
  [image: Cover]


  TEMPORARY HUMAN


  Book Three of the Temporary Magic Series


  By Craig Shaw Gardner


  [image: ]


  A Mystique Press Production


  Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright © 2017 Craig Shaw Gardner


  Edited by: Andrea Ball


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  [image: ]


  Craig Shaw Gardner is the author of more than thirty novels and fifty-odd short stories (some of them very odd.) His novelization of BATMAN was a New York Times bestseller, and he’s a past president of the Horror Writers Association. He’s written reviews and articles for numerous periodicals, ranging from THE WASHINGTON POST to RAMPAGE WRESTLING, and (far more importantly) he serves as the perennial co-host (with Eric Van) of the “Kirk Poland Memorial Bad Prose Competition” every July at Readercon. He lives just north of the Center of the Universe (aka Cambridge, MA) with his wife and their two cats, George and Gracie.


  Other Books by Craig Shaw Gardner


  The Ebenezum Books


  A Malady of Magicks


  A Multitude of Monsters


  A Night in the Netherhells


  A Difficulty with Dwarves


  An Excess of Enchantments


  A Disagreement with Death


  The Cineverse Cycle


  Slaves of the Volcano God


  Bride of the Slime Monster


  Revenge of the Fluffy Bunnies


  The Further Arabian Nights


  The Other Sinbad


  A Bad Day for Ali Baba


  Scheherazade’s Night Out (aka The Last Arabian Night)


  The Dragon Circle


  Dragon Sleeping (aka Raven Walking)


  Dragon Waking


  Dragon Burning


  The Changeling War (as by Peter Garrison)


  The Changeling War


  The Sorcerer’s Gun


  The Magic Dead


  Temporary Magic


  Temporary Monsters


  Temporary Hauntings


  Temporary Humans


  Collections


  A Purple Book of Peculiar Stories


  A Cold Wind in July


  Other Books


  The Lost Boys


  Wishbringer


  Batman


  Back to the Future Part II


  Back to the Future Part III


  The Batman Murders


  Batman Returns


  The 7th Guest (with Matthew J. Costello)


  Spider-Man: Wanted Dead or Alive


  Leprechauns


  Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Return to Chaos


  Angel: Dark Mirror


  Dark Whispers (as by Chris Blaine)


  Battlestar Galactica: The Cylon’s Secret


  Craig Shaw Gardner’s Website


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  TEMPORARY HUMAN


  Table of Contents


  Prologue



  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Chapter Ten


  Chapter Eleven


  Chapter Twelve


  Chapter Thirteen


  Chapter Fourteen


  Chapter Fifteen


  Chapter Sixteen


  Chapter Seventeen


  TEMPORARY HUMAN STUDY GUIDE


  Prologue


  This may be the greatest challenge of my career.


  I am very good at writing reports. Usually. And this was the precise reason that Ms. Helene Wadsworth Siggenbottom, chief executive officer of Terrifitemps, set me to this task. The reason behind the report? Our newest hire, one Lenny Hodge, has arrived with far more baggage than any of us could have possibly imagined.


  And then there’s Bob the horse.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. This report will be orderly, even if anything that could vaguely be called “order” has long since left the building.


  Perhaps I should introduce myself, first. My name is Walter William Withers, more popularly known within our company as Withers the Werevole. I have held my current position as a paranormal investigator for nearly three years. And in all three of those very eventful years, I had never seen anything like this.


  Perhaps I should summarize my surroundings.


  To most people, Terrifitemps appears to be a temporary employment agency, no different from half a dozen others in the Boston area. And it does indeed fulfill that function. However, the main business of this agency is of a far more important nature. We investigate the unusual. And sometimes the unusual can be very dangerous.


  Yet, even with dozens of dangerous assignments, nothing in my job experience had prepared me for Mr. Hodge. Or, more specifically, all that accompanies our latest hire.


  To Lenny’s credit, since he came on board last week, his fantastic gift had arguably saved the world—twice. First, he had been central in defeating the nefarious world-conquering plans of the arch-villain Foo. Second, he halted an alien invasion—not to mention the total annihilation of our planet—by the Squeeelch, a bunch every bit as nasty as their name.


