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“I got you now, you vile fiend! Take that!” The voice, clear and young and vibrant and totally, totally pissed, echoed through the dingy tunnels. A series of little popping sounds followed, like balloons exploding. Actually, they were balloons popping.

“Vile fiend?”

“I know. I amaze myself sometimes. Oh, oops. Sorry. My bad.”

“That helium monster was mine!”

“Sorry. I got carried away.”

I sighed and shifted my weight because both of my arms had fallen asleep. It was uncomfortable as hell, lying on that cold floor, tied up and stretched out over old rail tracks. Or, rather, broken concrete bearing marks where old rail tracks used to be. At least the surface wasn’t too bad against my body.

What was worse was that my glasses kept inching down my nose because, hello, I was lying on my side, completely helpless. The old subway tunnels were cold, with chilly-ass blasts coming in through cracks and wherever else they managed to squeeze through. What sucked even more was every once in a while, I’d get a whiff of something like Eau de Sewer, which made my stomach turn. I hoped that one of the superheroes would get to me soon before I threw up. That’d be a real mess, seeing as how I was also gagged and couldn’t manage anything more than a whimpering little “mmphrgh” every ten seconds. Oh, yeah, did I mention I was also tied up? Like, both hands bound behind my back and both feet practically fused at the ankles?

Did I also mention I had only about three minutes left before the train would come around to run me over because, well, trains always threaten innocent kidnap victims of big, bad supervillains? I said “three minutes” because that was what the battered old alarm clock pretty much showed me the last time I looked at it as it stood a couple of feet away from my head.

Charming.

Another series of popping sounds broke through the hollow calm of the tunnels.

“Aha! I got you now, you—”

“Stop. You already said that.”

“Help me out here. I’m running out of virtuous things to say.”

“Just yell and sound really pissed off. That’s enough.”

“Magnifiman always has the cool lines. I think we should come up with our own.”

I strained my eyes to catch the time. Did it say two minutes now? Chrissakes. What a craptastic time for my glasses to shift and force me to use my one-step-up-from-blindness eyesight to check how much in danger I really was.

“Mmphrgh! Mmphrghghhhh!” I squirmed in my bonds and tried to make as much noise as possible—as much noise as one could manage, anyway, with nothing but one measly layer of clothes against concrete to go by. If I’d had a titanium skull, I’d have started whacking my head against the ground to gain someone’s attention, but I wasn’t that lucky in my gene pool, so...

“Ha! Take that! And that! And that! Want more? Do you? Fine! Eat this! And this! And this!”

“Mine!”

“Mine! Ha!”

“Whoa, did you just try to singe my boobs?”

“Sorry, Freddie. You were in the way. Mine!”

It sounded like a Chinese New Year parade somewhere in the subway tunnels. All I could hear was a really fast succession of pops, sort of like firecrackers. The superheroes were faux mad as hell. They finally kicked up their game. It was about damn time, too.

“Where is he? Do you see him?” The voices were much louder now. I could even hear pretty distinct movement, but I still couldn’t figure out where because the acoustics were pretty weird down there. If anything, they sounded a little creepy, being disembodied voices that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

“No. Maybe he’s in here.”

“How much time do we have?”

I glanced at the clock. By that time, my glasses had completely fallen off my face and were now lying there, one temple crushed under the weight of my head. Great. I was dead.

Brrrrriiiinnnnggggggg! The clock rattled from the force of its alarm. It was one of those cartoon clocks with the dorky happy face that jumped and danced around as it rang, and you squealed and threw soggy cereal at the TV while soaking your diapers. Yeah, like that. It was also so old and sad that I actually pinched my eyes shut and shrank away from it because I figured it was this close to exploding from all that vibration.

“There! He’s there!”

“Shit! We’re too late!”

I rolled my eyes. The clock continued to ring, and it was driving me nuts. I squirmed to see if I could use my nose to nudge my glasses back on, but all I managed to do was move them the wrong way some more so they lay tilted, with the free temple raised, and my right eye barely peeking through what bit of prescription lens it could get nearest to. I felt like a total loser dork.

Within seconds, one of the tunnels at the other side of the old platform came alive with three superheroes. There was first a series of loud pops that seemed to follow the tunnel’s length because the noise grew louder. I flinched when the tunnel’s mouth vomited torn rubber as the last collections of balloons exploded in the heroes’ wake. In flew Miss Pyro, Calais, and Spirit Wire, bits of balloon carcasses floating and swirling around them like colorful rubber confetti. They spotted me lying helpless on the railway tracks. Then again, only a blind man would’ve missed me. A blind man who was also deaf.

