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  Prologue


  You really should listen to me. I get to be pretty darn important later on.


  But we’re talking about Lenny here. Lenny Hodge, just an ordinary guy who can do extra-special things. Like call mermaids up from the deep blue sea, or have a meteor streak down from a clear blue sky. Pretty impressive, huh? Except Lenny can’t figure out how he makes these things happen. In fact, he has spent most of his life running away from that stuff.


  But while Lenny did his best to escape his gift, other folks had different ideas. Some were good, like the people (and not-quite people) at Terrifitemps. Others were not so good, but we’ll get to them later.


  Lenny had been looking for work for a long time. And Terrifitemps was the last temporary employment agency in town. He was shocked when they hired him, but then he didn’t know how much the agency would need him for their more unusual jobs.


  His first job started almost as soon as he got there, with bad things happening to a couple of his fellow workers. He was sent out to fix the problem with a team he hardly knew.


  The story really starts here, of course, because that’s when Lenny met me.


  Things happened fast after that very important meeting; Lenny faced would-be world conquerors, plus shadow beings that were not quite human, not to mention sinister swamis and one incredibly vindictive ex-girlfriend. He triumphed over everything. No surprise, really. When you have a pooka by your side—well, need I say more?


  Things got even more interesting when the swami switched sides and promised to bring Lenny’s power out from the shadows. Which he did, sort of, with some very important help from yours truly. But Lenny also unleashed something so cosmic and terrible that everyone involved has driven it from their minds.


  Except me, of course. And even I don’t like to think about it. But I’ll tell Lenny all I remember, as soon as I get out of here.


  Wherever I am.


  Still, Lenny was victorious, kind of, and helped to get Terrifitemps back to, well, not normal, really. Let’s just say he got the company back to being Terrifitemps again. You can figure out the rest of it as we go along.


  Lenny doesn’t know how he did that either. A chorus of singing buffalo helped somewhere in the middle. And there was something about a postage-stamp first day cover that even a qualified pooka like me can’t understand.


  But enough of yesterday’s news. This story has barely gotten started. I’ve got to get back there as fast as I can. Lenny needs his faithful pooka by his side.


  I mean, how else is he going to know how much trouble he’s in? Yours in truth and justice,


  Bob the Horse


  Pooka Extraordinaire


  Chapter One


  For someone who wanted to show his positive attitude, Lenny was doing an awful lot of frowning.


  This was maybe his second day at Terrifitemps. Or possibly his third. He couldn’t quite remember.


  But he had a lot of other things he couldn’t quite forget. It all gave him a bit of a headache.


  He stood in the main corridor of Terrifitemps—the real, bustling nerve center of the company, not that waiting room at the other end of the floor. (That was the place they used to disguise the true nature of this organization.) Everything around him was very familiar, but that didn’t make it any less strange. Dozens of individuals were bustling around everywhere. He had met a lot of them his first day on the job. It didn’t help that some weren’t human. Was it normal that he couldn’t remember most of their names—or even some of their species?


  “There you are.”


  Lenny turned to see Lenore pushing her way through the crowd. She was an attractive woman in her mid-twenties who always dressed in black. Her tight-fitting pantsuit managed to both emphasize her curves and serve as a nice contrast to her long, red hair. Lenore was part of Lenny’s team.


  “Lenny,” she spoke with gravity. Lenore was not only quite striking; beyond the always-black outfit she also seemed to wear a certain air of mystery. “You will not have to write a report.”


  “Oh,” Lenny replied. “Thank you.” He tried to look less confused than he felt. This was the first time he had heard anything about any report.


  “Karnowski says you are lucky man!” another voice exclaimed behind Lenny. He turned to look at a very tall, very thin, very dour-looking fellow. This newcomer also dressed in black. His suit simply made him seem skeletal. Karnowski was also a member of the team.


  “Karnowski man of action, not man of reports.” He shook his head. “Still, Karnowski lose ghost. Karnowski never lose ghost.” The thin man seemed greatly disturbed by this news. But then, Lenny remembered, Karnowksi liked to be called the ghost finder.


