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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my stepmother, Patty Jacobus, whose hometown inspired Pilton. Harmony Wilde couldn't have existed anywhere else. I miss you, Patty.   
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Chapter One


Nights in a small town like Pilton, Ohio, didn’t always make it easy to be a superhero.  
The sweet-scented breeze teased a loose strand of long hair out from under my hood. I tucked it back into my braid and sighed, balancing carefully on the edge of the fence separating the grocery store from the residential area behind it. My foot scraped as I shifted, a tiny sound that nevertheless echoed in the extreme quiet. Not that there was anyone around yet to hear me. 
The chain link dug into the soles of my shoes, and despite the hours of yoga and strength training I did, my muscles would cramp if I held this position much longer. I flexed my fingers, palms warm and ready, and held my focus when my mind wanted to wander. They didn’t tell you how much boredom there was in superheroing. 
The breeze shifted, now carrying a sour hint of the garbage collection behind the store. A bag rustled, and I tried not to think of the critter that was probably moving it. It was as likely to be a kitty as a rat, but I didn’t want to know which. Something clattered behind the bookstore, and I flinched but took care to turn my head slowly to look down the alley. Nothing moved in the corridor behind the row of brick buildings that made up the downtown shopping district.
And then whispering voices came around the corner, followed by two bulky people. The May evening was cool, but not cool enough to require the heavy pants and big jackets these guys wore. As I watched, the one with the backward baseball cap handed a plastic bundle filled with something white to the other guy and accepted something in return. That was all I needed.
The alley wasn’t supposed to be this dark. Baseball Cap—a.k.a. Josh Delewis—had done enough business here that I was surprised he hadn’t noticed. He chuckled to himself and counted his money, not watching the buyer walk down the alley toward the main street. I flipped the light energy I’d collected before their arrival toward the mouth of the alley. Under my will, it expanded from my hands into a wall of light. The buyer yelled and fell backward as he was cut off from the street. Josh whirled and gaped, then spun back around, looking for Eclipse. Looking for me.
I leaped lightly to the ground and sucked back a little of the light. The buzz of it in my hands and forearms made me shiver a little. I formed it into a ball and shot it toward Josh’s face. He screamed and ducked. The ball followed, shattering in sheer brilliance right in front of his eyes. He collapsed, his hands covering his face, his yells and moans echoing off the brick walls. I left him for the moment. He wasn’t going anywhere. 
As I headed down the alley, I slipped my cell phone off my belt and sent a text to the police dispatcher’s e-mail account. I’d already keyed in the details, so I just had to hit send. I shoved the phone back onto my belt and caught hold of the buyer’s collar. He’d climbed to his feet and was trying to squeeze past the edge of the light barrier. I thought he was one of the high school students Josh reportedly sold to regularly, someone who would be cowed by my presence and the shock of getting caught.
I thought wrong.
The buyer wasn’t a lanky high-schooler, but a man. Short, but solid and heavy. I knew because he put all that weight behind the punch he threw at my face. My cheekbone exploded in pain, lights ironically flashing behind my eyes, and I landed on my back with a whoosh. 
“Not so tough now, are you, Eclipse?” my attacker gloated. A mistake. My ability to manipulate light energy may seem kind of wussy. It didn’t protect me from physical harm. But it wasn’t the only thing that made me a superhero.
In seconds, I was upright, the energy from the wall sucked back into my hands. He came at me again. I dodged and quickly sent half a dozen small balls zinging around his head. He tried to back up and stumbled over a cardboard box. The lights spun faster and he fell, disoriented.
Before I could corral him, something slammed between my shoulder blades. This time I went to hands and knees, both scraped raw on the rough asphalt. Dammit. Josh. I’d given him too much recovery time. And now he was running for the mouth of the alley. Sirens echoed from the other direction, a few blocks away. The police were responding to my call, but they weren’t going to get here before Josh got away.
Worse, they would get here before I got away.
I groped for the remainder of my light energy, losing track of what was where for a crucial second. Josh had almost reached the sidewalk.
And someone else appeared in front of him. Someone, like me, dressed all in black. Unlike my stretchy catsuit and hood, he wore a leather jacket and cargo pants, his face hidden only in the shadows cast by the buildings and the lack of street lamps. He threw out his arm and clotheslined Josh, whose feet flew up before he slammed to the ground on his back. Josh moaned but started to roll to his feet. Mr. Clothesline picked him up with one hand, walked a few steps, and heaved him toward me. He landed in a heap at my feet, at least twenty feet from where he’d started.
I didn’t have time to stare or consider what I’d just seen. I retrieved the light and separated it into two ropes, wrapping one around the buyer’s wrists and ankles, the other around Josh’s. The sirens screamed now, very close. I stood, contemplating. Mr. Clothesline didn’t move, apparently studying me just as closely. Then he faded back into the shadows and I leaped the fence, heart pounding.
Pilton had another superhero.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hold still,” Angie ordered.
I winced as she dabbed an antiseptic-soaked cotton ball on my cheekbone. I hadn’t realized the punch split skin until I got into my house and pulled off my hood. I’d bled enough that the fabric stuck to the side of my face. I could have cleaned it myself, but Angie would have laid into me about that. She hadn’t known my secret until a year ago but delighted in being my unofficial sidekick. After the fact, because she wasn’t a kick-butt kind of woman. She preferred being the nurturer, doctoring wounds and documenting take-downs.
“You know,” I told her, “this used to be easier when I had to doctor myself.”
“Stop being such a baby.” She dropped the cotton ball into the trash next to the vanity in my bathroom and eyed the cut. “Well, the bruising looks like it will be minor. Makeup will cover it. But the cut’s gonna scab. You’ll need an excuse.”
