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Chapter One



Other teenage girls have normal after school hobbies, like sports or the chess team or training turkeys for combat. Me, I was kneeling inside a circle drawn on the floor of a pitch-black room deep underground, about to pour a bucket of ice water on my head.

First, I chanted a magic spell. Chanting was important. Spells were more music than words.

“O Pluto, quamvis per vallem mortis ambulo, nihil mali timebo, quia canis in valle sum vilissimus.”

I dumped the wooden bucket of ice water over my head. Oh, yeah, what a great hobby.

UGH.

So.

Cold.

Miserable and shivering, I chanted again.

“O Pluto, q-quamvis p-p-p-per v-vallem—”

My teeth were chattering too hard. Even if I managed the bad Latin most spells were written in, I couldn’t get the rhythm or tone.

Breathe deep, Avery Special. Don’t be tortured by the chilly air on your wet skin. Welcome it. Focus on your super power, on its cold energy. You are the cold and nothing else.

My teeth stopped chattering. My body stopped shaking. That’s it. I was cold outside, and cold inside. I was pure magic, as dark as this sub-sub-basement chamber.

Close enough that my body was merely uncomfortable, anyway. The rhythm, the notes, they flowed like liquid instinct as I repeated the spell.

“O Pluto, quamvis per vallem mortis ambulo, nihil mali timebo, quia canis in valle sum vilissimus.”

My magic swirled inside me, not chained, not wild. Disciplined and mine to control.

My teacher stepped into the doorway. Green light from the single glow stick in her hand did little more than highlight her short, paper-pale body and black hair. The only feature that stood out was the large, single eye above her button nose. In the darkness, it looked pure black.

The glow stick, feeble as its light was, was for me. My teacher didn’t need it. Her name was Schleimy, she wasn’t even close to human, and she preferred darkness, which is why she lived so far underground.

Maybe I’d gotten used to LA, because all that only seemed a little weird these days.

I stood, filled with cold, and walked calm, even steps to meet her at the doorway. Ice water dripped off of my body, off of my matted and still stubbornly puffy red hair, off of the ridiculous purification costume. It was a tabard, just a sheet of fabric that draped over me front and back, with a hole cut for my head and a rope belt tying it down around my waist. Black symbols in elegant calligraphy lined either side, a spell I didn’t know in a language I didn’t know. Chinese, maybe. This ritual was cobbled together from a dozen magical traditions.

I looked down at the soaked white cloth and me in it, and smirked. “If Sue saw me wearing this, there wouldn’t be enough ice water in the world.” If Chris saw me wearing this, a bucket of ice water would at least slow him down enough he’d ask politely.

To my satisfaction, my words held only a hint of Southern accent. My magic was under control.

Schleimy growled in her hoarse voice, “If you can think about such things, the purification did not work and the spell is canceled.”

I shivered, not just from the cold still tingling my skin. Bowing my head, I said with soft, even calm, “It was only a joke, Master. I swear. I can do this. I have been planning this spell all month. Please, Master, let me continue.”

She hesitated, then stepped away, leading me through the black underground complex.

Whatever this place had been before Schleimy moved in, it sprawled with enough rooms for a mansion. Schleimy lived in the rooms at the center, and we passed through two of those. The glow stick’s green light hinted at a crown on a mannequin, a basket of fishing poles, a refrigerator, a knee-high stack of comic books, head-high stereo speakers, a massive cassette tape player, boxes of music cassettes, boxes of vinyl discs, boxes of CDs and DVDs. No television. If she owned a computer I’d never seen it. She didn’t like the light from the screens.

I had no idea how Schleimy read the comic books. Or where she went fishing, for that matter.

We reached another room reserved for teaching magic, bare except for a magic circle painted on the concrete floor. Much more elaborate than the purification circle, five unlit candles decorated the outer ring of the central diagram.

I sat down at the very center, legs crossed.

Honest truth, I didn’t need any of this. I could cast this spell in my bedroom. I could cast it on a crowded bus. Regular folks needed these preparations to cast a spell, if they could at all. Me, I’d inherited necromancy as my super power. The incantations, the circle, they didn’t make my spells work. They made my spells safe. Magic draws trouble like a magnet. Maybe I wasn’t a powerful necromancer like my great-great-grandmother Alicia Blackheart, but a big spell like this would be the start of something terrible without these protections.

Speaking of my great-great-grandmother Alicia Blackheart, the barely visible blue outline of a slender woman in a dress drawled in a florid Carolina accent, “Ah really don’t see why you’d bothah with this spell, honeysuckle. Poltergeists aren’t hard to make. Call up a few tragic ghosts, make them angry, and hahvest the corporeal bits. Then you stitch them togethuh.”

The purification ritual must be working if I could hear my dead necromancer relatives. I didn’t answer her. My evil great-great-grandmother would never understand that even more than safety, I treasured that Schleimy taught me to treat ghosts as people, not as raw materials.

Swallowing hard, I said to myself instead, “Reckon here goes.”

Schleimy and the glow stick were gone, and I was glad for the darkness. Even by my distorted necromancer’s standards, this spell was creepy as all get out. I had to remind myself that it wouldn’t actually hurt me.

Raising my right hand, I flowed my cold power into the shape of a knife. One sharp claw. Alicia had taught me this spell, and I poured magic into the blade, honed the edge like a razor.

Then I cut off my left hand with it.

Or rather, my ghost’s left hand. It appeared in a blue outline, drifting away from where I knew my arm to be.

I tried to move my left hand. The ghost hand moved instead, fingers wiggling, then clenching into a fist. It floated from side to side as easily as waving my arm.

My right hand took hold of my flesh and blood left hand. My right felt it. The left didn’t. I pushed magic into the blank appendage, filling it with cold, until I could feel the shape of palm and thumb and fingers in that magic at least.

After some struggle, I felt my flesh and blood fingers twitch. Thank goodness. I’d known it would work this way, but thank goodness.

As I practiced moving my living left hand, I reached my ghost hand through the doorway to knock on the outside wall. Schleimy entered, dropping the glow stick in the doorway to kneel in front of me, reaching for my living left hand. With the feeble light behind her, I couldn’t see what she was doing.

Ow. I could sure feel the sting. Did she poke me with a pin?

