wrong about these.  As the woman shuffled forward, Becky finally realized the clothes seemed too new, the jeans still stiff and sweatshirt unwrinkled.  The woman’s eyebrows were plucked perfectly and her makeup conspicuously subtle.  She looked more like an actress playing an ordinary woman than an actual ordinary woman.
 
   Becky kept her eyes riveted on the woman as she finally got her chance to approach the microphone.  The woman’s manicured fingers dug into the purse as she stepped up to the microphone.  Becky saw a glint of something silver.
 
   Before she knew what she was doing, Becky was out of her chair.  She reached Napier as the blond woman shouted, “Free Don Vendetta!”
 
   Becky leaned down and used her shoulder like a linebacker to knock Napier aside to the floor.  As her boss tumbled out of her chair, Becky heard the boom of a gun.  An instant later she too fell to the floor, backwards in her case.  She landed on her rear end and stared down in shock to see blood spreading across the front of her blouse.
 
   She heard the screams of bystanders, but these sounds seemed as if they came from a well hundreds of miles deep into the earth.  Her vision dimmed while the blood continued to ooze from the wound.  She stared at it in fascination, as if it came from somebody else.  She heard someone call her name, but couldn’t open her mouth to speak.
 
   There was no life flashing before her eyes, only the thought that she was about to die.  Who would take care of Dan then?  And Emma?  And Emma’s little girl?  How would they all get on without her?
 
   ***
 
   Even before she opened her eyes, Becky knew she was in the hospital from the beeping and hissing of machines, but more importantly there was the smell.  She’d spent enough hours in the hospital when Louise was born to recognize that antiseptic odor that clung to everything around her.
 
   She finally opened her eyes, but didn’t try to sit up yet.  While her body always felt heavy, now it felt as if she were buried in concrete.  Her head didn’t feel any better so she couldn’t bring herself to lift her neck to see more than a patch of white ceiling tile.  Her mouth had gone completely dry, her tongue nothing more than sandpaper in her mouth.
 
   At least she was alive.  The last thing she remembered was blood gushing from a wound in her chest thanks to the assassin at the meeting.  An assassin who worked for Don Vendetta.  Had they caught the woman yet?  Had she shot anyone else after Becky?  What about Napier?  She really should get on a phone to contact the office, to get a situation report.
 
   She willed her left arm to move; she flailed it around until she found a button to press.  With a sigh she let her arm drop to hang over the side of the bed.  She couldn’t muster the strength to bring it back to her side.  The nurse could take care of that or they could leave it there.
 
   It wasn’t a nurse who came into the room.  Becky heard the door open and then Dr. Pavelski say, “I knew it would take more than a bullet to keep you down.”
 
   Becky tried to say something, but her mouth was too dry.  She felt a straw in her mouth and pulled at it with her lips.  Cool water flowed into her mouth; she continued to suck from the straw until there was nothing left.  “Thanks,” she said.
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Dr. Pavelski’s face appeared over Becky.  “I’d raise the bed but you need to stay flat until the incision heals.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You were shot.”
 
   “I know.  I meant after that.”
 
   “The killer jumped out a window and escaped.  The police are looking for her.”
 
   “Did she hit anyone else?”
 
   “No, just you.  Ms. Napier is fine.  She’s in the lobby with the others.”  Dr. Pavelski smiled at her.  “You’re a hero, Becky.”
 
   “Whoopee.”  Since she’d already been the Scarlet Knight for a brief time, she had gotten her fill of heroism already.  Mostly it left you broken and sore.  “Can I see Dan?”
 
   “In a few minutes.  We need to talk about something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The bullet didn’t hit anything vital.  You’re very lucky that way.  A half-inch to the right and you would have gotten some unintentional stomach stapling.”
 
   “So I’m going to be fine?”
 
   “Yes.  You should make a full recovery.”  Dr. Pavelski continued to smile, but her eyes belied the grin.  
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   The doctor’s smile faded.  “Like I said, nothing vital was hit.  Nothing that you need to live—”
 
   “Just get to the point already!”
 
   “There was some damage to your uterus.  We had to do an emergency hysterectomy.  I’m sorry, Becky.”
 
   Becky closed her eyes and held back a scream.  She didn’t have Emma’s encyclopedic knowledge of medicine, but she knew what a hysterectomy meant.  It meant she would never be able to carry a child now.  She could never have a baby of her own.  “Get out.”
 
   “Look, Becky, it’s not all bad news.  We were able to save some of your eggs.  I had them put into storage.  You and Dan could still make a baby.”
 
   “In a test tube?  Is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking, yes, but it would still be your child.”
 
   “But I wouldn’t carry it.  I wouldn’t give birth to it.  All I’d be doing was donating some DNA to it.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Get out.”
 
   “I know you’re upset—”
 
   “Get out!”
 
   “All right.  I’ll be back later to check on you.  I’ll send Dan in for a couple of minutes.”
 
   Becky imagined Dan would take her hand and squeeze it.  He’d smile tenderly at her and kiss her gently on the lips.  Like Dr. Pavelski he’d try to put a positive spin on everything.  She was still alive.  She might still be able to conceive a child with one of her frozen eggs.  Everything wasn’t lost, he would tell her.  “I don’t want to see him,” she said.
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “Just leave me alone.  Tell everyone to go home.  I don’t want their pity.  Or yours.”
 
   “They’ve been here for twelve hours:  Dan, Ms. Napier, and Megan.  They’re very worried about you.”
 
   Becky supposed it was another silver lining that so few of her friends were around at the moment to mourn her.  Emma, Aggie, and Akako had enough to worry about with their children—something she wouldn’t have to worry about now.  She pressed her eyes tightly shut to keep from crying as she’d learned to do when her mother used to lock her in the furnace closet and threaten to tan her hide bloody if she cried.  That evil bitch had given birth to four children—that Becky knew of—while she would never get to have one.
 
   “Just leave me alone,” she said.  “Tell everyone to leave me alone.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I need some time to think.”
 
   She felt Dr. Pavelski’s hand touch hers, the doctor’s skin cold and dry.  “If that’s what you want.  You get some rest and later I’ll have the nurse bring you something to eat.  If you start feeling pain, press the call button and we’ll give you some medication.  All right?”
 
   “Sure,” Becky said, but she knew there was no medication for the pain she felt—that she would experience for the rest of her life.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   As part of her new role as Captain Donovan’s go-fer, Amanda was getting coffee when another news story finally bumped Don Vendetta from the headlines.  When she saw the “Breaking News” alert on the screen, Amanda assumed it would be more “news” about the Vendetta case, which so far had amounted to reporters and pundits spinning rumors as an excuse to show the same clips of the don by the booking desk with Amanda next to her; Amanda looked like someone in an al-Qaeda video about to get her head chopped off.  As it turned out, the breaking news was much worse.
 
   “We’re getting reports of shots fired at a city council meeting,” the anchorman said.  He put a finger to the microphone in his ear.  “I’m receiving word that we have exclusive footage from inside the council chambers.”
 
   The anchor went on to warn viewers about the disturbing nature of the scene.  Amanda snorted at this, but a moment later her entire body turned numb.  The cups of coffee fell from her hands to spill on her feet, not that she noticed.  “Jesus Christ,” she finally whispered.
 
   The footage was shaky, but there was no mistaking Becky Beech.  Amanda wasn’t as close to Becky as Megan, but they’d met a number of times, more than enough to recognize Becky as the fat woman who shoved Councilwoman Napier out of her chair a moment before the shot rang out.  Amanda couldn’t see what happened to Becky as everyone began to get out of their seats to rush for the exits.  She breathed a sigh of relief when the anchorman said the woman in the video had been rushed to the hospital.
 
   Three seconds later, Amanda’s cell phone rang; the ring tone indicated it was Megan.  Her friend’s voice sounded as if she’d run up five flights of stairs.  “Amanda…oh my God!  Becky—”  A wheeze punctuated the end of this.  While Amanda couldn’t see Megan, she knew her friend was in the beginnings of a severe asthma attack.
 
   “Megan, calm down.  Relax and focus on your breathing,” Amanda said.  It had been two years since Amanda had last gone through this with Megan.  Then it had been when Dr. Earl’s baby died.  Now it was Becky being shot.  “Do you have your inhaler?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Take a few shots of that and relax.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Becky wouldn’t want you to die worrying about her.”  Amanda waited until she heard the hiss of the inhaler in the background.  “I want you to stay right there and try to stay calm.  I’ll find out where they’re taking her.”
 
   “OK…thanks.”
 
   “I’ll call you back soon.”
 
   To find information on Becky proved to be more of a challenge than she thought.  She tried to call the precinct for that area, but the lines were already jammed.  Amanda ran down the hall to the traffic division office where she had briefly worked.  She found her old sergeant still at his desk.
 
   “Hi Sam,” she said.  “Have you heard anything about the city council shooting?”
 
   “They’re taking her to St. Joe’s.  Why—?”
 
   She didn’t wait for the rest of the question; she darted back into the hallway and hit the redial button on her phone.  Megan’s voice sounded less winded, without the pronounced wheeze when she picked up.  “They’re taking her to St. Joseph’s,” Amanda said.  “You’d better get a cab to take you over there, unless Dr. Earl can—”
 
   “She’s not around.  No one’s around.”
 
   “No one?”
 
   “Dr. Earl’s Email sent me a message that she’s out of the country.  Ms. Chiostro left a message on her machine that she and Akako are out of town for a few days.  I tried Dr. Dreyfus, but his cook said he already left.”
 
   “OK, so get a cab and I’ll see you there later.”  Before she hit the button to hang up, Amanda added, “And make sure to keep calm, all right?”
 
   “I’ll try.  Thank you.”
 
   Once she hung up, Amanda charged upstairs to Captain Donovan’s office.  The captain had a stack of CD-ROM discs on her desk that had been taken from Jimenez’s apartment.  Without looking up, she said, “You forgot the coffee.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Captain, but there’s an emergency.”
 
   “This is a police department; there’s always an emergency.”
 
   “No, I mean one of my friends has been shot.”
 
   “One of ours?”
 
   “No, Councilwoman Napier’s chief of staff. Becky Beech.  I don’t think you know her.”
 
   “Beech?  Fat girl, bossy, friends with Dr. Earl?”
 
   “Yes,” Amanda said.  She wondered how Captain Donovan knew Becky.  She supposed it was probably from some city function, though how did she know about Dr. Earl?
 
   The captain leaned back in her chair and nodded to Amanda.  “Close the door, would you?  Then I think you’d best tell me what’s going on.”
 
   ***
 
   They once again rode in Amanda’s piece of shit car, the one she’d inherited from the younger of her brothers, Rick, who in turn had inherited it from his older brother Peter.  Mom had never seen any reason why her children should have more than one car.  Amanda had thought to replace it, but after her brothers died she decided to keep it for as long as possible so that some piece of them might live on.
 
   Captain Donovan squatted down until they were at the corner, when she finally sat up, but still wore a concerned expression.  She reached into her jacket pocket and prepared to light up a cigarette until Amanda cleared her throat.  “Right, I forgot.  Your friend with the asthma.  Can I at least hold it?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.  So what are we going to do?  Shake down more snitches?”
 
   “No, whoever did this is going to be as afraid of anyone connected to the don as us.”  Captain Donovan chewed on the end of her cigarette for a moment.  “This couldn’t have been a sanctioned hit.  The don’s people aren’t so stupid as to go after a city councilwoman.  They know that would only bring more heat down on them.”
 
   “Then who did it?  Some random lunatic?”
 
   “Maybe.  Or maybe someone who wants to bring more heat on Vendetta’s organization.  Someone who wants to muscle in on her turf while she’s in jail.”
 
   “Great.  That still leaves us with how to find the triggerwoman.”
 
   “She’ll probably turn up in the harbor tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Unless we find her first.”
 
   “Unless you have a crystal ball handy I doubt that.”
 
   “Then what are we doing?”
 
   “Meeting a friend.  Drop me off at Liberty Park.”
 
   “What?  Who are you meeting there at this time of night?”
 
   “Can I trust you with a secret?”
 
   “Look, if this is about your sexual preference or something—”
 
   “It’s not that.”  The captain shook her head.  “I’ve been in contact with the Scarlet Knight for almost ten years now.  I sent her an Email before we left.  If she gets it, she’ll meet us there.”
 
   “If she gets it?  So you want us to hang around a park and wait for her maybe to show up?”
 
   “You have any better ideas?”
 
   “I thought maybe we could actually find this person.”
 
   “How?  By cruising around, looking in empty buildings?”
 
   “If we have to.”
 
   “I know Beech is a friend of yours, but you can’t get too personally involved.  You have to treat this like any other case.  We have every available unit already out looking for this woman.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and someone will find her.  If not—much as I hate to admit it—the Scarlet Knight can cover more ground than we can.  So drop me off at Liberty Park and I’ll see if she shows up.  Or maybe she’s already out there looking for this creep.”
 
   “Fine,” Amanda grumbled.  She didn’t want to drive to the park and wait around; she wanted to do something.
 
   “After you drop me off, go to the hospital and see your friend.  Consider yourself off duty for the next day or two.”
 
   “With all due respect, ma’am, I don’t want to take a day off.”
 
   “Tough shit, Officer Murdoch.  Go to the hospital and see to your friend.  I’ll let you know if something turns up.”
 
   “Captain, please—”
 
   “I know how you feel.  Trust me.  But this isn’t a movie or one of those damned CSI shows.  You aren’t going—” Donovan stopped and Amanda soon realized why:  a body dangled from a lamppost in front of the gate to Liberty Park.
 
   Amanda stopped the car and followed Donovan over to the body.  Amanda saw a blond woman, her face about the same purple shade as Megan’s got during her worst asthma attacks.  Only in this case the woman’s chest didn’t move and her lifeless eyes bulged.  The sweatshirt and jeans looked the same as those of the woman Amanda had seen on TV.  A note pinned to the sweatshirt read, “More Will Die Until Don Vendetta Is Free.”
 
   “I’ll be damned,” Captain Donovan said.  “That was quick.”
 
   ***
 
   Amanda stayed at the crime scene until the body was cut down and loaded into an ambulance to be taken to the morgue.  By then a couple of detectives from homicide showed up and Captain Donovan began to bark orders.  With everything under control, Amanda finally drove to the hospital.
 
   She hurried into the emergency room only to find out from a nurse that Becky had gotten out of surgery and been moved up to intensive care.  Amanda took the elevator up to the third floor, where she immediately ran into some of her fellow cops.  “Sorry, ma’am, no one’s allowed in here right now,” a male officer she didn’t recognize said.
 
   “I’m a friend of Ms. Beech.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter.  We got orders.”
 
   With a sigh Amanda took out her ID.  “I’m a cop too.  Does that help?”
 
   “No.  Councilwoman Napier told us not to let anyone into the waiting room.”
 
   Amanda took a step towards the officer.  “Listen, buddy, I don’t care what she told you, I’m getting in there.  Now, unless you want to be in intensive care as a patient, I’d suggest you get the fuck out of my way.”
 
   “Yeah?  Who’s going to make me?  You?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   A woman cleared her throat and then Amanda felt a hand on her shoulder.  “Officer Murdoch is with me,” Dr. Pavelski said.
 
   “Excuse me, Doctor, but—”
 
   “I’ll take responsibility for her,” the doctor said.  The cops parted to let them through.  Amanda expected to go straight to the waiting room, but Dr. Pavelski stopped a few feet down the hall.  “Did Megan fill you in on what’s going on?”
 
   “No.  What’s wrong?  Is Becky all right?”
 
   “She made it through surgery.  She should make a full recovery.”  Despite that this should be good news, the doctor’s face looked anything but happy.  
 
   “So what’s the problem?”
 
   “The bullet nicked her uterus.  We had to do a hysterectomy.  It means—”
 
   “I know what it means.”  Amanda’s mother had gotten a hysterectomy not long after Amanda was born to make sure she didn’t have another “miracle.”  Though she didn’t know Becky extremely well, she also knew how badly Becky wanted a child of her own.  Amanda had seen the look in Becky’s eyes during the party to name her and Emma as Renee’s godmothers, the way Becky had stared so longingly as Akako held Renee.  “Did you tell her?”
 
   “Yes.  She didn’t take it well.”
 
   “That’s not surprising.”
 
   “She won’t see anyone, not even Dan.”
 
   “Really?  Shit.”  Amanda shook her head sadly.  “Has anyone tried to get in touch with Dr. Earl?  Maybe she can talk some sense into her.”
 
   “We can’t get a hold of her in Russia.”
 
   “What the hell is she doing in Russia?”
 
   “She thinks Louise might have been kidnapped and taken there.”
 
   “Louise, but she’s—”
 
   “I know.  Emma thinks maybe Louise was switched at birth.  There’s some evidence to suggest she’s right.”
 
   “Holy shit.  Anything else I should know?”
 
   “No, that about covers it.”
 
   Amanda sighed and wondered how everything could have gotten so fucked up so quickly.  “You think I could see her for a minute?  There’s some news she should hear.”
 
   “What sort of news?”
 
   “About the woman who shot her.  We got her.”
 
   “I guess you can go in for a minute or two.  Just don’t be surprised if she’s not exactly grateful.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Dr. Pavelski led Amanda to Becky’s room; they avoided the waiting room where the others no doubt were still camped out.  The doctor didn’t follow her into the room; she took a step back to let Amanda through the door.  The door closed softly behind Amanda once she was inside.
 
   The curtains were all closed so Amanda couldn’t see Becky clearly.  She could see the woman’s stomach rise and fall beneath the sheets, but she couldn’t make out Becky’s face—at least not at first.  Then Becky turned her head slightly so Amanda could see part of her face, though her eyes were still concealed by shadows to give her a skull-like appearance.
 
   “I told her I didn’t want to see anyone,” Becky said.
 
   “I know.  This will take a minute,” Amanda said.  She remained by the doorway.  “The woman who shot you—”
 
   “You mean the bitch who ruined my life.”
 
   “Right.  We found her this morning.  She’s dead.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Amanda wasn’t quite sure what else to say, so she fidgeted for a moment.  Finally Becky snapped, “Is that all you wanted?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then go away.”  Becky turned her head to indicate the conversation was over.  Usually if someone did something like this, Amanda would have put up an argument; she would have threatened to make the offender need a few more surgeries, but she couldn’t in this case.  Not only was Becky a friend, it was obvious from her voice that she was in a lot of pain.  Not the physical kind so much as the spiritual kind.  To cope with that was something Amanda had never been well-equipped for, especially after her siblings and father died.
 
   “I’m sorry, Becky.  I really am.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Amanda nodded and then backed out of the room.  There were only four other people in the waiting room:  Megan, Dan, Dr. Pavelski, and an old woman who had to be Councilwoman Napier.  Megan sat in the corner of the waiting room, her usually pale skin rosy but not purple, which indicated she had her asthma reasonably under control at the moment.
 
   “Did she say anything?” Dan asked.
 
   “Just that she wanted to be left alone,” Amanda said.  She saw Dan’s face fall, his hopes of Becky coming around dashed.  From what Amanda had seen, she wasn’t sure Becky would ever come around.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   The old man brought dinner out at sunset—stale dark bread for the humans and oats for the horse.  He also brought a bucket of musty water for them to share.  Emma thanked him in Russian; she didn’t feel overly hungry yet from the bumpy truck ride to the farm.  Jim, who hardly ever ate anything, gave half of his bread to his new rat friend.
 
   “You had better be gone soon,” the old man said.
 
   “I understand.  We don’t want to cause you any more trouble,” Emma said.
 
   She ate only three-quarters of the bread before she tossed the rest to Jim’s friend.  Below, the horse nibbled at his oats with an equal appetite.  Emma suspected the horse wouldn’t be much longer for this world, which would leave the old man with no one but the rats.
 
   The last time she’d come here, things hadn’t been much better, but at least the old man’s wife was still alive.  She had shown Emma great kindness, had bandaged Emma’s gunshot wound and given her some new clothes to wear—clothes that had belonged to the couple’s daughter.  She, like the old man’s wife, had died thanks to Bykov.  Bykov, whom Emma had let go about his business for almost four years.  If Markova hadn’t given her life to tell Emma about Louise, it’s likely she still wouldn’t have done anything about Bykov.
 
   “You think about Louise again?” Jim asked.
 
   “Sort of,” Emma said.  “I was thinking that I promised her I’d clean up Rampart City.  I never said anything about Bykov.  I never cared about him, even though I knew all the horrible things he did.”
 
   “You no can be everywhere.”
 
   “That’s a cop out.  How hard would it have been to for me to take a carpet here and put on the armor and kill him?”
 
   “You not killer.”
 
   “Maybe I should be.”
 
   “You not mean that.”
 
   “Why not?  If I had killed him, he wouldn’t have taken Louise.”
 
   “You not change who you are.”  Jim put a hand to Emma’s left breast—to her heart.  “You always same in here.”
 
   “Jim—” He leaned over to kiss her.  She gave in to return his kiss.  He always seemed to know when she needed that affection, the comfort of his lips to ease her doubts.  Maybe she didn’t really need Dr. Richman or years of therapy so much as to spend more time with Jim.
 
   Before anything else could happen, she pulled away from him.  “We should get moving,” she said.  “It’s almost dark.”
 
   Jim nodded to the rat in the straw that watched them.  “He go too.  He help us.”
 
   “Sure.  The more the merrier.”
 
   Jim took Emma’s hand to help her down the ladder like a gentleman.  Then he tossed the rolled-up carpet to her to take with them.  She in turn helped him down the last two steps; the rat clung to his shoulder like a pirate’s parrot.  Outside, she saw no lights on inside the house—electric or otherwise.  The old man had probably already gone to bed.  She wished she could properly thank him for what he’d done for them—or at least find out his name—but she knew that he didn’t really want that.  He only wanted her to go away.
 
   “Mekka lekka weep ninibaum,” she said to call the armor to her.  When it came time to put on the helmet, she kept her hair down; this kept her in an Emma Earl state of mind.  To find her daughter, she would much rather be herself.
 
   At the bottom of the case she found something else she needed—the smaller case that contained the FLI and its controller.  She tucked the FLI case under one arm before she shut the lid of the larger one for the armor.  
 
   “What that?” Jim asked.
 
   “Something that will help us see if he has Louise in his house.”
 
   “How far is house?”
 
   “A couple of miles.”
 
   He only shrugged at this; after they had walked so far already a couple more miles wouldn’t be too bad.  At least they didn’t have to worry about the farmer shooting them this time.  Emma took one last look at the house and waved goodbye in case the old man might be watching them.
 
   Then they set out across the field; the gold boots that came with the armor kept out the snow.  She offered her normal boots to Jim, but he shook his head.  “They too big,” he said.
 
   “That’s true,” she said.  She looked down at how her tracks dwarfed his, as if she wore clown shoes.  From what she’d seen in the future, Louise had those same feet, which would look even bigger on her shorter frame.
 
   She shook away her thoughts of the future.  That was only one possible future she’d seen; it wasn’t an absolute.  For instance, in that future Renee had been two years younger than Louise, but now she would only be one year younger.  Emma knew this was because she had told Aggie about what she’d seen; that had given the witch the courage to talk Akako into conceiving a child.
 
   A rough trail led from the field, through another forest.  Emma kept one hand on the hilt of the Sword of Justice in case they should encounter another bear or some other predator—including the human variety.  Despite that he didn’t have a helmet that could see in the dark, Jim followed along without a problem; all that time in the sewers had probably given him good night vision.  Occasionally he would whisper something to the rat on his shoulder, who in turn would squeak something back.
 
   “Has he been in these woods before?” she asked.
 
   “Not him.  Friends.”
 
   “Anything we should be worried about?”
 
   “Wolves.  Birds.”
 
   “Not people?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s comforting.”  Emma kept a watch anyway with the night vision in her helmet visor.  At one point she thought she caught a blur of movement, but it quickly disappeared.  From the size of it, she figured it must be a deer.  She tightened her grip on the Sword of Justice in case anything else showed up.
 
   The moon had reached its full height when the forest began to thin out.  She held up a hand to signal Jim to stop.  “We not go?” he asked.
 
   “He’s got a mine field leading up to the house,” she said.  “My friend gave me a map last time.  He’s probably changed the layout since then.”
 
   While she told Jim this, she unpacked the FLI and raised her visor to slip on the glasses so she could see what the robotic bug saw.  There was no way to preprogram a flight plan, so she would have to do most of the work to guide the FLI to Bykov’s estate and then find a way in.  He had motion detectors, cameras, and other devices, but she doubted any of these would be able to pick up on the FLI.
 
   “That find Louise?”
 
   “I hope so.”  She didn’t want to mention that it was unlikely Bykov would have Louise at the estate; he knew that would be the first place Emma would look.  What she hoped to find was some kind of clue as to where he might have gone.  Or maybe she could find someone to torture the information out of.  She wondered if the rat treatment would work here too.  Or she could let Jim deal with anyone they came across.
 
   She took off her left glove to slip on the controller and activate the FLI.  The tiny robot lifted into the air and soon became invisible against the night sky.  Emma sat down on a rock, Jim next to her as they waited for the FLI to cross the minefield to Bykov’s estate.  There wasn’t much to see at the moment through the glasses, just a white field and a black sky.
 
   Finally Bykov’s palatial estate came into view; it looked no different than before except for the snow on the front lawn and that the fountain had iced over.  Through the FLI, she saw guards in winter parkas walking the grounds armed with AK-47s.  They of course wore night vision goggles so they would be able to see her in the armor.  For all the good it would do them.  She knew when the time came, she wouldn’t need a split personality; Emma Earl and the Scarlet Knight would be in complete agreement about what needed done.
 
   The FLI neared the house itself and she sent it in close enough to search for a way inside.  There were of course no open windows at the moment that she could send the FLI through.  It zipped up to the roof, where she saw a brick chimney for a fireplace.  Bykov’s people had put a grate over the chimney to keep out pests—animal and human—but not something as tiny as the FLI.  “Just like Santa,” Emma mumbled as she brought the FLI in.
 
   The chimney opened into a fireplace in Bykov’s study.  She scanned the desk for anything of interest, but he hadn’t left anything out and the FLI couldn’t open drawers to see what might be in there.  Still, she cataloged this room in her memory for later.  
 
   She skimmed down the hallway to the library, which was similarly devoid of anything useful.  She recognized the ballroom and dining room from her time in Bykov’s house.  From what she could tell by the dust on the table, he hadn’t hosted any dinners in some time.  How long had it taken Markova to find her?  How long had Bykov known she would be coming to get her daughter back?
 
   It was on the second floor when she came upon Louise’s bedroom.  The FLI camera was in black-and-white, so she couldn’t tell what colors it had been painted, but from the light gray of the walls, she figured it was a pastel color.  There was a wooden crib on one side, the mattress covered by a blanket that was neatly tucked in to indicate no one had slept in it for a little while.  She passed a shelf of porcelain dolls, probably antiques that cost hundreds of dollars each.  Emma circled the FLI around the changing table, which had a layer of dust similar to the dining room table.  How long since Louise had been here?
 
   “What wrong?” Jim asked.  “You find her?”
 
   “No, I found her bedroom.  She’s not there.  I don’t think she’s been here for a while.  A month at least, but maybe longer.”
 
   “She not here?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   Emma continued the search, but she knew it was hopeless.  Bykov had moved Louise to one of his other residences.  Or with his money she could be almost anywhere in the world.  She could even be in a submarine underwater, someplace where Emma could never reach her.
 
   “What we do now?” Jim asked as she brought the FLI down on the shelf of porcelain dolls and took off the glasses.
 
   “We go in for a closer look.”
 
   ***
 
   She wished the magic carpet could still fly so she could easily get over the minefield to Bykov’s estate.  The armor would protect her from the being torn to bits by the mines, but she imagined the concussion from the mines would toss her about like a rag doll and create all sorts of racket to bring the guards running and give her a lot of nasty bruises afterwards.  Jim wouldn’t have that much protection; if he took one wrong step, he and his new friend would be blown to a pulp.
 
   She explained this problem to him.  As usual he seemed nonplussed by the situation.  “We go under,” he said.
 
   “Under?”
 
   “He need sewer somewhere.”
 
   Emma smiled at this.  Yes, even someone like Bykov would need to have a septic system of some kind, unless he wanted to swim around in his own filth.  The question then became where this system was and if it would have access big enough for them to use it.
 
   Jim asked his new friend for help; the rat indicated no one from his nest had ever found any pipes—or at least no one had found it and come back to tell about it.  Emma took this news in stride as she surveyed the ground around them.  She tried to gauge the slope of the terrain.  Bykov would be certain to have his pipes going downhill to make the flow more cost effective than to flush his sewage uphill.  She also doubted he would keep it in the front yard; he would want to keep it in the backyard and far away from the house so that if it ever overflowed or ruptured, the mess and smell would be far removed from his house.
 
   She led Jim around the edge of the minefield in a wide circle to search for the steepest downward slope.  It took an hour before she was satisfied that they’d found it in a field northwest of the estate.  For another hour they stomped around futilely in search of any sign.  Finally Jim called for her to stop.
 
   He consulted with his rat friend and then said, “We smell it.  It close.”
 
   “I don’t smell anything.”
 
   “Our noses trained.”
 
   She conceded the point; life in the sewer had given Jim a better affinity for the various smells of waste.  As for the rat, its nose was more highly tuned than a human one.  She took a step back and watched with fascination as Jim got down on all fours to sniff around the snow.  “Be careful,” she said.
 
   “I careful.”  He stopped to consult with the rat on his shoulder again.  The rat hopped down and nearly disappeared into the snow.  It got up on its hind legs to shriek at Jim.  Even before Jim said anything, Emma knew they were in business.  “It down here.”
 
   The next problem was to dig out the ground.  The only thing they had even close to a shovel was the Sword of Justice.  The ground was hard enough from the cold that she could jam the blade into the ground and slice up chunks of it like cutting a pan of brownies.  With the augmented strength of the armor, she tossed these chunks behind her to avoid any mines.
 
   A half-hour of digging in this fashion finally brought her to something metal.  “We found it,” she said.  
 
   She cleared more dirt and snow away to find the septic tank itself.  The tank was probably half the size of Emma’s house back in Rampart City, big enough to handle the waste of a small town for years.
 
   She saw to her dismay that the pipe that led to the septic tank wouldn’t be nearly big enough for her or Jim to squeeze through.  “There’s no way through that,” she said.
 
   Jim considered this for a moment.  “Then we not go to them.  They come to us.”
 
   Beneath the helmet she began to smile and nodded to Jim.  “We sabotage the septic system and wait for someone to come out and look at it.  When they do, they’ll have to turn off the mines back here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But it might take a while for someone to notice.”
 
   “Then we make big mess.”
 
   “I think I can arrange that.”
 
   To do this, she had to dig completely around the tank.  Once this was done, she severed the line to the tank.  While the armor increased her strength dramatically, she still couldn’t simply pick the septic tank up from the ground.  But when she carved out enough space around the severed pipe, she could get herself in front of the tank and tilt it upwards.  While she held it up like this, Jim worked feverishly to fill in around her with dirt.
 
   Another couple hours went by.  Once Jim had filled in the area around her enough, she eased the tank down.  It settled onto the dirt Jim had spread in the area she’d carved out so that the tank rested at a thirty-degree angle.  After Jim helped her out of the hole she’d made, Emma went around to the rear of the tank to carve out another place to stand.  This time instead of trying to lift the tank, she pushed it an inch at a time until it was almost on the surface.
 
   She didn’t bother to go back around to the front of the tank.  Instead, she tossed the Sword of Justice into the air and controlled the blade with her mind.  A few strategic cuts and the front of the tank burst open; years worth of sewage spilled out onto the ground.  “Well, that ought to get their attention,” she said.
 
   “Yes.  Smell like home,” Jim said with a smile.
 
   They retreated a short distance away; they lay on the magic carpet with the golden cape spread over them so no ordinary eyes could see them.  From the stench of sewage in the air, Emma hoped it wouldn’t be much longer until someone showed up to take a look at it.  While the smell might remind Jim of home, it was enough to bring tears to her eyes.
 
   A half-hour went by before someone finally appeared on the horizon.  As the shape approached, Emma saw a man in gray coveralls with a toolbox.  He would need much more than that to fix the mess they had made with the septic tank.  She was grateful to see the man wasn’t accompanied by any guards and didn’t wear any sort of night vision goggles.
 
   “Stay here,” she whispered to Jim.  “If you keep low he won’t see you.”
 
   “Be careful,” he said.
 
   “I will.”  She took the cape and reattached it around her neck.  Then she rolled off the magic carpet so that the cape was tightly wrapped around her body.  Jim would now be visible, but as Emma suspected, the man in coveralls was far more concerned with the inches of sewage that had drained onto the backyard of Bykov’s estate.
 
   She could hear the man curse in Russian as he surveyed the damage.  He peeked into the hole in the septic tank; she grabbed him from behind.  She let the cape drop so the man could see her.
 
   “Hello,” she said in Russian.  “I want to know how you got back here.”
 
   “I walked,” the man said.
 
   “You’re going to get me through the minefield, into the house.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “That’s not important.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Just an old friend of Mr. Bykov.”  She was about to tell the man to move when she stopped herself.  “How long have you worked here?”
 
   “Seventeen years.”
 
   “Do you know a little girl named Katya?”
 
   “Mr. Bykov’s daughter?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said.  Her teeth ground together.  “Do you know where he took her?”
 
   “Mr. Bykov and Katya are always coming and going.  They never call ahead.”
 
   “And the girl, is she treated well?”
 
   “Of course.  Mr. Bykov loves his daughter.”
 
   Emma’s free hand clenched into a fist.  She wanted to punch the man for having the audacity to say a man like Bykov could love her daughter.  She held back; she needed the man to get through the minefield.  He was an innocent bystander in any case; her real beef was with Bykov himself.
 
   “You’re going to take me to the house, is that clear?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  Now, let’s get going.”
 
   ***
 
   They waited until Jim caught up to them before they started along the path the handyman had traced out in the snow on his way down.  Emma kept him in front, as much as a human shield as a guide.  So far none of Bykov’s guards had shown up, but she imagined that situation would change once they got closer to the house.
 
   She figured they were within three hundred yards of the house when the handyman indicated they were out of the minefield.  From here it was simply a lawn that in summer months Bykov would use to host guests for garden parties and play croquet or volleyball or something like that.  Emma didn’t see any playground equipment, but she imagined Bykov carrying Louise around the lush green lawn as she giggled joyously.  That thought was enough to make her clench her fist again.
 
   She forced herself to focus on the task at hand.  Off at the edge of the backyard she saw a tool shed.  “Jim, take him over there and both of you wait for me,” she said.
 
   “I go with you,” Jim said.
 
   “No.  You could get hurt.”
 
   “I not get hurt.”
 
   She put a hand on Jim’s shoulder and then flipped up the visor so he could see her eyes.  “Jim, please, I don’t want to have to worry about you.  This will go much easier if I do it alone.”
 
   He nodded to her.  “I take him to shed.  We wait for you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She waited until they were safely inside the tool shed before she flipped down the visor.  With a deep breath, she tucked her hair up inside her helmet to let the Scarlet Knight persona take over.  The time had come to take the fight to Bykov.
 
   The Scarlet Knight sprinted forward and bounced slightly on her feet to charge up a jump.  Once she judged she had charged the soles of her boots enough, she leaped into the air.  She didn’t have enough height to make it clear to the second floor, but she managed to grab onto the back wall of the house with the fingertips of the gloves.  The fingertips stuck to the stone side of the house to allow her to scale the wall to the second floor balcony.
 
   She used the palm of her glove to unlock the door.  She stepped into the master bedroom.  Like Louise’s room, Bykov’s bedroom was made up neatly, with a layer of dust to indicate he hadn’t slept at home in some time.  The Scarlet Knight rifled through the drawers in the room, but didn’t find any sort of clue as to where Bykov might have gone.
 
   She crept to Louise’s bedroom down the hall with the cape around her body.  The walls here were light blue, not pink like Emma had imagined.  The Scarlet Knight didn’t really care what color the walls were; she only wanted to find out where Bykov had taken the girl.  She didn’t find anything more enlightening than what she had seen through the FLI.
 
   It was time to abandon subtlety and get down to business.  The Scarlet Knight ran down the corridor and then downstairs without the cape wrapped around her.  She hoped to trip as many motion detectors and cameras as possible so that Bykov’s security could zero in on her.
 
   Predictably, she found them gathered in the foyer; they blocked the front door and the door to the ballroom.  “Halt!” one guard shouted in English.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Stop or we will shoot!”
 
   “Fine.  Waste your ammo.”  Before Bykov’s men could open fire, the Scarlet Knight bounced into the air.  She didn’t have enough to get behind the guards at the front door, but she didn’t really care.  As she came down, the Scarlet Knight took the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  The moment she landed, she swept the blade in an arc to slash the barrels of the AK-47s the guards carried.  Some of them tried to throw the useless weapons at her while the smarter ones ran.  She used the boots to jump ahead of them and take them down with a few well-aimed punches and kicks.  Then she turned to face those who remained by the doors to the ballroom.
 
   She didn’t bother to jump or even take a step.  She simply threw the Sword of Justice, and guided it with her mind to repeat the same procedure as with those guards by the front door.  While the sword did its work, she took down the guards with the useless rifles.  A few kicks and throws and it was all over, a half-dozen men in a heap in the foyer.
 
   She found the guard who had called for her to stop; she figured him for the man in charge.  “How many more of you guys are lurking around here?” she asked.
 
   “None.”
 
   “Really?”  She called the Sword of Justice back to her hand so she could hold it level to the man’s neck.  “You’re sure about that?  What about those outside the house?”
 
   “They have probably run off by now.”
 
   “They would if they knew what was good for them, but somehow I doubt they did.”  She pressed the sword closer to his neck, enough to draw a thin line of blood.  “I want you to call them and tell them you caught me.”  
 
   She reached down to take the radio from the man’s belt and hold it up to his mouth.  Before he spoke, she hissed in Russian, “Don’t try to double-cross me or you’ll be spending the next year in the hospital getting put back together.”
 
   The man nodded and then spoke into the radio.  “We have her cornered in the ballroom.  We need reinforcements.  Bring everyone.”
 
   Once the man signed off, the Scarlet Knight nodded to him.  “Very good.”  Then she smashed the radio over his head and let him drop unconscious to the floor.
 
   The guards from outside were stupid enough to come in through the front door; they thought they had the Scarlet Knight cornered in the ballroom.  She merely had to plant herself beside the front door with the cape around her body and wait for them to rush in.  Once the last one was inside, she closed the door loudly enough to draw their attention to her.  She let the cape drop so they could see her.
 
   “You want to do this the easy way or the hard way?” she asked.  They lowered their weapons to fire.  “OK, the hard way it is.”
 
   It wasn’t hard.  They didn’t put up any more resistance than the other groups.  She hopped into their midst; she didn’t bother with the sword this time.  They tried to track her with their weapons or knock her down with clumsy blows, but she was much too quick for them, a blur of red and gold darting between them to knock them down one at a time.  In less than a minute it was all over.
 
   The Scarlet Knight walked around the grounds to make sure she had all of the guards locked down in the wine cellar.  When she came to the tool shed, she opened the door.  “It safe now?” the Sewer Rat asked.
 
   “They’re all taken care of.”  The Scarlet Knight pulled off her helmet.  She shook out her white hair to become Dr. Emma Earl once again.  She leaned forward to kiss Jim chastely on the lips.  “I’ve got them down in the cellar.”
 
   “What about Louise?”
 
   “That’s what we’ll have to find out.”
 
   She led Jim and the handyman into the house; they took the latter down to the cellar to join his fellows.  “They should be fine down there for a while,” Emma said. 
 
   “They have plenty to drink.”
 
   She smiled at this.  “Yes, I suppose they do.”
 
   She decided to try Bykov’s study first.  A search of the desk drawers turned up nothing of interest about Louise.  In the file cabinets, she found plenty of documents about Bykov’s various business interests, but nothing about her daughter.  She supposed it was too much to hope for that Bykov would be stupid enough to leave a schedule or itinerary around for her to find.
 
   The computer was encrypted, its security better than anything she had seen before.  It was probably better than anything the US government used too.  Because of this, it took her a few minutes to hack into Bykov’s computer.  While she did this, she could hear Jim ransack the library in search of any clues.  She doubted he would have any more luck than she did.
 
   She finally hacked through Bykov’s security and began to search through his hard drive for anything that might pertain to Louise.  In one directory she found a gallery of pictures of her little girl from a newborn to two years old.  Emma studied each picture carefully, to try to pick out any locations where Bykov might have taken her.  From what she could tell, all of these images had been taken inside the house.
 
   With another few minutes of hacking, she got into Bykov’s financial records.  If she could find some recent activity, she might know where he was.  But of course he wasn’t stupid enough to make things that easy for her.  She did however see numerous wire transfers to the account of Ivan Bykov—Sergei’s son, whom Emma had saved nearly four years ago from an alien parasite.
 
   As befitted his nature, Ivan was far less discreet about his financial activities.  Once Emma managed to locate his account, she found numerous withdrawals from a bank in Pskov, one as recently as a day ago.  Emma printed out a copy of the bank statement to take.
 
   She found Jim in the billiards room, the pictures on the walls all taken down and tossed haphazardly around.  He ran his hands along the walls, probably to search for a hidden safe or secret door, when she came in.  “Find anything?” he asked.
 
   “Not about Louise.  But I think I know where we can find his son.  It’s pretty far away.  About four hundred miles.”
 
   Jim turned to her and nodded.  “We leave now then.”
 
   “Sure.  You get some food and water from the kitchen.  I’ll get the rest of my stuff.”
 
   Twenty minutes later they were in one of Bykov’s Suburbans to head for Pskov and perhaps to bring Louise home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   The last time Aggie had been to Sweden was four hundred twenty years ago.  Then she had been a relatively young witch, just over a century old.  Glenda had asked her and Sophie to go to Stockholm and investigate a possible witch named Malin Mattsdotter.  After they sat down with the thirteen-year-old, Aggie and Sophie concluded the girl did not have the gift.  The irony was that nearly fifty years later Mattsdotter was burned at the stake for being a witch.  An even greater irony was that nearly twenty years after that Sophie was burned at the stake in Salem.
 
   During that trip, Aggie had visited Stockholm, which at the time had been centered around a couple of tiny islands and housed about ten thousand people.  The old neighborhoods were well preserved, which allowed Aggie to drop her and Cecelia in the center of Marten Trotzigs grand, the world’s narrowest alley.  When they appeared in the alley, they were as close as lovers, a moment that lasted about a second before Cecelia slid away from Aggie with an annoyed grunt.
 
   “You had to drop us here, didn’t you?”
 
   “It’s one of the few places I remembered.  You can’t vanish into a place at random or who knows where you’ll come out?”  The last time Aggie had been in this alley she had been as close as a lover to a young man; the two of them made out until Sophie came along to scold her.
 
   “If Glenda knew what you were doing she’d throw you out of the coven,” Sophie had said.  “You’re too reckless, you know that?  Almost as bad as Sylvia.”
 
   Sophie had always been the good one, the proper one who abided by the rules.  She never made herself look like a twenty-year-old to seduce younger men.  She never so much as looked at a mortal with any sort of longing.  She would certainly never change herself into a man to have sex with a mortal and conceive a daughter like Renee.
 
   Cecelia snapped her fingers in front of Aggie’s eyes.  “Aunt Agnes?  Are you feeling sick or something?”
 
   “No, dear.  I’m fine.  What do we do now?”
 
   “We have to meet someone.”
 
   “A friend?”
 
   “I don’t have friends.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.  Who is this person then?”
 
   “Someone I worked with.  I saved her life a few times.  She owes me a favor or two.”
 
   “She’ll tell us where to find the Headmistress?”
 
   “Probably not.  But she might be able to help.”
 
   “I suppose that’s better than nothing,” Aggie said.  She tried to sound cheerful despite that she wanted to cry out with frustration.  While it was probably naïve of her, she had hoped to simply find where the Headmistress was and make her leave Renee alone.  Instead, it seemed they were destined to hop from place to place in search of clues.  In the meantime Renee and Akako were stuck at Milton, forced to hide until this was resolved.
 
   “I wish things were simpler, but this is how the game is played,” Cecelia said as they walked up the narrow stairs to a cobblestone street.
 
   “It’s not a game.  We’re talking about people’s lives here.”
 
   “I know that.”  Cecelia turned to face her.  “Don’t forget they already tried to kill me—and Shelly.  You’re not the only one with something at stake.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.”
 
   “When we meet her, you stand back and let me do all of the talking.”
 
   “Are you going to want me to wait at a bus stop again?”
 
   “No.  Just don’t expect her to like you.  People in the organization—people like me—don’t like witches a whole lot.”
 
   “I don’t suppose they would,” Aggie said.  She remembered what Glenda had told her about where the Heretics came from.  In many cases—like Cecelia’s—they were the bastard offspring of witches.  Others, like perhaps her own granddaughters, might have joined for other reasons she couldn’t begin to understand.
 
   “You stay out of the way unless I need you.”
 
   “You think she might try to ambush you?”
 
   “Could be.  Or someone else might get wind of what’s going on.  The Headmistress is supposed to know everything, right?”
 
   “That’s true.”  They navigated the narrow streets with Cecelia in the lead; she elbowed aside anyone who got in their path.  If anyone tried to complain, she snarled at them in what Aggie took for Swedish.  Though she knew her niece was being rude, she smiled at Cecelia’s talents.  She was nearly as gifted as Emma when it came to languages; what might she have become if Sylvia hadn’t given her up for adoption?  Or more importantly, what if the Headmistress hadn’t gotten her hands on Cecelia?
 
   There wasn’t time to find out, as Cecelia motioned for Aggie to stop in front of a fruit vendor.  A woman admired an apple; she didn’t seem to pay any attention to them.  Aggie, a novice at cloak-and-dagger games, thought the woman was a native.  With her blond hair and pale skin she certainly looked Scandinavian enough.  She wore a sweater and jeans that didn’t look out of place at all among the others walking the streets of Stockholm’s old town.  The only distinguishing feature was that her blond braid went all the way down to her ankles.
 
   Cecelia sidled up next to her and picked an orange off the cart to examine it.  They exchanged a few words before the stranger paid for her apple and walked away.  Cecelia put back the orange and bought two bananas instead.  She handed one of these to Aggie while she opened hers to eat it.  “It’s all arranged,” Cecelia said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “We’re going to meet her in two hours at the Den Gyldene Freden.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A restaurant.  A pretty famous one.  You have to be someone to get a reservation on short notice.”
 
   “I see.  Where is this place?”
 
   Cecelia gestured with her head across the street.  “Over there.”
 
   Aggie didn’t see anything, but then her knowledge of Swedish was very limited.  “So what are we supposed to do for two hours?”
 
   “See the sights, I guess.  Might as well get some culture while we can, right?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.”  Aggie nibbled on her banana and tried to spot where the woman with the long hair had gone, but she had long since disappeared.  With a sigh, Aggie followed after Cecelia.
 
   ***
 
   They met the woman again two hours later inside the Den Gyldene Freden.  She sat at a table in the corner; she stood out from the other tables dominated by men in business suits.  The woman wore a different sweater, one the same dark purple as the uniforms at Milton.  
 
   Cecelia sat down at the woman’s left, which left Aggie to sit with her back to the other customers.  While not an assassin, Aggie knew she was in the most vulnerable position, where someone could sneak up on her.  Given how the other two women felt about witches, she didn’t find this much of a surprise.
 
   “You’re a witch,” the woman said.
 
   “Agnes Chiostro.”  She held out a hand, but the woman refused to touch it.
 
   “This is Hariana.  I trained her at the academy.  And I saved her ass a few times, like when I pulled her out of East Germany as they were putting the wall up.”
 
   “I could have made it out of there myself,” Hariana said.
 
   “Sure, after a couple of years in a gulag.”
 
   “I see your arrogance hasn’t changed at all.”  Hariana glared at Cecelia for a moment.  A dazzling smile came to her face a moment later as a waiter stopped to take their drink orders.  Cecelia ordered something for Aggie in Swedish; Aggie hoped it wasn’t anything too strong.
 
   Once the waiter had gone, Hariana’s smile turned to a frown.  “I suppose you’re the one who took out Raven, Shadow, Athena, and the others?”
 
   “Yes.  They tried to kill my granddaughter and me.  I took exception to that.”
 
   “They weren’t going to kill her.  They were supposed to bring her back for testing.”
 
   “Testing?  The Headmistress wanted Shelly?”
 
   “She could have value, as diluted as her blood might be.”
 
   “She must be getting desperate then.  Shelly is a normal girl.”
 
   “I wouldn’t describe any child related to you as normal.”
 
   “You’re right.  She is a bright girl, but she doesn’t have any affinity for magic.  The closest she comes to magic is in books.”
 
   “We were all like that once.  Until she found us.”
 
   Aggie saw Cecelia’s smug grin fade for a moment.  She knew her niece thought again about the baby she had lost when she was fourteen years old.  The Headmistress had found her in the snow that night and saved her life but then had told Cecelia her baby had died when he had lived.
 
   The waiter returned with glasses of red wine for Aggie and Hariana and a bottle of beer for Cecelia.  Aggie sipped the wine; she didn’t taste anything unusual about it.  She stopped this line of thought; she had started to get paranoid.
 
   Hariana smiled at the waiter and ordered lunch for all three of them.  “I hope salad is all right,” she said to them.  “You two look like you could stand to lose a couple of pounds.”
 
   “How about I take a couple of pounds off of you right now?” Cecelia growled.
 
   “You always taught me that my body was a temple.  Now look at you.  You’re practically chubby.”
 
   To Aggie, her niece looked skinny enough.  She wondered how thin Hariana was beneath that sweater—and what she might have hidden underneath it.  “There’s nothing wrong with your weight, dear.  I think you look very healthy now.”
 
   Hariana glared at her, but Aggie held her gaze.  There was no need for her to be intimidated by this girl; she was over five hundred years old.  And she was a full witch.  “I can’t believe you left us so you could hang around with one of the enemy.”
 
   “She’s not my enemy.  She’s my aunt.  I bet if we looked around, we could find all of the relatives the Headmistress hid from you.”
 
   “I don’t care about my relatives.  I thought you didn’t either.”
 
   “That was when I thought the only ones I had were those asshole foster parents of mine.”
 
   “What difference does it make?  The organization has been like my family.  I couldn’t turn my back on them.  Not like you did.”
 
   “The Headmistress is trying to kidnap a baby now.  My cousin.  Is that the kind of organization you want to be part of?”
 
   “Renee Chiostro isn’t just a baby,” Hariana said.  “She’s far more powerful than that.”
 
   “Renee doesn’t have any power,” Aggie said.  “She spends most of her time sleeping and sucking her thumb.”
 
   “That’s only because she hasn’t unlocked her power yet.”
 
   “What does the Headmistress want with her?” Cecelia asked.
 
   “That I do not know.  I only know she will not call off the job.”
 
   “Who’s behind the job?  Who’s paying for it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Who does know?”
 
   Before Hariana could answer, the front doors of the restaurant burst open.  Even with her back turned, Aggie knew there was trouble.  She dropped to the floor a moment before the masked women at the door opened fire.
 
   ***
 
   While she preferred to use her daggers, Cecelia was proficient in firearms, as was every other member of the organization.  So the guns themselves didn’t really surprise Cecelia.  What came as a surprise was the lack of subtlety when they charged in through the front door and opened fire.  They had probably hoped to take Cecelia and Hariana by surprise, though they should have realized that neither of them would be that sloppy.
 
   Even Aunt Agnes had dove for cover before the first bullets started to fly.  The good thing about the Den Gyldene Freden was that it had opened in the 18th Century, long before anyone started to use plastic and fiberboard.  The tables in the restaurant were made of sturdy wood, thick enough to absorb the bullets being fired into them.
 
   Despite what Hariana had said about Cecelia getting chubby, she still easily fit behind the table along with Hariana.  The latter reached into her purse for a Luger pistol taken off an SS officer in World War II.  “I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to meet with you.  Now they’re going to kill me too.”
 
   “Not if we kill them first,” Cecelia said.  She reached beneath her sleeves for her daggers and waited for the time to strike.
 
   Off to Hariana’s left, Aunt Agnes crouched next to them with a deer-in-the-headlights look.  Aunt Agnes might have been over five hundred years old, but witches weren’t trained for combat like this, except perhaps for Cecelia’s mother.
 
   Cecelia turned to Hariana.  “When they run out of ammo, you fire a couple shots to keep them occupied and I’ll go in close to finish them.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Hariana said.
 
   “No.”  It took Cecelia a moment to realize Aunt Agnes had said this.  The witch looked over at her, the surprised look gone now.  “I’ll handle it.”
 
   “Aunt Agnes—”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.”  With that, Aunt Agnes stood up and began to walk towards the gunwomen at the front of the restaurant.  Cecelia tried to call out to her, but the sound of the guns drowned her out.  She could only watch as her aunt stepped into the line of fire.
 
   The bullets didn’t touch Aunt Agnes.  They came within a hair of her and then simply fell to the floor.  What kind of spell this was Cecelia couldn’t be sure.  The assassins realized the game had changed and threw the guns aside to pull out their daggers.  Cecelia was about to throw hers when Aunt Agnes raised her hand.
 
   Without so much as a flash or puff of smoke, the assassins disappeared into piles of black clothes on the floor.  From these piles of clothes came whimpers.  Though she knew she shouldn’t be surprised—Aunt Agnes was a witch after all—Cecelia gaped as she watched her aunt reach into one pile of clothing to hold up a golden retriever puppy by the scruff.  Aunt Agnes held up a finger in the puppy’s face.  “You’ve been very naughty.”
 
   She returned to the table with three puppies and turned these over to Hariana.  “They’ll go back to normal in a few hours.”
 
   “We should drop them at the pound,” Cecelia said.
 
   “No.  Maybe they’ve learned their lesson.”
 
   “I doubt that.”  For the first time Cecelia realized the other patrons of the Den Gyldene Freden, those who’d been pinned down by the gunfire, had emerged from hiding to stare at them.  No doubt they couldn’t believe what they’d seen either.
 
   Aunt Agnes turned to face them.  “Don’t worry, dears, everything will be back to normal soon.”  She waved her hands around and Cecelia watched as everyone else in the restaurant froze, which included the puppies that had been assassins a minute ago.  Even the clock on the wall stopped, as if time had frozen, which was probably what had happened.
 
   “How long will that work?” Cecelia asked.
 
   “About a half-hour.  I’ll go home and get a blackout potion from the vault.” 
 
   Aunt Agnes vanished in a flash of light to leave Cecelia alone with Hariana and a restaurant full of statues.  They began to try to make the restaurant look somewhat normal; they tipped the table and chairs back up, though now both were riddled with bullet holes.  Cecelia wondered if Aunt Agnes had a spell to fix that as well.
 
   Hariana held up one of the frozen puppies.  “I never saw a witch up close like that before,” she said.  “It’s amazing.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.  Maybe you’re not playing for the right team after all.”
 
   “That’s why the Headmistress wants the little girl.”
 
   “Renee?  What can she do?”
 
   “I told you I don’t know.  I know that she’s the key to finally getting our revenge on the coven.  I didn’t want to mention that with her here.  I thought she might do something like this.”
 
   “Well we are talking about her daughter.”
 
   “You always were soft when it came to children.  You wouldn’t take that shot at the pope because there were children around.”
 
   “Enough people get hurt without killing innocent people.”
 
   “No one is innocent.”
 
   “Renee is.  She’s a baby.  She starts bawling if her mother isn’t there when she wakes up.”
 
   “It’s not my job to question the Headmistress.  You know that.”
 
   “You might want to start since she tried to kill you.”  Cecelia sat down on one of the chairs not riddled with bullets.  “You were going to tell us earlier where we could find out who was funding the job.”
 
   “You have to see the Auditor in Barcelona for that.  I doubt she’ll be very forthcoming.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose she will.  Why don’t you come with us?  We could use you.”
 
   Hariana examined the puppy in her hands and then put it down.  “No.  I think it would be better if I disappear entirely for a while.  Maybe we’ll meet again under better circumstances.”
 
   “I hope so.”  They shook hands and then Hariana made her way past the frozen people, out the door.  There was a chance she might go to the safe house to try to get reinforcements, but Cecelia doubted this.  The organization had tried to kill her; they probably had orders to shoot her on sight.  No, Hariana would go to ground and wait until it was safe to emerge again.  What she might do then, Cecelia couldn’t be sure.  From experience she knew how unpleasant it was to be an assassin with no one to kill.  Maybe Hariana would find a Shelly of her own to help her through the rough times.  Cecelia hoped so.
 
   In a flash, Aunt Agnes returned with two black vials.  “Where did your friend go?”
 
   “She left.”
 
   “Is that wise?”
 
   “She won’t do anything.  She’s marked now.  Just like us.”  Just like Renee, she thought but knew better than to say.  Instead, she took one of the vials from Aunt Agnes and set to work on erasing the patron’s memories so they wouldn’t remember they’d seen a witch turn deadly assassins into adorable puppies.  Cecelia envied them for that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Amanda was supposed to be on a leave of absence after Becky was shot.  But since the leave was unofficial, there wasn’t anything Captain Donovan could do when Amanda decided to return to work the next night.  It helped that crime had exploded around the city since the shooting as the remnants of the Vendetta organization fought over the crumbs.
 
   At least that was how Lieutenant Cielo had described the situation to everyone before Amanda went back out on patrol.  She supposed that was a theory that made sense on the surface.  She remembered what Captain Donovan had said when they’d found the assassin in front of the gates of Liberty Park, that it was likely someone who wanted to make it seem like the don’s people at work to put more pressure on them.
 
   Officially the murder of the assassin—identified as one Marlene Perkins of Parkdale—had been handed over to two of Donovan’s homicide detectives.  As a lowly beat cop, Amanda could end up with a lengthy suspension or be fired altogether for investigating the case on her own.  She would especially get into trouble for investigating the case while she was supposed to be on patrol.
 
   The first step of her plan had gone smoothly enough.  She dropped her training officer at his favorite bar and given him twenty bucks.  “I’ll come back for you later,” she said.
 
   He tossed her a mock salute and said, “Have fun saving the world, Supercop.”
 
   “Supercop” had become her nickname since she’d brought in Don Vendetta and Jimenez and been first on the scene at Liberty Park.  She didn’t really mind it, though she would have preferred a nickname not taken from a shitty Jackie Chan movie.  In her mind the nickname only made those who used it sound jealous and petty because she actually did her job while they cowered in their squad cars or bars.  As a chronic underachiever most of her life, she also appreciated the irony that for the first time in her life someone was pissed about her overachieving.  Maybe something had rubbed off on her from all that time around Megan and Dr. Earl with their type-A work habits.
 
   She gave her training officer the finger before she headed off into the night.  She supposed it would be less conspicuous to leave her cruiser at the bar and take her personal vehicle, but she might need the radio—and the backseat for some criminals.  While she didn’t have any illusions she would find those responsible for the hit that had injured Becky, she knew it should be easy enough to find some scumbags to toss in the backseat.
 
   Right on cue she saw a couple of scumbags dart across the road with armloads of electronics.  She flashed her lights and watched with a tight smile as they dropped the electronics and ran.  Small timers, she thought.  They wouldn’t be of any use to her.
 
   What she needed was to find someone who worked for the don’s enemies.  They wouldn’t be out here stealing plasma TVs and Blu-Ray players; they would be after those still loyal to Don Vendetta.  Most of what Amanda knew about gangsters came from The Godfather and Goodfellas, but she figured the best place to start would be in the heart of the don’s turf.
 
   She passed a couple other cruisers on her way to the Plastic Hippo; each time she tightened her grip on the wheel and hoped her fellow RCPD officers didn’t realize she was miles off her route.  They didn’t bother her; they were probably too busy worrying about their own asses.  She parked the cruiser a block away from the club, took off her uniform cap, and then put on the army jacket that had belonged to her brother Peter.  With the jacket zipped up and without the cap, she could pass as a civilian, at least once she got rid of the gun belt too.  She tucked her pistol into the waistband of her pants in case she needed it.
 
   From what she’d heard around the locker room, the Plastic Hippo had once been the center of Don Vendetta’s empire.  That was until someone—presumably the Scarlet Knight—busted the place up and took out several of the don’s top lieutenants.  The strip club was still in operation, but no longer did it have the dozens of goons around as her fellow cops had described.  
 
   There was still at least one goon; he had the broken nose of someone who’d probably been a heavyweight boxer in his previous life.  That or he’d gone a few rounds with the Scarlet Knight.  In either case, Amanda doubted he had the intelligence to pull off any sort of caper on his own.  She walked right past the bouncer with hands in pockets and head down; he didn’t so much as grunt at her as she passed.
 
   She tried to look nonchalant and waited until the last moment to step into the alley.  While not a trained undercover agent, she’d spent most of her teens trying to avoid police and security guards.  She mentally traced her path along the shadows, over to the dumpster.  From behind there, she could keep an eye on the side door, where anyone who wanted trouble would be sure to go.  
 
   The only problem was another bouncer in front of that side door.  From what she could see, he wasn’t paying much attention to his job at the moment; he looked down at his cell phone and texted someone instead.  No one had seen or heard from the Scarlet Knight in days and it had been more than two years since she’d last hit the Plastic Hippo; the bouncer probably thought he was safe.
 
   She made sure not to kick any cans or bottles or otherwise make any noise as she crept along the alley.  The bouncer continued to play with his phone; he laughed at something one of his buddies sent him.  From the cartoon sound effects it was probably a stupid YouTube clip.  Amanda resisted the urge to sneak up on the dolt to knock some sense into him.  Instead, she crouched down beside the dumpster to wait.
 
   She remained in that position for an hour, long enough to wonder why the hell she was doing this.  There were plenty of other locations in town where the people behind the assassination could strike to put the screws to the don’s people.  Still, her gut told her the Plastic Hippo was the place to be.  It was good strategy.  There could be no more symbolic gesture than to wreck up the place most closely associated with Don Vendetta.  Since the don’s meager forces were already spread out, the club would be ripe for the picking right now.
 
   Even as she thought this, she heard the growl of a diesel engine.  A moment later, a cargo truck rumbled down the alley.  Amanda pressed herself tighter against the dumpster; one hand went to the pistol that pressed against the small of her back.  The truck passed her by and pulled up in front of the bouncer at the side door.
 
   “Deliveries go in the back,” the bouncer said.  The truck blocked Amanda’s view, but she needed only to hear the silenced gunshot to know what had happened.
 
   The rear gate of the truck lifted and a group of men in black paramilitary uniforms armed with Uzis jumped out.  
 
   ***
 
   Ever since she was four years old, people had told Amanda she was reckless.  After she tried to jump her tricycle over Mom’s rose bushes and in the process sprained a wrist and suffered numerous cuts from the thorns, her mother said it for the first time.  “You mustn’t act so reckless, young lady.  It isn’t proper.”
 
   The latter sentence reflected Mom’s main concern.  When Amanda’s brothers pulled a half-assed stunt like that—such as the time they jumped their bikes over the pool, which had given Amanda the idea for the rose bush jump—Mom would scold them, but always let them off the hook two hours later.  In her mind, boys were supposed to act like that.  Girls were supposed to play with dolls and bake cookies in their Easy-Bake ovens.  That was why Mom didn’t bat an eyelash when both boys enlisted in the army while she went on a two-hour rant when Amanda wanted to enroll in the ROTC program at Rampart State.
 
   So even as common sense—in Mom’s voice—told her to stop, Amanda couldn’t hold back from jumping into the back of the cargo truck.  The saboteurs had all gone into the club, probably to wreck the place and shake down the employees.  As a cop she probably should have gone in to try to stop them, but she decided the public good would be better served if she got to the root of the problem.  If she stowed away in the truck, she might be able to find out where these guys were based.  Then she could get on her radio to call in for backup.
 
   Her luck held up as the thugs had left a few wooden crates in the rear of the truck.  The stench of fish came from these crates.  She peeked inside one and saw that indeed there were fish inside.  Big silver ones.  That was the extent of her knowledge of fish as she’d never much enjoyed seafood.
 
   The fish stench was more powerful once she squatted down in a corner behind one of the crates.  Her mother’s voice again chided her for being reckless.  Not to mention stupid.  All the mystery goons had to do was move the crate to see her.  Then she’d face a half-dozen Uzis.  But what else could she do?  It wasn’t like she could tail them in her cruiser and there probably wouldn’t be time to steal another car.
 
   She did find a tarp to help conceal herself better.  With the tarp over her body, she heard the clunk of heavy boots on the metal deck of the truck’s compartment.  Male voices began to talk, but not in a language she understood.  It wasn’t Spanish either, which she’d learned bits of during her time as a cop, or French, which she’d taken in school.  This sounded more Eastern European.  When one of the men said, “Da,” she knew they spoke in Russian.
 
   The Russian mob.  That made sense in a horrific way.  She’d heard of the Russian mob moving into other cities in Europe and America.  Don Vendetta and the Scarlet Knight, while sworn enemies, had always managed to keep other crime syndicates out of the city, or at least to a minimal presence.  With the don in jail, the Russians must be planning to pick up the slack.
 
   This thought, combined with the fish and diesel fumes, were enough to make her as green as her jacket.  She felt her dinner rise up to her throat and threaten to spill out onto the truck.  This is what you get for being careless, her mother’s voice gloated.  As she always told Megan in these circumstances, she tried to relax and focus on breathing—in this case through her nose instead of her mouth.  This didn’t help as the air she breathed in only made the situation worse.
 
   The vomit had worked its way into the back of her throat when the truck mercifully came to a stop.  She heard the sound of the gate lift and the Russian voices became more distant as they climbed out.  She waited until she couldn’t hear anyone nearby to finally puke on the deck of the truck.  She stayed down on her knees for a couple of minutes until the last bit of yellowy bile came out.
 
   Only then did she lift the tarp to look around.  Through the open gate of the truck, she saw only an anonymous red brick building.  There were far too many of these in the city for that to tell her anything.  She would have to get out and explore a little.
 
   At the edge of the gate, she looked around to make sure no one was around before she hopped down.  Around her she saw another truck, this one with a fish painted on the side like the ones in the crates.  Russian characters surrounded the fish.  She had no idea what they said, but there was a phone number on the side.  She recited this number to herself a few times until she was certain she had it memorized.  With any luck, she could trace the phone number back to an address to give her an idea of where she was.
 
   Again making sure no one saw her, she bolted from the truck and raced over to a stack of wooden pallets that also smelled like fish.  If she hadn’t already thrown up the contents of her stomach she most certainly would have then.  She reached inside her jacket for the radio on her shoulder.
 
   “This is Officer Amanda Murdoch.  I am requesting immediate backup.  I have visual on six men, all heavily armed.  They knocked over the Plastic Hippo club.  I need assistance ASAP.”  She gave the phone number off the truck and then waited.
 
   A female voice hissed, “Officer Murdoch, backup is not available at this time.”
 
   “Not available?  Look—” She didn’t have a chance to say anything else as she heard voices come from around the truck.  
 
   Before she could turn the radio off, the dispatcher said, “Officer Murdoch, advise you maintain observation of suspects until backup is available.  Over.”
 
   It was over for Amanda, as three of the men from the truck looked her direction.  She knew she could try to shoot it out with them, but there were at least six of them with submachine guns while she was alone with a standard pistol.  Reckless as she might be, she wasn’t that stupid. 
 
   She stood up and held up her arms.  “Hello boys,” she said.  “Take me to your leader.”
 
   ***
 
   One of them took her gun.  A second stayed back, his Uzi trained on her.  The third grabbed her by her ponytail to drag her from behind the crates.  “You are cop,” the man with her gun said.
 
   The one who dragged her nearly tore off her ponytail when he threw her down to the ground beside the truck.  “Yeah, I’m a cop,” she said.  She shrugged back her jacket so they could see her uniform.  “But I’m not a good cop.”
 
   Apparently news of the Rampart City Police Department’s corruption had reached Russia, as the man with her gun only nodded at this.  Amanda took this as a good sign.  “I saw you guys knocking over the Plastic Hippo.  Seemed to me like with the don down for the count, you boys are going to be the ones in charge.  I want in on the ground floor.”
 
   “We not need cop.”
 
   “Hey, come on, you can always use a friend in high places.”
 
   To her chagrin, the man snorted at this.  “You not in high places.  You flatfoot.”  
 
   She figured he must have picked that up from an American movie, probably some old film noir.  “Yeah, but I’m connected with people who are in high places.  A captain has taken me under her wing as her little protégé.  You have any idea how useful that could be?”
 
   “Who is this captain?”
 
   “Captain Donovan, homicide division.  I’m sure guys like you have committed a few of those in your time.  I could pass you some secrets about the investigation, let you know what they’re looking at so you can cover your asses.”
 
   “What you want?”
 
   “First, I’d like to live.  Second, a small gratuity.”
 
   “What is this ‘gratuity?’”
 
   “Just a little spare change.  Let’s say two thousand a month to keep the flies off you.”
 
   “Two thousand?”
 
   “Dollars, not rubles.”
 
   “We buy half your office for that much.”
 
   “Does that half include a captain’s secret files?”
 
   The man turned to his comrades and exchanged some words in Russian.  He turned back to her.  “Five hundred.”
 
   “Are you fucking with me?  Five hundred doesn’t even pay my rent.”
 
   “You take it or bullet.”  The man held up Amanda’s gun and aimed it at her head.
 
   “Hey, come on, I thought were negotiating here.”
 
   “We are.”  The man smiled at her; a gold tooth twinkled at her.  “We make new deal.  You give us information and we let you live.  You work for us or you die.”
 
   Once again her mother’s voice told her the smart thing to do would be to accept their offer and slink away from here with her life.  She told that voice to shut the fuck up and shot to her feet.  “Listen, asshole, I don’t do charity.  You want my help, you got to pay for it.”  She took a step towards them and tapped her chest.  “You want to shoot, go ahead.  It’s better than being a slave to you borscht-loving motherfuckers.”
 
   The man shrugged.  “OK.  We shoot.”  His finger tightened on the trigger and Amanda closed her eyes.  She heard a gunshot, but it took Amanda a few moments to realize she hadn’t been shot.
 
   She opened her eyes and saw the man facedown on the ground; blood oozed from his body.  The other two looked around to find the source of the gunshot.  Amanda took this opportunity to take a few running steps and then leap behind the wooden pallets.  As she landed, she heard two more shots echo in the night.
 
   Amanda waited behind the pallets until she heard a familiar voice say, “You can come out now, Officer.”
 
   Amanda stood up to see Donovan by the truck, a cigarette in her mouth as she studied the scene.  SWAT team members poured into the rear of the building in search of any other Russians.  Amidst this chaos, Amanda saw that the other two Russians lay dead behind their comrade.  She reached down to take her pistol from the man’s hand and wipe it on his sleeve before she tucked it back into her waistband.
 
   Captain Donovan shook her head as muffled shots came from inside the building.  “I’m not sure whether to give you a commendation or a kick in the ass.”
 
   “Neither would be fine.”
 
   “You should save the stupid heroics for crackpots in red armor.”
 
   “Yeah, well, she wasn’t around so someone had to fill in.”
 
   Donovan nodded to her and then motioned for Amanda to follow her.  They went down an alley, around to the front of what Amanda saw was a fish market.  Donovan’s unmarked car was parked across the street; the captain indicated Amanda should sit in the passenger’s seat.
 
   Captain Donovan waited until she closed the doors to ask, “What did you find out?”
 
   “Not much.  We were haggling over the price of my cooperation when you showed up.  They’re definitely Russian though.”
 
   “I guess that’s not surprising.  We picked up a few of them a few days ago over by where you got Vendetta thanks to our mutual friend.  They haven’t said anything yet; they’re claiming diplomatic immunity and all that bullshit.”
 
   “You think they’re the ones who shot Becky—Ms. Beech?”
 
   “I’d stake my pension on it,” Captain Donovan said.
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We’ll try to find the source.”  The captain snuffed out her cigarette and then held up a finger.  “When I say we, I mean my people.  Not you.  Maybe you think you’re hot shit because you nabbed Vendetta and her friend and led us to these assholes, but you’re still a beat cop—a rookie beat cop.”
 
   “Captain—”
 
   “Look, kid, I’ve been where you are now.  When I came out of the academy I wanted to prove myself too.  I wanted to show all those asshole men that I could do the job better than they could.  Twenty-five years later I’m still doing that.  It’s like one of those fucking hamster wheels.  You go around and around without getting anywhere.”
 
   “So what do you want me to do?  Cruise around and wave the flag?”
 
   “I want you to use some fucking common sense.  No one person is going to clean up this city.  Not you or me or that freak with the cape.  From now on you patrol the route you’re given and you stay with your training officer.”
 
   “My training officer is a lush.”
 
   Captain Donovan nodded at this.  “I’ll have them assign someone else—if they can find someone crazy enough to want to work with a kid with a death wish.”
 
   “I don’t have a death wish.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why you threw yourself at my gun.”
 
   “That was two years ago.  Things are different,” Amanda said, though she thought of the meeting a few minutes ago where she’d stood up and again dared someone to shoot her.  Her mother’s voice told her that eventually someone would take her up on the offer.
 
   “Listen, kid, you’ve got a lot of potential.  You’re going to make detective someday if you want.  You might even get to be a crusty old captain like me.  But you keep pulling shit like this and you’re not going to make it.  Trust me, I’ve seen a lot better cops than you get stuffed into a flag-shrouded coffin.”
 
   “With all due respect, Captain, these people nearly killed my friend.  She’s never going to have a baby now thanks to them.  You want me to sit on my hands and play it safe?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Officer—Amanda—this isn’t a Dirty Harry movie.  You’re part of a team, not a lone wolf.”  Captain Donovan lit another cigarette and then took a puff on it.  “If I hadn’t heard your call come in, they’d probably be chopping you up for sushi right now.  But I can’t protect you forever.  For your own good, you’d better wise up.”
 
   “Maybe I should start taking some bribes, right?”
 
   “I’m trying to help you, Amanda.  Like I said, I think you’re going to be a good cop.  You need an attitude adjustment.”
 
   “That’s what my mom’s said for twenty years now.”
 
   “You ever think she’s right?”
 
   “Not once.”
 
   Captain Donovan snuffed out her cigarette again.  “If you want keep up this bullshit, maybe you ought to buy some tights and a cape.  If you want to be a police officer, then you start being careful.  You got it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “I doubt that.”  Captain Donovan opened her door to get out with a sigh.  “Come on, kid, let’s go see what we’ve got inside.”
 
   Amanda followed the captain towards the fish market; she wondered if that whole speech had been for her or if Donovan had been talking to some younger version of herself.  All things considered, Amanda decided she could do a lot worse than end up like Captain Donovan.  To become a workaholic, broken down old captain who still cared enough to try to steer a young officer from trouble would be a lot better than to play shuffleboard in some retirement home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   The drive from Bykov’s estate to Pskov took ten hours.  For much of the way Emma and Jim said nothing; they both stared out the windshield at the bleak Russian countryside.  Emma had found Bykov’s collection of CDs and selected a few of her favorite operas to play for Jim as she drove.  He listened with his head tilted to one side as if in deep thought.
 
   “What they say?” he asked.
 
   “She’s saying that her daughter is dead,” Emma said.  Her face turned warm as realized the implication of this.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It just story.”  After that Jim remained silent until Emma had to look over to make sure he hadn’t fallen asleep.  His rat friend had gone to sleep some miles back; the rat curled up between the front and middle rows of seats.  
 
   They stopped for lunch on the side of the road.  Emma made sandwiches from the contents of Bykov’s fridge.  She wolfed her sandwich down as she realized she hadn’t eaten more than a crust of bread and a roasted squirrel in two days.  Jim still didn’t seem to have much of an appetite; he gave much of his sandwich to the rat.
 
   Once she turned off the M-20 highway towards Pskov, Jim asked, “You sure plan work?”
 
   “I hope it will,” she said.  “He cares about his son.”
 
   “Like we care about Louise?”
 
   “Yes.”  Or at least she hoped Bykov would value his natural offspring more than his adopted daughter.  He had agreed to a truce last time in exchange for Ivan’s life; she hoped he would do the same this time.
 
   “What if he not here?”
 
   “Then we’ll find him.  No matter how long it takes.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   The sun had dipped to the horizon when they finally reached Pskov.  From what little she knew about Ivan Bykov, Emma thought the bars would be the place to begin their search.  She stopped in front of one tavern and then turned to Jim.  “I think you should wait here,” she said.  “I’ll go in and see if I can find him.”
 
   “I not leave you.”
 
   “I’m going to ask people if they’ve seen him.”
 
   “I not leave you,” Jim said again.  His tone indicated he would accept no argument.  Short of knocking him out cold, she supposed there wasn’t any way she could stop him.
 
   “All right.  Just stay close to me.”  She turned to the mirror, shook her hair free from its ponytail, and then smoothed it down.  She wished she’d brought some makeup so she didn’t look quite so pale.  She also wished she’d worn something more revealing than a sweater, or at least something a little tighter.  She could have raided Markova’s closet for something more appropriate for a bar, something sexy.  While Emma didn’t usually concern herself with this, she thought if she did see Ivan she could try to seduce him, ask him to take her somewhere, and then knock him out.  She doubted he’d have much interest in her with her white hair, pale skin, and frumpy clothes.  She would have to hope his standards were pretty low.
 
   The inside of the tavern was dark enough that she had to squint to make out who sat in the back.  From what she could see, Ivan was not here.  Emma sat down at the bar anyway and ordered a shot of vodka for her and Jim.  He sat protectively next to her on a corner stool so he could keep an eye out for trouble.
 
   When the bartender returned, she paid him with some money taken from Bykov’s house.  She included twenty extra rubles and asked in Russian, “I’m looking for Ivan Bykov.  Have you seen him?”
 
   “Who are you?” the bartender asked.
 
   “We’re associates of his father.  Has he been around here?”
 
   The bartender thought for a moment and then nodded.  “He came in a week ago.  Drank most of my vodka.  Took home my cousin’s daughters.  Haven’t seen him since.”  The bartender turned to spit into a bowl.
 
   “Where is his home?”
 
   “He has a cabin in the forest.  Is he in some kind of trouble?”
 
   “Maybe.”  She reached into her pocket for the well-worn picture of Louise.  “Have you seen this girl?”
 
   “Can’t say I have.  Don’t get many babies in here.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She put a hand on Jim’s shoulder to indicate it was time to go.  They tried three more bars with similar results.  From what Emma could tell, Ivan Bykov would come into town every few days to stock up on liquor and women.  Then he would go back to the cabin.
 
   What he did there she found out at the fourth bar they visited.  A brunette girl—she couldn’t have been more than seventeen—stiffened when Emma mentioned Ivan’s name.  She turned to the girl and asked, “You know him?”
 
   “No,” the girl said.  The way she looked down at the floor indicated she had lied.  
 
   Emma took out the picture of Louise and held it up for the girl to see.  “I’m looking for this girl.  She’s my daughter.  I’ve come here all the way from America to find her.  Please, you have to help me.  Do you know where Ivan Bykov is?”
 
   “I know where he was.”
 
   “The cabin?”
 
   “Yes.  He took me there.”
 
   “Do you know where it is?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  It was dark.”
 
   Emma put a hand on the girl’s arm.  “Please, try to remember.”
 
   The girl ran into the ladies room.  Emma told Jim to wait at the bar and then followed.  She could see the girl’s shoes beneath the walls of the dirty stall and hear her crying softly.  Emma tapped on the door and said, “I’m sorry to upset you.  I’m only trying to find my daughter.  Can you help me?”
 
   “He’s an animal,” the girl said.  She went on to describe what he did to her and her best friend after they’d gone with him to the cabin.  His idea of fun involved collars, whips, and other sado-masochistic paraphernalia.  He’d left both girls bruised and bloodied and then forced them to walk home naked.  “He’s evil.  Like his father.”
 
   “Yes, I know.”
 
   “Are you going to kill him?”
 
   “No.  At least not until I get my daughter back.”
 
   The girl sniffled and then opened the door.  “There’s a road outside town.  Turn right and it will take you to the forest.  Go about ten kilometers until you reach a fork in the road.  Then go left.  That path will take you to the cabin.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Emma said.  She hugged the girl briefly.
 
   “I hope you find your daughter.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emma said again.
 
   She touched Jim’s shoulder again to indicate it was time to go.  In the car she told him what the girl had said.  “We go now?” he asked.
 
   “No.  It’s too dark.  We could end up getting lost in the forest.  We’ll head out at first light.  He’s probably a late sleeper.”
 
   “Good plan,” Jim said.
 
   They found an inn nearby where they could rent a room for the night.  It didn’t have cable or other staples of American motels, but the bed was comfortable enough.  Emma lay naked beneath the heavy covers with Jim; his friend took up residence in the closet for the night.  As she always did, she felt so much safer and more relaxed with the warmth of his body pressed against hers.  She’d even come to love the garbage smell that always lingered around him.  To her that smell was a sign she had returned home to safety of his arms.
 
   They made love tenderly beneath the covers.  Ever since that first time, Emma had come to know Jim’s body almost as well as her own.  He had come to know hers equally well, so that there was no awkwardness when they came together, even after they’d spent weeks apart.  Emma wanted to spend every night for the rest of her life like this, with Jim close to her.  
 
   More than that, she wanted Louise in the next room, asleep in her bed, a stuffed animal clutched to her chest while she dreamed.  “Jim,” Emma whispered after they had finished.  “I want us to be a family.  All three of us.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I don’t care where.  We can build a house in the sewers if that’s what it takes.”  She ran a hand down his bare chest, along the ribs that pushed up against his flesh.  “We’ve already missed two years of her life.  I don’t want to miss anything else.  I know this isn’t the best time to talk about it, but I want us to be whole.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes.”  He ran a hand through her hair to brush it off her shoulder.  “I live with you.  And her.  We live on surface.”
 
   “We’ll buy a house—one with a big basement.  Pepe can bring his family to visit.”
 
   “His family too many,” Jim said with a smile.  She smiled back; he did have a point as Pepe’s extended family numbered in the hundreds by now.
 
   Her smile faded as she realized what Jim would be giving up.  He would have to leave his home, the world he had known for almost thirty years.  “You don’t have to do it.  If you’d rather not, we can find another way.”
 
   “No.  I want to.  Like you said, I want us together.  All of us.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.”  They fell asleep in that position and held on to each other through the night.  In the morning they ate breakfast from their provisions in the SUV and then set out to find Ivan Bykov’s cabin.
 
   ***
 
   His father always said he didn’t have any patience.  Papa didn’t understand Ivan didn’t have any patience for ledgers and contracts.  Throughout his education, whenever he’d tried to study as Papa demanded he do, Ivan would inevitably look out the window and think about stalking game.
 
   When it came to hunting, Ivan could be patient as death.  So long as he had a few bottles of vodka to keep him company, he could spend days perched in a blind to wait for something worthy of his bullets.  He’d spent two days already in his blind to wait for a bear to appear.  One had already come by, but it was small, not much more than a cub.  It wasn’t so much that Ivan had standards as the bullets he used—the same kind big game hunters used on elephants and rhinos—were expensive.  He received a generous salary from one of Papa’s many companies, but Ivan preferred to use most of his money on drink and women.
 
   He’d already gone into Pskov three times in the last two weeks for a little fun.  Little was the operative word as there was very little to do in Pskov, unless you liked to go to monasteries and churches, which Ivan didn’t because the only drink they offered was wine and the women were all untouchable.  Still, he’d managed to entertain himself in local taverns and back in his cabin with a few willing ladies.  Most females—including the untouchable ones—became willing once he gave his name.  The son of the great Sergei Bykov was not someone to trifle with.
 
   Ivan had not seen his father since last Christmas.  They hardly ever spoke anymore, not since the girl had entered the picture.  Katya, that was the name Papa had given her.  Ivan didn’t know where the girl had come from; he had come home almost two years ago to find Katarina changing the child’s diaper.  “Who is this?” Ivan had asked.
 
   “This is your sister,” Katarina said.  “Katya.”
 
   Though not an expert at anything scientific, Ivan assumed the little girl did not belong to Katarina.  The child looked nothing like Katarina—or Papa either for that matter.  Katarina had not volunteered any information on where the baby had come from.  Papa was even less forthcoming.  “She is my child.  That’s all you need to know,” Papa said.  
 
   When Ivan came home last Christmas, he found Katya in Katarina’s office, on the older woman’s lap.  They studied an open ledger the way Papa had tried to get Ivan to do throughout his childhood.  The difference was that Katya actually seemed interested in what she read.  “What are association dues?” the child asked in a voice much too confident to come from a baby.
 
   “That’s money that people pay your father to be his friend,” Katarina said.
 
   “Do I have to pay Papa to be his friend?”
 
   “No, sweetheart.  You’re already his friend.  His best friend.”
 
   Ivan’s face burned with embarrassment, embarrassment that became worse at dinner.  The little girl’s high chair rested beside Papa’s chair.  Periodically he would lean over to whisper something into her ear or help her cut her food.  Most babies Ivan had seen wound up with more food on them than in them, but Katya ate so daintily that she almost didn’t need a napkin.  After dessert, Papa kissed the little girl’s forehead and then carried her upstairs.  He sang the same song to her that Ivan’s mother had sung to him.
 
   Ivan went to Katarina’s office later and locked the door behind him.  “Who is that demon child?” he asked.  “Where did she come from?”
 
   “You should ask your father those questions,” Katarina said.  She turned back to her ledgers.
 
   Ivan pounded on the desk.  “Tell me!”  In a lower voice he growled, “Tell me or I’ll add your head to my collection.”
 
   Katarina sighed and then nodded.  “She’s the child of an American woman.  A very intelligent American woman.  Your father took Katya from her to groom her as his replacement.”
 
   “Her?  She’s a child!”
 
   “And yet she’s already smarter than you.”
 
   Ivan quivered with rage; he wanted to break Katarina’s neck, but he knew he couldn’t.  Papa trusted Katarina with much of his business; she was far less replaceable than Ivan.  If he lifted a finger against her, Papa would punish him if not physically than financially.
 
   The same applied to Katya, Ivan was certain.  So he had forced himself to endure Christmas morning, where the child had opened a mountain of gifts with the same dainty precision as she ate her food.  While Papa, Katarina, and the child went to church, Ivan had taken two cases of vodka from the cellar and set out until he ended up at the cabin outside Pskov a month ago.  He wanted nothing more to do with that strange redheaded girl, the spawn of some American whore.  His father had never seemed to be interested in physical pleasure after Mama died, but maybe it was a “midlife crisis” as the Americans said.
 
   Ivan finally heard from his father three days earlier.  This came in the morning, the sound of the phone like a cannon shot to Ivan’s ears after he’d split three bottles of vodka with a pair of young girls the night before—he drank far more than either of them.  He reached over one of the girls balled up next to him to answer the phone and was surprised to hear Papa’s voice on the other end.  “You must be careful, Ivan,” Papa said without preamble.  “There are people looking for me—and Katya.  They may try to find you.”
 
   Ivan snorted at this.  Since he was a baby his parents—first Mama and later Papa—warned him to be careful, that someone might come after him.  “If anyone tries, I will take care of them.”
 
   “Let me send you some bodyguards—”
 
   “I don’t need bodyguards.”  With that Ivan hung up the phone and then woke the girls up.  “Get out of here.”  When the ungrateful sluts refused to leave immediately, he grabbed them both by the hair and dragged them naked outside.
 
   “Our clothes!” one of the girls said.
 
   “You don’t deserve clothes.”
 
   “But—”
 
   Ivan took a step towards them; they cowered with fear.  “Leave before I get angry.”  They needed no further warning.  He watched with a grim smile as their skinny bodies disappeared over the horizon.
 
   After a hearty breakfast of sausages and coffee, Ivan packed up his supplies to go out to the blind.  If anyone wanted to find him, he figured the blind would be a good place to stay.  Not only was it hard to see from the ground, but also he would be able to see anyone coming and put a bullet in them.
 
   Even as he thought this, he heard the crunch of footsteps in the snow.  He looked through the sight to see an animal weaving as if it were drunk.  At first he thought it must be a wolf out there from its grayish fur.  Then the animal straightened to stand on two legs and Ivan realized it was a man.  A scrawny little man with wild hair in a fur coat.  The man’s pointed nose seemed to sniff the air, as if he searched for something.  Ivan froze as the man turned towards the blind and stared up at him.
 
   Ivan was too surprised to pull the trigger on the rifle.  Was this who his father meant was coming for him?  This scrawny man wouldn’t be a match for Ivan even if he were armed, which it didn’t look like he was.  The man continued to look at him, as if he could see Ivan up in the blind.
 
   A moment later, Ivan heard something crash down behind him on the blind.  He turned, but didn’t see anything—at least not at first.  Then a woman appeared, a woman in red armor with a golden cape.  Again Ivan froze and stared at her in shock.  He had seen this woman before, or someone like her.  Try as he could, he couldn’t remember where or who she was.
 
   She batted the rifle out of his hands and then took a step forward.  “You’re coming with me,” the woman said.  The last thing he saw before he blacked out was the woman’s golden fist coming towards his face.
 
   ***
 
   The cabin was where the girl at the bar had said it would be.  Emma had imagined something on par with Megan Putnam’s family cabin back in the United States, three stories with a Jacuzzi and satellite dish.  Instead, it was a very ordinary two-room cabin, something akin to what pioneers had lived in.  
 
   They had parked the SUV a kilometer away from the cabin so Ivan wouldn’t spot them.  Emma called for the armor and put it on quickly.  She figured Ivan would have some kind of weapon in the house, plus with the armor she could approach undetected to get the drop on him.  She could also use the gloves to unlock the front door, though this proved unnecessary, as the door had been left unlocked.
 
   Ivan was not in the cabin.  The bed was unmade and dishes still in the sink.  From the mold on the dishes, she figured he had left a few days ago.  Maybe he had gone back into town to a bar they hadn’t been to yet.  Emma took off the helmet and sighed.  “I guess we’re too late.”
 
   Jim said nothing to this.  He sniffed Ivan’s sheets like a bloodhound.  “He here with two girls,” Jim said.
 
   “Yes.  The one at the bar last night was here with him.”
 
   Jim nodded and then wandered outside.  Emma followed him and watched him sniff first at the air and then at the ground.  There were no tracks in the snow except for theirs, but Jim’s nose still picked something up.  “Girls go that way.  To town.  He go other way.  To forest.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yes.”  Jim took his rat friend out of his pocket so the rat could confirm his findings.  “He think so too.”
 
   “Great.  Let’s go.”
 
   She knew Ivan Bykov liked to hunt animals in addition to women.  Maybe that’s what he was doing out in the forest.  Emma used the cape to turn invisible.  She made sure to stay behind Jim and step in the same place as his tracks.  If Ivan—or anyone else—were watching it would seem as if Jim were alone.
 
   Jim walked through the snow in a low crouch so that he could find the scent.  It seemed impossible to Emma that he could actually smell Ivan’s trail through the snow, but Jim’s nose was no ordinary nose.  He’d learned to harness his natural talent in the sewers with the rats, where it was often so dark that smelling was about the only way to see.
 
   They’d walked for an hour and covered five miles at least before Jim stopped.  He sniffed the ground more intently and then stood up.  When his head turned to face a tree, Emma followed his gaze.  There, shaded among the branches of an ancient pine, was a hunting blind.  “He there,” Jim whispered from the side of his mouth.
 
   Emma did nothing to acknowledge this so she wouldn’t give her position away.  Instead, she bounced on her feet a couple of times to charge for a jump.  Then she leaped into the air and came down through the branches, onto the deck of the blind.  Ivan Bykov looked the way she remembered, a burly man with dark hair and eyes—like one of Don Vendetta’s goons on steroids.  Ivan had a rifle pointed at her as she dropped the cape.
 
   He stared at her in shock; a nerve in his left cheek twitched.  She took this opportunity to bat the rifle out of his hands and then take a step forward.  “You’re coming with me,” she said.  Before he could protest, she punched him in the face; she took no small amount of pleasure in doing so.  She waited until she was certain he was unconscious before she slung him over her shoulders and then jumped to the ground.
 
   “That him?” Jim asked.
 
   “That’s him.”
 
   She had brought some rope from the SUV to tie his arms and legs.  With him trussed up, she began to laugh.  “Why you laugh?” Jim asked.
 
   “Remember that story I told you:  Peter and the Wolf?”
 
   “He wolf,” Jim said.  “We bring him in.”
 
   “Exactly.”  Emma hefted Ivan over her shoulders; the augmented strength of the armor made this as easy as to lift a pillow.  She carried him all the way back to the cabin, where she rooted around until she found some of the chains he used for his victims.  She used these to bind him to a chair.
 
   There was nothing to do then but wait.  She took the helmet off to brush back hair that was sweaty despite the cold outside and in the cabin.  “I don’t suppose you can smell a cell phone?” she asked Jim.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Too bad.  Guess we’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.”  They rifled through the drawers and cabinets until Jim called out to her.  He held up an iPhone that had been in the nightstand beside the bed.  Emma smiled and then kissed Jim.  “I love you.”
 
   “You call his father?”
 
   “I hope so.”  Emma doubted Ivan would have his father listed on the phone, a hunch that proved correct.  She got lucky, though, in that Bykov had left several messages on his son’s phone.  Emma heard Bykov’s growing desperation as he tried to warn Ivan that she was in Russia to look for Louise.
 
   “Call me back by noon or I’m sending someone to drag you out of there,” Bykov snarled in his last message from nearly two hours ago—not long after they’d left the cabin to find Ivan.
 
   Before she hit the button to call Bykov back, she used the phone’s camera feature to take a picture of Ivan chained to the chair.  She sent this photo along with a text message that said, “Ur child 4 my child.”
 
   It didn’t take long for the phone to ring.  Bykov didn’t bother to say hello.  “Your daughter is dead.”
 
   “If she is, then Ivan dies.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.  I know who you are.  Or more importantly, I know what you are.  You can’t kill him.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have to.  Her father would be more than happy to do it.”  Emma held the phone up to Jim.  “Say hello, dear.”
 
   “You Bykov?” Jim asked.
 
   “Who’s this?”
 
   “I Louise’s father.  You give her back or I kill your son.  Slow.”  From the menace in Jim’s voice, even Emma was convinced of his sincerity.
 
   She pulled the phone away from Jim.  “Now, I think we can come to an arrangement.  You give us Louise and we’ll give you Ivan back.”
 
   She waited for a heart-wrenching moment for Bykov to respond.  “Very well,” he finally said to her relief.  “Name your time and place.”
 
   This Emma had considered since they’d left Bykov’s estate.  She was at the obvious disadvantage in not being a native, but she couldn’t very well ask to make the exchange in Rampart City.  “There’s an overpass on M-20, about fifteen kilometers from the turnoff for Pskov.  You and your men park on the west side of the overpass with Louise.  We’ll have Ivan on the other side.  Midnight.  Got it?”
 
   “That is acceptable.  Do you have any other demands?”
 
   “Only that you not try any double-crosses.  If I get wind of anything, I’ll let my boyfriend kill Ivan.”
 
   “I’d say the same of you, but I know the Scarlet Knight wouldn’t dream of such a thing.”
 
   Emma wondered how he’d found out about this, but pushed that aside for the moment.  “I want to know Louise is alive and unharmed.  Send me a picture of her.”
 
   “I can do better than that.”  There was a pause and then she heard Bykov say, “Katya, come here.  Your brother’s on the phone.”
 
   A moment later Emma’s heart leaped into her throat as she heard Louise’s tiny voice say, “Ivan?”
 
   “No, baby, it’s not Ivan.  I’m Ivan’s…friend.  My name is Emma.”  She thought it better to wait until after the exchange to explain to Louise who her real parents were.
 
   “Oh.  Hi, Emma.  My name is Katya,” the little girl said in flawless Russian.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Katya.  How are you?”
 
   “Fine.  Papa took me sailing.  He caught a big fish.  It was silver and it smelled funny.”
 
   “Are you still on the boat?”
 
   “No.  We’re at Papa’s sea house.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s great, baby.”
 
   “I’m not a baby.  I’m two years old.”
 
   “Right.  I’m sorry.  You’re a big girl.”
 
   Bykov’s voice cut into the conversation.  “Say goodbye to the nice lady and then go play.”
 
   “Goodbye, Emma,” Katya said.
 
   “Goodbye, sweetheart,” Emma said.  She choked back a sob.  “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   After she hung up the phone, she dropped to her knees and buried her face in her hands.  For the first time since she’d thought Louise had died in the hospital, Emma cried.  Jim knelt down beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.  “You talk to her?”
 
   “Yes.”  
 
   “She all right?”
 
   “She’s happy.  A happy little girl.  He took her fishing.”  That was as much as she could get out before she began to sob again.  She pressed her face against Jim’s coat, not sure if she cried because she was happy to hear Louise’s voice or sad that Louise seemed so happy and content with an evil man like Bykov.
 
   It took her nearly an hour to exhaust her tears.  Only then did she finally stand up with Jim’s help.  She said, “I’ll take him to the car.  We’d better get there early to make sure he doesn’t send someone to tamper with the area.”
 
   Along the way to the overpass Emma kept the CD player off, the memory of Louise’s voice on the phone the only sound she needed.  She only hoped that within a few hours that voice would finally get to call her “Mommy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Ivan Bykov woke up as they reached the center of Pskov.  Emma heard the rattle of the chains from the backseat, followed by muffled cursing.  Emma pulled over in front of one of the bars Ivan frequented, put the car into park, and then turned to face Ivan.  “We’re not going to hurt you.  Unless you try to escape.”
 
   Despite her feelings about guns, she’d let Jim take a pistol from Ivan’s cabin to aim at him when he woke up.  The safety was still on.  Jim knew as well as she did that they couldn’t do anything to Ivan until they got Louise back.
 
   “Who are you?” Ivan asked.
 
   “We’re Katya’s parents.  Her real parents.  We’ve come to bring her back home.”
 
   “Go ahead.  Take the little brat.  I don’t care.”
 
   “We’re going to exchange you for her.  Your father is on his way with her.”
 
   “He won’t give the girl to you.  Not for me.  She’s too valuable.”
 
   After Emma translated this, Jim gestured with the pistol.  “We not give him choice.”
 
   “As soon as Papa has me, he’ll hunt you down and take the girl back.”
 
   “He has a point.  Once we’ve let Ivan go, he’ll send his people after us to get her back.”
 
   “That why we kill him first.”
 
   “Jim—”
 
   “No choice.  That or run forever.”
 
   As the Scarlet Knight she could use her cape to turn invisible, but she couldn’t keep it around her, Jim, and Louise for the rest of their lives.  Jim was right that no matter where they went, Bykov would find them.  He had the money and resources to track them down even if she asked Aggie to find someplace safe for them.  For the rest of their lives they would have to look over their shoulders for Bykov.
 
   She already knew what the Scarlet Knight part of her brain would tell her to do:  let Jim kill Bykov.  Once they had Louise, let Jim pull the trigger.  It was probably the same thing that Bykov thought about Ivan.  She held back a sigh; she didn’t have any experience with hostage exchanges.  
 
   As if he read her thoughts, Ivan said, “You aren’t prepared for this.  You have no idea what you’re doing.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out,” Emma said.  She tried to sound more confident than she felt.
 
   With that she turned around to pull away from the bar.  It took another hour to reach the overpass she’d chosen.  She found a stand of trees on the east side that would provide some camouflage for the stolen SUV while they waited.  Once she’d turned the engine off, she looked over at Jim.  “Stay here and watch him.  I’m going to take a look around.”
 
   She summoned the case of armor and then began to dress.  As she did, Marlin showed up.  “A little early for that, don’t you think?” he said.
 
   “I’m going to check the bridge and make sure he hasn’t tampered with it,” Emma said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Bykov.”  She nodded towards the SUV.  “Jim and I have his son.  We’re going to trade him for Louise.”
 
   “And I’m sure he’ll give her to you and let you go on your merry way.”
 
   “No, I don’t suppose he will.”  She looked up at the ghost, surprised to see that for a change he didn’t glare smugly at her.  “I’m going to need your help too.  Keep an eye out for any sign of trouble.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Marlin said.  She knew something must really be wrong for him not to make a smart aleck comment or to whine about being overworked.
 
   She put the helmet on, but again left her hair down to resist the urge to sink into the Scarlet Knight’s personality.  “How are things back in the city?”
 
   “Going to hell in a hand basket.  The don’s people are fighting each other.  Maybe some new elements in there as well.”
 
   There was something in his voice, the way he tried overly hard to sound nonchalant, that tipped her off that he had left something out.  “What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “Nothing.”  She glared at him until he finally backed down with a sigh.  “Someone shot Becky at a city council meeting.”
 
   “What?  Is she alive?”
 
   “Yes.  For the most part she’s fine.”
 
   “The most part?”
 
   “The bullet nicked her uterus.  She’s not going to have any children.”
 
   “Oh no.”  Emma collapsed to the ground and rested against the base of a tree.  She took the helmet off.  “This is my fault.”
 
   “Don’t start with that,” Marlin said.  “You always try to blame yourself for every little thing.  Just once couldn’t you blame the bad guys?”
 
   “No.  If I hadn’t been so gung-ho to bring Don Vendetta in, Becky would be fine.”
 
   “You did the right thing for the greater good.  That’s your job.”
 
   “But we’re talking about Becky.  My best friend.  How could I do this to her?”
 
   “It’s not like you put the gun in the woman’s hand and pulled the trigger.”
 
   “I might as well have.”
 
   “If it makes you feel better, the doctor said something about freezing her eggs.”
 
   “They saved some of her eggs?”
 
   “That’s what she said.”
 
   “Then there’s still a chance that she could make a baby.”
 
   “In a lab?  How quaint.”
 
   “Shut up.  This is serious.”  Emma already knew what she would do:  as soon as she got back to Rampart City, she would go to Becky and volunteer herself as a surrogate mother.  If they could fertilize one of Becky’s eggs, Emma would carry the baby to term for her friend.  It was the least she could do to atone for what she’d done.
 
   “Are you going to mope about this all day?  That’s why I didn’t want to tell you.  I knew you’d make yourself feel guilty and then nothing would get done.”
 
   As much as she hated to admit it, Marlin had a point; there was no time for her to worry about Becky right now.  She would have plenty of time to make up for that later.  In the meantime she put the helmet back on; this time she tucked in her hair and took a deep breath.  Right now she needed to be the Scarlet Knight, not Emma Earl—Louise needed her to be a superhero, not a concerned mother.
 
   “Let’s get to it,” the Scarlet Knight said to Marlin.
 
   ***
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t really care about Louise Earl.  The child was Emma Earl’s problem, not hers.  To deal a blow to Bykov, was a cause she could get behind.  He was an even greater menace than Don Vendetta; his evil occupied a far more global stage than the don’s.  Once the girl was safe, the Scarlet Knight would be more than happy to let the Sewer Rat take Bykov down.  She would do it herself, but that was a line the Emma Earl part of her brain refused to let her cross.
 
   She used the gloves of the armor to climb down the overpass and then underneath it.  It was still plenty light enough for her to see without a flashlight.  Any cars that passed by could have seen her, but at the moment there wasn’t much traffic.  It wouldn’t surprise her if Bykov had closed the highway down to make things easier for the exchange.
 
   The Scarlet Knight didn’t like the overpass.  Unfortunately she didn’t have a better idea.  At least on the overpass they would have a fairly clear line of sight and a relatively easy escape route.  That was about the best they could hope for at this point given hers and Emma Earl’s lack of knowledge about the terrain.
 
   She couldn’t see any sign of hidden explosives or anything else suspicious beneath the overpass.  From what Marlin said, there wasn’t anyone else in the area at the moment.  It was unlikely in any event that Bykov had been able to bring in a demolitions expert on such short notice.
 
   With the overpass itself secure, the Scarlet Knight patrolled the area around it.  She jumped along to cover ground more quickly than by running alone.  From what she could tell, Marlin was right:  there was no one around.  Not even a farmer or a young couple out for a stroll.  That worried the Scarlet Knight.  It was the old adage of it being quiet—too quiet.
 
   The Scarlet Knight returned to where the car was parked.  She said to the Sewer Rat, “Everything is secure.”
 
   “Good,” he said.
 
   The Scarlet Knight peeked through the window at the backseat.  Ivan Bykov had long since realized it was futile to try to break out of the chains.  Maybe if he had a suit of magic armor—or that alien parasite back—he could have, but right now he was an ordinary man.  “Comfy back there?” she asked in Russian.
 
   “I have to use the bathroom.”
 
   “So go.  It’s your father’s car anyway.”
 
   She turned to the Sewer Rat—she refused to think of him as “Jim.”  “You have to go?”
 
   “I fine.”
 
   “Suit yourself.  I can watch him for a few minutes if you want to stretch your legs or get a sandwich or something.”
 
   “I fine,” he repeated.
 
   “Consider it a standing offer.”  The Sewer Rat was Emma’s boyfriend, not hers, and yet the Scarlet Knight couldn’t help but feel some affection for him.  His sense of justice equaled her own while his sense of morality was far more flexible than Emma’s.  He was a realist, not an idealist like her; life in the sewer had taught him it was a dog-eat-dog world—or rat-eat-rat world.  Maybe that was why he hadn’t been chosen to wear the scarlet armor.  “I’m going to look around again.”
 
   She repeated this for the next six hours; she stopped only to use the bathroom herself and to eat a sandwich from the provisions in the back.  In both cases she left the helmet on with her hair still tucked up.  This wasn’t so much the Scarlet Knight’s wish as Emma Earl’s.  She wanted to be on guard and alert, focused on making sure everything went smoothly instead of worrying about her daughter, her best friend, and the future.  
 
   After the sun set, the Scarlet Knight used the helmet’s visor so she could see in the dark.  There still wasn’t any sign of anyone.  There weren’t even any cars along the highway, which confirmed her earlier suspicion that Bykov had diverted traffic.  He’d probably called a few of his buddies in the police or military to block off this stretch of highway for his personal use.
 
   At fifteen minutes to midnight, Marlin appeared in front of her.  “There’s a convoy coming down the road.  Five trucks like yours.  I’d say at least thirty blokes, most of them heavily armed.”
 
   “What about the kid?”
 
   “She’s there.  Second vehicle with the scumbag.”
 
   “Good.”  The number of vehicles and armed guards worried her.  Thirty-to-one were bad odds even for the Scarlet Knight.  Their bullets couldn’t hurt her, but they could hurt the Sewer Rat or the child.  And even if they managed to get the child, those five trucks could easily follow them or be used to set up roadblocks to stop them.
 
   Those were problems she would have to deal with later.  For now it was time to prepare for the exchange.  She returned to the SUV and opened the back door to drag Ivan Bykov out.  “Your father is on his way,” she said.  While the Scarlet Knight wouldn’t have minded to drag Ivan the whole way, she used the Sword of Justice to cut the chains around his legs so he could walk himself across the bridge.
 
   The Sewer Rat climbed out of the car and turned to her.  “They coming?”
 
   “They should be here in a few minutes.”
 
   “Good.  Then we get her back,” he said.
 
   The Scarlet Knight said nothing to this, but she could hear Emma Earl both cheer and whimper as she considered the possibilities of what would happen.  Let me handle it, the Scarlet Knight thought to silence her.  I’ll get her back.
 
   She left Ivan at the foot of the overpass and then planted herself in the center.  She wanted Bykov to see her there, to know with whom he dealt.  Blue-white lights appeared on the horizon like tiny stars.  They grew larger, to finally morph into the SUVs Marlin had mentioned.
 
   The first two SUVs turned onto the exit ramp and wound up the overpass.  They stopped at the west end of the overpass and the doors opened.
 
   The time had finally come.
 
   ***
 
   Two bodyguards came first; one stepped to each side with an AK-47 at the ready.  Only then did Bykov finally appear, dressed in an expensive suit as if to attend a board meeting.  Instead of a briefcase, he carried Louise, her chin on his shoulder.  From where she stood on the bridge, the Scarlet Knight didn’t know if Louise was acting shy or asleep.
 
   Bykov answered this question by cooing softly into Louise’s ear, “Katya, wake up.  We’re here.”
 
   The girl raised her head to look about her.  The Scarlet Knight raised the visor of her helmet so Louise could see she was a person, not a monster.  It didn’t come as a surprise when the girl’s eyes widened and she pointed to the Scarlet Knight.  “Papa, who’s that?”
 
   “This woman is here to take you away.”
 
   “Take me away?  Why?”  Louise’s pudgy cheeks turned red as if she were on the verge of tears.  “Have I been bad?”
 
   “No, my dear, you haven’t been bad at all.  But your brother is in trouble and so you need to go with this woman for a little while.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “Not long,” Bykov said.  He glanced at the Scarlet Knight ominously.
 
   “But why?” Louise asked with a child’s whine.
 
   Bykov gave the standard parental answer, “Because I said so.”
 
   Louise finally began to cry when Bykov set her down on the road.  In her arms she clutched a bright green stuffed turtle; its plush shell muffled her sobs.  “I don’t want to go!” she shouted between sobs.
 
   Bykov knelt down while the Scarlet Knight watched impassively, despite the wail that came from Emma Earl.  He brushed tangled red hair from Louise’s face to look her in the eye.  “This is for the best, sweetheart.  But I promise I’ll come back for you.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “Of course.  We’ll all be together again very soon.”
 
   “Even Mommy?”
 
   “No, dear.  Mommy had to go away for a long time.”
 
   At this the Scarlet Knight had to bite down on her lip to keep the Emma Earl part of her mind from screaming, “I’m your mother!  I’m right here!  And I love you!”
 
   During this conversation, the Sewer Rat walked Ivan up next to her.  He still had the chains around his arms so that he could shuffle along like a prisoner.  Bykov looked up from his stolen daughter to his natural son.  “You fool.  I told you to watch out for them.”
 
   “You didn’t say what she was,” Ivan said.  He gestured with his head to the Scarlet Knight.
 
   “It wouldn’t have mattered in any case.  You’re as dumb as an ox.”
 
   “Are they going to hurt Ivan?” Louise asked.
 
   “No, my dear.  No one is going to hurt Ivan.  Not so long as you’re a good girl and do what you’re told.  Do you understand?”
 
   Louise considered this for a moment and then nodded.  Bykov patted her head again.  “Very good.  Now, you go over to the woman and her friend.”
 
   “Can I take Slowey with me?”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   Louise stood on the toes of her glossy black shoes to kiss Bykov’s cheek.  “I love you, Papa,” she said.
 
   “I love you too.  Now go on.  And behave yourself.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   At last they began the exchange.  Louise toddled towards the Scarlet Knight and Sewer Rat while Ivan shuffled towards his father.  As much as Emma might have wanted to bend down and reach out towards Louise, the Scarlet Knight remained erect, vigilant.  This turned out to be warranted as Marlin appeared to hiss in her ear, “Something’s coming this way.  Fast.”
 
   “What—?”  She didn’t need to ask the rest of the question as she heard the sound of helicopter rotors.  She slapped down the helmet visor and saw the Hind gunship approach at full speed.  Beneath the overpass, the three other vehicles of the Bykov convoy spread out, no doubt to block any attempts at escape.  The guards in front of them lowered their rifles.
 
   “You might as well make it easy on yourselves and surrender,” Bykov said as he took shelter behind his bodyguards.
 
   Louise had stopped; she looked around uncertainly while Ivan had picked up the pace.  He knew, as the Scarlet Knight did, what was happening.  Bykov had predictably betrayed them; he’d called in air support to keep them from completing the exchange.  This might have worked if he hadn’t underestimated the Scarlet Knight’s capabilities.
 
   “Jim, run!” she shouted.  At the same time she lunged forward and seized Louise with one arm.  The little girl screamed as the Scarlet Knight hefted her into the air.  Louise kicked and punched at the armor, her tiny limbs doing no real physical damage.  Inside the Scarlet Knight’s mind, Emma Earl screamed with a mixture of rage and sadness.
 
   There wasn’t any time to dwell on that as the Hind gunship came into sight.  The Scarlet Knight saw the missile pods on its winglets; she knew it would target the east end of the overpass to prevent the Scarlet Knight and the Sewer Rat’s escape.  A moment later, a tongue of fire came from behind the left winglet of the gunship as it fired a missile.  The Scarlet Knight pushed the Sewer Rat to the ground and covered him and Louise with her body.
 
   Concrete and asphalt showered down on her; the armor protected her from the larger chunks of debris.  She saw the west side of the overpass had disappeared except for a few twisted metal rods.  The gap in the overpass was too far to jump—at least to someone who didn’t wear magic armor.  The problem was that the gunship had already positioned itself over the hole.  While the armor could protect her, Louise and Jim would be unprotected.
 
   Even as she considered this, three more bodyguards had joined the two with Bykov and his son.  The bodyguards began to edge forward, their weapons aimed at where the Scarlet Knight lay to shield Louise and the Sewer Rat.  It wouldn’t be difficult to take them out, but again Jim and Louise would be left unprotected.  “We’re between a rock and a hard place,” she whispered.
 
   She slipped her right hand down to the Sword of Justice’s hilt.  The sword could cut through anything, so it could easily take out the gunship that hovered over the bridge.  The question was if she threw it at the helicopter if it could destroy the gunship and return to her before the bodyguards closed in.  The Sewer Rat said, “Give me cape.”
 
   “The cape?  Why?”
 
   “I turn invisible.  Take out guards.  You take helicopter.”
 
   She thought about it for a moment and then nodded slightly.  With her other hand she reached up to her neck to untie the cape.  The Sewer Rat slid it away from her at the same moment she tossed the Sword of Justice into the air.  He rolled out from under her and disappeared with the cape around his body.  Meanwhile, she guided the Sword of Justice towards the helicopter.  She first sliced through the cannon at the front of the gunship and then brought the golden blade up to attack the rotor.
 
   Though she didn’t watch, she could hear Bykov’s bodyguards go down and cry out in pain as the Sewer Rat descended upon them.  She held out her hand to recall the Sword of Justice as the gunship crashed onto the road below.  The drop was small enough that she figured the crew would be able to get out alive.  In the meantime, the Sword of Justice zipped back to her.  She tightened her hand around the hilt and turned to look for the Sewer Rat.
 
   Then a shot rang out and she heard Jim scream.
 
   The shot didn’t come from any of the bodyguards, the last of whom was on his way down to the ground.  The Scarlet Knight saw Bykov on the opposite end of the bridge with night vision goggles over his eyes—goggles that had allowed him to see the Sewer Rat.  Before the Scarlet Knight could react, Bykov fired again; the bullet tore into the Sewer Rat’s chest.
 
   The cape fell away from the Sewer Rat’s shoulders and he sank to one knee.  “Jim!” Emma Earl screamed.  He turned to face her and nodded solemnly.  Then he raised the pistol he’d taken from Ivan Bykov’s cabin.  Jim brought it around towards where Bykov stood and fired.  The shot hit Bykov in the chest.  Before Bykov could hit the ground, Jim fired off the rest of the clip.  
 
   Emma covered Louise so the little girl wouldn’t have to see as Bykov, the man she imagined to be her father, collapsed in a bloody heap on the pavement.  Her real father remained on one knee for a moment before he too sagged onto the road.  With Bykov, the bodyguards, and the helicopter gone, Emma finally scrambled to her feet and raced over to where Jim lay.
 
   The rat he’d brought along nosed at Jim’s neck.  She couldn’t understand exactly what it said, but she knew it wasn’t good news.  Jim’s eyes opened to focus on Louise, who had her face pressed tightly against Emma’s shoulder, as if she knew what was happening.  “She safe.”
 
   “Thanks to you,” Emma said.  She brushed hair away from his face so she could kiss him on the lips one final time.  “I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you,” he said.  His eyes fluttered and his breathing turned shallow.  “You take her away.  Take her home.”
 
   “I will take her home.  I promise.”
 
   “Good.”  He nodded to her.  His mouth opened but no sound came out.  Then his eyes closed and his head lolled to the side.  He was dead.
 
   Emma wanted to scream, to cry, to pound the pavement with frustration.  But she could do none of those things at the moment, not with more of Bykov’s men on the way.  She heard Ivan scream obscenities as he saw his father’s dead body.  “You!” he shouted at her.  “You will pay for what you’ve done!”
 
   Emma said nothing to this.  She turned and ran for the ruined end of the overpass.  She charged up a jump; she easily made it over the gap the gunship had opened up.  She landed on the opposite side and paused a moment to see Jim still on the pavement.  “Goodbye,” she whispered.
 
   Then she hurried over to where the SUV waited.  She still had to get Louise out of here, to safety, as she had promised Jim she would do.  It was a promise she intended to keep, even if she had to give her life as he had.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Becky could tell from the firm yet gentle squeeze that it was Dan who held her hand.  She pretended to sleep, so she wouldn’t have to talk to him.  That didn’t stop him from talking, as it hadn’t for the last two days.  Short of calling for security there was nothing she could do to stop him.
 
   “This is my fault,” he said as he had often over the last two days.  “I should have seen how badly you wanted a child.”
 
   Another time she probably would have comforted him by telling him it wasn’t his fault.  She would have squeezed his hand and told him it didn’t matter.  Even if he had been more enthusiastic that night at dinner, it wouldn’t have stopped her from going to the city council meeting.  It wouldn’t have stopped her from being shot.
 
   She didn’t do anything; she continued to lie still with her eyes closed.  In the last two days she had refused to say more than basic pleasantries to anyone but Dr. Pavelski.  To the doctor she described any pain she felt.  There was some pain in her midsection now that the drugs had worn off.  Not an unbearable amount, enough to keep her from trying to lie on either side of her body.
 
   She appreciated the attempts her friends made to cheer her up.  Dan had brought her enough flowers to start her own florist shop and Megan had fetched some CDs and other personal items from home.  Her sister Bambi had given her a bunch of colorful balloons.  In addition to these gifts, they had all spent hours in her room to comfort her.  Still, she didn’t feel any better about the situation.  It had become increasingly clear she never would feel better about this situation.
 
   The same thought repeated in her mind:  she was thirty years old and she had had a hysterectomy.  Thirty years old and she could never give birth to a child on her own.  The average person lived nearly eighty years, which left her to face fifty long, childless years.  What would she do with the rest of her life?
 
   She tried to comfort herself the way the others did by saying she could try to create a baby in the lab.  But even if the child had her genetic material, it wouldn’t really be her baby.  She would never feel the same closeness as a mother did to a baby that had come out of her own womb.  It would be like adopting her own flesh and blood.
 
   Adoption was of course another avenue to explore.  But unmarried and from a broken, abusive home, her chances to adopt on her own wouldn’t be the best.  If she and Dan got married, then they might have a better chance, especially if he slipped a bit of his family’s money underneath the table.
 
   Becky didn’t know anymore if she wanted Dan to propose to her.  Days ago, before the shooting, she had yearned so badly for him to get down on one knee and pull out a ring.  Now whenever she imagined it, she had to fight back tears.  If he proposed to her now, would he be doing it because he loved her or because he felt guilty?  What kind of marriage could they have if she always wondered if they ever would have gotten married if not for an assassin’s bullet?
 
   She wished there was someone she could talk to about all of this.  But Emma was still in Russia—presumably—to try to bring her daughter back.  Not that Emma could give her much advice on marriage anyway.  Emma had dated the Sewer Rat for nearly three years now.  Their “dates” consisted primarily of hanging around in sewage pipes.  Aggie would be the one far more qualified in this situation.  She had been married to a man for nearly fifty years and now she was married again—in every sense except in the eyes of the law.  But Aggie had gone to try to find out who wanted to kidnap Renee.  Becky had no idea where she might be, if that niece of hers hadn’t already turned on her.
 
   She had thought to ask Dr. Pavelski for a shrink like Emma’s.  Then she imagined the psychologist next to her bedside to ask her, “How do you feel?”  She could already answer that question:  she felt miserable.  She felt worthless.  She felt useless.  She looked to the future and saw nothing for herself.  At most she could be a surrogate aunt to Renee and Louise.  They might have some fun, might even love her after a fashion, but they would never love her like their own parents.  She saw a future of always being on the outside looking in, always in a forgotten corner for Christmas mornings or birthdays.
 
   “I wish you would talk to me, Becky.  You can’t keep holding all of this in,” Dan said.
 
   She could hold it in.  She had to, because if she opened her mouth a scream would come out.  A scream of rage, frustration, and grief at everything she had lost.  It would be a scream loud enough to shake the entire hospital from the roof right down to the morgue.  It was a scream that would split her in two, a final, primal scream of release.
 
   So she kept silent; she didn’t flinch even as Dan brushed hair from her face and kissed her cheek.  She said nothing even as he whispered, “I love you, Becky.”
 
   She continued to say nothing even as she heard his footsteps retreat.
 
   ***
 
   Later she heard the door open but no footsteps approached her bed.  After a minute she decided someone must have brushed the door open.  She went back to sleep.  Sleep was about the only place where she felt comfortable anymore.  In her dreams she saw children, chubby kids with Dan’s curly hair and her eyes.  They called out to her to pick them up but she always woke up before she could.  Maybe if she went to sleep forever she could.
 
   She had drifted back into sleep when she felt a cold hand brush against hers.  It was probably a nurse to check up on her.  Becky had not bothered to learn any of the nurse’s names, not interested in making any friends in the hospital.  She let them go about their jobs and answered any questions they might have with clipped answers; she didn’t care if they thought she was a snob.
 
   She knew it couldn’t be a nurse when she heard the creak of the chair beside the bed.  Another visitor.  It couldn’t be Dan as he had just left.  It was probably Megan or maybe Amanda had shown up to update her on the investigation.  If so, Becky supposed she should apologize for snapping at Amanda last time.  The kid had tried to comfort her by letting her know the shooter couldn’t bother her again.
 
   Maybe then they could have a little heart-to-heart.  Becky and Amanda weren’t extremely close, , but Becky always saw a bit of herself in Amanda.  While Amanda didn’t have an obvious eating disorder, she exhibited many of the same attitudes as Becky in the way she always tried to look tough and in the way she mothered Megan.  It was nice that Amanda seemed to have found her true calling in the police force, but Becky wanted to tell her to open up, to let herself appear more vulnerable.  Don’t end up like me, Becky wanted to say.
 
   She opened her eyes and saw it wasn’t Amanda.  It was another troubled girl, the one she’d least expected to show up here:  her sister Brandi.  She didn’t know why things had always been so strained between her and Brandi, except that as Bambi said, Brandi was just “ornery.”  She had always been cantankerous, even as a baby.  Becky had lost entire nights of sleep trying in vain to get Brandi to shut up before their mother woke up and punished all of them.  The more Becky had tried to comfort Brandi, the more her baby sister had cried.  That summarized their relationship for the next twenty-five years.
 
   “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Becky said.
 
   “I was in the area,” Brandi said.
 
   “I thought you worked at that restaurant in the Trenches.”
 
   “I stopped working there ages ago.  I’m working at a gallery over on Palmer Street.”
 
   “Tour guide?”
 
   “Security guard.”  Brandi leaned forward so Becky could see her sister wore a white shirt with the security company’s logo on the sleeve.
 
   “Good for you.”  This wasn’t an idle compliment; Becky had always worried Brandi would go into stripping or prostitution.  She might have if she had the body for it, but the good Lord had given her the chest of a twelve-year-old boy, a nose two sizes too big, and ears that stuck out like handles no matter how Brandi tried to hide them with her hair.  Security at a gallery, not even a well-known one, probably paid better than waitressing and let Brandi keep her clothes on.
 
   “I saw what happened on the TV.  How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “You don’t sound fine.  You sound depressed.  Trust me, I know about that.”
 
   “I suppose you would.”
 
   “I’m trying to be nice here and do the sisterly thing.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Because you almost died.”  Brandi looked down at the floor.  “It got me thinking, you know?  I mean, I always thought I’d be the first one to go.”
 
   “That’s what I thought too.”
 
   “And seeing what happened to you, I thought maybe we should be closer or something.  More like real sisters.”
 
   “You want to bring some Barbie dolls to play with?  Or you could bring a sleeping bag and we could have a slumber party.”
 
   Brandi shot up from her chair.  “Fuck this.  I knew it was a bad idea.  You never liked me.  None of you ever did.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  We all bent over backwards to try getting along with you.  You’re the one who didn’t ever want to get close.”
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t be all goody-goody like Bambi or Suzy Homemaker like Britney.  Does that make you happy?”
 
   “What would make me happy is if one time we could have a conversation without you making it about how mistreated you were.” 
 
   Brandi clenched her jaw as if to say something, but then sat down on the chair.  “OK, fine.  What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Start with the basics.  Where are you living?  Not in the backseat of your car, I hope.”
 
   “No.  For your information I moved into an apartment over on Dogwood.”
 
   “Dogwood?  That’s a pretty nice neighborhood.  How’d you afford that?”
 
   “Someone from the gallery is going to Europe for six months and is letting me crash there until she gets back.”
 
   “That’s nice.  Are you seeing anyone?”
 
   “There’s this art dealer I’ve gone out with a couple of times with.  Just to movies, the foreign kind with the subtitles.  Nothing serious.”
 
   “Does this dealer have a name?”
 
   Brandi looked down at her feet again.  “Her name is Nicole.”
 
   Becky nodded at this.  Brandi had never “come out of the closet,” but it wasn’t all that unexpected.  She had never gotten along with any of the men she dated, or men in general, but then she didn’t get along with anyone.
 
   “That’s it?  You’re not going to say anything?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “That I might be gay, that’s what.”
 
   “It’s not really my business, is it?”
 
   “You don’t think it’s weird or anything, do you?”
 
   “Why would I think that?  Two of my best friends are lesbians.”  Though Becky never thought of Aggie and Akako as lesbians given the bizarre nature of their relationship.  They had both been married to men, had loved men until they found each other.
 
   “Bambi hugged me when I told her.”
 
   “I’ll hug you if that’s what you want.  Just lean over the bed here.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   Becky studied her sister’s face for a moment.  “You’re not saying that for the shock value, are you?”
 
   “No.  I really like her.  She might be the one.  Like you and Dan.”
 
   Becky said nothing to this; she didn’t want to mention she and Dan might not be together much longer after she got out of the hospital.  “How does she feel about you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She’s married to some sleazy literary agent.”
 
   “Married?  Jesus, Brandi.”
 
   “What?  She married him before she realized she likes women.”
 
   “And I’m sure she’ll leave him eventually, right?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’re not to that point yet.  We’re having fun.”
 
   “Great, you’re her little bi-curious fling.  Congratulations.  I’m sure she’ll have fond memories to tell all her friends of her experimenting.”
 
   To Becky’s surprise, Brandi actually started to cry.  “You’re such a bitch.  It’s just as well you can’t have any kids because you’d probably end up like Mom.”
 
   “Brandi—” Becky reached out a hand, but Brandi stepped back to storm out of the room.  
 
   Brandi paused in the doorway to give Becky the finger.  Then she disappeared; the sound of her shoes on the tile echoed down the hall.  Becky closed her eyes and wondered if she’d lost her sister forever.
 
   ***
 
   The next time she heard the door open, Becky hoped it might be Brandi returning so Becky could apologize.  She hadn’t meant to act like such a bitch; she didn’t want her sister to get hurt yet again.  Among the four of them, Brandi had always been the most sensitive, the one who brooded and wrote poems in notebooks she kept under her bed.  If this Nicole was horsing around, she would devastate Brandi, perhaps irretrievably.  
 
   Becky tried to tell herself she shouldn’t care anymore.  Brandi was twenty-five years old, a grown woman.  And yet she would always be Becky’s baby sister, the little girl who had skinned her knee and run screaming into the house when she was six.  Try as she might, Becky couldn’t help being a big sister.
 
   It wasn’t Brandi this time.  Instead, it was Councilwoman Napier.  Becky’s boss had paid a couple of brief visits, mostly to say hello and make sure Becky hadn’t died yet.  Becky was surprised Napier hadn’t asked her for any notes on any of the various issues that faced the council.
 
   Napier sat in the chair Brandi had occupied.  In her office Napier always wore the same icy expression, always in control of the situation.  She couldn’t manage that expression now.  Now she actually looked uncomfortable from the way she fidgeted in her chair.  Becky supposed part of it was that Napier wasn’t used to socializing with her underlings, but if not for Becky she would have taken the bullet, so Napier wanted to make amends.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Napier asked.
 
   “Better.  Still a little sore.”
 
   “I would imagine so.”  Napier fidgeted again.  “How long until you’re back on your feet?’
 
   “I’m not really sure.  A week or two maybe.”
 
   “You’re still young.  I’m sure you’ll be up and around in no time at all.”
 
   “Maybe.  Then I can get back to work.  Place is probably falling apart without me.”
 
   “We’re managing.”  Napier cleared her throat.  “That’s actually why I came here.”
 
   “You’re firing me?  In the hospital?”
 
   “Not at all.  I’m offering you a promotion.”
 
   “A promotion?”  Becky was already the chief of staff; she didn’t know what could be any higher than that unless Napier gave up her seat.
 
   “My nephew will be running for Congress.  The boy is bright enough but he’s not really a politician.”
 
   “Good for him,” Becky said before she could think better of it.  The world didn’t really need another asshole politician who made promises he would never keep.
 
   “What he needs is for someone to help him learn the ropes of politics.  Someone who knows how to make things work.  Someone like you.”
 
   “I’m not a campaign manager.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be managing the campaign, not directly.  You would be sort of an adviser to his staff.  A consultant.”
 
   “You call that a promotion?”
 
   “Well, if he wins the election, he’ll need a staff in Washington.  If he doesn’t then you can come back to work at the office.”
 
   Becky closed her eyes.  Washington.  The brass ring for American politics.  If she got on a congressman’s staff, it could open up whole new possibilities for her.  Maybe even a Cabinet position someday.  But if she went to Washington, what would she do about Dan?  And Emma?  And the rest of her friends?  Not to mention her sisters.  They needed her, didn’t they?
 
   She thought back to her conversation with Brandi.  No, her sisters didn’t need her.  They hadn’t since they were old enough to feed themselves.  Though she might disagree, Emma didn’t really need her anymore either.  She had Jim and with any luck soon she would have Louise.  Plus she always had Aggie or Megan or her other friends to fall back on.  That left only Dan.  He too probably thought he needed her.  But really he could do a lot better than her.  He could find someone much more attractive, someone who could bear his children—someone he wouldn’t have to feel sorry for.
 
   “You don’t have to commit to anything now, of course,” Napier said.  “I thought perhaps after what happened, you might like a change of scenery.”
 
   Becky nodded.  A change of scenery.  She could make a whole new life for herself, reinvent herself however she wanted.  No more having to be the big sister or the mother hen anymore.  For the first time in her life, she could be the star instead of the sidekick.
 
   More importantly, in Washington she wouldn’t have any friends or family.  There would be no one there to feel sorry for her because she couldn’t have children of her own.  There would be no one there to tiptoe around her feelings.  No one would try to tell her to cheer up or buck up or look on the bright side or find the silver lining in her situation.  She could grieve in peace, alone.  She wouldn’t have to endure their smothering kindness—their love—any longer.
 
   “I’ll do it,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   It didn’t come as any surprise Aunt Agnes dropped them in the middle of an ancient bullring.  Cecelia shook her head.  “You couldn’t have found somewhere a bit more convenient?” she asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear, but this is the only place I remember.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have looked at a picture of somewhere to drop us off there?”
 
   “It doesn’t work that way.  It has to be someplace I’ve experienced in all three dimensions.”
 
   “Great.”  Cecelia looked around the ancient arena again.  “At least they aren’t having any bullfights right now.”
 
   She followed Aunt Agnes through an old tunnel that led to the street.  It was more of an alley really, like most of the old European roads designed before automobiles.  At the moment there was only a bike against the wall that probably belonged to a caretaker.  
 
   “You’re sure that no one in Stockholm is going to remember anything?” she asked.  With her magic, Aunt Agnes had restored the restaurant’s furniture and walls.  Then with the blackout potions, she wiped everyone’s memories of the incident.  The people in the restaurant would wake up with a slight gap in their memories, one they would probably fill in with some explanation that didn’t involve witches or assassins who had turned into puppies.
 
   As for the assassins, the spell had worn off, by which time the puppies had been safely locked away in the restaurant’s wine cellar.  To watch her former comrades wriggle and frolic gave her a cold shiver.  How could they possibly hope to fight people who could do that?  All the daggers and potions and martial arts training wouldn’t mean a thing against someone who could wave her hand and turn the daggers into smoke and the assassin into an adorable puppy.
 
   “It will be fine, dear.  Trust me.  I’ve been doing this for a long time.”
 
   Throughout her training, Cecelia had learned a little about witches, but she had never really understood them until now.  Even then she still didn’t fully comprehend how they did the things they did.  Perhaps more importantly, she didn’t understand why she couldn’t do any of these things.
 
   Aunt Agnes didn’t have any idea about this either.  From what she said, the head of the coven had covered up the existence of Cecelia and the others, so that Aunt Agnes hadn’t learned of the organization until two years ago when Cecelia showed up at the archives.  Heretics were how the head of the coven referred to them.  This name indicated how the coven thought of them; heretics of the church had been routinely burned at the stake or killed in other horrific ways.  To the coven they were something to be exterminated.
 
   Cecelia wondered if she was on the right team.  Aunt Agnes had always treated her kindly, but she was the only one.  Akako had turned on her after Renee’s birth, afraid Cecelia would do something to her child.  As for the rest of the coven, none of them had sent her any Christmas cards, that was for sure.  They probably wouldn’t shed a tear if Cecelia died.  The Headmistress, on the other hand, had taken her in, given her a safe home and helped her understand the full extent of what she could do.  Except the Headmistress had lied about Cecelia’s son to make her think he had died when he had lived and gone on to raise his own family, a family that continued with Shelly’s bloodline.
 
   The narrow street emerged at a slightly wider avenue where they could hail a cab.  Cecelia gave the driver the address for the building the organization used for its financial operations.  That’s where they would find the Auditor, the one who kept the books.  With any luck, she would be able to point them to who was funding the job to kidnap Renee.  If they could find that person or group, then they could get the job called off.  That would certainly be far less bloody than to take down the entire organization one office at a time.
 
   The cab dropped them at a corner that faced the twenty-story tower that housed the Treadstone Financial Group.  TFG handled all of the organization’s investments and paid the expenses for operatives like Cecelia.  She kept her money in an actual bank, but all of her reimbursement checks came with the letterhead of TFG.
 
   “That’s it?” Aunt Agnes asked when Cecelia pointed to the building.
 
   “What were you expecting?”
 
   “I don’t know, something less ordinary.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s better to hide in plain sight.”
 
   “So how are we going to get in there?”
 
   “We aren’t going to do anything.  I’m going to disguise myself and pose as an ordinary investor.  Then I’ll ask to see the manager and we’ll have a little chat.”
 
   “Do you want me to wait at a bus stop again?”
 
   “You can wait here.  If you see anyone running from the building or cops running into it, come in and back me up.”
 
   Cecelia reached into her bag for another potion to change her appearance.  Aunt Agnes clucked her tongue at this.  “I could use a spell—”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   “I’d rather do this on my own, all right?”  She saw Aunt Agnes grimace at this.  In a calmer voice, Cecelia said, “They’ll be able to detect your magic.  It’s better to use a potion.  If you really want to help, go find me a briefcase and some clothes.”
 
   “If that’s what you want, dear.”
 
   Cecelia took the potion into the bathroom of a coffeehouse.  After she locked herself in the stall, she drank the contents of the vial.  After a moment, her body began the painful changing process.  This time while her body shortened, her stomach pressed out farther and farther, until she looked about fifteen months pregnant.  She shook her head; she’d overdone it on the boar’s heart with this one.
 
