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

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

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

— Nicholas Monsarrat, Breaking In, Breaking Out

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

— Bei Dao





1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I don’t blame her. I hate it too.

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

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

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

“There goes moaning Minnie,” said Usha.

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

“Bridget,” said Usha.

“Yes?”

“Stop. Just stop.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“There she is!” exclaimed Usha.

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

“Has she gone mad?” exclaimed Usha.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No! You?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Two.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And then everything flared burning white.

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

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

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

Are … are we in range of those guns?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Whereupon the belt snapped.

All right, now you can panic.

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you all right?” asked Usha.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Slums,” she said. “Rookeries.”

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

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

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

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

“Where are the people?” she asked softly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And Pamela?”

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

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

Usha sighed heavily but nodded.

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

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

“Ow!”

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

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

Another static shock when she touched the door handle.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mummy?”

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

“Get away!”

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

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

“G-go! Go!”

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

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

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

Pretty, she thought faintly.

And then she knew no more.

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

I died …

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

I’m dead …

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

I’m dead and I’m in heaven …

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

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

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

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

“I need to see her!”

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

“She’s okay?”

“She’s okay.”

“You swear?”

“I promise.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t know,” said Lyn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Am I under arrest?”

“No,” said the man.

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

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

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

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

“And are you those people?” asked Lyn.

“Yes,” said the woman.

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

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

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

“Can I leave?” she said finally.

“Of course,” said Ms. Pumphrey.

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

“If you really feel safe doing so.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How can that be?” Lyn asked.

“As you said, it’s your house.”

“Yes?”

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

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

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

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

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

“She’s three!”

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

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

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

“Oh God,” she said weakly.

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

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

“It was me,” she whispered.

“We know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What am I supposed to be looking at?”

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

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

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

“Is it magic?”

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

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

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

I’m so sorry, my love.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You want to offer me a job?”

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

“And if I say no?” asked Lyn warily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Fine, I’m in.” Whatever in is.

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

“Sounds amazing,” said Lyn cautiously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Is that French?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Wait, so I don’t have a choice?”

“No,” said Mrs. Goodman.

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

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

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

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

“Why not?”

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

“No, I’m not!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Pretty damn huge, I would say!”

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

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

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

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

“You’re serious,” said Lyn wonderingly.

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

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

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

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

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

“You bring kids into this?”

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

“That’s right,” said Lyn firmly.

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

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

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