“Great.” I stood and repacked my first-aid kit while she gathered the rest of the trash. “I hate when this happens. It looks exactly like someone punched me.”
“Come on, Harm, no one would ever put it together. You’re better than Clark Kent.” She snapped off the bathroom light and tugged me toward the kitchen. “Let’s get a brandy. I think you need one.”
It was true that I had a built-in disguise. My name was a punchline. “Harmony” suited the librarian in the flowing skirts and conservative blouses who wore her long wavy hair clipped back most of the time. I looked sweet and safe, Angie told me. But people often shortened my name to Harm, which made them laugh because no one believed I could commit any. My last name, Wilde, was even funnier. My last wild adventure had been the fifth-grade field trip to the Columbus Zoo. It was a perfect disguise for Eclipse, whom no one but Angie knew about.
“I do appreciate your help.” I grabbed a bottle of brandy out of the pantry while Angie got down a couple of snifters. “Even if you are a sadist.”
We settled on the couch in the living room and Angie poured a little brandy for each of us. I eyed the clock. “You should go home. It’s late.” I didn’t have to open the library until ten, but her tearoom/diner opened early.
“No way, I want to hear about this guy.”
I sighed, unsure I should have mentioned him. I knew what I’d seen, knew no normal guy could have heaved Josh as he had. Whether or not the man had ever been an active superhero, he had the power to be one. Angie might try to explain it away, and I was too tired to argue.
“There’s nothing really to say. I didn’t get a good look at him.”
Angie sipped. “Do you think he’s a local?” She answered her own eager question. “No, can’t be, we’d know. He’d have done something before. Gotta be new in town. But why would his type come to a small town like Pilton?”
“That’s a dumb question.” I waited while she focused on me and realized what I meant.
“Well, you were already here, weren’t you? No reason for anyone else to come here, not if they plan to be a superhero.”
As a librarian, I love fiction of all kinds. But small towns tend to be…let’s say, unrealistically idealized. Pilton had all the problems of the big city. Gangs, drugs, murder, burglary, vandalism, domestic violence, all took their turns on the front page of the Daily Reporter. We also had a chronically short-staffed police department and not enough funds. There was plenty for a superhero to do.
But there wasn’t room here for two of us, especially if this guy didn’t stay secret. Most of them didn’t. I kept up with news about them all over the country. It was a bit more than a hobby—I called it professional interest, fed by my research librarian training and curious personality. Angie called it obsession.
“I would think a superhero who wanted to go small-town would do his homework, at least.” I swirled my brandy and let the sharp aroma fill my senses. “He’d read about Eclipse in the local paper and then look somewhere else. Obviously, this guy didn’t do that.” What was his goal? He could claim the capture of those two tonight. I hadn’t watched to see if he took off, lingered unseen, or stayed to talk to the police. Maybe he was a drifter, or someone passing through, and would go completely unnoticed.
“So he’s probably someone new in town. Who do we know? There are the Baldersons and the Marikuntes.” She ticked them off on her fingers. They were both families who’d escaped Columbus, the most common new residents we got.
“I don’t know, I can’t see a father hanging out on the street after midnight.”
She waved a hand at me. “Just because you have perfect parents doesn’t mean they all are. He could be a long-time superhero who moved to the suburbs because of his kids and couldn’t give up the game. Prowls at night, looking for trouble.”
I shook my head. “I’m on the prowl, and I never saw him before.” I went out a couple nights a week. What I encountered depended on what had been happening around town. If Simon published an article in the paper about burglaries, the burglar’s area became my prowling grounds. If the police scanner mentioned a domestic disturbance, I kept an eye on that house. When I had no hints of a target, I moved around downtown and some of the bars, keeping an eye out for problems. If he’d been around for any length of time, I’d have seen him. “Besides, this guy was too tall to be Mr. Marikunte, and Balderson is, um, more portly.”
“So he’s got to be really new.” Angie yawned. “I guess I’ve hit my limit. I’m going home.” She stood and stretched. “Dinner at Millie’s tomorrow? We can talk about hunky guy some more.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “I didn’t say he was a hunk.” Excitement still glittered in Angie’s eyes, and her dark hair fluffed around her head. Well after one in the morning, and she looked ready to party. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”
“Okay.” She patted the top of my head. “Don’t forget to put more antibiotic ointment on that cut tomorrow.” Then she was gone.
I wasn’t sure how long I stayed on the couch, not really drinking my brandy so much as occasionally wetting my lips with it. No matter how I tried to reassure myself, I knew this wasn’t a one-time thing. This guy wasn’t just passing through and happened to be in that alley after midnight and happened to have enough strength to throw a two-hundred-pound man twenty feet.
He could be a relocated superhero, or one who never really used his powers before and thought he’d test them out in a smaller, less obvious venue than the usual big city. He might hide his abilities, or flaunt them.
Either way, it would have an effect, for good or bad, on Eclipse. Either way, everything was about to change.
[image: image-placeholder]“She blasted a hole in the side of the grocery store!” one of the boys at a table near my counter claimed.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” the girl next to him scoffed. “She shoots balls of light. She can’t blast holes in walls.”
I listened to the group of teenagers who were supposed to be working on their history project while I checked out Mrs. Vrabel. Checked out her books, I mean. Not her. She was ninety-five and not my type. I wondered if I could blast holes in walls. I’d never tried it. Never had to, and it wasn’t like I spent a lot of time figuring out ways to destroy things. But theoretically, with enough concentration and velocity, the light energy could be powerful enough to blast through solid matter.
“Still, that would be cool though, right?” The chief of police’s son, Scottie, leaned forward, awe in his voice. “What if she can, anyway? We don’t know. No one ever sees her, hardly.”