My teacher rasped, “Good. Excellent. You were right, Apprentice. I was not sanguine about this spell, but you’ll have full use of your hand in two days, I’d guess. It may be clumsy for a while, until you get used to which hand is which.”

YES! Squealing with glee, I lunged forward and hugged the cold little cyclops paper golem, or whatever she was. Finally! I’d been wanting this magic so bad. I could move things without touching them! Just for fun, I picked up all the candles from the magic circle and laid them next to the door, without unwrapping my arms from Schleimy’s shoulders.

Completely, one hundred percent worth the super creepy spell and all the ice water.

From the basement entrance, a man asked loudly, “Avery, are you here? Hurry up, it’s time to go.”

“Not ready! Hurrying up! Don’t look!” I shouted, running out of the casting chamber to the entrance hall, which was actually just the hall where the elevator and emergency stairs descended from the empty building above us.

Distant glow stick light hinted the vague shape of the superhero Mech standing by the elevator. Hopefully facing away. I would die of embarrassment if the second-most-handsome guy in LA saw me in this getup.

The handsomest was my boyfriend Chris, and wasn’t I smug about that. Uh-huh.

Grabbing my clothes, I ran into another room. From the feel of carpet under my toes, this had to be Schleimy’s bedroom, and I would apologize for dripping on it later. Right now I threw my absurd purification costume out into the hall, where it went splat. Then, wet or not, I struggled into my regular non-wizard clothing. Shirt, overalls, socks, shoes, and finally my backpack, because I might be a necromancer, but I was also a high school student with an essay about the Byzantine Empire to write.

My ghost ancestors would love to help with that. One of them could tell me first-hand stories about Byzantine zombie armies. My teacher at Pepperidge Preparatory School for Girls had no sense of humor whatsoever and would give that a solid F.

I ran back out to the entrance hall, clothes sticky and shoes squelching. My giant hair, of course, was already almost dry and bouncing around.

I found Schleimy standing in front of Mech, her hands on her hips and single eye glaring up at the full-sized human. Her already-scratchy voice rasped especially hard with anger. “Turn that light off, human.”

Mech fiddled with something on his face. His normally warm voice dipped in apology. “Sorry. I thought it would be a good compromise. I should have known you can see it. How is this? No emissions, just amplified signal on my end.”

Schleimy poked him in the stomach. “Bring another light into my house, Mech, and you’ll be standing upstairs waiting for Avery from now on.”

Mech bowed, stiff with shame. “Again, I apologize. I was trying to respect your wishes. I’ll do better next time.”

That was Mech. He was such a nice guy. Rigorously nice. Superhero nice.

The elevator dinged, and the door opened, spilling actual bright light into the hall. Not hurt by it, just annoyed, Schleimy turned and stalked off into her home.

Mech and I crowded into that elevator and rode it up three floors to ground level. Even there, it let out into an interior hall lit by fluorescent ceiling lights. No windows. No direct sunlight, even here.

My eyes had adjusted by this point, and I could see Mech, dressed casually but stylishly in pressed slacks and a buttoned silk shirt, both in blue, with the sleeves up to show off his muscular arms. Stereotype brown leather and brass rim goggles hung around his neck. South Asian dark, Mech was absurdly pretty for an adult twice my age. I couldn’t understand how he maintained a secret identity. He not only looked like the paragon of justice regular people would imagine under his power armor. You could tell at a glance how nice he was. He radiated strength, charm, and sincerity. Even his voice did. You’d have to be blind and deaf not to know he was a superhero.

He started moving as soon as the elevator opened, apologizing to me as we stepped briskly through the door from one hallway to another, “I’m sorry we’re in such a hurry. I’ll explain in the car.”

We entered the front room, where finally windows opened up onto a bright downtown Los Angeles street. This looked like the front desk of a momentarily abandoned business office. In a sense it was, since while she avoided this room, Schleimy sometimes sold magical relics in the windowless interior rooms on weekdays. Figuring my fingers were dry enough, I fished my phone out of my backpack and glanced at the screen.

“Y’all ain’t kiddin’ about the hurry. It ain’t even five o’clock!” Ah. My accent, thick as mud and wandering all over the South and some of the West, was back. At least hardly anyone laughed at it here in LA.

We made it out into the sunlight and fresh air, warm even in January, and Mech held open the door to his car just long enough for me to climb in. I didn’t know car brands, but it was nice, well kept, but not a fancy sports car or anything. This was definitely a mad scientist’s car, though. I’d seen the second, hidden dashboard with all the cool buttons.

We pulled out into traffic. Mech drove fast, but politely.

“So why all the hullabaloo?” I asked, and wondered where my accent got the word “hullabaloo.” It spit up some weird ones sometimes, without my knowing what I was saying until it was already out.

With a friendly and considerate smile and his eyes responsibly on the road, Mech said, “I hope the timing wasn’t too awful. I’m expecting an expert to help me with an important experiment today, and she’ll be arriving ahead of schedule.”

Delight bubbled up inside me again. “Nope. I had just exactly enough time.”

“For what? You know your parents want me to keep tabs on your progress,” he pressed with just the right amount of curiosity to not feel like a snoop.

Not that I would have cared. Grinning stupid big with pride, I used my ghost hand—invisible to regular people—to pull his goggles up from around his neck. Twirling them on my spectral finger, I then returned the goggles where they belonged.

Experienced superhero Mech wasn’t shocked and his driving didn’t waver an inch. He did smile a lot, echoing my pride. “Well, I don’t know how happy your parents will be about a daughter with telekinesis, but I’m impressed. You’re flourishing, Avery Special.”

I sprawled back in my seat as best a seatbelt would let me. “Spec ah am. It’s a most exhilarating feeling aftuh fourteen yeahs of barely controlling my powuhs.”

It was a sign of how safe Mech made people feel that I was willing to talk so much in front of him without worrying about my chaotic accent.

Lightly, he changed the subject. “I hope you won’t mind spectating a little mad science before I take you home. My expert gave me barely any warning.”

My grin remained strong. “Sounds like a hoot. Is this expert Barbara?” I adored that eldritch horror haunted goth girl.

Mech shook his head. Not so much as to take his eyes off the road, of course. “No, a woman named Dr. Biotic. Actual doctorate, by the way. PhD in biochemistry. You’ll like her.”