   Her clothes couldn’t fit around her new gut, so she had to wait until Aunt Agnes came to find her.  “I need some plus size clothes,” Cecelia said with the door still closed.  “A size twenty at least.”
 
   “Not a problem, dear.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  Cecelia saw the flash of light underneath the stall door to indicate Aunt Agnes had vanished herself somewhere.  This left Cecelia to wait again; she squeezed a roll of fat with one hand.  Aunt Agnes could probably fix this to make her skinny, but she supposed it didn’t really matter.  This should only require simple reconnaissance.  For that, being a fat slob might actually be better, as the organization would probably not suspect someone so large and out of shape would be a spy.
 
   Aunt Agnes returned a few minutes later with a black pantsuit and white blouse that fit with a little room to spare.  “Where did you get these from?” Cecelia asked.
 
   “From my friend Rebecca’s closet.  Try not to get them too dirty.”
 
   “I’ll try,” she said, though she wasn’t about to make any promises.
 
   When she emerged from the stall, she saw the reflection of an enormous Spanish woman in the mirror.  Cecelia put a hand to her pudgy cheek to make sure it really was her.  Then she tied back her glossy black hair into a ponytail to look slightly more professional.  Aunt Agnes now stood a few inches taller than her—and probably a hundred eighty pounds lighter.  She put a hand on Cecelia’s back.  “You look very nice.”
 
   “I’m a pig,” Cecelia said.
 
   “It’s only for a little while.”
 
   “Yeah, I hope so.”
 
   She hefted the briefcase Aunt Agnes had found for her.  The brown leather of the shell was too worn to be a new briefcase.  Inside, Cecelia saw papers from an insurance company.  There was even a business card for one Margarita la Paz.  “You stole this?”
 
   “I borrowed it.”
 
   “Well, I guess you’re learning.”  Cecelia shut the case and then looked over at her aunt.  “You didn’t turn her into a frog or anything, did you?”
 
   “Of course not, dear.  I simply put her to sleep for a few minutes.”
 
   “Well, that’s good I suppose.”  Cecelia lowered the briefcase to her side and then studied herself in the mirror again to smooth out any wrinkles in her suit.  Then she waddled out of the bathroom and the coffeehouse.  Aunt Agnes had learned enough to know not to follow her too closely.
 
   As she walked across the street, Cecelia practiced her smile until it felt natural.  She imagined this version of herself to be pleasant and friendly—a saleswoman who wanted to make a big sale.  Once she felt comfortable with this, she crammed herself into the revolving door to push her way in and prayed her stomach or nearly as large rear didn’t get stuck.
 
   Inside she found the lobby as she remembered from the last time she’d come here fifteen years ago.  Then she had walked in as herself to haggle over a reimbursement for a job in Somalia.  This time she waddled up to the front desk and signed the entry log.  The guard glanced at it and then at her.  She flashed her well-rehearsed smile and then waited.  The guard nodded to her.  “Treadstone is on the eighteenth floor.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   She squeezed into the back of the elevator and smiled at the other passenger, who only nodded solemnly to her.  By the fifth floor, the elevator was empty.  She practiced what she would say as the elevator coasted up.  In the middle of her speech about the benefits her company could offer, the elevator stopped.  She saw it had stopped between the fifteenth and sixteenth floors.
 
   “Oh shit,” she mumbled an instant before the metal panels slid into place around the elevator to seal her in. 
 
   ***
 
   Nothing happened, at least not at first.  Then Cecelia felt a tingle all through her body.  By the time this reached her toes, her skirt and underpants were pooled around them and her blouse hung on her as if she were a kid playing dress-up.  
 
   The reason for this became clear when she caught her reflection in the glossy surface of the metal walls.  Her potion had worn off to leave her as herself again.  Yet as she watched, her red hair began to turn gray while lines in her face deepened.  She watched her hands become thinner and wrinkled.  It didn’t take long before liver spots appeared.  In a couple of minutes she had gone from a woman in her twenties to one in her sixties.
 
   The elevator began to move again.  Cecelia clawed ineffectually at the sides of the box, but there was no way out.  She was trapped in here and continued to get older by the second; her hair went from gray to white and her body hunched forward so that she seemed to shrink.
 
   By the time the elevator reached the eighteenth floor, Cecelia had to brace herself against the side of the elevator.  Before long that too would fail and she’d be all but immobile.  And not long after that she would die as her organs gave out or perhaps she turned to dust.
 
   That wasn’t going to happen, as one of the panels slid away to reveal the elevator doors.  These slid open as well.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise to see Raven and Shadow waiting for her.  Raven grinned evilly and said, “I think you got the wrong floor, Grandma.”
 
   “I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Cecelia said.  This one sentence took the wind out of her; her lungs burned as if she’d run a marathon.
 
   There was nothing she could do as Raven reached into the elevator; she batted Cecelia’s hand away to dump her to the floor.  She heard something snap as she landed, probably her hip.  She didn’t give them the satisfaction of screaming as she lay in a heap on the floor.
 
   “Much as I’d love to leave you in there to turn to dust, the Headmistress says we got to take you alive,” Raven said.  Cecelia felt the assassins grab her feet and then begin to pull her out of the elevator.
 
   The Treadstone Financial Group looked like a typical office.  There were even cubicles with workers inside them, who talked on phones or typed on computers.  Through eyes that had become blurry from cataracts, Cecelia saw those office drones turn to watch as she was dragged along through the office, too old and feeble now to put up even token resistance.
 
   The conference room where she wound up looked as normal as everything else.  There was a long rectangular table with padded chairs, in one of which sat a woman who didn’t look quite as old as Cecelia at the moment.  When the woman spoke, Cecelia knew it was the Headmistress.  “I hope you appreciated that little trick.  Your mother gave me the idea.  A man named Harry Ward used it against her before she died.  Did your aunt tell you about that?”
 
   Cecelia shook her head; she didn’t like to talk about her mother, the wounds still too fresh.  Aunt Agnes didn’t like to talk about her either; her face turned sad whenever she mentioned her sister’s name.  Though she couldn’t see it, she could feel the Headmistress smile at her.  “He constructed a vault out of material from another universe.  While the metal looks ordinary enough, it has the unique ability to dampen magic around it.  When someone with magical abilities like your mother is put inside there, her magic drains away, which includes the magic to keep herself young.  She withered away to almost a mummy before your new friend Dr. Earl rescued her.”  The Headmistress paused a moment before she continued, “When I heard about this through my sources, I thought it might be useful for our security.  I had thought it would be someone from the coven—someone like your aunt—who would try to disrupt our operations here.  I never imagined it would be you.  Of course on a half-breed like you the effect is far more potent.” 
 
   The Headmistress stopped again to cluck her tongue.  “Did you really think that potion would fool anyone?  A potion I taught you?”
 
   Cecelia saved her breath until Raven and Shadow hauled her upright and then tossed her into a chair as if she were a rag doll.  “You…going…to do…this one…yourself?” she asked.
 
   The Headmistress stood up and made her way slowly over to Cecelia.  She leaned down enough so that Cecelia could make out the elderly woman’s face, with its nondescript glasses and bun of gray hair.  “I’m not going to kill you, Cecelia.  Neither are they.  Not until you learn your lesson.”  
 
   “What lesson would not be?”
 
   “That you should never trifle with a witch.”
 
   Before Cecelia could say anything, the Headmistress’s hands lit up like Aunt Agnes’s had.  A moment later Cecelia’s withered body flew threw the air to slam into a wall.  She heard bones snap, but years of training allowed her not to scream.
 
   The Headmistress squatted down in front of her.  Behind her glasses, the Headmistress’s eyes glowed.  “You’re…one…of…them,” Cecelia said.  “The coven.”
 
   “I was.  But not anymore.  The coven’s time has come.  Your aunt and all the others will finally get what they deserve.”
 
   “No.”  Cecelia tried to get to her feet, but she was too feeble.  She could only claw ineffectually at the Headmistress, who shook her head.
 
   “So much like your mother.  Always so hot-tempered.  I thought I could control you, but it’s clear that was like trying to cage a falcon.”
 
   As the Headmistress spoke, Cecelia noticed the room grow larger around her.  She tried to shout something, but she could only manage a croak.  Once she disappeared within her clothes, she was plunged into darkness.  Had the Headmistress turned her into a baby?  That way she could train Cecelia again to serve her.
 
   A flash of light blinded Cecelia.  When her vision cleared, she saw what the Headmistress had done to her was much worse than to change her into a child; she had become a bird!  She extended arms that had turned into wings.  She managed to get a few inches off the floor before the Headmistress seized her.  Cecelia shrieked the cry of a bird of prey.  She frantically tore at the Headmistress with her talons, but the witch had donned a thick glove.
 
   She patted Cecelia’s head.  “Careful, my pet, or I’ll have to clip your wings.”
 
   Raven bent down to grin at Cecelia.  She teased, “Polly want a cracker?”
 
   Cecelia lunged at Raven with her beak, but she wasn’t fast enough.  Then she was plunged once more into darkness.  She thrashed around with her wings and claws to no avail.  She wasn’t enough of a bird in her mind yet to be able to fly herself out of here.  But she had to get out of here.  She had to escape, to warn Aunt Agnes—
 
   There was another flash of light.  Cecelia no longer sat on the Headmistress’s wrist.  Instead she sat on an iron bar, a cage around her.  She flung herself at the bars, but it did no good.  Her puny wings, beak, and claws couldn’t breach the metal.
 
   The Headmistress knelt down to meet Cecelia’s eyes.  “In time you’ll learn to serve me again—as my pet.  In the meantime, there’s still work to do.”
 
   On cue the door to the conference room opened.  Shadow shoved a pale little girl with light hair inside.  “Grandma!” Shelly cried out.  When Shelly ran towards her, Cecelia hoped her great-many-times-over-granddaughter would save her.  Instead, it was the Headmistress whom she hugged around the right leg.
 
   The Headmistress patted little Shelly’s head and smiled.  “That’s right.  I’m here.  Are you ready for our big trip?”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “To Prague, sweetheart, like I told you.”
 
   “Oh, right.”  Shelly looked up.  Her eyes narrowed as she stared at Cecelia.  “What’s that?”
 
   “This is a falcon.  Isn’t she a pretty bird?”
 
   “Yes.”  Shelly tried to reach towards the cage, but the Headmistress held her back.
 
   “Don’t touch her, dear.  Her beak and claws are very sharp.”
 
   “She would hurt me?”
 
   Cecelia tried to say no, but all that came out was another shriek that sounded anything but friendly.  The Headmistress smiled and said, “I’m afraid so.  But by the time we get back, she’ll be trained to be a nice birdie.  Now, go get your toys.” 
 
   “Yes, Grandma.”  Shelly galloped off with Shadow in tow.
 
   The Headmistress whispered to Cecelia, “She’s not as strong as you, but she may still have use.”  
 
   Cecelia threw herself at the bars of the cage, but it did no good.  She was trapped.
 
   ***
 
   In the three hours that went by, Aggie drank enough tea that she had to use the bathroom four times.  The more time that went by, the more she worried about her niece.  Though she was a trained assassin and a hundred seventy years old, Cecelia was not as indestructible as she seemed to think she was.  So much like her mother that way.  Sylvia had always been fearless, perhaps to a fault, always launching herself into a nest of vampires or demons or whatever other evil spirits she had fought.
 
   In many ways, to be around Cecelia was like having Sylvia back.  They looked and acted so much alike.  Had the two ever really been together, Aggie would have been hard pressed to tell them apart.  It was more like they were clones than mother and daughter.
 
   There was nothing of Alejandro, Cecelia’s father and Aggie’s former husband, in her.  This thought gave Aggie a nervous rumble in her stomach as she thought of Renee.  Except for the blue eyes and light skin, how much of Aggie was really in the girl?  From what she had seen so far, Renee definitely had more of her mother’s nature.  Akako wasn’t exactly shy, but she wasn’t overly gregarious either.  Except where Renee was concerned, Akako was usually content to follow along with whatever Aggie wanted to do.  This was mostly due to her strange circumstances:  the secrets she had been forced to hide, the pain she had suffered from her old life, and the difficult transition to her new life here.  Because of all this, Akako felt uncomfortable with strangers; it had taken her nearly two years before she began to open up to Emma while they had shared quarters at the archives.  
 
   Aggie sensed Renee would wind up the same way.  It certainly wouldn’t be easy for her to make friends with her mixed parentage, her two female parents, and the added burden of whatever magical abilities she would possess.  From what she’d seen so far, Aggie worried her daughter wouldn’t be up to the challenge, would wind up sullen and withdrawn and ultimately unhappy, if not unstable.
 
   She forced herself not to worry about Renee’s future and worry more about who wanted to kidnap Renee in the present.  Cecelia should have come back by now or else Aggie should have heard an explosion or something else to indicate things had gone terribly wrong.  That neither of these had come to pass worried her more than anything else.
 
   She finally paid her bill and left the coffeehouse.  She headed across the street to the building Cecelia had indicated.  She didn’t bother to conceal her identity as she entered the lobby.  She approached the security guard and asked for the location of the Treadstone Financial Group.  “Eighteenth floor, ma’am,” he said.  “Would you like an escort?”
 
   “No thank you,” she said.  “I’m married.  Very happily married.”
 
   Aggie intended to stay that way too.  She turned away from the security guard, who looked crestfallen.  As she started towards the elevators, Aggie wondered if she ought to make herself a bit older to look more like a mother.  This body had been fine when she wanted to go out at night to find dates, but now that she was essentially married and had a child, she shouldn’t have strange men hitting on her.
 
   As she looked at the banks of elevators, Aggie had one of her feelings that she should not take these.  Though she wasn’t the expert in covert operations that Cecelia was, she did know that if things had gone badly, the elevator wouldn’t be very smart.  Once the doors opened, she would be a sitting duck.
 
   The stairs would take forever, at least if she climbed them like a mortal.  As she listened closely for any steps, she began to levitate herself up the stairs.  This would still be slower than the elevator, but her legs would be a lot less tired at least than if she climbed the stairs.
 
   She continued all the way up to the eighteenth floor, where the guard had indicated she might find this Treadstone place that Cecelia had said was a front for the Heretics.  Aggie opened the door slightly and stuck her head into the hallway to make sure no one was around.  Once she determined the coast was clear, she hurried down the hallway.
 
   There at the end of the hallway was a sign for the Treadstone Financial Group in both Spanish and English.  Through the glass windows and doors, she saw what appeared to be an ordinary office, with cubicles and people running to and fro.  There wasn’t any sign of Cecelia, or any sign of trouble.  Where was her niece?
 
   She could walk in and try to ask around, but if there were Heretics in there, they would probably recognize her.  From what Cecelia had said, they would be able to pick up on her magical signature if she tried to go in there in disguise as well.  Then she had another idea.
 
   To get outside of the building required her to take the stairs the rest of the way up to the roof.  She needed a static charge spell in order to break the lock that barred unauthorized people from the roof.  She braced herself for an alarm to go off, but none did.
 
   To find the Treadstone offices wasn’t all the difficult.  She had to count down how many floors she had gone up on the stairs and then drift down to that level.  She went down far enough that just her head would be visible, which she hoped would keep anyone from seeing her.  If anyone did, maybe they would think she was a window washing crew.
 
   While she levitated, she made her way around the Treadstone offices.  She still saw a perfectly ordinary office and nothing more.  At least until she got around to one of the conference rooms.  Then she nearly lost her concentration, which would have sent her towards the ground like a comet.
 
   On the conference table was a cage, inside which was a bird—a hawk or falcon she couldn’t be sure.  She had seen birds like it back in France, where some of the royals had liked to hunt with such creatures.  This bird looked different; there was a dark red tinge to her features and her eyes were much too green.
 
   One of Aggie’s feelings told her this was no ordinary bird.  She had found her niece.
 
   Aggie wasted no time to use a static charge spell on the glass.  The window didn’t even crack.  The bird did turn on its pedestal.  It began to flap its wings and shriek at her.  “I’m coming, dear!”
 
   Aggie needed two more static charge spells before the window shattered.  She floated inside and landed beside the conference table.  “Cecelia?  Is it you?”
 
   The bird managed to nod its head slightly.  “Don’t worry, dear, I’ll have you out of there in a moment—”
 
   The door burst open and two women in black charged inside.  From the outfits, Aggie knew they were Heretics like Cecelia had been.  The darker skinned of the two glared at Aggie and then smiled.  “Agnes Chiostro.  I should have known you’d show up for our little birdie.”
 
   “I’m taking her and leaving.  Don’t try to stop me,” Aggie said.  She reached for the cage.
 
   “The hell you are.”  The woman took a dagger from her belt.  “I’m going to cut you to pieces and then feed you to the bird.”
 
   “I don’t think so, dear.”  Aggie opened the cage.  The moment she did, Cecelia shot out of it.  She didn’t fly so much as she catapulted herself into the assassin’s face.  While Cecelia clawed at the woman with her talons, Aggie turned to the other one.  She used a static charge to throw the woman into the wall.
 
   “Come along, dear.  I think these two have learned their lesson.”  Aggie gently collapsed Cecelia’s wings against her body.  The bird shrieked, but allowed Aggie to take her in her arms.  Then with a flash they vanished back to Aggie’s basement in Rampart City.
 
   She set Cecelia on the floor and then squatted down.  Cecelia screeched at her.  “Just a moment, dear.  This is going to be a bit painful I’m afraid.”
 
   At first nothing happened.  Then Cecelia collapsed onto her side.  Her limbs began to elongate.  The talons on her feet shrunk until they were ordinary toenails.  Her three toes became five and the flesh turned pink.  The rest of her body took on a human shape, though it was still covered in feathers.  These feathers turned gray and then black before they crumbled into dust.
 
   Aggie brushed this dust off to reveal the naked pink flesh and dark red hair of her niece.  Cecelia looked up at her and after a moment there was recognition in her eyes.  “Aunt Agnes?” she whispered.
 
   “Yes.  You remember me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “A hundred seventy-five.”
 
   “Very good, dear.”  Aggie took Cecelia by the arm and helped her to her feet.  “Let’s go upstairs and find you some clothes.  Then I’ll put on some tea and we can talk.”
 
   “No,” Cecelia said.  “We have to get to Prague.  That’s where they’ve taken her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Shelly.  They changed her into a child.  The Headmistress is going to convert her.”
 
   “I see.”  Aggie patted Cecelia’s shoulder.  “Then we’ll skip the tea, but I don’t think you can go to Prague like that.”
 
   Cecelia looked down at herself and then smiled slightly.  “I guess not.”  She leaned against Aggie for support as they went upstairs, to the parlor.  She helped Cecelia onto the couch and then went to fetch some of Sylvia’s old clothes, which undoubtedly would fit her daughter.
 
   When she returned, she found Cecelia still on the couch; the girl sobbed into a pillow.  “It’s going to be all right, dear,” Aggie said.  “We’ll get Shelly back.”
 
   Cecelia shook her head.  “She’s already gone.”
 
   “That may be, dear, but once we give her the antidote—”
 
   “It won’t matter.  Her mind was already so fragile.  Now it’s gone.”  Cecelia sniffled as if she were a toddler.  “She’ll be better off not remembering me.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, dear.  We’ll find a way to bring her back.  We can ask Glenda and Akako can search the archives—”
 
   “It won’t work,” Cecelia said.  She threw the pillow aside and then wiped at her tears.  She sprang from the chair, which was a relief as it meant her niece had returned to normal.  Cecelia took the clothes from Aggie and then began to dress.  “Let’s get moving.  Even if Shelly doesn’t remember me, I’m not going to let them keep her.”
 
   ***
 
   Akako didn’t get much of a chance to use her Japanese anymore.  For the last two years she had only spoken it a few times with Emma, just so they could both stay in practice.  She found it was like riding the proverbial bike; the words flowed back to her as she and Ms. Chiu talked after Akako had put Renee to bed.
 
   That took longer than usual because Renee wanted to sleep in her crib with her stuffed toys and her unicorn mobile overhead.  “We’ll be home soon, sweetie,” Akako said.  “You have to make do for now.”
 
   “No!” Renee wailed.  She cried until her face turned beet red.  Akako worried her little girl would pass out, but eventually she tired herself out and fell into a fitful sleep in the unfamiliar bed.  Akako leaned down to kiss Renee’s forehead as she always did.
 
   “You spoil her,” Ms. Chiu said in Japanese.  She sat on a cushion in one corner of the room with two cups of sake.  Akako hadn’t drunk sake—or anything else—since she and Aggie began trying to conceive.  She found the taste of the alcohol unpleasant, but it did help take a little of her edge off.
 
   “Agnes says the same thing,” Akako said, her Japanese halting.
 
   “And she’s right.  Your child is destined for a difficult life.  You must begin making her strong now.”
 
   “She’s a baby.”
 
   “She’ll always be a baby if you continue to treat her like one.”
 
   “What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “She will never be able to embrace her destiny then.”
 
   “What destiny is that?”
 
   “She will lead a new coven with a new breed of witches.”
 
   Akako turned to the crib, where Renee slept on her stomach and sucked her thumb.  Renee was so shy around other people, even those she knew.  How could she possibly become the leader of a coven?  “You’re sure?”
 
   “It’s been foreseen.”
 
   “I thought telling the future was forbidden.”
 
   “So is creating a child with a mortal.”
 
   Akako nodded and looked down at her feet.  She always felt responsible for the ostracizing Aggie received from the coven.  If she hadn’t come through the temporal rift, Aggie would never have met her.  If she hadn’t been so adamant about a child, they never would have made Renee.  “I know.”
 
   “That is why everyone here fears her.  They know she is the agent of change.  They’ve become set in their ways.”
 
   “But you don’t agree with them?”
 
   “I believe change is the natural order of things.”  Ms. Chiu let this sink in for a moment.  “Our world is constantly changing.  The day becomes the night.  The summer becomes the fall becomes the winter becomes the spring.  Much as some would like to, we cannot stop these changes.  They are inevitable.  The best we can do is to move with the change, to accept it.”
 
   “That’s why they want her, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  The Heretics want her power for their own.  They mean to turn Renee into a weapon against us.”
 
   Akako put a hand to her mouth in disbelief.  “Renee wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   “They will twist her mind for their purposes.”
 
   “You mean they’ll brainwash her?”
 
   “Yes.  They will indoctrinate her with their lies.  Then she will destroy us.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “That we have not seen yet.  I’m sure it will reveal itself in time.”
 
   Akako resisted the urge to pick Renee up, to reassure herself by feeling the warmth of her baby’s body against hers.  Instead, she took the cup of sake Ms. Chiu offered.  “Do you think Aggie and Cecelia can stop them?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Haven’t you looked into the future for that?”
 
   “It’s difficult to say.  Things are in motion right now that could change the outcome.”
 
   “So what can I do?”
 
   “Wait.  Prepare Renee as best you can.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You have to start letting her go.  You have to stop looking at her as your baby and start to see that she is much more.”
 
   “I can’t do that.  I love her.”
 
   “If you really love her, then you’ll want what’s best for her future.”
 
   “I’ll try,” Akako said, though she didn’t really know how to do that.  Renee was her baby, the miracle child who was an extension of Akako and Agnes’s love.  How could she let that go, to distance herself from such a special girl?
 
   They eventually turned to happier topics.  Ms. Chiu talked about the last time she had visited Tokyo thirty years ago.  It sounded very different from when Akako had visited there as a little girl.  In this world Tokyo was merely a major city in Japan, while in Akako’s world it was the largest city on the planet; it took up the entire archipelago.  Akako tried to explain this difference to Ms. Chiu, whose eyes went wide.
 
   Akako went on to explain that in her world the Black Death had wiped out most of Europe, to leave North America to be colonized by the Asian powers.  Japan had eventually won out and colonized most of what in this world was the United States.  For that reason, Tokyo had become the premier city of the world, the unofficial capital of Earth.
 
   “That is amazing,” Ms. Chiu said.  “I should like to see that.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you will soon enough,” a voice hissed.
 
   Akako turned to see a half-dozen women at the door to Ms. Chiu’s quarters.  At their head was an older woman with gray hair and glasses; her blue eyes narrowed as she studied Akako.  Ms. Chiu shot to her feet and struck a defensive pose.
 
   “I should have known it was you,” Ms. Chiu said.
 
   “You’re the one who wants Renee?” Akako asked.  “You’re the Headmistress?”
 
   “Yes.  Give me the child and you will not be hurt.”  The Headmistress signaled to the five other women with her, who carried a variety of deadly weapons.
 
   “Your minions are no match for me,” Ms. Chiu said.  She closed her eyes and held up her hands, but nothing happened.
 
   “Your powers won’t work here.  Not against me,” the Headmistress said.  She signaled to two of the women with her to rush forward, towards the crib.  
 
   “No!” Akako shouted.  She lunged forward to stop them, but one knocked her to the ground as easily as batting a tree branch out of the way.  “Renee!”
 
   She heard her baby cry out as one of the women reached into the crib to pick her up.  Akako tried to get up, but one of the Heretics knocked her down.  The others had taken hold of Ms. Chiu and pressed a dagger to her throat.  The Headmistress stood in the same place on the floor to watch with little interest.
 
   Renee’s face had again turned red as she wailed.  “Mama!  Mama!”
 
   “Let her go!  She’s a baby,” Akako said.
 
   “Only for now.  One day she will grow into a woman.  A very powerful woman,” the Headmistress said.  “And all of that power will be mine.”
 
   There was nothing Akako could do as the assassin passed Renee into the Headmistress’s arms.  The old woman smiled down at Renee, who continued to cry.  The Headmistress put a hand on Renee’s head and whispered, “Sleep, little one.”
 
   Renee complied almost instantly; she went silent and rested her head on the Headmistress’s shoulder.  “Please don’t take my baby,” Akako said.  “She’s not a weapon; she’s a child.”
 
   “Don’t worry, no harm will come to her,” the Headmistress said.  Then she smiled at Akako.  “I think it’s time you go back where you belong.”  She reached into her pocket to produce a scroll.  Akako had seen this before, last time in Sylvia’s hand.  She looked for something to grab on to, but there was nothing within reach.  
 
   The Headmistress hurled the scroll over Akako’s head; the glass tube that surrounded it shattered.  There was an explosion of purple light that formed a gateway.  The woman who stood over Akako danced aside a moment before a hurricane wind came from the gateway.  Akako focused on Renee as the gateway began to pull her in.  She clawed at the floor; her fingernails left scratches along the hardwood surface as she slipped away.  In the end, there was nothing she could do.  She could only scream Renee’s name one last time before she was pulled in.
 
   When she opened her eyes, she found herself in a very familiar room.  It was her bedroom.  Not her bedroom in Rampart City or the archives, but her bedroom at her parents’s house in New Tokyo.  The walls were the same pastel green as she remembered with posters of various actors and singers tacked up.
 
   The latter disturbed her because she knew her parents had taken these down when she went off to college.  They had always thought such posters unseemly, too provocative for a girl’s room.  She had pleaded with them for days until they let her keep them up.
 
   She went over to the vanity.  There she confirmed the portal had not only taken her back to her dimension, it had taken her back in time about ten years.  From the number of zits on her face and the braces on her teeth she figured she must be thirteen years old.  “Oh no,” she whispered.
 
   Besides the zits, braces, and general gawkiness of her adolescent body, there was another change as well:  she couldn’t hear the others.  The only thoughts she heard in her mind were her own.  While this should have comforted her to finally have some privacy, she felt despair.  To lose those two hundred twenty-five other voices was like she had lost a piece of herself.  In a way it was, since those voices were her, all the different versions of her.
 
   She heard a moan from across the room.  With a start she saw a second bed, this one surrounded by posters from anime TV shows.  The bedspread peeled back to reveal a little girl’s head, her black hair held back from her face by a headband that matched her pink nightgown.  This was Akako’s little sister Aiko.  They had shared a room until Akako turned fourteen, when she insisted on her own space.  
 
   “Where am I?” Aiko asked.  She looked around the room.  She put a hand to her head.
 
   “You’re home,” Akako said.
 
   “Akako?”
 
   Akako looked more closely at her sister’s eyes.  “Ms. Chiu?”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “We’re in my world,” Akako said.  She sat down on the edge of her bed and covered her face with her hands.  “I’m home.”  Home, without Aggie or Renee.  Unless she and Ms. Chiu could find a way to reopen the gateway, she would never see them again.  Meanwhile, the Headmistress had Renee to twist however she wanted.
 
   Akako rolled onto her stomach and buried her face in her bedspread as she cried.  As she did, she saw something had rolled beneath her dresser.  She crawled over to the dresser and reached underneath for the object.
 
   It was the scroll, the one that had brought them here.  She showed this to Ms. Chiu, who nodded.  “Apparently she was careless enough to let it go with us,” Ms. Chiu said.
 
   “Stand back,” Akako said.  She tossed the scroll on the floor and braced herself for the gateway to open.  Nothing happened.  “Oh no.”
 
   Ms. Chiu jumped off the bed and bent down to pick up the scroll.  She studied the ends of it and shook her head.  “The spell’s power is gone.  It’s useless.”
 
   “Then how do we get back?”
 
   “That I do not know.”  Ms. Chiu shrugged Aiko’s tiny shoulders.  “It may only need time to regenerate.”
 
   There was a knock at the door.  When it opened, Akako saw her mother, who looked far less old and angry than when Akako had left.  This was before Akako met Aggie, before her Aggie died, and before Akako lost their child.  Akako’s mother smiled and said in a sunny voice, “Good, you’re both up.  Time to get ready for school.  Better hurry or you’ll miss your bus.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Akako said.  She looked down at her feet.  She waited until her mother had gone to turn to Ms. Chiu.  “What do we do now?”
 
   The old witch in Aiko’s body shrugged again.  “We get ready for school and hope the scroll regains its power soon.”
 
   Though Akako hated to admit it, she knew Ms. Chiu was right.  There was nothing they could do at the moment, no way to get back home.  She opened her dresser drawers and took out the pieces of her school uniform with its white blouse, plaid skirt, and blue blazer.  Then she went over to a pink set of drawers that was Aiko’s to assemble her sister’s uniform.
 
   When they finished dressing, Akako stood in front of the mirror and stared at her young face, the face that didn’t yet know the pain of losing someone she loved.
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Chapter 21
 
   They hadn’t had the foresight to put a car seat in the back of the SUV for Louise.  Because of this, Emma tried not to drive too recklessly even as she fled from Bykov’s people.  With every bump they hit, Emma looked into the backseat to make sure Louise was still buckled in.  “Are you all right, baby?” she asked more than once.
 
   Louise said nothing.  She hadn’t said a word since they’d taken off from the overpass with both of Louise’s fathers dead.  She didn’t even cry; she clutched her stuffed turtle as if it were a life preserver.
 
   Emma was grateful for the SUV’s four-wheel drive as she’d been forced to take the vehicle off the highway, onto a muddy trail probably used by farmers.  Armored personnel carriers blocked the highway, no doubt members of the army on Bykov’s payroll.  She supposed it would only be a matter of time before they figured out she’d turned off onto the trail and began to follow her.
 
   Before that happened, she hoped to put as much distance between herself and them as possible.  From her calculations, they weren’t very far from the border with Latvia.  Not that they’d be much safer there, but at least it was less likely she’d have to cope with the military chasing after her.
 
   She followed the path as it curved around Pskov.  She skirted the town; she figured Bykov’s people would look for her there.  She also made sure to stay away from Ivan’s cabin.  Even though she knew he wouldn’t be there, she wouldn’t be surprised if he had someone watching it.
 
   The headlights were powerful enough that she could easily see the forest path to avoid the trees and low branches.  She managed to brake in time to avoid a deer that ran across her path.  She turned back again to make sure Louise wasn’t hurt.
 
   “Are you all right, baby?” she asked again.
 
   “Where are we going?” Louise finally said, her voice muffled by her turtle.
 
   “We’re going home.”
 
   “Home is that way,” she said.  She pointed to the north.
 
   “We’re going to my home.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Rampart City.  Do you know where that is?”
 
   “America.  Papa says American people are mean.”
 
   “We’re not.  You shouldn’t make judgments like that about people you haven’t met.”
 
   “But you’re kidnapping me.  That’s mean.”
 
   Emma couldn’t say anything for a moment, impressed at how eloquently Louise could speak already at two years old.  She didn’t even have the speech impediment that had marred Emma’s speech until she was in second grade.  “I’m not kidnapping you.”
 
   “You’re taking me to Mommy?”
 
   “You could say that.”  She turned to face forward to make sure there were no more animals in their path.  She lightly tapped the accelerator to get them moving again.  It would take a while to go overland, long enough that Ivan—or whoever would be in charge now—could have Russian border guards on alert.  That would make it more difficult to get across.  But there was always the armor.  She could wrap the cape around herself and Louise to become invisible if that’s what it took.
 
   Louise finally fell asleep and hunkered down to curl her body around her turtle.  It was the same way Jim had slept in bed with her.  She had felt so warm and safe then, but they would never sleep like that again.
 
   He was dead.  Another person she loved torn violently out of her life, like her parents, Aunt Gladys, and Percival Graves.  It seemed everyone she loved was destined to die long before her.  For two years she thought Louise had been part of that list, but now she had Louise back.  She had reclaimed her daughter at the cost of the man she loved.  
 
   Even as she thought about this, the car began to stall.  A red warning light flashed.  Emma groaned.  They had run out of gas.
 
   ***
 
   Louise did not want to be carried.  While she had been docile in the car, the moment Emma unfastened her seatbelt and tried to pick her up, Louise began to punch and kick at her.  “Put me down!  You’re not Mommy!”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.  We have to walk now.  The car is out of gas.”  Out of gas because she didn’t have the foresight to fill it up on their way to the rendezvous.  She had been so distracted by the thought of getting Louise back that she’d neglected a simple chore like making sure their getaway vehicle had enough fuel.
 
   “I can walk.  I’m not a baby.”
 
   “My legs are a lot longer than yours,” Emma said.  “We can go faster this way.”
 
   “I don’t want to go!  I want to go home!”
 
   Louise continued to kick at her and hit her in the face with the stuffed turtle.  The armor protected Emma from any real damage, not that Louise could have done any in any case.  It did hamper her vision, not to mention it gave her a headache.  She finally set Louise on the ground and bent down to look the girl in the eye, those blue eyes so much like her own—blue eyes that looked at her like a stranger.  Emma pushed this thought away to glare severely at her daughter.  “It isn’t nice to hit people.  Or kick them either.  Do you understand?”
 
   For a moment she thought Louise would continue to resist, but then the girl bowed her head.  “I’m sorry.”  
 
   “It’s all right, baby.”  She picked Louise up again; the little girl once again turned docile.  They made better time this way, not to mention Emma’s headache lessened.  In time she could hear Louise breathe softly; she’d fallen asleep against her shoulder as she’d done on the overpass with Bykov.  She stroked Louise’s hair as she continued to run through the snow.
 
   Marlin appeared in front of her.  “Such a cute little bugger,” he said.  “Don’t know how she can sleep at a time like this.”
 
   “She’s a baby,” Emma said as Akako had so many times.  Despite that Louise talked almost like a grown-up and had outgrown diapers, she was still two years old.  There was still so much she didn’t know about the world, especially about how dangerous it could be.  She didn’t understand that while she slept, men with guns chased them and would probably shoot them on sight.  Or at least they’d try to shoot Emma.  Even if the armor could protect her, it couldn’t protect Louise too.
 
   They crossed the Latvian border without incident.  There was no sign to welcome them to Latvia until they reached a nearby village.  There she saw the Latvian flag overhead and breathed a sigh of relief.  They had made it out of Russia, Bykov’s territory.  Now she could worry about how to get Louise back to America, back to her home.
 
   She unfastened her cape and laid it down like a blanket so she could set Louise on top of it.  Then she began to take off the armor.  It wouldn’t do to go into town in a suit of red plate armor, at least not if she wanted to go unnoticed.
 
   “Doesn’t look like anyone’s on your tail—yet,” Marlin said as she undressed.
 
   “Good,” she whispered so she wouldn’t wake Louise.  “I think we’ll stop here for the rest of the night.”
 
   “Not much night left.”
 
   “Then for the morning.”  She figured they could go into town and find somewhere to sleep for a few hours.  Then Emma could come up with a strategy to get them home.  Maybe someone in town would offer them a ride to a bigger city, where they could get on a train or plane.  The obvious problem was that Louise didn’t have a passport—at least not one with her.  It wouldn’t surprise her if Bykov had all sorts of documentation made up for his daughter Katya, which would include a phony birth certificate.  Once they got back to Rampart City—
 
   She turned then and realized Louise was not on the cape.  She was gone!
 
   ***
 
   Emma had heard stories about kidnappings at shopping malls and supermarkets.  Usually the mother in question would say she turned her back for a moment and her child had disappeared.  Emma’s mother had always watched her closely and scolded her if she took more than a couple steps away from her mother’s side.  If Emma insisted she could watch out for herself, Mom said, “I know, baby, but I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   Emma had promised herself she would be that kind of mother.  She would be caring and attentive, to make sure nothing happened to Louise.  And now only five minutes into her career as a mother she’d turned her back and Louise had disappeared.  She could only say in her defense she thought Louise was still asleep.
 
   The good thing was that Louise was only two years old, and thus not well-versed in how to avoid a pursuer.  Emma didn’t need the armor to follow Louise’s tiny tracks, as well as the scrape made no doubt by one of the stuffed turtle’s limbs as Louise dragged it along.  She followed these tracks as quickly as possible, to catch up to Louise before an animal did.
 
   She followed her daughter’s footprints into a thicket, where in addition to footprints, she saw handprints as well.  Louise had begun to crawl on all fours, probably to hide herself in the brush.  “Katya,” Emma called out softly.  “Are you here?”
 
   She didn’t hear anything for a moment.  Then she heard a sniffle.  She spotted the bright green form of Louise’s turtle among a bush.  Emma knew better than to reach into the bush; she didn’t want to scare Louise any more than she already was.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” Emma said.  “I only want to take you home.”
 
   Probably sensing the jig was up, Louise said, “I don’t want to go anywhere with you.  I want Papa and Katarina.”
 
   “I know this might be hard for you to accept, but I am your mommy.”
 
   “No you’re not!  Katarina is my mommy.  Papa said so.”
 
   “He lied to you, baby.  I’m your real mother.  That man with me was your real father.   We came all the way from America to bring you back.”
 
   “You’re lying!”
 
   “I’m not.  Mr. Bykov took you from me when you were a tiny little baby, just after you were born.  He made me think you were dead.  Mommy—Katarina—told me where you were so your father and I could bring you back.”
 
   “That’s not true.  Papa wouldn’t lie to me.  He loves me.”
 
   “Your papa did love you.  That’s why he lied to you.”
 
   “No!  You’re the liar.”  Louise emerged from the brush, leaves and nettles caught in her tangled hair.  Her face had turned nearly the same red as Emma’s armor; her bottom lip trembled as she fought valiantly not to cry.
 
   “Katya, look into my eyes.  They’re like yours.  You have my eyes.”
 
   “No.  I don’t.”  Louise closed her eyes and shook her head.  “It’s not true.”
 
   “And you have your father’s nose.”  Emma smiled at her.  “Louise Gladys Earl.  That’s your real name.”
 
   “No it’s not!  My name is Katya!  You’re not my mommy!”
 
   Emma didn’t say anything for a minute; she tried to think of how to reach her little girl.  Back in Rampart City she had hoped it would be enough to show up, that Louise would see the similarities for herself.  Clearly that wouldn’t happen.  Emma couldn’t blame the girl; Bykov and Katarina had obviously treated her very well.  Why should she reject them in favor of some crazy American woman?
 
   She thought of what Dr. Richman had told her, that she should communicate her love very clearly to Louise.  She put both hands on Louise’s shoulders and looked into her eyes.  “Katya, I want you to know I love you very much.  I would have given anything for this not to have happened.  I would have given anything after you were born to keep you with me.”  Emma took one hand away to brush her white hair forward.  “This happened after I thought you had died.  Before that it was red, though not as pretty as yours.”
 
   “Why did it do that?”
 
   “Because I was very sad after I thought I lost you.  I was so sad I had to stay in the hospital for a couple of months.”
 
   “You went crazy?”
 
   “Yes, I guess you could say that.  I started seeing a psychologist.  You know what that is?” Louise nodded, so Emma continued, “He helped me feel not so sad, but what really helped was going to the cemetery, where I thought they had buried you.  I used to spend hours talking to you.”
 
   “Why did you do that?  If I were dead, I couldn’t hear you.”
 
   Emma thought of the answer she had given to Dr. Richman.  “I wanted to feel close to you.  At your age that’s probably hard to understand, but when I went there, it felt like you were there, that you could hear me.”  Tears bubbled up in her eyes, but she made no attempt to wipe them away.  Instead, she smiled slightly.  “When Katarina said you were alive, I was so happy.  And I was scared too.”
 
   “Scared of what?”
 
   “That you wouldn’t love me.  That you would think I was lying.”  Emma sighed at this.  “It’s all right if you feel that way.  I’ll wait however long it takes.  Even if you never do believe me, I’ll feel happy that you’re alive.”
 
   That was all Emma could get out; her throat became choked with sobs.  Louise threw herself against Emma’s chest and mumbled, “Don’t cry, Mommy.” 
 
   “I won’t, baby,” Emma whispered.  She wiped at her eyes with one hand.  “Everything’s going to be all right now.”
 
   Then she heard the sound of helicopters approaching.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   The first thing Emma did was to shove Louise back into the thicket.  Louise squealed with surprise at this.  “Mommy, what’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “There’s some bad people after us.  They want to take you away again.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Emma ran a hand through Louise’s tangled hair to brush out some of the leaves and branches.  “Because you’re such a smart little girl.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “Yes.  You are.”
 
   It wasn’t until Emma stepped backwards that Louise squealed again.  “Where are you going?” she asked.
 
   “I have to make them go away.”
 
   “Don’t leave me here.  I don’t want to be alone again.”
 
   “It’s going to be for a few minutes, sweetheart.  Only until they’ve gone away.”
 
   “What if they don’t go away?”
 
   “They will.  Trust me.”
 
   Emma backed away from the brush to call for the case of red armor.  Marlin appeared with it; he tilted his head slightly to hear the helicopters coming in.  “Trouble seems to follow you, doesn’t it?” he said.
 
   “I guess so.”  Emma began to put on the armor.  “Go see what we’re up against, would you?”
 
   “Are you seriously thinking of fighting helicopters?”
 
   “Why not?  I already shot one down.”
 
   “Good point.”  Marlin floated away to see how many helicopters were coming for them.  While he did that, Emma put on the armor, all except for the helmet.  She didn’t want to become the Scarlet Knight yet.
 
   She pushed aside the brush to find Louise in the same spot, her stuffed turtle clutched to her chest.  “Mommy?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s still me.”
 
   “You look different.”
 
   “I know.  It’s armor like the knights wear in stories.”
 
   “It’s plate armor.  From the Middle Ages.”
 
   “That’s right, baby.  I said you were smart, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Now, no matter what happens, you have to promise to stay right here.  Things might get scary, but you have to trust me.  Can you do that?”
 
   “You aren’t going to leave me, are you?”
 
   “No, baby.  I’m not going to leave you ever again.”  She leaned through the brush so she could kiss Louise’s forehead.  “Stay right here.”
 
   The sound of rotors from the helicopters became louder.  Louise shivered and squeezed her turtle harder.  “Mommy, I’m scared.”
 
   “I know, baby.  I’m scared too.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “Yes.  Even grown-ups get scared.”
 
   “You promise to come back?” she asked.
 
   “I promise.”  Emma was about to put on her helmet, when she saw the golden plume and an idea came to her.  She ripped part of the horsehair plume off and then set the helmet on the ground.  She nodded to the turtle in Louise’s hands.  “What’s your friend’s name?”
 
   “Slowey.”
 
   “That’s a nice name.  Can I see Slowey for a minute?”
 
   “OK.”  Louise handed the toy to Emma, who turned her back so Louise wouldn’t have to see what she was about to do.  With her pinkie finger, she punched a slight hole in Slowey’s belly along the seam.  She then pushed aside some of the stuffing inside the turtle to make a hole.  Into this she stuffed the piece of plume from her helmet.  After she’d shoved it deep into Slowey’s belly, she turned back around to hand the toy to Louise.
 
   “No matter what happens, you make sure to hold on to Slowey.  Understand?  You’re his mommy and you have to look after him, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  You hold on to him real tight and then no matter where you are and where I am, I’ll be able to find you.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Emma leaned forward to kiss Louise’s forehead again.  “I love you, baby.”  Louise didn’t say anything back, but Emma didn’t mind.  She had only known Emma for a few hours and hadn’t yet digested the huge revelation that the people she thought of as her parents weren’t.
 
   Emma picked the helmet up, put it over her head, and then tucked in her hair.  “It’s time for Mommy to go to work,” she said.
 
   ***
 
   Apparently Bykov’s minions weren’t squeamish about a diplomatic incident between Russia and Latvia.  Then again, why should they be?  Latvia was a tiny Baltic republic while Russia was the largest country in the world.  At most Latvia might lodge a complaint with the United Nations, which would be largely ignored.  That was if Bykov’s people hadn’t bribed the Latvians to let a half-dozen Hind gunships cross the border.
 
   The Scarlet Knight emerged from the thicket with the cape around her to keep her invisible—at least from human eyes.  When Marlin came back, he said, “They’re all wearing night vision goggles.  That cape’s not going to do much good except as a fashion accessory right now.”
 
   “That’s fine.  If they want a fight, we’ll give it to them.”
 
   “That’s what I like to hear.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight pulled the Sword of Justice from its sheath.  What had worked on the overpass would certainly work here as well.  She merely had to throw the sword and take out the rotors to bring each helicopter down.  Should be easy enough.
 
   The Hinds weren’t so stupid as to all come at her in one wave.  They split up:  two came from the east, two from the north, and two from the south.  In that way they hoped to catch her in a crossfire.  Apparently they hadn’t realized that conventional ordinance couldn’t damage the magic armor.  She had no intent to enlighten them on that point.
 
   She broke into a run back towards the border to draw the helicopters away from the thicket to make sure no stray bullets or rockets hit Louise.  Even if the Scarlet Knight didn’t care much about the girl—not in the same way as Emma Earl—her mandate as the Scarlet Knight was to avoid taking innocent lives at all costs; there could be no life more innocent than that of a baby.
 
   When she decided she had gone far enough away, she planted herself in the middle of a clearing to make sure they had a good target.  Her hand tightened around the Sword of Justice, as she waited for one of the Hinds to get close enough for her to use it.  She bounced on the heels of her boots and charged up a jump at the same time.  
 
   One from the south came into range first.  She could almost feel its missiles lock on to her.  Just as she saw the tongue of flame from its winglet to indicate a missile launch, she jumped into the air.  At the apex of her jump she hurled the Sword of Justice at the gunship.  While she drifted back to the ground and used the cape to slow her descent, she guided the sword to duck beneath a winglet, back to the helicopter’s rear rotor.  The golden blade slashed the rotor assembly clean off to send the Hind into a spin.
 
   The Scarlet Knight kept the sword airborne and headed for the next gunship in line.  Its pilot tried a series of evasive maneuvers to shake the sword, but there was no escape for it.  The Sword of Justice nicked the center of the back rotor to short it out.  While the second Hind joined the first in a flat spin, the Scarlet Knight called the blade back.
 
   As her boots touched the ground, one of the Hinds from the north launched a missile at her.  She easily rolled away from this, so that only a few bits of dirt clanged against her armor.  With a grim smile she held up her hand for the Sword of Justice.  Then she ran straight for the helicopter.
 
   The Hind opened fire with its cannon.  The Scarlet Knight avoided most of these shells.  The ones that did hit her pinged off harmlessly.  They were bigger than most bullets fired at her, so that they would probably leave a bruise in the morning.  The Scarlet Knight didn’t care about this, as it would be Emma who felt sore, not her.
 
   She launched herself into the air and grabbed the fuel probe at the front of the chopper and then swung herself onto the front canopy.  The pilot looked up and even through his dark visor she could see his eyes widen.  She gave him a thumbs-down signal to indicate he should land the Hind.  When he didn’t comply, she broke open the canopy with her fist and then yanked the pilot from his seat.  She did the same with the gunner and then leaped back towards the ground.
 
   “Who are you?” the pilot asked.
 
   “I’m the Scarlet Knight.  I’m the good guy and you’re in the wrong business.”
 
   With her cape she managed to slow her rate of descent enough to land softly on the ground with her two charges.  A solid punch to the face of each knocked them out.  She again launched herself at the next helicopter in line.  
 
   This time she didn’t bother with such niceties.  She grabbed onto one of the rocket pods, used it to swing herself onto the left winglet, and then punched the side of the helicopter.  With her glove she yanked out some mechanisms; she didn’t care what they were.  The point was that the helicopter started to go down.  She dove from the winglet and drifted again towards the ground.
 
   One of the remaining two Hinds got the right idea and turned back for Russia.  The other came straight at her.  It fired a pair of missiles at her while she was in midair.  These missiles, being designed to blow up tanks, didn’t lock on to her; they did little more than blow a couple of holes in the ground.  Since the pilot had seen this was useless, the Hind opened up with its cannon.  The bullets again pinged harmlessly off her armor.  A few hit her cape, but to her surprise the fabric was equally resistant to the bullets.
 
   The gunship continued to come straight for her.  She soon saw why:  Ivan Bykov was in the gunner’s seat.  This didn’t come as much of a surprise given what he’d shouted at her on the overpass.  She waved to him with one hand while the other pulled out the Sword of Justice.
 
   She nonchalantly tossed the sword into the air and guided it towards the helicopter.  She could see Ivan stare at her, intent to drive the gunship right into her.  She wanted to tell him this wouldn’t do any more good than the rest of his arsenal.  Apparently he didn’t quite grasp the concept of magic armor yet.  While he was focused on her, she guided the Sword of Justice to glide along the side of the helicopter and then up over the cockpit.  She brought the sword down; the blade slashed down like a hot knife through butter.
 
   The Scarlet Knight watched with no small amount of satisfaction as Ivan and his pilot crashed towards the ground.  They were low enough that they probably wouldn’t die, just suffer some nasty injuries.  That would probably make him more intent to kill her.  She knew she should kill him, but that Emma Earl part of her brain still couldn’t do it.  Instead, she drifted down to the ground and walked over to where he’d crashed.
 
   She found him injured, but far from dead.  “I’ll get you,” he said.  “This isn’t over.”
 
   “It is for you,” she said.  “I’m turning you over to the Latvian authorities.  You don’t have your father to protect you anymore.”
 
   As she tied Ivan up with a strip from his own jumpsuit, Marlin appeared before her again.  From the horrified expression on his face, she knew something had happened to Louise.  “What happened to her?” she asked.
 
   “She’s gone.  Someone took her.”
 
   ***
 
   Katya heard the explosions and pressed Slowey tighter to her chest.  Mommy was out there somewhere, to fight bad people who wanted to take her away again.  Katya wanted to run out of the trees to make sure Mommy was all right, but she didn’t.  Mommy had told her to wait here and that’s what she planned to do.
 
   It still seemed odd to think of this woman as Mommy.  Katya had only met her a few hours ago, back on that bridge where Papa had sent her away for Ivan.  That had been the first sign in Katya’s mind that she wasn’t Papa’s real daughter.  She had tried to tell herself Papa loved Ivan more because he was older; he was a grown-up while she was still a baby.  
 
   In the car, Katya snuck glances at this woman with white hair, to figure out who she was and what she might want.  While the woman had taken her away from Papa, she was nice enough; she always asked Katya if she was all right after they hit a bump.  This seemed strange because the woman didn’t even know her, had only met her a couple hours earlier.  How could she care so much for someone in such a short amount of time?
 
   Despite this, Katya still wanted to go back to Papa’s sea house.  Things had been so nice there; the ocean waves put her to sleep like a lullaby.  Besides Slowey, she had a room full of toys.  More importantly, she had an entire library of books to read.  Papa had bought up a local library and transported it to the house so she wouldn’t run out of things to read.  She had only gotten a quarter of the way through it.  If she went with this woman, she would never get to finish.
 
   When the opportunity presented itself, she took off and ended up in the trees.  She hunkered down in the brush and hissed at Slowey to be very quiet.  She would wait until the woman went away before she took off again, back to the sea house.
 
   But the woman had found her.  At first Katya thought the woman would be mad at her, but she wasn’t.  Instead, she seemed sad—and scared.  Katya hadn’t realized grown-ups could be scared before; Papa had never been scared, not even of spiders.  Then the woman said the strangest thing:  that she was Katya’s mother.
 
   Katya didn’t want to believe it.  She wanted to believe that Katarina was her mother.  Katarina had taken care of her for as long as she could remember, at least until she disappeared a couple of months ago.  Papa had said Katarina had gone on vacation and that she would come back in a while, when she was ready.  As much as Katya loved Katarina, she didn’t really mind as this gave her more time to spend with Papa.  They had gone to the sea house and Katya had been happy, at least until Papa came into her room and told her they had to go on a trip.  He made her put on her best dress—the one she wore to church—and comb her hair.  “Can Slowey come with me?” she asked.
 
   Papa patted her head.  “Of course he can, sweetheart.”  
 
   Slowey had been with her for as long as she could remember.  She had cuddled with him in her crib and then in her big girl bed.  He was her best friend—her only friend really.  When she was still around, Katarina would often make Slowey talk in a slow bass voice that always made Katya giggle.  Even after Katarina left, Katya could hear the voice in her head.
 
   But now this strange woman said Katarina wasn’t Katya’s mommy.  She said she was Katya’s mommy, that Papa had stolen Katya from her back in America.  Katya didn’t want to believe this.  She couldn’t believe it because that meant Papa had lied to her.  He had promised never to lie to her.  That in itself might be a lie, if this woman had told the truth.
 
   As much as Katya didn’t want to believe it, she couldn’t deny it any longer when she looked into the woman’s eyes.  As the woman said, they were the same as the eyes Katya saw when she looked in the mirror.  This echoed something that had bothered Katya since she’d read a book on genetics:  she didn’t look like Katarina or Papa at all.  Katarina’s eyes were light blue and Papa’s were gray.  Papa had dark hair and Katarina had blond hair while Katya’s was red.  They both had round-ended noses while hers was pointed.
 
   She had asked Papa about this one night after he read Sleeping Beauty to her.  “So she was adopted by the fairies?” Katya asked.
 
   “That’s right,” Papa said.
 
   “Am I adopted?”
 
   “Of course not.  What a silly question!”  He smiled at her, but there was something unsettling about that smile.  Now she knew why:  she was adopted.  Not even adopted—stolen.  Papa had kidnapped her from this nice woman with the same eyes as her.
 
   And so Katya had accepted that this woman was her mommy.  Just as they were about to become close, the helicopters had shown up.  She knew full well what a helicopter sounded like; she had ridden in them many times with Papa from one house to another.  Only she knew these weren’t like Papa’s helicopters, not from the explosions.
 
   Katya heard something heavy crash nearby and squealed with fright.  “It’s going to be all right,” she whispered to Slowey.  “Mommy said so.”  Mommy had put on that red armor to protect herself from the bad people.  Still, Katya knew plate armor couldn’t protect Mommy from explosions like she heard.  “She said she would come back.”
 
   Katya repeated this to herself like a mantra.  Mommy had promised to come back for her.  Mommy wouldn’t break her promise so soon, would she?  No, she wouldn’t.  She would come back.  She would come back and they would go to America and she would get to see the Statue of Liberty and White House and Mount Rushmore and all the other neat things there.  They would be happy there, her and Mommy.
 
   A hand came through the brush.  At first Katya thought it must be her mother, but this hand wore a black glove, not the yellow ones like Mommy wore with her armor.  Katya scrambled away from this hand, while she tried not to make a sound.  She pressed Slowey tighter to her chest, enough that stuffing came out of his chest.  Amongst that stuffing she saw a bit of yellow, like the plume of Mommy’s helmet.  She thought of what Mommy had said and then pushed the plume deeper into the stuffing so it wouldn’t fall out.
 
   A moment later, a monster appeared through the brush.  It had red eyes surrounded by black metal that gave it a bug-like quality.  The rest of its face was black, except for its red, human-like lips.  Katya screamed and tried to back away, but the monster latched on to her with two hands.  She clawed and kicked, not caring what Mommy had said about it not being nice to hit or kick people; this wasn’t a person, it was a monster.
 
   “Let me go!” Katya shouted.  “Leave me alone!”
 
   The monster dragged her through the brush, to where an old woman waited.  Her hair was gray, but her face was far wrinklier than Mommy’s.  She smiled and then bent down to look Katya in the eye.  The old woman’s eyes behind her glasses were blue, but not the same as Mommy’s or Katya’s.  “Hello, Katya.  I’m going to take you to your new home.”
 
   “No.  Mommy said to wait here.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Mommy will be waiting for us there.  She’s got a surprise for you.”
 
   “You’re lying!  Mommy told me to wait here.  She wouldn’t break her promise.”
 
   The old woman nodded to her.  “Very well.  We tried it the easy way.”  She put her hand to Katya’s temple.  “Sleep now.  When you wake up, you’ll be home.”
 
   Katya tried to resist, but she couldn’t.  She found herself falling to sleep.  Despite this, she willed herself to keep hold of Slowey so Mommy could find her and save her.  Then her body pitched forward, into the old woman’s arms.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Her new training officer was Darlene Morgan.  Except for the glasses and that she stood about four inches shorter, she and Amanda looked like they could be sisters.  Maybe that was part of the reason Captain Donovan had assigned Officer Morgan to her.
 
   The other reason became clearer as they went out on patrol that night.  Morgan kept a notebook out and scribbled in it periodically as if she were Amanda’s shrink.  “What are you writing?” Amanda finally asked.
 
   “Just some helpful notes.”
 
   “For you or for me?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “What are they?”
 
   “I’ll give you a copy later.”
 
   “Why not now?”
 
   “Because you’ll get pissed off and then you’ll probably crash us into a building,” Officer Morgan said.  Amanda stared at her until the officer finally snapped her notebook shut.  She checked her watch.  “I think we can get some coffee.”
 
   Amanda stopped at a gas station for a cup of used oil that passed as coffee.  Officer Morgan’s nose wrinkled as she sipped hers.  “Pour this down the sewer and the rats wouldn’t even touch it,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, well, there isn’t a Starbucks for miles.”
 
   “That’s fine, it’ll keep me awake as I’m puking it up.”
 
   “You’re a laugh riot.”  They returned to the car, but before Amanda could start the engine, Officer Morgan snatched the keys away.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “We’re going over the notes now.”  Officer Morgan opened her notebook.  “Did you learn how to drive by watching Bullitt?” 
 
   “No,” she said, though her brothers had always liked Steve McQueen movies.
 
   “You’re the only girl in the family, right?  Kind of a tomboy?”
 
   “Why?  Are you a shrink?”
 
   “No, that just explains the driving.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Officer Morgan consulted her notes.  “On average I’d say you drive fifteen miles over the limit, you change lanes without signaling, you went through a stop sign without coming to a complete stop, and you nearly hit a pedestrian when making a left turn.”  Officer Morgan shook her head.  “And you were in the traffic division?”
 
   “What’s your point?”
 
   “The point is that just because you’re a cop doesn’t mean you can drive like a prick—at least not without turning on your lights.  When you’re on patrol you drive like a civilian until it’s an emergency.”
 
   “Thanks for the pointers.”
 
   “That’s the tip of the iceberg.  If you can get your driving under control then the rest of your attitude problem will improve.”
 
   “My attitude problem?  I’m not the one making stupid little notes all the time.”
 
   “I’m supposed to be training you.  That’s what they assigned me to do.”
 
   “Oh, and you do whatever you’re told, right?  You’re the spotless goody-two-shoes.  That’s why she assigned you to me.”
 
   “I have two commendations for valor under fire.  You might have known that if you’d bothered to look up my file like I looked up yours.”
 
   “You read my file?”
 
   “It’s a great read.”  Officer Morgan wrote something else down.  “For the record I did minor in psychology.”
 
   “I’m sure that comes in handy.”
 
   “It does, actually.  Helps me to gauge which assholes are going to pull the trigger and which ones are blowing sunshine up their asses.”
 
   “And what keen psychological insights did you get from my file?”
 
   “You have a complex because your father and brothers died.  Your mother had you much too late in life and so the two of you have never gotten along.  You couldn’t meet her expectations for what she wanted you to be.  You were her last hope at having a little girl and you were more interested in playing with your brothers’s G.I. JOEs than your Barbies.  Am I getting warm?”
 
   “It said all that in my file?”
 
   “Not really.”  Officer Morgan smiled at her.  “My mom is the same way.  She was forty-three when she had me.  I didn’t have any brothers, but still.”
 
   “So now I’m supposed to like you because we have something in common, right?  We’re supposed to hug and be best friends like Cagney and Lacey?”
 
   “Not if you don’t want to be.  You can keep being a bitter, angry bitch all the time until there’s no one left willing to put up with your bullshit.  It’s up to you.”
 
   As Amanda searched for a comeback, the radio came to life.  “Attention all units:  officers down at 492 Alameda Street.  Requesting backup.”
 
   Amanda picked up the radio and looked over at Officer Morgan.  “What do you think?”
 
   “Now’s the time for reckless driving.  Just make sure to put the lights and siren on.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”  Amanda called the dispatcher while she shifted the car into gear.  Before she floored the accelerator, she made sure to turn on the lights and siren.  Alameda Street was by the docks a few miles away.  They would probably be the first ones to the scene.  Lucky me, Amanda thought; this would only add to her Supercop résumé.  Well, it could be worse; she could have that drunken slob of her previous training officer in the seat next to her.  Cagney and Lacey or not, they would go into this together. 
 
   ***
 
   For the moment Captain Donovan had stuffed the brochures back into her desk and replaced them with manila folders.  In the folders were the notes from the fish market where Amanda had apprehended the Russians.  The six men were in custody right now, all of them silent; they refused to speak in English or Russian.  They didn’t even demand a lawyer or diplomatic immunity, content to stare at the walls of their holding cells or the interrogation rooms.
 
   Captain Donovan read the reports from Lieutenant Cielo and the two other detectives who were on the case.  At another time she might have wanted to go into the interrogation room to squeeze something out of the Russians, but not in this case.  She doubted they knew much of the overall scheme.  They were the hired muscle, not the brains of the operation.
 
   Another file had come in a couple hours ago.  This came after an Interpol report that Sergei Bykov had been found dead on an overpass near Pskov, Russia arrived on the fax machine.  Bykov had always been on Donovan’s watch list for moving in on Don Vendetta’s turf.  While Interpol—or any other law enforcement agency—had never gotten the goods on Bykov, it was pretty common knowledge he was into all sorts of illicit activities over in Russia.  The Scarlet Knight had insinuated on more than one occasion that Bykov had tried to destabilize the breakaway republic of Grakistan in order to buy up the country’s mineral reserves.
 
   While Donovan couldn’t prove anything, she was fairly certain the two items were related.  The question became how.  Had Bykov tried to move in on Don Vendetta’s turf and she’d somehow—from her jail cell even—gotten to him?  Or were the Russians in her cells from another Russian faction that had taken down the competition in Bykov?  Until those Russians broke their silence, she doubted she’d know.
 
   A third file on her desk was connected to Bykov’s death.  Another man had been found on the overpass with Bykov with multiple gunshot wounds.  Russian authorities had been unable to identify him and passed a request on to Interpol.  They in turn sent it down the chain until it finally reached her desk.  
 
   From fingerprint analysis, the man in question had a connection to Rampart City.  The fingerprints identified him as one James Nathaniel Rizzard, formerly of a wealthy family on the northwest side of the city.  The only problem was that James Rizzard had died over twenty-five years ago according to the department’s files.  His father reported that James, then only eight years old, had drowned during a fishing trip.  The father himself had died two years later from a heart attack.  His wife had already died three months before the ill-fated fishing trip, which left no one Donovan could talk to in order to verify whether James Rizzard had really drowned.
 
   To make that case even more bizarre was a note from the Russian coroner that the man presumed to be Rizzard wore a jacket made from rat pelts.  That had triggered Donovan’s memory from nearly three years ago during the RAT Bombings.  She had gone into a burning dorm to rescue young Megan Putnam, except someone else had beaten her to it:  a man clad in a coat like this with equally tangled hair.  He had smelled awful and been accompanied by a mutant rat that had led her to believe he was the Sewer Rat—Rampart City’s version of Bigfoot.  It seemed plausible—though not logical—that Rizzard could have faked his death and gone to live in the sewers to become the Sewer Rat.  
 
   Even if that were the case, it didn’t explain how Rizzard could have gotten to Russia or why he and Bykov had been found dead on some remote overpass.  Had Bykov wanted to employ the Sewer Rat?  Or had the Sewer Rat gone there as a hired assassin?  Neither of these scenarios made sense.  With a sigh, Captain Donovan leaned back in her chair.  This was why she wanted to retire, so she wouldn’t have to deal with any more of this crazy shit.
 
   Usually these crazy cases involved the Scarlet Knight, but this time there was no sign of her involvement.  For that matter there had been no sign of the Scarlet Knight in days.  She had blown off Donovan’s attempts to set up a meeting.  Or maybe she hadn’t blown them off; maybe she was dead.  Or maybe after she had apprehended Don Vendetta she had decided to head for Arizona or Florida to retire.  Or maybe the crazy bitch was in her Batcave, polishing her breastplate or whatever she did.
 
   Donovan picked up the file about Bykov’s death.  She decided to take it down to her Russian friends in the holding cells.  It might loosen their tongues up a bit.  Or maybe it would shut them up even more.  In either case, their reaction might help her figure out exactly what the hell was going on—and whom she was up against.
 
   When she came back, she would hand off the Rizzard file to the cold case unit.  Let them waste their time with that.  At the moment she had far bigger fish—or rats—to fry.
 
   ***
 
   Of the six Russians, the shortest one with a salt-and-pepper crew cut and mustache had been deemed to be the leader.  Donovan found him in the interrogation room, where he stared blankly at the wall.  He showed no reaction to her as she entered with the translator.  Without preamble, she dropped the file on the table; the photo of Sergei Bykov’s corpse spilled out.
 
   “Sergei Bykov is dead.  Gunned down on an overpass,” she said as she took a seat across from him.  The translator repeated this in Russian, though Donovan suspected the bastard could speak English just fine.
 
   She waited for the man to react.  On the surface he continued to do nothing, but for the briefest of moments, she saw his eyes flick down to the picture, as if to confirm for himself that Bykov was dead.  That still didn’t tell her whether he worked for Bykov or someone else.
 
   “If you and your friends were waiting for Bykov to get you out, it’s not going to happen.  Only one he’s going to be talking to now is the devil.”  The translator repeated this and again Donovan waited in vain for a reaction.  “Or maybe you were hoping for someone else to bust you out of here?  You think it will be easier if he’s dead?”
 
   Donovan leaned back in her chair.  “It doesn’t matter in either case.  We’ve got you threatening a police officer with an illegal weapon and carrying a bunch of loot from the Plastic Hippo in the back of your truck.  It’s not looking real good for you.”
 
   The man finally broke his silence.  In English he said, “There’s nothing you can do to us.  At worst your country will deport us to Russia.”
 
   “And I suppose you’ll get a hero’s welcome there, right?”
 
   “We have many friends there.”
 
   “None of your friends have shown up yet.”
 
   “They are biding their time.  Waiting for the right moment.”
 
   When Donovan heard a knock on the door, she knew it meant trouble.  She saw Lieutenant Cielo in the doorway with a grim expression.  “We’ve got trouble, Cap,” he said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “There’s a shootout over on Alameda Street, down at the docks.  We got two officers down already.  Backup’s on the way.”
 
   The docks.  That was close to Amanda Murdoch’s beat.  Amanda would be on duty tonight with her new training officer.  It had taken a fair amount of persuasion to get Darlene Morgan to sign on as Amanda’s tutor.  “I’d prefer not being partnered with someone who’s going to get me shot,” Officer Morgan had said.  
 
   Ultimately Donovan had struck a deal to sponsor Morgan when it came time to hand out promotions to detective.  This was something Donovan probably would have done anyway before she retired.  Darlene Morgan was a good officer.  Most importantly, she was honest and she operated above board.  That she was a woman with a similar background to Amanda was another plus.  If anyone could rein Amanda in, it would be Officer Morgan.  Except now they would be heading right into some kind of firefight.  Donovan could only imagine the mess Amanda would make of that; she would be lucky if Amanda and Darlene weren’t both killed or otherwise crippled.  
 
   “Shit,” Donovan said.  She shook her head.  “Get that Russian asshole back to his cell.  Then make sure we have every available unit responding to that call.”
 
   “What about you, Cap?”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   The Scarlet Knight carried Ivan Bykov through the forest, his hands still tied up with a bit of cloth.  She tore off another strip to stuff into his mouth after ten minutes of his ranting about how he would make her suffer and pay.  
 
   This made the trip back to the tiny village easier for her, but it wasn’t easy for Emma Earl.  She could hear Emma wail for Louise, who had been taken from her so soon after they were reunited.  Just as Louise had started to accept Emma as her mother, she was gone again.  What would they do to her this time?
 
   At least Emma had the foresight to put that bit of plume into Louise’s turtle so that Marlin could follow her.  While the Scarlet Knight concerned herself with carrying Ivan through the forest to the village, Emma waited anxiously for Marlin to return with news about where they had gone.
 
   He took much longer than either Emma or the Scarlet Knight would have liked; he reappeared as she took off the helmet so she could take Ivan into town.  For once Marlin didn’t have any jokes or sarcastic comments.  He was stone-faced as he reported, “They took her to Prague.”
 
   “Prague?  How did they get her there so fast?”
 
   “It’s a witch.  She vanished the girl to some house in Prague.”
 
   “A witch?  That’s impossible.  The coven wouldn’t kidnap Louise.  She doesn’t have any value for them.”
 
   “Not the coven.  Cecelia’s friends.”
 
   Emma stared at Marlin in shock for a moment.  The organization Cecelia had worked for had tried to take the armor from Emma once before, back when she was pregnant with Louise.  Now they had kidnapped her little girl, most likely to make her exchange the armor for her daughter’s life.  “Oh no.”
 
   “It gets worse.  They have Renee too.”
 
   “Renee?”  Emma ran a hand through her hair and tried to put the pieces together.  If they wanted the armor from her, why kidnap Renee too?  Aggie couldn’t deliver the armor to them.  “What do they want with her?”
 
   “How should I know?  I couldn’t bloody well ask them, could I?”
 
   “It was a rhetorical question.”  Emma tore the gag out of Ivan’s mouth.  She didn’t need the Scarlet Knight persona for this.  “What are they doing with Louise—Katya—and Renee Chiostro?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “A group of assassins.  They took Louise and my friend’s daughter.  Did you hire them to do the job?”
 
   “No.  Why would I want that little brat?”
 
   Emma couldn’t hold back her hand in time as she slapped Ivan across the face.  She held up a finger.  “That’s my daughter you’re talking about.”
 
   “The child of an American whore means nothing to me.”
 
   “She meant something to your father.  Did he hire them?”
 
   “You think he would tell me such a thing?”
 
   Emma growled with impatience and then stuffed the gag—now wet with saliva and snow—back into Ivan’s mouth.  She looked up at Marlin.  “Go back and see what you can find out.  We’re going to arrange transportation.”
 
   “I’ll try, but don’t hope for any miracles,” Marlin said.
 
   “I have to,” Emma whispered.  She reseated the helmet on her head; she no longer cared if anyone saw her as the Scarlet Knight here or not.  She shoved Ivan forward and growled, “If you try anything, I’ll cut both your hamstrings.  Try hunting then.”
 
   “You wouldn’t,” he said through the gag.
 
   “Your father killed my boyfriend and kidnapped my daughter.  You nearly killed me and distracted me while they took her away again.”  She poked a finger in his back.  “So don’t press your luck.”
 
   As she marched him into the village, she thought again of Peter and the Wolf and when she had told the story to Jim.  He was gone now; she would never get to tell him any stories again.  Even worse, she had broken her final promise to him, to get Louise back home safely.  She had failed him and she had failed Louise.  On top of that, Becky had been shot and Aggie’s daughter had been kidnapped as well.  Some superhero I am, she thought gloomily.
 
   The townspeople did not appear from their homes to give her a hero’s welcome as she marched Ivan Bykov into town.  She kept him walking until they reached the one gas station in town.  “You’re going to get on the phone and call some of your father’s friends.  Have them send a helicopter to pick us up.  Then we’re going to the nearest air force base.  I want a jet waiting on the tarmac when we get there—the fastest they have.”
 
   “I can’t do all of that.”
 
   “Yes you can.  You’re the son of the great Sergei Bykov, right?  That name still probably means something.”
 
   Ivan grumbled something under his breath as she pushed him inside.  The clerk told them the pay phone didn’t work, but he generously volunteered to let them use the company phone.  He probably saw her in the armor with a sword at her hip and thought she would rob the store.  Emma had Ivan give her the number to dial and then whispered into his ear, “You know I speak perfect Russian, so don’t try slipping them any codes.”
 
   “If I do this, will you let me go?”
 
   “I’ll leave you at the air force base.  Only because I have to get to Louise.  Otherwise I’d as soon drag you all the way back to America.”  She poked him with a finger again.  “But if you so much as think about Louise, I’ll come back to finish things.”
 
   “Fine.  As I said, I have no interest in the brat.”
 
   She held back from slapping him again.  He finally got someone on the line and began to make the arrangements.  Whoever he talked to was naturally skeptical about his need for the helicopter and jet, but Ivan cleared all of this when he said, “It is my father’s will.  You will do it or you will face the consequences.”  Though he was dead, Sergei Bykov’s name still carried some weight.
 
   Once Ivan hung up the phone, he said, “They will have the helicopter here in a half-hour.  The plane will be waiting for you as requested.”
 
   “Good.  Now we can go outside to wait.”  She thanked the gas station clerk and then reached into Ivan’s pocket for his wallet.  She took out a stack of bills, more than enough to cover the phone call.
 
   There was nothing to do then but wait.
 
   ***
 
   Katya’s nose wrinkled as the smell of a soiled diaper wafted across the playpen.  It wasn’t really a playpen, so much as a tiny prison for her and the baby she’d found trapped with her once she woke up.  The baby hadn’t done much so far except to whimper and sob—and now to wet herself.  Katya backed farther into the corner she’d designated as her corner and set Slowey down to use as a pillow.
 
   Now that her diaper was wet, the baby began to cry again.  Katya tried her best to ignore this; she turned away from the stupid baby.  Katya hadn’t needed a diaper since she was ten months old after she potty trained herself.  The only problem had been to get up to the potty and not fall in.  To solve this problem, Katarina had installed a miniature toilet for Katya to use until she was big enough to use the grown-up one.  This baby had to be over a year old and she was still in diapers and peeing herself.
 
   When two minutes went by without anyone coming to check on them, Katya turned to the baby and snapped in English, “Shut up!  Stupid baby.”  This only prompted the baby to cry even louder; her tiny face turned bright red.  Another minute went by with the baby still crying.  Katya finally decided to crawl over to where the baby lay and hope she hadn’t soiled the mattress along with herself.
 
   Katya put a hand on the baby’s back and whispered, “It’s all right.  Mommy’s going to find us.  She’s going to find us and save us.”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   “That’s right.  Mama.  My mama.  Not yours.”
 
   The baby looked at her in confusion for a moment before she said, “Mama?”
 
   “Yes, fine, Mama.”  Katya shook her head; she didn’t understand how a baby could be so dumb.  Mommy had said Katya was smart, but clearly this baby wasn’t.  “Do you know your name?”
 
   The baby made several nonsense sounds before she managed to get out, “Wenee.”
 
   “Wenee?  You mean Renee?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  My name is Katya.”  
 
   “Kaya?”
 
   “Kaht-ya,” she said.
 
   “Kaya.”
 
   “Sure, Kaya.”  Katya shook her head sadly.  The baby had made some progress, but she was still slow.  Katya wondered why these bad people would want a stupid baby like Renee.  Maybe she belonged to some rich people.  Or maybe they wanted to use her in a science experiment.
 
   Through the bars of the playpen, Katya saw a room like her library at the sea house.  She had to fight off a sniffle at the thought of so many books so close, but just out of her reach.  She wished she could have one book so she would have something to do other than sit here with a stupid baby who could hardly say her own name.
 
   As if she sensed Katya’s thoughts, Renee began to cry again.  Katya helped the baby sit up and then patted her tuft of brown hair.  “It’s all right,” she said as gently as she could.  “Mommy’s going to come and save us.  She promised she would.  Then she’ll make all these bad people go away and she’ll take you back to your parents.”
 
   “Mama?  Agga?”
 
   “That’s right.  She’ll take you back to your mama and agga.”  Katya didn’t know what the latter meant; she assumed it was some kind of silly baby talk.  “She’ll make everything better.”  
 
   Katya didn’t really know why she believed so much in Mommy.  Maybe it was the pretty armor she wore that made her look like a storybook hero.  Or maybe it was the obvious love in her eyes.  Maybe it was the certainty in her voice when she had said she would find Katya.  Whatever it was, she knew Mommy would come through for her.  She knew it.
 
   She picked up Slowey and made sure the bit of yellow fuzz was still inside his stuffing.  Then she held up the turtle’s face so the plastic eyes and sewn-on mouth faced Renee.  “Hellllllll-o,” she said, doing her best impersonation of the voice Katarina had done for Slowey.  “Iiiiiiit’s niiiiiiiice to meeeeeet youuuuuuuu.  Myyyyyyyy naaaaaame issss Slooooooo-weeeee.”
 
   Renee clapped her pudgy hands together at this and giggled.  A stupid baby like her was pretty easy to impress.  “Slowey, this is Renee.  She’s a silly little baby.  She’s not a big girl like me.”
 
   Renee’s face began to turn red again as if she were about to cry.  Katya sighed at this.  “All right, you’re not a silly little baby.  Is she, Slowey?”
 
   “Noooooooo.  Sheeeeeee’s a biiiiiiiiig girrrrrrrl tooooooo.”
 
   Renee giggled again, which in turn made Katya smile.  She broke into a round of “Row, Row Your Boat” with her and Slowey.  This prompted more laughter from Renee.  By the time it was over, the baby tucked her head against Katya’s chest and fell asleep.  Katya stroked Renee’s hair and whispered, “Mommy will come for us.  She’ll come for us soon.”
 
   The door finally opened, but it wasn’t Mommy who came in.  It was the mean old lady who had taken Katya from the forest.  The old woman bent down and smiled at Katya.  “Looks like you’ve made a new friend.”
 
   “Where’s Mommy?”
 
   “I’m sure she’s out looking for you.  But she’s not going to find you.”  The old woman reached into the playpen to pick Renee up.  The baby’s eyes opened and she looked around for a moment before she wailed again.  She held her hands out to Katya, who could do nothing as the old woman carried Renee across the room to a table.  “It smells like someone needs a change.”
 
   Renee kicked and squirmed until finally the old woman put a hand to her head as she’d done to Katya in the forest.  The baby went still so the old woman could change the diaper.  Katya watched all of this with her fists clenched with rage.  How could the mean old lady do that to Renee?  She was a baby.  Even if she was a little stupid, she didn’t deserve it.
 
   “You should let her go,” Katya said as the old woman carried Renee over to a crib.  “She’s a baby.”
 
   “Yes, and so are you.”  The old woman lifted her out of the playpen, her hands like steel around Katya’s chest.  Katya could only cry like a baby as the old woman tore the stuffed turtle from her hands and dumped him back into the playpen.  She squirmed in the old woman’s arms.  “Let me go!” she said.
 
   “Not yet, dear.  I’m taking you to your new home.”
 
   “I don’t want a new home.  I want Mommy!”  Katya tried to free herself, but the old woman’s hands were like vise grips.  
 
   The old woman hissed into her ear, “You keep fighting and you’ll be a baby like Renee.  Is that what you want?”  Katya shook her head; she didn’t want to be so tiny and helpless.  She stopped fighting as the old woman adjusted her into a more comfortable position.  As she vanished in a flash of white light, Katya knew she would never see Mommy again.
 
   ***
 
   The helicopter set down in the town square.  It was a civilian helicopter, probably one Ivan’s father had used for business trips.  The people of the Latvian village peeked out their windows, but made no attempt to get near the helicopter or the two armed men by the doors.  Emma shoved Ivan forward towards the helicopter.  “Leave the guns here,” she said to the guards.  They looked ready to contest this until Ivan snapped at them to do as she said.
 
   The guards sat across from her and Ivan; they glared at her the entire time.  They probably waited for an opening so they could knock her out or push her out the door.  She wondered what sort of surprise they would have for her at the air force base.  The fighter wouldn’t start or else it would blow up on the runway.  Or maybe they would shoot her down the moment she took off.
 
   She tightened her grip on Ivan’s arm.  “You’re coming with me.”
 
   “You said—”
 
   “I know what I said.  I need you for insurance.”
 
   “But the plane only has one seat.”
 
   “Then get another one.  Unless you want to ride in my lap.”
 
   Ivan snarled at this but then told the guards to get a radio signal through to the base.  He instructed them to make sure to have a plane with two seats waiting.  “I will be going too,” he said.  Emma suspected this was in part a code to make sure they didn’t sabotage the plane.
 
   The helicopter headed across the Russian border, to an air force base like the one she and Jim had seen on their way in, when their flying carpet had been shot down.  If not for that, she could have already gotten Louise out of here, back to America.  As Marlin would say, trouble always seemed to find her.
 
   The ghost appeared on cue; he looked even grimmer than last time.  “She’s gone,” he said.
 
   “Gone?  What do you mean?”
 
   “The witch took her somewhere else—without the turtle.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Emma had to fight not to cry in front of Ivan and the two guards.  She didn’t want to appear weak in front of their eyes.  Instead, with one hand she tucked her hair under her helmet, to allow the Scarlet Knight to take over.  She couldn’t afford to let her grief ruin things.
 
   The Scarlet Knight tightened her grip on Ivan’s arm.  She would have liked to pull it off, but she couldn’t.  She and Emma were in agreement that they still needed to get to Prague.  That would be the only way to find these people who had taken Louise.  Then, even if she had to pull off a few arms, she would get them to say what they had done to Emma’s daughter.
 
   The helicopter touched down on a runway, next to a line of MiG-29 fighters like the ones that had helped down the flying carpet.  That wasn’t the plane they would be taking.  A colonel led her and Ivan over to a plane on the tarmac, a Su-30 Flanker that had two seats:  one for the pilot and one for the gunner.  
 
   Neither the Scarlet Knight nor Emma had ever flown before.  She had read books on jet aircraft.  She hoped that would be enough.  Otherwise it would be a very short trip.  She led Ivan to the fighter and used the armor to toss him into the backseat.  She hopped up to the front seat, and turned around to strap Ivan in properly.  “You really think this will work?” Ivan asked.  “They will shoot us down as soon as we take off.  If we can take off.”
 
   “They won’t shoot us down with you on board.  Unless your standing is really that low.”  She sat in the pilot’s seat and then strapped herself in.  She didn’t have the G-suit or other flight paraphernalia, but she figured her armor would protect her well enough.  As for Ivan, he would have to hope she didn’t need to make too many sudden maneuvers.
 
   To get the canopy down proved to be the first challenge.  The Scarlet Knight searched the controls for a good minute until she finally found it.  With a sigh she began the rest of the preflight checklist.  Once she was sure everything was in working order, she pushed the throttle forward.  The Flanker roared down the runway.  The Scarlet Knight could see the end of the runway approach, a green field ahead.  “Here we go,” she said.  She pulled back hard on the stick.
 
   To her relief, the Flanker climbed into the air; it rose higher and higher until it was at five thousand feet.  She leveled it off and then began the search for the landing gear controls.  “It’s not much different from a magic carpet,” she said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind.”  The Scarlet Knight brought up the landing gear at last.  She programmed the autopilot to take her on the most direct route to Prague.  This would require violating the air space of numerous foreign countries; she would have to hope none of them had itchy trigger fingers.
 
   Once the autopilot was set, the Scarlet Knight brought the plane up to full speed, which was over Mach 2.  Even at this speed it would take a few hours to reach Prague, much slower than if she could vanish there as the witch who’d taken Louise had.  A traitor witch who worked for enemies of the coven.  The Scarlet Knight still couldn’t figure why they had taken Louise and Renee.  Maybe Renee was insurance in case they hadn’t been able to get Louise.  She shook her head; there were too many questions.
 
   Somewhere around Warsaw the Flanker’s radio came to life.  The Scarlet Knight’s Polish wasn’t quite fluent, but she could tell they wanted to know why she was violating their sovereign air space.  On the plane’s radar, she could see two blips rapidly approaching from the southeast, no doubt fighters sent to escort her back from whence she came.
 
   To figure out the radio controls wasted a few precious seconds.  She finally got it to work and said in English, “My name is Dr. Emma Earl.  I am an American citizen.  I am on a mission of mercy to retrieve my kidnapped daughter.  Please let me pass.”
 
   Apparently the air traffic controller didn’t speak English.  He repeated his demands in Polish again.  With a deep breath, the Scarlet Knight did her best to repeat the message in Polish.  This did not appease the man, who demanded she leave Polish air space before they shot her down.
 
   The blips on the radar screen were close enough now that the Scarlet Knight could see they were a pair of F-16 fighters, American-designed jets.  The Scarlet Knight smiled slightly at the irony that she, an American citizen, would be shot down by the hardware her country had sold to Poland.  She could possibly escape from the F-16s, but they were smaller, faster, and flown by trained pilots.  They also carried Sidewinder missiles while she had nothing but fuel tanks.
 
   “You’d better hold on to something back there,” she said to Ivan.
 
   “They’re going to shoot us down?”
 
   “Possibly.  Unless we can slip them.”
 
   “Can you do that?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “You’re not sure?”
 
   “Let’s say I wouldn’t put any money on it.”
 
   Ivan rumbled a string of curse words under his breath.  In a slightly more reasonable voice he said, “Turn on the radio and put me through to them.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight thought to question this, but decided whatever Ivan had in mind was worth a shot.  She set the radio to the channel the air traffic controller had used and then nodded to Ivan.  He cleared his throat before he said in Russian, “Attention you Polish worm, this is Ivan Bykov.  Unless you want your feeble country wiped off the map, you will escort my plane to the border.  Is that understood?”
 
   For a moment there was no sound but the steady tone of the F-16s locking their missiles onto the Flanker.  Finally, the air traffic controller came back on.  “Acknowledged.  We will escort you to the border.  Do not deviate from your present course or you will be destroyed.”
 
   The warning tone stopped and the F-16s settled behind the Flanker, where they would still have a clear shot if the Scarlet Knight tried to break away.  Not that she had any thought of doing so.  They went like this for an hour, before they reached the Czech border.  Perhaps word of the incident had spread as no one tried to challenge them.  When they were fifty miles out from Prague, another air traffic controller came on to invite them to land at the city’s airport.
 
   The Scarlet Knight had no intention to land at the airport.  She could imagine Bykov’s people would be there to ambush her and get Ivan back.  Instead, she flew low over the city; she banked to line the Flanker up with the Vltava River.  Then she cut back her speed to a crawl and leveled out over the river.
 
   “What are you doing?” Ivan asked.  “Where is the airport?”
 
   “We’re getting off here,” the Scarlet Knight said as she pulled the eject handles.  The plane’s canopy flew off; rocket engines beneath the seats threw her and Ivan into the air.  With his hands tied, Ivan didn’t have any way to pull the cord for his parachute.  To take care of this, the Scarlet Knight unstrapped from her chair and then swam over to him.  She freed his hands before she let him go.
 
   As he fell towards the river, she tossed him a salute.  She could hear him scream curses at her even as his parachute opened and he began to drift towards the water.  The Scarlet Knight ignored these; she used her cape as her parachute and guided herself towards dry ground.  She found an unoccupied portion of the riverbank and steered towards it.  She tucked in her knees and landed with a thud on the ground.
 
   The Scarlet Knight got to her feet and dusted herself off.  She saw the city of Prague around her.  Now she would have to find the people who had taken Louise and get her back once and for all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Fear was always a part of any assassin’s life.  The fear of being discovered before the operation.  The fear that something would go wrong during the operation.  The fear of being caught after the operation. 
 
   Over a hundred fifty years, Cecelia had learned to control her fear.  Her first assignment for the Headmistress had been to assassinate an Austrian prince.  Her knees had shaken so much that she was grateful she wore a long skirt so no one could see.  It had taken every ounce of effort not to wet herself as she approached the kitchen.  Once there, she had to think before she spoke so as not to reveal anything.  In the end, the job had gone off without a hitch.  The prince had eaten his poisoned pudding and then collapsed facedown into the bowl.  The pastry chef had taken the blame; he was led away by the palace guards while Cecelia, disguised as a lowly scullery maid, completed her shift and then disappeared into the night.
 
   With that first job under her belt, she had found it easier after that to rein in the fear.  Experience had given her the confidence to believe she could handle any difficulties that might arise during a job.  That confidence had saved her on more than a few occasions.
 
   She didn’t feel that confidence anymore.  Instead she felt sixteen years old again; her knees quivered and her bladder threatened to release at any moment.  Unfortunately she didn’t have the benefit of a skirt to disguise this—and her partner was a very perceptive witch.
 
   They had vanished into another narrow alley in the Old Town of Prague.  This was across the river from where they needed to be, but it was the only part of the city Aunt Agnes had visited.  As they made their way to a more crowded—but still narrow—street, the jitters had set in as Cecelia thought of what they were about to do.
 
   The Headmistress waited for them at the safe house.  Worse yet, the Headmistress had Shelly.  Her poor granddaughter who had been turned into a kindergartner again because Cecelia hadn’t gone to find her and make sure she was safe.
 
   It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that the organization had been able to kidnap Shelly.  No mortal police could protect her.  Cecelia should have gone after her, taken her along to Rampart City.  Shelly could have gone with Aunt Agnes’s wife and child, where she might be safe.  Instead, the girl she had known and befriended was gone.
 
   “Where is this safe house of yours?” Aunt Agnes asked as they entered the Old Town Square to melt in with the crowds of tourists.
 
   “The National Museum,” Cecelia said in a hoarse whisper.  She had never liked crowds for the operational reason that you couldn’t see who might come at you with a gun or knife or some other weapon in a crowd.  Though crowds did often make it easier to escape, as long as you could blend in.
 
   Except now as they entered the square, Cecelia began to tremble.  Despite that she knew she was a grown woman—one hundred seventy-five years old—she couldn’t shake the feeling everyone towered over her.  She hadn’t felt so weak and vulnerable in her own body since she’d fled from her foster parents that wintry night in France.
 
   She cried out when she felt someone put an arm around her shoulders.  Usually her survival reflexes would have kicked in, but this time she whimpered.  She looked up for a moment to see only the sun and clear blue sky before she turned her head down to see Aunt Agnes beside her.  “Come on, dear, let’s go sit down.”
 
   They found a coffeehouse along the square, where Aunt Agnes ordered tea for both of them while Cecelia glanced over at the window to make sure she didn’t see a caged bird in the glass.  Her aunt took her hand,  and patted it gently.  “It’s all right, dear.  You’re back to normal.”
 
   Cecelia nodded slightly; she watched her reflection do the same.  “What’s happening to me?” she asked.
 
   “It’s the aftereffects of the spell.  It can take a little while to feel like yourself again.”
 
   Cecelia forced herself to look away from the glass.  Instead she stared down at her hands, to make sure they were still hands.  If she turned her head for a moment, she thought she could see feathers.  She put these hands to her head.  “I’m not going to be any good to you.  Not like this.  You should go without me.”
 
   “Nonsense, dear.  I’m going to need your help to get in there.”
 
   “You haven’t really needed my help so far.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have known where to look if it weren’t for you.”  Aunt Agnes touched Cecelia’s hair.  “I need your help—so do Shelly and Renee.”
 
   It wasn’t until she felt moisture on her palms that Cecelia realized she was crying.  She lowered her hands; she made no attempt to wipe the tears away.  “I’m scared.”
 
   “I’m scared too, dear.”
 
   “Why should you be scared?  You’re a witch.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me invincible.  Far from it.”  The waiter discreetly left their tea on the table and then hurried away.  Aunt Agnes slid her chair over so she could put an arm around Cecelia’s shoulder and pull her close.  “I don’t suppose I ever got a chance to tell you this story.  About twenty years before you were born, I met my future husband, Alejandro—your father.  I made him think I was a young woman, about the age I look now.  
 
   “Then I made an awful mistake.  I told him that I had a little sister—your mother.  He saw a painting of us and I had to tell him she was twelve years old.  When your mother came home, she was furious with me, but she played along.  She let me make her twelve years old again when she met Alejandro for the wedding.
 
   “I was going to change her back after the wedding, but she ran away.  I suppose it was because she loved Alejandro too and she couldn’t bear to see us together.  Anyway, she ran away and she grew up all over again.  It was twice as difficult because she had to grow into her powers again, relearning how to use them.  But she did it.”
 
   “But she was a real witch.  I’m not a witch.  I’m not anything.”
 
   “You’re her daughter and from what I’ve seen, you’re as strong as she is.  Not in magic, but in here,” Aunt Agnes said.  She tapped Cecelia’s chest.  “So I know you can shake this off and get back on your feet like she would.”
 
   Cecelia nodded.  She knew Aunt Agnes was right.  Her mother would never let something like this stop her from doing what needed to be done.  She could hear her mother’s voice say, “You’re only weak if you act like it.  It’s time to get back to work.”
 
   Cecelia pulled away from her aunt and then wiped at her eyes with a napkin.  “Thanks, Aunt Agnes.”
 
   “It’s not a problem, dear.  Now, why don’t you drink your tea and we’ll see about how to get inside this museum.”
 
   Cecelia didn’t have the same sense of double-vision as she reached out for her cup.  Her stomach felt less nervous now as she drained the teacup.  She still didn’t feel a hundred percent, but she didn’t feel nearly so weak and vulnerable either.  She would get Shelly back.  Even if the girl didn’t remember her, she wouldn’t let the organization keep her and turn her into an assassin.  That was no kind of life for a sweet little girl like Shelly.  Maybe when all of this was over, she and Shelly could find someplace safe and Cecelia could be the girl’s foster mother.
 
   She was still thinking of this when she heard a collective gasp from the square.  Cecelia turned her head in time to watch a Russian Flanker jet screech overhead; it barely cleared the rooftops.  Cecelia’s first instinct was to throw herself under the table for protection in case the thing crashed, but she saw Aunt Agnes on her feet and following after the plane.
 
   “Where are you going?” Cecelia asked.
 
   “It’s Emma,” Aunt Agnes said.
 
   “What?”  Yet even as Cecelia said this, she watched as the plane’s canopy flew off; two seats shot into the air.  The pilot’s seat dropped away to leave a red-and-yellow shape suspended in the air.  The Scarlet Knight.  Cecelia watched in shock as the Scarlet Knight freed the other figure from his seat and pulled his parachute for him.  Cecelia thought the other figure was too big to be Emma’s boyfriend, the Sewer Rat.  Had she left him behind?
 
   “Oh dear,” Aunt Agnes said.  “I fear something terrible has happened.”
 
   “I feel that too,” Cecelia said as they began to run towards the riverbank.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie hadn’t expected Cecelia to fall to pieces on her.  She supposed it wasn’t really a surprise.  Aggie had never been all that comfortable to take the shape of an animal; she could imagine the horror to have such a shape thrust upon her.  If Aggie hadn’t rescued Cecelia when she did, her niece’s mind would have been lost forever.
 
   Aggie tried not to let it bother her that instead of going to this National Museum to find out who wanted Renee, they had to stop for tea and sympathy.  Cecelia had been a good ally throughout this adventure and after the shock she’d suffered, she needed a break.  Part of Aggie—the part that was Renee’s father—wanted to go on without Cecelia.  The rest of her—the five hundred year old witch part—knew she would probably need Cecelia’s help.  Not only to get inside the museum, but also to deal with whatever they faced inside.  If that meant she had to wait a few minutes to console the poor girl, then Aggie could wait.
 
   Just as everything seemed to be on track, the airplane flew low overhead.  Though Aggie couldn’t see inside it, she could feel Emma inside it.  Moreover, she could feel that something had gone very wrong with Emma’s trip to Russia, not only because of a premonition but because Emma was in a plane and not the flying carpet.  
 
   Emma had touched down on the riverbank when Aggie and Cecelia arrived.  Lucky for them, most of the people in the area seemed more focused on the plane sinking into the river and the man who thrashed around in the water than on the Scarlet Knight.  Emma used the cape to go invisible, but Aggie could still feel her close by.
 
   “What are you guys doing here?” Emma asked.  Or more accurately, the Scarlet Knight asked her.  Aggie hadn’t really felt it before, but now that she stood near the Scarlet Knight, she could feel the rent in Emma’s mind, the two personalities that cohabitated in her body.  At the moment Emma’s personality—the shy young geologist and mother—had submerged itself in favor of the Scarlet Knight, the cold, angry avenger.
 
   “How did things go in Russia?”
 
   “I got Louise back but they took her again.  Or I guess someone else took her.”
 
   “Oh dear.”  Aggie wished she could pat the girl’s shoulder, but she couldn’t see it.  “Let’s find somewhere a little more private to talk.”
 
   Aggie and Cecelia walked across the bridge to a newer part of the city.  There were still plenty of alleyways here too, though they were slightly wider.  Aggie motioned for Cecelia to follow her into one of these and then waited until the Scarlet Knight let her cape drop.  To Aggie’s relief, she took off the helmet and shook out her hair.  Aggie put a hand to her lips; she resisted the urge to cry out with joy.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Emma asked.
 
   “Haven’t you noticed?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Noticed what?”
 
   Aggie motioned for Emma to stand in front of a glass window to see her reflection.  For a moment Emma frowned, as if she didn’t understand.  Then she put a hand to the crown of her head, where the roots of her hair had turned back to their natural copper color.  Though she wasn’t a doctor or psychologist, Aggie knew Emma’s hair was turning back to normal because of her daughter’s love. 
 
   Aggie put a hand on Emma’s shoulder.  “I think you should tell us what happened.”
 
   Emma nodded and then sat down on an old milk crate.  She told them about the carpet crash, her trek through the woods with her boyfriend, and their being picked up by a kindly farmer.  He took them to his farm near Bykov’s estate, where they later found Louise had already been taken.  So she and her friend had taken Bykov’s natural son captive and arranged to trade him for Louise.  “That’s where everything went wrong,” she said.
 
   Emma had to stop to cry as she described her boyfriend giving his life to make sure Louise could escape with her mother.  Except they didn’t get to escape very far.  Helicopters had shown up to try to take Louise back.  Emma had gone to fight them, while Louise hid.  “Marlin said a witch took her.  She vanished Louise here, to Prague.”  Emma paused again and Aggie could tell the younger woman had to fight off a sob.  “But they moved her.  I don’t know where.  So I took that plane and I came here to try to find out where she went.”
 
   Aggie squeezed Emma’s shoulder and looked her in the eye.  “Don’t worry, dear, we’re going to find your little girl.”
 
   “Thanks, but there’s something else you need to know.  They have Renee too.”
 
   “What?  But she was at the school—”
 
   “Marlin saw her with Louise in Prague.”
 
   “She’s still here, but getting to her might be something of a challenge,” Marlin said.  He appeared through a wall.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Cecelia growled.
 
   “I’ve been doing some reconnaissance while you were crying into your tea.”
 
   Aggie said, “Let’s not get too testy right now.  What did you find out?”
 
   “They’ve closed the main building of the museum.  Supposedly for ‘emergency repairs,’” Marlin said.  “There’s at least twenty of them in there.  They know you’re coming.”
 
   “What about Renee?”
 
   “They’ve got her in an underground room.  She’s asleep right now.  There’s another tot in there with her.  One with blond hair.  Pasty little thing.”
 
   “Who could that be?”
 
   “Shelly,” Cecelia said
 
   “So I suppose the question is:  what do we do?”
 
   She expected Emma to propose some complicated, albeit brilliant scheme as she usually did.  Instead, Emma said, “Let’s go in the front door.  They already know we’re coming.  No sense to keep them waiting.”
 
   “Sounds fine to me,” Cecelia seconded.
 
   “Very well then,” Aggie said.  “Let’s be on our way.”
 
   ***
 
   The front steps of the National Museum were deserted except for a few pigeons around the fountain.  Aggie led the way with Emma in the Scarlet Knight armor behind her, followed by Cecelia at the rear.  On the way up the steps, Aggie glanced back to make sure Cecelia was still with her.  The girl’s face looked grimly determined, her resolve hardened now.
 
   A red-and-white sign on the door indicated in Czech and English that the museum had closed for emergency repairs, as Marlin had said.  A chain accompanied the sign to make sure no one could get in.  At least no mortal who didn’t have magic armor.  Aggie stepped back so Emma could tear the chain off with one slight tug.  Then Aggie pulled open the door.
 
   Inside she found a room three stories high with a skylight to let light in.  Stairs led from this main room to the second floor, where archways led to the other parts of the museum.  In those archways on the second and third floors, Aggie saw women clad in black, as Cecelia had worn when she had worked for the Heretics.
 
   There was another archway on the ground floor directly ahead of them.  Three more women emerged from this, followed by an older woman who was the only one not in a mask at the moment.  As she came closer, the old woman’s face brightened with a smile.
 
   The glasses Aggie didn’t recognize, but she knew the cold blue eyes behind them.  She had thought she would never see those eyes again.  She thought those eyes had been extinguished from this universe over three hundred fifteen years ago.  “You look so surprised, Agnes,” the old woman said.  The other three women with her parted so she could step between them.
 
   “Sophie?”
 
   “Very good.”  Sophie’s smile broadened.  “Did you really think I would be stupid enough to let mortals burn me at the stake?”
 
   “But why didn’t you tell Sylvia and I that you were alive?”
 
   “There will be time for that later.  If you and your friends surrender, that is.”
 
   “We’re not surrendering anything!” Cecelia said.  A dagger appeared in each hand.  
 
   “Still as hot-tempered as your mother.  You see how that turned out for Sylvia.”
 
   Aggie didn’t move, though she badly wanted to wring her sister’s neck.  “How did you get past the coven’s security?  What did you do with Akako?”
 
   “Their ‘security’ is a joke.  As for your wife, I sent her back home.”
 
   Aggie knew from Sophie’s smug tone that this wouldn’t be Akako’s home in Rampart City or even in the archives.  She had sent Akako back to her own dimension.  “The scroll.  How did you find it?”
 
   “Really Agnes, you’re so predictable.  I hardly had to expend any effort.  It is my house too.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?  I loved you.”
 
   “Then join us.  Help us destroy the coven and then you can have Renee back.  And you can have your grandchildren back.”
 
   At this, the three women with Sophie pulled off their masks.  They had varying shades of blond hair and blue eyes.  She recognized Brigitte’s pug nose, Lise’s freckles, and Zoe’s square chin.  These had become burned in her memory since she had first helped to deliver them over a hundred eighty years ago.  They were her granddaughters, the ones Glenda had said might have gone over to the Heretics.
 
   “But you were dead.  I went to your funerals,” Aggie said.
 
   “You of all people should know how easy it is to fake a death,” Lise said.
 
   Aggie felt tears sting her eyes as she stared at her granddaughters.  She could still see them as little girls around the kitchen table to eat a fresh batch of cookies or to help her shuck a bushel of peas for dinner.  She had healed their skinned knees and sat by their bedsides when they had a fever.  “How could you?” she said, not just to Lise, but to her other granddaughters as well.  “Shame on you.  All of you.”
 
   “Shame on us?  You’re the one who should be ashamed,” Zoe said.  She had always been the most hot-tempered of the three, to the point where Aggie had sometimes wondered if she had really been Sylvia’s child.  “You would have let us die like mortals if Aunt Sophie hadn’t come to us.”
 
   “She showed us what we could really be,” Lise said in a voice so reminiscent of Emma’s.  A sweet, delicate voice that shouldn’t belong to a trained killer.
 
   “What you could be?  What is that?  Murderers?  I thought your mother raised you better than that.  I thought I raised you better than that.”
 
   “You raised us to be meek and submissive,” Zoe said.
 
   “Victims,” Brigitte said.  She had always been the quiet one, the one who liked to read books and had dreamed of going to university.  She had died before she got the chance; she supposedly died in a carriage accident when she was eighteen.  She still looked eighteen, only by now she was almost as old as Cecelia.
 
   Sophie took another step forward.  “If you surrender now, we’ll let the three of you live.”
 
   “What about Renee?”
 
   “And Louise,” Emma added.
 
   “And Shelly,” Cecelia said.
 
   “Renee and Shelly will remain in my custody.  You’ll be free to visit them.  As for Louise, I’m afraid she’s already gone.”
 
   Emma took a step towards Sophie; her hand went to the Sword of Justice’s hilt.  “What did you do with her?”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.  I can tell you she’s safe and she’ll be cared for by a good family.”
 
   “She’s my child.  Not Bykov’s or yours or anyone else’s,” Emma said.
 
   “She wouldn’t have existed at all if Cecelia had done her job properly back when you were pregnant.  I should have known better than to send her, given her predilection about not harming children.  But she had never failed me before.”
 
   Aggie put a hand on Cecelia’s shoulder before her niece could lunge at Sophie.  “Calm down, dear.  She’s trying to get under your skin.  She knows that despite the numbers, she’s overmatched.”
 
   “You always were so arrogant,” Sophie said.  “Not to mention vain.  Always too busy primping in the mirror or staring at the young men when you should have been studying.”  Sophie raised a hand that began to glow white.  “But I should thank you.  Without you, I wouldn’t have these lovely ladies.  Or my adorable niece.  In a way, this is all because of you, Agnes.”
 
   Aggie turned to Emma and then let go of Cecelia’s shoulder.  “Girls, I think it’s time.  Go find Renee and Shelly.  I’ll deal with my sister.”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask,” Cecelia said.  She ran up one set of stairs, towards some of her former colleagues.  Emma only nodded to Aggie and then used her boots to bounce up to the top of the other set of stairs.
 
   While she heard the sounds of fighting in the background, Aggie stared straight ahead at her sister and granddaughters.  “It doesn’t have to be this way, Sophie.  You can turn over Renee and Shelly and help us find Louise.  I’m sure Glenda will be fair—”
 
   “Glenda?  Fair?”  Sophie’s bitter laugh sent a chill up Aggie’s spine.  “Who do you think tried to have me killed?  Who do you think incited those foolish mortals in Salem?”
 
   “Why would she do that?  She was Mama’s best friend.  She was practically family.”
 
   “She knew I was too close to the truth.  She knew I would find out and tell you and Sylvia.  She couldn’t let us know the truth or else she would lose her precious coven.”
 
   “Truth?  What truth?”
 
   “You’ll find out.”  Sophie nodded to Aggie’s granddaughters.  “That’s if you live long enough.”
 
   With a flash of light Sophie disappeared.  Zoe and Lise circled around Aggie, daggers in their hands.  Aggie ignored them to look straight ahead at Brigitte.  She was the one who could most likely be reasoned with, if they could be reasoned with at all.
 
   “You girls don’t want to hurt me.  I loved you.  I still love you.  Put down the knives and come back with me.”  She studied Brigitte’s face, but the girl betrayed nothing.
 
   “Come back to you where?  The coven that wouldn’t accept us because we weren’t real witches?” Zoe asked.
 
   “Not if you don’t want to.  You can come back with Renee and me to Rampart City, to America.  We can make a new life there.”
 
   “A new life doing what?  Sewing clothes?  Styling hair?”
 
   “Whatever you want to do.”  Aggie continued to focus on Brigitte.  “Didn’t you always want to be a doctor, Brigitte?  There’s plenty of time for you to become one.  It’s not too late.  You can help people instead of hurting them.”  Brigitte’s cheek twitched slightly.  Her sky blue eyes seemed to brighten for a moment.
 
   “Don’t listen to her,” Lise said.  “It’s a trick.  She’ll turn us over to Glenda the first chance she gets.”
 
   “I would never do that to you girls.  No matter the poor choices you might have made in your lives, you’re still my grandbabies.”  She could feel Zoe lunge at her with a dagger.  Aggie floated into the air enough for Zoe to miss her and collapse at Brigitte’s feet.  With a few words and a wave of her hand, Aggie could invoke a fireball or any number of other spells to destroy her granddaughter.  But she couldn’t bring herself to do that.
 
   Lise hurled both of her daggers at once.  Aggie held up a hand as she had done at the restaurant in Stockholm.  The daggers halted in midair and turned so that the hilts faced her.  She plucked the daggers out of the air to tuck into her pocket.
 
   “What’s it going to be, girls?  Are you going to come peacefully or not?”
 
   “This isn’t over—” Zoe started to say.  Before she could finish, she cried out in pain and collapsed to the floor.  Lise followed suit a moment later.  Aggie saw they both had a dagger stuck in one of their thighs.  Their bodies went limp and when they finally passed out she thought for a moment they were dead, until she saw they still breathed.  The daggers had probably contained the same concoction Cecelia had used to knock Aggie out in the archives two years ago.  
 
   Brigitte looked up at Aggie, tears in her eyes.  “I’m sorry, Grandmama.  I never wanted to hurt anyone.”
 
   Aggie descended to the floor to embrace her granddaughter for the first time in well over a century.  She patted the girl’s back as she began to sob.  “It’s all right, dear.  Everything’s going to be all right now.”
 
   Even as Brigitte cried in her arms, Aggie looked around the room to see that the other assassins were down for the count.  She wasn’t surprised to see Emma at the foot of one stairway with nary a scratch on her.  “Where’s Cecelia?” Emma asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Aggie said.
 
   Then they heard a blood-curdling scream echo across the museum.
 
   ***
 
   Athletes talked about being “in the zone,” in that place of pure focus and concentration where it seemed as if the world slowed down for them.  Such a feeling had come over Cecelia a few times before on jobs, where her mind had felt so clear and focused that it seemed as if the rest of the world had melted away except for her and the target.  At those times, she was so in command of her faculties that it felt as if her body didn’t exist.
 
   The moment Aunt Agnes had let her go and she began to race up the stairs, Cecelia felt “in the zone.”  It seemed as if time had slowed down; the other assassins moved as if in slow motion.  She easily avoided the first dagger to come her way.  A second one appeared to be going so slowly that she thought she could catch it in midair.  She didn’t bother with this; she focused on the two women at the top of the stairs.
 
   They barely had time for their eyes to widen in surprise as she leaped on them like a wolf.  She threw both of her daggers at the same time and hit both women in the throat simultaneously.  Before they could hit the floor, Cecelia had pulled the daggers out and moved on to the next trio of assassins.
 
   They tried to use their superior numbers to trap her, but it didn’t matter.  She whirled around and ducked before one could slice her throat open.  She grabbed the offender by the belt and then spun her around into the knife of another assassin.  The third wisely tried to run away, but didn’t get far before Cecelia threw a dagger into the back of her leg.
 
   She was about to jam her other dagger into the woman’s chest when she heard the Scarlet Knight shout for her to stop.  It didn’t surprise Cecelia that the superhero had taken down the assassins on the other stairway as easily as she had.  Except of course the Scarlet Knight let her victims live.  “Don’t kill her,” the Scarlet Knight said.
 
   “They deserve to die.”
 
   “No they don’t.”
 
   “Why not?  They tried to kill Shelly and me.  They took her and Renee.  They kidnapped Louise and gave her to God only knows who.  We should kill every last one of them!”
 
   The Scarlet Knight lifted her visor so Cecelia could see her eyes, which were moist.  “If we kill them, I’ll never know what they did with Louise.”  Emma patted Cecelia’s arm.  “I’ll take care of them in here.  Go find Renee and Shelly.”
 
   Cecelia looked up at the third floor; she knew there were more of her former comrades up there.  There were probably others in other parts of the museum, ready to spring at any moment.  Cecelia wanted to root out every one of them, to wipe them out for what they had done to her, Shelly, Emma, and Aunt Agnes.  But she also knew that Emma was right.  The Scarlet Knight could handle things in here.  It was more important that Cecelia go find Renee and Shelly before they were moved—or worse.
 
   “I’ll go.  Just make sure not to let any escape.”
 
   “I won’t,” Emma said.  Then she lowered the visor and leaped up to the third floor.
 
   Cecelia took off through the archway to her right to search for a back stairway.  The safe house had been built while the National Museum’s main building had been repaired after World War II.  With all the damage and confusion, it had been easy enough to include an underground lair similar to the one in Rampart City.
 
   She walked through an exhibition of petrified plants and bones that she supposed Emma Earl could lecture her about.  She didn’t give a shit about any of these; she focused on making sure none of her former comrades lurked nearby.  At the back of the display, she found a door that led to the service stairs.  Given her experience in Barcelona, she wasn’t about to take any elevators.
 
   Back on the first floor, she walked among an exhibition of old silver pieces, her guard up.  By now the Scarlet Knight had probably dealt with most of the assassins, except maybe for those who’d taken off.  Cecelia didn’t see anyone as she made her way to the cloakroom.
 
   She began to pull at various hangers to search for the right lever to open the hidden wall in the cloakroom.  It was sort of a cliché, like something out of a haunted house movie.  Maybe that was the Headmistress’s sense of humor.  Was the Headmistress dead by now?  Cecelia had no idea what Aunt Agnes would do to the woman—her sister and Cecelia’s other aunt.  She couldn’t imagine that Aunt Agnes would kill her; she was too much like Emma that way.
 
   At last Cecelia found the coat hanger that served as a lever to open a door hardly big enough for her to squeeze through.  This of course led to a stairway that went down to the rooms beneath the museum.  Cecelia had an apartment in these rooms, though she’d never spent much time there.  Mostly it was where she’d kept her trophies from various jobs.
 
   Her greatest trophy waited for her in her old apartment.  As Emma’s ghost friend had said, a little girl with dirty blond hair lay on the floor of what had been Cecelia’s bedroom, a box of crayons next to her as she colored on a piece of paper.  
 
   “Shelly?  Is that you?”
 
   The little girl looked up and Cecelia could see in the girl’s eyes that it really was her granddaughter.  She let out an audible sigh of relief.  Even if Shelly’s mind had reverted back to that of a child, at least she was safe.  If Aunt Agnes couldn’t help the girl, then Cecelia would raise her as her own daughter, someplace nice and quiet, safe from the evils of the world.
 
   “Stephanie?” 
 
   “That’s right, it’s me.  You remember me?”
 
   “You sat for me.  At Mommy and Daddy’s house.”  Shelly sat up but looked shyly down at the floor.  “Are we going home now?”
 
   “Soon, sweetie.  Very soon.”
 
   Cecelia looked around the room and saw the old four-poster bed that she’d slept in probably twenty times in sixty years.  Beside this was a white crib.  Cecelia stepped over to the crib; her cousin slept peacefully on her belly with her thumb in her mouth.
 
   “Who’s that baby?” Shelly asked.
 
   “That’s your cousin Renee.”
 
   “My cousin?”
 
   “I think so.  She’s my first cousin, so I’m not sure what exactly that makes you two.”
 
   “Absolutely nothing,” a voice whispered in her ear.  Cecelia managed to duck in time to avoid a dagger in the back.  She rolled across the floor, into a defensive position.
 
   Where Shelly had been was no longer a little girl, but a black woman.  “Raven,” Cecelia cursed.  “The Headmistress used a spell didn’t she?”
 
   “Very good, Artemis.  You haven’t gone completely soft in the head yet.”
 
   “What did you do with Shelly?  Where is she?”
 
   “By now she’s probably in the stomachs of a few fish.”  Raven indicated the picture she had been coloring when Cecelia came down here.  On the paper was a grotesque image of a little girl’s blond, pigtailed head, below which were scattered bits of meat.  “You wouldn’t believe the mess that little brat made—”
 
   Cecelia let out a scream and then threw herself forward.  Raven was taken by surprise, but recovered enough to deflect Cecelia’s dagger.  Cecelia had expected this; she stuck one leg out to sweep Raven’s from beneath her.  Before she could stab her dagger into Raven, the woman somersaulted backwards, into a defensive stance.
 
   “Is that the best you can do, Artemis?  You’re pathetic.”
 
   “Maybe I’m tired from how many of you bitches I killed on the way here.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “It’s over, Raven.  The Headmistress is finished.  My aunt is taking care of her now and the Scarlet Knight is mopping up the rest of your friends.  You might as well make it easy on yourself and surrender.”
 
   “Not a chance, fat girl.”
 
   “Fine.  I’d rather do it the hard way.”
 
   Cecelia had never been that into sports, but her training had given her an affinity for football—or soccer as they called it in America.  While she talked with Raven, she lined up the box of crayons on the floor.  As she finished speaking, she swept the box of crayons off the floor with her left foot.  It was the kind of shot that would have made David Beckham blush; the crayons streaked towards Raven’s face.
 
   When the assassin batted these away, it gave Cecelia the opening she needed.  She threw the dagger with her right hand to hit Raven in the chest.  She was getting soft, as the dagger didn’t pierce the bitch’s heart; it missed by probably an inch or two.  It did at least make Raven scream.  
 
   Cecelia followed up the dagger to land a kick to Raven’s face.  The assassin toppled backwards, but she recovered quickly; she sprung backwards to get back on her feet.  Despite the blood that came from her nose, mouth, and chest, Raven grinned.  “Bring it,” she said.
 
   When they had practiced hand-to-hand combat against each other, it had been said they moved so fast no one could see them.  Cecelia knew that would be the case this time as well.  She and Raven executed a series of kicks, flips, and punches so quick that she didn’t have time to think about anything, only to react.  
 
   They fought their way across the bedroom, until at last Raven gave Cecelia an opening.  She kicked the assassin in the midsection to knock Raven back into the nightstand.  Her head smacked against it.  From the way Raven’s body went limp, Cecelia figured she’d knocked her out—or at least Raven wanted her to think that.
 
   Before she could decide whether to risk getting in close to finish Raven off, she heard the closet door squeak.  She was in mid-turn when the shot rang out.  The bullet tore into Cecelia’s left shoulder.  She screamed and then dropped to her knees as Shadow stepped into the light.
 
   “I should have known,” Cecelia said.  “She never goes anywhere without you.”
 
   “I’m her backup,” Shadow said.  “That’s what partners do.”
 
   “What else have you been doing in here?” Cecelia asked while her right hand slipped down to her boot, where she had a dagger concealed.  If she could keep Shadow talking a few seconds more, she could reach it.
 
   Shadow wasn’t stupid.  She fired another shot; this one hit Cecelia in the chest.  Her hand slipped away from the dagger as she pitched forward.  Shadow stepped closer to her, the gun aimed down at Cecelia’s head.  “This is for Raven,” she said.
 
   Before she could pull the trigger, an ear-splitting scream came from the other side of the room.  Shadow turned in surprise, which gave Cecelia the opening she needed.  She batted the gun from Shadow’s hand, to send it skittering across the room.  At the same time, she forced herself to lunge forward, squarely into Shadow’s midsection.  As the assassin hit the floor, Cecelia took the dagger from her boot.  She didn’t waste any time to plunge it into Shadow’s neck.  “That was for Shelly,” she whispered.
 
   Cecelia staggered across the room for the pistol.  She wouldn’t make the same mistake this time.  She pumped three rounds into Shadow and another three into Raven.  Then she let the gun slip from her fingers, onto the floor.
 
   She ignored the pain in her shoulder as she picked Renee up; the baby stirred in her arms.  “Thanks, kid,” Cecelia managed to say, though her words slurred.  “Time to go home.”
 
   She shuffled across the room; her vision began to dim as she reached the stairs.  Cecelia forced herself to keep going, one step at a time.  The hardest part was to bend down to squeeze through the hidden wall again.  She slid Renee through first and then collapsed on the floor to drag herself through the opening.
 
   As much as she wanted to get up, she couldn’t.  Her vision had dimmed to two narrow tunnels, one of which focused on Renee.  The baby crawled over to her to plant a pudgy hand on Cecelia’s cheek.  “Cece,” Renee said.
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “No go.”
 
   Cecelia smiled tiredly at this.  She didn’t really have a choice about it, not anymore.  Raven had been right that she had gotten soft.  Two years ago she wouldn’t have fallen for such an obvious ruse.  She wouldn’t have been so reckless as to instantly trust the little girl coloring on the floor.  But back then she hadn’t loved anyone; she hadn’t been a mother to anyone.  All things considered, she decided it was better to go this way than to go on living as she had.
 
   She sagged to the floor and closed her eyes.  Renee let out another scream, a plaintive wail for her to come back.  But it was too late.  Cecelia began to drift away.  In the distance she could see a pair of figures.  One tall and strong—her mother, whom she’d met only briefly a couple of years ago.  The other was shorter and skinny—Shelly, the girl who’d become like a daughter to her.  They waited to welcome her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   By the time Donovan arrived at the scene, three-quarters of the department was already there.  Nothing drew police to a scene faster than word of a cop killing.  The number of police cars and news trucks meant she had to park a block away and then push her way through a crowd of nosy reporters and slack-jawed onlookers.  She held her badge up and then knocked aside anyone not smart enough to get out of her way.
 
   Two of her fellow captains had already arrived on the scene, no doubt to take credit for apprehending the killers.  “Didn’t think you’d ever get here, Lottie,” said Captain Martin, who ran things over on the east side.
 
   “Don’t you think you’re a little out of your jurisdiction?” she asked as she lit a cigarette.
 
   “When it comes to someone killing a cop, this whole city is our jurisdiction.”
 
   She conceded the point, in no mood for a departmental pissing match at the moment.  Technically Alameda Avenue and the waterfront in general was part of her area of operations, but as Martin said, when it came to a cop killing, everyone wanted in on it.  She gestured with her cigarette towards the elderly brick warehouse where the killers were holed up.  “Any ID on them yet?”
 
   “No.  They got masks on.”
 
   “Smart.”
 
   “Not going to do much good when SWAT shows up.”
 
   “Any hostages?”
 
   “Not that they’ve said.”  Martin lit up a cigar to take a puff on it.  “So far all they’ve done is fire a couple of warning shots.”
 
   “Anyone try going in?”
 
   Martin smiled slightly at this.  “Yeah, your girl Supercop tried going in there.  You really need to get a leash for her.”
 
   “Hey, in three weeks she’ll be Cielo’s problem.”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about that.  Finally had enough of this place?”
 
   “Just sick of smelling your cigars.”  Donovan tossed her cigarette to the ground and then began to search for Amanda.  It didn’t surprise her that Amanda had tried to go inside.  She probably would have gone through the front door so she could die a hero.
 
   What did surprise her was to see Amanda sporting a shiner on her left eye.  She sat dejectedly on the hood of her cruiser, her cap off and hair disheveled.  Beside her sat Darlene Morgan, who at the moment had a fat lip.  “What have you two been up to?” Donovan asked.
 
   “She punched me,” Amanda said.
 
   “Only after you elbowed me in the face,” Morgan said.
 
   “It was a reflex.  You grabbed me from behind.”
 
   “Because I was trying to keep you from getting killed.”
 
   “OK, children, why don’t we take it easy.  Officer Morgan, tell me what happened.”
 
   “We arrived at the scene and appraised the situation.  My partner here decided she wanted to go for a closer look.  I attempted to restrain her and she elbowed me in the face.  At that point I used necessary force.”
 
   “You sucker punched me,” Amanda said.
 
   “From what I’ve heard, I think Officer Morgan did you a favor.  They’d have probably put enough lead in you to make a statue.”
 
   “No, ma’am.  I was going to go around and swim underneath them.  The floorboards in there are probably rotted enough that I could have broken through and gotten the drop on them.”
 
   “Or gotten your head blown off,” Morgan said.
 
   “They’re a lot more focused on the hundred cops outside. They aren’t going to be paying attention to what’s beneath them.”
 
   “You really need to stop with this hero complex before someone gets killed.”
 
   “I’d rather have a hero complex than be sitting on my fat ass like a pussy.”
 
   Donovan had to get between the officers before they tried to finish what they’d already started.  “Both of you stand down right now.  Get your asses back to the precinct and punch out—the time clock, not each other.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.
 
   “Good.  Now get moving.”
 
   From the way Amanda’s fists clenched, Donovan thought her subordinate might try to hit her.  Instead, Amanda used common sense for once and stomped over to the passenger’s side of the cruiser; Officer Morgan had already taken the driver’s seat.  Donovan lit a cigarette and then watched the cruiser leave; she waited until the taillights had faded from view before she returned to where Martin stood.
 
   “Too bad.  We almost had ourselves a catfight,” he said with a snicker.
 
   “We might have another in a minute.”  Donovan didn’t have any doubt that she could take Martin down and shove that cigar up his ass.  Despite that he was two years younger and thirty pounds heavier, all that extra weight was in fat, not muscle.  She held back, much too old for those kind of shenanigans.  Those kind of dust-ups were for the young.
 
   She endured Martin’s cigar smoke as she waited for the SWAT team to show up.  This came only a few minutes later, the team already suited up and ready to go in.  For not the first time since her promotion to captain, Donovan felt useless, little more than a spectator as the SWAT team began to split up to encircle the building.
 
   A couple of the SWAT team fired at the front of the building to draw the attention of the killers inside.  They returned fire with AK-47 machine guns, but didn’t hit anything.  It didn’t surprise Donovan they used Russian guns; they were probably related to the Russians she had in her holding cells.
 
   The end came a minute later in a burst of machine gun fire from inside.  At first she wondered if the guns were the SWAT’s M-16s or the AK-47s of the killers.  Then she saw one of the SWAT team members wave to give an all-clear signal.
 
   Things didn’t stay all-clear for long.  The lieutenant in charge of the SWAT team trotted over to where his superior officers stood.  “We’ve got a problem,” he said.
 
   “Casualties?” Martin asked.
 
   “No, sir.  That’s the problem.  There are no casualties.  We didn’t find any dead cops in there.”
 
   “Maybe they dumped the bodies in the harbor,” Martin said.
 
   Donovan shook her head; she felt like an idiot.  “No.  They didn’t kill anyone.  It was a ploy to draw us here.  Probably hacked into our comm system to fake that call.”  She turned to the SWAT lieutenant.  “Get everyone packed up and then follow me.  I think we’ve got a jailbreak on our hands.”
 
   ***
 
   To ride with Darlene Morgan felt like riding with Mom all over again.  By the time she was old enough to be out of a car seat, Amanda had never enjoyed her mother’s driving.  Even when Mom was still in her early fifties she drove like a little old lady.  To ride with her brothers was much more enjoyable.  They usually went at least fifteen miles over the limit.  They ran stop signs and red lights if they could.  And they let Amanda ditch the booster seat to sit up front with them.
 
   Amanda squirmed in the passenger’s seat of the police cruiser as if she were still strapped into a booster seat.  “Are you planning on getting there sometime tonight?” she asked.
 
   “The speed limit is thirty-five.”
 
   Amanda snorted at this.  She motioned to the cabs that went by them as if they stood still.  “No one does that here.”
 
   “Well maybe as the law we should set the example.”
 
   “Do you really believe that?”
 
   “If I don’t then what’s the point?”
 
   “The point is to bring the bad guys in.  That’s what we’re supposed to do.”
 
   “You watched way too many movies as a kid, didn’t you?”
 
   “Hey, I know it’s not like on TV, but we have to do something.”
 
   “Sometimes the best thing to do is nothing.”
 
   “Yeah, I bet you’re good at that.  How’d you get your decorations for valor:  shoot yourself in the foot a couple of times?”
 
   Officer Morgan never took her eyes off the road or her hands off the steering wheel during the conversation.  She waited until she stopped at a red light to look over at Amanda.  “I don’t have to prove myself to some mental case.  You’re the one who has to prove yourself.  Not to me or Captain Donovan, but to the whole department.  You want people to stop riding you and take you seriously, then you start acting serious.  Start acting like you want live through your shift.  Until then, no one is going to want to be around you.”
 
   Officer Morgan accelerated—slowly—once the light changed.  She looked straight ahead again while Amanda crossed her arms over her chest.  Her eye throbbed from where Officer Morgan had hit her; she had to admit the bitch had a mean left hook.  She closed her eye and sighed.  She asked, “Can I ask you a serious question?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Why do you want to survive your shift?”
 
   “You mean other than a basic instinct for self-preservation?”
 
   “Yeah.  What are you going home for?”
 
   “My son Jamie.  He’s nine years old.  I’d show you his picture but it’s in my wallet.”
 
   “What about a husband?”
 
   “He took off years ago.”
 
   “I don’t blame him,” Amanda said, but with a smile.  She opened her eye to make sure Officer Morgan wouldn’t punch her.  But she would have had to take her hands off the wheel for that.
 
   She did risk a sideways glance at Amanda.  “Don’t you have anything to go home for?”
 
   “No.”  Amanda sighed and shook her head.  “There’s my friend Megan, but I don’t think she’s going to be around much longer.  She’s going to be a famous architect, which means she’ll be going to all sorts of cocktail parties and gala openings and stuff.  And I’ll still be out here.  Different social circles, like high school.”
 
   “I take it you weren’t popular in high school.”
 
   “Come on, I thought you minored in psychology.”  Amanda shook her head again.  “I was the type who hung out with the tough crowd.  The girls who’d smoke in the bathroom and fuck guys under the bleachers.”
 
   “That’s not much of a surprise.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So that’s it?  You don’t have any other friends?”
 
   “You’ve seen how popular I am on the force.  They aren’t exactly offering me a spot on the softball team.”
 
   “Maybe they would if you fucked some of them under the bleachers.”
 
   “If I wanted to fuck a bunch of old fat guys I’d go visit my mom.”
 
   “She’s in a retirement home?”
 
   “Yeah, one of those ‘communities’ over in Oakville.”
 
   “You don’t talk to her much, do you?”
 
   “What the hell would we talk about?  How disappointed she is in me?  How much she wishes she had a ‘normal’ daughter?”
 
   “So you don’t think you’re normal?”
 
   “Well, Dr. Freud, what do you think?”
 
   “From the sound of it, I think you’re lonely.  Lots of normal people are.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   Officer Morgan stopped at another red light and then looked over at Amanda with a smile.  “Jamie’s already asleep and I’ve paid the sitter for the night, so maybe since we’re knocking off early, we could go somewhere.”
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t need a pity date.  And isn’t that against some kind of regulation?”
 
   “Fine, suit yourself.  Go home and polish your gun collection.”
 
   “I don’t have a gun collection.  I just have the one.  My brother Rick gave it to me when he was on leave.”  She didn’t mention that one month later Rick had gone back to Iraq and died in a car bombing.  No doubt Officer Morgan would want to psychoanalyze her about that.
 
   “How about a drink?  I could use something for this fat lip.”
 
   “I got you pretty good, didn’t I?”
 
   “Admit it, you did that on purpose.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”  As Officer Morgan started through the intersection, a truck sped by them on the left, in the center turn lane.  A truck with a fish painted on the side and Russian characters around it.  Officer Morgan reached for the sirens, but Amanda stopped her.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “You’ll spook them.”
 
   “Good.  That was the idea.”
 
   “No, look, that’s the same kind of truck the Russians were using.”
 
   “The ones in the holding cells?”
 
   “The very same.”
 
   “So what do you want to do?”
 
   “Follow them.  Should be easy enough with how slow you drive.”
 
   “Ha.”  Officer Morgan considered this for a moment and finally nodded.  “All right.  We’ll see where they’re going.  Then we call for backup.  No more heroics tonight, young lady.”
 
   “Fine.  Just don’t lose them.”
 
   As it turned out, they didn’t have to worry about losing the truck.  The fish truck went to the exact same place they were headed:  the precinct.  Officer Morgan pulled over along the street and used another car as a buffer between them and the truck.  They hunkered down inside the car; Amanda kept low enough so she could watch as the back doors of the truck opened.  Inside were two-dozen men dressed identical to the Russians Amanda had met previously, all as heavily armed.
 
   “Holy shit,” she whispered.  “We need backup.”
 
   “You’re sure you can’t take them on by yourself?”
 
   “Just call it in.”
 
   Officer Morgan nodded and then turned on the radio.  Static shrieked from the radio, but that was all.  “What the hell?”  She fiddled with the buttons, but still nothing happened.  Amanda tried the radio on her shoulder with an identical result.
 
   “They’re jamming us.”
 
   “Shit.  Everyone inside is going to be sitting ducks.”
 
   “Not if we get there first and warn them.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, it might take some reckless driving.”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   Amanda didn’t take the wheel of the police cruiser.  That would be far too obvious.  Instead, she opened the door gently and then crawled along the side of the car to one behind them.  It was an Xterra SUV, more than adequate for their purposes.  As someone who’d spent her teenage years on the opposite side of the law, she knew how to disable the security system and then hotwire the vehicle.
 
   “Very impressive,” Officer Morgan said.
 
   “Climb in the backseat and buckle up,” Amanda said.  She made sure to strap herself in good and tight; things were about to get bumpy.  Once Officer Morgan was buckled up in the back, Amanda pulled away from the curb.
 
   Ahead, she could see the Russians had made it across the road and were headed up the sidewalk to the precinct.  The thought to run them down with the SUV had some merit, but there would still be too many for her to get them all.  Instead, she coasted towards them and tried to look nonchalant.  When one of the Russians turned and saw her, she finally hit the gas.
 
   “Here we go!”  The Xterra roared down the street; Amanda bent down a moment before the windshield caved in from gunfire.  She prayed the SUV’s engine would hold on a little longer, enough to get them where they were going.
 
   She heard more bullets slap against the side of the vehicle to puncture its thick hide.  She veered the car from left to right a few times to throw off their aim.  She peeked over the dashboard and saw her target dead ahead.  Amanda put the accelerator all the way to the floor.
 
   The SUV catapulted over the first section of stairs that led up the precinct.  Its momentum carried it up the rest of the steps and then through the front doors.  Glass shattered around the vehicle to rain down on Amanda.  She finally threw the SUV into park and then unfastened her seatbelt.  She saw Officer Morgan had gone pale in the backseat, but was still alive.
 
   “Remind me not to ride with you again,” she said.
 
   “Come on,” Amanda said.  “We’ve got to hurry.”
 
   ***
 
   Apparently the universe had an ironic sense of humor, as the last refuge for the cops inside the precinct was the cellblock.  The Russians had already taken the rest of the station and had surrounded the building as well to make sure no one could get out.  Amanda heard footsteps outside and voices shout in Russian.  It wouldn’t be long until they stormed in here.  With their flak jackets and Uzis they would make short work of the cops, who carried only pistols and no body armor; they hadn’t had time to get to the armory before the attack began.
 
   When she heard shots fired, Amanda assumed the Russians must have found a wounded cop and finished him or her off.  That was until she saw a familiar figure run around the corner.  Amanda and Officer Morgan lowered their pistols at the same time; they signaled for the half-dozen cops with them to do the same.
 
   “What the hell are you all doing in here?” Captain Donovan said.
 
   “They’ve got the rest of the station, Cap,” Lieutenant Cielo said.  
 
   “So how’d you get in?” Amanda asked.  She hoped the cavalry was on its way.
 
   “You don’t think I know how to break in to my own station?”
 
   “Then maybe you can break us out of here.”
 
   “That’s the plan.”  Donovan looked around at the other cops.  “We need to get up to the roof.  There’ll be a helicopter coming in to get us out of here.  I took out the guards by the elevator.  They disconnected the power, so you’ll have to climb up.  I hope you’re all in the mood for a little exercise.”
 