“Two weeks for the books,” I told Mrs. Vrabel, “and one for the movie. You can renew that once.” I tapped the bare pecs of the hero on the cover of the video case and winked. 
She blushed, but snatched it off the counter and shoved it into her bag. “Don’t get smart with me, young lady. I know perfectly well how long I can keep these out. Been coming here all my life, haven’t I?”
“That’s what you tell me!” I grinned when she hmphed and waddled away. But then I had nothing to distract me from the kids, who were now hissing at each other about whether or not Eclipse could make things dark as well as light them up.
I had mixed feelings about hearing myself talked about that way. I hadn’t started being Eclipse for fame. If I wanted that I’d have done it in the open, and probably a lot sooner than five years ago. I’d had the ability nearly my whole life, but hadn’t seriously considered using it until one of Pilton’s deputies was killed. Someone had tried to rob the jewelry store. The deputy on patrol had seen the flashlight, and the person had shot him in the chest when he realized he was blown. The deputy shouldn’t have been on patrol alone, but the force had had budget cuts and there was no one to fill in for his sick partner, which meant no one for timely backup.
I’d thought I understood what I was getting into when I bought stretchy black clothes and started working out and looking around for bad guys to capture. At the time, a little publicity had seemed a small price to pay for saving lives, and I was sure I could keep my identity hidden. I hadn’t counted on Simon Dragosovich.
A vigorous throat clearing from the study kiosks on the other side of the main table caught my attention. I smiled apologetically at Steve Komarski, a stockbroker whose home Internet connection was on the fritz, and then glared at the teenagers. They immediately quieted and turned to their books, and I went back to checking in returns and sorting them onto the shelving carts. The quiet lasted about twenty minutes before the kids started murmuring again, this time low enough that I couldn’t scold them. A short while later, Steve came up to the desk. I braced myself for a complaint about the talking.
“Harmony, I’m having some trouble with the wireless connection. Can you check the router?”
“Sure.” I slipped into the glass-walled office behind the desk and checked the signal, which looked fine. There wasn’t anyone else in the library using the connection, so I cycled the power on the router, waited for it to boot up again, and went back out. “Try it now,” I told Steve. He thanked me and went back to his laptop, hit a few keys, and gave me a thumbs-up.
“Oh, goodness, I’m so glad you were still here for that.” Gladys, the assistant librarian, hurried across the entry from the main doors and squeezed behind the counter. “I never know what to do.”
I sighed and took the books she handed me to scan in as returns. “It’s not that hard. You just turn the router off and on again.”
She waved a hand and stowed her gigantic purse under the counter, bouncing her equally gigantic behind in the air as she did so. “I never did get all that stuff.”
I pressed my lips together and said nothing. Gladys had no trouble with the online catalog and the computer system that kept track of inventory and patron records. But she kept up pretenses of ignorance, usually using her 60s-ish age as an excuse to avoid the upgrades I kept trying to bring in. I wasn’t sure if she was lazy or just liked keeping the status quo. She’d worked at the library for over forty years, but when the time came for a new head librarian, the board promoted me over her. Mainly because I was as much tech geek as book nerd and would be able to keep up with the times, something our sophisticated patronage expected.
Scottie belched, and his friends giggled. Okay, only some of our patrons were sophisticated.
“So.” Gladys finished clocking in and turned to me, her face flushed, her dark-red bun askew. “Have you heard?” But then she saw the cut on my cheekbone and turned on Mother Mode. “Oh, dear, what happened? Your poor face.”
I touched the cut. It hadn’t bruised much, so she was pouring it on a little bit. “I smacked myself with a book.” Totally believable story, and she immediately bought it. “Heard about what?”
“Last night!”
My heart rate sped up. I’d been waiting all morning for someone to talk about last night’s events. About real events, not hole-blasting. 
“Eclipse?” I set the box of printed hold slips to the top of the counter and started sorting them alphabetically so they’d be ready when the books came in from other county libraries. I’d perfected my blasé attitude long ago. “The kids were talking about it, though I don’t expect she really blasted a hole—”
“No, no!” Gladys flapped her hand at me. “Not that! And of course she didn’t, she just knocked over a newspaper box. The glass broke and the papers scattered. Simon’ll be livid.”
I tried not to scowl. Eclipse had done no such thing, not last night or any night in the past. The box she was talking about had been damaged several nights ago, when Eclipse caught someone spraying graffiti at the high school. He had run and tripped over the box, and by the time I finished corralling him and delivered him to the back door of the station, the papers had blown away. 
But that was clearly not why Gladys was all excited.
“What are you talking about, then?” I asked when she didn’t launch into her story.
“You’ll never guess,” she breathed, as if I’d tried. “Someone bought the Parsons house!”
“Wow.” That actually was big news. The house had gone through three owners in two years, then stood empty for five more, the For Sale sign on the front lawn getting more and more dilapidated. Freddy, the real estate agent, had given up trying to sell the place. The Columbus escapees who moved to Pilton from time to time preferred the new housing developments north of town. The Parsons house—named, of course, for the old woman who’d lived there her whole life, rather than any of the more recent short-term owners—was in an older neighborhood on the south side of town. That meant mature trees, bigger lots, and smaller houses with no dishwashers or decent outlet placement. The Parsons house also needed more work than typically desired for the average “fixer-upper.”
“Do we know who?” I tried not to think of Mr. Clothesline. There were plenty of people who could have bought the property. I thought of a few house flippers I knew. They did a lot of local research at the library and also used the free Internet when they didn’t want to go to the expense of getting service in the house they were working on. Sometimes I obtained special references for them, depending on the house and whether or not it had historical possibilities. But none of them had ever mentioned an interest in the Parsons place.
