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When a high explosive bomb falls and explodes a number of things happen. Anything very close to the explosion is likely to be destroyed, and any house which suffers a direct hit is almost sure to collapse … Other dangers of a less spectacular kind can cause far more casualties … Blast can shatter unprotected windows at considerable distance and fragments of glass can be deadly, while bomb splinters can fly and kill at a distance of over half a mile if there is nothing to stop them.


— Ministry of Home Security, Your Home as an Air Raid Shelter (one of the bestsellers of 1940)


The first thing which the rescue squads and the firemen saw, as their torches poked through the gloom and the smoke and the bloody pit which had lately been the most chic cellar in London, was a frieze of other shadowy men, night-creatures who had scuttled within as soon as the echoes ceased, crouching over any dead or wounded woman, any soignée corpse they could find, and ripping off its necklace, or earrings, or brooch: rifling its handbag, scooping up its loose change.


— Nicholas Monsarrat, Breaking In, Breaking Out


Freedom is only the distance
between the hunter and his prey.


— Bei Dao
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The three women stood in the sky above London and waited for the Blitz to come.


It was bitterly cold, so they wore goggles and thickly padded boilersuits with many layers underneath. Each of them had, slung over her shoulder by a slender strap, a buff cardboard box holding a gas mask. Far above them, the thinnest of crescent moons shone with a faint light, and thick clouds were smeared about the sky so that the stars were almost entirely concealed.


“And here they come,” said Bridget grimly. She pointed to the east, across Limehouse and Poplar. It was too dark to see the aircraft themselves, but she could hear the very faintest droning as the night winds carried the sound of the bombers toward them.


“Are we sure it’s the Germans?” asked Usha. Her tone was dry, but it lacked her usual calm. Her hand was firm in Bridget’s but she gave a little nervous clench as she spoke, and Bridget looked at her, startled. For the previous twenty-three nights, she, Usha, and Pamela had sat in the cellar of their mistress’s house and listened to German bombs falling above them. Every thud that sent dust down from the ceiling had made Bridget want to scream, but the Indian woman never turned a hair, even when the thuds were horribly close and it seemed like the world was about to collapse on them.


Even now, Usha was able to maintain a bearing of unruffled sophistication while wearing a boilersuit and a balaclava and standing on absolutely nothing ten thousand feet above a city that was being attacked. Admittedly, it was her supernatural power that was keeping the two of them up in the air, so of course she was more at ease than Bridget, but she should have seemed at least a little bit discommoded. It just seemed terrifically unfair.


Next to them, Pamela hung silently in the air. Unlike the other two, she wasn’t wearing a balaclava, and her face in the faint moonlight was expressionless. Her arms were crossed, and the only movement about her was her hair as the air that held her up rippled over and around her. As always, Bridget found her presence reassuring. The only full-fledged Pawn of the three of them, she was easygoing when off duty, but when she was in her professional mode, as now, she was completely focused. She was always calm, cool, and collected, whether responding to a scheduling mix-up or a mass murder.


The blacked-out city spread out beneath the three of them, and they could make out only the vaguest impressions of the buildings and streets. The winding strip of the Thames, however, was clear.


Over the past few months, as she’d gotten to know Usha and Pamela and they had begun taking her on flying jaunts, Bridget had learned it was best if she didn’t think of the vista as the actual ground but rather as an elaborate picture that had nothing to do with her present situation. For her, the key to flying comfortably under someone else’s power was maintaining an air of detachment. Otherwise, it was too easy to start feeling panicky, and panicking in those circumstances was never a good idea.


“Bastards,” said Pamela tightly. “Bloody bastards.” Bridget looked to her in surprise. The blond woman didn’t even seem aware that she’d spoken, but she had shifted, and her arms were now at her sides. It was surprising, though. Pamela was normally far too disciplined to allow herself any sort of emotional outburst, even on the most terrifying missions.


Although this isn’t really a mission, Bridget thought. We’re just observing. Very definitely only observing. Lady Carmichael had been reluctant to give the three of them permission to go up into the skies during the bombing, and it had only been after repeated requests that she’d agreed. Even then, she was very firm in her restrictions.


“I don’t blame you for not wanting to stay in the shelter,” the Lady had said sympathetically. “I feel a bit trapped myself sometimes. So you may go out, but you must absolutely keep yourselves away from the airplanes and the bombing. Well away. And you don’t come back to the ground until the all-clear siren has gone. I don’t want even the slightest possibility of any of you getting hurt.”


And so the three of them stood there just watching as balls of fire flared and spread on the ground.


Except that, from what Bridget could see in the darkness, Pamela’s hands were clenched, and her lips were pressed together tightly. Normally, Pamela diverted away the worst of the winds, but now the air about them swirled and snapped, flapping their clothes.


The Nazis are bombing her city, and she hates it.


I don’t blame her. I hate it too.


As they watched, there was a distant flash on the ground. A few seconds later, they heard the muffled crump of the bomb. Then another flash and another eventual boom. Then more. The glow of fire grew and outlined buildings.


“They’re hitting Wapping tonight,” said Usha. “Hard. I suppose they’re targeting the docks.”


“And nothing’s being done,” said Bridget. “Why aren’t they doing something?” The women could see more and more explosions flaring in the darkness. “It burns me that we knew they were coming, we could hear them, and now it’s all just happening.” A blaring started coming up out of the city with a chorus of roaring sirens rising and falling.


“There goes moaning Minnie,” said Usha.


“Yes, finally,” said Bridget. “They could have been sounding that alarm minutes ago if we’d just —”


“Bridget,” said Usha.


“Yes?”


“Stop. Just stop.”


Bridget just stopped. They were both apprentices, and Usha had been with the Checquy for only three years, but at twenty-four, the Indian woman was six years older. That combined with her natural authority made her words seem as good as an order. Bridget stared down at the ground beneath them, half expecting to see a torrent of little lights as people streamed from their houses to backyard Anderson shelters and Tube stations.


But of course that’s ridiculous. She had read that people had taken to arriving early at the Underground, as early as four in the afternoon, to be certain of getting a good spot for their bedding and food. And no one is going to risk a flashlight in their own backyard, she thought. Not when they say a Jerry pilot can see the light from a cigarette. She was a trifle dubious about that claim, though.


As she mused, searchlights sliced up from the ground and swept about, and the women could hear the crack of the antiaircraft guns.


“Does the ack-ack actually hit much?” asked Bridget finally.


“I don’t believe so,” said Usha. “I gather that they’re firing to make people feel better as much as from any belief that they’ll hit a bomber. It’s good to be seen doing something.”


“Well, that’s a depressing thought,” said Bridget. She squinted into the darkness. The sound of the bombers was now lost in the noise of the attack, and she couldn’t see any sign of the actual airplanes. There were supposed to be British Hurricanes flying about, fighting back, but she’d read reports that such efforts were useless, and she could see why.


How on earth could they find the enemy’s planes in this darkness?


The explosions were still coming, spreading out across the city, an irregular line of flashes advancing toward them. The noise was getting louder too, and Bridget cocked her head, listening. She pulled her balaclava up over her goggles to better focus on hearing and felt the biting wind on her face.


“One of them is coming this way,” she said. She looked all about her. “Ah, it’s there.” She pointed up and to the left. A patch of darkness was cutting through the clouds a few thousand feet above them. “It’s pretty low, really.”


“Probably hoping for a good shot at — oh!” exclaimed Usha. “Look over there! I think they’ve hit a church!” Bridget squinted, following the other woman’s pointing finger. She opened her mouth to say something but was suddenly smacked in the face and chest by a violent, howling torrent of wind. Usha’s hand tightened around hers as the two of them were buffeted backward.


For a single horrible moment, Usha must have lost her focus, because the two of them dropped. The fall was no more than a few feet, but it seemed to last for a long time, and then they were once again standing on empty, impossibly solid air like a glass floor. Their knees buckled, and the wind blew them back and sent them skidding along the surface that Usha had created. They scrabbled on the sky before managing to bring themselves to a stop, then braced themselves against the wind and stood.


Bridget let go of a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and carefully loosened her death grip on Usha’s hand. She thanked the heavens that Usha had spread the gravity out rather than simply making a small platform and for the ten-foot-long leather strap that connected their wrists in case of nasty accidents. Then: Pamela! They looked around for their comrade, but she was gone.


“Where did she go?” shouted Bridget above the roar of the wind. Without Pamela keeping them in a bubble of comparative calm, they were exposed to all the force of the winter night. Bridget’s eyes met Usha’s, and her stomach twisted. They looked below, scanning the darkness for a sign of Pamela falling, tumbling down to the city, perhaps unconscious or sick or wounded. But there was nothing, no flicker of movement.


Where is she? Oh God, where is she? Has she already hit?


“There she is!” exclaimed Usha.


“Where? Where?” asked Bridget desperately, peering down into the darkness.


“Not there — up!” Bridget looked up. She could just see Pamela coursing away from them. She was clearly alive and well and directing all her will to her flight.


“But what the bloody hell is she doing?” shouted Usha. She sounded more irritated than concerned. Bridget squinted at their comrade thoughtfully. Pamela was flying away at a tremendous speed but curving up as well, and her arms were in front of her, almost clawing at the air.


“Aw, Christ,” said Bridget to herself, and Usha somehow heard her through the wind.


“What?”


“She’s going after that Jerry plane, the bomber!” shouted Bridget. Usha’s head whipped back to stare incredulously at Pamela. Beyond their friend, they could just make out the shape of the aircraft, which did not appear to be flying in a straightforward manner. It was being tossed about, and as they watched, it abruptly dropped several dozen feet. That has to be Pamela’s doing, thought Bridget.


“Has she gone mad?” exclaimed Usha.


Bridget could only shrug helplessly. How high is that plane? Is there enough air for Pamela? The air where they were standing was already bitingly cold in their throats, a sign that they were at the limits of safety. Pamela, of course, could go higher than they could. Not only was she more accustomed to it — in her lifetime of training, she had spent hours and hours at extreme altitudes — but she could also force some air to come with her. Still, even she could not go as high as a plane whose crew wore oxygen masks. What does she mean to do? Can she bring down the plane? Does she have the strength? There were ten thousand things that made what was happening impossible.


Plus, of course, there was the one thing that made it absolutely impossible.


“We’ll have to go after her!” shouted Usha. “Try to stop her!” Bridget nodded helplessly. Their hands tightened around each other’s, and then the invisible ground vanished beneath their feet. Bridget’s stomach lurched as they were suddenly tearing forward and upward, like divers falling diagonally up rather than straight down. Bridget hurriedly pulled the balaclava over her face before the wind could snatch it off her head.


The wind howled around them and buffeted them about. The thin strap holding Bridget’s gas-mask box snapped wildly in the gale and hit her on the back before the strap broke and the box was gone behind them, abruptly subjected to the gravity of the Earth.


Good luck, little box, thought Bridget ridiculously. She couldn’t help but pity it, torn from one plunge to another. Because with Usha, it wasn’t flying, it was falling. There was no air carrying them, no sheath of invisible energy wrapped around them. They were simply plummeting upward, and the source of their gravity, the point pulling them with all the mass of the Earth, was Pamela.


But what if she’s going higher than we can go? thought Bridget. She could just make out the distant figure of their friend and the German bomber. The plane had turned and was now flying in a broad curve before them, clearly trying to escape London and the bizarre conditions that kept forcing it down. Every few moments, it plunged several dozen feet almost on the spot. Bridget winced at the thought of the effort Pamela must be bringing to bear. Her friend was powerful, and the plane had already been flying lower than most bombers, but dragging it down had to be incredibly difficult, especially since she was coursing after it with horrendous speed.


The speed of Usha and Bridget’s upward fall was continuing to increase, and the screaming of the wind almost drowned out the sound of the bombing attack behind them. Still, despite the turbulence, Bridget realized that the air was actually helping to push them along. We must be in Pamela’s slipstream. She knew that her friend would be drawing air from all around to keep herself aloft and rush her after her prey. I think we’re catching up to her!


Meanwhile, even as they gained on her, Pamela was gaining on the aircraft. The beleaguered bomber had slowed considerably, and as they watched, it abruptly began to descend to a level at which the three women could breathe. Then Bridget felt the pressure of acceleration as Usha warped the rules of physics around them a little more.


Can we catch up to her? thought Bridget desperately. And if they did, then what? Would they tackle her in midair? Perhaps we’ll be able to drag her down. Or slap some sense into her. The din from the bomber roared in their ears. It was now flying directly across their path, and they could hear the thunderous cracks of the wind striking the aircraft.


What does she mean to do? Bridget wondered. Pamela was drawing closer and closer to the bomber; she looked as if she meant to start punching it. She’s crazy! Pamela’s powers over air didn’t give her any special physical strength or resistance to injury. She could call down incredible force, but she could still be hurt by the bulk of the aircraft or by …


The gunners! Bridget suddenly remembered, aghast. She’d read the files and knew that the Heinkel had machine guns to protect itself. There were guns at the front, at the rear, on its back, on its belly, sticking out from the sides. The five-man crew included three gunners and a bombardier, who would also act as the nose gunner.


“Pamela!” Bridget screamed at her. “You’ve got to stop!” It seemed impossible that their friend could hear her, but she had to try. As they watched, Pamela closed the gap between herself and the plane. She dived down under the fuselage and kept pace below the aircraft.


There would be a gunner lying down in the enclosure that bulged out of the aircraft’s belly. He would be looking ahead, but could he miss seeing her?


At Bridget’s side, Usha shouted something incredulous, but the actual words were lost in the gale. For a moment, their course had altered violently, yanked down to follow Pamela’s maneuvers, but then they swooped up, and Bridget could tell that Usha had shifted their focus of gravity from Pamela to the aircraft itself.


Good thinking. With the unpredictable movements of the plane and the presence of those scything propellers, something could easily go wrong — messily wrong — if they tried to follow her under. For all the speed she could muster, Usha possessed nothing like Pamela’s agility in the open air. They plunged toward the bomber.


“Usha, go for the side!” she shouted. “There’s a gunner on the back!” The Indian woman nodded tightly, and their fall curved a little.


“Get your feet ready!” shouted Usha, and she twisted in the air to reorient herself and pulled Bridget with her.


They sliced past the aircraft’s tail, and as its side came under them, they paused in midair, and then, through Usha’s will, the side of the plane was where down was, and they landed on top of it, just ahead of the tail.


“Brace!” exclaimed Usha. They fell to their knees, as firmly planted on the metal of the aircraft as they would be on the deck of a ship. The wind rushed past them, ready to push them back if they stood up, but they crouched against it.


My God, she’s good, thought Bridget weakly. The artistry required to guide them through the air and bring them to this point was incredible. “What now?” shouted Bridget. “Can you see her?”


“No! You?”


Bridget shook her head. She scanned all around, but in the darkness, she couldn’t find Pamela; she didn’t know if she was still under the plane. “Then we move!” declared Usha. She pointed to the front of the plane, and Bridget nodded.


The two women crawled over the metal side of the Heinkel to where it curved down to the plane’s belly. It was awkward, since they had to keep holding hands, and the aircraft still pitched about occasionally, but for them, the metal was the ground, so they didn’t need to worry about falling off. The wind was nowhere near as bad as it had been. The aircraft was still descending, but far more smoothly.


They had to follow a tricky, narrow route as they moved forward. On one side, below them, a gunner’s nest bulged out. Above them, a machine gun jutted out of the aircraft’s side, with spy holes for that gunner to peer through.