  “You would think that report writing was a chore. I’ve always found it to be one of the more fulfilling parts of the job.” A somewhat shorter, somewhat plumper fellow joined the group. Withers should have been a part of the team on its last mission, if he had not been—well, indisposed didn’t quite describe it. Totally out of his mind was probably closer to the truth.


  Withers grinned up at Lenny. “Ms. Siggenbottom decided it was unfair to plunge you straight into the paperwork, especially since you never received the full orientation.”


  This was something Lenny could agree on. He had barely begun to watch the “Welcome to Terrifitemps” video when the crisis began. First Withers, then their leader, Ms. Siggenbottom, had each seemed to take leave of their senses, clamoring for corn dogs. Lenny remembered how surprised he had been by Withers’s sudden transformation—his hands turned to digging claws; his nose turned very twitchy, very furry—as his team member became an out-of-control werevole.


  “We’ll have you ready next time around,” Withers agreed cheerfully. “Being a werevole can be trying. There are not that many jobs that call for active burrowing.” He waved a sheaf of papers in his hand. “I am, however, a whiz at paperwork.”


  “Withers is king at filling out forms,” Karnowski agreed.


  “Forms?” Lenny asked. “What forms?”


  “Here. Look at mine for an example.” Withers handed over the stapled, multipage document.


  Lenny scanned down a long list of questions, each followed by a line or two for a typed or written reply. Withers’s replies were short and very straightforward. And all were also more or less the same. Lenny flipped through the pages:


  Question: Were there any extenuating circumstances that prevented you from working at peak efficiency?


  Answer: Cursed by magic.


  Question: How do you regard your performance in the field?


  Answer: Cursed by magic.


  Question: Rate the difficulty of this mission on a scale of one to ten.


  Answer: Cursed by magic.


  It went on like that for four pages.


  Why did Withers need to fill out a form in the first place? The werevole had been sidelined by a spell for the entire operation.


  “It’s for the higher-ups.” Withers answered before Lenny could ask a question.


  Higher than Ms. Siggenbottom? Lenny realized—once again—how little he knew about his new employer.


  “I sense water,” Lenore said abruptly. She was a trained psychic, after all. From their last job together, Lenny guessed her predictions were correct at least fifty percent of the time.


  Just as abruptly, Ms. Siggenbottom was in their midst.


  “I trust that your forms are done?” she began in her usual abrupt manner. “We have a situation. We got a call for help from one of our other teams in the field.”


  “Alert! Alert!” A small fellow with fur growing out of his ears ran up to the group. “Ms. S! We’ve completely lost contact!”


  Ms. S stared down at the small fellow. “Completely?”


  The underling looked down at his notes. “Their final message: ‘Team H needs assistance. Mayday. Mayday. Oh my go’—message ends. They do not reply to any further attempt at contact.”


  “Team H?” Withers said in little more than a whisper. “We’ve gotten no response—from the Hammer?”


  “You got call for help from Hammer?” Karnowski asked in disbelief.


  “The Hammer never needs help,” Withers added.


  “That is why we always send him on the most difficult assignments,” Ms. S agreed.


  “The Hammer lives for danger,” Withers agreed.


  “Hammer laughs at death!” Karnowski added.


  “We all aspire to be as good as the Hammer—someday,” Lenore explained. “We long to be as determined, as professional, as heroic as the Hammer!”


  “Not to mention as poised, as photogenic, and as well-spoken,” Ms. S chimed in.


  “It is a high bar,” Withers agreed.


  “And now he’s—what?” Lenny asked. “Captured?”


  No one replied.


  “Worse than captured?” Lenny asked.


  “No.” Lenore shook her head vehemently. “The Hammer always prevails. Sure, any one of us can have a setback, but he’s out there somewhere—just waiting to win again. He has to be!” She looked at the others, then took a deep breath. “I must use my gifts.”