“Who’s gonna save him?” Spirit Wire asked.

“Pfft. Why even ask?” Miss Pyro snorted. She gave Calais a nudge. I think. It was a little hard trying to catch details with eyesight that had long since gone to hell. “Go on, boyfriend.”

Calais took all of a fraction of a second—I’ve yet to learn how to gauge his speed—to appear beside me, taking the alarm clock and shutting it down. Then he worked on my bonds, leaving my gag for last because he wanted to sneak in a kiss. Which he did. Too bad I was too annoyed and blinded and cramped to respond, so I just made like a limp doll that made a face at him while he got all Romeo on me.

“Hey, is this what they call the gay agenda?” Spirit Wire called. “Gay boys indoctrinating two innocent, über-straight girls with dirty same-sex kissing?”

“What, are you feeling a little gay yet? No? Okay, let me kiss him some more and see what happens,” Calais yelled back. I thought I heard Miss Pyro snort and giggle.

When Calais pulled away, I fumbled for my glasses and put them back on. Oh, look, I could see again! 

“I’d have been dead by the time you got to me, you know.” I grunted as I pushed myself up to a sitting position. “You guys are thirty seconds late or something. You wouldn’t have seen anything left of me by the time you got here. Blood and guts and severed body parts all over? That’d be me.” Story of my life, really.

“Sorry,” Calais said, grimacing, sitting back on his heels and rubbing the back of his neck. “We kind of got tangled up in balloons back there. I mean, literally. The Sentries doubled the obstacle course, and they actually made helium monsters that were a real bitch to destroy.”

“Really? From what I heard, you were all going back and forth over cool, superhero things to say when you beat the crap out of a thug. Whatever happened to just blowing them away first and then impressing them with kickass sayings afterward? You know, like, destroy first, ask questions later?”

He jerked his head in the girls’ direction. “Talk to them about it. I’ve always been cool with just a shout or a scream.”

“Sorry, Eric,” Spirit Wire said, waving at me and giving me a sheepish little grin that I knew she didn’t really mean because she was evil that way. “I guess I got carried away.”

“No kidding,” I grumbled, taking Calais’ hand as he stood up and helped me to my feet. “Where’s Freddie?”

All three superheroes fell silent for a moment and exchanged looks. Did they just misplace one of their own? I blinked. 

“You lost him? What happened? Did he turn himself into a brick wall or something? I hope he didn’t shapeshift into a helium monster that you just shot at back there, or you’d have a lot of explaining to do to the Sentries.” 

Besides, he was still working on turning himself into Joshua Bell because he found out about my fanboy infatuation with the man, and I’d be damned if I were to let the other heroes accidentally kill off Freddie without him getting around to achieving that first.

Miss Pyro spun around and looked back in the direction of the tunnel they’d just come from, resting her hands on her hips as she stared. “Hey, Freddie? Is that you?” she called out.

“Yeah, it’s me. Hold on. I’m coming,” Freddie yelled back, his voice echoing. Actually, it wasn’t his real voice, but we all knew it was him. He was in disguise, so he really sounded like, well, whatever his disguise happened to be. In this case, I guessed he’d turned himself into a woman. I wasn’t exactly sure why he’d choose to be a woman in the face of extreme violence and bloody murder (because Godzilla would’ve been awesome), but I guessed he must’ve decided to be a warrior princess or queen or something. A really butt-kicking female, that is.

Soon we heard footsteps, which grew louder and louder. Then Freddie appeared from the shadows in full disguise.

“Sorry, man, I panicked and shifted to the wrong mask and, uh, I kinda got stuck. Don’t worry, I’m working my way out of it,” he said with a sheepish chuckle as he stood before us all as Elvira, Mistress of the Dark.

We all gaped at him. Spirit Wire was the first one to find her voice. “Dude. How do you expect to fight an army of killing machines as Elvira? Scratch their eyes out with your nails?” She paused. “Hey, are those press-ons? They look pretty cool.”