But although Bridget scanned the area every few moments, there was no sign of their comrade in the darkness.


Then, as the two women drew near the glass dome that formed the nose of the aircraft, Bridget’s eye was caught by a flicker of movement. She gasped and tugged on Usha’s hand to get her attention.


As the two of them watched in disbelief, Pamela rose up out of the darkness in front of the plane. Her arms were spread wide, and her face was emotionless. She must have been flying backward, because she remained about fifteen yards ahead of the bomber.


“Oh … crikey,” said Bridget. She was braced for the plane’s front machine gun to burst into action and shred her friend, but nothing happened.


Pamela suddenly lunged toward the cockpit. They lost sight of her, but they could hear the sound of her landing on the glass and her distant raised voice. She was screaming. If there were words, Bridget could not make them out.


The plane jinked abruptly, which Bridget absolutely could not blame it for. She could only imagine what had gone through the minds of the men in the cockpit when they were suddenly confronted by a screaming face swooping out of the darkness and pressing itself against the glass in front of them twelve thousand feet up. The engine roared, and the stars above wheeled madly as the plane was flung into a tight curving turn. Bridget’s stomach turned too as her eyes argued with her inner ears. Thanks to Usha’s firm grip on gravity, it didn’t feel as if the world had been tipped on its side, only as if a horrendous new wind was blasting them.


The two women clinging to the fuselage exchanged looks and nods, then resumed their frantic crawl toward the front. The plane kept shifting direction, twisting in the air as if trying to shake off an insect. Keep going, Bridget told herself grimly. Keep … going. Finally, they reached the front and peered up through the glass dome.


Despite the plane’s wild tossings-about, Pamela remained fixed to the glass. She was still screaming, and as they watched, she hammered her fist against the windshield. Is she trying to punch through? thought Bridget dazedly. This was not the focused attack that she would expect from Pamela. This was wild, incoherent rage.


Bridget felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to look at Usha. On three! her friend mouthed at her, and Bridget nodded. She could visualize the plan without any explanation. On the count of three, Usha would switch their gravity, fixing it on Pamela, and they would fall onto her and wrestle her away from the plane and out into the night sky.


And then what do we do about the Nazis that have seen her? she thought. The entire situation had all sorts of dire implications, and she could not think them out now. Bugger it, she decided. This is the best we can do. The two of them brought themselves up to their knees. Usha held up her closed fist and unfolded a finger. One.


Bridget focused on Pamela, flailing madly at the glass. She could visualize the fall — just a few yards, really.


Two.


It would need to be done right; they had to tackle their friend and keep hold of her to stop her escaping and coming back to the plane. Then Usha could get them safely down to the ground. Bridget tensed in preparation.


Three gunshots rang out, bursting through the glass. Bridget could see the sparkling sprays of glass powder as the holes were punched out. She shot a look at Usha, whose eyes were wide in shock. Her hand was still, the third finger forgotten. Bridget snapped her gaze back to Pamela, who, as if in slow motion, toppled back and away from the glass. She fell down past them, into the darkness, and was swept away under the plane.


“No!” screamed Bridget. “Oh Jesus, no!”


The plane leveled out, presumably as the occupants came back to a world where the impossible didn’t happen. The cockpit wouldn’t be pleasant with holes shot in the glass, but they would be wearing oxygen masks. They could now focus on a nice normal problem, like flying an aircraft over a city whose residents would like to shoot them down. At that moment, through her grief, in the back of her mind, Bridget almost found herself envying them — that sounded so uncomplicated.


“We’ve got to go after her!” She hauled Usha to her feet. They were about to turn and run back along the underside of the plane when there came a massive rushing of air beneath them, and Pamela sped by, swooping back up toward the cockpit. If she had been shot, there was no sign of it, and now she was accompanied by a roaring sound, and the air about her shivered and blurred.


As they watched, Pamela landed again on the nose of the plane. There were more gunshots, but they didn’t connect, glancing off the torrent of wind that she had wrapped around herself. And then there were no more shots, only the unmistakable sound of someone having run out of bullets. The whole world seemed to fall silent; even the roar of the engines faded away in the distance. Pamela was no longer screaming. Instead, there was a look of deadly intentness on her face. Usha and Bridget watched as, with dreadful slowness, their Pawn friend lifted her hand and placed it against the glass.


“Pamela!” shouted Usha. “Pamela!” She looked down at them and jerked her head to the side. The message was clear: Leave. “No! Come with us!” But Pamela had already turned her gaze back to the windshield and whatever she saw through it. Were the men inside as hypnotized as Usha and Bridget? The two women could not take their eyes off the look of grim determination on Pamela’s face.


And then everything flared burning white.


Bridget fell back, sprawled on the metal of the plane, and instinctively flung her free hand over her eyes. Her other hand, though, she kept firmly clutched on Usha’s.


What has she done? For a second, she thought that Pamela had somehow summoned a thunderbolt to smite the invaders. But as the light continued to burn even through her fingers, she realized what had happened. They had been pinioned by a searchlight on the ground.


Great booms thundered below them, which she blearily recognized as the antiaircraft fire. Of course. Where there’s a spotlight, there will be ack-ack.


Are … are we in range of those guns?


There was an explosion of light and noise way off to the side. Deafened, Bridget and Usha flinched as a concussive wave of heat smacked into them. The aircraft juddered and tilted for a moment, and there was a rattling of metal against the fuselage. Dazed, she realized it was shrapnel. I guess we are in range. The crews on the ground would be working feverishly to get more shells into the air, bringing their guns to bear against this one aircraft that had come so low. As Bridget pictured it, there was another explosion, this one behind them, and the aircraft bucked again. This time she could swear that she heard the shrapnel whizzing by her.


We have to get out of here! We’re going to be killed by our own guns!


And then under Bridget’s back, the metal of the plane shrieked as a tremendous pulse tore through it. Screws and bolts were forced out of their places, seams and welds tore, and the skin of the aircraft buckled and warped as all the air inside was commanded into a hurricane. Pieces of metal were sent scything out and away. Bridget flung up a hand as a jagged shard spun at her, and it bounced off her palm. She could smell fuel in the air.


“Usha, we’ve got to —” She was cut off by a tremendous lurch beneath her. She and Usha were thrown into the air as the plane jolted, faltered, and began to twist away from above them. No longer holding hands, they fell apart.


It’s all right, Bridget told herself firmly as she plummeted through the air. It’s all right. No need to panic; we’ve got the belt. The leather strap that connected their wrists pulled taut. See? Her eyes followed it to Usha. The girl was directly above her, her arm outstretched, as it had been yanked down by the tether. She looked at Bridget dazedly, but her eyes focused and she nodded. All we have to do is haul ourselves to each other and join hands, and then Usha will have a little word with gravity. We’ve done this before; we’ve practiced in the sky with the belt. The lovely, lovely belt.


Bridget’s eye was caught by a sparkle on the belt, a shine that hadn’t been there before. She squinted and realized that a fragment of shrapnel had speared the leather. It was lodged a few feet from her hand and had cut the strap almost in half.


Well, that’s not good, but there’s still no need to panic. Absolutely no need to panic at all.


But, you know, you should still probably hurry the hell up, she told herself.


She reached with her other hand and was about to pull herself up toward Usha when there was an earsplitting detonation and a burst of light below them. An antiaircraft shell had gone off, and though they were far from the fire, and no shrapnel hit them, the concussion wave swept up and struck them.


Whereupon the belt snapped.


All right, now you can panic.


Bridget screamed. The blast set her tumbling in the air, and the world spun beneath her. She caught glimpses of the plane falling, a wing lost, explosions from the ack-ack blossoming, and the beams of the searchlights sweeping back and forth. There were fires in the city and thick clouds of smoke that glowed momentarily as bombs fell. It was as if she were falling into hell.


As she flailed through the air, Bridget looked around frantically for Usha. She caught a glimpse of the plummeting bomber silhouetted against the burning city. Was it beneath her? She had lost all track of how things related to each other. Bridget hadn’t caught sight of Pamela, but the trio’s dark boilersuits, ideal for concealing them from outside eyes, were also ideal for concealing them from one another. So make yourself more visible! She tore off her balaclava and let her hair fly about — its red wasn’t as visible as Pamela’s blond, but it was something, even in the dark. She ripped off her gloves as well. Maybe my hands will catch the light and she’ll see me.


“Usha! Usha!” she screamed. She flung out her arms and legs, trying to arrest her mad spinning, but it did no good. The wind roared in her ears, and the flash of another spotlight cut across her. She could make out the shapes of buildings beneath her. The booming of the antiaircraft guns was now thunder, blasting all around her. She could see their flashes. The rising smoke was in her mouth. The ground was coming up and up and up to her … “Oh God!” she screamed. I’m going to die! She closed her eyes. Gerald.


And then she felt a hand closing tight in her hair, and the horrible, blessed, stomach-turning sensation of coming to the peak of a jump and starting to fall back down, away from the Earth. Disbelieving, she opened her eyes and saw Usha above her, her face intent. Saved! They surged up, away from the smoke and the fire and the horrendous sound of the bombs and guns, away from the sound of the bomber crashing into the city. They soared, slowing gently until they finally stopped on solid air.


“Oh God.” Bridget dropped to her knees and vomited. Usha kept her hand in Bridget’s hair, holding it out of her face. Even in her stunned, trembling state, it was mildly interesting to watch the puke falling between her hands and continuing on its way down through the sky. God help anyone it lands on, she thought shakily. Gasping, she spat again and again, then wiped her mouth and nose on her sleeve. The freezing night air now felt much better on her face. It felt clean. She breathed it in, cold in her throat.


“Are you all right?” asked Usha.


Bridget reached up and took her friend’s hand. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you so much.” Usha squeezed her hand and helped her up to her feet. “Have you seen any sign of Pamela?”


Usha shook her head. “No. The last I saw, she was still on the front of the plane.”


“Then she’ll be dead!” Bridget gasped. “She’ll have been killed when the ack-ack hit the plane.”


“It wasn’t ack-ack that destroyed the plane,” said Usha flatly. “There was no explosion, no heat.” Bridget stared at her in dazed bewilderment. “It was Pamela — she sent her powers ripping through it.”


“What? No, she wouldn’t …” Bridget began, but she paused in the face of Usha’s certainty. She’s right. There was no explosion. “But then she must be alive. She’d have flown off before it crashed, surely?”


“I don’t think we can make any assumptions about what Pamela would or would not do,” said Usha. “Not after tonight.” Bridget stared at her. Pamela and Usha were the closest of friends, had been since before the war. But the woman’s voice was grim, as cold as Bridget had ever heard it.


“Well, then, we’ll have to go down to the plane.”


“No, Bridget,” said Usha. “I think that’s about as bad an idea as it is possible to have.”


“What are you talking about? We have to go down there!”


“Down there are fires,” said Usha. “There are bombs, there are guns firing, and there are witnesses.”


“But we’ve got to find her,” said Bridget, incredulous. “We’ve got to know!” It seemed like the most obvious thing in the world, and yet Usha stood there in the darkness, regal and unmoved, like a statue.


“And what will we find? If she is not there, then we have put ourselves in danger for nothing. If she is down there, then she is probably dead. If she is not dead, then the wardens will come soon, and they’ll be able to help her.”


“How can you say that? How can you rely on that? She’s your friend! And she’s one of us.” Absurdly, Bridget thought about wrenching her hand out of Usha’s so that she would fall, and they would have to go down. Her fellow apprentice regarded her for a long moment. Then, her expression unchanging, she lifted her chin slightly in assent, and they began to sink. It was a slow, measured descent, and Bridget could almost feel Usha’s thoughts clamped around them.


It was quieter than it had been. There were no bombers above them — clearly they’d moved on to other targets, and though the searchlights still waved back and forth, the ack-ack had stopped. The fires continued to rage throughout the city, and the smoke billowed up. Bridget hadn’t seen where the plane went down, but apparently Usha knew, because she directed them in a straight line to a specific spot.


As they moved through the air, Bridget had to hold her hand over her mouth and nose because of the smoke, but they quickly cut through the worst of the fug, and suddenly there was a landscape of rooftops drifting beneath them. The world was filled with a haze of smoke, dust, and fog. Distant fires were partially concealed in the haze.


All in gray and black, the roofs rippled at a thousand different angles. A couple of them had holes punched in them where bombs had fallen on previous nights but failed to explode. Through the holes, Bridget caught glimpses of jagged beams and rafters and the filthy floors of garrets and attics. She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. They were looking into the centuries-old entrails of the city, torn open and exposed.


“Where are we?” she whispered. Usha shrugged.


“Slums,” she said. “Rookeries.”


They floated over a burned-out crater where a bomb had done its job. And then another. Between the roofs, the alleys and streets were pitch-black and silent. It was as if everyone in the world had died. A cat perching on the ridge of a roof looked up at them with calm incuriosity.


“There, that chimney,” said Usha, and Bridget started at the sudden sound of her voice. She was pointing at a roof where a row of chimney pots clustered in the haze. “At the end, where the pots have been broken off.”


“Yes, I see,” whispered Bridget. They floated down and alighted softly and silently on the stones of the chimney. Something — perhaps a bomb blast, perhaps storms — had smashed several chimney pots off their bases, and though there were some jagged remains underfoot, the two women stood as easily on the top of the chimney stack as angels on the head of a pin. Around them, the rooftops spread off dimly into the darkness, some of them steep and peaked, others flatter and slanted. Bridget opened her mouth to ask why they had stopped here, but the fog and dust parted for a moment in front of them, and she saw.


Before them was a void in the city where something had cut down through houses and shops. Bridget could just see the remains of the buildings that had been smashed down. Walls leaned crazily over wreckage. The ground was a mess of bricks and timbers, and in a few spots they could see where cellars had caved in. As they stood, there was the startling sound of brickwork collapsing, and then only silence again.


“Where are the people?” she asked softly.


“In shelters, I suppose.” Usha pointed to a tiny yard where the unmistakable hump of an Anderson shelter was crouched. “Or in the Underground.”


“And the wardens?” asked Bridget helplessly. “The fire brigade?”


“I expect they’ll come. But there are no fires. Look there.” She pointed to the end of the cut, where a dark mass lay crumpled. “There it is.” Bridget peered at the wreckage of the aircraft. There was no movement, no sound. No sign of Pamela.


“We’ll have to go closer,” said Bridget.


They jumped, almost weightless, floated through the air, and landed gently just before the wreckage. It was a mess. Already broken by Pamela, the plane had lost its other wing as it careened through the houses. Great holes had been torn in it. It had finally come to a halt when it smashed up against a building that refused to fall. The cockpit was a crumpled mass of metal, with every piece of glass crushed away. And yet it was still frightening, half shrouded in dust and fog, rearing up before them like a beast of burned metal ready to strike.


God, thought Bridget. No one could have survived inside that. But what about Pamela?


“Pamela,” she whispered. Then: “Pamela!” Her voice echoed, bouncing off the walls of the neighboring buildings. “Pamela!” There was no answer. “What do you think?”


“I would have expected there to be a fire,” said Usha.


“Um, I think that Pamela must have torn open the fuel tanks,” said Bridget.


“Ah. And perhaps it had finished its bombing run, so it was empty.”


“And Pamela?”