  Due to unfortunate circumstances, I was unable to observe either of these operations first hand. But it didn’t matter that I wasn’t there, because Lenny brought parts of these adventures back with him.


  Lenny has the ability to make things happen. Lenny doesn’t know how he does it. Neither does Terrifitemps. It has something to do with a first day cover stamp. Maybe.


  So Lenny came back with our team and a whole bunch of extra—“distractions” might be the best description. Ms. S immediately quarantined the lot of us onto a completely different floor on the other side of the building.


  So here I am, trying once again to write my report.


  It’s hard to concentrate when a herd of buffalo are singing “I want a girl, just like the girl that married dear old Dad” in the next room.


  Whenever the Buffalo pause, I can hear the faint, beautiful song of the mermaids in the room around the corner, a song so irresistible, I now understand why ancient mariners would pursue that music until their ships were wrecked upon a rocky shore.


  A line of small and slimy creatures is doing the conga over my feet.


  A swami named Phil and a Yeti named Oog are sitting with Lenny on the far side of the room, trying to find some way to compartmentalize, and maybe control, all the chaos that constantly surrounds us.


  I’d go out into the hallway if it wasn’t raining toads. And I’m doing my best not to listen to Bob the horse’s explanation of how pookas play polo.


  Now where was I?


  I may need to start this report all over again.


  Chapter One


  “The letter needs to go.”


  The moment Lenore said those words, Lenny knew she was right. The chaos around him had long since passed any definition of manageable.


  He glanced back at the young woman who had just arrived. Lenore remained calm, even in the middle of this tumult. Lenny was struck again at how attractive his teammate was, her long black hair framing her pale face as her green eyes surveyed their very noisy surroundings. He wondered if the two of them could ever—Lenny stopped that train of thought abruptly. As the team’s resident psychic, Lenore could often read minds. They had never discussed what she read in his.


  Lenny wondered if anyone could read minds with all this noise. First, the herd of buffalo sang with their usual gusto.


  “Swanee, how I love you, how I love you, my dear old Swanee!”


  The mermaids, wisely, had ceded center stage to the furry chorus, and concentrated on singing harmony, their ethereal voices adding a particularly wistful edge to the old standard.


  Lenore turned to Swami Phil. “So, any progress?”


  “I’m afraid not.” Phil sounded as dejected as he looked. Even the swami’s khaki-colored turban looked a little frayed, as if it might begin to unravel at any moment.


  “We’ve already run through half the swami handbook,” he continued. “Visualization exercises, controlled breathing, meditation, acupuncture, colonic cleansing …”


  “Never again,” Lenny interjected.


  “None of our treatments have helped in the least,” the swami continued. “In fact, most of them seemed to have made the situation worse.”


  As if in answer, the buffalo sang: “The folks up north will see me no more, when I get to that Swanee shore!”


  The line of rats and roaches that circled the area immediately around Lenny and his cohorts added their own commentary to the music, dancing and chanting to a Latin beat:


  “If you wanna conga,


  Swanee is the songa,


  Makes you sorta longa,


  For days that are long gonga!”


  “Uhh!” the creatures grunted together. “Uhh!”


  Lenore glanced to Lenny’s left. “The chickens are new.”


  “The chickens have just arrived,” Lenny said.


  They were, of course, no ordinary chickens. Nothing that showed up around Lenny these days was ordinary. No, these were talking chickens.


  “I have the very best spot for pecking,” the first chicken said.


  “Why are you pecking over there?” the second chicken asked. “I want to peck over there!”


  “Stop hogging all the seed corn!” the third chicken interjected.


  Not that, upon reflection, chickens had very much to say.


  But Lenore had mentioned the letter. Lenny checked that it was still in his back pocket. Actually, it was much more than a letter. It was a first day cover—so called because it was sent out by the post office on the first day the stamp was issued. It was a very rare first day cover as well, a misprinted stamp from the Republic of Moldavia. And it was a letter that Lenny had added to his stamp collection when he was just a boy.


  The letter was also, in some strange way, the source of Lenny’s power.