Elvira-Freddie cleared her throat. Better to stick to the gender of the disguise and avoid letting the confusion mess me up any more than it already had. “I was practicing speed-masking. You know, switching disguises pretty fast? I’ve been getting better at it, but I think I switched too fast, too many times. I was doing pretty good as Lara Croft, but Miss Pyro tried to burn my boobs, so I tried to change fast to something else, and...” She shrugged and pointed at herself. “I guess if we were still fighting helium monsters out there, the chances of my boobs getting roasted by fireballs would’ve been higher with this disguise.” She glanced down to stare at her chest.

“You short-circuited? Sort of like a computer freezing up when you open and close too many browser windows or something?” I asked. Calais turned to me.

“How old is your computer?” he asked. He looked genuinely surprised behind his half-mask. I narrowed my eyes at him.

“Not everyone can afford state-of-the-art technology, you know. Okay, the point is you guys let me die, hypothetically and all that,” I said, turning back to them. “I heard you getting all worked up over catchphrases and all those things, while I lay there, all tied up and drooling behind my gag, breathing in sewer air and praying like hell that no mutant rats came out of their hidey-holes to eat me alive.”

“We were slowed down,” Calais admitted, glancing at the others. “We really need to work more on speed and efficiency when it comes to search and rescue missions.”

I raised my hand when a very important thought hit me. “Question—can I be paid for my services as fake innocent victim? It’s not that easy getting all tied up and left on dirty concrete, waiting for superheroes to come around and pretend like they’re rescuing me.”

“Oh, think of it as your contribution to the greater good of Vintage City, Eric,” Miss Pyro chirped with a perky smile. “You know we still need to work on our skills even after we advance in our powers.”

“Yeah, but...” I sighed and turned to stare helplessly at Calais, who gave me that look. I really can’t describe it beyond “smoldering.” It was this hot, sexy stare that you can only pull off when wearing a superhero’s half-mask. Goddamn, I wanted to do him right then and there. “Never mind. Feel free to tie me up and abuse me whenever you need to.”

“Cool. Thanks, Eric. You’re a real sport.”

I looked back at Miss Pyro. “Real sport, my ass. I was talking to Calais about getting tied up and abused. As for being everyone’s practice victim, I demand a written contract with all kinds of clauses that make sure I’m taken care of. I mean, can I at least have some kind of cushion to lie down on? And why do I have to be tied up and gagged every time?”

“Because I enjoy doing it,” Calais murmured, his smile kooky and lopsided. Oh, baby.

My face warmed up. “Dress the guy in super-tight spandex, and he morphs from sweet geek to horny sex machine.”

“Am I forgiven, then?”

“Yep.” Oh, hell, yeah.

Spirit Wire clucked. “Man, you’re sure bitchy for an innocent victim.”

Everyone fell silent when a deep, familiar, very masculine voice spoke from out of the blue. “All right, everyone. That was pretty bad. You’re letting yourselves get distracted by trivial things and the fact that this is only a search-and-rescue practice mission. When we regroup tonight, we’ll have to go over details with Dr. Dibbs before we head on out to the mean streets of Vintage,” Magnifiman said. His speech was fluid, his manner confident. He was plain Mr. Perfect, which I really didn’t want to say in front of Calais because of the usual brotherly dynamics between them when in superhero mode. I mean—Calais already put up with so much stuff about his older brother’s intimidating, long-ass list of virtues everywhere he turned.

“Does that mean we have to get together an hour early?” 

“Yes, Miss Pyro. It’s necessary to clear things up before tackling our next mission. Are there any other questions?”

I cleared my throat. Now was my chance.

“Yeah,” I replied, raising my voice. “Can I get paid for being the repeat victim in these practice runs? It’s not easy, you know, getting tied up or stuffed inside something, while everyone figures out what catchphrases to use when destroying people.”

I stared at the old speakers that were mounted against one of the half-crumbling walls. The Sentries had set up several of those things up and down the subway tunnels for these practice missions, and Magnifiman and Dr. Dibbs always used them to communicate their observations of everyone’s performance. There were cameras set up, too, that monitored the heroes’ progress, and I’m sure that behind the scenes, all kinds of fancy-schmancy gizmos and gadgets were all at Magnifiman’s disposal. I was never shown what went on behind the scenes, naturally, seeing as how it was all, you know, classified information and stuff like that.

For a few seconds, Magnifiman was quiet. “Okay, are there any other questions?” he asked.

I sighed, my shoulders drooping. “I’ll have to take this up with my union,” I said. Of course, I just needed to form one.