Which meant she was a weirdo.

We pulled around the back of a hospital halfway along the curving trip between the West end of downtown and my home at the west end of Glendale. The hospital was a huge, tangled nest of individual buildings and catwalks, and Mech took a parking spot labeled “Reserved For Super Powered Specialists.’ Sure enough, as we got out he attached an ID card to his shirt. I didn’t have the right angle to read the card, but it did not say “Mech.” 

But then, in his superhero work his highly identifiable face was always hidden by a metal visor.

The inside of the hospital looked like a hospital. All hospitals look the same. Wide halls in random colors. Wooden counters. Everything was clean and bland. Except for the occasional sign only pointing out something very important like “Emergency” with an arrow pointing at a corner that leads to another corner and then another corner, you had to either know where you’re going or get lost until security dragged you off.

Security did not drag off Mech, so thankfully he knew where he was going. It only took four corners, two elevators, and two security doors to get there, not in that order.

Our final obstacle was a grid of red energy beams right behind the security door to an otherwise ordinary-seeming medical ward. L-shaped nurse station, various doors into patient rooms, that kind of thing. And this laser grid.

Mech walked right through it. A nurse walked through it the other way, not giving us a glance. Assuming it was fine, I walked through the beams myself.

It was not fine. A horrible computerized screech rang out of the nurses station.

A stocky, freckled, red-haired nurse—a good description of me, except the nurse part—whose ID card read “Sofia”—rushed up to the counter, looking between the computer and us with a worried frown.

I gave her a resigned, apologetic smile. “Guess this is ’cause ah don’t have a badge, huh?”

She just looked more worried, and her voice was cold. Not hostile, but cautious. “No. To get measurements like this… You’re not an extradimensional being of horror and darkness, are you?”

“Necromancer,” I corrected.

The nurse crossed herself and hurried into a back room. I’d gotten worse reactions.

Another nurse approached us. Well, maybe not a nurse. She wasn’t wearing those paper pajamas nurses wear, but a subdued floral print dress, shoes with heels, and an ID card reading “Judy.” She combined heavily lined age and athletic poise in a combination I wasn’t used to. Also strictly controlled enthusiasm as she greeted, “You’re early!”

“My colleague is going to be early,” he explained.

“Your colleague is early for being early,” another woman’s voice announced, dry and whimsical, from one of the patient rooms.

We followed that voice into a normal looking hospital patient’s room. The room itself was normal, that is. Funny plastic hospital trash cans. Shiny plastic-surfaced couch. Pale brown walls. Television mounted up in a corner. And of course the hospital bed, with maybe a thicker, nicer looking mattress than I was used to.

The inhabitants were slightly less normal. Standing by the bed, wearing a ragged denim vest and shorts, stood a woman with cat features and scraggly blue fur. A metal plate decorated the left side of her abdomen and where her left ear should be. Her right ear poked up in a triangle out of the top of her head. Her right eye was the same navy blue as her fur, but the left a solid ruby red. The blue eye’s slit pupil wandered over me curiously. Her tail lashed, and whatever kind of tail it was, it wasn’t a cat’s. Cat tails weren’t thick, pointed, and lined with alternating red and purple feather stripes.

The patient sleeping on the bed was mostly covered in sheets and a hospital gown, but that only called attention to her baldness. Not just regular baldness. Regularly but not closely set holes, like audio jacks in computers, ran in lines down her smooth scalp. Not only was her scalp bald, she had no eyebrows, or even hints at eyebrows. Leaning a little lower, I squinted, and… nope, no nose hair. Boy howdy, somebody hated hair. Probably not this girl herself. She lay eerily still, except for a subtle blue blurriness around her skin. That kind of sleep suggested she hadn’t done any of this to herself.

Mech stopped by the bed, looked down at the girl, said, “Then I guess there’s no reason not to get started,” and didn’t get started. He just looked uncharacteristically nervous.

“Do you need nurses to assist you?” asked Judy, professionally cheerful, helpful, and distant.

Mech shook his head slowly. “I hope not, but have… just have everything standing by, except security. You don’t need to worry about violence, at least.”

Despite her feline face, the blue cat woman’s raised eyebrow and smirk were easy to read. “I don’t have the same upgrades that I had when I went toe to toe with Rage and Ruin, colleague.” Her gaze turned to me. “Hey, girl. Nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Biotic.”

I extended my hand. She shook it, not thrown for a second by a left-handed handshake.

As she did, she flicked her head up and looked past my shoulder. Dryly, she added, “So, I have to ask. What is that thing floating behind you?”

Well, hush my mouth. I was keeping my poltergeist hanging behind me so I didn’t get distracted by it. I floated it up front, and asked, “You can see it?” I barely could. I wasn’t sure where I’d gotten Ghost Sight. I didn’t have it two months ago. It was still a feeble version. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

Folding her arms under her chest, Dr. Biotic grinned mismatched teeth, some fangs, some human. “Two.” She grinned especially hard because her eye had tracked my ghost hand the whole way, and she must see it making bunny ears behind Mech’s head.

She didn’t say the bunny ears part, which told me everything I needed to know about this woman’s personality. Mech was right, I liked her immediately. Just to be sure, I slid my ghost hand around Dr. Biotic’s head to give her the same bunny ears. Yep, her eye tracked until it passed behind her, and her grin never wavered. This woman could laugh at herself, too.

So, fair’s fair, I moved the poltergeist back behind me and left it doing the bunny ears over my fire-engine-red mop of fleece. I had plenty of hair for me and the girl on the bed both, alas, plus some extra for Dr. Biotic and Mech if they weren’t content with their short hair cuts.

Mech might not know what we were laughing about, but he watched us be amused at each other until his patience ran out and he declared with only a hint of irritation, “I’d like to get started.”

Dr. Biotic’s gaze snapped back to him, and she frowned in surprise and concern. “You’re nervous.”

Mech grimaced, staring hard at the girl in the bed. “Of course I’m nervous. The whole superhuman community failed this girl, heroes and villains both. My procedure should work. I’m almost positive it will work. If it doesn’t, I’m out of ideas.”

From silliness to concern, and now Dr. Biotic flipped to a firm, encouraging smile. “You’re the expert on override codes, my friend. You’ve got this.”

At last, I had an excuse to ask, “What happened to her?” Blue blur and extreme baldness were a strange combination, after all.