  “We thought Lenny’s letter would lead to answers,” Lenore continued. “I’m beginning to think we were wrong.”


  How the whole magic-letter-as-the-source-of-power thing worked on Lenny was still open to debate. It might have something to do with a race of cosmic beings called the Overlooked, a group that claimed Lenny’s gift was all part of some master plan. Or it might not. How far could you trust cosmic beings, anyway—especially ones who called themselves “the Overlooked”?


  “We’ve gone as far as we can with the first day cover so close at hand.” Lenore nodded to Lenny. “I think it’s time to take the letter away. See if we might manage some control if it’s placed in the next room.”


  “Or the next building,” the swami added.


  “Possibly the next county,” someone else said. Lenny looked to his left and saw the rest of his Terrifitemps team pushing their way through the crowd.


  “Karnowski vote for next continent!” The tall, pale ghost finder was flanked by Withers the Werevole (currently in his nondescript human form), and the Baron, a suave vampire who came complete with cape.


  Lenny guessed that everyone had had more than enough of the current experiment.


  “And one more thing,” Lenore added. “Until we make some changes around here, Oog will not be coming back.”


  Until then, Lenny hadn’t even considered what effect this constant noise and activity might have on a Yeti used to a quiet life in the forest. He looked beyond the immediate chaos to the greater anarchy that filled the rest of his surroundings. Lenny saw that the rain of toads, so recently confined to the hallway on the other end of the floor, was now encroaching on the far corner of the room. And of course, he could hear the hundred mechanical cries coming from every corner of this room and all the rooms beyond as every automated device, from computer to microwave, refused to do anything but display a constant game of Pong. Lenny remembered how distraught Withers had become the day before when he had attempted to turn on the vacuum cleaner.


  “I fear,” Withers now said in a voice that could just barely be heard, “that this place might be too much for any of us.”


  “Who brought this seed corn?” one of the chickens demanded in a voice much louder and more grating than that of the werevole.


  “It’s nowhere near as good as the corn from yesterday,” a second chicken added.


  “Yesterday?” the third chicken chimed in. “The really good corn was the day before yesterday.”


  The first chicken ruffled her feathers. “How can you say that? All your taste is in your beak!”


  Lenny frowned. What had he been thinking about?


  “Holy crud!” Bob the horse piped up. “This could even be too much for pookas!”


  Lenny glanced at the blue, semitransparent horse that floated at his side. One thing about all this chaos, it could actually make him forget about Bob for substantial periods of time. Ever since the conclusion of their last adventure, the pooka had been his constant companion. In fact, Bob was just about impossible to get rid of.


  “It’s about to become even more interesting,” the Baron said smoothly. “Our leader arrives.”


  Lenny saw Ms. Siggenbottom, pushing her way through the crowd. No, Lenny thought, that wasn’t quite accurate. The crowd was parting before her, giving her plenty of space to approach Lenny and the others.


  Ms. Siggenbottom looked at him disapprovingly. By now, Lenny pretty much knew that was her standard expression. “Mr. Hodge. I understand that things are not going quite as well as we might have expected.”


  Lenny tried to think of something positive he could say in response. Nothing came to mind.


  “No,” he said instead.


  Ms. S nodded. “We’re afraid that there are problems we did not foresee. Lenore is not the only psychic in our employ. We have a separate, dedicated team of psychics always looking for the unexpected. And they’ve found something very bad, right here.”


  “You mean in Boston?” Lenny asked. Ms. S’s expression did not change.


  “At Terrifitemps?” he tried. His boss’s stare was constant.


  “Right in this very room,” she said at last. “Strange energies are everywhere around us!”


  The swami stepped forward. “I have suspected as much. Still, there have to be other ways we might control these emanations.”


  “If so, we need to find them quickly,” Ms. S replied. “Failing that, we will have to neutralize Mr. Hodge as soon as possible.”


  Neutralize? Lenny didn’t like the sound of that one bit.


  Lenore nodded. “I have also sensed this cosmic unease.” She placed one of her pale hands just below the neckline of her all black outfit. “It is a feeling I get, deep within me, a sense that something is suddenly very wrong. It’s often a sign of great danger, of primordial forces threatening our very existence.”