“I don’t know,” said Usha. “But we’re not going to climb up onto it. Or into it.” She looked around the darkness. “We can’t stay here long, Bridget. People will come.”


Bridget looked at her helplessly. “Can you take us up above it?”


Usha sighed heavily but nodded.


Then, as one, they turned at the sound of approaching motor vehicles. The fire brigade, thought Bridget. They had to show up at some point.


“We should go,” said Usha. She held out her hand, and Bridget took it. The dust and smoke swirled around them, and they rose up and away into the darkness, still without any answers.
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It started with the smallest of signs. So small, in fact, that it would be months before Lyn, looking back on that day, realized its significance. It happened at six thirty that morning when she rolled over in bed to paw at her mobile, which was chiming a gratingly jaunty little tune to show that it was time to wake up, time to wake up, your three-year-old will be rousing herself soon and causing chaos. As she struggled to open her eyes or at least randomly swipe in the correct alarm-killing pattern, Lyn felt the snap of a static electric shock.


“Ow!”


“Hmmf ?” hmmfed Richard from the other side of the bed.


“Just the stupid phone,” said Lyn. “Go back to sleep, my love.” Her husband had gotten in from patrol only a couple of hours earlier. When he was on late shifts, it was her turn to be responsible and tend to the stock. She managed to lever herself out of bed and wander down to the kitchen, where Skeksis the whippet was waiting patiently to be let out.


Another static shock when she touched the door handle.


“Ow! Bloody hell!” I hate the winter, she thought foggily as she made coffee and winced at the sound of her small child failing to make it safely down the last two stairs. “I’m coming, darling.” Luckily, it was just a minor stumble, not a concussion.


But the day did not improve. It was Lyn’s turn to open the library, but her car had decided that it wanted to suffer from battery issues, and her mobile had joined it in a show of solidarity. By the time she got Emma to day care, she was running forty-five minutes late and nursing a throbbing headache.


Thank God I work in a place where I can legitimately tell people to shush.


To make matters worse, the headache continued throughout the day, despite aspirin, coffee, a lunchtime spent lying on a couch in a dark office, and repeated silencings of the reading public of South Shields, a town in northeast England. At the end of the day, when she picked up Emma, it was still pulsing in her brain. When they took Skeksis out for a walk, Lyn kept everyone moving fast. If I can wear the both of them out, I can feed and water them and put Emma right to bed, she told herself. I’ll leave food for Richard to reheat, then I can go to sleep, and hopefully I will wake up feeling better, with this shitty day behind me. Both the whippet and the three-year-old were panting by the time they got back to the house, and the pair retired to the couch in the sitting room to watch cartoons.


“Ow! Bastard!” Another static shock, this time when she picked up a jar of pasta sauce. Even the jar was spiting her, refusing to open. She strained and twisted the top with all her might, and as it finally popped open, she saw stars floating in her vision. Great, I’ve probably given myself an aneurysm from opening a jar of Bolognese. She stood still for a few seconds and waited for the sparks to fade.


Except that they didn’t. Instead, they turned red and continued to sparkle in her vision. Was it her imagination, or had one just alighted on the curtain and left a tiny burn mark?


No, she thought dizzily. No, this isn’t right. Everything was getting fuzzy. In the next room, Skeksis began whining, a plaintive high-pitched whimpering that cut through her head. Lyn put a hand down on the counter to steady herself, and there was a crackling sound and a tingling under her palm. With an effort, she looked down and, disbelieving, saw a mass of writhing tendrils of red electricity extending out from under her hand, the ends dancing to the metal of the sink.


With a shriek, she snatched her hand away, then watched in shocked horror as, for an eye-burning moment, a wriggling thumb-thick bolt of crimson lightning coursed between her hand and a copper saucepan hanging by the stove. The saucepan burst with a loud report. Distantly, she heard the dog’s whining turn into a full-throated howl, like a scream. And then she heard Emma’s shocked cry, which broke down into confused crying.


“It’s okay, baby,” she whispered. It was automatic; it was all she could think to say, but she couldn’t call to her — the breath in her body was pumping in and out, and she was gasping and wheezing. The pain in her head grew, and she felt like her skull was going to crack open. “I’m coming,” she said. But she couldn’t.


What is this? What is happening to me? Because it was her. Even through the pain in her head, Lyn could feel something surging within her, a tingling and churning rising up her spine. Her knees buckled, and she fell back against the door of the refrigerator.


The pain rushed from her head, and lightning exploded out of her. The room was filled with thunderous cracks as red electricity burst at random points from her skin. Under her horrified gaze, a bolt erupted from the back of her forearm and arced across the room to melt a door handle. Streamers of electricity rose up from her shoulders and face to shatter the light fixtures. Her wedding ring was alight with a corona of sparks. The glass in her wristwatch was powder.


And yet there was no pain, no burning, just waves and waves of a surging sensation. She clenched her fists against it, and lightning discharged crazily out of her knuckles and struck a pot of water that had been heating up on the stove. It was flung into the air by the impact, and the lightning branched into a hundred rivulets of light that smashed the water into steam. A bunch of bananas on the counter burst out of their skins.


She couldn’t do anything, couldn’t think. All she could do was loll back and watch blankly as electricity arced from her elbows and scrawled massive burns across the walls. At points, they flared madly, and lines charred along the plaster where wiring burned out.


And then, in the middle of the maelstrom, through the cracking of the lightning, through the torrent of sensation that threatened to overwhelm her mind, through the madness of it all, she heard a small sound. A sound that she could never ignore.


“Mummy?”


She looked over at the door to the living room, where, to her horror, Emma was standing, eyes wide, tiny hands reaching out to her for comfort. No! She couldn’t let her baby come near her. The kitchen was a nightmare, and she was the epicenter. It took all her strength to focus through the waves of sensation that were roaring through her, but Lyn managed to scream out:


“Get away!”


Her little girl’s face crumpled, and Lyn felt a pang through her heart.


“Mummy!” Emma wailed and took a step into the kitchen.


“G-go! Go!”


Screaming and sobbing, her daughter turned around and ran from her. Lyn caught a glimpse of her running up the stairs. The distant howls of the dog suggested that he had fled to the bedroom as well.


With a massive effort, Lyn stood. She had some vague, unformed thought of getting out of the house. She couldn’t muster any idea of what might happen then, but she would be away. Her baby would be safe. She took a faltering step, and sparks crawled crazily out from under her shoe. She could not do it. The power rippled through her again and again, and she leaned forward, bone-weary, and put her hands on the wooden countertop. Sweat dripped off her face.


Unaware of the massive streamers of scarlet electricity that were now discharging from her spine and scribbling themselves across the ceiling, all Lyn could do was stare down at her hands on the counter. From under her palms, patches of charring spread out across the wood, with veins of red glowing and tracing their way like the branches of a tree. Perfect little fractal patterns.


Pretty, she thought faintly.


And then she knew no more.


Darkness hung before Lyn. She could not feel anything beyond an embracing warmth.


I died …


Then tiny sparks glimmered in the darkness, a sea of stars spreading away into infinity.


I’m dead …


Before her, above her, emerging blurrily from the darkness, was a figure. She struggled to focus and saw a pair of chocolate-brown eyes and a strong jaw. A handsome figure with broad shoulders dressed in a fireman’s outfit.


I’m dead and I’m in heaven …


Two figures, also dressed like firemen, flanked the handsome man. They were markedly less impressive than the first one. And there was the strong smell of smoke about them. There were soot marks on their faces, and smears of sweat.


I’m not dead. These are actual firemen. Because of the fire …


“Emma!” Lyn sat bolt upright, and the three firemen moved back.


“Your daughter’s fine,” said the middle fireman soothingly. “She’s at your neighbor’s. We’ve checked her over, and she’s fine.”


“I need to see her!”


“As soon as we’ve made sure that you’re all right. We don’t want to frighten her.”


“She’s okay?”


“She’s okay.”


“You swear?”


“I promise.”


“Okay. And where’s my dog?” she demanded.


“The dog’s also okay. We took him over to the neighbor’s as well, and your husband’s on the way.” Lyn looked around warily. She was wrapped in a blanket; they’d laid her out on her own front lawn. The dark void peppered with stars that she had mistaken for the mysterious beauty of the afterlife had, in fact, been the night sky. “Mrs. Binns, can you tell us what happened?”


“What happened?” Lyn repeated. And it all came flooding back to her, like a dream that you remember the next morning when you’re in the shower. The horrible, impossible maelstrom of electricity coming out of her skin, the complete lack of control, the destruction that had poured from her, her daughter’s distraught and bewildered face. It was all real.


Oh God. Emma! What if I’ve damaged my baby’s psyche? She wanted nothing more than to find her daughter and hold her close and forget about all this. And then she thought of what might happen while she was hugging her child, and she almost burst into tears.


Be calm, she told herself. Deep breath. You have to be sensible.


She glanced at the burly men and noticed for the first time that they looked frightened. “What happened?” she asked again. “I have no idea.”


“So we found you in here,” said the good-looking fireman, whose name was Brett.


“I see,” said Lyn weakly. Bloody hell.


The kitchen was a disaster. It looked exactly like you’d expect it to if lightning had erupted out of someone’s skin and set about flaying the walls until a bewildered fire department had arrived, carried an unconscious woman out into the garden, then liberally hosed down the smoldering walls. It stank and was sopping wet. Food, water, and charred bits of the decor had combined on the floor to make a vile sludge. Part of the counter was burned to charcoal. The appliances were blackened, and all the cutlery in the open drawer had been welded together. Even if one did not take the supernatural elements into consideration, it was still a nightmare to behold.


Ridiculously, the jar of spaghetti sauce was sitting unharmed on the unburned part of the counter.


“And you were in here when this all happened?” asked Brett.


“I don’t know,” said Lyn.


“Your daughter says you were in here, and you were sparking.”


“I was sparking?” She put all the bewildered incredulity she felt into her response.


Lyn had been carefully checked over by the paramedics once they’d arrived, and they’d bemusedly pronounced her fine. No burns, no harm. Mild smoke inhalation, which was treated with a few minutes of oxygen from a mask. She’d spent those minutes and the brief walk from the ambulance to the house thinking very hard, very quickly.


What had happened in the kitchen had profound, terrifying implications. The sheer impossibility of the occurrence left Lyn questioning all her ideas about herself, about the world, about reality and God.


The most immediate profound and terrifying implication, however, was what would happen to anyone who told the truth. The truth was demented. The truth was insane. Anyone who stated it would be labeled crazy, and Lyn decided that she was very definitely not going to be that person. She would have quite enough to deal with in working out the ramifications of these events. Coming up with the official explanation could be someone else’s problem.


The firemen were beginning to understand that it would be their problem, and they were looking increasingly desperate at the prospect. Lyn almost felt sorry for them, but she couldn’t spare much concern for anything but her own immediate troubles.


“Well, she said you were sparking,” said Fireman Brett, looking uncomfortable.


“Yeah, she’s three,” said Lyn, mentally apologizing to her daughter.


“Mrs. Binns, we’re just trying to understand …” The fireman’s voice had taken on a pleading tone that was quite at odds with his made-for-a-calendar physique and face.


“And I told you, I have no idea what happened,” said Lyn firmly.


“Mrs. Binns, there are holes burned in your clothes,” said one of the other firemen.


“Yeah,” agreed Lyn, plucking helpfully at her shirt, where a large hole had been singed above her left collarbone.


“But there are no marks on your skin.” He said it almost accusingly.


“Yeah,” agreed Lyn again. He waited expectantly, but no further response was forthcoming. Behind her, the battered range hood fell from the ceiling with an enormous clatter.


“There will have to be an investigation,” said one of the firemen finally.


“Yes, I would hope so,” said Lyn levelly. “I want to know what happened here as much as you do. Probably more. After all, this is my house.”


One of the firemen idly reached out and picked up the miraculously intact jar of Bolognese sauce. The lid rattled loosely, and he put his hand on it to tighten it. As he did, there was a snapping sound, and red light flared. Lyn and the other firemen watched in shock as strands of crimson electricity crackled out of the metal jar lid and writhed all over him. He stood taut, his back arched, muscles frozen, unable to let go of the jar. Clenched grunting sounds came out of his mouth: “Hng! Hng! Hng! Hng! Hng! Hng!”


My God, thought Lyn. It’s happening again! Maybe it’s not me after all. Maybe it’s the kitchen! Or the jar! Whatever the cause, though, it was clear that the fireman was having a far different experience from her own. The electricity was erupting into him rather than out of him. It was clearly agony, and no one dared touch him.


And then it was over. The sparks dissipated, and the jar fell from his hands and smashed on the sopping floor. His eyelids fluttered, and he collapsed to the ground.


“Chris!” shouted Brett. Lyn had to give the firemen credit. They might not have been able to provide an explanation for the inexplicable, but they knew how to treat a downed comrade. While she stood by uselessly, the two unharmed firemen sprang into action as smoothly as if it had all been choreographed. Within moments, they were crouched by the fallen fireman, taking his pulse (which was apparently still pulsing), checking his breathing (which was labored), and urgently calling his name (which was still Chris). He made weak moaning sounds, which the other firemen seemed to take as a good sign.


“Mate, you’re going to be fine,” said Fireman Brett. “We’ve got you, Chris.”


“This place is not safe,” said Fireman Not-Brett-or-Chris. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but we all need to get out immediately.” They looked around warily, ready for another burst of electricity to flare up out of an unexpected source. A moment later, Chris was hoisted up by his comrades and hustled out of the house.


“Am I under arrest?”


“No,” said the man.


“Because my husband is a cop, and I help him study for all his exams,” said Lyn. “So I know the protocols for arresting somebody. And you’ve followed none of them.”


“This is a hospital,” said the woman. “People aren’t brought to hospital to be arrested.” Lyn opened her mouth to point out that people who were brought to hospital weren’t generally placed in a hurriedly vacated doctors’ lounge with no windows and several resuscitation mannequins lying about like people who had decided to take their limbs off and enjoy a good nap, but something told her that it would be better to ask questions than provide information. Providing information could be a slippery slope.


“Then why am I here? The paramedics said I was all right,” said Lyn.


“The paramedics said quite a few things,” said the man. “And the firemen said quite a few more. Rather frantically. Many of those things made no sense, which caught the attention of some people.”


“And are you those people?” asked Lyn.


“Yes,” said the woman.


Lyn sat back in her chair and regarded them carefully. They’d introduced themselves as “Jane Pumphrey and Norman Smalls from the National Emergency Services Response and Evaluation Services Office,” which really told her absolutely nothing, although the double use of the word services had set her soulless-bureaucracy senses tingling. They hadn’t offered her their cards.


To make matters even less clear, while Jane Pumphrey was dressed in an expensive suit, Norman Smalls wore a long-sleeved T-shirt, torn sweatpants, and running shoes. For different reasons, they both looked tremendously out of place in the lounge, and yet they did not seem ill at ease or uncomfortable. Rather, they had an air about them of utter calm and certainty. Lyn recognized it as the sort of poise that came from authority and power, and she wanted nothing to do with it. In fact, this quality, which screamed government, was stirring up an almost atavistic response in her body. Vague memories and instincts were twitching in the back of her mind, urging her to get up, bolt past these people, and flee down the corridors.


You don’t need to run away, she told herself. This is not an incomprehensible situation. Authority is not something for you to fear. You are an adult; you have control; you can understand this and address it. You’re a librarian, for God’s sake. You married a cop!