“No, it’s a new guy, and Sally down at the coffee shop saw him this morning, and she said he’s gorgeous. And he tipped her twenty percent. But get this!”
I sorted through a few more slips before I realized she wasn’t talking. I looked up. Her eyes glowed with gossip fever.
“What?” I obliged.
“He’s working for Ralph Jones!”
My eyebrows went up. “Seriously?” 
She nodded, sending her bun sliding down her neck. “Sally asked him lots of questions, of course, and he was real polite and answered most of them, though it sounds like he gave superficial answers to everything. I mean, she acted like he’d confided a lot to her, but what she told me didn’t seem like much.”
I went back to my slips. I didn’t like to gossip, though my job made it hard to avoid. And I had to admit, I liked to know what was going on as much as anyone did. But I wasn’t going to ask questions. 
“So. His name is Conn Parsons, short for Connor, and he’s living alone in the house. He wouldn’t say if there was any relation to Old Lady Parsons, but if there was, why wouldn’t she have left him her house when she died fifteen years ago? Sally offered him a coupon for a mani/pedi at Smart’s Salon for his wife, and he declined, though I don’t think he said he doesn’t have one. No kids, though. She said it would be a shame for them to have to start in a new school so late in the year, and he said it was a good thing he didn’t have any, then. Hmmmm.” She peered off and up, thinking. “He did say he was living alone, so I don’t know why she bothered with all that. Oh, well.” She slapped her hands against her thighs. “Always good to back up your information. Anyway, when he left, old Bentley checked out his ride, and it was a beat-up pickup truck. Well, you’d expect that, since he’s working with Ralph, right? And you live close enough to Medici Street to walk—”
I threw up a hand. “Stop right there.”
“What?” The innocence in her voice was totally fake.
“You know what. You try to fix me up with every unattached guy you come across. We know nothing about this man. And I’m not interested, anyway.” I didn’t say why, but of course she knew. Or thought she knew. Everyone did, except Simon. Or maybe he did. It was hard to tell. If he knew, he’d ignored it and hadn’t let it interfere with our friendship. But the real reason I claimed no interest was because I was tired of trying and failing.
My mother used to tell me that real love came along when you weren’t looking for it. If that were true, I’d have been married years ago.
Gladys muttered something I couldn’t hear—except the word “liar”—and rolled one of the shelving carts around the end of the counter.
“I’m going to dinner,” I called to her. She grunted and headed down the biography aisle. The kids were starting to pack up, so I grabbed my small purse and took my time slinging it over my shoulder so I could follow them out. They were trustworthy enough, but they were teenagers, and there was a new display of Native American pottery in the main hallway. My proximity would make sure roughhousing waited until they were outside.
I waved to Scottie’s mom, whose minivan idled at the curb, and headed down the street toward Millie’s Tearoom. It was really more of a diner, but when Millie, Angie’s mom, died, Angie ripped out most of the booths and added cushions to the counter stools and flowered wallpaper to the walls, then filled a menu with exotic teas and finger pastries in addition to the regular sandwiches and dinners her mother had always served. It wasn’t the only place to eat in town, but it was the most central, and it was closest to the library, so I ate there when I hadn’t felt like packing my own dinner.
I laughed at the fairy bells that signaled my entrance. Angie grinned at me.
“Aren’t they cool? You should have seen old Bentley’s face when he heard them.” She grabbed a menu and waved me to the counter.
“You’re busy.” I was a little earlier than usual. Most of the time, I waited until the main dinner crowd was gone. But Gladys had pushed me tonight.
“Yeah, a bit, for a Monday. Must be the nice weather.” She held up the menu. “You need this?”
I settled onto a cushy stool. “No, thanks, I’ll just do the cucumber wrap tonight. And iced tea, please.”
“You got it.” She shouted the order through the window to Cookie before pouring my tea. “Did you hear?”
I sighed. “About the new hunk in town? Gladys is on tonight. What do you think?”
“Oh, then, you probably know more than me.” She poured her own tea and leaned on the counter. “Have you seen him? Do you think it’s your guy?”
“Isn’t it cliché to sit around a diner and talk about the new intruder in town?”
“We have an intruder?”
Simon’s hand slid across my shoulders as he passed, then sat on the stool next to me. “What kind? Pestilential, criminal, or the kind we ply with lemon crumpets?”
Angie snapped her towel at him and turned away to collect the order Cookie had just put up. I drank my tea, taking in Simon’s appearance out of the corner of my eye. Normally, he looked neither the part of ink-stained intrepid reporter nor owner of the most profitable business in town. Thanks to small-town tradition, the Daily Reporter still had superb circulation numbers and a high advertising rate, but Simon had also invested in expansion of the appliance store, focusing on gadgets and technology. Tonight, though, he bore unmistakable signs of both businessman and nosy parker.
“What’s with the suit?” I asked him. “Big-city interview?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. Or close, anyway.” He motioned for Angie to get him an iced tea like mine and then seemed to notice the stains on his fingers. “Dammit.” He rubbed at the smears with a napkin, but of course nothing happened. “The rec department is trying to buy Pottieger’s Field for a soccer complex, and some developer from Columbus is blocking it. I went to a hearing this afternoon.”
We talked about that for a little while as Angie helped some customers, but when she came back, Simon changed the subject again.
“So? Intruder? Tell me more.”
Angie shook her head at him as she prepped a new pot of coffee. “What, are you going to write an article about him?”
“I might, if he’s newsworthy and not just gossip-worthy.” He looked at me.