“Very well, then. We’ll meet at the usual powwow time and place later. Oh, and Calais? Mom wants to know what you want for dinner, so be sure to give her a call ASAP. Magnifiman, over and out.” Then the speakers went dead.

Mom. Magnifiman said “Mom.” Well, wasn’t that just the cutest thing ever? I glanced at Calais and grinned. He pointedly ignored me as he squared his shoulders, lifting his chin, and pretty much did all he could to look extremely blasé and macho about it. Yeah, every once in a while, there’d be this little slip between the two brothers about family-related matters, which always embarrassed Calais. It was sort of like when you showed up at your kid’s school with a big, pink twelve-inch-high beehive hairdo because you’d had an accident with your hair color the night before. Calais’ level of embarrassment tended to be somewhere in that part of the Teenage Humiliation Spectrum. So no matter what he did, putting on a show of manly whateverness, the blush that crept up from his neck onto his face always took the wind out of his sails. I guess it didn’t help during that moment that everyone else was grinning at him.

“Okay, everyone, you heard the man,” Spirit Wire said, finally letting him off the hook. “Let’s go and get ready for today’s powwow.” She paused when her stomach let out this gurgling, bubbling sound. “Well, not until after we grab a bite to eat. I’m starving.”

“I haven’t had pizza in a while,” Freddie, who’d shapeshifted into Oscar the Grouch, said. He glanced down at his green, stumpy, shag carpet-like furry body, clucking and shaking his head. “Oh, Christ...”

“I’m game,” Miss Pyro piped up. “We can go to my favorite unpopular pizzeria. It’s not too far from here. We can all walk there. I promise, it’s not froufrou.”

It was agreed, and so the little gang of superheroes changed back into their “normal” forms. Incidentally, it was always a good thing to be in the company of only one superhero during the transformation process because each of them had his or her own “poof-voila!” method, and when they all changed at the same time? It was like total brain meltdown. In fact, I’d call that my own personal psychedelic moment without the drugs.

I had to pinch my eyes shut while flailing and crying out because Miss Pyro exploded in a blinding burst of fire. Calais melted into a pillar of swirling, twisting haze. Spirit Wire literally flickered black and white, sort of like a TV screen going crazy. Freddie—who continued to escape Bambi Bailey’s notice, so still didn’t have a superhero alias; he was the lucky one, I guess—melted from one form to another. Weird, but his transformation had evolved, from what I saw. Before, when the Trill was still alive, he just vanished behind a burst of white light, but I guess with his powers gathering strength and complexity, his transformation method also morphed along with his, well, powers of morphing.

So imagine being in the middle of all those transformations. If I first thought being the sole victim for their heroic practice sessions entitled me to monetary compensation, getting all blinded and brain-damaged from Simultaneous Heroic Combustion pretty much secured my eligibility. I mean, seriously, how many other regular people out there had to be subjected to that, once, twice a week? Zero. I counted. Zero.

Within seconds the air cleared, and it was safe for me to open my eyes again. Sure enough, instead of four impressive and dangerous superheroes standing around me, there were four teenagers in urban gear all straightening their clothes and patting their hair and all that. Calais was Peter. Miss Pyro was Wade. Spirit Wire was Althea. Freddie was, uh, Freddie. They exchanged relieved grins, with Wade turning around and waving at us to follow her.

“Oh, you guys are gonna like the deep dish pizza,” she said, adjusting her bag over her shoulder. “It’s totally awesome.”

Peter held my hand as we followed them out of the crumbling underground subway. As we walked through one tunnel after another, our voices echoing up and down the damaged area, I noticed the remains of balloons littering nearly entire platforms and train tracks. The Sentries were expected to come around later to clean up the place and then secure it from accidental visitors outside. These tunnels used to be the Trill’s fake hideout. Now the heroes used them for practice, and the area was completely blocked from the rest of Vintage City.

See, in my world of unexpected superheroes and supervillains, we never had the benefit of high-tech headquarters, hideouts, and training whachamacallits that you always see in superhero comic books. Hell, no. We had to use what was there, namely, Vintage City’s crumbling urban scene and every grimy inch of what the hell ever came with it. I guess we should’ve been grateful because being forced to make do pretty much taught everyone to be good in improvisation. I mean, seriously, helium monsters to whack at for practice rescue missions? Who’da thunk?