“Can I leave?” she said finally.


“Of course,” said Ms. Pumphrey.


“Excellent, goodbye.” Lyn stood up and walked to the door.


“If you really feel safe doing so.”


Lyn’s hand froze on the doorknob. She looked back at the man and the woman. They had not stirred from their places on the stained furniture. Mr. Smalls was scrolling through some notes on a tablet; Ms. Pumphrey was leaning forward in her seat, staring down into a Styrofoam cup of coffee.


“What is that supposed to mean?” Lyn asked.


“Well, you know what happened in your house,” said the man.


“No, actually, I don’t know!” snapped Lyn. “And no one seems able to tell me.”


“Lots of damage,” the man continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “And then later, a fireman touched an item in your kitchen and was shocked with an estimated electrical charge of …” He looked over at his colleague.


“Fifty thousand volts at twenty-six watts,” she supplied without looking up from her coffee.


“Nasty,” said the man. “That’s about what a law-enforcement-grade stun gun will put out.”


“So what are you saying?” asked Lyn. “You think there was a law-enforcement-grade stun gun lying around the house and it burned down my kitchen and then — what? Hid itself in a jar of spaghetti sauce?”


“No, everyone agreed it just came out of nowhere,” said the man. “No wires, no battery. We’ve searched for a source and found nothing. The firemen are adamant that nothing was touched once they vacated the premises, which they did pretty damn briskly. So it’s a mystery, as is the event that led to the fire department being summoned to your house in the first place.”


For a few moments, the man’s eyelids fluttered oddly and his eyes rolled back in his head to show the whites, then he was gazing at her again. Lyn drew back in shock.


“When they arrived, the firemen found a few little fires burning on the walls and several dozen spots smoldering on the walls and floor,” he went on. “The counter was in flames. You were unconscious on the floor. They removed you and extinguished the flames, doing all the damage that one might expect with a firehose.” Lyn closed her eyes at the thought of her house.


“Water and smoke damage aside, the place is in quite a state. Long lines of charred plaster on the ceiling. In some areas, the wiring had scorched along the walls. A very bizarre distribution of damage, with no apparent cause. No indication of electrical faults. The stove was untouched. No immediate signs of accelerants that might have been splashed about.” He shrugged. “Of course, it’s only a preliminary examination, but in my initial, albeit expert, opinion, it makes no sense.”


“How can that be?” Lyn asked.


“As you said, it’s your house.”


“Yes?”


“You were there for both events,” said the man.


“Are you saying that it was me?” demanded Lyn. “Are you insane?”


“Your daughter keeps saying, ‘Mummy was sparking, Mummy was a storm,’ ” said the woman. “And then she cries.”


“You talked to my daughter?” Lyn took an enraged step toward them.


“No,” said the man mildly. “But she talks, and she was heard.”


“She’s three!”


“She was there,” said the woman. “You know what she saw.”


“It’s late,” said the man. “Your daughter should be asleep right now, but she isn’t. When she finally does get to sleep, what do you think she’s going to be dreaming about?” Lyn felt tears prickle her eyes at the thought.


“What do you think she’s going to be dreaming about for the rest of her life?” asked the woman. It was that question that undid Lyn. She held her hands up to her eyes, a panicked gesture she hadn’t made since she was a child.


“Oh God,” she said weakly.


“Will she be safe around you? Will your husband?” asked the woman.


“You don’t know why it happened or how it happened,” said the man. “But Lynette, you do know what happened.”


“It was me,” she whispered.


“We know.”


They had the good manners to avert their eyes while she wept.


“And what happens now?” asked Lyn once she’d calmed down. She blew her nose, and Ms. Pumphrey wordlessly provided her with a tissue.


“We can help you,” said Mr. Smalls. “This is actually not a unique situation.”


“What? So all over England, people are suddenly shooting lightning out of themselves?”


“Not lightning,” said Mr. Smalls. “But the impossible is far more common than you’d believe.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” said Lyn wearily. “After tonight, you wouldn’t believe what I’d believe.”


“She’s asleep,” said Ms. Pumphrey suddenly. Lyn and the man looked over at her. The woman was, once again, staring down into her cup of coffee. She picked up her phone from the table and made a call. “It’s me. Please let the Lady know that the child is asleep, so she can begin. Thank you.”


“Would you believe that Emma will enjoy a night free of bad dreams?” asked Mr. Smalls.


“How can you know that?” asked Lyn. She looked over at Pumphrey. “Wait — how do you know my daughter’s asleep?”


Without glancing up, the woman gestured for Lyn to come over. “Look,” she said.


Lyn followed the woman’s gaze and peered down into the cup of coffee. Just below the surface, there were faint cloudy lines that shifted about.


“What am I supposed to be looking at?”


“Here, this will help,” said the woman. Light glimmered brownly in the depths of the cup, and the lines sprang into sharp contrast. Lyn gasped as she found herself looking down at the small but unmistakable image of her daughter curled up asleep. She was in the guest bedroom of the home of their friends the Mayles. As Lyn watched, Emma moved and snuggled up against her father. Richard was sitting up next to her on the bed, staring blankly at his tablet. Skeksis was curled up between his knees.


“What is this? You’re — what? You’re — you’re scrying my family? In a cup of coffee?”


“Legally, scrying is seeing the future,” said the woman. “I’m showing the present. Of a location within a 36.876-kilometer radius. Through an aperture of up to 41.34 inches.”


“Is it magic?”


The woman shrugged. “It’s just something I can do.”


“Okay …” said Lyn. “And in a cup of coffee. Why not? Much more discreet than a crystal ball.” For the first time, Ms. Pumphrey smiled.


Lyn stared down at the tiny image of Richard in the coffee. He looked exhausted and worried, for which she could not blame him at all. He’d been dragged off shift with the news that his house had caught fire but that everyone was all right. He’d arrived home to find his daughter and dog ensconced at the neighbors’, with word left that his wife was unharmed but had been taken to the hospital for observation. They’d spoken on the phone, and, still reeling from the events in the kitchen, Lyn had told him not to come to the hospital, to stay with Emma and Skeksis. She was fine, she promised. She’d see him tomorrow.


I’m so sorry, my love.


“And you say my daughter isn’t going to have any nightmares about this?”


“Well, for the next four nights, she won’t,” said the man. “But children are resilient, and sleep is a great healer. Four nights of untroubled sleep won’t solve all your problems, but it can make a tremendous difference.”


“And how is this happening? This absence of bad dreams?”


“Someone very important is willing to take time out of her busy schedule to make it so,” said Ms. Pumphrey. “As a sign of good faith.”


“Who are you people? I can’t believe the National Service Servicing Services, or whoever you claim to work for, is staffed by employees with magic powers. Are you even with the government?”


“Absolutely,” said Mr. Smalls. “We’re the part of the government that deals with and is staffed by the inexplicable. Which now includes you.”


“So you think you’re going to deal with me?” asked Lyn, her eyes narrowed. I’ve heard that before.


“You’re not a problem to be dealt with, Lynette Binns,” said Ms. Pumphrey. “We think that you have tremendous potential. You can work with us to make the world safer.”


“You want to offer me a job?”


“We want to offer you help,” said Pumphrey. “We can help you find answers. We can teach you to control this force within you. And we’ll fix your kitchen.”


“And if I say no?” asked Lyn warily.


“You’ve already demonstrated what can happen when you don’t know how to control this,” said Pumphrey. “Today, your kitchen was destroyed, and a fireman was electrocuted. Who knows what could happen tomorrow? You have a child and a husband. Are you willing to risk their safety? You live in a town and work with members of the public. You have friends. At any moment of any day, you could accidentally kill everyone around you.”


“And yet you two came in here with me,” said Lyn. “Are you shockproof as well as being clairvoyant and” — she looked at Smalls uncertainly — “wearing gym clothes?”


“No, and that’s why they pay us the not-big-enough bucks,” said Ms. Pumphrey. “And why you’re in the nearest windowless government room we could find that wasn’t in a basement.” She smiled a little smile. “The National Health Service is an invaluable resource for our work, but usually it’s a case of alerting us to the unusual rather than providing a comparatively flameproof place to have a discussion.” She eyed the mannequins dubiously.


“The government really does that sort of thing?” asked Lyn. The hair on the back of her neck was standing up.


“Take it from us,” said Smalls, “it is tremendously difficult to be different. One needs every resource one can get. For instance, how would you keep your situation a secret? It happened accidentally once — why couldn’t it happen again? How do you think people will regard you if they learn that you might inadvertently kill them? You have the internet. You know how reasonable the world can be.”


“And there’s the question of your daughter,” said Pumphrey. “Quite aside from whether the government could, in good conscience, leave a child in a home that might explode at any moment — my apologies, it’s a vivid image, but you have to concede that it’s not inaccurate — quite aside from that, it’s not unheard of for these sorts of things to be genetic. Are you willing to take the risk that, if Emma does share your gift, she’ll be able to control it without support?”


“But you think your people can help,” said Lyn. “With all of that.”


“Yes.” The two of them spoke in unison.


As far as Lyn could tell, she didn’t really have a choice.


“Fine, I’m in.” Whatever in is.


“Excellent!” exclaimed Ms. Pumphrey. “This is your first step in your new understanding of the world. You’re going to see things and do things that you couldn’t possibly imagine.”


“Sounds amazing,” said Lyn cautiously.


“It absolutely is. But first there are some forms you’ll need to fill out.”


As soon as Lyn agreed to sign on with this madness, Pumphrey made a call, and within half an hour, a woman in her fifties arrived wheeling two large suitcases. She introduced herself as “Mrs. Goodman, your legal adviser and chatelaine,” then directed Lyn, Pumphrey, and Smalls to stack the chairs and resuscitation mannequins in a corner. Meanwhile, she set about unpacking the suitcases, which were apparently crammed full of documents. She laid the papers out in a queue that started out orderly but then branched out several times and was punctuated by thick bound booklets.


“Do I really have to do this now?” asked Lyn. “It’s been an incredibly long and bizarre day.”


“It’s quite necessary,” said Mrs. Goodman. “We need to place you under our legal protection and authority as soon as possible, and you need to make some important decisions.”


“This all seems extremely complicated,” said Lyn. “I didn’t have to sign this many forms when I bought a house. Or had a baby.”


“This is a little more involved,” said Mrs. Goodman. “It’s like building a house. You have to lay very strong foundations before you can move on to the next thing. For instance, I can’t actually tell you the name of the organization until you’ve signed this nondisclosure form.”


“Oh,” said Lyn. She scanned the document quickly and didn’t see anything alarming. “Shouldn’t I have a lawyer review these?”


“I’m acting as your lawyer,” said Mrs. Goodman. “And as your lawyer, I recommend that you sign that form.” Lyn nodded with exhaustion and signed. Pumphrey and Smalls quickly signed as witnesses.


“So, now that you’ve signed,” said Mrs. Goodman, “I can advise you that the organization in question is the Checquy Group. We usually just refer to it as the Checquy.” She pronounced it “Sheh-kay.”


“Is that French?”


“It’s archaic,” said Mrs. Goodman. “And possibly mispronounced. The Checquy is the department within the British government responsible for individuals and occurrences for which there is no scientific or rational explanation, the unregulated existence of which could cause damage to public safety; that, if publicized, could result in damage to public order and sanity; and that, if left unchecked, could result in damage to civilians and property and/or may lead to the catastrophic breakdown of society.”


“How often do occurrences like that happen?” asked Lyn faintly.


“Often enough to justify a government department,” said Mrs. Goodman.


“And I’m going to join this department?”


“You must understand that the events of today have served to redefine you in the eyes of the British legal system. As a result, under law, your rights, obligations, and privileges are now different from those of a normal citizen. This is automatic. You don’t have to sign an acknowledgment of the law for it to affect you.”


“Wait, so I don’t have a choice?”


“No,” said Mrs. Goodman.


“But, but … oh my God!” exclaimed Lyn. “What rights have I lost?”


“You don’t need to panic,” said Pumphrey soothingly. “Think of it like enlisting in the army.”


“Except I didn’t enlist!” Lyn took a deep breath. “Look, give me an example of a right I don’t have anymore.”


“You no longer get to vote,” said Smalls. “And you can’t travel overseas without authorization.”


“Why not?”


“Well, the travel restriction is because you’re going to become privy to a lot of classified information,” said Smalls. “And also, you’re a deadly weapon.”


“No, I’m not!”


“You can blow up a kitchen with your skin,” pointed out Pumphrey.


“Oh yeah. Okay,” said Lyn. She’d actually managed to forget about that in the face of all these revelations. Calm down, she told herself. This can’t be as bad as it seems. “So what happens now?”


“First, you have automatically become a ward of the Checquy,” said Mrs. Goodman.


“Once again a ward of court,” muttered Lyn.


“The Checquy will provide you with monitoring, accommodation, training, employment, and support services,” continued Mrs. Goodman. “Initially, you’ll need to stay at a secure facility while your abilities are assessed and you learn to control them.” Lyn opened her mouth to object, and the lawyer shot her a stern look. “This is for your own safety and the safety of those around you.”


“I can see why that would be necessary,” said Lyn reluctantly. “When?”


“Immediately,” said the lawyer. “You’ll be transported there directly from this facility once we’ve finished the paperwork.”


“But my husband! And Emma!” said Lyn. “I’ll need to say goodbye. And explain this to them.” The immensity of it all hit her. “Oh God. How am I going to explain it to Richard?”


“We’ll get to that in a moment,” said Mrs. Goodman. “Don’t forget to initial there. And there. And there.”


“How long is it going to take?” asked Lyn. “The training, I mean.”


“We have no way of knowing,” said Mrs. Goodman flatly. She oversaw three more signatures, and after each piece of paper received its scrawled Lynette Binns, she presented it to Pumphrey and Smalls for witnessing, then filed it away in one of her suitcases. “And done!” She snapped the cases shut and locked them. “Now we must discuss the impact this is going to have on your personal life.”


“Pretty damn huge, I would say!”


“Absolutely,” said Mrs. Goodman. “So, here’s a big decision for you to make: To what extent do you wish to discard your current life?”


“I beg your pardon?” Lyn stared incredulously at the woman.


“Make no mistake, Mrs. Binns,” said the lawyer, “your education, your marriage, giving birth to a child — none of these are as significant as what has happened today. Your life is going to change radically. And you will change radically.


“For many people, this represents too drastic and problematic a shift, so we offer the option of commencing a completely new life. You can take a new name, get a new face — we have the best plastic surgeons in the world — and walk away from your old life completely. We can facilitate a variety of scenarios.”


“You’re serious,” said Lyn wonderingly.


“We can fake a death. We can arrange your disappearance. If you want a divorce, we can work to make it as smooth and fast as possible.”


“I love my husband!” said Lyn. “And I have a child! I am not walking away from either of them.”


“There’s no need to get offended,” said Mrs. Goodman calmly. “Many people find it very therapeutic to walk away. A completely clean break to begin a completely different life. And you could rest assured that those you left behind would be generously provided for and given a rational, plausible explanation. Previously unknown trust funds can come to light; life insurance policies that you never told anyone about can pay out; scholarships can be offered.”


“Is this what you did?” Lyn asked Pumphrey. “Did you just walk away from your life?”


“I came in when I was five,” said Pumphrey. “It was a bit different for me.”


“You bring kids into this?”