Dr. Biotic immediately held up a hand, palm out to Mech. That kept him silent as the cat woman explained, “She’s an innocent high school girl with no super powers. The kind of villain who other villains hate put cyborg implants in her brain to control her. Shutting off the control was easy, but now she won’t wake up.”

Mech gritted his teeth and clenched his fists at his side. “She’s been like this for four months. Four months.” His voice husked, like he just might cry.

Hand still up to him, Dr. Biotic murmured, “It’s okay, my friend. You’ll save her. If you don’t, someone will. She doesn’t seem to be aging. The wait isn’t making anything worse.”

Taken aback by just how upset Mech was, I asked, “Y’all’re tryin’ ta get the implants out?”

Controlled again, but still dour, Mech answered, “I know of only two cyberneticists who could do that and leave her alive. One did this to her. The other is dead, I hope. I’m going to upload a new operating system in her implants that will ignore the signal receivers designed to control her. Right now, she can’t function without them.”

Increasingly curious, I pried, “How d’ya do that?”

“Like this,” he said, emphatic. Out of his pocket he pulled a little bitty computer tablet, not much bigger than a phone. A phone, and a bundle of wires. He plugged one end of three wires into the holes in the girl’s head, and the other end into his little computer. A thumb swipe lit up the screen, and Mech raised it to his eye until it unlocked. When it did, the screen showed a big green button. Mech held his thumb over it, but hesitated.

“Waiting only makes it worse,” Dr. Biotic warned, with a sad, sympathetic smile.

Mech pushed the button. A spinning activity symbol replaced it, and a progress bar. It took about three seconds for that bar to fill.

When it did, the superhero very gently unplugged the sleeping girl, leaned over her, and asked with the quiet voice you use to wake sleepers, “Tonika? Can you hear me?”

No response. Not even a flutter. Dr. Biotic put two fingers against the sleeping girl Tonika’s throat. After a few more seconds the cat shook her blue head. “She’s still out. Not asleep, suspended animation.”

Mech’s fists clenched again, and his pretty face pulled tight as he barked, “Do something!”

Dr. Biotic gave him a wry, disarming smile. “What do you want me to do? Have you tried unplugging her and plugging her back in?”

“That’s not funny,” Mech hissed.

Attempt to disarm failed, Dr. Biotic looked him straight in the eyes and said solemnly, “I don’t know why I’m even here, friend. You know more about cyborging than I do. I’m a geneticist. I could mutate her until the implants fell out, but the person who woke up wouldn’t be the person you’re trying to wake up now. You wouldn’t like that solution.”

Mech jabbed a finger in Dr. Biotic’s direction, and growled, “You’re filled with implants.”

I took a breath. I didn’t know I’d been holding it. Seeing Mech, so kind and gentle, lose his cool was… scary. I wasn’t scared of him. I was scared of a situation so bad it would upset him like this.

Dr. Biotic was starting to sound exasperated too, shaking her head and spreading her hands. “I didn’t make them. I have them installed when a mutation goes bad. It’s one of the downsides of being my own guinea pig. I know how to live with having implants. When she wakes up, I’ll be able to give her good advice. I wish I could help wake her. You know that. But I can’t.”

My voice squeaky, but feeling like I had to do something, I said, “Ya know, it might be worth tryin’?”

Mech was way too nice to yell at me. He merely gave me a puzzled frown. “What?”

Dr. Biotic held out a warning hand to him. “Shhh!” He nodded, watching me, listening attentively.

I waved at the sleeping girl’s head and the blue fuzzy effect that I’d realized Mech couldn’t see. “Her ghost ain’t lined up right. It’s in her body but not part of it. Never seen nothin’ like it, never nohow.”

Yeesh. My accent got so ridiculous when I was nervous.

Mech stepped back, clearing a path between me and Tonika. Gently, with a tense but encouraging smile, he said, “Try, Avery. If it goes wrong, it’s my fault, not yours.”

I shuffled up to Tonika’s head and peered closer. Normally I couldn’t see people’s ghosts, even in the dark, because they were just… part of the person. Now I not only saw the outline, I saw something else, a shape I couldn’t make out, inside her head. An intruder, not part of this girl.

Normally I’d have to think about how to deal with that, but today I had just the tool. I reached my ghost hand into the sleeping girl’s head, grabbed tight what felt like a metal spider even if it had no physical existence, and yanked the squirming ghostly thing out. As it came free, it squawked harsh, electronic noises, then faded into nothing.

Figuring that thing had been blocking the girl’s ghost like a wedge in a door, I did what Dr. Biotic suggested. I took hold of her ghost in my flesh-and-blood hands, pulled it out a couple of inches, then pushed it back flat into her body.

The blue outline matched her skin surface, and disappeared, merging into her like it was supposed to.

The bald girl’s eyes snapped open, dark brown eyes looking up at us, flicking between me, Dr. Biotic, and Mech.

The superhero gasped. “Tonika!” He raised both hands, and his voice went low and soothing. “You’re going to be okay.”

She didn’t look like she was going to panic. Her body didn’t move, but her head tilted slightly to the side and she said in a thoughtful murmur, “Tonika? This isn’t the kind of setting where you would lie to me, so that must be my name.”

Dr. Biotic smiled again. She sat down on the edge of the bed, looking down at Tonika, so obviously taking over that Mech and I took two steps away. Friendly, calm in an easy-going rather than hushed way, the blue cat woman told Tonika, “You’re a brave girl. Hold onto that. Amnesia is scary the first time, and no, that’s not a joke. What’s important is that you are you. No matter what you forgot, you’re you, this person listening to me. Everything else is just labels and details. You know who you are, and you have a future waiting to be discovered like everyone else.”

No longer at bedside, the heroically nice Mech still raised his hand to add, “And I’ll take care of you while we discover your past. You’re safe now, Tonika. Thanks to Avery.”

With that Mech suddenly spun around and grabbed hold of me in a tight hug. Furiously tight, desperately tight, and he might not be bulky but he was strong. So was I, for a fifteen-year-old, or it might have hurt. While I wheezed, Mech whispered, “You did it. Thank you. You’re a hero.”

“Ain’t whatcha said after that undead lizard thing last month,” I gurgled.