   There were a couple of nervous chuckles at this, Amanda not among them.  It sounded easy enough, at least if they hurried.  The only problem was they wouldn’t be any better off up on the roof.  If anything they would be even more exposed.  “How’d you get through the radio jamming anyway?”
 
   “It’s not very strong up there,” Donovan said.  “Any other stupid questions or can we get moving?”
 
   “What about us?” Don Vendetta asked from her cell.  “You plan to leave us here to be murdered in our cells?”
 
   “I’d have thought you’d want to stay here to be reunited with your new friends.”
 
   “They aren’t my friends.  They’re my competitors.  Why else do you think they’re breaking into this place?  To rescue me?”
 
   This came as a surprise to Amanda, but Captain Donovan seemed unfazed.  “It doesn’t matter in any case.  I wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind.  No one’s going to kill you before I get your ass in prison.”  She turned to Cielo.  “You got the keys?”
 
   “Right here, Cap.”  He tossed Donovan the keys and then she unlocked Don Vendetta’s cell door.  Before the woman could get very far, Donovan seized her by the arm.
 
   “You try to make a break for it and I’ll put a bullet in you myself,” Donovan hissed.  She turned to Amanda.  “Murdoch, you and Morgan look after our friend.  Make sure she gets on the chopper.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.
 
   They left the other Russian goons in their cells; they didn’t have the manpower to look after them.  Not that the Russians were likely to kill their comrades in any case.  Donovan took the lead with Cielo at the rear and Amanda in the middle with Officer Morgan and Don Vendetta.  So far the don hadn’t tried anything, but Amanda knew it would only be a matter of time.  Probably once the shooting started she’d attempt to strike out on her own.
 
   Captain Donovan signaled for them to go around a corner.  The open elevator doors were twenty feet away, as were the bodies of two Russian goons.  Those must have been the shots and shouts Amanda had heard earlier.  “Hurry up and get started,” Donovan whispered.
 
   A couple of the other cops took the point.  Amanda shoved Don Vendetta towards the elevator shaft and whispered, “Ladies first.”
 
   “Wait,” Officer Morgan said.  “I’ll go first.  Then her.  Then you.  Got it?”
 
   “Sure,” Amanda said.
 
   “Are you two going to debate this all day?” Donovan hissed.  “Move your asses.”
 
   “What about you, Captain?” Morgan asked.
 
   “Cielo and I will cover you.  Now move it.”
 
   Amanda didn’t like this, but she couldn’t argue with the captain.  Officer Morgan started up the ladder along the side of the shaft.  After Morgan had gone up a few rungs, Amanda nudged Don Vendetta in the back.  “I really didn’t bring the proper shoes for climbing a ladder,” the don said.
 
   “Then stay here and get shot for all I care.”
 
   The don kicked her pumps into the elevator shaft, followed by stripping off her nylons.  With these gone, she began to climb barefoot.  After Amanda had started up the ladder, Don Vendetta said, “I hope you enjoy the view, Officer.”  Amanda saw the don didn’t wear any underwear beneath her skirt.  She barely held in a curse; by the time they reached the roof, she might kill Vendetta herself.
 
   Amanda looked down after a minute to see Cielo starting up.  “Where’s the captain?”
 
   “Right behind me,” he said.  On cue, Donovan appeared.  She balanced precariously on the ledge and with far more strength than Amanda thought possible for a middle-aged woman, she shoved the elevator doors shut.
 
   “That ought to give us a little privacy,” Donovan said.  She didn’t even seem to breathe hard.  Maybe the Scarlet Knight wasn’t the only superhero in town.
 
   Amanda was grateful the police station was only five stories.  Otherwise she might have lost it from having to see Don Vendetta’s snatch every fifteen seconds.  The don seemed to enjoy this.  She purred, “Usually I have to pay a girl to look up my skirt.”
 
   Officer Morgan waited for them at the top along with the other cops—but not the helicopter Donovan had promised.  The moment Don Vendetta reached the top, Officer Morgan slapped a pair of cuffs on her and then shoved her behind an air conditioner.  Amanda knelt down beside them; she resisted the urge to punch Don Vendetta in the face when the woman grinned and whispered, “Was it good for you too, Officer?”
 
   Donovan and Cielo took up station behind one of the exhaust chimneys.  “I thought you said there was going to be a helicopter,” Amanda called over to her.
 
   “It’ll be here.  Give them a few minutes.”
 
   “We’re sitting ducks here,” Amanda grumbled.
 
   “You’re finally getting your wish,” Officer Morgan said with a grim smile.  “You can go out with guns blazing.”
 
   Maybe a few hours ago Amanda would have agreed.  Now she wasn’t so sure.  It might have been nice to go out for a drink with Officer Morgan—with Darlene.  It might have been nice to talk to someone who could understand her.  Megan was a good friend, but she didn’t really understand Amanda; she didn’t understand what it was like to be a cop.  Megan was too sheltered for that.  Maybe that’s what she’d been missing all this time since her brothers had died, someone she could really relate to.  Now she wouldn’t find out.  “Yeah, I guess so,” she said without enthusiasm.
 
   In the distance Amanda heard the whop-whop of a helicopter approaching.  This was followed by the door to the roof banging open.  The first Russian through the door took a shot to the left knee before he could fire off a round.  His buddies took this as a warning and stayed behind the doorway where the cops couldn’t get them.
 
   As the helicopter came down, Amanda thought of stories Rick had told her when he came home on leave.  His platoon had faced a similar situation while they tried to evac from an ambush in Iraq.  They’d been forced to stay behind some rocks for hours, until a group of A-10s arrived to take out the bad guys with laser-guided bombs.
 
   In this case they didn’t have that kind of firepower to call in, which meant they would have to do this the old-fashioned way.  “Fall back!” Donovan called out.  As the first cops took off for the helicopter, Donovan and Cielo fired their pistols to keep the Russians back.  When one tried to sneak a shot through, Amanda fired her pistol; the shot hit the Russian in the right hand.
 
   “Nice shot, kid,” Officer Morgan said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Captain Donovan was less than impressed.  “Get your asses on the chopper!”  
 
   Amanda turned to face the helicopter; she estimated it was at least fifty feet across open space.  “You want to go first?” she asked Officer Morgan.
 
   “Sure.”  Morgan turned to Don Vendetta.  “You better stick close to us.  That helicopter is the only way off this roof for you.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that,” the don said.
 
   “Then let’s do it.”
 
   After Officer Morgan and Don Vendetta started out, Amanda dove out from behind the air conditioner.  She backpedaled while she emptied the clip of her pistol towards the doorway.  Once she ran out, she turned and ran for the helicopter; she wove along the way to make it harder for the Russians to hit her.
 
   She heard a shot ring out, followed by a bullet hitting the roof less than an inch to her right.  “Duck!” she heard Officer Morgan call out.  Amanda bent down to give Morgan a clear line of fire.  She doubted Morgan hit anything, but it kept the Russians from taking another shot at her before she could dive into the helicopter.
 
   She slapped another clip into her pistol.  She saw Morgan had already handcuffed Don Vendetta to one of the seats, a pair of officers between her.  There wouldn’t be any way for her to slither out of this one—unless the Russians took out the helicopter.  It would either be prison or a body bag for her.
 
   Captain Donovan and Lieutenant Cielo were the last ones left.  Amanda could see them arguing, but she couldn’t hear what they said.  In the end Cielo ran while Donovan fired to cover him.  He ducked as Amanda had to allow her and Morgan to keep him covered as well.  Amanda took one hand off her gun so she could reach out with one hand to pull Cielo aboard.
 
   Before Donovan could make her run for the chopper, reinforcements showed up for the Russians.  This included a couple with RPG-7 grenade launchers like the ones her brothers had seen in Iraq.  Donovan signaled for the helicopter to take off.  Cielo in turn shouted for the pilot to take them up.
 
   Amanda grabbed him by the front of the shirt.  “We can’t leave her!”
 
   “We don’t have a choice,” Cielo said.  “One of those grenades gets through and we’re finished.”
 
   “We can’t abandon her!”
 
   “It’s what she wants,” Morgan said.
 
   “I don’t care—” Amanda didn’t get to finish as Officer Morgan punched her in the stomach.  Her gun skittered across the floor of the helicopter as it began to lift off.  There was nothing Amanda could do then but watch the final gun battle between Captain Donovan and the Russians.
 
   The battle ended when one of the Russians aimed his grenade launcher at the helicopter.  Donovan leaped up to fire.  She got the Russian, who went down in a heap, but for a moment she left herself vulnerable.  Amanda screamed as she watched bullets riddle Donovan, until the heroic captain collapsed to the roof.
 
   The helicopter rose higher into the air, out of range for the Russians’s weapons.  Amanda sagged against Officer Morgan, who patted her back while they both cried.  When she looked over her shoulder, Amanda saw even Don Vendetta had tears in her eyes for the fallen hero.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Since she’d already fought Cecelia two years ago, the Scarlet Knight knew what to expect from her former comrades.  She knew to watch out for their daggers, the ceremonial blades capable of penetrating her armor to deliver poisons to her body.  The moment she landed on the stairs, she batted a couple of the daggers away to fall harmlessly on the carpet.
 
   Two years ago, when Cecelia had tried to steal the armor from Emma, things had been more difficult.  Not only because Emma hadn’t known what to expect, but she had also been six months pregnant at the time.  This time around the Scarlet Knight was in peak fighting condition and mentally she was focused on taking out these assassins so she could find out what they’d done with Louise.
 
   She still couldn’t kill them, no matter how much she—both halves of her mind—might have wanted to.  She needed them alive to interrogate them.  For that reason, she stopped Cecelia before she killed another of the assassins and then asked her to go and fetch Renee and her granddaughter Shelly.  
 
   That was a decision she would come to regret once she saw Cecelia’s body sprawled on the first floor of the museum; little Renee sobbed beside it.  There was no sign of Cecelia’s granddaughter.  Aggie had already gotten there along with a blond girl who wore the same black outfits as the other assassins.  The Scarlet Knight could see a bullet hole in Cecelia’s shoulder and another in her chest.
 
   Aggie looked up at the Scarlet Knight and then shook her head.  “She’s gone.”
 
   The blond girl beside her said, “We have some healing potions in the safe house.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, dear.”
 
   “Can’t you bring her back with a spell?”
 
   “No.  Any spell I used now would bring something back, but it wouldn’t be her.  Her soul has already moved on.”  Aggie finally picked up her daughter and patted the little girl’s back as she carried her away from Cecelia’s body.  “There now, dear.  Agga’s here.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight took off the helmet and shook out her hair to once again become plain old Dr. Emma Earl.  She wondered if she had been wrong to go on this quixotic quest first to Russia and now here to Prague.  Since that morning at Louise’s grave, so many awful things had happened.  Markova had died to bring her the news.  Becky had been shot in Rampart City.  Jim had died to help her to free Louise.  Her reunion with Louise had been cut painfully short.  Now Cecelia had died to get Renee and Shelly back.  When it came down to it, Louise—Katya—had seemed perfectly happy with Bykov.  He had treated her tenderly; he had loved her like his real daughter.  And Emma had torn her away from that for what?  So that someone else could kidnap her?
 
   She clenched her fists again and felt her legs move on their own.  No, she wouldn’t let someone else have Louise.  She wouldn’t let someone else keep her daughter.  Louise was her child, the child she and Jim had created through their love.  There could be no question that Louise belonged with Emma, her mother.  
 
   Emma turned to the blond girl and asked, “Who are you?”
 
   “Brigitte Chiostro.”
 
   “Chiostro?  Like Agnes?”
 
   “She’s my grandmother.”
 
   “Oh.  My name’s Emma, I’m a friend of your grandmother.  I have a daughter.  Her name is Louise.  Louise Earl.  But they also call her Katya.  Do you remember the Headmistress saying anything about her?”
 
   Brigitte nodded again; Emma wasn’t sure whether to wince with pain or sigh with relief.  “She was the price for help on capturing Grandmama’s daughter.”
 
   “Renee?  You traded Louise for Renee?”
 
   “Yes—after a fashion.  She couldn’t actually give us Renee, but she could help us get past the security at Milton.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She didn’t give a name.  The Headmistress referred to her as ‘the source.’”
 
   “Where did this source tell the Headmistress to meet her?”
 
   “She didn’t tell me.”
 
   “She didn’t say anything about it?”  Emma squeezed Brigitte’s shoulders; Emma shook her until the girl began to cry.  “She had to have told you something.”
 
   “No!  I swear.  She took her from here without saying anything.”
 
   Emma raised her hand, poised it to slap Brigitte across the face.  She screamed, “You know something!  Tell me!”
 
   A hand grabbed Emma’s wrist.  She looked up to see Aggie beside her.  “That’s enough, dear,” the witch said.  “I think I know where she’s taken Louise.”
 
   ***
 
   The National Museum had not been built yet the last time Aggie had been in Prague.  With Cecelia dead, two of her granddaughters unconscious, and the third distraught it wasn’t the best time for a tour, but it was the only way to settle Renee down.  As with all babies, Renee didn’t have much of an attention span, so that any grief she might have felt to see Cecelia die evaporated the moment she saw the shiny collection of silver in one gallery.
 
   “Aren’t those pretty?” Aggie asked.
 
   “Yes,” Renee said.  “Purty.”  Her face was still red and her nose ran a bit, but the baby was otherwise back to normal.  Aggie stroked Renee’s hair as she continued to walk through the darkened gallery to inspect the silver.
 
   Aggie stopped in front of a tea set and pointed to it.  “When I was a little girl, my mama had a tea set like that.”  The silver tea set had been for company, which usually entailed some important person in the community.  Once Mother had died, the set had gone to Aggie, who had similarly used it to entertain important guests.  She sighed as she thought of when she’d set the tray of silver down in front of Alejandro and how impressed he’d looked that she could have something so elegant and beautiful.
 
   The tea service was still at the Joubert estate, only now it was locked away in a cabinet, to collect dust with the other bits of her old life there—
 
   Aggie nearly dropped Renee as the realization hit her.  Sophie had said she sent Akako back to her own dimension with the scroll.  The scroll Aggie had hidden in the house.  She thought back to what Sophie had said about it being her house as well.  Just like Aggie, Sophie probably still felt a connection to the place.  With no one else there, it would make a perfect hiding place.
 
   Renee began to whimper; perhaps she sensed something was wrong.  Aggie patted the little girl’s back and tried to coo to her the way Akako did.  The way Akako couldn’t anymore, at least unless Aggie found a way to bring her back.  The last time Akako had come from there the Red of this universe had died to open a hole.  But if Sophie had used the scroll then maybe Aggie could as well.  She would have to get it back from her sister.
 
   The other question was how Sophie had gotten to Akako’s room.  She had said the security was a joke, but that still didn’t explain things.  It didn’t take much imagination to think Regina or one of the others—maybe even Ms. Chiu—might have betrayed Aggie’s family.  She would have to deal with them later, but for now she had to find Sophie.  
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  We’re going back to see your friends.”  This didn’t comfort Renee, who buried her head in Aggie’s shoulder.  Aggie couldn’t really blame her considering what was back there.
 
   She arrived in time to find Emma shaking Brigitte.  Emma screamed, “You know something!  Tell me!”
 
   Aggie grabbed her wrist in time to keep Emma from hitting Brigitte.  “That’s enough, dear,” the witch said.  “I think I know where she’s taken Louise.”
 
   Emma glared at her for a moment, her eyes clouded by a kind of madness Aggie hadn’t seen, but that Rebecca had.  It was the same madness that had gripped Emma after the doctor told her Louise was dead.  Aggie supposed this was a similar situation for her; by now Louise could very well be dead.  Then the madness faded and Emma’s cheeks turned red.  She looked down at the floor with shame.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  You’re worried about your daughter.”  Or at least that’s all Aggie hoped it was.  The last thing she needed at this point was for Emma to crack on her; she would need the Scarlet Knight’s help to defeat Sophie.  “We’ve got to hurry.”
 
   Emma nodded and then picked up her helmet.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “To my home.  In France.  That’s where Sophie went.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “She left me some clues.”  Aggie took Emma’s hand and then turned to her granddaughter.  “Take hold of my arm, dear.”
 
   Brigitte shook her head.  “I’ll stay here.  There’s a lot of work to do.”  Brigitte motioned to where Cecelia lay.  “Artemis deserves a proper burial.”
 
   Aggie considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “I think that’s a good idea, dear.”  Then she whispered into Renee’s ear, “Keep your eyes closed tight.  We’re going on a trip.”
 
   In a flash of light the National Museum disappeared, replaced a moment later by the gates of the Joubert estate.  The gates were wide open, which Aggie took as an ominous sign.  Clearly Sophie was waiting for them; she probably had a trap set up for them.  Still, there was nothing she could do but walk into it, not if she wanted to get Emma’s daughter and Akako back.
 
   To her surprise, the fountain in front of the house spewed water.  The Germans had destroyed the fountain during the Great War; Aggie and Sylvia had seen no point to repair it since no one used the house.  Had Sophie used magic to get the fountain to work or had she corrupted the Devereaux clan who maintained the property?  
 
   The answer to this came as she reached the front steps.  The doors opened for her thanks to the current Mrs. Devereaux, a portly woman with hair as white as Emma’s.  She wore a maid’s uniform, something Aggie hadn’t required since she’d left for America.  “Good evening, Miss Chiostro,” Mrs. Devereaux said.  “Madam Joubert is waiting for you in the study.”
 
   “Josephine, what are you doing in that outfit?  You’re not a servant.”
 
   “I work for Madam Joubert.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   This question seemed to confuse Josephine to the point that she winced with pain and put a hand to her temple.  Aggie could see now what was going on.  Sophie had tampered with Josephine’s mind to brainwash her into thinking she was Sophie’s maid.  Aggie put a hand on the woman’s shoulder.  “Go home and lie down,” she said.  “And give Andre a kiss for me.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Josephine said.  She hurried off for her home on the grounds by the winery.  
 
   “What was that about?” Emma asked.  She had the cape around her so no human eyes could see her.
 
   “My sister is making some changes.”
 
   “Maybe you should let me go instead and find someplace safe for Renee.”
 
   “There is no place safe for Renee at the moment,” Aggie said more harshly than she intended.  This woke Renee, who looked around in confusion.  “We’re home,” Aggie whispered into her daughter’s ear.  “This is where Agga lived when she was little.”
 
   This didn’t seem to impress Renee at all.  “Mama?”
 
   “No, dear, Mama’s not here.  But we’ll see her soon.  I promise.”  Renee’s face turned red as if she were about to cry.  Aggie thought gloomily again of how often she’d chided Akako about spoiling Renee.  She supposed now the real problem was that Renee loved Akako far more than her, to the point that Renee couldn’t bear to be away from her mother for long.  She probably didn’t give Aggie a second thought.  “We’ll go home to Mommy soon.  In the meantime, I need you to be brave like a big girl.  Can you do that?”
 
   Renee thought about it for a moment and then nodded.  “Yes.”
 
   “Good girl.”
 
   Sophie had revitalized the interior of the house much like the fountain.  After World War I, during which French and German soldiers had occupied the estate at different times, Aggie and Sylvia had thrown out most of the furniture.  What remained they’d put into storage, along with the paintings and other works of art that had survived the war.  Because of this, the Nazis had found little of value on their way through France, nor had the Americans when they liberated the country four years later.  Sophie had put all the furniture and artwork back, which in turn seemed to brighten the house in general.  It gave Aggie a cold chill, as if she had gone back in time.
 
   She shook this feeling off, to be strong for Renee—and Emma.  The latter had gone into her Scarlet Knight mode, but her nervousness still radiated to Aggie’s mind.  As for Renee, she squirmed in Aggie’s arms, but didn’t cry—at least not yet.
 
   “The study is this way,” Aggie said.  She pointed to the right.  She walked down a short corridor and admired the pictures she hadn’t seen in so long.  She tried to cheer herself by thinking how good it was for Renee to see the house the way it had been when Aggie had been young the first time around, instead of how it looked after everyone had gone.
 
   The doors to the study were closed, but Aggie could feel her sister through them.  With a deep breath, she opened both doors at the same time, ready for trouble.  But there was no need to worry.  Sophie was alone—or appeared to be—and sat calmly by the fireplace in one of the green armchairs Aggie had thought destroyed.
 
   Sophie said, “I think your friend will find what she seeks upstairs.  In Sylvia’s old room.”
 
   “Fourth door on the left,” Aggie said to Emma.
 
   Emma let the cape drop and asked, “How did she see me?”
 
   “I didn’t,” Sophie said.  “It was a simple deduction.  One I would have thought your genius mind could have made.”
 
   Emma’s fists clenched, but before she could say anything, Aggie put a hand on her shoulder.  The girl’s temper was much more volatile when she was fully immersed in her Scarlet Knight persona.  “Go and find Louise.  I’ll take care of this.”
 
   “If you’re sure,” Emma growled.
 
   “I’m sure.  Go find your daughter.”  She waited until Emma had left before she turned back to Sophie in front of the fireplace.  “Now I suppose it’s time for you and me to talk.”
 
   ***
 
   Emma had been to the Joubert estate one time, for Sylvia’s funeral almost three years earlier.  Back then the house hadn’t been shabby, not like the rundown houses in the Trenches, but it had seemed spooky.  Emma had wondered more than once since then why Aggie would choose to live in a far smaller house in Rampart City with only one tree and no yard when she had a palatial estate like this.  Emma had imagined living in a place like this when she was a child, a place where she could ride a horse, preferably with a handsome prince.
 
   The house now looked far more like the one in her imagination.  The fountain bubbled away, the lawn radiated health, and the bricks seemed as if they’d come from the quarry.  Inside, the walls looked bright, almost cheerful with the paintings, vases, and sculptures.  The latter gave Emma pause as she thought of Jim.  He would have liked to see these, but now he never would.  They would never get to ride horses together on the lush green yard.  
 
   After the encounter with the maid, Emma tucked her hair into the helmet to assume the Scarlet Knight personality.  This time, though, it didn’t work, at least not completely.  She still felt the nervous stirring in her stomach and the slight wobble in her knees as she thought of what might have happened to Louise.  What had the Headmistress done to her?  To whom had she given Louise?  Would Emma ever get to see her again?
 
   These thoughts refused to go away as Aggie opened the doors to the study.  The Headmistress sat calmly by the fireplace.  Emma nearly tripped when the Headmistress said, “I think your friend will find what she seeks upstairs.  In Sylvia’s old room.”
 
   “Fourth door on the left,” Aggie said to Emma.
 
   Emma let the cape drop and asked, “How did she see me?”
 
   “I didn’t,” the Headmistress said.  “It was a simple deduction.  One I would have thought your genius mind could have made.”
 
   Emma’s fists clenched; she wanted to knock the smug look off the Headmistress’s face.  The surprising part of this thought was that it came from Emma, not the Scarlet Knight.
 
   Aggie said, “Go and find Louise.  I’ll take care of this.”
 
   “If you’re sure,” Emma growled.
 
   “I’m sure.  Go find your daughter.”
 
   Emma took one last look at the Headmistress, who still sat by the fire.  Then she turned away and ran along the corridor, back to the foyer.  She didn’t waste time with the stairs; she used the boots to bounce up to the second floor.  The corridor here was longer, like Dan’s house back in Rampart City.  
 
   She ran down the corridor and counted the doors until she reached the fourth one.  It looked the same as the others, a simple white wooden door.  Emma took a deep breath and then put her hand to the knob.  She wondered what she would find in there.  Would it really be Louise or a trap?  The Headmistress might have stationed some more of her assassins up there to try to get the jump on Emma.  If so, they would soon find out what the others had at the museum.
 
   She threw open the door, but didn’t see any assassins.  What she saw was much worse.
 
   In the center of the room, Louise sat at a tiny round table with a teacup in front of her.  To her right was a stuffed rabbit.  To her left was a porcelain doll with curly red hair.  And across the table was a little Arab girl with glossy black pigtails.
 
   The Arab girl turned to stare at her with eyes so black they seemed to pull in the light.  The little girl’s face lit up with an amused grin.  “Hello, Emma.  You’re in time to join us.”
 
   The little girl was known as Eileen, but she had another name, a much older one:  Isis.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   Aggie remained standing, Renee cradled against her body.  “I like what you’ve done with the house,” she said.  “Except of course for poor Josephine.”
 
   “You never had a problem with servants before.”
 
   “That was before I lived on my own.”
 
   Sophie snorted at this.  She turned to Aggie with a sneer on her face.  “When have you ever lived on your own?  You lived with Mother, Sylvia, and I.  Then with Alejandro.  Then with Sylvia.  Now with that Akako woman.  Face it, Agnes, you’ve never been able to be alone.  You need people around you.  You need the attention.”
 
   “It’s not attention.  It’s love.”
 
   “The only one you love is yourself.  You try to act like some wise old sage—like Mother—but you’re still a self-centered little brat.”  Sophie finally stood up; the glow from the fire gave her face an evil bent as she glared at Aggie.  “When Glenda told you I died, did you even try to find me?  No.  You were too busy fooling around with altar boys in the church basement.”
 
   “Is that what all this is about?  You think I don’t care about you?  I cried for days after she told me you were dead.  I didn’t sleep for a week.”
 
   “What an inconvenience for you.”
 
   “Sylvia and I were going to go over there.  Glenda talked us out of it.  She said it would only cause more trouble.”
 
   “You believed her?”
 
   “No, but I remembered what Mother said about not using our magic against the mortals.  
 
   “‘Blood begets more blood,’ that’s what she used to say.”
 
   “So you decided to forget about me, is that it?”
 
   “I never forgot about you.  You’re my sister, Sophie.  I love you.”
 
   Sophie sneered again at this.  “I’m not your sister.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Sophie gestured to the portrait over the mantle, painted just after they moved into the house.  Aggie, then twelve years old, stood next to Mother while nine-year-old Sophie hunched in front of them next to three-year-old Sylvia.  It was the only image of the four of them together since Mother had died nearly two hundred years later and Sophie supposedly had died soon after that.  “Haven’t you ever really looked at that portrait?”
 
   “Many times.”
 
   “No, I mean, have you really looked at it?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   Sophie sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Look at the three of us.  We don’t look anything alike.  We don’t have the same hair color.  Your eyes are even a different blue from mine.  None of our facial features are anything alike.  And none of us look anything like Mother either.  Why do you think that is?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.”
 
   “Because she’s not our mother and we’re not sisters.  That’s what I was starting to learn before I went to America.”
 
   “You mean Mother adopted us?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking.”  Sophie gestured to Renee, who for the moment had fallen asleep.  “Do you remember being her age?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Most people don’t remember being a baby.”
 
   “True, but what do you remember from your childhood?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It was so long ago.”
 
   “Think about it, Agnes.  You don’t remember anything before we moved here, do you?”
 
   Aggie closed her eyes and tried to think back to life before they had moved here.  She could see only vague images, nothing as solid or concrete enough to be a real memory.  She opened her eyes again to find Sophie smiling at her.  “What does it mean?”
 
   “We were never children.  At least not here.  You, Sylvia, and I were older than anyone else in the coven.  We’re older even than Glenda.  That’s why she had to do this to us, because we were too powerful.  She wanted to make the coven in her image, but she couldn’t do that with the three of us around.  So she got together with ‘Mother’ and some of the others who were jealous of us.  They used something like an inner child potion on us.  They made us children.  Then they gave us to ‘Mother’ for her to raise as good little witches.”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense.  If we were so powerful, how could they use a potion on us?  Why not kill us?”
 
   “We had too much value to them yet, so they reprogrammed us to be good little witches like the others.  As for the former, I’m still not entirely certain, but when I finally get my hands on Glenda, you can be sure I’ll find out.”
 
   Aggie took a step back from the woman she had thought was her sister, who now might not be related to her at all.  “So that’s why you’re doing all of this, so you can destroy Glenda and the coven?”
 
   “It’s long overdue.  I’ve been waiting over three hundred years for the right opening to come along.  And now you’ve given me the key.”  Sophie’s eyes fell upon Renee.  Aggie took another step back.  “I always thought you were a fool for becoming so attached to mortals.  I never thought it would give me what I needed to teach Glenda a lesson.”
 
   “Renee isn’t a weapon.  She’s a baby.”
 
   “Right now she’s a baby, but with the right training, she’ll grow up to become more powerful than all of Glenda’s feeble witches put together.  The three of us then can rule this entire world the way we were meant to.  We won’t have to hide from the mortals any longer.  We won’t have to pretend we’re ordinary.”
 
   “Sophie, this is madness.”
 
   “No, Agnes, this is perfectly logical.  In the animal kingdom, the strongest is the one who rules.  By working together, we can recover the power that we lost and with Renee we’ll be unstoppable.  We’ll be the strongest and that means we should be the ones who rule.  Not Glenda, not even Merlin could stand in our way.”
 
   “Sophie, please, stop this.  Whether we were really sisters or not, we loved each other like sisters.  I still do.  We can be a family again.  It can be like it used to be.”
 
   “I don’t want things to be like they used to be.”  Sophie took a step towards her.  “I was blind back then.  Now my eyes are open.  I see the possibilities, what I can become.  I can’t go back to being a meek little slave to Glenda.”
 
   “We were never slaves to her or the coven.”
 
   “Poor Agnes, still so blind with your loyalties and your morals.  But you never have really fit in with the coven, have you?  You’ve always chafed under Glenda’s rules.  You and Sylvia both, whoring around with mortals every chance you got.  You don’t have to live by those rules anymore.  We can make new rules.  We can make the world however we want it.”
 
   “By murdering and enslaving people?  What kind of world will that be?”
 
   “I’ve tried, Agnes.  Really I have.  Now, give me Renee or I’ll take her from you.”
 
   “I won’t give Renee to you.”
 
   “Very well then.”  Sophie held up both of her hands.  An instant later, a static charge spell threw Aggie back against the wall.  She managed to keep hold of Renee with one hand while she raised the other to unleash a static charge of her own.  Hers wasn’t quite as powerful; it only knocked Sophie back a couple of steps.
 
   Still, that was enough time for her to scramble back to her feet.  Renee woke up and began to cry.  “It’s all right, sweetie,” Aggie said.  “Everything’s going to be all right.”  She started to take a step forward, but found her feet wouldn’t move.  She looked down and she saw they had turned to blocks of ice.  She held her hand over her feet and used a low-powered fireball to unthaw herself.
 
   By then Sophie’s entire body glowed with white light.  She shuddered like a rocket about to take flight.  From within this glowing body came two blue spheres of blue light.  A demonic voice came from her mouth to say, “Give me the child.”
 
   “No.  She’s my daughter.”
 
   A wave of white light poured from Sophie’s body to slam into Aggie.  This time she flew through the doors, out into the corridor.  Still she managed to keep hold of Renee.  Aggie tried to summon enough magic to vanish the two of them somewhere, but she couldn’t.  Before she could get back to her feet, the monster that was Sophie appeared in front of her.  The blue lights that were her eyes glowed more brightly as she looked down at Aggie.
 
   “Give my regards to Sylvia on the other side.”
 
   As Sophie raised her hand, Aggie felt Renee squirm out of her grasp.  There was nothing she could do as Renee toddled right at Sophie.  “No.  Hut.  Agga,” Renee said.  She reached out with her pudgy hands to grab one of Sophie’s legs.
 
   Aggie could only watch in shock as the glow around Sophie’s body began to dim.  At the same time, Renee’s body began to glow white as Sophie’s had.  Even stranger, Renee began to grow.  Aggie’s eyes went wide as she watched her baby daughter suddenly become a toddler and then a little girl, a teenager, an adult, and finally an old woman.  While Renee’s body grew, Sophie’s shrank at the same rate.
 
   When it was all over, they had switched places.  Renee was now an elderly woman with a bun of gray hair and glasses while Sophie sat on the floor, a chubby baby with a tuft of brown hair.  Sophie held up a pudgy hand, her face red.  She began to wail like a baby and collapsed into a heap on the floor.
 
   As for Renee, she turned to Aggie; tears fell along her wrinkled cheeks.  “Agga, what happen?” she asked, her voice lower but still that of a baby.
 
   Aggie pushed herself up to her feet; she wobbled for a moment until Renee steadied her.  “I’m not sure, dear.”  She looked down at the baby who a minute ago had been a grown woman.  “I think you somehow channeled Sophie’s power into yourself.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  It occurred to her that this was why Sophie had wanted Renee all along.  She had known somehow that Renee would have this ability to siphon magic from a witch, to take it upon herself.  Such a power would make her very dangerous to Glenda and the coven.
 
   Before they could discuss this any further, Renee put a hand to her head and closed her eyes as if in pain.  “Emma,” she said.  “Trouble.”
 
   Aggie thought better than to ask how Renee knew this.  Instead, she nodded to the daughter who now looked much older than her and stood a good six inches taller as well.  “Stay here with your aunt.  I’ll go help her.”
 
   But before Aggie could vanish herself to Sylvia’s bedroom, she saw a little girl run down the steps.  Aggie recognized the child from the photograph Emma had shown her of her daughter.  To her surprise, the little girl wrapped her arms around Aggie’s leg.  Through sobs she said, “The mean lady has Mommy.”
 
   “What mean lady?”
 
   There was a flash of light and then Aggie saw the answer for herself.
 
   ***
 
   Five years ago, an evil goddess named Isis had married Dan Dreyfus and come to Rampart City, to unleash the Heartbreaker Killings.  Only by letting Isis take her heart had Emma been able to defeat her.  While Isis had seemed to die, a bit of her host body remained in the form of a baby given the name Eileen.  Aggie’s coven had arranged for a family to raise Eileen and in theory they had kept an eye on her to make sure she didn’t show any signs of Isis lingering within her.
 
   Except now Eileen hosted a tea party in Sylvia’s old bedroom on the Joubert estate with Louise.  Just by looking into those black eyes, Emma knew this wasn’t some sweet little kindergartner but a goddess who subsisted on the hearts of others for life.  An evil goddess who had her daughter.
 
   “I’d ask you to sit down, but you’re much too big for that,” Isis said. 
 
   “I’m taking Louise and we’re going home,” Emma said.  “Don’t try to stop me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
   Emma knelt down beside the table; she reached out to pick Louise up from her chair.  The second her hands touched Louise, the little girl began to thrash around.  She continued to kick and claw at Emma; all the while she made animal-like noises from her throat.  Emma lifted the visor of the helmet with one hand so Louise could see her face.
 
   “Baby, it’s me,” Emma said.  “It’s Mommy.”
 
   Louise turned to face her and Emma saw her daughter’s eyes had gone black—like those of Isis.  She hissed like a wild thing at Emma and bared teeth that had become pointed fangs.  She snapped with these at Emma’s face and nearly took off the tip of Emma’s nose.  Emma dropped her daughter to the ground; she watched in shock as Louise scampered off on all fours to press herself against Isis like a pet.
 
   “What did you do to her?”
 
   “She belongs to me now.  As you can see.”  Isis stroked Louise’s hair as she said this and Emma thought she could actually hear her daughter purr like a cat.  “Isn’t she sweet?”
 
   Emma had the Sword of Justice out and pointed at Isis’s throat before she knew it.  “You change her back this instant.”
 
   “Or what?  You won’t kill me.  Otherwise you’d have done it years ago.”
 
   The sword trembled in Emma’s hand.  She had never killed anyone before, not even Bykov, who had stolen Louise from her, to rob her of the first two years of Louise’s life.  She remembered what Jim had said, that she wasn’t a killer, that she couldn’t change who she was.  But as she watched Louise nuzzle Isis like some kind of animal, she very much wanted to change who she was.  “I can kill you.”
 
   “You won’t.  If you do, precious Louise will stay like this forever.  She’ll have to spend the rest of her days in the loony bin.”  Isis leered at her, an expression far too adult for a five-year-old girl.  “Maybe you two can go to the same shrink.”
 
   Emma brought the point of the Sword of Justice to Isis’s throat.  Louise turned to growl at her; she raised one hand, which had grown black claws like those of the Black Dragoon.  One thrust and Isis would be dead.  That was all it would take.  And yet, Emma knew Isis wouldn’t really be dead, merely this host body.  And Louise would be stuck as this feral creature for the rest of her life.
 
   Emma dropped the sword to the floor.  “What do you want?”
 
   “A simple trade:  your life for your daughter’s.  I’ll return Louise to normal and in return, you take her place.”
 
   The Scarlet Knight part of her brain screamed at her that she had a higher duty to uphold.  She had a duty to all people, not just Louise.  No, Emma answered back.  My duty to her comes first.  She was a mother first and foremost.
 
   As she looked into Louise’s wild black eyes, Emma said, “I’ll do it.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   Emma stepped back over to the table.  “Could I say goodbye to her first?  To the real her?”
 
   Isis grinned again in that adorable yet horrible way that made Emma want to kill her.  “I’m not heartless.  You have one minute.”
 
   Isis snapped her fingers and Louise straightened; her eyes reverted to their natural blue.  She looked around the room and focused on her mother.  “Mommy?  Where am I?”
 
   “You’re at my friend Aggie’s house.  She’s downstairs with her baby.  She’ll take care of you.”
 
   “I don’t want her to take care of me,” Louise said and began to cry.  “I want you to take care of me.”
 
   Emma bent down to pick up her little girl and give her a hug.  “I know you do, baby, but I can’t.  Not right now.  Mommy has to go away for a little while.”
 
   “Like Katarina?”
 
   “Yes, like Katarina.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Emma brushed hair away from Louise’s face and then smiled.  “Because I have to make sure you’re safe.”
 
   “Thirty seconds.”
 
   Emma nodded and then looked into her daughter’s eyes.  “Whatever happens, I want you to remember that I love you very much.  And I always will.”
 
   “Mommy, don’t go.  Please.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.  I don’t have a choice.  You be a good girl for Aggie, all right?” Louise was too choked with sobs to answer, so she nodded instead.  Emma gave her a hug and then whispered, “Go downstairs now.  I love you.”
 
   Louise stared at her for a moment, but she did as she was told; she raced out of the room.  When Emma turned back to Isis, the evil woman leered at her again.  “That was so adorable,” she said.  “To think you’d throw everything away for that brat.”
 
   “Of course you can’t understand.  The only one you’ve ever loved is yourself.”
 
   “Gods don’t need to be loved.  Gods only need to be feared.  Now, take off that infernal armor.”
 
   Emma hesitated for a moment.  Once she took off the armor she would be as vulnerable as Louise to Isis’s magic.  Yet it was because Louise was vulnerable that she had to go through with this.  She began to fumble with the straps; the armor fell in pieces around her.  After the last piece was gone, she stepped aside.  “I’m ready to take her place now.”
 
   “Good.  Take my hand.”
 
   Emma reached out and took the little girl’s hand.  At first nothing happened.  Then she felt an electric shock as if Isis had the world’s biggest joy buzzer on her palm.  Isis’s hand became larger in her own; the bedroom swelled in size as well.  After less than a minute, it was Isis who held her hand, no longer the other way around.  She looked up at Isis, who had once again become an adult, like when Emma had first seen her.
 
   Still the room continued to grow until Emma was nearly at eye level with the miniature table in the room.  Her legs buckled beneath her to dump her to the floor.  She flailed around, caught up in her own clothes.  That was until Isis reached down to pluck her from off the floor with what seemed like giant hands.  Emma tried to scream, but all that came out was a gurgle.
 
   Isis took her over to a mirror and confirmed what Emma had feared:  she was a baby.  Not two years old like Louise, perhaps not even a year old like Renee.  She was a squirming infant with a head of red fuzz; her face turned magenta as a scream escaped from her lips.  “Oh there now, sweetheart,” Isis said.  She turned Emma around to pat her back gently.  “There’s no need to cry.  I’m not going to hurt you.  Not until we’ve had some fun.”
 
   A cradle appeared from nowhere; Isis set Emma inside of it.  There was nothing Emma could do but continue to shriek as Isis pulled a pink blanket over her tiny body.  One giant hand stroked the fuzz on Emma’s head.  “You stay right here.  Mommy will be back soon.”
 
   In a flash of light Isis disappeared and Emma was alone.
 
   ***
 
   The moment she saw Louise ran down the steps, Aggie already had a bad feeling that something terrible had happened.  But this was even worse than she had imagined.  Isis stood in front of her, back to her adult form, though with any luck not back to her full strength yet.
 
   There might still be time to stop her.  Last time, when Isis had not reached her full power yet, Tabitha had died, Sylvia lost her hand, and they still hadn’t been able to stop her.  But Aggie had to try.  For her daughter and Emma’s daughter.
 
   “You’re behind all of this,” Aggie said.
 
   Isis smiled that smug grin of hers.  “Of course.  You should never have left that poor little baby alive.”
 
   “We couldn’t kill her.  It wouldn’t have been right.”
 
   “No, of course not.  She was much too good of a prison.”
 
   “We didn’t know you were still in there.  We hoped you were gone.”
 
   “That’s not a very nice thing to say, Mrs. Chiostro.  Oh, right, it’s Aggie now.  You’re so young now.”
 
   Aggie closed her eyes and concentrated on maintaining her control, but she could feel Isis begin to overwhelm her.  No, it couldn’t be.  She couldn’t be at full strength yet.  Not this soon.  She hadn’t even begun to harvest hearts yet, had she?
 
   “I don’t need hearts.  Not when I have her strength.”
 
   “Emma.  Where…is…she?” Aggie asked.  Despite her best efforts, she felt her power become unstable.  She had slipped back into an apprentice, a teenager again.  She didn’t dare open her eyes to confirm this.
 
   “You’ll see her soon enough.”
 
   “You better not have hurt Mommy!” Louise shouted.  She still pressed against Aggie, though Aggie could feel the girl’s hands around her waist now as she continued to shrink.
 
   “I only did what she agreed to do.”
 
   Aggie felt the last glimmers of her magic fade away.  “Renee.  Take Louise.  Go!”
 
   “Now, Aggie, there’s nowhere they can hide.  Not from me.”
 
   Her magic gone now, Aggie felt herself shrink at an accelerated rate.  When she opened her eyes, she was actually an inch shorter than Louise.  Isis squatted down and held up a mirror.  In it, Aggie saw a baby in a gauzy pink dress with a silver belt and ballerina slippers.  In her hand she clutched a silver wand made of plastic.  A silver plastic tiara was tucked into her golden curls.  
 
   Isis pinched one of Aggie’s cheeks.  “Go ahead, dear, use your magic wand.  Cast a spell on me.  Bippity Boppity Boo!”  At this Isis grinned again.  “That’s all you and your coven ever was to me:  a bunch of silly little girls.”
 
   “What you do to Agga?” Renee asked.
 
   Isis stood up and turned to Renee.  Aggie threw herself at Isis’s leg and slapped at her with the plastic wand, not that it did any good.  Isis turned back to her for a moment.  “Aggie, go play with our little superhero and the Headmistress.”  
 
   Isis flicked her hand and Aggie found herself in a playpen with Louise and Sophie.  Except now Louise wore a pair of red footed pajamas with a yellow towel tied around her neck and a cardboard sword in her hand.  As for Sophie, she had become a year or two older.  She looked like a parody of herself in comically oversized glasses, sweater, blouse, and skirt and brown hair in a severe bun.  She stamped one of her tiny penny loafers and shouted, “No fair!  We had a deal!”
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetie.  You’ll still be head of the coven.  They’ll be in there soon enough.”
 
   As tears began to accumulate at the base of Sophie’s glasses, Aggie held her sister.  Poor Sophie had thought she could make a deal with Isis, as Emma had.  They both should have known that to make a deal with Isis was to make a deal with the devil.  “It’s not fair,” Sophie continued to mumble.
 
   Isis faced Renee again, who stared into the playpen.  “You hurt Agga.  You mean.” 
 
   “I’m not mean,” Isis said, as sweetly as possible.  “She was mean.  Her and her sister made your mother go away.  They wanted you all for themselves.”
 
   “You lie.  Agga wouldn’t hurt Mama.  Agga loves Mama.”
 
   “That’s what she wanted you to think.  But really she was jealous of your mother.  Jealous that you loved Mama more than her.”
 
   “That’s not true!” Aggie shouted.  “Renee, don’t listen!”
 
   “You lie,” Renee said, though not as forcefully.  “Agga is nice.”
 
   “They’re using you, Renee.  That’s what all of this was about.  That’s why they kidnapped you and Louise and killed your cousin Cecelia.  They wanted to use you to destroy the other witches.”  Isis held out a hand.  “I want to help you, Renee.  I can show you how to become a real witch.”
 
   “No,” Renee said.  She took a step back. 
 
   “Renee, I know how you feel.  I was like you.  I was trapped in the body of a baby.  Yet inside I was so powerful.  You can be powerful too.  You have to let me help you.”
 
   “No,” Renee whimpered.  “Go away.”
 
   “None of them care about you.  They think you’re a freak of nature.  They call you an abomination.”  Isis moved closer to Rene.  “But I don’t.  I think you’re a beautiful creature, Renee.  You and me can do such great things.  All you have to do is take my hand and I’ll open your mind to the possibilities.”
 
   “No,” Renee whispered, but Aggie could see her daughter’s will falter beneath Isis’s soothing voice and hypnotic black eyes.
 
   “Renee, don’t do it!” Aggie shouted.  “I love you!”
 
   Renee sank to the floor; she tucked her knees up beneath her chin.  “I want Mama.”
 
   “Your mother is gone, Renee.  Agga and her sister made her go away.  But I can be your new mama.”  Isis began to sing the way Akako had when she lulled Renee to sleep.  Aggie could see the last of Renee’s resolve melt away.  She reached out to take Isis’s hand.
 
   For a moment a shadow fell over Renee’s body, to envelop her in darkness.  When it dissipated, Aggie saw that her daughter had become a young woman in a long black robe.  Most telling of all was the silver necklace around her neck, at the end of it a stick figure with the arms turned down—the symbol of Isis.
 
   “Oh, Renee,” Aggie whispered.
 
   The young woman who had been Aggie and Akako’s daughter glided across the hallway to squat in front of the playpen.  When she smiled, it was the same smug grin of Isis.  She reached into the playpen to pick Aggie up.  She stroked Aggie’s hair with one hand while her other had the strength of steel.  “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’m going to be your mommy now.”
 
   Aggie began to sob, even after Renee put her back into the playpen.  She leaned against her sister.  All hope was lost.
 
   “Come,” Isis said.  She patted Renee’s shoulder.  “We still have a lot of work to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Amanda had never worn her formal uniform before.  Because of this, the jacket and pants hung stiffly as if someone had put too much starch in them.  She ran her hands over the jacket, to smooth out imaginary wrinkles.  
 
   Megan appeared beside her in the mirror, clad in a simple black dress that contrasted sharply with her pale skin.  “It looks fine,” Megan said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Amanda said, though she was unable to resist tugging on the jacket again to straighten it out.  Then she ran a hand over her hair, to make sure every strand lay flat before she put on her cap.  She turned to Megan and said, “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.  I mean, you didn’t even know her.”
 
   “Of course I’ll come.  That’s what friends do.”
 
   “I guess,” Amanda said again.  Megan was her friend, but Amanda thought of what she’d said to Darlene in the car.  Right now Amanda was Megan’s best friend, but that was only because they’d met in college, when Megan had been so painfully shy.  Once Megan graduated and got out into the working world, she would meet new people.  She would start to come out of her shell.  She would make new friends, ones who were more sophisticated and didn’t work such crazy hours.  In time she’d probably even meet a man and start a family.  Megan would call her a few times a year and then send her a Christmas card; she would leave Amanda farther and farther behind, until she became that girl Megan had gone to college with, the one who’d dropped out to become a cop.  They might meet for a class reunion or for some special occasion, but things wouldn’t be the way they were now.
 
   The smart thing to do would be a preemptive strike.  She should let Megan go before Megan let her go.  In a way she’d already begun that process, helped out by their incompatible schedules.  When Megan suggested they move in together, Amanda could say she didn’t think it was a good idea, that Megan should live in a safer neighborhood, like back in her father’s mansion over on the northwest side.
 
   When she looked at Megan, with her skin and hair so pale that she looked like a ghost or a vampire in a teen movie, Amanda knew she wouldn’t do this.  While she’d managed to control her asthma better, Megan was still too fragile for any big shocks.  It would be better for her to let the process work itself out, to let her be the one to cut the cord.
 
   Amanda forced a smile to her face.  “You have your inhaler?”
 
   “In my purse.”
 
   “And it’s fully charged?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   ***
 
   The cemetery was packed to the point that Amanda had to park her car at a convenience store a mile away.  She and Megan fell in with a line of other cops and mourners who had turned out for Captain Donovan’s funeral.  Amanda had never really thought Captain Donovan had been that popular within the department, but it seemed everyone had shown up to bid her farewell, from the mayor and city council to the commissioner, right on down to lowly beat cops like Amanda.
 
   The cynical part of her brain knew this was in part because of the high-profile way in which Captain Donovan had died.  To die in a shootout to make sure the notorious criminal Don Vendetta lived for her trial was the kind of story reporters dreamed about.  The newspapers and TV newscasts had buzzed for the last twenty-four hours about the heroic Captain Charlotte Donovan and her famous last stand at the precinct.  Because of that, the mayor and the rest of the big wigs couldn’t resist getting their pictures taken as they “honored” the fallen hero.
 
   She ran into a familiar face in front of the cemetery gates.  At first she didn’t recognize the woman in a uniform like hers who herded a little boy in front of her.  Then the woman turned and Amanda recognized her training officer.  They waited until they were through the gates to step aside so they could talk.
 
   Amanda had never been good with children; she always lacked that maternal instinct her mother had so wanted her to possess.  She nodded to the little boy who stood in front of Darlene, who in turn looked down at the ground.  “This must be Jamie.”
 
   Darlene ruffled the boy’s dark brown hair.  “That’s right.  My pride and joy.”  The way Darlene smiled indicated this was true despite the hint of sarcasm in her voice.  She nodded towards where Megan stood beside Amanda.  “And this must be your friend Megan.  I remember when the city was turning itself inside out trying to find you.  You should have held out another two days.  Then I would have won the pool.”
 
   When Megan’s cheeks reddened at this, Amanda hoped she was blushing and not about to have an asthma attack.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, well, it wasn’t much money anyway,” Darlene said.  She’d probably figured out—as Amanda had—that Megan took such jokes far too literally.  That was part of her charm, but also what made Amanda sometimes want to choke her.  Darlene turned to Amanda.  “So how are you holding up?”
 
   “All right, I guess,” Amanda said.  She suddenly felt as shy as Megan.  She had in fact spent twelve hours—after they finally sent her home from seemingly endless reports and debriefings about the incident—lying catatonic in her bed.  She hadn’t reacted so strongly when her brothers and father died.  Then again, none of them had died to save her life.
 
   That was the worst part of it, to think Captain Donovan had died so she could live.  She who admittedly had nothing to live for, who would have gladly taken the bullets instead.  Amanda tried to come to grips with this; she promised herself she would become as good of an officer as Captain Donovan.  That didn’t really help, in large part because she’d pretty much failed at everything in her life so far.  All the idle promises in the world wouldn’t bring Captain Donovan back to life.
 
   In time she had gotten a few hours of sleep and gathered her wits enough that she could put on her dress uniform and drive here.  Amanda was grateful to have seen Darlene so she could put off the horrible moment of seeing that flag-draped casket a little longer.  The moment she saw it, she knew she would lose it again.
 
   They had to make the climb up the path, to the plot where Captain Donovan would be buried.  Amanda found her legs growing heavier the closer they got, to the point that Megan put a hand on her back to help her forward.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Megan asked.
 
   “I have to,” Amanda said.  It wasn’t that Captain Donovan had been a mentor to her; Amanda had a special role in the ceremony.  The captain didn’t have any living relatives—at least none that could be located on short notice—so Amanda had been elected to receive the flag traditionally given to the fallen officer’s parents or siblings.  She hadn’t really wanted the “honor,” but Lieutenant Cielo had persuaded her that it’s what Captain Donovan would have wanted.
 
   Because of this, she had a seat up front with the commissioner and the rest of the top brass.  Megan sat next to her on one side while Darlene sat on the other.  Amanda was grateful for their presences to keep her from a fresh round of sobs at the sight of that shiny black coffin shrouded by the American flag.
 
   Her brothers had both been buried in caskets just like it, only three months apart.  Amanda, only seventeen at the time, had sat beside her mother and stared down at her feet while Mom blew her nose into a handkerchief.  Amanda had let her stepfather comfort her mother while she sat numbly in her chair; she didn’t look up as the bugler played Taps and the honor guard fired their weapons into the air.  For Peter’s funeral she had actually shed a few tears, but for Rick’s three months later, she couldn’t summon any emotion other than shock at the thought she would never see either of them again.
 
   For Captain Donovan’s funeral, she again looked down at her feet; she didn’t listen as Lieutenant Cielo and others eulogized the captain.  As the speeches dragged on, Amanda knew there was someone missing, someone who had known Captain Donovan as well as anyone:  the Scarlet Knight.  The city’s erstwhile masked avenger had been missing in action since the capture of Don Vendetta.  The superhero whose armor could stop bullets like those that had killed Captain Donovan.  Amanda snuck a glance around the gathered crowd.  Was the Scarlet Knight here in her secret identity?  Or was she using her cape to watch invisibly from nearby?  Amanda didn’t know, but she did know that if she saw the Scarlet Knight, she would take a few shots at the bitch for disappearing when Captain Donovan—her staunchest ally on the force—had needed her most.
 
   The anger from this buoyed her through the rest of the speeches.  The pit of despair opened again, as the first strains of “Amazing Grace” echoed across the cemetery.  From the corner of her eye, she saw Darlene dab at her eyes with a handkerchief and clutch her son tightly to her body.  Amanda felt a hand on her back and Megan whispered, “It’s all right to cry.”
 
   Amanda didn’t right away, but as the honor guard lined up for the twenty-one-gun salute, the floodgates finally opened.  She rested her head against Megan’s pale shoulder and sobbed while the shots rang out.  She knew she didn’t cry only for Captain Donovan, but everyone she had lost in her life.  Too many good people had died while the bad guys like Don Vendetta remained alive.  Her brothers and Captain Donovan had given their lives for noble causes, but evil still remained to suck more good people into its maw.
 
   At first she thought the clap of thunder was another gunshot.  Then it rumbled again and she looked up to see black clouds rushing in.  It would be appropriate for it to storm during the funeral, for God to shed tears like she, Darlene, and so many others.
 
   The clouds continued to multiply until they blotted out the sun, to plunge the cemetery into darkness.  The priest shuffled forward to say a final prayer before they committed Captain Donovan’s body to the ground.  Before he could open his mouth, the assembled crowd gasped.   Amanda saw what had drawn their attention:  an angel descended from the heavens!
 
   As it came closer, Amanda could see the shape did indeed resemble a human with wings spread out.  But the “angel” didn’t fit with the ones she remembered from church.  This angel’s wings were black and leathery, like those of a giant bat.  Attached to these wings was a young Arab woman in a black gown.  Her eyes glowed red like two burning coals.
 
   Beside her, Amanda heard Megan begin to wheeze.  Amanda reached into her friend’s purse for the emergency inhaler, though she was too speechless to tell Megan to calm down.  Megan pitched forward onto the ground; Amanda squirted the medicine into her mouth while Megan’s face turned from red to purple.
 
   There was another clap of thunder and when the black angel finally spoke, her voice boomed like the thunder.  “I am Isis and this is where I will make my new kingdom.  All will serve me or die.”
 
   And then the cemetery was swallowed by darkness.
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Prologue
 
   The three people at the table in front of him looked as if they were at an ordinary business meeting.  The two men and one woman all wore suits that looked a bit rumpled and worn from use.  They laid out manila folders and legal pads.  They exchanged pleasantries about the weather and their plans for later—the woman’s six-year-old had a birthday party that Saturday for which she needed to prepare.  They showed no sign they held his future in their hands.
 
   Tim Cooper shifted nervously in his chair.  Unlike the people who decided his fate, he wore the standard orange jumpsuit with his number—2471070—over the left breast.  At least they’d taken off the cuffs after they sat him at the table so he could move freely.  He didn’t have anything on the table; he didn’t need a legal pad or manila folders for his arguments.
 
   The bald man in the center of the three called the meeting to order.  Tim was grateful as well they hadn’t allowed cameras and TV crews in for the hearing, so he only had to hear the faint click of tape recorders.  Tomorrow all the papers in the state would carry headlines about the fate of the Boy Genius.
 
   He hadn’t come up with the nickname; The Rampart City Times had come up with it for his arraignment.  The others had picked up on it and run with it.  He despised the nickname because at twenty-six years old he wasn’t exactly a boy and he didn’t really consider himself a genius either.  He had simply come up with what he thought was a good idea—robots shaped vaguely like rats that could be used to explore other planets or other places humans couldn’t go.  That idea had been perverted without his knowledge, turned into a weapon that had been unleashed on the people of Rampart City.  It had killed two hundred thirty people in what the Times and others had dubbed the RAT Bombings.
 
   The bald man related Tim’s crimes, mainly that he had aided a felon.  That felon wasn’t in the meeting room.  He had never done a moment of hard time; he hadn’t even received a trial.  The real perpetrator of the RAT Bombings, Harry Ward, had disappeared and never been seen again.  That was the real reason Tim had been in jail for the last two years.  Someone had to take the blame and with Ward gone, Tim was a convenient scapegoat.  
 
   Had he wanted to, he could have fought the charges against him.  His friends had encouraged him to do that.  But he hadn’t because he was responsible for those two hundred thirty lives, which included one not counted officially.  That life had mattered to him far more than any others, even his own.  He had loved Sylvia Joubert—still loved her—more than anything else in the world.  Yet his creations had killed her.
 
   The RAT devices had not killed her.  It was the other project, the one the prosecutors and parole board didn’t know about.  That had been a prototype antimatter reactor Ward had overloaded to create an explosion that would have destroyed at least half of Rampart City.  Sylvia had stopped that catastrophe; she used her witch’s magic to transport the reactor safely into space.  In doing so, she had given her life so millions could survive.
 
   It had seemed appropriate then for Tim to go to prison to pay for his crimes.  Had it been up to him, they would have given him the electric chair or hanged him or perhaps some even worse form of capital punishment.  But thanks to his clean record and his testimony against Ward’s assistant Ms. Fielding and Dr. Enrique Stone, who had actually weaponized the RATs, Tim received only five years.
 
   Now thanks to good behavior and overcrowding, he might be let out after only two years.  That was what the three people in front of him had to decide.  He tried to read their faces for a sign of what they thought.  The bald man and middle-aged blond woman next to him didn’t look at him as they went over the notes on his incarceration.  The middle-aged man with thick brown hair and glasses met his eyes and nodded at him slightly.  The vote then would be two-to-one to keep him behind bars.
 
   The bald man finally turned to him, his eyes icy as he said, “Mr. Cooper, do you have anything to say on your behalf?”
 
   “No sir,” Tim said.
 
   “Do you feel any contrition for what happened that day?  Do you feel any sorrow for the families of the people you murdered?”
 
   The man with glasses cleared his throat.  “Excuse me, Ed, but I think characterizing Mr. Cooper’s crimes as murder is a stretch.”
 
   “He gave them the technology.  That makes him complicit in the murders.”
 
   “If a criminal murders someone with a gun, do you go after the clerk who sold him the bullets?”
 
   “I think that’s oversimplifying it,” the woman said.  “There’s a difference between a Saturday night special and one of those things.” 
 
   “Excuse me, sirs—and ma’am,” Tim began, “I don’t mind answering the question.  The answer is yes.  I feel the pain of those deaths every single minute of every single day.  But I know there’s nothing I can say or do to ever make it up to them.”
 
   As he said this, Tim thought of Sylvia.  Her sister Agnes had visited Tim before the trial, when he was still in Rampart City.  He had wanted her to cuss him out, to spit at him, or maybe—since she was a witch like her sister—put a curse on him.  Instead, she had consoled him.  “You didn’t know what they were going to do, dear,” she said.  “It’s not your fault.”  Her forgiveness only made the pain worse for him.  He didn’t deserve that forgiveness; he deserved to be hated for what he’d done to Sylvia.
 
   Though he had kept his eyes forward since he’d entered the room, he had seen Agnes in the back out of the corner of his eye.  She sat with an old woman he didn’t recognize.  At least he didn’t recognize her until she stood up and addressed the parole board.  He knew that soft, shy voice well.  “Excuse me,” she said.  “I’d like to say something on Mr. Cooper’s behalf.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Dr. Emma Earl.  I taught at Rampart State University when Mr. Cooper was there.”
 
   The three members of the parole board looked to each other and then the bald man, Ed, nodded to her.  “Go ahead, Dr. Earl.”
 
   She came forward to stand by the table and Tim resisted the urge to gasp as he realized he’d mistaken her for an old woman.  Emma’s hair had gone completely white since the last time he’d seen her at his trial.  Then her hair had been a coppery red, lighter than Sylvia’s had been, and her stomach had bulged from the child she carried within her.  He had heard she'd lost the baby, but what else had happened to her?
 
   She put a hand on the table and he was tempted to grab it and tell her to sit down.  He didn’t want her to defend him to the parole board.  He wanted to be punished for what he’d done.  He deserved it.  He supposed Emma, who also wore the magic red armor of the Scarlet Knight, wouldn’t listen to this; she believed his release would serve justice.
 
   “I’ve known Timothy for over three years now.  Not only is he a very gifted engineer, but he’s a good person as well.  That goodness is what Harry Ward preyed on.  Timothy’s only crime is that he believed Ward’s false promises.  He believed his creations would be used for noble purposes, to explore distant worlds and solve mysteries that have plagued science for centuries.  Ward used that hope to twist Timothy’s dream into something evil and destructive.
 
   “It would be wrong to say Timothy is as much of a victim as the people who died, but he is a victim in this.  He’s a victim of Ward’s megalomaniacal schemes.”  Emma stopped and Tim could see her face was red, whether from anger or embarrassment he couldn’t tell.  He pushed the glass of water on the table over to her hand.  She smiled slightly at him as she took the glass and drank from it.  She nodded to him before she continued, “The real crime would be to keep this good man locked up.”
 
   Ed said, “Thank you, Dr. Earl for those kind words, but I think we would be doing a disservice to the families of the victims to let Mr. Cooper go at this time.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, but I disagree.  I think the real service to the families would be to let Timothy go so he could use his gifts to help make this a better world.  He can’t do that from a jail cell.”
 
   “What’s to stop him from making some new kind of weapon and selling it to Al-Qaeda or some other terrorist group?” the blond woman beside Ed asked.
 
   “Timothy didn’t make or sell any weapons to anyone,” Emma said.  “He designed the RATs for exploration, for science.  It was Dr. Stone who turned them into weapons without Timothy’s knowledge.”
 
   “Dr. Earl is right,” the man with the glasses said.  “Mr. Cooper wasn’t the one who made those things into weapons.  And from Warden Carmichael’s reports, Mr. Cooper has been a model prisoner since arriving here.”
 
   “You really want to put this dangerous criminal back on the streets?” Ed asked.
 
   “Timothy is not dangerous.  He’s committed his life to science, to the discovery of truth.”  She put her hand on Tim’s shoulder.  “When I knew him at Rampart State, he spent twelve hours a day in the labs, to the point where they gave him a key so he could let himself in and out.  Does that sound like a dangerous criminal to you?”
 
   “Plenty of drug makers spend time in labs too,” Ed grumbled.
 
   “Timothy isn’t a drug maker.  He’s never done any drugs.  For that matter he never even jaywalked.  He’s one of the kindest, most good-hearted people I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Thank you, Dr. Earl.  You may return to your seat.  We will discuss the matter in private for a few minutes.”
 
   Emma nodded to Tim before she returned to her seat.  He didn’t look back at her; he didn’t want to see the kindness in her eyes and in those of Sylvia’s sister.  He didn’t deserve their support, only their hatred for what he had done.
 
   The board took fifteen minutes before they returned with the verdict.  It was the man with the glasses who announced Tim would be freed on parole.  “There is one condition of your parole, Mr. Cooper.  You are not under any circumstances to work in any sort of mechanical engineering capacity or in related fields.”
 
   “That’s not fair!”  This came from Emma, not from him.  She got to her feet and came over to his table again.  “How can you do that to him?  Would you have asked Mozart to stop composing symphonies or Shakespeare to stop writing plays?  You’re denying the world the benefit of his genius.”
 
   “That’s enough, Dr. Earl,” Ed said.  “The decision of this board is final.”
 
   Emma’s jaw clenched and Tim wondered if the parole board had any idea with whom they dealt.  Even without the armor, Tim had little doubt Emma could take down not only the members of the board, but all the guards in the room as well.  But she didn’t.  The anger in her face drained away and she sank down in her seat next to Agnes.
 
   With that, Tim became a free man.
 
   ***
 
   Emma met him in the parking lot outside the prison.  She and her friend Becky Beech waited for him as he came out.  To his surprise, Emma hugged him.  “Congratulations,” she said.
 
   “I guess so,” he said.  He certainly didn’t feel in much of a celebratory mood.  He was a free man while Sylvia and all those other people remained dead.  All those families shattered, lives in ruins, and he would be free again.
 
   They took him to a diner nearby.  Emma said, “You probably haven’t had a decent meal in two years.”
 
   He waited until the waitress hurried off to get their drinks—coffee for he and Becky and tea for Emma—to say, “Thank you for what you said in there.”
 
   “It was the truth.  Every word of it.”  She shook her head.  “I can’t believe what they did to you.  Not letting you do what you love.  What do they expect you to do?”
 
   “At least he’s out of prison,” Becky said.
 
   “I guess,” Emma said.  She looked down shyly at the tabletop.  “It’s just not fair.”
 
   “Life usually isn’t,” Becky said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   Tim looked at Emma, at her strangely white hair that sharply contrasted with her wrinkle-free face.  “I’m sorry about your baby.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She twirled some of her hair around her finger.  “I guess you probably already figured out that’s how this happened.”
 
   “I thought as much.”
 
   Their drinks arrived and they ordered—cheeseburgers for he and Becky and an egg white omelet for Emma.  Once the waitress had left again, Becky smiled woodenly.  “Come on you two, this should be a happy day.  Let’s drink a toast to Tim rejoining society.”
 
   They mumbled the toast and then clinked their glasses together.  The coffee tasted bitter, but better than the sludge they served in prison.  With what he’d done, such coffee was too good for him; he should have to subsist on musty water and moldy bread.
 
   Emma sipped her tea and then said, “Becky and I were talking.  If you don’t have anywhere else to stay, you’re welcome to stay with us.”
 
   “I couldn’t put you out like that.”
 
   “It’s no problem.  We have plenty of room.”
 
   Tim tried to think of some way to say no without hurting Emma’s feelings.  The truth was if he was to be free, he didn’t want to stay with Sylvia’s friends.  They would only remind him of her and the fact he would never get to see her again.  Still, when he looked into Emma’s eyes, he knew he couldn’t say no.  She had stood up for him against the parole board, had stuck her neck out for him because she believed in him.  He knew she would help him in every way she could because of that belief.  “I guess so.  Thank you,” he said.  Then he stood up from the table.  “I have to use the bathroom.”
 
   He didn’t go to the bathroom.  He went over by the front door and hunched down as if to buy a newspaper.  When someone else came in, Tim used that man’s body for a screen to slip out the door.  He made sure to keep low as he crept around the front of the building.  Once he was sure they couldn’t see him, he ran.
 
   He hated himself for rejecting Emma’s kindness after what she’d done for him.  At some point he hoped he could make her understand it had nothing to do with her.  He needed to make a clean break with his old life, rid himself of any reminders of Sylvia.  That was the only way he could hope to ever really be free.
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Chapter 1
 
   The minivan came to a stop and the driver rolled down her window.  “Just an oil change today?” Tim asked.
 
   “Yes and make sure you check the wiper fluid this time.  Last time I was here I ended up bone dry when it rained.”
 
   “Will do,” Tim said with a forced smile.  The woman popped the hood and he set to work on the thirty-point checklist he had memorized after two days of work at the Speedy Oil.  He made sure the woman saw him pour some wiper fluid into the reservoir as she talked on her phone.
 
   She was out of the garage ten minutes later.  After two months on the job, he could change the oil in just about any car blindfolded.  It wasn’t difficult for someone who could build an antimatter reactor.
 
   Those days were long behind him now.  To his surprise he found he didn’t miss it a whole lot.  What he’d really missed while in prison was to work with his hands, to get them dirty in the guts of some machinery.  The oil change job sated that need while it satisfied his parole requirement that he not work in engineering.  The pay wasn’t great, certainly not what he’d made at TriTech, but at least he was employed.  With a felony conviction on his record, he was lucky for that.
 
   Another car came in, this one a sports car with a middle-aged man behind the wheel.  “Make sure you don’t scratch her,” the driver said.  “When I was at the Jiffy Lube, they left a huge scratch on the left fender.  Cost me two hundred bucks to repaint it.”
 
   “I’ll be careful with her, sir,” Tim said.  The driver watched him warily nonetheless.
 
   At least that’s what Tim assumed, until he came back with the bill.  The man squinted at him and said, “You’re that guy from the newspapers, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “The Boy Genius, right?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Yeah you are.  You think I ought to look under the car for any hidden explosives?”
 
   “Your car is perfectly fine, sir.  Not a scratch on it.”
 
   “Does your manager know who you are?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  In fact his manager, Ray Rosen, had been skeptical of him at first.  “But Steve just got busted for selling meth so I’m a little shorthanded,” he’d said in the interview.  Ray had wagged a finger at Tim and warned, “If you screw up once, you’re out on your ass.”
 
   So far Tim had yet to screw up.  He’d even made Employee of the Month last month for the best average time of any of the grease monkeys.  The award came with a gift certificate to Burger King, with which Tim had taken his new coworkers to lunch.  At that lunch, Tim had felt at ease for the first time in years.  It was the first time he could be around a group of people and not worry he might be stabbed or raped.
 
   The driver of the sports car gave Tim the evil eye, but ultimately he paid his bill and left.  Tim figured the man would write an angry letter or make an irate phone call to the district manager to complain the company had hired a notorious felon.  Tim might even lose his job.  He supposed he should be more concerned about it, but he wasn’t.  He’d already lost the one thing he cared about most in his life, so the rest didn’t matter.
 
   He stepped outside and reached into his back pocket for a cigarette.  He hadn’t taken up smoking until he got here.  The cigarettes, along with the beard he’d grown, were part of his new life.  While he smoked, he took out the letter that had arrived yesterday.
 
   The letter was on Plaine Museum stationary, which meant it could only come from Emma.  She had found out his address, probably through his parole officer.  Then again, being the Scarlet Knight and a certified genius she could have figured it out on her own.  She’d written him two other letters, the first just to say she forgave him for leaving her and Becky at the diner and that she hoped they could still be friends.  The second letter came a couple of weeks later to say she and Dr. Maxwell were looking into how to get his work restrictions lifted.
 
   He hadn’t answered either letter.  When he tried, he could only remember Emma in front of the parole board to passionately defend him.  There was no way then he could say what he really wanted to, that he didn’t want her help or her forgiveness.  So he left the letters beside his bed, unanswered.
 
   This third letter was dated from three days ago.  “This is just a quick note,” Emma wrote.  “Something’s come up and I have to go out of the country for a few days.  Dr. Maxwell will still be working on your case.  We’re both confident we can get your restrictions lifted.  I hope to hear from you when I get back—and I hope to have some important news to tell you.  In case you don’t hear from me for a while, I just want to say you’ve been a good friend.”  She signed it as “Your Friend,” which along with the last sentence prompted him to toss his cigarette to the ground.  
 
   He supposed he ought to write her back even if she were going out of the country.  Why she would be leaving he didn’t have any idea.  Maybe he should try to call her friend Becky or Agnes; they would probably know.  Whatever it was, it sounded dangerous, enough that she feared she might not make it back.  Probably Scarlet Knight business.
 
   As he reached into his pocket for another cigarette, the sky darkened.  He looked up to see black clouds had blotted out the sun.  From what he’d heard on the radio, it wasn’t supposed to rain today.  Maybe it was some kind of quick-moving system that had just popped up.
 
   It did move quickly; the black clouds faded a minute later.  Tim flicked on his lighter, but as he bent down to light the cigarette, it fell from his mouth.  “What the hell?” he whispered.
 
   The letter in his hand had gone blank.  It was as if Emma’s words had been written in invisible ink.  He held the paper up to the light, but didn’t see any trace of the writing.  Even stranger, the envelope had gone blank as well.
 
   Before he could give these any more thought, a car pulled up to the garage.  He tucked the letter into the envelope, to keep both in his pocket for safekeeping.   Then he went back to work.
 
   ***
 
   Tim didn’t have a cell phone and Ray didn’t like anyone to make personal calls from the shop, especially long-distance personal calls.  So Tim had to wait until his lunch break at three o’clock before he could go to the McDonald’s across the street to use the pay phone.  First he bought a hamburger to get some quarters to put into the phone.
 
   The first number he dialed was the one he knew best—that of Agnes’s house, where Sylvia had lived before she moved in with him.  He figured Agnes would probably be the easiest to reach since she worked from her home.  The phone didn’t ring.  Instead, a high-pitched tone sounded in his ear and a recorded message told him the number he had dialed didn’t exist.
 
   He shook his head and then hung up the phone.  Maybe Agnes had decided to get a new number.  Or maybe she had moved somewhere with her wife and daughter.  She had sent him a picture of Renee shortly after she was born; he had kept it on his cell wall next to a picture of Sylvia to remind him of what they would never get a chance to create because of him.
 
   He still had the picture in the back of his wallet of newborn Renee on a pink blanket.  Except now when he reached into his wallet, he saw the picture had changed.  The little girl on the pink blanket still had pale skin, brown hair, and blue eyes, but those eyes no longer had that Asian look to them.  The hair seemed lighter as well, closer to dirty blond than the dark brown of Renee’s.  He turned it over to see the name on the back had changed to “Sophie.”
 
   Who was Sophie?  And how had her picture become that of Renee?  He tucked the photo into his pocket with Emma’s blank letter.  Then he ran a hand over his face and wondered if he were going crazy.  Maybe his release from the joint had done something to his mind, something he hadn’t noticed until now.  Maybe his grip on reality was slipping away.  Or maybe he felt guilty that he’d ditched Emma and Becky at the diner and in the process alienated everyone he had known in Rampart City.
 
   He took his quarters out of the phone to reinsert into the slot.  Then he dialed the number for the Plaine Museum North Branch.  Even if Emma was gone, someone there could probably tell him where she had gone—and when she might be back.  Instead, he received the same horrible tone and automated voice that told him the number didn’t exist.
 
   “What is going on?” he asked himself.  He took his quarters from the phone again and decided maybe it was just a bad phone.
 
   He walked next door to the Arby’s and again dialed Agnes’s number.  He came away with the same result.  He tried the Plaine Museum as well, just to make sure.  Again he got the automated message.  “This is weird,” he mumbled.
 
   To change his luck, he inserted different quarters the next time.  He dialed the operator and said, “Could you give me the number for the Plaine Museum North Branch in Westfield please?”
 
   There was silence for a moment until the operator said, “I’m sorry sir, but I have no listing.”
 
   “No listing?  That’s impossible.”
 
   “Is there another number you want me to try, sir?”
 
   “Sure.  Could you try the Plaine Museum in Rampart City?”  Again the operator said she didn’t have a listing.  Tim finally let out some of his frustration.  “That museum has been there for a hundred years!  How could you not have a listing?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir.  Can I help you with anything else?”
 
   “OK, can you look up Agnes Chiostro in Rampart City for me?”
 
   “I’m afraid not, sir.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t have any listings for a Rampart City.”
 
   “What?  Is this some kind of joke?  Is someone putting you up to this?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.  If there’s nothing more I can do—”
 
   “Hold on a minute.  Are you saying you don’t have any phone numbers for Rampart City?  A city of nine million people can’t just vanish—”  He stopped himself and thought of Emma’s letter that had gone blank and the picture of Renee that had changed into one of a different child.  “I’m sorry, operator.  My mistake.”
 
   He hung up the phone and then dialed in the number for the shop.  “Hi, this is Tim.  I’m not feeling good.  I’m going home sick.  Can you get someone to cover for me?  Thanks.”
 
   Something odd was going on and he would find out what.
 
   ***
 
   Tim didn’t own a computer either.  He meant to go to the flea market outside town to see if he could pick up some components to build one.  Whether that would violate his parole or not he couldn’t be sure.  He had supposed that as long as he didn’t use the computer to design any weapons of mass destruction he would be all right.
 
   Instead of home, he took the bus to the public library.  The library in Corwin City didn’t have a great selection of books—especially books on engineering, which he thought just as well—but it did have a dozen computers for public use.  He had to sign a waiting list and pace impatiently by the dictionaries while a bunch of men used the machines.  They were probably felons like him; they probably used the computers to chat with thirteen-year-olds online—or at least who they thought were thirteen-year-olds.
 
   Just as he was about to grab one of the perverts around the neck and throw him out of his chair, his turn came.  He sat down at the machine, logged on, and then opened the browser for the Internet.  He typed “Rampart City” but came up with nothing.  At least, nothing important.  He found numerous links to sites about medieval walls and even one to a Rampart Security Company, but nothing about the city itself.  How could one of the most famous cities in America—if not the world—suddenly disappear?
 
   He brought up Google Maps and typed in his old address in Rampart City.  The site came back with an error message.  He got the same message when he tried Agnes’s house, the Plaine Museum, and the hair salon/gun range Sylvia had owned.  They were all gone.  Tim typed in the address for the Speedy Oil in Corwin City.  Then he began the laborious process to move the map southeast to where Rampart City should be.  Should be.  Except the satellite images showed only patches of blue ocean.
 
   Out of desperation, he logged off the computer and found the atlases.  He flipped through the pages of various states, until he finally came to the right one.  Nothing.  Where Rampart City should be was only ocean, as if it had broken off and sunk like Atlantis.  He tried another atlas with identical results.
 
   Finally he went to the reference desk.  A young woman with short brown hair asked, “Can I help you find something, sir?”
 
   “Yes, you can.  I’m looking for Rampart City.”
 
   The young woman typed something into the computer.  She shook her head.  “I don’t see anything in the index.  Is it a book or a movie?”
 
   “No, it’s a city.”
 
   The young woman stared at him blankly.  “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “I mean it’s a real city.  Millions of people live there.  You’re saying you’ve never heard of it?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  Our atlases are over there—”
 
   “I’ve already looked in the fucking atlases!”
 
   “Please, sir, keep your voice down or you’ll have to leave.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered.  He sensed everyone staring at him.  “I’ll be going now.”
 
   The bus dropped him off a block from the motel where he lived.  When he’d first arrived in Corwin City, he hadn’t known how long he would stay, so he had checked into the Dandelion Motel for a few days.  Those few days had turned into two months.  In some ways it was better than an apartment in that he got free maid service, paid utilities, and he could leave at pretty much any time he wanted.  And they hadn’t run a credit check on him either, which helped in his position.
 
   He turned on the television as he sank onto the bed.  He flipped from the local channels to CNN and Fox News for anything that might explain what had happened to Rampart City.  There was nothing but the typical news about scandals in Washington and Hollywood.  Usually there would be at least one story that would mention Rampart City.  The sports report would at least mention the Rampart City Ramparts football team.  But there was nothing.
 
   Tim lay back on the bed and stared up at the water-spotted ceiling.  Had he gone mad?  Had there really never been a Rampart City?  Had the whole thing been a figment of his imagination?  What about Emma and Agnes—and Sylvia?  Had they really existed or had he dreamed them up too?
 
   He kept Emma’s letters in his nightstand, along with the Gideon Bible and Book of Mormon someone had left.  He pulled out Emma’s letters only to see the envelopes blank just like the one in his pocket.  To make sure, he took the pages out and saw that they too had nothing written on them.  He balled these up and hurled them across the room.  This was nuts.  He needed to get some sleep; tomorrow things would make more sense.
 
   He gradually fell asleep, aided by a glass of whiskey from the bottle he kept in the miniature refrigerator.  The drinking was something he had taken up along with the cigarettes and beard.  He found that a cup of cheap whiskey before bed usually helped him sleep.  Otherwise he would toss for hours as he thought of Sylvia and those final moments before she had died.  He could never be sure of what happened, but he always felt she’d kissed him and told him how much she loved him before she vanished.
 
   When he closed his eyes this time, he stared up at a vibrant blue sky with puffy white clouds drifting by.  He could feel warm, grainy sand beneath him.  Was he dreaming of the beach?  He and Sylvia had flown to Mexico one spring.  He could still remember how gorgeous she looked in the green bikini that matched her eyes, the water dripping from her dark red hair—
 
   A sneeze shook him from these thoughts.  He sat up to realize he wasn’t on a beach.  He was in a sandbox.  There was a bucket next to his feet, along with toy trucks and worn dolls.  The owner of these items sat on the edge of the sandbox.  She was a little girl with coppery hair that hung to her waist, held back from her face by a plastic headband.  “Emma?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head.  “My name’s Joanna.  But people call me Red because of my hair.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.  You look like someone I know.”
 
   “Emma is in trouble.  She needs your help.”
 
   Tim’s brow furrowed at this.  Emma had never mentioned anyone named Joanna before.  “Who are you?  Where is this place?”
 
   “I told you my name,” the little girl said.  She punctuated this with another sneeze.  “This is my mommy’s house.”
 
   “How’d I get here?”
 
   “I brought you here.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “When you went to sleep.”
 
   “So this is a dream?”  Tim pinched his arm and felt a stab of pain.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m a friend of Emma’s.  She’s in trouble and needs your help.  You have to go to Rampart City and find her.”
 
   “So there really is a Rampart City, isn’t there?”
 
   “Yes.  But she made it go away.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   Joanna shook her head.  “I can’t say.”
 
   “What can you say?”
 
   The little girl rolled her eyes.  “I already said it.  Go to the city.  I’ll send someone to help you when you get there.  She’ll be able to tell you what to do.”
 
   “Can you at least tell me what sort of trouble Emma’s in?”
 
   “You’ll find out.”
 
   With that, Tim woke up to find a layer of sand beneath him.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Since he’d only been out of prison for two months, he didn’t have a lot of stuff to pack.  Most of his clothes and other possessions he’d owned before he went to jail were still in Rampart City along with Sylvia’s things, like her collection of antique knives.  “Why do we need those?” he had asked her when she unpacked the wooden box.
 
   “You never know when you might need a good knife,” Sylvia had said and then kissed him.  That had been her in a nutshell—tough on the outside, but sweet once you got past it.  
 
   What had become of all of Sylvia’s things?  If that little girl Joanna was right, they might have simply vanished.  She.  Who had Joanna meant by that?  He didn’t have any idea.  With a sigh, he realized again there was so much he didn’t know about the world.  He hadn’t known Sylvia was a witch until he found her trapped in a vault, aging rapidly as her magic drained away.  Ward had fashioned that vault and Tim had certainly misjudged him.  He’d thought Ward was interested in the same things he was—technology and progress—while in reality Ward had really only wanted to accumulate more power for himself.  Nor had Tim known Emma Earl was the Scarlet Knight until they’d rescued the armor along with Sylvia from the vault.
 
   Emma was in trouble.  That was what Joanna had said.  She hadn’t elaborated, though.  He didn’t have any idea what he could possibly do against someone who could make a metropolitan area vanish.  He didn’t have any magic powers or armor; he couldn’t even legally buy a gun.  What was he supposed to do?
 
   Well, he supposed the only way to find out would be to go there.  How to get there became the first problem he had to solve.  He checked the phone book for the numbers of the nearest airlines.  As he figured, none of them had heard of Rampart City.  “Is that in America?” one service representative asked him.
 
   “Yes.  It’s about four hundred miles from you.”
 
   “Never heard of it.”
 
   He met the same problem when he tried the bus and train companies.  None of them had anything to Rampart City.  The closest he could get was a bus to Warrensburg.  That would still leave him a hundred miles away.  Still, he supposed a hundred miles was better than three hundred.  He booked a ticket for that night at midnight, the last one of the night.
 
   The next problem was to get to the bus station.  Tim didn’t have a car.  His license had expired while he had been in prison and he hadn’t tried to get a new one yet.  His old car was back in the city with the rest of the stuff, unless someone had sold it.  In any case it wouldn’t do him any good now.
 
   He called the one taxi service in Corwin City, but they didn’t want to send one of their drivers out on the two-hour round-trip drive to the bus station.  With no one else to call, he picked up the phone and dialed the number for Ray Rosen.  Ray’s wife answered the phone; loud music played in the background so that she had to shout, “What?”
 
   “Tell Ray this is Tim!  From work!” he screamed into the receiver.
 
   “Hold on.”
 
   Ray came on the line after he shouted, “Turn down that shit!”  The music turned off and Ray growled, “What is it?  You quitting?”
 
   “No.  But I do need a couple of days off.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Someone back in Rampart City is sick.  I need to go help out.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “It’s this little town where I used to live,” Tim said.  He suppressed a tired sigh.  “Look, I got a bus to take me, but I need a ride to the station.  Right now.  Can you help me out?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.  Where you at?”
 
   “The Dandelion Motel.  Room 224.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll be there in five.”  Ray hung up the phone to leave Tim to throw his few possessions into a knapsack.
 
   Ray arrived five minutes later.  To announce his presence, he honked the horn of his Trans Am until Tim opened the passenger’s side door.  Before Tim could even shut the door, Ray floored the accelerator.  “So this is some kind of emergency?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, you could say that.”
 
   “Who is this sick person?”
 
   “My sister,” Tim said.  He decided that would be better than to say his friend.  His stomach churned as Ray ran through the last stoplight in town.
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.  My mom wasn’t very specific.  She just said I should come home right away.”
 
   “Never good when they say that.”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   “You and your sister close?”
 
   “Not really.”  
 
   “I wasn’t with mine either.  She died a couple years ago.  Cancer.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, it sucks.  But what are you going to do?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tim said.  He supposed he wouldn’t know what to do until he found out what sort of trouble Emma—and for that matter the rest of Rampart City—was in.  Even then, he probably wouldn’t be able to do much about it.  He tried to comfort himself by thinking this Joanna wouldn’t have asked him to go if he couldn’t do anything.  That was unless Joanna was a figment of his imagination.  The dream had seemed so real though, to the point where he had woke up to find sand in his bed.  His imagination had never been that good, not even in prison, when it was about all he had.
 
   Ray got Tim to the bus station with an hour to spare.  Tim reached across the seat to shake Ray’s hand.  “Thanks a lot for this.  And for giving me the job for that matter.”
 
   “You earned the job.  You’re the best oil jockey I ever seen.”
 
   “Thanks,” Tim said, though he wasn’t sure that was entirely a compliment.  
 
   “Good luck with your sister.  Give me a call once you know what’s going on.”
 
   “I will.”  He climbed out of the car; he barely had time to close the door before Ray roared off into the night.  And then Tim was alone again.
 
   ***
 
   The bus was late.  Tim waited for three hours in the station with nothing to do except to read the same worn sports page from USA Today someone had left in the terminal.  Despite that the paper was from three days ago, the Ramparts weren’t listed in the football standings.  He wondered again what sort of power might have not only made the city itself vanish, but any mention of the city in print, online, and in people’s minds.  Except for his.  
 
   Why he could still remember was another thought that bothered him.  Was it that Joanna had somehow protected him?  Or was it his connection to Sylvia, Emma, and others?  Or was it just that this was his crazy dream?
 
   Halfway into his wait, the population of the terminal doubled.  A young Asian woman came through the door with a large black case behind her.  Tim stared at the case and wondered what might be inside it.  As if she read his mind, the woman said, “It’s a cello.”
 
   “Oh.  Are you in an orchestra?
 
   “Jazz trio.”  Her expression turned icy.  “What, you don’t think Asian girls can play jazz?”
 
   “I hadn’t really thought about it.”  Tim looked around the terminal.  “What happened to the rest of the trio?”
 
   “They made the flight to Boston.  I didn’t.  So I’m going to ride the bus all night to catch up to them.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, so am I.”
 
   The woman sat across the terminal from him and read a thin paperback while he could only read the same sports page until he’d memorized every word of it.  He snuck a few glances at the woman, but she was engrossed in her book.  Too engrossed really; she probably thought he was some creep.
 
   When the bus came, they were the only two on board—along with the cello.  Tim offered to carry it for her, but she refused.  “You think a woman can’t carry her own instrument?”
 
   “I was just trying to be polite.”
 
   “Or to get into my pants.”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “You don’t like Asian women, is that it?  Or I’m just not attractive enough?”
 
   Tim felt his face turn warm from embarrassment.  “No, nothing like that.”  He sighed.  “I got out of a committed relationship not that long ago,” he said, although it had been nearly three years since Sylvia had died.  Three years he had spent mostly in prison, without any women who weren’t made of paper—or imagination.
 
   The woman deliberately sat three rows behind him with her cello; she buckled it in like a child.  He wished he’d brought something to read, but the only thing he’d had in the motel room was the Gideon Bible and Book of Mormon.  Corwin City didn’t have a bookstore, which meant the only places to buy books were the grocery stores and pharmacies.  That still would have been preferable to staring at mile after mile of tree-lined Thruway.
 
   He leaned against the window to look at the scenery, when the young woman sat down next to him.  “I can’t sleep,” she said.
 
   “That makes two of us.”
 
   She held out her slim hand to him.  “My name’s Renee Kim.”
 
   “Tim Cooper.”
 
   “That sounds familiar for some reason.”
 
   “So does yours.”
 
   “Maybe we met in a past life.”
 
   “I doubt that.”  Tim patted his jacket and thought of the picture of Sophie in there—the picture that had been of Renee.  “Some friends of mine have a baby named Renee.”
 
   “I bet she’s cute.  All babies are.  Then they grow up.”  She sighed and then said, “I lied earlier.  I’m not going to Boston to meet my trio.  I’m going there to run from them.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”  He saw her wince and said, “You don’t have to say if you don’t want to.”
 
   “The trombone player—Roger—and I were more than just bandmates, if you know what I mean.  Anyway, I caught him playing a duet with someone else, so now I’m going home.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “We’d been together for six years.  Since we were in college.  And the stupid jerk throws it all away just like that.”  Her eyes had begun to tear up.  Tim wished he had a handkerchief to offer, but he hadn’t gotten around to buying any of those yet.  “That’s why I was so short with you earlier.  It’s not your fault.  You seem like a nice guy.”
 
   “A lot of people don’t think so.”
 
   “Really?  That’s hard to imagine.”
 
   “You remember the Boy Genius?”
 
   “That a TV show or something?”
 
   “No.  That’s what they called me.  It was in all the newspapers and everything.”
 
   “I must have missed it.”
 
   “It’s not important,” Tim said.  He supposed he should have realized sooner if the rest of everything connected to Rampart City had disappeared, the RAT Bombings would have disappeared as well.  Did that mean his record had been expunged?  For that matter, did he still exist?  Ray had certainly thought so, as did Renee.  But really, if he wasn’t from Rampart City, then was he supposed to be an entirely different person?
 
   “Are you feeling all right?” Renee asked.  “You’re sweating.”
 
   “Oh.  I’m just a little warm.”
 
   “So where are you heading?”
 
   “Warrensburg.  Then I’ve got to find a ride to—somewhere else.  My hometown.”
 
   “Well, I guess we’re both crawling back home with tail between legs.”
 
   “Not exactly.  My sister is sick.”
 
   “Oh, shit.”  Renee blushed.  “You must think I’m such a bitch by now.”
 
   “No, I don’t think that.”
 
   “You just don’t know me well enough.”  She leaned across the seat to kiss him.  He pushed her away gently; she dropped back into her seat with a sigh.  “I’m sorry.  It just seemed like that was the moment.  You know, like in the movies that would be when the two lonely people who meet on the bus kiss each other.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  I’d like to, really I would.  It’s just that I’ve been trying to get over this woman.”
 
   “You catch her in bed with someone else?”
 
   “No.  She died.”
 
   Renee shook her head.  “I am such an idiot.  I should go back with my instrument.”
 
   “You didn’t know.”
 
   “You really loved her then?”
 
   “Yes.  More than anything in the world.”
 
   “What happened?  Did she get sick?”
 
   “She was murdered,” he said.  He figured this wasn’t far from the truth.  She might have given her life to save the city, but she wouldn’t have needed to do that if not for Harry Ward—if not for Tim.  “It was my fault.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   “I put her in the situation.  I was responsible.”
 
   Renee put a hand on his arm.  “I’m really sorry about trying to kiss you.  It was stupid.”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   They sat in silence for the rest of the way; Renee eventually fell asleep with her head on Tim’s shoulder.  He thought of when Sylvia had done that during a movie.  He hadn’t watched the rest of the film; he’d sat there and watched her sleep so peacefully while he stroked her hair.  He stopped himself before he could touch Renee’s silky black hair.  It would be wrong of him, not just because he was about to get off the bus and never see her again but because she would only be a flimsy substitute for Sylvia in his mind.  No one could ever replace her—no one.
 
   The bus stopped at Warrensburg at four in the morning.  He shook Renee gently to wake her up.  She blinked her eyes a few times and looked around as if she didn’t know where she was.  “Oh, shit.  How long have I been out?”
 
   “A couple of hours.  We’re at my stop.”
 
   “I see.  So I guess this is goodbye.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   She reached into her purse and fumbled around until she pulled out a business card that had the name of her former band, the Trumpeting Swans.  “This is my cell phone number.  You ever want to talk, you can give me a call.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said.  He tucked the card into his pocket along with the letter and photograph.  He shook her hand gently and smiled at her.  “I hope you get to Boston all right.”
 
   “I hope your sister is all right.”
 
   With that they nodded to each other and then Tim hefted his knapsack over his shoulder.
 
   ***
 
   From Warrensburg, the problem was to find a way to the site of Rampart City.  Short of stealing a car, there was no way to drive himself there.  He left the bus station and went out to the main road to try to hitch a ride.  There weren’t many rides to be had at four in the morning in Warrensburg.  
 
   He had gone two miles on foot before the truck pulled up.  It was a red tractor-trailer with an unmarked gray trailer.  Someone had painted a gray Wil E. Coyote on the side of the driver’s side door.  The truck stopped in front of Tim and waited for him to walk up to the driver’s side door.  The driver wore a straw cowboy hat and a thick gray mustache.  “Where you heading, son?” he asked.
 
   “About a hundred miles southeast.”
 
   “What’s that way?”
 
   “My hometown.”
 
   “I’m going to Sharonville.  That’s about ninety miles that way.”
 
   “That would be great.  Thanks.”  Tim went around to the passenger’s side of the truck; he scaled the handholds along the side to pull himself into the cab.  He had never ridden in a truck like this, only in Sylvia’s pick-up.  
 
   The driver held out his hand for Tim to shake as he got the big rig underway.  “Name’s Sam, but they call me Old Coyote.”
 
   “My name’s Tim.”
 
   “You know it’s dangerous to hitch at five in the morning,” Old Coyote said.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s kind of an emergency.  My sister’s sick.”
 
   “What’s she got?”
 
   “Not sure yet.  Might be cancer.”
 
   “That’s rough.  So what exactly is this place you’re going to?”
 
   “Rampart City.  You’ve probably never heard of it.”
 
   Old Coyote scratched his mustache as he thought.  “Seems familiar somehow.  Probably drove through there a few times.  I been hauling stuff in this neck of the woods for thirty years now.  Been from one end of the country to another.  Even got all the way down to Mexico.”
 
   “Wow,” Tim said, too tired to manufacture much enthusiasm.
 
   “How long you been out there?”
 
   “I got off the bus an hour ago.  Walked for a while.  Not many people out at this time of morning I guess.”
 
   “No, I reckon not.”  Old Coyote looked over at his dash.  “Tell you what, I’m a couple hours ahead of schedule.  I could take you to this town of yours.  This Rampart City.”
 
   “That would be great.  Thank you.”
 
   “It’s no problem.”  Old Coyote turned on the radio to a country and western station.  Tim didn’t know country music well enough to know the song.  He leaned back in his seat and wondered what he would find when he got there.  Would the city be there still or would it be replaced by the ocean just as it was in the atlases and on Google?
 
   Old Coyote began to talk about his last run through this area, when there had been an accident that had backed things up for three miles.  “Got off the highway and wandered around these little country dirt roads for a while,” he said.  “But I got my load in on time.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “You can sleep if you want.  I ain’t going to do nothing to you.  I know you people are scared of that these days.  Used to get a lot more hitchers back when I first started.  Then people started getting afraid that they’d wind up chopped into pieces or getting poked in the ass.”
 
   Tim smiled at this; for the last two years he’d worried about that constantly.  He was in good enough shape where he could take care of himself reasonably well despite that he wasn’t affiliated with any of the various gangs.  His first week in the joint someone from the Aryan faction had tried to corner him in the exercise yard.  Tim had used a few moves learned from Sylvia to lay out the man, despite that he’d been six inches taller and twenty pounds heavier.  That had given him enough credibility that he was generally left alone.
 
   “It’s not anything personal,” Tim said.  “I’m not really sleepy.”
 
   “You been in prison, son?”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Just got the look about you.  What’d you do?”
 
   “I sold something to someone who used it to do something very bad.”
 
   “Drugs?”
 
   “More like computers.  Robots.”
 
   “Robots?  You some kind of rocket scientist?”
 
   “I used to be—sort of.”  Tim flashed his Speedy Oil jacket for the driver to read.  “I’m a grease monkey now.”
 
   “You ever think about driving a big rig?”
 
   “I’d have to keep it in the state.  I’m on parole.”
 
   “That’s tough.  I been in the joint myself.  Stole a car back when I was eighteen.  I already had a couple of juvenile arrests, so they put me in the big house.  How long ago you get out?”
 
   “About two months ago.”
 
   “You getting ready to go back in yet?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” Tim said.  He knew others had trouble to adapt to life outside prison, but he hadn’t found much comfort in prison life.  “I don’t think I want to go back there.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   When they first saw it, Tim thought it was an optical illusion from the morning sun.  As they passed through the little town of Sharonville and got closer, though, he began to realize it wasn’t just a trick of light.  The city really was gone.
 
   In its place, Tim saw a black fog so dark it looked solid.  “What in tarnation is that?” Old Coyote asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Tim said.  
 
   “Must be some kind of forest fire or something.”
 
   “Maybe,” Tim said, but he knew that wasn’t it.  For one thing, the fog didn’t appear to be rising into the sky like smoke.  It remained anchored from the ground to blot out the sky.  The closer the truck came, the larger the wall of fog appeared, and the more solid.  
 
   The road they were on ended abruptly to leave nothing but a flat brown plain of dirt, as if someone had dropped a nuclear weapon to turn the area into a wasteland.  Old Coyote brought the truck to a halt and stared in disbelief at the fog—if it could really be called fog.  Tim wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but he knew that’s where he had to go.
 
   That was when the naked woman dropped out of the sky.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Tim bolted out of the tractor-trailer before the woman hit the ground.  He was too late to catch her; the woman’s body slammed into the ground about ten feet in front of him.  He skidded to a halt, certain the woman was dead.  No one could have survived a fall from that high up without a parachute or any kind of protection.
 
   To his surprise, the woman began to move.  At first he thought the twitching in her legs was just a reflex, but then her arms began to move as well.  She shifted the arms into a modified push-up position to lever herself up a few inches.  Tim saw that like a cartoon, she had left a human-shaped imprint in the ground, but there was no blood.
 
   He rushed over to her side and took her right arm to help her sit up.  As he did, he finally got a look at her face.  He had seen this face a few times when he went to Agnes Chiostro’s house to visit Sylvia.  It was Agnes’s wife.  “Akako?” he asked to make sure.
 
   “Yes,” she said.  She looked about her; her eyes focused on the wall of black fog.  “She really did it.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later.”  Akako looked over Tim, at Old Coyote’s truck.  Then she looked down at herself.  She brushed her long black hair forward to cover her breasts.  
 
   Tim’s face turned warm as he realized he’d forgotten his manners.  He took off his Speedy Oil jacket and draped it around Akako’s shoulders.  The jacket was big enough to cover Akako down to her waist, which still left her privates exposed.  “Wait right here,” he said.
 
   He returned to the truck, where Old Coyote sat behind the wheel; he still gaped at where Akako sat.  “Is she real or have I died and gone to Heaven?”
 
   “She’s real.  I think,” Tim said, not sure if any of this was real or all part of some elaborate dream.  He found his knapsack and rummaged around until he found a pair of pants.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   The pants were too loose for Akako, but at least they would cover her until they found something better.  “Thank you,” Akako said.  “I wish I could have brought something with me.”
 
   “From where?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”  Akako put a hand to her flat stomach.  “Could we get something to eat?  I’m starving.”
 
   “Sure.  I guess.”  Tim took her arm to help her to her feet.  They made their way slowly back to the truck, where Tim stood on the ground to help Akako up.  Old Coyote leaned across the seat to take her hand and help her the rest of the way.
 
   “Hello little lady.  My name’s Sam.  They call me Old Coyote though.”  He tipped his cowboy hat to Akako.
 
   “I’m Akako.”
 
   “Pretty name.  Chinese?”
 
   “Japanese.  It means red.”
 
   Tim squeezed onto the passenger’s seat, grateful Akako was slim enough not to take up much room.  “I think we should get going.”
 
   “I ain’t going into that,” Old Coyote said.
 
   “Let’s head back to Sharonville then.  Akako’s hungry.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”  Old Coyote began the laborious process to turn the tractor-trailer around, and put them back onto the road to Sharonville.  Akako said nothing during the short drive back, but Tim could see her tremble beneath his jacket and pants.  How had she managed to survive that fall from the sky?
 
   Old Coyote pulled into a truck stop and Tim held out his hand for the man to shake.  “Thanks for all your help, Sam, but you should probably be getting on so you aren’t late.”
 
   “The hell with that,” Old Coyote said.  “I ain’t leaving you or this pretty lady here.”
 
   “Look, Sam—”
 
   “I just saw a woman drop out of the sky and crash into the ground without a scratch.  I think I deserve an explanation.”
 
   Akako nodded.  “That’s fair, but I can’t promise you that the explanation will make anything easier to understand.”  She put her hand to her stomach again.  “Could we talk about it inside?”
 
   Old Coyote led the way for them; he held open the door to the truck stop’s restaurant.  Over Akako’s shoulder, Tim saw the gift shop and then turned to Old Coyote.  “Can you take her?  I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   The gift shop didn’t have ladies underwear, but it did have T-shirts and shorts.  He picked out a medium-sized shirt and the smallest size of shorts.  This took up most of the money he’d brought with him, but he doubted he would really need it.  He would probably be dead before long.
 
   Inside the restaurant, he found Old Coyote across a booth from Akako, who leaned against the wall.  “I ordered you a cup of coffee,” Old Coyote said.
 
   “Thanks.”  Tim set the bundle of clothes on the table.  “I’m not sure these will fit—”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll do fine,” Akako said.  “Thank you.”
 
   He helped her out of the booth and let her rest against him as he walked her to the bathrooms.  He hesitated at the door to the ladies room and wondered if she were strong enough to go in and change on her own.  “I’ll be fine,” she said.  “Go back and order me a cheeseburger.  A big one.  With some fries.  And a chocolate milkshake.”
 
   “Are you sure—?”
 
   “I haven’t had a decent burger in ten years,” she snapped.
 
   “Sure, no problem.”
 
   The waitress was already at the table when he returned.  He studied the menu for a moment to find the cheeseburgers and ordered Akako the largest one they had.  His stomach didn’t feel all that empty, despite the fact he hadn’t eaten anything in nearly twenty-four hours.  “I’ll just have a bowl of corn flakes,” he said.
 
   Once the waitress had gone, Old Coyote leaned across the table.  “So who is that girl?  A friend of yours?”
 
   “She’s the wife of a friend of mine.”
 
   “Figures a girl like that would be taken.  It’s not an open relationship, is it?”
 
   Tim looked down at the table and tried to find a delicate way to say Akako’s husband was a woman named Agnes.  “She’s, well, she’s not really into men.  If you know what I mean.”
 
   Tim was saved from having to attempt to explain any further when Akako returned to the table.  Her breasts pressed tight against the American flag decal on the T-shirt; Tim tried not to notice that her nipples stood out on either side of Old Glory.  The pink shorts exposed most of her legs, but at least they covered what mattered.  Across the table, Old Coyote gaped at her.  Tim could see the half-dozen other male truckers—and even a couple of female ones—stared the same way.
 
   “Did you already order?” Akako asked, apparently oblivious to the stares and leers.
 
   “Yeah,” Tim said.  “I got what you wanted.”
 
   “Great.”  She slid next to him in the booth and then sighed.  “Well, now I guess I’d better tell you what’s going on.  I suppose the best place to start would be the beginning.”
 
   ***
 
   In his classes at Rampart State, Tim had studied quantum mechanics a little bit.  That had actually been his worst subject in terms of science, as he’d never really understood the complexities.  Ideas like infinite parallel worlds struck him as being like time travel in that it made for better science fiction than science fact.  
 
   Next to him in the booth was a case study in quantum mechanics.  From what Akako said, she was not from this world.  She had been born in a parallel universe.  Her world was largely the same as Tim’s, except Japan had colonized most of the United States and become the world’s premier superpower, so that Asians were the majority and whites in the minority.
 
   When she was a teenager, Akako began to hear the voices.  At first she thought she was going crazy from the stress of high school.  Her parents had taken her for tests at the hospital, but there was nothing physically wrong with her.  She’d gone to a psychologist, who suggested she might have schizophrenia.
 
   She finally suffered a nervous breakdown and spent two weeks in a hospital for rest and observation.  The doctors hadn’t helped her, but she’d learned to help herself.  As she listened—really listened—to the voices, she began to understand they weren’t other personalities within her.  The voices she heard were actually other versions of her in parallel universes.  They came in both sexes and in all ages from a one-year-old boy to a ninety-year-old woman.
 
   Akako discovered she could not only hear voices, but she could receive other sensory input from them as well.  She could touch what they touched, smell what they smelled, and see what they saw.  In turn, the others could do the same with her.
 
   When it first began, she identified ten others.  That number continued to multiply until she could finally contact two hundred twenty-six others.  She—and the others—theorized there were many, many more out there, perhaps an infinite number.
 
   They all had one thing in common:  the name Red.  Akako’s name meant ‘red’ in Japanese.  There was a Rouge, Rojito, Rot, Rood, Rosso, and Vermelho among others.  Those whose names didn’t literally translate as Red, usually had something that related to it as a nickname.  So that was how they began to refer to themselves, as the Reds.
 
   Once she got out of the hospital, Akako settled into a relatively normal life; she learned to control and hide her connection to the Reds.  She went on to college to major in English Literature.  When she was a graduate student, she met an assistant professor named Aggie Joubert.  They fell madly in love and married two weeks later.
 
   The marriage didn’t last long.  A drunk driver killed Aggie on his way home three months later.  To make things worse, Akako had been pregnant with their first child.  She miscarried a week after Aggie’s funeral.
 
   As she wallowed in despair, a miracle changed Akako’s life forever.  The Red in Tim’s world, a teenage boy named Red, died.  For the slightest of moments there was a tear in the fabric of reality.  A voice guided Akako through this tear, into Tim’s world, where she woke up in Agnes Chiostro’s basement.  
 
   “And you know the rest,” Akako said to Tim.  “Aggie and I fell in love again and we’ve been together since then.”
 
   Tim glanced across the table at Old Coyote, who had been listening with rapt attention while he sipped at his coffee.  “That is a hell of a story,” the old trucker said.  “But it don’t explain how it was you came dropping out of the sky.”
 
   “No, I guess it doesn’t,” Akako said.  “That happened a few days ago in your time.  But it’s been ten years for me.”
 
   The way Akako explained it didn’t make any more sense than the rest of it.  A group of assassins wanted to kidnap Akako’s daughter Renee, so Akako and Renee had gone to the Milton School for Girls, where a group of witches was supposed to protect them.  Except that the leader of the assassins was herself a witch—Aggie’s thought-to-be-dead sister Sophie.
 
   Sophie and some of her assassins had snuck into Akako and Renee’s room at the Milton School for Girls, where they stayed with a witch named Ms. Chiu.  With a spell, Sophie transported Akako back to her rightful universe, along with Ms. Chiu.  Except they didn’t emerge at the same point in time; Akako had gone back ten years, to when she was thirteen years old.  As for Ms. Chiu, she had become Akako’s ten-year-old sister Aiko.
 
   “I had to relive those years all over again,” Akako said with a sad shake of her head.  Despite how much she wanted to change things, especially about her relationship with the Aggie of her world, she could do nothing.  Everything played out exactly the same; she almost took a backseat within her own mind.
 
   As for Ms. Chiu, she had disappeared a little at a time.  At first she had been the same as Akako remembered, with all of her memories intact.  Over the first few weeks she began to adopt Aiko’s mannerisms.  The memories were the last to go; the process worked in reverse with her newest memories erased first.
 
   Over a period of two weeks, Aiko acted immature for her age.  She forgot how to ride a bike.  She could no longer read.  She threw tantrums in the store if she didn’t get something she wanted.  She began to soil herself in public.  For two days—much to her parents’s horror—she curled up on her bed; she wailed incoherently and sucked her thumb.  “Then she was gone,” Akako said.  The next morning Aiko had woke up back to normal, Ms. Chiu completely erased from her mind.
 
   Akako might have met the same fate if not for her connection to the Reds.  There was one in particular who was there even when Akako couldn’t hear the rest.  She was a little girl of about eight years old with red hair.
 
   Her name was Joanna.
 
   ***
 
   When Akako said the girl’s name, Tim nearly slipped under the table as his body went numb.  There could be no doubt in his mind it was the same Joanna who had come to him in his dream and told him to go to Rampart City.  The same Joanna who had said she would send someone to help him once he got there.
 
   “You’re the one she meant,” Tim said.  “You’re the one who’s supposed to help me.”
 
   “Yes.  When the rift opened like it did the last time when I came here, Joanna brought me to her house.”
 
   “To her sandbox?”
 
   “Yes.  That’s her portal between the other dimensions.  Instead of going back to Aggie’s basement four years ago, I ended up here.”
 
   “Falling like a shooting star,” Old Coyote said.  That he hadn’t run away in terror or laughed at the absurdity of it all Tim took as a sign the old trucker was not as skeptical as Tim might have thought.  “How come you didn’t break every bone in your pretty little body?”
 
   “I don’t really know.  I guess she protected me.”
 
   “So do you know what’s happened to Rampart City?  To Emma?”
 
   “She’s made it her domain.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Isis.”
 
   Tim stared at Akako for a moment.  He had heard that name before, but only in ancient Egyptian mythology.  Still, given all the other bizarre stuff going on, he wouldn’t be surprised if there was an Egyptian goddess around. 
 
   From what Akako said, he was about right.  Isis was a goddess from Egypt.  Long ago she had ruled a large portion of the world and used a demon spirit to collect the hearts of living people for her to devour as sustenance.  In time, Merlin the wizard—the same one from Arthurian legend—challenged her in a magical battle royale that devastated the world.  Isis was imprisoned in the desert for thousands of years while Merlin disappeared to another realm, to wait for the day when he might be needed again.
 
   About five years ago, Isis returned.  An Egyptologist named Dan Dreyfus inadvertently freed her spirit.  She possessed a young woman and married Dan, who brought her to Rampart City.  There she arranged for the murder of Steve Scherr, Becky Beech’s fiancé so Becky in her grief would find the armor of the evil Black Dragoon.  She then began to harvest hearts for Isis so Isis could regain the power she had lost, in what the city dubbed the Heartbreaker Killings.
 
   Isis might have succeeded if not for Emma Earl—the Scarlet Knight.  She had confronted Isis and finally agreed to give her heart to Isis in exchange for Becky’s freedom.  But Emma’s heart was too pure for Isis; it had seemed to destroy her.  She didn’t die completely, though; her host body survived as a baby.  Aggie gave the baby to her coven, who in turn gave the child—renamed Eileen—to a normal family.
 
   Isis’s evil spirit remained within the baby.  Even as a two-year-old she’d managed to create havoc by manipulating people.  Tim’s blood began to boil as Akako said, “She gave Harry Ward the idea for TriTech.  She told him to recruit you so in turn he could blackmail Sylvia to help him get rid of Emma and Agnes—and me.”
 
   “Why Sylvia?”
 
   “Because she knew Sylvia was more vulnerable than Agnes.”
 
   “Because of me,” Tim said.
 
   “Yes.  Because Sylvia loved you.  And she knew what you were capable of too.”
 
   “I didn’t disappoint her.”  Tim rubbed his face with one hand.  “I did what Isis wanted like a good little puppet.”
 
   It was Old Coyote who reached across the table to pat his shoulder.  “I wouldn’t feel too bad, son.  From the sound of it, this Isis is one tough broad.  You said she did all this when she was just a wee little thing?”
 
   “Her host was two years old, not her,” Akako said.  She paused to slurp down the dregs of her chocolate shake.  “Now that the host is fully grown, she’s regaining all of her old powers.”
 
   “But Sylvia died just three years ago.  That would only make her five or so, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.  That’s the other half of the story,” Akako said.  She signaled the waitress over and ordered two slices of apple pie with ice cream.  She waited until the pie came before she started into the second half of her story.
 
   “It all began after Sylvia died, when Emma found out she was pregnant.”  Akako went on to describe how an assassin named Cecelia had tried to take the armor from Emma while she was pregnant.  “Emma went to the archives and Cecelia inadvertently broke open a spell that brought her twenty years into the future.”
 
   In that future, Isis had returned to Rampart City and engineered new Black Dragoons to defeat Emma, who still wore the Scarlet Knight’s armor.  Emma’s daughter Louise took up the mantle of the Scarlet Knight and with the help of Akako’s daughter Renee and a heroic sacrifice by Emma, they defeated Isis.  “Once she became aware of this, Isis knew she had to accelerate her plans,” Akako said.
 
   The perfect opportunity came thanks to a Russian gangster named Sergei Bykov, who already had designs on kidnapping Emma’s baby.  He had blackmailed a nurse on the hospital staff to engineer a switch of Louise with another child.  Louise was then taken back to Russia and raised by Bykov under the name Katya.
 
   Two years later, Bykov’s personal assistant Katarina Markova escaped to America.  Markova told Emma her daughter still lived, which prompted Emma to go over to Russia to recover the child.  At the same time, Isis made a deal with the group of assassins run by Agnes’s sister Sophie that she would help them kidnap Akako’s daughter in exchange for Louise.
 
   “That’s how Sophie got into Milton undetected.  That’s how she knew about the spell that sent me home with Ms. Chiu so she could take Renee.”  Akako paused for a moment to wipe at her eyes with a napkin.  “Once they had Renee, they managed to get Louise back from Emma and take her to Isis.  And Sophie made sure Emma found her way there.”
 
   Tim didn’t need Akako to tell him the rest to have a good idea what happened then.  It didn’t really surprise him when she said Isis had put Louise under her power, made her into a feral creature.  Emma, like any good mother, had agreed to trade places with Louise to end her daughter’s suffering.
 
   “It didn’t work the way Emma thought.  Isis took Emma’s adult body and left Emma as a helpless baby.  Now that she had a fully-grown host body, especially one as strong as Emma’s, Isis regained her full strength.  That’s when she came back here, to Rampart City, and made it disappear.”
 
   “So where is she?” Tim asked.  “Where’s the city for that matter?”
 
   “It’s still there.  I think.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “We can’t see into the city.  None of us—not even Joanna.”
 
   “So is this spell of hers why I can’t remember hearing about no Rampart City before?” Old Coyote asked.
 
   “Yes.  It’s part of her mental manipulation.  As her power continues to grow, she’ll twist reality even more to suit her whims.  Eventually she’ll enslave the entire world.”
 
   “So how are we supposed to stop her?” Tim asked.  
 
   “We can’t.  Emma is the only one who can defeat her.  That’s where we come in.  We have to find Emma and try to reverse whatever Isis has done to her.”
 
   “How are we supposed to do that?  We don’t have any magic powers.”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll figure that out once we know what we’re dealing with.  The first thing we have to do is to get in there and find her.”
 
   “So let’s go,” Old Coyote said.  “We’ll just take my truck and drive straight on in through that fog or whatever it is.”
 
   “We can’t,” Akako said.  “The moment any normal person crosses that barrier, they’ll be under Isis’s control.  She’ll change you into whatever amuses her at the moment.”
 
   “Jesus,” the old trucker said.  “Then what are you supposed to do?”
 
   “I can go in there.  I’m immune to magic.  All of us Reds are because we’re out of phase with reality.”
 
   “So how do I figure into this?” Tim asked.
 
   “There’s a way you can help.”  Akako reached beneath the table to produce a scroll.  “This spell will take you into another dimension.  Anything you bring back from there will be resistant to Isis’s magic.  Go there and bring back weapons we can use to fight Isis with.”
 
   “We?  You mean you and me?”
 
   “And me,” Old Coyote added.
 
   “Right.  You want me to bring weapons back for the three of us?”
 
   “No.  More like for two hundred.”  Akako must have noted Tim’s skeptical look.  “Joanna is going to bring more of us here.  As many Reds as she can who are healthy enough to fight.  But you saw what happens when we go through the dimensional rifts.”
 
   “And this spell doesn’t work the same way?”
 
   “No.  You remember the vault Sylvia was trapped in, don’t you?  It was made from metal taken from another dimension.  That’s where you’re going to go.”
 
   “Why me?  Can’t you go?”
 
   Akako shook her head.  “The last time I nearly didn’t make it back.  I almost lost myself the way Ms. Chiu did.  If Agnes hadn’t been there, I would have.  But you shouldn’t have that problem.”
 
   “You don’t sound too sure about that.”
 
   “There’s no way to know what will happen to you when you go through.  You could remain the same or you could end up in a crib.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “I’ll go if you won’t,” Old Coyote said.  “Sounds like someone needs to teach this Isis bitch a lesson for fucking with our heads.”
 
   “I think you’d better let me handle it,” Tim said.  “You can help Akako here.”
 
   “Good,” Akako said.  “When you get there, find a girl named Renee Kim.  Tell her that I sent you.  She’ll help you find whatever you need.”
 
   “Is she some kind of gun dealer or something?”
 
   “No, but she’s really smart, as smart as Emma is here.  And she knows about this place.  She’ll listen to you.”
 
   “Wonderful,” Tim said.  He wondered if maybe he shouldn’t let Old Coyote go after all.  This had gotten much too weird for him.  Then he looked out the window, in the direction of where Rampart City used to be.  Emma was there along with his other friends.  Who knew what Isis was doing to them?  “How soon do we go?”
 
   “As soon as I finish my banana split,” Akako said.
 
   Akako instructed Old Coyote to take them back to where she had come in at.  There she pressed the scroll into Tim’s hand.  He wondered how Akako had managed to bring the scroll here from her world, but thought better than to ask at the moment.
 
   “All you have to do is throw the scroll and it’ll open the gateway and pull you in,” Akako said.  To Old Coyote she added, “We’d better get far away before that happens.”  To Tim’s surprise, Akako kissed him on the cheek.  “Good luck, Tim.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   He waited until she returned to the truck before he took a few steps and then threw the scroll as Akako had said.  The scroll landed on the ground, but nothing happened at first.  Then Tim had to throw a hand over his eyes to avoid being blinded by an explosion of purple light.  That explosion formed a circular portal, the gateway Akako had mentioned.
 
   As Tim looked back to the truck, a nervous shiver ran through his body.  Akako had said she didn’t know what would happen to him on the other side.  Maybe there was some other way they could get inside to help Emma—
 
   He didn’t have any more time to consider this as hurricane winds began to blow across the barren plain.  Tim tried to fight against the winds, but they were too strong.  In the end he could only scream as he disappeared into the gateway.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   She finds herself adrift in a sea of pink.  The pink ocean is soft and comfortable; it nearly lulls her back to sleep.  But she knows she can’t go back to sleep, not yet.  She has to find someone, someone important.  Louise.  She has to find Louise.
 
   She flails her limbs against the pink tide until she’s finally free.  She tries to stand up, but her legs are too weak to support her.  To lever herself into a sitting position takes so much effort that she nearly crashes back down into the pink sea.  No, not a sea—a blanket.
 
   She sees bars all around her.  She’s trapped.  Unable to stand, she collapses onto all fours.  She crawls forward and notes something is wrong.  Her hands are so tiny and chubby.  That’s not what they used to look like.  They used to be so long and thin.  She remembers she took Louise’s hand in hers, how much bigger her hand had been.
 
   To crawl from one side of the blanket to the other is like crossing some great desert.  By the time she reaches the end she’s tired again.  Just a little nap for a few minutes to rest.  But no, if she goes to sleep now she’ll have to start all over again.  She has to find a way out of here.  Louise needs her.
 
   A shadow falls over her.  She looks up to see a giant staring down at her.  The giant’s face is shadowed, except for its eyes, which glow red.  A pair of giant hands reach down from the sky to ensnare her.  She can’t sit up in time to do anything but squeal as the hands clamp down around her chest.
 
   She rises into the air.  The blanket has become so much smaller.  She can see that her prison, which at the time had seemed so vast, is really just a tiny part of a much bigger room.  The room is so large that she knows she could never make her way from one end to the other.  Not like this.
 
   The giant’s face becomes visible.  It’s a woman’s face.  The woman has tan skin and long black hair.  Her eyes still glow red as she flashes a white smile.  “You’re awake again.”  The giant presses her closer to sniff her.  “You’re still dry too.  What a shame.”
 
   Even as the giant says this, she can feel around her legs turn warm.  As this happens, her face turns equally warm from a mixture of anger and embarrassment.  She’s not supposed to wet herself.  Only babies wet themselves.  She’s not a baby.  She’s had a baby.  Louise.  She needs to find Louise.  Louise is in danger.
 
   The giant pats her head and hisses, “Looks like it’s time for a change after all.”
 
   The giant carries her across the room, pressed close to her chest.  She tries not to fall asleep again in the warm cocoon of the giant’s body.  She has to stay awake.  Every time she falls asleep, she loses more and more.  If she concentrates, she can still see faces but no longer remember their names.  One of these faces is of a very fat woman with hair not as dark as the giant’s and kindly brown eyes.  Another is a woman with pretty gold hair and blue eyes that seem to know everything.  Then there’s the man with tangled brown hair and a pointy nose.  Whenever she sees this face she whimpers.  She wants to remember his name; she knows it’s important.
 
   Through sheer force of will, she’s managed to hold on to Louise’s name and face.  She can still see the little girl with the tangled red hair and pointy nose and the blue eyes that are so curious.  She still remembers when she’d brushed a tress of hair away from Louise’s face to kiss her pudgy cheek.  My baby.  She’s my baby.
 
   The giant comes to a stop and pries her away from her chest.  She’s turned around, forced to face the mirror.  In the glass she sees the giant holding a tiny baby with a head of wispy red hair.  She squirms and sees the baby do the same.  No, she thinks.  I’m not the baby!  I’m not.  Her face turns red and she tries to scream that this isn’t her, but all that comes out is a plaintive shriek.  It’s a child’s scream for her mother.
 
   “You’re such an adorable baby,” the giant says.  “Let’s get you changed.”
 
   She continues to squirm and scream, to try to get free, to get to Louise.  But she can’t.  She’s too little.  She’s just a baby.  Tears trickle silently down her cheeks as the giant sets her down on a table to change her diaper.  When it’s over, the giant picks her up and presses her to her chest again.  “Don’t worry, sweetie.  I’m not going to leave you like this forever.  I’m going to make you do the one thing you never could before.”
 
   She continues to cry as the giant carries her back across the room.  By the time they reach the crib again, she’s exhausted.  The giant sets her down in the pink sea again and a wave crashes down over her.  Despite her efforts, she closes her eyes.  As she does, she can feel Louise slip away, carried away by the tide.
 
   ***
 
   The sound of a buzzer woke her up.  She flailed around with her hand until the buzzer finally turned off.  Only then did she open her eyes.
 
   Above her she saw only a blurry sea of white.  This seemed wrong to her, though she couldn’t remember why.  She held up her hand to her face and lowered it slowly until the hand came into focus at the tip of her nose.  Again this seemed wrong to her, but when she groped around with her other hand, she turned up a pair of thick plastic glasses.  When she put these on her nose, the ceiling came into focus.
 
   A light flashed on and a familiar voice said, “Are you going to lie there all day or what?”
 
   A rush of cold air assaulted her as someone pulled the covers away.  “Hey!” she shouted, though her voice sounded harsh to her ears.
 
   “Come on, already.  You’re not going to be late for your first day.” 
 
   A hand took hold of her arm to drag her from the bed.  She landed on the floor and stared up at a very fat woman in a pink waitress uniform.  The woman’s brown eyes glared down at her.  “I don’t have time for this shit.  Get moving.”
 
   “All right,” she said.  She sat up and put a hand to her head.  She tried to remember the strange dream she’d had, but it had slipped away from her.  She took a moment to look down at herself and saw a long, thin body clad in a black Metallica T-shirt about three sizes too big.  Something seemed wrong about that.
 
   The tiny bedroom seemed familiar to her in some ways.  The posters on the wall for the Sex Pistols, AC/DC, and Nine Inch Nails did not ring a bell.  As she scanned the CDs, DVDs, and clothes thrown about the room, she knew something was missing:  books.  Didn’t she own any books?
 
   “Jesus Christ, Emma.  Am I going to have to carry you into the shower?”
 
   “No,” she said.  Emma.  That was her name.  That at least seemed right.  She rolled from her sitting position into a standing one; she wobbled for a moment before she steadied herself by putting a hand on the bed.
 
   Some inner sense told her the bathroom was across the hallway.  She staggered that way and found she was right.  When she flicked on the light switch, she saw herself in the mirror.  She saw a very pale face with deep blue eyes and a nose a little too big surrounded by frizzy copper hair.  She took a handful of hair and tried to remember why this seemed wrong.
 
   The woman came to stand next to her.  The tag on the woman’s uniform identified her as Becky.  The name seemed right, as did the weight, but not the uniform or the hair piled into a bouffant.  “What’s wrong now?” Becky asked.
 
   “Was my hair always this color?”
 
   “Ever since you got out of rehab.  If you want to dye it again you’ll have to do it after work.”
 
   “Rehab?”
 
   “You’re going to end up there again if you don’t stop acting like such a space cadet.  Now get moving.”
 
   “All right.”  Emma waited until Becky had closed the door before she took off her shirt.  The slight breasts seemed right to her, as did the stomach so flat that it curved inward so that her ribs poked out against her skin.  What didn’t seem right were all the tattoos on her chest and her arms.  She had a wide variety of them that formed a mosaic on her body; they ranged from Celtic and Chinese symbols to a grinning skull on her left arm and a decapitated Virgin Mary on her right forearm that looked especially grotesque to her.  Over her heart was an odd symbol, almost like a stick figure with its arms curved down.  Despite all the tattoos, she didn’t seem to have any scars.  She traced a finger along a dragon on her left shoulder to feel for a scar, but couldn’t feel anything other than ordinary flesh coated with ink.
 
   She let lukewarm water run over her while she tried to make sense of things.  Ever since she had woke up, some things seemed to make sense and others didn’t.  It was like an episode of that show, The Twilight Zone.  Except this was real life.  Or was it?  Maybe she would wake up in a minute to find out that this had all been a dream.
 
   After she showered, she returned to the bedroom to find her clothes already laid out.  Becky had chosen a pair of khaki cargo pants and a dark blue polo shirt.  This didn’t seem right to Emma either.  Shouldn’t she wear something dressier like a suit?  At this point she figured Becky probably knew better than she did, so she put the clothes on.  With a brush on the vanity she did what she could to make her hair less frizzy, but it still seemed too puffy.  She’d have to work on it later.  For now she had to go to work.
 
   Becky waited for her in the living room/kitchen of the apartment.  The beanbag chairs seemed familiar, though wrong.  Hadn’t they lived in a better place than this?  She thought better than to ask as Becky shoved a mug of coffee into her hands and a plate with a bagel on it.  “Better hurry up,” Becky said.
 
   “I will.”  Emma tasted the coffee and made a face at the bitterness of it.  “Don’t you have any tea?”
 
   “Since when did you start drinking tea?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What did they give you in that clinic?  Are you sure they didn’t do a lobotomy?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Well, you’re acting all weird.”
 
   “I don’t mean to.”
 
   “There you go again.  Why are you acting so goody-goody?”
 
   “It just feels natural.”
 
   “Since when?”
 
   “Now, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah, well, just don’t try to save my soul.”
 
   “OK.”  When Emma took a bite of the bagel, her throat tightened.  She gagged a couple of times before she finally got the chunk of bagel down.  Even after she did, she felt her stomach roil as if she were about to throw up.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?  Feeling sick?”
 
   “I guess I’m just nervous.”
 
   “You should be.  You screw this up and you’re going to be on the street.  I’m not giving you any more second chances.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes,” Emma said, though she didn’t really understand.  She took the purse Becky pressed into her hands and then followed her friend out the door—or at least she hoped Becky was still her friend.  The way things had gone, she couldn’t really be sure.
 
   ***
 
   Despite that it was cloudy, Emma’s eyes still burned from the early morning light.  She wished she could ask Becky for a pair of sunglasses, but she didn’t think Becky was much in a giving mood at the moment.  Instead, she looked down at her size-9 feet and focused on the steady rhythm of her brown clodhoppers.  
 
   Becky kept her arm around the crook of Emma’s elbow as if Emma were a child.  She was grateful for this since she didn’t really know where they were going.  Becky had said something about a job, but Emma couldn’t remember what it might be.
 
   While she walked, Emma opened the purse to sneak a peek at the contents.  It was mostly standard stuff:  lipstick, tissues, and a compact.  The sight of a tampon gave her pause; she quickly shoved that aside to find the jackpot—an ID card.  
 
   It wasn’t a driver’s license, just a state identification card.  She made sure Becky didn’t watch her as she read the information on the card.  Her full name was Emma Jane Earl.  There seemed to be something missing there, but she couldn’t remember what.  The address on the card was for a house in Parkdale that seemed familiar to her, though she knew it wasn’t where she had woke up.  It was probably an old address.  The height seemed about right while the weight seemed a little high.  
 
   The fact she really took umbrage with was the date of birth.  From what she’d seen on the newspapers they passed, the age on the card meant she was only nineteen years old.  That didn’t seem right at all.  She wasn’t still a teenager; she was a grown woman.  She thought this with a certainty that surprised her given how uncertain she felt about everything else.
 
   Someone reached out to grab her other arm, which prompted her to drop the ID card back into the purse.  She turned and gasped.  A girl with skin even paler than hers and wild white-blond hair had taken hold of her hand.  “Can you spare some change?” the girl whispered and then coughed.
 
   “I don’t have any,” Emma said.
 
   The girl coughed again, hard enough to double her over.  “Please, I’m sick.  I’ve been looking for work but it’s so hard.  Can you help me?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I wish I could.”
 
   Becky let go of Emma’s arm to shove the girl back.  The girl landed on the seat of her ragged pants and curled herself into a ball.  “Listen, you dirty bum, if you don’t stop hassling me and my friend, I’ll make sure the Specials get you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” the girl said with a whimper.  She crawled away, back into the alley from whence she came.  As she watched the girl disappear, Emma thought she had seen the girl somewhere before, and not in an alley either.
 
   “Was that really necessary?” Emma asked Becky as they set out again.
 
   “You have to take a hard line with the bums here or they’ll walk all over you.”
 
   “She didn’t really seem like a bum to me.”
 
   “She’s probably a junkie.”
 
   Emma could see there was no reasoning with Becky on this point.  “Who are the Specials anyway?” she asked.
 
   “If you don’t remember you’re better off not remembering.”
 
   “Are they not nice?”
 
   “That’s putting it mildly.”
 
   As they continued along the sidewalk, Emma noticed there seemed to be a lot of police officers around.  Even stranger in her mind was that they cradled machine guns and wore black body armor.  She thought at first these might be the Specials Becky had mentioned, but then she saw the ordinary silver badges on their uniforms.  Well, at least we should be safe, she thought.
 
   Becky hauled her over to the doorway of a diner called Eileen’s.  Becky didn’t go inside; instead she smoothed down her uniform and patted her hair.  “I hate to leave you here, but I’ve got to get to work.  Think you can find the museum on your own?”
 
   “Museum?”
 
   “The Plaine Museum.  Where you’re working.  Ring any bells?”
 
   “Oh, right.”
 
   Becky put both hands on Emma’s shoulders.  “Promise me you won’t blow this off.  A lot of people worked their asses off to get you this job.  You fuck this up and we aren’t going to be friends anymore.  Got it?”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good.  Now remember, a woman named Leslie will be waiting for you up front.  If she’s not there yet just ask around.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Good luck, kid.”  When Becky hugged her, Emma felt for a moment that everything would be all right.  Then Becky went inside and she was alone in this strange new world.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Tim woke up with a mouthful of dirt.  He pushed himself up, grateful he didn’t at least seem to have materialized through the gateway as an infant.  After he spit out the dirt in his mouth, he finally sat up.  When he looked to the southeast, he breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   The skyline of Rampart City gleamed in the morning sun.  There was no black fog around it, just the usual bit of smog from the cars and factories around the city.  The black spindle of Robinson Tower loomed over the rest of the buildings, but from what Tim could tell, everything was still there.
 
   Except that it wasn’t really Rampart City.  At least not his Rampart City.  His had been swallowed by a black fog thanks to someone called Isis, who wanted to bend everyone to her will.  That was what had brought Tim through the gateway in the first place.
 
   He got to his feet and brushed himself off.  As he did, he noted he seemed to be exactly the same, right down to the clothes he wore.  In his pocket he found Emma’s letter and the picture of Sophie—formerly of Renee Chiostro—had vanished.  Well, if that was the worst that happened then he should count himself lucky. 
 
   The gateway had vanished after it deposited him here.  Where the portal had been, he found the scroll Akako had given him.  He tucked this into his pocket; he would need it for when it came time to leave this place.  Before then he had work to do.
 
   The problem now was the same as ever since he’d talked to Joanna:  he had to find transportation into the city.  He turned to look back towards Sharonville and wondered if he should try to go back into town to try to get a cab or bus or something.  He figured it would be about a ten-mile walk that way unless he could find a ride.  He decided to start out towards Rampart City and held out his thumb.
 
   His first attempts to hitchhike didn’t go well.  There were a fair number of cars from people commuting into the city from Sharonville or some of the more distant suburbs.  No one slowed down or even seemed to look at him.  He wondered if in his grubby Speedy Oil uniform and with his scruffy beard he looked dangerous.  He was still walking with his thumb out when someone hit him in the back of the head with a foam coffee cup that still had some lukewarm liquid in it.  This is hopeless, he thought.
 
   A tractor-trailer ahead of him sounded its horn.  Tim stepped farther onto the shoulder to make sure the truck had plenty of room.  It came to a stop and sounded its horn again.  He realized with a start he was being offered a ride.
 
   He shivered from déjà vu when he approached the red truck to see an image of Wil E. Coyote painted on the side.  Only this version wore a polka-dot dress.  Once he scaled the side of the truck he realized why.
 
   “Where you heading?” the driver asked.  The driver wore the same straw cowboy hat but this driver didn’t have a mustache.  She had a long gray ponytail draped over her shoulder.
 
   “Rampart City,” Tim said.  He hoped he didn’t look too freaked out.
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “Over there,” Tim said.  He pointed towards the distant skyline.
 
   “You mean New Stockholm?”
 
   “New Stockholm?  Oh, right.  My mistake.”
 