“Mrs. Binns, please,” said Mrs. Goodman. “It’s late. Now, I take it you are electing not to discard your previous identity and life?”


“That’s right,” said Lyn firmly.


“Good, well, that means a bit less activity tonight. We won’t need to fake your death. Pawn Smalls, can you let Pawn Meijer know that we shan’t need a corpse speed-grown?” The man nodded and set about composing a text message on his phone, and Mrs. Goodman turned her attention back to Lyn. “But we do still have quite a bit to get through, so let us continue.”


“Fine,” said Lyn. A thought occurred to her, and she turned to Ms. Pumphrey. “Before I forget, Emma has a sleep every day after lunch, about noon.” The other woman stared at her for a moment, then made a face.


“Norman, you can be the one to let Lady Farrier’s office know they’ll need to organize her entire schedule for the next few days around a three-year-old’s nap time.”











3


Just be careful up there. Be sensible.” That’s what Lady Carmichael had said to them when she gave them permission to go up in the sky during the bombings. She had gazed at them over her desk, her green eyes serious. “If you really wish to go, then you must promise me this.”


The warning had definitely been directed more to Usha and Bridget than to Pamela. Usha and Pamela were both older, but Usha was an apprentice, like Bridget; Pamela was a full-fledged Pawn. Moreover, Pamela was the ideal Pawn. Utterly professional, she was a consummate operative, a decorated foot soldier in the Order of the Checquy. Without her, they would never have been allowed to go up in the night sky during a bombing attack.


Except that Pamela had not only not been careful or sensible, she had been as uncareful and unsensible as it was possible to be.


And now we don’t know where she is. Is she alive? Is she injured?


Has she gone mad?


Bridget was torn between concern for Pamela and concern for Usha and herself.


The Lady had not told them to avoid interfering in the bombing, nor had she warned them against being seen. She hadn’t needed to. Such things went without saying. Admittedly, they went without saying because they had already been said many, many times.


All three of the women in the sky had been well aware of the repercussions of meddling in nonsupernatural matters. Even Usha, who had been an apprentice for only three years, knew. It was one of the first things drilled into the minds of fledgling Checquy agents:


Human minds are brittle. Human society is brittle. This world is brittle. If we interfere, we could break all three, very easily. And we do not want that.


The Checquy histories were littered with examples of Checquy operatives who had misused their powers on civilians: The man whose arm was instantly jellified when he slapped his wife in a drunken rage. The shopkeeper who was rude to a Pawn in Belfast and found himself suffering from an uncontrollable desire to swallow the contents of his cashbox. He ingested five shillings before the compulsion evaporated.


The punishment for such infractions varied. Long, complex investigations and tribunals would examine every detail of the occurrence. Some earned the culprit a slap on the wrist; some prompted far harsher punishments. But there was one type of offense for which no leniency was entertained, and that was interference in affairs of state.


In her head, Bridget ran through all the intricacies of the damnation that Pamela’s actions would bring down upon them. She wanted to be sick. The Roman penalty for patricide had nothing on the Checquy punishment for interfering in nonsupernatural affairs of state. It was grotesque, agonizing, and full of highly symbolic elements, including (but not limited to) the participation of the heraldic beasts of the monarch.


Where are they even going to get that many weasels? Bridget wondered weakly. Let alone a lion and three leopards?


There was no hope of mercy, no possibility of the punishment being commuted — that guarantee was one of the foundations that allowed the Checquy to function within the government. Every king, queen, minister (prime or otherwise), parliamentarian (rump or otherwise), prince, baron (robber or otherwise), lord (protector or otherwise), bishop (arch- or otherwise) — indeed, any individual with any earthly authority in the British Isles who had ever dealt with the Checquy had been of the unwavering opinion that Pawns and the Court of Checquy should not exert any influence on the work of government. They were to deal with the supernatural and the inexplicable and leave everything else alone.


As a result, powered operatives of the Checquy could not vote, could not serve in the nonsupernatural armed forces, and could not hold elected office (although, curiously, no authority figure had ever suggested that the Checquy’s separation from government affairs should extend so far as its members not paying taxes).


Most important, operatives of the Checquy were absolutely forbidden to interfere with any military operations except under the direst circumstances. The possible repercussions of Checquy troops deploying in a war were too terrifying to entertain, no matter how swiftly it might end a conflict.


What have we done? Bridget brooded. What will happen because of us?


And what will happen to us? It was a shameful thought, but she couldn’t help it. They touched down softly on the roof of Apex House. As soon as Bridget let go of Usha’s hand, she felt gravity settle itself about her, and she staggered and almost fell to her knees. The madness of the night’s events had left her utterly exhausted. She and Usha had not exchanged a word during the journey back from the site of the plane crash. They had seen no sign of Pamela, and Usha had taken them high above the city, as far from the fires and the smoke and the chaos as possible.


“Evenin’, ladies.” Bridget turned to see a guard approaching from the other end of the roof. He was a Retainer — one of the nonpowered employees of the Checquy. He was dressed in the overalls and helmet of an air-raid warden and carrying a thermos in one hand and the buff box of a gas mask loosely in the other. I’ll have to get another mask, thought Bridget vaguely, remembering the loss of her own in that wild chase across the skies.


“Hello, Kenneth,” said Bridget. It required all her strength to sound calm. “So I take it there were no bombs dropped on the house tonight?”


“Not here, miss, nah. But an incendiary landed on the office down the road, and there was a lot of running about. Alf and Roger nipped over to help where they could, so it’s just me here at the moment. It’s been an ugly night,” said the sentry, shaking his head. “Very ugly. I’d much rather be up top like you three.”


“Has Pamela returned, then?” asked Usha.


“Pawn Verrall hasn’t signed in here,” said Kenneth. “You all three went up together, right?”


“We got separated,” Usha said.


Bridget regarded her sideways but didn’t say anything. Perhaps she’s right. This isn’t the person to report tonight’s happenings to. We’ll have to go to the duty officer. This is too big to let everyone know about.


“If you don’t mind my saying,” remarked Kenneth, “you two ladies look like you could do with a rest.”


“It’s not been pleasant up there,” said Bridget. “As you said, Kenneth, it’s a bad night for London.”


“And not a blessed thing that we can do about it,” said the guard dolefully. “All we can do is keep calm and muddle on. Now, you two want to get downstairs and get something hot inside you.”


“Good advice, Kenneth, thank you. Keep your eyes open,” said Bridget.


“No fear, miss. Hitler won’t get the drop on this house. God help him if he did!”


“Indeed,” said Usha. “Good night.”


“Good night,” said Bridget. They went through a small metal door, clattered down a winding wooden staircase, and emerged into a darkened hallway. A small light was shining from a tiny booth built into the wall like a ticket taker’s cubby. An older woman sat inside reading a battered novel. She looked up at them sourly.


“Sign in, please.”


Bridget carefully entered her name, identity number, and the time — the wall clock said half past three in the morning — in the proffered ledger. A quick scan of the book confirmed that Pamela had not signed in. Usha filled in her details, and the woman countersigned with a sniff. The two of them moved on down the corridor, their footsteps echoing on the linoleum. They passed many doors to many small offices, all of them dark and silent.


Are we honestly not going to talk about what happened? wondered Bridget. How can she be so calm? We have just witnessed a disaster — a deliberate disaster — that has huge implications, and she doesn’t seem at all bothered. They came to stairs leading down into darkness and paused.


Bridget unholstered a flashlight and shone it in front of them. As they started down the stairs, she found herself chewing her lip, hard. Her hands were so sweaty that she kept having to transfer the torch so she could wipe her palms on the legs of her overalls.


“Bridget,” said Usha suddenly, “I don’t think we should tell anyone what Pamela did.”


“What? Are you fucking mad?” In her shock, Bridget had forgotten her usual awe of the other woman, and Usha’s eyebrows jumped up in surprise. A small part of Bridget’s brain reflected that it was entirely possible no one had ever spoken to Usha like that in her whole life. The larger part of her brain did not care. “No, we absolutely have to report it!”


“Keep your voice down.”


“Oh, please, there is no one else here,” whispered Bridget furiously. “Everyone in the building is down in the vaults except for the guards, and they’re not wandering the halls. Now, tell me what on earth you can be thinking.”


“Look, perhaps Pamela came in through one of the ground-floor entrances and has already gone to the watch office or to Lady Carmichael and confessed everything,” said Usha.


“You think she’s alive?”


“You think she’s dead?”


“I don’t know what to think!” exclaimed Bridget. “I don’t know if she’s lying dead or injured on the street or flying around like a storm goddess smashing down other planes or if she’s come to her senses and is currently downstairs being clapped in irons and muzzled.”


“I see your point. But if she hasn’t confessed, then we can’t be the ones to turn her in.”


“We absolutely can. We have to. I understand that she’s your friend, but I think perhaps you don’t understand the situation. You’ve been with the Checquy only a comparatively short time.”


“It’s been three years, thanks.”


Yes, well, they picked me up when I was two days old, thought Bridget. “Usha, this isn’t some little prank that we can keep secret, like finding a burglar and dropping him in the Serpentine or having a midnight feast on top of Big Ben or filling someone’s bedroom with live baby eels.”


“What? When did you do that?”


“Pamela has broken the law,” continued Bridget. “She has used her powers to interfere in the war!”


“Yes, but what has she really done?” asked Usha. “In the grand scheme of things? She brought down a single plane. It does happen without our interference, you know. Not nearly enough, but it does happen.”


“Do you seriously not see what this means?” Bridget said. “This is an escalation of the war. Supernatural escalation. It’s opened the door to retaliation.”


“From what? The vague possibility of some theoretical German version of the Checquy?” The Indian woman rolled her eyes.


“Is that so absurd?” asked Bridget incredulously.


“I realize that I have not learned everything about this world,” said Usha, “but my understanding is that, as far as the Checquy are aware, there are only two other similar organizations on the planet: that American group — which, as I recall, we founded —”


“The Croatoan,” said Bridget coldly. The Croatoan had been formed when the thirteen colonies became independent and some Checquy operatives there had elected to remain and protect their adopted homeland from supernatural threats.


“Yes,” said Usha. “And those people in Iceland, the … the Yarnsmidders.”


“The Járnsmiður,” said Bridget.


“Yes, them. So, hundreds of years of exploration, the establishment of the British Empire, Checquy agents concealed within trading companies and missionary organizations across the world, near-total access to the intelligence resources of the British government … and yet the Checquy has only found one completely separate state-based organization.”


“There was one other,” said Bridget. “I suppose you haven’t yet learned about the Grafters.”


“I think perhaps I’ve heard them mentioned once or twice.”


“They were Belgians, alchemists, working for the Spanish government a few centuries back. On the orders of their masters, they twisted themselves into monsters and came to invade Britain. It was hideous.” Bridget took a deep breath. All the stories from her childhood were coming back to her, and she could feel her stomach knotting. “No normal army could ever stand against them. They laid waste to towns and fields. Civilians were slaughtered. The Checquy losses were horrible. We won, but only barely, and it nearly destroyed us. It shows what happens when nations send soldiers like us against soldiers like us.”


“Fine,” said Usha, and, perhaps sensing Bridget’s agitation on the subject, she wisely elected not to pursue the topic of the Grafters. “But there is no reason to believe that any more exist.”


“Except that we exist, Usha,” said Bridget. “The Order of the Checquy. It’s 1940, and, absurd as it may sound, we’re a government agency of supernatural soldiers working out of Whitehall. It’s real.” She sighed. “Look, the very first lesson we are taught is the vital importance of secrecy. The Checquy spends huge amounts of money to keep this secret. People die to keep it. And if such an organization can exist here, a similar one can exist elsewhere — also as a well-kept secret. We can’t take the chance of inadvertently causing a supernatural war.”


“Bridget, do you realize that you are talking about an uneasy truce with an enemy that might not even exist? An enemy that might never have existed? Does that not strike you as completely absurd?”


“It strikes me as entirely the right thing to do,” said Bridget.


Usha stared at her in bemusement. “I — but — you …” She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “All right, fine. Well, you know Pamela. She’s been brought up the same way you have, in …” She paused for a moment as if carefully choosing her words. “She’s utterly professional, utterly devoted to the Checquy. You know all the things she has gone through, and she has never broken her oath or strayed from her duty. She’s stronger than both of us.” Bridget nodded. “She would not have done what she did without a good reason.”


“What reason could possibly be good enough?” asked Bridget.


“Well, if she shows up, we can ask her,” said Usha.


The two women resumed their poorly lit trip down the stairs. The floors they passed got progressively nicer, carpeted rather than covered in linoleum or rubber. Portraits and landscapes were hung on the walls, and the occasional trophy head surveyed the halls, its tusks or antlers or eyeglasses catching the light of Bridget’s torch.


When they finally reached the ground floor, they moved through wide office hallways with velvet settees waiting outside polished office doors and display cases that used to hold strange and beautiful curios from around the world but that were now empty. They passed through an enormous, dimly lit foyer where huge windows set high in the walls had been covered with thick blackout curtains. In another little cubby, another woman sat reading a novel. She looked up at the sound of their footsteps echoing off the stone walls and ceiling; when asked, she confirmed that Pawn Verrall had not entered through that door.


Above them, tapestries and banners hung silently. They walked through more hallways and finally came to another staircase, this one leading underground.


As they descended, the broad stairs quickly became less elegant. Marble gave way to concrete; concrete gave way to stone. The small glow of Bridget’s torch was the only illumination, a bubble of dim light in the pitch-blackness. The steps dipped unevenly in the middle, worn by centuries of Checquy feet. Finally, they came to a large set of double doors that swung open easily under Usha’s touch.


Light and noise flooded out, and the two women put their hands up to shield their eyes. Before them was a flurry of activity. The deep cellars of Apex House had been adapted to act as not only a shelter but the organization’s watch office during the night bombings. The low barrel-vaulted ceilings had electric lights bolted onto them, their wires stapled to centuries-old masonry. People bustled about between desks. A fug of cigarette smoke hung in the air, and the smell of cabbage and beef wound its way through the room. The chambers were filled with the sounds of typewriters and people talking on bulky telephones.


A flimsy plywood wall had been erected between some massive stone pillars, and many maps had been glued up on it, tessellated to form a huge picture of the British Isles. As Bridget and Usha watched, a man in a suit hurried up and carefully inserted a pin into one map, marking a spot just outside the city of Bath.


“Miss Mangan, Miss Khorana,” said a tall man stationed by the door. He jotted down their names and the time. “Welcome back to the ground. Finally. I’m certain you’ll want a wash, a cup of tea, and then some sleep.” The tone in his voice left no doubt that, for the good of all, the wash was the most pressing of the wants. Bridget looked down at herself and winced. Their boilersuits were coated in dust and soot, and when she gave herself a surreptitious sniff, she wanted to reel back from her own body. The clothes under the boilersuit had absorbed what smelled like a lifetime’s worth of terrified stress-sweat as well as a strong odor of smoke.


“Yes, hello,” said Usha. “Has Pawn Verrall come in?”


“I’m not certain,” said the man, clearly taken aback by the briskness with which his comment regarding the wash had been brushed aside.


“Let’s go to the duty officer first,” suggested Bridget. If Pamela has come in and confessed what she’s done, then it will be painfully obvious because the floor will be littered with people having heart attacks.