Anyway, the heroes had a small collection of “practice areas” all over. There were a couple of abandoned warehouses near the city’s southern border that they’d taken over with the mayor’s permission. There was this old, old, run-down apartment building that was this close to being condemned. Yeah, they got permission to use that, too. Of course, the kicker was that with me being their prized “victim,” I’d be bound and gagged and left helpless in some choice spot somewhere in these hulking safety hazards. Half the time, I just wondered when the roof would cave in on me as I lay there, completely immobilized, while they all fought their way through all kinds of obstacle courses set up by the Sentries.

It’s good to be appreciated, ain’t it? By the way, my family knew I’d agreed to help with superhero practice missions. What they didn’t know was in what capacity. I figured it was best to shut up about it for now before Mom and Dad freaked out and tossed me into a seminary because they’d think I was now totally into superhero bondage shit.
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I guess the only consolation I got after these superhero practice missions was that Peter always took me home after a meal either together or with the group. Sometimes he went in with me, and we made pretty good use of what little time we had left together by playing video games in the living room and/or with me pulling him down for a torrid makeout session on the couch. Yeah, we could’ve moved on to my room, but that would mean running up to the attic, and, really, would anyone expect horny toad teenage boys to delay gratification? Whoever would were total dumbasses. 

We’d been caught a couple of times already, after the fact. It was a good thing the front door was locked and was also hard to open, so we’d have some warning when big sis, Liz, would fight with her house keys and try to break the door down by throwing her weight against it. Unfortunately, during those two times, we’d gotten a little too tangled up, so we nearly broke furniture scrambling to button up and make ourselves look decent. Of course, when Liz saw us as she made her way toward the kitchen, we were both disheveled, beet-red, our shirt buttons poking out of the wrong buttonholes, and grinning stupidly at her.

“Uh-huh,” she said.

“Hi Liz! You’re home!” I said back, my voice louder than it probably should’ve been.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Her eyes narrowed and moved shiftily from me to Peter and back.

“It’s going good. Even better. Is it? Yeah, I guess. Good. Really good. Totally better,” I babbled, while Peter could only manage a raised hand, a dorky smile, and a weird phrase like, “Down the basement.”

Liz rolled her eyes and trudged off, calling back as she vanished from view, “I want the results of pregnancy tests from both of you by the time I get out of the shower!”

That day, though, a pretty nasty surprise awaited me when he drove me home after pizza. I’d been praying like hell no one would be home because I seriously needed to be physical with my boyfriend. That was what happened whenever said boyfriend teased me with a hand rubbing the inside of my thigh while gobbling down gigantic slices of mushroom pizza. Seriously, how much more Freudian could he get? So when we drove up to the sidewalk directly in front of my home, I nearly screamed inside the car.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding!” I cried, my jaw dropping, as I stared at a scuzzy-looking station wagon parked in front of us. It looked like a damn hearse, which was perfect for the guy who owned it. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it used to be a hearse converted to make it look all harmless and suburban in that Stepford Wives kind of way.

Peter stared at me, startled. “What?”

“It’s him. He’s here.”

He looked back at the car. “It’s an old station wagon that looks kinda like a hearse in disguise. What’s the big deal?”

I turned to him. “Can I move in with you for a while? Like, till after Liz breaks up with Scanlon...or maybe marries him and moves out?”

“Who’s Scanlon?” Peter’s gaze dropped to my hands, which had somehow developed a mind of their own and had attached themselves to his right arm. My fingers curled into his jacket sleeve, looking like pale, bony claws. I didn’t even realize I’d grabbed him.

“My sister’s boyfriend. Sort of. He wants to be with her, anyway, and he’s trying really hard, but he’s, like, something from a midnight carnival, and he won’t go away, no matter how much garlic I hang around the door.” I stole an anxious glance at the front door. “Please? Can I hang out with you for a little while longer? Until he goes away?”

Peter looked lost as he continued to grip the wheel with both hands. I had a feeling I’d planted seeds of panic in him. “Eric, you know I can’t do that. The heroes have a powwow coming up, and I can’t be late. Maybe you should enter the house from the back. How about the fire escape?”

Beads of sweat actually broke out on my forehead. “I can’t. The back door has its own lock, and I only have the key to the front door. The fire escape only goes so far down, and I can’t jump it without making enough noise to catch Liz’s attention. Besides, my bathroom window’s shut and locked from the inside.” Note to self: never, ever do that again.