  She paused a moment before adding: “And then again, every once in a while it’s just gas.” She smiled apologetically. “Usually I’ve just had too much spicy food.”


  “So you didn’t mention anything because of what we had for lunch?” Withers asked.


  Lenore nodded. “I hesitated to say anything until I was more sure. Everything around here is so not normal that I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions.”


  “Exactly,” Ms. S agreed. “Which is why we need to put a stop to all the not normal as soon as possible.” She stared at Bob the horse. “I mean, what is he doing here?”


  “Moral support?” Bob suggested.


  Ms. S was not impressed. “Before Mr. Hodge arrived, this whole building was pooka proof!”


  “Plus, I like to think I add a bit of color to the room,” the semitransparent blue horse added.


  “I see exactly what she means,” Lenore said. “If Bob can get in here so easily, what else might come in right behind him?”


  “Excuse me?”


  A stylishly dressed woman with blonde hair stood at the edge of the crowd. She was a woman Lenny knew all too well.


  “Sheila?” he asked. His voice was a bit higher than he might have liked.


  “Is that any way to greet an old friend, Lenny-poo?”


  Sheila was, among other things, Lenny’s ex-girlfriend. Since Lenny had started working at his new job, their paths had crossed more than once. Way back when their relationship was new, he didn’t mind being called Lenny-poo. That was a very long time ago.


  They had seen a lot of each other in the past few days. She had suggested they get back together, and try to start over. At least that was what she wanted at those moments when she wasn’t threatening to kill him. All in all, her feelings towards Lenny seemed complicated.


  Lenny had only recently discovered that Sheila was the daughter of the arch-villain, Foo, who, because of his desire to rule the world, was the sworn enemy of all things Terrifitemps. If she could walk in here, past all the guards both natural and supernatural, maybe they really were in trouble.


  Ms. Siggenbottom stared at the newcomer. “How did you get in here?”


  Sheila pointed. “Through that door over there.” She did her best to smile. “Nobody stopped me. On the contrary. I felt like the building itself brought me here. I took one elevator after another, doors opening as I approached, closing as soon as I was inside, leading here, eventually, to this very busy floor.”


  She paused. The whole room had grown still and silent. Ms. S stared at Lenny as if this was all his fault.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t call ahead,” Sheila continued. “I couldn’t wait. I had to see Lenny—and the rest of you—before matters grew any worse.”


  Surprisingly, Ms. Siggenbottom was the first to reply. “How, exactly, would matters be—getting worse?”


  “We may have an emergency. My father has noticed strange things happening in his network of tunnels. Some of the passageways have collapsed, other tunnels have been diverted, so that they lead who knows where. Close to a dozen of my father’s minions have simply disappeared. Even with my father’s immense resources, he felt this was beyond his control. And, the more he studied the phenomena with his super-scientific instruments, the more he realized it extended far beyond his hidden passages, that the strange underground phenomena were happening all over New England, and possibly even farther.”


  “And Foo has sent you here?” Lenore asked. “Why?”


  Sheila frowned at the question. “My father is a proud man! How could he admit any emergency might be beyond his control? And even when he faced the truth, how could he ask Terrifitemps for help?”


  She took a step forward. “What could I do but volunteer? After all, Lenny, with what we’ve been through, we’ve learned to trust each other, haven’t we? At least a little bit?”


  Lenny wasn’t sure he completely agreed. During their most recent crisis, Sheila had been one of those trapped on the space craft, along with Lenny and the Terrifitemps team, a group of Yeti scientists, and a few assorted others. All of them had had to work together to save the Earth. After which, they had returned to their home planet and gone their separate ways.


  Lenny doubted that their earlier truce still held now that the Earth was no longer in danger. It was certainly something that none of them had talked about. The moment the spacecraft had landed, the many factions had simply fled the scene before they could find a way to start fighting all over again.


  But what if the Earth was in danger once more?


  Lenore raised a hand to prevent any further interruption.