“Yes, good,” said Usha, moving purposefully on into the cellars. Bridget gave the man an apologetic smile and followed. They weaved between desks, where Checquy operatives in sober clothes were busily working, despite the lateness of the hour. Heads were bowed over reports; phones were spoken into at varying volumes depending on the quality of the connection and whether the person on the other end of the line was being bombed. The war was continuing all over the world, and this had resulted in a torrent of reports of possible supernatural occurrences that the Checquy needed to scour carefully in order to identify which had to be investigated further.


A gentleman’s suit full of moving verdant vines was seated at the Hong Kong desk. The mass of plants had not bothered to form a facsimile of a head, but multiple tendrils spilled out of the sleeves and between the lapels of the coat, typing, writing with pens, and flipping through papers. Bridget nodded to it and received a sort of rustling demi-bow of acknowledgment in return, but Usha kept her eyes firmly ahead.


Off to one side, a canteen had been set up. Massive urns of tea and Bovril stood brewing, and two men in camouflage were busily making sandwiches. A couple of office boys moved about distributing files and collecting documents when called. As far as Bridget could tell, the amount of activity was no greater than it had been when they’d left earlier that night.


There has definitely been no word of what Pamela did, she thought grimly. But does that mean she hasn’t told them? Or that she hasn’t returned yet? Does it mean she’s dead? Or hurt? They stood aside for an old woman who came pushing a tea trolley. She smiled at them in thanks, and red light shone out of her mouth; Bridget could see that her teeth were glowing rubies. Several people were gathered near the duty officer’s desk, talking anxiously.


“Oh Christ. This does not look good,” Bridget murmured to Usha.


“Not necessarily” was Usha’s reply. “There’s no sign of Pamela.”


“Maybe that’s because they’ve already imprisoned her. Oi, Petey!” She reached out and collared one of the office boys who was trotting past.


“Ow! Miss Mangan!”


“Ah, you’re fine,” said Bridget. “What’s going on over there?”


“Dunno,” said the boy, rubbing his neck. “A few minutes ago they got called over to Pawn Kenward’s desk. I suppose word came in of something big.”


“Petey, you know Pawn Verrall, right?”


“The Lady’s aide? Course.”


“Have you seen her about? Was she part of that meeting?”


“Dunno.” The boy shrugged.


“All right, ta,” said Bridget. She and Usha exchanged looks. “I suppose we’d better go over.” They moved warily toward the group. A semicircle of people stood around the watch desk, blocking the women’s view of its occupant.


“Do you think we ought to telephone the Lord and Lady?” one woman said.


“And what would they do?” asked a man. “The bombing is still going on. They wouldn’t be able to come here to do anything.”


“Shall we rouse Bishop Pringle?” asked another woman. “He’s asleep down in the crypt.”


Oh God, they’re talking about waking up the Court, thought Bridget, feeling faint. It has to be about Pamela. She snuck a look at Usha, who had gone very still. We are in so much trouble.


“We need to start mobilizing troops now,” a man said.


I think I’m going to be sick.


“Before the telephone went down, the Bath office advised that there’d been no bombings there, so a team was dispatched to the site immediately,” said the unseen occupant of the desk in the tone of a man who was in no mood to have his people panicking. “The Bath Barghests can be activated if necessary.” Bridget flinched at the mention of the Barghests, the elite commandos of the Checquy, dedicated warriors who were trained by the best that the British Empire could produce. For them to be called out meant that things had gotten very, very bad.


“Plus,” the unseen person continued, “they have that man who does that thing with the lava. So I think that we can all stop pissing on ourselves and each other and be satisfied with that for now. Agreed?” There was a murmur of general, if somewhat cowed, agreement. “All right, back to work, then.”


They’re not talking about Pamela at all! thought Bridget, so relieved that her knees almost buckled. It’s just something apocalyptic happening in Bath! Either she hasn’t been here or she hasn’t told them!


Oh, shit.


That means she might really be dead … and it’s up to us to tell them.


“Of course it had to happen at Bath,” one woman said as the people dispersed. “That blinking city. Honestly, I’m almost astounded when a manifestation turns out not to be there.”


“That’s why they have their own team of Barghests,” replied another woman. “And everyone posted there gets an extra two weeks of holidays each year.”


“Ah, Miss Khorana, Miss Mangan,” said the duty officer. “You have something to tell me.” Pawn Kenward was a large man with spectacles, wearing the world’s most carefully tailored suit to accommodate the double row of jagged blades of ice that sprouted up the length of his spine and along his shoulders.


“We have something to tell you?” repeated Bridget weakly. Pawn Kenward regarded her over his glasses, then stood up from the stool he was obliged to sit on (he would have shredded the back of any chair). The glittering, razor-sharp blades on his shoulders flexed and caught the light. A faint mist curled off the ice.


“You’ve been out in the London sky during the bombings, you return hours late, you look as if someone demolished a house while you were sleeping in it, and you come straight to my desk. You have something to tell me. Now report.”


“Yes, sir,” said Bridget automatically. She’d instinctively stood at attention but her stomach was twisting madly.


All her life, she’d been trained to keep secrets from everyone except the Checquy. They were her family, her army. You could hope to survive against the terrors you faced only if you knew that you could trust your comrades implicitly. Now a superior officer was calling for information — had ordered her to brief him — and against every instinct she had, she was hesitating.


Plus, there was the horror, a remnant of schoolroom days, she felt at the idea of informing on her friend. Bridget had been in Lady Carmichael’s household for only a few months, but she’d grown very fond of both Pamela and Usha.


And now, because of them, I have to worry about whether to report a crime. A huge crime — possibly treason! And is it treason if I don’t report it?


Usha was looking at her with wide, pleading eyes. It was the first time that Bridget could recall her seeming vulnerable.


“The bombing has been very bad, sir,” she said finally. “As bad as we’ve seen. Major fires.” Pawn Kenward’s face grew bitter, and he closed his eyes. “Whitehall hasn’t been hit too hard, although I expect you heard about the incendiary down the road from here?” He nodded without opening his eyes. “It seemed to be all right when we came, but the East End was a nightmare.”


“Where is Pawn Verrall?” he asked.


Oh God. She stared at him.


“We were separated, sir,” Usha said. “It’s very rough up there.”


“Thank you, ladies,” he said. “I expect she’ll be in soon enough. Now, go away. Get some sleep. And if you see Elaine, send her over, would you, please? I want to take off my coat, and she’s the only one who can undo all the buttons on the back without cutting herself to ribbons.”


“Yes, sir,” said Bridget. Usha nodded and they moved away, deeper into the vaults.


“Thank you,” said Usha quietly.


“I can’t believe I did that,” said Bridget, dizzy with horror. “It’s going to be so much worse now when it all comes out. Let’s find out if she’s here and get some answers before I decide to go back and tell Pawn Kenward everything.”


“If she’s here, then whatever her state of mind, she’s probably gone for a wash,” Usha said. Bridget nodded, and they moved toward the shelter section of the vaults.


The shelters had been established on the orders of Lady Carmichael well before the outbreak of the war and long before other such measures were being instituted around the country. There had been some derisory snorts when they were set up, derision that had quickly evaporated once bombs actually started falling. Apex House had been built with an eye toward the very real chance of its occupants being attacked (quite possibly by the good citizens of London), and so it was far more fortified than the usual government offices, making it quite desirable for those operatives willing to spend the night at their workplace.


However, operatives could not bring their civilian families to the highly classified interior of Apex House, so there were many who used the sheltering options taken by millions of regular citizens. They slept in Anderson shelters buried in their backyards or in Morrison shelters bolted together in their dining rooms, or they took refuge in cellars, in cupboards under stairs, in public shelters, or in the Underground.


And of course, there were Pawns whose abilities afforded them different options entirely. Every night, one London secretary wove a mesh of impenetrable hardened air around the inside of her bedroom that would keep herself and her canary safe even if her lodgings received a direct hit. At bedtime, the Checquy’s chief quartermaster oozed her way into the heart of a large rock in the churchyard across the street from her house. The chaplain of Apex House spent each night at the bottom of the men’s bathing pond on Hampstead Heath, rising up to the surface very early each morning and then walking across the heath to his home to get ready for the day.


Until that night, Bridget, Pamela, and Usha had been sleeping (or at least trying to sleep) through the raids in the very nicely appointed cellar-shelter of Lady Carmichael’s house. Still, they were familiar with the layout of these vaults, and they headed for the large section that had been set aside for ablutions. It was screened off and partitioned with green canvas walls and strictly divided by gender. There were different sections for apprentices, Pawns, Retainers, the Barghests, the Court, and the maintenance staff. A male and a female attendant were always present, regardless of the hour. The facilities were primitive, although it was generally believed that the sections for the maintenance staff were by far the most pleasant. No one had ever dared enter, however, and risk incurring their wrath.


“Good morning, ladies,” said the female attendant. “It looks like you’ve had a strenuous night.”


“I have not been so exhausted since the day I was born,” said Bridget. “And someone else was doing all the work on that occasion.”


“Well, then, it’s a wash you’ll need. And some fresh clothes, and then you can toddle on down to the undercroft and have a nice sleep.”


“That sounds very pleasant, thank you,” said Usha. “First, can you please tell me, have you seen Pawn Verrall this evening?”


“I don’t believe she’s come in yet,” said the attendant. “But if she had, she’d be in the Pawns’ section.”


“Of course she would be,” said Usha with a sigh. Bridget was able to muster up mild amusement at the sight of Usha dealing with the unfamiliar experience of being forbidden to enter a place she wished to go. “Well, if you see her, could you let her know that we’d like to meet with her?” The attendant said she would and led them to the female apprentices’ section.


“Each of you has a little curtained-off area to have a nice cat-wash,” said the attendant cheerfully. “I’ll just fetch some cans of hot water.”


“What’s a cat-wash?” Usha asked Bridget quietly.


“A kettle of hot water in the bowl — you wash your face, then your neck and shoulders, and you move on down until you reach your ankles, then you stand in the bowl to wash your feet,” explained Bridget, who had taken plenty of them in the course of her life.


“But no actual cats are involved,” said Usha, looking relieved.


“Don’t they wash that way in India?”


“Something similar,” said Usha, “although we don’t call it that, at least not in my family. Besides, my father embraced British baths very early on, so we had proper tubs in the house.”


“I’m sure,” said Bridget.


“And then always a proper massage afterward.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Although maybe the servants took cat-baths,” mused Usha. “But how do I wash my hair?”


“Probably not very successfully,” said Bridget grimly. “I expect she’ll pour water over your hair if you ask. I doubt there will be a massage, though.”


“War truly is hell,” said Usha. The two of them were sufficiently filthy, however, that even the cat-wash felt good, and Bridget was glad to scrub her face with a flannel and let the smell of rose-scented soap replace, or at least dilute, the stink that was wrapped around her.


“Miss Mangan?” came the voice of the attendant at the curtain.


“Hmm?”


“Pawn Verrall has just come in.”


“Oh!”


Thank God she’s alive.


Oh God. She’s alive. What will happen now?


“Thank you!” Bridget hurriedly finished her wash and teetered for a moment on her feet. The three of them had brought overnight bags to the shelter, but despite how much she wanted to slide into her nightgown and robe, she hurriedly donned one of the smart little suits that Lady Carmichael had bought for her, along with her softest cotton gloves.


She rushed out of the bathing area, hopping as she pulled her second shoe on. She scanned the room and saw Pamela across the way, by the entrance. Usha was with her, fully dressed — she must not have lingered like Bridget, just scrubbed herself down and then waited by the entrance for her friend.


Bridget moved toward them, then stopped. Usha was talking intently to Pamela, who stood there, silent. The Pawn was covered in dust, and although she looked icy calm, there were tear trails smeared through the dirt on her face. She was nodding dully, and when she looked over at Bridget, her eyes were unreadable.


Then Pamela started walking toward the watch officer’s desk. She moved slowly, painfully, as if she had just finished running several marathons. That made sense. Some supernatural powers required no exertion at all to activate, but many drew upon the wielder’s own energy. Bridget had never heard of Pamela engaging in the sort of action she’d seen that night, but she could well believe it was utterly exhausting.


Bridget watched as her friend spoke to Pawn Kenward. She was braced for him to leap up in shock, for ice to erupt up out of the floor and hold Pamela captive. Instead, he nodded seriously as she spoke. Then Pamela turned and walked weakly toward the baths.


Nothing else happened. Pawn Kenward had turned his attention back to the reports.


She didn’t tell him! Bridget thought. She looked over at Usha, who returned her gaze levelly. What did Usha tell her? Her fists clenched as she walked toward the other woman, and there were so many emotions swirling in her that she didn’t know what she was going to say or do. Usha stood calmly watching her approach.


I could hit her, Bridget thought. I could lay her out flat. “Well?” she asked finally.


“I told her that we’d said nothing except that we’d gotten separated up in the skies,” Usha said quietly.


Bridget stared at her. “What did she say?” asked Bridget through gritted teeth.


“She didn’t say anything,” Usha said.


“So what will happen?” Bridget asked. Usha shrugged. “I need answers. I need an explanation.” Usha nodded. There were some empty desks nearby, and they sat at them, waiting for Pamela to emerge. When she finally came out, clean, her wet hair pulled up, she still moved stiffly, but the old Pamela was back behind her eyes.


“Hello,” she said warily. “I expect we need to have a bit of a conversation.”


“Where can we talk?” asked Usha. “There is no privacy in this place.”


“The games room,” said Pamela. “No one will be there at this hour.”


In a fit of possibly deluded optimism on someone’s part, a section of the vaults had been set aside for the purposes of recreation during the bombing raids. Early in the evenings, you might see Pawns and Retainers there, but anyone off shift at this point had long ago gone to sleep in the undercroft below, so it was as secluded a place as they were going to find.


Behind thick curtains was a lounge with a billiard table, a couple of dartboards, and several scrounged tables at which one could play a selection of board games or deal out a deck of worryingly singed playing cards. A gramophone sat in the corner by some sofas, and a half-completed Victorian-era jigsaw puzzle of a scene of somewhere along the Thames dominated one table. A chess set had been left in midgame with a note saying Kindly do not disturb. Bridget noted that other people had appended comments and suggested moves to the end of the note. At one point, an argument had broken out in increasingly emphatic handwriting, and additional pieces of paper had been stuck to the bottom of the note to accommodate the debate. Two duplicate boards had been set up at other tables, apparently to allow demonstrations of the proposed strategies, and additional written debates had broken out there as well.


“Well,” said Bridget. “What will we play?”


Usha looked at her as if she were demented, but Pamela was nodding thoughtfully. “We’ll need a cover if someone walks in.”


“Dominoes,” suggested Bridget. The three of them sat and laid out a careful pretense of a game.


“Now,” said Usha firmly, “explain.”


The Pawn did not take her eyes off the dominoes in front of her.


“Pamela?” prompted Bridget.


“Usha said that you didn’t tell the watch officer,” said Pamela. “Thank you.”


“Thank you?” repeated Bridget. “Thank you? Thank you is not good enough! Thank you is not what you say to someone who has betrayed everything in her life to cover up your betrayal of everything in her life! You know what you say to that person? You give her a bloody explanation, and you make it damn good!”


“I don’t have an explanation for you,” said Pamela quietly.


“Oh,” said Bridget, deflating slightly. She waited, but no further response appeared to be forthcoming. Pamela just stared at her dominoes. “So, what was — why did you do that?”


“I’m afraid I can’t tell you,” said Pamela. At this, she looked up at them, and Bridget saw a deep haunted sadness in her eyes.