   “I’m going to the waterfront.  Got a load to drop off.  I can let you out anywhere between here and there.”
 
   “Great.”  Tim fastened his seatbelt as the truck ground into gear.  “I really appreciate this.”
 
   “Sure thing.”  The driver held out a slender yet muscular hand.  “My name’s Sam, but they call me—”
 
   “Old Coyote?”
 
   “How’d you know?  I give you a lift before?”
 
   “No, I just saw the drawing on the side of the truck.”
 
   “Saw that in my grandson’s coloring book.  Thought it was kind of funny.”
 
   “It sure is.”
 
   “So why you out here hitching?”
 
   Tim thought for a moment and tried to come up with a lie.  “I got a bus to Sharonville, but then it broke down and they said it’d be a while before another one could come out.  I’m kind of in a hurry, so I thought I’d try hitching.”
 
   “You got some kind of emergency?”
 
   “My sister’s sick.  She lives in Ram—New Stockholm.  I’m not really sure what it is, but just in case, you know?”
 
   “That’s nice.”  They drove along for a couple of minutes; the only sound came from the country music on the radio.  This female version of Old Coyote finally turned to Tim and asked, “You just get out of prison recently?”
 
   “Is it that obvious?”
 
   “Only to someone with experience in spotting it.”
 
   “Were you in prison?”
 
   “Me?  No.  My no good husband did a few stretches though.  He’s in there right now for breaking some asshole’s jaw.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Ain’t your fault.  So what were you in there for?”
 
   “I sold some robots to the wrong people.”
 
   “Robots?  You some kind of rocket scientist?”
 
   “Just a grease monkey now.”
 
   “No shame in that.”
 
   “Very true.”  They lapsed into silence again as the truck rumbled along the highway into the city.  They passed a sign that indicated New Stockholm was still ten kilometers ahead.  Apparently this universe used the metric system.  He wondered what other surprises he would find.  He glanced over at Old Coyote with her ponytail and saggy breasts inside her T-shirt and thought he might not want to find out.
 
   ***
 
   Old Coyote dropped him off a block from the main branch of the public library.  “I should be able to get a bus from here,” Tim said.
 
   “Good luck with your sister,” Old Coyote said. She tipped her hat to Tim as he climbed out.  With a final blast of its horn, the truck roared away towards the waterfront.  Tim let out a sigh of relief.  Old Coyote had been nice enough, but it made his skin crawl every time he heard her voice.
 
   The library was exactly where he thought it would be, except of course it was called the New Stockholm Public Library.  He also noted the stone wolves mounted on the steps instead of eagles like in Rampart City.  He hurried up the steps to go inside.
 
   The interior of the library was laid out in much the same way, so that he had little trouble to find the reference desk.  A very fat old woman squinted at him from behind her bifocals.  “Can I help you, young man?” she asked.
 
   “I just need a telephone book for the area,” he said.
 
   “Certainly, sir.  I think I have one right here.”  As the old woman rummaged around her desk, Tim noticed her nametag identified her as Becky.  Given how fat she was, he wondered if this was Becky Beech, Emma’s friend.
 
   He thought better than to ask as she handed a thick phone book to him.  Unlike in his world, the phone book had light green pages instead of yellow.  He took the book over to a cubicle and flipped past the commercial listings for the residential ones.  When he found the Ks, he realized his mistake.
 
   There were at least two-dozen Kims listed in the phone book.  There were no Renee Kims, but he found four R. Kims that could be her.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t be under any of these others if she were married or living with her parents.  Or for all he knew, she might be in an old folk’s home or—in a twist of irony—in jail.
 
   With a sigh he realized he would need to do more research on the topic.  Before he returned the phone book to Becky, he couldn’t resist trying to look up some other names.  He turned to the Bs and found a Rebecca Beech listed.  Was it the number for the elderly librarian at the reference desk?  He didn’t see any Chiostros listed.  He turned the pages and found a listing for Emma Earl, which he noted had the same address as Becky Beech.
 
   Then he turned to the Js.  He found two listings under the name Joubert.  The first was for an Annabelle Joubert.  The second prompted his heart to race.  “S. Joubert,” he whispered.  That could easily stand for Steve or Sam or Stephanie or Sylvester for all he knew.  Or it could stand for Sylvia.
 
   With the rush back to get here and look for Renee Kim, he hadn’t considered the possibility Sylvia might still be alive in this universe.  Of course in this universe she might be a hundred years old or a hundred days old; he really had no way to know.  Even if he called the number for S. Joubert and it was Sylvia, it wouldn’t really be his Sylvia.  His Sylvia had died almost three years ago.  As when he’d kissed Renee Kim on the bus, this would just be another flimsy substitute for the genuine article.
 
   Despite this, he memorized the address.  He didn’t recognize the street name, but he supposed he could always ask someone or find a map of the city.  How long would it really take to track her down and make sure?
 
   Except he knew he couldn’t waste time like that.  Every moment he spent here was another moment that Isis had Emma and the rest of his Rampart City under her thumb.  It meant another moment for her power to grow and expand.  And it meant another moment that Akako and the Reds Joanna was contacting had to wait.
 
   With a sigh he knew he had to get back to work to find Renee Kim.  There might be something about her on the Internet that would help him, a clue to where she worked or went to school.  Anything he might turn up would have to be better than to call every Kim in the phone book and hope to get lucky.
 
   He was about to take the phone book back to Becky at the reference desk when he heard a familiar voice.  It was a little higher than he remembered, but still he recognized it as that of the woman on the bus.  “Hi Miss Beech.”
 
   “Hello, Renee.  I’ve got your books right here.”
 
   “You do?  That’s great.  Thanks, Miss Beech.”
 
   “Honestly, young lady, we’re going to run out of books for you before long.”
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want some help with those?  That pile’s almost as big as you.”
 
   “I can handle it.  Thanks, Miss Beech.  Say hi to Miss Earl for me.”
 
   “I will, sweetie.”
 
   Tim peeked over the edge of his cubicle at the end of this exchange.  The phone book slipped from his fingers and fell to the floor with a dull thump.  He saw not the young woman from the bus, but a little girl with turquoise pigtails.  As Becky had said, the pile of books the little girl carried was almost as tall as her.  She didn’t seem to mind this as she glided past Tim’s cubicle to the front desk.
 
   He sagged back onto his chair and shook his head.  That was Renee Kim?  The one who would help him?  He was in big trouble.
 
   ***
 
   The turquoise hair made Renee pretty easy to track.  Tim plunged both hands in his pockets as he trudged along; he felt like a creep to follow a little girl.  Still, he didn’t have any choice but to follow her since he didn’t know where she lived.  
 
   She had dumped the stack of books into a pink backpack that by all rights should have doubled her over, yet like a soldier she marched along with the heavy weight on her back.  As befitted her age, she didn’t bother to look around to see if anyone followed her; she assumed no one would hurt her.  She didn’t have any idea that someone was following her, in desperate need of her help.
 
   What kind of help could she possibly offer?  He asked himself this as he followed her from the library to a bus stop two blocks away.  There he mingled at the edge of the crowd while she leaned against a lamppost and took a cell phone from her pocket.  He worried for a moment she might be calling the police on him, but over the street noise he heard her chipper little voice say, “No, Daddy, I was just going to the library.  I needed some more books.  No, I finished those days ago.  No, I’m taking the bus back.  I do it all the time.  Really, you worry way too much.  Well, I’ve got to go; the bus is coming.  Love you.”
 
   She hopped up the steps of the bus as if she didn’t carry fifty pounds of books on her back.  Tim let the others at the stop get on ahead of him and tried to look casual as he trudged up the steps.  As he did, he reached into his pocket and then realized he didn’t have any change.  He checked both of his front pockets and then felt those of his jacket.  Nothing.
 
   “Hey buddy, no free rides,” the driver snapped.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Tim said.  “I’m sure I’ve got—”
 
   “What did I just say?”
 
   “Here you are young man,” another familiar voice said.  It sounded a little raspier, but he could still recognize that shy voice that had spoken up for him at the parole hearing.
 
   Tim turned around, his eyes wide.  At the parole hearing he had mistaken Emma for an old woman because of her white hair; now she had the face to go with the hair.  She held out a wrinkled hand and dropped three quarters into his palm.  “Thank you,” he said.
 
   “It’s not a problem,” Emma said.  He took a step back so she could put her money into the box and then shuffle forward onto the bus.  Her tall frame had become stooped with age, but her steps were still confident.
 
   “Miss Earl, over here!” Renee called out.  Tim saw the little girl in the middle section of the bus, the backpack on her knees as she patted the seat next to her.
 
   “Thank you, dear,” Emma said.  She sat down with a weary sigh beside Renee.  Tim slipped along the aisle to the back of the bus and planted himself on a middle seat so he could watch his quarry.  He wished he had a newspaper so he might attempt to appear more discreet.  At least that’s what they did in spy movies.
 
   He didn’t have to strain his ears to hear Renee and Emma talk over the sound of the bus engine.  Renee practically shouted, “Were you visiting Becky?”
 
   “We had lunch around the corner at this lovely café.  They had marvelous tea.  If I’d known you were here we could have invited you.”
 
   “No, that’s all right.  I don’t really like tea.”
 
   “You know that soda will rot your teeth.”
 
   “Then I’ll just get dentures like you.”
 
   Emma shook her head and clucked her tongue.  “These things are nothing but a nuisance.  I’d give anything for a nice smile like yours.”
 
   “Thanks.  Daddy took me to the dentist last week.  I only had two cavities.”  Renee frowned for a moment.  “The dentist said I’m going to need braces, but I’m not going to do it.  I don’t care if my smile is crooked; it’s better than looking like a geek.”
 
   “Now, dear, you don’t look like a geek.  You look adorable.”
 
   “Adorable is for five-year-olds.”
 
   “Oh my.  I’m sorry, dear.”
 
   Renee twirled the end of one turquoise pigtail around her finger.  “What do you think of this color?  Isn’t it cute?  Aggie thought I should try the darker blue, but I like this better.”
 
   “It’s very…unique.”
 
   “I still have some left if you want to use it.”
 
   Emma chuckled at this and then patted her white bun.  “I think I’m a little old for that.”
 
   Renee rummaged through a pocket of her backpack and finally produced a piece of paper.  “I was going to bring this to school to show you.”
 
   Emma lifted the bifocals that dangled from a chain around her neck to her eyes so she could read the paper.  Her face broke into a grin.  “That’s lovely, dear.”
 
   “Daddy said the math scores were too low.  He wants me to take it again.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s necessary.  These are very good, especially for a girl your age.”
 
   “That’s what I said.  He wants me to get a perfect score, I think.”  Renee looked down sadly at her black combat boots.
 
   “Now, dear, I’m sure he’s proud of you.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Have you started applying to schools yet?”
 
   “Yes.  Daddy wants me to go to Harvard or Oxford.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to go someplace where it’s warm.  Like Miami or California.  I want to be able to have some fun.”
 
   “I think you’re a little young for that, dear.”
 
   “That’s what Daddy says.”
 
   “Maybe he’s right.”
 
   “He’s always treating me like a little kid.  Then he pushes me into skipping grades.  It’s not fair.”
 
   Tim tried not to stare as he listened to this conversation.  From what he gathered, Renee had taken her SATs and was applying to colleges despite the fact she couldn’t be more than twelve years old.  Now he understood why Akako had wanted him to find her:  she was a genius, just like the old woman she sat beside was in his world.
 
   “I’m still not sure what I want to major in,” Renee said.  “Daddy thinks I should be a doctor or a lawyer.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I don’t want to be a lawyer.”
 
   “What about medicine?  I’m sure you’d be good at that.”
 
   “Maybe.  I don’t like blood, though.”
 
   “Well, you don’t have to be a surgeon.  You could be a researcher.”
 
   “Oh boy, I can sit around a lab all day.  Fun.”  Renee snorted at this and then looked down at her feet again.  “How did you know you wanted to be a teacher?”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment.  “I suppose because back when I was your age girls could either be teachers or secretaries.  I never liked typing much.”
 
   Renee smiled at this, but then said, “I’m serious.  Was there a moment where you knew that’s what you wanted to do?”
 
   “Oh yes.  Back when I was a wee little thing, just three years old, my mother took me along to pick up my brothers at school.  Miss Graves, the teacher there, gave me a piece of chalk and let me draw on the board.  I knew then that’s what I wanted to be.”
 
   Renee nodded along with this story.  “When I was three Daddy took me to the Founder’s Day festival and I saw this jazz band.  I thought that might be neat, to be a musician and make people happy.”
 
   “You could do that, couldn’t you?”
 
   “No.  Daddy would be mad.  He thinks music is a waste of time.”
 
   “Now I know that’s not so.”
 
   The bus screeched to a halt.  Emma got to her feet with a groan.  She looked for a moment as if she might fall back over, but then steadied herself.  She patted Renee’s turquoise head.  “Keep your chin up, dear.  I’ll see you in class tomorrow.”
 
   “Bye Miss Earl.”
 
   Tim thought to switch seats to sit beside Renee, but he worried if he tried to talk to her now, in public, she might raise a ruckus.  It would be best to talk to her in private, where he wouldn’t have to worry an angry mob would descend upon him and turn him over to the police as a pedophile.  He looked down at the floor to watch out of the corner of his eye as Renee took a thick book from her backpack and began to read.
 
   She seemed to have made a sizable dent in the book by the time she got off the bus.  Tim waited a moment before he climbed down the back steps to follow her.  She’d gotten off on a tree-lined street populated by houses that must cost a minimum of a half million dollars.  Again she walked along with no fear of being followed.  She even took her cell phone from her pocket again, though this time she didn’t talk to her father.
 
   “I’m just getting back home.  You want to come over?  Why not?  For what?  That’s bullshit.  Just wait until your mom’s gone and then sneak out.  So just kick her whiny little ass.  You want me to come over and do it for you?  Fine.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Renee snapped her phone shut just as she reached the front gates of a community called Woodbridge Heights.  “Hi, Floyd,” Renee said.  She waved to the guard in the gatehouse.
 
   “Hello, Miss Kim.  I like the new color.”
 
   “I’m thinking of getting a dress to match it for prom.  What do you think?”
 
   “If I were forty years younger I’d ask you out.”  The gate yawned open.  “Have a good evening, Miss Kim.”
 
   “Thanks, you too.”
 
   Tim ducked behind a tree and contemplated how he could get past the security guard and through the gate.  He could probably knock Floyd out, but then someone would raise an alarm and he’d be trapped inside.  He could try to bluff his way inside, say he was a repairman, except he didn’t have any tools.
 
   His salvation came in the form of a lawn care truck that pulled a commercial lawnmower in a trailer.  While Floyd the guard checked the driver’s credentials, Tim leaped into the trailer and flattened himself against one side of the mower.  Unless Floyd actually looked in the trailer, Tim would be able to slip through.
 
   As he hoped, Floyd opened the gates and then waved the truck through.  Tim waited until he was certain the guard wouldn’t see him before he stood up and then jumped off the trailer.  He landed on the grass beside someone’s mailbox; the truck went slow enough that he didn’t hurt himself.  Then he looked around for Renee Kim.
 
   Despite the load she carried, she was a quick walker.  He didn’t hurry to catch up with her; he kept far enough back so he could see her turquoise hair and pink backpack.  She strolled up to an enormous house at the end of the street and paused to take some papers out of the mailbox.  She sorted through these as she walked up the front steps, still oblivious to him.
 
   He loitered by a tree in front of another house for a couple of minutes before he headed for Renee’s house.  He tried to look casual, as if he belonged here.  Along the way he worked out his strategy.  Lying had never been his strong suit and he doubted Renee would fall for it if he knocked on the door and tried to pass himself off as a repairman or someone in distress.
 
   He wondered if Renee had any servants, a maid or gardener inside with her.  This certainly seemed like the kind of house that would have servants inside.  That would make things more difficult.  He would just have to hope for the best.
 
   The first window he tried on the ground floor was locked.  He tried another with similar results.  He looked up and saw a balcony that overlooked the spacious backyard.  There was a trellis that seemed like it would accommodate his weight.  As he scrambled up the trellis, he thought of Romeo and Juliet, only this was much different.  He doubted Renee would give him a kiss or a sonnet when she saw him.  She would probably scream and run for the phone to call the cops.
 
   He swung himself from the trellis onto the balcony.  The sliding door was unlocked.  He stepped into a well-appointed office, right behind an oak desk as big as his bed in prison.  Before he could get any farther, he felt something sting him in the chest.  “What the—?” he managed to get out before his entire body began to tremble from the electric current that ran through it.
 
   Tim had never been tasered before, but he’d seen it happen to others.  Like them, there was nothing he could do but collapse to the floor and twitch as thousands of volts ran through his body.  As he lay on the floor, he saw a flash of turquoise.  Renee Kim squatted beside him, the taser in her hand.  With a smile she said, “What do we have here?”
 
   Tim could do nothing but mentally kick himself for being bested by a tween.  He supposed it wouldn’t be long until he went to prison in two universes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Chapter 6
 
   Renee Kim knew all about pedophiles.  They’d had an entire assembly about the subject at school last year.  A psychologist from the school district had talked about inappropriate touching, which was greeted with snickers and sarcastic comments.  The shrink had gone on to talk about how you had to be careful when online to avoid dangerous situations.
 
   Despite this warning, Renee had engineered a few dangerous situations.  She’d gone into chat rooms and let creepy guys chat her up.  Though they might say they were still in high school, she could tell they were much older from the way they tried much too hard to sound hip.  She would usually go along with it; she even set up meetings with them.
 
   The joke was always on them, as Renee never actually went to any of these meetings.  She never gave away her real identity when online.  She had created a whole other identity for herself called Akako Chiu.  Anyone with half a brain could probably figure out that “Akako Chiu” was too close to the sound made when sneezing to be a real name.  Not that these creeps ever seemed to care about that.  They were only driven by their dicks.
 
   The life of Akako Chiu had begun in a chat room, but it didn’t take long until it expanded.  Renee had created a Facebook page for her creation; she used a picture of some cute Asian teenager clipped out of a Gap catalog.  Inspired by that catalog, Renee had decided to make Akako Chiu as unlike her as possible.  Akako Chiu had a blog and Twitter account where she talked incessantly about shopping at the mall or watching whatever MTV reality show was popular at the time.  Sadly—at least in Renee’s mind—Akako Chiu had thousands of followers and “friends,” many of whom contacted her to espouse their own bland nonsense.
 
   Aggie looked down on these shenanigans.  “What if someone finds out who you really are?” she asked.
 
   “No one’s going to find out,” Renee said.  Over the last two years Aggie had become so lame.  She no longer dyed her hair, dressed in black, or wrote bad poetry.  The latter was good, as Renee had gotten tired of listening to Aggie’s poems about the dark abyss.  Still, the dark, brooding Aggie had been a lot more fun than this sunny, mousy one with her bland brown hair and sensible clothes.  She had become like a fatter version of her goody-goody sister Sophie.  
 
   For that matter, all of the former Goth kids at school had gone straight.  Most of them became like Glenda; they wore hippie dresses with beads in their long, undyed hair and blathered about peace and love.  They stopped smoking and became vegetarians, though the most hard-core like Glenda became vegans.  When they gathered behind the school, they sat in a circle to hold hands and spout all this feminist, girl power bullshit about sisterhood. 
 
   Renee was the only Goth kid left, which actually made her feel better.  Whereas before she had been trying to fit in with a clique—admittedly the most unpopular clique at school—now she set her own style, stood out instead of conforming, which was supposed to be the whole point of Goth in the first place.  Though for her it wasn’t so much about not conforming with the kids at school as not to conform with Daddy’s rules.  He would love it if she started to wear hippie dresses and let her hair go au natural.  Since Aggie had gone bland, he’d started to let her come over to the house and even let her sleep over.
 
   It was during one sleepover, after Daddy had gone to sleep, that Renee had begun the life of Akako Chiu and Aggie had reiterated what the lame-o at the assembly had said.  As it turned out, Aggie had been right to be cautious.  Someone had figured out who she was and followed her home.  Either that or he was just a random stalker who’d seen her at the library.
 
   She had seen him at the library; his eyes peered over the wall of his cubicle at her like one of those whack-a-moles.  She had pretended not to see him as she got her books from Miss Beech and then checked out.  She’d pretended not to notice as he stumbled onto the bus after her and then stared at her the entire time she talked to Miss Earl.  He had tried to appear discreet as he followed her from the bus stop, but she’d known he was there the entire time.  In theory Floyd should have stopped him at the gatehouse, but Floyd was obviously not the brightest bulb in the box—why else would he be sixty and working as a security guard for the last ten years?
 
   The house had a security system, but as she walked home, Renee decided not to use it.  She didn’t want to scare this creep off; she wanted to make sure he got what he deserved.  So instead of activating the security system, she’d gone up to Daddy’s bedroom to take the taser out of his nightstand drawer.  She wasn’t supposed to know about that or how to use it, but of course she did.
 
    The creep was about as subtle to get into the house as he’d been when he’d followed her home.  She knew he would break into Daddy’s office; she heard him climb up the trellis.  She had unlocked the door so he could find his way in.  Then she squatted behind the desk to wait.  The desk was big enough and she was little enough that it was easy for her to hide there until he stumbled in.
 
   He only needed one shock to go down, which disappointed her.  She had hoped he might put up more of a fight just so she could watch him squirm a little more.  He flopped around like a fish on the floor for about a minute and then he went perfectly still.  She prodded him with the toe of her boot to make sure he was still alive.  Part of her was disappointed that he was.
 
   Daddy didn’t have tools—he had people to fix anything that broke—but Renee did find some twine in the kitchen that Consuela used to tie up bundles of newspaper to be recycled.  She used this twine to tie the pervert’s wrists and hands good and tight as she’d learned to do her one summer at Girl Scout camp; she’d never thought any of that boring shit her counselors droned on about would actually come in handy.
 
   The smart thing to do would be to call the cops.  She had him dead to rights in the house; there wasn’t any way he could weasel out of it.  There was a good reason not to:  Daddy would never leave her alone then.  If he found out about this creep, he’d probably hire a bodyguard to follow her everywhere she went.
 
   So she decided to handle this herself.  She dragged him down the hall into one of the guest bedrooms.  This didn’t prove too difficult, as she’d developed pretty good strength from carrying around so many books.  Still, she was a bit winded by the time she got him into the room.  She decided to go downstairs to the kitchen for a soda.  She got one for the pervert too; his throat might be dry whenever he woke up.
 
   He still wasn’t awake when she returned.  She stared at him for a few minutes and decided that for a pervert he was pretty hot.  Most of the pedophiles she saw on TV were old, fat, bald, or some combination of the three.  This guy with his dark brown skin that bulged with muscle looked more like an athlete or movie star.  That was except for his dirty, smelly work shirt, pants, and jacket.  The jacket had the logo for someplace called Speedy Oil on it with the name ‘Tim’ stitched on the left breast.
 
   Was Tim the creep’s name?  Renee patted his pockets, but he didn’t have a wallet.  This didn’t come as a surprise given that he didn’t have any money for bus fare.  In his jacket pocket she found a paper scroll.  She tried to unravel the scroll, but it remained sealed tight.  At either end of the scroll she could see a faint purple glow—some kind of seal?  She would have to look at it more later.
 
   She opened her cell phone and took a few pictures of the creep to use as evidence later on.  She held her arm out as far as possible to get one shot of her beside the pervert, as if they slept together, though fully clothed.  It might be fun to undress him, to see what he looked like down there.
 
   The creep chose that moment to open his eyes.  “Where am I?” he asked.
 
   “In a bedroom.  Not mine.  I’m sure you’d have liked that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Aren’t you trying to get into my pants?”
 
   She was a little disappointed when his eyes widened in surprise at this.  “Get in your pants?  You’re just a little girl.”
 
   “I am not a little girl,” she said with a huff.  Her first period had come three months ago, though she had yet to tell Daddy about it; he would freak when he found out.  She was supposed to be his little girl forever, despite that she’d been reading at an adult level for ten years now.
 
   “Sorry,” the creep said.
 
   “So if you’re not here to ravish me then what do you want?”
 
   “Akako sent me to get your help.”
 
   Renee snorted at this.  “Now I know you’re lying.  I made Akako up.  There’s no way you could have talked to her about me because I am her.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and then brought up the Facebook page on her phone. She held it up for him to see.  “See that?  It’s all bullshit.  So you better come up with a more convincing story before the cops get here.”
 
   He shook his head.  “I don’t know who that is.  I’m talking about Akako.  Agnes Chiostro’s wife.  She’s the one who sent me here.  She said you’d help.”
 
   The phone slipped out of Renee’s fingers.  She shook her head, her voice hoarse as she said, “You can’t be talking about that Akako.  She’s gone.  She disappeared.”
 
   “I know.  She sent me here from her world.”
 
   Renee backed away from the pervert and pressed her back against the door.  She knew all too well about the Akako he meant.  They had shared Renee’s body for about a week.  That was an experience Renee still sometimes had nightmares about; she dreamed she looked into a mirror but saw a grown woman who looked very similar to her mother.  That Akako had been flushed from Renee’s body through some kind of magic used by Aggie—only not the Aggie who was friends with Renee, an older one who was a witch.  
 
   While both Akako and Aggie had turned out to be very nice, to think about the experience still gave her the willies.  Especially because she was the only one who seemed to remember it; Aggie didn’t have any memory of that week.  Her friends—the former Goth kids—had repressed it as well.  Even if they couldn’t remember, Renee knew the events of that week had left Aggie and the others changed, to turn them into hippies.
 
   Renee snatched the taser from beside her.  “You’re lying!” she shouted.  “Akako was my friend.  She wouldn’t send some creep to stalk me.”
 
   “I wasn’t trying to stalk you.  I was trying to find you so I could talk to you.”
 
   She tightened her grip on the taser with one hand and brushed tears from her eyes with the other.  “Fine, so talk.  And you’d better make it good.”
 
   “OK,” he said.  “But it’s not really going to make any sense.”
 
   ***
 
   As he said, his story didn’t make any sense.  Or at least it wouldn’t to someone who hadn’t seen what Renee had the last time people from a parallel world showed up here.  Even to her a lot of it sounded better suited to the kind of silly books Aggie liked to read.
 
   The only part that did make sense was when the creep said his name was Tim Cooper.  That at least matched the name on his jacket.  That and he said he worked as a grease monkey at a place called Speedy Oil in some nowhere town called Corwin City.  Of course he could have stolen the clothes from someone else and made that part up.
 
   The rest sounded like pure bullshit.  She knew all about quantum mechanics; she had read Einstein when she was four and Hawking when she was five.  The idea of parallel worlds was plausible enough and she had first-hand proof that such a world existed when Akako had possessed her body for that week two years ago.  In Tim’s world, most everything was the same, except England, France, and Spain had colonized most of North America instead of the Scandinavian countries.
 
   The people she knew were all different in his world.  Everything was kind of topsy-turvy there in that Miss Earl and Miss Beech were young women while Aggie was over five hundred years old.  When Tim described Miss Earl, Renee began to shiver again.  According to him, she was Dr. Earl there, a geologist who worked at the Plaine Museum, which in her world was known as the Lundmark Museum of Natural History.  What gave Renee the shakes was when Tim said this Dr. Earl was a genius who had earned her PhD by the time she was nineteen.  She didn’t need to be a genius to draw the obvious parallel:  Dr. Earl was her.
 
   Except Dr. Earl lived a much cooler life than Renee.  She lived the kind of life Renee could only dream about.  Not only was she a doctor and the director of a museum before she was thirty, but she was a superhero too!  She didn’t have tights but apparently she did have a cape that allowed her to turn invisible.  From what Tim said, Dr. Earl wore some kind of magic armor that protected her from harm and gave her super strength.
 
   Renee scoffed when Tim mentioned Dr. Earl’s nemesis was something called the Black Dragoon.  “That sounds like some kind of Scottish-themed bar,” Renee said.  “I mean, does he wear a kilt and play bagpipes that turn people into zombies or something?”
 
   “No.  He wears black armor and he has a bunch of sharp claws for ripping people apart.”
 
   “Wow, claws.  How original.  Does he use them on you in your dreams or is he just a loner who doesn’t remember who he is?”
 
   “He’s an evil creature who harvests hearts for a goddess named Isis.  At least that’s where he came from I guess.”
 
   “You guess?”
 
   “I haven’t actually seen him.  The last time it was Becky wearing the armor and she killed a couple dozen people.”
 
   “Becky?  You mean Miss Beech?”
 
   “Yes.  I already told you she’s not an old lady where I come from.  She’s about my age.  She works as chief of staff for the city council president.”
 
   “She works in politics?”  Renee snickered at the thought of this; Miss Beech wouldn’t even let her check out Huckleberry Finn because she thought a book with the “N-word” in it was too controversial for a little girl to read.  “I can’t see that.”
 
   Tim sighed and then nodded towards the unopened can of Mountain Dew next to her.  “You mind if I have a sip?  I’m getting bone dry here.”
 
   “Fine.”  Renee opened the can and then inserted a straw; she guided it to Tim’s mouth so he could take a pull from it.  “Better?”
 
   “A little.  Where was I?”
 
   “You were talking about the Black Dragoon.”
 
   “Right.  He works for this Egyptian goddess named Isis.  She’s the real reason I’m here.”
 
   The rest of Tim’s story sounded like something from a bizarre soap opera.  Dr. Earl had given birth to a baby girl, except some Russian guy had switched the baby for another one.  This baby died and Dr. Earl’s hair turned white from grief.  In the meantime the Russian guy raised the baby as his daughter, until Dr. Earl found out and went to rescue the kid in Russia.
 
   All of this turned out to be a trap.  Isis had a group of assassins kidnap the baby—who was two years old now—and give her to Isis.  In exchange, Isis helped the assassins kidnap another baby.  “Akako and Aggie’s daughter Renee,” Tim said.
 
   “No.  Way,” Renee said.  “They named their baby for me?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Wow.”  Renee wiped at her eyes again.  She hadn’t realized their brief meeting in this world had meant so much to Akako and Aggie.  “That is so cool.”
 
   She had to leave the room for a minute to get a tissue from the bathroom.  As she did, she heard the front door open.  “Renee?  You home?  Why you not turn on lights?” her father said.
 
   Renee hurried over to the stairs and waved.  “I’m up here, Daddy.  I was just reading.  I guess I forgot about the lights.”
 
   “You eat dinner yet?”
 
   “Oh, yeah, I just warmed something up.”
 
   “You eat healthy or you end up like Agnes.  Fat.”  Despite that Daddy had warmed to Aggie, he still held some of his old prejudice against her.  To Daddy, obesity was a sign of laziness and slovenliness, two things he hated with a passion.
 
   “I am not fat,” she said and stamped her foot.  She stormed away and slammed the door to her bedroom.  Then she slipped back down the hallway to the guest room.  That little tantrum ought to buy her a couple of hours before Daddy finally decided to risk further ire by checking up on her.
 
   She found Tim still on the floor, though he’d managed to roll over to the can of Mountain Dew and get the straw into his mouth.  She snatched it away from him.  “My, aren’t we resourceful,” she said.
 
   “Just thirsty.”
 
   “You’re not getting any more until you finish telling me why you’re here.”
 
   “Fine.”  She rolled Tim back over to the bed and helped him sit up.  “Emma found Isis with her daughter.  Isis had put a spell on the kid so she was completely under Isis’s control.  The only way to break it was for Emma to trade places with her daughter.  But when she did, Isis took Emma’s adult body, which allowed her to reclaim her full power.  She made Rampart City—along with Emma and Agnes and everyone else—disappear into this weird black fog.”
 
   “So how does Akako fit into this?  Or me for that matter?”
 
   “Akako is actually from another parallel world.  Not yours or mine.  There are a whole bunch of them.  There’s this little girl named Joanna who has the power to talk to all of these universes.  She talked to me and told me to go to Rampart City.  Then she brought Akako in to help me.  Akako gave me the scroll, which opens a gateway to this world, and she told me to find you.”
 
   “Why?  What can I possibly do?  I’m eleven.”
 
   “I don’t know.  She said I’m supposed to find some weapons and bring them back for her and the others like her so they can rescue Emma.”
 
   “Weapons?  How am I supposed to get you weapons?”
 
   “Beats me.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have just gone to another city and bought some?  I mean, why come here?”
 
   “Because Isis’s magic won’t work on weapons from a parallel universe.  But Akako and the others can’t bring any through with them, so she gave me the scroll to come here.”
 
   “And she told you to find me because—”
 
   “I don’t know.  I guess she figured you’d know the lay of the land better.”
 
   “Sure, if we’re raiding the library.”
 
   “That’s really all I know.  Can you let me go now?”
 
   “Maybe.  First, why weren’t you in this Rampart City?  I mean, if Miss Earl—Dr. Earl—and Aggie and all them are your friends, why were you so far away?”
 
   Tim looked down at the floor and shook his head.  “I’d rather not talk about it.”
 
   “Well tough shit.  I’m not letting you go until you tell me.”
 
   He sighed and then nodded.  “I was in prison.”
 
   “For stalking little girls?”
 
   “For selling an invention to the wrong person.  I thought he was a good man, but he was evil.  He used it to hurt people—including my fiancée.”
 
   “They put you in jail for that?  Sounds like a pretty shitty world you live in.”
 
   “I was responsible.  I deserved it.”
 
   “That’s bullshit.”
 
   “Just drop it!  Please.  Now can I go?”
 
   Renee thought about it for a moment.  This Tim guy seemed weird—and apparently he was a felon too—but he seemed sincere.  She doubted anyone could make up such a retarded story in any case.  And he was pretty cute too—for a felon.  “All right, I’ll untie you, but you can’t leave yet.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Daddy’s downstairs.  He’ll hear you if you try to sneak out.  Come on, we’ll go to my room until he goes to bed.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 
   She shrugged.  If Daddy found a boy—especially a twentysomething felon—in her room he’d send her to military school until she graduated and then he’d probably find some snooty college in the middle of nowhere for her to go to and live like a nun.  “It’ll be fine.”
 
   ***
 
   Tim sat uncomfortably on the wheeled desk chair, poised to dive into the closet at any moment.  Even when he was a teenager, he’d never snuck into a girl’s bedroom like this.  For his few dates back in high school he’d always used the front door.  He’d chat with the parents for a couple of minutes until the girl came down, and then they would leave.  He’d never had the courage to sneak into their bedrooms later, although a couple practically begged him to do it.
 
   To make the situation worse, the girl in question was less than half his age.  She was only eleven years old, too young even for a bra.  Had she even had her period yet?  He thought better than to ask that question.
 
   Renee lounged on her canopy bed and flipped through a book on whales.  “You thinking of going into marine biology?”
 
   She lowered the book and made a face like she’d just sucked on a lemon.  “No.  You think I want to touch slimy fish all day?”
 
   “Whales aren’t fish.”
 
   “They’re still slimy.”  She read another few pages of the book and then set it down with a sigh.  “So did you go to college or did you always want to change people’s oil?”
 
   “I have a mechanical engineering degree from Rampart State.”
 
   “Is that like a community college?”
 
   “No.  It’s a state university.  Not all of our daddies could afford to send us to Harvard or Oxford.”
 
   “You heard that?”
 
   “I couldn’t help it.  Probably half the bus heard it.”
 
   “Miss Earl is a little hard of hearing.  Still, that was a private conversation.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’ll say.”
 
   “Very funny.”  He turned his head to the door; he thought he heard footsteps on the stairs.
 
   Renee snorted at this.  “Daddy won’t be up for a half-hour.  He never comes in here before nine.  That’s when the Tokyo exchange breaks for lunch.”
 
   “Your dad is a stockbroker?”
 
   “Not just a stockbroker.  He has his own firm.  Kim Investments Multinational.  KIM, get it?  I came up with that when I was three.  Drew the logo in crayon too.  Daddy still has it framed in his office.”
 
   “That’s nice.  So I guess he really does love you.”
 
   “Of course he does.  Who said he didn’t?”
 
   “I didn’t mean—”
 
   “Whatever.  Let’s just figure out your problem so you can get out of here.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”  Tim tried not to sigh at this.  He didn’t need an eleven-year-old’s help to find weapons.  He needed a real expert on the subject.  He needed Sylvia.  He thought again of the S. Joubert in the phone book.  Renee had a Hello Kitty phone next to her computer; if he reached over he could dial the number—
 
   No, there was no point in that.  The Sylvia here wasn’t the same as his Sylvia.  Even if she wasn’t eleven or eighty, she still probably didn’t have any more idea how to get some weapons than Renee Kim.
 
   “Well, it seems to me if you want guns, you need to find an arms dealer.  Unless you just want hunting rifles, then you could pop over to IKEA.”
 
   “IKEA sells guns?”
 
   “They sell everything.”
 
   “I see.  So where do we find an arms dealer?  Not like they’re in the phone book.”
 
   “Probably ask around the waterfront.  That’s where most of the scummy people hang out.”
 
   “And how do you know that?”
 
   “Gee, because I read the newspapers maybe?”  She rolled her eyes at him.  “Why couldn’t Akako have sent someone a little brighter?”
 
   “I think you’re forgetting the obvious problem:  how are we going to buy guns?  Unless you have a couple million in your piggy bank.”
 
   “Don’t buy the guns then.  Steal them.”
 
   “You want me to rip off a weapons dealer?  I couldn’t even sneak up on you.”
 
   “Yeah, you are kind of a dumbass.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   They still didn’t have any ideas when nine o’clock rolled around.  Renee leaped off the bed and took Tim’s arm.  She pulled him into the closet, where he found himself pressed against a pile of old stuffed animals.  “Don’t make a sound,” she said.
 
   “Right.”
 
   The closet door shut, which left Tim to try to find a comfortable position amongst Renee’s old toys.  Through the slats of the closet doors, he saw her hop onto the bed and then pull the pink comforter up to her chin.  She took the rubber bands out of her turquoise hair to let it fall loose down her back.  Then she sat up against her pillows and set the whale book on her lap to read while she waited.
 
   The door opened a minute later and Tim heard a man’s voice say, “You ready for bed now?”
 
   “Daddy, please, it’s only nine o’clock.  I’m not a baby anymore.”
 
   “You still child.  You need sleep.  No sleep, no good grades.  You fail school and end up washing dishes.”
 
   “Just a few more minutes, Daddy?  Please?  I’m almost finished with this book.”
 
   “Why you read about whales?”
 
   “They’re interesting.  Did you know the whale and hippo might have evolved from the same animal millions of years ago?”
 
   “That help you get in school and be lawyer?”
 
   Renee snapped the book shut.  “Daddy, we’ve been over this a million times.  I’m not going to be a lawyer.  It’s boring.”
 
   “Then you be doctor.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a doctor either.”
 
   “Then what you do?  I not pay for you college so you be aimless bum.”
 
   “Then don’t pay for college.  I can get a scholarship.”
 
   “They not give scholarships to girls with no major.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll go study exotic dancing like Mom.”
 
   Tim’s fists clenched as he watched Renee’s father lunge forward to slap her across the cheek.  “You not talk about you mother like that!  She good woman.”
 
   “If she’s so good how’s come she killed herself?”
 
   “She depressed.  That all.”
 
   “She was depressed because of me.  That’s what you want to say.  It’s my fault.”  Renee began to cry.
 
   Her father sat on the bed beside her and put an arm around her shoulders.  “Not your fault.  You just baby.  It my fault.  I should have watch her more carefully.”
 
   “It’s not your fault either, Daddy.  She was sick.”
 
   Renee’s father patted her back.  “You rest now.  We talk tomorrow.”
 
   “OK, Daddy.”  She lifted her face and leaned over to kiss her father on the cheek.  “Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight.”  He brushed away her turquoise bangs to kiss her forehead before he turned out the light and then left the room.
 
   From the closet, Tim could hear Renee’s soft breathing.  Had she fallen asleep?  The cat ballerina lamp beside her bed flicked on.  “You can come out,” she said.
 
   Tim tumbled out of the closet along with an avalanche of stuffed animals.  He shoved these back in the closet before he resumed his seat in her desk chair.  In the yellow glow of the lamp, he could see her eyes were still puffy and moist.  “I’m sorry you had to see that,” she said.  “It happens a lot these days.”
 
   “He hits you a lot?”
 
   “No.  I went too far.  He’s still in love with Mommy.  He won’t even look at another woman.”
 
   “I know how that is.  It’s not easy when you lose someone you love.”
 
   “At least he got to know her.  I don’t even remember her.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s proud of you.”
 
   “That’s what Aggie said two years ago.  Your Aggie, not mine.”  Renee sat up in bed and brushed back a loose tress of hair.  “Do you think I could go back with you?  Maybe there I would be an adult instead of just a little kid.”
 
   Tim thought of the Renee Kim he had met on the bus.  Is that who this Renee would wind up as in his world?  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  It’s too dangerous.  You could be an adult or you might wind up a baby.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  Renee wiped at her eyes and then sniffled.  “I’m tired of being a little kid.  Why can’t I find a magic suit of armor and get superpowers?”
 
   “You don’t need a magic suit of armor to be like her,” Tim said.  “Most of what the armor does—deflecting bullets, leaping long distances, augmented strength—you could do with the right materials—”
 
   The proverbial light bulb went on over Tim’s head.  The Scarlet Knight’s armor might be gone, but that didn’t mean there couldn’t be a Scarlet Knight.  Maybe he couldn’t turn invisible or have a sword that could slice through anything, but he could come close.  With the right materials.  That would be the hard part.
 
   “Do you have any drafting paper?”
 
   “Sure, over there,” she said.  She pointed to a pink set of drawers with flower stickers on it.  “Are you going to draw something?”
 
   “It’s going to be something.”  He found the drafting paper where Renee indicated and then took a pencil off the desk.  As he began his rough sketches, he narrated his idea to Renee.
 
   She looked at him skeptically.  “There’s no way you can get that to work,” she said.
 
   “Well, maybe if a certain little genius helps me—”
 
   She smiled and then leaped off the bed.  “OK, I’ll help, but if I fail my chemistry test tomorrow it’s your fault.”  
 
   With that they set to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   After she went a couple of blocks, Emma realized she didn’t really know where she was going.  She had only a vague sense the Plaine Museum was to the south.  She continued to go in that direction; she hoped eventually she would stumble upon it.
 
   The crowds on the sidewalk pressed around her, to keep her moving forward.  With Becky gone she felt so much more vulnerable.  She hugged herself as she kept doggedly south to find the museum and her new job.
 
   She realized when she looked at the digital clock on the sign of a bank that she’d walked for forty-five minutes and still not found the museum.  Had she already gone past it?  She didn’t want to be late; Becky was counting on her to show up.
 
   She saw one of the ubiquitous police officers on the corner.  A police officer should be able to tell her where the museum was.  They were supposed to help people, weren’t they?  The officer didn’t move as she stopped in front of him; a man with a briefcase nearly knocked Emma over.  “Excuse me—”
 
   “Move along, little girl.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but—”
 
   The policeman glared down at her.  “I said, move along.  Are you deaf?”
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “Then get your skinny ass moving before I put it behind bars.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  Emma hurried away.  She thought policemen were supposed to help people, but maybe she was as wrong about that as she’d been about a lot of things—especially herself.
 
   After another twenty minutes she was on the verge of breaking down into sobs.  That was when she finally saw the museum.  But something was wrong.  The museum didn’t look the way she thought it should.  For one thing, the ‘L’ and ‘E’ had fallen off the sign so that it read, “Pain Museum.”  There was also far more graffiti on the front steps and even along the side of the museum than she thought there should be.  But this had to be the right place.
 
   She climbed up the steps and pushed through a revolving door to find the interior even more wrong than the exterior.  The main gallery with its vaulted ceiling felt right, but she didn’t remember so many skeletons around before.  There was a horse, a cow, a deer, a tiger, and others mounted on pedestals.  Overhead hung the skeletons of birds from a hummingbird on up to a condor.  A pterosaur also hung from the ceiling, poised to swoop down on Emma.  Despite the number of skeletons, she knew one was missing, but she couldn’t remember what it might be.
 
   She heard someone clear his or her throat.  She saw an elderly woman with a clipboard.  “The museum doesn’t open for another hour, young lady.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not a patron,” Emma said.  “I’m supposed to be working here.  I’m supposed to meet someone named Leslie.  Do you know where I can find her?”
 
   “You’re looking at her.”  Leslie checked her clipboard.  “You must be the Earl girl.”
 
   “Emma.”  She held out her hand, but Leslie didn’t shake it.
 
   Instead, the old woman clucked her tongue.  “From now on, make sure to wear long sleeves.  This is a museum, not a bar.”
 
   Emma didn’t understand what Leslie meant until she glanced at her arms and saw the tattoos.  Her face turned warm from embarrassment.  “I’m sorry.  It won’t happen again.”
 
   “It had better not.  And take a couple rings out of those ears.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her ears and felt the various studs in them.  “I will, ma’am.”
 
   “Fine.  Now, let’s get you upstairs to where you’ll be working.”  Leslie narrated over her shoulder as she walked.  “This is the main gallery, where we keep our permanent collection of skeletons.  There are also special displays down those hallways.  Right now we have our Holocaust display and the Inner Workings series.”
 
   Emma wasn’t sure what this latter meant until they passed by a poster of a man with his body cut open to reveal his organs.  The man’s body had been infused with silicon to preserve the dead body just as if he were still alive.  Emma put a hand to her stomach and suddenly felt a rumble of hunger.  
 
   She caught up to Leslie on the stairs and glanced back down at the main gallery with its skeletons, corpses, and Holocaust display.  Something about these didn’t seem right to her.  Perhaps it was the common thread they all shared.  “Excuse me, ma’am, but aren’t all those exhibits a little morbid?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Well, I mean, I thought this was a natural history museum.”
 
   “All that stuff’s historical.”
 
   “I guess so.  It just seems kind of gory.”
 
   “People love gore.  Why do you think horror movies do so well?”
 
   “That’s true.  I suppose.”  Emma shut her mouth; it wouldn’t do any good to argue.  But she knew the museum wasn’t supposed to be about death; it was supposed to be about life.  It was supposed to educate people about the entire gestalt of the world, how everything from the soil to the plants to the people worked together in harmony.  She wanted to say all of this, but she didn’t.  She didn’t want to rock the boat on her first day.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Leslie turned right.  Emma’s heart leaped when they passed by a display of meteors.  These seemed very familiar to her.  She stopped to read the description of one only to find that she already knew it.
 
   She heard Leslie clear her throat again.  “You’ll be working over there,” Leslie said and pointed to the gift shop.
 
   ***
 
   The museum gift shop wasn’t much different from any other gift shop.  There were toys, T-shirts, hats, videos, books, key chains, postcards, and a variety of miscellaneous knickknacks.  Emma’s new job would be to keep track of these items.  “You have to keep a close eye on people, especially the kids.  Little brats will just walk off with stuff if you aren’t careful,” Leslie said.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Emma tried to peek at the clipboard in Leslie’s hand.
 
   “You got a problem?”
 
   “Well, no, but I was just wondering if you’re sure this is what I’m supposed to be doing.  I thought maybe I would be doing something in the geology department.  Maybe helping with the research.”
 
   “With your record you’re lucky I’m letting you use the cash register.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma looked down at her shoes; she again felt something was wrong.  She wasn’t a cashier—was she?  No, she felt certain she was much more than that.  She wanted to say this, but again held her tongue.  If she blew this job, Becky wouldn’t be her friend anymore.
 
   Leslie started towards the back of the store.  Along the way she grabbed a white shirt with long sleeves.  She tossed it over her shoulder to Emma.  “Put that on later.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It’s coming out of your first paycheck.”
 
   “I understand.”  She glanced at the price tag; she was already down thirty-two dollars and she hadn’t even punched in yet.
 
   Leslie took her through a door, into a back room with boxes of merchandise stacked all the way to the ceiling.  Along one wall Emma saw the time clock with two punch cards next to it.  One card had her name—Earl, Emma—written on it.  She didn’t get a chance to read the other one before Leslie cleared her throat again.
 
   “You get two fifteen minute breaks and a half-hour for lunch.  You can leave the grounds, but you get a ten percent discount at the cafeteria, so you might want to make the most of it.  You’ll be working the counter.  Members of the museum get a fifteen percent discount if they show their card.  If they don’t have one, ask them if they want one.  There’s a script beside the cash register.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Good.  Most important:  if your drawer is more than ten dollars over or under at the end of the day, you’re fired.  Got it?” 
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   “I’ll be floating between here and the cafeteria most of the day.  Jim will be on stock.  He’s worked here the last two summers, so if you get into trouble, you can ask him.”
 
   Right on cue, the time clock banged as someone shoved a card into it.  Emma saw a young man with tangled brown hair and a pointed nose dressed in a nearly identical fashion to her—except he had remembered a white undershirt to cover up his arms.  When he turned and she saw one of his red-brown eyes, she put a hand to her lips.  There was something so familiar about him.
 
   “Hi,” he said.  “I’m Jim Rizzard.”
 
   “I’m Emma,” she whispered.
 
   “Yeah, I saw it on your card.”  With that, Jim went back into the store.  Emma bit down on her lip and tried to keep from crying at the way he’d brushed her off.
 
   “Don’t forget to punch your card when you go in or out,” Leslie said.
 
   Emma nodded and reached for the card with her name on it.  She stuck it in the machine; she flinched at the metallic bang—like a gunshot.  She stuck the card back on the rack and then turned to see Leslie emerge from the tiny office with a black plastic tray.
 
   “Make sure to count your drawer before you start and count it again after you’re done.  And remember, no making personal withdrawals.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Fine.”  Leslie stomped back through the door into the store.  She pressed some buttons on the cash register and then turned back to Emma.  “Once you’ve counted in, just insert the drawer and you’re ready.  It should be pretty self-explanatory.  If you get stuck, ask Jim.”
 
   “OK,” Emma said, though she doubted Jim would be of much help.  He hardly glanced at her as she counted the money in the drawer.  When she finished she found she was alone in the store.
 
   She used the first hour to familiarize herself with the cash register.  There didn’t seem to be much to it, as Leslie had said.  She was still practicing when her first customer came in.  She was a heavyset blond woman in a leopard print jacket.  Emma watched the woman drift aimlessly around the store; she occasionally picked something up to check the price.
 
   “Can I help you find something?” Emma asked.
 
   “I’m just looking,” the woman snapped.  Emma’s smile faded as she felt almost as if she’d been slapped.  She pretended to rearrange some pencils in a cup; she again had the feeling this wasn’t her real job.
 
   The woman came up to the counter a few minutes later with a stuffed lion.  Emma glanced down at the script by the cash register.  She forced a smile she didn’t feel to her face.  “Are you a member of the museum?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “If you join, you’re eligible for a discount of—”
 
   “Just ring up the lion.  I’m in a hurry.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Emma said.  She punched in the buttons to ring up the order and give the woman her change.  She was about to put the lion in a bag, but the woman snatched it away and stuffed it into her purse.  “Have a good day.”  The woman only grunted at this.
 
   Emma knew she wouldn’t have a good day when the first tour group arrived an hour later.  She found herself at the center of a hurricane of thirty screaming kindergartners.  Their teacher tried to keep them under control, but she was vastly outnumbered.  “Please don’t unfold the shirts,” Emma said with just as little effect.
 
   She finally ran into the backroom, where Jim sorted through a box of wind-up toys.  “Can you help me?  A bunch of kids are tearing the place apart.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Shouldn’t we try to stop them?”
 
   “Not much we can do.  Wait until they go and then clean up.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   For all the havoc they created, the kids bought very little.  Emma didn’t bother to go through the script with them; kindergartners couldn’t sign up for any kind of membership.  Their teacher was the last in line; she looked as wrecked as the store.  “I’m sorry about the mess,” she said.
 
   “It’s all right,” Emma said.  “We’ll clean it up.”
 
   Or rather, Emma cleaned it up.  When she went to the back to ask for Jim’s help, he was still sorting through the wind-up toys.  “I’m busy,” he snapped at her.
 
   “Please—”
 
   “I said I’m busy.”
 
   She stamped her foot, but couldn’t think of anything to say that wasn’t a string of curse words.  She turned and went back to try to clean up the mess.  She hadn’t even gotten halfway when Leslie swooped down at her.  “What the hell happened here?”
 
   “Some kids came in.  I tried to stop them.”
 
   Leslie shook her head.  Without a word she went back to the stockroom.  Though Leslie hadn’t said anything, Emma knew she was already on thin ice.
 
   ***
 
   She missed her first break thanks to another tour group.  Despite that they were sixth graders, the end result was largely the same.  Emma worked through her break to clean up the mess by herself—again.
 
   By two o’clock she desperately needed to use the bathroom.  She finally went into the back, where Jim stacked some DVDs.  “It’s time for my lunch break,” she said.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So someone should watch the counter and there are only two of us here.”
 
   He turned to look at her and nodded.  “Fine.”
 
   She punched out and then said, “I’ll be back in a half-hour.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   With a sigh she went back out to the store.  There was only a fat man in a baseball cap at the moment.  “Someone will be with you in a moment, sir,” she said.  She hoped Jim wouldn’t stay in the back until she returned or else there probably wouldn’t be any merchandise left.  Then not only would she be fired, but she’d have to pay for it all too.
 
   She found her way to the bathroom and finally got a chance to change into the shirt Leslie had given her.  She took out all but one earring in each ear; she dropped the rest into her pocket.  She tried to smile into the mirror, but couldn’t manage more than a feeble grin.  Nothing seemed to be going right today.  It was like she was cursed.  With another sigh she left the bathroom to get lunch.
 
   She shuffled along behind some patrons and tried to find something that looked edible, but nothing did.  Then she saw a can of Red Bull and picked it up.  She could definitely use an energy boost right now.  To go with this she decided on a tuna fish sandwich and then checked out; this used up most of what little money she had in her purse.
 
   The sandwich turned out to be a bad idea.  The moment she took a bite she began to gag just as she had this morning.  She fought the rising tide in her stomach to choke down that first bite and drained some Red Bull to help it along.  She decided to forego the rest of the sandwich.  The Red Bull went down much easier and as she stood up, she felt rested enough to face the afternoon.
 
   On her way back across the main gallery, she saw the staff elevator.  She was staff, wasn’t she?  She pressed the call button; the doors opened immediately.  There seemed to be a button missing below the one for the subbasement, but when she tried to remember what it was, she couldn’t.
 
   Before the doors could close, she heard a man say, “What are you doing?”
 
   She looked up to see a man with curly brown hair glare at her from behind a pair of oversized glasses.  “I’m using the elevator,” she said.
 
   “This elevator is for staff.  Patrons have to use the one on the other side.”
 
   “I’m not a patron.  I work in the gift shop.”
 
   “If I catch you in here again, I’m going to call security.  Is that clear enough for you, young lady?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry.”
 
   The man shook his head as she stepped out of the elevator.  She turned back to apologize again, but he had already gone.  Like most everything else, something about the man had seemed familiar and yet out of place.  Like most everything else, she didn’t know exactly how.
 
   She trudged up the stairs to find the store not in complete disarray.  Jim leaned on the counter; his chin rested on his hands.  “That was quick,” he said.
 
   “I guess so,” she mumbled before she went into the back.  She still had ten minutes before she could punch back in.  To pass the time, she picked up a book on whales.
 
   She didn’t get a page in before she felt something wrong again.  She had to read some sentences three or four times before she could understand them.  A few words she skipped entirely, not sure what they meant.  She closed the book and then finally let out the tears she’d saved up all through this horrible day.
 
   After a couple of minutes, she felt someone put a hand on her back.  “You all right?” Jim asked her.
 
   “No.  Everything’s going wrong.”
 
   “It’s just your first day.  Relax.”
 
   She shook her head.  “It’s not that.  It’s like I woke up this morning and everything had changed.  I mean like the whole world was different.  I’m different.”
 
   “Maybe you’re just paranoid.  Happens to me when I smoke a joint.”
 
   “I’m not paranoid.  And I’m not on drugs either.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   She shot to her feet and poked him in the chest with one finger.  “Listen, I don’t have to put up with this.  You start pulling your weight and treating me with a little respect.”  She didn’t give him time to respond as she stormed back to the cash register.  She was glad there was no one in the store at the moment as she probably looked like a mess.
 
   “Sorry,” she heard Jim say.  She looked up to see him with his eyes on the floor.
 
   “It’s all right.  I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
 
   “It’s fine.”  He cleared his throat.  “Listen, after work I was going to this party over on Clayborne Street—at the old train station.  If you’re not busy, maybe you could come.”
 
   “Sure,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.  But when she thought about it, this answer seemed right to her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Renee’s father didn’t go to bed until three in the morning, after the Tokyo exchange closed.  That gave Tim a narrow window to sneak out of the house before Consuela the maid showed up at six to prepare breakfast for Renee and her father.  From what Renee said, Consuela would be at the house all day, which would make it far more difficult for Tim to get out if he waited.
 
   Before she had finally drifted off to sleep at one, Renee told him to wait in the closet.  “Daddy usually checks up on me before he goes to bed,” she said with a yawn.  “Mostly he wants to make sure I’m still here.”
 
   Not long after she said that, Renee fell asleep with her head on the foot of the bed.  From that position she had supervised Tim’s drawings for the invention he had in mind.  While he knew a lot about mechanical engineering, Renee’s encyclopedic knowledge had come in handy.  She could calculate in her head what he would need a calculator or computer to do, which definitely saved time.
 
   At fifteen minutes to three, Tim folded up his drawings and tucked these into a unicorn folder of Renee’s.  Then he picked the little girl up from the end of the bed and carried her over to the head of it.  She whimpered slightly as he carried her but didn’t wake up.  As he gently set her down on the mattress, she turned onto her side.  “G’night Daddy,” she mumbled.  He pulled the covers up to her chin and resisted the urge to kiss her forehead as her father had done.  She wasn’t his daughter; she was his partner in this mad scheme they’d concocted.
 
   “Goodnight,” he whispered and then took the unicorn folder into the closet with him.
 
   Right on schedule, the door to the bedroom opened.  Tim squinted in the dark to watch as Renee’s father bent down to pat her head.  She whimpered again but still didn’t wake up.  “Goodnight,” her father whispered as Tim had.
 
   Then the folder slipped from Tim’s hand to land on the floor of the closet; one corner stuck out beneath the door.  He tried to remain completely still as Renee’s father looked right at the closet.  Renee’s father picked up the folder and then flipped through the pages Tim had drawn with Renee’s help.  Her father shook his head and then set the folder on the desk.  Tim resisted a sigh of relief as Renee’s father padded out of the room.
 
   The only sound in the room came from Tim’s pounding heart for a minute.  Then he heard a door close and finally let out that sigh of relief.  He opened the closet door and took the folder before he tiptoed over to the door.  He eased the door open and stuck his head out into the hallway to make sure it was clear.
 
   Downstairs, next to the front door, he found the controls for the security system.  Renee had given him the combination to disarm the system.  He programmed it to turn back on in thirty seconds, long enough for him to get out the door.
 
   Once outside, there was nothing for him to do but go to a neighbor’s house two doors down.  From what Renee said, the neighbors wouldn’t be home for another month when they returned from Europe.  Tim settled into the narrow space between the bushes and the side of the house; he lay on his side as Renee had, though his bed was far less comfortable.  Still, it beat the hard prison bunk he’d slept on for two years.
 
   He awoke to someone rustling the bushes.  He felt around him for something to use as a weapon.  His hand found something, but when he held it up, he realized it was only a pinecone.  “Yeah, you’ll really hurt me with that,” Renee said.  She handed him a bundle wrapped in brown paper. 
 
   Inside the paper he found an army uniform, complete with shoes.  “That belonged to Granddaddy,” Renee said.  “He was a little taller than Daddy.  Just try not to get it too dirty.”
 
   “You want me to change in the bushes?”
 
   “Why not?”  They stared at each other for a moment.  She sighed and then rolled her eyes.  “Fine, I won’t peek.”
 
   Tim squatted down behind the bushes; he did his best to squeeze into the uniform without dirtying it.  The pants were still a little short—and about two sizes too narrow in the waist—but it would do. The jacket fit well enough to conceal that the shirt was a couple sizes too small as well.  So long as he didn’t have to run or really do anything more than walk he would be fine.
 
   He folded his clothes up and stuffed them into the brown paper to carry under his arm.  The unicorn folder he handed to Renee to carry outside the gates.  After he stepped from the bushes, he turned so she could see how the uniform fit.  “You think it will work?”
 
   “They aren’t going to look really close,” she said.  “They worry more about who’s going in than who’s going out.”
 
   Renee’s theory turned out to be correct.  Tim shambled after her in the tight uniform; he turned away from the guardhouse to make it more difficult for the guard to see his face.  He turned to the right along with Renee and waited for someone to yell for him to stop.
 
   Someone did yell for them to stop, but when Tim turned around, he saw only a very fat girl who galloped towards them.  “Wait up!”  She came to a stop in front of them, her pudgy face red while her breath came out in gasps.  When she looked up at him, he thought there was something familiar about her blue eyes.  “Who’s this?” she asked between gasps.
 
   “My cousin Tim,” Renee said.
 
   “Your cousin?”
 
   “By marriage,” Renee added.  “Tim, this is my friend Aggie.”
 
   “Hi,” he mumbled.  Between the fat and the long brown hair, Tim hadn’t recognized Sylvia’s sister Agnes.  Now he realized why her eyes were so familiar, except there was something missing—they didn’t have the same wise look he remembered from when she’d come to visit him in prison.  He supposed it was because here she was just an ordinary teenager, not a five hundred-year-old witch.
 
   “You didn’t say you had a cousin staying over,” Aggie said with a hint of a whine.
 
   “You didn’t ask.”  Despite that she was years younger and much smaller, it became clear during this conversation that Renee was the boss and Aggie her loyal sidekick.  Tim thought again of the S. Joubert in the phone book and wondered what might have become of Sylvia.
 
   ***
 
   He left Renee at the bus stop with her friend.  Before they parted, she actually jumped up to kiss him on the cheek.  “See you later, cuz,” she said with a wink.  Aggie met his eye for a moment before she looked shyly at the ground and climbed onto the bus.
 
   In the pocket of his borrowed pants, Tim found a wad of five-dollar bills and a note from Renee that said, “From my piggy bank.”  He counted forty-five dollars.  He shook his head; he’d never had more than eight bucks in his piggy bank.
 
   Renee had already told him where to find Gustafson High, where she went to school with Aggie.  He didn’t want to linger around the school, especially dressed in her grandfather’s ill-fitting uniform, so he went into a place called Olga’s, which he took to be a McDonald’s equivalent.  There in the bathroom stall he was able to change back into his clothes.
 
   With some of Renee’s piggy bank money he bought an Olga Muffin with Egg.  He found out when he unwrapped it that it was similar to an Egg McMuffin.  He also bought a cup of coffee, which he refilled three times while he waited for Renee.  He wished he hadn’t left the plans with her so he could work to refine them.  There would still be a lot of work to do, but at least he had an overall concept now.
 
   He didn’t know if it was a very good—or very plausible—concept.  To create a rat-shaped robot that worked by remote control was one thing; this was on an entirely different level.  There had been some breakthroughs in this area, notably to help people with missing or paralyzed limbs by allowing them to use a mechanical device.  Still, that was child’s play compared to what he wanted to do.
 
   He was still eating his Olga Muffin—it tasted about as good as an Egg McMuffin—when someone tapped his shoulder.  He turned to see Renee there.  “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” he asked.
 
   “Whatever.  I took my chemistry test.  The rest is just listening to teachers yak.”
 
   “Does that include Miss Earl?”
 
   “No, she’s my chemistry teacher.  Right now anyway.  She’s just a sub anymore.”
 
   “I see.  Isn’t your dad going to be mad if he finds out you’re cutting class?”
 
   “I do it all the time.  Let’s go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   He assumed they would take a bus, but Renee had a cab waiting for them.  She gave the driver an address and then leaned back, her heavy backpack on her lap.  “How did you know I’d be in the restaurant?” he asked.
 
   “Where else would you go?  I guess you could have gone to the Draken Donuts down the road, but too many cops hang out there.”
 
   “Your cops eat donuts too?”
 
   “I guess it’s universal.”  She reached into the backpack for her unicorn folder.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I looked over these again and made some notes.  I think if we cut down on the angle of the shoulders it will make you more aerodynamic.”
 
   “Aerodynamic?  I’m not really planning to fly.”
 
   “Why not?” she said with a pout.
 
   “The real Scarlet Knight doesn’t fly.”
 
   “That sucks.”  The pout brightened into a smile.  “You’re not the real Scarlet Knight, so you can do what you want.”
 
   “Let’s worry about that later.  What else do you have?”
 
   “Well, I thought we could put some guns here—”
 
   “No guns.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Emma would never forgive me.”
 
   “What is she, some kind of liberal tree-kisser?”
 
   “Tree hugger.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind.  The point is that she doesn’t like guns.  Her mother was shot by one.”
 
   “Oh.  So her mom is dead too?”
 
   “Both her parents are dead.”
 
   Renee looked down at her feet, which weren’t long enough yet to reach the floor.  “I guess I’m lucky to still have Daddy then.”
 
   “Yes you are.”
 
   “What about your parents?  Are they alive?”
 
   “We had a falling out after what happened.  They thought I should have put up more of a defense than I did.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I’d rather not talk about it.”
 
   “Oh, right, because your fiancée died.  That’s why you’re all bummed out, right?  Just like Daddy.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   Neither of them said anything for a moment.  Then Renee’s face brightened again.  “Well, if we can’t use guns, how about tranquilizer darts?  Those are nonlethal.  Aggie does some volunteer work at the animal shelter; I bet she could get us some.”
 
   “I don’t think you should involve Aggie in this.  You haven’t told her anything yet, have you?”
 
   “Do I look stupid to you?  No, I didn’t tell her anything.  She’d probably go tell her sister.  Her and Sophie are like conjoined twins anymore.”
 
   Before they could get any farther, the driver stopped the car.  Tim looked through the windshield to see a grubby red brick building.  From the smokestacks on the top of it, he guessed it had been some kind of factory; from the rusty gates that hung loose on their hinges, he assumed the factory hadn’t been open in some time.
 
   “You can leave us here,” Renee said.  She reached into her pocket for some money and passed it up to the driver.  “Thanks.”
 
   Tim hesitated for a moment, but finally decided he might as well see what Renee had in mind.  She skipped over puddles of water despite the weight of her backpack, as if this place were some kind of playground.  She led him around to a loading dock, the huge wooden doors held shut by a rusty chain and padlock.  From her pocket she took out a key.
 
   “How’d you get that?” he asked.
 
   “Daddy owns this place.  Bought it at auction a couple of years ago.  He was going to turn it into lofts for the yuppies, but the developer backed out.  So for now he’s stuck with it.”
 
   Given how little trouble she had with her backpack, Tim wasn’t surprised she could open one of the titanic doors enough to squeeze inside.  He followed her onto a dark, dusty factory floor the size of two football fields.  The dust prompted him to sneeze, which in turn startled a rat; the creature skittered deeper into the shadows.
 
   “Don’t mind them. They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   Near the center of the factory, between two machines covered in cobwebs, Tim saw a recent addition to the old place.  Renee had fashioned a tent out of old bed sheets.  Beneath this she had stacked pillows and an olive green sleeping bag she’d probably taken from her grandfather’s things.  She dropped her backpack at the door to her tent and then ducked inside.  She let out a childish squeal of delight; her voice turned to that of a small girl as she said, “Hewwo Mr. Snuggles.  How are you?  You been eating lots of mice?  Yes you have.  Who’s a good kitty?”
 
   She crawled out of the tent, a cat with dark gray fur under her arm.  She held the cat up so Tim could see.  From the scars on the cat’s face and the chunk taken out of his left ear, he didn’t exactly look like a Mr. Snuggles.  “He lives in here.  Daddy won’t let me have a pet.  Isn’t he cute?”
 
   The cat hissed at Tim and swatted at him with one paw.  “Yeah, cute.”
 
   Renee turned the cat around to swat his nose.  “Bad, Mr. Snuggles.  You be nice to Tim.  He’s going to be staying here for a while.”
 
   “Here?”
 
   “Well, sure, why not?  There’s plenty of space, no one to bother you, and I’m sure you can get some of this old junk working.  And you’ll have Mr. Snuggles to keep you company.”
 
   The cat hissed at Tim again.  “Yeah, just great.”  Like being back in prison, he added to himself.
 
   ***
 
   For the rest of the day, Tim worked on the rusty machines in the factory, to coax them to work.  The first order of business was to dispatch Renee to a hardware store with a list of what he needed.  “You’re sure you’ll have enough money?” he asked.
 
   “Please.  Daddy gave me an AmEx to use for emergencies.” 
 
   Tim questioned the wisdom in giving an eleven-year-old—even one as intelligent as Renee—a credit card.  He didn’t say anything, since at the moment he needed Renee’s deep pockets to get his idea off the ground.  Unlike when Ward bought his idea, this time he knew his skills would be put to good use.
 
   Once Renee had gone, Tim surveyed what he had to work with.  The answer was:  not much.  He got lucky that the previous owners hadn’t stripped the place bare, but clearly no one had maintained the equipment that remained either.  Inside one drill press, he found some of the rats had made a nest inside of it.  He shooed these away with a length of pipe and then continued his examination.  He made mental notes to himself about which machines he could revive and which he could only use for spare parts.
 
   When Renee returned, two deliverymen accompanied her; they wheeled in wooden crates with the stuff he would need.  “Just put it over there,” she directed them with an ease he couldn’t master even as an adult.
 
   “Are you sure it’s wise to bring people here?” he asked.
 
   “Why?  You haven’t even started to do anything yet.  I told them Daddy’s paying you to clean up this place so he can sell it.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “I brought you something else too,” she said.  From her backpack she took out a bag of hamburgers and French fries.  “I thought you’d be hungry.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful.”
 
   “Later I can do some grocery shopping.  What sort of things do you eat?”
 
   “I’ve been in jail for two years so it doesn’t really matter.”
 
   “You don’t have to be so grumpy.”  She stomped away to pick up Mr. Snuggles, who for some reason submitted to her babying.  “And I’m going to buy you some yummy food and treats and maybe even some catnip if you’re really good.  Yes I will.  Yes I will.”
 
   Tim shook his head and then opened the crates.  Inside he found everything he had asked for:  wrenches, screwdrivers, a hammer, a sledgehammer, and a measuring tape.  There was also a welding torch, mask, and tank of butane that he would need.  Renee had also included gloves, safety goggles, and a hard hat.  “This looks like everything,” he said.
 
   “Of course it is.  You don’t think I could buy tools because I’m a girl?”  When she said this she sounded so much like the adult Renee he’d met on the bus that he had to do a double-take to make sure he still saw the turquoise-headed little girl.
 
   “No.  I thought the store might have forgot something.”
 
   “Oh, right, because I didn’t bother to check.  I’m just a scatterbrained kid.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean anything.”
 
   “I should feed your hamburgers to Mr. Snuggles.  You’d like them, wouldn’t you?  Yes you would.  Yes you would.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   She put the cat down and then smiled at him.  “I’m just messing with you.  Hurry up and eat before it gets colder.”
 
   The cheeseburgers tasted about as good as the Olga Muffin earlier, but at least it was food.  Tim ate quickly; he had a lot of work ahead of him.  Renee didn’t eat most of her hamburger; she fed the majority of it to Mr. Snuggles, who snapped it up like a dog.  She stroked the cat’s back as she said wistfully, “I was thinking of getting some marshmallows.  We could make a fire and roast them just like we were camping.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “No one will notice the smoke in a place like this.  Really, all the winos have those lighted barrel things and no one calls the fire department on them.”
 
   “No, I mean you shouldn’t stay here overnight.  Your father will probably call the cops.”
 
   “I’ll just tell Daddy I’m sleeping at Aggie’s.”
 
   “And if he calls her?”
 
   “She’ll cover for me.  She’s a nerd but she’s still my friend.  She won’t sell me out.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   She tossed the rest of her hamburger to Mr. Snuggles and then stood up.  “Oh, I get it.  You don’t want me around.  I found this place for you and got you the tools you need and now you don’t need me anymore.  Fine.  You can get your own groceries.  Or starve for all I care.”  She stomped towards the door; her boots echoed on the concrete.
 
   Tim got up to follow her.  “Come on, Renee, don’t be like that.  I appreciate the help you’ve given me.  Really, I do.  But this isn’t a safe neighborhood.”
 
   “It’s not like I’ll be alone.  You can protect me.”
 
   “I’ve got a lot of work to do and—”
 
   “And you don’t want some stupid kid getting in the way.  I get it.  See you around.”  She turned and then continued to walk; she took the cell phone from her pocket.  She ordered a cab, and ended the call by saying, “And make it quick.”
 
   Tim watched her go.  She definitely had the same temper as the Renee Kim in his world.  For that matter it was the same temper Sylvia had too.  He hadn’t kept anything breakable within easy reach in their apartment so she couldn’t chuck it at his head when they quarreled.  “Women,” he muttered.
 
   ***
 
   He fell asleep next to a hydraulic press that he had managed to get working with parts from some of the other machines.  Just before he woke, he dreamed he stood in the middle of the highway while Old Coyote’s truck bore down on him, except it wasn’t Old Coyote at the wheel:  it was little Renee.  The truck rumbled towards him; the pavement vibrated beneath his feet.
 
   He realized the floor really was shaking.  He wiped the sleep from his eyes to see that a tractor-trailer had pulled up to the old loading dock.  Tim scratched his head and wondered what this could be.  Maybe Renee had convinced her daddy to collect the machines and other junk in here so he could raze the place.
 
   To his surprise he found Old Coyote on the loading dock with a clipboard.  Her face brightened in a smile.  “Well, small world, ain’t it?”
 
   “I guess so,” Tim said.  Now that he was closer, he could see metal pallets stacked inside the truck.  “What is all this?”
 
   “Got an order from Northman Aerospace.  Said to deliver all this stuff to Tim Cooper at this address.  That is you, ain’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s me, but I didn’t order anything—” he stopped himself and then shook his head.  “Renee.”
 
   “Just sign this invoice here and I’ll be out of your hair soon.  Don’t suppose you got anyone to help unload this, do you?”
 
   “No, it’s just me.”
 
   “Well, might take a while then.”
 
   Tim took the clipboard and saw that Renee—it could only be her—had ordered a truckload of advanced composite metals like the kind used in jet fighters.  It was just the kind of material he could use for his project.  He signed his name on the clipboard and then handed it back to Old Coyote.  “Guess I’d better start to unload.”
 
   It wasn’t much trouble to unload the truck.  It would have gone much faster if he had a forklift, but he’d used the engine from the one in the factory to repair the generator so he could have electricity.  Old Coyote volunteered to help, but he refused to let an old woman, even a tough one, help him with this.
 
   It took two hours before he could shake Old Coyote’s hand.  “Be seeing you,” the trucker said.  “Good luck with whatever you’re doing.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The truck had hardly left when a van from IKEA arrived, stuffed full of groceries, mostly canned goods so the rodents couldn’t get at it, but to his surprise there were also boxes of tranquilizer darts.  Tim had just signed for these when another IKEA van arrived.  The driver handed Tim an invoice for a top-of-the-line laptop, server, and extra-large LCD monitor.  The invoice also listed a prepaid cell phone that was already set up for Tim’s use—apparently IKEA did sell everything.
 
   He used the phone to dial Renee’s cell phone.  She answered on the first ring.  “I bet you are so surprised right now.  I wish I could see your face.”
 
   Tim went around the corner from the loading dock so he couldn’t be heard as he growled, “What the hell is all of this, Renee?  Did you put all of this on your father’s credit card?”
 
   “No way.  Do you know how much that composite shit costs?”
 
   “Yeah, I have a pretty good idea now.  How’d you get the money?”
 
   “That was pretty easy.  I used Daddy’s computer system to set up a fake holding company and then made some very lucrative trades.”
 
   “Are you insane?  That’s illegal!  If anyone finds out—”
 
   “They aren’t going to find out.  I’ve been doing it for years, just on a small scale.”
 
   “Jesus, Renee, you could get into big trouble for this.”
 
   “I thought you’d be grateful.”
 
   “I am, but this is too much.”
 
   “I’m just trying to help.”  He heard her sniffle.  “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “No, I’m not mad at you.  I just wish you wouldn’t take chances like this.”
 
   Her voice turned chipper again as she said, “Can I come over and help later?  I already did all of my homework.”
 
   “Fine, but just for a little while.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I already told Daddy I’m sleeping over at Aggie’s.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “It’ll be fun.  You, me, and Mr. Snuggles.  Please?”
 
   “All right, but just this one time.”
 
   “Goody!  I’ll be over in a half-hour.”
 
   The groceries had been unloaded when she arrived, but the computer technician was still at work on the server.  Tim tried not to bother the man; he sorted through the groceries and put the non-canned goods into a crate where they might be safe.  He was still at work at this when Renee skipped in, clad in a dress that matched her hair and that looked more appropriate for a nightclub than a dingy factory.
 
   “How’s it going?” she asked.
 
   “We’re almost done,” the technician said.
 
   Renee skipped over to him and supervised the rest of the installation.  She actually barked orders at the technician, to direct him on how to hook the system up properly.  At one point she told him to step aside so she could do something.  “There.  Now it’s working.”  She glared up at the technician.  “You’d better knock a few bucks off the labor cost.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   Tim shook his head sadly; he knew exactly how it felt to be emasculated by an eleven-year-old girl.  He busied himself with the groceries again and tried to stay out of Renee’s way.  She might be as smart as Emma, but she certainly wasn’t as nice.  But then he supposed that’s why they needed to find Emma so badly—she was one of a kind.
 
   At the bottom of the groceries he found a bag of marshmallows.  Renee snatched these from his hand with a smile.  “Those are for later.”
 
   “Yes ma’am,” Tim said with a trace of irony.
 
   She took his hand and led him towards the computer system.  “Come on, I got it working now.”  She punched in a few keys on the laptop; the LCD monitor came to life to show the same thing.  “Great, now I can put in the drawings we made.  That should make things easier, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.  You don’t think it’s a little excessive though?”
 
   “Hardly.  This is still pretty primitive.  But it’ll have to do.”  She patted him on the small of the back as if they were teammates.  “Let’s get to work.”
 
   For the rest of the day they worked on the prototype.  While Tim worked with the actual materials, Renee did the computer work.  From the terminal, she ordered some steel, circuit boards, and other materials they needed.  Most of it wouldn’t arrive until the next day, but by midnight Tim had most of the exterior armor plates cut out.
 
   Renee had made her fire pit by her makeshift tent; she sat there with Mr. Snuggles on her lap and the bag of marshmallows beside her.  She handed him a metal spit that had come with the groceries.  “Isn’t this fun?” she said.
 
   “Lots of fun,” Tim said.  He really just wanted to collapse on the floor and sleep, but he knew this was important to Renee.  “You ever go camping with your father?”
 
   “With Daddy?  God, no.  He hates the woods.  We always go on vacation to Paris.  He thinks I need more culture.”
 
   “I think you’re plenty cultured already.”
 
   “I think so too, but he won’t listen to me.”  Renee stared sadly at the fire.  “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “Where you’re from, do we know each other?  I mean, have you ever met the me over there?  Is there even a me over there?”
 
   “I met her once, on a bus.”
 
   “A bus?  Was she an old lady or poor or something?”
 
   “No, she wasn’t old.  She was about my age.”
 
   “That is old when you’re eleven.”
 
   “Well, OK, she wasn’t a senior citizen.”
 
   “Was she pretty?”
 
   Tim closed his eyes and thought of Renee Kim on the bus, her lips pressed against his.  “She was very pretty.  Except her hair wasn’t as pretty as yours.”
 
   “Did you talk to her?  Was she nice?”
 
   “We talked a little bit.  She was a little high-strung.  Not like you at all.”
 
   “Funny.”  Renee pulled her browned marshmallow from the fire.  She tried to give some of it to Mr. Snuggles, but he only sniffed at the gooey confection.  “What did she do?  Was she a lawyer or doctor or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What was she?  Not a housewife I hope.”
 
   “I don’t think I’d better say.  I wouldn’t want to influence you.”
 
   “Oh, come on.  You can’t tease me like that and leave me hanging.  She wasn’t a stripper, was she?  Or a hooker or something?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”  He thought of what this littler version of Renee had said to Miss Earl on the bus about when she’d seen the jazz band and wanted to be a musician.  Maybe he wouldn’t be influencing her that much after all.  “She played a cello.”
 
   “So she’s in an orchestra or something?”
 
   “A jazz trio.  Or at least she was.  They were breaking up when I met her.”
 
   “A jazz trio?  Wow.  So she was really cool then, huh?”
 
   “She was nice.”
 
   Renee snorted at this.  “Nice.  Who wants nice?”  She impaled another marshmallow on the spit.  “A cello, huh?  I guess I better start practicing.”
 
   “Now, see, that’s why I didn’t want to say anything.  You don’t have to play a cello if you don’t want to.”
 
   “I don’t think I could play a cello if I wanted to.  It’d be bigger than me.”
 
   “Well, you could start with a violin and work up as you grow.”
 
   “You’re such a funny guy.”
 
   “I’m serious.  If that’s what you really want to do.”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.”  She plucked the marshmallow from her spit and tossed it into her mouth.  With a yawn she said, “I’m going to sleep now.  Come on Mr. Snuggles.”
 
   Tim watched her take the cat into the tent; both of them easily fit into the sleeping bag.  He fluffed up a pillow taken from the tent and rested his head on it.  He stretched out in front of the fire and let out a tired sigh.  He should enjoy moments like this, because before long he’d be on his way home again—if he still had a home to head back to. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   The rest of the day went by without incident.  Ever since lunch, Jim had actually started to pitch in and help Emma clean up the messes left behind by the tour groups.  They didn’t get a chance to say much to each other, but she thought she could see him smile at her through his tangled hair.  She smiled back; now that he was being nice to her things were actually tolerable.
 
   Leslie returned just before close so she could instruct Emma in how to lock up for the night.  Mostly this meant she had to pull down a metal grate.  She refused to let Emma actually lock it; the key stayed with her.  Before that she counted out Emma’s drawer and shook her head.  Emma braced for the old woman to say she was fired.  “This hasn’t happened before.  You’re exactly right.  What’d you do, count it up beforehand and chip in a few pennies?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, try not to make a habit of it.  You’ll make the rest of us look bad.”
 
   Emma stared at Leslie for a moment; she tried to understand why she was being reprimanded for not making a mistake.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Other than that, you did all right.  For a beginner.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Just be back here same time tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “And don’t forget to cover your arms.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Jim waited for her outside.  “You did good,” he said.
 
   “Thanks.”  As they neared the stairs, Emma saw the curly-haired man who’d yelled at her earlier get into the elevator.  “Who’s that?” she asked Jim.
 
   “That’s Dr. Dreyfus.  He’s the assistant director.  Major asshole.”
 
   “Oh.”  This fit with how he’d acted to her earlier, but something told Emma this wasn’t right either, that Dr. Dreyfus—Dan—was a nice man.
 
   “So you going to come back tomorrow?”
 
   “I don’t have much choice.  It’s this or nothing.”
 
   “You could always be a bag lady.”
 
   Emma thought of the young blond girl who’d accosted her earlier.  She shivered at this thought.  “I’d rather not.”
 
   “You’re pretty serious, aren’t you?”
 
   “Not always.”
 
   “You just need to get a few drinks in you.  Loosen up.”
 
   “I can’t drink.  I’m not old enough.”
 
   Jim snickered at this.  “Yeah, me neither.”
 
   He held the door open for her and she nearly tripped on her big feet when she saw Becky on the steps.  “Becky, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Just making sure you didn’t run off.”  Becky was still dressed in her uniform, though she’d let her hair down to flow freely to her shoulders.  Her eyes narrowed when she saw Jim.  “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Jim.  He works with me in the gift shop.”
 
   “Hi,” Jim said.
 
   “Hi,” Becky said back.  “You ready to go to dinner?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure—”
 
   “Go on.  I’ll meet you later,” Jim said.
 
   “OK.  I’ll see you there.”
 
   Emma watched Jim hurry down the steps; he soon disappeared into the crowds on the sidewalk.  Becky took her arm and yanked her down the steps.  Emma almost cried out in pain, but managed to keep her mouth shut.
 
   They went around the corner to a rundown Chinese restaurant.  Despite that she’d only eaten a chunk of bagel and bite of tuna sandwich all day, Emma didn’t feel hungry at all.  She ordered a glass of water and fried rice, the cheapest thing on the menu.  They took their plates over to a dark corner booth, where Becky dug into her plate of sesame chicken with a gusto that made Emma nauseous.
 
   “So how did it go?” Becky asked.
 
   “Fine.  My drawer came out exactly right.  My boss said I shouldn’t do that or else it will make everyone look bad.”
 
   “Probably just beginner’s luck.”
 
   “Probably.”  Emma tried a spoonful of rice, but her throat began to tighten again.  She picked up a couple of grains with the chopsticks to slide down her throat like a pill.  This seemed to work well enough, though her stomach still rumbled its disapproval.
 
   Becky stared at her for a moment and then shook her head.  “You’re too old to play with your food,” she said.
 
   “Sorry.  I’m not that hungry, I guess.”
 
   “So you and this Jim guy hit it off pretty well?”
 
   “He seems nice.  He asked me to go to a party later.”
 
   “What kind of party?”
 
   “I don’t know.  It’s at an old train station, he said.”
 
   Becky threw down her fork; it rang against the glass plate like a bell.  “Are you fucking retarded?  You get out of rehab and the next day you’re going to a fucking rave?”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A wild party with drinking, drugs, and sex.  The three things you’re not supposed to be doing anymore unless you want to end up in jail.”
 
   “Oh.  I didn’t know that.”
 
   “What’d you think, you were going to be playing charades?”
 
   “Well, no, it’s just that he seemed so nice.  Why would he invite me to something like that?”
 
   “Gee, because he wants to get into your pants maybe?  Course all he needs for that is a six-pack of Old Milwaukee and a Camaro.”
 
   Emma threw down the chopsticks.  “I thought you were supposed to be my friend.  Why are you being so mean?”
 
   “Oh please, don’t give me this wounded little innocent routine.  You don’t think I know about what you and Hector Gomez did?  He was bragging about it all over school.  Then there were the Worth brothers under the bleachers.  Plus Andy Beck in that gas station bathroom.  Not to mention they were practically lining up at that party you threw when your mom was gone.”
 
   Emma looked down at her plate.  This definitely didn’t seem right to her.  She didn’t have sex with random guy after random guy.  She was a good girl.  Wasn’t she?  “Maybe I made some mistakes,” she said, “but this time is different.  Jim’s really nice.”
 
   “They’re all nice until they get what they want.”
 
   “Why don’t you come to the party with me?  You could see it’s not that bad.”
 
   “I’ve got work in the morning.  So do you, remember?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Emma.  Are you ever going to act responsible?”
 
   “I am being responsible.  I went to work.”
 
   “Today.  Tomorrow you’ll probably want to call in sick.”
 
   “I will not.  I’m going to make this work.”
 
   “You want this to work then start using your fucking brain.  You can’t be staying out all night partying.  Start acting like a grown-up.”
 
   “All right.”  Emma trudged home with Becky.  She stared down at her feet most of the way and wished this day was over already.  Maybe tomorrow everything would start to make sense and she wouldn’t have these weird feelings that she lived someone else’s life.  Or maybe tomorrow things would be worse.
 
   Once she got home, she went straight to her bedroom to change.  She searched her drawers and closets for a nightgown, but most of her clothes seemed to be on the floor.  Amongst these, the best she could find was another oversized T-shirt.  Was this a memento from one of the many men she’d been with?  She thought better than to ask.
 
   Becky stood in the doorway, clad in a bulky flannel nightgown.  “I’m sorry to be so hard on you earlier,” she said.  “I’m just trying to help you get better.”
 
   “I understand.  Thanks.”
 
   “Are you going to be all right?  You want a glass of water or anything?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.  Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, kid.”
 
   Emma lay on her side and stared at the wall for a while, long after Becky had gone to bed.  She wondered if Jim would be mad at her for standing him up.  Would he give her the cold shoulder at work again?  She grimaced at this thought; she didn’t think she could stand it if he hated her.
 
   The first time she heard the tap at her window she assumed it must be a bird or a bug.  The second time she put her glasses back on and looked towards the window.  She didn’t see anything there.  The third time she saw him crouched on the fire escape.
 
   She padded over to the window and opened it for him.  “How’d you know where I live?” she asked him.
 
   “I saw it in the office.  You going to bed?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I can’t go to the party.  I have work and it’s really important I keep this job.”
 
   “You can get another job.”
 
   “If I lose this, Becky will hate me.”
 
   “Becky’s that fat girl you were with?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s my friend.”
 
   “She acts like your mom.”
 
   Emma giggled at this.  “I guess she does.  But it’s because she cares about me.  She’s trying to help me through this.”
 
   “She doesn’t have to know.  We can swing by for a few minutes and be back here by midnight if you want.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “Come on, don’t be such a stick in the mud.”
 
   Emma looked back towards the door and then at Jim.  His red-brown eyes pleaded with her to go.  He had gone to a lot of trouble to come all the way here and climb up to her window.  “Are you just trying to get into my pants?”
 
   “What?  No.  I think you’re cool.  I just want to get to know you.  Outside work, you know?  Without any little kids running around.”
 
   She giggled again at this.  When she looked into Jim’s eyes, she could tell he was sincere—or maybe she just wanted to believe it.  Either way, her instincts told her he wouldn’t try to hurt her.  “Well, just a couple hours couldn’t hurt.”
 
   ***
 
   As they rode the bus, the problem that had dogged Emma all day raised its head again when Jim asked, “So why are you working at a dump like the Pain Musuem?”
 
   She rubbed the back of her neck as she considered this.  She didn’t want to lie to Jim, but at the same time she didn’t really know why she had to work at the museum.  She didn’t seem to really know anything.  If she admitted this, she would sound like an idiot—a space cadet as Becky had said earlier.  She decided to speculate based on the available facts; it was a guess, not a lie.  “Well, I just got out of rehab and this is all I can find.”
 
   “Rehab?  For what?”
 
   “You know, the usual:  drinking, drugs, and stuff.”
 
   “That sucks.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” she muttered.  “So why are you working there?”
 
   “Home for the summer.  Beats working at McDonald’s.”
 
   “Oh, are you in college?”
 
   “Art school.  It’s like college, but more pointless.”
 
   Emma laughed at this.  “So you’re an artist?”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What do you do?  Drawing?  Painting?  Sculpting?”
 
   “A little of all three, but mostly sculpting.”  He put a finger to her chin and tilted it up to study her face.  “You have good bone structure.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You ever think of modeling?”
 
   “Modeling?  Me?  I don’t think so.”
 
   “You should.  I share a studio with a couple other guys from school.  You should come over some time.”
 
   He took his finger off her chin, which allowed her to look back down at her feet while her face turned red.  She had seen herself in the mirror and while she was uncertain about most everything, she was certain she didn’t have the looks to be a model.  “Thanks, but I don’t think so.  Becky would probably freak out if I went to some boy’s studio.”
 
   “You could keep your clothes on if you want.”  He reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a wrinkled card for the Rat’s Nest Studio.  The card had a picture of a snarling rat that she wondered if Jim had drawn.  “Hold on to that if you change your mind.”  Before she could take the card, he jerked it back and reached into his pocket again for a pen.  “Here’s my cell number too.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Jim stood up then and yanked the handle to indicate he wanted to stop.  The bus pulled over to the curb and he reached out to take her hand.  “Come on, the station is just a couple blocks from here.”
 
   She was glad to have Jim with her as they walked past dilapidated buildings with graffiti sprayed all over the boarded-up windows and doors.  Most of the streetlamps had gone out and those that remained provided only a flickering orange glow similar to the fiery trash barrels the homeless people used to keep warm.  Emma thought of the girl from this morning and wondered if she was crouched over such a barrel in her ratty sweater.  That was probably a best-case scenario for her.
 
   The train station was just as dilapidated as the other buildings, its windows boarded up and covered by various gang symbols.  Emma wondered if this was some kind of trap.  Maybe she shouldn’t have come out here; maybe she should have just stayed home like Becky wanted.
 
   At the front doors she saw a few young people dressed similarly to her; they lounged around and smoked cigarettes—or she hoped they were just cigarettes.  Jim approached one of these and held out a fist for a young man to bump.  “Hey D, what’s going on?”
 
   “Not much,” D said.  “Who’s that fine piece of ass?”
 
   “This is Emma.  She works at the museum.”
 
   “Hello,” Emma said.
 
   Jim reached into his pocket again to produce a ten-dollar bill.  D stuffed it into his jacket.  “You kids have fun,” he said.
 
   As Jim led her inside, she said, “I didn’t realize there was a cover.  I’ll pay you back—”
 
   “It’s no big deal.  Come on.”
 
   Inside, she found the old train station packed with hundreds of people.  The old benches of the terminal had been moved to the sides to make room.  Jim took Emma’s hand to steer her through the crowd of gyrating people; the loud, thumping music made it impossible for them to talk.  She felt her stomach churn in the presence of so many people; she felt as vulnerable and exposed as on the crowded sidewalk earlier.  Maybe she was agoraphobic.
 
   They made it across the crowd without incident to the old ticket booth, which had been transformed into a bar.  Jim leaned against the window and shouted for a beer for himself.  “What do you want?” he asked her.  He had to yell so she could hear him.
 
   “Just a Coke is fine,” she shouted back.
 
   Despite the noise, she could hear the bartender mutter, “Coke?  Is she a narc?”
 
   “Just fill the cup,” Jim said.  A moment later he handed a plastic cup to Emma.  They shuffled off to the side to watch the people dance.  “You want to dance?”
 
   “I’m not really much of a dancer.”
 
   “It’s not hard.  I’ll show you.  Come on.”
 
   She was again going to protest that she didn’t really know how to dance, but when she looked at the other people, she didn’t think they knew much about it either.  Mostly it looked like they just thrashed around while they tried not to spill their drinks.  “Sure,” she said and followed him.
 
   Despite that no one seemed to have much rhythm, she had less than most.  No matter which way she turned, she caught someone with an elbow or knee or her hair.  Throughout the song she apologized to other people on the dance floor.
 
   As the song wound down, Jim shook his head.  “You really can’t dance,” he said this with a smile to indicate he was more amused than angry.
 
   “I warned you.”
 
   When the next song came on, people seemed to have caught on to her lack of skill and moved aside to give her room; they created a bubble for her and Jim amongst the chaos.  The beat got faster and so she flailed around even faster, to the point where her body felt like a blur of motion.  Jim kept up with her as best he could and shouted encouragement to her.  At the apex of the beat, Emma let out a scream of joy; she felt good for the first time that day.
 
   As the song faded, Emma collapsed against Jim, suddenly exhausted.  Their lips touched and she found herself kissing him.  This felt right to her.  This felt natural, as if she’d done it before, even though they’d met just that morning.  She had never believed in love at first sight, but maybe it felt like this.
 
   She moved her lips along his cheek and then down to his neck.  Some kind of instinct took hold of her as she kissed around his neck; she searched for something.  When she found the right spot, she pressed her mouth to it and her teeth brushed against his flesh—
 
   She pulled back, acutely aware she hadn’t just wanted to kiss him—she’d wanted to bite him.  “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I have to go.  I’m sorry.”  Like Cinderella she bolted from the party; she pushed aside anyone who got in her way.  She didn’t stop to apologize.  If she didn’t get out of here, something terrible would happen.
 
   She burst through the front doors of the train station and ran into the night.
 
   ***
 
   One thing that seemed right to Emma was the large number of dark, garbage-strewn alleys in the city.  When she became winded from running after she put miles between herself and the train station, she ducked into the nearest of these alleys.  On a battered crate, she buried her head in her hands to cry.
 
   Jim would hate her now.  He would think she’d ditched him because of their kiss.  He would think she hadn’t liked it or he’d done something wrong.  Neither of these were true.  She had loved kissing him; she wished she could have done it forever.  And he hadn’t done anything wrong—she had.
 
   It wasn’t just that she wanted to bite his neck, which in itself wasn’t that bad.  There was nothing wrong with a little lover’s bite, something to remember her by.  That wasn’t the thought that had run through her mind though; she had wanted to tear open his neck like a wild animal, to devour him.  This thought had scared her enough that she had to get away from not only him, but also everyone else.  Something dangerous lurked within her; she could feel it now even if she couldn’t understand what it was.
 
   She didn’t know how she could possibly explain this to Jim.  What she’d felt didn’t make sense to her; she doubted she could get it to make any more sense to him.  She would have to try to explain it, because she was bound to see him at the museum tomorrow morning, unless he was so embarrassed by her behavior that he didn’t show up.
 
   Or maybe she could not show up.  She would certainly lose her job then, but maybe that would be for the best.  She could live in the alleys like the other bums in the city and subsist on what she could scavenge, beg, or steal.  At least then she wouldn’t have to see the look of disappointment on Becky’s and Jim’s faces.
 
   She looked up when she heard a violent cough that indicated she was not alone in the alley.  There was no way that cough could have come from a rat or some other animal.  It could only be from another person.  “Hello?” she called out softly.  “Is someone there?”
 
   She heard only a wheeze followed by another cough.  Emma stood up and crept along the side of the alley.  Whoever it was here with her didn’t sound in good shape.  The coughing persisted and the wheezing became louder.  “Are you all right?  Do you need help?”
 
   There wasn’t much light in the alley, but thanks to the light pollution in the city she could make out someone curled up in the corner.  She recognized the tangled white-blond hair and ratty mustard sweater of the homeless girl she’d met this morning.  The girl’s thin body shook from the coughing and then rattled from the wheeze.
 
   Emma knelt down beside the girl and put a hand on her shoulder.  The girl spun around, a wild look in her eyes, like that of an animal.  “It’s all right,” Emma whispered.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   Emma helped the girl to sit up; the girl nodded her thanks.  She coughed again and her face darkened.  Though Emma wasn’t a doctor, something told her the girl was in the throes of an asthma attack.  “Relax,” Emma said.  “Try to focus on your breathing.  Nice, easy breaths.”
 
   The girl closed her eyes and took regular breaths that gradually became less ragged.  The girl’s face lightened until it was nearly as pale as it had been this morning.  “Thanks,” she whispered.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “Need inhaler.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “Can’t afford it.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  That’s why you wanted money earlier, wasn’t it?”  Emma opened her purse when the girl nodded.  “I don’t have much on me.  Is there a hospital where you can go?  Or maybe a free clinic?”
 
   “Shut down.”
 
   “Don’t you have any family who can help?”
 
   “All dead.”
 
   Emma put an arm around the girl’s shoulders while she tried to think of what they could do.  There had to be something she could do to help this poor girl; she couldn’t just leave her out here on the street for her asthma to worsen until she finally suffocated.  “What’s your name?”
 
   “Megan.”
 
   “My name’s Emma.  I’m sorry about this morning.  My friend was just trying to protect me.”  Given Becky’s reaction that morning, Emma could only imagine what her friend would say if she brought Megan home.  Still, what else could she do?  If there were no hospitals or clinics where she could go, she didn’t see much of a choice.  “Have you tried going to a church?”
 
   Megan shook her head again.  “They won’t help.”  She began to cry; her face again darkened as if she were about to have a relapse.
 
   “Don’t cry.  We’re going to find a way to help you.  Come on, let’s get you up.”  Emma helped Megan to her feet; as she did, the girl hugged her and leaned her head on Emma’s shoulder.
 
   “God bless you,” Megan mumbled into Emma’s shoulder.  
 
   As she did, Emma brushed Megan’s hair away from her neck.  Her pale white neck, so slender and graceful, like a swan’s.  She ran a finger along that gorgeous neck; she leaned her head closer towards it.  Her fingernail seemed to elongate, to become like a claw to nick the pale flesh of Megan’s neck.  A thin trickle of blood emerged from this wound.  Emma bent closer and licked at the wound with her tongue.
 
   “Emma?  What are you—?”
 
   “Quiet,” Emma hissed.  Megan tried to pull away, but Emma held on to her tightly; her hands clamped down on Megan’s.  “It’ll all be over soon.”
 
   She pressed her teeth against the tender flesh of Megan’s neck; she still tasted Megan’s blood in her mouth.  It tasted so sweet, so full of life.  Her teeth pressed closer against Megan’s neck.  The girl whimpered in anticipation of pain.
 
   “Please don’t kill me,” Megan sobbed.  “I don’t want to die!”
 
   Emma pulled her head away from Megan’s neck.  Through sheer force of will she forced herself to let Megan go.  The girl didn’t need any prompting to sprint out of the alley.  
 
   Emma sagged to the ground and reached into her purse for her compact.  She held up the mirror to her mouth and opened it wide.  She began to sob as she saw the fangs.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   When they transferred her from the homicide division three years ago, they said all the right things about wanting to utilize her talents elsewhere.  This “talent” was apparently to give boring lectures to women’s organizations on self-defense.  She suspected the reason they chose her had more to do with her “talents” than any real talent.  As one of only three female detectives on the force, there weren’t that many alternatives.
 
   The other two detectives of course had better things to do.  They were still deemed useful.  They hadn’t gotten their partners killed.  Not like her.  That was the real reason for her reassignment only six months after she’d become the youngest homicide detective ever.
 
   Now she could only stand in front of a group of old women at the Third Baptist Church, a poster mounted on an easel beside her.  “Awareness of your surroundings is the most important deterrent against crime,” she said in the same dry monotone she always used; she had memorized the script years ago.  “Criminals prey on those who aren’t paying attention.  So when walking down the street, make sure you aren’t talking on your phone or looking through your purse for something.  Keep your head up and look about you.  Questions?”
 
   There weren’t any; she wondered if any of the old women had even heard her or remembered anything she might have said.  “I’ll leave some brochures here for you and your families.  Stay safe.”  She flashed the briefest of smiles and then began to pack up her things.
 
   Her hope to slink out unnoticed was dashed when the minister came up to her and held out his hand.  “Thank you so much, Detective Joubert.  That was very informative.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks.”
 
   “Would you like any help carrying that?”
 
   “I can handle it.  Thanks anyway, Reverend.”  She wanted desperately to escape from the church basement, but the reverend insisted on yakking about the importance of her work and how some of the little old ladies had been mugged and how even though it was all part of “God’s Plan,” it still wasn’t right for these men to prey on poor old women.  She agreed with every point, but it didn’t get him to shut up faster.
 
   Of course she should have known there was a catch at the end of it.  “What church do you belong to, Detective?”
 
   “Country Lutheran,” she said, though she hadn’t gone there since she was nine years old.  Then Sophie had been born and her parents were too tired to get up at seven in the morning to go to church.  By the time Agnes had been born, they’d stopped even the empty promises about going back.  That was fine with her, as she had always hated to sit in church in her stiff dress, while she tried not to squirm as the minister rambled on and on.
 
   “I see.  If you’re ever looking for a change, our congregation has many fine things to offer young women like yourself.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that.”  She was saved from boredom by her cell phone ringing.  The number belonged to the station, probably to make sure she got over to Ohlund Elementary in time for Career Day.  To stand in front of a class of third graders and lie about how great it was to be a cop would be even more tedious than this.  “Joubert, here.”
 
   “Listen, Joubert, I got an assignment for you,” Captain Kramer said.  He mispronounced her named as “Jew-bert” so consistently that she figured he did it deliberately, despite that she wasn’t Jewish in the slightest way; she didn’t even eat bagels.
 
   “I’m on my way to Ohlund right now.”
 
   “Forget about that.  Something else has come up.  I got a case for you.”
 
   “Great,” she said with a sigh.  Over the last three years the cases he had given her were always the ones no other detective wanted to put up with:  missing dogs, stolen humidifiers, and bogus UFO sightings.  “Someone lose their wedding ring down a sink?”
 
   “It’s a missing kid.  Eleven years old.  Name’s Renee Margaret Kim.  Father golfs with the commissioner so it’s a big fucking deal.”
 
   “Then why aren’t you giving it to Missing Persons?”
 
   “It just came in and I need someone on it ASAP, as in yesterday.”
 
   She put down the box of unused brochures and reached into her jacket for her notebook and pen.  “Fine, give me the details.”  She jotted down notes on the pertinent details of the case.  When she finished, she asked, “Should I call Ohlund and say I’m not coming?”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ve got Woof on it.”
 
   “Great.  I’ll let you know when I find something.”  She turned off the phone and shook her head.  While it was nice she wouldn’t have to go to the school, she couldn’t think of anything more embarrassing than to be replaced by a sock puppet.
 
   “Is something wrong?” the minister asked her.
 
   “No, just another beautiful day the Lord hath made,” she grumbled.
 
   ***
 
   It became clear the moment she showed her credentials to Mr. Sang-Ki Kim the reason why Kramer had called her.  “Joubert?  You know Agnes Joubert?”
 
   “She’s my sister.”
 
   “She friend of Renee.  Renee say she sleep there last night.  I call and fat friend say she no there,” Mr. Kim said.  “I call school and they say she not in class yesterday afternoon.”
 
   “What school is that?”
 
   “Gustafson High.  Where you sister go.”  He rolled his eyes at her as if she were an idiot.  He probably didn’t realize that since she was ten years older than Agnes, she really had no idea about her sister’s friends.  Though she did vaguely remember some little Asian kid who’d hung around the house once or twice.
 
   “I thought you said she’s eleven.”
 
   “Yes.  She very smart.  Someone probably kidnap her because she so smart.”
 
   “Let’s not jump to conclusions.  Do you know of any favorite hangouts Renee might have?  Places where she might go if she wants to be alone?”
 
   “She go to library a lot.  I tell her no take bus but she do anyway.”
 
   “So how would you characterize your relationship with Renee?  Have you had any problems recently?  Arguments?”
 
   “We always argue.  She very stubborn.  Like donkey.  I try get her into good schools, become lawyer.  She only want read books and watch TV with fat friend.”
 
   This case seemed pretty cut-and-dry.  The girl had probably argued with her father and run off.  Most likely she was at home or somewhere close by.  “Can you give me a description of what she was wearing?  A recent photo would help too.”
 
   “I not see her go.  Ask Consuela.”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “She maid.  She probably see Renee go.”
 
   “Is she at your home right now?”
 
   “She should be.  Probably on couch watching TV.  She lazy.”
 
   “I’ll give her a call then,” she said.  She started to see why Renee Kim might have run off.  Mr. Kim gave her a photo off his desk of a little Asian girl with a crooked smile and cotton candy pink pigtails.  “She’s very cute.”
 
   “Hair not pink now.  Blue-green now.”
 
   “Blue-green?”
 
   “Like this,” Mr. Kim said.  He held up a turquoise-colored portfolio.
 
   “Oh, I see.”  She snapped the notebook shut and then tucked the photo inside.  “I’ll start to check around and see what I can find.  Try not to worry too much, Mr. Kim.  She’ll probably come home when she gets hungry or tired or scared.”
 
   “You not know Renee.  She very smart.  She not baby.”
 
   “Right.  Thank you for your time, sir.  I’ll be in touch.”  She left her card with his secretary and then went back to her car; she dreamed of strangling Kramer for this.
 
   ***
 
   The last time she’d met Aggie in the office of Gustafson High, it had been to take her sister home after she got sick.  Back then Aggie had been rotund, worn Goth makeup, and dyed her hair purple.  This time she almost didn’t recognize her sister in the corner, clad in an ordinary T-shirt and jeans, her hair a neutral brown, and stomach less prominent.
 
   “Hi,” Aggie said shyly.  “Is Renee in trouble?”
 
   “Not yet.  Let’s go somewhere to talk.”  The principal’s secretary had reserved a conference room for them, where she could talk to her sister in private.  As she sat down, she wished for a cigarette, but there was no smoking in the school.  She jammed a piece of gum in her mouth and then offered one to Aggie, who took it warily, as if it would explode.  “So what did Renee say to you?”
 
   “She said she was going to stay with her cousin.”
 
   “Who’s her cousin?”
 
   “He’s in the army.  He’s kind of tall and black.  He has a beard.”
 
   “You didn’t get his name?”
 
   “She said his name was Tim.”  Tears came to her eyes.  “Do you think he took her?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Did she tell you anything about this guy?”
 
   “Not really.  She’s never mentioned any cousins before.”  Aggie wiped futilely at her eyes.  “He’s probably some creep she met on the Internet.  I told her to be careful about that, but she never was.  She liked to play with them.  She has this whole separate ID she uses to set up meetings.”
 
   “Does she meet with these guys?”
 
   “No.  She just wants to mess with them.”  Aggie sniffled and then wiped at her eyes again.  “I told her to be careful!”
 
   She came around the table to pat her sister’s back.  Because of the age difference, she and Aggie had never been close.  Even without the age difference they didn’t have much in common.  Agnes had always been so sensitive and shy; it figured the only kid who would befriend her would be an eleven-year-old no one else probably wanted to be friends with.  “It’s all right, Agnes.  We’re going to find her.”
 
   “It’s my fault,” Aggie bawled.
 
   “It’s no one’s fault.  These things happen.”  At least that’s what they’d told her after Charlotte died, that sometimes bad things happened and there was no way to prevent them.  She hadn’t believed it, nor did Aggie in this case.
 
   “I should have told her father.  But I thought then she wouldn’t be my friend anymore.”
 
   “Agnes, calm down.  I’m going to find Renee, all right?  But I need your help.”
 
   Aggie looked up and stared at her through her tear-filled eyes.  “You do?”
 
   “Yes.  I need you to tell me the sort of places you guys like to hang out.”
 
   Aggie listed the park near Mom’s house, an Olga’s nearby, and the main branch of the library as Renee’s primary haunts besides their houses.  Aggie sniffled again and then added, “There’s this other place too.  Some factory her father owns.  She wanted me to go, but it sounded dirty and gross.  Does that help?”
 
   “It might.”  She patted her sister’s back again, to make her feel better, something she wasn’t accustomed to doing.  “Thanks a lot.  Now you get back to class and I’ll call you later if I find anything.”
 
   “All right,” Aggie mumbled.  She climbed off the chair to waddle back into the office.  
 
   Aggie probably ought to go home sick, but then again school might help her keep her mind off the guilt—for a little while.  She knew all too well how that never really went away.
 
   ***
 
   She got the address for the factory from Mr. Kim’s secretary.  That seemed like the best place to start.  If the kid really wanted to disappear, some huge old factory would be the perfect place to go where no one would look for her.  On her way there, she called Captain Kramer so he could have someone run a check on this supposed cousin of Renee Kim.
 
   The answer wasn’t unexpected:  Renee didn’t have a cousin in the army, by marriage or otherwise.  At least none that anyone could turn up without some intense genealogical research.  Like Aggie, she suspected the cousin was really some smooth talker Renee had met on the Internet, someone who wanted to get into her pants.  There were plenty of perverts like that out there who preyed on naïve young girls.  She had given talks about that to some schools around the district, but kids Aggie’s age or especially Renee’s age didn’t take that seriously.
 
   When she pulled up to the factory gates, she didn’t expect to see Renee Kim walking down the sidewalk, a box in her arms.  But there was no way to mistake the turquoise pigtails.  She drove along the road, and passed by Renee.  The kid stared back at her and even gave a little wave.  She parked around the corner so she wouldn’t scare Renee off.
 
   Before she got out of the car, she reached into the glove box for her pistol.  She didn’t carry it on her anymore; she didn’t usually have much use for it.  She hadn’t fired it since that night on the docks, the night Charlotte had died.  She doubted she would need it now, but it never hurt to be prepared for all contingencies.
 
   Her second surprise was to find Renee in the exact spot where she had been, the box beside her now.  Renee put up her hands and flashed the same crooked smile as on the picture her father had given to her.  “I surrender,” she said.
 
   “You think this is funny?  Your father is very worried about you.”
 
   “Daddy worries if I sneeze.”
 
   “What’s in the box?”
 
   “Drugs.”
 
   “Being a smart-ass isn’t going to help you.  You’re in big trouble.”
 
   “You going to arrest me?”
 
   “I might if you keep it up.  Now, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Daddy and I had a fight, so I came here.”
 
   “And you told Aggie to lie for you?”
 
   “Yes.”  Renee’s eyes widened a bit.  “You’re her sister, aren’t you?  I thought you looked familiar.  Is Aggie going to get in trouble?”
 
   “Mom will probably ground her for a couple of weeks for covering for you.”
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted her to lie for me.  She’s no good at it.”
 
   “Not like you, right?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re too smart for your own good.”  She bent down to pick up the box Renee had been carrying, which was far heavier than she would have thought for a girl that size.  Inside she found cans of red paint.  “You planning to do some vandalism?”
 
   “No.  I was just going to spruce up the place.”
 
   “By painting it red?”
 
   “I used to have hair that exact same color.  Though I like yours better.  What is that, Russet Glow?”
 
   “Don’t change the subject.  Is anyone in there with you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Mr. Snuggles.”
 
   “Who’s that?  Your teddy bear?”
 
   “My kitty.  He lives here.  You want to see him?”
 
   “What about your cousin?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Black guy with a beard.  Aggie said you were hanging out with him.  You said he was your cousin Tim.”
 
   “Oh, him.  He was a homeless guy who wandered into the subdivision.  I gave him Granddaddy’s uniform and some food and stuff.  I figured Aggie would freak if I told her.”  The way Renee said this was so smooth that she wanted to believe the little girl’s story.
 
   “He’s not in there with you and Mr. Snuggles?”
 
   “He might be.  It’s a pretty big place.  I just keep to my fort.”
 
   “Your fort?”
 
   “I made it out of sheets and pillows I brought from home.  It’s really neat.  You want to see it?”
 
   “No, thanks.  What I want is for you to come back with me to your father’s office.  Is there anything you need from in there?”
 
   “No.”  Her adult poise melted away as she said, “Daddy’s really mad, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   “Is Aggie mad?”
 
   “I think she’ll be more relieved when I call her later.  She thought maybe you’d been raped and hacked to pieces by some creep.”
 
   Renee began to cry and again it seemed so real that she wanted to believe the kid.  “I’ve made such a mess of it.”  She reached into her pocket for her cell phone.  “Would you mind if I call Daddy?”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   Renee pressed a few buttons and then said, “Hi Daddy, it’s me.  I’m sorry.  No, I’m with her now.  She’s going to bring me to the office.  OK.  I’ll see you in a few minutes.  I’m s—”  She flipped the phone shut.  “He hung up on me.  I’m really in for it now.”
 
   She patted the little girl’s back and tried to smile comfortingly.  “It won’t be that bad.  Trust me.  When I was your age my mom wanted to kill me all the time.”
 
   They went back to the car, the cans of red paint left on the sidewalk.  Some other punk would probably use them later to smear more graffiti on the walls somewhere.  That wasn’t any of her business.  She had cracked the case.  She reached into her jacket for her phone to tell Captain Kramer the good news.
 
   ***
 
   It didn’t surprise her that Renee Kim’s father didn’t welcome her with open arms.  When she brought the girl into the office, Mr. Kim came around his desk and immediately began to shout at her in what was probably Korean.  Renee shouted back at him in the same language.
 
   She decided to leave a message with the secretary to ask Mr. Kim to go to the station later and fill out the necessary paperwork about the case.  She would have some paperwork to fill out as well, but she decided instead to call home.  No one answered the phone, which didn’t sit right with her.  Mom was still at work and Sophie usually hung around the library to study, but with Renee in trouble, Agnes should be at home.  She imagined the poor kid on her bed, crying.  I ought to go check on her, she thought.  But she was already on her way to her destination.  She could talk to Agnes about it later, after she cooled down a little.  
 
   While she wanted to believe Renee, something struck her as wrong about the whole thing, especially the thing with the cousin.  A girl as smart as Renee wouldn’t be so stupid as to give her grandfather’s army uniform away for some homeless guy to dirty up.  There was also the way Renee had surrendered so readily; she hadn’t even wanted to go back for her kitty or anything else, as if she wanted to make sure no one peeked inside that old factory.
 
   The good thing about the rundown factories by the waterfront was there were plenty of places to hide.  It was easy enough for her to find another abandoned factory across the street and perch in a second floor window with the scope of her sniper rifle.  She couldn’t see anyone inside, but the factory was big enough that someone could easily hide in there.  She kept the scope trained on the loading dock and waited for someone to go in or out. 
 
   If no one came, then she’d have wasted an evening.  Wouldn’t be the first time.  She’d spent months in a crummy bar to eye Harry Ward, a dockworker who had helped kill Charlotte.  She knew she couldn’t do anything; she just wanted him to know that someone remembered, that he hadn’t gotten away clean.  Then Harry turned up dead in the street with a knife sticking out of his chest.  As glad as she felt about this, she was also disappointed she didn’t get to take him down.  More importantly, she hadn’t gotten the chance to break him and get him to roll on the others.  That might have allowed her to finally go after Erik the Red, the one who had really killed Charlotte.
 
   Her phone rang at nine o’clock.  Mom had probably been out late to drink—“making contacts” was her euphemism for it.  Mom’s words sounded a little slurred as she asked, “What is all this about you interrogating Agnes at school?”
 
   “Her friend went missing and they gave me the case.  So I had to go down and talk to Agnes about it in case she knew something.”
 
   “Did she?”
 
   “Not really.  Her friend ran away.  Agnes didn’t know about it.  Anyway, it’s all right now.  I found the girl.  She’s back safe with her father.”
 
   “Well, good, I’m glad that’s over.  Sophie, has your sister unlocked her door yet?  Well go check on her.  No, I’m not going to hit her.”  There was a moment of silence before Mom came back on the line and said, “Sophie says that Agnes covered for her friend.”
 
   She shook her head.  As much as she loved her sister, Sophie could be such a stuck-up little brat.  She’d been like that ever since she was born and she’d probably always be that way.  “Her friend put her up to it.  She didn’t know what was happening.  I think the poor kid has put herself through enough already.”
 
   “Maybe you should come over and talk to her.  She won’t open the door to talk to Sophie or me.  She looks up to you.”
 
   “I can’t, Mom.  I’m on a case right now.”
 
   “You’re always on a case.  We hardly ever see you anymore.”
 
   “I’m a cop, Mom.”
 
   “I know, sweetheart.  I just wish you could come around more.  Things are so hectic around here anymore since your father died.”
 
   “Look, Mom—” she stopped as she saw the loading dock doors open.  “I’ve got to go.  I’ll call you tomorrow, all right?  Love you.”  She hung up before her mom could say anything.
 
   She pressed her eye to the scope of her rifle, so she could make out a man.  It was too dark to get much detail, so she switched to the night vision on the scope.  That allowed her to see a bearded man; even though the scope made everything green, she could tell his skin was dark.  That didn’t mean it was him, but if it wasn’t then it was a hell of a coincidence.
 
   She left the rifle behind as she hurried down the stairs.  She waited in the doorway as the man turned right out of the factory gates.  She waited a few moments before she followed after him.  While she wanted to get a look inside the factory, first she wanted to know who the man was meeting so she could get an idea of what sort of business he might be up to—and what sort of business Renee might have gotten involved in.
 
   She imagined Aggie’s fears hadn’t been too far off the mark.  Renee probably had met someone online.  Instead of trying to get in her pants, he enlisted her help with whatever business he did for Erik the Red or some other shady character.  Guns, drugs, or maybe some other illegal goods; the old factory made a great spot to hide it.  Not to mention that Renee through her father had some pretty high connections all the way into city hall.
 
   The man walked on with his hands stuffed in his pockets and head down.  She remained far behind and wished she’d brought a hat so she could hide her hair.  She had always been proud of her red hair, but at times like this it was a liability; it would be much easier to blend in with brown hair like Sophie or Agnes.  Well, she would just have to hope the man didn’t look back and get a good look at her.
 
   She followed him for three blocks, through mostly empty streets.  The only people in this part of town at night were those who were up to no good or the vagrants who didn’t have anywhere else to go.  A young woman like her was a target out here at this time of night for any of these ne’er-do-wells.  She wished she had remembered her pistol, but she knew more than enough about self-defense to take care of herself.  She kept her head up and reminded herself the most important thing was to be vigilant.
 
   The man walked into a bar, the kind of dive used by lowlife criminals.  She waited at the door for a full minute, not to seem too eager.  At the count of sixty, she finally opened the door and stepped into the smoky atmosphere of the dive.
 
   It was even worse than she imagined, with just a row of torn vinyl booths, a lopsided pool table, and the bar itself.  She counted four people besides herself and the bartender, all of them on stools at the bar.  The man she’d followed sat at one end of the bar; he was the only one who didn’t look up at her as she came in.  The others gaped at her as if they’d never seen a woman before, which she supposed they probably hadn’t, at least not a real one.
 
   The bartender put a hand to his chest as if he were about to have a heart attack.  “Something I can get for you, ma’am?”
 
   “I’ll just have a beer.  Whatever you got on tap.”
 
   As soon as she spoke, the man at the end of the bar looked up.  His brown eyes focused on her; they went so wide she thought they might pop out of his head.  His skin turned deathly pale and the hand holding his mug of beer shook.  Shit, she thought to herself.  He probably recognized her as a cop.
 
   Well, she might still be able to salvage something from this.  She took her mug of beer and paid the bartender.  Then she took a stool next to the man, who had gone back to staring down at the counter.  She took a sip from her mug and tried not to make a face at the warmness and bitterness of the beer; she instead forced a smile to her face.  “This is a nice place,” she said.  “Really cozy.”
 
   She reached back to take the scunci out of her hair and then shook it out.  Though the man pretended not to watch, she could see he checked her out from the corner of his eye.  She took another sip of the awful beer and then turned to the man.  “Could you pass me the peanuts down at the end?”
 
   “Oh, sure,” he said.  He reached over to take the bowl of peanuts and handed it to her without a glance.
 
   It took a lot of effort to pop some of the ancient peanuts into her mouth without gagging.  “You look like you lost your best friend,” she said to the man.  “Come here to drown your troubles?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.”
 
   “I needed a change of scenery.  My boyfriend broke up with me last week and everywhere in my neighborhood reminded me of him.  So I thought I’d go somewhere else.”
 
   He finally looked up at her, no doubt because he realized she was now in play.  “I’m sorry about your boyfriend.”
 
   “Thanks, but really in a way I’m glad it happened.  It was never going to work out between us anyway.  He was always so busy with his job and I was always so busy with my job.  We hardly had time to see each other anymore.”
 
   He nodded along with this.  “If you don’t mind my saying, your boyfriend is an idiot to let you out of his sight.”
 
   “That’s very sweet.”
 
   “I had a girl like you once.  She was so beautiful and kind.”  He shook his head and then drained his mug before he signaled for another one.  “I took her for granted too.  There’d be days where we didn’t even see each other because we were both so busy.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “She died.”
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry.  Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “Sort of.  A friend of mine got in some legal trouble.  It’s my fault.”
 
   “That’s awful.  What happened?  If you don’t mind talking about it, that is.”
 
   “I don’t mind.  I let her help me with a project I’m working on.  I knew I shouldn’t have, but I needed her help.  Her father reported her missing and now he’ll probably send her to military school.  It’s my fault.  I was supposed to be the adult; I should have told her no.”
 
   She wondered what sort of project the man worked on—and for whom did he work?  “How old was this friend of yours?”
 
   “Eleven, but she tries to act like she’s forty-five.”  He smiled slightly at her.  “She’s such a bossy little thing.  No fear at all.  It’s amazing.”
 
   “I was like that at her age.  Wanting to grow up so fast.”
 
   “I guess we all were to some extent.”  
 
   She finished the last of her beer and then signaled for the bartender to come over.  “Bring me something harder.  You got any tequila?”
 
   “Um, I might.  Let me see.”  The bartender clinked through a bunch of bottles until he finally held up a bottle of Jose Cuervo that was half full.  “Here we go.”
 
   He poured her a shot glass and she signaled for him to leave the bottle.  “I don’t suppose you have any limes and salt?”
 
   “Salt maybe, no limes.”
 
   “Oh well.”  She turned to her quarry and smiled at him.  “Bottoms up.”  The tequila burned down her throat, into her stomach.  She shook her head and let out a sigh.  “That is good stuff.”
 
   “Could I get some of that?” the man asked.
 
   “Be my guest.”  She had the bartender bring another shot glass over and then poured them each a shot.  “To lost friends.”
 
   “Lost friends,” he said.  He touched his glass to hers before he downed his tequila.  He slapped the bar with the palm of his hand.  “Whew.  I haven’t had anything that strong in a while.”
 
   “You been on the wagon?”
 
   “Prison.”
 
   “Really?  What did you do?”
 
   “I killed my fiancée.”  When everyone at the bar turned to him, he shook his head.  “Not directly.  But I was responsible.”
 
   She put a hand on the back of his grimy work jacket.  “Let’s go over to a booth there and talk a little more privately.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.”  He poured himself another shot, which he also downed in one gulp.  Then he wobbled on his feet for a moment before he stumbled over to the jukebox.  “I want to dance.  With you.”  He patted the pockets of his pants and jacket before he winced.  “You got a quarter?”
 
   “Sure.”  She went over to the machine and put in fifty cents.  
 
   He scrolled through the list and shook his head.  “I don’t know what any of this is.”
 
   “I’ll pick something.”  She punched the button for an old rock song she’d danced to back in junior high.  “Come on,” she said.  She held out her hand to him.
 
   She hadn’t really danced since about junior high, but he was so drunk she doubted he would notice.  Whether it was the alcohol or just a lack of coordination, he bumped into her and then grinned like an idiot.  “Sorry.  This is a good song.  What’s it called?”
 
   “You haven’t heard it?  It was on every station in the city about fifteen years ago.”
 
   “I wasn’t in the city fifteen years ago.”
 
   “Oh?  Where are you from?”
 
   “Rampart City.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “It’s pretty far away.  Far, far away,” he said.  His words slurred worse than her mother’s.  He collapsed against her and buried a hand in her hair.  “You’re pretty.”
 
   “You’re pretty too.”
 
   “My name’s Tim.”  He turned and pointed to the name patch sewn onto his jacket.  “See?”
 
   “I see it.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Sylvia.  I don’t have it on my jacket, though.”
 
   Tim’s eyes bulged just like when she entered the bar.  “You aren’t Sylvia,” he said.  “Sylvia is dead.”
 
   “I think I know my own name.  I’m not that drunk.”
 
   The song ended and she guided him over to a booth in the corner to help him sit down.  She could see tears in his eyes now.  He shook his head.  “You’re not her.”
 
   “No, I’m not whatever Sylvia you’re thinking of.”
 
   He touched her hair again.  “You look just like her.  The same color hair.  The same eyes.  You even have the same mole on your hand.”
 
   Sylvia held up her hand to see the mole on her right index finger.  “I think you’ve had too much to drink.  You’re seeing things.”
 
   “I think so.”  He laughed at this.  “I’m seeing ghosts now.”
 
   “Hey, look, Tim, let me call you a cab—”  Before she could say anything else, he pressed his lips to hers.  She could have broken his grip—and his arm—if she’d wanted to, but she didn’t.  Even with the sour odor of booze on his breath, there was something so tender, so loving about his kiss.  It was like nothing she’d ever felt before.  She thought for a moment maybe she could be his Sylvia.
 
   She finally had to pull away when her phone rang.  To her surprise it was Sophie on the line.  “Sophie, what’s going on?”
 
   “It’s Agnes.  She took some of Mom’s pills.”
 
   “What?  Jesus Christ.  Is she all right?”
 
    “She’s getting her stomach pumped now.”
 
   “Shit.  I’ll be right there.”  She hung up the phone and then put a hand on Tim’s shoulder.  “I’ve got to go.  It was nice meeting you.”
 
   “You too, ghost.”
 
   Before she left, she put a twenty on the bar.  “Get a cab for him.”  She gave the bartender the address for the factory.  She would have liked to go in there and have a look, but right now it would have to wait.  She had to be a big sister right now.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Since she couldn’t turn into a bat, Emma had to walk home.  She had enough money in her purse to have taken the bus again, but she didn’t want to be in an enclosed space with a bunch of other people.  A bunch of people filled with sweet, succulent blood.
 
   For the same reason she kept away from main streets, to avoid a replay of what had happened with Megan—what had almost happened with Jim.  She stopped for a moment to lean against a dumpster behind a gas station.  If she hadn’t stopped herself, she would have sunk her fangs into Jim and sucked him dry like a box of fruit juice.  This boy who had been so nice to her, who had kissed her so tenderly, and she would have killed him.
 
   “I’m a monster,” she whispered and began to cry again.
 
   She forced herself to trudge onward, not really sure what to do.  As much as she didn’t want to be around people at the moment, she didn’t know where to go that might be safe.  Home, she decided.  She would go home and go to sleep and in the morning all of this would be a bad dream.  After all, there was no such thing as vampires.  They were just a myth, like werewolves and zombies.
 
   Emma had only to put a hand to her teeth and feel the fangs there to know that vampires were real.  She pulled at one of the snake-like fangs and hoped it would come out to reveal itself to be plastic.  That didn’t happen; she felt a sting of pain run through her and stopped.  The fangs were very real.
 
   She didn’t understand how she could be a vampire.  She had walked from home to the Plaine Museum this morning, in the sunlight.  Weren’t vampires supposed to turn to ash in the light?  Isn’t that why they slept in coffins in old castles?  She had seen her reflection in the mirror as well—weren’t vampires supposed to not have reflections?
 
   She wanted to believe maybe she wasn’t really a vampire.  Maybe there was another explanation for it.  But she had only to remember the taste of Megan’s blood, how it had filled her in a way no real food had, to know there could be no other explanation.
 
   She was still engrossed in these thoughts when she heard a woman shout, “Hey, what are you doing out here?”
 
   Emma turned to see a police officer across the street; she wore the same body armor and carried the same machine gun as the one she’d tried to get directions from earlier.  The only difference was that this one wore glasses—and had breasts.  The policewoman marched across the street towards her, the machine gun still at her hip.  “I asked you a question.”
 
   “I’m just going home,” Emma said.
 
   “There’s a curfew for kids under eighteen.”
 
   “I’m nineteen.”
 
   “Sure you are.”  The policewoman came closer, until Emma could see the name “Morgan” on her right breast.  “You look about fourteen to me.”
 
   “Fourteen?”  Emma put a hand to her cheeks and expected to find pimples there.  “I’m nineteen.”
 
   “Yeah?  Let’s see some ID then, kid.”
 
   Emma was about to reach into her purse when Officer Morgan snatched the bag away.  With her other hand she shoved Emma to the ground.  Emma’s muscles tensed, prepared to launch her back to her feet, but she forced herself to relax.  The cop was armed and she wasn’t.
 
   Except that might not matter.  Vampires were supposed to be immortal.  Then again vampires were supposed to be afraid of sunlight and not have reflections, but those didn’t seem to apply to her.  She decided not to test the immortality thing like this.
 
   Officer Morgan rummaged through her purse and tossed the contents to the ground.  “Nice lipstick.  I think it’d look good on me.”
 
   “Excuse me—”
 
   The policewoman planted a boot on Emma’s back.  “Shut up, punk.”
 
   “I’m not a punk.  I was just on my way home.”
 
   “Yeah, and what were you doing out so late?  Watching the stars?”
 
   “I was on a date.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  How much did he pay you?”
 
   “Pay me?”
 
   “I doubt it was much.  Junkie trash like you are pretty much a dime a dozen.”
 
   Emma’s face turned warm while she lay on the sidewalk as she began to understand what the policewoman meant.  “I’m not a prostitute.”
 
   “Not dressed like that.”  Officer Morgan finally found Emma’s ID card.  “Emma Jane Earl.  Age nineteen.  Well, isn’t that great?  Your story checks out.”
 
   “Does that mean I can go?”
 
   The boot lifted from Emma’s back.  “Sure, honey.  Just don’t let me catch you on my beat again.  Got it?”
 
   “I understand,” Emma said as she scrambled to pick up her meager possessions.  Finally she got to her feet and faced Officer Morgan for a moment.  The policewoman had her hair back in a ponytail so that her neck was exposed.  A neck that looked so pale and vulnerable compared to the rest of her armored body.  She could probably grab Officer Morgan and bite into her before the police officer could raise her weapon.  It would serve her right for being so mean.
 
   “You got a problem, kid?  I said to get lost.”
 
   This snapped Emma out of it.  Officer Morgan might not have been very nice to her, but that didn’t mean she deserved to have her life drained from her.  “I just wanted to apologize.”
 
   “Yeah, fine.  You apologized.  Get out of here.”  
 
   Emma nodded and then walked away as quickly as she could.
 
   ***
 
   She made it the rest of the way home without incident.  She passed a couple more people on the street, but no cops.  Thoughts of devouring them rose in her mind, but she managed to fight these off, to keep herself under control.  As she climbed up the fire escape, she felt another urge when she saw a little girl asleep, a stuffed bear clutched to her chest, her neck perfectly exposed.  It would be so easy to slip in through the window, sneak up on the girl, and then bite her throat.  The girl’s blood would probably be even sweeter than Megan’s, almost pure.
 
   Emma shook her head and forced herself to climb up to her window.  She stuck her head inside and made sure Becky or Jim wasn’t there.  The bed looked untouched since she’d snuck out with Jim a few hours ago.  With a sigh of relief, Emma climbed into bed.  She pulled the covers up over her head.  Sunlight hadn’t really bothered her this morning—though now that she thought of it, her eyes had stung when she went outside—but maybe now that her vampirism had become more apparent it would.
 
   She had nearly fallen asleep when she heard a rustling.  At first Emma thought it was the wind, but then it came again, more distinct this time.  It wasn’t the wind—it was someone laughing.  “Jim?”
 
   “No, I’m not your boyfriend,” a voice hissed.
 
   Emma peeled the covers back and fumbled to find her glasses.  The glasses didn’t help much, as there wasn’t anything to see, only a shadowy form that was vaguely female and a pair of glowing red eyes.  “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m your mother.”
 
   “No you’re not.”
 
   “In a way, I am.  I created you.”
 
   The woman opened her mouth to display a pair of white fangs.  Emma put a hand to her neck.  “You made me a vampire?”
 
   “Very good.  At least your brain hasn’t completely turned to mush yet.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I stand corrected.”
 
   “What do you want with me?”
 
   When the woman grinned, the horrible fangs glinted at Emma.  She put a hand to her own mouth, to feel her identical set.  Did her eyes glow red too?  “No, your feeble eyes are just the way you remember them.  You’re just my pet.”
 
   “You can read my mind?”
 
   “It’s not hard.  Your mind is so simple.”
 
   “I’m not stupid.”
 
   “You were stupid enough to walk right into the trap I set.”
 
   Emma touched her neck again and tried to feel the holes.  “How?”
 
   “That’s not important.”  The shadowy form drifted over to the foot of the bed; it seemed to pass through the bed.  The red eyes burned from just a foot away from Emma.  She pressed herself against the headboard and tried to muster the courage to shout for Becky.  “Go on and call for Becky.  You think a fat waitress can do anything to me?  But it might be amusing to watch her try.  Maybe then we could share in her blood.”
 
   “I’d never do that.  Not to Becky.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because it’s wrong.  It’s evil.”
 
   “You’re so naïve.  Do you think you sucking Becky or Jim or Megan dry is any different than going to a restaurant and ordering a steak?  Everyone feeds on the living to survive.”
 
   “But not living people.”
 
   “Most people aren’t much smarter than cows.  Look at your friends.  None of them will ever amount to anything.”
 
   “That’s not true.  They can be whatever they want.”
 
   “Only as long as I allow it.  They’re pawns—just like you.”
 
   “I’m not your pawn.  I’m not going to become like you.”
 