  “I can sense—something—now that the chaos around us has faded. Something that has remained hidden, but will be hidden no more. Something that has been denied the surface world of air and water and sun, something that now plans to take the surface world for its own.”


  “What does that mean?” Lenny asked.


  “I’m not exactly sure,” Lenore admitted. “But it’s definitely not gas.”


  The Baron coughed discreetly. “I believe this is about to get even more complicated.”


  Lenny looked past the vampire and saw that three other women had entered the room. Not that these were ordinary women. They were the Baron’s vampire wives, all ravishingly beautiful, each with her flowing hair pinned up to better show her face, and each in a skin-tight, glittering ball gown.


  Lenny remembered the one time he had seen the room that held the four vampires’ coffins, in the sub-basement of Terrifitemps. It was a room on the very bottom floor, far below street level, even deeper, he suspected, than the Boston subway system. It was a room far, far away from anything else.


  But every time these brides appeared, they looked absolutely stunning in new outfits Lenny had never seen before. He frowned. Who did their hair? And where did they get all those fabulous clothes?


  The crowd parted to give the three brides a clear pathway to Lenny. The brunette Taylor and the blonde Brittany looked speculatively around them, rather like a pair of hungry diners might survey an endless buffet.


  “You are so naughty, Baron,” said Gloriana, the redheaded vampire who usually took the lead for the three of them. “You never tell us about all your friends.”


  Even though Gloriana was talking to the Baron, Lenny noticed the vampire bride was looking straight at him.


  “What a vast array of creatures,” Taylor added with the slightest trace of a British accent. “Most of them so wondrously alive, with all sorts of blood pulsing through their veins.”


  “Pulsing,” Brittany agreed, her accent hinting an upbringing closer to Boston’s south shore. “I could get into pulsing.”


  Both Brittney and Taylor smiled. Lenny could see their fangs.


  The three brides all had very distinctive personalities. Lenny guessed the Baron liked variety.


  “Pay no attention to my sisters’ prattle,” Gloriana said. “We will get what we need.” She still only looked at Lenny. “We always do.”


  Gloriana ran her tongue lightly over her fangs. “Lenny Hodge. Why do I find you so—intriguing?”


  Lenore stepped forward. “Lenny. Even more than before, we need to concentrate on the letter. We must regain control of our surroundings.”


  Gloriana chuckled. “Control? That is such an overrated concept. Come to me Lenny, and I shall show you a whole new meaning of the word.”


  Lenny found his gaze drawn once again to the redheaded vampire.


  “Mother!” It was Sheila’s turn to intervene. “Must you always interfere in my business? Can’t you respect what Lenny and I once meant to each other?”


  Gloriana was not only the Baron’s bride. She had previously been married to the notorious mastermind Foo, who, in trying to conquer the world, apparently had had no time for either his wife or his daughter Sheila.


  Not that Lenny had known anything about Sheila’s parents before a few days ago. The whole thing was amazingly complicated. Lenny shook his head in wonder. He’d been working here for less than two weeks, and already everything around him was amazingly complicated.


  “Really, Lenny?” Gloriana was not impressed by Sheila’s objection. Her eyes bored into Lenny’s soul. “Why settle for a shallow youngster when you can have a woman of experience?”


  “Mother!” Sheila replied. “It was bad enough when you were alive. But this vampire business takes it to a whole new level.”


  “My daughter!” Gloriana looked sadly at Lenny. “No matter how hard a mother struggles, are we ever truly appreciated?”


  Another woman cleared her throat very loudly. “If I might interrupt.” Ms. Siggenbottom stepped forward. “I would agree with Lenore about the letter.” She paused to frown at the vampire brides. “These three definitely should not be here. Rather like our other new arrival.” She glanced dismissively at Sheila. “But I suspect our defenses against—just about anything—are gone.”


  Even Lenny was convinced. The letter had to go. But where? And who would take it?


  And what was that noise? Lenny heard a new sound cutting through the racket, like someone was sucking every cubic foot of air from the building.


  “Holy crud!” Bob opined. “I’d know that sucking anywhere!”


  The crowd scrambled out of the way one more time to admit the miniature void that was the supervisor of the Dimm.