“Eric, calm down. Eric?” Peter pulled my hands away and took my face in both of his, forcing me to stare at him. “You’ll survive. Just go through that door, say hello, and run like hell up the stairs. Or pretend like you’re sick and make all kinds of gross puking sounds. I’m sure you’ll be left alone.”

“I’m going to die, Peter,” I said, my voice finally cracking. “I’ll never make it to the stairs. Scanlon’s vibes are like a vacuum from hell. He took me out for ice cream one time—ice cream, fer chrissakes! He thinks I’m ten years old!”

Peter blinked and then frowned. “We take each other out for ice cream all the time.”

“Not at the Krazy Klown’s Kreamy Karnival, we don’t. Have you ever had ice cream with a complimentary clown’s nose devaluing your manhood, Peter? Or that red curly wig that they give out to customers on Fridays?” I shook my head, shuddering from the memories. “God, I swear, I’m going to throw myself under the nearest bus if Mr. Stepford Cthulhu subjects me to more humiliation like that.”

“Then suggest someplace that’s more grown-up.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Peter, you obviously don’t get it.”

No amount of begging, bribing, or self-whoring would sway him, though. I guess I’d have to take the issue up with Magnifiman and voice my grievance over Peter’s indoctrination into virtuous living. I mean, seriously, folks...what the hell?

So before I knew it, I found myself alone, abandoned, and staring helplessly at the front door, my house key in hand. I told myself to do exactly what Peter suggested, so while turning the key, I mentally calculated how many seconds it would take for me to cover the length of the hallway from the front door to the bottom step of the stairs if I were to break out into a run at full cheetah speed. I guessed somewhere in the five-second range. Two, if I were to not just run, but leap like a freaked-out gazelle on steroids.

The front door didn’t open properly. It used to, but the top hinge somehow got messed up from moisture or rust or whatever, and the door itself tilted in its frame, so pushing it open always required a little bit of brute strength. Sometimes it wouldn’t open at all, and the funny thing was that when that happened, it was always with Liz. Weird, huh? It also goes without saying it didn’t open quietly. In situations like this, with me staring Satan in the face, that would be something close to a tragedy.

I opened the door and held my breath, wincing when it moved with that familiar “eerk!” sound. There was no sign of life anywhere up and down the hallway, but I could hear voices in the living room. Crap. I opened the door some more but took care to keep the gap at a minimum—just enough for me to squeeze myself through. I slipped inside and closed the door, pressing myself against it as I braced myself. I thought of using the door like some kind of trampoline by pushing against it and then set a high enough speed for my desperate run.

“Okay, ready, set...go!”

I pushed and threw myself forward, only to be yanked back with a cry because the crooked door had caught the end of my jacket when I shut it. I fell back against the door then landed on my ass with a loud Whump! Bright stars exploded behind my eyelids.

“Eric? Is that you?” Liz called out from the living room. “Hey, come on in! We’ve got a visitor! Guess who?”

Dracula, that was who! The undead! The damned!

I sat on the floor, my jacket anchored to the door, while I reached above me and fumbled for the doorknob in a panic, the stars slowly fading before me. I stared at the living room door, praying no one would emerge. Unfortunately, when it rains, it fucking pours.

Scanlon appeared, greasy head poking out of the door. He saw me and smiled, his white picket fence, freckled face glowing, his perfect teeth sparkling as brightly as his Richie Cunningham-styled hair—or, rather, helmet. “Oh, there you are, you little scamp,” he said, stepping into the hallway. “Need help?”

Ohmigawd, yeah, I did! Where was Van Helsing when I needed him? I shrank against the door as he neared. The sight of his overly familiar outfit—crisply ironed, short-sleeved oxford shirt tucked into crisply ironed slacks with pleats down the front so sharp, they could slice your legs into ribbons if you weren’t careful—filling my terror-laced world. I felt faint. When he stopped in front of me and started fiddling with the door while cheerfully chatting me up, my vision began to fade.

“You silly little goose,” he said, laughing, when I was finally free. “You should be more careful when you close the door behind you.” He stopped laughing to inhale sharply between his teeth, as though he were trying to suck up all the excess drool that had collected there. He always did that. It was, like, “Ha-ha-ha-ha! Slurp!” Really gross.