“Why not? Was it a mission?” asked Bridget. At the thought, she felt a tremendous weight lift off her chest. “Did Lady Carmichael order you to do it? Because if she did, that’s a different story.”


“No, it wasn’t a mission,” said Pamela. She looked up when Bridget made a whimpering sound of pain. “Are you all right?”


“Did something heavy just drop onto my chest?”


“What? Look, Lady Carmichael doesn’t know anything about it. And I’m asking you to please not tell her. Please don’t tell anyone.”


“Pamela!” exclaimed Usha.


“So you acted on your own,” said Bridget. “You interfered in the war.”


“Yes,” said Pamela, her voice wavering a little. She put her hand to her eyes for a moment and looked as if she would break down in tears.


“You know what this means!” Bridget said to Pamela. She wanted to shout, to scream, but she didn’t dare. “For all of us! How in God’s name could you be so … so …” All the words hung unspoken in the air: Stupid. Reckless. Dangerous. Irresponsible. Insane. Her friend looked at her, silent.


“I’m sorry,” Pamela said finally.


Bridget and Usha could only stare at her helplessly. Bridget was completely taken aback by Pamela’s lack of an explanation.


“Did it make a difference?” asked Usha finally.


“No,” said Pamela softly. Very deliberately, she placed a domino down on the table.


“Will you be doing it again?” asked Bridget warily.


“No, I won’t do it again.” She looked up at them. “I promise.”


“No one needs to know,” said Usha to Bridget, and Bridget could not tell if she was asking or commanding.


“How can you say that? This has massive implications!”


“No,” said Usha. “There were no witnesses. Even if your worst nightmares came to pass, Bridget, and there is some sort of German Checquy that works for the Nazi Party” — her patronizing tone made Bridget want to slap her — “and they are only waiting for a justification to attack, they won’t know. After all, everyone in the plane was killed. You saw the damage. No one could have survived that.”


“She killed them!” exclaimed Bridget.


“They were enemy combatants,” Usha pointed out.


“That doesn’t matter! In fact, it makes it worse! We cannot involve ourselves in the war like that. And she killed them.”


“You don’t know that for certain,” said Usha. “The crash might have killed them.”


“She crashed the plane!”


“If people are going to take part in a war, there is a very real possibility that their plane will crash,” said Usha in a reasonable tone. “They have to accept that.”


“Yes, but not because a sweet young English rose lands on their windshield at twelve thousand feet and hits them with the sky!”


“Are you honestly taking the side of the Nazis bombing this city?” asked Pamela.


“No! Of course not.”


“Ah, excellent!” came a hearty voice at the door. They looked around to see a distinguished-looking older man entering the lounge wearing silk pajamas and a magnificent viridian dressing gown.


“Bishop Pringle!” exclaimed Pamela. “Good even — morning.” They all stood hurriedly.


“I didn’t think there’d be anyone in the games lounge at this hour. Ladies, shall we make a foursome for whist?”


Bridget woke up and wished she hadn’t. Her head ached with the dull pain of not enough sleep, and as the events of the night before cleared their throats in her head, she made a little whimpering sound. Bishop Pringle had kept the three women playing whist for a full hour and a half, until Bridget had fallen asleep in her seat and her head dropped onto the table with a humiliating and painful thud. When they were finally permitted to shuffle down to the undercroft, they were all so exhausted that there was no more conversation about Pamela’s actions.


Did we decide we would cover for her? thought Bridget fuzzily. That was her vague understanding. Pamela had promised never to do it again and asked them to keep it secret, and they hadn’t said no.


She sat up and looked around blearily. The dim undercroft stretched off into the darkness; it was filled with rows of camp beds, but she seemed to be the only person there. Everyone else had apparently roused themselves for the day, and those Checquy staff regularly on night shift had probably gone back to their own homes to sleep. Along the walls were wooden partitions that had been put up to give high-level operatives their own private rooms, and a gigantic curtain separated the men’s sleeping quarters from the women’s.


And yet, for all the signs of habitation, the place still felt like a centuries-old subbasement that had served, at various times, as a crypt for the corpses of the honored fallen, a granary, an unauthorized priest hole, a morgue, a nursery, a mathematician hole, a gymnasium, the office of the Checquy Ethics Committee, an amateur mushroom farm, a battleground between soldiers of the Checquy and an unexpectedly sentient and mobile mushroom crop, a prison, an armory, the residence of a particularly eccentric Lord, a chapel dedicated to the illegal worship of an unknowing clerk in the accounting section, an archive, another battleground between soldiers of the Checquy and some unexpectedly resilient (and this time rather vengeful) mushrooms, a studio for a life-drawing class, then a gymnasium again before it had been hastily modified to serve as a shelter beneath the equally hastily modified wartime headquarters. The centuries of activity had left their mark everywhere, but especially in the air, where the traces of all the previous occupants combined to form the smell of old, dead history, with a strong undertone of morels.


Floating over all of it was the more recent and unmistakable smell of unattended-to chamber pots. It was a point of some resentment amongst many of the staff that there were no actual flushing toilets in the vaults or the undercroft. Anyone spending the night in the shelter was issued a china chamber pot or, or for the latecomers, a wooden bucket. It was the responsibility of the most junior apprentices to check under the cots each morning and empty and clean any soiled containers — part of the fine British tradition of building character in those destined for power by making them do base and degrading tasks. Bridget knew that the assumption of chamber-pot duty was a frequent stake in bets among the apprentices.


A few chemical toilets were clustered in a corner behind a hanging tarpaulin in an effort to quarantine really objectionable smells. Personally, Bridget was not overly fussed by the odor — for her first fifteen years, she had lived in homes with outhouses, but indoor plumbing was an amenity that it was very easy to get accustomed to.


It’s still better than the Cabinet war rooms, she reminded herself. They only get that claustrophobic half-height cellar to sleep in. She had visited the government command center a couple of times, attending Lady Carmichael as she met with the Prime Minister, and she had been aghast at the cramped conditions of the facility, hastily tucked in under some office building over on the Horse Guards Road.


Her wristwatch showed that it was a little past ten in the morning, definitely far too early to be awake after the night she’d had, but that meant she was significantly late for her duties. I’m going to guess that Lady Carmichael gave orders to let all of us sleep, she thought as she hurriedly pulled on her shoes and gloves. Otherwise, the attendants would have turned me out of bed and onto the flagstones before the sun rose. The problem was that both Pamela and Usha tended to be early risers, even after a late night of flight and treason, while Bridget generally had to set three alarm clocks to ensure she would wake up on time.


She’d been too sleepy to change out of her suit before flopping down on her assigned cot and was well aware of how rumpled she looked now as she walked up the steps out of the undercroft. The vaults were largely empty, with most of the work having shifted upstairs. The Checquy was a twenty-four-hour operation, but it was much bigger during the daytime, far too big to cram into the cellars. The only officers still there were packing up the canteen or updating the massive blackboards that showed the status of operations around the empire. That way, when night fell and the watch office opened, the transition could be relatively seamless.


Bridget paused to check on the problem that had broken out in Bath and saw that it had been resolved with four civilian deaths, two Checquy maimings, and the total petrification of a hectare and a half of grass, hedges, and trees, including seven large oak trees that would need to be removed before a public road could be reopened, as people would surely notice the new hundred-foot-tall statues. Abruptly realizing that she was famished, Bridget hastily grabbed a few pieces of cold toast and rushed upstairs.


The lobby of Apex House was bustling with the usual crowd. Several of them nodded to her in recognition as she hurried into the packed lift and wedged herself in amongst the taller people, who were all dressed in distinctly unrumpled suits. She could feel their eyes on her, so she elected not to keep eating her toast but to hold it in an awkwardly reverent way, as if it were highly classified, possibly supernatural toast that had been urgently requested for delivery to the executive floor.


There was only one other person in the lift when it reached the top: Pawn Gregory, a tall man in his forties who oversaw much of the internal security of the Checquy’s London facilities. As the lift doors opened, he regarded with a raised eyebrow the toast that was starting to wilt in Bridget’s hand.


“Miss Mangan.”


“Pawn Gregory,” she replied, unwilling to be cowed.


“After you.”


“Thank you, sir.”


By the time she reached Lady Carmichael’s suite of offices, the toast had been consumed, and she’d stopped in the ladies’ room to wash her face, wipe off her gloves, and despair of her hair. In the suite, Pamela was going over the day’s schedule with the Lady’s secretaries. The doors to the Lady’s personal office were closed.


“Ah, good morning, Miss Mangan,” said Pamela. Her back was straight and her hair was brushed. There was no hint in her demeanor that the previous night had been anything unusual, but there were large dark patches under her eyes.


“Good morning, Pawn Verrall.” In the office, it was titles and formality. “I’m sorry I’m late.”


“Not at all, it was a long night. And then we got caught by Bishop Pringle.” The secretaries all made sympathetic noises. “You can go in.” Bridget nodded obediently and opened the doors. She blinked at the sudden brightness. The heavy bulletproof curtains had been drawn back, and light streamed in through windows that had asterisks of tape stuck on them.


Lady Carmichael’s office was large and impressive, but it always felt very empty, with barren walls and a few unoccupied niches. One of the secretaries had explained that there had been several valuable French Impressionist paintings and some lovely sculptures in the office, but they were removed and sent to the Lady’s country house for safekeeping once the war began.


Behind her desk, Lady Sara Carmichael was talking on the telephone. A slim woman in her forties, she wore her black hair elegantly arranged in a chignon and had on an expensively tailored suit.


Carmichael was not actually a member of the British aristocracy; she was one of the two heads of the Checquy, and Lady was effectively her military rank. The titles of Checquy’s executive hierarchy were based on chess pieces, with the two Rooks running domestic operations, the Chevaliers overseeing international operations, the Bishops providing supervision and direct administration, and the Lord and Lady holding power — equally — over the whole organization.


There were some who felt that such archaic nomenclature had no place in a modern organization, but the weight of tradition was too heavy to move. Besides, it served as an important reminder for members of the Checquy that they could be sacrificed, especially the Pawns, who were sent out into the field with every expectation of their being removed from the game permanently.


As Lady of the Order of the Checquy, Sara Carmichael wielded astounding authority and commanded hundreds of operatives around the globe, most of them possessed of supernatural abilities and the rest of them just very, very good at what they did. She managed to do all this while also maintaining her roles as a prominent member of society (she was the owner of a giant mercantile business), the mother of four, and overseer of the education and well-being of two Checquy apprentices: Bridget and Usha.


Still on the phone, she smiled at Bridget — who nodded in respectful greeting — and gestured toward the conference table at the side of the room. Usha was already there, reading over documents.


Bridget padded over to the table, where multiple files had neatly been laid out. Each morning, the Lady’s office received summaries of the previous twenty-four hours’ major events, both supernatural and otherwise. Bridget sat down next to Usha.


“Morning,” she said.


“Good morning,” said Usha tightly. The door opened and Pamela entered. She placed a few notes on the desk for the Lady’s perusal, and Carmichael scanned them quickly and nodded without ending the call. Pamela joined the other two at the table. Bridget noticed that she still moved painfully.


“Are you all right?” Bridget asked the Pawn in a low tone. “Did you not sleep?”


“I slept like the dead,” Pamela said quietly. “Only just managed to get into the office before the Lady. But I’m still drained from last night.”


Bridget nodded. She waited, hoping that Pamela might say something more about the activities of the previous night, but the Pawn was silent. In fact, both Pamela and Usha were staring at her without speaking.


“What?” asked Bridget in a low tone. Pamela flicked her eyes toward the Lady in warning, then wordlessly slid over a purple file. It was thick, containing as it did reports on the latest supernatural occurrences from all around the empire. The section on England was first, of course, and most of that was taken up with the manifestation at Bath, but there had been a scattering of other events.


“Page four,” muttered Usha. Bridget narrowed her eyes and then turned to the section on London.




Incident Report


Fatalities (human):




	Mrs. Margaret Oakley (age sixty-seven) of 32 Roper Lane, Moon Ditch, Canley


	Mr. Peter Jinks (age thirty-five) and Mrs. Edith Jinks (age thirty-three) of 34 Roper Lane, Moon Ditch, Canley





At about 6:45 a.m., Martin Herriot, an air-raid warden, observed that the back doors of two adjacent houses had been left open, revealing lights burning within. He proceeded first to no. 32 to warn the occupant(s) they were violating the blackout. Upon entry, he discovered the corpse of Mrs. Margaret Oakley on the floor of the kitchen, her body charred but her clothes undamaged.


Mr. Herriot shouted to see if there was anyone else in the house and received no answer. He left and proceeded to no. 34. He noted that the door appeared to have been forced open. He shouted, received no response, and entered. He discovered the body of Mrs. Edith Jinks in the hallway in a similar condition to that of Mrs. Oakley. Part of her face was so badly charred that it had crumbled into ash on the floor.


Mr. Herriot departed the premises and repaired to the nearest warden’s post to report what he had seen. The warden on duty, who had received a standard class C Checquy briefing for dealing with unusual circumstances, alerted the authorities, and a Checquy investigation team was dispatched to the site.


The team found the charred body of Mr. Peter Jinks in an upstairs bedroom. There were signs of a struggle, and the room appeared to have been partially ransacked, with drawers pulled out and clothing rifled through.


A preliminary autopsy has revealed that the victims were burned from the inside out. That combined with the largely undamaged condition of their clothes indicates a nonnatural factor.


Known supernatural elements: Initial research has revealed no record, historical or recent, of a phenomenon or individual causing such an ignition pattern except for the currently active Pawn Charlotte Taylor (forty-six).


It has been confirmed that at the time of the incident, Pawn Taylor was asleep with her husband, two children, cat, and two rabbits in an Anderson shelter in the back garden of their home in Edinburgh. We have also confirmed that the evening before, she departed the Edinburgh office for home at 5:30, and she arrived back at work the next day at 8:05 a.m. This is judged to be insufficient time to travel to London, engage in seemingly motiveless murders of individuals to which she has no known connection, return to her home in Edinburgh, then commence a day at the office.


Her involvement in these deaths is deemed unlikely.


Working hypothesis: A burglar, taking advantage of the air raid to rob homes, was surprised by Mrs. Oakley, who is known to have eschewed seeking shelter during air raids in favor of falling asleep in an armchair in her kitchen. The situation may have ignited the burglar’s abilities, and he killed Mrs. Oakley.


It is possible that the violence of the ignition served to unhinge the burglar mentally. He then proceeded to the Jinks residence next door and set about robbing that house. Neighbors report that during air raids, the Jinkses took shelter in a cupboard under their stairs.


It is surmised that Mr. Jinks, a stoker, emerged from shelter upon hearing the intruder, went upstairs, confronted him, and was killed. His body was burned so intensely that it was partially fused to the floor.


Mrs. Jinks was killed after her husband. It is not known whether the burglar sought her out or she confronted him.


Actions under way:


A tracking team of four has been established under Pawn Sofia Abravanel out of the Rookery.


At the time of this writing, a Checquy forensic team is examining both houses for any clues about the identity of the killer. It is not yet apparent what, if anything, was stolen from either house.


Given the similarity of the burn signature to the abilities of Pawn Taylor, some familial connection cannot be ruled out. Pawn Taylor has only two children, both of whom are under the age of twelve. The Checquy acquisition records will be examined to see if she has any blood relations living in London.