  “Ah, Mr. Hodge.” The supervisor’s voice boomed over the constant whooshing. “I trust we have both sufficiently recovered from our most recent adventure.” The void oozed in Lenny’s direction. “You seem very central to all of this. We may have to join forces to save the Earth all over again.”


  Lenny had met these strange creatures, who seemed to exist partially on earth and partially in some other dimension, even before he had been hired by Terrifitemps. For the Dimm were desperate to learn Lenny’s secrets, any way they could.


  The supervisor wobbled cheerfully. “But I have good news! I have had a discussion with my fellow Dimm. Perhaps we have been hasty in our demands that you surrender your body to Dimm super science. We have a new plan. We shall not have to dissect you after all.”


  “Really?” Lenny asked. Perhaps the void’s arrival was not as worrisome as he thought.


  “It was too important to wait for my underlings.” The vacuum spoke of the other Dimm, who seemed to be made up of equal parts raincoats and shadows. “We simply need some small sample of Lenny Hodge to work with. You’ll hardly even know that it’s gone.” The void undulated closer to Lenny. “Say one of your hands?”


  Lenny took a step away. “I don’t think …”


  “We are not unreasonable,” the void said before Lenny could continue. “We’ll be perfectly happy to accept the left one.”


  Lenny almost stumbled into the vampire brides.


  “We will leave the rest of you to work out your differences,” Taylor announced. “We are wasting valuable feeding time.”


  “Feeding.” Brittany agreed. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!”


  “Someone’s missing here,” Taylor said as she surveyed the room. “And I had my heart set on a Yeti. Pity. Perhaps I’ll try someone with hairy feet.” She moved faster than Lenny’s eyes could follow, grabbing hold of a diminutive fellow dressed all in green before the tiny man could get away.


  “My next meal is right in front of me.” Brittany made a beeline for Swami Phil. “Hey, turban boy! How about a little action?”


  “All right,” the void admitted. “Maybe we’re asking too much with a hand. The Dimm are not unreasonable. I think a foot might do instead.”


  The Baron finally stepped forward. “My three beloved darlings. This has gone quite far enough.” His voice lacked conviction. His brides ignored him.


  Swami Phil stood as the blonde vampire approached him. He looked even more pale than usual.


  “I’ve got mystic swami powers!” Phil warned.


  “Oh!” Brittany replied. “I’ve always wanted to try those.”


  “Why do you do this to me?” the Baron asked. “Don’t I provide for you?”


  “You do keep us from starving, I suppose,” Taylor said.


  “Provide?” Gloriana snorted. “We have to go to bed at night with nothing to keep us company but a bag of blood.”


  Lenny noticed the void had gotten closer again. He stared at the total absence of light at the vacuum’s center.


  “You’ll hardly notice a thing,” the Dimm continued. “Just allow me to envelop the body part of your choice.” The void stopped abruptly. “Where did these chickens come from?”


  “Could someone shut up those buffalo?” Taylor agitatedly waved her recently obtained short man with a beard at the approaching herd. “Talk about a mood killer!”


  The buffalo were marching forward, occupying the middle ground now that the crowd seemed to have permanently parted. They sang another standard with their usual gusto:


  “When Johnny comes marching home again, Hurrah! Hurrah!”


  “So many promises!” Gloriana exclaimed, her angry gaze fixed on the Baron. “‘The world is your blood bank,’ he said.”


  “I need to regain my strength.” Brittney grabbed the reluctant Swami Phil. “Let’s see what you’ve got hidin’ under that Nehru jacket.”


  “We’ll give him a hearty welcome then, Hurrah! Hurrah!” the buffalo continued.


  “We’re all on edge!” Taylor agreed as she lifted a short, hairy fellow out of the crowd. “How can you rest when someone is digging a tunnel right underneath you?”


  “I beg your pardon?” The void said. “That’s the very reason I arrived!”


  “Under the sub-basement?” Lenny frowned, thinking again of the room that held the vampires’ coffins, so far, far underground. “Who would be digging a tunnel that deep?”


  The supervisor’s constant sucking seemed to break into a chuckle. “You are dealing with false assumptions. Thank goodness the Dimm have arrived! No one is digging down. We believe someone or something is digging—up.”