  Lenny knew she was talking about her psychic powers, powers that worked remarkably well, sometimes. And sometimes not so well.


  “We will find the Hammer,” Lenore continued. “If I reach out, I can sense those I know well. If they were close once, they will be close always.”


  Those she knew well? Lenny frowned. They will be close—always? Who was this Hammer guy, anyway?


  Lenore raised her hands above her head. “If the rest of you would step away for a moment?”


  The remainder of the team took a step or two back, jostling the crowd around them. Lenny apologized to the bright yellow fellow directly behind him. The fellow dipped his antennae jauntily and said he didn’t mind moving for official business.


  Lenny guessed Lenore’s trance was as close to “business” as anything around her.


  The slim redhead waved her hands and swayed gently from side to side, as though she were listening to some distant music that only she could hear. She closed her eyes, a slight smile curling the edges of her attractive lips.


  She looked particularly beautiful at that moment, attempting to contact some other man whom she knew—well.


  Why did this make Lenny uncomfortable? He and Lenore had barely had a chance to get to know each other. And yet, Lenny could swear he felt a spark when they had first met the other day, an attraction he had hoped would grow to something more.


  Lenny and Lenore: Even their names fit together. But now, this Hammer guy? Lenny sighed.


  Maybe he needed to concentrate on his job.


  Lenore stopped swaying and opened her eyes. “I can’t sense him. It feels as though he has vanished from the city of Boston.”


  “Interesting,” Karnowski intoned.


  “I will cast my psychic net farther!” Lenore declared. She closed her eyes again, and this time, she frowned. Her eyes snapped open again in only a second. Lenore turned to Ms. Siggenbottom and shook her head. “It’s more like he vanished from the entire planet.”


  “Karnowski finds this very interesting!” the ghost finder intoned once more.


  “What could destroy the Hammer?” Withers asked, a pleading note to his voice.


  “Whatever it is, you’re going to go find out,” Ms. Siggenbottom replied.


  “I sense damp, great damp,” Lenore continued. “And large forms hiding in the mist.”


  “New mission?” Withers piped up. “For the team?”


  “Great damp?” The ghost finder did not seem so pleased. “Karnowski hope we not go back in sewers!”


  Their leader shook her head. “Not this time. Or at least, not yet.” Ms. S reached into her oversized purse and pulled out four blue folders—each with the yellow-and-blue Terrifitemps logo in the upper-right corner.


  “The entire team will be taking on temporary assignments.” She began to hand a folder to each member of the team.


  People at Terrifitemps were actually hired for temporary positions? Lenny supposed it made sense—sort of. He did his best to compose himself as his boss handed him the last of the folders.


  “I will give you the situation in brief,” Ms. S continued. “We have had a series of problems at the aquarium. Guards have been disappearing at an alarming rate. We sent the Hammer to investigate, and he and his entire team have disappeared as well.”


  While Ms. Siggenbottom was talking to the whole team, Lenny swore she was looking directly at him. “You will have to go in and find what has happened to the guards, and the Hammer. And you must be careful not to disappear in turn.” She waved at the whole team. “You will find further details in the folders I gave to each of you.”


  “When should we report for duty?” Withers asked.


  “This is priority alpha. We begin tonight.”


  “Tonight?” The tall man shook his head. “Karnowski suggest whole team go downstairs and get some lunch.”


  The others nodded at that. Lenny nodded, too.


  “I will need you back here at five,” Ms. S called after them. “We will need to fit you for your uniforms.”


  Lenore walked by his side. “Lenny?” she asked gently. “Is something wrong?”


  Lenny realized he must be frowning again. He felt that things might be moving a little too fast for him to grasp. But then, he had felt that way since he had walked into Terrifitemps.


  “I guess I’m still a little shaken up over what happened the other day.”


  Karnowski clapped him on the shoulder. “Do not worry, friend Lenny! Terrifitemps is up to the task! Mysterious disappearances? Our best agent gone from Earth? Vague and sinister shapes half-seen in gloom?” Karnowski chuckled. “What could possibly go wrong?”