“Jury’s still out.” I was surprised Simon didn’t already know about him. Wouldn’t Josh have mentioned him when he was arrested? So that would be part of the police report, and Simon would have gotten the details for the police blotter in the paper. 
He pulled a menu out of the holder and skimmed it, an unnecessary exercise since we all knew what was on it. I ate the last bite of my wrap and checked my watch. If Simon was going to hang around, Angie and I couldn’t talk about Mr. Clothesline, and I didn’t want to talk about the new Parsons house owner in front of him, either. Eclipse aside, I wasn’t good at hiding things. “I need to get back.”
“Hang on, I have to ask you something. I almost forgot.”
My heart skittered a few beats, a reaction that was pure habit. But Simon was digging in his inside pocket, where he kept his notepad. He wouldn’t need a notepad to ask me to the festival coming up on Memorial Day weekend. Which was fine. I’d stopped really hoping for such things a long time ago. But nothing had replaced it since, so I hadn’t retrained my body.
“Eclipse’s adventure last night led to the bust of a guy the chief thinks is the biggest drug distributor in town.” 
I swallowed hard. “Really?”
“Yeah, the two people they arrested last night were eager to talk. So they called in the sheriff’s department and moved fast. It’s a big story. Eclipse gets a lot of credit for the break.”
Which meant Mr. Clothesline had faded away without being seen, and Josh couldn’t have mentioned him to the police. There’d have been buzz if he had. Angie would have heard it and told me right away, even if it didn’t make it into the library. But Simon’s words confirmed it.
He finally got the pad out of his pocket and clicked the bottom of his pen. “Can you find some stats for me?” He scribbled a list on his pad, then tore off the small paper and handed it to me. “You’re the best.”
Angie, watching my face, said, “She didn’t say yes.”
Simon frowned at her. “What?”
“You didn’t wait for her to answer. Maybe she’s busy.”
“Of course she’s not busy.” He turned to me, tucking the notebook back in his pocket, his dark hair falling rakishly over one eyebrow, his blue eyes unfocused. In Simon Dragosovich’s world, Harmony Wilde was always available. I sighed.
“Of course I’ll do it.” I put the paper in my purse and handed Angie some money as I slid off the stool. “I’ll email it to you in a couple of hours.”
“Great, thanks.” He turned back to the counter and slid his tea closer, beaming at Angie. “Hey, Memorial Day is coming up.”
There’d been a time such a dismissal would have had me in tears. Angie knew about the crush I’d nurtured on and off since middle school and she had no interest in Simon, anyway, but a few years ago, that wouldn’t have mattered. I’d have dashed out of there with stinging eyes and a lip bleeding from my teeth cutting into it, my heart sobbing with the whys. Like, why didn’t Simon like me? Why couldn’t I just let the crush go? Why was he so freaking oblivious?
It was a common refrain. All my relationships had stuttered to a halt before they went anywhere, and each time I revisited my unrequited “love” as if the universe had just been waiting for the right time to clear his eyes and let him see me properly.
Then Eclipse had come to town. I’d stopped asking the questions, because they didn’t matter anymore. The world—my world—had expanded, and trials of the heart became less all-consuming. The icer was Simon’s interest in Eclipse. My secrets would have become lies and as soon as I realized what kind of damage that would do to a relationship that didn’t exist, I stopped wanting one.
Angie waved at me as I left, but Simon didn’t even look over his shoulder. I smiled as I walked out, because this time, I didn’t even have a habit-induced squeeze of longing, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why.
Mr. Clothesline had turned the interest level in Pilton up to eleven.




Chapter Two


I didn’t usually patrol more than two or three nights a week. Fewer when there was little happening, more when I knew of some problem. But I spent every night of the next two weeks covering the town. It wasn’t completely worthless. I did stop a couple of muggers, kept a few drunks from getting into their cars, and captured Graffiti Boy a second time. But Mr. Clothesline never showed up.  
Eclipse had made the paper, getting credit for her role in the drug bust. They estimated product availability would be reduced by up to fifty percent. It made things a little quieter during those two weeks while everyone presumably scrambled to find a new supply.
I didn’t meet the new Parsons house owner, either, but everyone I knew was talking about him.
“You would think a landscaper would be able to clean up his own yard.” Mrs. Vrabel sniffed. She lived on Medici Street and kept close tabs on her neighbors, doing her part to uphold honored stereotype traditions.
“His eyes!” squealed a handful of teenage girls, when they weren’t rhapsodizing about his shaggy hair, his big hands, or the earring they really should have been rolling their eyes at.
“Gotta be crazy,” one of the construction guys said to another when they came in for the next set of Buffy DVDs for their weekly binge marathon. “Working for Ralph Jones?”
“Crazy, but talented,” his friend said. “You see the rock garden he put together up on The Hill? Took him two hours. Those things were practically boulders.”
Hmmm. Evidence tying Conn Parsons and Mr. Clothesline? Or unrelated hyperbole?
“Coach told me to read up on this stuff,” a fifth-grade boy told me one afternoon, heaving a stack of sports biographies onto the counter. 
I rotated the stack to look at the spines. Baseball players made sense, because according to Simon, Conn Parsons had volunteered to take over a team that had lost its coach when his wife got a job overseas. But there was also Brady vs. Manning, about two of the best quarterbacks ever, Charles Barkley’s book, and two books about Michael Jordan. “Pretty old school, Tony.” I started running the barcodes under the scanner.
“Coach says if you wanna be great, look at what the greats did.” He snatched each book as I finished and shoved it into his backpack. “He’s gonna coach football, too, and basketball.”
Sounded pretty ambitious to me. “Not soccer?”
“Soccer,” Tony sneered, thanked me, and ran out the door.