Reluctantly, Mech let go and stood up straight again. He still couldn’t stop smiling. “I wasn’t happy, but when it comes to accidentally unleashing monsters, I’m in no position to throw stones.”

Dr. Biotic raised a finger, sounding amused again. “Ditto. Welcome to being a villain one minute and a hero the next, Deathette. Unlike my squeaky-clean colleague here, I can relate. Maybe we’ll get together for soft drinks sometime.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about “Deathette,” but I’d celebrate it replacing the last villainous title someone stuck me with—“Redneckromancer.” Ugh.

Tonika’s super power might be calmness rather than baldness. She turned those dark, eyes to me now, and said, “So you saved me, using necromancy, which is not as bad as its reputation.” She sounded like Sherlock Holmes analyzing a case.

I snickered, happy to have the tension be over. “Nope. It’s as bad as they say, or worse. Black magic. Blood sacrifices, violatin’ the spirits of the dead what deserve peace, gross zombies, and a craving for powah y’all would not believe. Ah do the best ah can. Ah’m Avery Special, by the way.”

“And I’m Dr. Biotic, mutagen junkie,” the cat filled in for the girl who didn’t know. “I won’t be the same species tomorrow, let alone in the same frame of mind. I have a stabilizing serum waiting for me at home right now. Fortunately for you, my friend here is a pure and true superhero, as smart and noble as it gets. No sarcasm. He’s a very good guy. He’ll take care of you.”

With the day saved, Mech was going back into “nice guy” mode fast and hard. Standing tall, with a comfortable but politely apologetic smile for everyone, he put an arm around my shoulder and said, “After I get Avery home. That shouldn’t take more than an hour. You’ll sit with her, Dr. Biotic? I’m sure the nurses will want to check her vitals.”

For the first time, Tonika moved something other than her head. Her arm rose, sliding free of the crisp white hospital sheet. She had one of those little tubes in her arm for attaching IVs, even though nothing was plugged in at the moment. Her fingers flexed, slowly extending and then making a fist. “Yes. I’ve never felt so weak. I mean—” For the first time, her analytical calm cracked, eyes fluttering wide with panic.

Dr. Biotic pounced on that panic, metaphorically and almost literally. She laid her hand on Tonika’s forehead, telling her with frank, sympathetic friendliness, “It’s fine. People without amnesia get half memories like this all the time, they just aren’t worried about what it means. These are a good sign.”

Mech’s own expression, momentarily tense, returned to a smile. He squeezed my shoulders, then guided me out of the room. “Come on, Avery. You did good today.”

I let out a huge sigh. “Ain’t that a relief. The way mah powers work, ah was afraid ah might’a set off a world-threatening disaster there.”
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Chapter Two



“I’m looking forward to telling your parents how well you’re doing,” said Mech as he pulled his car, and us in it, out of the hospital parking lot.

I opened my mouth to be proud of myself, only to be interrupted by a telephone ring coming from the dashboard. And sure enough, Mech reached out to touch a button on the dashboard, then frowned, head tilted slightly to the side in a reflexive copy of listening to a real phone.

Just the slightest bit exasperated, he told no obvious microphone, “Is someone else available? I’m delivering Avery home by land.”

Mech paused, listening to a voice I couldn’t hear. His thoughtful almost-frown turned into a harshly disapproving definitely-frown. With the strain of parental style worry, he argued with the caller, “She’s fifteen. She’s not a pro. We can’t—” Pause. “Alright, but we shouldn’t.”

Another pause, and Mech stopped at a light and turned to look at me directly, his expression solemn and every other hint of bias locked down tight. His voice came out just as even. “Avery, the University is testing children’s powers this week. We do it occasionally to learn more about how super powers work. One of the children released an undead monster. No one on site has the right powers to control it.”

My fire-red bramble thicket eyebrows shot up, and I asked breathlessly, “Undead? Ah’m the only livin’ necromancer in the world.” Please, please don’t let this mean another dead necromancer had gotten out of their grave.

Mech shook his head, eyes back on the road as the light turned green. “One of the teens being tested has unpredictable powers.” His voice remained flat. The guy was trying so hard to be nice and not push me in any direction.

Which was sweet, but I didn’t see this as a choice. Taking a deep breath to prepare myself first, I said, “Ah’ll do it. Necromancer duty, and all that.”

Mech didn’t look at me or answer immediately. He scowled, the guilty kind of scowl, and turned left at the next street. We were heading West now, practically under the hills, towards one of the gajillion downtowns LA seemed to have.

After a few blocks, Mech reached under the dashboard and pulled a switch. A compartment in the door next to me opened, small and sleek and lined with black cloth. I hadn’t even seen the seam.

Subdued, Mech said, “Thank you. You’ve already saved the day once. We’re asking too much of you. If you’re going to do this, wear that.”

I pulled the contents of the compartment out, dangling from my fingers a black strap with a white oval at the end., until my brain made sense of what I was holding. “A… collar?” Of the kind called a “choker,” if I remembered correctly the clothing-obsessed ramblings of two of my closest friends.

Well, Mech wasn’t keeping it in a hidden compartment or asking me to wear it for fashion reasons, so I slid it around my neck and fiddled with the buckle under the “cameo,” the white oval. As I worked on that, Mech explained, “It fit the original owner’s look. It’s a disguise.”

Was it? It was. I couldn’t actually see what it did from the inside, but when the buckle clicked in place I felt dampness hover around me like mist, and caught hints of shadows moving at the edge of my vision. Then inspiration hit, and I raised my hand up enough that I could see it in the rear-view mirror.

I whistled, long and low. Black smoke hid my hand completely, and dripped off my fingers like slime, only to dissipate a few inches away. Yes, this would keep anyone’s secret identity, and I appreciated it. Maybe I was the world’s only necromancer, but hardly anyone knew that.

Mech turned again, and I realized my muscles were all bunched up and tense. We were close.

Another turn, onto a street of buildings averaging around five stories, in various flavors of shiny. Mech sighed, “A parking space. That’s a miracle.” As he pulled into it, he told me calmly and firmly, “The monster is on floor—”

White light flashed out of the front door of the white tower one building down. A gust of cold followed, a wash of necromantic power I could feel from here.

“Never mind,” amended Mech.