   The shadow drifted closer; a ghostly hand touched Emma’s hair.  “Sooner or later you’ll have to give in.  You’ll have to feed.  Maybe it will be Jim or Becky or some stranger, but you’ll have to kill someone if you want to survive.”
 
   “No.  I won’t do it.  I can’t kill anyone.”
 
   “Of course you can.  And you will, when you get hungry enough.
 
   “No,” Emma said with less certainty.
 
   “You can feel it already, the hunger.  The longing for their blood.  It’s only going to get worse.  And when it does, the beast will become stronger.  All those rules, all that morality, will fade away.  Then you’ll be just like me.”
 
   Emma swatted at the woman, but her hand went through her shadowy body.  There was nothing Emma could do then but pull the covers back over her head; she trembled while the woman’s laughter echoed in her ears.
 
   ***
 
   When she felt someone shaking her, Emma whimpered, certain the woman with the red eyes would finish her off now.  She remained curled up into a ball even after she felt the covers pulled away from her.  She began to shiver then not only from fear but the cool air from the open window.
 
   “Come on, kid.  I don’t have time for this,” Becky said.
 
   Emma looked up to see her friend already dressed and made up for work.  She turned back to the clock and saw it was five minutes to eight.  “Oh no.  I’m going to be late.”  She rolled out of the bed and searched through the piles on the floor to find her shirt and pants.  She should have washed them yesterday, but she didn’t have the money to go to a laundromat.  “Why’d you let me sleep so late?”
 
   “I’ve been trying to wake you up for a half-hour now.  I was about to get a bucket of water to dump on you.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m not used to getting up early.”
 
   Becky’s eyes narrowed as she glared at Emma.  “Did you sleep in your glasses?”
 
   Emma put a hand to her face and realized she hadn’t taken the glasses off after the incident with the shadow woman.  “I must have forgot.”
 
   “You look like shit.  Did you get any sleep last night?”
 
   “A little bit.  It’s hard adjusting, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Becky folded her arms across her chest.  “You went out with that Jim guy, didn’t you?  Even after you promised—”
 
   “I didn’t promise.”  She didn’t have time to move before Becky had somehow darted across the room to grab her arms.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Looking for track marks.”
 
   “Track marks?”
 
   Becky ignored the question; she brought her face close to Emma’s and squinted at her.  “Your nose seems clean too.  What was it:  X?  ‘Shrooms?  Clear liquid?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “What kind of drugs were you and Jim doing?”
 
   “None.”
 
   “Oh, so you were just drinking then?”
 
   “No!”  Emma sighed.  “He bought a Coke for me.  That’s all.”
 
   “Probably laced with something.”
 
   “No.  Why are you acting like this?  I didn’t do anything!”  Her mind flashed back to the alley; she thought of when she grabbed on to Megan and put her teeth to Megan’s neck—
 
   Emma shook Becky’s grip off and then ran into the bathroom.  She opened her mouth wide to stare at her teeth.  They looked perfectly normal now.  She touched one of her incisors just to make sure it wouldn’t come off to reveal a fang.
 
   She sagged onto the toilet and put both hands to her head.  Had she dreamed the whole thing?  Maybe Jim had slipped her some kind of hallucinogen that had caused her to think she was a vampire.  No, Jim wouldn’t do that.  He liked her.  They had kissed.  The bartender might have put it in there.  She thought of the bartender’s reaction; he had called her a “narc.”  He might have put something in there just to teach her a lesson.
 
   That meant all the rest of it hadn’t been real.  Her thoughts about biting Jim, the scene with Megan in the alley, the encounter with Officer Morgan, and of course that shadow woman with the red eyes had all been figments of her imagination.  They were just a hallucination, a delusion.  She wasn’t a vampire.  Those didn’t exist.
 
   “Emma, what’s going on?  What’s wrong with you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe you’re right.  Maybe there was something in that Coke.”
 
   “I told you not to go to that party.  You never listen to me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Emma stood up to give her best friend a brief hug.  “I’d better get ready to go.  I don’t want to be late.”
 
   She didn’t have time for a shower, so she sprayed on some of Becky’s perfume and then pulled her hair back into a messy ponytail so it might not look so greasy.  Then she slipped into her work clothes; she remembered to wear the long-sleeved white shirt beneath her blue one so none of her tattoos showed.  She didn’t want to incur Leslie’s wrath again.
 
   When she emerged from the bathroom, Becky held out a paper plate with a bagel on it.  “We’d better get moving,” Becky said.  “You can eat on the way.”
 
   Emma followed Becky outside; her eyes stung from the bright sunlight.  She should really remember to get some sunglasses.  Maybe the gift shop would have some.  She took a bite of the bagel.  Her throat tightened; she gagged on the chunk of bagel.  Emma forced it down.  She was normal.  Perfectly normal, just like everyone else.  She heard the shadow woman laugh again even as she thought this.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Tim didn’t know how he got back to the factory.  The last thing he could remember, he was at some dump of a bar with Sylvia.  They’d shared a few shots of tequila and then he’d made an ass of himself when he tried to dance with her.  From there everything became hazy, though he felt certain they had kissed.  Or maybe he just dreamed they kissed.  Maybe he dreamed the whole thing.
 
   He remembered he had woke up on the loading dock of the factory to the smell of diesel fumes and the rumble of engines.  He groaned at the sight of two more trucks loaded with materials for his project.  Renee’s handiwork no doubt.  Did she have to schedule the deliveries so damned early?
 
   As he signed for the items and instructed the crews where to unload, he wished Renee were here.  Try as he might, he couldn’t master her imperial bearing around the delivery crews.  It was probably because she was a spoiled rich kid while he was a mere grease monkey.  It was a lot more difficult to boss around people at the same level as you in the social hierarchy.  
 
   He hadn’t seen what had become of Renee.  He’d been at work when the cell phone she’d bought for him vibrated to indicate he had a text message.  “Cops R Here,” Renee had written.  “Ill handle.  CUL8R.”  He’d needed a full minute to decipher the last part of the message before he realized she meant, “See you later.”  Despite that he knew most everything about machines, he’d never spent enough time socializing to pick up slang like that.  And of course in prison they didn’t let you text message.
 
   When he went outside later, he found the cans of paint on the sidewalk.  Those same cans sat now on a worktable for future use.  To paint the prototype would be the last step—first he had to make sure it worked.  The materials Renee had ordered for him should be the last he would need to get the prototype created.
 
   “What you doing in here?” one of the deliverymen asked.
 
   “Bio-tech stuff.  I’m working on creating artificial skin,” Tim said.  He blurted out the first thing that came to him.  The deliveryman shrugged and then took his hand truck back to the loading dock.
 
   He made sure the plates cut from the composite material were safely hidden away under a tarp so no one saw them until the time came.  There was no reason to think any of these deliverymen might be up to something, but there was also no reason to take a chance either.  Even if someone didn’t really know what he was doing, they might become suspicious enough to call the cops.  That was the last thing he wanted.
 
   Once all the deliverymen were gone, Tim sorted through his materials and then set to work.  After two years in prison he’d forgotten what it felt like to really get into a groove, to lose track of the hours while he immersed himself in the work.  It was the same feeling he’d had at TriTech when he worked on the RAT prototypes.  He’d forgotten about everything—including Sylvia.
 
   As he’d told her ghost in the bar, he had been an idiot for spending so much time at work instead of with her.  The sad irony was that when he’d neglected Sylvia to work on projects for Ward, he had hastened Sylvia’s death.  If he’d never completed the RAT project he wouldn’t have come up with the antimatter reactor plans.  There wouldn’t have been anything for Ward to overload and Sylvia would have lived.
 
   They would still be together, probably married by now.  He had wanted to marry her, but first he had wanted to secure his career so they could have a future.  In hindsight he supposed it had really been a case of his macho ego at work.  Sylvia had plenty of money from centuries of weapons dealing to have supported both of them.  If he had asked, she could have bought him a workshop just like this and bought whatever materials he wanted.  He didn’t need someone like Ward to back him.  He hadn’t wanted to ask Sylvia.  He had wanted to be the man and provide for them; that was what his father had always said a real man did.
 
   His father hadn’t liked Sylvia.  They met only once at a party to celebrate the opening of the Artemis Salon—and gun range.  Tim had warned her in advance his parents were from the old school; his mother stayed home while his father owned an insurance company.  “Don’t act too butch around them,” Tim had said.
 
   “Butch?  Me?” she asked as she picked her fingernails with one of her knives.
 
   “Just don’t wear any camouflage.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll go have Agnes make me some lacy little thing.”  While she had scoffed at his warning, she had worn a simple green dress with high heels instead of her usual combat boots.  When his parents came into the shop, she glided over to them with the brightest smile he’d ever seen on her.  “You must be Mr. and Mrs. Cooper.  Tim has told me so much about you.”
 
   His father asked point-blank, “You really think people want to shoot guns in a hair salon?”
 
   “Well, the two are separated.”
 
   “They’re on the same property.”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “It’s dangerous.  You have any insurance on this place?”
 
   “Yes.  I have full coverage.”
 
   “Surprised anyone would cover a harebrained scheme like this.  Must be some fly-by-night operation.”
 
   Tim’s mother took his father’s arm.  “Roger—”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Try to be polite.  You’re embarrassing Timothy.”
 
   His father nodded and then said to Sylvia, “Best of luck, young lady.”
 
   To her credit, Sylvia didn’t hit Tim’s father, as Tim was certain she badly wanted to do.  She’d put a lot of effort to make the salon—her dream—a reality only to have his father write it off as a silly venture.  His mother was more supportive; she patted Sylvia’s arm and said, “It’s lovely—and so are you.”
 
   Sylvia waited until after the guests left and they had returned to their apartment to say, “Your dad is some piece of work.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that.  He’s always been that way.”
 
   He thought she would rant and rage, maybe even break something.  Instead, she just smiled at him and said, “Well, at least the apple fell far from the tree.”  They’d gone back to the bedroom to make love and put the incident behind them.
 
   Except she’d been wrong.  He was just like his father at the core; he hadn’t wanted to appear weak to her, afraid she might think less of him if he wasn’t a big success.  If he could do it all over again, he would spend as much time with her as he could to make her feel special.
 
   By the time these thoughts had run their course, he had completed the interior assemblies for the legs.  He put these on like a set of waders to test them out.  Each leg weighed twenty pounds without the armor on it.  After he rigged the wires into a portable power supply, he ran the legs through their paces—literally.  
 
   He had to learn how to walk all over again.  His first step landed him on his face when he didn’t adjust his body for the weight.  He took a more hesitant step the next time around and managed to steady himself this time.  He took a few more baby steps, to get used to the added weight and bulk.  But it worked.  It worked!
 
   The rest would be more difficult, especially the hands, which would require far more articulation.  He set back to work and reminded himself he didn’t have much time.  Emma was still in trouble and Isis was still growing more powerful.  Akako and the Reds were counting on him.  He wasn’t going to fail them, not the way he’d failed Sylvia.
 
   As he thought of his Sylvia, he couldn’t help but think of that other one, the ghost he’d met in the bar.  If he had really met her, if she hadn’t just been his imagination.  She certainly had felt real enough when they had danced.  She had even danced the same as his Sylvia, her body stiff as if she were on a parade ground.  She looked just the way he remembered too with her wavy dark red hair and green eyes.  And her lips felt the same too.
 
   He wondered what the mathematical odds were of Sylvia being exactly the same in two completely different universes.  Renee would probably know.  She could probably calculate it in her head before he could snap his fingers.
 
   With a sigh, Tim reminded himself this Sylvia wasn’t the same.  Not exactly.  She had dressed differently for one thing in that black leather jacket and jeans.  His Sylvia preferred an old army jacket for the number of pockets where she could stash her various weapons.  There were probably other differences too that he would notice when he met her again.  If he met her again, he corrected himself.
 
   He knew he shouldn’t meet her again.  It would only create more heartache later when he had to leave her behind to go back to his universe.  And the more he was around her, the more he would see she wasn’t his Sylvia, that she was a completely different person.  It was better to just think of her as a ghost he’d met in a bar—the ghost of the woman he had killed.
 
   This thought sobered him enough that he could focus on his work, on the mission.  If he saved Emma and helped her defeat Isis that would be some small measure towards putting that ghost to rest.
 
   ***
 
   As expected, Daddy kept Renee on lockdown once they got home.  He took away her cell phone, laptop, and backpack and then banished her to a guest bedroom so she wouldn’t have access to her books.  “You sit here and think what you did,” he said.
 
   In his mind—and everyone else’s—she’d acted like a stupid little kid and run away from home.  The only one who knew the truth was Tim and he couldn’t say anything or else he’d blow his cover.  Renee flipped through the channels on the television to find something more stimulating than Real World vs. Road Rules Challenge.  
 
   This was all Aggie’s fault.  If she’d actually lied instead of being such a goody-two-shoes, Daddy wouldn’t have gotten wise to her being gone.  The one time she needed her best friend to cover for her and Aggie blew it.  It was just as well Renee would go to Harvard or Oxford or somewhere like that where she could make new friends, ones who might not sell her out when she needed their help.
 
   When Daddy opened the door, she assumed he wanted to argue some more.  Instead, he said, “Get dressed.  We go to hospital.”
 
   “Hospital?  Why?”
 
   “Agnes sick.  Her sister call just now.”
 
   “Sick?”
 
   Daddy didn’t have any more details on what had happened to Aggie, which left Renee to worry about it all the way to the hospital.  Or maybe he did know and he just wanted to torment her.  Either way, she imagined Aggie with her guts hanging out or half her face burned off or wrapped in a full body cast.
 
   The truth was far less interesting.  Aggie had overdosed on her mother’s Vicodin.  Sophie had found her passed out and Aggie’s mom had taken her to the emergency room to get her stomach pumped.  By the time Renee got there all the excitement was over.  “She’s resting right now,” Sophie said.
 
   “Can I see her?”
 
   “Family only,” Sophie said in that superior way of hers.  There was little love lost between them, especially since Renee was bound to beat Sophie out for valedictorian, which Sophie had set her little heart on since she was three.  
 
   “A few minutes shouldn’t hurt,” said a familiar voice behind Renee.  She turned to see Aggie’s eldest sister Sylvia there with three cans of soda.  
 
   Renee waited for Sylvia to mention something about their meeting this afternoon at the factory, but she didn’t.  Maybe she had too much on her mind at the moment to blame Renee for this.  That was fine, as Renee already blamed herself for whatever had happened to Aggie.
 
   Daddy waited with the Joubert family while Renee slipped into Aggie’s room.  There was a girl younger even than Renee in the other bed.  The little girl stirred and then looked up at her.  “Are you the Tooth Fairy?” she asked.
 
   “Do I have wings?  Or a wand?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what do you think?”
 
   “Sorry,” the girl whimpered and then went back to sleep.
 
   Aggie was still fast asleep; her big stomach rose and fell beneath the white sheets.  Renee didn’t bother with the chair; she was small enough that she could climb onto the bed to lie next to Aggie.  “I’m really sorry,” she whispered into Aggie’s ear.  “I mean, I don’t know what happened, but I know it’s my fault.  I shouldn’t have asked you to lie for me.”
 
   These must have been the magic words, as Aggie began to stir.  Her eyes flashed open and then her head turned slightly to face Renee.  “Renee?”
 
   “I’m here.”  Renee smiled at her friend.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   Aggie put a hand to her stomach.  “Kind of sore.  What happened?”
 
   “They pumped your stomach.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Renee’s voice caught in her throat for a moment before she could spit out, “Aggie, did you try to kill yourself?”  To Renee’s relief, Agnes shook her head.  “Then why’d you take your mom’s pills?”
 
   “I just wanted to relax.”
 
   Renee finally let out the tears she’d held in since her father had told her Aggie was in the hospital.  She put her head against Aggie’s shoulder.  “I’m so sorry, Agnes.  It’s my fault.  I’m a really shitty friend.”
 
   She waited for Aggie to deny this, but she didn’t.  Instead, she nodded.  “You are.”
 
   “Aggie—”
 
   “You never listen to me.  We always do what you want to do.  The stupid Goth thing was all your idea.”
 
   Renee hopped off the bed to glare at her friend.  “You didn’t seem to mind when you were reading all those terrible poems to me.”
 
   “I thought that’s what we were supposed to do.”
 
   “If you didn’t want to do it then why did you?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I wanted you to like me, I guess.”
 
   “Well, if you don’t want to be friends anymore that’s fine with me.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Good.  You can hang out with Sophie.  That’s what you want.”
 
   “Sophie doesn’t make me do things I don’t want to do.”
 
   “I didn’t make you do anything.  You could have said no.”
 
   “I should have.  All you ever do is get us in trouble.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you won’t have to worry about that anymore.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good,” Renee echoed in a mocking voice.  “While you were having them pump your stomach, maybe they could have pumped out some of the fat.”
 
   She left Aggie in tears to stomp back out to the waiting room.  “Come on, Daddy, let’s go.”
 
   Renee waited until she was curled up on the backseat of the Land Rover before she let herself cry again.  
 
   ***
 
   With the fallout from the trip to the hospital, Daddy decided to take Renee off lockdown.  “You be careful,” he warned her before school the next morning.
 
   “I will, Daddy.”  She hugged him around the waist.  He patted her head.  With that, she knew everything would be all right between them.
 
   She couldn’t say the same about Aggie.  Her friend didn’t show up at school, but through some friends of Sophie’s, Renee found out that Aggie had gone home from the hospital.  It pained Renee that Aggie hadn’t called to let her know.  Despite their fight, she should have known Renee was still worried about her.
 
   At lunch, alone at a corner table like a complete loser, she tried to call the Joubert house.  No one answered, so that it finally went to voicemail.  “Aggie, I know you’re there,” Renee said.  “Come on, I’m sorry.  Can’t we talk about this?  Please?  I’ll keep my phone on.”
 
   After she hung up, she dialed Tim’s number.  He answered on the fifth ring and sounded out of breath.  “What’s up?” he asked.
 
   “Just seeing how you’re doing.”
 
   “I’ve got the skeleton mostly complete.  Then I’ve got to run it through a few trials before I start welding the exoskeleton on.”
 
   “Do you need any help?  I haven’t used a welding torch, but—”
 
   “I think it’d be best if you didn’t come over.”
 
   “Why?  Daddy and I straightened things out.  He’s not going to call the cops again.”
 
   “I can’t take any chances right now.  This is very important.  I’m sorry, Renee.”
 
   “Can you at least take a picture when you get it done?”
 
   “Sure I can.”
 
   “Good.  How’s Mr. Snuggles?”
 
   “Fine, as far as I know.”
 
   “Try not to singe his fur with the welding torch.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   She could tell from the anxiousness in Tim’s voice that he wanted to get back to work.  He didn’t have time to talk to a stupid little kid like her.  “Well, bye then.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   Renee put down the phone.   It really sucked she only had two friends and neither of them wanted to talk to her.  With a sigh, she brought up Akako Chiu’s Facebook page.  There at least she had plenty of friends to talk to.  Of course none of them were really her friends; if they really knew her they’d hate her just like everyone else.  She responded to a few of the idiotic missives posted to her wall.  
 
   Someone had included a link to a chat room.  It was probably some creep who wanted to fuck Akako Chiu.  Since Aggie wasn’t around to bitch about it, Renee clicked on the link.  Immediately some guy began to hit on her; he masqueraded as a fifteen-year-old but tried way too hard to sound cool.  While she deflected his inane questions, she read through another conversation taking place at the same time, this one between a couple of other people who communicated in Swedish.  She had learned Swedish when she was three, so it was easy enough for her to follow along.  
 
   These guys clearly weren’t out to show their penises to little girls.  They wrote stilted sentences to each other that could only be some kind of code.  Renee saved this to study later.  The Swedish guys signed off, which left only the pervert to hit on her.  She logged off the chat room to study what the Swedes had said to each other.
 
   “Holy shit,” she whispered.
 
   ***
 
   Renee had wanted to skip the rest of the day of school, but decided it would be better to be a good girl so as not to arouse Daddy’s suspicions.  After class she called the office to tell him she needed to take some books back to the library.  “You go straight there and back,” he said.  “Take cab, not bus.”
 
   “If you insist,” she said.  Daddy didn’t seem to realize she could be kidnapped as easily by some sleazy cab driver as she could by someone on the bus.
 
   She took the cab to the main branch of the library and got a receipt to show Daddy later.  Then she called for a second cab to take her to the factory.  Along the way she stopped at a Tennessee Chicken to get a bucket of chicken for Tim.  She’d bought plenty of food for him, but he was probably sick of that canned stuff by now.  Some hot food might help keep him from getting too pissed off about her appearance after he said he didn’t want her around.
 
   As expected, he was hard at work when she showed up.  She stood over by his worktable for a few minutes, to watch him as he bent over to weld some armor plating to the vaguely humanoid skeleton.  It looked just like the drawings they had made, except now it was almost seven feet tall—it was real.  She nibbled on a drumstick as she watched him work and imagined the sweat pouring down his firm muscles—
 
   “Renee?  What are you doing here?” he asked.  He flipped up the welding mask so she could see his sweaty, grime-smeared face.
 
   “I brought you dinner.”
 
   “Thanks, but what about your father?”
 
   “He thinks I’m at the library.”  She rolled her eyes at him.  “I’ll go back in a couple of hours.  Don’t worry.  You like white or dark?”
 
   “Dark,” he said.  He accepted a thigh she gave to him.
 
   “It looks like it’s really coming along.”
 
   “It is.  And so far everything works perfectly.”  Tim sat down at the worktable and reached for a bottle of water to go with his chicken.  “It should be ready for trials tomorrow.”
 
   “You think you could get it ready tonight?”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “By midnight?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “You know how you were saying you wanted to bring some weapons back for your friends?  Well, I got a line on where you can get some.  It’s going down at the docks tonight.”
 
   “What’s going down at the docks?”
 
   She rolled her eyes again; for a guy who could probably rewire a toaster into a DVD player he could be pretty thick at times.  “Erik the Red’s people are bringing in a shipment of guns from Bolivia tonight at the docks.  I was thinking if you showed up in that, you could steal a crate or two for your friends.”
 
   “Who’s Erik the Red?”
 
   “Only the biggest gangster in the city.  The Finns have been pressuring him lately so he’s probably bringing these in to wipe them out.”
 
   “A gangster?  How the hell did you find out about that?”
 
   “You just have to know the right chat room to be in—and speak Swedish.”
 
   “Jesus, Renee.  You know how dangerous that could be?”
 
   “You sound like Aggie.”
 
   “Well, maybe Aggie’s right.”
 
   “Hardly.”
 
   Tim shook his head and tossed a chicken bone over to Mr. Snuggles, who sniffed warily at it before he snapped it in his jaws.  “Look, Renee, I appreciate your help, but you’ve got to stop this thrill seeking stuff.  It’s dangerous.”
 
   “I thought you would be happy.”
 
   “It’s a good idea.  I’m not sure it will work.”
 
   “It could.”
 
   “I’ve still got a lot of work to do on the prototype.”
 
   “I’ll help.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   She stamped her foot as she said, “I’m tired of everyone treating me like a little kid!  I’m not a baby.”
 
   “I know you’re not, but this is very delicate work.”
 
   “You don’t think I can handle it?  I helped you design the thing.”
 
   “Yes, but this is different than drafting.”
 
   “Oh, so you think because I’m a girl I can’t do it?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.  Do you have any experience welding?”
 
   “No,” she said softly.
 
   He patted her on the shoulder the way her father did.  “I’m sure you could learn how to do it, but right now I don’t have time to teach you.”
 
   “Fine.  But there has to be something else I can do to help.”
 
   “Actually, I think there is.”  Tim went over by the machine and returned with the shell of the helmet.  “It still needs wired up and I bet your hands could fit in there easier than mine.”
 
   “OK.”  
 
   Tim returned to work while Renee sat at the worktable to fiddle with the wires for the helmet’s night vision and infrared equipment.  She supposed Tim would need those tonight if he managed to get the rest done in time.  As she worked, she told him what had happened with Daddy and then with Aggie.
 
   “I can’t believe she won’t forgive me.  I told her I was sorry.  I went to the hospital as soon as I found out.”
 
   “The hospital?  What was she doing there?” Tim asked, his voice muffled slightly by the welding mask.
 
   “The idiot was feeling stressed so she popped like ten of her mom’s Vicodin.  They had to pump her big, fat gut.  I’m glad I wasn’t there to see that.  Of course Sophie didn’t even want to let me in to see her—she’s such a stuck-up bitch—but Sylvia let me in.”
 
   Tim stopped what he was doing, turned, and flipped up the mask.  “Sylvia was there?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t she be?  She’s Aggie’s sister.”
 
   “Did you talk to her?  Did she say anything about me?”
 
   “About you?  Why would she?”
 
   “I went out for a drink last night and she came into the bar.  We had a couple of drinks and danced and—I think I might have kissed her.”
 
   “You kissed her?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was kind of drunk.”
 
   Renee leaped off her stool and threw the helmet to the floor.  “You no good, two-timing jerk!  How could you?”  Tears came to her eyes as she ran for the loading dock.  He called after her, but she didn’t care.
 
   In the backseat of another cab on the way back to the library, she cursed herself for being so stupid.  Of course Tim wouldn’t like her, not like that.  She thought of the way he’d patted her—like her father.  He had even tucked her into bed the night he stayed over at her house.  After all she’d done for him, he still thought she was a little girl who needed tended to, like he was her surrogate uncle.
 
   Well, the hell with him then.  Let him try to finish this thing on his own.  She was through trying to help him.  Let him get Sylvia to help.  She’d put him in jail once she found out what he was doing—
 
   Renee took the phone out of her pocket.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Tim knew better than to go after Renee.  Whatever she was angry about now, she would probably get over it soon enough.  She would probably come back later and act as if nothing had happened.  That seemed to be the way it worked with her, just as it had been Sylvia’s way.
 
   With a sigh he turned back to his work.  Now that he had the skeleton complete, he just had to weld the armor around it.  This required a lot of care to make sure he didn’t leave any gaps that someone could squeeze a knife or bullet through.  It was definitely not something he wanted to leave to Renee no matter how smart she was—and how grown-up she liked to think she was.
 
   He thought about the lead she’d given him.  This Erik the Red was probably like Don Vendetta back in Rampart City, the one who really ran things.  No doubt there would be a lot of goons there, goons with itchy trigger fingers on machine guns.  It wasn’t exactly the ideal situation for a shakedown cruise.  He would have much preferred to do some basic testing first, to walk, run, and jump without someone shooting at him.  But this might be his only chance to procure some weapons for Akako and the other Reds.  
 
   He lost himself in the welding for hours; he took a few minutes with each piece to make sure it was aligned perfectly.  He’d been welding since he was ten years old, when Uncle Herb had let him work with him in the garage.  Tim’s father hadn’t wanted him to work on cars with his uncle; he wanted Tim to join him at the insurance company.  In a prophetic moment his father had said, “Do you want to spend your life as a grease monkey?”
 
   When he ran out of butane, he stopped to munch on some cold chicken and drink a couple bottles of water.  It was nine o’clock and he had only finished the lower half of the machine.  There was still the torso, the arms, and the rest of the helmet to complete.  He shook his head; he wouldn’t finish in time.
 
   He wanted to work faster, but he couldn’t really.  Sloppiness now would mean disaster later.  Uncle Herb had always told him, “Do it right or don’t bother doing it.”  If he couldn’t get to the docks by midnight with the suit, then he could probably find another way to get the weapons.  If this Erik the Red were like Don Vendetta, then he wouldn’t stop at just one load of guns; there would be more coming in.  The problem would be to find them.
 
   To his relief, he found Renee had finished most of the helmet before she stomped out.  She’d done a good job of it too, despite that he doubted she had much mechanical experience.  She probably could have learned to weld as well as him in an hour or two.  Too bad he didn’t have the hour or two to teach her.
 
   He finished at five minutes to midnight.  There wasn’t any time to celebrate.  He immediately had to begin the process to suit up.  This would have been easier with another person; the breastplate especially was difficult to raise over his head to put on.  To solve this problem, he levered the breastplate up with some cables slung over the support beams of the building.  Then he slid beneath it and lined himself up before he lowered the breastplate onto his shoulders.
 
   Early on he’d written a checklist for how to activate the system.  He threw this out and decided to activate the entire system at once.  There was a whine as if the system was about to crash, but then it flickered back on.  The power readings in the helmet showed a hundred percent.  “Well, here goes nothing,” he mumbled.
 
   Again he limited himself to baby steps at first.  All together, the suit weighed about four hundred pounds in addition to his own weight.  That was a pretty big adjustment.  He took one careful step without falling over, then another.  He tried the arms next; he swung each one and then bent them at the elbows.  He flexed the hands as well to make sure they would work.  The final test was to swivel his head.  All told the suit worked, though his movement wouldn’t be nearly as fluid as Emma’s in her armor.  But then her armor was magic so it didn’t have to adhere to all those pesky rules of physics.
 
   It was past midnight by the time he marched the suit out of the factory.  The loading dock doors felt a lot lighter with the suit’s hydraulic muscles.  The real test came when he activated the boosters mounted on the backs of the legs.  He eased the throttles forward so he wouldn’t catapult himself across the yard.  He hovered in the air for a few moments before he lowered himself again.
 
   “Well, here we go,” he said to himself.  He ran forward—or what passed for running with the bulky suit—and then hit the engines.  He shot into the air and arced over the factory gates to come down in the middle of the road.
 
   With that, he began his trek towards the docks and hoped he wasn’t too late.
 
   ***
 
   The call had come in at about five o’clock.  Sylvia was at her desk then to catch up on paperwork after she’d spent most of last night and today at the hospital.  Most of that time she tried to calm her mother and Sophie, who both had a tendency to overreact in stressful situations.  When she’d gotten to the hospital, they had been shouting at each other about whose fault it was for Aggie’s overdose.
 
   “You should have kept an eye on her,” Mom said.  “You’re her sister.”
 
   “You’re her mother.  You should have been home with her instead of out drinking.”
 
   “I wasn’t out drinking.  I was meeting some very important potential clients.”
 
   “The only ones you ever sell to are Mexicans who don’t know any better than to buy from a drunk.”
 
   “Why you ungrateful—”
 
   Sylvia got between them before they could trade blows.  “Settle down, everyone.  There’ll be plenty of time to blame each other later.”
 
   Renee Kim had been the first one to see Aggie awake.  From the way Renee stomped out of there, Sylvia guessed the visit had not gone well.  She’d gone into Aggie’s room to find her sister in tears.  Sylvia sat down in the chair next to her bed.  “Hey kid, how are you doing?”
 
   “I hate her.  This is all her fault.”
 
   “Who, Renee?”
 
   “I don’t know why I ever wanted to be friends with her.  She’s a jerk.”
 
   “Did she tell you to take the pills?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why did you take them?”
 
   “I just wanted to relax.  I didn’t mean to take so many.”
 
   “So you weren’t trying to kill yourself?”
 
   “No.  I wouldn’t do that.”
 
   Sylvia nodded; she didn’t think Aggie would kill herself either, just as Sylvia hadn’t.  After Charlotte had died, Sylvia had stuck her pistol in her mouth, but then she’d seen a picture of her mom and sisters and holstered the weapon.  She had looked at the picture and imagined how distraught they would be to find out that she was dead.  Sylvia patted Aggie’s arm.  “I know you wouldn’t.  I just wanted to make sure.”
 
   “Is this an official interrogation?”
 
   “No.  I’m just here as your big sister.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Do you want me to let Sophie and Mom in?”
 
   “Do you have to?”
 
   “I’ll tell them you went back to sleep.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Sylvia had tousled her sister’s hair and then gone out to the waiting room to tell Sophie and her mom that Aggie had fallen asleep again.  They’d eventually gone in; Mom wailed and kissed Aggie’s face frantically while Sophie stood a safe distance away.  Aggie endured all of this attention until the doctors finally let her go home that morning.
 
   “Can I ride home with Sylvia?” Aggie asked.
 
   Mom looked stricken for a moment but finally nodded.  “Of course you can, dear.”
 
   Sylvia would have preferred her sister go home with Mom and Sophie, but she could hardly say no at this point.  She put an arm around Aggie’s shoulder as they went out to the car and then opened the back door for Aggie, to help her down onto the seat.  Aggie sat amongst the boxes of brochures and let out a tired sigh.
 
   “You all right back there?”
 
   “Yes.  Thanks.”  That was all Aggie said to her; she fell asleep shortly thereafter.  Sylvia woke her up when they got home and shook her sister’s shoulder gently.  “We’re here?”
 
   “’Fraid so.”  She helped Aggie out of the car, but her sister managed to walk inside under her own power.  She went straight to her room, though Mom forbid her from closing the door.  “Don’t suffocate her too much.  She’s been through enough.”
 
   “I’m not going to suffocate her.  I’m just worrying about her.  She’s my baby.”
 
   “She’s sixteen, Mom.  She’s not a baby anymore.”
 
   “She’s my baby.  You all are.”
 
   Sylvia knew she wouldn’t get anywhere with this.  “Just make sure to hide your pills better.”
 
   She had left after that and headed straight to the precinct, where Captain Kramer had helpfully left a stack of papers on the Renee Kim case.  Sylvia was still filling in all the blanks when Renee called at five o’clock.  “Detective Joubert.  How can I help you?”
 
   “It’s more how I can help you.”  Renee tried to make her voice sound deeper, but it only made it seem as if she were coughing.
 
   “Renee?”
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   “Lucky guess.  You and Aggie still fighting?”
 
   “I’m not calling about her.  I’m calling about Erik the Red.  I know where he’s got a big shipment of guns coming in tonight.”
 
   “How would you know about that?”
 
   “I saw them talking about it in a chat room.  They didn’t think anyone would notice.”
 
   “A chat room?”
 
   “Why not?  You guys are probably listening to their phone calls.”
 
   “I suppose that makes some sense.  So what did they say?”
 
   “They’re bringing in some guns at the docks tonight.  At midnight.”
 
   “You’re sure about this?  You’re sure it wasn’t just someone pretending?”
 
   “Sure, someone pretending to talk in Swedish.  Maybe I should try the FBI.  They might be less patronizing.”
 
   “Trust me, they’d be far more patronizing,” Sylvia said.  “I’ll get our people on it.”
 
   “Good.  I hope you nail these bastards.”
 
   “I hope we do too.  Thanks—”  Renee had already hung up, to leave her talking to empty air.  
 
   The problem of course was that Renee had called the wrong detective.  No one would do anything based on Sylvia’s word.  The last time anyone had gone after Erik the Red based on one of her sources, Charlotte had wound up dead.  They wouldn’t make that mistake again.
 
   That left Sylvia to do it on her own.  It was of course suicidal to try to take on the mob by herself, but she figured once the bullets started to fly, she could call for backup.  They might actually come then.  Or she’d join Charlotte in Asgard Cemetery.  As she crept behind a stack of crates, she lamented she might not get to see her sister or her mother again—or Tim.
 
   She hadn’t had much time to think about him since she’d had to leave the bar, but she could still remember that kiss.  She had kissed other guys before, but never like that.  Those kisses had always wound up being too hard from an aggressive man who wanted to quickly get into her pants or too soft from a meek man afraid to try to get into her pants.  Tim’s kiss had been perfect, with just the right amount of force without making it seem as if he wanted more than that.
 
   Of course he’d been so drunk that he’d mistaken her for someone else he’d known, someone who also had been named Sylvia.  She probably hadn’t meant anything to him; he probably didn’t even remember her.  He probably thought he had kissed the ghost of that other Sylvia—if he remembered anything at all.
 
   She put her night vision goggles to her eyes and zoomed in on the docks.  The freighter flew a Peruvian flag; the manifest indicated it was full of coffee.  Sylvia bet there was a token amount of coffee on it, just enough to throw off a customs inspector.  The crates of guns—and whatever else—would be concealed in the hold somewhere, probably in custom-built compartments.  The only way to find out would be to board the ship; there would be plenty of time for that after the buyers and sellers were in custody.
 
   She could see the buyers around the docks.  There was a blond man in an expensive suit who especially stood out.  His name was Henrik Tallander; he was Erik the Red’s top lieutenant.  Around him were ten burly guys who would have fit in perfectly at a Hell’s Angels rally.  They all packed submachine guns, far more firepower than her pistol and shotgun.
 
   At five minutes past midnight, the sellers came down the gangplank of the freighter.  They were all South American, probably Bolivians, where the civil unrest made it easy to buy and sell weapons.  She counted a half-dozen of them armed with machine guns probably of the same type they were about to sell to Erik the Red.
 
   The smart thing to do would be to call for backup, but she knew no one would believe her.  Not yet.  She would need some fireworks to get anyone’s attention.
 
   She waited until Tallander and the Bolivians were deep into their negotiation to scurry over to a stack of ropes about a dozen feet away from them.  They talked in Swedish or maybe Spanish so she couldn’t get the exact words, but the meaning was clear enough.  From the way they gestured, she figured they haggled over the price.
 
   She thought of her family, Charlotte, and Tim one final time.  This is it, she told herself.  Then she jumped out of hiding and raised her pistol.  “No one move!  New Stockholm Police!”
 
   It didn’t surprise her when they opened fire.  She pressed the button on her radio.  “This is Detective Sylvia Joubert, requesting backup.  Shots fired.  I need any available units on the docks right away.”
 
   She muttered a curse when the dispatcher said, “Acknowledged Detective Joubert.  Backup is on its way.  ETA fifteen minutes.”
 
   “I don’t have fifteen minutes!” she shouted and then tossed the radio to the ground to return fire.
 
   That was when help tumbled out of the sky.
 
   ***
 
   Tim fell on his face—or the front of his helmet—three times before he finally got the hang of boosting.  The key he found was to trigger the boosters on the way down just enough to slow his descent to a manageable speed.  He was glad no one was around to see him land facedown on the pavement.
 
   Once he got the hang of jumping without a face plant, it didn’t take him too long to get down to the docks.  The problem then became that Renee hadn’t given him the exact location of the meet and the New Stockholm docks were just as large as those in Rampart City.  The first time he touched down, he landed just inches from a group of dockworkers on their lunch break.  As they scattered, they shouted, “What the hell is that?”
 
   “Sorry,” Tim mumbled through the suit’s loudspeakers.  “Wrong place.”
 
   He galloped along the docks and wondered how he would ever find this weapons deal.  The solution came when he picked up the sound of gunfire from nearby.  Tim pushed himself into a run and then hit the boosters.  While in midair, he could see at least a dozen men scattered on a pier by a freighter.  From the flashes of light he could tell they shot at someone.  As he started his downward arc, he saw a smaller flash come from behind a pile of ropes.  That must be the one the others were shooting at.
 
   Even if this wasn’t the arms deal, it still meant there was probably someone who needed his help.  He came down, galloped forward a few steps, and then cut in the boosters again.  As he rose into the air, warning lights came on.  The boosters were overheating from too much use.  “Shit,” he said to himself.  The engines seized at the apex of his jump, which left him with no choice but to scream down like a meteor.
 
   He slammed into the center of the group of men, who managed to get out of his way to avoid being flattened.  He plowed into the thick wooden planks, but by some miracle didn’t go through to drown in the harbor.  Even while facedown, he could hear the men gather around him; the safeties of their weapons clicked.
 
   They shouted in some language he couldn’t understand.  Probably Swedish, at least if he’d come to the right place.  One of the men poked at his back with the barrel of his weapon, as if to figure out if he were alive or not.  He decided to play dead, at least until someone touched the base of his helmet.
 
   Then he raised his head and torso a couple of inches.  This allowed him to free his hands and then push himself up to roll out of the crater he’d made.  He wound up on his back and stared up at a dozen gun barrels.  A blond man in an expensive suit knelt down to stare at him.  “Who are you?  A cop?”
 
   “No,” Tim said.  He wished he’d watched more action movies so he might have a better comeback.  “I’m your worst nightmare,” he added.  
 
   This was met with scattered laughter.  The blond man said, “Dispose of this buffoon.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” a familiar voice said.  Though Tim couldn’t see, he knew it was Sylvia.  Why was she here?  
 
   She came into his line of sight a moment later and put a pistol to the blond man’s head.  “All of you put down your weapons and line up over there or Hank’s brains are going to be scattered across the dock.”
 
   “You won’t shoot me.  You’re a cop,” the man Sylvia had called Hank said.
 
   “You killed my friend.  She was a good cop.  I’m not.”
 
   The men around Hank still had their weapons raised, but no longer aimed at Tim.  He took advantage of this to raise his arms slightly.  He armed the dart guns on each wrist, targeted the nearest gunman, and then fired.  One dart hit a man in the neck while the other hit a different man in the thigh.  Both went down seconds later; he only hoped they stayed down long enough, not sure what sort of tranquilizer Renee had purchased.
 
   The gunmen turned back to face him while Sylvia wisely dragged Hank back.  Tim got to his feet and wildly swung at the nearest gunman.  His punch lacked the same grace and style of Emma’s, but it was effective enough to send the man flying off the dock.  The others opened fire; the bullets pounded against the armor.  The suit wasn’t really bulletproof, but the composite alloy Renee had purchased contained enough Kevlar to absorb the bullets safely.
 
   At this point Tim wished he did have real guns in the suit so the fight might go quicker.  Instead he had to rely on the dart guns and brute force.  The suit was much too heavy for him to attempt any spin kicks or other martial arts moves, but flailing his arms around seemed to work well enough to knock the gunmen down one by one.  As the last one fell, he turned to where Sylvia stood with Hank.
 
   “Are you all right?” Tim asked.
 
   “I’m fine.  Now.  Who are you?”
 
   “I’m the Scarlet Knight,” he said.  He hoped he sounded confident enough.
 
   “Scarlet Knight?  Looks more like Patchy Gray Knight to me.”
 
   “I haven’t had a chance to paint it yet.”
 
   “And you’re not going to.”  She leveled her pistol at him.  “Get out of that thing right now.  I’m taking you in with the rest of these scumbags.”
 
   “Taking me in?”
 
   She wrapped her gun arm around Hank’s neck and reached into a pocket with her other hand.  To Tim’s surprise, she held up a gold badge.  Detective Sylvia Joubert.  She was a police detective here?
 
   “You’re going to arrest me?  I saved you.”
 
   “I could have handled it.  But thanks for the distraction.”  She put the badge away and took out a pair of handcuffs to slap around Hank’s wrists.  With probably more force than was necessary, she shoved Hank to the ground.  Then she put both hands on her pistol and aimed it at his head.  “Now, are you coming quietly or loudly?”
 
   Tim raised his hands.  Though he supposed it violated superhero protocol, he opened the helmet so she could see his face.  “Tim?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.”
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain.”
 
   To his relief, she lowered the pistol.  “You’d better get out of here.  Backup’s on its way.”
 
   “Not yet.  Where are the weapons they were buying?”
 
   “Probably in the ship.  Why?”
 
   “I need them.”
 
   “You need them?  For what?”
 
   “I can’t say.”
 
   “Those are evidence.  You can’t—” she didn’t get to finish; she collapsed to the deck with a dart sticking out of her left breast.  Tim caught her before she fell and eased her down the rest of the way to lie on her back.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.  Then he ran towards the ship.  The gangplank held his weight as he stomped inside.  It wasn’t long before some South American gunmen shouted at him and opened fire with their weapons.  These had as little effect as the other men’s weapons.  The narrow corridors of the ship favored Tim; it was easy to line up shots with his darts or just to run the men down.
 
   In the hold he found bags of coffee.  Had he gone to the wrong ship?  From the presence of the armed men, he doubted this.  He used the strength of the suit to push aside the bags of coffee beans and found what he wanted underneath these.  He lifted up a door to a hidden compartment, inside which he found a half-dozen wooden crates.  Tim doubted these were full of coffee beans as well.
 
   The problem then became how to get the crates out of the ship.  This problem was compounded when he heard footsteps pounding towards the cargo hold.  They were probably the backup Sylvia had requested.  He reached into the compartment for the crates and took three of them; he hoped that would be enough firepower for the Reds.  He dumped the three of these into a cargo net to make it easier for him to drag the crates to one side of the hold. 
 
   “Hold it right there!” a uniformed cop said.  He aimed a pistol at Tim.  
 
   “Sorry,” Tim said.  “Got to go.”
 
   He triggered the boosters and willed them to work.  The boosters lifted him into the air; one hand carried the net full of crated weapons.  As he landed on a catwalk, a shot pinged harmlessly over his shoulder.  With the augmented strength of the armor, he smashed open a hole in the side of the ship.  He widened this enough that he could fit through and then hit the boosters again.
 
   With the added weight of the crates he couldn’t get as high into the air as before, but it was enough.  Tim managed to steer the suit onto another pier and again landed facedown.  The crates came down behind him, but from what he could tell, they were safe.  He pushed himself to his feet, gathered up the crates, and then set off again.
 
   Before he left, he turned to look back towards the dock and hoped Sylvia was all right.  Now that he had the suit and the weapons, he knew he would never see her again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Leslie waited for her again by the ticket counter.  “Well, at least you remembered to cover up today,” she grumbled.
 
   “Yes ma’am.”  From the look on Leslie’s face, Emma supposed the old woman was disappointed Emma had shown up again—and on time.  
 
   Upstairs she found the store already open.  Jim sat in the stockroom, hunched over a piece of paper.  He jerked upright when she punched her time card.  He turned around and to her relief, he smiled at her.  “I thought you might not come,” he said.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Because this job sucks?”
 
   “It’s the only one I’ve got.”  She looked down at her feet.  “Jim, I’m really sorry about last night.  I didn’t mean to run out of there like that.”
 
   “I guess it was a bad idea.  I mean, you just got out of rehab.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  You meant well.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   Silence lingered between them until Emma said, “I’d better get up front and count in.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Things got off to as good of a start as the previous day, though this time she knew better what to expect.  She made no attempt to try to control any little kids who ran around the store; she employed Jim’s strategy to simply clean up after they left.  While she waited to ring up orders, she glanced towards the stockroom, but Jim didn’t appear all morning.
 
   He was probably mad at her or embarrassed about what had happened.  She wished there was some way she could explain it hadn’t been his fault.  At least she hoped it wasn’t his fault.  She still wasn’t sure if what she remembered about Megan and the shadow woman in her room were real or a hallucination.  In any case, she didn’t want to explain it to Jim; he would probably think she was crazy.
 
   When a customer came up to the register, Emma tried not to smile too broadly.  She felt her teeth with her tongue to make sure there were no fangs like the night before.  It was just a hallucination, she told herself.  She was a perfectly normal human, not a vampire.  But then why couldn’t she eat without feeling sick?  Maybe she was pregnant; she couldn’t remember having sex with anyone, but Becky had said she had done it quite a few times already.  She put a hand to her stomach and wondered if she should get checked.  She doubted she had health insurance and from what Megan had said it didn’t sound like anyone would do it for free.
 
   Near lunchtime, she finished cleaning up and there were no people in the store, so she could go into the stockroom.  Again she found Jim hunched over a table.  He turned to her, but kept whatever he was working on hidden with his body.  “You need help?” he asked.
 
   “No, I’m fine.  I was just making sure you were all right back here.”
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “Well, OK.  I’m going to lunch in about a half-hour.”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   She went back up front and wondered what he was doing back there.  She tried to speculate but couldn’t come up with anything viable.  Jim wouldn’t be stupid enough to do anything illicit back there, not when Leslie could walk in at any moment.  She wondered if she ought to say something about this to Leslie.  No, she couldn’t do that to Jim.
 
   A half-hour passed without incident.  She punched out for lunch and found Jim still at work on whatever it was.  “I’m going down to lunch now,” she said.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “You’re sure you’re going to be all right by yourself?”
 
   “I got it,” he snapped.
 
   “Well, OK then,” she said.  Downstairs she drank a can of Red Bull and found that this went down easily enough.  The crackers she took from the condiments area did not; she again gagged the moment she put a saltine in her mouth.  As with the bagel, she forced the crackers down.  Maybe if she kept eating real food she wouldn’t feel the need for anything else.
 
   An elderly couple sat at the table next to her.  The old man’s neck was just inches away from her.  So close she could bite him before he could even move.  His blood would probably taste sour given his age, but it would sustain her.  It would allow her to survive—
 
   She shook these thoughts away and turned her gaze down to the table.  She wasn’t a vampire.  She was a normal person.  She was completely normal.
 
   She finished the can of Red Bull and then hurried out of the cafeteria.  She tried not to look at anyone’s neck so the dark thoughts couldn’t enter her mind.  She made it back upstairs to find Jim not at the front counter.  A young woman with a baby carriage had a basket full of items to check out.  “I’ve been waiting here for five minutes,” the woman said.
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am.  I was at lunch.”  She didn’t mention she was still at lunch and that her relief was back in the stockroom, doing who knew what.  She rang up the items and gave the woman a member’s discount even though she didn’t have a card to help smooth things over.  “I’m sorry again, ma’am.  I hope you enjoy your day at the museum.”
 
   The woman grunted her thanks before she pushed the carriage from the gift shop.  Emma waited until the woman had gone before she stomped back to the stockroom.  “Jim, you’re supposed to be up front—”
 
   She stopped as he turned his back to finally let her see what he was doing.  He had made a sculpture of her.  The head was that of one of the china dolls, except he’d plucked off the doll’s black hair and replaced it with orange hair harvested from a stuffed orangutan.  The chest was that of a teddy bear, complete with dark blue Plaine Museum T-shirt.  Somehow he’d glued the hands of the china doll to the ends of the T-shirt.  Since the pants were the same color as Jim’s, she assumed he must have cut some material from them and then stuffed it.  At the end of the pants he’d attached a pair of pink baby shoes.  The whole thing was out of proportion, looked really nothing like her—and was so beautiful Emma’s chest ached.
 
   “You made that for me?”
 
   “I’m sorry about the shoes.  We didn’t have any brown paint.”
 
   “I don’t care about that.  It’s wonderful.”  She darted across the room to wrap him in a hug and then kiss his cheek.  The same horrible thoughts came to her mind as in the train station.  She fought against these and kept her lips away from his neck.
 
   “I was thinking maybe later we could go out—not a party this time.  Maybe just a cup of coffee?”
 
   “I’d love that,” she said.  She barely held back from saying, “I love you.”  But she knew that in her heart she did love Jim.  No matter what happened, she would never hurt him.
 
   ***
 
   They agreed to meet at nine o’clock at a coffee shop near Emma’s apartment.  Before they parted, Jim put his sculpture into a plastic bag and handed it to her.  “You keep it,” he said.
 
   “I couldn’t.”
 
   “I made it for you.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  She took the bag and clutched it to her chest.  They’d kept the sculpture from Leslie; Jim hid the evidence of the items he’d mangled in order to make it.  He listed these on a log of damaged goods that were easily attributable to the hordes of little kids who tramped through the gift shop.
 
   Becky again met Emma on the steps.  She glared at Jim before he left.  “What’s that?” she asked.  She pointed to the bag.
 
   “It’s just something he bought me.”
 
   “You seeing him again tonight?”
 
   “Yes, but just for coffee.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Becky, please, I really like him.  And he really likes me.  Can’t you be happy for us?”
 
   “I’d be happier if he didn’t work at a gift shop and looked like he just crawled out of the sewer.”
 
   “He doesn’t look like he crawled out of the sewer.  He’s very handsome—in his own way.”
 
   “Christ, you’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’ve only known him for two days.”
 
   “So?”
 
   Becky pulled Emma into one of the city’s many alleys.  Emma checked to make sure Megan wasn’t around.  “Look, kid, I know how it is:  you just got out of rehab, you’re lonely and vulnerable.  That’s what he’s preying on.  He’s using you.”
 
   “Using me?  For what?  He took me to a party and asked me out for coffee.  That’s all.”
 
   “Emma, don’t do this.  Don’t fall for this guy.  Give yourself some time.”
 
   “I told you already:  we really like each other.  You can either be happy for us or you can get out of the way.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   She pushed Becky away as if Becky weighed nothing.  She fought down the voices that told her how easy it would be to bite Becky, to suck out her blood in this alley.  No one would notice or come to Becky’s aid.  She could get away with it scot-free.  “I’m sorry, Becky.  I have to go.  I’ll see you back at home later.”
 
   She didn’t go to the coffee shop to wait for Jim.  Instead, she took the bus to the main branch of the public library.  She made her way over to the computers.  She brought up the library catalog and then typed in “vampires.”
 
   The moment the results came up, she knew this would be fruitless.  The first fifty results were for Twilight books, movies, and CDs.  Then came Dracula, Interview With the Vampire, and dozens of other books, movies, graphic novels, and so forth.  The common thread was that all of them were fiction.  She didn’t need fiction—she needed reality.
 
   After she scrolled through eight screens, she finally came to an old nonfiction book—History of Vampire Folklore.  She wrote down its location and then wandered along the shelves of nonfiction books to find it.  To her disappointment the book wasn’t very big, just a worn black hardcover of two hundred pages.  She took it off the shelf and retreated to a cubicle to read it.
 
   As in the stockroom with the book on whales, she had difficulty with the book.  She had to keep her finger on the page to trace the words; she stopped frequently for words she didn’t recognize.  To read ten pages in this fashion took over an hour, to the point where she began to cry.  She knew this wasn’t right.  She wasn’t stupid.
 
   “Are you all right, young lady?” a woman asked.
 
   Emma looked up to see an elderly woman, her white hair yellowed from age.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just having trouble with this.”
 
   “This is a fairly advanced book.  Perhaps you should try something from our young adult section?”
 
   “No, I have to read this,” Emma said.  She added, “For school.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I would suggest checking it out and having someone read it to you.”
 
   “I don’t need anyone to read to me.  I’m not a little kid.”
 
   “I’m not saying you are.  The library does offer adult literacy classes.”
 
   “I’m not illiterate!”
 
   “Keep your voice down, please.”
 
   “Sorry.”  Emma wiped at her eyes.  “I’m not stupid.  I know I can do this.  I’m just a little tired today.”
 
   “Of course,” the woman said in a tone that indicated she didn’t believe this excuse.
 
   “I guess I should check this out.”  Emma reached into her purse and then realized she didn’t have a library card.  “Could I get a library card?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   Emma followed the woman to the front desk; she gave her name and address with Becky.  The old woman leaned forward and tented her fingers.  “I’m sorry, young lady, but it’s the library’s policy not to allow felons to take items from the library.”
 
   “Felons?  But I’m not—”
 
   “It’s in the computer.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Emma hung her head in defeat and left the book on the counter.  Outside, she sat on a bench and tried not to cry.  I’m not a felon, she thought.  I’d never do anything like that.  She knew in her heart this was true, just like she knew she wasn’t slow.  And she wasn’t a vampire.  I’m a good girl, she told herself.
 
   She took Jim’s sculpture out of the bag.  Jim liked her and she liked him.  That was something she could feel certain about.  She stroked the orange hair of the sculpture and pressed it to her chest like a baby.  Despite everything else, she knew she could believe he felt about her the same way she did about him.
 
   ***
 
   She took a bus back to the apartment so she could change before she met Jim.  Becky sat on a beanbag chair in the living room; she didn’t look up from the thirteen-inch TV on a pile of pizza boxes.  Emma wanted to say something, but she didn’t know what she could say that would be any different from earlier.
 
   When she rummaged around the piles on the floor, she found only T-shirts and jeans.  Didn’t she own any skirts?  She did manage to find one under the bed, a black leather skirt that barely covered her panties.  This seemed like it would give Jim the wrong idea about her.  She tossed the skirt away and found a pair of black jeans and a baggy T-shirt.  She shook her hair free from its ponytail to let it flow freely down her back.  
 
   Then she took the sculpture out of its plastic bag.  She decided to put it on top of her dresser, where she could see it when she woke up and went to bed.  She only hoped Becky wouldn’t take it and throw it out the window.
 
   Before she left, she stopped in front of the mirror to smile broadly.  Her teeth still looked normal, without the fangs she’d seen last night.  She put on a fresh coat of lipstick and a little blush.  That would be enough.  It was just coffee after all.
 
   “I’m going out,” Emma said.  “I’ll be back later.”
 
   “Whatever,” Becky grumbled.
 
   This hit Emma like a slap in the face, but she tried not to let it bother her too much.  Becky just wanted to protect her, but Becky didn’t understand about Jim.  She didn’t understand Jim wouldn’t hurt Emma; he cared about her the way no one else probably had.
 
   She decided to walk to the coffee shop; again she kept her eyes down on the ground so she wouldn’t be tempted by anyone’s neck.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t smell them; the scent of their bodies filled her nostrils.  She tried to ignore this and focus her thoughts on Jim.
 
   He waited for her in the coffee shop; he’d already bought a cup for himself.  “You look great,” he said.  He put a hand on the small of her back.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So what do you want?”
 
   “Just a cup of tea is fine.”
 
   “You might have to be more specific.  They have like twenty kinds of tea.”
 
   “Oh.”  Emma’s face turned warm at this.  She let Jim keep his hand on her back, as he guided her up to the counter.  She read the long list of teas and then said, “Earl Grey.”
 
   “Earl.  Like you, right?  Only you’re not gray.”  He moved his hand up to touch her hair.  He refused to let her pay for the order.  “It’s my treat.”
 
   She took her tea over to the table; Jim held out the chair for her to sit down and then pushed her in before he sat down.  She smiled at this and wished Becky could see it.  Then again, Becky would think it was all part of his plan to get into her pants.
 
   “So how was day two?” he asked.
 
   “I think I’m getting the hang of it.  I made sure my drawer was five cents short.”
 
   “You’d better mix it up or she’ll think you’re doing it on purpose.”
 
   “You’re right,” Emma said with a laugh.  “I put your sculpture in my room.  On my dresser.”
 
   “You really like it?”
 
   “It’s beautiful.”  Her cheeks turned warm again.  “No one’s ever made something like that for me before.”  She felt reasonably certain this was true.  From what Becky said, she doubted any of the men in her life had ever given her anything other than maybe a joint or needle or whatever she’d used.
 
   “There’s something else I want to show you,” he said.  He reached into his pocket and unfolded a piece of paper.  On it she saw a charcoal drawing of a woman.  When she looked more closely at the wavy hair and the too-big nose, she realized it was her.  Except that she was naked, her too-small breasts fully exposed.  “You don’t like it?”
 
   “I’m just surprised.  How did you—?”
 
   “Just a guess.  I didn’t sneak a peek at you in the bathroom or anything.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s good.  I guess.”
 
   “You hate it,” he said.  He folded the drawing back up.
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “I thought you were cool, not some kind of prude.” 
 
   “I’m not a prude. It’s a little early for you to be making naked pictures of me, don’t you think?”
 
   “That dude in Titanic drew his girl naked on their first date.”
 
   “That was just a movie.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Is that what you want?  You want to see me naked?”  Emma shook her head.  “Becky was right.  You’re no different than anyone else.  You just want to use me.”
 
   “Emma, no.  I really do think you’re cool.”  He brushed the tangled hair away from his face; his red-brown eyes pleaded with her.  “I really like you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Why do you like me?”
 
   “Because you’re nice.  And smart.”
 
   “I’m not smart.  I can barely read.”
 
   “Maybe you’re not book smart, but you’re smart in other ways.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  Right.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “I thought you really liked me.  I thought we had something special.  But it’s not.  You’re just like everyone else,” she said.  She pushed away from the table and then stood up.  “Thank you for the tea.”
 
   She stomped out of the coffee shop and heard Jim follow after her.  When he put a hand on her arm, she spun around and slapped him hard enough to double him over.  “Leave me alone!”
 
   She left him there to recover while she ran from him—again.  Once again she found herself in an alley.  To make things worse, her stomach began to rumble with hunger.  She knew what it wanted, not bagels or crackers but blood.  She couldn’t give in, couldn’t become a monster like that shadow woman.  
 
   As she thought of what she’d just done to Jim, she supposed she already was a monster.  The look in his eyes had told her he did care about her.  The drawing was just a drawing, not some kind of fantasy.  Part of her had known this, but at that point she’d already been so angry that she couldn’t stop herself.
 
   She heard something rustle around in the end of the alley.  At first she worried it might be the shadow woman to mock her again.  Then she worried it might be Megan or another bum.  It wasn’t either of these.  
 
   It was just a rat.  A very large rat, probably three feet long without the tail.  Its fur was black with a silver streak along the back that gave it a skunk-like look.  The rat turned to her; its beady eyes glared at her.  It hissed at her before it turned back to rummage through the trash of the alley.
 
   As Emma watched it, her hunger grew.  Well, if she couldn’t kill a human, then maybe she could kill a rat.  It’s not like anyone would really miss one rat in a city infested with millions of them.  She’d do the city a favor and eliminate another disease carrier.
 
   She crouched down as she approached the rat.  It ignored her to focus on its task.  She sprang on it like a cat and grabbed the rat’s sides before it could react.  She pressed it flat to the ground and bent her head down towards its neck.  She didn’t really know where to bite the rat, but she supposed it wouldn’t matter.
 
   She leaned down; her cheek felt the rat’s coarse fur.  The fangs elongated to press against the rat’s neck.  All she had to do was push them in and it would be done.
 
   Emma pulled back to let the rat go.  It skittered away into a storm drain, probably back to the sewers.  Emma collapsed to the ground and buried her head in her hands.  No, she couldn’t kill a rat either.  She couldn’t kill any living creature.  It was all the same.  A rat’s life didn’t matter less than her own; the rat probably had its own family down there in the sewers, a family she would deprive for her own selfish needs.
 
   “I can’t do it,” she said.  She felt the fangs again to make sure they were real.  This time there could be no doubt about what she was:  she was a vampire.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   The headlines the next day mentioned nothing about Tim Cooper or a robotic suit of armor.  Renee never usually read The New Stockholm Times—like any kid her age she relied on the Internet when she read any news at all—but this morning she bought a copy to read about the capture of Erik the Red’s chief lieutenant, Henrik Tallander.  As she read the article, Renee cursed under her breath.
 
   Most of the article talked about the heroic Detective Sylvia Joubert.  The reporter made it sound as if Sylvia had single-handedly held down Tallander and his goons until backup arrived.  Numerous Bolivian arms dealers were taken into custody as well and their ship impounded.  Millions of dollars of weapons had been impounded by the police department.  As for Sylvia, she would be honored by a ceremony at city hall for her bravery and receive a commendation for valor and the key to the city.
 
   Renee threw the newspaper to the ground in disgust.  Besides that it didn’t mention Tim or the armor, the article didn’t mention Renee either.  The paper made it sound as if Sylvia had done the whole thing on her own.  “That stupid—witch!” Renee screamed.  She amended the last word since she was in the cafeteria at school.
 
   “Are you all right?” Aggie asked.  She stood shyly in front of Renee’s table, her backpack clutched in front of her like a shield.
 
   “What do you want?  Sophie not want to hang around with you anymore?”
 
   “I just wanted to apologize for being so mean to you when you came to visit.”
 
   Renee stared at her friend for a moment and saw the pitiful puppy dog look in Aggie’s eyes.  She sighed and then said, “It’s all right.  You should have been mad.  I was stupid to make you lie for that no good rat.”
 
   “Your cousin?”
 
   “He’s not my cousin.  Obviously.”
 
   “Then what—?”
 
   “He’s just this jerk I met.”  Though she didn’t want to, Renee began to cry.  “I thought he liked me.  But he thinks I’m just some stupid little kid.”
 
   She felt Aggie’s hand on her shoulder.  “Did he do anything to you?”
 
   “No!  That’s the whole problem.  He doesn’t care about me.  He likes her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your sister!”
 
   “Sophie?”
 
   “No, the other one.”
 
   “Sylvia?”
 
   “Duh.  How many other sisters do you have?”
 
   “Oh.  I’m sorry.  Maybe it’s for the best.  I mean, he’s like a lot older than you, isn’t he?”
 
   “So?  It’s just chronological time.  I’m more mature than most older women.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “You don’t understand.  No one does!”  Renee shook Aggie’s hand away and then bolted from the table.  She ran until she was out of breath at the Olga’s down the street.  She looked inside the window of the restaurant and imagined Tim there, so rugged and handsome in his work clothes.
 
   She took the phone from her pocket and dialed the cab company to order a taxi.  “And hurry up.”
 
   The cabbie didn’t give her any crap about how she should still be in school, which was good because otherwise she’d have torn his damned head off.  He dropped her off at the factory gates; she paid him extra since he’d kept his mouth shut.  When he thanked her, she snapped, “Just get lost already.”
 
   She stomped across the yard and up the loading dock and rehearsed what she would say to that no good bastard.  Her words disappeared when he held out a long wrapped package.  “What’s that?” she asked.
 
   “Just a little present to thank you for your help.  I used that account of yours to order it.”
 
   She wanted to tell him to shove his present up his ass, but she wanted to see what was underneath the shiny red paper.  Whatever it was didn’t weigh a whole lot.  Probably clothes, she thought.  He would be that stupid.
 
   She tore off the paper, to find a cardboard box.  Inside the box was a violin case.  She took the violin case out of the box and opened it up to find a violin painted the same turquoise as her hair.  “It’s beautiful,” she said.
 
   “I thought you could give it a try, just to see if you have any musical talent.  Then maybe you could work your way up to a cello someday—if you want.”
 
   Tears came to Renee’s eyes again, but these were tears of happiness.  “No one’s ever done anything like this for me before,” she said with a sniffle.  She put the violin to her chin and then ran the bow across the strings.  The noise that came from it sounded like when she stepped on Mr. Snuggles’s tail.  Her face turned warm with heat.  “I guess I need to practice.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll become a virtuoso in no time.”
 
   “You can come listen to me play at Gunderson Hall.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll be able to make it.”  He motioned to the suit of armor a few feet away.  He’d painted it red with the paint she’d left on the sidewalk that day when Sylvia took her into custody.  In addition to this he’d attached a golden cape to the shoulders and a golden plume on the helmet.  It really did look like a scarlet knight now.  “It’s time for me to go,” he said.
 
   She stared at him for a moment and then bolted as she had in the cafeteria, the violin clutched to her chest.
 
   ***
 
   This time Tim followed after Renee; he knew he might never see her again.  He didn’t have to follow her very far; she sat on the loading dock, the violin case in her arms.  Though he couldn’t hear her sob, he could tell from the way her shoulders shook that she was still crying.
 
   “Go away,” Renee said.  “I don’t want to talk to you.”
 
   He sat down beside her on the dock.  She shook away his attempt to put a hand on her shoulder.  “Renee, I’m sorry.  But you knew this was coming.  You knew the reason I came here—and why I have to go back.”
 
   “You don’t have to go back.  You can stay here.  With me.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   She turned to face him and he saw the hope and longing in her eyes.  He’d seen that look before in the mirror when he’d been with Sylvia.  “We can use Daddy’s money and find somewhere quiet, where no one will ever look for us.”
 
   “Renee, please, you’re eleven.  You’re still a child.”
 
   “I am not a child!”  The tears in her eyes, the trembling lips, and the turquoise pigtails certainly made her look like a child.  “I’m smarter than you are.”
 
   “That’s true,” Tim said.  She was the smartest person next to Emma he’d ever met.  “Then you should be smart enough to know we can’t be together.  Not like that.”
 
   “Then I’ll go with you.”
 
   “We’ve been over that.  It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “I don’t care.  Anything’s better than staying here without you.”
 
   “I know you don’t mean that.”
 
   “Don’t tell me this is just a stupid crush.  It’s not!”
 
   That was exactly what Tim had been about to say to her.  He wondered if Renee had ever felt like this about anyone else, or if he was the first one.  “I’m sorry, but my friends need me.”
 
   “I need you too.”
 
   “No you don’t.  You have Aggie and your father—”
 
   “Aggie and I won’t hardly see each other after this year.”
 
   “Then you’ll make new friends.  Maybe friends as smart as you.”
 
   “I doubt that.  No one’s going to want to be friends with the weird little kid.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “Yes I do.  Kids in college aren’t that much more mature than high school.”
 
   “Well, you’ve got me there.”  Tim sighed.  He wondered what he could say that might calm the little girl down.  In the end he supposed there was nothing that would soothe the hurt, just as nothing anyone said could have soothed his hurt over Sylvia’s death.  “Look, what you’re going through right now is just a phase.  In a few years you’ll be a grown-up for real and whatever you want to do, you’re going to be the best at it.  And then you’ll make all sorts of friends who will like you for who you are.”
 
   “You really think that?”
 
   “I know that.”  He patted her shoulder and to his relief she didn’t shake him away.  “I told you a little about my friend Emma, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s really smart like me.”
 
   “Exactly.  When she came home after college, she had just one friend.  But eventually she made a whole new group of friends—including me and Sylvia and Aggie and Akako.  She even met someone very special and made a baby with him.”
 
   “So you’re saying if I don’t give up all these good things will happen to me?”
 
   “Pretty much.  You’re not going to be a kid forever.  Someday you’ll be a grown woman.  You just have to wait.  Don’t try to rush things.”
 
   “I should enjoy being a kid while it lasts, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Aggie told me that too—your Aggie.”  Renee wiped at her eyes, which smeared her mascara.  “It’s not so fun right now.”
 
   “No, it’s not.  It’ll get better, though.  I promise.”  He took her hand and helped her up to her feet.  “Who knows, maybe I’ll come back someday and you’ll be the world’s first doctor/lawyer/jazz trio player.”
 
   “I can do operations in the courtroom and lull patients to sleep with my cello.”
 
   “There you go.  Now come on, there are still a few things we need to do.” 
 
   Renee was little, but she could help him by operating a hydraulic pulley so he could get the breastplate on.  She also helped him with some of the lighter pieces and to double-check that everything was hooked up properly.  “Are you sure you don’t want to let me come?  You could use someone to help with the suit—”
 
   “I’m sure Akako can help with that,” Tim said.
 
   “It was worth a shot,” she said with a shrug.  Then she fetched the scroll for him from off a worktable.  “What do you do with this thing?”
 
   “Just throw it.  But make sure you hold on to something.  Otherwise you’ll get pulled in.”
 
   “And we wouldn’t want that to happen,” Renee said.
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “I know.  I know.”  She pressed the scroll into his hands, but then her eyes widened.  “Mr. Snuggles!”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “I don’t want him getting sucked into your universe.”  She dove into her little fort and called for him in her overly sweet babyish voice.  “Come out and I’ll give you a tweat.”
 
   “Maybe he went out,” Tim said.  He wouldn’t blame the cat if it wanted to escape Renee’s smothering.  “He might be out catching some mice or something.”
 
   “I can’t take that chance,” Renee said.  Her voice bordered on panic.  Tim could only watch as Renee raced around the work area and called for the cat.  It seemed silly, but given that she’d already lost her mother, Renee didn’t want to lose something else close to her, which was also why it was so hard for her to accept that he had to go without her.
 
   He finally heard her shriek with joy; she held up the cat.  “I found him!”
 
   “That’s great,” Tim said.  “Now stay back and try to hold on to something.”
 
   He cocked his right arm slightly and then tossed the scroll to the floor.  The purple gateway sprang to life as it had back in his world.  Just as he was about to step into it, he felt something hit the back of the suit.  
 
   He turned and saw Sylvia racing towards him, her pistol raised. 
 
   ***
 
   When she talked with some of the other officers on the scene, they had all decided not to mention the weird robot thing they’d seen.  Sylvia had seen it closer than the others, but she didn’t elaborate on the identity of the person inside the suit.  Collectively they reached the same conclusion that to mention the robot thing would only lead to a lot more paperwork, briefings, and psychiatric evaluations.
 
   Sylvia went along with all of this, as well as the idea that she had done it alone.  She knew better than to mention an eleven-year-old had tipped her off by translating Swedish gangsters in a chat room.  Renee had already been in enough trouble with her father; Sylvia didn’t want to add to it by hauling her down to the station to question her about anything else she might know.
 
   She hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep.  There had been the process to bring in Tallander and the others.  Then the reports to file.  Then the interviews, which for her were the worst part of all.  Charlotte had warned her about the reporters during their brief time as partners.  “Don’t try making friends with them,” she had said while smoking in the car.  “Today they like you but tomorrow they’ll make you out to be Satan if it will sell a few papers.”
 
   After all of these reports and interviews, Sylvia finally got a chance to slip away from the station to take care of the most important business.  Tim had left plenty of weapons to implicate the Bolivians and Swedes, but that didn’t mean she’d let him get away with it.  She had no idea what he might do with so many guns, especially with that goofy robot suit of his.
 
   They had foolishly left the door from the loading dock open.  Sylvia heard someone banging around.  The factory was large enough that she could easily slip into the shadows where they wouldn’t be able to see her easily.  She took out her pistol, just in case he wanted to use some of those weapons he’d acquired on her.
 
   She heard a girlish squeal followed by Renee shouting, “I found him!”  Sylvia saw Renee hold up an obviously stray cat.  The way she coddled the thing, you would have thought it was a purebred.  
 
   “That’s great,” Tim said.  “Now stay back and try to hold on to something.”
 
   Sylvia saw Tim had gathered up the crates into a net and he was still in that robot thing of his.  There was something in his hand—a weapon?  He threw it to the ground and to Sylvia’s amazement, a bright purple portal opened.  What the hell was that thing?
 
   When Tim took a step towards it, she knew that it had to be some kind of weird gateway to beam him somewhere.  That would explain how he’d managed to escape with those weapons so easily.  But he hadn’t escaped yet.
 
   She burst out of cover and charged towards him with her pistol out.  Renee shouted at her to stop, but she ignored the kid.  She wasn’t about to let this bastard get away scot-free.  She aimed for Tim’s back, but since she was moving the shot pulled wide to hit him in the shoulder.  He turned around and shouted, “Sylvia, no!”
 
   “Get away from whatever that is and take off that damned suit!” she shouted back.
 
   “I can’t.  I have to go.”  He dragged the net with its case of weapons into the gateway as if they were pillows.  She fired another shot, but it only grazed his other shoulder.  “I’m sorry!” he called to her.  Then he stepped into the gateway and disappeared.
 
   She wasn’t about to let him get away that easily.  Wherever he ended up, she would still arrest him and drag his ass back here.  Even if it turned out to be the other side of the world or Mars or a spaceship full of little green men.
 
   She holstered her pistol and then dove into the gateway.  With a flash of purple light she was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   In her dreams she swam in an ocean of blood.  At first she flailed in the sticky, salty fluid to try to escape.  When her muscles tired from this, she sank slowly beneath the waves.  Her lungs burned, hungry for oxygen.  Finally she opened her mouth and blood flowed into it.
 
   Her body came back to life.  Her tired muscles were reinvigorated so that she could propel herself back to the surface.  Her head broke through the waves of the red ocean.  She let out a triumphant scream, her fangs bared.
 
   Then she heard the shadow woman’s laughter.  Above her, like a pair of twin red moons, she saw the evil woman’s eyes.  “You’re mine now,” she hissed.
 
   Emma awoke with a scream that echoed the one in her dream.  She flailed around only to realize she was not in an ocean of blood, but her own bed.  Her bedroom appeared no different than it had last night before she left to meet Jim.
 
   The memory of that date rushed back.  Jim had drawn her naked.  Instead of appreciating his gift, she’d freaked out on him.  When he’d tried to stop her from leaving, she’d slapped him.  Then she’d gone into an alley and trapped a rat.  As much as she wanted to devour the creature, she couldn’t.  She couldn’t take an innocent life, not even an animal one.
 
   She winced as pain lanced through her stomach.  She was hungry.  She needed to feed.  She remembered what that horrible woman had said to her, that eventually she would have to give in.  “No,” she whispered.  “I won’t.”
 
   She took two showers to try to get the stink of the alley off her.  It didn’t help.  The putrid sewer stench continued to linger.  She grimaced at her reflection in the mirror.  Her hair hung lank, greasy despite two washings.  There were dark circles around her eyes as if she had painted them with mascara.  Her skin had turned even paler, tinged now with green as if she were nauseous.  She looked and smelled like a corpse.
 
   She scurried back across the hall to get dressed and tried to leave the apartment before Becky saw her.  She had just grabbed her purse and was about to climb out the window to use the fire escape when the door opened.  “Oh, you’re up—holy shit,” Becky said.  “Did you take a shower in the sewers?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You smell terrible.”
 
   “I know.  I’ve showered twice already.  It doesn’t seem to help.”
 
   “What the hell were you doing last night?”
 
   Emma looked down at her feet and tried not to cry.  “Jim and I had an argument.  I ran away and I went to an alley to think about things.”  She didn’t mention what else she had done in the alley; she knew Becky wouldn’t believe it.
 
   “I told you he wasn’t any good, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.  You were right.”
 
   Becky grabbed her arm; this time she didn’t seem to look for track marks.  “Come on, maybe we can fix you up a little.”
 
   Becky applied some foundation and blush to Emma’s face, but this just made her look like a corpse made up for a funeral.  The perfume Becky liberally sprayed on her still couldn’t penetrate the stench of putrefaction about her, as Emma knew it wouldn’t.  The only thing that could stop this rotting was a dose of blood.  To do that, she would have to kill someone.
 
   “I’d better go,” Emma said.  
 
   “Aren’t you going to eat anything?”
 
   “I’ll get something at the cafeteria.”  She forced a smile to her face.  “Thanks for worrying about me.”
 
   “It’s my job, kid.”
 
   Emma would have liked to hug her friend but she didn’t want her stink to rub off on Becky.  That and she worried if she were so close to Becky’s neck, she might be tempted to sink her fangs into it.  She settled for a little wave instead and then hurried out of the apartment.
 
   She should have known Leslie would notice her smell.  “Did you sleep in the dump?” she asked as she met Emma downstairs.
 
   “No, ma’am.”
 
   “And what’s with the makeup?  Are you one of those Goth kids now?”
 
   “No, ma’am.  I’m just a little tired.”
 
   “I hope you don’t scare the customers too much.  Tomorrow you come in looking and smelling halfway normal or you’re fired.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Now go count in.”
 
   Emma trudged back to the stockroom to punch in.  Jim was already there to flip through inventory reports.  “Hey,” he said coolly, as if they’d just met.
 
   “Hi.  I’m sorry about last night.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   She could tell he wouldn’t forgive her easily, not this time.  “I guess I better go count my drawer.”  
 
   He only grunted at this, seemingly absorbed in his work.  Then his pointed nose sniffed the air to give him a rat-like appearance that reminded her of the striped rat in the alley she’d nearly killed.  “Did you cut one?”
 
   “No.  It’s just a new perfume.”
 
   “It smells like something died.”  His eyes finally turned to her and she saw them widen for a moment.  The warmth returned to his voice as he asked, “What happened to you?”
 
   “I don’t feel very good.”
 
   “Maybe you should go home.”
 
   “No, I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Well, look, I can do the register today—”
 
   “I can handle it,” she snapped.  She stomped out to the cash register to count in.  She paused for a moment and put a hand to her stomach.  The pain nearly doubled her over.  She waited until it passed before she continued. 
 
   ***
 
   There was one benefit to looking like a corpse:  the children who came through the store minded what she said.  The kids gaped at her; their eyes widened when their teachers shepherded them into the store.  “Play nice, kids.”  That was all the warning they needed to behave themselves.
 
   The adult customers approached her cautiously; their nostrils twitched as they picked up on her smell.  They refused to make eye contact with her and mumbled in response when she read the script about the membership program.  When she handed their bags to them, they took these at arm’s length, as if afraid they could catch whatever she had by touch.
 
   One well-meaning old woman smiled at her and said, “You’re such a brave girl.  When my niece was going through chemo, she could hardly stand for three weeks.”
 
   “Oh, thanks,” Emma said.  “Is your niece feeling better?”
 
   “She passed on a number of years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  You were hardly even born I imagine.”  The woman took her bag with another smile.  “God bless you, dear.”
 
   “You too,” Emma said.  God had certainly not blessed her; He seemed to have abandoned her.  Maybe she should go to a church and try to pray for her immortal soul, but weren’t vampires repulsed by crucifixes? 
 
   Jim remained in the stockroom for most of the morning.  He finally came out at noon.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m all right,” she said.  She resisted the urge to put her hand to her stomach as she felt another cramp.  Her nose twitched as he took a step towards her; she could smell the blood inside of him.
 
   “You want to take lunch now?”
 
   “I can wait.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “I’m not a child.  I don’t need you taking care of me.”
 
   “I’m sorry about last night.  About that drawing.  I didn’t mean to give you the wrong idea.”  He reached out to put a hand on her arm, but she backed away.  She couldn’t stand to have him close to her right now, afraid of what she might do.  “I don’t want to do anything with you that you’re not ready for.”
 
   “Please, just leave me alone.  I’ll take my lunch in a half-hour.”
 
   “Fine.”  Jim returned to the stockroom, which left Emma to sag against the wall and try not to whimper in pain.
 
   She was hunched over when a familiar voice snarled, “You need a Midol or something?”
 
   She looked up to see Dr. Dreyfus glare at her as he had on the elevator.  “Can I help you with something?” she asked.  She tried in vain to make her voice sound chipper.
 
   “My niece is having this birthday party tonight.  I need some gifts.”
 
   “Oh, well, how old is she?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Six or seven maybe.”  He rubbed the back of his neck as he thought.  “Maybe ten.”
 
   “We have a lot of toys and games for young children.”  She tried not to groan as she walked around the counter.  “Did you have something in mind?”
 
   “I don’t know, what do little girls like?  You’re a girl, you tell me.”
 
   Emma looked around the store and tried to think of what she might have wanted when she was six to ten.  Her attention was immediately drawn to the fossils and chemistry sets.  She doubted Dr. Dreyfus’s niece would want anything like that.  Over by a display of African spirit dolls, she saw a music box of an antique carousel.  “Well, this music box is very nice.”
 
   “Great I’ll take it.  And give me that big giraffe over in the corner,” he said.  He pointed to a giraffe that was as tall as her and would certainly be taller than his niece.  
 
   She set the music box on the counter and then went to retrieve the giraffe.  The price tag indicated it cost four hundred dollars.  The music box was another seventy-five.  “That’s going to be five hundred thirteen dollars,” she said.  She rang it into the register.
 
   “Just put them on the damaged goods log.  I’ll sign for it.”
 
   “I don’t think I could do that.  I’d get in trouble.”
 
   “Listen, kid, I’m the assistant director of this museum.  I snap my fingers and you’re out on your pasty ass.  Get it?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.  She looked down at her feet and reminded herself she needed this job.
 
   “Gift wrap the carousel for me, sweetheart.  I’m not going to have time to do that later.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”  She looked beneath the counter for any wrapping paper but found only tissue paper and gift bags.  “There might be some in the back.”
 
   “Never mind,” he snapped.  As he tried to snatch the carousel box away from her, the sharp corner raked across his thumb.  “Shit, look what you did now?  Go find me a Band—”
 
   Emma no longer listened to him; her eyes stared at the blood that oozed from the cut on his thumb.  Her eyes widened and her body trembled at the smell of it.  Blood.  Pure, red blood.  
 
   Before she knew it, she had leaped across the counter to pounce on Dr. Dreyfus the way she had the rat in the alley.  He tried to swat at her, but her muscles had become like steel, driven by the smell of fresh blood.  She pinned his arms down with her hands and his chest with her knees.  He shook his head as he screamed for help.  It wouldn’t matter.  Soon she would feast.
 
   Her mouth opened and the fangs extended.  With a feral hiss she snapped at him.  He turned his head just in time so she only grazed his ear.  “Get off me you crazy bitch!”
 
   “Shut up and stay still!”
 
   Before she could snap at him again, she felt someone pull at her.  “Emma, what the hell are you doing?” Jim screamed at her.
 
   His voice cut through the red haze to reach down to her soul.  She blinked back to full awareness and let Dr. Dreyfus go.  In a daze she stood up and turned to Jim.  She put a hand to her mouth to cover her fangs.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I’m so sorry.”
 
   As she ran for the stairs she heard Dr. Dreyfus scream, “You’re fired, you crazy bitch!  You hear me?  You’re never setting foot in this museum again!”
 
   ***
 
   She ran along the crowded sidewalks, her vision blinded by the tears in her eyes.  With one hand ahead of her like a cowcatcher and the other over her mouth, she plowed through the crowds.  People shouted after her, but she paid them no mind.
 
   She ran until she reached the diner where Becky worked.  She burst through the door and wiped at her eyes enough to see Becky beside a booth, an order pad in hand.  Becky’s face turned pale; the order pad slipped out of her hand as Emma threw herself at her friend.  “Emma, what the hell’s wrong with you?”
 
   “You’ve got to help me.  I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Calm down, kid,” Becky said as Emma sobbed on her shoulder.  “Marie, can you take this order for me?  And tell Sam I’m going on break.”
 
   Becky cooed to Emma as if she were a baby and led her out the door, around to the back of the diner, where Becky sat her at a rusty patio table salvaged from someone’s trash.  As Emma continued to bawl on Becky’s shoulder, the horrible images ran through her mind.  “Oh God, Becky, what am I becoming?”
 
   “Hey, come on, settle down.”  Becky held her out at arm’s length to look her in the eye.  “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “I was trying to check out some items for Dr. Dreyfus and then he cut his thumb on a box and then—” she broke down into sobs again.
 
   Becky tightened her grip on Emma’s shoulders.  “Emma, what did you do?”
 
   “I attacked him!  I jumped on him and I held him down and I was going to bite his neck.  I was going to kill him!”
 
   “What?  Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because—”
 
   “Because what?  Spit it out for God’s sake.”
 
   “I’m a vampire.”
 
   She looked down at her feet and waited for Becky’s reaction.  The last thing she hoped to hear was Becky snicker at her.  “Well, that’s certainly a new one.  I got to hand it to you, kid, you really come up with some great excuses.  Like the time you said you quit the job at Radio Shack because the manager grabbed your ass.  Then the cops found all those iPods in your closet.”
 
   “No, this isn’t an excuse.  I really am a vampire.  I can prove it.”  Emma opened her mouth.  “See?”
 
   “See what?  You need to get those bleached.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her teeth and felt around; her fangs had disappeared.  “Oh no.  Becky, I swear—”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.  So I suppose you lost this job too, huh?”
 
   Emma thought of what Dr. Dreyfus had shouted as she ran away.  As the assistant director, he could certainly make that stick; she would be lucky if he didn’t charge her with assault and battery too.  “Yes.  I’m so sorry, Becky—”
 
   Becky let Emma go and then stood up.  “I don’t want to hear it.  Just get the fuck out of here.”
 
   “Becky, please—”
 
   “I’ve been your friend since kindergarten.  Even with all the shit you pulled, I always stuck by you.  I was always there to be your alibi or bail you out.  And what have I gotten for it?  What have you ever done for me?”
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t been a good friend—”
 
   “All you ever do is take.  You take and you take and what do you give back?  Nothing.”  Becky shook her head again.  “Do you even know how hard it was to get you that job at the museum?  Your mom and I had to twist everyone’s arms.  We had to tell everyone from the head janitor on up that you were just misunderstood.  You were going straight now.  And then what do you do?  Three days in you throw it away with some stupid excuse about being a vampire.”
 
   “Becky, please, it’s true.”
 
   “I really wanted to believe that things would be different this time.  You were acting so nice and sweet that I thought maybe you had really changed.  But you didn’t.  You’re still the same selfish bitch who stole my cookies and milk back in kindergarten.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it.  I’m done with you.”  Becky slapped her hands together.  “I wash my hands of you.  Go find some other sucker to put up with your bullshit.”
 
   Emma shot to her feet and took hold of Becky’s shoulders.  She looked into her friend’s eyes to plead with her.  “It’s not bullshit.  I’m telling the truth.  Just look at me.  I’m falling apart.  I’m so hungry.  If you don’t help me, I don’t know what will happen to me.  Please, Becky, you have to help me.  I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Becky shook out of Emma’s grip.  “I told you what would happen if you lost that job.  Now get the fuck out of here and don’t ever let me see you again or I’ll put my foot up your skinny little ass.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Call me when you want to pick up your shit so I won’t have to be there.”  With that Becky stomped away and headed back to work.
 
   Emma dropped onto the rusty patio chair and rested her head against the table.  As she cried, she heard the shadow woman’s voice as in her dream say, “You’re mine now.”
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Chapter 17
 
   Akako had never really gone camping before.  Back in her world, her family had never been big on “roughing it.”  When she was seven her father had driven the family from New Tokyo—her version of Rampart City—to San Francisco.  The car had broken down in the Nevada desert, which had necessitated a night huddled together in the backseat for warmth while four-year-old Aiko cried most of the night.  That had killed her parents’s interest in anything outdoorsy. 
 
   So the last two days had been a new experience for her.  Luckily Old Coyote knew plenty about camping, which included how to make a fire.  The old trucker also had a fairly comfortable bed in the sleeping compartment of his truck and a trailer full of canned goods.  “Not going to deliver this now,” he said.  He opened a can of baked beans.
 
   Akako didn’t really want to sit with Old Coyote in the forest outside of Sharonville; she wanted to be in Rampart City to look for Emma, Agnes, and Renee.  Her reconnaissance trip through the barrier created by Isis had lasted all of twenty-six minutes, though.  That had been enough time for her to get a ride into the city, get out, and get run off by the police.  A cop on the corner had taken one look at her and then raised his weapon.  If not for the crowded sidewalks, he would surely have hit Akako and killed her.
 
   She had run until she managed to flag down a ride to take her back out of the city.  On the way out, she had felt a snake-like tongue in her ear.  “You’re too late,” Isis hissed in her ear.  “I have them now.  They all do my bidding:  your husband, adorable little Renee, and darling Dr. Earl.  There’s nothing you or anyone else can do.”
 
   When Akako turned to look in the backseat, Isis was gone.  Probably the goddess could have stopped Akako had she really wanted to.  Akako suspected she had been allowed to escape to deliver a message back to the others that it was a hopeless proposition.
 
   As soon as she crossed the barrier, she heard the voices of the others.  They were as pessimistic as her about their chances to stop Isis even if Tim did come back.  The consensus was that Isis had become too powerful for them.  Despite their resistance to magic they were otherwise mortals; they didn’t have magic armor that could protect them from bullets or other dangers.
 
   Her second panicked flight took place two hours later when the barrier began to move.  At first she thought it must be an optical illusion, but as she watched more closely, there could be no doubt that the barrier was getting closer to where she and Old Coyote were parked.  “We’d better get out of here,” she said.
 
   They made it out of Sharonville just in time, before the black fog swallowed the entire town and blocked it from view.  The town’s ten thousand residents would all belong to Isis now, just like the nine million or more in Rampart City.  Just like Emma, Agnes, and Renee.
 
   Akako stared into the fire Old Coyote had made and wondered what had happened to her husband and her baby.  She had spent the last ten years separated from them as she had been forced to grow up again.  In her childhood bedroom and later the dorms and even later the house she and Aggie shared, she had stared up at the ceiling, thought of Renee, and wondered if she would ever see her baby again.  She thought of how Renee clung to her, sought shelter against her body when she was scared; what would Renee do now?  She tried to tell herself Agnes could take care of their baby—she had raised several children and grandchildren already—but that didn’t help, especially once Joanna told her Isis had taken them captive.
 
   Now that she had her power back, Isis could do almost anything to them, twist them according to her whims.  Even if she could get back into the city, she might never find her family and friends.  She would never know if they were the businesswoman who walked down the street, the vendor at the newspaper stand, or the lunatic who raved on the corner.  Her baby could be a hundred-year-old man in a nursing home for all she knew.
 
   “You warm enough?” Old Coyote asked.  “I can get a blanket from inside.”
 
   “I’m fine.  I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”
 
   “I reckon so.”  The old trucker took a puff on his cigarette.  “Must be weird to be in a whole other world like this.”
 
   “Not that much anymore.  It’s kind of like riding a bike.”
 
   “So after this is over—if anyone lives through it—you going back to your world?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Not if Agnes and Renee are still here.  I’d never leave them—at least not willingly.”
 
   “That’s mighty sweet.”  Old Coyote leaned back to rest his head against a tire of the big rig.  “I ain’t seen my son in twenty-five years, not since he was about as old as your girl.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Me and his mom didn’t get along.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s too bad.”
 
   “Probably for the best.  I wouldn’t have been much of a father.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   The old trucker smiled at her beneath his mustache.  “I was wild as a mustang back in those days.  Not like your friend.”
 
   “Tim?”
 
   “Yeah.  I reckon he weren’t ever the wild type, was he?”
 
   “Not as far as I know, but I didn’t get much of a chance to know him.”  Akako looked into the fire for a moment and then sighed.  “His fiancée didn’t like me much.”
 
   “I can’t believe that.”
 
   “She thought I stole her sister away from her.”
 
   “They must have been pretty close then?  Know a few folks like that down south.”
 
   “No, they weren’t like that.  But for about a century all they had was each other.  Then I came along and Sylvia didn’t have anyone—at least until she found Tim.”
 
   “So this Sylvia is the one he’s moping about?”
 
   “Yes.  He really loved her.”
 
   “How come he went to jail?”
 
   “He made the weapons that his boss used to blow up some buildings around town.  Two hundred people died.  Tim didn’t actually make the bombs, but he provided the robots.  So when his boss disappeared, Tim and a couple others became the fall guys.”
 
   Old Coyote rubbed one end of his mustache as he thought.  “That seems familiar.  It was probably in the papers, weren’t it?”
 
   “Yes, before she made the city disappear.”
 
   “And his girl was one of those who got blown up?”
 
   “Not exactly.  There was something else Tim was working on.  Some kind of antimatter reactor.  It was overloading, so Sylvia vanished with it into space.  That’s how she died.”
 
   “No wonder the poor kid feels so down about it.”  Old Coyote snuffed out his cigarette.  “You think he’ll be able to get the job done?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Just as Akako said this, she felt the wind pick up.  The fire went out to plunge them into darkness.  “Get down!” Akako said.  
 
   She lay on her stomach when the night sky exploded with purple light.  The gateway formed over where the fire had been.  Akako and Old Coyote crawled beneath the tractor-trailer cab as the wind continued to pick up.  Then she saw something fall from the gateway.
 
   “It can’t be,” she said.  She watched as the Scarlet Knight tumbled out, followed by a shipping net with three olive drab crates in it.  These all landed with a clank on the remains of the fire.  
 
   Akako heard a groan and at first she thought it had come from Old Coyote.  Then she saw the Scarlet Knight move its arms.  With another groan the Scarlet Knight got to its feet.  Immediately Akako could see that this was not Emma’s armor, the suit too bulky for Merlin’s armor.  Her jaw fell open when the Scarlet Knight took off its helmet to reveal Tim’s face.
 
   “Tim?” she asked.  She crawled out from under the cab.
 
   “Hi.”  He looked around at the truck and then the trees around them.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Outside Sharonville.  It’s under her control now.”
 
   “Oh, great.  I guess we’d better—”  Before he could finish, someone else tumbled out of the gateway to land in a heap on the ground.  The groan that came from this person was far more feminine.  Akako hurried over to see who else had come through with Tim.  She put both hands to her mouth to keep from screaming.
 
   It was Sylvia.
 
   ***
 
   When he went through the gateway, Tim assumed he would come out at the same spot.  He also thought that he would be able to walk out of the gateway.  Both of these assumptions turned out to be wrong, as he found himself tumbling through the air, onto the hot ashes of a fire.  He came down too fast even to trigger the boosters so that as on the dock he landed on his face.
 
   He had enough experience at righting himself now that he could do it quickly.  As he got back to his feet, he saw Old Coyote’s truck.  He was relieved to see the truck driver under the cab, along with Akako.  She came out from underneath the truck to greet him.
 
   “Tim?” 
 
   “Hi.”  He looked around at the forest surrounding them.  Clearly this was not the same place where he had left.  “Where are we?”
 
   “Outside Sharonville.  It’s under her control now.”
 
   “Oh, great.  I guess we’d better—”  To turn in the suit was still awkward, so he didn’t manage to see what else had fallen from the gateway for a moment.  From the way Akako reacted, he knew it couldn’t be good.  Then he saw it was worse than he thought.
 
   Sylvia lay on her stomach.  Akako gently rolled her over to reveal a thin trickle of blood on the left side of Sylvia’s forehead from where she’d hit a rock on her way down.  Tim was relieved though to see her chest rise and fall within her white T-shirt.  “It’s just a little bump on the head,” Akako said.  “She should be fine.”
 
   Akako tried to pick Sylvia up, but the detective was too heavy for her.  “I’ll do it,” Tim volunteered.  He focused to bend down and then slide his hands beneath Sylvia’s body like a forklift.  He knew better than to grab her with the suit’s hands, which could crush her like a walnut.
 
   He rose to his full height and raised her from the ground.  She lay limp in his arms, her face so peaceful, just the way he remembered Sylvia’s when he woke up in the morning—except for the blood.  “Do you have a medical kit?” he asked Old Coyote.
 
   “Sure, in the truck.  Just put her in the back if you can manage.”
 
   Tim nodded slightly and walked over to the cab of the truck, where Old Coyote opened the door to the sleeping compartment for him.  He set Sylvia on the bed and slid his arms out again just like a forklift.  She didn’t stir at all, her head lolling to one side.  There was nothing Tim could do then but watch as Old Coyote tended to her head with his medical kit.  The old trucker cleaned the wound with a pre-moistened alcohol swab and then put a bandage over the cut.
 
   “Doesn’t look too bad,” he said.  “Should pull through.”
 
   With a sigh of relief, Tim turned away.  He then began the awkward process to shed the armor:  he removed the helmet, then the breastplate, then the arms, and finally the legs.  When it was finished, the armor lay in a heap on the ground; Akako and Old Coyote stared at him.
 
   “What the hell is that?” the old trucker asked.
 
   “It’s a mechanical exoskeleton.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “Armor.  Sort of what the knights used to wear, except this has robotic enhancements to add extra strength,” Tim explained.
 
   “So it’s a robot that you wear?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “You built it?” Akako asked.
 
   “With Renee’s help.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   Tim rubbed the back of his neck and wondered how much he should tell Akako about his time with Renee.  “She’s a little confused, like all kids.”
 
   “That sounds about right.  Is she still dyeing her hair?”
 
   “Turquoise.”
 
   “When I was her it was magenta.”
 
   “You were her?”
 
   “When Agnes and I went over there, I ended up in her body for a few days.  She’s a very special little girl.”
 
   “She helped me find the weapons too, just like you said.”
 
   They opened the crates with a crowbar in Old Coyote’s truck.  Tim was relieved again to see that none of the weapons appeared to be damaged from the rough landing.  He had counted two hundred ninety machine guns similar in appearance to American M-16s, but not exactly.  There was also a supply of ammunition for the weapons, though perhaps not enough for what they needed to do.
 
   “Have you heard from Joanna yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” Akako said.  She went on to explain her brief trip into Isis’s realm.  “She had her people watching for me.  I’m not sure if they’ll be looking for you too or not.  She might think she’s got you brainwashed.”
 
   “Good, then that should make it easier for me to go in and find Emma.”
 
   “How you going to sneak into this city with that contraption?” Old Coyote asked.
 
   “The same way Emma gets around.”
 
   “The sewers?”
 
   “Should be a line connecting Sharonville and Rampart City.”
 
   “Should be,” Akako said, though she didn’t sound convinced of his plan.  “What are we supposed to do about Sylvia?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”  Tim reached into his jacket pocket for the scroll.  The gateway had already closed and even when he threw the scroll, nothing happened.  “I guess we’ll have to keep her until we can send her back.”
 
   “Sylvia?  Ain’t she the one—?”
 
   “My fiancée,” Tim said.  He looked back towards the truck, where Sylvia recovered from her fall.  “She looks just the same.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tim.  I should have warned you.”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  I know she’s not the same person.  Not really.  She’s a police detective.  She came through to arrest me.”
 
   “That sounds like the Sylvia I know,” Akako said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess it does.”  Tim sighed again.  “I’m going to check over the armor.  Then I’ll head out before it gets light.”  He looked to the horizon and saw the black barrier still there.  It was already dark.
 
   ***
 
   Sylvia lay on her back and stared up at a brilliant blue sky with white, puffy clouds.  Beneath her she felt warm, coarse sand.  She remembered she had run through a weird purple gateway to try to catch Tim Cooper.  Had she landed on a beach?  Or maybe she’d died and gone to Heaven.
 
   “You aren’t supposed to be here,” a tiny yet indignant voice said.
 
   Sylvia sat up to find that she was in a sandbox.  A little girl with copper hair sat at the edge of the sandbox; her nose was red and dripped as if she had a cold.  The little girl dabbed at her nose with a tissue and then sneezed.  “Bless you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “My mommy’s house.  But you’re not supposed to be here.  You’re supposed to be in your world.”
 
   “My world?”
 
   “Where you come from.”  The little girl sneezed again.  “You shouldn’t have left.”
 
   “I couldn’t let that creep get away.”
 
   “Mommy says you shouldn’t interfere with things you don’t understand.”
 
   “Does she?”
 
   “Yes.  That’s why she grounds me if I bring people to the sandbox.”  The little girl wiped at her nose.  “But I didn’t mean to bring you here.”  Tears sparkled in the girl’s blue eyes.
 
   Sylvia tried to put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, but she backed away.  “Hey now, don’t cry.  I’ll get out of your hair before Mommy finds out, all right?  Tell me how.”
 
   “You sit in the center of the sandbox.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Sylvia said.  She tried to sound chipper so the little girl wouldn’t start to bawl.  She slid back into the center of the sandbox and then waited.  “Well, here I am.”
 
   “I’m working on it.”  The girl sneezed yet again.  “When you get back, you have to be careful.  Stay away from the city.  Isis and Renee will hurt you just like the others.”
 
   Sylvia wanted to ask who the girl meant, but she had already sunk through the sand.  With a start she woke up and banged her head against something metal.  She cursed at this and then felt a bandage on her forehead.  
 
   She realized she was inside a tractor-trailer.  How had she gotten here?  Maybe a trucker had found her at the factory.  She thought of her weird dream and wondered if it was real.  Then as she sat up, she felt the sand on the mattress.  
 
   What had the girl meant?  Who the hell was Isis?  As for Renee, did she mean Renee Kim, that obnoxious little girl?  She shook her head and supposed she would find out as soon as she found Tim Cooper and beat some answers out of him.
 
   She opened the door of the truck and climbed out to find two people huddled around a fire.  One was obviously the driver, an old man with a thick mustache and a straw cowboy hat.  The other was a young Asian woman who looked like Renee Kim’s older sister—only with normal black hair.
 
   The Asian woman turned to her and smiled.  “Hello, Sylvia.  My name is Akako.  This is Sam.”
 
   “You can call me Old Coyote,” the driver said.  He tipped his hat.
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “Tim told us,” Akako said.
 
   “Where is that bastard?  Is he the one who knocked me out?”
 
   “You knocked yourself out.  You hit a rock when you landed.”
 
   Sylvia looked past the two people at the fire to see a forest of pine trees around them.  In the distance she saw a black sky without even any stars.  “Where exactly did I land?”
 
   “Well, why don’t you sit down and I’ll explain.”  The woman who called herself Akako picked up a can of baked beans.  “Would you like something to eat?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  Sylvia crept around to the other side of the fire and sat on a rock.  “So, what’s going on here?  Where’s Cooper?”
 
   “Tim left to find our friend.  That’s why he was in your world.”
 
   “My world?  Why does everyone keep saying that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind.  So this is the Twilight Zone?”
 
   “A parallel universe.  It’s pretty much the same as your own, except New Stockholm was founded by the Dutch, who called it Rampart, and then later the English took it over.  They also use the old-fashioned measuring system.  Miles instead of kilometers.  It takes a little getting used to.”
 
   “Right.  I must have given myself a concussion.”
 
   “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true.  There are all sorts of parallel universes out there.  Infinite, really.  It’s all quantum mechanics.”
 
   “I skipped that class at the academy.”
 
   “The police academy?”
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   “Tim mentioned it.  And I visited your world a couple of years ago.  You know your sister’s friend Renee?”
 
   “The smart-mouthed punk with the funny-colored hair?”
 
   “That’s her.  I inhabited her body for a week a couple of years ago.  You remember when Agnes was feeling sick and you had to take her home?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “That was the Agnes from this universe.  Only here she’s a witch.”
 
   “A witch?  And what are you:  a werewolf?”
 
   “No.  I’m from a different parallel universe.  One where the Japanese colonized most of America.”  Akako waved at the air.  “It’s really difficult to explain.”
 
   “And where’s Cooper from?”
 
   “Here.”
 
   “And he knew a woman named Sylvia here, didn’t he?  One who looked like me?”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because he told me.  Bastard got drunk and tried slobbering all over me in a bar.”
 
   “Well, ain’t it a small world?” Old Coyote said.
 
   Akako’s face had darkened.  She nodded to Sylvia.  “The Sylvia Joubert of this world was Tim’s fiancée.  She was a witch too, like Agnes.”
 
   “Sure, and did she have green skin?  Put kids into the oven of her gingerbread house?”
 
   “No, she looked just like you.”
 
   “That’s what that weasel said.  I thought he was lying to get into my pants.”
 
   “You’re welcome to stay here with us until Tim gets back.”
 
   “Where’d he go?”
 
   “To find a friend of ours.”
 
   “In this Rampart City of yours?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   Sylvia was already up and running through the forest.  She didn’t know where exactly Rampart City was, but she had a good idea it would be in the same place as New Stockholm.  She would find it and then she would find Tim Cooper and drag him back to her world and throw him in jail for what he’d done.  Nobody made a fool of her like that.
 
   Someone put a hand on her shoulder.  She spun around and caught Akako in the chest with one hand.  The young woman went down to the ground with a grunt of pain.  “You can’t go there,” Akako said.  “It’s too dangerous.  If Isis—”
 
   “I’m not worried about this Isis person.  I can take care of myself.”  
 
   With that, Sylvia took off again into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Tim was grateful for the air filters he’d installed inside the helmet.  The filters couldn’t completely eliminate the fetid sewer stench, but at least his eyes didn’t water.  He just hoped it didn’t get any worse; if he threw up inside the helmet it would short out several key systems and leave him stranded.
 
   To get into the sewers had been more difficult than he imagined.  After he crossed through the barrier, he hopped through the trees into Sharonville.  There were no cars around at that time of night, to give him the road to himself.  To open a manhole cover wasn’t a problem with the augmented strength of the armor; the real problem was to fit through the opening.
 
   It was clear he needed to widen the hole so he could fit.  His first idea was simply to grab at the edges of the hole and pull as hard as he could.  Despite the strength of the armor, to lift an entire section of pavement proved to be too much.  Red warning lights flashed inside the helmet to indicate the hydraulic systems were about to give out.  
 
   He got lucky in that there was a Home Depot right down the road.  The store was closed, which made it easier for him.  He simply smashed through the front doors and then stomped along the main aisle until he found the heavy equipment to rent.  
 
   Tim had never used a jackhammer before, but didn’t find it too difficult.  The problem was the noise, which while it didn’t bother him with the dampening equipment in the helmet, he figured it might annoy anyone nearby.  They in turn might call the police and he’d be forced to fight or flee long before he was ready.
 
   He got lucky again in that he had chosen a commercial area of town and apparently everything was closed except for the gas station a block down the road.  The crumbling pavement dropped down into the sewer to leave him with a hole wide enough that he could fit through it.  Tim eased himself down into the sewage with the boosters.
 
   The next problem was that since he had built the armor in New Stockholm, he didn’t have a map of the Rampart City metro area in his navigation display.  He should have found a Best Buy to smash into and steal a GPS, though with Isis altering things, that might not be overly helpful either at the moment.  At least the compass inside the helmet worked, so he could steer to the east, where he assumed he would eventually find Rampart City.
 
   The suburban sewers, which had been built much later, smelled a little better but made for a tight squeeze.  At some points Tim had to crouch down and creep forward in order to fit.  This scuffed the armor’s red paint, but he managed to get through.
 
   As he continued eastward, the pipes became wider, to the point where he could stand.  The cracked cement of these pipes had rust stains, fungus, and scattered graffiti.  The latter Tim studied for a moment; he wondered if Emma’s friend the Sewer Rat had made some of these.  He remembered she had said he made sculptures of her—in Scarlet Knight guise and not—out of trash found around the sewers and dark alleys of the city.  Tim didn’t see any of these as he continued his trek into the city.
 
   Another change he noticed involved the rats.  He had seen a few of these back in Sharonville, all of them less than a foot long.  The farther he went, the number and size of the rats increased exponentially.  At an intersection of pipelines, he saw a half-dozen rats; each measured at least three feet without the tail.  More ominously, they swam towards him.
 
   The rats exhibited far more coordination than he would have thought possible to encircle the armor.  They shrieked and hissed—whether at him or each other he didn’t know—until one finally scratched at his leg.  The rat’s claws couldn’t do anything more than chip a few flakes of red paint off the armor.  The rat hissed and then tried to bite Tim’s leg with the same result.
 
   Still the rats didn’t leave; more of them swarmed around him.  He could easily clear them away with his armored legs and arms, but he didn’t want to kill these creatures.  He could try to use the tranquilizer darts, but he wanted to keep as many of these as he could for when he had to get back to the surface.
 
   By now the number of rats had multiplied to two-dozen, some even bigger than the first ones that had tried to attack him.  To Tim’s amazement, they actually began to climb on top of each other to form a sort of rat ladder.  A smaller rat, only two feet long, leaped onto his back to claw futilely at the armor.  Tim shook it off as gently as he could, but the rats still weren’t deterred.  More climbed on him to bite and claw at him.
 
   He wouldn’t have much choice about what to do now.  He’d have to kill them in order to clear a path.  That would probably make things a tough go farther down the line, as he knew from Emma that the rats communicated with each other.  Once they saw him as a threat, he’d have even more to deal with.
 
   There came a sharp hiss and miraculously the rats jumped off of him.  He was again amazed to watch them form two lines with precision that befitted a military regiment.  Then he looked up to see their general approach.
 
   Tim recognized the rat with the silver stripe down its back.  He had seen this rat with Emma’s friend the Sewer Rat when they raided TriTech.  He was the rat Emma had befriended; she gave him the name Pepe because of his skunk-like appearance.
 
   Pepe swam up to him without fear.  The rat’s long snout twitched as he sniffed at Tim’s left leg.  Pepe looked up at him and squeaked in a way that sounded almost like a question.  Emma could speak to the rats, as could her friend the Sewer Rat, but Tim could not.  “I’m not her,” he said over the loudspeakers.
 
   The rat squeaked at him again.  Tim shook his head slightly.  “I don’t understand you.”  It became like an episode of Lassie then as Pepe turned and thrust his snout frantically towards the pipe to the left.  “You want me to follow you?”  Pepe nodded an affirmative, a gesture he had probably picked up from his human friends.
 
   “Well, OK, lead on,” Tim said.  The rat would probably lead him to a nice pile of garbage it had found.  Or it might lead him to Emma.  At this point it was about the only hope he had to find her.
 
   ***
 
   In one of her letters to him in jail, Emma had written that Pepe was as smart as a human—and in some cases probably smarter.  Tim saw this for himself as Pepe guided him through the sewers of Rampart City.  The rat would check back periodically to make sure Tim followed him and motioned with his snout that they should keep moving. 
 
   When they came to other groups of rats, Pepe spoke for Tim.  The other rats showed Pepe the same deference as the ones who had initially attacked Tim, probably because of Pepe’s friendship with Emma and the Sewer Rat.  After they spoke with Pepe, the other rats would disappear; Tim wondered if they were spreading the word about his presence.
 
   The greatest sign of Pepe’s intelligence came when it was time to leave the sewers.  The rat made sure to find a pipe that opened into the harbor.  This made sure that Tim wouldn’t need to repeat his impromptu road construction work in Sharonville.  He squatted down so Pepe could jump on his shoulders and then dove out of the pipe.  Before he could plunge into the water, he lit the boosters, to edge himself up to an embankment by the docks.
 
   They had to double-back a bit from there and headed west.  Tim used the boosters to get onto the rooftop of the nearest factory, a building similar to the one Renee’s father owned.  Pepe clung to Tim’s back and used his claws to hook onto the gap between the helmet and breastplate.  When he ran out of rooftop, Tim jumped back to the ground and crossed the street when he was sure no one would see him.
 
   Once he’d made it through the industrial section of town, the buildings became closer together, which allowed him to hop from one rooftop to another.  He hadn’t designed the suit to jump with a passenger, but Pepe’s weight was slight enough that it didn’t affect his balance much.  With each jump the rat would shriek as if afraid Tim would splatter him on the rooftop.  Once Tim landed, Pepe would thrust his snout in the direction Tim needed to go.
 
   They entered the Trenches, the rundown neighborhood populated mostly by recent immigrants.  Loud Mexican salsa music blared from some windows while arguments in Spanish came from others.  Tim wondered if Emma might be one of those immigrants now, or if she might be here at all.  Maybe Pepe was leading him into a trap; if Isis could warp the minds of humans it should be easy enough to do with a rat.
 
   At one of the many dilapidated apartment buildings, Pepe indicated he should go down.  Tim jumped onto the fire escape and flinched for a moment as the fire escape creaked beneath the suit’s weight.  The fire escape held and he began to pound down the steps; he hoped no one spotted him.
 
   Finally Pepe pointed to a fifth story window.  The curtains were drawn and the window closed, but this was easy enough for Tim to fix.  He smashed through the glass and hoped the sound didn’t alert any neighbors—or anyone in the apartment.  Then he climbed inside.
 
   He stood up inside an unoccupied bedroom.  The bed was unmade and the room itself untidy, with clothes, CDs, and DVDs thrown everywhere.  This couldn’t be Emma’s bedroom; she was much too neat for that.  He had never actually seen her bedroom, but one look at her penmanship told him she wasn’t a slob, like whoever lived here.  Really with the posters on the wall and the heavy metal T-shirts, this looked more like the bedroom of a teenager than a nearly thirty-year-old geologist.  But maybe that’s what Emma was now, a sloppy teenager in the slums.
 
   Pepe hopped off his shoulder to land on a dresser.  The rat squeaked emphatically until Tim turned around to see what Pepe had found.  He reached out with one hand to carefully pick up a doll.  From the look of it, it wasn’t any ordinary doll.  This one seemed to be patched together from several dolls.  The orange hair and pale face on the doll made it clear in his mind who this represented. 
 
   Tim hadn’t seen one of the Sewer Rat’s sculptures, but this seemed to be designed in the same fashion.  Then there was the way Pepe nuzzled the doll.  Now Tim began to understand why Pepe had brought him here—he had picked up his master’s scent.  But did that mean he was in the Sewer Rat’s bedroom?
 
   The answer to this came a moment later when he heard a woman shout, “I told you to stay the fuck away from me!”  
 
   The light snapped on; Tim was blinded for a moment as his night vision equipment temporarily overloaded from the flash.  Before his vision could clear, he heard the woman scream.  He could hear her footsteps retreat from the room.  He blindly limped after her.
 
   His vision cleared enough that he could see her at the front door as she tried frantically to unlock it.  Through the spots in his eyes he saw a fat woman with dark brown hair in a pink waitress’s uniform.  Her nametag identified her as Becky.  Emma’s friend Becky.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.
 
   Becky gave up on the door and slid down to the floor to curl up against the door.  “Please don’t hurt me.  I didn’t do anything wrong.  It was her.  It was all Emma’s fault.”
 
   Tim lifted the helmet’s visor and then bent down.  “Becky, it’s me.  It’s Tim.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Tim Cooper.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “Are you one of the Specials?  I didn’t do anything.  She’s the one you want.”
 
   Tim thought better than to put a hand on Becky’s shoulder; it would probably scare her worse at this point.  What did she mean by Specials?  And what had Emma done?  He supposed if he found that out, it would help him find Emma.  He lowered the visor and then tried to make his voice sound as menacing as possible.  “What did she do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She said she attacked some guy at work.”
 
   “Where’s she work?”
 
   “At the Plaine Museum.  Or she did.  She got fired.”
 
   “Where is she now?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Now he decided to put a hand on her shoulder; he made sure he didn’t press down too hard so he wouldn’t break her collarbone.  “You have to know where she is.  She’s your friend.”
 
   Becky laughed through her tears at this.  “She’s not my friend.  Not anymore.  She’s just a selfish bitch.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   “You must have some idea where she would go.”
 
   “I don’t know!”  Becky wiped at her eyes.  “Try her mother’s house.  In Parkdale.  That’s all I can tell you.  I swear.”
 
   Tim searched his memory for something that would sound tough enough.  “If you’re lying, I’ll be back.”
 
   As he stood up, the lights in the apartment went out.  When his night vision gear kicked in, he barely suppressed a gasp.  Curled up in front of the door was no longer Becky, but a little girl.  He turned up his visor just as the lights came back on.  In the light, he could see the little girl had the same color hair as Becky, only tied in mismatched pigtails and a pink dress that clung to her rotund stomach.  The little girl looked up at him, her eyes the same as Becky’s.  “Are you a monster?” the little girl asked.
 
   Before Tim could answer the door exploded.
 
   ***
 
   The blast didn’t knock Tim off his feet, but he did stumble back a couple of steps.  Little Becky screamed and flattened herself on the floor as splinters flew over her head to ping harmlessly against Tim’s armor.  A gun fired through the opening in the door; the bullet embedded itself into the armor without any damage.  
 
   Tim brought the visor down while he raised his right hand. He fired a dart wildly.  Something smashed against the door to clear out more of it.  Hands reached through the remains of the door to snatch the back of Becky’s dress.  Through the visor, Tim saw a trio of men in black body armor; two carried machine guns and one carried a shotgun.  He barely had time to dive to his left as the one with the shotgun fired again.
 
   From the floor, Tim heard Becky squeal.  “No!  I don’t wanna go!  I want Mommy!”
 
   Tim crawled forward; he knew his darts wouldn’t do any good against that body armor.  He would have to get in close enough to use his hands.  This became impossible when he stood up to find one of the gunmen clutched a thrashing Becky to his chest.  “Don’t move or the kid gets it,” the gunman said.
 
   The other gunmen abruptly moved back a step as the rats in the sewer had to Pepe.  Only in this case the leader of the gunmen was a young woman, who with her dark brown hair and brown eyes could have passed as Becky’s sister—or mother in Becky’s current state.  Unlike the others, the woman wore a black leather jacket with a sort of stick figure with its arms curved down outlined in silver on the sleeves.
 
   “Who are you?” the woman asked.
 
   “I could ask you the same question.”
 
   “I’m Captain Murdoch, Special Police Division.  Do you know what that means?”
 
   “You’re the Specials?”
 
   “Very good.”  Captain Murdoch motioned to Becky, who had gone limp in the other officer’s arms.  “The girl is ours.”
 
   “What do you want with Becky?”
 
   “That’s none of your concern.”
 
   “I’m making it my concern.  Let her go and change her back.”
 
   Captain Murdoch smiled thinly at this.  “Only the boss can change her back.”
 
   “Isis.”
 
   “What do you know of the boss?”
 
   “More than I want to.”
 
   “The boss said there would be people coming from the outside.  You must be one of those.  Where did you get that armor from?”
 
   “That’s none of your concern.”
 
   Tim hoped this might intimidate Captain Murdoch, but she only shrugged.  “You’ll tell us—one way or another.”
 
   He had to admit she was a lot better at intimidation than he was.  Tim was grateful the suit kept anyone from seeing him shiver.  He needed only to look at chubby little Becky in the officer’s arms to know the kind of things they could do to him—or rather, what Isis could do to him.  “I think I’d rather not.”
 
   “You’re not going to have—” Captain Murdoch hit the floor; a tranquilizer dart stuck out of her neck.  Tim sprinted back to his left before the other Specials fired.  Bullets tore through the beanbag chairs, pizza boxes, and tiny television in the living room.
 
   Over the sound of gunfire he heard Becky scream and cry.  He imagined her thrashing in the officer’s arms, to free herself.  “Let me go!” she howled.  While he wanted to go back and help her, there wasn’t much he could do at the moment.  If he tried to go back and rescue her, they would probably shoot her.  And as much as he hated to admit it, his mission was to find Emma and bring her back.  He couldn’t afford to be captured now, not even for Becky.
 
   Tim found Pepe still in Emma’s bedroom.  At least the rat didn’t seem to have been affected by whatever Isis had done to Becky.  “Hop on,” he said to the rat.  
 
   He used the boosters to clear the fire escape and touched down gently in an alley.  It wasn’t a surprise to find more Specials at the entrance to the alley.  They leaned against a motorcycle, but straightened at the sight of him.  One shouted, “Hey, you!”
 
   He wished at a moment like this his cape could make him turn invisible the way Emma’s did.  Since his cape was just for show, he had no choice but to run down the alley.  The Specials followed, one on foot and the other by motorcycle.  The one on foot gave up after a few paces; he pulled his pistol to take a shot that just missed Pepe.  The rat shrieked at this.  “Just hold on,” Tim said.
 
   The motorcycle was catching up to him; its rider pulled out his pistol.  Tim fired a dart over his shoulder.  It would do no damage, but it would at least distract the motorcyclist for a moment.  The bike swerved and closed within a couple yards of Tim.
 
   While he didn’t have a magic cape, Tim did have one advantage:  he lit the boosters to climb into the air.  The motorcycle came to a stop beneath him; the Special fired his weapon to try to hit Tim’s boosters.  One shot nicked Tim’s foot, but did no damage.
 
   Tim soared up and over the wall of the alley and came down gently on the other side.  “I think we’d better get back to the sewers,” he said to Pepe.  From there he knew it would be a long walk to Parkdale.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   To get to Parkdale, Emma faced a terrible dilemma.  She worried if she took a bus or train the bloodlust from so many people in such close proximity would drive her into a frenzy.  She decided to use probably the last of her money for a cab; she hoped she could resist one man separated by a plastic barrier.
 
   She gave the cabbie the address on her state identification card, not sure what exactly she would find.  Becky had said Emma’s mother had helped get her the job at the museum, which didn’t seem right.  As with most things in the last few days, she couldn’t quite figure out why she felt this way.
 
   The ride to Parkdale was uneventful.  Emma sat in the back of the cab and kept as much space between herself and the cabbie as possible.  She kept her eyes down on the floor so as not to see his neck.  Still, she could smell his blood, even through the plastic divider.  Her fists clenched as she fought against the beast within her for control.  She reminded herself that even if she did try to bite him, to do so while the cab went forty miles an hour would be suicide.
 
   Her stomach cramped as the cab neared her destination, only this time it wasn’t because she was so hungry.  It became apparent as they passed a row of mailboxes that Parkview Estates was a trailer park.  She shook her head and barely resisted the urge to cry.  She wasn’t trailer trash!  She had grown up in a real house with her mother and father.
 
   Nevertheless, the cab pulled up to a green trailer with white trim.  The numbers on the house left no mistake; she was in the right place.  She stuck the money through the divider of the cab; she kept it at arm’s length so the driver wouldn’t tempt her.  “Thank you,” she mumbled before she got out.
 
   With a deep breath, she approached the front door.  She didn’t see a car in the dirt driveway, nor could she hear any noise from within.  That didn’t mean her mother couldn’t be here.  She might be asleep or in the shower or something.  Then again, maybe her mother didn’t live here at all.  Maybe this was some other house where she had lived that might now belong to a complete stranger.
 
   She mounted the cinderblock steps to knock again.  She waited a minute, but received no answer.  She tried again with the same result.  Whoever lived here might not be home after all.
 
   Emma collapsed on the steps and put her head in her hands.  This was stupid.  Even if her mother lived here, what was the point?  Her mother couldn’t cure her of being a vampire.  Her mother probably wouldn’t even believe her.  She would just turn Emma away as Becky had.
 
   “Emma?” a very familiar voice asked.
 
   Emma looked up to see a chubby woman with curly gray hair who carried a pair of plastic grocery bags.  The gray hair and fat both struck Emma as wrong, but the eyes were definitely those of her mother.  “Mom?”
 
   “Are you running from the law again, Emma?”
 
   “No.”  At least she didn’t think she was, though Dr. Dreyfus seemed like the type who would press assault charges against her.  She leaped to her feet and threw herself at her mother the way she had Becky in the diner.  Her mother dropped both shopping bags; the contents spilled onto the dirt.  “I need help, Mom.  I’m so scared.”
 
   Her mother patted her greasy hair and shushed her as if she were a small child.  “It’s all right, baby.  Let’s go inside.”
 
   Emma pulled away with a nod and then picked up the spilled groceries.  She carried these into the trailer and put them on the kitchen counter.  Her mother had already settled onto a battered plaid couch and turned the old nineteen-inch TV to some religious channel where a televangelist railed against the evil of Satan.  Emma put a hand to her mouth to make sure her fangs were still hidden.
 
   Emma turned the television off.  “Mom, we need to talk.”  She sat on the wooden coffee table and looked down at the worn gray carpet.
 
   “What’s wrong, baby?  Did you and Becky have a fight?”
 
   “Yes.  She threw me out.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Emma realized she wouldn’t get much more sympathy from her mother.  “I lost my job at the museum.”
 
   Her mother clucked her tongue.  “Emma, do you have any idea how difficult it was to get that job for you?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m really sorry.”
 
   “What was the problem this time?”
 
   Emma forced herself to look her mother in the eye.  She took one of her mother’s hands in both of hers.  “I know this is hard to believe, but it’s true.  Mom, I’m a vampire.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “Please, just listen to me.  I woke up a couple of days ago and everything seemed so strange.  I felt like I wasn’t myself, like I had stepped into someone else’s life.  I got sick every time I tried to eat something.  Then this nice boy asked me on a date and all I could think about was biting him and…sucking his blood.”  She paused for a moment to choke back a sob at the thought of what she’d nearly done to Jim.
 
   “There was this girl in an alley.  I nearly killed her.  I keep getting hungrier and hungrier.  I almost ate a rat.”
 
   “Oh my.”
 
   “That’s not the worst of it.  I was so hungry this morning that when the assistant director cut his thumb—I attacked him.  I couldn’t control myself anymore.  My stomach hurts all the time and I smell bad and…it’s like I’m rotting but I’m still alive.  And when I told Becky she threw me out so I don’t have anywhere else to go.  I need your help, Mom.  I need—I just need to rest and think about things.  There has to be some way to stop this.  Please, can I stay here for just one night?”
 
   To Emma’s relief, her mother smiled.  “Of course, baby.  You can stay as long as you want.”  She patted Emma’s hand.  “I left your room just the way you left it.  You go and take a nap and then I’ll call Aunt Gladys.  Maybe the three of us can figure something out.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”  As she hugged her mother, she forced down any thoughts to bite her mom’s neck to suck her blood.  She couldn’t do that to a stranger, let alone her mother.  “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart.  Now go on and try to rest.”
 
   Emma went down the narrow hallway.  Mom said she had left Emma’s room the way she left it, which apparently was a mess.  The floor was even messier than her old apartment, with more clothes spread across the floor, as well as old school papers.  They were uniformly below average, mostly D’s.  On the shelves she saw CDs, videotapes, and even a few worn romance paperbacks.  On another shelf was an assortment of Barbie dolls in various states of dismemberment, most with their hair cut off and faces colored on with markers.
 
   The entire room seemed wrong to Emma, even more wrong than her apartment.  Besides real books, she knew something else was missing:  awards.  Where were the trophies and the ribbons from school?  She supposed she hadn’t earned any.  She confirmed this when she opened a large manila envelope on her desk.  Inside was a copy of her GED.  She hadn’t even earned a diploma from her high school.  She thought of her trouble in the library.  I am stupid, she thought just as something heavy hit the back of her head.
 
   ***
 
   When Emma woke up and saw a nun over her, she thought she must have died.  In a way that would be a relief, as it would mean she wouldn’t have to worry about sucking anyone’s blood anymore.  Then her stomach cramped again and she realized she wasn’t dead.
 
   Despite that the nun’s habit kept most of her face covered, Emma recognized the woman’s blue eyes as the same as hers and her mother’s.  “Aunt Gladys?”
 
   “Quiet, dear,” Aunt Gladys said.  “We’re almost ready.”
 
   “Ready?  For what?”  It was then Emma tried to sit up only to find she couldn’t move.  She managed to tilt her head enough to see that her legs were splayed apart and chained to the bedposts.  “What’s going on here?”
 
   Mom appeared on the opposite side of the bed, her eyes moist.  “It’s my fault, baby.  After your father left, I never had the time to make sure you went to church.  All those terrible things you did, I just kept looking the other way.  Then I thought maybe the rehab would straighten you out, maybe you would finally accept Jesus.”
 
   “Rehab,” Aunt Gladys said with a sneer.  “There’s only one way to cure her from becoming a bride of Satan.”
 
   “Bride of Satan?  I’m not—” she had to stop as Aunt Gladys shoved a wooden spoon into her mouth.
 
   “Bite down on that,” Aunt Gladys said.  “This could get rough.”
 
   Emma turned to her mother to silently ask her what was going on.  “Gladys has been doing some research on how to expel demons.”
 
   Emma’s eyes widened.  For the first time she noticed the candles around the room.  An exorcism.  They were going to try to do an exorcism on her.  She thrashed against the chains that held her to the bed, but it did no good.  The wooden spoon muffled her screams and pleas for help.  She could only look into her mother’s eyes again and beg her not to do this.
 
   Mom bent down to kiss Emma’s cheek.  “I’m sorry, baby.  I wish there were some other way to make you better, so it could be like it was when you were little.  You were so sweet back then.”
 
   Aunt Gladys snorted at this.  “She’s always been a hell spawn.  Or have you forgotten when she nearly burned down the house on her second birthday?”
 
   “That was an accident.”
 
   “She lit the curtains on fire.”
 
   “She was just a baby.  She didn’t know better.”
 
   “Whose fault was that?”
 
   “Mine.  But don’t worry, baby, soon it will all be better.”
 
   Emma closed her eyes as Aunt Gladys made the sign of the cross and then began to read from a book.  Despite the prayers, candles, and holy water, Emma didn’t feel any different.  She could still feel the beast within her, demanding to be fed.
 
   “Is it working?” Mom asked.
 
   “No.  She’s too strong with the devil.  We’ll have to try something else.  Something older.”
 
   Emma opened her eyes to see Aunt Gladys brandished a knife.  “Are you sure about this?” Mom asked.
 
   “It’s the only way.  We’ve got to bleed the evil out of her.”
 
   The spoon in her mouth kept Emma from biting down on her tongue as Aunt Gladys brought the knife down across her right forearm.  “Merciful Jesus,” Aunt Gladys said.
 
   Through tear-filled eyes, Emma saw it wasn’t blood seeping from the wound—it was a black sludge, like concentrated evil.  “What is that?”
 
   “It’s the devil’s blood.  Get a bowl to drain it into.  We’ll have to burn it later.”
 
   The pain from the wound overwhelmed Emma’s defenses.  She could feel her rational mind slip away; the beast charged out of its cage to take control of her.  Her fangs elongated and snapped the wooden spoon.  She spit out the pieces and then let out a scream.
 
   Aunt Gladys held up her Bible and a crucifix.  “Back, foul demon!  Go back to Hell where you belong!”
 
   Emma ignored this; her arms snapped the chains as if they were made of paper.  She batted the Bible and crucifix out of her aunt’s hands.  Then she grabbed the front of Aunt Gladys’s robe to hurl her into a wall.  The old nun lay motionless on the floor.  Emma snapped the chains on her legs as easily as the others and sprung free from the bed to kneel over her aunt.
 
   The sound of glass shattering brought her head around.  She saw Mom in the doorway, a broken bowl at her feet.  “Emma?  Oh God, it’s true.  My poor baby!”
 
   For a moment Emma stared at her mother and saw only a piece of meat to be devoured.  Then she saw her mother’s tears and that part of her that remained civilized—that part of her that remained Mom’s daughter—regained control.  “I’m sorry, Mom,” Emma said.
 
   Then she leaped out the window.
 
   ***
 
   Emma ran until a cramp doubled her over.  She collapsed onto the sidewalk to clutch her stomach.  Her fangs were still extended; her brain still howled for her to feed.  “No,” she whispered.  “I won’t.”
 
   She managed to limp over to a bench, which was mercifully deserted.  She stared at her arm, at the black sludge that drained from the wound.  The wound was the final proof that she wasn’t a human any longer; she had become a monster.
 
   Only a monster would try to kill her own aunt and mother.  They were her family—her blood.  Though she supposed blood relation didn’t apply anymore, at least not for her.  She was nothing more than an evil, soulless creature.  It would be better for the world—and her—if she died.  If only she knew how.  Sunlight, crucifixes, and she assumed garlic as well did nothing against her.  A stake to the heart might do it, but she couldn’t do that on her own.  She would need someone to do that for her.  Becky would probably volunteer for that, or Dr. Dreyfus.  Probably even Jim would by now.
 
   She wondered what Jim was doing right now.  Had he destroyed his drawing and anything else he had made of her?  Would he joke about her to his friends as that weird girl who thought she was a vampire?  Or would he simply curse her name and burn any reminder of her?
 
   She wished he could be here right now to hold her and tell her everything would be all right.  She wanted to see the way he brushed hair out of his face to smile at her.  She wanted to look into those red-brown eyes, to see their love.  She wanted to taste his lips again on hers.  She wanted to taste him—
 
   “No!”  She began to cry again, as she knew she couldn’t see him again.  As the shadow woman had said, the beast had become harder to control.  It wouldn’t be much longer until it completely took hold of her, until she was like an animal.  Like an animal she would stalk and kill the living flesh she needed to survive.
 
   She was still hunched over on the bench when the red lights flashed and the siren roared in her ears.  She watched an ambulance scream past, on its way to some emergency or to the hospital.  Emma imagined Aunt Gladys in the back, an oxygen mask clamped down over her face as she struggled to breathe.  No, she hadn’t hurt Aunt Gladys, had she?  She had thrown her aunt into the wall awfully hard.
 
   Emma got to her feet to chase after the ambulance like a wild dog.  She couldn’t catch up to it; the red lights faded away.  She stopped and doubled over in pain again.  It was stupid to think she could catch an ambulance at full speed.  She would have to find a pay phone, so she could call her mother and make sure her and Aunt Gladys were all right.
 
   Emma rounded a corner to see the red lights flash again, only now they were stationary.  The ambulance had pulled up to Parkdale General.  Emma watched as the paramedics took someone out of the back.  From the size of the body beneath the blanket, it couldn’t be Mom or Aunt Gladys.  She breathed a sigh of relief at this.
 
   As she watched the paramedics rush into the emergency room, the proverbial light bulb went on over Emma’s head.  Why hadn’t she thought of it earlier?  Hospitals had blood stored for transfusions.  She could suck on a bag of that.  Then she wouldn’t have to feel guilty about killing anyone.
 
   She slipped into the hospital easily enough.  The paramedics talked with the nurses at the front counter about a patient named Percival Graves.  “Slipped in the shower at the old folks home,” one of the paramedics said.
 
   Emma used this distraction to walk right past the desk, into the emergency room.  Her body tensed; the beast began to howl at the smell of so much blood available.  It would be so easy to find someone dying from a gunshot wound or knife wound and just finish him or her off, to suck what remained of their blood.  What harm would that really do?
 
   She shook her head.  No, she couldn’t do that, not yet.  First she would try the blood in storage, wherever that was.  She tried to maintain her composure as she wandered around the emergency room.  No one seemed to pay her much attention; she probably looked as if she belonged in an emergency room at the moment.
 
   At last she found the storage room for the blood.  This required a key, but her vampire strength made it easy enough to smash open the locker.  Inside she saw rows of bags, all of them full of pure red blood—life.  Her fangs lengthened in anticipation as she reached for the nearest of these bags, not concerned with what type it might be.
 