“His eyyyyes,” sighed the members of the single moms club who met at the library on Thursday mornings. “And his ass,” a couple of them muttered in return.
Truth be told—never, not even to Angie—I was jealous, and even hurt that he hadn’t come into the library yet. Nor had he been in Millie’s or the grocery store when I was there. I’d drawn the line at running down Medici Street, though it was normally part of my jogging route. It was just too obvious.
I was glad when Friday arrived again. One of my regular patrol nights, since there was a lot more potential for mischief—or worse—on the weekend. I wrapped my hair into a coil at the base of my neck, secured it with a comb, and drew up the head cover attached to my catsuit. As unlikely as it was for anyone to recognize me in this getup, I still added a mask. Instead of molding to my cheekbones and brow line, it was wide and bulky enough to alter the shape of my face, while fitting closely enough that it didn’t block my vision.
The backyard was dark when I slipped out. One of the dogs two houses down yipped as I passed, but my lightweight shoes barely made a sound on the gravel shoulder of the alley that provided garage access to the houses in my neighborhood. A few minutes later, I was lurking in the shadows at the edge of the parking lot surrounding Noir, the most popular bar in Pilton.
But it was too early for much to be happening. I fought the urge to pace. Movement was the enemy of stealth. But it was no use. I couldn’t claim a wealth of patience at the best of times, but I was way too restless to do this the normal way tonight. So I started skulking. Prowling on the seedier side of town, pulling light from the few security lamps or streetlights as I went, replacing it after I’d gotten through. This use of my ability was kind of like Dumbledore’s deluminator. I didn’t have a case to keep the light in, though. I could draw it deep inside myself so it wasn’t visible, as long as I didn’t hold it too long.
By midnight, I was almost ready to chuck it in. Some nights—most nights, fortunately—nothing happened. They didn’t usually leave me restless and impatient the way I was tonight. I kicked a rock and watched it bounce across the macadam, snapping up against the curb by the convenience store near the highway on-ramp. A guy coming out of the store froze and looked in the direction of the rock. I ducked behind the air machine, but he was already heading for his car, six-pack of beer hanging from one hand. Maybe he was someone worth keeping an eye on. No, that was a waste of time. Not everyone who drank was dangerous.
Some were, though, so I jogged up the ravine along the main road back to the heart of town. There were three bars along the way. I lingered at the first two for fifteen minutes each, but everything seemed calm. The third was the one I liked the least. Dirtier, cheaper, rougher, the kind of place you expected bad things to happen. But even there, with only half an hour until closing, most of the patrons had left. The regulars I glimpsed through the closing door would only cause as much trouble as it took to call a cab.
So I headed home. What did I think was going to happen? Mr. Clothesline would come out and find me, intrigued by what he’d heard about me and eager to team up with someone who was like him? That was just stupid. No matter who he was, I was small-town and he probably wasn’t. Even if he was here because he wanted to be. 
A scream bounced off the house next to me and cut off abruptly. I jerked my head up. Johnson Street, half a block from Earnest Lane. Not the worst part of town, but smallish houses, some not well kept. The kind of neighborhood where people minded their own business and left everyone else to theirs, just in case it was the wrong kind.
The scream had come from my right, down Earnest. I took off across lawns, running as fast as I dared in the dark. It had gotten really dark now, with most people in bed and few lights still on anywhere. I plucked a bit from the last streetlight behind me, holding it in my right palm, aimed at the ground directly in front of me. I could see well enough to dodge bushes and lawn furniture, but I really didn’t want to impale my foot on a discarded stormtrooper. Again.
I slowed, keeping my breathing even and silent, and strained to hear anything that might be connected to that scream. A breeze rustled through the trees overhead. A clatter several houses away was probably a cat or even raccoon digging in someone’s garbage. Then I heard it. A guttural order, accompanied by breathy, terrified sobs. It was coming from the deep shadows of someone’s carport. I crouched, studying the layout, and drew the light into myself. A big old Buick hunkered half in the carport, half out, one rear tire on the grass next to the driveway. Battered trash cans lined the edge of the concrete pad in front of the car, with a smaller recycling can near the shed at the back. I wasn’t getting past any of that undetected. 
If I went around the back of the car, I’d be exposed and visible to those inside the carport. So I had to go behind the carport shed instead. Balance was difficult on the damp, grassy slope into the backyard, so it took me way too many seconds to slip into the few feet of shadowed corridor between the house and shed.
There was a slap and immediate cry, then that deeper voice, still unintelligible. Feet scraped on concrete, and I heard a distinctive metallic rattle. A belt buckle.
Rage such as I’d never felt welled from someplace deep. I forced the captured light energy into a ball cupped in my palm and leaped into the carport. My mind was already several steps ahead. I’d throw the light in the rapist’s face and follow with a physical attack, either shoving him away from the woman or punching him. Then I’d retrieve the light and use it to bind him, finding something to knock him out with if necessary.
I landed on the concrete next to the shed, where I thought the two people were. The light in my hand fell on two terrified faces. Elderly faces. They’d been bent over a handbag, and the man still had his hand deep inside it. The woman tried to shriek and cowered back against her husband. The sound came out thin, reedy, and not at all like the cut-off scream I’d heard. Thought I’d heard.
The handbag hit the ground and tipped over, spilling out several items. The man leaned against the brick wall of the house, clutching his hands to his chest. The woman still stared at me, her eyes so wide and rolling she looked like a panicked horse.
“Take it. There’s not much, but just take it.”
“No! I’m not—” I broke off because the man had begun to pant. “Sir, are you okay?” 
Of course he wasn’t. He bent over, then sank slowly to the ground, one hand out to brace himself on his knees, the other still pressed to his chest. Fuck. He was having a heart attack.