A girl wreathed in white flame backed out of the tower’s door. In each outstretched hand a shining white ball sparked and grew to the size of a softball. She threw it inside, and another ball began to form, over and over. All while she backpedaled in a long but plain white dress.

I climbed out of Mech’s car in time to see the monster follow Light Girl out of the building. It had to duck low to get through the door, flinching but otherwise unharmed by the balls of light the girl threw at it.

The monster could not possibly look more undead. Shaped like a headless man in plate armor, it loomed a good third taller than any regular man, with beefy broad shoulders and chest. No muscles supported that size. The transparent, dark-blue armor contained transparent lighter blue filling around a transparent, pale-blue skeleton. In its right hand it held a long, skinny metal pole with a transparent, flickering blue scythe blade at the end and a fancy spike on the other side.

All of those could be undead cosplay. I knew this thing was real necromancy because of the mass of writhing blue flame half the size of its body that floated where a head should be. Dark, shadowy impressions of faces appeared and disappeared in that blue, all directed at Light Girl.

That blue flame was what you got when you infected fire with necromancy magic. They fed on each other, creating this erratic, almost-alive power. A lot of erratic, almost-alive power.

It didn’t say anything. It trudged after Light Girl, who backpedaled a good twenty feet down the sidewalk from it, and raised both hands, palm out.

Heat, unpleasant, dry, and penetrating, like the worst summer sun, pushed away the chill of necromancy emanating from the monster. A heartbeat later, the girl lit up in a white corona so bright it hurt to look at. A heartbeat after that, she unleashed a white ray as thick as her waist into the spectral knight.

I winced at the sound, like a distant chorus distorted into shrieks. Was anyone else hearing this, or was it one of those mage-only things? There were plenty of bystanders. I could officially declare Los Angeles residents insane as they stopped and gawked rather than running away. Gawked from across the street or way down the sidewalk, sure, but that was all the caution they displayed.

The spectral knight thing hissed like water added to boiling bacon fat as the beam hit it, and paused, hunched up in pain.

But that was it. It wasn’t getting any smaller, or dimming, or cracking, or anything else. The light attacks caused it pain, but no damage. Meanwhile, I felt the flickering of the heat aura given off by the girl’s powers. No matter what my grimoires written by centuries of drug-addled occultists said, hard experience had taught me that magic comes from the inside, and Light Girl was running out of strength.

I approached the monster slowly, ready to take over when Light Girl’s strength gave out. Mech got there first, literally, by running down a line of cars and scooping Light Girl up in his arms. Her flames went out. I and everyone on the street could hear Mech tell her, “You did well. You saved lives. Let Deathette finish this.”

Yep. Totally time for me to do that.

I stepped in the monster’s way. It flooded the space around it with the cold of necromancy. This thing’s raw power dwarfed mine. What I had was the exact abilities it was vulnerable to.

Also one more advantage I was deeply grateful for. I’d watched its relentless focus on the girl attacking it. This specter was nearly mindless. I wouldn’t have to worry about it coming up with plans. It did the simplest, most obvious thing, swinging its scythe down to chop me in half.

I really, really hoped I was ready. I’d been pouring my own power into my flesh-and-blood left hand. Now I raised my arm and caught the blade, not with the hand, but with the magic inside the hand.

Ow. Yeah, that hurt. The edge sawed at my magic, trying to get through it to my flesh. I couldn’t keep this up for long, but I had a little time.

So, I used that to reach into its writhing head and yank out a wad of power. The power came free in a struggling mass of blue flame. It felt like slippery ice, twisting around and trying to get free. It felt angry and hateful. Those shouldn’t be physical sensations, but they were.

At the top of my lungs, I shouted, “So many’ve us have ghosts. This’s yer chance, folks. Who d’ya wish you could speak to again? Speak their name!”

A woman behind me yelled, “Robert Pedreira!” in the squeak of someone taking a chance they couldn’t believe would work.

I declared, “Robert Pedreira, yoah loved ones miss you. Yoah loved ones call you. Rise! Take this sacrifice’a powuh and rise! Take these few precious moments to speak t’ them agayn!”

My words and my super power backing them called something. I felt a touch, the literally ghostly touch of a sliver of the dead’s memory. Gritting my teeth, I sucked the blue flame into my arm. It didn’t want to. I hauled it in anyway, and pushed the power back out into that trembling spirit, which surged into a fully fledged ghost and floated away to the woman who had called it.

In the process, I wrung the wild malice of flame out of the magic. That was the most important part.

“Again!” I shouted. Someone in the crowd shouted a name, and I did it again. And again. And again.

Until finally, I held the scythe blade easily, and grabbed the last grapefruit-sized ball of flame, pulling it away from the spectral knight’s body. Unpowered, that body evaporated, weapon and all.

Oof. Tired as I was, I needed the power in this mass of angry flame. I squeezed the energy out of it and into me, until the blue disappeared like regular fire did when you blew it out.

That helped, as did letting go of all the power I’d held tense in my left hand. Making and relaxing that fist produced an unpleasant pins-and-needles prickling, but after the whole chopping the ghost off to make a poltergeist thing, I had no idea if this was a good or bad sign.

Was that poltergeist hand still around? What if I’d disintegrated it—no, I floated it around in front of me. A barely visible blue outline, its fingers wiggled for me more easily than the ones on my arm. So, no damage to me from that struggle. Behind me people were laughing and crying and yelling at and being yelled at by their ghosts, but they could do that without me until the power animating those ghosts gave out and they dissolved.

Stretching my arms and back, I stomped up to Mech. Walking more carefully with Light Girl in his arms, he met me in the middle.

“Where’d this start?” I asked them.

“Sixth floor,” the girl said in a heavy accent I didn’t recognize. She looked as tired as I felt, but she had already started wriggling in Mech’s arms, making him put her down on the sidewalk.

They could figure that out themselves. I left them behind and entered the building, following the dark, oversized, slimy boot prints in the carpet until they disappeared on tiled floor. I couldn’t tell what this building was for. It had hallways and a lot of rooms and the occasional little lounge area. Mech had said “university”? Yeah, schools didn’t need to explain their buildings.

Too tired for the stairs, I found the elevator and went up to the sixth floor. As I stood in that elevator, looking at the fake wood paneling, I realized that if the monster came from the sixth floor, Light Girl either lured it down five flights of stairs, or held it off in the tight space of an elevator long enough to go that same distance. Dang, girl. Either way, I was impressed.