Well, all right, thought Bridget. It’s unpleasant, but it’s not the worst thing I’ve ever read. It wouldn’t even be the worst thing I’ve ever seen. Looters were an ongoing problem during the Blitz, with some fools greedy enough to risk the bombs for the chance to pillage houses. They’ve got a team on it; I expect they’ll track this burglar down and either kill him or recruit him. So why are Pamela and Usha looking like they might throw up on the table? She raised her eyebrows at them and shrugged slightly.


The two women exchanged glances, and Usha silently pushed over the red folder that contained the report from the War Office on the previous night’s war-related attacks in the United Kingdom. Bridget opened it and scanned the details, wincing at the figures of estimated bombs dropped, buildings destroyed, fires ignited, lives lost. And then, at the end, there it was:




Crashed:


One (1) Luftwaffe Heinkel He 111 aircraft in residential area, eastern Moon Ditch in the London district of Canley.


Four houses brought down by the crash, but with no explosions, indicating that the aircraft had already dropped its entire bomb payload. Preliminary investigation shows minimal damage from ack-ack. Engineers have identified no damage that would result in the downing of the aircraft, although the condition of the wreckage makes effective examination difficult. Possible cause: mechanical difficulties.


Of special concern is the number of bodies found on the aircraft. The He 111 carries a crew of five (5), but only four (4) corpses, all strapped into their seats, were aboard. The navigator/bombardier/nose gunner — a crucial member of the crew without whom no bombing mission could be flown — was missing.


The local constabulary have been alerted and are on the lookout for the missing crewman.
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You want to send me to boarding school?” asked Lyn.


The signing of the legal documents had taken roughly forever. Before she commenced, she’d had to submit to an alcohol breath test and a saliva drug test. She’d signed, she’d initialed, she’d pressed her fingers against seals and been recorded reading parts of the documents aloud. Twice, she’d been obliged to don some sort of official legal lipstick and close her mouth around folded paper. Three times, she’d been obliged to pause in the reading and signing to take a multiple-choice test to ensure she understood all the details of what she was agreeing to.


And now, having blindly committed her life to this “Checquy Group,” she was learning about the place they would be sending her.


“In many ways, it’s the best boarding school in the world,” said Mrs. Goodman.


“Putting aside the fact that I am thirty-five, is it going to connect me to the future elite and allow me to forge invaluable personal connections that will give me advantages in business and politics?”


“I’m afraid that’s not one of the ways in which it’s the best boarding school in the world,” conceded Mrs. Goodman. “But it is a place where we can help you and train you in as safe an environment as possible.”


“And it’s an actual boarding school? One with children?”


“Yes.”


“And I have to go immediately?”


“Tonight.”


“So what am I going to tell my husband?” asked Lyn.


“I have a script here,” said the Checquy lawyer, drawing a folder out of a case. “In a moment, you’ll call him and explain that during your examination, you were diagnosed with a serious medical condition, unconnected to the fire in your house, and you’re being moved to a specialist clinic to receive intensive treatment that will be paid for entirely by the National Health Service and an established charity trust.”


“What medical condition?” asked Lyn suspiciously.


The Checquy lawyer shrugged. “I never remember the name. It’s obscure, something to do with bone marrow, and it can be crippling or even fatal if left untreated,” she said. “And if I recall correctly, it’s hereditary, so there will be a good reason to examine your daughter later.”


“And I’ll be at this boarding school for, what, a few weeks?”


“Well … no. I expect you’ll be a while longer. But hopefully after a few weeks, you’ll have enough control to meet with your husband safely. For the moment, though, do you think you can successfully lie to him over the phone?”


“Please. My ability to do so is one of the key pillars of our successful marriage.”


The phone call to Richard was exactly as exhausting and stressful as one would expect, made all the more so by Mrs. Goodman’s staring fixedly at her throughout. Lyn spent most of the call convincing him not to drive immediately to the hospital, then she was obliged to spell out the lengthy Latin name of her assumed disease so that he could read up on it. He offered to call the library in the morning and let them know why she wouldn’t be in, but Mrs. Goodman had already advised her that one of their doctors would be delivering a letter to her employers.


“I’ll call you tomorrow, my love,” said Lyn. “Kiss Emma for me.”


“I will, babe,” said Richard. “You focus on getting well, and I’ll take care of everything here. I love you.” He hung up and Lyn wiped her eyes.


“Nicely done,” said Mrs. Goodman. “Now I want you to put this on.” She held up a bulky hooded silver coverall.


“Dare I ask?”


“It’s seventy-five percent Nomex, and twenty-five percent stainless-steel thread,” said the lawyer. “The steel makes the suit into a Faraday cage. It’s what the workers wear when they’re crawling about on power lines. In their case, it keeps the electricity flowing safely around their bodies. We’re hoping that if you create electricity, it will stay in the suit.”


“If I ‘create electricity.’ ” Lyn snorted as she struggled into the thick suit. “That sounds so ridiculous.”


“Tell that to your kitchen,” said Mrs. Goodman. “As it is, we don’t yet know exactly how your power works.” She had reached into her briefcase and pulled out a pair of rubber gloves, and she was now putting them on. “But if something does happen, it’s always better to have covered the painfully obvious. Now, give me your fitness tracker and your mobile phone.”


“They’re both fried,” warned Lyn.


“Regardless,” said the lawyer. “From now on, you’re not to use any commercial device that has GPS capabilities.”


“Why not?”


“We don’t want you to be trackable by anyone. At some point, you’ll be issued a Checquy-approved phone.” She handed Lyn a receipt for the items she’d taken and stowed them away in a couple of zip-up pouches. “We’ll reimburse you for the cost of these. Oh, be sure to pull down the veil.”


“Tracked by whom?” asked Lyn, as she dragged a fine metal mesh over her face and gingerly snapped it onto the catches on the collar of the suit.


“Any parties that aren’t us,” said Mrs. Goodman, waving her hand vaguely. “Other governments, the internet, anyone. After all, you are now a government secret. You are classified.”


“Yes, I feel so discreet,” said Lyn, “dressed as I am like a beekeeper from space. How do you propose to get me out of here looking like this?” There was a knock at the door; it opened to reveal Pumphrey, Smalls, and a hospital gurney.


“We’re taking you out to the loading dock as a corpse,” said Mrs. Goodman. “A corpse that then gets a long ride in a Rolls. Hop up, and we’ll put a sheet over you.”


“Exactly how long a ride are we talking?” asked Lyn. “Because this suit is incredibly hot.”


“Don’t worry, the Nomex is fire-retardant.”


But wouldn’t that just keep the fire in with me? Lyn thought but did not say. She doubted the answer to that question would reassure her.


A long car was waiting for them, looking mildly appalled at being parked so near the dumpsters. Lyn fumbled her way in through the door, unwieldy in the Faraday suit, and ended up sprawled on the floor while Mrs. Goodman slid in smoothly and took up residence on the rear-facing seat. Lyn levered herself up onto the slippery leather seat and, with difficulty, fumbled the seat belt over her bulky besuited self.


“We’ll be driving through the night,” said Mrs. Goodman, opening a laptop and beginning to type. “You may want to get some sleep.”


It was easy advice to take, even in the humid confines of the Faraday suit.


Lyn woke up sweltering and lying on a surface that was moving about. The mesh mask above her face was dripping and doing an unfairly good job of keeping her stale breath contained in the vicinity of her nostrils. She sat up and took stock of the situation. She was still in the back of the car. Mrs. Goodman was seated across from her, tapping away on a laptop computer, just as she had been when Lyn fell asleep. Behind the lawyer, though, through the window, Lyn could see early-morning light and the horizon going up and down in a very nautical manner.


“We’re on a boat?” asked Lyn.


“Yes, we are steaming toward the Estate, the secret training academy of the Checquy Group,” said Mrs. Goodman.


“Cool. And where exactly is that?”


“Kirrin Island … offshore.”


“Really? An offshore island, you say.” She looked out the window at the water passing by. “You’re not going to give me any more information?”


“It’s classified.”


“Yeah, but so am I, apparently,” said Lyn. “And I’m going to be living there for an unspecified amount of time.” The lawyer shrugged and turned her attention back to the computer. Lyn sighed and shifted uncomfortably. The bulky coverall was awkward, and a surreptitious sniff confirmed that it was not only fire-retardant, it was also very effective at holding in sweat and odors. As she’d slept, she’d been marinating in her own perspiration, and her clothes had stuck to her.


Between this sauna suit and last night’s fire, I smell like a chargrilled badger.


A rotund lady dressed in an academic gown was waiting for them at the dock. She stepped forward and made a slight bow, completely unfazed by Lyn’s outfit.


“Lynette Binns? I am Steffi Blümen, headmistress and chief instructrix of the Estate school. You are most welcome.” She spoke with a thick German accent, but her English was perfect.


“Thank you,” said Lyn. “It’s very nice to be here.”


“Well, I don’t believe that for a moment,” said Blümen, “but it’s very polite of you to say so. Now, from what I understand, it’s been less than a day since your powers ignited?”


“Yeah, it happened last night when I was making dinner.”


“Did you get to have any dinner?”


“Uh, no. It exploded.”


“Breakfast?”


“We’ve been driving through the night,” said Mrs. Goodman in a defensive tone.


“Wearing that the whole time?” asked the German lady, and she eyed the heavy coverall disapprovingly.


“We haven’t established Lyn’s exact powers yet, Frau Blümen,” said the lawyer. “Or her level of control. And I had to share a car with her.”


“Well, fine,” said Blümen. “Mrs. Binns — may I call you Lynette?”


“Lyn, please.”


“Excellent. Lyn, we have a reception suite waiting for you. You can shower, have a good breakfast, and then we can start your orientation.” They walked to a spot where several small electric buggies were parked. Mrs. Goodman excused herself, saying she had paperwork to finish up and would see Lyn later. She settled herself heavily into one of the carts, then laid a patch of rubber on the pavement as she peeled away, tires squealing, up one of the paths.


“Would you like a brief tour first?” asked Frau Blümen.


“Sure,” said Lyn. In truth, she really wanted just to be brought to a shower so she could start scouring away the stink of smoke and sweat, but the prospect of seeing an actual magical academy was too tempting to put off.


For a supernatural school hidden away on an island, the Estate itself was remarkably unremarkable. Oh, it was handsome enough, consisting of redbrick buildings with pointed roofs and several courtyards and cloisters, but it was hardly the otherworldly complex of spires and stained glass that Lyn had vaguely imagined.


“How old is this place?” she asked.


“It was founded after the Second World War,” said Blümen. “Of course, the Checquy has been around for centuries, but until then, it never had a central school. Everything worked on a master-apprentice system.”


They entered one of the buildings, and the atmosphere was similarly mundane. Classes were in session; Lyn could see the students through the windows in the doors. A casual glance in passing showed no obvious inexplicability among the student body. There was the familiar smell of schools everywhere — cleanser, whiteboard marker, teenager sweat. As Frau Blümen led her down the hallways, however, there was also the occasional whiff of something unexpected — sulfur, or basil, or rain on a hot highway. The walls were hung with class portraits and oil paintings of landscapes, and children’s drawings and projects were stuck up on corkboards. Lyn stepped closer to look at some of the projects. They had all been written in copperplate handwriting of varying quality, and all appeared to be the work of class 2R. Henry had made a poster on seeds, Madeline had done one on birds, and Maisie had made one on how to assault the Ratcliffe-on-Soar Power Station in the event of newt people taking it over.


Well, this bodes incredibly fucking weird, thought Lyn. “So, the children who live here,” she said. “Are they like me? Do their families just think that they’re off at hospital or boarding school?”


“There are a few like that,” said Blümen. “Our approach depends on the circumstances of each student.”


“The circumstances as in … what? Money?”


“No. For the most part, our students are removed completely from their former lives. A great deal of effort is made to ensure that the families will not expect to see their children again.”


Lyn gasped. “You steal children? And, what, fake their deaths?”


“Calm down, do,” said Blümen. “We very rarely just steal children.”


“But you have done it?”


“You don’t understand the full situation.”


“I have a kid,” said Lyn tightly. “I understand the situation exactly.” She could imagine someone coming to her home and taking Emma out of her bed. Is that how it works? she wondered. Do the children simply vanish? Surely the government doesn’t just knock at parents’ doors and state that they are taking their son or daughter. There would be outrage! No one would remain silent. I certainly wouldn’t — I’d raise the biggest stink in the world. It would be a gigantic scandal. Just the thought had her cheeks burning with rage. They must do it by stealth.


Frau Blümen stopped abruptly in the middle of the hall, and Lyn, taken by surprise, was thrown off balance.


“You need to be disabused of some notions,” said Blümen flatly. “Right now. You are a grown woman, and in some ways that makes this easier and in other ways more difficult. But you must understand the situation.”


“I … all right,” said Lyn, wide-eyed.


“You have a normal child,” said Blümen. “The children here, however, are like you — a danger to others. We have students who have enormous destructive potential, children who are poisonous, who can damage people’s psyches or health, who can damage the environment by coughing or the economy by cracking the knuckles of their toes.


“There are other students whose abilities are not as harmful. Some are merely inexplicable. And yet they represent just as much of a danger to society because of the implications of their existence.” She sighed sympathetically at Lyn’s expression. “You see, Lyn, the supernatural casts doubt on many of the foundations of today’s society — logic, reason, science. It defies the systems that people take for granted. And people respond to the inexplicable or the inhuman in various different ways, most of them unhealthy. Some feel an instinctive revulsion and terror — there have been situations in which parents have turned on their own supernatural children.”


“That’s horrible,” said Lyn sadly. It didn’t surprise her, though. She knew how cruel people could be to their children.


“If you gave birth to a cloud of ice-cold mist that screamed with the voice of a baby, would you be able to mother it once it turned back into a human?” asked Blümen. “Would you be able to care for it if it didn’t? If you knew the little boy next door might accidentally age your daughter thirty years, would you allow her to play with him?”


“Well, I —” began Lyn awkwardly.


“For the security and the sanity of the world, these children must be kept separate from society. And so children are taken from their parents because we do not trust the parents to keep our secrets, and we do not trust them to raise these children the way they should be raised. When you have been here awhile, you will see why,” said Blümen calmly. She started walking again. Lyn followed her through the corridors. She was uncertain now of how she felt; she was half convinced by the logic of the other woman’s words, and yet she kept thinking of her own daughter being taken from her.


They rounded a corner.


“Ah, this is useful,” said the headmistress. “Look there.”


Lyn’s first thought was that she was looking at a series of statues running the length of the hall. Then she looked more closely and felt the hairs on the back of her neck tremble.


“What on —”


“This is Andrew Chen,” said Blümen. “Well, it’s various moments in his past fourteen minutes and thirty-eight seconds.” Lyn moved warily toward the bizarre display. It looked exactly like a ten-year-old-ish boy of Asian descent had elected to stop midstride and stand dead still, and a group of his identical friends had elected to do the same, each one a few seconds behind the boy in front of him. It was uncanny, reminding her of those photographs that showed the gait of a galloping horse or the flapping of an eagle’s wings with several phases on a single image.


“Unbelievable,” she muttered, peering at the nearest statue. The boy stared beyond her, focused on something else. She could see the shine in his eyes, and his mouth was open, his tongue frozen in a moment of speech. She looked at Blümen. “Is it him? Is he locked in these things?”
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