   The moment the blood entered her mouth, she knew she had made a mistake.  The blood tasted like spoiled milk.  She tried to force it down, but it wouldn’t stay down.  She spat the blood on the floor of the room and dropped the bag as well.
 
   She tried another bag and another with an identical result.  She couldn’t drink this blood.  Eyes that glowed like an ambulance’s lights stared at her from a corner of the room.  A pair of white fangs shone in the darkness.  “Of course you can’t drink that,” the shadow woman said.  “Did you really think it would be that easy?  You can only survive on the blood of the living.” 
 
   “I’m not going to give in.  I’ll find a way to beat this.”
 
   “Yes, you’re doing quite a job of it so far.  By tomorrow you’ll be nothing more than a sack of bones.  And you’ll smell even worse—if that’s possible.”
 
   “I don’t care.”  Despite this, her stomach cramped again.  The shadow woman laughed.  The laughter continued to echo in Emma’s mind even after she closed the locker and hurried from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   At times like this, Emma wished she did have some of those vampire powers from movies or books, so she could turn herself into a bat or swarm of bugs or something that would make it easy to sneak around.  She would have to rely more on old-fashioned cunning though for the meantime.  She found a set of scrubs on a gurney and then ducked into a room to put these on.  She looked too young to pass for a doctor, but maybe everyone would think she was a nurse or volunteer.  To help the disguise, she took a chart from a door; she looked down at this as she walked so she would appear busy.
 
   The disguise must have worked, as no one paid her any attention as she wandered around the emergency room.  The smell of blood was stronger.  The shadow woman’s words came back to her.  She would have to feed on a living person eventually.  But maybe if she chose someone about to die it wouldn’t really matter.  It would be more of a kindness really, to put someone out of his or her misery.
 
   In an examination room, she saw an old man on the table.  He still wore a set of plaid pajamas, though the shirt was open.  He was probably the Percival Graves the paramedics had brought in who’d fallen in the shower.  She squinted through the door at him; he didn’t seem about to die.  But he would probably be in a lot of pain, perhaps for the rest of his life.  She could take that pain away from him and in the process save herself.
 
   “Who are you?” the man asked with a British accent as she entered the room.
 
   “A nurse,” she said.  She tried to make her voice sound deeper.
 
   Apparently it didn’t work.  “You’re a bit young for that, aren’t you?”  
 
   “I’m still training.”
 
   “Is that a fact?  You don’t look old enough to be out of high school yet.”
 
   “I’m nineteen,” she said.  She took a step closer to examine him.  He didn’t seem in that bad of shape and from what she could see, he was in good spirits too.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’ve been better.”  He tapped his left hip.  “This one’s always given me trouble since I hurt it in the war.  That’s World War II to you, lassie.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”  She reached his bedside and stared at the loose flesh of his neck.  “I guess you’re in a lot of pain, aren’t you?”
 
   “I could use an aspirin or two or maybe some morphine if you got it.”
 
   “I don’t, but I have something better.”  She put a hand on his shoulder.  “Just turn your head please.”
 
   “You going to give me a shot?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You don’t even have a needle.”  His eyes narrowed at her.  “Don’t try any of that New Age nonsense on me, young lady.”
 
   “I’m not.  Just turn your head and it’ll be over soon.”
 
   He stared at her and then said, “I think I’d rather see a doctor first, lassie.  Or at least a nurse who’s had her period yet.”
 
   “I told you I’m nineteen.”
 
   “That may be, but I’d rather not have a little girl playing doctor on me.”
 
   The beast became impatient with this.  It wanted fed.  Now.  “Damn it, turn your head or I’ll tear it off.”
 
   The old man hit her in the face with a bedpan with far more force than Emma would have thought possible.  She stumbled backwards to hit the wall and then dissolved into a sobbing heap on the floor.  “Please don’t call security,” she said through her tears.  “I’m just so hungry, Mr. Graves.”
 
   “If it’s food you’re wanting, you ought to go to one of them missions.  Or fetch it out of the trash cans.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “You too good for that?  You don’t smell like it, lassie.  Smell like you’ve already been rolling in the trash.”
 
   Emma could see she had made a mistake here.  This man wasn’t all that unhealthy, despite the broken hip.  To kill him would certainly not be merciful.  “I don’t need food like that.  I need blood.”
 
   “Blood?  What are you, some kind of devil worshipper?  You go and skin cats in the cemetery and such nonsense?”
 
   “No, sir.  I’m a vampire.”
 
   “Vampire?  That’s a good one.”
 
   She opened her mouth, but once again her fangs had turned shy when she needed them.  “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true.”  She put a hand to her stomach as it cramped again.  “I’m so hungry.  If I don’t get something—someone—to eat soon I’m going to lose control.”
 
   “So you came here to eat me?  Can’t say that was how I ever pictured I’d go.  If you’d like, I could light some candles, maybe fetch a tablecloth from the cafeteria.  Pity they don’t keep any vino around here.”
 
   “I’m serious!” she said.  “I don’t want to be this way, but I am.”
 
   The man shook his head sadly.  “Now see here, young lady, you seem like a good sort.  Who’s putting you up to this?  Is it some kind of hazing ritual?”
 
   “It’s not a game!  It’s real!”  She could feel the beast stir at the closeness of the old man; the blood in his veins sung to her.  “I thought if I could find someone who was old or already dying it might not be so bad.  I could put them out of their misery.”
 
   “We’re all in some kind of misery.  Doesn’t give you the right to kill someone, does it?”
 
   She turned to face him, and saw his eyes were hard and cold.  He wouldn’t help her, not in the way she needed.  “I don’t want to do this, but I don’t have a choice.”
 
   “There’s always a choice, lassie.  Back during the war my squad got lost in the French countryside.  It was cold and we were starving.  We came across a farmhouse.  The family had already run off, but we found some food left behind.  As we were about to eat, some wounded Germans came by.  Some of the men wanted to shoot them, to keep all the food for ourselves.  They were the enemy after all.  Sorry to say I was one of those.  I was young then, like you are now.  I was just thinking of my own survival.
 
   “Our sergeant wouldn’t hear of it.  He was a big bear of a man, had some scars from the last war on his face.  He made us share the food with the Germans.  Of course we didn’t like it, but none of us were brave enough to take him on.  He told us, ‘Boys, you might be soldiers, but that don’t mean you aren’t still human.’  You see now?”
 
   Emma understood what he meant.  She might be a vampire, her blood might have turned black, but she was still human, at least in her heart.  “Thank you.”
 
   “No problem, love.  Been a long time since anyone sat to listen to one of my stories.”
 
   She smiled at this.  Something about the man—and his stories—seemed familiar to her, but she couldn’t pinpoint why.  “I guess I’d better go,” she said.
 
   “Good luck, lassie.”
 
   She walked out of the emergency room and hurried away into the night.  As she did, she tried to think of where to go now.  No one believed her:  not Becky, Mom, Aunt Gladys, or even the old man.  There was one person who would believe her:  Jim.  He had to believe her.  Otherwise she knew she would be lost forever.
 
   ***
 
   The bus ride into the city was torturous.  She was fortunate in that since it was late at night, not many people were on the bus.  This allowed her to curl up on the seat in the back, her nose against the wall so that she might not so easily smell the people around her.  It didn’t really help much, as she could still sense them.  She wanted to leap at them, tear open their necks, and suck them dry.
 
   The old man’s words rang through her mind.  She didn’t have to be a monster; she had a choice.  She could still choose to be a human being—she knew Jim would help her with that.  His love would steady her, remind her of who she was supposed to be.
 
   It didn’t come as much of a surprise that the Rat’s Nest Studio was in the industrial part of town by the waterfront.  Emma kept the card cupped in her hand as she walked around the area to search for the right address.  The other hand she kept on her stomach, which growled constantly now.
 
   She saw she had finally found the right address.  Faded text on an old water tower identified the place as the Dibbler Sausage Company.  Someone—probably Jim—had added a fierce-looking rat next to the sausage company name.  Emma’s laugh echoed through the night air as she thought rats had probably been in the sausage to start with.
 
   The gates weren’t locked, so Emma could walk right in.  The problem then became to locate where Jim might be camped.  She didn’t want to shout and wake up any strangers who might be in the area.  Of course Jim might not be here at all; he might actually live somewhere else in the city and only come here when he wanted to work.
 
   She had walked completely around the factory and was about to give up hope when she saw a single light on in a window.  That had to be Jim.  Or if it wasn’t, maybe it was someone who could tell her where she might find him.
 
   She opened the door to what must have been the processing floor from the equipment scattered around.  She heard rats skitter around in the darkness and thought of the one she’d nearly eaten in the alley.  Did being a human mean she couldn’t eat an animal?  Other humans ate animals all the time, as was amply documented by her surroundings.  She shook her head and reminded herself of why she hadn’t eaten the rat:  she couldn’t take a life, not even that of an animal.  
 
   The light came from what had been the office in the factory’s former life.  Emma stopped at the bottom of the stairs and took her compact from her purse.  She put a hand to her mouth to stifle a gasp.  She looked sixty years old at least, her greasy hair gray and wrinkles tight around her eyes and mouth.  As the shadow woman had promised, there was no meat left on her body, only skin pressed tight against bone so that she looked like a mummy.
 
   She dropped the compact as she collapsed on the bottom step.  For a moment she stared at her skeletal, wrinkled hands.  Then she put them to her face as she cried—or tried to cry, as no tears would come out.  Her body was drying out now; it wouldn’t be long before her bones turned to dust.
 
   She couldn’t see Jim now.  Not like this.  He would never believe it was her; he would probably think she was some crazy old woman who had stolen the real Emma’s clothes.  Her only option now would be to hunker down in an alley and wait to die.
 
   “Is that you, Ted?  I’m starving,” Jim said from the top of the stairs.
 
   Emma bolted, or at least she tried to.  She got halfway across the factory before she tripped on a piece of rusty metal.  She pitched forward, onto the jagged remains of some piece of equipment.  A shard of metal pierced her chest, through her right lung.  She tried to pull herself up, but she didn’t have the strength left.  Maybe this is it, she thought.
 
   “Holy shit,” Jim said.  “Are you all right?”
 
   She shook her head.  He wrapped his arms around her and tried to pull her free.  “Don’t,” she whispered.  “Let me die.”
 
   He didn’t listen to her, as she supposed he wouldn’t.  He yanked her free and then helped her to lie down on her back.  His eyes widened as he looked down at her.  “Emma?”
 
   “No,” she said.  She didn’t want him to see her like this.  Better that he think of her as some random lunatic who had wandered into the factory.
 
   “I know it’s you,” he said.  He put a hand to her hollow cheek.  “I know your eyes.”
 
   She tried again to cry, but could only make keening noises.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have come here.”
 
   “No, Emma, it’s all right.  What happened?”
 
   “I’m dying.  I need blood.”
 
   “Blood?”
 
   She opened her mouth, grateful that this time her fangs remained extended, probably too weak to retract back into her mouth.  “You see?”
 
   “Holy shit,” he said again.  “You’re a vampire?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “A real one?  Not one of those Twilight fakers?”
 
   Her attempt to laugh sounded more like a cough.  “What do you think?”
 
   “You must be real.  Or you have really good makeup.”
 
   He tried to help her stand, but she had become too weak to walk on her own.  Even the beast seemed to have given up on her, content to let her wear down to nothing.  Though he was shorter than her, Jim scooped her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs to the old office.
 
   Inside was his studio.  There were drawings, clay models, and molds with one thing in common:  they were all of her.  The entire studio was like a shrine to her, or at least as she had been.  She saw his first drawing of her on one wall, mounted in a glass frame.  There was a major difference, though:  he had covered her breasts with a flimsy bra or bikini.  She cough/laughed again.  “I like it.”
 
   “I was going to show you, but then you know—”
 
   “Is he all right?  Did I hurt him?”
 
   “No, he’s fine.  Just pissed off.  He was going to call the cops.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   “He changed his mind when the director found out what he was doing in the gift shop.”
 
   Emma smiled slightly; it could only have been Jim who had told the director about Dr. Dreyfus trying to take five hundred dollars of merchandise from the gift shop.  “My angel,” she said.  She wanted so badly to kiss him at that moment, but she was too weak to lift her head.
 
   He bent down to kiss her.  She hoped maybe it would be like a storybook, that his kiss would somehow revive her, but it didn’t work like that.  She remained as she was:  old and feeble, her body rapidly mummifying itself.
 
   Jim carried her across the studio, to a mattress that smelled almost as bad as her.  He’d probably taken it out of the trash somewhere and dragged it up the stairs.  He set her down gently on the mattress and rested her head on the pillow.  He looked down sadly at the floor.  “There has to be some way to stop this.”
 
   “No.  I need blood from someone living.  But I can’t do it.”
 
   “Then bite me.  Take my blood.”
 
   “I couldn’t.  You’d die.  Or become like me.  Worse than death.”
 
   “Maybe there’s another way.”  There was nothing she could do but watch as he went over to his worktable and picked up a sculpting chisel.  He raked the blade of the chisel along his left palm to open a bloody gash.
 
   He return to the bed and  put his hand to her mouth.  “Go on, take it.”
 
   “Jim—”
 
   “Emma, you can’t die.  I love you.”
 
   She suckled from his palm like a baby from her mother’s breast.  His blood tasted even sweeter than Megan’s, because he loved her.  He loved her and he had willingly given his blood to save her life.  She let the blood fill her mouth and then swallowed.  “I love you too,” she whispered before she passed out.
 
   ***
 
   When she woke up, she felt Jim next to her, his body so warm and soothing.  The studio was dark except for a dull orange glow that passed for moonlight in the city.  In this light, Emma held up a hand to find it no longer skeletal.  Her cheeks had fleshed out a little as well.
 
   He’d done it; he had saved her life.  As her nose twitched and the beast stirred, she realized he shouldn’t have.  His blood had reversed the decay, but it would only be temporary.  In hours—perhaps even by morning—she would need another hit.  How long could they go on like that, with her using him like a wet nurse?  Eventually he would run out of blood that he could safely give her while she would still want more—she would want it all, every drop in his body.  Eventually the beast would take over, perhaps when she was asleep, and leave Jim as nothing more than a dried-out husk.
 
   She couldn’t do that to him.  She loved him too much for that.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered into his ear.  He didn’t stir at this.
 
   She crawled out of bed and crept over to his worktable.  There she tore off a piece of his drawing paper to write him a note.  There was so much she wanted to say, too much for one piece of paper.  She settled for writing simply, “I have to go.  I could never live with myself if I hurt you.  Please forgive me.”  She signed it, “Love, Emma.”  Before she left, she took off her nametag and left it on top of the letter to remind him of their brief time together at the Plaine Museum.  Then she slipped out of the door.
 
   She got to the bottom of the stairs when she heard him call her name.  This time she made sure not to trip on anything as she ran.  Still she could feel him behind her, her legs not recovered enough to run at full speed.  
 
   There were plenty of places to hide in the old factory.  Emma veered to the right, to conceal herself beneath a set of rusty stairs that led into a warehouse.  She heard Jim pound up the stairs, his feet only inches from her head.  She curled up almost into a ball, one hand clamped over her mouth, so he couldn’t hear her cry.
 
   “Emma, where are you?  Don’t do this.  I love you!”
 
   She said nothing to this; it was better this way.  As she had written, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she hurt him.  She loved him far too much for that.  He would hurt for a little while, but in the end he would find someone else.  He would forget all about her and she would rot away again, this time forever.
 
   At first she didn’t pay any mind to the sound of helicopter rotors; in a city like Rampart City there were always helicopters around.  It wasn’t until the rotors became deafening and centered over the factory that she became concerned.  She looked up just as the entire factory became bathed in white light.  Emma cried out and dropped to the ground, blinded.
 
   A harsh voice announced over a loudspeaker, “Attention James Nathaniel Rizzard and any other squatters with you:  this is the Rampart City Police Department.  We have the area surrounded.  Come peacefully or we will use force to remove you.”
 
   “Oh no,” Emma whispered.  Her first horrible thought was that she had somehow led the police here to Jim’s studio.  They might have followed her after what happened with Dr. Dreyfus.  Her second thought was that she had to do something to help Jim.
 
   It was already too late for that.  Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs above her. She saw men in black body armor armed with machine guns.  She might be a vampire and she might have survived that piece of metal through her right lung, but against dozens of heavily armed men she still might not be a match for them.
 
   While she dithered, she heard Jim cry out in pain.  She curled up on the ground as the men in black body armor dragged Jim down the steps.  From the limpness of his body, she surmised that he was unconscious.  Through the steps she watched them hurl him into the back of a van.  Her heart pounded in her chest as the helicopter continued to hover overhead while the police searched the rest of the building.
 
   By some stroke of luck, no one found her.  After five terrifying minutes, the police van roared away with Jim inside.  The helicopter broke off; the factory went dark again.  Then Emma was alone.
 
   She crawled out from under the steps, to wipe furiously at her eyes.  Bad enough that she was a monster, but she was a coward too.  She thought of the letter she had written to him.  She hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but now he would be hurt anyway.  Not if I can help it, she thought, her fists clenched.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   It didn’t take long for Sylvia to realize she’d made a mistake.  The first sign was when she got to the highway to find it disappeared into what seemed like a solid black wall.  The closer she came to this, the more solid the blackness appeared, until she stood right in front of it.  When she stuck her hand against it, a surge of electricity ran through her, to cause her hair to stick up like the static electricity globe at the science museum back home. 
 
   She had little doubt that Tim Cooper had gone through the barrier.  Him and that weird robot suit of his that had made a fool out of her in New Stockholm.  Whatever he was up to, she would find him and bring him back to face charges:  theft, possession of an unlicensed weapon, and assault on a police officer.  When she got through with him, he would spend the rest of his life behind bars.
 
   She stepped through the barrier.  The same charge of electricity ran through her, only stronger this time.  For a moment she worried she might have been electrocuted, but she quickly realized she was still alive.  Alive and in another world.
 
   On the horizon she saw a city as big as New Stockholm; most of the skyline seemed to be the same.  At this time of night the city’s lights sparkled like stars while light pollution swallowed most of the real stars.  From her best guess, the city was probably thirty kilometers away, way too far for her to walk.
 
   She had to walk into the nearest town of Sharonville; there had been no cars on the road.  Nor were there any cars on the main drag in Sharonville.  For that matter, she didn’t see any people either.  The place was like a ghost town.  Sylvia shivered and thought of zombie movies she had watched as a kid.
 
   As she passed a store called Home Depot, she saw her first sign of Tim Cooper.  The front doors of the store were smashed and as she closed in, Sylvia saw a trail of destruction inside the store as well.  That suit of his no doubt.  
 
   She didn’t see any sign of him inside the store.  Stranger yet, no store security or police had arrived yet.  A store this large would have to have an alarm, wouldn’t it?  She shivered again and wondered if she had stepped into some kind of weird, apocalyptic world.  There seemed to be plenty of life in Rampart City.  That was where Cooper would go—and where she would go.
 
   There was no IKEA in this small town, but she did find something called Wal-Mart.  The store was closed, so she decided to borrow from Cooper’s playbook and hurled a rock through the front door.  Inside she walked up and down aisles of groceries, clothes, and hardware until she came to the sporting goods section.  There she found the bikes.  A motorcycle or even a scooter would have been preferable, but a ten-speed would have to do.
 
   Sylvia hadn’t ridden a bike since she was twelve, but as they said, it came back to her easily enough.  She chose a sleek green bike and wheeled it along for two aisles.  Then she saw the display of hunting rifles.  She still had her pistol, but a little extra firepower never hurt.  She broke open the glass case and then picked up a 12-gauge shotgun.  She strapped the shotgun to her back and stuffed a box of shells into her jacket.  Then she hopped on the bike and rode it from the store.
 
   No cars appeared on either side of the highway as she pedaled along the road.  Once she got used to the weight of the shotgun on her back, it wasn’t too difficult.  At least the pavement of the highway was smooth enough.  As she neared the city, she wondered what she would find there.  Would radioactive zombies have overrun the city?  Would Tim Cooper still be alive?
 
   When she thought of Cooper, she tried not to think of their kiss.  He had been drunk and confused her with someone else, apparently the Sylvia Joubert who lived in this place.  That was all there was to it.  He was just another perp for her to bring in, nothing more.  Still—
 
   As she pedaled across an elderly suspension bridge, a sign welcomed her to Rampart City.  Above the skyline of the city on the sign was a weird kind of stick figure with its arms turned down.  What did that mean?  She shook her head.  She was here to find Cooper, not to see the sights.
 
   The moment she was across the bridge, the bike disappeared beneath her, to dump her to the pavement.  She did a complete somersault on the asphalt before she landed on her back.  She realized the shotgun was gone.  She looked around the pavement, but didn’t see it.  For that matter, the shells had disappeared too.  What was going on here?
 
   A car screeched to a halt in front of her, to momentarily blind her.  Despite that she couldn’t see, Sylvia recognized the woman’s voice as she asked, “Hey, kid, are you all right?”
 
   “Charlotte?”
 
   “You know me?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   Sylvia’s vision cleared enough so she could see Charlotte Donovan in front of the car, dressed identically to Sylvia and with a cigarette in her mouth.  “Need a lift?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   ***
 
   Apparently the Charlotte Donovan in this world was a cop too.  She was a captain from the badge she showed to Sylvia in the car.  “Who are you?”
 
   “Sylvia…Jones,” she said.  She figured it would be better not to use her real name, which belonged to a dead woman here.  Nor did she think it would be a good idea to mention she belonged to the New Stockholm Police Department, which didn’t exist here.
 
   “Where you heading, Sylvia Jones?”
 
   “I’m not exactly sure.  I’m looking for someone.”
 
   “Aren’t we all?”
 
   “No, I mean I’m trying to find this guy named Tim Cooper.”
 
   “He your boyfriend?”
 
   “No!  I’m…I’m a bounty hunter and he skipped bail.  I think he came here.”
 
   “Well, I could try running him through the computer.”
 
   “That would be great.  Thanks.”
 
   Before Charlotte could do that, everything went dark around them.  It wasn’t like a power outage so much as a complete eclipse—or like that black barrier outside town had fallen all around them, except Sylvia didn’t feel an electric tingle.  The lights came back on a few seconds later.  When they did, she saw Charlotte glare at her; a cigarette butt smoldered in the ashtray.  “You know, it’s dangerous for a girl your age out here at this time of night.  You could have been killed—or worse.”
 
   “A girl my age—?”  Sylvia lowered the sun visor and flipped up the mirror.  In the mirror she saw a chubby face covered by a sheen of grease that proved to be a breeding ground for zits.  She put a hand to her cheek and felt the zits there.  She patted her hair, which fell now to her waist in a straight curtain that was unfashionably parted in the center.  She tasted a metal tang in her mouth; she poked her tongue around to feel the braces she hadn’t worn since she was fifteen.  Even her clothes had changed to a pastel pink T-shirt and black jeans with an elastic waist to accommodate a stomach bigger than Aggie’s had ever been.  “What’s going on here?  I’m not fifteen.”
 
   “That’s right, you’re not.  You’re only fourteen.  That means you’re supposed to be in at eleven o’clock unless you’re accompanied by an adult.  Or do you think the curfew doesn’t apply to you?”
 
   “Curfew?  Oh, right.”  Sylvia remembered this conversation now.  It was back during the awkward, chubby phase she had tried to expunge from her mother’s photo albums.  At the time she didn’t have any friends in school, Mom was busy with two toddlers, and Daddy was going through his first bout of leukemia.  When Mom screamed at her after she spilled a pot of spaghetti, Sylvia had taken off.  She used what little money she had to take a bus into the city, where she figured she’d start over.
 
   Detective Donovan had been the one to locate her and bring her back home.  It was during this ride that Charlotte’s kindness had convinced Sylvia she wanted to be a cop.  She went on a diet; she lost enough weight and gained enough muscle that she could pass the police academy.  Eventually she had got her dream assignment—so she’d thought at the time—of being Charlotte’s partner.  That dream had quickly turned to a nightmare that night on the docks.
 
   The conversation went exactly as Sylvia remembered.  Charlotte berated her, but at the same time she was gentle—at least for her.  Sylvia knew her lines and injected them as needed.  As this played out, she decided she must have blacked out, probably a delayed reaction from the fall.  This must be a dream.
 
   Charlotte put a hand on Sylvia’s shoulder as they turned the corner to Sylvia’s house.  “I know you think things are bad, but from talking with your parents, I think you’ve got a great family there.”
 
   “Nobody there cares about me anymore,” Sylvia repeated dutifully.  She had certainly felt this at the time, lonely and jealous because she’d been the only child for so long and then had two much-younger sisters thrust upon her.  
 
   “Come on, kid, your parents love you.  You should have heard your mom on the phone.  I thought she was going to burst from crying so hard.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Trust me, kid, you got a nice life there.  Don’t throw it away for something stupid like a pot of spaghetti.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “That’s a girl.”
 
   “Mom’s probably going to kill me when I get back.”
 
   “I think she’ll just be happy to see you.”  Charlotte pulled the cruiser into the driveway and parked.  “Here you go.”
 
   “You’re letting me go?”
 
   “Sure.  Just don’t let me catch you out here again.  Otherwise I’m going to take you in.  You got it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Now go in there and apologize to your parents.  And give them a big hug, or else I might have to take you in.”
 
   “I will.”  She stopped on the front steps to wave at Charlotte before she pulled out of the driveway.  Sylvia basked in that warm feeling for a moment; it had been good to see Charlotte again even if it was a dream or concussion fantasy or whatever.
 
   She turned back to the front door and opened it.  The moment she stepped across the threshold, she felt a wave of dizziness.  The room seemed to swell around her.  She reached out to brace herself against a table.  As she did, she saw her reflection in the hall mirror and gasped.
 
   She was no longer fourteen.  From the braids, bangs, and freckles she figured she was about seven years old.  She wore a stiff white dress with knee socks and glossy black loafers—her church clothes.  She straightened to her full height; she wondered what scene from her life she would reenact now.
 
   Another face appeared in the mirror.  This one was a strange woman’s face.  She had pale white skin, but the shape of her eyes and cheekbones had a distinctly Asian look.  There was something familiar about her blue eyes, though.  The woman’s face brightened as she smiled.  “Hello, Aunt Sylvia.  How nice of you to come.”
 
   “Aunt Sylvia?” 
 
   “Well, you’re not really my aunt.  The other Sylvia was.  Or she would have been, if she’d lived long enough.”
 
   Sylvia didn’t remember anything like this from her childhood.  She must have gone beyond memories into some kind of nightmare.  “I don’t understand,” she said.  She hated how tiny and perky her voice sounded.
 
   “I’m Renee Chiostro—Agnes’s daughter.  Not your Agnes, the one from this universe.”  Renee Chiostro waved her hand.  “It’s all too complicated for your little mind, I suppose.”
 
   “I’m not stupid.”
 
   “I didn’t say you were.  You just have a narrow view of the universe.  Come, let’s sit down and talk.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   Renee clucked her tongue.  “Now, Sylvia, it’s too soon for you to start acting so childish.  Sit down, please.  We have something to discuss.”
 
   Since Renee was so much bigger than her, Sylvia didn’t see any choice but to do as she asked.  She trudged over to the couch, hopped up, and tried not to focus on the fact that her feet could no longer touch the floor.  Renee sat in a chair beside the couch; a tray of cookies and milk appeared on the coffee table.  “Go ahead, they aren’t poisoned.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “Oh, Sylvia, you’re disappointing me.  Do you think I’d hurt my auntie?”
 
   “I guess not.”  Sylvia took a couple of cookies and a glass of milk.  “What’s going on here?  Am I dreaming?”
 
   “No.  You’re under my control.  You see, I’m a witch.”
 
   “You can’t be a witch.  There’s no such thing.”
 
   “Oh no?”  Renee waved her hand again.  A bouquet of flowers appeared in the air.
 
   “Any magician can do that.”
 
   Renee shrugged and then waved again.  The flowers disappeared in a puff of smoke.  Sylvia was about to say something when she felt something tight against her stomach.  She looked down to see a gut pushed the seams of her dress to the limit.  “Can a magician do that?”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “You look so cute, like a miniature sumo wrestler.  In fact—”  Renee waved her hand again and Sylvia watched as her fat arms and legs turned brown.  She leaned forward on the couch to see a rotund Asian girl with the turquoise pigtails of that other Renee. 
 
   “Stop it!” Sylvia shouted.  She watched the fat little girl’s lips move in sync with her words.
 
   “You’re right, enough playing around.  I brought you here to discuss serious business.”
 
   Sylvia leaned back onto the couch and tried not to breathe too hard out of fear her dress might explode.  “What business?”
 
   “I want you to work for me.”
 
   “Work for you?”
 
   “Is there an echo?”
 
   “I don’t understand.  What could I do?”
 
   “Like this, nothing.  But I can make you strong again.  I can make you stronger than anyone except me and the master.”
 
   “The master?”
 
   “Isis.”  Renee held up a silver necklace shaped like the stick figure on the sign she’d seen on the way into Rampart City.  “That’s her sign.  If you wear it, that means you’re one of the Specials.”
 
   “Specials?”
 
   “If you don’t stop repeating me, I’m going to take your voice away.”  Renee glared at her for a moment and then continued, “The Special Police.  We’re the ones who make sure Isis’s will is carried out.  This is her city—and soon her world.  We could use someone like you, someone who isn’t afraid of doing some dirty work.”
 
   “I’m not dirty.”
 
   “I’m not talking about petty corruption.”  Renee leaned back in her chair.  “I can give you command of hundreds of cops—including your friend Charlotte.  You’ll be free to do whatever you want, so long as you don’t violate Isis’s wishes.”
 
   “Who is Isis?”
 
   “She’s our leader, the goddess.  We do as she wills.  Everyone here does, whether they know it or not.”
 
   Sylvia’s fat little body shivered at this thought.  “She’s a real goddess?”
 
   “That’s right.  From Egypt.  Every day her power grows.  Soon she’ll rule the entire world—once a few loose ends are tied up.”
 
   “What loose ends?”
 
   “Your friend Tim Cooper for one.”
 
   “He’s not my friend.”
 
   “Well, no, of course not.  He’s a boy and boys are yucky, right?”
 
   “Right,” Sylvia said before she could stop herself.  “I mean—”
 
   “I’ll put you in charge of apprehending him.  It’s what you came here for, isn’t it?  Only now you’d be giving him to us instead of trying to cart him back to your world.”
 
   Sylvia thought about this.  She leaned forward and gazed at her reflection.  What choice did she really have?  With a wave of her hand, Renee could turn Sylvia into anything she wanted:  a frog, a butterfly, or even a boy.  She shivered again and put a hand to her turquoise hair.  If she stayed like this much longer, she would become a fat little Asian girl.
 
   Still, from what Renee said, someone called Isis ran things here.  From the sound of it, this Isis didn’t seem like a very pleasant person to be around.  She was probably the one who had erected that barrier.  She was the one Tim had come here to stop.
 
   “No,” she said.  “I won’t help you.”
 
   “Think carefully about it, young lady.  If you don’t accept my offer, you’re going to the retraining facility.”
 
   “I don’t care.  I won’t help you find Cooper.”
 
   “Very well then.”
 
   She waved her hand.  Sylvia could no longer see her reflection in the coffee table, not because of any change to the table, but because she was too little to reach it.  Her body was still chubby, though no longer rotund, and clad in a sailor dress, her shoes smaller but otherwise unchanged.  Sylvia put a hand to her head to feel the mop of curls there.  The curls and sailor dress marked her Shirley Temple phase—back when she had been three years old.
 
   Tears bubbled up in her eyes.  “No!”  She leaped off the couch, which had become a substantial drop.  She ran for the door as fast as her tiny legs could carry her.  She should have known it wouldn’t do any good.  Renee appeared in front of her at the door to stare down at her with a smug grin.
 
   “How cute.  But pointless.”  Renee bent down to snatch Sylvia.  The witch hefted Sylvia and held her up to the mirror.  In it, Sylvia saw a little girl with adorable red curls and equally adorable apple cheeks that had turned red at the moment as she cried.  Renee seized one of Sylvia’s arms to wave it at the mirror.  “Time to go bye-bye.”
 
   Sylvia wailed as she disappeared in a flash of white light.
 
   ***
 
   The “retraining facility” looked about like any day care center.  From Renee’s arms, Sylvia could see the entire room with its mats on the floor, toys scattered around, art supplies in a corner, and indoor playground equipment in an opposite corner.  The occupants of the retraining facility were all girls, none much older than her; Sylvia counted about four-dozen altogether.  All of these came to attention when Renee appeared in the room.  “Gather around, children.”
 
   The girls shuffled forward to gather in front of Renee; they all looked down shyly.  Renee set Sylvia down on the floor, where she was at eye level with the other little girls.  “Girls, this is Sylvia.  She’s our newest friend.  Everyone say hi to her.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Everyone be nice to her, since she’s new here.  OK?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Renee bent down to whisper into Sylvia’s ear, “Play nice, sweetie.”
 
   The other girls drifted back to what they had been doing.  All except two of them.  Sylvia recognized the girl with the brown bun and comically oversized glasses as Sophie.  The shorter girl with golden curls like hers and dressed in a princess costume wasn’t as recognizable, not at first.  Then Sylvia looked into the girl’s eyes and realized this was Agnes.  “Aggie?  Sophie?”
 
   Sophie took a step forward and glared down at Sylvia.  “Babies play over there,” she said.  She pointed towards a corner that was empty except for a tiny girl with white-blond hair.  This in spite of the fact that Sophie wasn’t any older than her.
 
   Agnes gave Sylvia a slight shove that nearly toppled her over.  “Yeah.  Babies can’t play with our castle,” Aggie said.  She indicated a pink castle playhouse.
 
   “Now, girls, be nice to your sister,” Renee said.
 
   “Yes, Miss Renee,” Sylvia’s sisters said as one, though they still glared at her.
 
   Sylvia decided it would be best not to antagonize her sisters; she shyly edged away towards the corner they had indicated.  With a huff she sat next to the little girl with the white-blond hair.  The girl didn’t look up from the wooden blocks she used to construct a castle far more elaborate than the one Sophie and Aggie had.  “Hi,” Sylvia said.  The girl said nothing as she continued to work with the blocks.  “What’s your name?”
 
   “That’s Megan.  She’s autistic.”
 
   Sylvia turned to see a girl shorter than her but with nearly the same shade of red hair, albeit in tangled waves instead of pretty curls like hers.  “Hi, I’m Sylvia.”
 
   “I know.  Miss Renee said.”  The girl seemed to project authority despite the red footed pajamas she wore with a yellow towel tied around her neck, as if she pretended to be a superhero.  She held out her hand for Sylvia to shake.  “I’m Katya.  Don’t mind those girls, they’re bullies.”
 
   “They’re my sisters.”
 
   “That’s too bad.”  Katya smiled at her.  “Your hair’s pretty.”
 
   “So is yours.”
 
   “You want to finger paint with me and some of the others?”
 
   Sylvia thought about this for a moment.  She didn’t really want to do anything as babyish as finger painting, but her only other option was to sit in a corner with Megan.  “OK,” she said.
 
   Katya took her hand and the two of them skipped across the room to where the art supplies were.  A half-dozen girls lay on the mats with pieces of paper in front of them.  Katya pointed to a pasty-skinned girl with long black hair dressed in a black dress and pointed witch’s hat.  “That’s Glenda.”  Katya introduced the others to her.  “This is Sylvia.  She’s my new friend.”
 
   The other girls simply nodded to her.  “Does anyone else here talk?” Sylvia asked as she lay down on a mat next to Katya and set to work on smearing paint across a piece of paper.
 
   “They’re still adjusting.”
 
   “Adjusting to what?”
 
   “To being little.  Like you.”
 
   “How do you know that?” 
 
   “I can see it.  Megan was like that.  But now her mind’s broken.  That’s why she’s autistic.  Some can’t handle it.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ve always been like this.”
 
   Sylvia raised an eyebrow at this.  “You talk like a grown-up.”
 
   “That’s because I’m smart.  Almost as smart as Mommy.”
 
   “Which one is your mommy?”
 
   “She’s not here.  She’s going to come and rescue us one day.”
 
   Sylvia said nothing to this; the girl was probably delusional.  She concentrated to draw a primitive house with trees and a sun.  She hated herself for how babyish it looked.  She saw Glenda had painted an oblong shape with a long neck and oval head that could be a horse or giraffe.  Another girl’s looked as if she’d simply dumped her paint on the paper and then smeared it around.
 
   Katya’s looked nothing like these.  Somehow with only finger paint, she had managed to draw a beautiful woman with orange hair.  The woman wore bulky dark red clothes and a yellow cape that reminded her of what Katya wore.  It also reminded her of Tim Cooper’s suit.  “That’s Mommy,” Katya said.  “She’s the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   “Scarlet Knight?  But—”
 
   “She’s going to come back and save us and make all the bad people go away.”
 
   A high-pitched wail interrupted their conversation.  Sylvia looked up to see a woman in a black leather uniform wrestling a fat little girl with uneven brown pigtails down the stairs.  “Let me go!” the little girl shrieked.  The woman finally complied and dumped the girl to the ground.  The girl’s face turned red and then she began to cry.
 
   “Shut up, you little brat!” the woman screamed.  
 
   Renee turned to face the woman and even from her vantage, Sylvia could sense Renee’s glare.  “Do not talk to my children like that, Captain.”
 
   The captain stared back at Renee for a moment and then nodded.  “Sorry, ma’am.  She’s been giving me and my men nothing but trouble since we took her.”
 
   “Well, don’t worry, we’ll take care of her now.”  Renee bent down and put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  She whispered something Sylvia couldn’t hear.  “Children, come here.  We’ve got another new friend.”
 
   Sylvia stuck close to Katya as they shuffled over to where Renee stood next to the little girl.
 
   “Girls, this is Becky,” she said.  She patted the little girl’s shoulder.  “She’s our newest friend.  Everyone say hi to her.”
 
   “Hi,” the girls said.  Sylvia joined them this time.
 
   “Everyone be nice to her, since she’s new here.  OK?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Renee gave Becky a nudge forward, towards Sylvia and Katya.  As she had done with Sylvia, Katya put a hand around Becky’s shoulders.  “Hi,” she said.  “My name’s Katya.  That’s Sylvia.  She’s new too.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be here,” Becky whined.  “I wanna go home.”
 
   “I know, but we can’t.  Not yet.”  Again it impressed Sylvia how mature Katya seemed for her age.  Yet she had said she had always been a baby.  “You want to finger paint with Sylvia and me?  It’s really fun.”
 
   Becky considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “OK.”
 
   As with Sylvia, Katya introduced Becky to the others, who only nodded to her.  Sylvia returned to her painting, while at the same time she tried to think of a way to get out of here.  They were in a basement, which wouldn’t make it easy.  Not to mention that she was three years old and this Renee character seemed to be able to do whatever she wanted on a whim.  Still, the alternative was to sit around here and become like her sisters, Megan, and the others, to become a little kid.
 
   She looked over at Katya, who’d started another painting similar to her first.  Maybe if she could find Katya’s mother, she could get them out of here.  Katya could probably help her with this; she was pretty smart for a baby.
 
   Before Sylvia could ask, a shadow fell across her piece of paper.  “That’s such a pretty picture,” Renee said.  She squatted down to stroke Sylvia’s curls.  “Could I hang it on the wall with the others?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Renee took Sylvia’s drawing and tacked it up on the wall with a row of others.  Then she bent back down and smiled at Sylvia.  “Would you like to go on a trip, Sylvia?”
 
   “No,” Sylvia whimpered.
 
   “But we’re going to have so much fun.”
 
   “She doesn’t want to go,” Katya said.  She glared up at Renee, not intimidated by the older, bigger person.  “Leave her alone.”
 
   “Katya, it’s not nice to talk to adults like that.”
 
   “You’re not an adult.  You’re just a baby.  I still remember.”
 
   “Now, sweetie, we’ve been over this.  Not everything you think is real actually is.  Like this Scarlet Knight you keep drawing.”
 
   “She is too real!  She’s my mommy.”
 
   “She can’t be your mommy, sweetheart.  She’s not real.”
 
   “That’s what you say.”
 
   “Young lady, if you don’t start behaving, I’ll have to give you a time out.”
 
   “I don’t care.  Mommy is real and she’s going to come save us.”
 
   Renee took her hand away from Sylvia to put it on Katya’s shoulder.  “I’m afraid that’s not possible, dear.  Your mommy has gone up to Heaven.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “I’d never lie to you, Katya.  I love you very much, like I love all of my children.”
 
   “Mommy is alive.  I know it,” Katya said, but there was a quiver of uncertainty in her voice.
 
   “I wish she were, sweetheart, but she’s not.”  Renee rubbed Katya’s back.  “But you’ve still got me.  And Isis.  We’ll love you just as much as your mommy did.”
 
   “I don’t want your love,” Katya said.  Tears began to run down her cheeks.  “I want Mommy.”
 
   Katya ran and pressed herself into the corner over by Megan, who continued to work on her castle, oblivious to events around her.  Sylvia wanted to go over and comfort her new friend, but Renee put a hand on the back of her dress.  “It’s time for us to go,” Renee said.
 
   “I don’t want to go!”
 
   In a lower voice, Renee hissed, “You’ll go one way or another.  You can go as a toddler or as a baby.  Take your pick.”
 
   As much as she hated to admit it, Sylvia knew Renee was right.  She looked down at the floor.  “Let’s go,” she said.
 
   With that Renee scooped her up from the floor and pressed Sylvia to her chest.  Then they disappeared in a flash of white light.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   It soon occurred to Emma that she had no idea where the police would take Jim.  She doubted she could just walk up to a policeman on the street or go to a precinct to ask about it.  From the trouble she’d already run into with Rampart City’s cops, she knew they wouldn’t be all that helpful—at least not by choice.
 
   The train station was deserted this time; apparently there were no raves tonight.  She paused at the doors for a moment and thought of her brief time in there, how happy she had been when she’d danced with Jim—when she’d kissed Jim.  If only she weren’t a vampire, they could have gone on being happy.  She wouldn’t have had to run away from him that night; everything would have been different then.
 
   She thought back to that night after she had run away from Jim.  She retraced her steps as she galloped along the darkened streets.  There were so many alleys she couldn’t be sure which one was the one where she had found Megan.  Emma doubted she would run across the girl again anyway; it was unlikely Megan would return to where she had nearly died.
 
   Emma tried to remember the route she had taken after Megan ran away.  She had stayed away from the main roads then, afraid of a repeat of the incident with Megan.  Emma walked briskly along the deserted roads and focused on any sign she was on the right track.
 
   Inevitably her thoughts turned back to Jim.  Had they thrown him in jail?  Would they torture him for information on other squatters who used the Rat’s Nest?  Would they ask him about her?
 
   Though she knew she should focus on where she was going, she thought of those last moments as he searched for her on the stairs.  He must have thought she had abandoned him, that despite the gift he’d given her—the gift of life—she had left him when he most needed her.  She saw him being dragged away again while she cowered beneath the steps, too afraid to come out and fight them.
 
   Now she had to break him out of jail.  She still didn’t have much of an idea how she would do that.  She was just a nineteen-year-old kid and by all evidence not a very bright one at that; even if she was a vampire, she still wasn’t cut out to bust someone out of jail.  But she had to try.  She had to do it for Jim, because she loved him—and he loved her.
 
   She stopped at a gas station; she had come here after the incident with Megan.  From there she had continued towards home—Becky’s apartment—until she ran into Officer Morgan.  That would be a partial solution to her problem, if Officer Morgan were on her beat tonight.
 
   Not far from the gas station, Emma heard the woman’s voice echo through the night air.  “You think you can ignore the curfew whenever you want?”
 
   Another, smaller voice cried out, “I was getting medicine for my mama!”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe your mama should get it herself next time.”  A thud accompanied this, followed by a whimper.  Emma figured Officer Morgan was probably beating a young girl out past curfew.  
 
   This assumption turned out to be correct.  Emma peeked into an alley to find a girl facedown in the alley, Officer Morgan crouched over her with a baton in hand.  Emma flattened herself against the wall and tried to think of what to do.  If she was careful, she could probably get close enough to Officer Morgan to pounce on her before she reached her gun.
 
   Emma slid along the wall and kept to the shadows as best she could.  The girl no longer protested; she whimpered and groaned instead.  Officer Morgan seemed to have run out of talk herself; she let her baton do the talking.  The look of glee on the policewoman’s face gave Emma a chill.
 
   As Emma closed in, her nose began to twitch.  The smell of blood assaulted her nostrils; the blood no doubt came from the girl.  The beast clawed at its cage; it yearned to tear open the arteries of both policewoman and victim.  Emma inched closer, close enough that she could see the girl look at her with terrified eyes.  Emma put a finger to her lips.
 
   Then she pounced on Officer Morgan the way she had on Dr. Dreyfus at the museum.  The baton flew out of the policewoman’s hand as Emma knocked her to the ground.  Officer Morgan attempted to shake Emma off, but Emma’s muscles, fueled by the scent of blood in the area, kept a tight grip on her.  
 
   “Get off me, you fucking junkie!” Officer Morgan shouted.
 
   Emma opened her mouth and her fangs extended.  “I’m not a junkie,” she hissed.  She turned to the girl, who had scrambled to her feet.  “Get out of here.”
 
   Then she turned back to Officer Morgan, whose eyes had gone wide behind her glasses.  “What kind of freak are you?”
 
   “What kind does it look like?”  
 
   Emma leaned down so her fangs could brush against Officer Morgan’s neck.  This time it was not the beast in control, but her as she tried to rattle the policewoman.  As expected, Officer Morgan said, “Don’t kill me, please.”
 
   “Why not?  You were going to kill that innocent girl.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to kill her.  Just rough her up.  She violated curfew.  Those are our orders.  I’m just doing my job.”
 
   “That’s what the Nazis said.”  Emma pressed her fangs tighter against Officer Morgan’s flesh.
 
   “Hey, come on, I’ve got a kid.  A little boy.  Don’t do this.”
 
   Emma backed away slightly, her fangs just millimeters from the policewoman’s cheek.  “I’ll let you live, if you give me what I want.”
 
   “What’s that:  blood?”
 
   “No.  James Rizzard.  I want to know where he’s being held.”
 
   “I’d have to use the computer for that.  It’s in my car.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   ***
 
   While she walked the two blocks to where Officer Morgan had parked, Emma was grateful this section of the city was so unpopulated.  The last thing she wanted at the moment was to try to explain why she dragged a police officer along the pavement, the officer’s machine gun slung over her back.  Of course anyone who saw her would take one look at her fangs and run the other way.
 
   “Who’s this Rizzard guy?” Officer Morgan asked.  The body armor she wore protected her from any injury while she was dragged along the road.  “Another freak like you?”
 
   “No.  Jim isn’t like me at all.”
 
   “So what do you want with him?  Going to use him as a chew toy?”
 
   Emma suspected Officer Morgan wanted to rattle her with questions like that, to get her angry so she might make a mistake that might let the policewoman escape.  What Officer Morgan really had to fear was that the smell of her blood would drive Emma to the point where she could no longer control herself.  “It’s not your business.”
 
   “You’ve kind of made it my business.  Come on, you going to bite him on the neck?  Make him your love slave for all eternity?”
 
   “I wouldn’t do that to him.  I love him.”
 
   “Sure, love him as a snack.”
 
   Emma saw the police cruiser up ahead.  She picked Officer Morgan up by the front of her body armor and took a small amount of pleasure to jam the policewoman roughly into the car.  “Don’t try anything funny.  Just hurry up and find Jim.”  She bared her fangs to let Officer Morgan know what the consequences of betrayal would be.  She felt another small amount of pleasure to see Officer Morgan gulp slightly.
 
   The policewoman typed Jim’s name into the computer.  Emma watched over her shoulder as the report came up.  Apparently it wasn’t the first time Jim had been in trouble with the law.  All of the arrests were minor crimes:  shoplifting, vagrancy, and vandalism.  At the end of the file was what Emma wanted.  The police had taken him to the 21st precinct.
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “About five miles east of here.  Not going to do you any good, though.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “That’s where the Specials hang out.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You just pop out of your coffin or something?”
 
   “Just tell me.”
 
   “The Specials are the boss’s hand-picked troops.  The toughest, most loyal bastards.  If your boyfriend’s in there, he ain’t coming out.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Emma said with a confidence she didn’t feel.  
 
   “Yeah, right.  I’m sure they’ll just let you walk right in and bail him out.”
 
   Emma thought about this for a moment.  “You’re right.  But I bet they’d let you walk in there, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Like I’d help you, freak.”
 
   “You won’t have to.  Take off your clothes.”
 
   “Hold on.  I don’t do that until the second date.”
 
   “You can do it yourself or I can do it for you.”
 
   Officer Morgan stepped out of the car and then began to strip.
 
   ***
 
   Officer Morgan’s glasses were thicker than Emma’s, which gave her a headache when she looked through them.  She considered going back to her own glasses, but she didn’t want to take the chance someone might realize she wasn’t Officer Morgan.  Besides the glasses, the shoes were the most uncomfortable part of the uniform.  Each step sent a wave of pain from Emma’s feet up through her back.  
 
   In a way the pain from the shoes and headache from the glasses were a good thing; they helped her not to focus on her bloodlust.  After she strapped on Officer Morgan’s body armor, she frowned at the pants that looked more like capris on her.  Why couldn’t she have found a taller officer to mug?
 
   “Comfy back there?” Emma asked Officer Morgan, who lay in the trunk, her hands cuffed.
 
   “Sure, I think I’ll spend my vacation here.  So now what, you’re going to walk into the station looking like that?”
 
   “No, there’s one more stop to make first.  Keep your head down,” Emma said as she closed the trunk lid.
 
   She stopped at the gas station and browsed the aisles until she found what she needed:  a can of black shoe polish.  She paid for it with some of Officer Morgan’s money and then went to the bathroom.  The shoe polish stained her hands, the top of her ears, and along her hairline, but when she finished, her red hair had turned black.  While it was darker than Officer Morgan’s, the difference shouldn’t be all that noticeable.  The smell would be far more noticeable; she would have to say that she had chased someone into the sewer.
 
   On the drive to the 21st precinct, Emma tried not to press her head against the headrest so the shoe polish wouldn’t rub off.  The last thing she wanted was to go in there with a streak of red visible.  As she drove, she tried not to think about how hopeless this was.  From what Officer Morgan had said, these Specials were people to be reckoned with; even with her vampire strength she might not be able to stand up to them.
 
   With a lot of luck, though, she wouldn’t have to fight.  She could walk into the precinct, get into Jim’s cell, and then take him out of there.  If she had more time she could maybe find a way to fake some transfer papers, but she wouldn’t have that much time.  For now the transfusion Jim had given her was keeping her strong, but as soon as that wore off, she would be back to a dried-up husk.
 
   She had hoped the precinct would be a relatively small building, so she might have an easier time to find Jim and get him out.  Instead, she saw a thirteen-story art deco building complete with ominous gargoyles on the roof.  Well, here goes nothing, Emma thought as she pulled the stolen cruiser into the parking lot.
 
   The shoe polish was still a little tacky as she gathered her hair into a ponytail like Officer Morgan’s.  She wiped the polish on her hands off as well as she could; if anyone asked she would say that the car had broken down and she’d gotten some grease on her hands.
 
   No one paid her any mind until she got up to the front desk.  She tried to slip past the sergeant, but he called out, “Morgan, where you been?  You were supposed to report in a half-hour ago.”
 
   “Sorry, car broke down,” Emma said.  She tried to make her voice sound tougher and more authoritative, like Officer Morgan’s.
 
   The desk sergeant’s nose wrinkled.  “What the hell is that smell?  You been down in the sewers or something?”
 
   “Chased some punk out after curfew into an alley.”
 
   “Where’s he at?”
 
   “I let her off with a warning.  She’ll be wearing it for a few days.”  She and the desk sergeant snickered at this.  “I’m going to go hit the showers.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   Emma hurried away and breathed a sigh of relief.  Now she just had to find Jim.  The obvious place to start was the holding cells.  She sauntered along the corridors until she found what she wanted on the third floor.  The guard looked up from a magazine at her approach.  She smiled thinly at him so that he couldn’t get a good look at her teeth.  “Hi,” she said.  “I’m looking for a punk name of Rizzard.  He been brought in here yet?”
 
   “The Rat?  Nah, the Specials took him.  Poor bastard.”
 
   “Yeah, poor bastard,” Emma echoed.  Her stomach cramped more out of nervousness than hunger this time.  
 
   “If you want, you could always interrogate me.”
 
   Emma tried to think of a suitable insult.  “Why, your mom busy tonight?”
 
   She turned on her heel and stormed out; she continued to walk briskly until she found the bathroom.  There she sagged onto a toilet to take a few deep breaths.  Was she already too late for Jim?  She doubted these Specials messed around; they had probably already tortured him.  The only question was:  why did they want him?  He was just a squatter—and a gift shop clerk, an artist, and the man she loved.
 
   Emma stood up and her fists clenched again.  She wouldn’t stop now.  She would find him no matter what it took.  She stomped out of the bathroom and looked for the stairs.  Though she couldn’t be certain, she figured the Specials would be located somewhere near the top of the building.
 
   This hunch proved to be correct, as at the twelfth floor she ran into an armed guard.  “Who are you?” the guard asked.
 
   “Officer Darlene Morgan.  I’m here about the Rizzard case.”
 
   “I haven’t received any orders about letting an Officer Morgan in.  You’ll have to—” Emma didn’t give him time to finish; she lunged forward and with one hand hurled him down the stairs.  The guard lay unconscious but not seriously injured.  Emma sized him up and decided his clothes would be a better fit, not to mention she could fit in easier with the Special’s uniform.
 
   After she tucked her slimy hair into the guard’s helmet, Emma opened the door to the twelfth floor.  On the surface it didn’t seem much different from the rest of the precinct with various offices, conference rooms, and cubicles.  The main difference came in the men and women who occupied these offices, conference rooms, and cubicles; they all wore a strange symbol of a stick figure with its arms curved down; some even had this tattooed on their arms.  It must be like a unit badge, she thought.  It was also noticeably quiet on this floor; no one so much as breathed heavy.
 
   Emma kept her head down and hoped no one would notice her as she discreetly searched for Jim.  When she didn’t find him on the twelfth floor, she went upstairs to the thirteenth, which mercifully did not have a guard.
 
   It was there that she found Jim.  They had him in an interrogation room, tied to a chair.  Two burly men occupied the room with him; one stood in the back of the room and the other just a few inches in front of Jim.  From the way Jim’s head lolled and the scent of blood that wafted under the door, Emma knew they were working him over.
 
   She felt the beast stir inside of her at the smell of Jim’s blood.  This time she let the beast out of its cage.  She kicked the door open and then burst into the room.  The nearest of the two Specials took a swing at her, but she easily ducked under this and then seized the front of his shirt.  She threw him hard enough that he went through the wall; a pile of drywall formed on top of him.  
 
   She opened her helmet and bared her fangs at the other man.  “I’m taking him out of here,” she said.  “You have a problem with that?”
 
   “Go ahead,” the man said.  Emma smiled a little to see the wet stain on his pants.
 
   “Thank you.”  She snapped the handcuffs that held Jim to the chair like twigs and then helped him stand up.  His right eye was swollen shut and blood stained his nose.  Emma wanted to lick up the blood, but there wasn’t time for that now.
 
   His good eye focused on her; when he opened his mouth, she saw teeth missing.  “You came for me.”
 
   “Of course.  I love you.”  She took time for the briefest of kisses; some of the blood in his mouth seeped into hers to reenergize her.  “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
 
   That was easier said than done.  The moment Emma stepped out of the interrogation room, she saw fifty Specials between her and the stairway.  Most of them had guns drawn and aimed at her.
 
   She pushed Jim back into the interrogation room and then handed him the gun of the Special who’d wet himself.  “I’ll be back soon,” she said.  “I promise.”
 
   She decided it was finally time to put her immortality to the test.  Without a word, Emma charged forward.  She closed her eyes as she heard the guns open fire.  The body armor absorbed most of the bullets, but one did get through to hit her in the right hip.  She grunted in pain but kept going.
 
   A bullet struck her in the helmet to crack it open.  Still, she plunged on; this was the only chance for her and Jim to escape.  Another bullet found an opening in her left shoulder.  Emma cried out in pain, but pressed on.
 
   When she finally reached the Specials, she unleashed the pent-up fury of the beast within her.  Her fingernails turned to claws that raked through body armor, clothes, and flesh.  Her muscles swelled until the body armor she wore felt tight.  She hurled the Specials around like rag dolls; at one point she used a man’s body like a baseball bat to take down three others.
 
   Throughout it all, she managed to keep her bloodlust in check.  She didn’t kill anyone.  She didn’t bite anyone’s neck, despite how much she desperately wanted to.  The beast pleaded with her to let it take just one little bite to keep herself invigorated.  She denied this as it wouldn’t stop there.
 
   When it was over, Emma stood amongst a pile of unconscious bodies, the smell of blood so overpowering that she had to scream.  Jim stuck his head out of the interrogation room and then hobbled over to where she stood.  “Holy shit,” he said.
 
   “Come on,” she said.  She took his hand and her fingernails retracted back to their normal length.  She was about to lead him downstairs when the room began to shake.  Emma recognized the sound of rotors.  
 
   Instead of going downstairs, she took him up to the roof.  The police helicopter had just touched down and let out a trio of Specials.  Emma led Jim over to an air conditioning unit.  “Wait here.”
 
   Since she’d already taken down so many others, these three Specials were anything but.  She lunged at one and spun him into the other two.  A punch to the solar plexus of each made sure they would stay down.  The helicopter pilot saw what was happening and tried to take off, but he was too late.  Emma jumped on board and stuck a clawed finger to the pilot’s neck.  “I think it’s time you took a break,” she hissed before she tossed him out of the vehicle, onto the pad.
 
   As she stepped out of the vehicle, she saw Jim was not alone.  A woman with a pale, vaguely Asian face and blue eyes held Jim up by the collar.  The wind blew her brown hair into her face and wrapped her black skirt around her legs.  A silver necklace shaped like the symbol the other Specials wore glinted from around her neck.  
 
   “Emma, get out of here!” Jim shouted.  He tried to break free of the woman’s grip, but she held on to his collar with only one hand.  She held up her other and Jim’s body went slack, though his eyes were still open to plead with her.
 
   The woman grinned at Emma.  “Hello, Emma.  I’m glad we could finally meet in person.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Renee Chiostro.  You probably don’t remember me.  Last time we met I looked very different.”
 
   “Let Jim go.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   Emma opened her mouth and bared her fangs.  “I said let him go.”
 
   “You’re finally becoming what the master hoped for.  But I think you’re going to need a little motivation to get the rest of the way.”
 
   With that, a knife appeared in Renee’s hand.  Before Emma could react, Renee stabbed the knife into Jim’s heart.  He screamed as blood spread across his chest.  Renee cackled madly as she let him drop to the rooftop.
 
   Emma’s eyes met Jim’s; his eyes pleaded with her to help, but there was nothing she could do for him, not now.  “I love you,” he whispered before he went still.
 
   “No!”  Emma’s fingernails elongated again as she leaped forward.  The beast came free from its cage and this time she wouldn’t stop it.  She had finally found someone worthy of killing.  She knocked Renee to the ground and raked a claw across the woman’s smiling face.  Renee only laughed at this, that smug grin fixed on her face.  
 
   Blood filled Emma’s vision; the whole world turned red as she smacked Renee’s head against the rooftop.  Renee made no attempt to fight back as Emma turned the woman’s head to the side and exposed her long, pale neck.  Her fangs lengthened, ready to plunge into that beautiful neck, to suck the life out of the one who had taken Jim’s life from her.
 
   As she was about to bring her fangs down, something stung her neck.  Emma reached up to find a dart sticking out of her neck.  She turned to see a man in bulky red armor with a yellow cape that flapped in the wind like a flag.  “Emma, you don’t want to do that.”
 
   “Yes I do!  She killed Jim.”  Tears bubbled up in Emma’s eyes.  “I loved him.”
 
   “You can’t kill her.  If you do, Isis will win.”
 
   “I don’t care!”  She turned back to Renee, who still grinned like a maniac.  There was one way to wipe that smile off her face—
 
   A second dart hit her in the neck.  Her claws retracted and her eyelids drooped.  The world around her began to grow dark.  She fought to stay awake, to finish her revenge for Jim.  I failed you again, Jim, she thought as she pitched forward onto Renee and descended into sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   To get to Parkdale, Tim figured it would be easier to take the sewers.  Pepe led the way again, at least through the city.  Once they got back to the narrower pipes of the suburbs, Pepe climbed back onto his shoulder.  The suburban rats didn’t show Pepe the same deference as the city’s rats, but his sheer size intimidated them enough that they ran away.
 
   There was no waste pipe for Tim to use, but with Pepe’s help he did find a storm drain big enough to accommodate the suit.  Pepe scampered down onto the pavement and sniffed at it like a bloodhound.  Tim had stopped being surprised at the rat’s capabilities; he wondered if Pepe was some kind of rat genius in the way Emma was a human one.  Provided someone made a maze big enough, he doubted it would take Pepe more than a few minutes to find his way out.
 
   Tim let Pepe take the lead again and followed after him along the empty streets of Parkdale.  Tim didn’t see any people, or even any cars until an ambulance screamed by.  He tried in vain to hide himself behind a tree, but the ambulance was going too fast for anyone to notice him.  With a sigh of relief, he continued to follow Pepe.
 
   They finally arrived at a trailer park.  Tim shook his head; this was wrong.  Of course Emma’s mother wasn’t supposed to be alive in the first place; she had died when Emma was a little girl.  Even if she were alive, she wouldn’t live in a trailer park.  This had to be more of Isis’s handiwork.
 
   Pepe didn’t pay attention to any of this; he wandered along the dirt paths, past the darkened trailers.  Tim hoped the heavy footsteps of his suit wouldn’t disturb anyone, or else he would probably end up with the police on him.  If he were lucky, anyone who woke would just think it was a truck or someone with a loud stereo.
 
   No one bothered him all the way to a green trailer with white trim.  There was no car in the driveway and no lights on inside.  Probably no one was home.  Still, he had to check and make sure.  How to do that was the problem.  He couldn’t fit through the windows; for that matter he wasn’t sure he’d be able to fit through the front door.
 
   The solution was right in front of his nose—or at his feet.  Pepe squeaked at him, and pointed towards a window with his snout.  Though he thought Pepe couldn’t surprise him anymore, the rat did just that when he stood up on his hind legs and clawed at the side of the trailer.  He looked back to Tim and squeaked again.
 
   Tim finally understood.  He bent down so the rat could climb up into his hands.  Someone had left the window open, so Tim just had to lift up his hands to let the rat slink inside.  Tim waited outside for Pepe to return and squatted down to make it harder for anyone who passed by to notice him.
 
   A woman’s scream told him something had gone wrong.  Tim decided there was no more point in subtlety; he ran over to the front door and used the armor’s strength to tear it off its hinges.  He turned sideways and managed to squeeze inside.
 
   A woman ran straight at him.  She was an older woman with curly gray hair, both shorter and fatter than the Emma he remembered.  Her blue eyes did look familiar, though at the moment they had a wild look to them.  The woman fell to the floor in front of him and put a hand to her mouth as she screamed again.
 
   “Are you Emma’s mother?” he asked.  He hoped this was the case.
 
   “Yes.  Whatever she’s done, it’s not my fault.  I tried to raise her right.  Lord, I tried.”
 
   Tim lifted the visor so she could see his face.  “I’m not with the Specials, Mrs. Earl.  I’m here to save your daughter from them.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “You can call me the Scarlet Knight.”
 
   The woman crawled backwards, at least until she saw Pepe at the other end of the room.  She gasped at the sight of the huge rat.  She dragged herself over to the television.  “What’s that thing?”
 
   “His name’s Pepe.  He’s a friend of Emma’s.  Do you know where she went?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know where she went.”  Mrs. Earl began to cry.  “Gladys and I tried to help her.  We tried to get the demon out of her, but it was too strong.”
 
   “Demon?”
 
   “She had these awful fangs and her blood—it was black!  Like the devil’s soul!”
 
   More likely it wasn’t the devil—it was Isis.  He decided not to try to explain this to Mrs. Earl.  “Do you know what way she went?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She threw Gladys against the wall and then she went out the window.” 
 
   That at least explained why the window had been left open.  “We’ll try to find her.  Thank you for your help.”
 
   “God bless you, young man.”
 
   Tim nodded; right now he could use all the help he could get.
 
   ***
 
   Pepe didn’t need long before he picked up the scent again.  This time he led Tim to a bus stop that at the moment was unoccupied.  She must have gotten on a bus.  But to where?  Tim shook his head.  They were at a dead end.
 
   He turned to the schedule posted beneath a map of the bus routes.  If Emma had been at the trailer park a couple of hours ago and then come here, there had been only two buses she could have taken.  Both of them went back to Rampart City.  “Well, I guess you’re going home,” he said to Pepe.
 
   Pepe led him back to the pipe they had used last time.  From there they walked around seemingly in circles while the rat tried to pick up the scent.  When Pepe did get something, the rat became agitated; his fur stood up.  He pointed emphatically with his snout towards the south.  Tim wondered what the rat had picked up, but had long ago decided it was best not to question Pepe’s senses.
 
   The rat scurried along so fast that Tim had to run to keep pace with him.  The streets in this part of town were deserted, except for the occasional flaming barrel that indicated a group of homeless people.  They would probably think he was one of the Specials and leave him alone.
 
   Pepe didn’t stop for a break as he ran along the streets and finally stopped in front of a thirteen-story building with ominous gargoyles on its roof.  The sign on the building indicated it was the 21st Precinct of the Rampart City Police Department.  “Oh no,” Tim mumbled.  The police had already picked her up.
 
   Pepe turned to him; he shrieked at him and then gestured towards the building.  “I know, but we can’t just go stomping in there.”  He’d already tangled with the police and seen what they—and Isis—could do.  Last time he’d been lucky to escape.  Now he would have to break into one of their strongholds.
 
   Tim studied the buildings around him.  An abandoned apartment building across the street was about as high as the police headquarters.  If he could get onto the apartment building’s roof, then he could get a better look at the police headquarters.  He could probably fly over to the precinct’s roof from there and maybe sneak in; it had to be a better idea than to smash through the front doors.
 
   He picked Pepe up and the rat settled onto his shoulder as he broke down the front doors of the apartment building.  From the dust and garbage in the place, no one had lived here legally in half a century.  The stairways were rotten and creaked dangerously with his every step.  The stairs held for the first five floors.  From there he had to stop; water damage had turned the stairs to mush.
 
   The only way up from there was to use his boosters.  He jumped through a window and hit the boosters.  He figured it was better to use them outdoors than to risk a fire indoors.  The boosters propelled him up to the roof; a warning light flashed before he came down.  If he survived this, he would have to make the boosters more efficient, but then he’d never intended them for extended use.
 
   The roof at least hadn’t become too rotten, so he could stand at the edge and look down at the police precinct.  There didn’t seem to be any open windows he could use.  If he tried to break through a window the precinct was sure to have an alarm system.  The last thing he wanted was to try to fight an entire precinct of cops.
 
   He heard the sound of rotors and managed to turn off his night vision equipment before the helicopter’s spotlight blinded him.  For a moment he worried that the police were looking for him, but then he realized the helicopter was just coming in to land on the precinct’s roof.  
 
   Once the helicopter turned off its spotlight, Tim turned his night vision gear back on.  He was just in time to see two figures emerge from a door on the roof.  One was a young man with tangled hair.  The other was a tall, gawky young woman.  Though he couldn’t see colors through the night vision gear, Tim was certain this woman’s hair was red.
 
   He had found Emma.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   As Tim prepared for his jump, three Specials emerged from the helicopter and headed straight for Emma, who had left the man behind an air conditioner.  By the time Tim lit his boosters, Emma had already disposed of the Specials.  She disappeared into the helicopter while Tim burned towards the precinct roof and relaxed for the briefest moment.  He should have known Emma could take care of herself.
 
   The same could not be said for her friend.  As Emma stepped out of the helicopter, a strange woman appeared on the rooftop, right next to the air conditioner where Emma’s friend was hidden.  The woman grabbed the man’s collar and then hauled him to his feet.
 
   The jump seemed to take forever to complete.  Tim willed the boosters to go faster, but he couldn’t push them too hard or they’d seize again and he’d tumble thirteen stories, almost certainly to his death.  He could only watch as Emma and the woman exchanged words.  He still watched as the woman stabbed the man in the heart.
 
   Tim finally touched down at the same moment Emma leaped on the woman.  There was something wrong with Emma; she was like an animal as she clawed at the woman and then leaned down as if to bite her.  Tim rushed across the rooftop and saw why Emma acted this way, though he couldn’t believe it:  she sported not only claws like a grizzly bear, but fangs like a snake—or a vampire.
 
   Tim didn’t have any time to try to reason with Emma.  He raised his right hand and launched a dart at her.  The dart embedded itself into her neck before she could bite the woman.  Emma looked up at him and bared those horrible fangs.  
 
   “Emma, you don’t want to do that,” he said.
 
   “Yes I do!  She killed Jim,” Emma said.  While her voice was the same as ever, the rest of her face looked different.  It wasn’t just the fangs or the greasy black hair; her face looked smoother, younger.  What had Isis done to her?  “I loved him.”
 
   Pepe scampered down off Tim’s shoulders and hurried over to the man on the rooftop.  The rat poked the man with his snout to sniff at him.  The rat then began a keening wail that chilled Tim to the bone.  He knew then that the dead man was Jim Rizzard, the Sewer Rat—and Emma’s lover.  Her animal fury made sense now.  Still, he knew he couldn’t let her kill this woman.  He couldn’t let Emma betray her values—betray herself.  “You can’t kill her.  If you do, Isis will win.”
 
   “I don’t care!”  She turned back to sink her fangs into the woman’s neck.  Tim forced himself to keep his eyes open as he fired a second dart into her neck.  He thought this still might not work, then Emma’s eyes rolled back into her head and she pitched forward, on top of the woman.
 
   Tim hurried over to her.  As he did, he awkwardly reached back for his cape to tear it loose.  He laid the cape out next to the woman and then gently rolled Emma over on to it.  He even more gently folded the cape around her like a blanket.  While he did this, the woman got to her feet.  He looked up at her and saw the symbol the other Specials wore around her neck.  “You’re one of the Specials,” he said.
 
   “Not just one of them.  I’m the head of them.”
 
   “I thought Isis was the head of them.”
 
   “The master oversees everything.  I oversee the Special Police to make sure her will is done.”
 
   “Did you do this to Emma?”
 
   “Of course not.  Only the master could do something that brilliant.”  The woman shook her head.  “It would have worked, too, if not for your interference.  Now we’ll have to start all over again with her.”
 
   Tim raised one hand and pointed the dart guns at her neck.  “I’m taking her out of here.  Back to the real world.”
 
   “You’ll never make it out of here alive.  This is the master’s city.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of your master.”  Tim slid his free hand beneath Emma to scoop her up the same way he’d gotten Sylvia into Old Coyote’s truck.  He rose slowly to his feet, but kept his free hand trained on the woman.  “Pepe, get over here.  It’s time to go.”
 
   “Before you go, maybe you’d consider making a deal for Emma’s life.”
 
   “I’m not making any deals with you or your master.”
 
   “You might want to reconsider that.  I happen to possess something very valuable to you.  Or I should say someone valuable to you.”  
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   The woman snapped her fingers and Sylvia appeared in her arms.  Not Sylvia as he’d left her, but a curly haired toddler in a sailor suit.  Her eyes were the same green; they opened wide as she saw Tim before her.  “Cooper?”
 
   “Sylvia?  You can’t be here.  You were safe, inside the truck.”
 
   The woman patted Sylvia’s curly hair.  “She followed you into the city, not realizing what she was getting into.  You were always so hotheaded, weren’t you?”  The way the woman said this last sentence was with the same tone as Renee Kim talked to Mr. Snuggles.
 
   “I wanna go home!” Sylvia blurted out.
 
   “You hear that, Mr. Cooper?  You give Emma back to me and I’ll give you Sylvia.  And if you turn over the armor, I’ll let her grow up again.”
 
   Tim shook his head; this was a trick.  The moment he turned the armor over, he would be as vulnerable to Isis’s magic as Emma or Jim Rizzard or anyone else.  But why wasn’t Sylvia protected?  She came from another universe, like the metal of his suit, like Akako and the other Reds.  Shouldn’t she have been immune too?  “How did you do this to her?”
 
   The woman twirled one of Sylvia’s curls around her finger and then shrugged.  “The mind believes what it sees.  She sees herself as a baby and she convinces herself she is a baby.  It’s mind over matter, isn’t it?  Isn’t it?”  
 
   Sylvia turned her head and buried her face in the woman’s bosom.  There had to be some way to get her out of here.  Once she was free of Isis’s world, he could help her realize she wasn’t a toddler.  He sighted his dart gun and made sure it was lined up with the woman’s neck.  
 
   As he did, the knife appeared in the woman’s hand again.  She pressed it to Sylvia’s neck.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  Let me make this easy for you:  give Emma to me or I’ll slit the little brat’s throat.”
 
   “I can’t give Emma to you.”
 
   “What a shame.”
 
   “No!” Tim shouted, but the woman didn’t stab Sylvia with it.  The knife disappeared again as the woman laughed at him.
 
   “Of course I’m not going to kill her.  It’s so much more fun to watch her suffer.”  The woman waved her hand and a moment later she no longer held a toddler but a baby with wispy red pigtails who wore only a diaper and a pink T-shirt.  The baby’s face turned red and then she began to wail through her pacifier.  “So, do we have a deal yet?”
 
   Tim shook his head as he thought back to Becky’s apartment.  He’d let the Specials take her too because Emma was too important.  His mission was to bring her back.  That’s what he would do, no matter the cost.  “I can’t.  I’m sorry, Sylvia.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” the woman said.
 
   Then she and little Sylvia disappeared—along with the rest of the building.
 
   ***
 
   It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that if Isis could change people, she could change buildings too.  In this case, where the precinct had been was now a very large hole filled with metal spikes that could easily shred Tim and the suit of armor—and Emma.  He saw an example of the fate that awaited him as Jim Rizzard’s body was skewered by the spikes.  Pepe hissed at this but clung to Tim’s back.
 
   “Just hold on,” he told the rat as he cut in the boosters.  He knew better than to fly; that would seize the boosters up and leave him to plummet just like the Sewer Rat’s corpse.  
 
   Instead, he eased himself towards the ground and waited for Isis to pull some other trick.  She didn’t disappoint him; she pulled the ground away to leave more metal spikes to impale him.  He suspected this would be the case until he reached the edge of the barrier.  By then his boosters would have seized and he would be dead—and so would Emma.
 
   Except Isis clearly didn’t want Emma to die.  Otherwise she could have done it long ago, when she had Emma under her thumb.  That woman, the head of the Specials, had tried to bargain with her for Emma’s life.  You didn’t need to be a genius to figure out that Isis still had plans for Emma.
 
   “You kill me and Emma will die too!” he shouted into the void.  “I’ll make sure of it.”
 
   A pair of glowing red eyes appeared in front of him along with a shadowy form shaped vaguely like a woman.  “You wouldn’t do that.  You’re too much like her.”
 
   “To keep her out of your hands I would.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe.”
 
   “You want to take the chance?”
 
   A set of white, fanged teeth smiled at him.  “Very well.  It won’t matter in any case.  She will return.  I still have what she treasures the most.”
 
   Tim glanced down at Emma’s sleeping face and remembered what Akako had told him.  Emma had given herself to Isis to save the life of her daughter.  “Louise.”
 
   “Yes.  When she comes to her senses, tell Emma that Louise and I will be waiting for her.  She’ll know where to find us.”
 
   Before Tim could hurl any insults at Isis, the red eyes disappeared to leave only darkness for a moment.  Then the city reappeared exactly as it had been, the pits of metal spikes gone.  Tim touched down on the sidewalk and heaved a sigh of relief.  “Let’s go,” he said to Pepe.  “It’s going to be a long walk.”
 
   He made his way through the sewers back to Sharonville.  The hole he’d made was still there to allow him to pop up in the middle of the ghost town.  Emma was still unconscious; she didn’t so much as stir throughout the long trip.  Tim looked up at the sky and saw the sun rising.  He had never watched many horror movies, but he did know that vampires were supposed to be allergic to sunlight.  He had better get her under cover before the sun came up.
 
   He paused in front of the black barrier, which seemed to have swelled while he was away to swallow more ground.  “This might not be fun,” he said to Pepe.  With a deep breath he stepped through the barrier.
 
   The rat survived the trip, but as Pepe scrambled to the ground, Tim saw that the rat’s black fur had turned gray to the point that it was almost indistinguishable from his silver streak.  Emma had fared even more poorly.  When he set her on the ground to unwrap her from the cape, he saw that her hair had gone completely gray; the lank, greasy strands fanned over her face.  He brushed these aside and gasped.  Her face had become a maze of wrinkles, the skin pulled so tightly that her bones were visible.  The rest of her body had become just as old and bony, as if she had been mummified.
 
   Tim had seen this effect before.  Back at TriTech, Harry Ward had placed Sylvia into a vault made of metal from the parallel universe.  The vault had dampened Sylvia’s magic, so that she could no longer keep herself young.  Her body began to revert to its actual age, over five hundred years old.  Before she was freed, Sylvia had looked the same as Emma did now.
 
   This mummified version of Emma suddenly sprang to life.  She took a look around with eyes whose irises had turned milk white and then hissed like Pepe or some other wild creature.  She bared her fangs, which had remained white and perfect while the rest of her teeth had turned to gnarled yellow stumps.  Tim took an involuntary step back at this ghastly sight to allow Emma to get to her feet.  Her fingernails extended into claws that tore at the armor, but did nothing more than chip paint.  
 
   Though he didn’t want to, Tim saw no choice but to hit her with another dart.  Emma’s ghoulish body continued to claw at him for a moment before she sagged into his arms.  He gathered her up and carried her over his back like a sack of grain.  As he did, he tried to tell himself that this had not been Emma, just some creature Isis had created.  
 
   The problem then became:  how would they ever get the real Emma back?
 
   ***
 
   He found Akako and Old Coyote still camped out with the tractor-trailer.  Akako rushed forward to meet him and took Emma from over his shoulder.  Emma’s mummified body weighed so little that Akako had no trouble with this.  “Oh no,” Akako said.  “What did she do to her?”
 
   Tim took off his helmet and tossed it to the ground.  “She made her into a vampire.  We’ve got to get her somewhere dark before the sun comes up.”
 
   “Use the back of the truck,” Old Coyote said.  “No sunlight getting in there and should be plenty of room.”
 
   Akako carried Emma over to the truck; Tim followed after her.  As Old Coyote had said, the trailer would be protected from the sunlight and there was more than enough room for her.  The only problem would be to get air into the trailer so she wouldn’t suffocate.  To solve this problem, Tim punched a few holes in the side of the truck.
 
   “Hope you can pay for that,” Old Coyote said with a grin.  
 
   “Just tell the insurance company some random lunatic vandalized your truck.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be far from the truth.”  The old trucker volunteered to bring cushions from the bed inside the trailer to make a bed for Emma to lie on.  Akako set her down gently on this; Emma mercifully stayed asleep. 
 
   Tim left Akako to cover the holes he’d made in the trailer while he took off the armor.  Once this was complete, he excused himself for a moment to go down to the bushes and dispose of the soiled diaper he’d worn inside the armor.  This made him think of Sylvia, who at this moment wore a diaper as well and sucked on a pacifier.  That was if that woman and Isis hadn’t found something even crueler to do to her.
 
   He returned to the camp and sagged onto the ground.  Pepe crawled over to him to curl up at his feet like a dog.  “That’s the biggest damned rat I ever seen,” Old Coyote said.
 
   “His name’s Pepe,” Tim said.  He scratched the rat’s head.  “He’s the one who really found Emma—and Jim Rizzard.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Akako said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Jim Rizzard is dead.  He died in Russia.”
 
   “But she said—”
 
   “Isis must have created a look-alike.  One real enough even to fool Pepe.  If that’s the real Pepe,” Akako said.  She glared at the rat.
 
   “Why wouldn’t it be Pepe?  I told you, he helped me find her.  If he was spying for Isis, why wouldn’t she have stopped me long before then?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  Akako sighed.  “Maybe I’m being paranoid.  We’ll just have to keep an eye on him.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Tim looked into the fire for a moment before he asked, “What happened to Sylvia?  Did she really run off?”
 
   “Yes.  We tried to stop her but she was too fast.  She was trying to find you.”
 
   “I found her.”  He told them about what he had seen on the rooftop of the police precinct.  As he did Akako’s face turned pale and tears formed in her eyes.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “That woman who had her, did she have pale skin, brown hair, and blue eyes shaped like mine?”
 
   “Yes.  How did you know?”
 
   “That’s Renee.  My Renee.”  Akako buried her head in her hands and sobbed.  Old Coyote leaned over to put a hand on her back while Tim could only stare at her in shock.  He thought of the picture of Renee that had been in his wallet, the one of a baby with pale skin, brown hair, and blue eyes, the one that had turned into a little girl named Sophie at the same time Emma’s letters went blank.
 
   “We’ll find a way to get her back,” Tim said.  “We’ll get them all back.  Sylvia and Becky and Louise—everyone.”
 
   Akako looked up at him through her tear-filled eyes.  “She has Louise?”
 
   “That’s what she said.”
 
   “Oh no,” Akako said again.  She waved away his attempts to console her.  “There’s nothing we can do.  Emma is the only one who can stop her.”  Akako stood up and headed for the trailer where Emma slept.
 
   By the time Tim reached her, Akako had already opened the door.  “What are you doing?”
 
   Akako motioned to Emma’s mummified body.  “We can’t let her die or we’ll never be able to stop Isis and I’ll never get my family back.”
 
   Tim didn’t understand what Akako was doing until she picked up a box cutter from atop a crate.  She flicked out the blade; at first he thought it was to ward him off.  Then he watched as she cut a gash along her left palm.  “Akako—”
 
   “She needs blood.  This is the only way.”  Akako held her bloody palm up to Emma’s chapped lips.  At first the blood only dribbled down Emma’s face but gradually her lips turned fuller and began to suck at Akako’s hand.
 
   Tim nearly fainted as he watched Emma suckle from Akako’s palm.  The rest of Emma’s body began to regenerate as well:  meat fleshed out her body and pushed the bones away from the skin; her hair turned red again; and the wrinkles in her face smoothed out.  She looked more like a teenager than a woman of almost thirty.
 
   “She’s so young.  You’re sure it’s really her?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Isis seemed to think so.  You think she was messing with us?”
 
   “It’s not beyond the realm of possibility.”
 
   Akako pulled her palm away and then tore a piece of fabric from her clothes to tie around the wound.  The moment Akako pulled back, Emma sat up.  One thing that hadn’t changed were her eyes.  These were the same milky white as before, like those of a madwoman.  Emma snarled at them and bore her fangs.  
 
   Tim didn’t want to leave Akako there, but he saw no choice but to race back over to the armor.  He was just lifting the right gauntlet when Akako flew out of the trailer.  Emma sailed out after her to land in an animal-like crouch.  She turned to face Tim and held up a clawed hand to warn him away from her victim.
 
   “Emma, don’t!”
 
   “It’s not her!” Akako shouted.  “Shoot her!”
 
   Tim didn’t need to be told twice.  He stuffed his arm into the gauntlet and used his normal muscles to raise it enough to fire.  The dart hit Emma’s right breast.  She hissed at him again before she sagged to the ground.
 
   “What the hell is that?” Old Coyote asked.
 
   “It’s not Emma,” Akako said.  She scrambled to her feet.
 
   “So Isis did mess with us?”
 
   Akako shook her head.  “No.  It’s Emma’s body, but not her mind.  At least not her higher brain functions.”
 
   “What happened to her mind, then?  Does Isis have it?”
 
   “No.  Joanna does.”
 
   


  
 



Part 3
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Emma drifts in a sea of blood.  Her hand clutches another and as she looks to her left she sees Jim bob on the surface of the red ocean.  His eyes look to her and plead with her to get them to safety.  “Don’t worry, I’ll save you,” she shouts to him to be heard over the roar of the waves.  “Just stay with me.”
 
   Even as she says this, a mammoth wave rises up before them.  In this wave she sees a pair of glowing eyes the same color as the blood sea.  A mouth full of pointed teeth forms to devour them.  Emma grips Jim’s hand and tries to pull him towards her, to cling to him.
 
   But she can’t.  The current is too strong.  His hand slips away from hers an inch at a time, until she’s left to grasp at air.  She screams his name and tries in vain to swim towards him, to reach him before the horrible mouth swallows him.
 
   She’s too late.  He disappears into the mouth, which then turns into a hideous grin that mocks her.  The roar of the waves becomes laughter that rings in her ears.
 
   Emma woke up with a scream.  She tried to sit up, but a hand reached out to stop her.  “Easy now,” a voice whispered.  It sounded so much like her own that she needed a moment to realize she hadn’t spoken.  “It’s all right.  You’re safe now.”
 
   “Where am I?” she asked.  Her own voice sounded strange, even softer than her own.
 
   “You’re at my house.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   A light clicked on.  She gasped to see a face nearly identical to the one she remembered.  This woman’s face was a bit more lined and her red hair was cut shorter, but she could easily be Emma’s older sister.  “I don’t think I introduced myself properly last time.  My name is Dr. Emma Reed.”
 
   Emma felt her chest tighten.  It became difficult to breathe; she wheezed for air.  Dr. Reed patted her on the back.  “Take it easy.  Don’t get too excited.”
 
   Something about that seemed familiar to Emma.  Then she saw how pale her skin was, even paler than usual.  A tress of white-blond hair was draped over one shoulder.  Emma touched it with one pasty hand.  Her chest tightened even more as she thought of that young woman in the alley, the one she had nearly killed.  “Megan?”
 
   “Take it easy.  You’re not Megan.  You just look like her for the moment.”
 
   “What?” Emma managed to get out.  A wheeze punctuated her question.  She felt something plastic thrust into her hands.  She recognized it as an inhaler.  She put the inhaler to her lips and then squeezed it.  After a few seconds the tightness in her chest eased a bit.
 
   “There you go, just calm down.”
 
   “Is she awake, Mommy?” a little girl asked from the doorway.
 
   “You shouldn’t be out of bed, baby.”
 
   To emphasize this point, the little girl coughed violently.  She grabbed the edge of the doorway to maintain her balance.  Then she trotted over to her mother.  The little girl was the spitting image of her mother, with the same sapphire eyes and copper hair, only hers was longer, nearly to her waist.  “Hi,” the girl said.  “I’m Joanna—”
 
   “But they call you Red because of your hair,” Emma said.  “I…I remember you.”
 
   Her chest tightened again.  She squirted more of the inhaler into her throat.  “I don’t understand.  What happened?”
 
   “I brought you here,” Joanna said.
 
   “Jim…where is he?  What happened to him?”  Emma thought again of those last moments, when that awful woman had stabbed him in the heart.  No!  He had to still be alive.  She had to find him.
 
   She tried to get out of bed, but Dr. Reed held her back.  Emma clawed at her, but that only caused her chest to tighten again.  She quickly ran out of air and had to sink back to the mattress.  “Jim—”
 
   “Jim wasn’t real, Emma.  None of it was real.  It was all a trick.”
 
   “No, it was real.  You have to send me back.  I have to go back.”
 
   “Not yet.  You’re too weak.”
 
   “I’m not!” Emma protested, but at the moment she couldn’t even get out of bed.  She touched her blond hair again.  “What happened to me?”
 
   Dr. Reed put a hand on Joanna’s shoulder.  “The last time Joanna brought you here, you thought you were Megan Putnam.  We thought it would be best to do that again.  That will make it easier to explain to people.”  Dr. Reed smiled.  “And it will keep you from getting into trouble.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “It will come back to you.  For now you just need to rest.”  Dr. Reed turned to her daughter.  “Both of you.”
 
   The little girl’s cheeks reddened.  “All right, Mommy.”
 
   “I’m going to tuck Joanna in.  But I won’t be gone long, so don’t try to get up again.”
 
   Emma considered this for a moment and then nodded.  She was asleep again before Dr. Reed left the room.
 
   ***
 
   Emma woke up the next morning to a flash of light.  She put a hand to her face and screamed.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” a familiar voice said.  “It’s time for you to get up.”
 
   Emma opened  her eyes and recognized the middle-aged redheaded woman.  Dr. Emma Reed, she had said her name was.  Emma looked down at her deathly pale hands and then brushed a tress of blond hair forward.  It hadn’t been a dream.  She really was here, with Dr. Reed and her daughter.  But where was here?
 
   “Where am I?”
 
   “You still don’t remember?”
 
   “No.  Can’t you send me back home?”
 
   “Not for a little while.  Joanna needs to rest.”  Dr. Reed knelt down beside the bed.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   A slight wheeze accompanied Emma’s words as she said, “All right.”
 
   “You need to take it easy.  Megan’s asthma is very sensitive, remember?  You can’t get too upset.”
 
   “I’ll try not to.”
 
   “Good.  Now, I’ve got breakfast in the kitchen.  That will give us a chance to talk.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She took Dr. Reed’s hand to help her out of bed.  The doctor led her first into the bathroom, where Emma saw she did indeed look like Megan, that young woman in the alley, except she was much cleaner at the moment.  “I’m Megan,” she whispered.
 
   “Only on the outside.  Remember that.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Think of it as camouflage.”
 
   “Camouflage?”
 
   “A disguise.  It should only be for a few days, until you and Joanna are ready.”
 
   “What’s wrong with Joanna?”
 
   “She’s just tired.  It took a lot out of her to bring you here.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  This was bound to happen eventually.”  Dr. Reed smiled and then patted Emma’s shoulder.  “Clean up a bit and then I’ll see you in the kitchen.”
 
   “Sure.”  Emma waited until Dr. Reed left before she splashed cold water on her face.  She opened her mouth to bare her teeth.  They looked perfectly normal.  To be sure, she touched her canines.  There didn’t seem to be any fangs hidden.  Had it all been a dream?
 
   She toddled down the hallway; her stomach guided her to the kitchen, where Dr. Reed had a stack of waffles on a plate for her.  “You made it,” she said.  “You really are getting better.”
 
   “I guess so.”  
 
   Dr. Reed set a glass of orange juice down in front of Emma.  Then she sat across the table from Emma, only a cup of tea in front of her.  “Take a few bites and then we can talk.”
 
   Emma did as Dr. Reed said.  The buttery, flaky waffles almost melted in her mouth.  She was relieved the solid food went down without any nausea; maybe she was better now.  She self-consciously patted her mouth and still didn’t feel any fangs.  “These are really good.”
 
   “Thank you.  Do you remember eating those before?”
 
   “No.  Should I?”
 
   “No.  I don’t think your mother was much of a cook.”
 
   “My mother?”
 
   “Do you remember her?”
 
   “I—”  An image rose up in Emma’s mind of a woman with curly auburn hair and blue eyes the same color as Dr. Reed’s.  An instant later, Emma saw that woman face-down on a street, blood pooled beneath her.  Emma’s chest tightened.  She scrambled to find her inhaler.
 
   Dr. Reed hurried around the table to put a hand on her shoulder.  “It’s all right, Emma.  It’s going to be a big shock, I know.  You just need to let the memories flow.  Don’t try to fight them.”
 
   “Mom,” Emma whispered.  She rolled her mother over and looked down into her lifeless eyes.  She looked around a darkened street for help, but there was no one.  “Mom!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Emma.  Your mother is dead.  Your father too.  You remember the accident?”
 
   Emma nodded slowly.  She remembered the flash of light and then the metallic crunch as the car hit the one she and her parents rode in.  She had been only a little girl then, eight years old.  Mom had told her to stay there and be quiet while she went for help.  But Mom hadn’t made it; she had been shot twice—once in the back and once in the head.  
 
   The rest of the memories came back in a flood.  Faces flashed before her:  Becky, Dan, Aggie, Akako, Sylvia, Jim.  She saw him the clearest of all.  She felt his lips press against hers.  His tongue darted into her mouth—
 
   And then she saw another face:  Louise.  She was their little girl, with her father’s tangled hair and prominent front teeth, and her mother’s red hair, blue eyes, and big feet.  “Louise.  My baby.”
 
   “That’s right.  You remember her now, don’t you?”
 
   Emma nodded.  She remembered a child’s bedroom.  Another little girl had been there, an Arab girl.  She had terrible black eyes.  Isis.  “She took Louise.  She did something to her.  I had to get her back.  I—”
 
   Emma remembered those last moments as she had said goodbye to Louise and then she had shrunk into a baby while Isis became a grown woman.  “What happened to Louise?  Is she safe?”
 
   “We don’t know.  We haven’t been able to find her yet.”
 
   Emma tried to stand up, but like the night before she was too weak.  Dr. Reed put a hand on her shoulder.  “Easy now, Emma.  We’re going to get her back.  We’re going to stop Isis.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We’re raising an army to fight her.”
 
   “An army?”
 
   “That’s right.  An army made of the people like your friend Akako.  You remember her?”
 
   “Yes.”  Emma thought of the kindly Japanese woman who had been married to Aggie.  They had a daughter—Renee.  “What good can they do?”
 
   “Maybe nothing.  But we have to try.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”
 
   “You need to rest.  You’ve been through a big shock.  It’s still not over yet.  You need to get your strength back.”  Dr. Reed smiled and gestured to the plate of waffles.  “Clean your plate, young lady.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   As Emma ate her breakfast, Dr. Reed poured a bowl of cereal and a glass of orange juice.  She put these on a tray along with a couple pieces of toast.  “Joanna needs to get her strength back too.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Emma nodded.  She nibbled on a waffle and thought again of those last moments.  She had said goodbye to Louise and then become a baby.  And then Isis had transported her back to Rampart City, only a twisted version of it, one in which Emma was a vampire.  She had nearly killed Renee after she killed Jim—no, it wasn’t really Jim.  It couldn’t have been.  He had already died in Russia to get their daughter back.  It had only been one of Isis’s puppets.
 
   She heard a crash from down the hallway.  Emma got to her feet.  She sprinted down the hallway.  By the time she reached the bedroom she was out of breath.  Her chest tightened again when she saw Dr. Reed beside the bed; she pumped Joanna’s chest to perform CPR on her.  “Call an ambulance!” Dr. Reed shouted.
 
   ***
 
   Emma sat in the waiting room of Parkdale Regional Medical Center.  Beside her, Dr. Reed sobbed into her hands.  “This is my fault,” she said.  “I shouldn’t have let her do so much.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  It’s mine.  I should have stopped Isis.  Then none of this would be necessary,” Emma said.
 
   Dr. Reed had managed to get Joanna’s heart pumping again by the time the paramedics arrived.  The little girl had been taken by ambulance to the hospital.  While Dr. Reed had wanted to ride with her, there would have been no way for Emma to get there then, so Dr. Reed had drove behind the ambulance in her car.
 
   Now Joanna lay in the intensive care unit, though the doctors had yet to figure out what had happened to her.  “I always knew this could happen,” Dr. Reed said.  “It takes so much out of her every time she uses her power.”
 
   “She’ll be all right.  She’s a strong girl,” Emma said.
 
   “I know.  Much stronger than her mother.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “It is.  She’s always been such a brave girl.  She’s like her father that way.”
 
   “Where is her father?”
 
   “He’s dead.  He died before she was born.  His name was Randall, but people called him Red because of his hair.”
 
   “Red?  Is he—?”
 
   “No, he isn’t one of them.  He’s the one who created them.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “It’s a long story.”  Dr. Reed sighed.  She stared at the door to her daughter’s room.  “It will be a few hours before she wakes up.  So I guess I have time to tell it to you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   My name is Dr. Emma Jane Reed.  I was born Emma Jane Earl on October 31, 1970.  Like you I was born to Carl and Louise Earl and like you my birth was an easy one—or so Mom always says.  She jokes that she wanted to have a second baby just so she could feel the same pain as her girlfriends that time around.
 
   I grew up in Parkdale in the same house as you.  I lived there until I moved out to go to college when I was fourteen.  It was what many would consider an idyllic childhood.  Mom stayed home to dote on me and Daddy made enough money that we could live comfortably here in the suburbs.  We never had to worry about gangs or violence or drugs; there was only a kidnapping when I was eight that prompted Mom to keep me indoors for two weeks.  
 
   I’m sure you’re curious about what happened to my parents.  They’re still alive.  They moved to New Mexico once Daddy retired.  They live in Santa Fe, where Mom teaches music at an elementary school and Daddy works on his golf game.  Joanna and I go out to see them at Thanksgiving or Christmas; we alternate holidays between them and Joanna’s other grandparents, who live in Palm Springs.
 
   You’re probably wondering about the other people you know.  Becky and I are still best friends, as we have been since kindergarten.  Her mom was just as abusive here, but Becky’s managed to work through that to host her own political talk show on CNN.  Of course here her name is Becky Scherr; she and Steve live in Washington DC with their three kids—all boys.  We talk on the phone almost every day and Becky drops by a couple times a year; Joanna looks forward to these visits so she can play with Becky’s boys.  (I sometimes worry that in a few years I’ll have to keep a closer eye on them, especially Becky’s oldest boy Alex.)
 
   Only a few other people in your life are in my life too.  Aunt Gladys lives in Santa Fe with Mom and Daddy; she actually brought them out there.  She owns a studio where she makes pottery; she always makes something to give to Joanna and I for Christmas.  Dan recently retired from fieldwork and took a position teaching archaeology at Rampart State.  I see him around campus, though we aren’t as close as in your world.  I’m sad to say that Agnes and Sylvia are not here; from examining records in France they died well over four hundred years ago.  Megan Putnam and Amanda Murdoch exist, but I’ve never met them, so I don’t know what they’re like.
 
   As you might remember from the last time we met, I’m a physicist here.  My love of physics came about in a similar fashion to your love of geology.  My parents took me to Harvard when I was twelve on a trip to Boston.  The dean of admissions—who no doubt had seen my test scores—allowed me to sit in on a class, where a very young professor gave a lecture on quantum mechanics.  His passion on the subject lit a passion inside me.  After the class ended, I went down to talk to him.  We discussed physics there in the classroom for two hours, until my parents came to drag me away.  He invited us out to dinner that night, where we hardly touched our plates of spaghetti while we discussed physics until Mom broke in to say it was well past my bedtime.
 
   That young professor’s name was Dr. Randall Reed.  “But everyone calls me Red because of my hair,” he said.  His hair was the same shade as mine—and yours and Joanna’s too.  He actually got the nickname from his Little League coach, who couldn’t remember his name and so would just shout, “Hey, Red, stop lollygagging and keep your eye on the ball!”
 
   After that dinner, Red and I kept in touch by a newfangled thing called Email.  I begged my parents to buy me a computer with a modem so Red and I could talk without running up huge phone bills.  In those days we didn’t really have to worry about pedophiles and cybersex and all those ads for penis enlargement and such that I have to screen Joanna’s Email for.  
 
   Red’s interest in me back then was purely platonic.  He was always kind of oblivious to those matters.  To him I was just a very smart young girl interested in physics.  I was the one who saw our relationship as more than that.  I printed out his Emails to keep in my hope chest the way other girls did with love letters—Joanna has them now, since they’re about the only communication she has from her father.
 
   For two years I subsisted on those Emails.  Then came time for college and of course there was only one school I wanted.  Mom and Dad worried about how to pay for Harvard, but with my grades and test scores it wasn’t hard to get scholarships and grants to cover everything but personal expenses. 
 
   For those I got a job as Dr. Reed’s assistant.  The pay stunk, but I didn’t need a lot of money.  The hours would have been terrible for most people, but as long as I could be around Red I was perfectly content.  By that time he wore the goatee I had encouraged him to grow so that he looked like Dr. Benton Quest, who I had the biggest crush on when I was a little girl.
 
   The problem of course was that I was just fourteen and he was twice that.  To him I was still a little girl.  It didn’t help that I was going through the most awkward part of puberty with zits and braces and had yet to grow breasts.  The hours became torturous, especially because of the close proximity of our bodies.
 
   We first kissed when I was fifteen.  Some sorority girls had invited me to a party, which I naively thought would be fun.  It turned out to be a hazing ritual for a fraternity, where the new recruits were supposed to kiss the ugly little kid.  Once I realized this, I ran to Red, who was my only friend on campus.  He tried to comfort me and I kissed him.  It was just a dry little peck, not much more than when Daddy and I kissed.  
 
   Red wouldn’t let it be anything more than that.  “But I love you!” I told him with all the passion of a fifteen-year-old.  “I know you feel that way now, Emma, but you’re still young.  You’ll find someone your own age eventually.”  I didn’t take this well.  I screamed at him, “I don’t want anyone else!”  Then I tried to kiss him again, but he wouldn’t let me.
 
   The next day he fired me.  It wasn’t really a firing so much as a reassignment to one of his colleagues—a female colleague.  Dr. Gerritt was a very nice woman, but for the rest of the year I was sullen and withdrawn; I saw my work with her as a punishment.  Red and I still saw each other, but he made sure it was in public settings where things couldn’t get out of hand.  If I had been more experienced I might have sensed the real reason for this:  he loved me too.
 
   It must have been even more torturous for him all those years.  He loved me but he couldn’t have me because I was too young.  While a number of people wouldn’t have a problem with this, Red would never do something like that.  His heart was just as good as yours.  So he bided his time and waited for me to grow up.
 
   For my eighteenth birthday my parents and Becky flew in to meet for dinner at the same restaurant where Red and I had gone.  I thought I was cunning when I sent Red an invitation along with Dr. Gerritt and others in the physics department.  I figured in public, surrounded by friends and colleagues, he would have to come.  Then he would see I was a beautiful—and legal—young woman and we would sneak out back to neck.
 
   That didn’t happen.  Red came to the party and he was very cordial.  Worse yet, he brought his girlfriend with him.  She was an old flame from high school who had moved back to Boston a few months earlier.  For most of the party I envisioned various ways to torture and then murder her.  To this day I still wonder if Red actually cared about her or if he hoped it would drive me to find someone my own age.
 
   I was willing to wait for him.  I knew things with his girlfriend wouldn’t pan out.  Red and I were meant to be together.  We were soul mates.  At this point I may sound like that crazy woman from Fatal Attraction, but I never boiled a rabbit in his kitchen or anything like that.  I just bided my time and threw myself into my thesis.
 
   As luck or Fate or whatever would have it, Dr. Gerritt became pregnant, a minor miracle in that she was forty-seven at the time.  When she took a leave of absence, Red became my faculty advisor.  After I showed him my paper, we talked about it for ten straight hours.  It was just like when I was twelve, only now we exchanged ideas in person, and he could love me the same as I loved him.
 
   He made the first move when he invited me back to his apartment to discuss my paper over dinner.  With a lot of other teachers this might have been a cheap excuse to get into my pants.  Red of course wouldn’t do that.  We discussed physics long into the night, until 3am.  He offered to drive me home.  “Why don’t I just sleep on the couch?  It’s only a couple of hours.”  Being a gentleman, he slept on his own couch while I slept in his bed and basked in the musky scent of his sheets.
 
   We started to spend more time at his place and took turns with the cooking.  At first we discussed just physics and school.  Eventually our conversations turned to personal matters.  I told him about my family, about how Mom had played the cello for the opera company and Daddy had worked there as a bookkeeper until I was born and he went to work for the big firm.  He told me about his family, his mother the former beauty queen and his father the shipping company magnate.  
 
   It was just a matter of time until we kissed again.  Only this time he kissed me back.  He confessed that he had loved me for as long as I’d loved him; it just took him longer to realize it.  “We can’t let anyone know,” he said.  “Not until after you graduate.”
 
   So we kept our love a secret.  Or at least we assumed it was a secret; I suspect some of his colleagues knew, though we were fortunate none of them ratted us out.  I completed my doctorate and he remained my faculty advisor right through until the end.
 
   To celebrate my PhD, we went out to dinner.  There he popped two questions to me.  The first was that he had received an offer from the Hastings Institute, the premier astrophysics institution in the United States.  “If I take the job, I’m going to need an assistant.  I was thinking of a certain brilliant young woman who just received her PhD and is looking for a job.”
 
   “Isn’t that nepotism?”
 
   “Only if we’re family.  Otherwise it’s favoritism.”
 
   We leaned across the table to kiss.  “Of course I’ll work for you,” I said.
 
   The second question was the more traditional one.  “You know, there’s a precedent for husbands and wives to work together.  The Curries for instance.”  Being a traditionalist, Red got down on one knee to present me with the felt box.  “Dr. Earl, would you marry me?”
 
   “Yes.  Oh God, yes!”  That was the happiest moment of my life, at least until Joanna was born.  She’s my little miracle—Red’s and mine miracle.
 
     We got married in a small ceremony.  Since his parents were wealthy, they wanted a big deal to impress all of their friends, but Red and I didn’t want that.  We got married in the chapel at Harvard with just our immediate family, friends, and colleagues.  I have the wedding album at home; Joanna keeps it in her room with her father’s Emails.
 
   For our honeymoon we visited Aunt Gladys in Santa Fe and then went down to White Sands.  That was of course where they worked on the Manhattan Project.  That obviously wasn’t the most pleasant destination; it was cursed ground for physicists, the place where our science had been perverted into something evil.  Red and I wanted to go there to remind ourselves that we would only try to do good with our work.
 
   We rented an apartment downtown in Rampart City for the first twelve years of our marriage.  We both wanted children—someday.  But when we were newlyweds I had just begun my professional career and Red needed my help.  So we used the pill, condoms, and a diaphragm to make sure.
 
   Then when I was thirty, we went out to dinner for our anniversary.  I drank three glasses of wine to work up the courage to finally blurt out that I wanted a baby.  It wasn’t so much my biological clock I worried about but Red’s.  He was almost forty-five years old; in a twist of irony I feared that if we waited he might be too old to watch our child grow up.
 
   That’s when we moved to our house in Parkdale, just down the road from where Mom and Dad had lived.  They offered their place to us, but I wanted something of my own—a house that belonged to Red and I without any ghosts of the past.  We bought a very nice split-level, a good traditional home big enough for three or four kids if we wanted it.
 
   Luck or Fate or whatever you want to call it decided to be less kind to us this time.  Try as we might, I couldn’t get pregnant.  We went to Dr. Pavelski, who couldn’t find a problem with either one of us.  I cried after this while Red was more reasonable.  “It will happen eventually,” he said.
 
   Maybe it did or maybe it didn’t.  The day of the accident, my period was a week late.  I decided I would go buy a pregnancy test later and take it when Red wasn’t around so I wouldn’t get his hopes up.  I never got the chance.
 
   For thirteen years we had worked on what we called “quantum particle theory.”  I’ll save you the lengthy explanation, though I know you’d understand it.  The short version is that we were studying how to replicate particles of matter.  We’d experienced some limited success just a few weeks earlier when we reproduced electrons in a closed environment.  It wasn’t a breakthrough that would put us on par with the Curries yet, but we felt it was a start.
 
   I should mention that Red was always a cautious man, especially in the lab.  He wasn’t the Dr. Jekyll type who would use himself for a guinea pig.  He was never careless either; he always made sure to adhere to proper safety procedures.
 
   What happened was simply an accident.  After we had experienced success in a very small environment, we decided to try to replicate a particle across the room.  It wasn’t a normal room, of course; it was a special sealed room.  We would operate our equipment from outside the room, where we would be safe.
 
   The first tests didn’t go as well as we hoped.  We didn’t get the results we wanted.  So after some discussion, we decided to make some small changes to the equipment inside the room.  Being a cautious man, Red made sure to put on his radiation suit before he went inside the room to do the work.  Before he did, he gave me a dry peck on the cheek.  “We’re close,” he said.  “I can feel it.”
 
   Given what happened next, I wish I had said, “I love you” one last time before he went off.  But I didn’t.  Why should I?  I had no reason to think I would never see him alive again.  So my last words to him were, “I’ll run diagnostics on the computers to make sure it wasn’t a glitch.”  Not exactly Shakespeare there.
 
   I didn’t see what happened.  One minute I was hunched over the computers to run the diagnostics program and the next the glass that separated me from the experiment room exploded.  With the white light all around me, I thought for sure I had died.  But I hadn’t.
 
   They never found Red’s body.  There was nothing left of him.  He simply dematerialized.  Sometimes I think he might still be out there, in some other parallel universe, but most of the time I’m sure he died that day.
 
   It was two weeks later, when I realized my period still hadn’t come and I began to feel ill in the mornings, that I went to Dr. Pavelski and found out I was pregnant.  Other than her father dying long before Joanna was born, the pregnancy was completely normal.  Eight months later she came out of my womb, appropriately on October 31—my birthday.  Since I couldn’t name her Randall, I named her after Red’s grandmother Joanna, whom he’d always talked about fondly.
 
   It wasn’t until Joanna was two that I began to suspect the truth—that she wasn’t Red’s child.  Like us, Joanna had already potty trained herself and learned to read.  More than that, she looked exactly like me.  The hair was a trait her father and I shared, so that I could discount.  The rest of her—nose, ears, and of course her feet—were all mine.  More than that, she had my eyes.  These similarities only became more pronounced as she became a toddler.
 
   Like us, Joanna was a well-tempered child.  She was smart and curious but never demanded anything for herself.  She could always intuit what I wanted as if she could read my mind.  At first I thought it was a coincidence, that Joanna was so smart and we were so much alike that we shared a special bond.
 
   I began to suspect something else when she began to bring people to her sandbox.  Red had built that sandbox in anticipation of having a family.  It was the only home improvement project he’d ever undertaken.  Maybe that was why Joanna felt so drawn to that spot; maybe she feels his presence more acutely there.
 
   One day when Joanna was three, I looked out the kitchen window to see her talking to an older boy in the sandbox.  When I ran out there, I nearly fainted.  The boy looked just like pictures of Red I had seen of him when he was about fourteen or so.  Joanna gave me a cold shiver when she turned and said matter-of-factly, “This is my new friend.  His name is Red.”
 
   I’m almost certain he was the Red of your world, the one who worked in the witch archives.  At the time I thought he was just some boy who had wandered by.  I still told myself this even after he disappeared through the sandbox.
 
   From what you’ve seen, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that Joanna fell ill after this.  I took her to the hospital, but they couldn’t find anything specifically wrong with her.  By the next day she was right as rain again.  I tried to ask her about Red, but she was too little to explain it to me.  “I brought him to the sandbox to play,” she said as if it were perfectly normal.
 
   Others came and went over the next year or so.  Some came because Joanna brought them, others by accident because she didn’t know how to control her power.  After each time, Joanna would usually have to spend the next day in bed, to rest.  
 
   Then came the incident with your friend Akako.  I was asleep when I felt something horrible had happened.  I woke up and went to check on Joanna to find that she was gone.  I found her outside, in her sandbox.   I ran out to her, but I was too late.  She collapsed.
 
   I thought for sure she would die.  She spent the night unconscious in the hospital, but there was nothing they could do except to run some tests and give her fluids.  She woke up the next morning, still groggy and weak but otherwise normal.
 
   “Joanna, what did you do?” I asked.
 
   “I held open the door so she could go through.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The pretty Japanese lady.  She was so sad.  I wanted to help her.”
 
   As angry as I was with Joanna, I was so proud of her in that moment.  I knew she was a very special girl—in more ways than one.  After the hospital released her, we went home and she told me what she knew about the others.  Being a child, she couldn’t articulate it extremely well, but I started to grasp the basic concepts.
 
   Since then I quit my job at the Hastings Institute.  I still teach part-time at Rampart City University, just to earn enough so Joanna and I can get by along with Red’s life insurance.  Mostly I spend my time trying to understand Joanna and these other Reds—and you.
 
   I’m sure by now you remember when you came here a couple of years ago.  At the time you thought you were Megan Putnam.  I didn’t try to overtly dissuade you from that because you probably wouldn’t have believed me and I figured you needed to find out for yourself.  I just tried to give you enough of a clue so you could work it out.
 
   Ever since what happened with your friend Akako and after you came here, Joanna and I have paid special attention to your world.  Maybe by now you’ve figured out that yours isn’t like most other worlds.  Worlds like mine or the one your friends Agnes and Akako visited a couple years ago don’t have magic armor, witches, or crazy goddesses.  Our universes are pretty tame and bland by comparison.
 
   But I’m digressing.  I said at the start that I don’t think Joanna is really my child.  After years of research, my best theory is that what Red and I were trying to do was successful—just not in a way we anticipated.  Whatever we did replicated my cells inside my womb.  There was probably already a fertilized egg there that was overwritten with just my genetic information instead of Red’s and mine.  That’s my theory at any rate.
 
   Despite this, I still think of her as Red’s child.  It was his experiment that created her the way she is, so in a way he really is her father.  At some point I know Joanna will figure out that the similarity between us is too great to be coincidental; on that day I’ll probably have to explain all of this to her.  I hope she’ll understand.
 
   Because of the experiment and because her birth came when Red died, I think Joanna has become a focal point for all these other universes.  Through her, all of the other Reds—like your friend Akako—can hear each other.  As she’s gotten older, she’s begun to develop the ability to communicate with them and even to bring them if she chooses.  Her abilities are getting stronger, so that she can bring other people here, like you.
 
   We would have brought you here sooner, but she couldn’t break through Isis’s magic.  Once your friend took you out of the city, she was able to bring you here.  You know the rest.
 
   ***
 
   While Emma listened to this story, she couldn’t help but cry.  Not only from the sadness of Dr. Reed’s doomed love affair with the original Red but because she knew this was nearly her idyllic life, at least up to the part where Red died.  The nice suburban house, the handsome husband, and beautiful daughter were all things she had dreamed about when she was a child.  
 
   The Emma next to her, this older version of herself, was the woman she had always wanted to be.  Dr. Reed was the woman she would have become if her parents hadn’t died that night.  If she hadn’t knocked over that lamp, if she hadn’t confronted Jimmy Gates, if she hadn’t let Mom take her to Dr. Gerritt’s lecture—her life had been ruled for so long by these ifs.  
 
   Dr. Reed squeezed Emma’s shoulder.  “I know this is a lot to take in.  I wish we could have taken more time.”
 
   “No, I understand.  It’s my fault.  Everything’s my fault.”  And she knew this was true because of another series of ifs.  If she hadn’t gone into labor early.  If she hadn’t let Bykov kidnap her baby.  If she hadn’t gone to Russia to rescue Louise.  If she hadn’t let Jim go with her.  If Jim hadn’t died.  If she hadn’t let assassins kidnap Louise a second time.  The chief if though was:  if she hadn’t given herself to Isis in a vain attempt to save Louise.
 
   She should have known it was a trap.  She should have known Isis would betray her and hurt Louise anyway.  During her time in Isis’s realm as a vampire she had never run into Louise.  Did that mean she was dead?  Or did Isis have her somewhere?  And what sort of horrible torments would Isis design for Louise?
 
   “It’s not your fault.  You only did what any good mother would have done—what I would have done for Joanna.”  
 
   As Dr. Reed finished, Dr. Pavelski and a team of nurses threw open the door to Joanna’s room.  Dr. Reed shot to her feet.  “What’s going on?”
 
   Dr. Pavelski put a hand on Dr. Reed’s shoulders.  “She’s gone into cardiac arrest.  I need you to stay here, Emma.”
 
   “No!  My baby—”
 
   “She’ll be fine.  But you have to let us work.”
 
   The doctor rushed into Joanna’s room.  Emma let Dr. Reed lean her head on Emma’s shoulder.  “It’s going to be all right.  Joanna will make it—”  Emma stopped as she heard the heartbeat monitor flat line.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Through her contact with the Reds, Joanna had seen a lot of strange places—and strange people.  She had seen lush green hills like this before through Akako’s eyes whenever she went to and from the witch archives in Ireland.  But how had she got to Ireland?  One moment she was in the hospital and the next she sat on a dirt road, dressed now in the nightgown she’d worn before she went to the emergency room.
 
   “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” a man’s harsh voice said.
 
   She turned and saw a wizard on the road in front of her.  At least he wanted people to think he was a wizard with the long gray beard, robe, and pointy hat.  “Who are you?” she asked him.
 
   The old wizard rolled his eyes at her.  “Oh, great, here we go again.  You lose your memory again?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “I suppose that accursed goddess got you to think you’re a bloody child now.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  I’ve never seen you before.”
 
   “I’m Marlin.  Keeper of the Lore for the Order of the Scarlet Knight.  Ring any bells?”
 
   “Oh, you’re Emma’s friend.”
 
   “I’m not her friend.  I’m her trainer.  Or I was at any rate.”  He rolled his eyes again.  “So who do you think you are this time?”
 
   “My name’s Joanna Reed, but people call me Red because of my hair.”
 
   “Well, that’s a new one.  Let’s start at the top.  Your real name is Emma Jane Earl—”
 
   “That’s Mommy’s name.”
 
   “Oh really?  Is that a fact?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m her daughter.”
 
   “Bloody hell.  I can see we’ve got our work cut out for us this time.  We ought to just get your life story recorded so people don’t have to repeat it to you every time you let yourself be brainwashed.”
 
   Joanna shook her head and wondered why this Marlin person was being so mean to her and why he didn’t believe her.  Why did he insist she was Emma?  Sure they looked a little bit alike with the red hair and blue eyes, but both her parents had that, so did lots of other people.
 
   That wasn’t the reason she had come here in any case.  Before she had woke up, she had heard a voice whisper to her.  It was an old man’s voice, but a much friendlier old man’s voice.  He said she would have to go away for a little while and find a man named Merlin.  He would be able to help her—and Mommy.  “You’ll have to leave, just like going through the sandbox,” the old man had said.
 
   She turned to Marlin and folded her arms over her chest.  “I’m looking for Merlin.  Where does he live?”
 
   “Good, maybe the master can talk some sense into your fool head.”  Marlin turned and pointed to a mountain that rose so far above the green hills that it disappeared into the clouds.  “He’s right up at the top there.  Good luck getting up—”
 
   A whinny cut Marlin off.  Joanna looked up and her mouth fell open.  A Pegasus swooped down from the sky, its feathery wings extended as it glided down to land right in front of her.  The Pegasus neighed like a normal horse and shook its head in her direction.  “You want me to ride you?” she asked.
 
   “Just bloody wonderful.  Every time she needs to see the master he sends this flying nag.  If I need to see him, I have to be cursed by a witch,” Marlin grumbled.
 
   Joanna ignored this and walked over to the side of the Pegasus.  But she was too little to jump onto the horse’s golden saddle.  She turned back to Marlin and asked, “I don’t suppose you could give me a boost?”
 
   He rolled his eyes yet again.  “Oh, sure, why not?  I might as well be your bloody stepladder on top of everything else.”
 
   He grabbed her roughly around the waist to lift her up.  “Hey!” she shouted.  He grunted in response and finally managed to get her high enough that she could climb onto the winged horse.  Joanna took hold of the reins and wondered if she had to say “Giddy up” like in the cowboy movies.
 
   That proved unnecessary; the Pegasus took off on its own.  When she was littler Joanna had become obsessed with horses in all forms.  She never imagined the day might come when she might actually soar above the ground on the back of a Pegasus.
 
   For its part, the winged horse did not seem pleased by this arrangement.  It snorted and whinnied, as if it were grumbling like that mean old man Marlin.  Was everyone here so bad-tempered?  Where was this place anyway?  
 
   As the Pegasus took her up into the clouds, she supposed she would find out.
 
   ***
 
   At the top of the mountain Joanna hoped to find a magic castle or maybe even Heaven with everyone playing harps on clouds.  She briefly entertained the thought she might find Daddy up here and finally get a chance to talk to him, to see him three-dimensionally.  She groaned with disappointment as the Pegasus broke through the clouds.
 
   There was no castle or Heaven, just a boring little cottage like the one she and Mommy stayed in the one time they had camped in Michigan.  That place hadn’t been any fun at all, filled with mosquitoes and it lacked a toilet, so she had to use a stinky old outhouse with spiders all over.  Joanna hated spiders.  They were so gross that she had to have Mommy take her to the bathroom like she was a baby.
 
   The Pegasus skidded to a halt in front of the cottage.  A man with a black beard and animal skins like the Native Americans wore in movies waited in front of the cottage.  As he approached the flying horse, his face brightened with a smile.  “Hello, Joanna.  Let me help you down from there.”
 
   He was far gentler than Marlin, almost as gentle as Mommy when she carried Joanna, something that happened far less frequently these days since Joanna was too big to carry comfortably.  He set her down on the ground and squatted down so she could look into his brown eyes.  “Would you like to talk inside?”
 
   “Mommy says not to go into strange people’s houses.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose that is good advice.”  The man smiled at her.  “Well, if you don’t want to go inside, I’ll bring inside to you.”
 
   He snapped his fingers and a wooden stool appeared next to her with a matching one beside him.  A table also appeared with a glass of chocolate milk and a stone mug filled with something steamy.  “I assure you the milk’s fresh.”
 
   “Mommy says not to take treats from strangers either.”
 
   “Your mother is a very wise woman.”
 
   “Yes.”  Joanna sat on the stool and gasped as it swelled in height so she was still at eye level with the man when he sat down.  “Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Merlin.  You might have heard of me.”
 
   “You were Arthur’s wizard—or at least that’s the popular story.  Others say you might have been a Druid priest, or that you didn’t really exist at all.”
 
   “I see you’ve been doing your homework.”
 
   “Yes,” she said again.  For a wizard he didn’t seem all that bright.  “Why did you want to see me?  Is it about Isis?”
 
   “You really are quite smart.  I guess I shouldn’t have expected less from Emma Earl’s daughter.”
 
   “Emma Reed.  Earl was her name before she met Daddy.”
 
   “My apologies.”  Merlin took his mug off the table and sipped from it.  “Now then, you are quite correct this is about Isis.  I need you to send Emma—not your mommy, the other one—back to her world.  Before you do, tell her that she must come here immediately so I can help her prepare for Isis.”
 
   Joanna stared at him for a moment.  “That’s all you wanted?  Couldn’t you tell her yourself?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  You’re the only one who can hear my voice.”  She flinched as he tousled her hair; she hated when adults treated her like a baby.  “You’re the only one special enough to do it.”
 
   “Can I ride the Pegasus back?”
 
   “Of course you can, dear girl.  She’ll take you back where you came in at.  From there just walk into the light.”
 
   “OK.”  Joanna hopped off the stool.  Merlin helped her back onto the golden saddle, but before he could signal for the Pegasus to take off, Joanna thought of something.  “Is my daddy here?” she asked him.
 
   “No, young lady.  Your father is up there.  You’ll see him eventually, when you’re an old, old lady.”
 
   “That’s what Mommy said too.”
 
   “I told you she was a wise woman.  You mind what she tells you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   The wizard patted the winged horse on the rump and then Joanna was airborne.  She clung to the reins and stared down at the green landscape below.  It was so beautiful here, like Heaven.  But it wasn’t Heaven from what Merlin said.  If it was, Daddy would have been there.  She sighed and wished she didn’t have to wait so long to meet him.  It wasn’t fair.  Why did he have to die and leave her and Mommy behind?
 
   So immersed in these thoughts, she didn’t notice that the Pegasus had landed until she felt rough hands grab her.  She squealed and thrashed around, until she heard the mean old man groan with pain.  “What are you doing, you brat?”
 
   “Sorry,” she said as he set her on the ground.
 
   “Well, I see the master didn’t get you straightened out yet.  You must have lost a couple cards in your deck.”
 
   “I have to go,” Joanna said.  She turned then and walked into the light as Merlin had said.
 
   ***
 
   Joanna opened her eyes to find Mommy hugging her.  Mommy’s tears wet the shoulder of Joanna’s hospital gown.  “Mommy, what’s wrong?”
 
   Mommy looked up and stared at her with wet eyes for a moment.  “Oh thank God.  Thank God.”  She pressed Joanna’s head to her shoulder and stroked Joanna’s hair.  “I was so worried.”
 
   “It’s all right, Mommy.  I went to a really pretty place and there was a Pegasus and it took me up to a house in the clouds.  There was a man named Merlin there and he was really nice to me.  But I didn’t go into his house or drink his milk.”
 
   “It was just a dream, baby.  But now you’re back.”
 
   “It wasn’t a dream.”  She looked over Mommy’s shoulder to see Emma at the foot of the bed; she still looked like Megan Putnam with her pale skin and platinum hair.  “He told me I have to send Emma back home.  And that she has to see him right away.”
 
   “He said that?” Emma asked.
 
   “Yes.  He said he needs to see you to help you prepare for Isis.”
 
   “Well he’ll just have to wait.  Emma’s not going anywhere just yet.  And neither are you, not until you’re feeling better.”
 
   “I feel fine, Mommy.”
 
   Mommy pulled back from Joanna to look her in the eye.  “I’m sorry, baby, but you almost died.  You need to rest.”
 
   “But Mommy—”
 
   “Your mother’s right,” Emma said.  “You need to get some rest.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I know you want to help and I appreciate it, but I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.  Your mother couldn’t either.”  She patted Joanna’s back.  “It might be hard to understand, but being a grown-up means learning to be patient.”
 
   Joanna couldn’t deny Emma was right.  It wasn’t just Emma and Mommy who would need her but the others too.  They would need her help to get to Emma’s world so they could help defeat Isis.  She was the only one who could do it, but first she would have to make sure she was good and strong.
 
   “All right,” she said.  She gave Emma a hug and then sagged back onto the mattress.  “Mommy, can you bring me some books from home?”
 
   “Now, baby—”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “Sure I will, sweetheart.  Whatever you want.”  She kissed Joanna on the forehead.  “I’ll take Emma home and then bring them back.  You promise to be good while I’m gone?  You’re not going to go anywhere?”
 
   “I promise, Mommy.”
 
   “Good girl.”  Mommy led her from the room.  Before she left, Mommy paused at the door to blow a kiss to Joanna.  Then Joanna closed her eyes and dreamed about flying horses.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   After she pulled onto the road towards home, Dr. Reed looked over at Emma.  “I really don’t know how you can do it,” she said.  “You’re so incredibly brave, putting on that armor and fighting monsters like Isis.  I get nervous if Joanna sneezes.”
 
   “I’m sure you’d do the same thing in my position.  You are me after all.”
 
   Dr. Reed laughed nervously.  “When I was Joanna’s age I wanted to be a superhero.  Now I find out I actually am one—sort of.  How do you do it?”
 
   “It’s just something that has to be done,” Emma said with a shrug.
 
   “Don’t you ever get scared?”
 
   “All the time.  Especially now, with Louise.  It was easier when I only had to think about my own life, but now I have to think about hers too.”  That was why she had given herself to Isis, which had unleashed this Hell on Earth that had swallowed most of her friends—and Louise.  When she had stood in that old bedroom in Aggie’s ancestral home and seen Louise turned into a thoughtless, wild creature, Emma had known her own life didn’t matter.  Her duty as a mother to try to protect her daughter had outstripped her duty as the Scarlet Knight—just as Isis had known it would.  No doubt Isis knew she would have to come back for Louise, to try to save her daughter.  She shivered again as she thought of what Isis might have done to Louise, how she might torment her.
 
   “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Dr. Reed said to snap Emma out of her dark thoughts.  “Joanna is a lot like you that way.  I knew it after what happened with your friend Akako.  She almost died holding that doorway open but she did it without question because your friend was so sad and she wanted to help.  She’ll probably kill herself now to get you home and to stop Isis.  You’re both so noble and I’ve never done anything like that.”
 
   “You’ve made a lot of sacrifices for Joanna.  You quit your job—”
 
   “That wasn’t really for her.  I couldn’t stand being in that building anymore where he died.  It gave me the creeps, like visiting a tomb.”
 
   “But you spend a lot of time with her.  You’ve brought her up to be so noble.  That has to count for something, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I’m sure you know about the nature versus nurture arguments in child psychology.”  Dr. Reed shook her head.  “Mostly I think she’s a product of nature more than my nurturing.”
 
   Emma nodded at this.  Louise seemed to be more a product of nature than nurture as well.  She had been raised by a Russian gangster and yet in the brief time Emma had known her, Louise seemed like a good girl—like her.  “Well, she had to get that nature from somewhere.”
 
   There was no doubt in her mind that her nature had come from her parents, who had always been so kind and loving towards her.  They weren’t superheroes either, just decent people who cared about their daughter.  Emma thought of that fateful night again, how Mom had run from the car, most likely knowing she wouldn’t make it.  “You never know how noble you can be until you’re called upon.  I didn’t want to be the Scarlet Knight, but my friend was in trouble, so I put on the armor to help him, just like Joanna did with Akako.  When the time comes, I’m sure you’ll make the right choice too.”
 
   They arrived back at Dr. Reed’s house, where she led Emma to the living room.  “I’m going to get some books and then go spend some time with Joanna.  Are you going to be all right here by yourself?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “If you get hungry there’s lunchmeat and stuff in the fridge.  There’s probably still a couple of TV dinners in the freezer.”
 
   “I’m not that hungry right now.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a few hours.  I was going to make macaroni and cheese tonight—it’s Joanna’s favorite.”
 
   The way Dr. Reed’s lip trembled prompted Emma to take her hand.  “Joanna will be OK.”
 
   “I know.  Thank you.”
 
   After Dr. Reed left with a tote bag loaded down with books, Emma went back to “her” bedroom.  The bed was still unmade from when she’d woke up earlier.  She crawled onto the mattress and then pulled the My Little Pony comforter up to her chin; she felt warm and safe, as if she were home again.
 
   ***
 
   When she opens her eyes, she sees she’s on a floor with rugs around her.  She stands up, but her legs wobble for a moment as if unable to carry her.  She manages an uncertain step and hears the crinkle of plastic.  She’s wearing a diaper!  Emma puts a hand to her head to feel only red down there.  She’s a baby again—but how?
 
   She sees a couple of little girls over by a pink plastic castle.  The little girl with the curly gold hair seems familiar, but not the girl next to her with the brown hair and glasses.  To toddle over to them is a long, arduous process that seems to take forever.  As she gets closer, the girls stand up and come towards her.
 
   “What are you doing here?” the brunette asks.
 
   “Where am I?” Emma asks, grateful she’s at least old enough to talk.
 
   “You’re on our turf, that’s where you are,” the brunette says.  She gives Emma a slight push that’s still enough to topple her onto her rear.  Emma’s eyes water but she tries not to cry.  “Babies play in that corner over there.”  
 
   The brunette points across the room to where a smaller blond girl squats, her hair more white than gold.  Emma turns back to the older blond girl and looks into her blue eyes.  Finally she realizes why the girl is so familiar.  “Aggie?”
 
   “What?  She said to get out of here.  Stupid baby.”
 
   “But Aggie, it’s me:  Emma.  Don’t you wemember?”
 
   “I don’t play with babies.  Go away.”
 
   Emma tries to get to her feet, but the brunette pushes her back down.  “Crawl over there—like a baby.”
 
   Emma knows better than to say anything.  She rolls over onto her belly and with the laughter of the older girls in her ears, she crawls back over to the mats, where she started.  She stops when she reaches the corner with the little white-blond girl.  The girl stacks wooden blocks to build not just a castle but also an entire medieval town.  Emma waves a hand in front of the girl’s face but she doesn’t so much as blink.  This girl seems familiar to her too.  She searches her memory and then remembers.  “Megan?”
 
   Megan says nothing.  Emma puts a hand on the girl’s shoulder and gives it a slight shake.  Megan’s face turns red and a terrible wail escapes her lips.  Startled by this, Emma stumbles back to again land on her rear.  She crawls back a few feet until Megan goes silent to resume her building.
 
   Emma toddles over to a circle of girls finger painting.  One of these girls is much fatter than the others and her dark pigtails mismatched.  Emma taps her shoulder.  “Becky?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Where ow we?”
 
   Becky only shrugs.  “You want to paint with us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Fine.”  Becky turns back to painting a series of joined circles with two triangles for ears that Emma assumes is a cat.  
 
   She continues her exploration of the nursery; her heart leaps at the sight of a baby with stubby red pigtails who plays with a pile of colored blocks on the floor.  Emma hurries over to her as fast as her tiny legs can carry her until she’s beside the baby.  “Louise?”
 
   The baby continues to play with the blocks.  Emma sits down next to her and picks up one of the wooden blocks.  Unlike Megan’s elaborate structures, the redheaded baby constructs a simple tower with the blocks that’s taller than she is.  “That’s pwetty.”
 
   The baby ignores this compliment.  She knocks over the tower with one chubby hand.  Emma waits for the girl to cry, but instead she giggles and claps her hands.  Then she turns to face Emma—
 
   Emma’s eyes water again as she realizes by the girl’s green eyes that she isn’t Louise.  She looks more like Sylvia—or Sylvia’s daughter.  “Cecewia?”
 
   The baby shows no reaction to this.  She rips the block from Emma’s hands and then turns back to the pile to reconstruct her tower, probably to knock it down again.  The girl looks so much like Sylvia and Cecelia, but they both were dead.  Does that mean everyone here is dead?  Is she dead?
 
   As she considers this, Emma hears a girl laugh from around the corner.  She gets back to her feet and toddles towards the sound.  She hears a familiar voice say, “I love you, Mommy.”
 
   Emma stops so quickly that she nearly falls again.  Ahead of her she sees Louise, just as she remembers, with her tangled red hair, pointed nose, and blue eyes.  Her daughter.  Except her daughter hadn’t spoken to her; she’s curled up against the body of another woman, a Middle Eastern woman with black eyes.  Those black eyes focus on Emma even as she says to Louise, “I love you too, sweetie.”
 
   “No!” Emma shouts and stamps one foot.  “She’s not yours!  I’m her mommy!”
 
   “Now, Emma dear, you know that’s not true.  You’re not a mommy.  You’re just a baby.  A tiny, little baby.”
 
   As Isis says this, Emma’s legs wobble again to dump her to the floor.  She feels something bitter in her mouth.  When she touches it with her tongue, she realizes it’s a pacifier.  She crawls forward, to reach Louise, but the room keeps getting bigger.  No, she’s shrinking, until she can’t even crawl anymore.  She can only lie on her back and watch Louise hug Isis.  The nursery darkens—
 
   Emma felt someone shake her.  She heard her own voice say, “Emma, wake up.  Come on, sweetheart, wake up.”
 
   She opened her eyes and saw an older version of herself beside her.  She remembered then that it wasn’t herself; it was Dr. Emma Reed, Joanna’s mother.  Emma held up a hand and saw to her relief it was adult-sized.  She brushed a tress of platinum hair forward.  She was still with Joanna, who had disguised her as Megan.
 
   Dr. Reed said, “You were having a bad dream.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t a dream,” Emma said.  “It was her.  It was Isis.  She’s found a way to reach me, even here.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   “It was her!”  Tears stung Emma’s eyes.  “She has Louise.  And Becky and Aggie and Megan—and others.  She’s brainwashed them to think they’re little.  She has them in a nursery.”  She couldn’t stifle the sob that came out when she thought of Louise saying she loved Isis.  “Louise thinks Isis is her mommy.”
 
   “You’re sure it was real?”  When Emma nodded, Dr. Reed’s face paled.  “If she can get to you here then—Joanna!”
 
   Dr. Reed helped Emma out of the bed and practically dragged her out to the car.  She didn’t wait for Emma to close the door before she began to back up.  Emma hoped they weren’t too late to save Joanna.
 
   ***
 
   For the second time that day, Dr. Reed sprinted through the hospital with Emma in tow.  This nearly became a disaster when an orderly inadvertently pushed a gurney out of a room in front of them.  Dr. Reed stiff-armed the gurney back.  “Sorry!” Emma called out.
 