The elevator opened on the sixth floor. I emerged into a level pretty much like the first floor, with white and blue paneled walls and floor, lots of doors distinguished only by numbered metal plates, and a niche set aside nearby with a withered potted plant and two not-very-comfortable-looking, plastic-covered yellow couches. The big difference here were the, oh, dozen middle and high schoolers spaced around looking curious and maybe a touch anxious.

An undersized door I’d dismissed as a closet without even noticing clicked and swung open. Out of it walked a high school boy with lurid scarlet skin, little sharp horns on his forehead, gleaming black hair and eyes, and a skinny tail that ended in a heart-shaped spearhead.

My boyfriend, Chris, as sleek and graceful and infernally pretty as ever.

His sister Annie peeked out of the door behind him, the female version of his devilish beauty. As always they were dressed fancy and to match today, in a ruffled yellow gown with red edging on her, and a similarly red-edged ruffled yellow blouse and pants on him. Behind Annie I made out not a closet, but a large stone room. I had given them access to magic they could use to find me in an emergency. I couldn’t argue with them thinking this counted. I adored Annie and Chris enough that I wouldn’t argue if they used that magic to go buy donuts.

“Avery?” he asked, voice raised, which made me realize I was still wearing the drippy black illusion or hologram or whatever.

“Chris?” answered an even more unexpected voice. The sharp-edged, vivacious voice of my girlfriend Sue.

Sue rounded the corner of one of the hallways, greeting Chris with wide-eyed surprise. Chris was gorgeous. Sue was flawless. Not beautiful. In one sense, she was beautiful. In another sense, she was the most generic-looking high school girl imaginable. She had no exceptional traits, but nothing wrong. No hint of acne or scars, she had fluffy and shiny but generically brown hair, she wasn’t too fat or too skinny or too muscular or too anything. I had grown very fond of that perfect evenness, myself, and when you got close enough to look into them she had lovely hazel eyes.

That was all her physical looks. Sue flaunted a wolf pack’s worth of sharp, intelligent stares, long strides, and poised stances that bristled with attitude. She was also still wearing the uniform of the high school she and I went to, a blue sweater vest over a cream blouse and a knee-length pleated blue skirt.

Sue and Chris locked eyes, smiled, and walked up to clasp hands, then lean in for a quick kiss on the mouth. They made the picture of a happy teenage couple in a serious relationship.

That is, until I unbuckled the choker around my neck, the disguise turned off, and they turned to look at me.

My knees went weak. They prowled towards me together, like hunting jaguars. Their eyes stayed locked on me with that same ferocious hunger.

Chris took a place on my left side, and Sue on my right. They both kissed me on the cheek at the same time and took gentle hold of one of my hands.

My head swam. My heart raced. Would I ever get used to them doing this? Hopefully, no.

And “hunger’ undervalued the way they looked at me. Their expressions included something lost, like they couldn’t believe they were lucky enough to be dating me. I was the one who should be asking that. Two extraordinary people crazy in love with me? I was okay looking if you liked girls with muscles and big hair. I had asked, and would have to keep asking, because the answers never made sense. I had been forced to accept “beauty is more than skin deep.”

Chris broke the silence, flashing me a grin of brilliant white teeth on red skin. “People were streaming the fight online. I knew it had to be you.”

Okay, I had my self-control back, enough to raise an eyebrow and ask in amusement, “Mah accent?”

Chris grinned even wider, like I had fallen into a trap, and shook his head. “Couldn’t make it out on the video. I recognized your fearlessness.” And mercy me, he was serious. His smile looked so proud.

“What were y’all doin’ thatcha saw the video so fast?” I asked, curious.

“Annie and I were shopping for clothes online,” he answered, simply enough.

Honestly, it made sense. You couldn’t be as fashionable as the Domingo twins without putting a lot of work into it. Their clothing sense wasn’t a super power. They just really, really liked dressing up for its own sake.

Sue squeezed my hand tighter in both of hers and tossed her hair. With a touch of sneer, she said, “I totally can’t believe they sucked you into fixing this. Don’t the heroes of this city have any pride?”

Oh, wait. Pride! Yes! Aw, Annie had gone. I had to speak to that girl and explain to her that I liked her company and it didn’t always have to be Date Night when her brother and I were together. It left me an excuse to brag to Peggy and Annie together later.

Right now, I had Chris and Sue, and I gushed, “Wait, if you’re here, look! Look what I can do! I just got this power today!”

Folding my flesh-and-blood arms, I reached out my ghost hand down to the closet door and turned a plant pot upright that had been knocked over in the fuss. While their eyes tracked to watch that, I drew my ghost hand back, grabbed Chris’s tail near the end, and tugged. Then I followed up by ruffling Sue’s hair.

Chris let out an extended, bug-eyed squeal at the pull on his tail. That got a cackling laugh out of Sue, and she kept laughing so long I wasn’t sure she noticed the hair ruffle.

Entirely secure enough to laugh at himself, Chris did just that, with an amused snicker. He followed that up with a sincerely delighted smile and a nudge with his elbow. “A poltergeist! I know you’ve wanted one for months. Congratulations! Did Schleimy help you get it?”

I preened under my boy- and girlfriend’s happiness. This had been a tiring but highly rewarding day.
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Chapter Three



As I prepared to explain everything but the purification costume, an elevator ding interrupted me. Mech and the girl I’d been calling Light Girl stepped out. The latter came out of the elevator, peering around suspiciously, echoed by an equally sharp comment in Spanish.

Sue jerked upright like she’d been stung by a bee. Twisting out of my grip, she said something in Spanish back to Light Girl. Something angry.

Light Girl retorted. Sue shook her head, glaring furiously. I spoke maybe three words of Spanish and had no idea what they were saying, but it sounded vicious and probably profane. Light Girl was out of her depth, though. Sue had sharpened her wit on the meanest mean girls in the city. After a few exchanges she said something with a lifted chin and a cruel sneer that left Light Girl sputtering.

Sputtering with fury. Light Girl’s head lit up, almost like a halo, but more like a bright light was always right behind her. I felt a touch of hot wind. She was drawing in her power to fight.

I drew in mine. I was going to have to step in.