“Pills,” he wheezed, and the woman scrambled for her spilled purse. I whipped out my cell phone and called nine-one-one from the button on my home screen.
“Here. Here.” The woman’s hands trembled in the faint light from the ball in my hand, and she moaned when she couldn’t get the cap off the bottle she’d retrieved.
“Let me.” I tossed the light into the air and made it hover over us. Slightly behind me so I remained in silhouette, though something burned in the back of my throat. Self-disgust. She cringed away from my reaching hand, so I tucked the phone against my shoulder and motioned for her to hand me the bottle as the dispatcher connected the call.
“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”
“Possible heart attack, elderly white male, on Earnest Lane.” I twisted the top off the bottle the woman had finally handed me, maybe reassured by the fact that I’d called for help. “What’s the house number?” I asked her.
“4-0-4.”
I repeated it for the dispatcher, then relayed the information the elderly woman recited. She’d clearly been through this before. Dammit. What the hell had happened? 
At my feet, the ailing old man had lowered himself to a cramped-looking sitting position, half-propped against the door into the house. His eyes were closed, but his breathing had eased since putting the nitroglycerin tablet under his tongue.
A siren eased into hearing range, and the air in the carport seemed to settle as all three of us relaxed a little. Help was close. It was going to be okay.
I disconnected from the dispatcher when the ambulance turned onto the street and the siren wound down. “I’m sorry,” I told the couple. “I misunderstood what was happening here. I’m so, so sorry.”
She didn’t look like she quite believed me, and her husband was beyond caring for the moment. I eased into the backyard as the EMTs hustled up. My ball of light would stay where I’d put it for about ten minutes before the adhesion loosened and the particles dissipated. It didn’t need me to sustain it. And I didn’t need the questions that were coming.
The dew on the grass dampened my feet. Night had made the shift onto the path toward dawn. No one called after me, and I disappeared into the neighbor’s yard and made my way to a nearby street.
Now I was the one trembling. In all the years I’d been Eclipse, nothing like this had ever happened. Not like I hadn’t made mistakes, because of course I did, especially at the beginning. But I went slow, developing my ability bit by bit. I’d always used it like a flashlight or a toy until superheroes started teaming up, using their powers out in the open, giving me reason to start dreaming about helping people and protecting my town. Once I thought about it in those terms, I was determined to go about things the right way, not using what I could do around or against anyone else until I knew I was in complete control. 
I had never hurt anyone before.
My legs seemed heavier with each step I took. I was a good twenty minutes from home still, and it was close to two in the morning. But in contrast, my mind raced. Being discovered wasn’t a concern. I didn’t think I knew the couple, so they probably wouldn’t have recognized me even if they knew Harmony Wilde, the town librarian. The dispatcher wouldn’t recognize my voice. I had an app on my “Eclipse” phone—with a prepaid plan not connected to Harmony—that altered my voice just enough to be different without sounding weird. I got the idea when some kids were playing with Skype voice changers in the library. 
So being outed as Eclipse wasn’t an issue. My reputation as Eclipse was a completely different matter. That couple had to think I’d been attacking them. Even if they believed me about it being a mistake, I’d still caused the guy to have a heart attack. They’d talk about it, maybe even go to the media.
The ambulance zoomed past the end of the street, heading to the hospital. The siren wasn’t running, but the lights were flashing. I hoped that was a good sign about his condition, but there wasn’t traffic to alert so maybe they were just trying not to disturb the neighborhood again. 
I’d have to find out who the couple was and check on the man’s condition tomorrow. Privacy laws meant I wouldn’t get much from the hospital, but they’d at least tell me if he was stable or something. Right?
“That didn’t go so well, huh?”
I halted abruptly and stared at the woman crossing the street. A tiny fluffball of a dog trotted ahead of her, occasionally dipping its head to sniff the street. Floppy, pointed ears bounced over the puff of fur I could easily carry in one hand.
The woman smiled at me. I didn’t recognize her, but something triggered a tickle of familiarity in the back of my head. She wore gray plaid comfy pants and a sweatshirt with her dark hair in a braid.
“I’m sorry?” It was a stall tactic. Her question had made perfect sense. She’d seen me practically kill an old man, and though her smile was sympathetic, the situation had just gotten worse. If I tried to explain what had happened, it would sound ridiculous. Mistaking an elderly woman rummaging in her purse for a rape victim? No one would ever believe me.
The woman angled her head back the way I’d come. “I was walking Smidge around the block and saw the commotion.”
Which didn’t tell me how much she’d seen or how she was interpreting it. I still didn’t say anything. She reached me and kept walking in the direction I’d been going, so I fell into step beside her. Reluctantly.
“Is he going to be okay?” she asked. “Fran, I mean. He has a bad heart.”
Duh. “I don’t know,” I finally said, keeping my voice low. “I hope so.”
She sighed. “I’ve never known someone their age to be such night owls. Most old people are in bed early and up early, you know? But not those two. I’m always seeing them coming home in the middle of the night, usually from visiting their daughter and grandkids up in Akron, but you’d think they’d remember to turn on the carport light before they left, you know?”
She kept chattering as we neared the end of the street, rambling on about working random hours for her freelance web design job and how well that worked with her silly little dog with the itty-bitty bladder. It was all very casual and yet pointedly explained why she would be out walking her dog at two in the morning, which normal people didn’t do very often, even if their dogs had tiny bladders. They just let them out into the yard.
But what reason did I have to be suspicious? I supposed she could have screamed, drawing me down there, but for what? To give her neighbor a heart attack? It made no sense. Nothing did. I couldn’t connect the sounds I’d heard to reality. Was it all in my head? Had I been so desperate for something to fix that I created a scenario?