   They didn’t bother with the elevator; they raced up the stairs to the fifth floor, where Joanna was being kept for observation.  
 
   That Isis could reach into Emma’s dream, into this universe, could only mean that her power had grown.  Dr. Reed was right that Isis wouldn’t settle at one world; sooner or later she would want them all.  The worst part for Emma was the guilty feeling of knowing she had led Isis here.  If she hadn’t given Isis the power back in France, Isis wouldn’t be so strong, able to turn her will against anyone who stood in her way.
 
   Dr. Reed threw open the door to the fifth floor and then she skidded to a halt.  Dr. Pavelski stood in front of them, her arms crossed over her chest and eyes glaring daggers.  “It’s past visitor’s hours, Emma.  You know that.”
 
   “Joanna is in trouble!  I have to see her,” Dr. Reed said.
 
   “I just checked on her a few minutes ago.  She’s doing fine.”
 
   “Then check on her again.  Please.”
 
   “I do have other patients, you know.  Your daughter isn’t the only one.”
 
   Emma gasped in surprise as Dr. Reed lunged forward to take Dr. Pavelski by the collar of her shirt.  “Goddamnit, I don’t have time for this!  Go check on her or let me do it!”
 
   “Calm down, Emma.  Joanna is fine.  Now, let me go before I call security.”
 
   “Laura, please, this is important.  Joanna is in trouble.  I can feel it.  Please let me check on her to make sure she’s all right.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I can’t keep bending the rules for you.  I know how much she means to you—”
 
   “No you don’t!  You don’t have any idea what she means to me.  She’s all I have left of him, so don’t you dare tell me that you understand.”
 
   While the two women argued, Emma seized the opportunity to slip into the room.  By all appearances, Joanna hadn’t changed at all.  She sat calmly on the bed and read a Nancy Drew paperback.  She lowered this and turned to Emma.  “Hi,” she said.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Fine.  How are you feeling?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I saw you.  You were a toddler in a nursery.  Then Isis made you into a baby.  You were practically a newborn when Mommy woke you up.”
 
   “You saw that?”
 
   “Yes.  I was sleeping too.  That’s how she got to you.  It’s my fault.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault.  I brought her here.  She wouldn’t know about you otherwise.”
 
   “She’s known about me since I was about three.  That’s when she first came to the sandbox.  The first time she was a grown-up, really pretty but with those scary black eyes.  She said if I helped her, she would bring Daddy back.  But I knew she was lying.  Mommy said Daddy went up to Heaven, so no one can bring him back.
 
   “The next time she came to the sandbox she was a little girl, younger than me but she had the same eyes.  She said that if I didn’t help her, she was going to kill Mommy.  I knew she was lying again because she was too little to hurt Mommy yet.  That’s why she had to get help from that awful man.”
 
   “Harry Ward?”
 
   “Yes.  She needed his help so he could blackmail your friend Sylvia to help him kill you and lock up the armor.  Then nothing could stop them.”  Joanna looked over Emma’s shoulder, towards the door to make sure they were alone.  “That’s why I brought the others to the sandbox, so we could get ready for her.  And it’s why after Red died I made sure Akako could find her way there—I needed someone to be my eyes and ears.”
 
   Emma gaped at Joanna in disbelief.  Here was an eight-year-old girl as cunning as any CIA agent and as good of a strategist as Napoleon.  When she was Joanna’s age, Emma hadn’t even been able to stop Jimmy Gates from bullying her.  “You didn’t tell your mother?”
 
   “No.  You’ve seen how she worries about me.  She couldn’t handle the truth, so I told her that I was pwaying and that I had to help the pwetty wady because she was sad.”  The way Joanna mimicked a childish lisp as she said the last part of that sentence brought a smile to Emma’s face.  It was clear now who the real genius was here.
 
   “So are you actually sick or is that an act too?”
 
   “No, it’s not an act.  I wish it were.”  Appropriately, Joanna coughed.  “Every time I bring someone here—or especially if I open a gateway like with Akako—I end up feeling hollowed out, like I’m a hundred years old.  If I were a grown-up then I might be strong enough, but I’m just a kid.”
 
   A kid with a mind cleverer than most grown-ups, Emma thought.  She took Joanna’s hand to give it a squeeze.  “If you can get me back home, that’s all you need to do.  Tim and I can find a way to do it.”
 
   “No you can’t.”  Joanna shook her head.  Her voice took on a patronizing tone Emma had become very familiar with from dealing with Marlin.  “You’re going into a city of nine million people—all of whom can be programmed by her to turn on you.  Not to mention she can reshape the environment however she wants.  You can’t possibly do it alone.”
 
   “But if you try to bring over anyone else you could die.”
 
   “Let me worry about that.  You just go back and see Merlin.  He’ll help you.”
 
   “Joanna—”
 
   “I’ll see you again soon.”  Joanna squeezed Emma’s hand so tightly that Emma couldn’t break free.  She felt her body become lighter until it was as if she were nothing more than mist.  She seeped through the floor to sink all the way to the hospital basement, into the sewers, and beyond—
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   When she was growing up, Emma had never blacked out and unlike most of her college peers, she never woke up in a strange place.  Since she’d become the Scarlet Knight, though, she would need at least four hands to count the number of times she had woke up with no idea of where she was.  And in at least half those instances she couldn’t even be sure of who she was or what she might look like.
 
   So when she woke up this time, she immediately began to take inventory.  She felt around her mouth with her tongue and felt the awful vampire fangs Isis had given her.  When she patted her head, her hair felt long and greasy, which probably meant she was in need of blood.  She saw stacks of crates around her.  A warehouse?
 
   As she sat up, she realized her surroundings were too narrow and short to be a warehouse.  It was the trailer of a big rig.  For the umpteenth time, the questions of where she was and how she got there rose up in her mind.  She supposed she would have to find out.  She just hoped it wasn’t the hard way by having to make a quick getaway and interrogate someone for information.
 
   Emma doubted this would be the case when she saw the padding someone had laid out for her to sleep on.  If someone had taken her captive, she doubted they would be nice enough to provide her with a comfortable bed.  As she replayed her last conscious moments in her own world and thought back to her stay with Joanna and Dr. Reed, Emma figured Tim had probably put her in here to keep her out of the sunlight.
 
   She stepped over to the door and rapped on it; her vampire strength inadvertently caused her to dent the metal.  If she wanted she could probably tear the doors off their hinges, but she didn’t see any need to cause that kind of property damage just yet.  While she waited for someone to open the doors, she sat down on a crate labeled as containing baked beans.  She knew better than to try to open one of the cans; she still wouldn’t be able to eat it.
 
   The door finally yawned open.  It wasn’t Tim who peeked inside but Akako.  “I thought you were gone,” Emma said.
 
   “I came back,” Akako said.  She hopped up into the trailer and closed the door behind her.  Emma noted that Akako carried what looked like a blowgun.
 
   “You don’t have to worry.  It’s me,” Emma said.  “The real me.”
 
   “I figured as much.  The old you wouldn’t bother knocking.”
 
   “Old me?” 
 
   “When Tim brought you here, you looked about a hundred years old and as mean as a rabid dog.”
 
   “Oh.  Did I hurt anyone?”
 
   “You gave me a nice bruise on my backside.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Now I know it’s really you.  Only you would apologize for that.”
 
   For the first time, Emma noticed a bandage on Akako’s left hand.  “Did I do that too?”
 
   “Sort of.  Like I said, when you came here you looked a hundred years old.  So I gave you some blood.”
 
   “I see.  Thank you for that.”  Emma looked down at the floor of the trailer and thought of the transfusion Jim had given her in the old sausage plant.  He was dead—again.  She supposed the man she’d worked with in the gift shop—the man she loved—had never been the real Jim to start with.  Just another of Isis’s tricks.
 
   She felt Akako’s hand on her shoulder and then felt Akako sit down on a crate beside her.  “Joanna wants you to know she’s safe.  She’s a little tired, but she’ll make it.”
 
   “At least for now.”
 
   “She’s a brave little girl.  Sort of like someone else I know.”
 
   “Don’t sell yourself short.  You’re pretty brave too with all you’ve been through.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it.”  Akako told her about being forced through a dimensional rift, one that had taken her back in time to when she was just thirteen.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Emma said and hugged Akako.
 
   “In a way it was nice.  I got to see him again and tell him I love him and make love to him.  I hadn’t forgotten, but after being with Agnes and having Renee it had lost some of the immediacy, you know?” 
 
   “I know,” Emma said, thinking of her brief time with the Jim Isis had created.  She had lost him again, but in a way she was glad that she could be with him again, if for however short of a time.  “But now you’re back and so am I.  Where’s Tim at?”
 
   “He and Old Coyote are out collecting firewood.”
 
   “Old Coyote?”
 
   “He’s our new friend.  This is his truck.  He’s a nice man.”  Akako’s cheeks turned rosy.  “I think he has a crush on me.”
 
   “Does he know about you and Agnes?”
 
   “I think that only makes him like me more.”  They both giggled at this and for a moment, despite the fangs in her mouth, Emma felt normal.
 
   ***
 
   When she stuck her arm out of the trailer and felt it burn, Emma decided she should stay inside until nightfall.  She saw the skin had blistered as if someone had dumped scalding water on it.  “That’s odd.  I could go out in sunlight before,” she said.
 
   “Probably because that was Isis’s world.”
 
   “I guess so.”  She shook her head.  “She wouldn’t want me not to be able to work at the museum.”  That she knew had been another of Isis’s perverse jokes, to give her a menial job at the museum as a gift shop cashier and force her to endure Leslie’s scorn and hordes of obnoxious kids.  
 
   Akako fetched a mirror from inside the truck, but Emma couldn’t see her reflection in the glass; apparently now that she was outside of Isis’s influence she was a far more traditional vampire.  She wondered if she would have to fear garlic and crosses now.  At least for as long as she was still here.  That was what she needed to talk with the others about.  She would need their help, but she knew they wouldn’t want to go through with it.
 
   While Emma waited for it to get dark, she told Akako what she had gone through first in Isis’s world and then in Joanna’s world.  This included telling Akako what Dr. Reed had said about Joanna’s conception—and that of all the Reds.  “You mean I’m actually Randall Reed?”
 
   “If he were born in a world dominated by the Japanese, yes.  And the one you replaced here was if he had been born a few years later.  And so on.”
 
   “That’s amazing.”  Akako smiled slightly.  “Now all the others will know too.  Isn’t it weird to think that in this other universe you and I were married?”
 
   “I hadn’t really thought about it like that.  Maybe that’s why we’re friends here.”
 
   “Maybe.  Though I guess we wouldn’t be if it weren’t for Agnes.”
 
   Emma said nothing for a moment; she debated whether she should say anything.  Akako must have seen the look on her face.  “Did you see her in the city?”
 
   “No, but I think I saw her in a dream—a vision really.”  She told Akako about the nursery where she had seen Agnes with another little girl, but left out the part about how mean they’d been to her.  “There were others there too:  Megan, Becky, a girl who looked like Sylvia or Cecelia—”
 
   “It’s Sylvia.”
 
   “But she’s dead.”
 
   “Not our Sylvia.  From the other universe, the one where Tim went.  It might make more sense if he told you about that.”
 
   “Louise was there too.  She…she thinks Isis is her mother.”
 
   Akako squeezed Emma’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry.  But we’ll get her back.  Once Isis is gone, she’ll go back to normal.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   There was silence for a moment and then Akako asked, “Were there other children there with Agnes and Louise and the others?”
 
   “Yes.  A couple dozen at least.”
 
   Akako buried her face in her hands.  “It’s just what Glenda warned us about.  She told us this would happen and we didn’t listen.”
 
   “Akako, what is it?”
 
   “Renee did that to Agnes and Sylvia and the others.  She’s taken their power and she made them like that.  She’s evil, Emma.  My sweet little baby is like Isis now.  She is an abomination.”  Akako began to sob uncontrollably.  Emma put a hand on her back to try to comfort her.
 
   “It’s not really her.  It’s Isis.  If we get rid of her—”
 
   “Even if she goes back to normal, becomes my little baby again, the coven is going to hunt her down.  They’ll make sure this doesn’t happen again.”
 
   “Glenda wouldn’t do that to you and Agnes.”
 
   “She would, to protect the coven.”  Akako shook her head.  “Regina and some of the others already wanted to kill her.  Now they’ll have all the proof they need.  And with Hisae gone, Agnes and I will be alone.”
 
   “No you won’t.  I’ll help you.  And I’m sure Tim and Becky and everyone else will too.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m not sure it will help.  There’s nowhere we can hide, not from the coven.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Akako looked up at her and smiled.  “I’ve missed you so much.  Back in my world I didn’t have a friend like you.  There was no one I could talk to like this, not after Hisae died.”
 
   “I didn’t have a friend like you where I was either.”  Emma looked down at the floor.  “Jim was my only real friend there.”
 
   From outside the trailer Tim’s voice called Akako’s name.  “I’ll go tell him you’re awake—and that you’re you again.  Wait here a minute.”
 
   “Where am I going to go?” Emma said.  She looked down at her scorched arm.  The skin had turned raw pink, but it still burned.  She made sure to scoot back when Akako opened the door so no sunlight touched her.  From what she could see, the sun was going down; soon she would be able to come out.
 
   ***
 
   As night fell, Emma finally stepped out of the trailer.  Akako led her over to a fire, where Tim sat on one side; next to him sat a man with a gray mustache who wore a cowboy hat—this Old Coyote Akako had mentioned.  “Hello,” she said and held out a hand for him to shake.  She didn’t smile, so he wouldn’t see her fangs.  “I’m Dr. Emma Earl.”
 
   “My name’s Sam but most folks call me Old Coyote,” he said.  “So you must be Tim’s sick sister.”
 
   “Sister?”
 
   Tim’s face reddened a little.  “I thought it would be a more sympathetic story.”
 
   She shook his hand next.  “I guess I’ve got you to thank for getting me out of there.”
 
   “I didn’t do that much.  It was mostly him.”
 
   Emma gasped as the rat scurried out of the brush.  “Pepe!  You’re alive!”  In ratspeak she added, “I’m sorry I tried to eat you.”  Pepe squeaked back that he had no hard feelings; even he seemed to know about Isis.
 
   “Well now here I thought I’d darned near seen everything, but I ain’t never seen anyone who could talk to rats before.  You some kind of Dr. Doolittle or something?”
 
   “A friend taught me,” Emma said.  She looked down as she thought of Jim.  Emma’s stomach abruptly cramped to remind her of why she had come out of the trailer.  She sat down on a rock and Pepe climbed up onto her lap, unworried she might try to eat him again.
 
   “I suppose Akako told you most of what happened to me.  I guess what I’d like to know first is what happened to you.”
 
   Tim told her about how Joanna had prompted him to come here, thanks to a lift from Old Coyote.  Akako had fallen from the sky—more of Joanna’s work—to deliver the spell that could open a gateway to a parallel world for him.  It was the same world Akako and Aggie had visited, the one Harry Ward had used to build the vault to contain the Scarlet Knight’s armor.
 
   There, with the help of young Renee Kim, Tim had built his own suit of armor.  Except before he could go back, Sylvia—a police detective there—had found out and come with him into this world.  He had left her with Akako and Old Coyote while he went into the city to find her, but Sylvia had escaped and followed him.  That was how she ended up in the nursery as a baby playing with blocks.
 
   With Pepe’s help he’d tracked Emma down.  He caught up to her on the rooftop of the police precinct and stopped her before she could bite Renee.  Once Emma was unconscious, he had taken her back here by threatening to kill her if Isis didn’t let them go.  “That’s pretty much it,” Tim said.
 
   “That’s an amazing story,” Emma said.  She saw his suit of armor piled up beside the truck.  It was hard to believe he and an eleven-year-old girl had made something like that in just a couple of days.  But then she had already seen what Tim could accomplish with enough motivation.  She tasted a bitter tang in her mouth as she thought of that parole hearing where they had banned him from engineering work.  She had compared him to Mozart and Shakespeare—maybe she had underestimated him.  “I owe you my life.  I owe all of you my life—or what passes for it right now.”
 
   Emma took a deep breath.  Now was the time to drop the hammer.  “That’s why it’s so hard to say this.  You have to kill me.”
 
   Tim looked up from the fire and gaped at her; Akako gasped in shock; and even Pepe squeaked in surprise.  It was Old Coyote who spoke, though.  “Now see here, little lady, I don’t think any of us wants to do that, even with those teeth of yours.”
 
   Akako reached over to put a hand on her arm.  “We know you aren’t going to hurt us, Emma.  Even if you’re a vampire, you’re still our friend.”
 
   “It’s not that.  Merlin spoke to Joanna and she told me he needs to see me to help me prepare to face Isis.”
 
   “Can’t this Merlin fellow come to you?” Old Coyote asked.
 
   “No.  If he comes here, there will be dire consequences.  Basically it would mean the end of the world.”
 
   “Jesus H. Christ.  I reckon this just keeps getting weirder.”
 
   “Can’t Joanna take you to him?” Akako said.  “If she went there—” 
 
   “She only went there when she died for a minute.  The only way for me to get there is to die.”  She stopped and put a hand to her fangs.  “One of you has to drive a stake through my heart.  That’s the only way.”
 
   “Emma, no,” Akako said.  “We’ll find another way.”
 
   “There isn’t another way.  I could go out in the sun but then I’d turn to ash and I might not be able to get back.  The stake is the only way to do it.”
 
   There was silence over the campsite for a couple of minutes.  Finally an owl hooted in the distance.  Tim let out a sigh.  “I’ll do it.”
 
   Akako looked up at him.  “Tim, you can’t—”
 
   “No, she’s right.  I mean, if Merlin or Joanna could have brought her there, Joanna wouldn’t have sent her back here, right?  And like Emma said, if she goes out in the sun she’ll burn up.  At least this way she’ll still be whole.”
 
   “But you can’t kill her!  What if she can’t come back?” Akako said.
 
   “Akako, this is the way it has to be.  It might be our only hope to stop Isis, to rescue Agnes and Renee and everyone else.”
 
   Akako said nothing for a moment and then finally nodded.  “I guess so.  I just wish you didn’t have to go so soon.”
 
   “I know, but I’ll come back.  I promise.”
 
   They were fortunate that there was an old oak tree nearby.  Since he’d already made an advanced robotic suit of armor, Tim didn’t have much trouble to fashion a stake from a branch of the tree.  The real problem came in him working up the nerve to kill her.
 
   Emma lay on the cold ground, her eyes open as she waited.  Old Coyote had wisely taken Akako into the trailer so she wouldn’t have to witness the grisly sight of her friend having a stake pounded through her heart.  As for Pepe, he snuggled up next to her so she could stroke his coarse fur as she prepared for the final blow.
 
   Tim knelt down beside her, his face drawn.  “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “Yes.  You’ll be doing me a favor.  Trust me.”  Her bloodlust didn’t feel as strong yet out here, surrounded by her friends, but it was only a matter of time before she would feel the need to feed, before the beast would begin to claw at her again.  
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” Tim said as he planted the tip of the stake over her heart.  She closed her eyes, more so he wouldn’t have to look her in the eye as he killed her than because she couldn’t watch him do it.  Pepe’s shriek told her that the hammer was coming down.
 
   She felt the stake tear through her breast.  She screamed in agony and opened her eyes to see Tim stared at her in shock.  “It’s all right,” she whispered as she faded away.  “I’ll come back soon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Something soft tickled her cheek.  She reached out with a hand only to feel a flower of some sort.  As she ran her hand along its stem, she decided it must be a daisy.  She opened her eyes and saw she was right.
 
   She sat in a field of daisies that stretched as far as she could see.  Daisies had always been her mother’s favorite flower and hers as well.  They were so soft and gentle and beautiful without the harsh thorns of roses.  And strangely they were the only flower she wasn’t allergic to.  Emma bent down enough so she could smell the flower.  As she did, she ran the last moments of her life through her mind.
 
   So, it had worked.  She was back on the astral plane, Merlin’s realm suspended between life and the afterlife.  It wasn’t like the Catholic idea of Purgatory, a state of nothingness or limbo.  Merlin had shaped his world to mimic the ancient Britain where he had once lived, except of course for the enormous mountain where he kept his cabin.  That’s where Emma would have to go so she could talk with him.
 
   Last time she had come here was when she had given her heart to Isis.  Merlin had brought her to him and offered her the choice between going to the afterlife or coming back to the mortal world.  There had been times when she had regretted that decision, especially after she thought Louise had died.  Now she was glad she had come back, so she could finish what she had started the last time and destroy Isis.
 
   She went through the same procedure as in the trailer earlier to verify her identity.  The fangs were gone while her hair was less greasy and had reverted to the white it had been.  Instead of the dirty, tattered Plaine Museum gift shop uniform, she wore a simple white gown, just like the last time she’d come here.
 
   She got to her feet and walked through the field of daisies.  Since there was no time in this place, she stopped to pick a bouquet of flowers to bring to Percival and Beaux, provided they were still here.  By now they might have finally decided to go on to the afterlife, though she was fairly certain Beaux was waiting for Marlin.
 
   Near the end of the field, she saw Marlin waited for her.  He stood on the dirt path beside the field, dressed in his robe and pointed hat.  The main difference was that here he had legs and she couldn’t see through him.  His attitude hadn’t changed at all, though.
 
   “Well, I see you finally located your marbles,” he said.  “Or at least some of them.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I stand corrected.”  When he huffed, his breath smelled salty.  Her nose wrinkled at this; as a ghost he didn’t have any smell at all.  “So you don’t need me to run through your life story for you again?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, just to make sure, you are Dr. Emma Jane Earl, PhD?  Work at the Plaine Museum, yeah?”
 
   “The Plaine Museum North Branch,” she corrected him.
 
   “And how old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-nine.  Why are you asking me these questions?”
 
   “Maybe because the last time you were here, you thought you were some little whippersnapper named Joanna Reed and that you were your own daughter.”  He shook his head.  “Honestly, I don’t know how someone so book smart can be brainwashed so easily.”
 
   “That wasn’t me.  That was a girl from a parallel universe.  And yes, she’s my daughter there, which is why she looks like me.”
 
   “She looks exactly like you.  Or at least before you lost your mind and started attacking orderlies.”
 
   “There’s an explanation for that, but I really don’t have time for it now.  Merlin wants to see me.  That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “Yes, well, I suppose we’ll just have to wait for his flying fleabag to come and fetch you.”  Marlin looked up at the sky and then shook his head.  “Well, I’m sure by now that other nag has dinner ready.  I hope you like mutton.  That’s all we ever have here.  Thought I’d never tire of mutton, but here we are.  Of course it’d be better if she could actually cook.  Half the time all she does is stick it in the fire and it comes out raw inside.”
 
   Marlin continued to rant about his mate—Emma really had no idea what to call them since they weren’t married in the traditional sense and they weren’t really “dating” either—as they walked along the dirt path.  When he finally had to stop for air, Emma asked, “So how did you get here?  Is the armor gone?”  She had taken off the armor before she’d become a baby and unleashed all of this horror.
 
   “No, it’s not gone.  She could never do that.  The master’s magic is too strong for her.  She has it locked up somewhere, though unlike certain other people, she banished me instead of forcing me to sit around in that infernal box for months.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” Emma said.  She had constructed a box made from the metal of Ward’s vault to contain the magic armor while she was on maternity leave.  That was the only way she could make sure Megan or someone else wouldn’t hear the Call to take up the armor in her stead.  As a consequence, Marlin’s spirit had been trapped inside the box as well, something she doubted he would ever let her live down.  “You don’t know where she has it, do you?”
 
   “Of course I do.  Up in her new palace.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “You’re the genius, why don’t you tell me?”
 
   She needed only to glance up at Merlin’s mountain to figure it out.  “Robinson Tower.  The highest point in the city.  So she can look down on her domain.”
 
   “Ah yes, perhaps you’re not as dumb as I thought.”
 
   ***
 
   At the end of the dirt path they came to a clearing.  Last time there had been just a single lean-to made out of tree branches.  Now there were three.  The lean-tos sat a short distance from the fire pit, where as Marlin had said, a blond woman dressed only in sheepskins cooked a joint of mutton.  This was Marlin’s mate, Beaux, a shepherdess back in their old village in ancient Britain.
 
   Percival Graves sat beside Beaux, similarly dressed in animal skins; he’d gone native since he’d come here almost five years ago.  His rugged face, which looked younger since the last time she’d seen him, lit up when he saw her.  “Hello, lass.  Didn’t expect to see you here again so soon.”  He stood up to wrap her in a bear hug that would probably have broken her ribs if she weren’t already dead.  
 
   She managed to keep the flowers from being crushed as well.  Once Percival backed away, she shyly held these out to him.  “I brought you some flowers.”
 
   He sniffed at the daisies and nodded.  “They’re almost as pretty as you, love.  But I think you ought to save them for our other dinner guest.”
 
   “Other dinner guest?”
 
   “Oh yes.  He showed up here not long ago.  What would you say, Beaux, about a week ago?”  
 
   “Why are you asking me?” Beaux snapped without turning around.
 
   “Well, love, I thought you might have a better sense of time here than I do.  It’s so hard to keep track without a calendar and all that.”  Percival scratched at the gray stubble on his chin.  “Nice chap, but keeps to himself most of the time.  He’s usually down in the cave by the shore.  Probably there right now.”  He nodded towards the south with his head.
 
   Emma’s heart began to race as she listened to Percival.  It couldn’t be.  He couldn’t be here.  Could he?  She kissed Percival on the cheek.  “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   As she ran, she ignored the branches and thorns that tried to pull at her dress and cut her feet.  It was as if she glided along the ground as if in a dream.  Maybe this was another dream or maybe it was another nightmare.  At the moment she didn’t care.
 
   The forest thinned out and the roar of the ocean pounded in her ears.  She came to a stop on a ledge that overlooked the beach, from which a steel blue sea stretched into infinity.  She didn’t see anyone on the beach.  Then she saw the lip of a cave beneath her feet.
 
   With the flowers pressed to her chest, Emma picked her way along a series of boulders, down to the beach.  There she stood in front of the cave.  He stood in the shadows, as if he had expected her.
 
   Tears stung her eyes.  “Jim?”
 
   He stepped out of the shadows and she saw it really was him, just as she’d left him back in Russia in his ratskin coat.  Despite his surroundings, the stench of the sewers still clung to him.  That smell had once repulsed her, but now it was like a sweet perfume.  He brushed tangled hair from his face to smile at her.  “It me,” he said.
 
   She ran forward into his arms, not concerned anymore if she ruined the flowers.  His kiss felt just the way it had back in Rampart City, when they had both been alive.  Only now as she kissed him, she didn’t feel the urge to bite his neck or suck his blood.  She only wanted to hold on to this moment forever.
 
   But nothing could last forever.  They eventually had to part.  She blushed as she thrust the crushed daisies towards him.  “I picked these for Percival, but he thought you might like them.  I know you don’t really like flowers—”
 
   “I like flowers from you,” he said.  He took them from her.  He pulled one out of the bunch to tuck into her hair.  “You still pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She looked down at her bare feet, which were now covered with sand.  “It’s only been a week or so since—you know.”
 
   “I die.  You die too?”
 
   “Yes.  For now.”
 
   “Louise?  She with you?”
 
   “No, she’s not.”  She took Jim’s hand.  “I think we’d better talk.”
 
   ***
 
   Jim had used some branches tied together and set on a pair of rocks to fashion himself a worktable.  At the moment he had a log on the table, a sharpened rock sticking out of it.  Near the top of the log, Emma could see the rough outline of a woman’s face—her face no doubt.  Like the cavemen of antiquity, he had etched a drawing on the wall, only his was a far more detailed sketch of her to use as his guide while he carved.  She should have figured a man who had learned to make art out of garbage in the sewer didn’t need modern tools for his work.
 
   “If I’d known you were here, I would have brought you a knife,” she said.  He had rolled in a pair of flat-topped boulders to set against the wall for chairs.
 
   “Fine like this,” he said.  “Not need now.”
 
   She looked down at the sand floor and felt ashamed that she had raised his hopes.  “I’m not staying.  At least I’m pretty sure I’m not.  I came here to see Merlin.  That’s why I killed myself.  After that, I have to go back to save Louise—and everyone else.”
 
   “Louise in trouble?  But Bykov dead.”
 
   “Someone much, much worse than Bykov took her.  Her name is Isis.  She’s a goddess—an evil, vindictive goddess.”  She told him everything, about the first time she had tangled with Isis, when she had wound up here, and Isis’s rebirth as the little girl named Eileen.  She explained what Akako and Joanna had told her, that Isis had been behind everything since Harry Ward and TriTech.  She managed to keep her composure until she came to the part about finding Louise in Aggie’s old house with Isis.  “By the time I got there, she had turned Louise into a mindless, wild thing.  She said the only way Louise could be herself again was if I traded places with her.”
 
   “You save Louise?”
 
   “No.  It was a trick.  She took my body and used it to regain her power.  Then she took Louise back, along with Aggie and Renee and everyone in the city.  She turned the whole city into her playground.”  She put her head on Jim’s shoulder, unable to continue for the moment.  He stroked her hair and soothed her with his touch and his presence.  “That’s not the worst part,” she said.
 
   She went on to tell him about how Isis had turned her into a baby.  “I tried to hold on to you and Louise, but I couldn’t.  Then I woke up as if from a dream—into a nightmare.”  She told him about the alternate world Isis had created, where Emma was a dim nineteen-year-old recovering drug addict who worked as a cashier at the Plaine Museum gift shop.  “You were there too, in the store.  At first you weren’t nice to me, but then you invited me to a party.  And we danced and kissed—and I had to run away because I kept thinking about hurting you.”
 
   “Why you hurt me?”
 
   “Because she made me a vampire.  That was her sick little game.  I’ve never killed anyone, so she made it so I would have to kill someone to survive.  She wanted it to be you, but I resisted.  Then it was Megan, but I couldn’t bite her either.  I even caught Pepe in an alley and almost bit him.”
 
   “But you not do it?”
 
   “No, I couldn’t, not even to an animal.  I kept getting hungrier and hungrier and my body started to rot.  I attacked Dan in the museum and then my mother tried to give me an exorcism.  I almost killed Percival at the hospital—and then you saved me.  I was just a dried-up old mummy by then, so you cut open your hand to give me some of your blood.”  Emma had to stop again at the memory of lying in bed with Jim and then what happened next.  “Some police came and they took you away.  I tried to break you out of jail, but Renee was there.  She was a grown-up witch—and she killed you.”
 
   “Not me.  I already dead.”
 
   “I know, but it felt the same.  I almost killed her.  I would have if Tim hadn’t shown up to rescue me.”  She took another moment to recover before she finished the story.  “Later, once I was out of the city, I had a dream.  I was a little girl in a nursery and most of my friends were there:  Becky, Aggie, Megan, Sylvia—and Louise.  She was sitting on Isis’s lap.  She didn’t know who I was.  She thinks Isis is her mother.”  She broke down and sobbed on Jim’s shoulder for some time.  She finally wailed, “What have I done, Jim?  Our little girl, she’s lost!”
 
   “Not yet,” he said.  “You save her.”
 
   “I couldn’t the last time.”
 
   “She not trick you again.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I know you.”
 
   They kissed again and then Jim showed her to the bed he had made out of twigs and grass.  It was big enough to accommodate both of them, as if he’d known that one day she would show up here.  Maybe he had.  
 
   The last time they had made love was in a motel in Pskov, Russia in their attempt to save Louise from Bykov.  This time she definitely didn’t have to worry she might get pregnant again since they were both dead.  She focused on enjoying the moment as their bodies merged; it might not happen again for a long, long time.
 
   Afterwards, they lay on the bed and held each other just as they had back in the Rat’s Nest.  While that might not have been the real Jim, Isis’s version felt exactly the same to her.  He had probably been created from Emma’s memories, which explained why he had loved her.  She saw the crude drawing Jim had made of her on the cave wall and then thought of the one that other Jim had made of her.  The real Jim had never drawn her naked, not even here.  She giggled at this thought.
 
   “Why you laugh?”
 
   “When I was in the city under Isis’s control, the other you drew me naked.  He tried to give the drawing to me, but I got upset with him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I thought he just wanted me for sex.”
 
   “I not just want you for sex.”
 
   “I know.”  She kissed him again and then smiled playfully at him.  “Maybe while I’m here, though, you could draw me like that.  If you want.”
 
   He smiled back at her and then nodded.  “I can do it.”
 
   “So how do you want me to pose?”
 
   “No need.  I draw from memory.”
 
   And indeed he did draw her from memory; he kept his eyes closed while he carved the drawing into the rock.  Emma could only watch in amazement as he worked.  For all her intelligence, this was something she could never do.  She gasped in astonishment to see the end result, which looked exactly like her as she lay on the bed.  “That is so beautiful,” she said with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Not as pretty as you,” he said.  She pulled him down, back onto the bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   She awoke to the sound of a horse.  Emma sat up on Jim’s bed and put a hand to her mouth to stifle a gasp when she saw the Pegasus paw at the sand in front of the cave.  The flying horse whinnied again.
 
   “Jim, wake up,” she said and shook him.
 
   He sat up; from the way his face sagged, she knew he had seen the Pegasus too.  “You go now?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”  She leaned over to kiss him again.  “I’ll come back.  I promise.”
 
   “Not until you old—but still pretty.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal.”  She picked up her white gown and slipped it over hair that had become tangled, bits of twigs and grass stuck in it.  She closed her eyes for a moment and imagined her hair smooth and clean and her dress free of wrinkles.  She wanted Jim to remember her like that, though she imagined he’d have an easy enough time to remember her with the drawing he’d made last night.
 
   Dressed in his ratskin coat, he followed her out of the cave.  He didn’t even flinch as he stepped into the sunlight.  The Pegasus neighed at her; it probably grumbled about her taking too long.  She ignored it and turned to look Jim in the eye.  “I love you,” she said.  “I always will.”
 
   “I love you too,” he said.  He punctuated this with a kiss.  “Bring Louise home.”
 
   “I will.  I promise I’ll get her back.  And I’ll make sure she knows what kind of man her father was.”
 
   She climbed up onto the golden saddle; the Pegasus immediately shook as if to try to buck her off.  She held tightly on to the reins with one hand and used the other to wave to Jim.  Before she could take off, he touched her leg.  He looked her in the eye and said, “Take care of my friends.  Keep them safe.”
 
   She knew he meant his friends in the sewers, the rats who had taken him in and treated him as one of their own.  “I’ll do that too.”  She leaned down to give him one final kiss, perhaps the last they might share for decades.  It didn’t last nearly as long as she would have liked, but she knew that while time here had no meaning, outside time was running out.
 
   The Pegasus must have sensed when Jim stepped back that they had finished saying goodbye.  The flying horse beat its feathery wings as it galloped across the beach.  Emma turned to watch Jim become smaller and smaller, until he disappeared entirely from view.  Still she waited until she could no longer see the beach at all before she faced forward.
 
   It became clear as she did that they weren’t headed for Merlin’s mountain.  Instead, the Pegasus took her out to sea.  “Where are we going?  Merlin is back the other way.  Isn’t he?”
 
   The Pegasus shook its head.  “He’s not?  Then where is he?”  The Pegasus nodded towards the horizon.  Was Merlin on a boat?  Or another island?
 
   This second guess turned out to be closer to the truth as she saw what appeared to be a mountain on the horizon.  As the flying horse closed in, Emma began to smell sulfur.  Her eyes watered from the smoke that came from the mountain.  No, it wasn’t a mountain—it was a volcano.
 
   A volcano?  Did he plan to push her into the lava as some kind of sacrifice?  That traditionally required a virgin, which clearly she wasn’t anymore.  Or maybe the Pegasus acted on its own; maybe it wanted to leave her stranded on the volcano or try to dump her into it.
 
   Since she couldn’t talk to the horse, there was nothing she could do but cling to its neck.  At least then it couldn’t shake her off into the lava.  The Pegasus’s neck also provided some protection from the smoke and now ash in the air.  Yet the flying horse didn’t seem fazed by the thickening air; it didn’t so much as cough as it plunged straight into the black clouds.
 
   Emma screamed into the horse’s neck as it dove through the ash and smoke, into the volcano.  Apparently this had been a kamikaze run.  Had Isis engineered all of this?  Maybe everything—including Jim—had been another of her tricks.  If so, it was the worst one yet.
 
   She didn’t die.  Neither did the Pegasus.  The flying horse dove into the lava and passed through it to leave horse and rider unharmed.  Despite all the other strange things Emma had seen in the last ten years, she still couldn’t believe it.
 
   Beneath the layer of lava was a cavern with a second sea of lava, only this had an island in the center of it about as big as the Plaine Museum back in Rampart City.  The single building on the island looked in some ways like the museum, with the same Greco-Roman columns and portico.  With what had just happened, her mind was too dazed to find this strange.
 
   The Pegasus skidded to a stop on the island, at the base of the building’s front steps.  There Merlin stood calmly.  He came forward and put a hand on her shoulder to steady her.  “Easy now, young lady.  You’ve made it.”
 
   “Where?” she managed to ask.
 
   “To where the Scarlet Knight was born.”
 
   ***
 
   The inside of the house was like how an artist might depict the giant’s house in Jack and the Beanstalk.  Everything was larger than normal, from the tables and chairs to the cushions on the floor and even the plates.  The doorways especially were enormous, tall enough to accommodate someone more than twice Emma’s height.  She felt as if she were back in Isis’s nursery, a small child adrift in the big world.
 
   Merlin of course didn’t seem to notice this.  He strode through the house and discussed the situation with Isis as he went.  “She’s been waiting thousands of years for this moment.  Now she’s finally got her chance.  You can’t expect that she’ll surrender; she’ll fight you to the very last,” he said.  His voice echoed off the mountainous walls.
 
   “How can I stop her?”
 
   “There’s only one thing that can stop her.  You know what that is.”
 
   Emma put a hand to her chest.  “My heart.”
 
   “That’s the only thing that can destroy her.”
 
   “But it didn’t destroy her last time.”
 
   “That’s because she wasn’t at full strength yet.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   He stopped beside a stool taller than he was.  “Think of her like a bomb.  The more TNT you put in there, the bigger the explosion.  Now that she’s gorged on so many hearts to reach her full strength, she’s the equivalent of a nuclear bomb.  When she goes, she’ll be incinerated.”
 
   “What about me?  Or the rest of the city?”
 
   “Don’t be so literal, young lady.  It’s not going to be an actual explosion.  I speak figuratively.  What will happen is more akin to the fallout of a nuclear device, only in this case it will be magical radiation that will spread throughout the city.  It should be harmless for the Reds.”
 
   “What about everyone else?  Are people going to turn into toads and such?”
 
   “There’s no way to be certain about it since it hasn’t happened, but I suspect that it shouldn’t inconvenience anyone much.  Your witch friends might find their powers a bit dampened for a little while.”
 
   He took her arm and a set of huge double-doors yawned open when he waved his hands.  “Right this way.”
 
   Through the doors she found a workshop that would drive Tim Cooper mad with ecstasy.  It was as long as two football fields with rows of tools along one wall that featured everything from wooden mallets to the latest computerized gear.  All manner of presses and grinders and other machines were scattered about, enough to equip an entire auto factory.  But there was only one man in the room.
 
   As she stared up at him, Emma understood why everything had looked as if it were designed for a giant—because it was.  A man at least ten feet tall worked at an anvil nearly as big; he banged away with a hammer that could easily squash Emma like a bug.  Merlin waited until the giant had stopped hammering to call out to him; the wizard had to exaggerate his voice to be heard.
 
   “You don’t have to shout,” the giant rumbled.  He turned around and Emma gasped.  Though his skin was paler and his coarse beard sandy, his face—especially his eyes—were very much like Tim Cooper.
 
   Merlin dragged her by the arm towards the anvil; she followed along and felt queasy as she wondered if this was a dream.  Maybe she really had died in the lava and this was all some kind of bizarre hallucination.  That certainly wouldn’t be the first time.  “Heph, this is Dr. Emma Earl.  She’s our latest Scarlet Knight.”
 
   Heph did not offer to shake her hand; he glared down at her just like a storybook giant about to eat someone.  “You’re the one who lost it.  Do you have any idea how long I worked to perfect that suit?  Seven hundred years I worked on getting the kinks out of it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  Her eyes took in the anvil and then the giant.  “Heph?  Does that stand for Hephaestus?”
 
   “Impressive,” Heph said.  “Did you read that off a placemat at a Greek restaurant?”
 
   “Don’t mind him,” Merlin whispered into her ear.  “His wife left him two millennia ago.  He used to be rather pleasant.”
 
   “You mean Aphrodite?”
 
   Heph sent Emma diving to the floor as he hurled his hammer across the room to shatter one wall of his workshop.  “Don’t ever speak the whore’s name!” he roared.
 
   “I’m sorry!  I didn’t know.”
 
   Heph snorted at this.  “Why don’t you bring me someone worthy of my labors?  Isis will crush this feeble mouse.  No amount of armor can manufacture courage.”
 
   Emma scrambled to her feet and reached for the nearest handy object, a nail longer than Pepe.  She held the pointed end up and then took a step forward.  Ancient god or not, four feet taller than her or not, she couldn’t let him talk to her like that.  “I don’t need armor to have courage,” she said.  “I’ve beaten Isis before and I can do it again.”
 
   Heph laughed, the sound like a bass drum.  “Perhaps you aren’t as puny as I thought.”
 
   “Don’t you forget it, buster.”
 
   Merlin patted Emma on the shoulder.  “Now that you two are getting along so well, I’ll leave you alone to work.”
 
   “Work?  On what?”
 
   “A new suit of armor of course.  Heph has made every Scarlet Knight’s armor in the Order’s history.  In this case I thought it might be best if it were more customized.”
 
   “Just as long as she doesn’t ask me to paint it pink or put flowers on it.”
 
   “No, but I might have some ideas,” Emma said.  She crawled onto a stool in front of Heph’s worktable and then pulled out a sheet of paper big enough to be a schooner’s sail.  She turned to Merlin.  “I don’t suppose you could shrink a pencil down for me?”
 
   “Of course, young lady.”  The pencil beside her shrunk down enough that she could fit it into her hand.  Then she set to work.
 
   ***
 
   Time had no meaning in Heph’s workshop—he didn’t even own a clock or watch—so Emma had no idea how long they worked on the armor.  Most of her work concerned the design stage, though later she served as Heph’s go-fer, to fetch him tools, food, and water.  The latter was always in need, especially for her, since the workshop was hotter than a sauna.  Heph didn’t mind this as much, but then he was far more used to working inside a volcano.
 
   The reason for the workshop’s location became obvious once they set to actually manufacture the armor.  The lava provided more than enough heat to smelt the lumps of metal so Heph could pound them into shape with his hammer.  He then cooled them in a vat of water the size of a swimming pool.  
 
   When she had designed her new armor, Emma’s primary concerns were to make something that would be portable and yet still provide adequate protection.  The biggest problem with the armor was that it was a suit of armor; at her best she still needed a minute to suit up.  It was a far cry from simply being able to tear open her shirt like Clark Kent.  What she really needed was to be able to say a magic word and have it appear on her body like Captain Marvel.  
 
   “You’d have to talk to Merlin about that,” Heph said.  “I just build the suit.  He’s in charge of all the magical add-ons.”
 
   She brought this up to Merlin later when he came in to check on them.  “I’m sure we could do that.  Maybe you could use a code word like ‘Shazam!’”
 
   “Or mekka lekka weep ninibaum?”
 
   “Good point.”  He scratched his beard.  “I suppose I could encode something in the traveling spell so you wouldn’t have to waste time putting on the armor.”
 
   “Thanks.  The other problem is with the cape.”
 
   “You don’t like the cape?”
 
   “I told you five hundred years ago the cape was stupid,” Heph grumbled.
 
   “I don’t mind the cape itself.  It’s just that invisibility isn’t all that helpful anymore.  I’m sure five hundred years ago it was great, but now with cameras and night vision goggles and so forth, it’s not all that useful.”
 
   “I think I have a cloak of invisibility in the cabin I could modify to do the job.  Anything else on your wish list while I’m here?”
 
   “The gloves.  The lock opening feature isn’t all that helpful anymore either with laser locks and such.  I was thinking that maybe the gloves could emit an electrical shock that would disable any laser locks.”
 
   “My goodness.  I suppose next you’ll want to be able to fly too.”
 
   “Well—”
 
   “I’m afraid not, my dear.”
 
   “You can’t do that?”
 
   “Of course I can.  But I won’t.  Most humans have a difficult enough time running and jumping without being able to fly.  You’d probably wind up splattering yourself on a wall or colliding with a jetliner.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Now what’s next?  Heat vision?  X-ray vision?”
 
   “Just night and thermal if you could.  If not I can do some modifications when I get back.”
 
   Heph snorted at this.  “Modifications.  All of you think you can improve on my work.  A bunch of ingrates.”
 
   “Sylvia installed dragonsbane lenses in the visor.  I don’t suppose you have any of that lying around?  Just in case.”
 
   “I can do better than mere dragonsbane,” Heph said.
 
   “Well, then I guess that’s it.  You’re sure I can’t fly?”
 
   “Trust me, it’s for the best,” Merlin said.  “It’ll be a lot less dangerous for you—and everyone else.”
 
   Once Merlin had gone, Emma and Heph resumed work.  Gradually the armor began to take shape.  Emma tried on each piece after it cooled.  “Don’t worry about the size,” Heph said.  “It’ll adjust to fit.”
 
   “I know.”  One of her main additions were the flaring shoulder pads to give her more protection in that area; she still bore the scar from the first Black Dragoon on her left shoulder.  She also took special pride in redesigning the helmet; she eliminated the old horsehair plume.  Instead, she added swan-like wings on either side of the helmet as a sort of tribute to her mother, who had often compared her gangly daughter to the ugly duckling that would one day become a swan.
 
   The last item wasn’t the armor itself but the new Sword of Justice.  Here she and Heph got into an argument.  “I don’t see why you can’t just use a good old short sword.  Worked well enough back in the old days.”
 
   “That’s not very aerodynamic.  What happens when I have to throw it?”
 
   “You toss it like a dart, not like a boomerang.”
 
   “I liked the old Sword of Justice.  It was…elegant.  I’d like to keep it as much the same as possible if that’s all right with you.”
 
   “Fine.  Maybe the next one will be more appreciative of the old ways.”
 
   Over however long they’d worked on the armor, Heph’s attitude towards Emma had not really changed.  He still thought of her as a nuisance.  That she was a woman only added to his irritation.  “It’s your hair,” Merlin said while she got food out of the kitchen, which made her feel like a giant mouse.  “His wife had red hair.”
 
   “It’s not really red anymore.”
 
   “It is at the roots.  That’s all he needs.”
 
   “I could always change it.  If that would help.”
 
   “It wouldn’t.  He’d just find some other reason to compare you to her.”
 
   Emma nodded at this; she knew how hard it was to get over a broken heart.  She looked back towards the workshop and heard Heph pound away at a piece of metal.  “So what happened to his wife?  Where did she go?”
 
   “I’m not rightly sure.  After that unpleasant business with Ares, I think she went off to write her tell-all book or some such nonsense.”
 
   “So besides Heph and Isis, how many other gods and goddesses are still around?”
 
   “Most of them got bored with this planet.  They went to find new ones to play with.  A few of the less adventurous ones like Heph stayed behind.  Then of course there’s Isis.  The Egyptian gods were always so much more narcissistic than the others.  She can’t stand the thought she might not be the most revered or most beautiful or any of that.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’m not a god.  Not even a demigod.”
 
   “Just a humble wizard?”
 
   “Not always humble, but yes.”
 
   “Where did your power come from then?”
 
   He tapped his chest.  “From there.  Just like yours.  That’s the real magic of the Scarlet Knight.  It always has been.  Remember that when you face her.”
 
   Emma looked down sadly at the floor.  “What about when my heart tells me saving Louise is more important than defeating Isis?”
 
   “Then you remember that she’s your daughter.  Nothing Isis can do to her can ever change that.”  He pointed to Emma’s chest.  “She has your heart.  Remember that and you’ll know what to do when the time comes.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She pulled a loaf of bread as long as her arm onto a tray.  “I’d better get back and see how Heph is doing.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Emma took a step and then stopped.  “Do you mind if I ask you a question about him?”
 
   “Go ahead, young lady.”
 
   “It’s just that he looks so much like my friend Tim.  And they’re both so good at working with metal and machines and such.  It got me thinking—”
 
   “They’re related, yes.”
 
   “You mean Tim is a demigod?”
 
   “Of course not.  But you’ve studied mythology.  You know that back in those days gods used to come down and mate with mortals all the time.  Some of those demigods had children and they had children and so forth.  There’s no way to know exactly how many generations removed your friend is, but there’s some of Heph’s blood in him.”  He smiled at her.  “Just like you have the blood of Athena in your veins.”
 
   “The goddess of wisdom.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But it’s not much by now, is it?”
 
   “Just a drop is all you need.”
 
   “Does everyone have some?”
 
   “Unlikely, though it’s hard to tell in ordinary people.  In the extraordinary ones it’s easy.”
 
   “I’m not extraordinary.”
 
   “Of course you are.”  He waved his hand.  “Look where you are.  You think an ordinary person could be here?”
 
   Emma thought about her conversation with Dr. Reed in the car.  “You never know who’s extraordinary until they’re called upon.”
 
   “Yes, and right now you’re the one hearing the call.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She nodded and then went back to Heph’s workshop to work on the armor that would help her save Louise and everyone else.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
   Emma took a few practice swings of the new Sword of Justice, to acclimate herself with the weapon’s weight and feel.  The new sword felt a bit lighter, mostly because she had compromised with Heph and allowed him to make it a few inches shorter.  He’d taken a little of the curve out of the blade as well so that it looked distinctly more European in design.
 
   Though she preferred the old Sword of Justice, she had to admit this was still a fine weapon.  Heph had really outdid himself on the hilt and pommel; he had fashioned the pommel in the shape of a swan’s head; its neck curved around the hilt, into a pair of wings to match those on the helmet.  He had grumbled about a swan being too “girly,” but he finally gave in.  “We’ll just have to change it for the next one.”
 
   The final test of the sword took place outside the workshop.  Heph dropped a boulder six feet in diameter in front of her.  “If it can cut through that without breaking then it should be fine,” he said.  
 
   She took a deep breath and then raised the sword.  The silver blade slashed through the rock as if it were made of butter.  The perfectly cleaved halves fell to either side while the Sword of Justice remained intact.  “I think this will do,” she said.  She jammed the sword into its new black-and-silver sheath.
 
   She, Merlin, and Heph had collectively decided to change the armor’s color scheme from red and gold to red and silver.  The reason wasn’t artistic so much as practical.  The invisibility cloak Merlin had dug up was a shimmery silver, the otherworldly fabric unable to be dyed.  It was easier to color the rest of the armor to go along with it.
 
   The sword was the last part of the armor to undergo testing.  Some features like the cape’s invisibility to cameras or the gloves’s ability to disable laser locks couldn’t be tested at Heph’s house or anywhere on the astral plane; she would have to give these a baptism of fire and hope for the best.  The rest of the features worked just the way she remembered, though it seemed like so long since she’d worn the armor that she needed a few minutes to remember how everything worked.  It was just as well Marlin wasn’t there to make fun of her when she tried to jump and fell on her face or got stuck on Heph’s ceiling, unable to get the gloves to let go.
 
   The absolute last feature to test was the traveling spell.  She stared at Merlin after he gave her the magic words.  “Can’t we make it something that sounds less—goofy?” she asked.
 
   “It can’t be ordinary words or else you might accidentally use it in conversation.  That might be quite embarrassing at a dinner party if you say, ‘Pass the peas, please’ and suddenly change into the Scarlet Knight, don’t you think?”
 
   “But still—”
 
   “This is the language of magic.  Just say the words.”
 
   Emma’s cheeks turned red as she said, “Oh een ih annarg peew hab.”  One moment she was clad in a white tunic and black leggings Merlin had shrunk down for her from Heph’s closet and the next she was surrounded by the red armor.  There was just one problem:  it was backwards!  Emma stiffly flailed around to try to get the helmet off.  She fell on her face again, where she lay until Heph helped her up and took off the armor for her.  “What happened?”
 
   Merlin frowned for a moment and then snapped his fingers.  “I copied the words backwards.  Try reading it forwards this time.”
 
   Emma got to her feet and then took a deep breath.  “Bah weep granna hi nee ho,” she said.  She felt even more ridiculous to say such nonsense.  This time the armor went on the right way.  She flipped open the visor and smiled at Merlin and Heph.  “Well, I think we’re ready,” she said.
 
   “In that case, I think it’s time for you to go,” Merlin said.  “Your ride awaits out front.”
 
   She leaned forward to hug Merlin, careful so that the armor didn’t bruise him.  “Thank you for everything—especially for Jim.”
 
   “I offered him the choice of going on to the afterlife, but he said he wanted to stay and wait for you and Louise so you could all go on together.”
 
   “I just hope he has to wait a while,” she said.  “I don’t suppose you can look into the future and tell me?”
 
   “The future is always shifting.  Just do what you can in the present.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”  She turned to Heph, who loomed over her.  She held out her much smaller hand for him to envelop in his.  “And thank you for all your help.”
 
   “If you really want to thank me, try not to destroy that armor too quickly.  I’m not going to build you another one.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   Outside she found the Pegasus waiting just as Merlin had promised.  The flying horse didn’t seem any happier to see her as before; it pawed the ground and snorted as she approached.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “But if we’re lucky you won’t have to do this again for a long time.”
 
   The Pegasus whinnied at this; it probably hoped that would be the case.  The new silver boots made it easy enough for Emma to bounce onto the flying horse’s saddle, where she turned to wave goodbye to Merlin and Hephaestus.  Then the Pegasus took off into the burning air, which felt far more comfortable inside the armor.
 
   Emma still gripped the flying horse’s neck tightly as it streaked up towards the lava at the top of the volcano.  Though she knew that it was an illusion, she still closed her eyes as the Pegasus neared the lava.  She stifled a scream as she felt the lava stream around her without actually burning her.  The Pegasus whinnied as cool air flowed around Emma.  She opened her eyes—
 
   ***
 
   She didn’t see the ocean or even Merlin’s island on the astral plane.  Instead, she recognized the piles of crates around her and the dented doors of Old Coyote’s trailer.  Emma sat up with a groan and wondered yet again if it had been a dream or if that had really happened.
 
   Three things convinced her it had not been a dream.  The first was the stench of sulfur in the air, like that of Heph’s volcano.  The second was that she wore the tunic and leggings she had worn in Heph’s house.  Lastly, she looked as she had on the astral plane with white hair and no fangs.
 
   With these pieces of evidence, she decided she really had gone to the astral plane.  She really had met Jim again and made love to him in his cave.  She had flown into a volcano to meet an ancient Greek god who looked like Tim Cooper and had made a new set of armor for her so she could confront Isis and get Louise back.
 
   There was an easy way to test the last fact.  Emma pushed a few crates aside to give herself some room.  Her cheeks warmed again as she thought of the silly “magic” words.  “Bah weep granna hi nee ho.”  She stumbled a bit as the armor suddenly appeared on her body, mercifully with everything in proper position.
 
   She had just flipped up the visor when something hard smashed into the roof of the trailer.  Emma put the visor back down and used the night vision setting to see a human-shaped dent on the roof.  Even as she tried to figure out what this meant, the door to the trailer opened.  Emma spun around and put a hand to the new Sword of Justice’s hilt, but it was only Akako.
 
   “Emma?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me.”  She lifted the visor again so Akako could see her eyes.  “I’m back.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “It’s a new suit of armor.  Merlin and a friend made it for me.”  The trailer creaked, followed by the patter of footsteps on the roof.  “What’s going on outside?”
 
   “The others are coming.”
 
   “You mean that’s one of you up there?”
 
   “Yes.  Don’t worry, it looks worse than it is.  But I wouldn’t go outside for a few minutes, not until everyone’s here.”
 
   “What about Tim and Old Coyote?”
 
   “They’re out looking for some clothes.  We unhitched the trailer while you were—you know.”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “Yes.”  Akako looked down at her feet.  “Are you still—”
 
   “A vampire?  No, I don’t think so.  I think Merlin’s magic overrode hers.”
 
   Akako sat on a pile of crates while Emma sat down on her makeshift bed to wait until it was safe to come out without fear she might get flattened by a man or woman falling out of the sky.  While she waited, Emma thought of brave little Joanna in her hospital bed and remembered what the child had said about how using her power left her as worn out as a hundred year old.  “Can you hear Joanna’s thoughts?” Emma asked, though she already knew the answer.
 
   “No.  I’m sure she’ll let us know when she’s finished.”  Akako cleared her throat.  “So what was it like, over there?”
 
   “About like last time.  It’s just like the real world, or at least the real world of ancient Britain.”  Emma sighed.  “Jim was there.”
 
   “He was?”
 
   “Living in a cave and making a carving of me out of a log with a stone knife.”
 
   “That’s so sweet.”
 
   “We spent the night together—in his bed,” Emma said, glad the trailer was dark so Akako couldn’t see her blush.
 
   “Really?  How was it?”
 
   “Just like I remembered.  Beautiful.  Perfect.”
 
   Akako crawled over to put a hand on her shoulder.  “Are you going to be all right?”
 
   “I think so.  He’s going to wait for me there—for me and Louise.  He wants us all to go on to the afterlife as a family.”
 
   “That’s beautiful.  I wish I’d gotten to know him better.”
 
   “So do I.”  She sighed again.  “The next morning I had to leave.”  She told Akako about how she’d gone to the volcano and met Hephaestus, though she left out about his resemblance to Tim and Merlin’s insinuation that she was a very distant descendant of the goddess Athena.  “What do you think?  Do you like it?”  There wasn’t enough room in the trailer for her to spin around like a fashion model, but she could stand up to give Akako a better look.
 
   “It’s really nice.  A little more feminine than the last one.”
 
   Emma touched the wings on the side of the helmet.  “You don’t think this is a little ostentatious, do you?”
 
   “No, of course not.  It suits you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Emma took the Sword of Justice out of its sheath so Akako could admire the silver blade with its swan-shaped hilt.
 
   “That’s gorgeous.  Much nicer than your old sword.”
 
   “I just hope it works as well.”
 
   Akako straightened and put a hand to her temple.  “We’d better get outside.”
 
   Akako went first and opened the doors for Emma.  Outside it was mid-afternoon, though the skies were dark enough that it was almost like evening.  She looked up to see a naked man about her age on the roof of the trailer.  She tried not to stare at his privates, which he made no attempt to cover.  From the red hair that covered much of the man’s body, she knew he was one of the Reds.
 
   “Stay there,” Emma called up to him.  “I’ll come get you.”
 
   She used the boots to bounce onto the trailer; she teetered for a moment before the man caught her arm to keep her from falling over.  “Thanks.  These boots are new.”
 
   “So you must be the Scarlet Knight,” the man said.
 
   “That’s right.”  She was about to ask how the man knew this, but then she remembered the memories of the Reds were linked together.  Inside the armor, she blushed to think this man probably knew about her sleeping with Jim on the astral plane.  “I’ll help you down.”
 
   She put an arm around his chest and tried not to feel self-conscious to have a strange, naked man pressed against her.  From her vantage on the trailer, she could see dozens of other men and women milling around, all of them just as naked as the man she held.  That explained why Tim and Old Coyote had gone off to look for clothes.
 
   Instead of trying to land on her feet, Emma dropped straight onto her back.  The armor protected her from any harm other than to her pride at being seen on the ground with a naked man on top of her.  He was enough of a gentleman to roll off of her and then offer a hand to help her up.  “Thanks,” he said.  “My name’s Bart Redman.”
 
   “Dr. Emma Earl,” she said, though he probably knew this already.
 
   “The famous girl genius,” he said.
 
   “I’m not really famous.  Not like a movie star or anything.”
 
   “You’re practically a movie star to us.  Akako sings your praises all the time.  I’ve been hoping to meet you, though not like this.”
 
   “It’s all right.  My friends should be here soon with some clothes—I hope.”
 
   While Emma talked to Bart Redman, she saw Akako ministering to the others.  They gathered by the fire pit; some of the more modest ones attempted to cover themselves with tree branches.  Emma counted forty-nine in all; they ranged in age from teens to sixties.  They were of both sexes and every nationality.  Not all spoke English, but this didn’t seem to matter, probably because their psychic bond allowed them to see each other’s thoughts.
 
   “This isn’t as many as I’d hoped,” Akako whispered to Emma.  “We were hoping for closer to two hundred at least.”
 
   Emma gulped at this as she wondered if the low number meant Joanna had become too weak to open more doorways.  She might even be dead by now.  There was no way to know this, not unless Joanna contacted them.  Please let her be all right, Emma thought.
 
   As if in response there came a clap of thunder and a flash of white light like lightning through the dark clouds.  Emma looked up to see two bodies fall from the sky:  one an adult woman and the other a little girl.  She was about to run forward to try to catch at least the girl, but Akako put a hand on her shoulder.  “Don’t bother.  They’ll be fine,” she said.
 
   When the woman and child landed face first on the ground and lay unmoving, Emma questioned this.  Then she saw the woman stir.  Emma ran a few steps towards her before she recognized the woman’s face, that slightly older version of her own.  She sprinted over to Dr. Reed’s side to help the woman to sit up.  Emma shivered to essentially see herself naked, though Dr. Reed’s body didn’t sport the scars that hers did, just one on her abdomen, probably from when her appendix had been taken out.
 
   “Are you all right?” Emma asked.
 
   “I’m fine.  Joanna—”
 
   Emma looked over at the little girl, who still hadn’t moved.  She scrambled over to Joanna’s side to pull the child out of the crater she’d made.  Joanna’s face looked paler than usual; the purple tinge to her skin reminded Emma of Megan’s face during an asthma attack. She knew Joanna wasn’t asthmatic—the little girl was dying.
 
   Dr. Reed knelt down beside her daughter and shook her gently.  “Come on, baby, wake up.  Mommy’s here.”  Dr. Reed put her head to Joanna’s chest.  “She’s not breathing.”
 
   Since she had the armor on, Emma didn’t dare try to give Joanna CPR.  She could do nothing but watch and pray while Dr. Reed attempted to revive her daughter.  After each push on Joanna’s chest and breath into her mouth, Dr. Reed whispered, “Come on, baby.  Come back to Mommy.  Please.”
 
   Joanna’s face turned blue while the rest of her little body remained motionless.  Emma felt helpless; the armor didn’t give her any power to bring Joanna back.  She stared at her gloves, which could climb walls and pick locks—
 
   “Wait!  Let me try something,” she said.  She put one of her gloves on Joanna’s chest, right over her silent heart.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to give her a little shock.”  Emma hadn’t really used this new feature of the gloves before, so she had no idea how well it would work.  She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate—
 
   Her right arm tingled for a moment, accompanied by the smell of ozone.  A few seconds later, she heard a tiny cough, followed by a gasp from Dr. Reed.  Emma saw it was Joanna who had coughed.  She did so again and then doubled over into her mother’s arms.  Dr. Reed patted the girl on the back and whispered, “It’s all right, baby.  You did it.”
 
   Joanna’s eyes opened; she looked up at Emma and whispered, “I told you I’d see you soon.”  Then she collapsed into her mother’s arms, only this time she continued to breathe.
 
   “It’s all right, baby,” Dr. Reed whispered again.  “You’ve done enough for one day.  Take a nap now.”
 
   Emma led mother and child to the trailer, where Dr. Reed set the little girl on the makeshift bed.  There wasn’t a blanket, so Emma took off her cape to lay it over Joanna.  “Thank you,” Dr. Reed said.  “You saved her life.”
 
   “I guess now we’re even,” Emma said with a smile.  Dr. Reed nodded to her and then pulled up a crate so she could sit beside her sleeping daughter.
 
   Emma had just closed the doors to the trailer when she heard the sound of a truck horn.  Old Coyote’s truck rumbled across the rough terrain, over to the trailer.  The old trucker hopped down, a smile on his face.  “Well, looks like someone’s throwing a mighty fine shindig,” he said.
 
   “Did you guys find anything?” Akako asked.
 
   “Oh sure, we drove back to Warrensburg and hit up the Salvation Army,” Tim said.  He took some bags from the back of the truck.  “I just hope we have enough for everyone.”
 
   “We’ll make do,” Akako said.  With that they got to work.
 
   ***
 
   Joanna didn’t want to sleep.  She knew Isis would be waiting for her and that she would be too weak to resist the wicked goddess.  But after she had opened so many gateways, fallen through her sandbox into Emma’s world, and almost died, she couldn’t resist the urge to sleep.
 
   She was almost right, except that it wasn’t Isis who waited for her.  Joanna found herself on a rug in the nursery where Emma had been. A half-white, half-Asian woman dressed all in black squatted beside her.  The woman touched Joanna’s head and smiled.  “Don’t try to get up too quickly.  You’re still very weak.”
 
   She wasn’t too weak to raise her hand and make sure she hadn’t turned into a baby yet.  It would only be a matter of time, she supposed.  The woman must have sensed what she was thinking—or maybe she could read minds too.  “Don’t worry, Joanna.  I don’t want to hurt you.  I want to be your friend.”
 
   Joanna nodded to the necklace around the woman’s neck.  “You work for Isis.”
 
   “Isis is my master.  She’s the one who showed me the true path.  She can show you too.”
 
   “I’ve seen your true path.  I know what you did to Emma.”
 
   “Those who don’t accept Isis’s wisdom must be punished, to learn the error of their ways.”
 
   “Just like all the babies in here?”
 
   “We restore their innocence to open their minds to Isis.”
 
   “And is that what you’re going to do to me?”
 
   “Of course not, Joanna.  So long as you decide to be my friend.”  The woman took Joanna’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  “My name’s Renee Chiostro.  I was like you not long ago.  I was a baby on the outside, but inside I had great power, just waiting to be used.  Isis saw that and she helped me see how I could use it so I could become like this.”  
 
   Renee helped Joanna sit up and then put a hand on her back to stroke Joanna’s hair.  “You’re not a little girl, Joanna.  You know that.  You’re so much smarter than everyone else, than even your mommy or Dr. Earl.  Why are you limiting yourself by remaining like this?”
 
   “I like who I am.”
 
   “Oh, come now, Joanna.  Haven’t you ever dreamed of more than reading books and playing in your sandbox?  If you join Isis, there’s no limit to what you can do—to who you can be.  Once she convinces the entire world to see the error of its ways, she’ll need the help of people like you and I—special people.  We’ll be like queens, Joanna.  You’ll have billions of people catering to your every desire.  Can’t you see it?”
 
   “I’d never become like you or Isis.”
 
   “Think very carefully, Joanna.  I know you think Dr. Earl and your mommy and the others can stop Isis, but you’re wrong.  Join with Isis now and she’ll spare your mother and Dr. Earl.  She’ll let you make a new home here with your mommy.  You can even have the baby sister you always wanted.”
 
   Joanna tore herself away from Renee and managed to run a few feet before her legs tired and she collapsed again.  As she lay on the floor, she saw Renee now had a baby on her a lap.  The baby looked almost like Joanna, except her hair was darker red.  She sucked peacefully on a pacifier as she slept.  Renee tickled the baby’s tummy and smiled.  “This is my aunt, Sylvia.  Isn’t she adorable?  I gave her the same opportunity I’m giving you.  As you can see, she didn’t accept it.”
 
   “You did that to your own aunt?  You’re a monster!”
 
   “Careful, Joanna.  You don’t want to make me upset, do you?”
 
   Even without the menace in Renee’s voice the message would have been clear:  join Isis or wind up in the nursery with the others.  Still, better to be a dumb little baby sucking on a pacifier than to be a pawn of Isis, to be a monster like Renee.  “Mommy and Emma are going to stop you.”
 
   “Nothing can stop Isis, not this time.”  Renee’s smile returned, which prompted Joanna to shiver.  “I know this is a lot to think about.  Take my card.  When you’re ready, come and find me.  Or just go back to sleep and I’ll find you.”  A business card appeared in Joanna’s hand for the New Beginnings Day Care Center.  Joanna studied the number and address and committed it to memory.
 
   She could feel herself slip away then, coming back to consciousness.  Renee took Sylvia’s arm, to wave it at her.  “Say bye-bye,” Renee said.  She smiled evilly again and added, “If you come here, bring my mother.  I have a place for her.”
 
   Joanna sat up and put a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t scream.  She knew if she did, Mommy would run to her and baby her endlessly.  She had learned after the first time Isis visited her nightmares to keep her fear from Mommy.  Mommy had a difficult time enough to provide for them all by herself since Daddy had gone to Heaven.  
 
   Despite that she didn’t scream, Mommy was still there to baby her.  “Oh thank God!” Mommy said.  Tears came to her eyes.  “I thought you’d never wake up.”
 
   “I was just sleeping, Mommy,” she said.
 
   “Of course, baby.  Of course you were.”  Mommy held out a paper cup with water in it.  Joanna took this and drained the cup.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Better.”
 
   “Good.  Are you hungry?  There’s lots of baked beans.  You remember how much you liked baked beans when we went to Boston?”
 
   “Mommy, that was three years ago.”
 
   “I know, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t still like them, does it?”
 
   “I’m not hungry.  Maybe later.”
 
   “OK, baby, whatever you want.”  Mommy stroked Joanna’s hair, which reminded her of that awful woman Renee.  “I wish we could have brought some books along for you.  All we have around here is an owner’s manual for this truck and some inventory manifests.”
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ve got too much to do anyway.”
 
   “Oh no, you’re not going anywhere, young lady.  You’re going to lie right here and get some rest.  You’ve exerted yourself far too much already.”
 
   “But Mommy—”
 
   “No buts.  You’re staying right here.”
 
   “That’s not fair!  I want to help.”
 
   Mommy smiled at her, hers much warmer than Renee’s.  “I know you do, baby, but you’ve done enough.  It’s time to let the grown-ups handle things.”
 
   Joanna knew she wouldn’t win this argument.  Mommy hadn’t let her cross the street by herself until last summer.  Despite that Joanna had learned to ride a bike at five, she still couldn’t go past the corner or Mommy would call the police.  At times Joanna loved that protectiveness and at others it was just a nuisance.  This was one of the latter.  “OK, Mommy.  I’ll stay here.”
 
   “Good girl.  Now, Dr. Earl’s friends found you some clothes.  They’re a little big, but with any luck we won’t need them long before we can go home.”  Mommy set a bundle on Joanna’s lap, which at the moment was covered by a shimmery silver blanket—no, a cape.  “You put those on and I’m going to see how the others are doing.  All right?”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   Mommy brushed aside Joanna’s hair to kiss her forehead.  “I love you, sweetheart.”
 
   “I love you too.”
 
   Mommy opened the door of what appeared to be the trailer for a big rig.  Joanna brushed the cape aside to see she was naked.  The bundle of clothes contained a pink Strawberry Shortcake T-shirt and a pair of bright red corduroys, both of which smelled like cigarettes and cat pee.  Her nose wrinkled at this, but it was either these clothes or nothing.  As Mommy had said, they were both too big; the shirtsleeves came down past her elbows and the pant legs swallowed her big feet.  She pulled the pants up to stuff her feet into a pair of dirty blue sneakers.  They were grown-up shoes, the only ones that would fit her big feet.  
 
   The doors of the trailer were shiny enough that she could get a rough reflection of herself.  In the droopy T-shirt and baggy pants, she looked younger, like a toddler playing dress up with her big sister’s clothes.  This nearly brought tears to her eyes as she thought of that awful woman Renee again.  If they failed, Mommy and Emma and all the others would end up there, along with her.  She would be broken down and then that evil woman would raise Joanna as her daughter to twist her to serve Isis.
 
   No, she wouldn’t let that happen.  She had to help them stop Isis.  Renee had been right about one thing:  she was smarter than Mommy and Emma, at least where it counted.  Ever since Isis had first appeared to her, in addition to her science books, Joanna had read The Art of War and numerous books on military strategy.  She probably knew as much about the subject as any West Point graduate.  Even if she was too little to fight, she wasn’t too little to plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
   Before they began to tackle the strategy of how to beat Isis, they first had to contend with the operational realities.  First was to distribute clothes to the Reds, a process that took longer than Emma would have liked.  Despite the psychic connection the others had to Akako, to find enough clothes with what little money Tim and Old Coyote possessed had made this difficult.  
 
   The new recruits also had to be fed and instructed on where to use the bathroom and so forth.  Akako did most of this, but Emma had to pitch in, along with Tim and Old Coyote.  The good part of this was it gave her a chance to see her makeshift army up close.
 
   She realized they weren’t very impressive from a military standpoint.  Only two had any sort of combat training and a third worked as a police officer.  While the others had access to those memories and training, that didn’t mean they could be soldiers any more than the soldiers could be athletes, doctors, or dancers like some of their comrades.  Most had never even fired a gun before.
 
   Still, what they lacked in experience, they made up for in courage.  The youngest—besides Joanna—was a sixteen-year-old girl named Rosita, who took Emma’s hand when she came by.  “We’re not going to let you down, Dr. Earl,” she said.  “We’ll stop Isis.”
 
   “Yes, we will,” Emma said with a confidence she didn’t feel.  A ragtag group of fifty—mostly civilians—going into a city of nine million controlled by an evil goddess bent on destruction and revenge; it certainly didn’t sound like a recipe for success.  She tried to remain upbeat; she smiled and shook hands like a politician.
 
   Like it or not, the Scarlet Knight’s armor made her the de facto leader of the group.  She was the general and as such she had to try to keep the morale of her troops up.  This included her dealings around Akako, as she knew the others could hear Akako’s thoughts.  “They seem like a good group,” Emma said.
 
   “I know they aren’t all we hoped for, but they’re brave and they’re willing.”
 
   “They certainly are.  Isis isn’t going to know what hit her.”
 
   When she got the chance, Emma snuck off into the forest to be alone for a few minutes.  She found a flat-topped rock that reminded her of the ones Jim used for chairs in his cave on the astral plane.  Emma took off her helmet, ran a hand through her sweaty hair, and sighed.  It wouldn’t be long before she saw Jim again.  Then they could wait in his cave until Louise showed up, which probably wouldn’t be long either.
 
   “Are you all right?” Tim asked.
 
   She turned to him and put her fake smile back on.  “I’m fine.  It’s just been a long day.”
 
   He found a rock next to her where he could sit down.  He said, “I never got a chance to answer your letters,” he said.  “I meant to, but I couldn’t think of what to say.”
 
   “That’s all right.  I know it had to be a big adjustment for you.”
 
   “I thought since we might not get a chance again—I wanted to thank you for what you said at the parole hearing.  The way you stood up for me.” 
 
   She put a hand on his shoulder.  “You’re my friend, Tim.  I couldn’t let them do that to you, not without a fight.”
 
   “And afterwards, when I took off from the diner, it wasn’t anything against you and Becky.  I just needed some time alone to sort things out.”
 
   “I understood.  So did Becky.  When you lose someone you really care about, it’s not easy to get over it.  It’s taken me most of my life to try to recover from my parents dying and I still haven’t done it.  Mostly because I spent years running from it.  I didn’t have to go through it alone, though.  I had people back home—Becky and Aunt Gladys—who would have helped me, if I’d just been willing to take the help they offered.”  She met his eyes and saw in them the same hurt she had carried around for years.  “Provided we get through this and things go back to the way they were, I’ll be there for you.  So will Becky and Agnes and Akako.  We’re your friends and we want to help you get through it.”
 
   “Thanks.”  He looked back at the ground.  “Do you really think everything will go back to the way it was?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “She has Sylvia.  Not the one from here, of course—”
 
   “I know.  I saw her, in the nursery with the others:  Becky, Megan, Agnes, and the rest of the coven.  She’s made them little kids, even babies.”
 
   “But you think they’ll go back to normal?  They aren’t going to stay like that, are they?”
 
   Emma knew he wanted reassurance, but she didn’t want to give him false hope.  “It’s hard to say.  We’ll have to hope for the best.”
 
   “I know it’s stupid, but when I see Sylvia, I keep thinking she’s my Sylvia.  I mean, they look the same, they act the same, they dance the same, and they feel the same.”  Tim’s face reddened as he said the last part.  “I kissed her in a bar and it was exactly the same.  It was like my Sylvia was still alive.  Is that crazy?”
 
   “No.  You saw Jim on the roof of that police station.  He and I kissed and it felt just like when I kissed my Jim, the Sewer Rat.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t go back to normal?  What if she stays a baby?  Or what if at least her mind stays like that?  She’s got a family back there, her sisters and her mom—”  Tim shook his head sadly.  “It’s my fault she’s here.  I got her into this mess.”
 
   Emma sensed that now was the time to try to give Tim some false hope.  “We’ll find a way to change her back.  Trust me, I’ve been a baby, an old woman, and even Becky a few years ago.  I came back every time.  It wasn’t always easy or pleasant, but no matter what you look like on the outside, you never lose who you are on the inside.”
 
   He considered this for a moment and then nodded.  “Thanks, but I’m not sure Sylvia’s as strong as you are.”
 
   “If she’s like ours, then she’s probably stronger than I am.”
 
   They both shared a brief chuckle at this.  “Thanks for listening to me.”
 
   “It’s the least I can do for the man who saved my life.”  She stood up and then took his arm.  “Let’s get back and see how the others are faring.”
 
   As they reached the edge of the forest, Emma heard Joanna’s voice—her voice, only slightly higher in pitch—shout, “I’m not tired!  I want to help!”
 
   “Baby, please—”
 
   Joanna spotted Emma and then broke away from her mother.  She threw her arms around Emma’s waist and put her head against Emma’s stomach.  “You have to let me help,” she said.
 
   “Joanna Lynn Reed, you get back here and leave Dr. Earl alone,” Dr. Reed said.  “You need to get your rest.  You’re still not well.”
 
   “I think you should listen to your mother,” Emma said.  She saw how pale the little girl’s face looked and remembered how blue and lifeless Joanna had been not so long ago.  
 
   “I don’t want to rest!” Joanna shouted and stamped her foot.  She looked into Emma’s eyes to plead with her.  “I can help.  I know how to beat Isis.”
 
   Emma turned to Tim, who shrugged.  Then she looked back at Dr. Reed, whose lower lip trembled as if she were about to cry.  Emma had seen how much Dr. Reed loved her little girl, the only part of her dead husband Red that she had left as she had said to Dr. Pavelski.  But Emma had also seen in the hospital how smart Joanna was, far beyond her years.  And at the moment they could use all the help they could get.
 
   “I think we should hear her out,” Emma said.
 
   ***
 
   While Emma hadn’t ever watched the entire movie Patton, she had seen clips of the famous scene where the general addressed his troops in front of a large American flag.  At the moment Joanna just needed the flag behind her to reenact the scene.  She strutted back and forth in front of her mother, Emma, Tim, and Akako.  Old Coyote and the Reds sat farther back; they didn’t pay much attention at first, but moved in closer as Joanna’s voice got louder.  Even Pepe had slunk closer to listen to her.
 
   “The first thing you have to know about Isis is that she may be a goddess, but she’s not God.  She’s not omnipotent or omniscient.  That means even if she controls the entire city, she can’t be everywhere at once.  Her or that meanie Renee.”
 
   Akako bristled at this, but Emma put a hand on the woman’s shoulder to steady her.  Joanna continued, “What we have to do then is to create as much chaos as we can.  We have to spread Isis’s attention as thin as possible, to make it harder for her to focus.  That will make it easier for Emma to reach her and stop her.”
 
   Joanna turned to face the adults with her hands behind her back.  “What I propose is that we load everyone into Mr. Coyote’s truck here.  We go into the city and then we fan out in two-man teams.  Each team will pick a target of opportunity:  set fire to an abandoned apartment building or blow up a warehouse or shut down power to the subways.  Whatever we can do without hurting innocent people.  With these diversionary raids—”
 
   “Sounds more like terrorism,” Tim said.  He no doubt thought of how Harry Ward had used his RAT inventions to sow havoc across the city.
 
   “We are not terrorists.  We’re the good guys.  That makes us freedom fighters,” Joanna said and Emma smiled at this.  “And that’s just what we’re doing—fighting for the freedom of all those nine million people.  Not just them but the whole world.  Not just this world, but all of our worlds.  If we don’t stop Isis now, she’s going to take over this world and then all of ours.  If we have to resort to terrorist tactics to do it, then that’s what we have to do.”
 
   Joanna gestured with one hand to Emma.  “But as Dr. Earl would be the first to say, we will not cross the line.  We will not kill anyone unless we have no choice.  We will wound only if we have to.  Is that understood?”  Mumbles of agreement came from the others.  “Good.  So, as I was saying, we create as much panic and chaos as we can.  We have the police jumping at shadows.  We make sure Isis has to send out her Specials to deal with the threats.  That in turn pulls resources away from our true target:  Robinson Tower.  That is where Isis will be located.
 
   “Our job—all of my brothers and sisters here—will be to create enough of a distraction so Dr. Earl and Mr. Cooper can get into the building, find Isis, and stop her.  While we are creating our distractions, Pepe the rat will guide them through the sewers, as close to the tower as they can get.  At approximately midnight, they’ll enter the building and make their way to the top floor.
 
   “As for the rest of you, once you’ve taken on as many targets of opportunity as you can safely, you will rendezvous back here so that I can send you home.”  Joanna began to pace, channeling Braveheart or perhaps Joan of Arc now.  “It’s not going to be easy.  You all know that.  It’s going to be extremely dangerous.  Some of you may not survive.  None of us may survive.  The world might not survive.  But what’s important is what my mother taught me, which is that we do our very best and we try as hard as we can.  That way even if we fail, we fail knowing we gave it our all.”
 
   Joanna turned to face the adults again; she seemed almost to shrink as she smiled shyly at them.  “I would like to go with you, but Mommy says it’s past my bedtime.”
 
   From behind her, Emma heard a cheer go up.  It started with just a few, but soon all of the Reds cheered wildly.  Even Akako applauded, though her face still looked haunted by the mention of Renee.  Emma caught Joanna’s eye and nodded to her in salute.  It was a good plan, the kind of crazy plan she might have come up with, but then she supposed great minds thought alike.
 
   Dr. Reed hugged her daughter and whispered something into her ear.  Joanna shook her head and then came over to Akako.  “I have something special in mind for you,” the little girl said.  She took Akako’s hand and the two of them walked over to the trailer.
 
   When Akako came back a few minutes later, she had tears in her eyes.  “What’s wrong?” Emma asked her.
 
   “She told me where Renee is, where the nursery is.”  Akako stopped to sob.  “It’s our house.  Agnes’s house.  That’s where she has them.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emma said.
 
   “Joanna wants me to go to her.  She thinks I can reason with Renee.  Or if not, I can at least keep her distracted.”
 
   “Are you going to do it?”
 
   “I have to.  I have to try to save her and Agnes.  I love them.”  Akako went off into the forest; the sound of her sobs faded away.  As much as Emma wanted to go after her, she knew her friend needed some time alone.  And there was a lot to do if they wanted to be in the city by ten o’clock tonight to launch their reign of terror—of freedom fighting.
 
   ***
 
   To get the robotic suit on was a lot easier with Emma’s help.  She used the strength of her suit of armor to help Tim maneuver the pieces of his.  As she did, he noticed the way she looked at the suit.  “This is amazing,” she said.  “It looks almost identical to my old armor.  Does it do all the same things?”
 
   “It can’t turn invisible,” he said.
 
   She bent down to study the boosters.  “Can you fly with these?”
 
   “Not for long.  They seize up if I use them too much.”
 
   “Probably overheating.  If you could work out a system to cool them better, you’d get more flight time.”
 
   He’d already thought along those lines.  At the time he and Renee Kim had worked on the armor, he hadn’t envisioned he would need to fly around too much.  He thought of his last bout with Isis and hoped he wouldn’t need to fly for long again.
 
   He put the helmet on himself and then flipped up the visor so he could look Emma in the eye.  “If things get too hot, don’t be afraid to leave me behind.”
 
   “Tim, don’t talk like that.”
 
   “I’m just saying, the most important thing is for you to get up there.  You’re the only one who can stop her.”
 
   “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” she said.  
 
   He knew it was probably no use.  Emma was too good to leave him behind.  He thought again of what she’d said in the forest about being there for him no matter what.  That kind of heart was what made her such a good Scarlet Knight, but in this case it could also lead to disaster.  In the end, he supposed they would have to hope for the best.
 
   With the augmented strength of his suit, he didn’t have a difficult time to unload Old Coyote’s trailer.  Emma helped with this as well; they stacked the crates of beans and other canned goods off to one side.  Joanna directed them on how to stack them to make a little fort.  This wasn’t entirely child’s play, as she would need something for shelter once they left.
 
   While Tim and Emma built Joanna’s fort, Akako and Joanna’s mother began to hand out the weapons Tim had brought back.  There would be a lot more to go around than he’d originally thought, which meant they should have plenty of ammunition.  Along with the machine guns, there were also grenades and some plastic explosives.  The plastic explosives Akako gave to one of the Reds who worked in demolitions.  It wasn’t exactly the same, but it was better than to give it to the teenage girl or the butcher or the heart surgeon.
 
   Joanna’s speech had energized the Reds; they almost gleefully took their weapons and formed pairs.  Tim felt his sense of doom only continue to grow as he watched them.  Maybe Joanna was right and that Isis wasn’t omniscient, but he had seen close-up what she could do—and what that horrible witch Renee could do.  Against someone who could make buildings disappear and turn a grown woman into a baby, what could they really do?
 
   These thoughts still ran through his head as he felt someone slap his shoulder.  “You look about like I did when the doctor said I had the clap,” Old Coyote said.
 
   “What?  Oh, sorry.  I was just thinking.”
 
   “About how suicidal this all is?  Can’t say as I blame you.  Seems all pretty farfetched to me, but then so’s everything else since I picked you up.”
 
   “You’re probably kicking yourself for that one.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that.  Can’t remember the last time I had so much fun that didn’t involve getting drunk or bedding some nice young lady.”  The old trucker smiled at Tim.  “It’s been like something from one of those matinees I saw when I was a kid.  All we need is a fifty-foot ant or lizard or something like that.”
 
   “We might get that before it’s over.”
 
   “I hope not.”  Old Coyote shook his head.  “I just wish I could be there with you all when it goes down.  I’d love to see the look on that bitch’s face when she gets what’s coming to her.”
 
   “You’re not going?”
 
   “Someone’s got to stay here and look after Napoleon there.  Like your friend Akako told me, I ain’t going to be of much good in there anyway.  Not without a fancy suit like you got.”
 
   “Well, maybe we should trade.”
 
   “I reckon I’m a little too long in the tooth for being a superhero.  That’s best left to kids like you and your friend.”
 
   “Emma’s the real superhero.  I’m just a guy with a suit.”
 
   “I wouldn’t sell yourself short.  You saved her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.  I don’t really feel much like a hero, though.”
 
   “You’re a damned sight more of a hero than I was at your age, I tell you what.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now look, son, you go and make sure that nice young lady comes back in one piece.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Good.  I reckon I best go and get the truck ready.  Lucky for us one of them fellas is a trucker too.  I’m going to miss the old gal, though.  I been driving her for ten years now.”
 
   “We’ll bring it back in one piece.”
 
   “Let’s hope so.”  Old Coyote took Tim’s gauntleted hand and shook it.  “You be careful, son, and I’ll see you when you get back.  Maybe then we can tie one on.”
 
   “It’s a date,” Tim said.  He gave Old Coyote’s hand a slight shake back, careful not to break it.
 
   It took another hour to make the preparations for the trip.  To fit all fifty of the Reds—which included Joanna’s mother—was a tight squeeze, especially with the weapons too.  They managed to do it, but Tim hoped they didn’t get delayed in reaching the city.  As for he and Emma, they rode on the top of the trailer, Pepe curled up nonchalantly on Emma’s lap.  Once they reached Sharonville, the three of them would go into the sewers and walk to Robinson Tower, where Isis waited for them.
 
   Joanna’s mother was the last to board the truck.  Emma and Akako had tried to convince her to stay behind, but she refused.  “I have to do my part,” she said.  She bent down to hug her daughter.  “I love you, baby.  You be careful and stay with Old Coyote.  No fooling around in the woods.  You understand?”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   “Good girl.  And make sure you get something to eat.  You need to keep your strength up if you’re going to send everyone home again.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Joanna’s mother nodded to her and then kissed her cheek.  “Whatever happens, you remember Mommy loves you very much.”
 
   “I love you too, Mommy.”
 
   Joanna’s mother finally stood up and walked slowly to the cab of the truck, where she sat next to Akako on the front seat.  The little girl stood beside Old Coyote and the fort of crates, to wave to them as the truck pulled away.  As Tim watched them fade away, he wondered if he would ever see either of them again.
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Chapter 34
 
   The barrier had grown enough that the truck only had to go a half-mile before they reached it.  Akako took a deep breath as the driver, a heavyset black man from South Africa named Rooi, edged the truck closer to the barrier.  “Is there really anything beyond that?” Rooi asked.
 
   “A whole city,” Akako said.
 
   Rooi looked skeptical, but he put down the truck’s accelerator, to power the big rig into the black wall.  Akako felt the same electrical tingle again, the signal that they were crossing from the real world into Isis’s playground.  She wished at this point she were more religious so she might have someone to pray to for help but her parents had never shown any interest in religion and obviously Aggie didn’t believe in anything.  The closest she could come was to look up at the roof, where Emma and Tim rode in their armor.  Emma was the closest to an angel she had ever seen.
 
   A moment later the tingling stopped and Rooi let out a gasp.  He of course had access to her thoughts and memories, but she knew it was still a shock to see it in person.  How a city so large could completely disappear was beyond comprehension for most people.
 
   Beside her, Dr. Reed had shown no reaction to this.  She hadn’t stopped crying since she’d said goodbye to her daughter.  Akako thought for the hundredth time that it would have been better for Dr. Reed to stay behind with Joanna, but the woman wanted to help.  Akako and the other Reds were already in silent agreement that she would stay with Rooi to guard the truck once they reached the city.  That would keep her out of the way enough that they could do what Joanna had tasked them with.
 
   Others might have felt skeptical of a plan devised by an eight-year-old girl, but Akako didn’t have those reservations.  She knew Joanna was no mere child.  It was Joanna who had led Akako across the void to this world, to Agnes.  At that time Joanna had only been a toddler, and yet she’d had the foresight to send Akako to where she would be happy and needed.  So if Joanna thought this plan could work, then in Akako’s mind it could.
 
   She was less certain about her role in the plan.  Joanna had tasked her to go to Renee, to try to reason with her.  “If you have to, knock her out and bring her back.  Once she’s free of Isis she might be more willing,” Joanna had said.
 
   Akako didn’t know about this.  Renee had always been a good girl, shy but sweet in the right company.  That didn’t mean she couldn’t have a dark side beneath the surface.  It was that potential dark side Glenda had warned her and Agnes about when they had tried to conceive Renee.  Ms. Chiu had also tried to warn Akako that in the wrong hands Renee could be a powerful evil.  Those fears had come to pass now.  Much as she wanted to deny it, she couldn’t doubt the word of Joanna, Emma, and Tim, who had all described the same thing:  Renee had changed their friends into children and basked in their humiliation.  As much as Akako wanted to deny it, her baby was evil.
 
   While Joanna had suggested Akako try to reason with Renee or at least bring her back across the barrier, Akako thought of a different mission.  Her real mission might be to kill her only child, this dark abomination she had birthed.  She didn’t know if she could do it; she thought of Renee putting her head on Akako’s shoulder to fall asleep in her arms.  How could she kill that?
 
   The truck ground to a stop as they neared a giant pothole in the main street of Sharonville.  Emma appeared at the door, her visor up so Akako could see her eyes.  “I guess this is our stop,” Emma said.  Her eyes belied the smile she wore.
 
   “I guess so.”  Akako put one hand out the window to take Emma’s gloved hand.  “Take care of yourself.”
 
   “You too.”  They nodded to each other and then Emma bounced away; Tim followed her along with Pepe the rat.  They disappeared into the pothole, from which they would gain access to the sewers and then walk all the way to Robinson Tower.
 
   Akako sighed and then turned to Rooi.  “I guess we’d better get moving.  We don’t have all night,” she said, to sound strong and brave.  She couldn’t fool the others, but she might be able to fool Dr. Reed.
 
   It hadn’t taken Akako long to note the resemblance between Dr. Reed and Emma.  Joanna’s mother was slightly older and a little heavier in the midsection, but they were the same in every other way:  big feet, slightly big nose, shy smile, and deep blue eyes.  Emma had already told her about meeting Dr. Reed and Joanna in their universe, where she had learned the origin of how Akako and those like her gained their strange bond with each other.
 
   In a way, Dr. Reed was her mother.  Not her biological mother, but as the co-creator of the experiment that had formed the bond between Akako and the others, Dr. Reed had helped give birth to Akako’s new life.  That was part of the reason Akako and the other versions of Dr. Reed’s husband Red didn’t want her on this mission—to lose her would be akin to losing their mother.  For Akako that would be even worse because it would also be like losing her best friend.
 
   There was nothing Akako could do about it at the moment.  They couldn’t very well leave Dr. Reed here to walk back to camp, especially not in the state she was in.  Akako patted the woman’s back and stroked her red hair.  “Joanna’s going to be fine.  Old Coyote will take care of her.”
 
   “I know.  But what happens if we don’t get rid of Isis?  What’s going to happen to her then?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Akako said, though she did know.  If they failed, then eventually if Joanna didn’t die she would become like Renee, a twisted, evil creature who served Isis.  Akako was grateful then that Dr. Reed couldn’t read her mind or the poor woman would probably become inconsolable.
 
   “And even if we do win, how is she going to send everyone home?  You saw what happened to her last time.  She would have died if Dr. Earl hadn’t saved her.”
 
   “If we do win, we’ll have plenty of time for her to rest.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Dr. Reed looked up and flashed that shy smile through her tears.  “That speech she made, I wasn’t sure if I should be proud of her or angry with her.  Sometimes I just wish she could be an ordinary little girl, but I guess it’s my fault.  She is just like me—only tougher.  But then I guess she had to be with her father dying.  I guess that’s why I’m so much weaker than her or Dr. Earl; nothing bad happened to me until Red died.”
 
   “You’ve raised a smart, beautiful little girl on your own.  Shouldn’t that mean something?”
 
   “Dr. Earl said that too.  I don’t know.  I think Joanna raised herself mostly.  I just changed her diapers and bought her clothes and food—and books.”
 
   “You gave her love too.  Don’t forget that.”  While this seemed to cheer Dr. Reed, it did little for Akako.  She had given her daughter all of her love, to the point that Agnes accused her of spoiling Renee, and it didn’t seem to matter.
 
   Or maybe it would.  Maybe there was still a bit of that sweet little baby left in her, a part she could still reach.  Akako felt the barrel of the gun again.  If not, she would have to do what needed done.
 
   The truck rumbled over the Mackenzie Bridge, into Rampart City.  Akako shivered at the sight of Isis’s symbol on the sign—as much a warning as a welcome.  They had entered the heart of Isis’s new domain now; Robinson Tower loomed ominously over them.  That would be where Emma and Tim would go.  She didn’t envy them.
 
   At the first corner they passed, Akako saw the police officer in his black armor, armed with a machine gun just as lethal as the ones the Reds carried.  Of course from the look of him, the cop probably knew how to use his weapon. 
 
   She tried not to look directly at the police officer; she stared straight ahead through the windshield.  Once they had coasted through the intersection, Akako glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the cop turn to watch them.  He was probably getting a look at their license plate—
 
   “I think we’re going to have company in a minute,” Akako said.
 
   They didn’t have even that long.  Old Coyote’s truck disappeared just seconds later, to spill the Reds and Dr. Reed onto the pavement in a heap.  Akako was the first on her feet; she grabbed her gun with one hand and Dr. Reed’s hand with the other.  “Everyone move out!” she shouted, though this was largely unnecessary.  “Pair up and scatter, just like we planned.”
 
   Because of their psychic bond, it didn’t take long for the Reds to carry this out.  They ran off in all directions, Rooi with young Rosita.  “We’ll see you back at camp,” he said before he took off to the east.  
 
   The police officer who had spotted them ran towards them and screamed for them to stop.  He raised his weapon, brought it to bear on Rosita—
 
   Akako’s shot hit him in the shoulder.  She had aimed for the man’s chest, but this worked well enough to slow him down.  She adjusted her aim to fire another shot that hit him in the left leg.  The policeman dropped to the ground and screamed in pain.  Maybe Isis could heal him, or maybe not.  She wasn’t about to stand there long enough to find out.
 
   She took Dr. Reed’s hand again to lead her to the west.  “Where are we going?” Dr. Reed asked.
 
   “To find my family.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite all the time she had spent in Rampart City’s sewers, Emma had never ventured into the suburban ones.  Neither had Pepe gone this far from his home territory, so that they both let Tim lead the way.  His armor had trouble fitting in some of the pipes, but he managed to get through.  She didn’t have as much of a problem, her armor less bulky.
 
   Still, she couldn’t help but marvel at Tim’s suit of armor, how it moved almost as fluidly as her own.  He had done this on his own, without any help from wizards or gods—just an eleven-year-old girl.  Maybe he had more than one drop of Heph’s blood in him.  She wished she could get a picture of him in the suit to mail to that parole board so they could see Tim’s genius on display.  Of course if they did see it, they would send him back to prison for violating the conditions of his parole.
 
   Other than the size difference of the pipes—and the rats—Emma distinctly felt the absence of Jim in the suburban pipes.  There were none of his sculptures to give a unique human touch to the sewers that always made her feel as if she had entered his home.  These were simply utilitarian waste pipes, nothing more.
 
   Once the pipes widened, Pepe took the lead with Emma following after him.  As they neared an intersection, Pepe came to a stop.  He sniffed at the fetid air for a moment and then shrieked the rat equivalent of a scream.  Emma saw what had prompted this.
 
   There was a sculpture at the intersection.  Though effigy might be more appropriate.  It looked like one Jim had made of her, only there was a rusty piece of metal run through the chest with red spray paint around it.  The face of this sculpture hung open in a look of torment.  It was about as good of a warning as if she’d written, “Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter.”
 
   “What’s that?” Tim asked.
 
   “A warning.  She knows we’re coming.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “We keep going.”
 
   They plunged on, more ghastly sculptures along the walls.  One featured Emma dangling from chains, her body sliced in half.  Another had her severed head crammed into a very uncomfortable place.  The worst, though, featured her bent over with an effigy of Jim behind her.
 
   “Jesus,” Tim whispered.  “That’s grotesque.”
 
   “She’s trying to rattle us,” Emma said.  It worked to some extent; Emma’s hands involuntarily balled into fists at this mockery of her and Jim’s love.
 
   She forced herself to keep moving, to try not to let Isis’s tricks get to her.  But she couldn’t once they came to the next sculpture.  This one had Emma on a rocking chair, a bundle wrapped in a pink blanket cradled in her arms.  Except that it wasn’t a baby—it was a rat.
 
   Before she knew it, Emma had torn the new Sword of Justice from its sheath and chopped off the arms that held the baby rat.  It was one thing for Isis to mock her, but it was another for her to mock Louise.  Emma stood in front of the horrible sculpture, the Sword of Justice poised to strike again.  Then she heard the splash at her feet.
 
   The rat baby was alive.  Not only was it alive, but it was growing.  Emma took a step back to watch in disbelief as the rat became a bipedal creature as tall as the sewer pipe, each tooth as big as her head.  Its tail, as long as she was tall, lashed out to fling her against the wall of the sewer.  The Sword of Justice dropped from her hand to clatter to the concrete side of the pipe.
 
   She sat dazed for a moment, to watch as Tim fired three darts from his right hand into the rat.  It roared with rage; its tail smacked him as well.  He landed in front of her, sewage up to his waist.  The rat charged forward to finish them off—and then collapsed.
 
   “I think that got it,” Tim said.
 
   “I think so.  Good work.”  She got to her feet and then helped him up.  “How many more of those do you have?”
 
   “Not nearly enough.”
 
   Even as he said this, Pepe shrieked again.  The reason became clear as she saw his body begin to swell as the other rat’s had.  He screamed again; this time he called to her in ratspeak and pleaded with her to kill him.  “I can’t,” she said.
 
   Tim put four darts into Pepe, enough tranquilizer to put him to sleep in seconds.  His body went back to its normal size and floated on the surface of the sewer.  Emma put a hand to the rat’s neck, to feel for a pulse.  “He’s dead,” she whispered.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Tim said.  “I must have used too much.”
 
   She shook her head.  “No, it wasn’t you.  It was her.”  She sighed as she stared ahead at the miles of sewer, populated by millions of rats who could all be turned into hideous monsters like that baby and Pepe.  As Tim had said, he wouldn’t have nearly enough darts for all of them.  “We’d better go up to the surface.”
 
   “You go ahead.  I can’t fit through those manhole covers.”
 
   “Tim—”
 
   “I’ll join you later.”
 
   She lifted her visor to smile at him.  “Actually, I think I have a better idea.”  She raised the Sword of Justice and then tossed it into the air.  Heph had done a good job to keep the same aerodynamic properties so she didn’t have much of a problem to guide the blade.
 
   The bigger problem was the rumble that came down the sewer.  Emma imagined dozens of rat monsters swarming along the pipe to devour them.  She closed her eyes to concentrate on the sword and tried to keep her mind off their impending doom.  At last the sword created a hole big enough for Tim to fit through.
 
   “Go,” she said as the blade returned to her hand.  She saw a horde of red eyes approach and heard the low growl of the monsters.
 
   Tim didn’t argue with her; he hit his boosters.  He blasted off into the air, to arc out of the manhole cover, onto the street above.  “The coast’s clear—for the moment,” he said.
 
   Emma jammed the Sword of Justice into its sheath.  Before she jumped, she looked back down at Pepe.  He had been as good of a friend to her as any human she’d ever known.  She hoped that like Jim, Pepe would go to the astral plane to wait for her.  “Goodbye,” she whispered and then leaped.
 
   ***
 
   As it turned out, they didn’t need to shoot anyone or blow anything up to create panic.  Two women running through the crowds armed with machine guns were enough to sow plenty of havoc in their wake.  Unfortunately, it also made them conspicuous to the police.
 
   Akako pulled Dr. Reed into an alley; she hoped they could cut through to somewhere a little more private.  To make things more difficult, Isis sealed off the alley; a brick wall rose out of nowhere to cut them off.  Fire escapes and doors disappeared to leave Akako and Dr. Reed with nowhere to go.  At the last moment, Akako spotted a door she must have missed the first time.  She found that it was of course locked.
 
   She threw herself against the door to break it open.  The door led into a toy factory, boxes of Almighty Isis action figures piled up, waiting to be crated and shipped.  Akako’s gun cleared the way for her and Dr. Reed; the employees screamed and dove for cover, no doubt afraid some disgruntled employees were on a rampage.
 
   “We’re not going to hurt you!” Dr. Reed shouted, but this didn’t do any good.  If anything it only made the employees more fearful, probably of being taken hostage.
 
   They jumped off the loading dock, into the back of a delivery truck that was about to leave.  They had just enough time to duck behind a crate of toys before the door slammed shut.  With a sigh of relief, Akako sat on the floor and brushed sweat from her face.  She hadn’t run so much since she ran for the cross-country team her senior year of high school.  Dr. Reed was winded as well; Akako figured she probably didn’t have to run nearly as much as that other Emma.
 
   “We should be safe for a minute,” Akako said.
 
   “How do you figure that?”
 
   “We were fine until that policeman saw us.  So like Joanna said, she’s not omniscient.  She’s more like me and the others; she’s linked to the people under her control in the city.  If we stay out of sight, then she won’t be able to find us.”
 
   “That sounds like a good theory.”  Dr. Reed hugged her weapon to her chest.  “So how are the others doing?”
 
   “About the same as us.  Rooi—our driver—and Rosita set fire to a newsstand.  Redman and Redd are smashing windows along Toledo Avenue.  Rood and Rosso are wiring up the old Hessman’s department store.”
 
   Dr. Reed shook her head.  “Those poor people.  What if someone gets hurt?”
 
   “That’s the chance we have to take for the greater good.”
 
   “I just mean there are innocent people minding their own business and we’re terrorizing them.  I don’t like it.”
 
   “It’s like your daughter said, we’re freedom fighters.  We’re doing what’s best for everyone.”
 
   “I’m sure that’s what the hijackers said on 9/11 too.”
 
   “Dr. Reed—Emma—we have to do this.  It might be our only chance to stop Isis.”
 
   “I know.  It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
   The truck came to a stop a few minutes later.  Akako braced herself for the driver to open the back door, but he didn’t.  She opened it enough to peek outside and see they were parked in front of a coffee shop.  Akako saw another alley just a short distance away.  With any luck, no one would see them between the truck and the alley.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “As I’ll ever be,” Dr. Reed said.
 
   They jumped out of the truck and darted into the alley.  As they ran, Akako waited for another brick wall to appear or perhaps something worse.  Nothing happened.  She finally sighed with relief again and rested against the wall, beside a dumpster.
 
   “So what do we do now?” Dr. Reed asked.
 
   “We have to find a way to disguise ourselves.  Then figure out where we are.”
 
   “I doubt there’s going to be much here we can use.”
 
   “No, but maybe there will be over there,” Akako said.  She pointed towards a garage door.  
 
   It was late enough that the garage was closed, a padlock on the door.  Akako made short work of this with her machine gun; she hoped the noise didn’t draw anyone to them.  She lifted up the door and saw they had found what they needed.
 
   It was a motorcycle customizing shop.  A half-dozen bikes lay in various states of rebuilding while spare parts were heaped off to one side.  More importantly than that, Akako saw coveralls the mechanics used on a wall.  She tossed one of these to Dr. Reed to put on.
 
   “I don’t suppose you know anything about motorcycles?” Akako asked.  She had learned to drive—twice—back in her world, but there everyone drove on the left and red lights meant to go.
 
   “My husband owned one.  Back when we were dating he let me drive it a few times.”
 
   “Well then, maybe we can use one of these.”
 
   The bikes around them were all useless unless they took the time to reassemble them, but they found the jackpot back by the spare parts.  It was an old military bike with a sidecar.  Someone had painted the bike a glossy black with flames on it and the sidecar.  A little ostentatious for Akako’s liking, but at the moment they didn’t have much of a choice.  
 
   The sidecar was roomy enough—and she thin enough—that they could shove the rifles in there, out of sight.  With helmets on and their hair tucked up, it should be difficult for Isis to recognize them.  The only problem was that they didn’t have a key, though Akako should have known Dr. Reed could hotwire the thing.  “You steal motorcycles back in your world?” Akako teased.
 
   “No, but it’s a pretty simple concept.”  Before Dr. Reed could explain it, Akako motioned for her to move.  They had a lot of ground left to cover.
 
   Dr. Reed was a cautious driver, which didn’t come as a surprise.  As she cruised along the road, Akako guided her to avoid the major roads where there were bound to be more cops.  At the first intersection, she got her bearings and then felt a queasy shiver in her stomach.  Agnes’s house was just a few miles away.  Would Renee be there or would she be out to stop the other Reds at the behest of Isis?
 
   The answer came as Akako climbed up the steps of the darkened house.  The door opened on its own and a light came on in the foyer.  And then in a flash of white light, she appeared.  A young woman nearly the same age as Akako, but with the exact features of the baby that had been torn from Akako’s arms back at Milton School for Girls.  A silver necklace that bore the symbol of Isis dangled from Renee’s neck; it winked at her mockingly.
 
   Worse yet was what Renee held in her arms.  She cradled a little girl with blond curls clad in a pink princess outfit.  Despite this, Akako recognized Agnes, the woman she had come to love, the one she had made a child with, a child who had become twisted and evil.  Agnes’s blue eyes looked at her, but showed no sign of recognition.  Renee smiled at Akako and Dr. Reed.  “Hello, Mother.  Welcome home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
   As she jumped along the rooftops of the city, Emma felt almost at home again.  She stumbled on her first couple of jumps, not entirely used to this new, lighter armor yet.  After these she got into a steady rhythm; she used the silver cape to slow her descents enough to land easily.
 
   She had to wait a few times for Tim to catch up.  Since his armor was made of real metal, it was heavier to run in.  He also couldn’t jump as fast with his boosters as she could with the magic boots.  He encouraged her to go on ahead, but she refused.  “We have to stick together,” she said.  She would need Tim’s help to get inside.  The cape—if it worked—might make her invisible, but that didn’t mean she could take on Isis and all her minions alone.  Eventually she would have to reveal herself and fight, in which case to have essentially a second Scarlet Knight would come in handy.
 
   They both had to come to a stop once they neared Executive Plaza, where they ran out of rooftops within easy reach.  This was when she wished Merlin had permitted her to fly, so she could simply fly to the top of the tower and smash inside.  Instead, they would have to do things the more traditional way.
 
   To make things worse, Emma could see that despite the chaos the Reds had created in the city, Isis still had at least twenty police officers posted.  From this distance she couldn’t tell if they were regular cops or Specials, but she supposed it wouldn’t matter.  Tim must have seen them too, as he said, “I’ll draw them off and then you can sneak inside.”
 
   “Tim, we’ve been over this already.  I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “I thought—”
 
   “No, it’s a good plan.  There just needs to be one slight change.”
 
   She waited on the roof while Tim jumped down to the ground.  He was right that especially with a distraction she would probably be able to get inside the tower by using her cape.  Again, that would leave her to face Isis and everyone else alone.  As powerful as this new armor might be, it wasn’t that powerful.  And no doubt Isis would know Emma was coming and would have something prepared for her.
 
   She counted to ten before she sprung off the roof.  With the cape, she steadied herself to land perfectly on her feet.  Before anyone could notice her, she wrapped the cape around her body.  It was finally time to put Merlin’s magic to the test.
 
   The new cape was loose enough that even with it wrapped around her, she could move more or less freely.  No longer did she have to shuffle along and feel like an oversized crepe.  This allowed her to reach the plaza quickly—too quickly.  Tim hadn’t engaged the police yet, still at least fifty yards from where they’d taken up position.
 
   Whoever was in charge wasn’t nearly as good of a strategist as Joanna; they had placed the police blockade squarely in the center of the plaza.  There wasn’t any form of cover there except for the police cruisers.  Then again, maybe Isis knew there wasn’t much point in cover when dealing with magic armor or a bulletproof suit.  
 
   A female officer raised a bullhorn.  When she spoke, Emma realized it was her old friend Officer Morgan.  “Hold it right there, weirdo, or we’ll be forced to shoot.”
 
   Tim didn’t break his stride; he lifted his arms to aim his dart guns.  Emma waited behind a statue of Isis and counted down the seconds.  As the police were about to open fire, she ran forward and then leaped into the air.
 
   As she came down, Emma threw the cape aside and used it to slow her descent just enough so she didn’t fall.  Some of the police turned to face her, but it was already too late.  She didn’t bother with the Sword of Justice; she relied on her fists and feet instead.  She hadn’t fought like this in what seemed like forever, but as with the jumping, it came back to her easily enough.  She wove through the ranks of police like a whirlwind; the second to last went down into a heap.
 
   The last one left was Officer Morgan, who Emma had intentionally left unharmed.  Emma flipped open the visor of the helmet and smiled at the policewoman, who dropped both bullhorn and pistol.  “Hello.  Remember me?”
 
   Officer Morgan found her courage quickly enough.  “Should I?”
 
   “Not really.  I’ve had some dental work done since the last time.”
 
   The policewoman’s eyes narrowed.  “You!  I thought the Specials had got you.”
 
   “No.  Thanks to my friend over there.”  Emma gestured to Tim, who still had his dart guns trained on Officer Morgan.  “I want to know what the situation is inside the tower.”
 
   “I don’t know that!  You really think the boss would tell me that?”
 
   “You must know something.”
 
   “I know enough to know I don’t want to go up there.  Anyone who goes up there isn’t going to come back down—at least not like they came in.  All sorts of stories going around the locker room about people being turned into babies, men into women, women into men, and even into animals.”
 
   “And vampires,” Emma said.  She put a hand to her mouth.  She suppressed a shiver to think Louise could be up there.
 
   “But I suppose that’s not going to be a problem for you two, is it?”
 
   “Maybe or maybe not,” Emma said.  “Goodnight, Officer.”  She motioned to Tim, who hit Officer Morgan with a dart in the neck.  Emma caught the woman to gently lay her on the ground.  Then she turned to Tim.  “Let’s go.”
 
   They trotted towards the front door of Robinson Tower; no one challenged them along the way.  That was until they entered the lobby.  A familiar shape stomped across the fountain in the center of the lobby, to stop directly in the center of it.  The spiky black figure glared at them with glowing red eyes.
 
   It was the Black Dragoon, just like the one that had vaporized in the Temple of Isis five years earlier.  It didn’t come as much of a surprise that Isis with all of her newfound power could have created a new Dragoon.  Who had she gotten to wear the armor?  It would have to be someone Emma cared about:  Becky?  Dan?  Louise?
 
   It was then the Dragoon reached up to remove the front of its helmet.  It wasn’t Becky, Dan, Louise, or any of Emma’s friends or family.  It was the one person Tim cared about most.
 
   The Dragoon was Sylvia.
 
   ***
 
   Renee bounced Agnes slightly until the baby giggled.  She stroked Aggie’s golden curls, and grinned evilly at Akako.  “I see Joanna relayed my message.”
 
   “Renee, what have you done?  Agnes is your father.”
 
   “I don’t need a father, not anymore.  I have Isis now.”
 
   “Isis doesn’t care about you.  Not the way we do.  She doesn’t love you.”
 
   “She showed me what I could be, what you two were afraid to let me be.  You wanted to keep me a little baby when I could do so much more.”
 
   “Is that why you did this to Agnes?  And to the others?”
 
   “I’m helping them to see the truth.  That’s why I brought you here.  I hoped Joanna would come too, but I guess not.”  Renee turned to face Dr. Reed.  “You must be her mother.  The esteemed Dr. Emma Reed.  You look so much like our Dr. Earl, except much older.”
 
   Dr. Reed turned to the mirror and gasped.  She put a hand to her face and touched her cheek.  Akako tore the mirror down from the wall and smashed it on the floor, but it was too late.  Dr. Reed’s face had become that of an old woman, deep wrinkles set along her face and flaps of loose skin around her neck.  She lifted a wrinkled hand to brush a tress of silver hair forward.  “What happened to me?” she asked, her voice suddenly raspy.
 
   Akako put her hands on Dr. Reed’s shoulders.  “It’s a trick, Emma.  A kind of hypnosis.  If you don’t believe it, then it’s not real.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Close your eyes and remember who you really are.  You’re not an old woman.  You’re thirty-nine years old.  You’re Joanna’s mother.  Remember?”
 
   Dr. Reed nodded.  Gradually her face smoothed and her hair returned to its natural red.  She opened her eyes and stared at her hands.  “Thank you.”
 
   Renee snickered at them.  “I didn’t think the good doctor was so feeble-minded for that to work.”
 
   Akako turned back to Renee, this evil version of the baby she had loved.  “Renee, you have to stop this.  What you’re doing, it’s wrong.  You must know that.”
 
   “Maybe you should get a better understanding before you judge it too harshly,” Renee said.  “I think your friend had better stay up here.  I doubt her tiny brain could handle it.”
 
   “Akako—”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  Stay up here and keep watch.  Renee and I are going to talk.”  To emphasize this, she left her weapons on the floor.  
 
   “If you’re sure that’s best,” Dr. Reed said.  Her voice quivered slightly; after what Renee had done to her, she probably wanted to run and hide somewhere.  Instead, she hefted her rifle and then went to the front door.
 
   Akako followed Renee through the parlor, which looked almost the same as the last time she had seen it.  Along the way, Renee sang to Agnes until the baby finally fell asleep against her shoulder just as Renee had on Akako’s.  “She’s so well-behaved for a two-year-old,” Renee said.
 
   Akako said nothing; she knew her daughter—if this person could even be considered her daughter anymore—wanted to get a rise out of her.  She wouldn’t take the bait.  She did sneak a glance at Agnes as she slept and noted how peaceful the baby looked.  Was there anything left of the old Agnes, the witch she had fallen in love with?
 
   Renee led her downstairs, into the basement.  Only it wasn’t the basement anymore.  Sylvia’s weapons and styling paraphernalia were gone, along with the vault that contained Agnes’s potions and magical ingredients.  In their place was the nursery Emma and Joanna had described.  As they walked past a pink plastic castle, Akako recognized the girl with the brown hair in a bun and glasses as Agnes’s sister Sophie—the one who had taken Renee from her and sent her back to her world.  She couldn’t feel any joy at Sophie’s fate, not since she knew who had brought it about.
 
   On the rugs in the center of the room, a group of little girls with paint on their fingers rested.  Akako saw Becky as Emma had described her.  Next to her was a little girl with black hair dressed in a witch’s costume who was undoubtedly Glenda and beside her a brunette in a Milton school uniform who had to be Regina Milton.  Just as Akako had feared, Renee had turned against the coven and transformed them into small children.  They passed little Megan Putnam, who constructed a city out of blocks, her face vacant of emotion.
 
   Akako noticed two babies weren’t here:  Sylvia and Louise.  Did Isis have them now or had Renee thought of something even more terrible to do to them?  She shivered at the thought.
 
   In one corner of the basement was a round wooden table and chairs sized for toddlers.  With a wave of her hand, Renee made the chairs expand to accommodate her and Akako.  Renee smiled again; the grin didn’t seem quite so evil this time.  “Aren’t they beautiful?  My sweet little babies.  It’s almost a shame I’ll have to let them grow up again.”
 
   “Renee, please, this is wrong.  You’re hurting innocent people.”
 
   “They weren’t innocent.  Not when they tried to kill my master and I.  We made them innocent again.  We freed their minds from their stodgy old notions of what was possible, of what was good and bad.  Now I can reshape them to see the truth.”
 
   “What truth?”
 
   “That Isis is what this world needs.  Under her guidance we’ll create a paradise where everyone can be happy and free.”
 
   “Free so long as they submit to Isis.”  Akako shook her head.  “She doesn’t see you or anyone else as friends.  She sees everyone as pawns, toys for her to play with.  The second you do something she doesn’t like or she gets bored of you, you’ll end up here.”
 
   “Isis wouldn’t do that to me.  She loves me.”
 
   “I love you!” Akako said this loud enough that Agnes stirred.  Her face gradually turned red until she began to cry.
 
   “Oh, now look what you’ve done.  You’ve upset the baby.”  Renee cooed to Agnes and rubbed her back gently—just as Akako had done for her.  Agnes hiccupped a few times and then sniffled.  Renee set her on the floor and smiled.  “Go play with your sister, sweetie.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Renee.”  Aggie sniffled again but then toddled over to Sophie.
 
   “Renee, please, I’m asking as your mother—”
 
   “You’re not my mother!” Renee hissed.  With her free hand she held up the necklace around her neck.  “You gave birth to me, but Isis is my real mother.”
 
   “I love you, Renee.  Come back to me.  Please.”
 
   “You don’t love me.  You think I’m an abomination, just like they all did.”
 
   “That’s not true.  I’ve always loved you, Renee.  For ten years I’ve been without you and it nearly killed me every day.  Please, change things back to normal.”
 
   “Normal?  So these brats can shun me again?  So they can treat me like a freak?  Is that what you want for your little girl, Mother?”
 
   “No, but we can make them understand.  We can make them see you how I see you.”
 
   “And how is that?”
 
   “You’re my special little girl.  My miracle.”
 
   Renee glared at her.  She shook her head.  “You’re lying.  I can see your fear.  You’re scared of me, just like they all were.  So maybe you should join them.”
 
   “You know your magic can’t work on me, Renee.”
 
   “I am aware of that, but it can work on her.”  Renee turned and gestured to where little Aggie played with Sophie in the pink castle.  Renee waved her hand and a moment later Akako heard a scream.  She turned to see Aggie on the floor by the pink castle.  She flailed around with her arms as she wailed.
 
   “I can’t see!” Aggie screamed.  “I can’t see!”
 
   “Renee, change her back,” Akako said.
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   “Because she’s your father.  She loves you.”
 
   “She didn’t love me.  She was like all the others.  She thought I was an abomination, a freak.”
 
   “She never thought that about you.  She loved you as much as I did.”  Akako reached across the table to put a hand on her daughter’s arm.  “She’s twisting your mind, sweetheart.  Isis is making you think these awful things, but they’re not true.  Aggie and I love you.  We’ve always loved you.  You’re our daughter.  Don’t you understand?”
 
   “No!  You don’t love me.  Only Isis loves me.  She’s the only one who understands me.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “You can either submit to Isis or Aggie will continue to suffer.  It’s your choice.”
 
   “Renee, please—”
 
   Renee waved her hand again.  From the pink castle came another wail.  Aggie’s hands pressed against the side of her head.  “Hello?” she said.  “Miss Renee?  Miss Renee, help me.  I’m scared.”  The other girls stared at her, except for Megan, who continued to build with her blocks as if nothing were wrong.
 
   Akako’s stomach clenched as she watched Aggie curl into a ball on the floor to sob.  Even worse was the smug grin on Renee’s face.  Isis had turned her daughter into a monster.  The smart thing to do would be to go upstairs, fetch her machine gun, and put a bullet in her daughter’s brain.  But then not only would her child be dead, Aggie would be stuck as she was, blind and deaf.  Akako looked down at her feet, tears in her eyes.  “You win.”
 
   “Good.  Now you can take your place with the other traitors.”  A golden mirror appeared in Renee’s hand.  She held it up to Akako.  In the glass she saw not herself but Renee Kim with her bright red pigtails, only the girl was smaller, a toddler like the other girls in the basement nursery.  “All you have to do is open your mind to Isis.”
 
   “What about Agnes?”
 
   “Oh, yes, how rude of me.”  Renee waved her hand.  
 
   Across the nursery, Aggie sat up.  She took her hands from her ears to hold them up to her face.  “Hello?” she said.  Then she smiled.
 
   “Don’t worry, kids are resilient,” Renee said.  “You’ll see that for yourself soon enough, when you open your mind to Isis.”
 
   “Renee, please, you don’t have to do this.”
 
   “This is what Isis wills.  Now, close your eyes.”
 
   “I love you, Renee,” Akako said.  Then she closed her eyes.  She took a few deep breaths to clear her mind.  
 
   “You belong to Isis now,” Renee whispered.
 
   “I belong to Isis,” Akako repeated.  She could already feel her body begin to shift; the ends of her sleeves drooped over her hands.  She became smaller and smaller.  At last she felt pigtails brush against her ears and bangs tickle her forehead.
 
   She opened her eyes.  She blinked a few times and then looked up at the woman who sat across from her.  “Mama?”
 
   The woman smiled at her.  “That’s right, sweetie.  I’m your mama.  Come here.”
 
   Akako hopped down to the floor.  The hem of her pink nightgown dragged on the floor.  She looked around the strange nursery for a moment, at all the other little girls.  Then she scurried over to Mama’s outstretched arms.  Mama swung Akako up into her lap.  “There’s my girl.”  Mama held up a mirror, in which Akako saw her face with her cute red pigtails.  She smiled and the little girl in the mirror did the same.  “Such a pretty little girl.”
 
   “Mama, where are we?”
 
   “We’re home, sweetie.  This is where you live, with your friends.”
 
   “They’re my friends?”
 
   “That’s right, sweetie.  They’re your friends.  None of them will hurt you.”
 
   “OK.”  Despite this, Akako snuggled closer to Mama.  She felt so warm and safe here.
 
   She stroked one of Akako’s pretty red pigtails and then said, “We should get you dressed.  Tell me sweetie:  what do you want to be when you grow up?”
 
   Akako didn’t need long to think about this.  “I wanna be a mommy!”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart, wouldn’t you rather be a pretty princess or something exciting like an astronaut or cowgirl?”
 
   “But you’re a mommy.”
 
   Mama smiled at her.  “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”  Mama waved her hand and the pink nightgown turned into a black dress just like Mama’s.  There was even a pretty silver necklace like Mama wore; Akako batted the end of the necklace and giggled.  Mama sighed and said, “You look so beautiful.”
 
   “Thanks, Mama.”
 
   Mama scooped her up from the floor.  “Come on, sweetie, there’s someone I want you to meet."
 
   ***
 
   Since she had already faced off against her first boss, Ian MacGregor, and later Becky in the Black Dragoon armor, Emma wasn’t surprised Isis would choose Sylvia, the woman Tim loved more than anything.  Emma put a hand to the Sword of Justice’s hilt.  She had to admit Sylvia—the Dragoon—had picked a good spot in the fountain.  While the cape would make Emma invisible, to engage the Dragoon she would have to step into the water, where her footsteps would be visible.
 
   “I can’t get in close to her,” Emma whispered.  “Not in that water.”
 
   “I don’t think my darts are going to be much good either.”
 
   Even as Tim said this, the Dragoon raised her right hand to launch a pair of claws at them.  Emma dove to the left while Tim dove to the right; the claws passed between them.  Tim rolled until he was behind a planter made of black marble.  The planter disappeared seconds later to leave him exposed as the Dragoon fired two more claws.  He flattened himself just in time to avoid being hit.
 
   While Tim did this, Emma took the Sword of Justice from its sheath and hurled it towards the Dragoon.  At the last moment, the Dragoon ducked; the sword whizzed over her head.  Emma brought it back around and tried to go lower, to slice into the Dragoon’s legs to knock her down.  This proved ineffective, as the Dragoon batted the sword away; the silver blade clattered to the floor.  Before Emma could call the sword back, the floor turned to liquid tar, to suck the Sword of Justice into it.
 
   Emma jumped into the air a moment before the tile beneath her feet similarly turned to tar.  She landed for a split second before she leaped onto the front desk.  It vanished beneath her feet, but by then she was jumping towards the wall.  She clung to the wall with one hand while she reached out with the other to call back the Sword of Justice.  She worked the blade back-and-forth and up-and-down a little at a time, until it finally came free from the tar.
 
   As she worked at this, Tim distracted the Dragoon by foolishly bull-rushing her.  From experience Emma knew this was a bad idea, as the Dragoon’s claws gave her an edge up close.  She should have known Tim wasn’t that stupid.  At the last moment, as the Dragoon began to swipe at him, he hit the boosters to leap over her.  
 
   With Emma’s armor he might have been able to come down behind the Dragoon and get in a good lick, but with the boosters he wasn’t fast enough.  As he landed, the Dragoon spun around to rake her claws across the front of his armor.  The claws didn’t do as much damage as they could have since Tim’s armor from the parallel universe was resistant to Isis’s magic.  To follow this up, the Dragoon hit him in the face with the palm of one hand.  Tim stumbled backwards to tumble out of the fountain.
 
   The Dragoon remained where she was, still too worried Emma might get in close to leave the safety of the water.  Instead, she launched a claw into Tim’s left bicep; the claw had enough force to drive through the armor.  Tim shouted in pain but got to his feet to stagger away from the fountain.
 
   “If you got any ideas, now would be a good time,” Tim shouted to Emma.
 
   All she could think of was that if they both got in close they might be able to overpower the Dragoon.  Even then they would still have to worry Isis might turn the floors into tar or something worse.  While Joanna’s plan might have helped dilute Isis’s attention, it was bound to be focused on them now that she knew they were here.  Most of Isis’s attention would have to be focused on her, not only because her armor was superior to Tim’s, but because of Isis’s hatred of her as well.  “Think you can keep her busy for a little while?”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Tim said.  He plucked the Dragoon’s claw out of his arm.  “You go stop her.”
 
   “Good luck,” Emma said.  She tossed Tim a salute before she bolted out of the lobby.
 
   Of course Isis had already made the elevators and stairs disappear.  There was no way up except to climb up more than a hundred and thirty stories.  She cut a hole through a wall so she could reach the outside of the building, where she began the climb.  
 
   Not long after Emma began, Isis changed the windows into water to drop her back to the ground.  There was no way up, at least not by any traditional means.  As she remembered what Merlin had said about Isis’s vanity, which she had already seen for herself often enough, she knew there was another way up.
 
   Emma stared up towards the top of Robinson Tower, which at the moment was obscured by dark clouds.  “So is that how it is?  After all these years, with all this supposed power of yours, you’re still too afraid to face me yourself?” she shouted into the air.  “You’re that afraid I’ll defeat you again?”
 
   Lightning flashed from the clouds; a bolt just missed Emma.  This she took as the proverbial warning shot across the bow.  The goddess was angry.  “You were always a second-rate goddess, that’s why Merlin imprisoned you for four thousand years and why a mortal woman could beat you and why you spent the last four years trapped as a little girl.  That’s why you won’t face me now.  You’re still a scared little girl inside.”
 
   “Enough!” Isis’s voice rumbled from the clouds.  “I fear nothing!”
 
   The ground beneath Emma’s feet shook as if from an earthquake.  The sidewalk cracked; the piece Emma stood on rose into the air like an elevator.  The chunk of concrete rose into the black clouds, where Emma could see that Isis had modified the top of the tower to mimic her temple in Egypt.  A pair of giant black-and-gold statues of the goddess guarded the temple’s entrance; the eyes glowed red at her approach.
 
   Inside, Emma saw it was exactly the same as the Temple of Isis she remembered, the interior dominated by the hundred-foot-tall statue of Isis along the back wall.  In front of this was the altar where Emma had sacrificed herself some twenty years in the future.  She hoped she wouldn’t need to resort to that this time.
 
   “Well, that’s certainly a pretty new suit he made for you,” Isis hissed.  She appeared in front of Emma as a beautiful Egyptian woman clad in only a loose white gown.  Isis’s black eyes still had the same haughty glare that Emma remembered from her nightmares, only this time at least she wasn’t a baby or a vampire; she was herself this time around.  “Though I have to say I preferred your old one.”
 
   Isis stepped back and a hole opened where she had been.  Through this came another nightmare, the one Emma had dreaded since that visit to the nursery.  In front of her was another Scarlet Knight, this one dressed in her old armor.  Emma had seen this Scarlet Knight in her vision of the future; the shorter frame, the heavier breasts, and the tangled red hair were all dead giveaways as to who wore the armor now.
 
   It was Louise.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
   Akako had been down in the basement for too long.  Dr. Reed tightened the grip on her weapon and debated whether it was time to go down there and see what had happened.  She wasn’t sure she wanted to see what she would find.  That Renee woman—the one Akako claimed was her daughter—gave her the creeps.
 
   Since she’d raised Joanna she had seen her fair share of strange things.  Yet despite what happened, Joanna was always still her little girl.  This Renee on the other hand, when Dr. Reed looked into her eyes she saw a bottomless pit of horrors.  She was Satan personified, a demon in the flesh.  How could something like that come from someone like Akako?
 
   Dr. Reed took a deep breath to calm down.  As Akako had said, Renee couldn’t harm her unless Dr. Reed let her.  If she just kept her wits about her, then Renee wouldn’t have any power.  She took another deep breath and decided it was time to go downstairs and see if Akako needed help.
 
   She made her way slowly over to the stairs.  She took them one at a time, careful not to make any noise.  When she was about halfway, she heard sounds.  They weren’t screams but giggles.  She recognized the sound of girls at play from all the times she had taken Joanna to the park.
 
   When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she saw an ordinary nursery.  It was populated by little girls, none who seemed older than three or four.  Some of them finger-painted while others played with toys.  She saw an adorable girl with golden curls in a pink castle.  It was the same little girl Renee had held when they first came to this place.
 
   The little girl looked up at Dr. Reed and chirped, “Hi!”
 
   “Hi.  Have you seen the grown-up who was taking care of you?”
 
   “Miss Renee?  She’s over there, with Akako.”
 
   Dr. Reed turned the direction the little girl pointed.  She saw that demon Renee, who held an Asian toddler with bright red pigtails in her arms.  “Akako?”
 
   The little girl stared at her for a moment and then with a whimper pressed her face against Renee's chest.  Renee patted the girl's back and cooed, “It's all right, sweetheart.  This is your friend, Emma.  Do you remember her?”  The girl shook her head.  “Try not to be offended, Dr. Reed.  Akako is just a little shy.”
 
   “What did you do to her?”
 
   “No one can resist the power of Isis.  You must have realized that by now.”
 
   “That's not true.  Isis couldn't do that to Akako.  Her magic wouldn't work—”
 
   “Isis is not limited by such trivialities.  She is a goddess after all.  Soon everyone will worship her, even little Joanna.”
 
   “No!  She can't hurt Joanna.  I won't let her.”  To emphasize this, Dr. Reed leveled the machine gun at Renee.  
 
   “Don't be a fool, Emma.  If you try to shoot me, you'll kill Akako.  Are you willing to risk that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Renee smiled and then set Akako on the floor.  “Run along and play, sweetheart.”
 
   “I don't wanna,” Akako whined.  “I wanna stay with you, Mama.”  The little girl clung to the witch's leg the way Joanna had used to do to Dr. Reed.  
 
   Renee patted the girl's head and then held her arms out wide.  “Go ahead, Emma.  Shoot me.”
 
   Dr. Reed hefted the rifle slightly higher, to aim it at Renee's heart.  She only needed to pull the trigger and this evil woman would be dead.  Her hands began to tremble; sweat dribbled into her eyes.
 
   The witch's grin broadened.  “What's the matter, Emma?  Don't you have a clear enough shot?”  She took a step closer, until the barrel of the weapon was only centimeters from the woman's chest.  “Go on, Emma.  Kill me.  That's what you came here to do, isn't it?  Don't you want to protect your daughter?”
 
   “I don't want to kill anyone,” Dr. Reed said.  “Change Akako and the others back and I'll let you go.”
 
   “What if I don't?  Then you'll shoot me?”
 
   “I might.”
 
   “We both know you couldn't do that.  You're too weak.  You've always been weak.”
 
   Even as Renee said this, Dr. Reed's head swum.  The machine gun became heavier in her arms; it trembled even more in her grip.  “I'll do it,” Dr. Reed whispered.
 
   “You won't.  You're not a hero.  Not like Emma Earl.  Not like Tim Cooper.  Not even like your own daughter.  You're just a spoiled brat from the suburbs.”
 
   Dr. Reed's head spun again.  The machine gun fell from her arms.  Renee caught it before it could hit the floor.  Emma reached out for it, but the whole room seemed to grow larger around her.  When her vision finally settled, everything looked bigger.  Then she noticed that instead of the coverall she wore the white floral print dress she'd worn the day she'd first gone to Harvard.  A tress of long hair dipped over her right eye.  She had to look up at Renee now as she said, “You can't do this!  It's a trick!”
 
   “I told you Isis isn't bound by any limitations.  Open your heart to her, Emma, and you'll see how wonderful it is.”
 
   “No!  I'll never serve Isis!”  Yet even as she said this, the room swelled again.  In place of the white floral print dress she wore a pink checkered one.  She patted waves of frizzy hair that Mom had tried to curl for her before the spring formal in junior high.  
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself as an adult, but it didn't work.  She continued to shrink.  The top of her head now barely came up to Renee's waist.  She wore pink overalls and sported an elaborate French braid just as she had her first day of first grade, when she was five.  Before long she would be as little as Akako.
 
   Renee put a hand on Dr. Reed's shoulder.  “You don't have a choice, sweetheart.  Save your daughter while you still can.”
 
   Dr. Reed wanted to dispute this, but even as she considered this, she shrunk into a kindergartener like Akako, only clad in a plaid jumper.  She looked down at her tiny saddle shoes.  What hope did she have?  What hope did any of them have?  But maybe she could at least spare Joanna some pain.  “You win.  Ow do it.”
 