Mech did instead, literally stepping between the two girls. He said something to them in Spanish, which made them both look away, scowling but quiet. Light Girl’s aura didn’t drop, but it stopped building.

Spanish. If I was going to live in LA, I badly needed to learn Spanish. The problem was, I needed to learn Latin first. It seemed like every book about magic in the world was written in Latin. Really terrible Latin. Sixteenth-century occultists didn’t have grammar guides on hand.

Hot wind kept tickling my skin. Light Girl may have stopped fighting, but she stood facing the other way with fists clenched, and yes, the light around her was getting brighter again.

I dealt with that by pulling my friends into the hallway Sue had come out of, around the corner and out of sight. With any luck also out of earshot.

Spinning around, I faced Sue directly. “Okey-dokey. First—” Lifting my hands, I cupped Sue’s cheeks and kissed her warmly on the lips for a couple of seconds before releasing her again. “—thanks for standing up for me.”

Only one thing would have gotten Sue that mad, that fast. Light Girl had said something insulting about me.

Raising my eyebrows, tilting my head forward in both pleading and reproof, I went on, “But second, please allow me try and make friends fuhst. That might’a just a bad moment. She was just in a fight and her power was ridin’ her mighty hard. I’ve been theyah.”

My cursed, wandering accent changed with every sentence there, hadn’t it? Well, I had no time to feel stupid about it.

Sue waved a hand, lifted her chin, and sneered in disdain. “No way. She’s just like my parents, obsessed with being a hero rather than, like, heroism. The mad scientists pretending to be regular nerds in this place had me and her comparing powers, light to shadow. She was totally snotty about it the whole time.”

I looked Sue in the eyes, raised my voice slightly, and told her firmly, “Third—” Dropping to a gentle murmur, I took her hand in mine and gave it a squeeze to go with my soft smile. “Thanks for standing up for me.”

Sue’s righteous anger deflated into a weak, awkward grin. Rather than say anything, she bumped her shoulder against mine. Chris took Sue’s other hand and added his own affectionate squeeze. This relationship existed because they were both in love with me, but Chris and Sue were good to each other. Chris was good, period.

Ahem. Business. I tried to run my hand through the tangle of my hair, and asked Sue, “If you were heah already, do ya know wheah that undead monstah came from? Ah kinda thought ah was the only necromancer around.”

Perking back up, Sue flapped a hand down the hall. “Oh, for sure. Down there. It came out of room eighteen. I was in fifteen and the thing tried to eat my shadow and I was so totally terrified.”

It turned out I hadn’t needed to ask. By the time we reached room sixteen I felt the itchiness on my skin. The sensation led me straight to the melted door of room eighteen. Inside, in the middle of a big square room white room that a school could rearrange for any purpose, sat a middle school boy on a tall stool, kicking his feet idly while he scratched his torso with both hands.

I put him at… probably thirteen. He hadn’t hit a big growth spurt yet. On the other hand, he’d outgrown the old jeans he was wearing enough that they showed half his calves. That mismatched with an adult’s t-shirt that hung off him like a tent, bedecked with the unintelligibly faded emblem of what I thought might be a band. I definitely made out skulls and lightning bolts. Two little metal bead earrings decorated each ear. His arms showed some muscle despite his size, his short yellow hair skewed wildly in all directions, and he scratched all over with an obsessive ferocity.

An obsessive ferocity that I couldn’t blame him for. His power filled the room, a sensation like a cloud of bugs whirling around me. Bugs that couldn’t get into my eyes and nose and mouth, at least, but I for sure felt the itch.

Raising my hand, I asked the boy cautiously, “Black magic kids club?”

He jumped in surprise, arms and legs flailing, rocked backwards and nearly fell off his stool before grabbing it tightly and recoiling back up straight. A wide, ecstatic grin split his face, and he held up his left hand, palm out. “Black magic kids club!” he squealed with glee.

I high fived him, then we both yanked our hands back and massaged the palms. Ugh. The wriggly sensation touching him left on my skin was intense despite that hand still being a little numb.

“Oof, cold!” he hissed, reacting to my power. Glancing up past me at Chris and Sue, he must have seen expressions of confusion because he pointed back and forth between me and him, chattering an explanation. “Oh, okay, so, there are four teenagers with black magic powers in LA. Me, her, Barbara, and the Godchild of Despair.”

I flashed him a grin and lowered my voice to confidential level. “Ah think we’ve found a fifth. Ah saw th’ light girl strugglin’ with her power. You can tell she wants moah, wants to let it devour her. Ah bet her power doesn’t heal, only destroys. Black magic is still black magic if you paint it white.”

The kid pulled his feet, in sneakers with untied laces, up to the edge of the wooden stool and rocked forward and back on it as he chattered enthusiastically, “I saw you fighting the underworld harvester on a science camera because they wouldn’t let me melt a window and you were super cool! In that costume I thought you were Barbara.”

Sue grinned her favorite wicked grin, and I tried not to blush at being compared to Barbara the ultra-curvy goth eldritch sorceress. I’d been wearing a dripping black smoke disguise! Chris at least had never met Barbara and had no idea why Sue would tease me over it.

I changed the subject, fast and hard. “So that theah thing was an undahworld harvester?”

The boy had gone back to scratching, reaching his arms all around himself to get at the itches. I was tempted to join him. Whatever he had done absolutely drenched this room in that gnawing power of his. While he scratched, he half-answered, “I don’t know. That’s what I’m calling it. I summoned it, I didn’t make it.” Straightening up suddenly, he held out his left hand. “Oh, my name’s Hodir.”

I shook. We both put up with the sensation of each other’s magic. I gave him a grin. “Mah parents named me Avery, so ah reckon ah’ve got no room to judge. Chris ’n’ Sue got the normal names.”

When our handshake let go, Hodir bounced on his chair, causing the wooden legs to clack on the tile floor as he asked eagerly, “Oh, hey, ooh, do you want to see my power? I got to see you use your power, but you only got to see the thing that came out of my power. Watch this!”

The little blond-haired boy thrust both his arms straight forward, palms out and fingers splayed. Black lines drew themselves in the air in front of him, forming into circles, triangles, lines connecting them, an elaborate design like the circles Schleimy used to keep my magic contained. Chris and Annie took a step back
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