And...silly little goose. Who the hell called anyone “silly little goose” in this day and age? I mumbled my thanks as I crawled away, trying to place some floor between him and me before I spontaneously combusted. My vision slowly restored itself. Then I felt a hand take hold of one of my arms. “Here. Let me help you up.”

He gave me a sharp tug, and I stumbled to my feet.

“You okay, champ?”

Champ. Who the hell called anyone “champ” in this day and age?

“Yeah, thanks.”

“Be careful when you close the door next time, okay?” he said, laughing. Again. He even mussed up my hair. “You funny bunny.”

OMFG. I just flailed and went, “Gak!” then staggered away, my senses completely overcome by the crazy strong essence of 1950s wholesomeness that always oozed out of him. I think he said something else, but I was too disoriented to pick up on what it was. I just headed first to the kitchen to get something to drink, restore my strength, and then scrounge around for garlic bulbs that I could string together. Mom always bought those things in bulk, anyway, so using about a hundred of them at a time wouldn’t be a problem. I poured myself some apple juice, gathered several bulbs, and, using my shirt to haul my treasure up to my room, hurried upstairs. Behind me, in the living room, Scanlon said something, and Liz burst out laughing. Maybe they were talking about the silly little goose who just had his jacket caught in the door, the little scamp. Whatever. I had a house to protect, a soul to save, mine, and a collection of garlic to string together. Maybe, on a Saturday, I should swing by our parish church between masses and see if I could steal some holy water from the fount. I owned a pretty good collection of old-fashioned bottles with cork stoppers, and I could use one of them for my purpose.

I stayed in my room for the rest of the afternoon and spent pretty much all that time surfing and playing retro games. I’m totally addicted to Asteroids, and I asked Dad once if he used to play the game, when this game company called Atari came out with it a billion centuries ago.

He lowered the newspaper and peered out at me. “Eric, I was too busy surviving on ramen noodles, a part-time minimum-wage job, and suffering through college for a degree that turned out to be a useless waste of time and money. Besides, your mother and I were dating. Even after we got married, we had to wait a while before starting a family. Living off ramen noodles didn’t exactly end after college, you know. If anything, my daily nutrition expanded itself to ramen noodles and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.”

‘Nuff said, Dad.

Remind me to skip over the 50s decade when I get older. I think people get all bitter in their 50s and then kick back and turn cool again in their 60s. I guess, after living on this crummy earth for forty years, they really can’t help but look back at their lives and wonder what the hell went wrong, just as they get closer to retirement age. And people in their 50s never made any fucking sense whenever they answered my questions.

After playing, I opened my inbox to find this message from Althea: Hey, Eric. What do you think of bingo? 

I sighed and sent my response: I don’t. Life’s better that way. Aren’t you supposed to be saving humanity from the scum of the earth right now? Quit messing around and do your job.

Scanlon stayed for dinner, by the way. I guess spending all that time on the computer, lost in complete denial of his existence, didn’t change the course of reality. When Mom called for me to help out in the kitchen, I went all obedient son on her and hurried downstairs, only to be told we had a guest for dinner, and that I was needed to make sure that we had enough food to serve.

In brief...

“Here you are,” Mom said, marching over to the table, where her purse and a writing tablet sat. She read what was on the tablet and then scribbled something on it before tearing off the top sheet. She handed it to me and then rummaged through her purse for her wallet. “Make sure to tell Mrs. Zhang that Scanlon can’t take very spicy food. Remember the time we served him Kung Pao chicken? The poor dear came down with the worst diarrhea, I heard. Just...nasty.”

“Mom, I might have to call child protection services or something if you continue with that story,” I said, totally grossed out. Who in the world would want to subject young, impressionable minds to Scanlon’s toilet experiences?

“Anything on that list that’s spicy, make sure she cooks a special batch for us without the red peppers and whatever else they use to, you know...”

“Cause people to blow fire out of both ends,” I said glumly, staring at the list.

“That would be a less subtle way of putting things, but yes. Here’s the money. And don’t dawdle like you usually do.” She narrowed her eyes at me as I pocketed the cash. “I know you tend to get pretty chatty with Mrs. Zhang, Eric, and while that’s fine when we don’t have guests over, it’s completely unacceptable tonight. Okay?”

“Yeah, okay.” I sighed and shuffled out of the kitchen.

Unfortunately, on my way out, I had to pass by the living room, where Scanlon, Liz, and Dad hung around, watching TV.
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