   “I knew you would do the right thing, sweetie.  Now close your eyes and say, 'I belong to Isis.'”
 
   Dr. Reed closed her eyes.  She whispered, “I bewong to Isis.”
 
   Her head swam again for a moment.  She opened her eyes and blinked.  “Hi, Miss Wenee!”
 
   “Hello, sweetheart.”  Miss Renee patted the shoulder of a little Asian girl with bright red pigtails.  “Akako, why don't you and Emma go play?”
 
   Akako stared at her for a moment and then shook her head.  She pressed tighter against Miss Renee's leg.  Miss Renee knelt down to look Akako in the eye.  “What's wrong, sweetheart?  Why don't you want to play with the others?”
 
   “I don't wanna.”
 
   “Now sweetheart—”
 
   “I don't wanna!”
 
   “All right, sweetheart.”  Miss Renee turned to Emma and smiled.  “I have an idea.  Emma, close your eyes.  I have a surprise for you.”
 
   “Oh boy!”  Emma closed her eyes.  As soon as she did, her head began to feel funny.  She stumbled and fell to the floor.  Tears stung her eyes as pain ran through her.
 
   Miss Renee picked her up from the floor.  “It's all right, baby.  Mama's here.”
 
   “Mama?”
 
   “That's right, baby.  I'm your mama.”  She held up a golden mirror.  In it was a face like Akako's except the cheeks were chubbier, her bright red hair hung loosely, and she wore a pretty yellow dress.  “You're my little Aiko.”
 
   “Aiko?”
 
   Mama touched the end of Aiko's nose.  “That's right.  That's your name.  Such a smart little girl.”
 
   Aiko giggled as Mama set her back on the floor.  Then Mama patted Akako's back.  “What do you think, sweetheart?  Isn't your baby sister cute?”
 
   “She's fat,” Akako said and stuck out her tongue.  Aiko's lower lip trembled.  She began to cry.  
 
   “Aiko's not fat,” Mama said.  “She's just a little chubby.  Like her big sister.”
 
   Aiko giggled again as she watched Akako's cheeks turn pudgier and her tummy get bigger until the end of her pretty necklace rested on it like a shelf.  Akako put a hand to her tummy and cried out, “Mama, I'm not fat!”
 
   “You're not.  Neither of you are.  You're both just the right size.”  Mama put a hand on Aiko's shoulder.  “Now, baby, what do you want to be when you grow up?”
 
   “A fizzyzits,” Aiko said.
 
   “A physicist?  Don't you want to be something pretty like a ballerina or a princess?”
 
   “No!”  Aiko stamped her foot.  “I wanna be fizzyzits!”
 
   “All right, baby.”
 
   A moment later Aiko wore a white lab coat over her pretty yellow dress.  She felt something heavy on her nose and touched a thick pair of glasses, the top of which brushed against Aiko's thick bangs.  Mama smiled at her.  “There, now you're the cutest fizzyzits in the whole world.”
 
   Aiko leaned up to kiss Mama's cheek.  “I wuv you, Mama!”
 
   “I love you too, baby.  Now, why don't you girls go play?”
 
   “Yes, Mama,” Akako said.  She took Aiko's hand to lead her across the room, to where the other girls played.
 
   ***
 
   Akako, Aiko, and Aggie were having a tea party in the castle when there came a lot of noise outside.  Akako stuck her head out the window of the castle to see a bunch of people coming down the steps.  In the lead was a woman in a black leather coat.  Behind her were a bunch of scary people whose faces she couldn’t see because of their helmets.
 
   Akako grabbed Aiko’s arm to pull her into a corner of the castle.  “Be very quiet,” she hissed at her little sister.  “We don’t want them to find us.”
 
   Aggie crouched down with them and asked, “What about Sophie?”
 
   “Mama will keep her safe,” Akako said.  Mama would keep all of them safe.
 
   Akako heard screams and squeals from outside the castle.  Aiko whimpered into her shoulder.  Akako wanted to whimper too, but she knew she had to be a big girl right now.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Mama shouted.  “You have no right to be down here.”
 
   “We have plenty of right, toots,” the lady who’d come downstairs said.  “The boss sent us down here for two of your brats.  A Dr. Emma Reed and an Akako—”
 
   “You can’t have my children,” Mama said.  “Get out of here this instant.”
 
   “Not until we have them in custody.”
 
   “I would suggest you get out of here right now, or else.”
 
   “Yeah?  Go ahead and try, freak.”
 
   Akako held her breath and wondered what Mama would do.  Whatever she did made the mean lady laugh.  “You can’t hurt us.  The boss is protecting us.  Find them, boys.  Make it quick too.  This place gives me the willies.”
 
   Akako squeezed Aiko’s hand to let her sister know everything would be fine.  If they just stayed here and kept quiet—
 
   Someone grabbed her by the ankles to drag her from the castle.  She tried to grab on to something, but her fingers slipped from the plastic walls of the castle.  Aiko took her hand, but she was just a baby, much too weak to pull Akako back.  
 
   They both slid out of the castle to look up at one of the mean people without a face.  Aiko screamed and then buried her head into Akako’s shoulder.  “One of these has to be the Japanese one,” the faceless person said.
 
   The mean lady stared down at Akako.  “What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   “Akako.”
 
   The next thing she knew, the faceless person grabbed her around the waist.  Aiko screamed again.  She grabbed Akako’s ankle, but again she was too weak to stop the bad people from lifting Akako high up into the air, so that she was level with the mean lady.  The mean lady smiled, which only made Akako whimper.  “Hello, sweetie.  You’re going for a ride.”
 
   “I don’t wanna.”
 
   “That’s too bad.  Now, where’s the other one?”  The mean lady turned to Mama, who stood in the middle of the room.  “What’d you do with Dr. Reed?”
 
   “That’s none of your business.”
 
   “When the boss says she wants this Dr. Reed then it is my business, freak.  Now where is she?”  The mean lady stared at Mama.  “Tell us or we’ll have to cart all the little bastards in.”
 
   “You can’t do that!  She promised them to me.  They’re mine!”
 
   “Yeah, well, if you want to keep any of them, tell us which one is Dr. Reed.”
 
   Mama thought about it for a minute and then said, “Akako’s little sister.”
 
   “No!” Akako shouted as another of the faceless people grabbed Aiko.  “Please, Mama, I don’t want to go!”
 
   Mama reached out towards Akako, but one of the mean people shoved her back.  Mama shouted, “They’re mine.  Isis promised them to me!”
 
   “Too fucking bad, freak.  The boss wants them, so we’re bringing them.”
 
   “You can’t have them,” Mama said.  She closed her eyes and lifted her hands.  The end of her pretty necklace turned from silver to red, like it was on fire.  Mama’s eyes opened and she screamed.
 
   “Mama!” Akako shouted.  She kicked at the mean person who held her, but it didn’t do anything.
 
   “I told you it wouldn’t do any good, freak,” the mean lady said.
 
   “I won’t let you take them,” Mama said.  The necklace glowed even brighter.  Mama fell to her knees.  She screamed again and put her hands to her face.  
 
   Akako watched as Mama’s dress became loose.  She started to get smaller, to shrink until she was almost as little as Akako.  “No!” Mama shouted.  “It’s not fair!”
 
   She shrank until she was littler than even Aiko.  Mama sat on the floor, just a little baby with a tuft of brown hair.  The necklace was so long now that the end of it rested on the floor.
 
   The mean lady bent down to pinch Mama’s cheek.  This made Mama begin to cry.  “How adorable,” the mean lady said.  “You can stay here with the rest of the babies.”
 
   As Mama began to wail, a trapdoor opened in Akako’s mind.  Her memories flooded back.  It wasn’t Mama on the floor; she was the mama.  “Renee,” she mumbled.  “Oh, my sweet little Renee.”
 
   As the memories flooded back, Akako began to grow.  The man who held her lost his grip as she swelled back into an adult.  Akako seized this opening to snatch his pistol out of its holster.  She put one bullet into his knee before she whirled around to hit the female cop in the shoulder.  Akako hit the one who held Aiko—Dr. Reed—in the foot.  Aiko tumbled to the floor and bawled like a little girl with a skinned knee, which she still was at the moment.
 
   Akako didn’t have time to deal with her yet.  She lunged forward to take care of the rest of the police officers who’d come down into the basement.  Once she shot them, she hit them on the head to make sure they went unconscious.
 
   Only then did she turn back to Renee.  Her baby still wailed on the floor.  “It’s going to be all right now,” Akako cooed.  She took the necklace from around Renee’s neck, which only prompted the baby to cry harder.  “I’m sorry, sweetheart.  I have to do this.”
 
   Though she didn’t have a lot of experience with guns, Akako managed to toss the necklace into the air and hit it with one shot.  The symbol of Isis exploded in a burst of blue-white light.  The light swept over the room, to pass through Akako.  The others weren’t so lucky.  When the light hit the others, they doubled over and screamed in pain.  Akako watched as Aggie’s body began to swell.  The seams of her princess costume tore open as she grew from a toddler, into a little girl, and then into a young woman.
 
   It was the same for everyone else in the room.  When the light finally faded, Akako saw the coven on the floor, back to their adult selves.  So were Becky and Megan.  A few feet from Akako lay Dr. Reed, back to herself again as well.
 
   Renee began to wail again.  Akako picked her up from the floor.  When she looked into the baby’s eyes, she saw only the blue eyes the little girl had inherited from Agnes.  “Oh, sweetie, it’s you,” Akako whispered.  Renee only cried in response.  Akako rocked her until she finally fell asleep.  Akako felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Agnes next to her.  “Is she all right?”
 
   “She’s fine now,” Akako said.
 
   “How about you?”
 
   “I couldn’t be happier.”
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Reed felt someone shake her and Akako’s voice whispered, “Emma, it’s all right now.  You can open your eyes.”
 
   Dr. Reed grudgingly complied and saw Akako back to her adult self; she cradled a baby who had to be that awful woman—her daughter.  I guess she got what was coming to her, Dr. Reed thought, but knew better than to say this.  A gorgeous young blond woman helped Dr. Reed sit up.  “Are you all right, dear?” the woman asked.
 
   “I’m fine.  I guess,” Dr. Reed said.  She held up a hand, surprised at how big it was.  “This room seems so much smaller.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, dear.  You just need time to adjust.”
 
   “Probably.”  Dr. Reed looked around to see adults in place of the children; most milled around aimlessly, as confused as she was about what had happened.  “Who are all of these people?”
 
   “Our friends,” Akako said.  She put her hand on the blond woman’s shoulder.  “This is my husband, Agnes.  She’s Renee’s father.”
 
   Dr. Reed considered herself liberal-minded, but she still gaped at the two women, who leaned against each other like a loving couple.  “Her father?” 
 
   “It’s a long story,” Agnes said.  “The short version is that I’m a witch.  So are most of the women here.”
 
   “A witch?  Like—her?” Dr. Reed nodded towards the sleeping baby.
 
   “We aren’t going to hurt you.  We’re good witches.  Mostly.”  Agnes followed this up with a shrug.  “Besides, we don’t seem to have our powers back anyway.”
 
   Now that they were both adults again, Akako took charge of the situation.  “Emma, go upstairs and keep watch again.  Agnes and I will get the others organized.  Isis is sure to send more of her minions to find us, especially now that she knows the coven are adults again.”
 
   “Sure, I can do that,” Dr. Reed said.  She was actually grateful to get out of the nursery, back to a somewhat more normal setting.
 
   The motorcycle remained where she had left it; she ducked down behind the vehicle to watch the streets for signs of trouble.  The police had left a van in front of the house; the vehicle was probably not big enough to hold four-dozen adult witches.  They would probably have to go on foot until they could find transportation, as they had in the motorcycle shop.
 
   She nearly fired a shot into the air as she heard the door open behind her.  To her surprise it wasn’t Akako or her husband but Becky—or at least a woman who looked very similar to Becky, albeit heavier and younger.  “Hey, kid, how are you holding up?” Becky asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” Dr. Reed said.  “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll make it.  I guess.”  She put a hand to her head, her hair darker than Dr. Reed remembered from her world.  “My head’s still a little fuzzy.  I thought some fresh air might help.”
 
   “You can help me keep watch.”
 
   “Sure.  Sounds like fun.”  Becky knelt down beside her, though she was too fat to get herself entirely behind the bike.  “I can’t remember everything, but I do remember I wasn’t very nice to you.”
 
   “That’s all right,” Dr. Reed said.  She decided not to correct Becky about her real identity; she figured things were confused enough without bringing parallel universes into it.  “It was Isis’s fault, not yours.”
 
   “But still, I always thought that deep down, nothing could ever really break us apart.  I mean, we’ve always been like sisters.”  She sighed and then put a hand on her stomach.  “When this is all over, do you suppose everything will go back like it was?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.  That’s hard to say.”
 
   “It’s just that before this happened, I was in the hospital because someone shot me.  They had to give me a hysterectomy so I can’t have a baby.”
 
   “That’s awful.  I’m so sorry.”
 
   “That’s not the worst part.”
 
   “It’s not?”
 
   “Napier offered me a job with her nephew.  He’s running for Congress.  If he wins, then I’d be going to Washington.”
 
   “And you took this job?”
 
   “Yes.  The pay is good and all that, but mostly I just…I just didn’t want to be around you and Dan and everyone else.  I didn’t want to feel like you guys were feeling sorry for me.”
 
   “Becky, that’s just silly.  We’re your friends.  We love you.”
 
   “I think I know that now.  At the time I just felt so—I don’t know how to say it.  But I thought with so much going on I might not get a chance to talk to you about it again.”
 
   “I understand.”  Dr. Reed thought of her Becky with her job on television, her three wonderful kids, and her adoring husband.  She had only now started to understand how she’d taken not just her life, but also those of her friends for granted.  “Whatever happens, you’ve always been a good friend to me.  You’ve been like my sister.  I love you.”
 
   She hugged Becky and imagined it was her Becky, the one she saw so infrequently anymore.  If she and Joanna got back, she would have to find a way to keep in touch better with Becky.  Maybe they could move to Washington or the surrounding area; Joanna would love to live so close to the Library of Congress.
 
   She was still hugging Becky when she heard the sirens.  “Uh-oh.  We’re in trouble.”  She held Becky back.  “Go down and tell the others we have to leave.  Now.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll try to draw them off.”  Before Becky could argue, Dr. Reed climbed onto the motorcycle and kicked it to life.  She roared off towards the oncoming police cars; she gripped the handlebars with one hand and the machine gun with the other.
 
   In all her life, she had never fired a weapon before.  The closest she came was when she and Becky had played laser tag at the arcade when Dr. Reed came home for the summer when she was sixteen.  The principles of aiming the gun were simple enough, though it would be easier if she knew the speed of the wind and the oncoming police cars to properly account for all of the variables.
 
   She’d watched enough movies to know she should try to aim for the tires, that way she could possibly disable the vehicles without badly injuring anyone inside.  The police officers might work for Isis, but they were still innocent people.  With a deep breath, she pulled the trigger.  The kick of the gun nearly tore her off the bike, but she managed to hold on to both motorcycle and weapon.
 
   Her shot hit its intended target; the first police car skidded as its left front tire blew out.  Dr. Reed didn’t have time to congratulate herself as an officer in another car leaned out the passenger’s side window to fire at her.  She ducked as the bullet whizzed past her ear and then she sprayed a random burst of gunfire over the cars to keep their heads down.  This caused two more cars to slam into each other.  Dr. Reed brought the bike around to the right and saw at least five more cars on the way.
 
   She thought of what the other Emma had told her about the courage she showed in being the Scarlet Knight; that she did it because it needed to be done.  That was the same way Joanna felt about what she did, ever since that first day in the sandbox; she did it because it needed to be done, even if it meant her life.  Dr. Reed had questioned whether she could do this.  She had her answer as she flicked the throttle up to the maximum, to charge at the oncoming cars.  This needed to be done to buy time for Akako, Agnes, Becky, and all the others to escape.
 
   Just as she was about to fire, the roar of the motorcycle’s engine went silent.  The bike disappeared to leave her grasping at air.  She flew through the air and screamed with rage not pain at being duped by Isis.  The pain came as she smashed into the street and heard several bones snap.  Her skin burned as she slid across the pavement to finally come to a stop at the curb, one broken arm dangling uselessly in the gutter.
 
   The machine gun had flown out of her hand to land somewhere out of her sight.  Dr. Reed lay bloodied and broken on the ground, unable to do more than spit out a wad of blood and teeth.  She thought of Joanna, soon to be an orphan, just like that other Emma had been.  Through her pain, Dr. Reed smiled; there were worse fates than to become like Emma Earl.
 
   She heard the footsteps approach as the world around her began to darken.  I’m sorry, baby, she thought.  She hoped Joanna could hear her thoughts now.  I’m going up to Heaven with Daddy now.  Her eyes closed even as she heard a man growl, “Say goodnight, Red.”
 
   Then came the gunshot.
 
   ***
 
   Tim rolled to his right to narrowly avoid another flying claw.  Apparently Sylvia wouldn’t run out of the things anytime soon.  Or more accurately, every time she ran out, she reloaded and they would start all over again.
 
   At least since Emma had gone he hadn’t had furniture disappear or the floor turn to tar.  She, along with the Reds, must be taking up enough of Isis’s attention that she didn’t have time to worry about him.  Not that she needed to worry about him since it was pretty clear Sylvia would win this bout.
 
   One tenant of mechanical engineering was never to use a device for what it wasn’t designed to do.  Tim hadn’t designed his metal suit for close combat against the Black Dragoon; he had designed it to explore the city, find Emma, and bring her back.  Otherwise he would have given more thought to the suit’s offensive capabilities.  That was something he would certainly have to work out later—if there was a later.
 
   As he dodged Sylvia’s claws, he tried to sneak glimpses of her to see if there were anything of the real Sylvia left in her, or if she was just Isis’s puppet at this point.  She had taken off her helmet entirely; her dark red hair coiled around her head like snakes to make her look like Medusa.  Her eyes didn’t turn him literally to stone, but the hatred in them metaphorically turned him to stone.  Maybe she really was nothing more than a gorgon now, not the woman he had kissed back in New Stockholm.  
 
   He rolled onto his knees and fired a dart at her neck.  She batted this aside as if it were a mosquito.  “Sylvia, please, it’s me!  Tim Cooper.  I’m not your enemy.”
 
   “I came here to arrest you,” she growled.  “Now I’m going to enjoy disemboweling you.”
 
   “You don’t want to do that.  I know you don’t.”
 
   “What would you know about me?  You still think I’m your Sylvia Joubert.”
 
   He dove behind another planter and panted.  He doubted Sylvia was tired, not with that magic armor of hers.  She could last all night, long after his batteries gave out and the hydraulics went dead.  He thought again that maybe he had told Emma to go too quickly, but he reminded himself that in the scheme of things Sylvia—and him—weren’t important.  Their conflict meant relatively little compared to what was going on upstairs, where Emma faced the true evil.  If he could hold Sylvia at bay long enough, Emma might defeat Isis and the black armor would be destroyed.  Or if Emma failed then he would be dead anyway.
 
   Now that he didn’t have to worry about Isis abruptly changing the layout of the building, Tim gazed down a corridor to his right.  If he could get Sylvia into the hallways and offices, he might be able to work up some kind of trap.  An ambush was about the only hope he had to get close to her without getting run through with those claws of hers.
 
   Before he could make a break for it, he needed to distract Sylvia.  He reached out for the leg of a chair and hurled it over his head in her general direction; he counted how long it took for the chair to reach her.  “Is that the best you can do?” she shouted.  “Pathetic weakling.”
 
   He peeked over the planter to verify she was still in the fountain.  Despite that Emma wasn’t around and he couldn’t turn invisible, she had yet to take more than a step out of the fountain.  Maybe that was the last command Isis had given her, to defend that fountain with her life.  In that case, it wouldn’t do him much good to run off.  He would have to take the chance.
 
   “After you disembowel me, then what are you going to do?” he called out to her.  “What about your sisters back home?  Or your mother?  You just going to abandon them?”
 
   “Agnes and Mother are pathetic slobs.  Sophie is a whiny bore.  None of them can provide me with what Isis can.”
 
   Tim reached out for another chair and readied himself to throw it and then make a break for the hallway.  First, he wanted to throw her off her game if he could, though trash talk had never been a skill of his.  “You couldn’t stop me back on the docks in New Stockholm; what makes you think you can stop me now?  That tin can you’re wearing?”
 
   “You’re the one wearing the tin can.  And I’ll rip it open like such,” she growled.  He hurled the chair at her and counted to five before he ran.  He ran just a second before the chair reached her.  The chair threw off her aim enough that the claws sailed high, well over his head.
 
   The initial hallway was wide and tall enough to easily accommodate his suit.  The bank of elevators had disappeared, probably to make it more difficult for Emma to reach Isis.  Tim lit his boosters to rocket up into the air.  He slid over to his right, towards a railing for the offices on the second floor.  The warning light came on for the boosters, but he ignored this.  Just as the boosters began to lose power, he made it to the railing and flipped himself over it.
 
   There was no time to rest, as he heard Sylvia downstairs.  “You think you can hide from me?” she shouted.  “You’re a coward as well as a weakling!”
 
   She might be right about that.  To run away certainly wasn’t the brave thing to do, but it was the smart thing to do given his limitations.  He broke down the door to an architectural firm and stomped past the reception desk, into the cubicles beyond this.  There wasn’t anything he could use here, not that he really knew what he wanted.
 
   Lucky for him the next office was the building’s security.  There were no weapons in there that could hurt Sylvia, but he did find a directory for the building.  He found what he needed on the tenth floor.  The only question would be if he could get there and set up before Sylvia caught him.
 
   There was only one way to find out.
 
   ***
 
   The confirmation came when the other Scarlet Knight opened her helmet to reveal Louise’s face.  Not that of the adorable two-year-old Emma had left behind in France, but of the young woman Louise would become.  The only difference was that Louise’s eyes had turned black like those of Isis.
 
   “Louise, what are you doing?” Emma asked.
 
   “My name isn’t Louise,” she growled.  “My name is Katya.”
 
   Katya was the name Bykov had given her, the name she had known until Emma rescued her from Bykov’s clutches.  “I’m sorry,” Emma said.  “Katya, why are you wearing that armor?”
 
   “To protect Mother from you.”
 
   “Isis isn’t your mother.  I’m your mother!  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I’ve never seen you before in my life.”
 
   “Louise—Katya—this isn’t you.  You’re only two years old.  You were taken to Russia by a man named Sergei Bykov.”
 
   “And you killed him,” Louise said.  “You killed my father.”
 
   “He wasn’t your father.  Jim Rizzard was your father.  You met him.  He was wearing a ratskin coat.  You got your nose and your pretty hair from him.”
 
   “My father was not the Sewer Rat.”
 
   “His name was Jim Rizzard.”
 
   Louise took the golden Sword of Justice from its sheath.  The blade glowed bright yellow in the presence of so much evil.  “I’m tired of your lies.  You’re trying to trick me by making me think I’m your baby.  It’s not going to work.  I’m a grown-up and I know who my parents are.”
 
   Louise lunged forward; Emma jumped back in time to avoid the blade.  She leaped into the air and pulled the silver Sword of Justice from its sheath as she did so.  She turned in midair to come down behind Louise.  As she swung the silver blade, Louise managed to spin around and block the blow with her sword.  The two Swords of Justice rang against each other; sparks flew, but neither one shattered.  
 
   Louise pushed her blade hard against Emma’s; her daughter’s younger muscles won out to push Emma back.  Emma stumbled back and narrowly missed another swipe from Louise’s sword.  She brought her blade around to try to knock Louise’s away, but her daughter held on to her sword.
 
   They parried and thrust for what seemed like hours as neither of them gained an advantage.  Despite that Emma’s armor was newer, they seemed to be evenly matched.  In part it was because Louise’s youth and more compact frame negated the advantage of Emma’s lighter armor.  Another part, as much of Emma hated to admit it, was that she couldn’t bring herself to go all out against her own daughter.  This of course was why Isis had chosen Louise, just as she’d previously tapped Becky to be the Black Dragoon, because she knew Emma couldn’t kill her best friend.
 
   The question that rose up in Emma’s mind was how Louise could wear the scarlet armor.  She knew from experience that there was only one Scarlet Knight and to wear the armor that person had to hear the Call.  Louise certainly wouldn’t have heard the Call, not when she was just two years old.  Was it because Emma had effectively renounced the armor when she had given herself to Isis?  Or was it that in the future Louise would wear the armor?
 
   These were the kind of questions only Merlin could answer.  She hoped she wouldn’t get a chance to ask, not for a long time.  She also hoped that when she got a chance to ask Merlin, Louise wouldn’t have already been waiting for her on the astral plane for a while.
 
   Despite that the armor was magic, Emma started to breathe hard as she began to tire; the Sword of Justice became heavier and her swings less aggressive.  Louise sensed her advantage and pressed her attack.  While the situation was dire, Emma felt a tinge of motherly pride at how well Louise fought.  She did have a weakness, one that owed to her youth, in that she fought too emotionally.  If Emma could rattle her a bit, Louise would probably open her guard.  But trash talk had never been her strong suit, not even after nine years of being a superhero.
 
   From their brief conversation earlier, Emma knew her daughter’s sensitive spot.  “Bykov didn’t really love you.  Not as much as he loved his real child.  When Jim and I kidnapped Ivan, his father was more than willing to trade him for you.”
 
   “You’re lying!  Papa loved me!”
 
   “Sure, he loved you—like one of his hunting dogs.  When he got tired of your whining, he gave you away.”
 
   “Shut up!”  That did it.  Louise brought the golden Sword of Justice around for a wild, long swing meant to take Emma’s head off.  Emma of course was not there.  She ducked beneath the swing and came back up not with her sword, but with her fist to punch Louise in the midsection.  Her daughter flew backwards to land on her back; the golden sword fell from her hand.
 
   Emma leaped across the distance between them and planted her foot on Louise’s weapon.  She pointed her Sword of Justice at Louise’s neck.  “It’s over now, baby.  Give up, please.”
 
   “Never.  I’ll never let you hurt Mother.”
 
   “I’m your mother, Katya.”  Emma flipped open the visor of her helmet so Louise could see her eyes.  “I’m your mother and I love you.”
 
   “No you’re not.  You’re lying!”
 
   “Katya, look in my eyes.  Your real name is Louise Gladys Earl.  You were born two years ago at St. Joseph’s Hospital here in Rampart City.  Sergei Bykov stole you from me; he switched you with another baby so I would think you died.  He took you to Russia and renamed you Katya.  He wanted you to work for him, to run his empire after he died.  But your real father and I went to Russia and we got you back.  Jim and Bykov died.  You and I went into the forest.  You tried to run away but I found you.  Do you remember?”
 
   As she said all of this, Emma noticed Louise’s eyes turn from black to dark purple.  Maybe Emma was getting through to her; maybe she wasn’t completely lost yet.  “And I said that whatever happens, I want you to remember that I love you very much.  And I always will.  Don’t you remember, baby?”
 
   Louise stared at her for a moment and then nodded slowly.  “Mommy?” she said.
 
   “That’s right, baby.  I’m your mommy.  Do you remember?”
 
   “Yes.”  Tears came to Louise’s purple eyes.  “Can we go home?”
 
   “Soon, baby.  Very soon.”
 
   Emma pulled the Sword of Justice away from Louise’s neck and then held out her hand.  Louise took it and squeezed Emma’s hand.  She squeezed until Emma winced with pain.  When Louise smiled, it was with the evil grin of Isis.  “Got you,” Louise hissed.  Emma barely had time to gasp before Louise shoved her backwards, off of the gold Sword of Justice.
 
   Emma staggered back, but got her blade up in time again as Louise called her sword back to her hand and swung at her mother.  Emma wrapped the silver cape around her body to turn invisible.  Louise held up in mid swing to bring her sword into a defensive position.  “You can’t hide from me, Mommy,” she said.  She hurled the Sword of Justice right at Emma.
 
   Emma ducked under this; she should have realized the invisibility wouldn’t work against the eyes of someone pure of heart.  Despite what Isis had done to Louise, that still seemed to apply to her.  Emma lifted her sword again and the battle continued.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
   When Joanna was a year old, she asked, “Where Dada?” 
 
   Dr. Reed smiled down on her innocent little baby to decide how to explain that her father was dead.  “He’s gone up to Heaven, baby,” she said.
 
   “What Heaven?” Joanna asked.  She had fallen asleep when her grandparents tried to take her to Mass.  
 
   “It’s a very special, very faraway place where God lives.  It’s a really beautiful place where it’s always sunny and warm and there’s never any winter.”  
 
   “Not even Christmas?”
 
   “Well, of course it snows on Christmas.  But not any other time, unless you really want it to.”  Dr. Reed stopped, her cheeks warm.  This wasn’t how she had hoped it would go.  For one thing, she had hoped Joanna would be older before they had to have this talk.  She should have known that a girl who had already potty trained herself before her first birthday would realize her father was never around.  “Anyway, in Heaven you can do whatever you want all the time.  Nothing bad can ever happen to you there.”
 
   “Why Dada go there?”
 
   Dr. Reed paused again to search for the right words.  “Well, sometimes when people are really good, God brings them up there to live with him.”
 
   “Dada good?”
 
   “Yes, baby, Dada was very, very good.  He was so good that God brought him up there to live with him up in the clouds.”
 
   “I wanna go.  I wanna see Dada.”
 
   “Not now, baby.  Not for a long, long time, until you’re an old lady like Mommy.”  Dr. Reed touched the end of Joanna’s nose.  “Now go to sleep, baby.”
 
   Almost always an obedient girl, Joanna had gone to sleep.  Over the next two years, Joanna continued to pepper her with questions about Heaven and her father.  Dr. Reed deflected these questions as best she could.  While Joanna was a very smart child, she was at heart still an innocent little girl, too young to handle death.
 
   Now Dr. Reed knew her daughter would have to handle death.  Joanna was alone now, with no one to protect her from that harsh truth anymore.  She would have to accept that both of her parents were dead.
 
   As for Dr. Reed, Heaven was about like how she had described it to Joanna back then.  It was sunny and warm, the sky a brilliant blue and the hills a verdant green.  She sat in a field of tulips, her favorite flower and the only ones to which she wasn’t allergic.  The only thing out of place was the mountain that rose far above the hills.  It wasn’t even a mountain range, just a single mountain that rose so high the clouds obscured its peak.  Was that where God lived?
 
   She had never really bought into the stories she told Joanna about Heaven and God; her scientific background made such notions seem absurd.  Maybe there was some truth to it after all.  Or maybe her mind had manufactured all of this; the same type of hypnosis Akako’s daughter had used to turn Dr. Reed into little Aiko.
 
   Dr. Reed wondered what had become of Akako and her friends.  Had they managed to elude the police?  Or had they been caught and taken to Isis?  She supposed there was no way to find out; they certainly didn’t appear to have newspapers here.
 
   She decided to get up and have a look around.  If this really were Heaven, maybe she could find Red—her Red.  As she walked through the field, she stopped long enough to pick some flowers, the way she had when she was a little girl when she visited her grandmother’s house.  She had long wanted to take Joanna there, but before her grandmother died, she lost the house to foreclosure.
 
   Armed with a bouquet of tulips she hoped to present to her husband, Dr. Reed stepped onto a dirt path.  She had expected Heaven to have streets paved with gold as described in the Bible, but maybe those came later.  Maybe she was merely in the suburbs of Heaven.
 
   She went what must have been two miles before she saw a man in the roadway.  He looked like a cartoon wizard with his robe, pointed hat, and long gray beard.  He needed only the staff to complete the illusion.  
 
   “Back so soon?” the wizard asked.  His voice sounded vaguely British.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I must say your hair is an improvement over that ghastly white, though I should think you need some more sleep for those bags under your eyes.”
 
   Dr. Reed put a hand to her face and realized her eyes were a bit puffy.  Still, that was none of this old man’s business.  “Who are you?”
 
   “Oh good, here we go again.  I swear if we had such things I would tape record it for you.”  With a tired sigh, he said, “Your name is Dr. Emma Earl—”
 
   “It is not.  That was my maiden name.”
 
   “Oh, and who do you think you’re married to?  Dreyfus?  The Sewer Rat?”
 
   “My husband’s name was Dr. Randall Reed.  Have you seen him?”
 
   “No one’s shown up here since the last time you were here.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I’ve never been here before.”
 
   The old man looked up at the sky.  “Why me?  What did I do to deserve this?”
 
   “So where are we?  Is this Heaven or some kind of Purgatory?”
 
   “Purgatory is closer to the truth.  This is my master’s realm.”
 
   “Your master being—?”
 
   “Merlin the wizard, of course.  Are you sure you don’t remember anything?”
 
   “Why do you keep asking me that?  How could I have been here before?  It’s not like I’ve died before.”
 
   “Right, of course, you’ve never died before.  You’ve never been here before,” the old man said.  His voice dripped with sarcasm.
 
   “If you’re not going to be helpful then could you please get out of my way?”
 
   “Fine.  I’m sick of trying to deprogram you every time you go bonkers.  You can think you’re some older married woman or little girl or whatever you want.  It’s none of my business.”
 
   The old man turned to go, but Dr. Reed grabbed his arm.  “What little girl?”
 
   “The one who said her name was Joanna.  Mouthy little thing—” he stopped as Dr. Reed slapped him across the face.  “What in blazes was that for?”
 
   “Don’t you talk about my daughter like that.”
 
   “Your daughter?”
 
   “That’s right.  My beautiful, sweet little girl.”  Dr. Reed wanted to say more, but she broke into tears.
 
   The old man patted her back.  “I’m sorry, lass.  I didn’t mean to step on your toes.”  He sighed and then said.  “Come along, I’ll take you to camp and we’ll get you something to eat.”
 
   She followed the old man along the dirt path; her heart sunk as she began to realize it was unlikely she would find Red here.  Wherever she was, it wasn’t Heaven.  She couldn’t imagine any kind of Heaven that would allow such a thoughtless, tactless man like this old man.
 
   The path ended at the edge of a clearing, where three people sat around a fire.  One was a husky blond woman clad in only a sheep pelt.  Another was a burly older man who also wore sheepskins.  The third was a younger man, his face obscured by wild hair, who wore some other kind of animal skins; apparently PETA hadn’t come across this place yet.
 
   The younger man stood up and ran over to her.  She nearly gagged to death at the smell of him; his body reeked of centuries old garbage.  He wrapped her in a hug and said, “You back too soon.”  She returned his hug tentatively, at least until she heard him sniff at her neck.  To her surprise, he pulled back a moment later and brushed hair from his face so she could see into his red-brown eyes.  “You not her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Emma.  You not have her smell.”
 
   “I am Emma.  Dr. Emma Reed.  Who are you?”
 
   He didn’t answer her; he turned and stomped off into the forest.  Dr. Reed watched him go and then turned to the others.  “What’s going on here?  Why does everyone keep acting like I’m someone else?”
 
   “Because you look like someone else,” the blond woman said.
 
   “You mean Dr. Earl, don’t you?  She’s been here before?”
 
   “Twice.  The last time was about ten hours ago by your reckoning.”
 
   “I see.  And that man is a friend of hers?”
 
   “More than a friend,” the older man by the fire said.  “Much more.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, I guess I’ll have to apologize to him later.”  
 
   The older man by the fire patted a rock beside him.  “Have a seat, lass.  Dinner will be ready soon.  Or is it breakfast?  So hard to tell these days.”  She decided to accept his generous offer and found the rock more comfortable than she would have thought.  The man held out a hand for her to shake.  “My name is Percival Graves.  I’m also a friend of Dr. Earl.  This here is Beaux; she’s been here longer than any of us.  And that ghastly old coot you had the misfortune of meeting is named Marlin.”
 
   “You call me ghastly?  I’m not the one who looks like the Missing Link.”
 
   “Ignore him, lass.  He’s always got a bug up his arse about something.  Too bad Emma didn’t take you with her when she left.”
 
   Dr. Reed ignored most of this exchange.  “So is anyone else here?”
 
   Mr. Graves shrugged.  “There’s an old chap named Belt who lives back up the road a piece.  Don’t really see much of him.  Then of course there’s Merlin.”
 
   “So he’s real?”
 
   “Of course he’s real,” Marlin snapped.  “You think everything in stories is made up?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just never thought of him as a real person.”  Of course given all the other strange things she’d seen lately, she supposed it shouldn’t come as much of a surprise.
 
   “I think you’re going to see how real he is very soon,” Beaux said.  She gestured with a leg of lamb to the sky.  Dr. Reed’s mouth fell open.  It was a flying horse, a Pegasus just like in the old stories she’d read to Joanna when she was three.
 
   The winged horse came to a stop neatly in front of her.  The Pegasus bent its head and to her surprise, it nuzzled her face.  Then it raised its head and tossed its mane back.  “I think he wants you to go with him,” Mr. Graves said.
 
   “I think you’re right.”
 
   ***
 
   Like most little girls, including Joanna, she had loved horses.  Her greatest thrill came when she was ten and her parents took her to a ranch outside of Salt Lake City, where she got to ride a pony for three whole days.  She had wanted a horse of her own, but her parents couldn’t afford it, nor did they have room for it in the backyard.  Joanna had similarly asked for a horse when she was six, but Dr. Reed wasn’t much richer and didn’t have much more room than her parents for an animal.
 
   In her wildest dreams, Dr. Reed never imagined she would actually get to ride a Pegasus and soar over the green hills of this strange land.  By all rights a Pegasus could not exist and even if you could somehow breed a horse with bird wings, it would still weigh too much to fly.  Yet this horse clearly flew through the air as if it weighed nothing—as if she weighed nothing.
 
   Maybe in the scheme of things that was true.  She was dead, her body in a gutter in Rampart City, teeth knocked out, patches of skin peeled away, and a bullet through her brain.  So in a sense this wasn’t real and thus it could operate under rules that did not follow those of the real world.  
 
   She pushed these thoughts aside to bask in the simple joy of sitting atop the horse as it flew higher and higher into the air.  For its part the Pegasus seemed to have taken a shine to her; it kept its body so steady that she could probably ride without the reins or saddle.  The flying horse avoided any turbulence to make it the easiest flight she had ever experienced.
 
   Dr. Reed couldn’t resist a girlish squeal as the Pegasus climbed into the clouds.  She reached out with one hand to feel the clouds, but her hand passed right through them.  In a way she felt disappointed by this; while she knew clouds were nothing more than condensed water vapor, the child in her wanted them to feel as fluffy as they looked.
 
   Once they emerged from the clouds, Dr. Reed saw the top of the mountain and a wooden cabin, like the one where she and Joanna had stayed at in Michigan.  That had been her first—and last—attempt to rough it with Joanna; the little girl had been so afraid of the spiders in the outhouse she had refused to go in there alone.  Dr. Reed hoped the trip to this cabin would go better.
 
   The Pegasus touched down with hardly a bump.  The horse bent down to make it easier for her to dismount from the golden saddle.  She patted the Pegasus’s neck.  “Where are we, girl?” she asked.  The horse whinnied to her and then motioned towards the cabin.
 
   “Right.  I guess I’ll find out.”
 
   She was about to knock on the frame around the leather flap being used for a door when the flap pulled aside to reveal a man.  He looked about her age with a black beard far shorter and better trimmed than Marlin’s.  The man smiled at her and then bowed slightly.  “Greetings, Dr. Reed.  My name is Merlin.”
 
   “You’re Merlin?”
 
   “You were expecting someone older?  With a long beard and pointed hat?  They all do at first.”
 
   “Well, yes, I suppose that’s what I was thinking.  Kind of silly I guess.”
 
   “Not at all.  You’re battling against millennia of misinformation.”  He stood aside and motioned for her to come inside.  She saw not much in the way of furniture, just two stools, a table, and a bearskin rug beside the fire.  She sat on one stool while Merlin took the other.  With a wave of his hand, two mugs appeared on the table.  “Care for some tea, Doctor?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “I see you don’t have your daughter’s reservations about accepting drinks from strangers.”
 
   “Well, I’m already dead, so what’s the worst you could do to me?”
 
   “Excellent point.”  
 
   She took a sip of the tea and found it was the way she liked it, with just one lump of sugar.  This didn’t really surprise her, as if Merlin was the real Merlin of course he should be able to get her tea right.  “That’s a very nice horse you have.”
 
   “She’s not my horse.”
 
   “She’s not?”
 
   “No, she’s yours.”
 
   “Mine?”
 
   “You must have noticed how taken she is with you.”  Merlin paused to sip from his mug.  He nodded towards where the Pegasus waited outside.  “Every horse has a rider who fits it perfectly.  Sort of like a soul mate if you will.”
 
   “Like Roy Rogers and Trigger?”
 
   “Yes.  There are many other examples in history of this as well.  Stardust is your Trigger.”
 
   “Stardust?”
 
   “That’s her name.”
 
   “Are you sure?  That was the name I was going to give my horse if I had one.”
 
   “Well, now you have one.  How convenient.”
 
   “Did you make her for me?  Did you know I was coming here?”
 
   “I made her for Emma Earl.  Though Stardust seemed far less taken with the other Emma or your daughter.”
 
   Dr. Reed thought of the way Emma’s friend—her lover if she understood Mr. Graves correctly—had smelled her and known she wasn’t his Emma.  Maybe Stardust could sense the same when she smelled Dr. Earl or Joanna.  “So if she’s my horse, what do I do with her?”
 
   “Take her back with you.”
 
   “Back?  Back where?”
 
   “To Rampart City.”
 
   “But I’m dead.”
 
   Merlin only shrugged at this.  “In the grand scheme of things, death is only temporary.”
 
   “I thought it was permanent.”
 
   “As a scientist you must know about the cycle of life.  People die, they decompose, and become food for worms, bugs, and flowers.  So it goes.”
 
   “How does it work?  You say a spell or give me a potion and I spring back to life?”
 
   “Nothing so dramatic.  You merely go back the way you came, just like the other Emma when she was here.”
 
   “And she died?”
 
   “Twice.  The second time wasn’t very long, just a few minutes.”
 
   “What about Joanna?”
 
   “You were there.”
 
   “She was clinically dead for a minute,” Dr. Reed said with a shiver.  “So that’s it?  I just hop on Stardust and fly back and I’ll be back in my body?  What about that bullet in my brain?”
 
   “You needn’t worry about such morbid details, young lady.  Just have faith.”  Merlin set his mug aside and then stood up.  “And above all, remember that you are Emma Earl at heart.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You’ll find out when the time comes.”
 
   “That’s not very comforting.”
 
   “I’m afraid there’s not much comfort to be had in these dark times.”
 
   “I guess not.”  Dr. Reed stood up and set her mug aside as well.  “Thanks for the tea.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.  I have to say I can see where Joanna gets it from.  Such a delightful little girl.”
 
   “She is.”  And maybe now Joanna wouldn’t have to be an orphan.  This thought drove Dr. Reed as she climbed onto Stardust’s back.  “Let’s go home, girl.”
 
   The horse nodded and flapped her wings as she galloped forward.  As Stardust rose into the air, Dr. Reed looked back to wave to Merlin.  As she replayed the conversation in her mind, it didn’t make a lot of sense.  With any luck she would figure it out later.
 
   Stardust glided over the field of tulips, beyond which Dr. Reed saw nothing but an empty horizon.  The Pegasus charged towards this, unbothered by it.  Dr. Reed put her head against Stardust’s neck and closed her eyes—
 
   ***
 
   When she opened her eyes she looked up at a black sky.  The ground beneath her felt cold and hard.  She realized she sat in an alley like the one where she and Akako had found the motorcycle shop earlier.  She spun around when someone touched her shoulder.  “Oh, it’s you,” she said.
 
   Akako smiled slightly and nodded.  “You’re back in the land of the living.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Positive.”
 
   Dr. Reed tried to sit up, but Akako kept her from doing so.  “Just take it easy,” Akako said.  “You’ve had a big shock.”
 
   “I’d say so.”  Dr. Reed examined her body, but didn’t see any sign of the road rash from her fall.  All her teeth were where they were supposed to be.  Merlin had told her to have faith, that things would work out.  And so they had.
 
   She slid back against a wall and stared at one hand just to make sure it wasn’t wrinkled or tiny or anything else to indicate she had somehow changed while being dead.  From what she could tell she was exactly the same as before the accident.  “What happened to everyone else?  Did they make it?”
 
   “Thanks to you.  Some of the others helped get them out of the city.  It shouldn’t be long before they’re back at the camp.”
 
   “Agnes, and your daughter too?”
 
   “Yes.  Agnes didn’t want to go, but she’s still too weak to fight.  It’s going to take time for their powers to come back.”
 
   “So what else have I missed?  Isis still around?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “What about Dr. Earl?”
 
   “I think she and Tim are there now.  There’ve been a lot of disturbances going on around Robinson Tower.”
 
   Dr. Reed got to her feet.  “That’s where we need to be.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “I know, but we still need to be there.  Or at least I do.  You can go back to your family.”
 
   “Emma—”
 
   Dr. Reed put a hand on Akako’s shoulder.  “You’ve done enough.  I owe you.”
 
   “Let’s just call it even.”
 
   “All right.”  As they started out, Dr. Reed leaned against Akako for support.  Her legs still felt weak and her head spacey.  She hoped by the time they got to Robinson Tower she would be recovered.  If they got to Robinson Tower.  She didn’t really know how they would do that.
 
   The answer literally dropped out of the sky.  Stardust swooped down from the sky to skid to a halt in front of them on the road.  Dr. Reed ran forward and threw her arms around the horse’s neck; the Pegasus whinnied at her.  “You came!” she said.  “I don’t believe it.”
 
   “Is that—?”
 
   “Her name is Stardust.  Don’t worry, she’s a very smooth flier.”
 
   Akako looked skeptical but accepted Dr. Reed’s help to swing onto the saddle behind her.  Stardust showed no reaction to this added weight.  The horse pawed at the pavement, anxious to get going.  Dr. Reed took the reins and said, “Let’s go, girl.”
 
   As Stardust rose into the air, Dr. Reed stared at the black shape of Robinson Tower.  As Akako had said, black clouds surrounded its top; the clouds lit up from lightning discharges.  They were headed straight into those clouds, into the belly of the beast.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
   He made it up to the tenth floor with plenty of time to spare.  Sylvia didn’t seem in any hurry to catch up to him.  She probably savored the wait, the thrill of the hunt.  That gave him more than enough time to do what needed done.
 
   The directory he had found indicated that Global Investment Corp would soon move into the suite on the tenth floor.  Tim played his hunch and was rewarded to see the suite was still under construction.  The contractors had left their equipment; from the look of it they’d had to leave the place in a hurry.  Tim found wrenches, hammers, and most important of all:  saws.
 
   Isis could have easily made the equipment vanish, along with the suite or even the building.  She probably didn’t see it as enough of a threat to bother with.  A saw or hammer could do nothing against a goddess or the armor of the Black Dragoon.  At least not a saw with a blade from this world.
 
   The most difficult part of his plan was to take off the armor around his right leg.  He didn’t know if this would leave him vulnerable to Isis’s magic or if he had to be entirely uncovered for it to work.  Then again Sylvia came from another dimension and she had fallen victim to Isis, something he still couldn’t explain.
 
   Once he managed to get the armor apart, he used some of the equipment to take apart the booster on that leg.  He took out the fan blade for the turbine and set it aside.  The fan blade was not sharp enough on its own to do any good.  For that he needed a sharpener, which some carpenter had graciously left in his tool belt.  Between that and some sandpaper, he sharpened the blades of the fan to his satisfaction.  Then he needed only to swap out the blade of a circular saw with his sharpened fan.  The result was primitive and probably not very sturdy, but it might be the edge he needed.
 
   By the time he finished, he could hear Sylvia smash into the suite next door.  It wouldn’t be long now until she was upon him.  He scrambled to get the piece of armor back on his leg; he left the remains of the booster behind.  They wouldn’t do him much good now.
 
   For the next step he needed to find a place to hide.  The future home of Global Investments was too unfinished to provide him with any sort of hiding place.  For that he had to break through the wall and stomp into the next suite for a sports marketing firm.  The glass-walled offices wouldn’t be of much help to him, but the lunchroom would suffice.  He positioned himself just inside the door and settled in to wait.
 
   It didn’t surprise him when Sylvia ducked in through the hole he’d made into the suite five minutes later.  Her eyes glowed green in the darkness while her hair writhed in all directions as if it really were alive.  He took a deep breath and held up his saw.  He would only get one shot at this; if he blew it, he would probably end up in a glass case like one of the autographed footballs in this suite.
 
   She approached the lunchroom cautiously and sniffed at the air like an animal.  “I know you’re here somewhere, worm.  Come out and your death will be quick.”
 
   That wasn’t much of an offer, though at the moment it might be the best one he got.  She took another step closer; her claws extended a few inches in preparation to gut him.  “Come out, come out wherever you are,” she cooed.  
 
   He did so the moment she reached the center of the lunchroom doorway.  As he rolled to his right, he used one hand to turn on the saw and bring it down on her right calf.  The blade worked just as he’d hoped to slice through the black armor, into her flesh.  Sylvia screamed in pain; he pulled the saw away from her leg and kept it poised to strike again.  She tried to spin around to fire her claws at him, but she lost her balance and collapsed onto the floor.  
 
   Tim stepped back into the lunchroom, to watch her drag herself around a hundred eighty degrees.  She crawled towards the lunchroom; her eyes blazed with fury.  “You coward!  You’re still going to be mine!”
 
   He waited until she crossed the threshold before he stomped on her wrists with either foot.  On her belly, there was nothing she could do then but scream with rage.  “I’m sorry about this,” he said.
 
   “What are you going to do now, chop off my head?”
 
   “I’d never do that.  Not to you.”
 
   “Fool.  Do you think I really love you like your Sylvia?”
 
   “No, not yet.  But I know you felt the same thing I did when we kissed, the rightness of it.  We’re meant to be together Sylvia.  No matter what universe, we belong together.  Just like Akako and Agnes.”
 
   “What’s that fat cow have to do with anything?”
 
   “In another universe, your sister was a man who fell in love with a woman named Akako,” Tim said.  As he did, he squatted down and held the saw over her back.  This would be delicate work, but it might be the only way to break the spell over her.  “They got married, but then Akako’s husband was killed.  So when she got the chance, she came to this world.  There she met a witch named Agnes and again they fell in love.  Do you see now?”
 
   “It’s not the same at all.  I don’t love you.  I hate you!  Why do you think I tried to arrest you?”
 
   “Maybe you’re just confused.  In any case, I know that in time you could love me.  I want us to have that chance.  But first you have to stop being Isis’s slave.”
 
   “I’m no one’s slave!”
 
   “She’s using you, Sylvia.  She picked you to get at me.  That’s what she does.”  He turned on the saw.  Over the whine of the motor he shouted, “I’ll try not to make this hurt.”
 
   He brought the saw down on Sylvia’s back.  She bucked a little, but with the weight of his suit on her wrists and her right leg crippled, there wasn’t much she could do.  “Moving will only make it worse.”
 
   “Good, go ahead and cripple me!  As if you haven’t humiliated me enough already.”
 
   He stopped the saw to look into her eyes.  “I’m not trying to humiliate you, Sylvia.  I care about you too much for that.  I just want to help you.”
 
   “You call this helping?”
 
   “Just hold still.”  He turned the saw back on to finish his cut along the back of her armor.  From what he could tell, he hadn’t hit her skin or especially her vulnerable bones.  The more difficult part was to peel the black armor away; the metal—if it really were metal—resisted him as if it were alive.  His awkward position didn’t help his leverage much either.  In the end, the raw strength of his suit allowed him to peel the armor back.
 
   With her back exposed, he took her right arm and eased up on her wrist enough so he could slide her arm out of the armor.  She tried to bat at him with it, but he caught it in time.  “You’re only going to hurt yourself doing that.”
 
   To his surprise, she began to cry.  “Please don’t do this.  Don’t make me go back to what I was.  I don’t want to be a weak nothing again.”
 
   He let go of her hand to touch her hair, which had gone slack now as Isis’s influence over her waned.  “You’re not a weak nothing.  You’re the strongest woman I know other than Emma.”
 
   “No.  I couldn’t stop you just like I couldn’t save Charlotte.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “My partner.  Detective Donovan.  I’d wanted to work with her since I was a kid.  She was my idol.  And I killed her.”
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t.  Not really.”
 
   “I might as well have.  I got a tip that Erik the Red was moving some drugs down on the docks.  I was too young and stupid to realize it was a trap.  Me and Charlotte went down to check it out, but it was a trap.  The bastards hadn’t been able to bribe Charlotte or threaten her into playing ball.  So they went after her one weakness:  me.  I led her into the ambush and they killed her.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault, Sylvia.  You didn’t know.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter!  She’s dead because of me!”  Sylvia turned her head so he could see her eyes glowing again.  “I was too weak to save her, but I don’t have to be anymore.  Isis has given me what I need.  I’ll never be too weak again, not with her power.”
 
   “But what you’re doing is wrong.  You’re not helping people, not like you were as a police officer.  You’re only helping Isis enslave humanity.”
 
   “No!  We’re going to save humanity.  We’re going to rebuild the world, to make it a better place.  No more Erik the Reds.  There will only be Isis—and me.”
 
   He didn’t see any choice now but to yank her out of the armor.  He pulled her other arm free and then wrapped his arms around her chest.  She slapped at him until she realized the futility of this and went limp.  She unleashed a primal scream as he pulled her legs out of the armor. 
 
   Once she was free, he set her gently on the floor; he kept her on her stomach so she wouldn’t lie on her wounded calf.  As she sobbed, her hands reached towards the armor.  “No, I need it—”
 
   “You don’t need it, Sylvia.  You’ve never needed it.”  He took off his right gauntlet followed by his helmet.  With his bare hand he touched her cheek.  “Everything you’ve ever needed is inside you.”
 
   He leaned down to kiss her; he hoped that like in the old fairy tales his kiss would snap the old witch’s spell.  Just like in the bar, her kiss felt identical to the Sylvia he had known, the woman he had loved.  She resisted at first, but gradually she gave in until she kissed him back.  
 
   When they finally had to pull away, he saw her eyes no longer glowed.  They had gone wide, to stare at him as if for the first time.  “What’s going on here?” she asked.  “Where the hell am I?”
 
   “You’ve been hurt but you’re safe now.”  He put on the helmet again to cover his face.  “No one’s going to hurt you anymore.”
 
   She nodded slightly at this and then her body went slack.  He let her sag to the floor, to rest.  He would have to find a first aid kit somewhere to do what he could about that leg so it didn’t get infected.  He only hoped he hadn’t done any permanent damage to her.
 
   He got up to collect the pieces of the Black Dragoon’s armor when a window smashed open.  Tim stuck his head out the doorway, one dart gun raised.  He lowered the weapon a moment later out of shock.
 
   A Pegasus stood in the hallway, its front hoof pawing at the carpet.  The winged horse snorted as it tossed its head.  “Easy, girl,” Emma said.  She patted the Pegasus’s neck and stroked its white mane.  “It’s all right.”
 
   As she slid off the saddle and came towards him, he realized it wasn’t Emma but Joanna’s mother Dr. Reed.  Akako jumped down behind her; the two women looked none the worse for smashing through a window; they didn’t have so much as a chunk of glass in their hair.
 
   “Are you all right?” Dr. Reed asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” Tim said.
 
   “Where’s Emma?”
 
   “Probably upstairs, fighting Isis.”
 
   “You let her go up there alone?”
 
   “Sylvia ambushed us and we got separated.”
 
   “Sylvia?” Akako said.
 
   “She’s in there.  She’s sleeping right now, but she’s hurt.”  He was glad he still had the helmet closed so they couldn’t see him blush.  “I had to cut her leg.  Isis made her a Black Dragoon.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A monster,” Akako said.  She patted Tim’s shoulder.  “You did the right thing.”  
 
   Akako went into the lunchroom and returned a minute later.  “It’s bad, but it shouldn’t be too bad if we can get her treated.  I’ll get her out of here.  You and Emma go upstairs.”
 
   “There’s just a slight problem,” Tim said.  “I lost one of my boosters.  It’s going to take me a while to climb up there.”
 
   “No problem.  Stardust will take us.”  Dr. Reed’s voice became like Renee Kim’s when she talked to Mr. Snuggles.  “Can’t you, girl?  You can take both of us.”
 
   “I don’t know, this thing is pretty heavy.”
 
   “Nonsense, she’s a magic horse.  Aren’t you?”
 
   Stardust the Pegasus tossed her mane as if to disagree, but Dr. Reed would accept no argument.  “You can do it.  I know you can.”  She patted the horse’s neck and then climbed onto the saddle.  
 
   Tim didn’t have an easy time to get onto the horse’s back.  With his one booster he managed to catapult himself onto Stardust’s back; the horse whinnied and bucked until Dr. Reed settled her down.  “It’s all right,” she said to the horse.  “He’s on now.”
 
   Tim tried to straighten himself out so he wouldn’t be stuck looking at the horse’s rear as they flew.  He settled himself into an uncomfortable position as Stardust began to turn around in the hallway.  He turned to wave at Akako, who waved back to them.  “Good luck,” she said to them as the Pegasus ran forward.
 
   Stardust didn’t try to flap her wings until they were out the window, plunging towards the ground.  Tim closed his eyes; he didn’t want to watch as they smashed into the sidewalk below.  When he opened his eyes, they glided through the air.  Stardust beat her bird-like wings to gain more altitude and whinnied again.
 
   “I knew you could do it,” Dr. Reed said.  “Now let’s go take care of Isis.”
 
   Tim wished he felt that confident about their chances.  He just hoped Akako would be able to get Sylvia to safety, though if they lost, he doubted there would be anywhere safe for her or anyone else.
 
   ***
 
   Emma barely managed to get the Sword of Justice up in time to fend off Louise’s attack.  She staggered back another step; she knew before long Louise would force her against a wall.  From there it would just be a matter of time until Louise landed a blow and then finished Emma off.
 
   She cursed herself for the thousandth time for being so short-sighted back in France.  She should have known Isis would trick her, would take Louise anyway and then use her as a weapon.  Emma had never imagined that the weapon might be the scarlet armor she had worn for the last nine years.  To be killed by her own daughter with the sword that had been her own was the kind of sick joke Isis would conceive.  Not for the first time Emma had vastly underestimated the depth of Isis’s evil.
 
   The fight had gone on for what seemed like days; Emma tried every trick she could think of only for Louise to keep pace with her.  Gradually she had to accept that Louise was a better warrior than her, probably more due to her father’s genetic material than anything.  Jim had not liked to fight, but he had never held Emma’s reservations about it either.  Louise had that same tenacity, which along with her youth and Isis’s influence made her much deadlier.  Emma needed every ounce of experience she’d gained in the last nine years just to hold her own.
 
   There was one thing she hadn’t tried yet, one thing Louise couldn’t do with her armor.  She waited until their blades were locked again and then shifted her left hand subtly, just enough to touch Louise’s forearm.  Electric current surged from her glove, through the metal of Louise’s armor.  It wasn’t enough of a charge to kill her or even knock her out, just enough to stagger Louise for a moment, to give Emma an opening.
 
   She used this to stab Louise in the left thigh.  Emma’s heart broke as Louise cried out in pain.  It was far from a mortal wound, but at least it would slow her down a little.  She wisely took a step back and leaned to her right to keep the wound less exposed.  “You bitch!” Louise snarled.  She raised the gold Sword of Justice again.  “You should have finished me when you had the chance.”
 
   “I can’t kill you, Katya.  You’re my baby.”
 
   “I’m not anyone’s baby.  I’m a grown-up!”
 
   “No matter how old you are, you’ll always be my baby,” Emma said, to echo what her mother had told her long ago.  “And I’ll always love you no matter what you do.”
 
   “I don’t want your love.  You killed my father.”
 
   “Yes, I did.”  She tore off the helmet and tossed it away so Louise could see her face.  “I shouldn’t have let him go to Russia with me.  I should never have gotten him involved.  But he wanted to come because he loved you too and he wanted to make sure his daughter grew up safe and happy.”
 
   “No!  My father wasn’t the Sewer Rat.  He wasn’t.”  Louise took a wild swing that Emma easily deflected.  She heard Louise sniffle beneath the visor.  “My father wasn’t some dirty scavenger.  He was a great man.”
 
   “Your father wasn’t just a scavenger.  He was an artist.  A kind, gentle man.  He saved my life with his love.  The same love that conceived you.”
 
   “No,” Louise said, though less forcefully.  “You’re trying to trick me.”
 
   “I would never lie to you, Katya.  I love you.”
 
   “I don’t need your love!”  Louise dragged her left leg as she charged forward.  Emma easily swept aside this clumsy attack.  Though it pained her to do so, she also swept Louise’s injured leg out from under her.  Louise toppled to the floor; the Sword of Justice fell from her hand.  Before Louise could call it back, Emma stepped on the blade again.
 
   With another twinge of pain, Emma lanced the silver Sword of Justice into Louise’s right thigh.  Tears came to her eyes as her daughter’s scream echoed throughout the Temple of Isis.  Louise tried to stand, but the pain in her legs made it too difficult; she collapsed onto her back.  She reached up to take off her helmet and tossed it aside as Emma had.  “Go on and finish it,” she said.
 
   Emma shook her head.  She bent down to pick up the gold Sword of Justice.  The blade showed no reaction to her touch, though it still glowed yellow from so much evil around it.  She tucked the sword into her belt, where she hoped it wouldn’t be able to do any more damage. 
 
   She squatted down beside Louise, to look into those eyes that were a mirror of her own set into a face with Jim’s features.  She was the perfect hybrid of them, the ideal product of their love.  “I’m sorry, baby,” she said.  She reached out with her free hand to brush Louise’s hair back from her face.  “I never wanted to hurt you.”
 
   “You promised,” Louise whispered.  “You promised not to leave me.  You lied.”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice.  I was only trying to keep you safe.”
 
   “I kept waiting for you in the nursery.  I kept waiting for you to come.  But you didn’t.  You couldn’t save me because you’re not my real mommy.  Isis saved me.”
 
   “That’s not true.  Isis is the one who put you in that nursery.  Isis is the one who made me a baby so I couldn’t help you.”  She stroked Louise’s tangled hair; a slight smile came to her face.  “I’m here now.  And I always will come back for you.  No matter how long it takes or where I have to go, I’ll never leave you.”
 
   Louise sat up just enough to put her arms around Emma’s neck.  “I’m sorry, Mommy.”
 
   “I am too, baby.”
 
   Even as they hugged, she felt Louise’s hands slip away.  Her arms retracted into the armor; her legs followed suit, as if she were a turtle going back into her shell.  Her breasts flattened and shrank along with the rest of her body.  Her face became smaller and her cheeks turned pudgier until the face that looked back at Emma was that of the two-year-old she had left behind.
 
   Emma unbuckled the breastplate of the armor to free Louise from it.  She pulled the golden cape from the armor and used this to wrap around Louise, to protect her from Isis’s magic.  Then she picked up her little girl and pressed Louise to her chest.  “It’s all right, baby.  Mommy’s here.”
 
   “I wanna go home,” Louise whimpered.
 
   “I know.  So do I.  But we can’t just yet.”
 
   “That’s very touching,” Isis’s voice rumbled.  Emma looked around for the goddess, but she was nowhere in sight.  “I should have known your daughter would be just as weak as you.”
 
   “It’s over, Isis.  You’ve lost.”
 
   “I disagree,” Isis said.  The statue behind the altar began to tremble as if from an earthquake.  Its eyes glowed bright red, the same red as those of the awful shadow woman Emma had seen when she was a vampire in Isis’s realm.  Louise screamed and buried her head against Emma’s shoulder.  Emma watched in horror as the statue broke away from the wall.  The hundred-foot-tall Isis glared down at her and said, “We’ve only just started.”
 
   ***
 
   Even as she ran for her life with Louise, Emma had to admit turning herself into a hundred-foot-tall monster was just the sort of thing Isis would do.  What it lacked in practicality or common sense it made up for with grandeur.  Isis had always loved the big, flashy gesture over something more conservative.
 
   The only hope for Emma at this moment was to use this against Isis.  While Isis’s size was intimidating, it also made her bulky and slow while Emma was far more maneuverable.  She felt like a mouse running from an elephant as she ran across the temple.  Isis stomped after her and smashed into a smaller statue of herself.  Emma zigzagged around, in the hope she might topple the beast.
 
   “Where are we going?” Louise asked.
 
   “I’m not sure yet, baby,” Emma said.  What she really wanted was to lure Isis close enough to the walls that she might break one open.  If Emma got lucky enough, Isis might fall from the temple to plunge to the ground like King Kong.  Though that might not matter since Isis could make the ground into foam rubber or give herself wings if she wanted.
 
   There was only one thing that could really destroy Isis:  Emma’s heart.  It had nearly done the job before and from what Merlin said, it likely would this time.  The problem became in how she could possibly give Isis her heart.  It wasn’t like the goddess was dumb enough to try to devour it a second time.  If she did cut it out of her chest, how would she get it to Isis?  She couldn’t ask Louise to do something like that; she was just a baby.
 
   She pressed Louise tight to her chest, as she had to dive to her right to avoid a chunk of stone twenty-feet around at least that Isis hurled at her.  “You can’t run forever, little mouse,” Isis said.  “You and your baby are soon going to be nothing more than smears on the floor.”
 
   Emma searched for something she might use as a mouse hole to escape.  If she could get out of this temple, she might be able to force Isis into shrinking down to a more manageable height.  She might also be able to find a safe place for Louise.
 
   She didn’t see anything.  She flattened herself against a wall and took out the silver Sword of Justice.  The sword was supposed to be able to cut through anything from this world; she would have to put this to the test.  Emma tightened her grip on the sword as Isis stomped towards her; the ground shook as she closed in.
 
   Emma forced a smile to her face as she looked down at Louise.  “Everything’s going to be all right, baby.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “I promise.  Now, I want you to close your eyes real tight.  Can you do that for Mommy?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good girl.”  Emma pressed Louise tighter to her body as the ground shook enough to vibrate through Emma’s armor.  She stayed where she was as she waited for Isis to strike.
 
   As befitted her style, Isis tried to stomp on Emma with her left leg.  It was of course a useless tactic as Emma easily sidestepped this.  She waited until the giant’s foot came down where she had been before she slashed the Sword of Justice across Isis’s foot.
 
   The silver blade sliced through the stone as easily as it had the boulder in the test at Heph’s house inside the volcano.  No blood came from the wound, but Isis did roar with pain.  “You’re going to pay for that,” she shouted.
 
   Given enough time, Emma could probably chop the giant down a bit at a time.  She knew she wouldn’t have that long before Isis switched tactics.  She barely scampered out of the way in time as Isis tried to kick Emma with her injured foot.  Emma took another swipe at Isis’s foot, which prompted the giant to cry out again.
 
   Despite this small victory, Emma knew she hadn’t really won anything yet.  At best she had managed to buy more time for herself and Louise.  In that time maybe she could come up with a solution—or maybe she could summon a miracle.
 
   The miracle screamed through the front doors of the temple.  Emma again ran across the temple floor as the Pegasus burst through the doors.  On its back she saw Tim still in his armor and Dr. Reed ahead of him to guide the horse.  Emma kept running to keep Isis focused on her while the Pegasus did whatever it would do.
 
   The Pegasus closed enough for Tim to leap off of the flying horse’s back, onto Isis’s shoulder.  He held up what looked like a saw, which he used to slice at Isis’s neck.  There was still no blood, but he managed to distract her long enough for the Pegasus to swoop down; Dr. Reed held out a hand to Emma.
 
   Emma took what was in essence her own hand and then swung herself awkwardly onto the back of the horse.  Louise opened her eyes, which went wide as she saw what was going on.  “Mommy, are we flying?”
 
   “Yes we are, baby.  Yes we are.”
 
   The Pegasus flapped its wings to gain altitude; Dr. Reed stroked the animal’s neck.  “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “We’re fine.  Both of us.”
 
   “That’s your daughter?”
 
   “Yes.  Katya—”
 
   “Louise.  My name is Louise Gladys Earl.”
 
   Despite the gravity of the situation, Emma smiled joyfully at this; tears stung her eyes.  “Thank you, baby.”
 
   “Mommy, why does this lady look like you?”
 
   “She’s my…sister,” Emma said.  She hated to lie to Louise, but at the moment they didn’t have time for a discussion of quantum physics.
 
   “She’s pretty.”
 
   “Thank you, sweetheart,” Dr. Reed said.
 
   While they talked, Tim continued to slash at Isis with his saw.  Emma could do nothing but cry out as Isis finally raised one hand to flick him away like a bug.  He flew backwards towards the wall, but fired one of his boosters in time to slow his rate of descent.  Still, he crashed hard to the ground, to lie motionless in a heap.
 
   “We’ve got to stop her before she crushes him,” Emma said.
 
   “Right.”  Dr. Reed bent down, to whisper into the horse’s ear.  To Emma’s amazement, the Pegasus seemed to understand what she said; it banked to the left, back towards Isis.  Emma reached to her belt and took the silver Sword of Justice out again.  She held this out as the Pegasus wove past Isis’s hands.  Emma slashed the blade along Isis’s neck to deepen the cuts Tim had made.  Unlike him, she didn’t try to jump on Isis; instead she remained on the Pegasus as it banked right for another pass.  “Is there any way to kill that thing?” Dr. Reed asked.
 
   “You have to give her my heart.”
 
   “Your heart?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s the only thing that can destroy her.”
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Louise shuddered against Emma’s body as she began to cry.  “Don’t go, Mommy.  You promised you wouldn’t leave.”
 
   Emma pulled Louise back enough to look into her eyes and smile.  “You’ll never really lose me, baby.  I’ll always be in your heart.”  She tapped Louise’s chest as she said this.  “No matter what happens, you remember that and that Mommy and Daddy will always love you.”
 
   She patted Louise’s back as the girl began to sob violently.  She hated to do this to Louise so soon after they were reunited, but there was no choice.  It was the only way to make sure Isis was destroyed for good this time.
 
   While she comforted Louise, Dr. Reed whispered more instructions to the Pegasus.  Then she turned to Emma, her face grim.  “Emma, give me that spare sword of yours,” she said.
 
   “I don’t think I can.  You have to be the Scarlet Knight to use the Sword of Justice.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about that.  I’m you, remember?  Or close enough.”
 
   “Good point.”  Emma took the gold Sword of Justice from her belt and then handed it to Dr. Reed.  The blade glowed yellow, but it didn’t burn the doctor’s hands; apparently she was right that they were close enough for it not to matter.
 
   Dr. Reed faced her again; she looked even grimmer now, on the verge of tears.  “I’m sorry about this, Emma.  Take care of Joanna for me.”
 
   “What—?”
 
   She didn’t get a chance to finish before Dr. Reed pushed her off the back of the Pegasus.  Emma plummeted towards the floor while Louise screamed in her ear.  She pressed Louise tight against her and closed her eyes—
 
   The cape snapped up and inflated like a parachute to slow her descent.  She still held on tightly to Louise as they drifted towards the floor of the temple.  “It’s all right,” she whispered into Louise’s ear.  “We’re not going to fall.”
 
   From that vantage, Emma watched Dr. Reed die.  The Pegasus flew back towards Isis, and again easily wound its way through Isis’s hands as she tried to swat the flying horse out of the air.  This time, it was a suicide mission.  The Pegasus flew straight ahead; it headed for Isis’s mouth instead of her neck.
 
   Isis must have known what was about to happen.  As the Pegasus drove at her mouth, she didn’t try to swallow it.  Her mouth disappeared entirely.  This didn’t matter, as Dr. Reed had prepared for that eventuality.  Emma knew now that was why she had asked for the Sword of Justice.  
 
   The Pegasus flew parallel to where Isis’s mouth had been.  As it did, Dr. Reed held out the sword to slash at Isis’s face.  The goddess couldn’t resist a scream.  That was when Dr. Reed completed the last phase of her plan.  She steered the Pegasus into Isis’s mouth and disappeared from sight.  Dr. Reed’s heart was the same as Emma’s.  It was just as pure and thus just as lethal to Isis.
 
   Emma touched down even as the first explosions rocked Isis.  She raced over to where Tim lay to shield him and Louise with her body.  The explosions that began in Isis’s midsection soon spread up her chest, to her neck.  The black stone of her body cracked and white light spread from the cracks.  Isis let out a final scream of rage and pain that was enough to rattle the entire temple.  
 
   Then came the final explosion of white light that shattered Isis; pieces of her sprayed in all directions.  Emma put her head down as she felt chunks of stone patter against her like a hailstorm.  When it was all over, there was only silence in the temple. 
 
   Emma sat up and looked around.  All that remained of Isis were the bits of lifeless black stone.  Nothing at all remained of Dr. Reed or the Pegasus.  They were gone.  “Mommy, where did the nice lady go?” Louise asked.
 
   “She went to Heaven, baby,” Emma whispered.  She hoped that was the case.
 
   ***
 
   They had to make the climb up the path, to the plot where Captain Donovan would be buried.  Amanda found her legs growing heavier the closer they got, to the point that Megan put a hand on her back to help her forward.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” Megan asked.
 
   “I have to,” Amanda said.  It wasn’t just that Captain Donovan had been a mentor to her; Amanda had a special role in the ceremony.  The captain didn’t have any living relatives—at least none that could be located on short notice—so Amanda had been elected to receive the flag traditionally given to the fallen officer’s parents or siblings.  She hadn’t really wanted the “honor,” but Lieutenant Cielo had persuaded her that it’s what Captain Donovan would have wanted.
 
   Because of this, she had a seat up front with the commissioner and the rest of the top brass.  Megan sat next to her on one side while Darlene sat on the other.  Amanda was grateful for their presences to keep her from a fresh round of sobs at the sight of that shiny black coffin shrouded by the American flag.
 
   Her brothers had both been buried in caskets just like it, only three months apart.  Amanda, only seventeen at the time, had sat beside her mother and stared down at her feet while Mom blew her nose into a handkerchief.  Amanda had let her stepfather comfort her mother while she sat numbly in her chair; she didn’t look up as the bugler played Taps and the honor guard fired their weapons into the air.  For Peter’s funeral she had actually shed a few tears, but for Rick’s three months later, she couldn’t summon any emotion other than shock at the thought she would never see either of them again.
 
   For Captain Donovan’s funeral, she again looked down at her feet; she didn’t listen as Lieutenant Cielo and others eulogized the captain.  As the speeches dragged on, Amanda knew there was someone missing, someone who had known Captain Donovan as well as anyone:  the Scarlet Knight.  The city’s erstwhile masked avenger had been missing in action since the capture of Don Vendetta.  The superhero whose armor could stop bullets like those that had killed Captain Donovan.  Amanda snuck a glance around the gathered crowd.  Was the Scarlet Knight here in her secret identity?  Or was she using her cape to watch invisibly from nearby?  Amanda didn’t know, but she did know that if she saw the Scarlet Knight, she would take a few shots at the bitch for disappearing when Captain Donovan—her staunchest ally on the force—had needed her most.
 
   The anger from this buoyed her through the rest of the speeches.  The pit of despair opened again, as the first strains of “Amazing Grace” echoed across the cemetery.  From the corner of her eye, she saw Darlene dab at her eyes with a handkerchief and clutch her son tightly to her body.  Amanda felt a hand on her back and Megan whispered, “It’s all right to cry.”
 
   Amanda didn’t right away, but as the honor guard lined up for the twenty-one-gun salute, the floodgates finally opened.  She rested her head against Megan’s pale shoulder and sobbed while the shots rang out.  She knew she didn’t cry only for Captain Donovan, but everyone she had lost in her life.  Too many good people had died while the bad guys like Don Vendetta remained alive.  Her brothers and Captain Donovan had given their lives for noble causes, but evil still remained to suck more good people into its maw.
 
   At first she thought the clap of thunder was another gunshot.  Then it rumbled again and she looked up to see black clouds rushing in.  It would be appropriate for it to storm during the funeral, for God to shed tears just like she, Darlene, and so many others.
 
   The clouds continued to multiply until they blotted out the sun, to plunge the cemetery into darkness.  The priest shuffled forward to say a final prayer before they committed Captain Donovan’s body to the ground.   She looked up and braced herself for the storm.
 
   But the black clouds dissipated as quickly as they had gathered.  Sunlight shone down on the assembled mourners; a ray of it reflected off Captain Donovan’s casket, into Amanda’s eyes.  She smiled a little at this and then nodded to the casket.  “Goodbye, Lottie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Joanna heard the final scream and then the silence.  This lasted for a few terrible heartbeats before a cheer went up from outside the fort made of crates Joanna had retreated into once the battle began.  All of the Reds had returned from their disruption raids except for two:  Akako and Mommy.  When she heard that scream, Joanna knew the latter would never return.  Mommy was dead.
 
   She curled up on the ground to allow herself to sob like the eight-year-old she was.  She had lost her mommy and she had never known her daddy.  She was alone, orphaned.  What would become of her now?
 
   She felt a hand shake her and then the nice old man known as Old Coyote said, “They did it, darling.  Your mother and the others.  Everything’s going back to normal.”  She didn’t react to this; she remained in her almost fetal position.  “Are you awake, darling?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why don’t you come out and celebrate with the rest?  It’s mostly because of you.”
 
   Those words only caused Joanna to sob more violently.  Yes, this was in large part because of her.  She had brought Akako here with the spell for Tim, who in turn had rescued Dr. Earl from Isis.  She had brought the others here—including Mommy.  In that way she had killed Mommy.  If they had never left the safety of the sandbox, Mommy would still be alive.
 
   “What’s wrong, darling?  You still worried about your mom?  I’m sure she’s safe—”
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
   “Now you can’t know that—”
 
   “Can too.  I heard her scream.  I felt her die.”
 
   “Maybe you’re wrong.  Could have been someone else.”
 
   “No.  She’s dead.”  She summoned her preternatural maturity as she looked the old man in the eye.  He had been kind to her since everyone had left; he’d brought her food and a blanket and made sure she was comfortable.  She didn’t want to hurt him, but she had no choice right now.  “I’d like to be alone, please.”
 
   He stared at her for a moment and then nodded.  “Sure thing, darling.  I’ll be back to check on you later.”
 
   Old Coyote crawled back from the entrance to the fort, to leave her by herself.  She curled back up on the ground, unable now even to cry.  What would she do now?  Would she have to go to a foster home?  Or would she wind up with her grandparents in either New Mexico or California?  Maybe she could live with Becky in Washington with her three obnoxious boys.  That gave her a shiver as the boys always pulled her hair and terrorized her with spiders when they came to visit.
 
   She closed her eyes and wished she could wake up and this would all be a dream.  It seemed for a moment she got her wish when she felt someone shake her shoulder again, followed by Mommy’s voice saying, “Wake up, baby.”
 
   Joanna sat up too quickly; she bumped her head on one of the crates.  This told her she was not dreaming.  When she turned to the entrance of the fort, she saw Mommy was here—sort of.  Her mother’s skin had turned a bluish white that seemed to glow.  Joanna realized she could see through her mother now.  “Are you a ghost, Mommy?”
 
   “Yes, but just for a minute.  Then I have to go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because those are the rules, baby.  It’s just like with your father.”
 
   “Are you going up to Heaven now?”
 
   “Yes.  But I’ll still be able to watch you.  Both of us will.”
 
   “Daddy too?”
 
   “Yes.  He’s there and he loves you very much.  So do I.”
 
   Joanna couldn’t hold back a renewed wave of tears.  “What’s going to happen to me now, Mommy?”
 
   “Dr. Earl is going to take care of you.”
 
   “She is?”
 
   “Yes.”  Though she was a ghost, Mommy’s hand was real enough as she touched Joanna’s cheek.  “It’ll be a little different, I know.  Dr. Earl hasn’t been a mommy for long.  You’ll have to be patient with her.”
 
   “But I don’t want her.  I want you.”
 
   “I know and I wish I could, but it was the only way to make sure Isis went away.”
 
   “It’s not fair.  Why do you have to go away?”
 
   “Because that’s how things are.  You know that, baby.”  When Mommy smiled at her, Joanna’s heart broke as she realized it might be the last time she saw this in person.  “It’s not going to be forever.  When you’re an old, old lady—a grandmommy—then you’ll come to Heaven too.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Mommy’s smile faded.  “It’s almost time, baby.  Remember what I told you.”  She leaned forward to kiss Joanna’s forehead just as she had every night before Joanna went to sleep.  There had been many times, especially lately, where Joanna resented how Mommy babied her; she hated herself now for thinking that way.  The kiss was far too brief.  Then Mommy touched Joanna’s cheek one last time and nodded to her.  “I love you, baby.”
 
   “I love you too, Mommy.”
 
   With that, she was gone.  Joanna threw herself back on the ground; she cried until she had no tears left and then sniffled and hiccupped.  After what must have been hours, someone touched her shoulder again.  “Go away!” she shouted.
 
   “Joanna, it’s me,” Dr. Earl said.  “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “I know what you want.  Mommy’s dead.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m sorry.”  Dr. Earl was silent for a moment, but Joanna could feel she was still there.  “Before she died, she asked me to take care of you.  You don’t have to if you don’t want to.  If you want to go back to your own world, we can probably work things out there.  Your grandparents or Aunt Gladys—”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it now.”
 
   “I understand.  We’ll talk later.  Try to get some rest.”  Dr. Earl backed away.
 
   Joanna heard a tiny voice ask, “Mommy, what’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Her mommy went up to Heaven, baby.”
 
   “That’s why she’s sad?”
 
   “Yes.  Come on, sweetheart, let’s leave her alone for a while.”
 
   Joanna waited until she was sure everyone was gone before she peeked out of the fort’s doorway.  By then it was evening, the sun going down over a horizon no longer darkened by Isis’s magic.  The others had built more fire pits, enough to accommodate all of the Reds.  In the morning Joanna would have to start to send them home to their families, to their children and grandchildren while she would be alone.
 
   Dr. Earl sat at a pit off to the side.  Akako and Agnes sat next to her; Akako cradled Renee in her arms while the baby suckled at Akako’s breast.  Across the pit, Tim Cooper tended to a sleeping woman, her leg wrapped in heavy bandages.  A little girl cuddled next to Dr. Earl the way Joanna no longer could with Mommy.  Dr. Earl gently stroked the little girl’s tangled hair; she said nothing as she stared into the fire.  Joanna knew the little girl was Dr. Earl’s daughter.
 
   Joanna watched the gentle way Dr. Earl treated her daughter for a while, the love in Dr. Earl’s eyes.  Mommy had asked Dr. Earl to take care of her; as she watched mother and daughter by the fire, Joanna began to understand why.  Dr. Earl was a nice woman, about as close to Mommy as anyone could get.  Mommy had known this; she had known Dr. Earl would treat Joanna kindly and not be afraid of her because of her power.  And Mommy had known Dr. Earl had a little girl, a younger sister for Joanna, who had always wanted one.
 
   She looked down at her feet as she crossed the campsite to sit down between Dr. Earl and Akako.  She silently put her head against Dr. Earl’s side the way her daughter was on the other side.  She saw Dr. Earl smile a little and then put an arm on her shoulder to hold her close.
 
   When she closed her eyes, Joanna felt home again.
 
   ***
 
   The ashes of the fire pits had all turned cold when Tim finally said goodbye.  The Reds had already gone back to their homes—all except Akako—thanks to Joanna.  The little girl now rested in her fort, Louise curled up beside her.  They seemed to have taken quickly to the idea of being sisters; they had even bickered over who got the last spoonful of beans at breakfast.
 
   Emma shook her head.  “To think a week ago I didn’t have any kids.  Now I have two.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re going to be a great mom,” Tim said.
 
   “I hope so.  I just keep thinking it should have been me on that Pegasus.  It was my job to kill Isis, not hers.”
 
   “Maybe she knew you’re not a killer.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Emma sighed and then turned to where Sylvia lay.  She had woke up briefly during the night, just long enough for Tim to give her a dart in the neck to keep her unconscious so she wouldn’t run off again.  “How’s she doing?”
 
   “Agnes says her leg should heal fine.  It doesn’t look infected at least.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “I could have crippled her.”
 
   “But you didn’t.”
 
   “That doesn’t really make me feel better.”
 
   “It should.  You saved her from Isis.  You should be proud.”
 
   “Maybe.”  He looked down at her again.  All night he had watched over her.  He thought of what he had told her in Robinson Tower, that they were meant to be together.  This still seemed true to him.  “I was thinking that when I take her back, I might stick around for a while.  To make sure she’s all right.  Plus I could use Renee’s help to make some adjustments to the suit—”
 
   “You don’t have to explain it to me.  I understand.  Take as long as you want.”
 
   “I really do appreciate how you stuck up for me.  You’ve been a great friend.”
 
   “So have you.”  She gave him a hug.  “Just remember we’ll still be here if you want to come back.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Akako was the next one he said goodbye to before he left.  She of course understood his reasons for leaving; it was the same reason she had left her world.  “It’ll be an adjustment, but I’m sure you can do it,” she said.
 
   “I wanted to thank you for your help.  If you hadn’t dropped out of the sky, I don’t think I could ever have done anything.”
 
   “It was my pleasure.”  She also gave Tim a hug.  “Say hi to Renee for me.  And keep her out of trouble.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Lastly he found Old Coyote, whose truck had miraculously reappeared at the campsite after Isis’s defeat.  The load he had been delivering had even shown up in the truck, despite that most of it was still scattered around the camp.  No one bothered to question it; it was probably something quantum.
 
   The old trucker leaned against the truck and smoked a cigarette.  “I guess we won’t have time for that drink, will we?”
 
   “I guess not.  Someone needs to take Sylvia back and make sure she pulls through.”
 
   “Reckon that should be you, right?”
 
   “Who better?”
 
   Old Coyote smiled at him.  “I’m rattling your chain, son.  Just make sure when you go back there that you don’t let her go.”
 
   “I won’t,” Tim said.  Not this time, he added to himself.  He held out his hand for the trucker to shake.  “I’m really glad you picked me up that morning.  Otherwise I’d still probably be trying to get here.”
 
   “Shoot, son, I should be thanking you.  Never thought I’d get wrapped up in something like this.”  Old Coyote shook his head.  “Too bad I can’t tell no one about it or they’d throw me in the loony bin.”
 
   “You can always talk to Akako about it.  She likes you.”
 
   “But not as much as she likes her husband.”
 
   “Can’t blame the woman for having standards.”
 
   Old Coyote stared at him for a moment before he grinned.  “You’re all right, kid.  You ever need a ride again, you give me a call.”
 
   “I will.  Thanks.”  They shook hands again.  With that, it was time for Tim to go.  He donned his suit of armor; Emma used hers to help him.  Once this was done, he scooped Sylvia up as gently as he could.  She moaned a little, but didn’t wake up.
 
   He marched over to a bare patch of ground far away from the others.  Akako joined him and held on to the scroll.  “You’re sure about this?” she asked.
 
   “Positive.”
 
   “Then good luck.”  She threw the scroll onto the ground.  It exploded in a flash of purple light, to form the gateway that had taken him to Sylvia’s world.  He took a deep breath and then looked back at Akako, Emma, Agnes, and Old Coyote—his friends.  They waved to him as he stepped into the gateway—
 
   —On the other side he fell to his knees, but managed to keep Sylvia from hitting the ground.  The shriek of a cat greeted him, accompanied by a far more beautiful sound:  that of a violin.  Renee sat on a stool, her back turned to him as she played the instrument he had given her.  He recognized it as Mozart, though he forgot exactly which piece.  For a minute Tim squatted on the floor, to let the music wash over him.  He thought of that other Renee Kim, the one from his world; maybe they were more alike than he had thought.
 
   Renee finished playing and only then did she turn around to see him there.  She made a far less musical sound as she squealed with delight.  She bounded towards him, Day-Glo orange pigtails bobbing as she ran.  “You’re back!” she shouted.
 
   He carefully set Sylvia on the floor so Renee could leap into his arms and wrap her arms around him.  She peppered the visor of his helmet with kisses.  “I thought you’d never come back,” she said.  “I kept checking here every day just in case you did.”
 
   He looked around the factory; it seemed about the same as when he’d left.  “How long have I been gone?”
 
   “A week.”
 
   “That long?”
 
   “I know, it felt like forever.”
 
   He touched one of her pigtails.  “That’s different.”
 
   “I know, isn’t it cute?”
 
   “What happened to turquoise?”
 
   “Whenever I saw it I thought of you, so I decided to change it.”  For the first time Renee seemed to notice Sylvia on the floor.  “What happened to her?”
 
   “I cut her with a saw.”
 
   “A saw?  Why’d you do that?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”  He eased her to the floor and then stood up.  “Would you mind if I changed?  Then we need to get her to the hospital.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  Aggie will be glad to see her.  Her mom’s been going nuts.  No one knew what happened to her.  They even asked me about it.”
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   “I said Erik the Red’s goons probably threw her into the harbor.”
 
   “Renee—”
 
   “What?  I was throwing them off the scent.  What’d you want me to say:  she went through a creepy dimensional gateway?”
 
   “No, I guess not.”
 
   Tim found a secluded part of the factory and then began to take off the armor.  Renee chattered about everything that had happened in the last week, most of which concerned her application to MIT to study mechanical engineering.  “I thought I’d done such a good job with your suit that maybe I could do other stuff too.”
 
   “Looks like you got pretty good at the violin too.”
 
   “I know!  It’s so weird, I picked it up and it was like I had been playing it my whole life.  I played it for Aggie over the phone and she thought I was playing a CD—”
 
   As Renee continued to talk, Tim smiled.  This would definitely be an adjustment.  But as he looked over at Renee and then Sylvia, he knew it would be worth it.
 
   ***
 
   The first thing Emma knew she would need was a car.  The motorcycle would still be handy for the Scarlet Knight, but as Mommy to two little girls, she needed something that could hold them all.  For the moment, though, she used Becky’s car.  There wasn’t a car seat for Louise—who didn’t think she needed one in any case—or a booster seat for Joanna—who similarly thought she was too grown-up for such things—so Emma had to make do as best she could by driving more cautiously than usual.
 
   She carried Louise into the hospital despite the little girl’s insistence she could walk as well as her sister.  “I’m not a baby!” Louise yelled loud enough that a nurse glared at them.
 
   “I know you’re not a baby, but my legs are longer than yours,” Emma said, just as she had in the Latvian forest when they had been escaping Bykov’s goons.  “This will be faster.”
 
   Louise huffed, but she settled into a comfortable position against Emma’s shoulder.  Moments like that made Emma smile, though a wave of sadness soon followed as she wished Jim could get the chance to hold his daughter like this.  “Are you all right, Mommy?” Joanna asked, perceptive as always.
 
   “I’m fine.  Hospitals aren’t my favorite place.”
 
   “Mine either,” Joanna said.
 
   “It smells funny,” Louise said.
 
   “It certainly does, baby.”
 
   They took the elevator up to the floor where Becky was still recovering from her gunshot wound.  Emma’s grip on Louise weakened for a moment as she saw Dan outside.  His eyes widened behind his glasses as he saw her and her daughters.  “Wow,” he said.  “You’ve certainly made some changes.”
 
   “You could say that,” she said.  She patted Louise’s back.  “This is my daughter Louise and this is my other daughter Joanna.  Girls, this is Dr. Dreyfus.  He’s a friend of Mommy’s.”
 
   “Hi,” Louise said.  She pressed herself tighter against Emma and turned her face away.  For the first time, Emma saw her little girl blush.
 
   “She’s feeling a little shy,” Emma said.  “It’s been quite an adjustment—for all of us.”
 
   Joanna didn’t share her adopted sibling’s shyness, though she did squeeze Emma’s hand a bit harder as Dan knelt down in front of her.  “Hi there,” he said.  “You are just the spitting image of your mom, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” Joanna said.  Her lower lip trembled, as she no doubt thought of her real mother.
 
   “Is Becky awake?” Emma asked.
 
   “She was a couple minutes ago.”
 
   “How’s she feeling?”
 
   “A little down, but I’m sure she’ll feel a lot better now that you’re back.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Emma went over to the row of chairs and then pried Louise from her shoulder.  “Mommy, don’t go,” Louise said with a whimper.
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  She looked Louise in the eye.  “You stay right here with your big sister, all right?”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”  
 
   “Good girl.  I promise I’ll be back in a few minutes.  Until then Dr. Dreyfus will make sure nothing bad happens to you.  When I get back you can both meet Aunt Becky.”
 
   “Yes, Mommy,” both girls said in unison.  No matter how many times Louise and Joanna said this, Emma felt a surge of joy at it.  She hadn’t asked Joanna to call her “Mommy;” the little girl had done it on her own their first night at home.  Emma had shown her to the guest room and then tucked her into bed.  She decided against kissing Joanna; she hadn’t earned the right to do so yet.  She simply smiled and nodded to her.  “Goodnight,” she had said.  “G’night, Mommy,” Joanna said and then rolled over to sleep.
 
   They still had a long way to go, though.  Not only Joanna but Louise as well.  For one thing, as became obvious the first night, Emma’s house was not set up to accommodate children, especially two very curious, very precocious children.  After she put Louise into the crib Becky had given her—which had brought on their first fight as Louise insisted she wasn’t a baby and didn’t need a crib while Emma insisted it would only be for one night—Emma spent all night checking the cupboards and cabinets; she moved dangerous chemicals and sharp objects out of reach.
 
   “How are you supposed to get any work done with two rugrats biting at your ankles all the time?” Marlin had asked.
 
   “Well hello to you too,” she said.  “You finally got tired of Beaux’s cooking?”
 
   “Someone has to look after you.  Look what happens when I’m not around?  You start getting domestic.”
 
   Though the ghost was being his usual sarcastic self, Emma knew he had a point.  How was she supposed to continue being the Scarlet Knight while she mothered two children?  It wasn’t Joanna she worried about so much as Louise, who was still a baby whether she wanted to admit it or not.  After so much effort to get Louise back, she couldn’t very well abandon her to go out and beat up purse-snatchers.
 
   That partially necessitated her visit to the hospital.  The other part was of course that Becky was her friend and Emma hadn’t gotten a chance to see her since she’d been shot.  From Dr. Pavelski, Emma had learned Becky’s uterus was still permanently damaged, which meant she would be unable to have her own children.  Dr. Pavelski had saved some of Becky’s eggs so they could potentially be fertilized in a lab and implanted into a surrogate mother.  Emma would have gladly volunteered for this, but now she wasn’t so sure that she could.
 
   She stepped into Becky’s room to find her friend staring blankly at a soap opera on TV.  “Hi,” Emma said.
 
   Becky touched the button to move her bed up a little, just enough so she wouldn’t aggravate her incision.  “Hi, yourself.  Look at you.  Don’t tell me you finally broke down and dyed it, did you?”
 
   Emma patted her hair, which had gone entirely back to its natural copper red.  Though she hadn’t really minded the white hair, after everything that happened, it had been nice to look into a mirror and see herself again.  “Not yet,” she said.
 
   “You must have found Louise then.”
 
   “She’s in the waiting room.  I thought I’d make sure you were feeling up to seeing her.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “It’s just that Dr. Pavelski said—”
 
   “Just because I can’t have kids doesn’t mean I don’t ever want to see yours.”
 
   Emma nodded and then sat down beside the bed.  She had a flashback of Joanna in the hospital; she had looked as brave as Becky did right now.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “About what?  You didn’t shoot me.”
 
   “I should have been there to stop it.”
 
   “You can’t be everywhere.”
 
   “Maybe if I hadn’t been so gung-ho about getting Don Vendetta, you wouldn’t have gotten shot.”  Captain Donovan would probably also be alive, another fact Emma had learned after Isis’s defeat.  To lose her only ally on the police force—and the most honest cop in the Rampart City Police Department—would make the Scarlet Knight’s life even more difficult.
 
   “Come on, kid, stop beating yourself up over every little thing.  Shit happens.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “I don’t want you to feel guilty for me, Emma.  I threw myself in front of that bullet.  It was my decision.  Case closed.”
 
   “Becky—”
 
   “There’s something I need to tell you.  Something important.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “After I got shot, Napier offered me a job working for her nephew.  He’s running for Congress.  If he wins, he’d probably want me to go with him.”
 
   “That’s great, Becky.  You’ve always wanted to work in Washington.”
 
   “I told them no.”
 
   “You did?  Why?”
 
   “Well, I was going to do it and then I started having these weird dreams.  In one we were kids again, living in that first shitty apartment.  You remember the one in the Trenches with the bean bag chairs?”
 
   “Yes.  It wasn’t so bad.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  Anyway, in this dream I was waiting tables and you were some kind of messed-up junkie working at the Plaine Museum gift shop.”
 
   “Really?  That’s weird,” Emma said with a hollow laugh.  She hoped Becky didn’t realize she was lying or else Emma might have to explain the dream had really happened.  “So what else?”
 
   “You started making up this stupid story about being a vampire and I was a real bitch about it to you.  I threw you out on the street.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “Right, but it gets weirder.  In this other dream, I’m three years old and I’m in this nursery with all these other kids.  Except a lot of the kids are people we know:  Agnes, Louise, Megan, Sylvia, and even Akako showed up for a little while.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  What happened?”
 
   “Well, mostly I finger painted and slept.  It got me remembering that first day of kindergarten.  You remember when we met?”
 
   “I remember.  I gave you my cookies because I was allergic to them.”
 
   “Right.  Anyway, once I woke up, it just hit me how we’ve known each other our whole lives, practically since we were babies.  And I was about to throw it all away by taking that job.”
 
   “We still could have talked on the phone or Email.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be the same.”  Becky reached out to take Emma’s hand.  “You’re my best friend, Emma.  And you always will be.  No matter what happens with kids and husbands and all that, I want us to keep being best friends until we’re toothless old women in Park Glen.  I know it’s going to be hard for us with you having to take care of Louise and me having to recover from this, but I want us to find a way.  I don’t ever want us to end up like in that first dream.”
 
   “I don’t either,” Emma said.  As they hugged each other, Emma took care not to squeeze Becky too hard.  She wiped tears from her eyes as she looked back towards the waiting room.  “And I want you to be in Louise’s life too.  With Jim gone—”
 
   “Gone?”
 
   “He died.  In Russia.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “He saved her life—and mine.”  Emma sighed.  “I can’t do it by myself.  I know that.  Aggie and Akako can help, but I want you to be there too.  I want them to love you like I do.”
 
   “Of course I’ll help.”  Becky smiled at her, but that quickly turned to a frown.  “Them?”
 
   “I don’t really know how to explain this.  I have another child.  An adopted one.  Her name’s Joanna.  Her mother died and she asked me to take care of her daughter.”
 
   “Who’s her mother?”
 
   “Me.  From a parallel universe.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I told you it was hard to explain.  The short version is that we had to fight Isis and she died and asked me to look after Joanna.”
 
   “Jesus,” Becky whispered.  “How old is this kid?”
 
   “Eight.  She and Louise are already getting along pretty well—”  She stopped as the door opened and Louise ran into the room.  
 
   “Mommy, Joanna keeps taking my seat.”
 
   Emma picked Louise up and then turned to the doorway, where Joanna stood, her face red.  “She’s lying.  I told her not to come in and bug you but she won’t listen.”
 
   Emma turned back to Louise and looked into her eyes.  “I told you to wait until I came to get you, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “When I’m not around, you have to listen to your big sister.  Understand?”
 
   Louise stared back at her for a moment and then nodded.  “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   “Good.  Now, girls, this is Aunt Becky.  Be very careful not to touch her tummy.  Aunt Becky’s very sore there.”  When she turned to face Becky, she saw her best friend was crying.  She passed Louise into Becky’s arms.
 
   “Hi,” Louise said.
 
   “Hi, kid.  You’re bigger than I thought you’d be.  Prettier too.”
 
   “You’re pretty too.”
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   Emma stood up and put a hand on Joanna’s shoulder.  She bent down to whisper, “Let’s go outside for a minute.”  Joanna nodded and followed her into the waiting room.  As she closed the door, Emma winked at Becky, who stroked Louise’s hair while the little girl chattered about her new bedroom.
 
   Emma knew then that Becky would love Louise as much as she did.
 
   ***
 
   There had been a number of assemblies held in the main chamber of the archives before.  Usually the biggest problem was to arrange the time and make sure no one vanished on top of anyone else.  This time they faced the far more traditional problem of having to fly commercial. 
 
   Their powers, already weakened by Renee’s channeling, had all but disappeared after Isis died.  Glenda assured them this would be a temporary situation, but two weeks later Aggie still couldn’t do more than conjure a bouquet of flowers, one of the first spells any novice learned.  Through some miracle, though, she and the others still looked younger than their real ages.  In her case, Aggie had a few more wrinkles, some gray hairs, and a bit of a middle age spread, but she wasn’t about to complain.  After days as a little girl in that dreadful nursery, Aggie was grateful to be an adult of any age.
 
   The coven had amassed enough money over the years that when they flew commercial they didn’t have to go coach.  Instead, they chartered a 707 to take them across the Atlantic, to the archives.  Aggie didn’t see much sense in it since they were already all assembled in Rampart City, but she supposed it was traditional.
 
   Akako and Renee did not accompany her for this trip.  After the defeat of Isis, Akako had effectively tendered her resignation; she wanted nothing more to do with the coven.  “I’m going to stay home and make sure nothing ever happens to Renee again,” she said.  Aggie grimaced a bit, worried once again Akako would spoil their child, but she held her tongue.  It was pretty clear that Renee needed special looking after, that she would be someone very powerful as she grew older—if she grew older.
 
   On the long flight across the sea, Aggie studied the faces of her fellow witches to try to read their thoughts.  Like the little children they had been, the rest of the coven gave her the silent treatment—all except for one.  Sophie fidgeted nervously and cleaned her glasses for about the hundredth time.
 
   “It certainly looks different on an airplane.  The last time I crossed this ocean was on a ship—the kind with sails,” Sophie said.
 
   “I know,” Aggie said.  She wished Sophie would sit somewhere else, but she was even more of an outcast than Aggie.  She was also the reason they were all flying to the archives, so that they could determine her punishment.  Such a thing hadn’t happened in centuries, though God knew she and Sylvia had skirted the line often enough.
 
   “It’s kind of ironic that after what happened, Glenda is going to do the same to me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “She’ll give me a potion to make me a child again.  Then she’ll give me over to Regina or one of the others.  Just like Morgana.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because it’s already happened to us:  you, me, and Sylvia.  Don’t you remember what I told you back at the house?”
 
   “You also said you were going to kidnap my daughter and kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Aggie—”
 
   “You call me Ms. Chiostro.  I’m not Aggie or Agnes to you anymore.”
 
   Sophie winced as if Aggie had slapped her.  “I did what I had to do.  Someone had to stand up to Glenda.”
 
   “You allied yourself with Isis.  You helped her turn my daughter into a psychotic monster.  You sent my wife to another dimension, where she had to grow up again.  Your people killed my niece Cecelia.  So don’t try to act like a victim.”
 
   “You’re always so emotional, Ag—Ms. Chiostro.  Why don’t you try to use logic just one time?  You’ll see that I’m right.”
 
   “I don’t care about your logic.  I care about my family.  That no longer includes you.”
 
   “We were never family anyway.”
 
   “I loved you like a sister.  So did Sylvia.  That should have been enough.”
 
   Sophie snorted at this and Aggie went back to the galley.  There were no stewardesses or stewards on the flight, just the pilot and co-pilot, who were warned to stay in the cockpit unless absolutely necessary.  While they didn’t have their powers at the moment, there was no telling when the coven would recover them.  There were bound to be some random surges that might leave the pilot or co-pilot turned into a frog—or worse.
 
   Once they landed, they had to rent three vans to take them to the archives.  This became problematic because none of them had valid driver’s licenses.  They hired drivers to take them to the burial mound in the countryside north of Dublin, beneath which were the archives.
 
   They didn’t go down to the first floor where Akako had maintained her quarters—Aggie would have to clean out her apartment before she left—or the vault with the most powerful spells; they restricted themselves to the main floor where tourists and archaeologists went to study the burial chambers.  
 
   In this circular chamber they gathered into two concentric circles with Sophie in the center.  Aggie stayed to the back.  She didn’t want to watch her sister shrink into a baby; she had seen enough of that for one lifetime already.  Sophie tried to look stoic as she awaited her fate, though Aggie, who had known her for almost two hundred years, could see how Sophie shifted her weight from one foot to the other just slightly.
 
   Glenda entered the center ring with Sophie to address the coven.  “Sisters, one of us has committed a heinous crime.  Sophie Joubert, also known as the Headmistress, has conspired to overthrow the coven.  She has committed numerous atrocities, including murder and kidnapping. Of these facts there can be no discussion.  How say you, sisters?”
 
   “Guilty,” the others said.  Aggie kept silent; she didn’t see any point to this farce.
 
   “So say you.”  Glenda turned to Sophie.  “A guilty verdict has been rendered.  Is there anything you wish to say before sentence is pronounced?”
 
   The part of Aggie that remained Sophie’s sister urged her to beg for mercy.  The coven wasn’t likely to go easy on her in any case, but it might help a little.  Instead of a baby maybe they would let her be four or five, old enough so she wouldn’t have to learn to walk or talk or potty again.  Instead, Sophie fixed them with her haughty Headmistress glare.  “This coven is the atrocity.  You, Glenda, are the guiltiest of all.  You’ve duped us all for centuries.  I was merely trying to bring your deceptions to light.”
 
   The rest of the coven hissed at this.  Aggie knew it was all over.  She leaned against a wall and waited for Glenda to deliver the sentence.
 
   Glenda nodded and then reached into her pocket to take out a vial.  Aggie’s eyes widened as she recognized the black vial from her vault of potions.  This vial was the deadliest to a witch, the common touch potion.  “Because you have betrayed this coven and sought to overthrow its leadership, you are hereby expelled from the coven.  You will spend the remainder of your days—what few there are of them—as a mortal, under the oversight of Regina Milton and her staff.  When you finally expire, your body will be cremated and scattered to the eight winds to make certain your stain never again blots this world.”
 
   Sophie finally lost her composure.  She screamed, “No!  You can’t do this!”  Her wild eyes found Aggie, who now leaned against the wall for support.  “Agnes, help me!  Don’t let them do this to me!  Please!”
 
   Aggie looked down at the ground and shook her head.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “There’s nothing I can do for you.”
 
   And in truth there was nothing she could do, not with essentially no power against four-dozen other women.  She could only stare at the floor as three other witches held Sophie down so Glenda could administer the potion.  Sophie continued to scream even after the other witches let her go.
 
   The others parted to let Sophie stagger out of the circle.  Her hair had turned from steel gray to a yellowed white, her face became heavily lined, her jowls drooped, and her back stooped.  She toddled over to Aggie and reached out to her with fingers that were little more than wrinkled claws.  When Sophie spoke, Aggie saw that only a couple of rotted yellow teeth remained.  “You can thill help me,” she said.  “Kill me.  Pleathe.”
 
   Aggie forced herself to look into Sophie’s rheumy blue eyes.  “I’m sorry,” she said again.
 
   “No!  Pleathe!  Pleathe!”  Sophie continued to beg; slobber flew into Aggie’s face.  Regina finally came to drag the old hag who had been Aggie’s sister away.
 
   Later, down in Akako’s quarters, Aggie sat on the bed they had shared and looked down helplessly at the floor.  Whenever she closed her eyes she saw Sophie again, reduced to a slobbering crone, which was how she would spend the remainder of her days.  She would probably terrify the girls at Milton, who would soon devise awful nicknames for her and dare each other to go near her. 
 
   It would have been better to make Sophie a baby again.  At least then she could redeem herself, become a good witch again.  This way only death and humiliation awaited her.  And Aggie had stood there and done nothing while it happened.
 
   “I thought you’d be in here,” Glenda said.  She sat down beside Aggie on the bed.  “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “Why’d you do it?  Because she challenged your leadership?”
 
   “Not just that.”  Glenda patted Aggie’s knee gently, like a mother.  “There’s a lot Sylvia and I never told you.  I suppose now there’s no point to keep it secret any longer.”
 
   “Tell me what?”
 
   “Sophie killed your mother.”
 
   “What?  No, that’s not true.  She tried to help.  That’s why she went to America—”
 
   “She stole a spell from the archives to drain your mother’s magic.  She volunteered to go to America so she wouldn’t look guilty.”
 
   “And Sylvia knew about this?”
 
   “She figured most of it out.  She just pegged me instead of Sophie.”
 
   Aggie looked down at the ground and remembered an argument between Sylvia and Glenda shortly after Mama died.  At the time Aggie had thought Sylvia was just upset; the subject had never come up again and eventually they had reconciled.  “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”
 
   “There’s really no way to make sure, not with Sylvia dead.  Could you really trust Sophie any more than me?”  Glenda patted Aggie’s knee again. “This isn’t the first time Sophie’s tried to do this.  About a hundred sixty years ago, when you and Alejandro were still married, Sophie tried to turn Sylvia.  But Sylvia resisted her.  We thought Sophie was dead then, but we were wrong—again.  Now do you see why I wasn’t going to give her another chance?”
 
   Aggie ran a hand over her face.  Just before Sylvia had died, she had told Aggie that she and Alejandro had slept together, that Cecelia was their daughter.  How many other secrets had Sylvia hidden from her?  She turned to Glenda.  “Why didn’t anyone tell me?  I’m not a child.”
 
   “Not anymore.  You’ve become a very wise woman, if sometimes still too impulsive.”  Glenda shook her head.  “But do you remember what you were like before you met Alejandro?  You were still immature back then in so many ways.  That’s why I protected you from the truth—and made sure Sylvia did as well.”
 
   “And now you think I’m finally mature enough to handle it?”
 
   “Yes, because you’re not so self-involved anymore.  You have a wife and child to think about now.”  Glenda fixed Aggie with a stern glare, which always unnerved Aggie despite that she was over five hundred years old.  “Sophie kidnapped your daughter.  She banished your wife to another dimension.  Do you really want to take the chance that in another fifteen years she could try it again?”
 
   Aggie looked down at her feet again.  She had said almost the same thing to Sophie on the plane.  She thought then of Emma, who had always said that revenge wasn’t as important as justice.  Was that phony trial really justice?  She looked back up at Glenda.  “What Sophie did was wrong.  But by giving her that potion, by condemning her to die, you aren’t any better than she is.  I hope you can live with that.”
 
   “I’ve had to live with a lot of things over the years.  Not all of us have the luxury of being reborn.”
 
   Aggie stared at Glenda for a moment before what the older witch said sunk in.  She thought back to when she was still a young witch, just over a century old, when she had brewed the potion used to turn the traitor Morgana into a baby.  Years later Morgana rejoined the coven under the name Sabrina—she was reborn.  “Sophie was right, wasn’t she?  You made us children again.  You wiped our memories just like you did with Morgana.”
 
   “Yes.  Your mother and I did.”
 
   “Why?  What did we do?”
 
   “I did it because you and Sylvia asked me to.”
 
   “You’re lying.  Why would we ask you to do something that horrible?”
 
   “Because living this long is a curse, not a gift.  I have millennia of memories I’d just as soon forget.  I’ve lost enough friends over the years to fill this whole damned island twice over.”  Glenda’s face took on a look of anguish, to make her look much older, practically ancient.  “You and Sylvia felt the same way.  That’s why you begged me to do it.  You two were always so special to me, even back then.  I couldn’t bear to have you in such pain.  So your mother and I gave you the potions and let her raise you as sisters.”
 
   “You said Sylvia and I.  What about Sophie?”
 
   “She was always a bad egg.  Your mother thought that having you two as sisters would even her out.  Clearly that didn’t work.  She was as conniving as ever.”
 
   Aggie tried to read Glenda’s face for some sign that she had lied.  “What about the others?  Do they know?”
 
   “They’ve all gone through it themselves.  Some of them have done it a few times.  Your mother and I were the only ones who didn’t.  We were the keepers of the flame.  Then she died and it was just me.”
 
   “Forgive me if right now I don’t feel too sympathetic for you.”
 
   Glenda smiled slightly at this.  “I don’t expect you to.  You and Sylvia have always had so much ability, but you’ve always been so temperamental.  I suppose it’s because you were so young when you joined us.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “None of us were born as witches.  Once, long ago, we were just like everyone else.  Those of us who were lucky enough—or unlucky enough depending on your point of view—heard a call and answered it.”  Glenda touched Aggie’s hair gently.  “You were just twenty years old, a pretty young thing, though a bit vain.  Sylvia was even younger, still a teenager, so full of passion and anger but with such a gentle heart beneath it.”
 
   That sounded like Sylvia—and like Aggie when she had been younger.  There was little doubt in her mind that Glenda had told the truth.  “So what happens now?  Business as usual?”
 
   “For us maybe, but not for you.  I think it’s time for you to leave the coven for good.”
 
   “Leave the coven?  But—”
 
   “Agnes, it should be obvious after all this that you need to get your daughter away from here.  If the Heretics don’t kidnap her again then someone in the coven will try to turn or kill her.  She’s too powerful here, you must realize that.”
 
   “So what am I supposed to do?  Let you kill her?”
 
   “You could, but I know you wouldn’t do that.  You’re a good mother—or father.”  Glenda shook her head.  “I know this will be difficult for you to accept, but you should ask Akako’s friend—the one Emma is adopting—to send you, Akako, and Renee somewhere safe, somewhere the girl can grow up as a normal child.”
 
   “You want us to leave our home?  To leave our whole universe?”
 
   “If you love them, then yes.  It doesn’t have to be forever.  Just until Renee is old enough to take care of herself.”
 
   “That would be almost twenty years.”
 
   “We can get by without you for a while.”
 
   Aggie looked away.  It wasn’t the coven she was worried about.  It was Emma and Rebecca she was concerned about.  They had become as close to her as her own grandchildren had been.  How could she abandon them?
 
   Yet she couldn’t deny that what Glenda said made some amount of sense.  Aggie thought of when Sylvia had banished Aggie and Akako to the universe where Tim Cooper had gone.  She had been an ordinary girl there, where magic was a game to silly young girls.  There or perhaps in another dimension—maybe even Akako’s home dimension—Renee could grow up without having to worry someone might try to kidnap or murder her for her abilities.  She could be far more normal and happy there.
 
   “I can’t make a decision like that now,” she mumbled.  “I have to talk it over with Akako.”
 
   “Of course you do.”  Glenda patted Aggie’s shoulder.  “Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.  Just understand that if you stay here, I might not be able to protect you from the others.”
 
   “I understand.”  In spite of everything that had happened, she hugged Glenda.  The older witch had been like a second mother or favorite aunt to her all these years.  She had nurtured Aggie and forgiven her for marrying Alejandro.
 
   Glenda finally broke away from her and stood up.  “I’ll give you some time to think it over by yourself.”
 
   Aggie nodded.  She lay down on the bed she had shared so many times with Akako and stared at the wall to think about the future.
 
   ***
 
   Aggie had thought Akako would put up more of an argument.  She had secretly hoped for this so she might have a good reason not to go through with it.  To her surprise, Akako had nodded and then said, “That makes sense.  She’d be a lot safer somewhere else.”
 
   They had sat down in the parlor at seven, after Renee had been put to bed.  By midnight Akako had most everything packed.  This included Renee’s entire wardrobe, her favorite toys, and a large supply of diapers.  Aggie looked at the pile that took up all of the free space in the living room and said, “I don’t think Joanna can fit all of that in the sandbox.”
 
   “Maybe she can make a few trips,” Akako said.  Aggie tried to get her to prioritize, but when Aggie tried to get rid of a stuffed duck, Akako snatched it away.  “Renee loves her ducky.”
 
   “We could buy her another one.”
 
   “She’ll know the difference.”
 
   With a sigh Aggie acquiesced, as she always did when it came to Renee.  She figured eventually Akako would come to her senses and realize they couldn’t take all of this junk with them.  They would be lucky to have the clothes on their backs when they came out the other side.
 
   Her last hope to avoid leaving her home behind lay with Emma.  Unfortunately the girl was just as reasonable as Akako.  “Joanna’s been wanting to go back there anyway.  There are some things she wants to retrieve from her old house.  I was going to go with her, but that might be…awkward,” Emma said.
 
   Aggie understood what Emma meant.  She looked pretty much identical to Joanna’s mother, except for being a decade younger.  If anyone Dr. Reed knew came around, things might get confusing.  “Aren’t you worried we’re abandoning you?” Aggie asked.
 
   “You’re trying to protect your daughter.  I can’t blame you after what happened.”  Emma looked down at her cup of tea.  “I thought of doing the same thing.  I thought maybe I should pretend to be Dr. Reed and let Louise grow up there.  I wouldn’t have to be the Scarlet Knight there; things would be a lot simpler.”
 
   “Then why don’t you?  I’m sure Louise wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Maybe someday we could, but right now there’s too much going on.  With Don Vendetta gone, there’s going to be a mob war.  I couldn’t let some new Scarlet Knight try to deal with that.  With Isis and the Dragoon gone, maybe the Call wouldn’t even go out.”  Emma shook her head.  “What if I’m the last Scarlet Knight?”
 
   “I doubt Merlin would have made the armor for you if that were the case.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   After that they discussed the logistics of the situation.  This eventually involved Joanna.  When she sat next to Emma, the resemblance was obvious.  Aggie had seen pictures of Emma at eight years old; this girl looked identical to her.  The only difference was that Joanna had none of Emma’s shyness; she possessed an unnatural poise more commonly found in world leaders.  Maybe that would be her destiny one day.  
 
   “I can make a few trips,” Joanna said.  “It’s not too much trouble.”
 
   “I don’t want you to strain yourself, dear,” Aggie said.  “As long as the three of us get there, that’s all that matters.”
 
   “I can do it,” Joanna said patiently.  “It’s a lot easier to transport inanimate objects than people.”
 
   In the end Akako got her way.  Renee’s ducky and all her other toys would go with her.  “To make her feel more at home,” Akako said.
 
   What home was the problem.  They wouldn’t have anywhere to live or jobs or money.  “You can stay in Mommy’s house,” Joanna said.  “Just say you’re renting the place from her.  I’m sure no one will mind.”
 
   “What are we supposed to tell your neighbors?”
 
   “I’ll tell them Mommy got a new job somewhere else.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  That’s a good idea,” Aggie said.
 
   The last wrinkle was to decide who would go first.  Joanna eventually decided it for them; she said she would go first with Renee’s toys.  So long as this worked out, then she would come back for Aggie.  Akako would come last with Renee once they were sure there would be no problems.
 
   Before Joanna left with the boxes of toys, Emma knelt down to look the little girl in the eye.  “I want you to be very careful.  No showing off.  You drop the toys off and then you come straight back.”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   Emma gave her adopted daughter a hug.  “I’ll be here when you come back.  Then we can go out for ice cream.”
 
   “Oh boy!” Joanna said.  Her poise slipped for a moment.
 
   With that everyone else took a step back.  There was a flash and then Joanna and the boxes were gone.  About ten minutes later, while Aggie nervously sipped a cup of tea, Joanna reappeared.  “Hi everyone,” she said.
 
   “How was it?” Emma asked.
 
   “Just the way Mommy and I left it,” Joanna said.  For just a moment her face flickered with sadness.  Her smile quickly returned as she held out a hand to Aggie.  “Are you ready to go Ms. Chiostro?”
 
   “One moment, dear.”  Aggie set her teacup aside and then turned to Akako.  She gave her wife a passionate kiss that prompted Joanna’s composure to melt as she made a disgusted face.  Aggie pulled away from Akako and said, “That’s just in case.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “I know, it’s perfectly safe.”  She leaned down then to Renee, who had her head buried against her mother’s shoulder.  “Bye-bye, sweetheart.”
 
   Akako patted Renee’s back and said, “Can you say bye-bye to Agga?”
 
   Renee reluctantly turned and whimpered, “Bye-bye.”
 
   Aggie figured that was the best she would get.  She bent down to kiss her daughter’s forehead.  “I’ll see you later, sweetheart.”
 
   She stepped away from her wife and daughter and took Joanna’s hand.  She took a deep breath and then closed her eyes.  There was a bright white flash despite that she had her eyes closed—
 
   When she opened her eyes, she sat in the sandbox in Joanna’s backyard.  She felt the coarse sand on her legs, almost up to her rear end.  She looked down to see a pair of adult legs clad in only a pair of very skimpy denim shorts.  In contrast to the shorts, she also wore a bulky hooded sweatshirt.  She patted this sweatshirt just to make sure she still had a pair of breasts beneath it.
 
   Joanna stood above her, a hand extended to help her up.  “How did I turn out?” Aggie asked.  Her voice sounded a little deeper than before, more like Sylvia’s voice.
 
   “You look nice,” Joanna said.  “Come on, you’ll see.”
 
   She followed Joanna into the house to find the boxes of Renee’s toys piled up in the dining room, seemingly unchanged.  She picked up the ducky, which felt the same; Akako would be happy about that.  Joanna led her into the bathroom and turned on the light so Aggie could see herself in the mirror.
 
   Unlike the ducky, she had changed.  The changes were subtle yet poignant.  Her eyes were still blue, though when she blinked, she could tell she had contacts in.  The skin around her eyes was still Caucasian, but with an orange tint to indicate a fake tan.  The hair piled into a knot at the top of her head was still blond, but from the dark roots visible, she knew it was dyed—badly at that.  When she smiled, her teeth were not as white and her front teeth were a bit crooked.  Her limbs were lean yet muscular, an athlete’s body.
 
   This was the body of a perfectly ordinary young woman.  According to her sweatshirt she was part of the Rampart State lacrosse team.  At least that meant she was an adult, eighteen at least.  She probably wasn’t the most popular girl on campus, but she wouldn’t be unpopular either.  She turned away from the mirror before she began to cry.
 
   Ordinary.  She had never been ordinary before, at least not for long.  She had briefly been an ordinary fat girl in Renee Kim’s world, but that had just been for a few days.  This would be for years.  What would she do?  What could she do?  She didn’t know how to play lacrosse; she didn’t even know what that was.  All she knew how to do was sew, but when she looked at her hands, she saw a different set of hands, stubbier than she remembered.
 
   Joanna patted her on the back.  “It’s all right,” she said.  
 
   “Isn’t there something you can do?  Can’t you make me look like me again?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Changing your physical matter is complicated.  You could wind up with a hand where your foot should be or a spleen on the outside.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” Aggie said, though she didn’t.  Not really.  That was something Emma would probably understand better.  What would happen to Akako and Renee when they came through?  What if Renee wound up as an old woman or a boy?  She shook her head.  It wouldn’t come to that.  Aggie might be ordinary, but she was still mostly the same as before, just not as pretty.  She forced a smile to her face.  “Well, I think you should go and fetch the others.”
 
   While Joanna went back, Aggie fetched a hand mirror from inside the house.  She wanted Akako to be able to see herself as soon as she came out.  No need to draw out the suspense.  While she waited by the sandbox, Aggie looked into the mirror.  She smiled and tried to see something that was still her, but there wasn’t anything.  Was her name even Agnes here?  What if her name was Courtney or Heather or Petunia?
 
   She still thought about this as a flash of light came from the sandbox.  The mirror slipped from Aggie’s hand.  For a moment she simply stared at Akako.
 
   When she had inhabited the body of Renee Kim, Akako had been a little wanna-be Goth girl, who dressed up in revealing outfits and sported magenta hair.  That was nothing compared to what she looked like now.  This was the grown-up version of Renee Kim, a woman clad in leather pants and a tight black tank top.  This revealed tattoos down both arms, so many that they overlapped.  Besides a half-dozen earrings in each ear, Akako had a silver stud that glittered from her nose.  She was at least still Asian, her eyes the same brown as before.  As befitted the rest of her style, her hair was cut in a pageboy dyed a bright red.
 
   That wasn’t as disturbing as what had happened to Renee.  Her daughter was still a baby, still probably a year old.  Except she was no longer Aggie’s daughter.  She was Akako’s daughter, completely Asian now, with her mother’s brown eyes.  Even her tuft of hair had been dyed the same red.
 
   Tears stung Aggie’s eyes.  She ran back into the house, into the bathroom, where she sat in the shower and sobbed.  The universe—this universe or the other one or maybe all of them—was punishing her.  She had never cared about Renee as strongly as Akako had.  Now any trace of her had been wiped away from Renee.
 
   She wasn’t surprised when Akako squatted down beside her.  She reached a tattooed arm out to take Aggie’s hand.  “Agnes, it’s all right.  Really, I think it’s pretty cool.  I only wish Renee—the other Renee—could see me now.  She would be so jealous.”
 
   “That’s not the problem,” Aggie said.  She wiped at her nose with one sleeve.
 
   “I think you look cool too.  I’ve always wanted to go out with a jock.”
 
   “You don’t understand!”  Aggie wiped at her face again and then pointed towards the hallway.  “You saw what happened to her.”
 
   “Agnes—”
 
   “There isn’t anything of me left in her.  It’s like I don’t exist.”
 
   “Come on, that’s not true.”
 
   “Go look at her again.  You go and find one thing about her that’s still mine.”
 
   Akako patted the knot of hair at the top of Aggie’s head and smiled.  “That doesn’t matter.  We know she’s our daughter.”
 
   “She’s not going to know.  She’s not going to think I’m her father.  How could she?  I’m just Agga to her.”
 
   “Renee loves you.”
 
   “She loves you.  She tolerates me.”
 
   “That’s not true.  She just has trouble expressing herself sometimes.”
 
   Aggie stood up from the tub.  She brushed past Akako as she stormed out of the bathroom.  In the living room she found Joanna and Renee on the floor, Joanna with Renee’s ducky; she made the appropriate quacking noises.  She stopped when she saw Aggie there, glaring down at her.  “I’m going outside.  When you’re ready to go back, I’m coming with you,” Aggie announced.
 
   “You are?”
 
   “Yes.  This was a mistake.”
 
   “Ms. Chiostro—”
 
   “Don’t try to talk me out of it.  You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “But I thought—”
 
   “You don’t have to think!  Just get your shit and let’s go!”
 
   Joanna ran from the room.  Aggie heard Akako mumble something to the girl, probably that Aggie just needed time to adjust.  She didn’t.  She wouldn’t pretend to be Akako’s special friend, some vague acquaintance, no relation to Renee.  She couldn’t bear to have Renee look at her like that, to treat her like some kind of stepparent.  
 
   Appropriately, Renee still just sat on the floor, the ducky clutched to her chest.  There weren’t even tears in her brown eyes.  Aggie bent down to stroke the girl’s bright red hair.  “I’m sorry,” she said.  “Your mommy will take good care of you.  She loves you very much.”  Much more than her daddy—apparently.  She patted Renee’s chubby cheek and then started for the door.
 
   She was about to open the patio door when she heard Renee whisper, “Dada.”
 
   Aggie turned around to see Renee rise up on her pudgy legs.  She toddled unsteadily over to Aggie and clutched one leg in her tiny arms.  “Dada, no go.”
 
   Aggie bent down so that she could meet Renee’s eyes.  They might not be her eyes anymore, but Aggie could see the love in them.  “I’m not going anywhere,” she said.  She scooped Renee up in her arms; the little girl rested her head on Aggie’s shoulder.  “I’m never going to leave you.”
 
   ***
 
   It took only a minute after they climbed down the ladder into the sewers for Louise to whine, “Mommy, it smells like poo.”
 
   “I know, baby.”  Emma checked the paper mask she’d put over Louise’s mouth and nose to help filter some of the smell.  “If you feel like throwing up, let Mommy know.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Emma panned the flashlight around so she could get her bearings.  Louise cringed when they saw their first rats.  “There’s nothing to be afraid of.  They’re friends.”  Or at least she hoped these were friends; there had been rogue tribes in the sewers even when Jim was down here.  One of the rats came up to her, to sniff at her shoe.
 
   Emma bent down so the rat could sniff at Louise too.  The little girl whimpered and put her head to Emma’s shoulder.  “He’s not going to hurt you,” Emma said.  In ratspeak she introduced herself as the queen and Louise then as her princess.  “She’s my offspring,” Emma said to the rat.
 
   This rat wasn’t as intelligent—or large—as Pepe, but it seemed to understand.  She figured it wouldn’t be long until the message spread to the other rats in the sewers that the queen had returned and she had a child.  Whether they would accept her and Louise without Jim around, she couldn’t be sure.
 
   “I wanna go home,” Louise said.
 
   “I know, baby, but this is important.  This is where Daddy lived.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   This was a good question, one Emma had never fully answered.  She had waited for Jim to tell her, but he had died before he got the chance.  To him that had probably not been important; the past didn’t count for much in the sewers, only the present.  “Well, Daddy liked it down here.”
 
   “Why?  It’s stinky and gross.”
 
   “To a lot of people, yes, but not to Daddy.  Your father loved it down here.”
 
   Louise only snorted at this, clearly still not impressed by the sewers.  Emma couldn’t blame her; it had taken her a couple of years to get used to the sewers and she had been an adult.  Still, Jim had wanted her to tell Louise about him and she decided there was no time like the present.  It helped that Joanna had gone back to her world to check in on Aggie, Akako, and Renee, who were still adjusting to their new lives.  This gave Emma and Louise the day to themselves; there seemed like no better way to spend it than for Louise to learn about her father and for Emma to keep her promise to him to check up on his friends.
 
   It didn’t take Emma long to find what she really wanted Louise to see.  She shined the flashlight on the sculpture Jim had made of her from garbage.  This was no longer deformed by Isis; Emma stood heroically in her armor with hands on her hips.  “See that?  Daddy made that.”
 
   “He did?  Why?”
 
   “Well, because Daddy wanted to show Mommy how much he loved her.”  She smiled and thought of how many years it had taken her to pick up on this.  At first she had taken Jim for some kind of primitive tribesman who had erected a totem of her.  Only after she spent more time with him did she begin to understand his depth.  That was what she wanted Louise to see, though she might be too young to fully understand.  “Isn’t it pretty?”
 
   “Yes.”  Louise studied the sculpture for a moment.  “It looks like you, Mommy.”
 
   “It is me, baby.  Your daddy made lots of these that he put all over the sewer so Mommy could see just how much he loved her.”  She brushed hair from Louise’s face, to look into her eyes.  “He would have made some of you too if he hadn’t gone up to Heaven.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.  Daddy loved you very much.”
 
   They encountered three more of the sculptures as Emma took Louise on a tour of the sewers.  She took Louise to Jim’s workshop and said, “This is where Daddy slept.”
 
   “It’s not as pretty as my room.”
 
   “No it’s not.  Your room is much prettier.”
 
   “Prettier than Joanna’s?”  This had become a bone of contention between the two “sisters” over the last two weeks.  A sort of Cold War had set in, where if Joanna put stickers on her mirror, Louise wanted glittery stickers for hers.  When Joanna insisted they paint her room pink like back in her home, Louise demanded they repaint her room a lighter shade of pink.  Then came the bed debacle, where Louise threw a full-blown tantrum in the furniture store when Emma refused to buy her a bed as big as Joanna’s.  “I’m as big as Joanna!” Louise had cried.  For the first time Emma had felt the embarrassment of having a store full of people stare at her and cluck their tongues at her lack of parenting skills.  She had taken Louise back to the car to have a firm talk with her that seemed to reach her.
 
   “It’s just as pretty as Joanna’s.”
 
   “Am I prettier than Joanna?”
 
   “You’re both very pretty,” Emma said with a sigh.  She had quickly found out that being a parent to two young children required more energy than to beat up a roomful of Don Vendetta’s goons.
 
   After they left the workshop, Emma headed for another part of the sewer very dear to her.  Before she got there, Marlin appeared in front of her.  “There you are,” he said.  “I’ve been looking all over this wretched place for you.”
 
   “I’m just showing Louise around.”
 
   “Mommy, who’s that man?”
 
   “This is Marlin.  He’s Mommy’s special friend.”
 
   “Why hasn’t he got any legs?”
 
   “Because I’m a ghost,” Marlin snapped.  “Boo.”
 
   Louise giggled at this.  “He’s funny.”
 
   “Yes, well, be that as it may, I have something to tell your mommy.”
 
   “Scarlet Knight business?”
 
   “No.  The master says that he’s grateful for your help.  Don’t know why, you didn’t really do anything.  It was that other poor lass who did the real work, wasn’t it?  Anyway, he says that he’s left a token of his appreciation for you.  It’s up ahead in the tunnel.”
 
   “Oh, well, thank him if you can.”
 
   “Yes, fine, the next time you destroy the armor and banish me to the astral plane I’ll let him know.”  Marlin floated down closer to Louise.  “I hope you’re not as much of a troublemaker as your mommy.”
 
   Louise waved a hand through Marlin’s beard and giggled again.  “He feels tingly.”
 
   “Yes, he does feel tingly,” Emma said with a smile meant more for Marlin than Louise.
 
   “Well, I’ll leave you geniuses alone.  Someone has to do some real work around here.”
 
   Emma waited until Marlin had disappeared before she started forward again.  She stopped as she neared the entrance to a pipe and saw another ghost.  Only this ghost was real.  “Pepe!” she blurted out.  She bent down to stroke the silver stripe along the rat’s back to make sure he was real.  “I thought you were dead.”
 
   He squeaked that he had been dead and living with Jim—the king—on the astral plane.  Then a strange man had showed up at the cave.  Pepe didn’t remember what happened next, only that he woke up here.
 
   “Who’s that?” Louise asked.
 
   “This is Pepe.  He’s my friend.”
 
   Despite this, Louise shied away from the rat.  Emma couldn’t blame her since Pepe was bigger than Louise and he didn’t exactly look like a stuffed animal.  Pepe squeaked at her, to ask who Louise was.  “She’s my daughter—and Jim’s daughter.  I’m showing her around.”
 
   Pepe nodded slightly.  He told her he needed to go see his own family, his great-great-great-grandchildren or however many generations of Pepe there were by now.  Louise relaxed a little once Pepe had swum off, though she still trembled a little.  “Can we go home yet?” she asked.
 
   “Almost, baby.  There’s one place I want you to see.  It’s a very special place.”
 
   She carried Louise into the pipe that fed into the harbor.  This was where Jim went when he wanted to escape the hurly-burly of the sewers to relax and think.  Not long before Louise was conceived, Jim had shown this place to Emma and they had shared their first mutual kiss.  They had shared quite a few more since then.
 
   Emma almost dropped Louise as she saw what waited at the end of the pipe.  This must be Merlin’s “token of appreciation” Marlin had mentioned.  She broke into a run, to make sure she wasn’t seeing things.
 
   She wasn’t.  He stood at the end of the pipe, his back to the harbor as he watched them approach.  She skidded to a stop a couple of feet from him and gaped at him until finally she worked up the courage to say, “Jim?”
 
   “It me,” Jim said.  He looked just the way he had on the astral plane, just the way he had before he died in Russia.  There was no sign of the bullet wounds that had killed him, no sign that he had been dead for the last two weeks.  “I back.”
 
   Louise stared at him, her eyes wide.  “Daddy?”
 
   He nodded and bent down to look her in the eye.  “Yes.  I your father.”  He held out his arms and Emma handed Louise to him.  She didn’t whimper, squeal, or thrash the way Emma feared she might.  She did cry as she put her cheek to Jim’s, to nuzzle against him.  He brushed hair back from her face so he could kiss her forehead.  “I here now.  I love you.”
 
   “I love you, Daddy,” Louise said.
 
   Emma watched this for a moment before she joined them.  She leaned down to kiss Jim on the lips just as she had years ago in this tunnel.  In that moment they became a family for the first time and Emma knew that whatever the future held, they would face it together as one. 
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