Sick to my stomach, I began to turn the corner, then realized how rude that was. Over my shoulder, I saw the woman going the other way. “Night,” I called, and she waved.
I had never been so grateful that the library opened later on Saturdays. All night I battled dreams where women were raped or beaten and I could do nothing against it. I didn’t really sleep until about six, and then of course I overslept, barely having time to look up the address for Ruth and Fran and get a last name—Inalbi—before I had to leave for work. I’d have to call the hospital later, whenever I could get a break.
At ten o’clock, I unlocked the front door to let in the horde of preschoolers and their parents who waited eagerly for storytime. High-pitched squeals made me flinch, and when one little girl flung herself at my legs, it sent a vibrating ache up my spine. It was worse than the only hangover I’d ever had, the day after I got my master’s degree.
Teen volunteers handled the storytime session, so I retreated to the office behind the counter, trying not to wince at every thump of returns in the bin underneath it. After a few minutes, people dispersed throughout the building, and it quieted enough to ease some of my tension. I braced my elbows on the desk and pressed my forehead against my hands, groaning. How long had it been since I took the last dose of ibuprofen? It hadn’t helped much. I worked out the calculation and figured I should probably wait another half hour. 
Maybe I had some acetaminophen in the first aid kit. The bottom drawer of the desk resisted opening, and I cursed the creaking wood. Why had I insisted on this gorgeous yard sale find instead of an ugly modern cheapo unit with quiet gliding drawers?
Ding.
“Do that again and I’ll throw a book at you,” I muttered before calling, “Be right there!” to whomever had run the bell on the counter. I couldn’t see them. I snapped open the large plastic case and dug through the packets inside. Burn gel, ibuprofen, children’s aspirin, antiseptic wipes…aha. It took about three seconds to rip open the sample packet and dry-swallow the tablets inside. Please, please work.
The woman at the counter, perusing a flier about upcoming adult education programs, brought me up short. It was the woman from last night, the one with the fluffy dog. Smidge. I’d never gotten her name. She smiled at me and replaced the flier.
“Hi,” she said.
This wasn’t a coincidence. But until I knew what was going on, I’d act normal. I smiled my usual “greet the public” smile and walked over. “Hello. What can I do for you today?”
Her smile faltered. “I thought you’d recognize me.”
And she thought, what? That I’d blow my cover because I was so happy to see her? I tilted my head. “Recognize you from…”
She laughed awkwardly. “Well, elementary school. That’s not really fair, I guess. Olive Cruz. I moved away right before middle school, but—” She sighed. “You’re impossible to forget, but there’s no reason you’d remember me.”
I flushed. Not from what others might take as a compliment, but because the meds were finally kicking in, letting my brain clear, and I did remember her. In fourth grade, a couple of mean girls bullied me. Nothing extreme, but aggravating to tears. Fed up, I’d trapped them in the bathroom, one that had no windows, and sucked up all the light. I let them scream it out for a couple of minutes before letting them go. It was a petty, minor retaliation, but I’d been pretty smug at my cleverness and their terror. And it had worked. They’d stopped bullying me and everyone else. But after they’d left and I’d restored the light, I turned to see a third-grader coming out of a stall, her swarthy skin gray, her eyes huge. She didn’t say anything, but I knew she’d seen me manipulate the light. 
Just as she had last night.
The florescent lights flared, the walls of the building leaning in, squeezing, ready to crush me. But Olive’s friendly smile hadn’t faltered. I was so blown. She knew who I was. Knew what I could do, and that it made me Eclipse. But her eyes didn’t have the shine of malice or challenge. Instead, she looked eager, hopeful. Like she wanted to be included in something.
I bent to roll out the returns bin while I took a long, slow breath to equalize myself. Never assume. The mantra of law enforcement and superheroes everywhere. “I do remember you.” I stacked books and DVDs on the counter. “You were a year behind me, right?”
She looked pleased. “Yes, that’s right.”
“And you moved to California? At least, that’s what people said.”
She shrugged. “California, Texas, Miami. My dad was a contractor, so he chased the construction boom wherever it was rumored to be.”
“What brings you back to Pilton?” I hit a couple of keys on the computer keyboard and began scanning in the returns.
“I missed it, that’s all. I went to a two-year college in Florida and stayed down there for a while, but I missed the seasons. Pilton seemed as good a place as any.”
I nodded. “We’re a great town. How long have you been back?”
“A few months. But it hasn’t been as easy to reintegrate with the community as I thought it would be. No kids, working from home…I pretty much know the cashiers at the grocery store and that’s it.”
I chuckled with her, but felt bad. She sounded lonely. Except, didn’t she know all about Ruth and Fran? And she walked her dog several times a day. Surely she’d met at least some of her neighbors. 
“Well, the library’s a great place to start. We’ve got several programs for adults every week.” I gave her my standard spiel, minus the kid stuff that wasn’t relevant to her, but I could tell she wasn’t interested in any of it. When I hid my frown by turning away to stack books on the returns cart, she took advantage of the fact that I wasn’t looking at her to drop her bomb.
“I saw you last night, Harmony. If you need someone to talk to about what happened…”
I froze halfway to setting a copy of Alexander Hamilton on the hold cart. Olive’s offer—threat?—hovered behind me while I tried to assess the subtext. 
I decided to face it head on. I set everything deliberately in its place before I turned to her, dusting my hands on my skirt. No one was nearby. Steve was back, sitting nearby at one of the main tables, but he wore noise-canceling headphones this time, his head bobbing a little as he typed. 
“You saw me where last night?” I kept my tone light, non-accusatory. Because even if she was trying to threaten or blackmail me over my secret identity, I was still
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