  “Towards the Earth’s surface?” Withers asked. “I know a thing or two about tunnels!”


  “Nothing so mundane,” the Dimm replied. “We believe they are digging straight up to Terrifitemps. It’s no wonder that the ladies’ sleep has been disturbed. That sub- basement will soon be an entrance to the world below!”


  “Dirt and darkness, leading to the light!” Lenore exclaimed. “This is my vision!” She stared at the portable void. “But they are not coming for Terrifitemps. They are coming for Lenny!”


  Brittany, her fangs mere inches from the swami’s throat, abruptly released Phil and turned to face the others. “Perhaps it is time,” she said in a voice that wasn’t quite Brittany’s. “You have already noticed our preparations for conquest.”


  Lenny frowned as he heard the change. Brittany’s voice had more or less the same tone. And yet, both her accent and her attitude were gone.


  “Brittany?” the Baron called. He must have noticed the change in his bride as well.


  “No, I’m far more than Brittany now.” She smiled at the crowd before her. “At first, we will only be able to control the weak of will. But soon, we shall be able to influence every single living being upon the face of the earth.”


  “What have you done to my bride?” the Baron asked. “Release her this instant!”


  The thing that wasn’t Brittany laughed dismissively. “Why do you surface dwellers worry so? You’ll all fit perfectly well into the new order,” Brittany paused, looked speculatively around the room. “Well, except for those individuals that have to be eaten.


  “But you have no reason to worry right now. We require all of Lenny Hodge for what is to come.” Her gaze swept across the crowd before her. “And there is absolutely nothing you can do.” She waved to the crowd. “Heighdy heighdy hey!”


  Brittney fell to the ground, as though whatever had possessed her had left, taking all her strength.


  Lenny realized the void was very close to his left foot. But the supervisor made no further move.


  “I suppose this means you won’t have time for our experiments. And the Dimm will need to help you once again.” For an instant, the sucking sounded like a sigh. “The sacrifices we must make, just to save the Earth!”


  “We’ll see about that ultimatum!” Ms. Siggenbottom chimed in. “It is not so easy to defeat Terrifitemps. Lenore! Lenny! With me! We are going upstairs!”


  Lenore stepped to her side. “My visions show danger. They do not show defeat.”


  “There’s more than one way to use a Lenny Hodge!” Bob shouted to the world.


  The chickens clucked defiantly. The buffalo sang patriotically (this time it was “Yankee Doodle Dandy”).


  Lenny frowned. Rather than worry about the chaos around him, he realized he was very, very calm. On some level, Lenny realized, he had only been waiting for the next crisis.


  Ms. S was already marching towards the elevators. “Young man! You are coming with me!”


  And here it was.


  Chapter Two


  Lenny followed Ms. S and Lenore into the elevator. Surprisingly, everyone else stayed behind.


  “Good,” Ms. Siggenbottom said as she pressed a button to close the door. “No more distractions.” Instead of pressing another button for a particular floor, Ms. S inserted a key at the bottom of the control panel.


  “We’re going there?” Lenore asked in surprise.


  Lenny could still hear the faint strains of buffalo song through the closed elevator door. Their boss turned the key. The elevator jerked into motion, going up.


  “If the last two weeks have told us anything, it is that Terrifitemps must bring their operations to a whole different level.” She glanced at both of her employees in turn. “I had planned to bring both of you up to operations eventually.”


  Lenny watched the row of numbers light up above the door as the elevator rose. 10 … 11 … 12.


  Ms. S frowned at Lenny, “This is all your fault, you know.”


  “My fault?”


  “Operations have felt they have lost control. Not that they ever had that much control to begin with. But you, Lenny Hodge, have shattered their illusion of control. You have been far too successful without them.”


  “I have?” Lenny asked.


  “You’ve solved two major crises in two weeks. Without the advice of the executives that we are about to see. This will not be a pleasant meeting.”


  The light for 12 went off. The elevator stopped abruptly, above floor twelve and not quite up to 14.


  Lenny wasn’t surprised in the least
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