  Chapter Two


  On their previous mission, Lenny remembered, their situation had gotten so complicated that things like eating and sleeping had been tossed aside. So he was happy to join the others when Karnowski suggested they visit the company cafeteria.


  Withers led the way down yet another hallway to yet another door Lenny hadn’t seen before—every time he felt he had a sense of Terrifitemps’ size, it just seemed to get bigger. They entered a very large, very bright, and very noisy room. Small separate counters lined three walls, each with a sign over the counter to indicate what that particular spot was serving. Lenny got an idea of what some of them served (FRIED ENTRAILS was the first sign he read), but there were many more signs in languages he didn’t understand, or simply strange words he had never seen before. (One place was serving GORLAP. What was gorlap?) His team gently guided him away from the stations providing for nonhumans; they ended up at the sandwich counter. This particular corner of the cafeteria had another half-dozen stations as well, with signs like PIZZA, PREPARED FOOD, and VEGAN. The longest line was in front of the sign STEW.


  “Trust me,” Withers nodded to Lenny. “This is the best line.”


  The ghost hunter nodded as well. “Karnowski says, never witness pure horror; never try meat loaf.”


  “The food service does have its shortcomings,” Lenore agreed. “Probably something to do with providing food for sixty-three different species.”


  His team members each ordered a sandwich, one by one. Lenny got a ham and cheese on rye. “Over here!” Withers called from an empty table.


  “We finally get to talk!” he continued as Lenny approached. “After I was sidelined by the dastardly plot of that supervillain Foo the day before yesterday.”


  “Karnowski never likes when that happens,” the ghost finder agreed.


  Lenny remembered that part; Withers had turned into a werevole, but apparently a crazier werevole than usual. It was one of the reasons his team had gone to confront Foo.


  “This is our first chance to work together as a team.” Withers grinned as if he couldn’t think of anything better.


  Lenny knew there was someone missing. But who? “Except for the Baron.” Lenny pointed out.


  “He’ll arrive presently. It’s not quite dusk.” Withers glanced at a digital clock above the pizza counter. “We’ve got a few minutes before nightfall. It gives us a bit of downtime.”


  So they could relax for a bit? That was news to Lenny. Every moment he had spent at Terrifitemps, everyone seemed to be rushing somewhere. “You have downtime?”


  “Not really,” Lenore replied.


  “Threats are constant,” Karnowski agreed.


  Withers shrugged. “Just part of our real job—constantly saving the world.”


  “Saving the world,” Lenore repeated with a sigh. “What could have happened to the Hammer?”


  “We find out very soon,” Karnowski replied with a frown. “Or we join Hammer, wherever he has gone.”


  A deep voice spoke directly behind Lenny. “I have been summoned before my time.” Lenny recognized that voice. The team was complete.


  Lenny glanced up at the vampire. The Baron did not look pleased. In fact, something seemed a bit off.


  “One does not summon vampires lightly,” the Baron grumbled. Lenny pushed his chair back so he could get a better look at the newcomer. His dark, slicked back, very European hairstyle looked like it hadn’t quite been combed. He also seemed to have misbuttoned his starched white shirt. Even his cape was rumpled.


  Lenny decided the Baron looked like he hadn’t had his first cup of coffee. Did vampires even drink coffee?


  “Some life-giving blood will do the trick,” the Baron remarked, as though he, and not Lenore, were the mind reader around here. “Excuse me.” He wandered over toward the counters reserved for nonhumans.


  He was back in an instant, hovering behind the others. “I am never at my best when I get up before dark.”


  He poked a straw into the top of a large plastic cup with the words SUPER BLOOD GULP printed in red. He frowned as he took his first sip. “I can never quite get used to the carbonation.” He turned to look at the rest of the cafeteria as he drank.


  “Does the Baron know about the Hammer?” Lenny asked.


  Withers nodded. “Ms. S would have filled him in when she called.”


  The Baron turned back toward them as he finished his drink. He looked like a different vampire: hair perfectly in place, starched white shirt blindingly immaculate, cape flowing behind him with nary a wrinkle. He smiled at his teammates.


  “Now this is more civilized. Why have you called me here? Something about the Hammer? Is there some new danger?”


  With that last question, all noise stopped in the cafeteria.


  The Baron frowned at the rest of the team. “I shouldn’t have mentioned danger?”


  Lenore waved at something behind the Baron. “This is danger of another kind.”


  Lenny looked past the Baron. The crowd in the cafeteria behind him had parted. In that newly emptied space walked three fabulously attractive women in low-cut evening wear. Lenny had seen two of them before. And he could tell the identity of the third female at a single glance.


  “My wives,” the Baron remarked in a low voice. He seemed as surprised as the rest of the team.


  “What are they here for?” Lenny asked.


  “I’m sure they will tell us—at length,” the vampire replied.


  The Baron stood as his wives approached. “You all remember Brittany and Taylor?” He waved at an astonishingly attractive blonde and brunette. The blonde, Brittany, wore a long, flowing, and low-cut blue velvet dress that might have been in style a hundred years ago.


  “Hi, y’all.” She said. Her voice hinted at a southern drawl.


  “So this is what you got?” Taylor was wearing some sort of red pantsuit, with bits of fabric torn away at strategic locations. It was even more revealing than Brittany’s gown. She stared at Lenny. “Well, I guess we can make do.” If her nasal tones came from south anywhere, it was South Boston.


  The Baron seemed to ignore the first two wives as he gestured toward the third, who approached in a short evening dress of deepest black. “But I don’t think many of you have met my third wife, Lucille.”


  “No longer!” The third wife glared at her husband. Vast amounts of red hair framed her pale face—a face that looked an awful lot like Lenny’s college girlfriend Sheila.


  Lenny had only learned the day before that the Baron’s third wife was indeed Sheila’s mother, and the woman, the vampire, looked rather like Sheila—the cheekbones, the eyes, the mouth set in a disapproving smile—only more so. Her dress showed off amazing curves and pushed forward her cleavage in such a way that Lenny had a hard time pulling his gaze away from—well, he found this commanding woman to be immensely attractive. Was it so wrong, after dating the daughter for years, that Lenny found the mother so gorgeous, so seductive? Lenny certainly thought so. He cleared his throat and looked down at the floor.


  “Louise was my human name, but I am human no longer.” Her tone was haughty, as if she was used to being obeyed. “Now, you may call me—Gloriana!”


  Gloriana? She certainly was, Lenny admitted, doing his best not to look again.


  “But this is not about us!” Gloriana continued. Lenny glanced up to see the fabulous redhead poke a finger at the Baron’s starched white shirt. “This is about you.”


  At that, the other two brides stepped forward to flank their fellow wife. “Just where do you think y’all are going?” said Brittany.


  “Night after night, waking up with an empty coffin by our side,” Taylor added.


  “You’ve forgotten your vampiric vows,” Brittany added.


  “You’ve forgotten us as well, buster,” Taylor agreed.


  Gloriana stepped forward again. “Don’t think you’re getting into our crypts anytime soon!” she said with finality.


  The Baron looked at the three females’ hypnotic glares. “But you see—” he began.


  “Do you ever think about our needs?” Brittany demanded.


  “You do understand—” the Baron tried again.


  “The time for talking is yesterday’s news!” Taylor exclaimed.


  “Er—” the Baron seemed at a loss for words.


  “You will have to please us again and again to return to our good graces!” Gloriana looked down at her husband as if he might be the lowest form of vermin.


  The Baron didn’t even attempt a reply.


  “Excuse me?” a soft voice said by Lenny’s ear.


  “Is ghost!” another voice cheered. “Karnowski has found ghost!”


  A Ghost? Lenny remembered a ghost, maybe a couple of ghosts, from his recent adventures. He thought about looking toward the newcomer, but his gaze was trapped by the three women.


  Taylor smiled wistfully, revealing the tips of
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